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Abstract 

Purpose: To provide women in the wider Bahraini society and in the Bahraini banking sector in particular 

a language with which they can challenge traditional Arab patriarchal practices and other forms of sexism 

they encounter—especially in the workplace—while remaining true to Islam.  

 

Methodology/Design: Semistructured interviews designed to collect in-depth findings were conducted 

with 21 women and nine men working in the Bahraini banking sector, along with a review of 

governmental and organisational documents that, in the Global North, usually incorporate gender-equality 

clauses. 

 

Findings: Findings demonstrate the prevalence of gender bias in the Bahraini banking sector. Barriers 

that impede women’s efforts to climb the corporate ladder were found to be similar to those reported in 

other Global North contexts. The major difference was the impact of the Muslim patriarchal culture in 

Bahrain, which has greatly influenced expectations about women’s roles in society and the workplace and 

women’s behaviours. I also found that labour regulations and policies in Bahrain are gendered and are 

designed to restrict women’s role to the private sphere. There are no explicit laws at the governmental 

level or policies at the organisational level that ban gender discrimination in the workplace or mandate 

equal rights for both genders. This is made worse by the lack of any type of positive action to help women 

navigate their way to the top and juggle family and work responsibilities, as well as by a lack of decision 

makers willing to commit to gender equality. 

 

Practical implications: The study contributes to our understanding of the hurdles in the Bahraini banking 

sector that impede women’s career progression and contribute to a glass ceiling. The study also 

contributes to our understanding of the lack of gender regulations and policies in Bahrain in general and 

in the Bahraini banking sector in particular. This knowledge will be valuable for organisational leaders 

who seek to bring more diversity to the executive levels of the banking system. The findings will also be 

valuable for governmental and organisational leaders interested in improving existing labour regulations 

and policies in Bahrain and elevating them to the level seen in the Global North. 

 

Originality/value: This study, to the best of my knowledge, is the first to investigate the glass-ceiling 

phenomenon in an underresearched context—namely, the Bahraini banking sector —and to examine the 

effectiveness of existing gender regulations and policies at governmental and organisational levels in the 

sector.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Why are there so few women in high-profile positions in the Bahraini banking sector, and 

what can be done to help women break through the sector’s glass ceiling? The Kingdom of 

Bahrain, which is a Gulf States country, is a hydrocarbon producer and a financial center 

(Hamdi, Sbia & Shahbaz, 2014; Sarea & Hanefah, 2013; Ismail & Karem, 2011). Having 

realised, decades ago, that it is likely to be the first Gulf State country to run out of oil, Bahrain 

has launched several initiatives to lessen its dependence on oil revenues. Among these is to 

develop a manufacturing sector and to position itself as a financial hub for the Middle Eastern 

region (Sarea & Hanefah, 2013; Ismail & Karem, 2011; Gerakis & Roncesvalles, 1983). These 

initiatives have been quite successful (Oxford Business Group, 2011). The financial sector in 

particular has enjoyed an exceptionally high growth rate; its contribution to the gross domestic 

product averaged 27% between 1980 and 2007 (Al-Ajmi, Abo Hussain & Al-Saleh, 2009). The 

financial sector is now an important pillar of Bahrain’s economy and a major employer (Oxford 

Business Group, 2011). Banking is the main player in the Bahraini financial sector (Oxford 

Business Group, 2011; Al-Ajmi et al., 2009). It offers a broad range of Islamic and conventional 

banking services and products through a unique blend of 79 banks, of which, as of 28 February 

2015, 57 are wholesale banks and 22 are retail banks (Central Bank of Bahrain, 2015). This 

includes local conventional banks, a large number of foreign banks—including Citibank, 

Standard Chartered Bank, HSBC, and BNP Paribas (Oxford Business Group, 2011)—and 

Islamic banks. One key factor that has fostered growth in the banking sector for both 

conventional and Islamic banks is Bahrain’s local talent. Bahrain has sufficient human capital to 

sustain the growth of the banking sector (Oxford Business Group, 2011). The level of education 

of Bahrainis of both genders is universally high (Metcalfe, 2006, 2007). Despite the patriarchal 

norms that are dominant in Bahrain, Bahraini families give equal importance to educating both 

boys and girls. This has resulted in an increasing number of women joining the workplace (Al 

Gharaibeh, 2011). In fact, the increasing cost of living in Bahrain has created economic 

circumstances whereby families cannot depend on one income, and hence women have joined 

the banking sector in increasing numbers (Oxford Business Group, 2011).  

Women represent 33% of employees in the sector; however, less than 1% have managed to 

reach senior executive posts (Central Bank of Bahrain, 2015)—compared, for instance, to 11% in 

the UK banking sector (Institute of Leadership & Management [ILM], 2012). Despite this 

substantial percentage of women working in the BBS, most of them are in entry-level positions. 
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Indeed, they dominate secretarial and clerical positions and, to a lesser extent, supervisory and 

midmanagement positions (Trade Arabia, 2013, 2015; Pillai, Prasad, & Thomas, 2011). 

 

Table 1. Comparison of the number of women in the UK banking sector and the BBS 
 UK Bahrain 

Average number of women in 

the sector  

55.00% 33.00% 

Percent of women in top 

positions (corporate 

management and senior 

executive positions) 

11.00% 0.20% 

Sources: Central Bank of Bahrain (2015), City & Guilds (2012), and ILM (2012) 

The BBS has not yet fully provided women with chances to contribute their talents for the 

good of the nation (Trade Arabia, 2013, 2015; Pillai et al., 2011). While women recently have 

become more visible in the public sphere in Bahrain, and have managed to reach positions as 

ministers and members of parliament, only one woman has managed to reach the top position of 

a CEO of a bank (Zawya.com 2014). Circumstances in the BBS make it difficult for women to 

move beyond the midmanagement level (Trade Arabia, 2013, 2015; Pillai et al., 2011; Metcalfe, 

2006, 2007). As a matter of fact, it takes women up to 20 years to attain a midmanagement 

position (Jamali, Safieddine, & Daouk, 2006). Women’s careers paths were developed around 

and dictated by men’s priorities and orientations (Tlaiss, 2014; Al-Lamky, 2007; Metcalfe, 2006, 

2007; Al-Lamki, 1999). In spite of women’s investment in higher education and commitment to 

management as a profession (Metcalfe, 2006), they are less likely than men to occupy top 

positions such as CEO, deputy CEO, general manager, and deputy general manager (i.e., the top 

four layers; Trade Arabia, 2013, 2015). Currently, only two women occupy executive suites in 

the BBS; one is a CEO (Zawya.com 2014), and the other is a deputy group CEO 

(Ahliunited.com 2015).  

A top executive banking post is prestigious, and is considered by male decision makers to 

be more compatible with masculinity (Oliver Wyman, 2014; Wilson, 2014; Sealy & Vinnicombe, 

2012; Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004; McDowell, 2001). Male decision makers often are reluctant 

to choose a woman for this post. They find women less suited to fit the classic template in banks 
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(Oliver Wyman, 2014; Wilson, 2014; Kelan, 2009; Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004), and they 

usually recruit in their own image (Holgersson, 2012; ILM, 2012; Storvik & Schone, 2008; 

Martin, 2001).  

The shortage of women in high-profile posts in banks has received a measure of attention 

from organisational theorists (Oliver Wyman, 2014; Dah, El-Kassar, & Dah, 2009; Mathur-

Helm, 2006; Jamali et al., 2006; Granleese, 2004; McDowell, 2001; Still, 1997). They ascribe 

the scarcity of women in the executive suites of the sector to the glass-ceiling phenomenon, 

which is an invisible impediment that inhibits women’s career progression (Cho, Lee & Jung, 

2014; Smith, Caputi & Crittenden, 2012; Hoobler, Lemmon & Wayne, 2011; Ragins, Townsend 

& Mattis, 1998). Most women who are able to rise up the ranks of organisational hierarchies will 

ultimately hit this invisible barrier, according to feminist theorists (Hoobler et al., 2011; Wrigley, 

2002; Ragins et al., 1998). Indeed, these theorists consider the phenomenon’s prevalence to be a 

result of several factors, such as societal factors (in the form of various types of gender 

stereotyping), organisational barriers (e.g., a lack of training and mentoring for women), and 

personal barriers (e.g., lacking the right male experience), that prevent most women from 

breaking through the glass ceiling (Pillai et al., 2011; Insch, McIntyre, & Napier, 2008, Albrecht, 

Bjorklund & Vroman, 2003). The literature also suggests that this shortage of women in 

executive posts is partly due to the dearth of mechanisms to enforce the equality granted by the 

law (Al-Lamky, 2007; Metcalfe, 2007; Ahmed, 2010), which could perpetuate the societal, 

organisational, and personal barriers women are already struggling with in the workplace and 

constitute what is called a ‘glass ceiling’ (Jackson, 2001; Metcalfe, 2007; Al-Lamki, 1999). To 

improve women’s situation in the workplace and career growth, the literature emphasises the 

importance of (1) positive action in the form of quotas (Masta & Miller, 2013; Whelan & Wood, 

2012; Adams, Gray & Nowland, 2011), (2) family policies that help working individuals 

maintain a balance between family and work responsibilities (Kelly, Kossek, Hammer, Durham, 

Bray, Chermack, Murphy, & Kaskubar, 2008; Hill, Martinson, & Ferris, 2004; Higgins, Duxbury 

& Johnson, 2000), and (3) organisational-development techniques (Lockwood, 2004; Oakley, 

2000; Tharenou, Latimer & Conroy, 1994).  

A review of the literature also indicates that previous studies pertaining to the dearth of 

women in high-profile posts in banks have mostly been conducted in countries outside the Gulf 

States (GCC), which consists of Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, and Saudi 

Arabia. While these studies have added to the literature on the shortage of women in 



12 
 

management, their implications may not be material to Bahrain. Findings are essentially placed 

in a Western context, and therefore their implications may not be in good alignment with 

women’s experiences in Bahrain due to cultural dissimilarities. The status of women in Bahrain, 

for instance, is different from that of women in the Global North (Tlaiss, 2014; Tlaiss & Kauser, 

2010; Mostafa, 2005). Gulf States countries, despite the fact that they are slowly changing their 

traditional patriarchal culture, tend to preserve sociocultural stereotypes concerning women’s 

roles in society (Al-Lamky, 2007; Al-Lamki, 1999; Abdalla, 1996). Traditional Arab societies 

are highly patriarchal (Tlaiss, 2014; Jamali, Sidani & Safieddine, 2005; Mostafa, 2005). Despite 

the fact that Islam equates the two genders (Syed, 2008; Barlas, 2002; Fakhro, 1996), Arab 

societies have used the misinterpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars—whom I define as 

conventional Gulf States Muslim scholars ‘who speak in the language of sharia’ (Ali, Hammer & 

Silvers, 2012, p. 228) and conflate their interpretation of Islam with norms of the patriarchal 

culture— as a means to treat men as superior to women, to perceive women as a subordinate sex, 

and to limit their roles in the home, workplace, and society at large (Al Marzouqi & Forster, 

2011; El- Nimr, 1996; Yamani, 1996). As a result, men tend to dominate the public sphere. They 

are the head of the family and traditionally considered to be the sole breadwinner (Syed, 2010). 

Also, the literature on international human resources management focuses mainly on 

limited regions—for instance, the US and Europe (Metcalfe, 2007; Sparrow, Brewster & Harris, 

2004)—which tells us little about the dynamics of human resource management in areas where 

Islam plays an important role in human relations and gender policies (Syed, 2009; Metcalfe, 

2007). Although a few studies have examined the experiences of working women in the region 

and have indirectly touched on policies that can help women climb the ladder in the workplace 

(Pillai et al., 2011; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010; Al-Lamki, 1999; Jamali et al., 2005; Jamali, 

Safieddine & Daouk, 2007), the main focus of these studies is to identify the societal and 

organisational barriers that prevent women from moving up in the workplace. A striking gap in 

Middle Eastern management research is the critical examination of governmental and 

organisational regulations and policies that influence women’s career progression. There are 

several exceptions, however (Metcalfe, 2007, 2011; Ahmed, 2010). One study highlights the 

general failure of the system in the region to empower women (Metcalfe, 2011). Others focus on 

certain laws and/or regulations that touch women’s lives in many areas (Ahmed, 2010) and the 

dearth of organisational policies (Metcalfe, 2007). None of these studies takes a holistic 

approach to evaluate the effectiveness of gender-equality regulations and policies at 
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governmental and organisational levels, nor is any such study specific to banking. Furthermore, 

due to the lack of feminist influence in my region, none of the studies that touch on the 

phenomenon or examine gender regulations and policies in the region has addressed these topics 

from a feminist perspective (Pillai et al., 2011; Al-Lamki, 1999; Jamali, et al., 2006, 2007; 

Jamali et al., 2005). As a result, Bahrain’s cultural and structural contexts make this phenomenon 

worth assessing within the BBS. In this study, I intend to fill this gap. 

My own experiences will be of use in my investigation; I believe that my study will be 

even more valuable because I am a woman and I have experienced sexism—which Warren 

(1980; cited by Shibles, 1989) defines as ‘wrongful discrimination on the basis of sex’ (p. 39)— 

in my workplace in the BBS. I will elaborate on my experience in the next subsection. 

 
1.1 My Story 

I joined the BBS in the mid-1990s and quickly learned my place in the organisational 

hierarchy (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013) of banking, an environment that is controlled by men 

(Oliver Wyman, 2014; ILM, 2012; Dah et al., 2009; Jamali et al., 2007; Mathur-Helm, 2006; 

Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004). My situation was very similar to the one described by other 

feminist researchers in health-care laboratories (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013) and in academia 

(Kemelgor & Etzkowitz, 2001), where women experience various forms of sexism and, unlike 

men, are denied access by the male decision makers in their organisations to resources that could 

help them rise up the career ladder.  

I believe I have been denied promotions and selection for senior executive posts because of 

my gender. I have experienced overt and subtle forms of sexism that have hindered my efforts to 

climb the career ladder despite my education, experience, and dedication. No matter how hard or 

how well I work, and irrespective of my credentials, in each case someone else—a man—was 

chosen to head the department. My male colleagues, with whom I started my career around the 

same time they started theirs, have managed to reach the CEO level in the sector, while I am still 

stuck at senior management. No matter how hard I worked, I was never qualified enough to 

reach the executive suite. Several times, I was moved horizontally by male decision makers in 

my bank instead of vertically. Indeed, in one of the horizontal-movement cases, I was compelled 

to report to a man who was at the same level of seniority: The practice in Bahrain in general and 

in the BBS in particular is that individuals do not report to others at the same level of seniority, 

but to people who are more senior to them. Making an employee report to another employee at 

the same level is usually considered a sort of insult. In addition, recently a restructuring took 
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place in my bank and I was compelled to report to a man who is younger than I—yet more 

senior—and who has less education and line experience.  

At times I almost wondered whether my bank’s policies included a clause that bans the 

promotion of women to executive posts. I wanted to familiarise myself with the bank’s 

promotion policies, but I was denied access to the policies and documents that are contained 

within my own bank’s human resource manual (HRM). To my surprise, I was told by our human 

resources (HR) department that employees are not allowed to access the bank’s policies 

incorporated in the HRM; only general managers and the CEO are granted access. The bank 

considers information related to hiring, training, pay grades, and promotion procedures to be 

confidential information that employees should not have access to.  

Although I have always been frustrated by the circumstances in my bank, I had no 

language with which to articulate my objections. I was not active regarding feminist issues in the 

past, nor did I challenge forms of sexism in the BBS when I encountered them. Every time I 

encountered a form of sexism, I used to swallow my pride, keep quiet, and continue working as 

if nothing had happened. I used to think that challenging sexism would upset male decision 

makers in my bank and make them consider me a troublemaker, which would further lead to my 

marginalisation.  

I have personally observed male decision makers in my bank engage in homosocial 

reproduction (Holgersson, 2012; Insch et al., 2008; Ehrich, 2008; Arfken, Bellar & Helms, 

2004). This masculine practice of promoting men with less experience and education over more 

qualified women irritated and engaged me emotionally. As such, I will use homosociality as a 

lens through which to interpret my findings. Since my recognition of homosociality, I have 

become actively interested in feminist issues and in women’s empowerment in both private and 

public spheres. I joined a DBA program—one of the few means available to me to fight sexism 

in the banking sector—and decided to research the glass-ceiling phenomenon in the Bahraini 

banking sector. My experience with sexism, and my subsequent inability to advance because of 

it, has had a concomitant effect on my sense of motivation, ability to work, and well being in 

general. My experiences will inform my research, and I will reflect on my experiences as I 

proceed with the data analysis and discussion.  

Although I was not active in feminist issues in the past, when I look back I realise that I 

have always been a feminist; I just did not have the words to articulate my beliefs. As a teenager, 

my thinking was informed by the famous Arab feminist Nawal El Saadawi —a psychiatrist and 
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activist of Egyptian origin who wrote several books about women in Islam in which she 

discussed Arab women’s psychological and physical issues and linked them with patriarchy, the 

oppressive Arab culture, and imperialist oppression (Accad, 1987; Amireh, 2000). During my 

teenage years, I read her books and was strongly influenced by her ideas about women’s 

emancipation. At the age of 11, during a summer break, my older sister gave me Al-Mar’ah wa-

al-jins (Women and Sex) by El Saadawi. It was the first book I had ever read, other than 

textbooks, and I could not put it down. I finished it in one day, then went back to my sister and 

asked her for more books by the same author. That summer I read several of El Saadawi’s books. 

The influence of her work on me was profound. I think it gave me a voice with which to rebel 

against many patriarchal customs and practices that were popular during my teenage days. In 

fact, I was advocating for her feminist ideas during that time to rebel against my father’s 

patriarchal views when he was trying to force them on me. This distinguished me from other 

teenage girls in the family and in my small village. For instance, I have refused to wear abaya—

a loose kind of black robe worn by women in the Gulf States after they reach puberty to protect 

their sexuality—and not wearing abaya at that time in my village was considered to be a source 

of shame or dishonour for a girl’s family. But no matter how hard my parents tried, I refused to 

wear it, and I still have not. I think that at that young age, I saw the abaya as a tool society used 

to oppress women, and my refusal to wear it was my own way to fight oppression.  

I also, at that very young age, refused the idea of gender segregation—which is still the 

practice in the Gulf States—and I hung out most of the time with the teenage boys in our 

neighbourhood, playing football, instead of remaining indoors in our big family house. In the 

villages in Bahrain, couples live with their children in the husband’s father’s house, along with 

the father's other sons and their children. I lived there with my teenage female cousins, and while 

they remained at home to learn how to cook and helped my mother and my uncles’ wives clean 

our big family house and wash family members’ clothes, I was with my teenaged male friends. 

At that time, my ideas and behaviours were found to be too liberal. El Saadawi’s feminists books 

enlightened me at a very young age by showing me that there was a world outside the private 

sphere and that I could be whatever I wanted—a doctor, an architect, or a banker. It gave me the 

courage to follow my dreams and pursue a career; almost all the females in my family are 

housewives. My old-fashioned uncle once told my father that I was a bad girl and I would bring 

shame to the family when I grew up with my weird attitudes, behaviours, and ideas. 

At the age of 17, when I went to the US for my bachelor’s degree—despite my father’s 
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resistance, I insisted on going to a more developed country for my degree—I was exposed to a 

more liberal feminist environment, which remained at the periphery of my consciousness. This 

began to change, however, after I was bypassed for promotion several times as an employee in 

the BBS and compelled to report to a man with less education and line experience. Since then, I 

have become increasingly interested in feminist issues and women’s empowerment in both the 

private and public spheres. Kvasny, Greenhill and Trauth (2005) contend that women who have 

been subjected to marginalisation are most appropriate to conduct critical and interpretive 

feminist studies because their history of experiencing oppression gives them the tools to engage 

in interpretive studies, where they can employ the anger that has built up in them as a source of 

energy for social change This is especially the case when one considers that women ‘have 

greater insights as researchers into the lives of other women’ (Hesse-Bibor, 2012, p. 19), a fact 

that I believe will help me to derive richer results from my investigation.  

 

1.2 Study Purpose, Research Questions, and Methodology 

In this thesis, I seek to use my research to provide women in the sector and in wider 

Bahraini society a language—Islamic feminism—with which they can contest the traditional 

Arab patriarchal practices that male scholars claim are rooted in Islam and, at the same time, 

remain true to Islam. I ask three research questions:  

 

(1) Why are Arab countries so different in terms of the percentage of women in top jobs?  

(2) What regulations and polices must be implemented to change things?  

(3) How do women react to forms of discrimination in the Bahraini banking sector? 

 

In this study I will examine the accounts of women managers and male decision makers 

from the BBS in order to understand the circumstances that prevent women from advancing from 

midmanagement to executive positions in the BBS. I am therefore concerned with challenging 

the vertical segregation of management jobs for women in the BBS and the lack of 

understanding of the hurdles women face on their way to senior positions. To shed light on this 

issue, I present my analysis of interviews conducted in 2013 with women and men bankers based 

in Bahrain. My interpretation is particularly guided by traditions of feminist research that have 

tended to focus on narratives of everyday life (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Motta, Flesher 

Fominaya, Eschle & Cox, 2011; Sosulski, Buchanan & Donnell, 2010).  
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To help women climb the ladder and take their rightful place in society and the workplace, 

women’s right to gender equality must be protected by laws and regulations at the governmental 

level and by policies at the organisational level (Al-Lamky, 2007; Wajcman, 1998; Wirth, 2001). 

In Bahrain, the Constitution gives women the right to work and establishes the rights of both 

genders in the workplace. Yet these broad laws have not been translated into gender-equality 

regulations or mechanisms at either the governmental or organisational level (Metcalfe, 2007). 

Hence, I will also use qualitative analysis methods to examine Bahraini governmental and 

organisational documents that, in the Global North, usually incorporate gender-equality and/or 

diversity clauses. I will compare certain clauses of these documents with their counterparts in 

comparable documents in the UK to identify where Bahrain’s regulations and policies are 

different. My objective is to highlight areas in which amendments are required (Kelso, Cahn, & 

Miller, 2012). Because I could not gain access to banks’ HRMs, owing to the fact that banks in 

Bahrain consider them confidential and deny access to outsiders—and, sometimes, to their own 

employees—I have instead based my analyses on published public documents (the Constitution, 

labour laws, corporate governance codes, etc.). I will also use comments by the men and women 

bankers I interviewed in 2013 when they are related to gender equality, family policies, and 

mechanisms for improvement in the interviewee’s bank.  

 
1.3 Structure of the Thesis  

This thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter One, the introduction, presents the problem 

followed by the main themes in the literature relevant to the glass ceiling and the factors that 

help preserve the phenomenon globally, and touches on regulations and policies that can help 

women climb the ladder in the workplace. It includes my personal stories of sexism in the sector 

to make clear to the reader why I want to change banking in the ways I propose. This is followed 

by the aim of the study and my main questions.  

Chapter Two is the literature review. Since this is a feminist study, I begin the literature 

review by giving a short review of various feminist ideologies in the Global North and in the 

Arab region. This is to show that my feminist stance —Islamic feminism—is an outgrowth of 

third-wave feminism. I follow this with a brief explanation of my feminist stance to help the 

reader follow my arguments throughout the study.   

To help the reader grasp the study’s conceptual framework, in the second subsection of the 

literature review I begin by presenting a review of studies that have examined the dearth of 

women in top positions in banking in the Global North and the Arab world. I present these 
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studies’ statistics, which document the low number of women in top positions in the sector in 

both parts of the world. I then define the glass ceiling and present women’s strategies for dealing 

with the glass ceiling when they run into it, in both the Global North and the Arab world. The 

purpose of this subsection is to enable the reader to understand the cultural influences and 

misinterpretation of some Islamic texts by male scholars as they pertain to women’s behaviour. 

This is followed by a section that describes the barriers that organisational theorists find 

influential in preventing women from climbing the career ladder and breaking through the glass 

ceiling in banking in the Global North. In the next subsection, I describe strategies for gender 

equality in the workplace. I follow this with a section related to the literature from the Arab 

world that examines the barriers that prevent women from advancing in the workplace, as well as 

the literature that discusses women’s gender-equality regulations and policies and strategies to 

empower women in banking in the Arab world. The purpose of presenting literature from both 

parts of the world is to illustrate the factors that have contributed to the slowdown of women’s 

career progress in banking in the Arab world that are different from the factors women encounter 

in the Global North, as well as the effect on this phenomenon of patriarchal interpretations of 

Islam and the culture of the region. The second reason for presenting the literature review is to 

highlight the gaps in the legal framework in my region.  

Chapter Three explains my methodology. I describe my epistemological orientation—my 

understanding of what feminist research and feminist methodology consist of—and present my 

research approach, strategy, data-collection methods, analytic approach, and rationale for 

choosing these approaches. The chapter also describes the demographics of my research 

participants, and outlines my ethical issues and the study’s limitations.  

In Chapter Four I present my research findings, which are grouped into three interrelated 

sections: Gender (In)Equality and Legal and Organisational Policies, Patriarchal and Other 

Societal Barriers, and Strategies Employed by Interviewees to Preserve and Manage the Glass 

Ceiling.  

Chapter Five consists of discussion of my findings. In Chapter 6 I present my conclusions 

and recommendations, and explain my reluctance to publish the thesis.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will review the literature on Islamic feminism, and the status of women in 

management positions in banking in the Global North and in the Arab world. The aim of this 

chapter is to provide a conceptual framework for the study by presenting literature form the 

Global North and the Arab world that answers the research questions and illustrates, directly or 

indirectly, the impact of the lack of feminist influence in my region and the negative 

consequences for the status of women in the workplace. I also discuss the effect of the patriarchal 

interpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars on women’s behaviours and the barriers to 

women’s career advancement such misinterpretations have imposed, as well as its impact on the 

region’s laws and regulations, if any, and Bahrain’s in particular. To do so, in this chapter, I will 

first present a section on feminism to introduce the concepts of and arguments for my feminist 

stance—Islamic feminism—to distinguish between the original principles of Islam, which 

encouraged gender equality, and its patriarchal interpretation, which subordinates women, and to 

enable the reader to follow my arguments throughout the study. This will be followed by a 

section on the glass-ceiling phenomenon, strategies women employ when they run into the glass 

ceiling in the Global North and in the Arab world, barriers to women’s career progression that 

contribute to the glass ceiling, and strategies employed to empower women in both parts of the 

world. 

 

2.2. Feminism 

2.2.1 Definition of Feminism 

The word ‘feminism’ was introduced in 1882 in a French journal to denounce male 

supremacy (Offen, 1988). It ‘is a broad, complex and contested term that comprises both an 

intellectual and a political project that seeks to identify, understand, and dismantle inequalities 

between men and women’ (Pollard, 2009, p. 29). According to Offen (1988), to be a feminist you 

must be in conflict with male-dominated culture and society. Thus feminists’ and all feminist 

ideologies’ main concern is to enhance women’s position in the society. They study women’s 

oppressed status, illuminate the circumstances responsible for it, and propose methods of 

changing it. However, feminists have a diversity of ideologies and points of view on how 

women’s status can be enhanced (Hooks, 2000). The differences among these various ideologies 

pertain to each ideology’s view of the root cause of the oppressed status of women and 
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recommended course of action to improve it. However, all feminists agree on one common goal: 

improving women’s status (Skrla, Reyes, & Scheurich, 2000; Ahmed, 1982). These ideologies 

and points of view have evolved over time as feminism has progressed and opened out from a 

Western context to include other parts of the globe (Blore, 2010). Yet before addressing my 

feminist stance, I will touch base on Western feminism in the next subsection, to show the reader 

how feminism has evolved over time. 

 

2.2.2 Western Feminism 

With regard to Western feminism, there have been three waves of feminism (Tong, 2009; 

Krolokke & Sorensen, 2006; Gillis, Howie & Munford, 2004). The first wave arose in the early 

19th century as a natural response to the exclusion of women from economic, political, and 

social life (Sarikakis, Rush, Grubb-Swetnam & Lane, 2009). The movement’s primary demands 

were legal equality and voting rights (Beasle, 2005; Smith, 2001; Graham, 1994). Yet after 

women were given the right to vote, they found that their key roles were still confined to the 

private sphere (Skrla et al., 2000). This triggered the second wave of feminism in the 1960s 

(Rotskoff, 2000; Denny, 1994; Ehrenreich, 1976), which mostly challenged the social system—

i.e. patriarchy (Atkinson, 2014; Kinser, 2004; Yelin, 1993; Willis, 1984) and cultural and social 

inequalities (Kennedy, 2008; Cott, 1989; Calasanti & Zajicek, 1993). This wave was criticised 

for assuming a global female identity (Gordon, 2013; Arya, 2012), which facilitated the rise of 

the third wave of feminism in the 1990s (Renegar & Sowards, 2009; Ritzenhoff & Hermes, 

2009; Shaikh, 2003). The rights that had been gained by the second wave formed the basis of this 

new wave. While there is no consensus among scholars on the ideology of the third wave, apart 

from being distinguished by diversity (Snyder, 2008; Orr, 1997), third-wave feminists contend 

that further essential changes are required in relation to the image of women that is encouraged 

by the media and the language used to define women (Tong, 2009; Krolokke & Sorenson, 2006). 

From my standpoint, Islamic feminism can be considered to be part of the third wave. However, 

before giving a detailed account of Islamic feminist arguments, I will briefly present the 

background of feminism in general in the Arab region. 

 

2.2.3 Feminism in the Arab Region 

The history of feminism in my region goes back to 1899 (Badran, 2005; Sidani, 2005; 

Jawad, 2003), when Qasim Amin, a lawyer, wrote The Liberation of Women. This triggered the 
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first wave of feminism in the region, which is known as secular feminism (Majid, 1998; Maker, 

1998; Ahmed, 1982). Secular feminism first appeared in Egypt and corresponds closely to the 

first wave of feminism in the Global North (Golley, 2004; Makar, 1998; Ahmed, 1982). It 

disconnected itself from any religious framework and argued that women’s rights are basic 

human rights and that women should enjoy all of the basic rights enjoyed by men in the society 

(Quawas, 2006; Smith, 1999). This wave lasted until the 1950s. Following this period, from the 

1950s to the 1970s—and especially in Egypt, the birthplace of Arab feminism—feminism was 

largely controlled by the state (Sidani, 2005; Al-Ali, 2002). Under a pro-socialist regime, all 

political and feminist parties were suspended.  

However, in the 1970s, and upon the decline of the pro-socialist regime in the region, 

feminism became active again. This era of feminism was inspired by the famous Arab feminist 

and psychiatrist, Nawal El Saadawi, who wrote several books in which she condemned 

patriarchy and discussed the types of aggression perpetrated against women’s bodies in the Arab 

world—for instance, female circumcision, in which a girl’s clitoris is cut, with the intention to 

control her sexuality and preserve her modesty (Amireh, 2000; Accad, 1987; El Saadawi, 1980). 

El Saadawi’s condemnation of patriarchy was echoed by several writers from the region, such as 

Hanan El-Cheikh, Hisham Sharabi, Daisy Al-Ameer, and Emily Nasrallah (Accad, 1987). 

However, two decades ago, and with the growing popularity of Islamic feminist movements, the 

Arab world witnessed the birth of the second form of feminism in the Arab world, Islamic 

feminism.  

I will examine the glass-ceiling metaphor through an Islamic feminist lens. This is a 

relatively new feminist movement that corresponds, to a certain extent, to a liberal feminist 

perspective and calls for role equality for all Muslims, in both private and public spheres, within 

an Islamic framework (Blore, 2010). This feminist stance is the subject of the next subsection. 

 

2.2.4 Islamic Feminism 

2.2.4.1 What is Islamic Feminism? 

Islamic feminism is a relatively new movement that extracts its mandate and understanding 

from the Quran (Badran, 2009). The movement aims to reveal the deeply embedded teachings of 

equality in Islam (Grami, 2013; Jawad, 2003), strives to attain more rights and autonomy for 

women in both private and public spheres (Barlas, 2002; Smith, 1999; Wadud, 1999), and uses 

religion, instead of a secular comprehension of human rights, as its framework for reform 
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(Grami, 2013; Badran, 2005; Hashim, 1999). Although Islamic feminism can be considered to be 

an outgrowth of Western third-wave feminism, it is nevertheless distinct, because Islamic 

feminism seeks to advance a feminist agenda within a religious framework (Seedat, 2013). 

One of the Islamic feminists’ main arguments is that the original essence of Islam has 

gradually changed, mainly due to misinterpretation of the Quran and Hadith—compilations of 

‘works that record in minute detail what the Prophet said and did’ (Mernissi, 1991a, p. 1)— by 

male scholars who define Islamic terms to suit their own objectives (Ahmed & Jahan, 2014; 

Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999, 2006). Islamic feminists argue that interpretation by men of the 

Quran has been informed by a masculinise patriarchal logic, which has damaged the true 

message of the Quran (Metcalfe, 2011). The essence of Islam was, to a great extent, twisted by 

male scholars who wanted to ascribe a misogynist orientation to Islam that neither the Quran nor 

Prophet Mohammad embraced (Al-Ali, 2002; Hatem, 2002; Mernissi, 1991a). This has caused a 

great gap between what the Quran says and the ways that its teachings have been practiced 

(Hashim, 1999), and resulted in rigorously patriarchal institutions and female seclusion (Syed, 

2010). Islamic feminists challenge these interpretations of the Quran and Hadith by Islamic 

scholars (Hidayatullah, 2014; Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999, 2006), and encourage the 

reinterpretation of the Quran and Hadith by women for the purpose of highlighting the essence of 

gender equality originally introduced by Islam (Hidayatullah, 2014; Syed, 2010; Wadud, 1999, 

2006). They have engaged in systematic critical examination of Quranic texts that pertain to 

women (Wadud, 1999, 2006; Barlas, 2002; Mernissi, 1991a), with the goal of interpreting them 

from a nonpatriarchal, liberal feminist standpoint (Al-Ali, 2002; Barlas, 2002; Majid, 1998).  

Islamic feminists maintain that the Quran ought to be continuously revisited and 

reinterpreted in view of the fact that its concepts are eternal and newly applicable in changing 

circumstances, and therefore its explanations cannot at any time be final (Hidayatullah, 2014; 

Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999). Islamic feminists argue that traditional interpretations of the Quran 

by men are based only on men’s experience (Hidayatullah, 2014; Wadud, 1999, 2006; Barlas, 

2002), and that the sole interpretation of the Quran and Hadith by men must be challenged. They 

contend that neither the Quran nor the Hadith prevents women from interpreting the divine 

message (Jawad, 2003). In this case, Islamic feminists do not question the Quran’s ontological 

status as divine speech; nevertheless, they challenge the legitimacy of its interpretations, and 

distinguish between what God says in the Quran and what we comprehend God to be saying. 

Islamic feminists are mainly interested in highlighting the danger of confusing the Quran with its 
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patriarchal interpretation and the notion that only men are able to understand what God actually 

means (Gallant, 2008; Hashim, 1999; Majid, 1998).  

Indeed, recent feminist scholarship on the Quran has endeavoured to re-explain the 

meanings behind Quranic words by taking into account not only a word’s obvious meaning, but 

also by interpreting it in the context of the historical patriarchal circumstances in which it was 

revealed (Coleman, 2010; El-Nimr, 1996; Karmi, 1996). Wadud (1999) contends that the Quran 

must be read with the awareness that its rulings and declarations were shaped by the terms of the 

seventh century and the Arab people to whom it was directly addressed, so that for the Quranic 

text to have comprehensive meaning above and beyond the actual situation described, the 

specific historical context must be acknowledged and scrutinised (Wadud, 1999; Alsayyid 

Marsot, 1996; Yamani, 1996). Not to do so would restrain the Quran’s power to offer worldwide 

enlightenment in all times and places (Hidayatullah, 2014).  

Islamic feminists also argue that any practice or Hadith that contradicts the teachings of the 

Quran should be rejected. They assert that the Quran is ‘unrivalled in its divine authority’, and 

that its teachings ought to supersede anything that is incompatible with it (Hidayatullah, 2014; 

Wadud, 1999; Mernissi, 1991a). Islamic feminists’ goal is to establish the continuous 

applicability of the Quran’s teachings—which in general promote equality between genders—to 

the lives of Muslims today and to free the Quran from the misogyny and sexism that have been 

associated with it for centuries (Hidayatullah, 2014).  

In spite of the fact that Islamic feminism is rooted in the early twentieth century, when 

Nazira Zain Al din, daughter of an Islamic scholar, published her book Unveiling and Veiling in 

1928—in which she challenged the interpretation of Quran only by men and claimed her 

authority to reinterpret it (Hidayatullah, 2014; Mojab, 2001; Cooke, 2001)—the Islamic feminist 

movement further crystallised in the1990s through the writings of feminists such as Amina 

Wadud and Fatima Mernissi (Clark, Lieu & Tbel, 2013), who is known as the ‘godmother of 

Islamic feminism’ (Clark et al., 2013). The following subsections will outline Islamic feminists’ 

main arguments. 

 

2.2.4.2 Gender Equality and Women’s Rights in Islam 

One of the Islamic feminists’ main arguments is that the Quran institutionalises gender 

equality and social justice. They claim that women’s rights and gender equality are deeply rooted 

in Islam, and the oppressed status of women in the Arab and Islamic worlds is not Islamic 
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(Ahmed & Jahan, 2014; Wadud, 1999, 2006). They further contend that God, in addressing both 

men and women directly, cherishes them equally and exhibits a devotion to egalitarian ethics 

(Sidani, 2005, 2006; Yamani, 1996; Mernissi, 1991a). Umm Salama—one of Prophet 

Mohammad’s wives—who was very active in public life—asked him, in the early days of Islam, 

‘Why are men mentioned in the Quran and why are we not?’ (Mernissi, 1991a, p.118). God 

replied, in sura 33 of verse 35 of the Quran, by addressing both men and women: 
Lo; men who surrender unto Allah, and women who surrender, and men who believe and women who 
believe, and men who obey and women who obey, and men who speak the truth and women who speak the 
truth, and men who persevere (in righteousness) and women who persevere and men who are humble, and 
women who are humble, and men who give alms and women who give alms, and men who fast and women 
who fast, and men who guard their modesty and women who guard (their modesty), and men who remember 
Allah much and women who remember Allah hath prepared for them forgiveness and a vast reward. 
(Mernissi, 1991a, p. 119)  

Mernissi (1991a) argues that this response by God to Umm Salama is clear evidence of the 

two genders’ equality and the significance Islam gives to women and their opinions. It is not 

gender that regulates who deserves God’s grace; faith is the determining factor, along with the 

willingness to obey and serve God. Islamic feminists maintain that there is great confusion about 

the essence of Islam, which originally encouraged equality, and the culturally oppressed status of 

women that has been linked to Islam (Ahmed & Jahan, 2014; Coleman, 2010; Wadud, 1999, 

2006). Riffat Hassan, an Islamic feminist who has engaged in interpreting the Quran, is a 

professor of religious scholarship at the University of Louisville. According to Hidayatullah 

(2014), Hassan reread the Quran creation stories from a feminist perspective to examine gender 

equality in Muslim countries on a theological basis. She argues that the Muslim assumption of 

male superiority is based on three inaccurate theological presumptions about the Eve and Adam 

story: that (1) Eve was solely blamed for the fall of Adam from heaven to earth, (2) God made 

Eve from Adam’s rib, and (3) God created Eve for the benefit of Adam. After scrutinising the 

Quran, Hassan contends that (1) it does not describe Adam and Eve falling from heaven, (2) both 

Adam and Eve perpetrated a sin, (3) both were equally accountable for engaging in it, and (4) 

both were forgiven by God. She also maintains that God created Adam and Eve from the same 

substance and at the same time. Indeed, El-Nimr (1996) quotes a verse from the Quran (IV, 1) to 

support this argument: ‘O mankind, keep your duty to your Lord who created you from a single 

soul and from it created its mate (of the same kind) and spread from these to many men and 

women’ (p. 91).  

Islamic feminists further argue that both genders are branches of the same tree, and their 

identical accountability with regard to religious obligations and the unity of their fate confirm 
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their equality (Sidani, 2005). As a matter of fact both genders will be appraised by God on the 

judgement day using the same moral norms (Hidayatullah, 2014). Islamic feminists further 

contend that neither gender enjoys any quality of being human that the other gender does not also 

enjoy (Wadud, 1999, 2006; Mernissi, 1991a). Barlas (2002) argues that if God never engaged in 

zulm—unfairness—and is not a misogynist, then the Quran as a word of God could not teach 

and/or call into practice any form of misogynistic practices or zulm. 

Islamic feminists posit that although Islam acknowledges biological differences between 

the genders that form the grounds for social gender roles, these differences are not acceptable as 

a reason for discrimination (Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999). Barlas (2002) maintains that the Quran 

does not link gender with sex, or with particular roles or duties or with certain feminine and 

masculine characteristics—for instance, women with emotion and instinct and men with 

intelligence and reasoning. Instead, both genders exhibit the whole. Wadud (1999) argues that 

“feminity and masculinity are not created characteristics imprinted into the very primordial 

nature of female and male persons, neither are they concepts the Quran discusses or alludes to. 

They are defined characteristics applied to female and male persons, respectively, on the basis of 

culturally determined factors of how each gender should function” (p. 22).  

Islamic feminists argue that the Quran ‘does not inherently or symbolically (biologically or 

culturally) privilege males, masculinity, fathers, or father-right/rule’ (Barlas 2002, p. 94). They 

further maintain that if Islam classifies men and women as contrary to each other (e.g., viewing 

women as the ‘other’ and depicting them as ‘deficient’, it cannot, in a fair and a sensible way, 

make them responsible for the same norms and levels of moral praxis. If women lack rationality, 

knowledge, and reasoning—characteristics normally linked to men—they would not be capable 

of comprehending or affecting divine truth. Thus, the Quran does not associate certain attributes 

with either men or women. Instead, it declares that men and women were brought into being 

from a ‘single self’, are ‘endowed with the same traits’, and enjoy the same capacity for 

reasoning and moral choice. There is nothing, therefore, in the notion of monotheism or Islamic 

religion itself that is anti-female (Wadud, 1999, 2006; Barlas, 2002; Mernissi, 1991a). Indeed, 

and contrary to dominant belief in Muslim societies, the Quran does not create or promote a 

chain of command of relationships and status in which women are situated below men (Wadud, 

1999, 2006; Barlas, 2002; Mernissi, 1991a). Barlas (2002) maintains that a hierarchy does exist 

in the Quran, yet it is not grounded in sex or race, but in morality. The Quran differentiates 

between individuals—either men or women—based on faith and on adherence to the Quran’s 
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commands. Furthermore, Islamic feminists also condemn the depiction of God as a male figure. 

The use of male pronouns to describe God and the attribution of male qualities to God conflicts 

with the belief that God is above human gender (Hidayatullah, 2014). Wadud (1999) asserts that 

the Quran does not depict God as a son or father of any kind, and the fact that the Quran 

describes God as unique and transcendent is a clear illustration that God is beyond gender 

representation.  

2.2.4.2.1 Women’s Rights in Islam 

Contrary to the dominant belief that Islam oppresses women, Islamic feminists argue that 

Islam, in its early stages, gave women many rights and that the lives of women were remarkably 

enhanced by the advent of Islam (Sidani, 2005; Karmi, 1996). Islam stressed and raised the value 

of women in society (El-Nimr, 1996; Mernissi, 1991a), gave women respect and dignity 

(Hidayatullah, 2014; Wadud, 2006, 1999; Barlas, 2002), and urged them to be educated, to work, 

and to involve themselves in business (Al-Lamki, 1999; El-Nimr, 1996). Before Islam, women in 

the region were treated like objects (El-Nimr, 1996) or slaves, and were more or less owned by 

their fathers or brothers; ownership was transferred to the husband when a woman married 

(Karmi, 1996). Women were rarely given access to education, had no right to choose their own 

husbands, had no inheritance rights, and were themselves inherited like camels or palm trees. A 

man would inherit his father’s wife, and would marry her if she were not his own mother 

(Mernissi, 1991a). The practice of infanticide was common (Syed, 2010; Caner, 2003; El-Nimr, 

1996). When a girl was born to a family, this was considered to be a source of shame or 

dishonour for her father (Caner, 2003; El-Nimr, 1996).  

Islam, in contrast, raised the value of women in the society. There was no difference 

between a man and a woman or an Arab and a foreigner except in terms of taqwa, ‘a pious 

manner of behaviour that observes constraints appropriate to a social-moral system on the basis 

of one’s consciousness or awareness and remembrance of Allah’ (Wadud, 1999, p. xxvi). Islam 

gave women economic, social, and political rights before any societies did in the Global North. 

For instance, Islam gave women the right to own property in the seventh century (Smith, 1999), 

while women in the Global North started to enjoy this right only in the 1800s (Sidani, 2005). 

Islam also gave women rights of inheritance, education, and employment; restricted polygamy, 

which before Islam was unlimited; banned infanticide; allowed a woman to choose her own 

husband; and, in the seventh century, gave women the right to participate in the selection of a 

leader of the Muslim community—i.e., the right to vote (Badran, 1985).  
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However, after the death of Prophet Mohammad, the status of women deteriorated and 

the former oppressive patriarchal practices reasserted themselves, thereby endangering the rights 

Islam accorded women. By the 1900s, the status of women had weakened to the point that 

women were prohibited from getting an education or participating in the public sphere. By then, 

women’s role was almost totally confined to the private sphere (Syed, 2010; Sidani, 2005; 

Badran, 1985). Hidayatullah (2014) writes, ‘The inherent contradiction between the revealed 

word and patriarchy was obscured and Islam’s call for gender equality and social justice was 

thwarted’ (p. 143). Islamic feminists contend that ‘what is needed is a realignment of Islam with 

the Quranic message of human equality and social justice’ (Hidayatullah, 2014, p. 143).  

 

2.2.4.3 Islam and Women in the Private and Public Spheres 

Islamic feminists challenge the patriarchal belief—which is promoted by misinterpretation 

of Islam—that Islam confines women’s role to the private sphere (Fakhro, 1996; Yamani, 1996; 

Mernissi, 1991a). Islamic feminists recognise women’s place in the private and public spheres, 

and contest any separation between the two domains (Sidani, 2005; Yamani, 1996; Makdisi, 

1996). They refuse to give priority to the private sphere for women, and argue that the spheres 

are interrelated. The responsibility of social institutions is to give women the opportunity to play 

a part in all domains of life, whether in the political and economic domains or at home. Islamic 

feminists contend that eligible women should be given opportunities to play public roles in the 

same way that eligible men are allowed to play such roles (Sidani, 2005).  

They maintain that childbearing is the sole role in the Quran that is restricted to one gender, 

and that is due to obvious biological reasons—yet a woman’s functions are not limited to this 

biological role. The Quran does not consider this as women’s main or necessary role 

(Hidayatullah, 2014). Although the Quran links women with childbearing, all other roles related 

to the rearing of children and childcare are never described as primary attributes of women. 

Accordingly, the Quran refers to the biological role of a mother but does not refer to either a 

cultural or psychological perception of mothering (Wadud, 1999). Barlas (2002), in her study and 

interpretation of the Quran, asserts that ‘the Quran does not define women in terms of their role 

as mothers’ (p. 179). She goes on to state that we cannot presume that each woman will be a 

mother. Indeed, Aisha—one of the Prophet’s wives—never became a mother. Yet being childless 

did not undermine her social position during the Prophet’s life or her status as a role model for 

Muslims after his death.  
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Also, according to El-Nimr (1996), and contrary to the dominant belief in the region that 

household duties are the sole responsibility of a woman, Islam has not by any means designated 

these as women’s responsibilities. Indeed, it is not mandatory for a woman in Islam to prepare 

food for her children and husband, to do their laundry, or to breastfeed her infant. A Muslim 

woman has the right to reject any or all of these duties. If a woman performs these tasks, it is 

simply an ‘act of sheer grace’. El-Nimr (1996) tells the story of a man who wanted to see Umar, 

the second Caliph (i.e., a leader), of Islam, to complain about his wife. When he arrived at the 

Caliph’s place of residence, however, he heard the wife of the Caliph ‘railing against’ him. The 

man turned back and was about to leave, but the Caliph saw him, asked him to come back, and 

inquired about the purpose of his visit. The man replied that he came to complain about the way 

his wife was treating him, but when he saw that the Caliph was subjected to the same treatment, 

he decided to leave. The Caliph says: 
She has certain rights over me. She cooks my food, washes my clothes and suckles my children although she 
is not the slightest degree responsible for any of these duties. I enjoy peace of mind on her account and I am 
protected from committing the sin of adultery. In view of these advantages, I put up with her excuses. (El-
Nimr, 1996, p. 98) 
 
Wadud (1999) supports this argument and contends that the Quran makes women solely 

responsible for neither childrearing nor household responsibilities. She further argues that the 

Quran has commanded men to provide for the expenses of their children: Because he cannot bear 

them, his part should be to provide for their expenses, or qiwama. But this role does not classify 

him as chief of the household; neither does it restrict women’s role to the private sphere (Barlas, 

2002; Wadud, 1999). Indeed, Barlas (2002) further argues that although the Quran commends 

men to provide for the expenses of their children, it does not declare that women should not 

provide for themselves. In fact, during the early days of Islam, women engaged in various kinds 

of jobs and roles (Sidani, 2005; Alsayyid Marsot, 1996; El-Nimr, 1996). They even participated 

in wars; this included Prophet Mohammad’s wives. They mainly attended to wounded people 

and inspired men, mostly with verse and songs. Yet some women also fought in battles—for 

instance, Hind bint Utbah, who fought fiercely at the Battle of Uhud. Another famous woman 

fighter was Umm Umara, who also fought in the Battle of Uhud and many others, until she lost 

one of her hands during combat. Another woman, Umm-Sharik, who was a companion of 

Prophet Mohammad, was a hotel operator (Sidani, 2005). Prophet Mohammad’s first wife, 

Khadeja, was also a prominent merchant and, at one point, her husband’s employer. She was the 

first convert to Islam, and played a great role in supporting Islam and the Prophet as Islam spread 

in its first years (Syed, 2010; Sidani, 2005; Power, 1914).  
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Aisha, the Prophet’s wife, is one of the narrators of the Hadith and played an important role 

in Islamic history (Syed, 2010; Ahmed, 1992; El-Nimr, 1996). Soon after Prophet Mohammad’s 

death, the Muslim community started to seek her advice and consultation on the Prophet’s 

practice, and her narration and judgement were employed to ‘settle points of conduct’ and 

sometimes ‘points of law’. For instance, when one of Prophet Mohammad’s wives, Safia—who 

had been Jewish before she married the Prophet—died and willed part of her estate to one of her 

nephews, his status as a Jew caused a debate to arise between Muslims as to whether his religion 

invalidated the inheritance. When the Muslims consulted Aisha, she advised that the will ought 

to be honoured. Also, Aisha’s narratives on the Prophet’s practices in reciting a Quranic verse 

and praying are used by Muslims to settle points pertaining to the correct reading of that 

particular verse and prayer. A well-known narrator of the Hadith herself, Aisha disseminated the 

Hadith to many of the leading early Muslim narrators (Ahmed, 1992). Approximately 2,210 

Hadith are attributed to Aisha (Ahmed, 1992; El-Nimr, 1996). She also held political power, and 

played important political roles in the lives of the Muslims’ first three Caliphs (leaders) who 

followed the Prophet. She questioned the legitimacy of the fourth Caliph, Ali Bin Abi Taleb, and 

led a political uprising against him called the Battle of the Camel (Mernissi, 1991a). 

 

2.2.4.3.1 Passive versus Active Muslim Women  

Islamic feminists argue that all of the above experiences and events make clear that 

characterising the ideal Muslim woman as passive is not Islamic, but rather the interpretations of 

religious scholars who manipulated the Quran and Hadith to depict Muslim women as obedient 

and passive to preserve the patriarchal system (Sidani, 2005; Yamani, 1996; Mernissi, 1991a). 

Indeed, women in the early days of Islam were neither passive nor obedient followers; they were 

active in both private and public spheres, and had the right to speak out and engage in all events 

in their societies, including religion and war. They were active interlocutors in the realm of 

religion, as well as in more mundane issues (Ahmed, 1992). Even the Prophet’s wives were not 

simply ‘background figures’; they were involved in his strategic concerns, and he often sought 

their advice—which was, on occasion, the key element of tricky deliberations. For instance, 

during the negotiations for the Treaty of Hudaybiyya—an important treaty signed between 

Mohammad and his enemies during the early days of Islam—many Muslims were against 

signing it and considered it militarily humiliating. Prophet Mohammad was undecided, and 

sought the advice of his wife Umm Salama, who advised him to go ahead. After signing the 
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treaty, the Prophet ordered Muslims to shave their heads. He said it three times, yet no one 

followed his instructions. He went to Umm Salama very distressed. She told him not to worry 

and advised him to shave his head and to do his sacrifice. He did, and on seeing him, other 

Muslims followed his in footsteps (Mernissi, 1991a).  

As a matter of fact, during the early days of Islam, women were very active in religious 

matters, both intellectual and practical. They went to mosques, attended to Prophet Mohammad’s 

discourse, and participated in religious services on festival days. They were also eligible to 

challenge religious thoughts and practices (Hatem, 2002; Ahmed, 1992), to debate them with the 

Prophet, and to comment on any subject, including the Quran; furthermore, they did so with the 

expectation that their points would be acknowledged (Ahmed, 1992). Indeed, Hadith also shows 

that Prophet Mohammad acknowledged women’s right to speak publicly and frankly, and 

without hesitation he replied to their observations. For instance, his women followers, similar to 

male followers, learned the Quran. On one occasion, however, women raised a concern that the 

men were outstripping them and asked Prophet Mohammad to allocate additional time to teach 

and guide them so that they could catch up (Ahmed, 1992), and the Prophet granted their request. 

Ahmed (1992) argues that the practice of appreciating women’s opinions and giving weight to 

their ideas and requests, which was Prophet Mohammad’s practice, was indeed a reflection of the 

attitudes of the society at that time toward women in general. It demonstrates that their opinions 

and ideas carried weight, including in spiritual issues. These attitudes continued for several 

decades following the Prophet’s death (Ahmed, 1992).  

Also, in line with the argument that women during Profit Mohammad’s days were passive 

in neither the private nor the public sphere, Islamic feminists challenge the dominant belief in 

Muslim societies —that is, Arab Muslim and not Arab, for instance, Pakistan (Barlas, 2002)—

that a woman has to obey her husband. Islamic feminists argue that the Quran does not command 

Muslim women to do so. It never declares that a woman’s submission to her husband is a trait of 

the ‘better woman’. Islamic feminists assert that the Quran did not even order the Prophet’s 

wives to obey him (Barlas, 2002). Contrary to second-wave adherents in the Global North, who 

argue that the personal is political, Islamic feminists believe that the political is also personal 

(Mcknight & Pillinger, 1985). The Islamic concept of shura—consultation—which is generally 

recognised in Muslim societies as a public political concept, is also considered by Islamic 

feminists to govern private family matters (Sidani, 2005; Hatem, 2002).  
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2.2.4.4 Veiling and Female Seclusion  

Islamic feminists have also examined most of the Quranic verses used by men to support 

veiling and seclusion. They argue that these verses were only meant to be for the wives of the 

Prophet (Barlas, 2002; Fakhro, 1996; Mernissi, 1991a). Prophet Mohammad never turned away 

visitors, and his house was open to visitors at any time. However, some boorish people used to 

pay him long visits without prior notice, tended to stay for a long time, and used to directly 

address his wives. As a result, segregating his wives from other men became necessary (Golley, 

2004). The Quran asked Prophet Mohammad’s wives not to mix freely with other men. However, 

men have enforced these practices on all women (Barlas, 2002; Alsayyid Marsot, 1996). Barlas 

(2002) supports her point by saying that the Quran instructs women in general to turn away their 

gaze when they meet men who are not part of their family. If the intention were to press women 

to remain at home, there would be no need for women to do this. Also, since in Islam women are 

given the right to separate financial and legal standing, it was anticipated that women would 

leave their homes to look after their financial affairs and unavoidably mix with men (Hatem, 

2002).  

Hatem (2002) also challenges the notion that Islam called for gender segregation, 

especially in mosques, at funerals, or in schools, and argues that in their examination of Quranic 

verses, Islamic feminists have not found a verse that calls for such segregation. Barlas (2002) 

argues that when Ali bin Abi Taleb—Prophet Mohammad’s cousin and son-in-law—emigrated 

from Mecca to Medina, three days after the Prophet’s emigration to the latter city, he stayed in 

the house of a lady who was single. Also, several women who were contemporaries of Prophet 

Mohammad have traditionally been called Suhabeya—i.e., a companion of Prophet 

Mohammad—which makes it clear that the Prophet was mingling freely with women and had 

friendships with some of them. 

Also during the early days of Islam, women—and especially female slaves—were 

accustomed to being sexually harassed by men in the streets. Therefore, the wives of the Prophet 

were commanded by the Quran to veil themselves so that they could be distinguished from other 

women (Golley, 2004). In her interpretation of the Quran, Barlas (2002) argues that the teachings 

of the Quran command women to cover the bosom and neck but not the face, head, or feet. She 

explains that the Quranic verses that commanded Prophet Mohammad’s wives to veil and not 

mix freely with other men have been used by male scholars to justify women’s veiling and 

seclusion. Hatem (2002) and Fakhro (1996) argue that male scholars, in supporting veiling and 
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seclusion, ignore the verses mentioned in the Quran that declare that ‘wives of the Prophet were 

unlike other women’.  

 

2.2.5 Summary 

This literature review clearly illustrates that Islam originally enhanced the status of women, 

equated all Muslims in both the private and public spheres, encouraged women to work, 

participate in all activities of their societies, and have opinions of their own. It also makes clear 

that the oppressed status of women in Muslim societies is not a direct teaching of Quran and that 

many dominant patriarchal ideas that are still dominant in my region, such as gender segregation, 

female seclusion, and veiling, as well as many ideas promoted by sharia—for instance, that 

women should obey their husbands and remain passive—are not Islamic, but rather emerged as a 

result of the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars, in order to preserve the 

patriarchal system and sustain male domination.  

Now that I have explained the feminist stance upon which my work is based, I will 

examine the glass-ceiling phenomenon through this feminist lens to demonstrate that many 

concepts used in the workplace to enforce women’s subordination are not Islamic and are, in 

fact, contrary to the teachings of the Quran. I will start by addressing the glass-ceiling metaphor 

in banking in the next section.  

 

2.3 Examining the Glass-ceiling Metaphor in Banking 

Even though women account for half of the world’s population (Baxter & Wright, 2000), 

only a small percentage of women have managed to reach top executive positions across many 

business sectors. Evidence of this can be found in the fact that among Fortune 1000 companies in 

the US, only 4% are headed by women (Lam, McGuinness & Vieito, 2012). Researchers around 

the globe have found that any form of career progress is an uphill task for women, who usually 

cluster at the bottom of their organisational hierarchies (Insch et al., 2008; Wrigley, 2002; Ragins 

et al., 1998). This phenomenon is exaggerated in banking (IML, 2012; Dah et al., 2009; Jamali et 

al., 2007; Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004).  

Despite the fact that banking globally has a larger percentage of women in midmanagement 

than other business sectors, the proportion of women in corporate management and senior 

executive posts—particularly the CEO’s seat—is lower than in other sectors (Oliver Wyman, 

2014; Rigg & Sparrow, 1994; Bertrand & Halloock, 2001). Banks tend to recruit roughly the 
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same number of men and women graduates every year, yet the number of women who make it to 

the top is limited (Oliver Wyman, 2014; Bertrand & Halloock, 2001; Wirth, 2001). In its study of 

the UK banking sector, ILM (2012) found that women comprise 55% of employees in the UK 

banking sector, yet they tend to be clustered in lower employment grades, i.e., lower-ranked 

workers and mid-management positions. The average number of women in corporate 

management and senior executives posts is around 11% (ILM, 2012; Table 1), compared to an 

average of 28% in other industries (City & Guilds, 2012). Also, analysis of other banking 

contexts—for instance, the US (Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004), Europe (European Commission, 

2010), and Australia (Still, 1997)—confirms that women are poorly represented in top 

management in the sector. 

Women in the Arab region, in line with women’s experiences in banking in the Global 

North, are to a large extent found in entry-level jobs, and their numbers are significantly lower at 

the top of the managerial hierarchy (Dah et al., 2009; Jamali et al., 2006, 2007). In fact, some 

banks in the region have no women beyond the level of manager (Dah et al., 2009; Jamali et al., 

2006, 2007). For instance, in Lebanon women make up 41.5% of the total banking sector staff, 

but there are no women CEOs of a bank in the country (Jamali et al., 2007). Jamali et al. (2007), 

in their examination of the underrepresentation of women at the board level in the Lebanese 

Banking Sector, found that banks had failed to build gender-inclusive practices. An investigation 

by Dah et al. (2009) is in alignment with the findings of Jamali et al. Among a sample of 2,120 

women, the authors found that 86.8% of women in the sector were in entry-level or supervisory 

posts; 11.4% had succeeded in attaining mid-management jobs, compared to 13.8% for men. 

They found that women’s attempts to rise to higher positions slow when they reach mid-

management. Scholars ascribe the dearth of women in top executive positions in banking in both 

parts of the world to the glass-ceiling phenomenon (Cho, Lee & Jung, 2014; Dah et al, 2009; 

Jamali et al., 2006, 2007; Still, 1997).  

The ‘glass ceiling’—a barrier that prevents women from advancing in the workplace—is a 

widely used metaphor (Ayranci & Gurbuz, 2012) and has been the subject of extensive feminist 

analysis (Eriksson-Zetterquist & Styhre, 2008; Wrigley, 2002; Jackson, 2001). As described 

earlier, a variety of feminist theories (Hoobler et al., 2011; Eriksson-Zetterquist & Styhre, 2008; 

Gatrell, 2008) have confirmed the tendency for women to be ‘blocked’ by the so-called glass 

ceiling in many fields, including banking. 

Before going further, I will define the glass ceiling. The metaphor was coined in 1986 by 
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Hymowtiz and Schellhardt (1986) in their Wall Street Journal report on the corporate woman. 

Despite frequent use of the term since then, the literature still contains a variety of definitions. 

The most widely used is the one introduced by the US Department of Labor ([USDL], 1991), 

which defines the glass ceiling as ‘those artificial barriers based on attitudinal or organisational 

bias that prevent qualified individuals from advancing upward in their organisation into 

management level positions’ (p. 1). This definition restricts the metaphor’s applicability to 

‘qualified individuals’, and limits the barriers to ‘attitudinal or organisational bias’. Literature 

from Europe presents similar definitions for the glass ceiling, with slight variations. For instance, 

Eriksson-Zetterquist and Styhre (2008), in their research in Sweden, state that the ‘glass ceiling 

and glass walls are described as those invisible, culturally embedded assumptions and beliefs 

about the skills and competencies of women that prevent their advancement into top 

management positions’ (p. 135-136). In contrast to the USDL definition, this definition confines 

the applicability of the metaphor to ‘women’ versus ‘qualified individuals’, and limits barriers to 

‘culturally embedded assumptions and beliefs’ versus ‘attitudinal or organisational bias’. 

Furthermore, Eriksson-Zetterquist and Styhre point out that the term ‘glass ceiling’ corresponds 

to the term ‘glass walls’, and they confine the hurdles that obstruct women from making progress 

in their careers solely to women’s skills and competencies. Irrespective of the precise definition 

of the metaphor, however, it can be said that the glass ceiling inhibits women from advancing to 

the upper echelons of power (Ayranci & Gurbuz, 2012).  

Banking is the largest single employer in Bahrain, with women comprising up to 33% of 

total employees (Central Bank of Bahrain, 2015). Yet less than 1% of top executive leadership 

positions are held by women. The numbers clearly suggest that something is preventing women 

from attaining corporate management and senior executive positions within the BBS. This 

phenomenon should be investigated to shed light on the obstacles women face on their way to 

the top in the BBS.  

The next subsection will illustrate how women react to the glass ceiling when they run into 

it in both parts of the world, the Global North and the Arab world. The purpose of highlighting 

the differences in women’s reactions to sexism in the two regions is to show the influence of the 

misinterpretation of Islam by male scholars, if any, on women’s socialisation processes, beliefs 

and behaviours. 
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2.3.1 Women’s Strategies to Deal with the Glass Ceiling in Banking in the Global North 

The literature from the Global North shows that women working in banks in that region are 

aware of sexism in their workplaces, and sometimes they actively challenge it (ILM, 2012; 

Jenkins, 2006; Teather, 2006). Linehan and Scullion (2001) conducted research in Europe and 

interviewed 50 women from various sectors, including banking, to gain greater understanding of 

how women expatriates receive their work assignments within organisations, and found that only 

a few women are given opportunities to work as managers. Indeed, the number of women 

expatriate managers was around 5% of the women interviewed in the study. Some women 

respondents had undertaken tactics to reduce the influence of the glass ceiling on their careers; 

for instance, they persistently inquired about their next career move, instead of waiting to be 

offered one. Respondents also felt that they had to juggle a number of tasks and to make 

sacrifices in their personal lives to advance. Linehan and Scullion conclude that the metaphorical 

barriers that prevent women’s career advancement are more intimidating than just glass; as one 

of their research participants asserted, ‘We are talking plywood, but do not minimise it, it is not 

glass, it is not just “a glass ceiling”’ (p. 395). If we take this line of reasoning to its logical end, it 

would suggest that the metaphorical ceilings that prevent women from advancing are harder to 

break through because they are invisible. Yet because plywood is composed of soft wood and is 

more visible than glass, it is easier to recognise as an impenetrable barrier and devise strategies 

to deal with it. Ceilings made of glass, on the other hand, are invisible and therefore harder to 

recognise and deal with.  

In the ILM’ s (2012) study of the UK banking sector, 55% of women senior managers 

acknowledge the prevalence of the glass ceiling in the sector and emphasise the importance of 

reducing the influence of this invisible barrier, through a variety of means. This includes 

programs to raise awareness of the phenomenon among men decision makers; only 20% of the 

men who participated in the study acknowledged the existence of barriers to women’s career 

advancement in the sector. In her study of the phenomenon in the U.S., Wrigley (2002) posits 

that this kind of denial arises from a complex process in the traditional system, which tends to 

preserve the status quo. However, some women in the Global North not only acknowledge 

gender bias in the workplace, but they actively challenge it (Jenkins, 2006).  

In 2006, six women who believed that they had hit the glass ceiling in their workplaces 

sued Dresdner Bank for US$ 1.4 billion. In their suit, the women referred to a ‘pervasive pattern 

and practice’ of gender bias in the bank and contended that ‘the glass ceiling is alive’ and that 
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women were treated by the bank as ‘second-class citizens’; as a result, women’s career 

advancement in the bank was slow, and they were not able to progress to senior management 

positions. The women claimed that the bank had denied them access to equal job opportunities, 

did not promote them as often as it promoted men, did not paid them comparable to men in the 

bank, and compelled them to work in a ‘hostile environment’ (Jenkins, 2006; Teather, 2006). The 

women also claimed that men in the workplace sometimes brought prostitutes to the office 

during their lunch hours, and repeatedly exposed women employees to ‘coarse remarks’. For 

instance, one of the women was referred to by her boss as ‘Pamela Anderson of trading’ (Teather, 

2006).  

In addition to this legal case, a number of banks in the U.S. have been forced to pay 

millions of dollars in compensation to women employees who sued for gender discrimination. 

According to the Teather, (2006) Morgan Stanley agreed to pay US$ 54 million in 2004 to settle 

a case brought by one of their former bond traders and 340 other women. In 2006, UBS paid 

US$ 29 million in compensation, which is one of the biggest individual gender-discrimination 

settlements on record. This case encouraged other women to speak out about gender 

discrimination they had encountered in the workplace; four women from Smith Barney, one of 

Citigroup’s divisions, subsequently filed a case against their bank, accusing it of denying them 

promotions based on gender and paying them less than men who occupied comparable positions 

in the bank (Teather, 2006).  

The following subsection will illustrate how different women’s reaction is when they run 

into the glass ceiling in Bahrain and the Arab Muslim world in general. 

 

2.3.2 Women’s Strategies to Deal with the Glass Ceiling in Banking in the Arab Muslim 

World 

In her 2006 study, Metcalfe analysed the accounts of women professionals in various 

industries, including banking in three Arab countries—Bahrain, Oman, and Jordan—and found 

that despite the high level of her respondents’ education (12 had PhDs), the majority were in 

mid-management, and there were strong interrelations between perceived Islamic values, gender, 

and organisations. Women interviewees reported that they were expected by their male bosses 

and husbands—due to both Arab patriarchal culture and the misinterpretation of Islamic texts by 

male scholars—to leave their employment once they got married, and to continue working only 

if their husbands allowed them to. One of the respondents said, ‘I am very lucky that my husband 
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supports my career and my work. He is not like many men. We [women] are not expected to 

develop our public roles’ (p. 103).  

Metcalfe also found that the business culture in the region is marked by separation of the 

two genders. She noted that while such emphasis on gender roles and separation would be seen 

as marginalisation in the Global North, her respondents did not challenge these patriarchal 

practices. In fact, they viewed accepting these practices and values as part of their submission to 

Islam, and believed that gender segregation and confining women’s roles to the private sphere 

are in line with the principles of Islam. Respondents accepted these sexist practices because their 

societies do not realise that Islam neither restricts women’s role to the private sphere nor 

encourages separation between the genders. Islamic feminists contend that in the early years of 

Islam, women were active in the public sphere and interacted—and sometimes argued—with 

men with regard to practical and intellectual issues (Mernissi, 1991a). 

In addition to addressing the women’s strategies to reduce the influence of the glass ceiling 

when they run into it, scholars in both the Global North and the Arab world (Choet al., 2014; 

Smith, Caputi & Crittenden, 2012; Jamali et al., 2006, 2007) have also addressed different 

organisational and societal barriers that lead to the prevalence of the phenomenon. Yet, due to 

cultural differences and the influence of the misinterpretation of Islam on norms and practices in 

the Arab Muslim region, these studies’ findings differ regarding justifications for the barriers that 

constitute the glass ceiling in both regions and propose various regulations and policies to reduce 

their influence. I will address these barriers as well as gender regulation and policies in both 

parts of the world in the next section. 

 

2.4 Barriers that Contribute to a Glass Ceiling in Banking in the Global North  

Several barriers contribute to the glass ceiling and impede women’s efforts to climb the 

corporate ladder (Jackson, 2001; Oakley, 2000). In my reading of the literature from the Global 

North, I have identified two themes that slow women’s efforts to climb the corporate ladder in 

the workplace in general and in the banking sector in particular: subtle forms of sexism and not-

so-subtle forms. I will first address the subtle forms.  

 

2.4.1 Subtle Forms of Sexism in Banking in the Global North 

Subtle forms of sexism, which have mainly been identified in the second-generation 

gender-bias literature, show that corporate culture strongly favours masculinity (Ely, Ibarra, & 
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Kolb, 2011; Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004; Ely & Meyerson, 2000). I define 

masculinity/femininity here as how women and men must behave to preserve a patriarchal social 

regime (Bauer, 2012)—i.e., an active, rational, and objective role for men and a passive, 

emotional, and subjective role for women (Wajcman, 1998; Kanter, 1977). According to studies 

of the banking system in the UK conducted by Sealy and Vinnicombe (2012), the ILM (2012), 

and McDowell (2001), one of the most important barriers that renders banking hostile to women 

is that banking in general is a rational and prestigious industry that values masculinity. 

Organisational culture in banks is inclined to embrace men’s ways of doing things (Wilson, 

2014; Granleese, 2004), and depicts the ideal employee, especially the ideal manager, as a 

rational individual, which traditionally aligns with images of masculinity rather than femininity 

(Wajcman, 1998; Kanter, 1977). Organisational culture tends to associate femininity with 

emotions and sexuality; therefore, it is regarded in the workplace as subordinate to masculinity 

and out of place (Ford, 2006; Wajcman, 1998). McDowell found that ‘a hegemonic white, male 

and middle class masculinity is the norm’ (p. 192), and this norm subtly affects all aspects of the 

industry and diminishes the status of women and their femininity (ILM, 2012; McDowell, 2001). 

Wilson (2014), Acker (1990), Wajcman (1998), and Kanter (1977), argue that masculinity is 

deeply rooted in the rules, practices, and procedures as a whole and that masculinity has become 

profoundly embedded in banks to the degree that it seems to be the norm.  

This masculine-identified workplace puts women and their femininity ‘in their place’ by 

assigning them tasks in which they can employ their femininity and ‘soft skills’ (Wilson, 2014; 

ILM, 2012; Carlson & Crawford, 2011), an outcome that causes men and women to be hired for 

different jobs. Women are often employed by these workplaces in the least prestigious jobs 

(Wilson, 2014; Hoobler et al., 2011; McDowell, 2001). They are often employed for jobs that 

require showing concern for others’ needs (Peterson, 2007; McDowell, 2001); for instance, 

secretarial positions and human resources, in which women can use their femininity. In contrast, 

men are usually employed by organisations in more prestigious jobs, such as management 

positions, which are highly regarded (Wilson, 2014; Storvik & Schone, 2008; Wirth, 2001). 

Storvik and Schone (2008) contend that this kind of gender stereotyping restricts women’s career 

possibilities. A woman’s career progression in banking has typically been restricted from the 

beginning of her career, when she was assigned a job by male decision makers that limited her 

potential for career growth. This deprived her of the opportunity to gain the experience that could 

lead to the executive suite.  
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As a result of the dominance of masculinity in the corporate culture of banks, masculine 

traits—for instance, being aggressive or competitive—are seen by male decision makers as the 

traits of achievers (Powell & Butterfield, 2013; ILM, 2012; Rosener, 1990; Billing & Alvesson, 

1989), and feminine traits, such as showing empathy or caring, as the traits of followers (Ely et 

al., 2011; Scott & Brown, 2006; Kawatra & Krishnan, 2004). This trait association, as practiced 

by male decision makers, has led to the dominance of a male-oriented leadership style (Wilson, 

2014; Linehan & Walsh, 2000; Moran, 1992). However, research has shown that women try to fit 

in by adopting ‘masculine’ styles, by being aggressive and tough, or by projecting a cold, 

professional style (ILM, 2012; Ford, 2006). Yet when women exhibit these masculine traits of 

management, they are perceived negatively and often described as ‘bossy’ (Jackson, 2001). 

Therefore, women are perceived as a poor fit for leadership posts in banking (ILM, 2012; Scott 

& Brown, 2006; Oakley, 2000) because they are perceived as either too feminine or too bossy. 

Placing a high value on masculinity and rationality by male decision makers and corporate 

culture in general (ILM, 2012; Sealy & Vinnicombe , 2012; McDowell, 2001) results in the 

accumulation of resources mainly in the hands of men, and people normally associate themselves 

with individuals whom they recognise as the controllers of resources (Lipman-Blumen, 1976). 

This creates a situation in which men mainly rely on other men to meet their needs (Holgersson, 

2012; ILM, 2012; Martin, 2001; Lipman-Blumen, 1976). Homosociality and homosocial 

reproduction are pervasive (Holgersson, 2012; Kelan, 2009; Martin, 2001). Participants in 

McDowell’s (2001) and the ILM’s (2012) studies in the UK banking sector hinted at the 

prevalence of homosociality (Holgersson, 2012; Kelan, 2009; Martin, 2001) and homosocial 

reproduction (Storvik & Schone, 2008; Arfken et al., 2004; Kanter, 1977) as the main barriers to 

their advancement in banking, which undermines women and leads to their being ostracised in 

their workplaces (Broadbridge & Hearn, 2008; Granleese, 2004). The women in the ILM study 

stated that their belief that male decision makers were inclined to hire and promote in their own 

image and use male-dominated networks instead of basing those decisions on merit alone. 

Gregory (2009) contends that homosociality leads to the marginalisation of women in 

organisations and the perception of their status as ‘the other’. Also, it leads to women’s exclusion 

from important networks. Men tend to network mainly with each other, which results in the 

formation of ‘old boys’ networks’. Women are typically not part of such informal networks, 

which further adds to their exclusion (ILM, 2012; Helfat, Harris & Wolfson, 2006; Kemelgor & 

Etzkowitz, 2001). Storvik and Schone (2008) suggest that when women are denied access to 
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male-dominated networks, it becomes more difficult for them to move up in the organisational 

hierarchy. 

In addition to the above, the literature also explains that in line with masculine culture, 

which tends to limit the roles women play, women are, by and large, not given proper access to 

training (Insch et al., 2008; Lockwood, 2004; Ragins et al., 1998) and mentoring (Insch et al., 

2008; Ehrich, 2008; Kirchmeyer, 2002) by their banks, which, in turn, limits their career 

development (Ely et al., 2011). A number of scholars argue that if banks seek to help women, 

they will need to provide them with the right training and mentoring (ILM, 2012; Ehrich, 2008; 

Tharenou et al., 1994).  

The cumulative effect of the barriers women face in the workplace is to slow women’s 

career progression and maintain the dearth of women at the top of the ladder. When there are 

only a few women in executive posts, women at lower levels have few models to emulate in their 

quest for top management roles (ILM, 2012; Ely et al., 2011; Hutchings, Metcalfe & Cooper, 

2010), which further slows their efforts to climb the career ladder in the sector.  

In addition to the subtle forms of sexism women encounter in the sector, there are other 

not-so-subtle forms of sexism. I will elaborate on these in the next subsection.  

 

2.4.2 Not-so-subtle Forms of Sexism in Banking in the Global North 

In addition to the subtle forms of sexism in the sector I have described above, glass-ceiling 

studies present two not-so-subtle types of barriers to women’s career advancement in banking. 

These barriers are typically addressed along with subtle forms of sexism, resulting in something 

of a mish-mash of ideas (Oliver Wyman, 2014; ILM, 2012; Ragins et al., 1998). One is lack of 

line experience (Akpinar-Sposito, 2013; Hoobler et al., 2011; Ragins et al., 1998). In their study 

of Fortune 1000 CEOs—including banks’ CEOs—Ragins et al. (1998) found that the majority of 

CEOs surveyed maintained that women had not been in the pipeline long enough to assume top 

posts; in other words, they did not have enough experience. Human capital theory can be used to 

support this line of reasoning, as its tenets predict that slower professional advancement is a 

result of a lower level of line experience and education (Akpinar-Sposito, 2013). If this argument 

is carried to its logical end, it stands to reason that the number of women in leadership posts in 

the sector would have steadily increased over the years, as more women spent more time in the 

pipeline. However, although women have been entering the workforce in increasing numbers 

over the past few decades, only a small number have achieved high-profile posts in the sector 
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(Oliver Wyman, 2014; Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004; Heilman, 1997), thereby negating the 

supposition that women have not spent enough time in the pipeline. Also, despite women’s 

educational gains—for instance, 60% of master’s degrees and 52% of doctorates in the US are 

awarded to women (Chamie, 2014), and in the UK 57% of total graduates from institutions of 

higher education are women (ILM, 2012)—some studies have found that education is much 

more beneficial in the workplace for men than for women (Tharenou et al., 1994).  

The second barrier, which is a practical barrier that has been discussed extensively in the 

glass-ceiling literature in banking, is the family/work conflict (Oliver Wyman, 2014; Wilson, 

2014; Sok, Blomme, Tromp & Van Muijen, 2011). In addition to childbearing, women continue 

to perform the majority of household tasks (Lam, Mchale & Crouter, 2012; Gatrell, 2008; Cross 

& Linehan, 2006). Despite the fact that many men are now inclined to take on more family 

responsibilities (Gatrell, 2008), the glass-ceiling literature still mostly associates the work/family 

conflict with women. In addition, the literature has established that the presence of a spouse and 

dependents is positively correlated with men’s career success, but constitutes a burden that 

curtails women’s career success (Gatrell, Burnett, Cooper, & Sparrow, 2013; Cross & Linehan, 

2006). 

To overcome the above barriers to women’s career advancement in the Global North, and 

to help women juggle work and family responsibilities, governments and organisations have 

devised several strategies, which are the subject of the next section. 

  

2.5 Global North Strategies for Gender Equality in the Workplace 

My reading of literature from the Global North shows that these countries have adopted 

equal-opportunity agendas at both the governmental and organisational level to promote gender 

equality across all sectors, including banking (Grosser & Moon, 2005; Wirth, 2001; Wajcman, 

1998). Both governments and organisations have adopted a variety of approaches in the form of 

(1) formal labour regulations or policies, (2) positive action, and (3) gender mainstreaming. I will 

start by reviewing the literature that has addressed formal regulations and policies at both 

governmental and organisational levels. 

 

2.5.1 Equal Opportunity Regulations and Policies 

When it comes to labour regulations, the literature shows that equal employment 

opportunity programs originally emerged in the US, where they are mandated by a set of laws 
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and policies that prohibit discrimination in the workplace, and later spread to other contexts—

e.g., Australia, Canada, and the UK (Syed, 2008). For instance, at the governmental level, the 

UK has a set of laws and regulations that form a legal framework for women’s gender equality 

(McCrudden & Prechal, 2009; Wajcman, 1998) that dates to 1970, when the Equal Pay Act was 

introduced; this was followed by the Sex Discrimination Act in 1975. In 2010, the two were 

consolidated into the Equality Act. The act bans indirect and direct forms of discrimination and 

harassment (CEDAW, 2011). To comply with gender-equality laws, decision makers in 

organisations in the Global North have devised gender-equality polices at the organisational level 

mainly to control overt forms of sexism and advance the ‘business case’ for gender equality. In 

their basic form, these policies commit the organisation to equality in selection and promotion 

practices. Such a commitment is usually incorporated in the policies and documents that are 

contained within an organisation’s HRM. In the Global North, such policies are common, 

especially in large institutions (Liff & Wajcman, 1996).  

Yet despite such a legal framework in the UK and many other Global North countries, 

gender bias in the workplace continues to exist (Davidson, 2014; ILM, 2012; Fawcett & Pringle, 

2000). For example, in the UK, women still earn less than men (ILM, 2012); as of 2014, the 

gender pay gap stood at 9.4% in favour of men (Davidson, 2014). Although these policies have 

had only minimal effect, they have symbolic value and reveal at least some societal support for 

gender equality—including equal pay—regardless of the difficulty of achieving it.  

Despite this legal framework and apparent societal support, however, Barrientos, Dolan, 

and Tallontire (2003) argue that national labour legislation has been developed based on male 

norms. The main emphasis of these regulations is full-time employment, by which an employee 

(often a man) is disconnected from reproductive work (usually carried out by a woman); thus 

national labour legislation reinforces the concept of ‘labour markets as bearers of gender’ (Elson, 

1999). Barrientos et al. argue that women ‘move flexibly between productive and reproductive 

work’ (p. 1515), and hence need employment regulations and policies to support this movement.  

Jones, Stewart, King, Morgan, Gilrane & Hylton, (2014) argue that while formal 

regulations and policies to control and punish overt forms of sexism are crucial and form an 

important legal foundation for any additional action, these regulations and policies are not 

sufficient, due to the veiled nature of some forms of modern sexism. They contend that since the 

establishment of antidiscrimination frameworks in the Global North, more overt forms of sexism 

have been reduced. However, this allows leeway for subtler forms of sexism to emerge, which 
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often go unnoticed and are difficult to control by laws. Also, even if victims are able to detect 

and report it, it is frequently difficult to prove due to its ambiguous nature. 

In addition to formal regulations and policies to ban sexism in the workplace and promote 

equal employment opportunities, literature from the Global North also discusses the importance 

of enforcing positive actions to remedy the situation. In the next subsection I will discuss the 

literature that addresses the importance of this strategy. 

  

2.5.2 Positive Actions 

2.5.2.1 Gender Quotas  

Since the 1980s, there has been a gradual shift in Global North countries from a narrow 

equal-treatment perspective to the use of specific positive-action initiatives on behalf of women 

to enhance women’s employment opportunities and ability to assume decision-makers’ posts 

(Pollack & Hafner-Burton, 2000; Wajcman, 1998). The laws and policies, which set the ground 

rules for basic employment-equity rights in the workplace, were supplemented by positive 

actions to give women preference in hiring to enable them to reach top executive positions. For 

instance, a number of legislators have introduced gender quotas for boards of publicly traded 

companies (Masta & Miller, 2012; Whelan & Wood, 2012; Adams et al., 2011). Nordic 

countries, and particularly Norway, are the frontrunners in quota enforcement. Forty percent of 

board members of Norway’s listed companies must be women (Adams et al., 2011; International 

Labour Office, 2004). Michel Barnier, the European Commissioner for Internal Markets and 

Services, supports the introduction of mandatory quotas in the banking sector in Europe, at least 

on the boards of banks. He argues that quotas would reduce the ‘group-think’ approach and the 

possibility of future financial crises (Adams et al., 2011; Treanor, 2011). However, the ILM’s 

2012 study of the reasons given for the slow promotion of women to top-tier executive posts in 

the UK banking industry found that participants—including women—did not support this kind of 

long-debated action.  

In spite of its ability to introduce rapid change, quota legislation continues to be 

controversial. Critics claim that it is discriminatory and that it hinders, at least initially, the 

normal selection practice (International Labour Office, 2004; European Commission, 2010; 

Wirth, 2001) and diminishes the principle of rewarding merit (Whelan & Wood, 2012). Indeed, 

empirical research on the effects of quotas for companies’ boards has mainly failed to support 

their use, and yields mixed results for the quality of women appointed based on quotas and the 
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effect of their appointments on companies’ performance. Ahern and Dittmar (2011), who studied 

the results of Norway’s quota legislation, found that women who were appointed to boards based 

on the legislation had less upper-management experience than either women appointed before 

enforcement of the law or their male counterparts. Women appointed subsequent to the quota 

enforcement were on average more educated, younger than their male counterparts, and had less 

previous CEO experience. Ahern and Dittmar also found that after announcement of the quota 

legislation, the companies’ value decreased on average by 2.6%. Also, Masta and Miller (2012), 

in examining the effects of board-gender quotas on corporate policy decisions in the country, 

found that companies affected by the legislation had smaller employee layoffs, which increased 

labour costs and reduced short-term profits.  

In contrast, Farrell and Hersch (2005) studied 300 unregulated Fortune 1000 companies to 

determine the degree to which gender affects the appointment of board members, and found that 

appointing women to its board does not reduce a company’s value. Indeed, Adams et al. (2011), 

in their study in Australia to assess the market’s reactions to the mandatory appointment of 

women to boards of directors and how the market reacts to the selection of women compared to 

men, found that the market reacts more positively to the appointment of women to boards of 

directors. They also found that women directors were highly educated—yet they were also less 

likely to be appointed to bigger boards. The literature (Wirth, 2001; European Commission, 

2010) shows that these conflicting findings are caused mainly by gender stereotyping and prior 

assumptions about women’s competencies and credentials. Quotas are probably a good tool for 

reducing the effects of the glass ceiling in the short run. Because quotas have not been around 

long, however, it is too early to form an opinion about the quality of women appointed based on 

quotas and the benefits they are capable of bringing to the boardroom.  

 

2.5.2.2 Preferential Selection Plans 

In line with the actions of governments that have used quotas to increase the number of 

women in high-profile positions, mainly as board members (Matsa & Miller, 2012; Ahern & 

Dittmar, 2011; European Commission, 2010), banks have also taken positive action. For 

instance, a bank might establish target numbers or create a preferential selection plan for 

representation by women on executive committees and in senior management. Westpac, which 

was recognised as having the best positive-action plan in Australia by the Australian 

government’s positive-action agency, recognised that women comprise 62% of the workforce, 
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yet most of them are concentrated at the bottom of the hierarchy. To tackle this issue, the bank, in 

cooperation with the Finance Sector Union, developed a variety of positive programs at the bank 

level to stimulate more gender diversity in the bank; one is changing its recruitment processes 

and procedures. The initiatives were successful, and the bank is known for its success in 

stimulating gender diversity (Wirth, 2001).  

The Bank of Montreal’s gender-diversity policy is also a success. The bank created a task 

force to investigate barriers that prevent women from moving up the ladder in the bank. The 

main finding was stereotyping. Subsequently, the bank created a strategic plan that commits the 

bank to give equal opportunities to all employees and help them reach their full career potential. 

Since then, the bank has received many awards for its Workplace Equality Program, which has 

been recognised globally as a flagship for linking gender diversity to business prosperity (Gray, 

Lee & Totta, 1995).  

However, Kottke and Agars (2005), argue that if such actions are not perceived positively 

by internal stakeholders, they will not resolve existing obstacles—and, in fact, might create new 

ones. For instance, they could stimulate negative feedback from nonbeneficiaries (Kelan, 2009). 

Heilman, McCullough, and Gilbert (1996), in their study of how exposure to unfair treatment 

affects the responses of nonbeneficiaries of gender-based preferential selection, found that 

employees who are believed to have been recruited on the basis of merit are perceived to be 

more competent and likeable than employees who were recruited based on positive action. This 

is probably stimulated by nondisclosure by male decision makers of the credentials of employees 

chosen through the preferential selection scheme. However, this type of positive action could 

also stimulate negative responses from the beneficiaries themselves (Slaughter, Bulger, & 

Bachiochi, 2005; Heilman, Simon & Repper, 1987). Heilman et al. (1987), in a study that 

compared the effects of merit versus sex-based preferential selection, found that women 

participants who served as task leaders and were hired through preferential sex-based selection 

perceived themselves as performing at a lower level and having fewer leadership skills. They 

were also less keen to remain leaders. This is probably stimulated by nonbeneficiaries’ negative 

perceptions of the preferential selection scheme and lack of feedback, rather than by any deficits 

on the part of beneficiaries. Also, there is no evidence that these negative effects on either 

nonbeneficiaries or beneficiaries of preferential selection are long lasting; in fact, individuals 

who have experienced past incidents of discrimination and racism might see positive action as a 

way to protect their civil rights (Slaughter et al., 2005).  
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2.5.2.3 Family-friendly Policies 

Positive action in form of quotas and preferential selection plans were also supported by 

legislation at the governmental level and policies at the organisational level to enhance 

family/life balance. For instance, the UK introduced maternity leave and pay regulations 

(McColgan, 2000), flexible working regulations (Fraser, 2004), part-time workers’ regulations 

(Bell, 2011), and additional paternity leave and pay regulations (Long, 2012). Many Global 

North countries have incorporated such regulations and policies as family leave, part-time work, 

flexitime, job sharing, and childcare facilities into their labour laws and organisational policies 

(Kelly et al., 2008) to entitle both sexes to engage in family life, to a certain extent, without 

jeopardising their career advancement opportunities (International Labour Office, 2004).  

Empirical studies that have investigated the effects of these family policies find that they 

have had a positive effect on the work/family balance (Hill et al., 2004; Higgins et al., 2000). 

These policies also, to a certain extent, benefit employers; research has found that these 

initiatives improve overall productivity (Golden, 2011; International Labour Office, 2004; Glass 

& Finley, 2002), enhance performance (Kelly et al., 2008; Stavrou, 2005), increase employee job 

satisfaction (Burke, 2002; Ezra & Deckman, 1996), and reduce absenteeism (Golden, 2011; 

Kelly et al., 2008; Stavrou, 2005) and turnover (Butts, Casper & Yang, 2013; Bailyn, Drago & 

Kochan, 2001; Glass & Riley, 1998).  

However, despite the popularity of family-friendly policies, the ability to implement and 

culturally accept them in banking has lagged. The ILM’s 2012 study in the UK found that 

working flexible hours and/or remotely is not popular in banking; the current culture recognises 

and rewards attendance over output. For instance, according to the ILM study, banking requires 

commitment in the form of being able to work hard and for long hours. Indeed, male decision 

makers in the banking sector believe that working beyond standard business hours exhibits 

commitment to the job (Wilson, 2014; ILM, 2012; Wirth, 2001). Therefore, banks tend to reward 

attendance over productivity (ILM, 2012). As one of the women respondents in the ILM study 

stated, ‘There’s still very much a legacy that working hours means coming into a certain place, 

being at your desk and being seen, rather than how your work might be seen from a distance’ (p. 

11); as a result, women bankers find it difficult to juggle work and other family or personal 

obligations. Despite general agreement that women react positively to work/family policies and 

good examples of their success—for instance, the work/family/life scheme put into effect by the 
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Royal Bank Financial Group—there are still cases in which such programs are underused, 

unsuccessful, or negatively perceived (Kottke & Agars, 2005). Indeed, the ILM’s respondents 

declared that women commonly opt out of careers in the sector owing to a lack of family/work 

balance. 

Also, although these family-friendly policies are available to both genders, they are mainly 

viewed as women’s policies (Cross & Linehan, 2006), and women in senior management 

positions —which is often seen as a male domain—prefer not to take advantage of such policies 

due to potentially adverse consequences for their careers (Hoobler et al., 2011; Hill et al., 2004). 

The literature on the topic (Kelly & Kalev, 2006; Eaton, 2003; Blair-Loy & Wharton, 2002; 

Catalyst, 2002), suggests that many senior women are reluctant to use these policies to avoid 

being seen as uncommitted to their careers. Interviewees who participated in the ILM study 

(2012), for instance, claimed that they were not able to work flexibly because such working 

arrangements would jeopardise their chances of moving up the career ladder. As a matter of fact, 

women in senior management positions who use these policies often experience marginalisation, 

reduced compensation, and fewer chances for career progression (Cunningham, 2001; Judiesch 

& Lyness, 1999; Wood, Corcoran & Courant, 1993). Banks should not only make sure that 

work/family-friendly policies are available, but also encourage a favourable environment for 

their use (Cross & Linehan, 2006). Grosser and Moon (2005) argue that unless there is an 

underlying change in the culture of these organisations, the gender gap will persist. The authors 

contend that the agenda should be to change organisational norms instead of to help women ‘fit 

in’. At the other end of the spectrum, some scholars argue that the existence of work/family 

policies increases the potential for conflict between the work sphere and the family sphere 

(Hammer, Cullen, Neal, Sinclair & Shafiro, 2005). Kelly et al. (2008) suggest that the conflict 

may arise in part because people who benefit from these policies begin to take on greater 

amounts of family care as a result of these policies. 

 

2.5.2.4 Employment Advancement Tools 

In addition to the above, the literature emphasises the role of positive action in other 

opportunity-enhancement strategies, such as training and mentorship (Whelan & Wood, 2012; 

Ehrich, 2008), that have been designed to enhance women’s skills so that they can satisfy 

selection criteria and expand the pool of female talent available for employment in leadership 

posts. In fact, many studies have found that the lack of these initiatives in organisations is a 
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prime component of the glass ceiling that prevents women from reaching the organisation’s 

pinnacle (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Lockwood, 2004; Goodman, Fields & Blum, 2003). Indeed, one 

of the programs undertaken by Westpac to promote gender diversity was enrolling women in 

management programs; the bank also implemented mentoring for both genders (Wirth, 2001). 

One of the main parts of the Bank of Montreal’s gender-diversity scheme is a mentoring 

program, the Executive Advisor Program, which the bank has implemented across its global 

operations and which has generated rewards far beyond those visualised in the planning phase 

(Gray et al., 1995). 

In addition to the above initiatives to promote gender equality in the workplace, literature 

from the Global North emphasises the importance of gender mainstreaming. This will be the 

topic of the next section. 

 

2.5.3 Gender Mainstreaming 

Another approach in the literature to reinforce equality between genders is gender 

mainstreaming (Rees, 1998). According to Rees (1998), gender mainstreaming entails the 

systematic incorporation of gender matters in all governmental and organisational supporting 

documents and policies—for instance, declaring a commitment to gender equality in corporate 

governance codes (European Commission, 2010). The European Commission (2010) states that 

the corporate governance codes of several European countries include directions pertaining to 

gender diversity at the board level in listed firms. For instance, according to the Commission, the 

Finnish Corporate Governance Code for the year 2008 states that ‘both genders shall be 

represented on the board’ (p. 46). The Swedish Code of Corporate Governance for the year 2008 

declares that ‘the company is to strive for equal gender distribution on the board’ (p. 46). Also, 

according to the Commission, Spain’s Corporate Governance Code requires that when only a few 

women directors are on a board, the board is obliged to declare its rationale and to state the 

corrective measures to be taken to increase women’s presence. Literature from the Global North 

also stresses the importance of regulating the industry by emphasising the importance of gender-

equality clauses in the corporate governance codes of banks (Grant Thornton, 2012). Yet despite 

the increasing popularity of corporate governance, Erturk, Froud, Johal, and Williams (2004) 

argue that corporate governance in some Global North countries—for instance, the US—is, to an 

increasing extent, disappointing. In 2002, the US acknowledged the failure of different 

governance mechanisms to impede or uncover corrupt behaviour in firms such as Enron. Indeed, 
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corporate governance codes will be effective in fighting sexism in the workplace only when there 

is a specific penalty set by the respective government for violations of the code. 

Over the last few decades, banks have also begun to use their codes of conduct to 

incorporate guidelines related to acceptable behavior in the workplace, including gender equality. 

However, they differ from HR policies, in that they are voluntary. Also, critics argue that codes 

of conduct are rarely transparent about the circumstances behind their drafting, and usually lack 

proper evaluation criteria to assess their effectiveness. Indeed, commitments made by 

organisations in their codes of conduct are rarely respected by the organisations themselves 

(Sobczak, 2003) 

To enhance the ability of all of these endeavours to promote gender diversity, the US 

Federal Glass Ceiling Commission (1995) advocated the collection and reporting of information 

on the status of women and minorities in the workplace. The commission urged government 

agencies to play a more active role in reducing the effects of the glass ceiling on minorities and 

women by using more consistent methods for collecting and publishing employment-related 

data—not only by ethnicity and race, but also by gender—within each category. This will 

increase awareness of the dearth of women in high-profile positions. 

In summary, Global North banking and other business sectors—mainly because their legal 

frameworks are not rooted in religion (Woodhead, Kawanami & Partridge, 2009) and because 

feminism has an influence in the region (Tong, 2009)— have come up with various regulations 

and policies to encourage gender equality and control gender discrimination. Indeed, gender-

equality clauses are incorporated in various governmental and organisational reports. To 

complement their respective country’s legal framework, organisations added gender-equality 

clauses to their corporate governance codes, their HRMs, and even their codes of conduct. 

However, despite these governmental and organisational legal frameworks, women still struggle 

with gender bias in the workplace. The legal framework has been effective in reducing less 

subtle forms of sexism, yet it has failed to reduce or regulate subtle forms of sexism, due to the 

ambiguous nature of this form of sexism (Jones et al., 2014; Glick & Fiske, 1996; Swim, Aikin, 

Hall & Hunter, 1995).  

Now that I have reviewed the barriers that contribute to a glass ceiling in the Global North 

and the literature that addresses the region’s legal framework for gender issues, I will review the 

literature from Arab Muslim countries, and Bahrain in particular, on the same topics. This will 

allow me to identify how and why my part of the world is different, in terms of the status of 
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women in management positions and the existing legal framework for gender issues, in the next 

section. 

 

2.6 Barriers that Contribute to a Glass Ceiling in Banking in the Arab World 

2.6.1 Subtle Forms of Sexism 

Researchers have also studied the glass-ceiling phenomenon in banking in the Arab world, 

and have come up with a number of barriers that cause women to hit the glass ceiling (Dah et al., 

2009; Jamali et al., 2006, 2007). Although the literature from the Arab region tends, to a certain 

extent, to identify barriers similar to those described in the literature from the Global North, it 

lacks depth in its theorising on gender and provides only limited concrete analysis of the broader 

issues Arab women managers encounter (Kauser & Tlaiss, 2011; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010). Also, 

justification for the phenomenon’s prevalence is different in the Arab region. While many 

researchers from the Global North mainly blame the corporate culture and homosociability for 

the existence of sexism in the workplace (Holgersson, 2012; Gregory, 2009; McDowell, 2001), 

the literature from the Arab world (Ahmed & Jahan, 2013; Al-Lamky, 2007; Karmi, 1996) 

mainly identifies patriarchy and its influence on Arab culture, as well as the misinterpretation of 

Islamic texts by male scholars, as the main impediment to women’s career progression (Al 

Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Mernissi, 1991a ).  

According to Jamali et al. (2005), the limitations experienced by women in the Global 

North are compounded in an Arab context by ‘culturally defined attitudes and practices’ (p. 583). 

In Arab culture, patriarchal views are highly visible (Tlaiss, 2014; Metcalfe, 2006, 2007, 2008; 

Shihada, 2007). This culture upholds the superiority of the male gender (Mernissi, 1991a): 

Women are the main caregivers, and are socialised to attend to domestic duties and to fulfil 

socially assigned gender roles as wives and mothers (Tlaiss, 2014; Al Gharaibeh, 2011; Tlaiss & 

Kauser, 2010); their status is subordinate and usually inferior to that of men (Al-Lamky, 2007; 

Abdalla, 1996). Men are heads of families (Al Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Abdalla, 1996). 

Indeed, men are socialised from childhood to pursue careers (Al-Lamky, 2007; Mostafa, 2005). 

This culture builds social expectations about what each gender can or cannot do (Tlaiss, 2014; Al 

Marzouqi & Forster, 2011). Numerous scholars have suggested that gender bias in the workplace 

in this region is linked to the patriarchal culture (Al Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Metcalfe, 2006, 

2007, 2008). Literature from the Arab region suggests that these patriarchal views of women’s 

role, which link women mainly with motherhood, put women in a subordinate position and 
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relegate them to less prestigious jobs—mainly support jobs—in banks, while men are considered 

to be more suitable for leadership posts (Metcalfe, 2007; Jamali et al., 2007). In their study of 75 

participants from four industries—banking, health, education, and corporate housing—in 

Bahrain, Pillai et al. (2011) found that although women have the capabilities necessary to assume 

the responsibilities of executive posts, they are underrepresented in organisations’ core activities 

and placed by their organisations in peripheral roles. Islamic feminists argue that Islam neither 

restricts women’s roles to the private sphere nor gives men more control of the public sphere 

(Hidayatullah, 2014; Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999). Although Islamic feminists tend to focus less 

on equality in the workplace and more on wider gender-equality issues—because this is a 

relatively new movement—they also argue that women under Prophet Mohammad’s tutelage 

engaged in business, politics, and military management (Ahmed, 1992; Mernissi, 1991a). For 

instance, they often use the example of the Prophet Mohammad’s first wife, Khadeja bint 

Khuwaylid, who was a successful businesswomen and her husband’s employer at one point (Al 

Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Syed, 2009, 2010; Sidani, 2005). 

This culture of role expectations leads to associating men’s traits with leadership and 

women’s with following. In line with literature from the Global North (Powell & Butterfield, 

2013; Moran, 1992; Rosener, 1990), studies conducted in the Arab region have found that 

women are perceived by men in positions of power and authority to have traits and leadership 

styles that are unsuitable for leadership. In their study in Lebanon, Jamali et al. (2005) found that 

when women adopt a masculine management style, they are often criticised for being aggressive 

and bossy, a finding that is in alignment with the work of Fletcher (2004). Indeed, Fletcher’s 

work on post-heroic leadership suggests that when leadership traits that are associated with 

femininity—such as collaboration, sharing, and teamwork—are used in the workplace, they are 

eschewed and devalued, even when these traits are employed by male leaders. In contrast, when 

women adopt leadership traits that are associated with masculinity—such as control, domination, 

and assertiveness—these women are defined as being overly masculine because of sexist bias 

and institutionalised sexism.  

Apart from the forms of stereotyping discussed above, and contrary to the literature from 

the Global North (Kanter, 1977), the corporate culture (values, norms) and its effects on 

women’s career progression have not been researched extensively in the region. I found only one 

study, by Jamali et al. (2006) that was dedicated solely to investigating beliefs and norms in the 

workplace; it examined the effects of a banking organisation’s culture on women’s career 
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advancement, and found the culture in participant banks to be gender neutral. The authors claim 

that the banks studied had been, to a certain extent, successful in building gender-inclusive work 

practices and contexts: 55.7% of the women participants did not experience the ‘invisible woman 

syndrome’, and 86.9% trusted that their bank’s corporate culture cherished diversity. Women 

participants reported satisfaction with their organisation’s culture. In fact, 85% believed that they 

could be themselves at work and did not have to adopt masculine traits—for instance, being 

aggressive—to be promoted. They believed that their ideas were considered during meetings and 

respected. The study concluded that participant banks had managed to create a gender-inclusive 

work environment. Yet these findings are surprising, given that the researchers, as they state in 

their report, had difficulty identifying top women managers in the participating banks. Some of 

the women in their sample had been with their banks for 20 years, but had not reached levels 

higher than mid-management. Women’s denial of sexism, therefore, could justify Jamali et al.’s 

findings. Using a survey for this kind of feminist research has affected the validity of the 

findings, because it did not enable the researchers to get emotionally closer to the researched and 

‘delve deeper than the surface’ to know how the women felt and make valid inferences 

(Westmarland, 2001).  

Due to the fact that overt sexism is more prevalent in the Arab world (Al Gharaibeh, 2011; 

Shihada, 2007; Cooke, 2001), individuals consider subtler kinds of sexism as the norm, and these 

usually go unnoticed. For instance, in Muslim societies in general, including Bahrain, women are 

separated from men in social settings and sometimes in the workplace; some banks in Bahrain 

even have women-only branches or departments (Metcalfe, 2007). This kind of gender 

separation—which could be seen as an overt form of sexism—results in the exclusion of women 

from important networks and, among other things, deprives women access to influential people 

and professional support (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010; Jamali et al., 2005). Syed (2008) links the low 

percentage of women in certain employment sectors and executive positions in Muslim societies, 

including in his own country, Pakistan, to this culture of gender segregation. Syed (2008) and 

Syed et al. (2009) find that the status of women in Pakistan is similar to the status of women in 

the Gulf States and Bahrain, and that misinterpretation of Islam by male scholars has also 

resulted in confining women’s role to the private sphere and to their subordination in the 

workplace and society in general. Again, these types of sexism usually go unnoticed, because 

they are considered to be the norm. Indeed, in a study conducted in three Arab countries 

(Bahrain, Oman, and Jordan) among several business sectors, including banking, Metcalfe 
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(2006) found that some of the women participants in her study considered gender separation to 

be ‘appropriate’ and ‘proper’. Islamic feminists argue that gender segregation is not Islamic 

(Buisson, 2013; Ali, Hammer & Silvers, 2012) and that it stimulates gender inequality (Buisson, 

2013). The famous Islamic feminist Mernissi (1985) argues that limiting women’s mixing with 

men is based on the belief that a woman is a constant sexual threat to men: Instead of expecting 

men to exercise self-control, the solution is to seclude women. Islamic feminists suggest that if 

women were to participate in men-only gatherings—for instance, Friday prayers—this would 

eventually lead to their emancipation (Ahmed & Jahan, 2013; Wadud, 2006). Amina Wadud 

made headlines in 2005 when she led Friday prayers in New York City; according to 

conventional Islamic practices, only men are eligible to lead these (Coleman, 2010; Wadud, 

2006). Gender segregation in Bahrain contributes to male dominance and women’s exclusion 

(Buisson, 2013; Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999). Indeed, segregation in this region is among the 

primary impediments to women’s career progression. It has facilitated the emergence of 

homosociability and homosocial reproduction in organisations (Holgersson, 2012, Kanter, 1977), 

and has allowed them to become part of the natural setting of an organisation in this part of the 

world. 

Also among the barriers highlighted by the glass ceiling in banking literature from the Arab 

world is women’s inadequate training and lack of mentoring opportunities. Similar to the case in 

the Global North, Arab women are often deprived of appropriate training by their banks 

(Metcalfe, 2006, 2007). The reason given in the literature from the Arab region for this lack of 

training, however, is different. In her research in the region, Metcalfe (2006) posited that women 

are deprived of training because there is a prevailing idea in Arab countries that a woman will 

eventually get married and end up staying home to take care of children, and give up her career. 

As a result, organisations allocate the larger part of their development and training budgets to 

men. With regard to mentoring, Arab men and women, by and large, do not have access to formal 

mentoring relationships, since this advancement tool is not employed in this part of the world 

(Metcalfe, 2006). Despite the fact that in her study in Bahrain, Metcalfe (2007) found that 

women are aware of mentoring and its added value—and hope that the practice will be 

introduced in the region—Tlaiss and Kauser (2010) found that in Lebanon, women do not 

perceive mentoring as important. This is probably due to a lack of awareness among Tlaiss and 

Kauser’s participants of the benefits of mentoring, simply because they have not known anyone 

who has benefited from it.  
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Now that I have outlined the literature that addresses the subtle forms of sexism women 

encounter in banking in my part of the world, in the next subsection I will review the literature 

that discusses the less subtle forms. 

  

2.6.2 Not-so-subtle Forms of Sexism in Banking in the Arab Muslim World 

The glass-ceiling literature of the Arab Muslim world also alludes to a practical barrier that 

is extensively discussed in the literature from the Global North: the work/family conflict. In line 

with Arab patriarchal culture, which has stronger gender roles than the rest of the world 

(Haghighat, 2014; Al Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010; Al-Lamki, 1999), 

women are expected by the society and their husbands to carry most of the household chores and 

childcare responsibilities (Al Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Al-Lamky, 2007; Abdalla, 1996). 

Therefore, the time required to juggle work and family demands often constitutes a barrier to 

women’s career progression in banking (Pillai et al., 2011; Metcalfe, 2006, 2007). Even so—and 

in contrast to the Global North—Al-Lamky (2007), in her study in Oman, contends that juggling 

work and family responsibilities is less demanding for women in the Gulf States region because 

of the availability of family support and ease of employing household help. Islamic feminists 

argue that the Quran links the biological function of childbearing to women, while no other 

duties related to childcare are described as the essential duties of women (Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 

1999; El-Nimr, 1996).  

Another not-so-subtle form of sexism raised in the literature from my region is a lack of 

sufficient line experience. An investigation by Dah et al. (2009) of the Lebanese Banking Sector 

found that the dearth of women’s line experience is one of the key reasons for existence of the 

glass-ceiling phenomenon. In contrast, Jamali et al. (2007), in their survey of 61 women 

managers—which was designed to examine women’s perceptions of the logic behind their low 

representation on boards in the Lebanese banking sector — found that participants in the study 

believed that women have enough experience to enable them to serve on boards of banks, and 

that having women on boards can have a positive effect on the status of women in the banking 

sector. According to the study, women on boards are more likely to feel that it is their duty to 

tackle issues pertaining to women’s advancement and recruitment during board meetings. 

However, these results are lacking in validity. As with Jamali et al.’s 2006 study, using a survey 

for this kind of feminist research has affected the validity of the findings. The researchers used a 

survey method to investigate women’s perceptions, which prevented them from getting closer to 
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the participants and obtaining more information pertaining to their oppression and its 

circumstances (Westmarland, 2001). 

What is evident from the literature is that women in GCC countries encounter some of the 

same barriers that women in the Global North face—gender stereotyping, the old boys’ club, a 

lack of training and mentoring, and the family/work conflict. Yet women in Arab cultures are 

also burdened by barriers that women in the Global North do not encounter. As Islamic feminist 

scholars note (Seedat, 2013), women in Arab countries face rigorously patriarchal social 

institutional norms that have been justified in the literature, in large part, by misinterpretation of 

the teachings of Islam (Seedat, 2013; Syed, 2010; Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999, 2006). Conditions 

encountered by women around the world and those that are unique to Arab women combine to 

reify the idea of the glass ceiling in the workplace. 

 

2.6.3 Women’s Gender-equality Regulations and Policies in the Arab Muslim World 

Relative to the gender literature from the Global North, the literature from the region on 

gender regulations and policies is limited. Outside of the work of Metcalfe (2006, 2007, 2008, 

2011) on the subject, I have not come across literature that focuses specifically on the issue of 

gender regulations and policies in the Gulf States countries. Literature other than Metcalfe’s 

work in the region (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010, Kauser & Tlaiss, 2011; Jamali et al., 2006, 2007) 

tends to focus on various barriers that limit women’s career advancement, and this body of work 

provides limited assessment of gender-equality regulations and policies. Indeed, it found the 

absence of gender-equality regulations and policies to be one of the limitations to women’s 

career advancement, along with many others—for instance, gender stereotyping, personal traits, 

work/family conflict, lack of training and role models, etc. The literature has not considered the 

lack of governmental and organisational gender-equality regulations and policies in the region as 

an instrumental problem that facilitates sex discrimination, deprives women of their basic rights 

to equality, and causes the region to lag behind in terms of a legal framework and human 

resource management. This lack of a legal framework in the region and the little attention paid 

by the region’s scholars to its absence is probably due to feminism’s lack of influence in the Arab 

world and failure to implement the original essence of the Quran, which promoted gender 

equality.  

Although the literature from Global North countries discusses the merits of positive action 

in the form of quotas and family polices, the literature from the Arab world in general, and 
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Bahrain in particular, demonstrates that the region has still not put in place a basic legal 

framework to protect women from sex-based discrimination and sexual harassment. In her study 

of women, empowerment, and development in three GCC countries (Kingdom of Bahrain, 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and United Arab Emirates), Metcalfe (2011) found that women do not 

have the benefits of equal rights as citizens and that in the region, the ‘gap between the rights of 

men and women is the most visible and significant, and . . . resistance to women’s equality has 

been most challenging’ (Metcalfe, 2008, p. 86). Metcalfe’s work in the region (2007, 2008, 2011) 

suggests that governmental and organisational gender-management frameworks are still at a 

rudimentary stage. She contends that ‘national institutional mechanisms are still in the planning 

stages in all Gulf States. The same is true in regard to specific women’s development plans’ 

(2011, p. 141).  

The literature shows that in Gulf States countries, the majority of their constitutions grant 

women the right to work and prohibit discrimination on the basis of sex (Loewe, 2006; Metcalfe, 

2007; Al Marzouqi & Forster, 2011). Yet in reality, this is lip service being paid to equality, 

which in practice is ignored. This guarantee of equality at the constitutional level has not 

translated into explicit legislation or policies at governmental or organisational levels (Metcalfe, 

2011, 2007; Pillai, et al., 2011; Al-Lamki, 1999). For instance, Bahrain does not have a law that 

explicitly bans gender discrimination (Metcalfe, 2007, 2011; Pillai et al., 2011) or sets a penalty 

for organisations or individuals found guilty of gender discrimination (Ahmed, 2010). Indeed, 

the idea of equal employment opportunities for women remains largely unexplored (Metcalfe, 

2011, 2007; Pillai, et al., 2011). In Bahrain, Pillai et al. (2011) found that the organisations they 

studied had not succeeded in implementing practices and policies to encourage and enforce 

gender equality and diversity. 

Observations in the literature (Metcalfe, 2007, 2011; Pillai et al., 2011) about the 

limitations of legal frameworks at the national and organisational levels in the Gulf States and 

Bahrain are supported, to a certain extent, by the writing of Al-Lamky (2007) in Oman (a 

member of the Gulf States and a Muslim country). In her study, which aimed to shed light on 

women’s empowerment in Oman and to capture the experiences and challenges they encounter 

as leaders, Al-Lamky found that on the legal front, equal-opportunity legislation promoted by the 

country’s constitutional system is no more than lip service, and adds that the problem is 

exacerbated by the absence of regulatory or auditing policies related to gender administration. 

Also, Jamali et al. (2007), in their examination of the underrepresentation of women at the board 
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level in the Lebanese banking sector, found that banks had failed to build gender-inclusive 

practices. Also, the authors found that unlike the situation in the Global North, corporate 

governance policies in many Arab countries do not exist, which may deprive women of a gender-

diversity clause.  

 

2.6.3.1 Justifications for Limitations in the Gender-equality Framework in the Arab 

Muslim Region 

The literature from Bahrain and the larger region argues that there are two main reasons for 

legal limitations at governmental and organisational levels: (1) the influence of sharia on the 

countries’ legal systems (Metcalfe, 2011, 2008, 2007; Al Lamky, 2007; Loewe, 2006) and (2) the 

region’s culture (Al Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Metcalfe, 2007; Mostafa, 2005). Regarding the 

influence of sharia, the literature maintains that with the exception of Lebanon, all of the 

constitutions in the region, including Bahrain’s, explicitly refer to sharia as the most important 

source of legislation (Metcalfe, 2007; Loewe, 2006). For the purposes of my study, sharia is 

defined as a legal framework that regulates both public and private aspects of Muslim lives. That 

said, there is no codified law that is called sharia per se. Islamic male scholars use their own 

interpretations of the Quran and statements by the Prophet Mohammad (Hadith) as a way of 

establishing sharia in order to mete out judgement and settle disputes (Otto, 2010; Wadud, 1999). 

This system of Islamisation, therefore, illustrates the embeddedness of the principles of sharia in 

all features of civil society, from the individual to the state (Metcalfe, 2007).  

Sharia principles are highly patriarchal (Wadud, 2006, 1999; Sidani, 2005; Barlas, 2002). 

They support the authority and domination of men over women and recognise women’s 

existence mainly within the private sphere as wives and mothers (Syed, 2009; Barlas, 2002; 

Wadud, 1999). According to sharia, women’s work is permissible only in feminised domains 

such as teaching and nursing, where there is strict gender segregation. Men are supposed to 

dominate the public sphere (Al Gharaibeh, 2011; Sidani, 2005). They are considered the sole 

breadwinners and are required to provide the necessities of life for their families (Al Gharaibeh, 

2011). Metcalfe (2006, 2007) further explains that in Bahrain, there is an uneven ‘balance of 

power’ between the two genders that is anchored in all of the country’s family regulations, which 

are rooted in sharia (Metcalfe, 2011, 2007; Syed, 2008). According to these family regulations, a 

man protects the modesty and sexuality of the women in his family. This male protection for 

women is regarded as a rationale for the use of authority and control over women in all domains 
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of the private sphere and, to a certain extent, the public sphere as well (e.g., women obey their 

husbands and cannot travel abroad without their written consent; Metcalfe, 2011, 2007).  

Some scholars contend that many of the patriarchal principles promoted by sharia are 

responsible for the barriers to women’s career progression in the region and the absence of legal 

and human resource structures that support women’s gender equality (Metcalfe, 2007, 2008; 

Barlas, 2002). Islamic feminists maintain that gender equality is codified in the Quran, which 

does not inherently culturally or biologically favour men, masculinity, or fathers (Barlas, 2002). 

Islamic feminists argue that some of these principles of sharia are not based on the teachings of 

Islam, but rather on misinterpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars who seek to preserve the 

patriarchal system and male domination and control of the public sphere (Wadud, 2006; Barlas, 

2002; Mernissi, 1991b). Mernissi (1991b) condemns the mind-set that denies women full 

entitlement to human rights. She criticises people who embrace this perspective, describing them 

as unknowledgeable about Islamic history. She argues that women under Prophet Mohammad’s 

tutelage were active in the public and private spheres, and suggests that women participated in all 

employment fields available at that time. She believes that if a feminist version of women’s 

rights is an issue for some people, it is not because of the Prophet Mohammad or the Quran, but 

because these rights adversely affect the concerns of a ‘male elite’. Islamic feminists (Wadud, 

2006; Barlas, 2002; Yamani, 1996; Mernissi, 1991a, 1991b) argue that this inferior status in 

current interpretations of sharia is not Islamic and is mainly caused by misinterpretation of 

Islamic texts by male scholars.  

With regard to the second reason for limitations in the legal system and the forms of 

discrimination that dominate the legal frameworks of my region in general and Bahrain in 

particular, as highlighted by the literature (Al Marzouqi & Forster, 2011; Metcalfe, 2006, 2007; 

Wadud, 1999), some scholars argue that the inequality that prevails in the Muslim world and lack 

of a gender-equality framework can be attributed to customs and traditions that existed even 

before Islam and continue to be present (Wadud, 1999). In turn, these customs and traditions 

support patriarchal beliefs that make the society—men and some women—unconsciously 

reluctant to accept the concept of gender equality. According to the culture in Bahrain, the family 

is considered to be the main unit in the society instead of the individual (Metcalfe, 2006, 2007). 

Both genders regard the family as a cultural asset (Metcalfe, 2007), and many assume that a 

woman will get married early in her life and have children as soon as she gets married, and that 

her main input to the family and the society will be as a homemaker (Al Lamky, 2007; Metcalfe, 
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2011). Indeed, women have usually been expected by the society and their husbands to leave 

work after they get married to take care of children (Metclafe, 2007; Al Lamky, 2007; Al-Lamki, 

1999). Indeed, the custom in Bahrain is that a woman does not work without her husband’s 

permission (Ahmed, 2010; Metcalfe, 2007). Also, there is a ‘code of modesty that rests on the 

dignity and reputation of the woman’ (Metcalfe, 2007, p. 59). While men may violate social 

norms freely, the Bahraini culture connects the honour of women, their families, and their men 

with women’s adherence to social and cultural norms (Haghighat, 2014; Metcalfe, 2006, 2007, 

2008; Badran, 2005). This places many limitations on the dealings of and communication 

between the two genders in the private and public spheres (Metcalfe, 2006, 2007) and enforces 

confining women’s role to the private sphere (Badran, 2005). The cumulative effect of the 

influence of sharia and the culture in the region is that women in the Gulf States in general and in 

Bahrain in particular face a kind of legal bias that is systemic and touches every aspect of their 

lives (Ahmed, 2010).  

 

2.6.3.2 Necessary Gender Regulations and Policies 

Metcalfe’s work in the region (2006, 2007, 2011) suggests that the Gulf States region, and 

in particular Bahrain, lacks a basic gender-equality framework to support women in the 

workplace. As far as gender regulation at the governmental level is concerned, Metcalfe, in her 

2007 study in Bahrain, notes that there are no planned legislative amendments in Bahrain 

pertaining to gender equality in employment. She did find, however, that the Bahraini 

government’s employment agenda provides for equal-opportunity strategies to include maternity 

provisions, equal pay, career counselling for women, and training in certain fields. Even so, 

Metcalfe contends that little has been done so far, and argues that current policies in the Gulf 

States do not address deeper cultural issues. Yet she also states that Bahrain’s signature on the 

United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW) is representative of the country’s commitment to empowering women—although, like 

other Muslim countries, Bahrain declared that it had reservations regarding several articles that 

are at odds with sharia, thereby signalling that it may have further reservations about the 

country’s commitment to empowering women. Metcalfe (2011) recommends a framework that 

requires (1) the establishment of a national women’s development strategy that covers all facets 

of the Millennium Development Goals, which were developed by the U.N as a way to promote 

gender equality and empower women; (2) creation of a ‘women’s unit’ in governmental 
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organisations to verify that women’s issues are incorporated in public policy outlining and 

formation; (3) the establishment of special leadership training programmes for woman at the 

national level; and (4) consultation with women’s organisations in policy development and 

planning. To date, however, the government of Bahrain has only responded to the second 

recommendation; some governmental organisations have established women’s units to ensure 

that women’s issues are incorporated in the organisation’s policies. There have been no efforts to 

implement the other recommendations.  

To enhance the status of working women in Oman, Al-Lamky (2007) notes that recently the 

government in Oman has tried, to a certain extent, to lay the groundwork for an expanded role 

for women by embarking on limited legislative reforms and placing a few women in decision-

making posts. However, she contends that this is not enough to attain true gender parity and that 

Gulf States countries need a vision for the future to empower women and a transformational 

gender strategy intended to raise public awareness about the importance of gender diversity. The 

goal is to lessen the influence of patriarchal views in the region, and to facilitate the enforcement 

of legal reforms pertaining to gender equality by putting in place legal and human resource 

systems that promote legal equality and ensure compliance to enhance women’s empowerment. 

Although ambitious, Al-Lamky believes that this approach would be more useful than a ‘small-

steps’ approach. This call for reforms in Oman is supported by Al-Lamki’s (1999) suggestion, in 

her study in Oman, that positive action plans in the form of quotas, which are still unpopular in 

the Middle East, be implemented in the workplace.  

Participants in Jamali et al.’s (2007) survey in the Lebanese banking sector also touched, to 

a limited extent, on the strategies and policies necessary to empower women in banking; the 

majority of women who participated in the study demanded government intervention to help 

increase the number of women in executive management and on boards, and supported the 

notion of implementing new corporate governance practices that are in line with international 

corporate governance, with the aim of addressing the dearth of women in high-profile positions 

and on boards. The authors expressed hope that the banks and government in Lebanon would 

impose new regulations and policies to tackle gender bias in the sector, ensure that women 

receive fair treatment, and enable them to reach top-level posts in management and on the boards 

of banks. However, while participants in Jamali et al.’s study favored a more holistic approach, 

women respondents in Metcalfe’s 2007 study in Bahrain requested only modest changes in HR 

requirements. They felt that their contributions to the economy could be enhanced by HR 
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management practices that would help them balance family and work responsibilities. This 

includes extended maternity leave, flexible work hours, and job sharing. It is surprising that the 

women in the study did not demand gender-equality policies, and instead made only limited HR 

demands. This is probably due to the women’s unconscious belief that the demand for equality is 

out of reach in a patriarchal society such as Bahrain. 

Islamic feminists (Wadud, 1999, 2006; Barlas, 2002) suggest that gender equality could be 

achieved by enacting an interpretation of Islam that is gender balanced, favours social justice and 

equality, and promotes progressivism. However, implementation of gender-equality policies in 

organisations in the region would still, in all likelihood, be slow, given the influence of a 

nonfeminist version of sharia on the countries’ laws.  

 

2.7 Conclusion 

This chapter shows that the interpretation of Islam by men—which has informed all 

features of the society in the region and in Bahrain in particular, from the individual to the 

state—and legislative and organisational policies that favour men have confined women’s main 

role to the private sphere, and has prevented women from having a discourse of their own and a 

legal framework that is gendered balanced. Accounts of women from the Arab Muslim region, 

including Bahrain, show that they have internalised many ideas that are based on that 

misinterpretation of Islam by male scholars and largely consider them the norms. For instance, 

most women accept that their main role is in the private sphere. There is lack of awareness on the 

part of women in Bahrain—and Bahraini society in general—that many of the patriarchal ideas 

promoted by Muslim male scholars are based on misinterpretation of Islam, and in fact go 

against the principles of the Quran, which promotes gender equality. This has exacerbated the 

influence of many patriarchal ideas—which are still very dominant in the region, such as 

stronger gender roles—on women’s career progression. In short, women in my region do not 

have a language with which to voice their objections to many of the dominant patriarchal ideas 

and practices in the region that are based on the misinterpretation of Islam. 

In the following chapter, I will give a detailed account of the methodology employed in this 

study.  

 

 



62 
 

Chapter Three: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will answer the question, ‘How should we go about producing 

knowledge?’ (Wilkinson & Morton, 2007) as it relates to the feminist research I conducted 

between 2013 and 2016. I used a qualitative approach that was informed by traditions of feminist 

research that focus on the narratives of everyday life to interpret the overt and subtle forms of 

sexism women encounter in the BBS that hinder their career progression and advancement to top 

executive positions in the sector.  

In the first section, I explain my epistemological orientation. I then describe my hesitation 

in choosing the most appropriate social-research method for the study. This is followed by 

outlining my understanding of feminist research and feminist methodology. I will also explain 

my research design, data-collection methods, sampling, data-collection process, and the approach 

I used for my analysis. I also address ethical considerations and research limitations. 

 

3.2 Epistemological Orientation 

In line with many feminist studies, my epistemological orientation is interpretivism (Orser, 

Elliott & Leck, 2011; Sarantakos, 2005; Kvasny et al., 2005). My goal was to (1) to understand 

the women’s experiences and how they acted, felt, and thought in their natural settings (Bryman 

& Bell, 2007, 2011); and (2) comprehend the micro-operations of the women’s daily lives 

(Alvesson & Deetz, 2000) in order to develop an understanding of their lives and the forms of 

sexism they encountered in both the private and public spheres by analysing how they interpreted 

this phenomenon in their daily lives (Bryman & Bell, 2007, 2011). This is a common qualitative 

research orientation, on the grounds that there is primary variance between the social world and 

the natural world: The social world does not respond to stimuli, but rather the individual 

interprets the situation she finds herself in and reacts on the basis of that interpretation (Bryman 

& Bell, 2007, 2011). Individuals are not regarded as objects similar to other objects; they are 

active sense makers, just like the researcher (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). These aspects are in line 

with a basic feminist-research epistemological principle, which values participants’ experiences 

and rejects the subject–object viewpoint. This, in turn, assists researchers in comprehending the 

social world from the perspective of the researched in situations in which subjective experience 

is valued. 
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3.3 Deciding on the Right Social-Research Method 

My concern with women in banking lies in how organizational practices within banking 

and the social and governmental aspects of Bahraini culture act together to exclude women, and 

how this situation is different from that of women in the Global North. My intention was to 

examine the banking experiences described to me by women and men bankers. I examined their 

experiences and reflected on their viewpoints to comprehend their lives and convey that 

information to the reader. I am not looking to assert anything (Lawson, 2003). I am not searching 

here for ‘facts’ or ‘truth’, even supposing that there are such things (Undurraga, 2012; 

Westmarland, 2001; Bevan, 2009). However, deciding on the appropriate social-research 

methods for my inquiry was not a simple matter. I knew when I joined the DBA program that I 

wanted to research the status and experiences of women in the BBS and the phenomenon of the 

glass ceiling in the sector. I did not realise at that time, however, that there is a specific feminist 

methodology for or approach to writing about feminist research. One of the courses for the first 

stage of the DBA program was on methodology, but it did not include methods for feminist 

research. I did a pilot study for that course and interviewed three women, but I did not use 

feminist methodology; nor did I use a feminist-friendly or conversational style of interviewing 

(Oakley, 1981). Instead I followed specific guidelines and obtained information in a stimulus-

response style. Contrary to feminist interviewing practice in research, I asked women specific 

questions about the glass-ceiling phenomenon and not about their experiences (Hesse-Bibor, 

2012; Wilkinson & Morton, 2007; Tickner, 2005).  

Although feminist research is often informed by the life experiences of researchers and 

their experience with oppression (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; Haynes, 2008; Wilkinson & Morton, 2007; 

Brayton, 1997), I tried to be neutral—in line with mainstream research—so as not to affect the 

objectivity of my research. After I finished the interviews I coded them using grounded theory, 

then analysed the data. Also, in conducting my analysis, I did not maintain a critical approach 

and did not state my position as a researcher in the preface to or body of the paper; feminist 

researchers are often critical, and researchers usually explain their position in the introduction 

(Wilkinson & Morton, 2007). Yet I got a good grade for the paper, so I assumed that that was the 

right way to conduct feminist research.  

At that stage I thought that writing research papers would be easy, and I would be able to 

finish my thesis within one year at the most. But in my first meeting with my first supervisor in 

Durham, prior to writing my transfer document, I sent him a copy of the pilot study—then 
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realised that the approach I had used was not proper for feminist research. I could tell from my 

supervisor’s nonverbal communication that he was not happy with the way I had conducted the 

pilot study and analysed the results. Yet he did not mention that explicitly or give me any 

negative feedback; instead, he recommended a number of books on feminism and feminist 

methodology (e.g., Men and Women of the Corporation by Kanter, Managing Like a Man by 

Wajcman, The SAGE Handbook of Organizational Research Methods by Buchanan & Bryman, 

Qualitative Organizational Research by Symon & Cassell, The Foundations of Social Research 

by Crotty, and many others). After I returned to Bahrain from Durham, I ordered all of the books 

he had recommended and started reading them.  

At the beginning I was confused, and had to read for weeks to satisfy my questions: What 

does the literature mean exactly by ‘feminist research?’ Is my research feminist research? Is there 

really a method called ‘feminist methodology’ that I can use for my research? 

Also, to outline other literature related to feminist research, feminist methodology, and 

qualitative research, I obtained articles by accessing academic search databases such as JSTOR, 

EMERALD, EBSCO, Science Direct, and Google Scholar. I searched these databases using the 

words ‘feminist research’, ‘feminist methodology’, ‘feminist epistemology’, ‘qualitative 

research’, ‘interviews’, and ‘inductive research’. The search covered all published articles before 

2014.  

 

3.4 Feminist Research and Feminist Methodology 

3.4.1 Feminist Research 

What distinguishes research as feminist research? I dug for weeks to answer this question 

and read a broad range of studies and books about feminism and feminist methodology. In line 

with Maguire (1987, p. 77), who argues that scholars have not ‘agreed upon one definition of 

feminist research’, nor have they established a ‘single set of agreed upon research guidelines or 

methods’, I find no absolute conformity among scholars concerning what is considered feminist 

research, and, to lesser degree, what constitutes feminist methodology (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; 

Wilkinson & Morton, 2007; Westmarland, 2001; Brayton, 1997; Maguire, 1987). Although a 

classical definition of feminist research is ‘research conducted for, by, and about women and 

[that] attempts to bring about change’ (Wilkinson & Morton, 2007, p. 415), Bhavnani (1993) 

argues that it is not enough that women be the subjects of a study nor for a study to be carried out 

by a woman; however, a woman has to be the ‘main agent’ of the research if it is to be called 
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feminist research.  

Other scholars assert that feminist research is not research ‘about women’, but rather it is 

‘for women’ and seeks to change a gendered society (Brayton, 1997; Cook & Fonow, 1986). In 

her essay on the structure of feminist research, Brayton (1997) adds that it is not sufficient to 

include women in the study equation, or to involve women in the research variable, because 

neither examines gender as category or is conducted by a woman researcher. Feminist research is 

a kind of examination that employs feminist principles throughout the research process, from 

deciding on the subject matter to the presentation of data. It is an emancipatory form of 

examination that appreciates women’s experiences and considers them to be a significant 

indicator of reality (Tickner, 2005; Sarantakos, 2005). Brayton (1997) and Haynes (2008) further 

clarify that carrying out feminist research necessitates making women’s position in the world the 

focal point of the study and, instead of assuming that women should be more like men, 

conducting the investigation from a perspective that respects women’s experiences, ideas, and 

needs. Women’s viewpoints, beliefs, and concerns are the basis of the study design. This grounds 

women’s attitudes and knowledge in the bigger political and social framework of the culture. 

Buchanan and Bryman (2009), in their book The SAGE Handbook of Organisational Research 

Methods, further suggest that for an investigation to be regarded as feminist research, it has to (1) 

be guided by feminist theory, (2) condemn nonfeminist scholarship, and (3) aim to produce 

social change. Because my study is of the emancipatory type and aims to value women bankers’ 

experiences and use them to bring about social change (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; Wilkinson & Morton 

2007), I can safely regard my inquiry as feminist research.  

 

3.4.2 Feminist Methodology 

In general, ‘methodology is the study of methods and practices employed in research which 

involve the gathering of evidence in the process of knowledge and theory formation’ (Wilkinson 

& Morton, 2007, p. 410). With respect to feminist methodology, theorists assert that no single 

feminist methodology exists (Borochowitz, 2012; Sarantakos, 2005; Flavin, 2001; Cook & 

Fonow, 1986), and that no one particular research method has been used exclusively by feminist 

researchers (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; Sarantakos, 2005; Cook & Fonow, 1986). Specifically, what 

prevails is a feminist perspective on the inquiry approach (Tickner, 2005; Flavin, 2001). In his 

book, The Foundations of Social Research: Meaning and Perspective in the Research Process, 

Crotty (1998) contends that ‘it is more a question of feminist perspective entering into existing 
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methodologies’ (p. 177). What makes an inquiry feminist is not the methodology employed but 

the manner in which it is employed and the purpose for which it is being used (Hesse-Bibor, 

2012; Westmarland, 2001).  

Feminist scholars employ a wide range of methods, most of which are also used by 

positivists (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; Tickner, 2005; Sarantakos, 2005), but they tend to adjust these 

traditional methods to be suitable for emancipatory investigation and a critical attitude. Both 

quantitative and qualitative research methods are modified and employed to satisfy feminist 

expectations and standards (Sarantakos, 2005). In spite of the fact that some think that feminist 

research has an anti-quantitative attitude and refrains from quantitative concepts and standards of 

research, in fact the main difference between feminist research and nonfeminist research resides 

not in the methods used, but in the manner in which feminist researchers choose, alter, and 

exploit traditional research methods to suit their research objectives (Westmarland, 2001; 

Sarantakos, 2005); feminist values, vision, and spirit influence these general methods and 

methodologies (Crotty, 1998). 

From a methodological perspective, scholars note that even though there is no agreement 

between feminists with respect to what constitutes feminist methodology, there is some kind of 

consensus between scholars with regard to five epistemological principles in the feminist 

approach (feminist epistemology asks ‘Whose knowledge are we talking about?’; (Code, 2000; 

cited by Wilkinson & Morton, 2007). These are: (1) gender and women are the key issue of the 

investigation; (2) its purpose is to empower women and attend to gender inequality by assuming 

that new knowledge is created and shaped when one debates the gender inequalities in society; 

(3) it appreciates the experiences of study participants and discards the subject–object style; (4) it 

raises consideration for ethics; and (5) it gives importance to consciousness raising (Wilkinson & 

Morton, 2007).  

Based on the above guidelines, I scrutinised mainstream research methods to identify an 

appropriate method for my feminist research.  

 

3.5 Research Strategy 

3.5.1 Qualitative versus Quantitative Research  

Although at this stage I was aware that I would be conducting feminist research and 

understood the general guidelines for feminist methodology, I was still undecided about my 

research strategy and data-collection method. This hesitation arose from the knowledge that 
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feminist research can be either quantitative or qualitative (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; Buchanan & 

Bryman, 2009; Tickner, 2005)—and, on the other hand, that feminist methodology has been at 

least somewhat gendered (Westmarland, 2001). Quantitative research, which seeks to test 

hypotheses concerning a certain phenomenon by collecting empirical data (Bryman & Bell, 

2007; Williams, 2007; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004), has been associated in the literature with 

concepts such as positivism, masculinity, scientific, statistics, and objectivity (Westmarland, 

2001).  

In contrast, qualitative research, which seeks to examine a phenomenon by focusing on 

words as opposed to numerical data (Williams, 2007; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; 

Sandelowski, 2000), has more often been associated in the literature with interpretivism, 

femininity, subjectivity, and nonscientific methods (Westmarland, 2001). These associations have 

led some feminist researchers to condemn quantitative methods or even reject them (Tickner, 

2005; Rosser, 1991), declaring that the quantitative approach conflicts with the objectives of 

feminist research. In fact, a number of scholars criticise features of the survey method, and 

contend that it relies on ideologies from the nineteenth century and that it regards all individuals 

as equivalent units; therefore, it does not reveal features of the patriarchal society in which the 

data are collected and the investigation carried out (Westmarland, 2001). Since my study would 

be conducted in a patriarchal society (Al Marzougi & Forster, 2011; Tlaiss & Kauser, Abdalla, 

1996), I ruled out the survey option, and leaned more toward a qualitative strategy.  

My decision to use a qualitative approach was also supported by several other factors. First, 

qualitative methods are used to tackle research questions that aim to understand social 

phenomena and their contexts from the standpoint of the population being studied (Bryman & 

Bell, 2007; Ritchie & Lewis, 2003), and qualitative research is frequently used to examine 

socially constructed reality (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Since I sought to understand the 

experiences of women, a qualitative strategy seemed well suited to my purpose.  

Second, my decision to use a qualitative strategy was further supported by Westmarland’s 

(2001) assertion that qualitative methods facilitate the emergence of subjective knowledge. Since 

the data I aimed to collect in this research would be deep and subjective in nature—the 

experiences of women working in the Bahraini banking sector and the forms of sexism they 

encountered—and would be difficult to gather using a quantitative method, I believed that a 

qualitative method would be more suitable for my feminist inquiry.  

Third, in line with my statement at the beginning of this section that I was not looking for 
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the truth, even if such a thing exists (Undurraga, 2012; Bevan, 2009), qualitative research does 

not seek objective truth, but rather how study participants perceive the truth (Guest, Namey & 

Mitchell, 2013). I believed that all of these attributes of qualitative research would enable me to 

carry out a study that fell within a broad definition of feminist research and within the main 

epistemological principles of feminist methodology.  

 

3.5.2 Principal Orientation to the Role of Theory in Relation to Research 

My reasoning was inductive: I aspired to draw inferences about the status of women in the 

corridors of the BBS, their positions in the organisational hierarchy, how their social and 

organisational circumstances played a role (if any) in their oppression, and the role played by 

laws and policies in Bahrain in protecting women’s rights or facilitating sexist practices in the 

sector.  

 

3.5.3 Data Collection 

I used triangulation to collect my data and conducted semistructured interviews with 

women and men bankers and reviewed documents that typically contain gender-

equality/diversity policies in the Global North. Both types of data collection are widely used by 

feminist researchers (Few, Stephens & Rouse-Arnett, 2003). According to Few et al. (2003), both 

methods have been vital for informing researchers of the different dynamics that contribute to 

gender interactions, sexuality, and race.  

 

3.5.3.1 Semistructured Interviews  

Taking note of Tickner’s (2005) statement that ‘traditional ways in which data are collected 

and analysed do not lend themselves to answering many of the questions that feminists raise’ (p. 

18), I was, at this early stage, undecided about my data-collection methods. Yet I had noticed 

that feminist researchers often use interviews, which are a popular data-collection method for 

gender studies (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Few et al., 2003; Bevan, 2009; Seidman, 1991). 

Feminist scholars use this approach to comprehend their participants’ world (Undurraga, 2012; 

Hesse-Bibor & Leavy, 2006). Therefore, I decided to use interviews as one of my data-collection 

methods.  

My decision to use interviews was further supported by (1) Jayaratne’s (1983, cited by 

Westmarland, 2001, p. 145) argument that interviewing ‘conveys a deeper feeling for or more 
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emotional closeness to the persons studied’ and (2) Bevan’s (2009) confirmation that interviews 

are an appropriate way of encouraging participants to create meaning from their experiences 

through a reflective process. Since I wanted to follow feminist methodology guidelines and 

reduce the gap between the individuals being researched and myself, I felt that interviewing 

would serve my purpose well. Scholars (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; Tickner, 2005; Flavin, 2001) 

maintain that these qualities of interviewing are of key importance to feminist scholars, given 

their interest in assessing the situation at hand and assuming women’s standpoint and location in 

the world as the basis for research (Undurraga, 2012; Wilkinson & Morton, 2007; Brayton, 

1997).   

In accordance with other feminist work (Undurraga, 2012; Sosulski et al., 2010: Wilkinson 

& Morton, 2007), my study stresses the importance of the experiences of Bahraini women 

bankers and regards women’s values and ideas as the starting point in changing the culture of the 

BBS in regard to women. Hence, listening to women describe their experiences in detail through 

interviews, using their own language, was instrumental for grasping the meaning they gave to 

their experiences (Sosulski et al., 2010 

; Brayton 1997).  

 

3.5.3.1.1 Sample and Subject Recruitment 

I interviewed 20 women from mid-management at various banks in the BBS and one 

woman who had managed to reach an executive position in the sector. I originally intended to 

also interview three women in executive positions in the BBS, but due to the dearth of women 

who have broken through the glass ceiling and attained an executive-level position in the BBS, I 

only managed to interview the one woman, who held an executive position (deputy CEO). The 

key criteria for selecting interviewees from the population of women bankers was that subject 

was currently working in a bank in Bahrain, more than 30 years old, had more than 10 years’ 

worth of line experience, and had reached a position of middle-level manager or above. I chose 

this population because women usually start to feel the pressure of the glass ceiling only at an 

advanced stage in their careers, and in particular, when they reach mid-management (ILM, 2012; 

Smith et al., 2012; Albrecht et al., 2003). I also conducted interviews with nine men decision 

makers from the sector. With regard my recruitment process, initially I relied on my connections 

as a senior banker in the BBS and conducted interviews with women and men I already knew or 

had access to. Later I recruited interviewees through snowballing, in which people who had 
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agreed to be interviewed recommended other potential interviewees (Undurraga, 2012; Neuman, 

2009).  

Although I was mainly interested in women’s experiences, I felt it was important to also 

seek men’s views. I did not do this for the sake of comparing feedback from men and women 

(Thomas & Davies, 2002), but to ensure that I would not present the women’s perspectives as the 

only truth (Galvan, Harrington & Kelliher, 2009). I also wanted to give voice to men who were 

at the top of their organisations’ hierarchies, the ones who influence the recruitment and career 

progression of employees (Bevan, 2009). In addition, I decided to interview men to ‘enrich’ my 

data (Bevan, 2009), since the beliefs and judgements of men regarding women’s roles are 

important in a sector dominated by masculinities (Oliver Wyman, 2014; Sealy & Vinnicombe, 

2013; ILM 2012; McDowell, 2001). I found examples in the gender literature that support this 

strategy (Bevan, & Learmonth, 2013; Thomas & Davies, 2002; Bevan, 2009). Indeed, in line 

with Bevan (2009), I have noticed, through interviewing men, that men have views about 

women’s careers that are very different from the views women tend to have about their own 

careers. These variances became more relevant as I analysed the masculine voices from the top 

of the organisational hierarchy and how they viewed women’s careers in general and women’s 

career progression in particular.  

Interviewing religious male scholars would have been useful for this study and would have 

allowed me to hear their views in their own voices and grasp the justifications for their 

patriarchal interpretation of Islamic texts. As a woman conducting research that questioned their 

own interpretation of Islamic texts, however, meeting these male scholars was not feasible in my 

part of the world. Religious male scholars in my region do not mix with women, since they 

promote and encourage gender segregation. In fact, they consider meeting a woman and 

discussing an issue with her in a private setting to be a sin; they believe that if male and female 

strangers meet in a private setting, the devil will be their third partner and will tempt them to 

commit a sexual sin (Amer, 2016). Indeed, because they consider a woman’s voice to be a sort of 

awra (an intimate part of the body that should remain covered and not be seen by others), no 

man, apart from men in her immediate family, should hear it. These dominant patriarchal ideas 

and beliefs discouraged me from attempting to meet with religious male scholars; in any case, I 

knew that they would refuse my request. I also considered interviewing men in the Bahraini 

government to hear their views about the country’s existing gender-equality regulations, and 

contacted several at their offices, but was denied access.  
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3.5.3.1.2 My Interviewing Approach and Process  

To conduct my interviews, I prepared two sets of questions, one for the women and one for 

the men. With regard to the women’s set of questions, in the first section I asked women to tell 

me their stories from the time they started their careers. I believed that this was necessary to gain 

a deep understanding of the phenomenon’s complexity (Arfken et al., 2004). The second part of 

the question set was related to the barriers women encountered on their way to the top. With 

regard to the men’s set of questions, in the first section I asked the men to give me their 

perceptions with regard to the dearth of women in high-profile positions in the BBS. In the 

second part, I tried to elicit their feedback on the barriers faced by women. After I obtained my 

supervisors’ concurrence on the two sets of questions, I started contacting interviewees by 

telephone to request appointments for interviews.  

Initially, I briefed interviewees about the study and its purpose and then asked for an 

appointment. All of my interviewees were aware that I was interested in why women are not 

reaching the executive suites of the BBS, despite being in the majority in entry-level positions in 

the sector (Trade Arabia, 2013, 2015; Pillai et al., 2011). All of the women I contacted were 

excited about the opportunity and eager to participate in the study. I sensed that they saw this as a 

chance to express their anger and as a tool to fight oppression. Whenever I called a woman to ask 

her to participate in the study, the response was often, ‘Yes, yes, I am in’; not a single woman 

refused to participate. Similarly, all of the men I called for interviews were welcoming and 

readily agreed to participate in the study.  

 

3.5.3.1.2.1 My Interviewing Style 

My approach to interviewing was guided by scholars who have drafted feminist interview 

methodologies (Oakley, 1981; Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2002; Hesse-Bibor, 2012). Specifically, 

I followed Oakley’s recommended way of interviewing. She argues that the conventional 

hierarchal relationship among interviewees and researcher must be discarded in order to not 

‘objectify your sister’, and that interviews must be seen as ‘an interactional exchange’ (Cook & 

Fonow, 1986). Oakley (1981) and Hesse-Bibor (2012) viewed the traditional hierarchal 

relationship between the researched and the researcher to be a feature of a positivist paradigm. 

My interviewing process was influenced by these guidelines.  
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In all of my interviews with both women and men, I did not limit the exchange to the 

subject matter, in order to put the interviewees at ease (Smith & Osborn, 2008); we often started 

the interviews by talking about the status of the Bahraini economy or the weather. I then gave a 

brief introduction to the project and started the interview. During most of these interviews I made 

an effort to minimise the gap in the hierarchy between the subject and myself (Oakley, 1981). 

Contrary to the interviewing style I followed for the pilot study, at which point I was looking for 

the ‘truth’ and trying to be objective, for these interviews I adopted a friendly and empathetic 

style (Oakley, 1981). Throughout my study I drew on feminist research, which is mindful of the 

hierarchy between the researcher and the researched (Wilkinson & Morton, 2007;Westmarland, 

2001; Oakley, 1981). 

During my first few interviews I found myself several times practising the masculinised 

way of interviewing described by Oakley (1981). I treated my interviewees as no more than 

‘objects of knowledge’ (Cook & Fonow, 1986) and obtained information in a stimulus-response 

style. In subsequent interviews, however, I was more relaxed, and the interviews become much 

more conversational in nature. I take note of Oakley’s assertion that interviewing is not supposed 

to be a one-way process, in which the researcher does not share information, but rather seeks 

only to obtain information, and followed her call for a more conversational research environment 

in which interviewees can ‘identify’ with the researcher. I tried not to intimidate the researched, 

and made every effort to engage them as much as possible in the research process (Hesse-Bibor 

& Leavy, 2006), with particular attention to listening and to the language being used.  

I communicated, through my questions and nonverbal communications, that I was 

interested in every person’s distinctive experiences, and was grateful for her/his time and 

willingness to provide data for my study (Falconer, 2009). Also, there were no wrong or right 

responses to my inquiries (Bevan, 2009). This encouraged interviewees to share details of their 

life experiences that they might be hesitant to share in another context. I also found myself 

sharing information with the interviewees (Hesse-Bibor, 2012; Cook & Fonow, 1986; Oakley, 

1981). Interviews were conducted in way that allowed them to be conversational and empathetic 

(Hesse-Bibor & Leavy, 2006). Most interviewees enjoyed having the opportunity to reflect on 

their career experiences and appreciated having their voices heard, apparently for the first time 

(Bevan & Learmonth, 2013). The fact that my background is similar to most of the interviewees 

facilitated their sharing. My position during the interview process, as a senior banker, was as an 

insider who is part of the banking world in Bahrain (Westmarland, 2001). I take note of Oakley’s 
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(1981) and Cook and Fonow’s (1986) assertion that this kind of identification between the 

interviewees and the researcher, along with answering interviewees’ questions, personalises the 

interaction. It also increases the validity of the data and the researcher’s analytical capabilities 

(Falconer, 2009; Cook & Fonow, 1986). However, I refrained from bringing up any feminist 

ideas, due to feminism’s negative reputation in my part of the world. 

3.5.3.1.2.2 Interviewing Women from My Own Bank 

Initially, I interviewed women I had a good relationship with, especially women from my 

own bank. I interviewed seven women from my bank, all of whom I was on good terms with, 

and felt that six of them were frank with me. But I sensed that one of the women was hesitant to 

open up and talk freely, perhaps because I am senior to her and she feared that I would leak some 

of the things she told me to the management. During the interview she tried to tell me only a 

little about her own story and more about other women’s experiences, perhaps to distance herself 

from the data.  

Another woman told me that she was doing the interview based on my good relationship 

with her, and that she would be very hesitant to meet and talk to any other researcher.  

I assured all of the women that anything they told me would be highly confidential; that I 

would use it for research purposes only; that I would not let anyone else, even my supervisors, 

hear the tapes of the interviews; and that I would alter some of the information to conceal their 

identities. I also assured all of them that the management of the bank had nothing to do with the 

research and would not have access to the data.  

Five of the seven women started their careers with the bank and had been working there for 

more than 15 years. I was fully aware of most of the stories they told and issues they raised. I 

also realised that I had been more fortunate than five of the women, and that my struggle to reach 

higher positions in the bank had been less than theirs. After the interviews, my personal 

relationships with these five women were stronger and developed into close friendships. When 

they ran into me, they would often ask about my study and when I would finish my research, and 

sometimes I had coffee with them (separately) at the bank’s coffee shop.  

Six of the interviews went smoothly, without interruptions apart from telephone calls. 

However, one interviewee’s boss saw her chatting with me, assumed that this was something 

personal that was not related to business, and telephoned her more than three times and insisted 

that she see him on an urgent basis. This made her nervous, and because I did not want to cause 

her any trouble, I excused myself and left.  
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3.5.3.1.2.3 Interviewing Women from Regional Banks 

 
After I finished interviewing women from my bank, I started interviewing women I knew 

or had access to at other banks. Four of the women came from a big regional commercial bank. I 

interviewed each one at her office at a time that was convenient for her over a period of three 

weeks. The four women are well known in the banking community and well respected. Two of 

the women manage support departments, one manages a department that is a mixture of business 

and support, and the fourth is one of the women in Bahrain who has reached the executive suite 

in the sector. One of the women travelled frequently, and I managed to schedule an appointment 

with her on a day when she was in Bahrain. My meeting with the woman who has managed to 

reach the executive suite was difficult to schedule. She travelled frequently, and when she was in 

Bahrain her schedule was very busy. Our appointment had to be rescheduled twice, but finally I 

managed to meet with her. Her CEO asked to see her while she was with me, and we took a 

break for 15 minutes before continuing the interview.  

At the beginning of the interviews, I felt that two of the four women were a little hesitant. 

As the interviews progressed, however, they became friendlier and more relaxed and talkative. In 

one case, after we finished the interview and I stopped the recorder, the woman got a bit 

emotional and I saw tears in her eyes; I could not hold my own tears back. I found myself 

comforting her and telling her that what she had managed to achieve was very good compared to 

other women, and that she should be proud of her achievements. She hugged me and told me that 

she would be interested in any activity that could potentially support women in Bahrain.  

3.5.3.1.2.4 Interviewing Women from Commercial Banks 

After I finished interviewing the four women from regional banks, I interviewed four 

women from another commercial bank, this one local. One interviewee is a friend, and the others 

were recruited through snowballing. I met one of them—the most senior—at her office, and the 

other three, including my friend, at a Starbucks located near my bank. Later I realised that these 

women had met me outside of their offices to avoid being seen chatting with an outsider by their 

bosses, which could negatively affect their careers by giving the impression that they were not 

committed to their jobs and were wasting time.  

All four were at ease from the beginning and spoke readily. Yet three of the interviewees, in 

line with some of the women I interviewed from other banks, did not initially acknowledge that 

their career stories included anything other than ordinary behaviour by male managers. Later on, 
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however (after I had stopped my tape recorder), they realised that their stories were indeed 

indicative of gender bias. Two of these interviewees offered to participate in any future research 

that I conducted.  

3.5.3.1.2.5 Interviewing Women from Investment Banks 

After I finished interviewing the women from commercial banks, I interviewed three 

women from wholesale banks that specialised in investments. I knew two of them personally, 

and recruited the third through snowballing. Two of the interviews were conducted in coffee 

shops. In one of these, I felt that the women was trying to avoid telling me details of her story by 

asking me questions that were not related to the research topic, such as when I would finish the 

program and details about my university. These questions did not enhance the process, in 

contrast to Oakley’s (1981) belief that her interviewing method was facilitated by interviewees’ 

questions. Similar to Bevan’s (2009) experience, the questions raised by my interviewee revealed 

her awkwardness. I was not certain whether she found it difficult to share personal information 

with me, or did not trust me enough.  

3.5.3.1.2.6 Interviewing Women from Branches of International Banks 

Following my interviews with the women from investment banks, I interviewed two 

women from branches of international banks. One was a sister of an old friend and the other I 

recruited through snowballing. Most of the women I interviewed seemed to be trying to give me 

accurate details of their stories, without, as far as I could tell, embellishing or twisting their 

stories. One of these two women, however, was an exception. Although she was friendly and 

welcoming, I found some inconsistencies and contradictions in her story, and suspected that 

some parts of her story had been altered in an attempt to impress me. However, I tried not to 

make her feel that there were contradictions or inconsistencies in her stories, and conducted the 

interview as normal. 

3.5.3.1.2.7 Interviewing Women from Wholesale Banks 

My interviews with women from branches of international banks were followed by one 

interview with a woman from a large wholesale bank that specialised in syndications and 

financial institutions. I knew her from my days with the international market (I am now in charge 

of a department that works with locally based clients). We worked on several deals together at 

that time, yet our relationship before the interview had been confined to business. My interview 
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with her was a lengthy one and full of laughter. She was very honest with me, and this created 

closeness; when we meet now at banking events, she gives me a big smile. 

3.5.3.1.2.8 Women’s Post-interview Comments  

Consistent with Bevan (2009), after we had finished the interview, about six of the women 

commented that the interviews had given them the opportunity to think about things they had not 

thought about before, and had found themselves saying things that they would not normally say. 

They experienced the interview process as a safe context in which to speak freely. They appeared 

to use the interviews as way to reflect on their experiences, their daily encounters with their 

bosses, and their attempts to climb the corporate ladder. However, many of these comments, 

including the realisation by some of the women that their stories were indicative of gender bias, 

took place after I had stopped my tape recorder. I took note of these additional comments directly 

after I had finished each interview. 

 

3.5.3.1.2.9 Interviewing Male Decision Makers 

The interviews with women were followed by my interviews with men. I knew all of the 

men I interviewed personally. I called and briefed them about my project and asked for an 

interview, and all were happy to see me and allocated time for the interview, despite their busy 

schedules. All of the interviews with men were carried out at their respective offices, and almost 

all were frequently interrupted by telephone calls.  

All of the men were at ease right from the beginning and spoke readily. During the 

interviews I followed the same conversational, friendly interviewing style I had used with the 

women interviewees. Male interviewees told me at the beginning of the interview that they were 

gender blind, that they did not discriminate at the workplace based on sex, and that they tried to 

give women enough room to grow and reach high-profile posts in their banks. They also stated 

that recruitment and promotions in their respective banks were based on merit and not on gender. 

However, a number of them also stated that banks are rational organisations that need and 

depend on rational individuals, who are mostly men (Gatrell, 2008; Wajcman, 1998; Kanter, 

1977). I found these comments sexist; most focused on what women lack and why women are 

not supposed to reach the top of their organisations. I was upset by these comments, but did not 

show my male interviewees that I was bothered. I also did not cause them to feel that their 

comments were sexist or argue with them or try to change their views.  
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Similar to Bevan (2009), I did not feel anxious about or hesitant to interview men who 

were much more senior to me, and dissimilar to Smart (1984, cited by Bevan, 2009), who 

experienced a sense of oppression when she interviewed influential men, I had no unfavourable 

experiences other than feeling hurt by some of the men’s sexist comments when they talked 

about the unsuitability of women for leadership. I felt comfortable during my nine interviews 

with the men, and felt respected by all of them. This may have been facilitated by the fact that I 

knew them personally; I have worked closely with some of them, and the others I often meet at 

conferences or business lunches. I might have felt nervous if these senior male decision makers 

were not known to me, but because I had known them for years, I was relaxed and confident 

about what we were discussing and was able to talk freely. 

 

3.5.3.1.2.10 Interview Transcription and Storage 

All of the interviews, with both women and men, took place between July and December 

2013, and lasted between 45 minutes and one hour. With interviewees’ permission, I tape-

recorded all of the interviews. Following each interview, I transcribed all of the data, except for 

general discussions about economic conditions or the weather that took place at the beginning of 

the interviews. I also deleted simple affirmative remarks—for instance, ‘mmm’, ‘yeah’, ‘yes’, ‘I 

see’, ‘okay’, etc., since these utterances did not add anything to the conversations or the stories 

the women told me or the comments made by the men. I also altered all information that could 

potentially reveal a participant’s identity, and interviewees were given pseudonyms. Four of the 

pseudonyms were chosen by the interviewees (Hawazen, Fawzia, Haifa, and Sara), and I chose 

the rest (Table 2). I saved all of the transcripts in a file on my laptop, and kept all of the tapes in a 

locked desk in my office at my bank.  

 

3.5.3.2 Document Analysis 

My second data-collection method was document analysis. According to Bryman and Bell 

(2011), documents are considered to be ‘windows onto social and organisational realties’. The 

documents an institution produces illustrate the reality of that institution. That is to say, these 

documents tell us something about what happens in the institution and the context for the 

participant’s work by revealing such things as the institution’s ethics or culture (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). Since this qualitative study also aimed to understand the effectiveness of governmental 
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and organisational regulations in promoting gender equality in the workplace, I conducted 

documentary analysis of Bahraini public and organisational documents that, in the Global North, 

typically incorporate or touch on gender-equality clauses. Documents at the governmental level 

are the Constitution (2002), the Charter (2001), the Labour Law for the Private Sector (2012), the 

Social Insurance Law (2013), the country’s Corporate Governance Code (2010), the Commercial 

Company Law (2001), and the Bahrain Stock Exchange Law (1987). At the organisational level, 

I analysed the codes of conduct and corporate governance codes of the top 20 Bahraini banks in 

terms of total assets and number of employees. All are based in Bahrain, governed by the 

country’s laws and regulations, and include management from diverse backgrounds, both 

Bahraini and expatriates. This review of documents provided insights into how the existing legal 

framework in Bahrain influences the enforcement of gender equality in the workplace. I 

downloaded all of the government documents from the Internet and the organisational documents 

from each bank’s website. 

I also telephoned roughly 20 human resources managers of local banks and requested 

copies of their bank’s HRMs, but all of them denied me access to their manuals and claimed that 

such documents are private and not for public use. I also examined UK labour law and referred 

frequently to UK employment laws, which are available on Employmentlaws.co.uk. I also 

reviewed the UK corporate governance code and three international banks’ corporate governance 

codes and codes of conduct. These documents were reviewed for the sake of comparison and to 

determine where the BBS is different. I wanted to check the laws, regulations, and policies that 

governments and banks in the Global North have that we still have not put in place. I also chose 

the UK employment law rather than another Global North country not to suggest that its 

employment law is the ideal, but because the UK is one of the world’s most powerful and 

developed countries, and I assumed that their laws, regulations, and policies would be one of the 

most advanced. I also chose the UK because my supervisors and examiners are in the UK, and I 

assumed that they would have some knowledge of UK regulations and policies. 

 

3.6. My Data Analysis  

I considered using software designed for qualitative researchers, but then decided that this 

would not keep me close to my data and might change or fragment the meaning of certain 

sentences or ideas (Bevan, 2009), and chose Microsoft Word instead. I was relatively organised. I 

opened a folder for each of the two projects I conducted. I used the interviews in writing the first 



79 
 

project, the document analysis for the second project, and compiled them for the thesis. I have 

saved all documents, other information, and research papers related to each of the projects, and 

opened a separate Word file for each section of my findings and copied and pasted any 

information or ideas related to that section into its respective file. 

 

3.6.1 Generalisability of My Findings 

Similar to other qualitative feminist researchers (Bevan, 2009), I understand that the 

findings of my investigation are not generalisable. Nevertheless, they give us a sense of the 

experiences of a number of women and men who work in the BBS. The way I interpreted my 

interviews and the documents is my distinctive personal analysis, informed by my own 

experiences with opposing oppression. The principles I brought to my analysis have been 

informed by my recognition of gender discrimination and the practice of homosocial 

reproduction in my society and at the workplace. I know that I am not neutral.  

This is in direct contrast to mainstream research, which warns that the researcher’s personal 

experience can potentially affect the objectivity of the research. I take note of Wilkinson and 

Morton’s (2007) assertion that feminist researchers start from the viewpoint of their own 

experience and conduct research that matters to them, and that their values ought to be 

transparent.  

 

3.6.2 My Theoretical Perspective  

My work is also informed by a method of investigation that is mainly feminist in its 

perspective (Undurraga, 2012; Wilkinson and Morton, 2007; Tickner, 2005). I interpreted the 

interviews and documents from an Islamic feminist perspective that stems from the work of a 

number of Islamic feminists (Wadud 1999, 2006; Barlas, 2002; Syed, 2008, 2009, 2010; 

Mernissi, 1991a), but I was also influenced by many feminist scholars from the Global North 

(Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Bevan, 2009; Wajcman 1998, Oakley, 1981; Kanter, 1977). I realise 

that other researchers, with different backgrounds and different line experiences, might have 

interpreted these interviews and documents in a different manner.  

 

3.6.3. Method of Analysis: Discourse Analysis 

Because I want to contribute significant and novel insights about the social dynamics of 

sexism in the workplace, I conducted discourse analysis on the data (Buchanan & Bryman, 
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2009). I decided to use discourse analysis because it enables a researcher to scrutinise ‘everyday 

social practices’ and how they link to the ‘wider structure and culture’ (Bhavnani, 1993). I take 

note of Buchanan and Bryman’s (2009) definition of discourse analysis as ‘a structured and 

systematic study of a collection of interrelated texts, the processes of their production, 

dissemination and consumption, and their effects on the context in which they occur’ (p. 551). I 

take note of Buchanan and Bryman’s comment that discourse analysis gives researchers a new 

and unconventional understanding of the social construction of organisational phenomena, and 

observe that this type of analysis is common among feminist researchers (Bevan & Learmonth, 

2013; Bevan, 2009; Bhavnani, 1993).  

Although there are several methods for discourse analysis—Foucauldian, critical discourse, 

intertextual, and deconstruction (Symon & Cassell, 2012) —they all tend to focus on how social 

reality is constituted by means of text and conversation (Symon & Cassell, 2012; Buchanan & 

Bryman, 2009). Although I understand these concepts, putting them into practice was not easy, 

and analysing my data—especially the interviews—was not straightforward. I changed my 

analytic approach several times, and it took a while to understand and practice doing discourse 

analysis. 

 

3.6.3.1. Interview Analysis 

After I had transcribed all of the interviews, I repeatedly read and reread the transcripts to 

familiarise myself with their content. I also referred to the tapes frequently. I took Bevan’s 

(2009) and Mishler’s (1986) advice to not to think of the transcripts as the ‘reality’, and to return 

to the tapes frequently to verify the reasonableness of the interpretation. During my repeated 

readings of the transcripts and listening to the tapes, certain themes emerged. Although I used 

discourse analysis to analyse the interviews, I also found myself doing thematic analysis, and I 

used interviewees’ statements to confirm these themes.  

Due to my lack of a clear understanding, at that stage, of how to conduct discourse analysis 

and feminist research analysis, which depends mainly on women’s stories and life experiences 

(Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Bevan, 2009), I used my interviewees’ words to support the themes. 

After my supervisors brought it to my attention, however, I realised that this was not an 

appropriate use of interview materials for feminist research, that what I had done was not 

discourse analysis, and that I needed to use my interpretation of women’s experiences and 

stories—rather than my interviewees’ words—to support my argument.  
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However, it worth mentioning that when I wrote my first empirical paper, unaware that my 

work was full of tension and because feminist writing was new to me—coming, as I was, from a 

banking background that tends to focus on facts and numbers and on being objective and rational 

(ILM, 2012)—I focused, to a certain extent, on what women lacked. I was not aware that this 

kind of writing is not in line with feminist writing and tends to oppress women further until my 

supervisors brought it to my attention. I amended my work accordingly and have rewritten 

extensively. The extensive reading I did in the process of rewriting my research papers (as 

suggested by my supervisors) has also expanded my horizons. When I started the doctoral 

program and was reading feminist works and learning about feminist methodologies, I did not 

completely grasp many of the concepts. By the time I began writing the thesis, however, I was 

familiar with feminist scholarship and concepts that had initially seemed to be out of my reach.  

Although I have used some of the men’s accounts, I tended to concentrate more on the 

women’s. This does not mean that I think that the women’s narratives or statements are more 

appropriate or accurate, than the men’s (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013); I focused on the women’s 

accounts because their lived experiences are the focus of my research. Also, in line with feminist 

methodology, I tried to sustain a critical approach to the data and to reflect this throughout my 

report (Wilkinson & Morton, 2007; Kvasny et al., 2005). I quoted interviewees frequently, to 

help the reader grasp both the tone and the feelings being expressed and to follow the rationale 

for my arguments (Cheveigné, 2009).  

 

3.6.3.1.1 Interviewee Demographics 

In this section, I describe my interviewee’ backgrounds and demographics.  
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Table 2. Interviewee Demographics 

Pseudonym Age 
Marital  
Status Position 

Years 
of exper-
ience 

Department 
and type of 
bank Ethnicity Education 

Hawazen 45 Single 
Senior 
manager 25 

Retail banking, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini PhD 

Fawzia 43 

Married, 
with 
children Manager 20 

Corporate 
banking, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Master’s 

Reem 54 

Married 
With 
children 

Senior 
manager 30 

Operations, 
Regional bank Bahraini Master’s 

Zahra 48 

Married 
With 
children 

Senior 
manager 20+ 

Training and 
development, 
Regional bank Bahraini Master’s 

Sana 45 

Married 
With 
children Manager 20 

IT, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Master’s 

Lara 42 

Married 
With 
children 

Senior 
Manager 22 

Communi-
cations, 
Investment bank 

American  
with 
Palestinian 
roots who 
had been 
working in 
Bahrain for 
many years Master’s 

Mariam  35 

Married 
With no 
children 

Senior 
manager 10 

HR, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Master’s 

Kholood 54 

Married 
With 
children 

Senior 
manager 30+ 

Treasury, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Master’s 

Sara 54 

Married 
With 
children Manager 34 

Operations, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Bachelor’s 

Abear 
Mid- 
30s 

Married 
With 
children 

Senior 
manager 15 

Credit, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Master’s and CPA 

Amina 
Late 
40s 

Married 
With 
children 

Senior 
Manager 28 

Corporate 
banking and 
financial 
institutions, 
Wholesale bank Bahraini Bachelor’s 

Bayan 38 

Married 
With 
children Manager 17 

Audit/IT, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini 

Bachelor’s  
and CISA 

Khadeja 
Mid- 
50s 

Married 
With 
children 

Head of 
department 30+ 

Trade 
department, 
Regional bank Bahraini 

Bachelor’s and 
in the process of finishing 
her  
master’s 

Luma 45 

Married 
With 
children 

Deputy 
CEO 23 

Cash 
management/ 
investment 
Regional bank Bahraini Master’s 

Noha 33 Married Manager 10 Corporate Bahraini Bachelor’s 
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With 
children 

banking, 
Commercial 
bank 

Jenan 35 Single 
Head of a 
department 14 

Communi-
cations, 
Branch of an 
international 
bank Bahraini Bachelor’s 

Hedaya 
Mid-
30s Single Manager 11 

Corporate 
banking, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Master’s 

Khatoon 
Mid-
40s 

Married  
With 
children 

Head of a 
department 21 

SME, 
Branch of an 
international 
bank 
 Bahraini Master’s 

Haifa 50s 

Married 
With 
children 

Senior 
manager 30+ 

Credit, 
Investment bank Bahraini 

Bachelor’s  
and CFA 

Fatima 
Mid-
30s Single 

Senior 
manager 10+ 

Placement, 
Investment bank Bahraini Master’s 

Amal 
Late 
30s 

Married 
With 
children Manager 17 

Public relations, 
Commercial 
bank Bahraini Bachelor’s 

Mohammad 63 

Married 
With 
children CEO 35+ 

Commercial 
bank Bahraini Master’s 

Ahmed 50s 

Married 
With 
children CEO 30+ Regional bank Egyptian  Master’s 

Saeed 50s 

Married 
With 
children CEO 30+ 

Commercial 
bank Bahraini PhD 

Hesham 50 

Married 
With 
children CEO 27 Islamic bank Bahraini Bachelor’s 

Fawaz 57 

Married 
With 
children 

General 
manager 30+ 

Commercial 
bank Indian Master’s 

Feras 60s 

Married 
With 
children CEO 35+ Islamic bank Bahraini Bachelor’s 

Waleed 45 

Married 
With 
children CEO 25 

Branch of an 
International 
bank Palestinian Master’s 

Ali 54 

Married 
With 
children 

General 
manager 30 

Commercial 
bank 

Ba Bahraini 
hraini Master’s 

Mohsin 60s 

Married 
With 
children CEO 35+ 

Commercial 
bank  Bachelor’s 
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3.6.3.2 Documents Analysis 

After analysing the interviews and gaining some experience with discourse analysis, 

writing my second paper—i.e., my document analysis of Bahrain’s Constitution (2002), Charter 

(2001), Labour Law for the Private Sector (2012), Social Insurance Law (2013), Corporate 

Governance Code (2010), Commercial Companies Law (2001), Stock Exchange Law (1987), 

and corporate governance codes as well as codes of banks—was not that difficult. I read and 

reread all documents line by line, looking for any clauses or points that touched on gender 

equality or seemed to be sexist in nature, and noted them in a separate Word file. After that I 

began my analysis by reading and rereading my notes several times to familiarise myself with 

the content. The analytic process involved pinpointing, choosing, and making sense of data 

contained in the documents to build empirical knowledge relevant to the research problem 

(Bowen, 2009).  

As I noted earlier, I could not gain access to banks’ HRMs, Bahraini banks consider them 

to be confidential and deny access to outsiders—even, sometimes, to their own employees. 

Because I could not examine their gender regulations and policies, family-friendly policies, or 

organisational development techniques, when I analysed the documents I included interviewee 

comments when they were related to gender equality, family policies, or mechanisms for 

improvement in their banks.  

 

3.6.3.3 Organising My Data 

Going through my write-up, my supervisors’ comments, the tapes, the transcripts, and the 

documents again and again led me to modify my analysis several times; afterward, for the 

purpose of structuring my analysis for the whole thesis, I loosely grouped extracts from the 

interviews and/or certain clauses in the documents into interconnected sections: Gender 

(In)Equality, Legalities and Organisational Policies, Patriarchal and Other Societal Barriers, and 

Strategies Employed by Interviewees to Preserve and Manage the Glass Ceiling. 

 
3.7 Ethical Issues 

I do not see any safety or health concerns arising out of this study, but there could be 

concerns about confidentiality. Finch (1993, citied by Bevan, 2009) describes the difficulty for 

women interviewees who have ‘to devise ways of ensuring that information given so readily in 



85 
 

interviews will not be used ultimately against the collective interests of women’ (p. 176). 

Because of my friendships with some of women, they told stories and provided information 

about their victimisation that they would have been hesitant to share with other researchers. To 

ensure that I would not betray interviewees’ confidentiality, I used the information given to me 

by interviewees for the sake of the research and not for any other purpose. I also altered all 

information that could reveal participants’ identities, and all were given pseudonyms.  

Also, during my introductory telephone calls prior to each interview, I explained the 

purpose of the study and obtained each person’s verbal consent to participate. I also advised 

participants that their participation in the inquiry was voluntary and that they were free to 

withdraw at any time. 

 
3.8 Limitations of the Methodology 

In line with Bevan, (2009) interviewees may have either refrained from sharing relevant 

information or told me what they assumed I wanted to hear. Smart (1984, cited by Bevan, 2009) 

contends that some male interviewees may feel ‘protective of their position’ when they are being 

interviewed by a woman who is interested in the status of other women. This is especially true 

for a woman who is interviewing a man whose position is senior to hers. I assumed that male 

interviewees would conceal any sexist views or attitudes, yet three male interviewees spoke 

freely and made comments that were overtly sexist. I expected them to be aware that their 

comments were discriminatory in nature, but it seemed that they were not aware of that—or 

worse, they did not care. 

This research could also be limited by the fact that I interviewed only one non-Bahraini 

woman (a Palestinian working in Bahrain). Also, I mostly interviewed people from 

midmanagement. Women expats and woman at the bottom of the hierarchy might have 

experienced or described different forms of sexism. 

 

3.9 Summary 

This chapter describes the methodology I used for this feminist study. I chose a qualitative 

feminist research approach, and conducted interviews and document analysis to collect data. This 

chapter describes interviewee demographics, the recruitment process, my style of interviewing, 

and the method I used to analyse data.  

In the next chapter I present my findings, which I discuss in Chapter Five.  
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Chapter Four: Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I present the results I obtained from my interviews with 21 women and nine 

men working in the BBS and my analysis of governmental and organisational documents. 

Although I conducted the interviews and the documents analysis as two separate projects (the 

Durham DBA Program requires that doctoral candidates conduct at least two separate projects, 

which are later compiled into the final thesis), I have integrated both types of data in order to 

present my findings as a coherent work.  

I have organised my findings into three main sections. In the first, Gender (In)Equality, 

Legalities and Organisational Policies, I present my findings on the sexism women encounter as 

a result of limitations in the country’s legal framework and bank’s gendered policies and 

practices. In the second, Patriarchal and Other Societal Barriers, I describe the various forms of 

sexism women encounter in the BBS that are based on and encouraged by Bahrain’s patriarchal 

culture and the misinterpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars. In the third, Strategies 

Employed by Men and Women to Preserve and Manage the Glass Ceiling, I describe how 

interviewees accept or, alternatively, resist the sexism in the BBS. 

 
4.2 Gender (In)Equality, Legalities and Organisational Policies  

This section refers to the gender inequality in the workplace in Bahrain that is encouraged 

by limitations in the country’s legal framework and limitations in Bahraini banks’ gender 

policies and practices. The section contains four subsections: Ambiguity in Gender Equality 

Guaranteed by the State; Organisational Gender-biased Policies; ‘Family-friendly Policies’ Are 

Not Friendly; and Organisational Factors. 

4.2.1 Ambiguity in Gender Equality Guaranteed by the State 

One striking aspect of the Bahraini documents I reviewed is ambiguity about the gender 

equality provided by the State. Tension between articles and clauses pertaining to gender can be 

found in the various documents; sometimes this tension arises between articles in the same 

document. Although a few articles in the Constitution and the Charter equate the two genders in 

both the private and public spheres, other articles in the same documents, as well as other legal 
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documents I reviewed, confine women’s role to the private sphere and link equality to sharia 

law, which is known for being unfair to women. Others allow an indirect form of discrimination.  

Article 18 of Bahrain’s 2002 Constitution, as well as Article 2.1 of Chapter 1 of the 

Kingdom of Bahrain’s Charter, make illegal any form of discrimination, including discrimination 

based on gender, and equates the two genders in rights and duties. Article 13 (a) of the 

Constitution also stresses the importance of participating in the public sphere by way of 

employment. Yet despite this constitutional declaration of equality as a normative objective, 

there is limited scope in the workplace in Bahrain to enforce it. Indeed, the majority of women in 

the country remain exposed to a wide range of constraints imposed on them through a variety of 

‘patriarchal interpretations of Islam’ and ‘tribal customs’ (Syed, 2009).  

Contrary to the patriarchal interpretation of Islam and tribal customs dominant in my 

region, which subordinate women by a variety of means, including confining women’s main role 

to the private sphere, the Constitution makes participating in public life a responsibility that both 

genders are obliged to fulfil (Article 13[a]). In fact, it links performing this duty to one’s dignity: 

Work not only serves economic objectives, but is a means to attain dignity. Yet articles that 

presumably encourage women to work and guarantee equality in the workplace—Articles 13(a) 

and 1(e)—are broadly worded and do not specifically address gender bias at decision-making 

levels. Also, the gender equality promoted by the Constitution and the Charter is missing from 

other supporting Bahraini documents I reviewed (for instance, the Labour Law, Corporate 

Governance Code, Commercial Companies Law, Bahrain Stock Exchange Law, and Social 

Insurance Law). While one of the prime means for attaining gender equality in the workplace in 

the Global North—for instance, the UK—is through labour regulations and corporate governance 

codes, articles in comparable Bahraini documents—which are supposed to grant women access 

to fair employment opportunities and gender diversity—are vaguely worded and fail to declare 

explicitly that discrimination based on sex is illegal (for instance, Article 29 of the Labour Law, 

the introduction to the Corporate Governance Code, and Principle 1.2 of the Code). Labour 

regulations are drafted and implemented within a framework of persistent types of institutional 

employment that have centred on male norms, and, as a result, ‘reinforc[e] labour markets as 

bearers of gender’ (Barrientos et al., 2003, p.1516). Labour laws demonstrate the socially 

established gender division of labour. They are built to fit the idea that men handle productive 

(paid) work and women handle reproductive (unpaid) work.  
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In contrast, labour laws and regulations in the Global North explicitly ban gender 

discrimination; for instance, in the UK, the Employment Law—which, unlike sharia-based 

labour laws in Gulf States and most Muslim countries, is disconnected from any religious 

influence —bans discrimination because of a person’s age, religion, sex, race, sexual orientation, 

age, or disability. Indeed, this commitment to equality is supported by extensive legislation and 

regulations that prohibit gender discrimination. The underlying legislative provisions that make 

discrimination unlawful are the Equal Pay Act 1970, the Sex Discrimination Act 1975, the Race 

Relations Act 1976, the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, the Employment Equality 

Regulations 2003 (religion or beliefs), the Employment Equality Regulations 2003 (sexual 

orientation), and the Employment Equality Regulations 2006 (age). Moreover, UK Employment 

laws ban not only direct forms of discrimination, but also allude to indirect forms as well. In fact, 

when there are only a few women on boards, the corporate governance codes of some countries 

from the Global North—for instance, the UK—make it mandatory that the board state its 

justification for the situation and the measures being taken to correct it. In contrast, I have not 

come across a clause in the Bahraini corporate governance code, or any other Bahraini 

documents I reviewed, that obliges organisations to make such declarations, which could suggest 

that the Bahraini documents are designed to fit homogeneous contexts composed mainly of 

men—which facilitate homosocial reproduction.  

This absence of explicit laws and regulations that ban gender discrimination in the 

workplace, as well as the lack of mechanisms for enforcement of the few Articles that indirectly 

touch on gender discrimination in the Bahraini documents I reviewed, allows ample room for 

discrimination against women. Women’s status and social rights have been, to a great extent, 

influenced by conventional societal standards, which rank a man’s social status higher than a 

woman’s. As a result, women are apt to be treated unfairly, both socially and legally.  

 

4.2.1.1 Tension between Clauses of Various Government Documents 

In addition to the failure of some of the Bahraini documents I reviewed (Bahrain’s Labour 

Law, Corporate Governance Code, Commercial Companies Law, Stock Exchange Law and the 

Social Insurance Law) to address gender equality and diversity in the workplace, there is tension 

between articles in the Constitution and the Charter that guarantee equality and fairness at work, 

as well as other articles in the documents I reviewed. For instance, there is tension between the 
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equality introduced by the Constitution (Article 18), the Charter (Article 2.1 of Chapter 1), and 

Article 5(b) of the Constitution—which declare that ‘the State guarantees reconciling the duties 

of women towards the family with their work in society, and their equality with men in political, 

social, cultural, and economic spheres without breaching the provisions of Islamic canon law 

(sharia)’. When I first read Article 5(b), It seemed to me that it equates the two genders, yet 

when I examined it carefully, I realised that the clause is sexist, because it makes taking care of 

family responsibilities women’s main duty. In contrast to Articles 1(e), 13(a), and 18 of the 

Constitution, and by virtue of Article 5(b), women are explicitly consigned to a patriarchal 

gender role that is in line with the culture in the region. This form of adaptation is one-sided and 

created to allow the productive economy access to employees whose entrance into the labour 

market is restricted by family obligations (Elson, 1999). The article also universalises all women, 

since not all women are married or have children or other family obligations. This translates into 

the embeddedness of the patriarchal work contract within private and public institutions and 

ethical and cultural principles that sustain strong, established gender roles. Hence, gender 

equality has been difficult to attain where the legal system considers formal employment to be a 

masculine domain. 

Article 5(b) of the Constitution also explicitly refers to sharia as a source of legislation. 

This reference to sharia is also found in the Labour Law (Article 164). In fact, Article 5(b) ranks 

sharia higher than the national law. The consequences of a patriarchal interpretation of Islam—

and it should again be noted here that many of the sharia laws that concern women are not 

codified and are merely based on interpretations of Islamic texts by male scholars—are plainly 

visible in the laws in Bahrain, which limit women’s role in the public sphere. Gender 

configurations largely depend on religion to determine women’s employment arrangements and 

form the parameters of their activities (Jamali et al., 2005). Yet conventional religious 

interpretations (sharia) encourage a conventional family framework in which married women 

devote themselves to family life instead of building a career, and gives limited support to laws 

that advocate women’s equal employment opportunities. This may be an end result of the 

combination of local culture and a patriarchal interpretation of religion (Syed, Özbilgin, 

Torunoglu & Ali, 2009). Accordingly, any court orders pertaining to work disputes will likely be 

unfair to women. Consequently, women in Bahrain are exposed to systematic discrimination in 

both private and public spheres, which is promoted by sharia law and backed by the Constitution 

and the Labour Law.  
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4.2.1.2 Articles That Are Discriminatory in Nature 

In contrast to articles that support gender equality, some of the documents I examined 

contain articles that are discriminatory in nature. For instance, Articles 30 and 31 of the Labour 

Law send an explicit message: Women are not supposed to work at night and cannot be 

employed in certain jobs—namely, those that require physical effort and/or certain hazardous or 

harmful jobs. These articles permit direct forms of discrimination by explicitly limiting the kind 

of work women can perform at night and the kind of jobs they can hold. The laws forbid 

organisations to engage women in work duties at night to enable them to carry out patriarchal 

caring roles within their families. Women are seen as weak and incapable of taking care of 

themselves; hence, the law must prevent employers from assigning women to night shifts or 

certain kinds of jobs that have been found to be hazardous. In fact, women’s status is equated to 

that of a minor, since Articles 26 and 28 of the law prohibit employers from allowing minors to 

work at night or in hazardous jobs. These clauses reinforce the patriarchal norms and emphasise 

women’s need for protection. Women joining the labour market may reduce their entitlements, if 

this entails stepping outside jobs that have been perceived as acceptable for women. In fact, the 

likelihood of making their own income may entitle them to more choices about their personal 

lives, yet it may also deprive them of maintenance by their male kin (Haghighat, 2014; Elson, 

1999). This is supported by the practice of qiwama—which, as misinterpreted from conventional 

Islamic texts, requires a man to protect a woman’s reputation and sexuality (Metcalfe, 2011). 

Qiwama is firmly rooted in both family and work relations, which place restrictions on women’s 

career advancement and encourage occupational segregation. In return for women’s inferior 

status and disproportionate access to resources, women are eligible for maintenance and 

protection. This arrangement is referred to in the literature as the ‘patriarchal bargain’ 

(Haghighat, 2014).  

This protection could backfire on a woman, especially at promotion time or when a 

position becomes available. Take, for instance, the comments of Ali, a general manager in the 

BBS (more information about interviewees is provided in Table 2):  
Women work day shift only; night shift is for men only . . . same thing when we choose people for the 
dealing room—certain banks do not make it mandatory for women to work on Fridays [the weekend in this 
part of the world], but when you give them this favourable treatment, it works against them in the long run. In 
the short term it is good, but it works against them in the long term. 



91 
 

The law essentially institutionalises and legitimises sexist treatment of employees. As a 

consequence of implementing Articles 30 and 31 of the Labour Law, senior jobs are structured to 

exclude women. In compliance with these articles, women are placed in low-profile jobs that 

offer fewer chances for advancement and will not lead to the executive suite. 

An additional form of sexism I found in the Bahraini documents I reviewed occurs in the 

Social Insurance Law (2013). The retirement age for women is ambiguous. Although the Labour 

Law sets the retirement age for both genders at 60, the Social Insurance Law (2013) Article 34 

states that the retirement age is 55 for women and 60 for men. This kind of sexism puts women 

in a subordinated status in the workplace, because when organisations invest in a man—in 

training him, for instance—their return on investment is higher, because the man will serve the 

organisation for a longer period of time. When I asked Mohammad, a male CEO, about barriers 

that he thinks have slowed women’s career progression, he responded, ‘The second thing is, the 

retirement age means that men are—I don’t know why, but for some reason or another women’s 

retirement age is 55. I don’t see any reason for that’.  

Men use this patriarchal, protective approach, motivated by the notion of qiwama, as a 

means to institutionalise gender inequality. Although the State considers it a privilege to give a 

woman the chance to retire at 55, I find it to be a kind of benevolent sexism that backfires on 

women who do not want to retire, but are obliged to leave the workplace at what is probably the 

peak of their careers. Labour-market institutions in Bahrain have been established on masculine 

norms and the belief that women employees are secondary breadwinners who have access to the 

earnings of their husbands or male relatives. 

I found that the Constitution and other supporting laws have failed to put in place a 

mechanism by which the State ensures fairness between genders. This lack of regulation and 

enforcement mechanisms to complement equality articles in the Constitution and Charter could 

leave ample room to discriminate against women in the workplace. This is made worse by the 

fact that no penalty has been set by the State for sexism. The Penal Code in Bahrain does not 

specify a penalty for individuals or organisations found guilty of discriminating against women 

in the workplace or in society in general (Ahmed, 2010).  

Overall, although the State, at the Constitutional and Charter levels, bans gender 

discrimination and indirectly promotes gender diversity, there are no regulations or enforcement 

mechanisms in place to back up these clauses. The society’s failure to enact gender-equality laws 

causes male decision makers, who are responsible for formulating the country’s laws and 
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regulations, to unconsciously deny—or at least minimise—the importance of enforcement 

mechanisms for the gender equality introduced by the Constitution. In addition, the Labour Law, 

the Bahrain Corporate Governance Code, the Commercial Companies Law, and the Bahrain 

Stock Exchange Law have no gender-equality/diversity clauses. Finally, some of these 

documents have explicitly sexist clauses that prohibit women from working at night and at 

certain jobs and oblige them to retire five years earlier than men are obliged to retire, which 

directly contradicts constitutional rhetoric. This introduces ambiguity, which directly sanctions 

sexism.  

In addition to the limitations in the legal framework, women also suffer from sexism 

sanctioned by organisational policies, such as the absence of equal-opportunity policies. I will 

address these factors in the following section.  

 

4.2.2 Organisational Gender-biased Policies  

In contextual employment in Global North countries, equal opportunity involves putting in 

place HR management procedures that are founded on explicit strategies and policies to 

encourage equality of opportunities for all employees without any form of discrimination (Syed, 

2009). Typically, corporate governance codes of banks, their codes of conduct, and the policies 

set forth in HRMs incorporate guidelines that address gender equality and sexual harassment. 

However, such equal opportunity policies are not the norm in banks in Bahrain. When I asked 

women interviewees about their banks’ gender-equality policies, all of them stated that their 

organisations did not have explicit gender-equality policies similar to those of organisations in 

the Global North. They were also unclear about mechanisms for reporting harassment or 

unethical behaviour. Take, for instance, the response of Noha (a manager in a corporate 

department of a commercial bank) when I asked her about gender-equality policies in her bank: 

‘We do not have them; I have never heard of them’. Noha was a manager, yet she had never 

heard of a gender-equality policy in her bank; this demonstrates her bank’s gendered norms, 

which reflect the societal norms that put femininity in a subordinate status to masculinity and 

associate work, rules, and policies with masculinity. When I asked Reem, a senior manager in 

the operations department of a regional bank based in Bahrain, about gender-equality policies in 

her bank, she responded:  
We do not have that; the norm is giving preference to men in selection and recruitment—you know, men are 
head of the family and they carry all of the expenses; that is why when there is an opening, preference goes to 
men. 
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The concept of equal employment opportunities is still largely unexplored. Male decision 

makers in banks are self-consciously giving the job to the person who (they presume) needs the 

income instead of the best person for the job. Gulf States countries give males precedence in the 

job market. Hence, rules and policies are gendered and designed to support the dominance of 

men in career posts—where they can build resources—and women in support and low-profile 

posts, which they can easily juggle while supporting ‘the reproductive economy’ (Elson, 1999). 

In return for the patriarchal bargain, women find strategies within existing rules and norms to 

negotiate their status in the family and at work and make trade-offs with men (Haghighat, 2014). 

For instance, Reem’s bitterness about the discrimination revealed in the sector caused her to 

rationalise the preference given to men by finding excuses for her bank’s actions. Reem’s 

justification for gender-biased practices gives the impression that she at least partly accepts these 

patriarchal ideas and does not have the language to fully articulate her objections to them. Such 

submissiveness is due to women’s early socialisation, in Muslim societies, into societally 

accepted roles.  

In line with these patriarchal norms, which put femininity in a subordinated status to 

masculinity, male decision makers in the BBS found it acceptable during the interviews to 

clearly state that their banks did not have explicit gender-equality policies. When I asked 

Mohsin, a CEO from the sector, about this, he replied:  
I could not claim that we have fair explicit gender policies, just like the rest of Bahrain; our gender-equality 
policies are implicit. In line with the Constitution, we do not discriminate between the two genders. I believe 
if we have explicit policies that we will give women their fair rights in employment opportunities. It means 
we are now discriminating against women. No, we treat everybody the same. I also do not believe that 
women should be given preference, because you are then discriminating against the other sex. Women should 
make it based on their merits, and preference should be given to qualified people irrespective of gender.  

Mohsin’s response is typically patriarchal: He even refuses to acknowledge that Bahrain’s 

society is structured in a way that treats women as inferior and is biased against women. It also 

shows the variety of subtle ways in which patriarchy is reinforced in the society, and 

demonstrates the absence of structures and policies for implementing gender equality in the BBS. 

There is also an absence of accountability and transparency in recruitment and promotion 

policies that allows male decision makers to recreate the banks in their own image. Since no 

penalty has been specified by the State for gender discrimination (Ahmed, 2010), sexism is taken 

lightly by male decision makers in the sector.  

Hesham—another CEO—legitimised the absence of gender-equality policies by claiming 

that the practice is in line with Islam: ‘Gender equality is embedded in Islam; everybody is equal. 
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In Islam, you cannot differentiate between white or black women or men, so we treat people 

fairly based on Islam’. What I infer from this is that banks in Bahrain formally exclude women. 

Contrary to Hesham’s statement, Islamic feminists argue that gender equality is explicit in 

the Quran. God, by addressing both men and women in the Quran, values them equally 

(Mernissi, 1991a). Hesham’s use of the word ‘embedded’ demonstrates the bank’s ignorance of 

gender equality and diversity. Women’s participation in labour markets in Bahrain does not 

naturally lead to their empowerment. Social stereotypes are still dominant regarding women’s 

and men’s work, and associate being the boss and having power and authority with masculinity 

(Elson, 1999). The nonexistence of workplace gender-equality policies in Bahrain is in line with 

the discrimination against women that prevails in the region and touches every aspect of 

women’s lives through social customs and laws. 

The organisational documents I reviewed in Bahrain (corporate governance codes and 

codes of banks) demonstrate these patriarchal norms. None of the banks’ corporate governance 

codes or many of the codes of conduct I reviewed directly address gender equality. Although the 

use of codes to encourage gender equality has increased globally, codes in Bahrain omit gender 

equality. Most of the Bahraini banks’ codes I reviewed did not directly address gender equality 

or explicitly ban sexual harassment. Also, the cornerstone of the UK corporate governance code, 

‘comply or explain’ (UK Corporate Governance Code, 2014), is missing from all of the Bahraini 

corporate governance codes. I found that the corporate governance codes and codes of conduct I 

reviewed from Bahrain are gendered and developed to fit contexts composed mainly of men. 

Here is an example of a clause from a bank’s code of conduct, which, from the bank’s 

perspective, could be considered a gender-equality clause:  
The board members and senior management should encourage adherence to good employment practices in 
areas of hiring, work conditions, equal opportunities, grievance redressal, promotion policies and 
remuneration policies. (National Bank of Bahrain, 2014, Code of Conduct, Supporting Article 11). 

Banks in the BBS are institutionalising policies and practices that reinforce gender 

inequality. At first sight, the clause quoted above gives the impression that it addresses gender 

equality, but after I had read it several times I found that it does not commit the bank to gender 

equality. The clause uses the word ‘encourage’ and not ‘require’ or ‘commit’. Also, the phrase 

‘good employment practices’ is ambiguous. One of the important causes of the dearth of women 

in high-profile posts is subtle gender-bias practices in recruiting, appraising, and recognising 

distinguished talent (Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010), because organisations are influenced by pervasive 

received wisdom about leadership, ‘of which there is a virtual male hegemony’ (p. 630). Since 
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men are often involved in the recruitment process, especially recruitment for managerial posts, 

they are likely to lean toward the standards and merits they think are significant for management. 

This may result in their use of male-biased standards for leadership characteristics, and thus 

leadership is cast within a gendered, masculine structure (Alimo-Metcalfe, 2010). This could be 

exacerbated by lack of regulatory or auditing policies pertaining to gender administration in the 

region (Al-Lamky, 2007). Here is a statement from another bank, which addresses harassment: 
Fair & equitable treatment: you must treat all your colleagues fairly and equitably. [The bank] is committed to 
maintaining a work environment that supports the productivity, personal goals, dignity and self-respect of all 
employees, free of offensive behaviour, intimidation and harassment. The same principles of fairness apply to 
all your dealings with customers, suppliers and other stakeholders; their complaints (if any) must be 
documented, reported appropriately, and dealt with promptly and fairly. (Gulf International Bank, 2014 Code 
of Conduct, Supporting Article 2). 

This clause demonstrates the subtle forms of sexism by which banks exclude women. The 

clause obliges employees to treat each other ‘fairly’ and equitably’; however, the bank does not 

commit itself to treating all of its employees equally by applying the same ethics. Yet the bank 

commits itself to creating a healthy environment and addresses harassment indirectly—but not 

gender equality, which may backfire on women and lock them into certain positions that are 

difficult to break away from. This could be a loss to organisations and to the country in general 

with regard to efficiency, owing to the fact that resources are underutilised and misallocated. The 

clause also fails to explain to employees the mechanism for reporting harassment or any 

unethical behaviour in the workplace, which indicates that harassment is specified in the above 

clause only as ‘window dressing’. Nevertheless, prohibiting discrimination in the workplace, 

including discrimination based on sex, is much more clearly covered by the codes I examined 

from banks in the Global North. Take, for instance, this clause from the code of conduct of an 

international bank: 
We prohibit discrimination based on an individual’s race, color, national origin, citizenship status, creed, 
religion, religious affiliation, age, sex, gender, pregnancy, maternity, caring responsibilities, marital status, 
civil partnership, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, genetic information, disability, veteran 
status or any other status protected under applicable local law. (JP Morgan Chase & Co., 2014, Code of 
Conduct, Supporting Article 4) 

Unlike the local bank mentioned earlier, this international bank uses the word ‘prohibit’ 

instead of ‘encourage’. By using the word ‘prohibit’ and explaining clearly the kinds of 

discrimination it prohibits, the bank explicitly commits itself to diversity and nondiscrimination 

of any kind. This kind of commitment is missing from the codes of Bahraini banks I reviewed. 

Workplaces in Bahrain are built on the idea that women are secondary earners who can depend 
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on the income of men to safeguard them against economic vulnerability, which reflects the 

society’s low view of women (Elson, 1999). 

If decision makers are serious about transforming their banks into ethical organisations, 

their codes of conduct and corporate governance codes ought to be more than window dressing. 

The essence of the codes, decision makers’ commitment to putting it into effect, and the extent to 

which the codes come to be rooted in the bank’s standard operations are essential elements that 

affect the likelihood that the codes will be helpful in limiting unethical conduct (McCabe, 

Trevino & Butterfield, 1996).  

In the next section, I will discuss the lack of positive action in the form of family-friendly 

regulations and policies that could help individuals juggle work and personal commitments, at 

both governmental and organisational levels. 

 
4.2.3 ‘Family-friendly Policies’ Are Not Friendly 

Because labour laws and institutions in Bahrain serve gendered workplaces, the family-

friendly policies available in Global North countries—such as flexitime, part-time work, job 

sharing, and parental leave, which are capable of helping individuals balance personal 

commitments and work responsibilities—are not popular in this region. Indeed, the Bahraini 

Labour Law itself, which specifies the employment regulations that are to be followed by all 

banks in Bahrain, institutionalises gendered norms and practices. For instance, the Labour Law 

does not provide for any form of flexibility in terms of working hours. In contrast, the UK’s 

Employment Law (2013) has a separate section for flexible work arrangements that entitles 

parents with a child below the age of 17 or a disabled child below the age of 18 to make such 

arrangements. Eligible employees can request to work from home or alter their work hours or the 

total time they work. In contrast, Bahrain’s Labour Law does not have similar clauses. Although 

the abovementioned Article 5(b) of the Constitution declares that the State will ensure the 

reconciliation of women’s responsibilities for their families with their work in society, I found 

that there is no system-wide framework, either legal or institutional, for addressing the 

difficulties that young mothers—or young parents in general—encounter. This makes it difficult 

for working mothers to juggle work and family responsibilities, and hinders women’s ability to 

climb the corporate ladder.  

Women in Bahrain encounter amplified gender risks that influence their means of entry 

into and experience of employment, such as the absence of extended maternity leave and 
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childcare. In fact, family regulations granted by the Labour Law are grouped in a short section 

called the ‘women’s section’, and mainly concern maternity and childcare leave. Also, the 

maternity leave allowed is shorter than that given to women in other developed countries. The 

Labour Law provides women with 60 days of paid maternity leave, with the option of 15 

additional days of unpaid leave. In contrast, maternity leave in the UK can last up to 52 weeks—

26 weeks of mandatory leave and an additional 26 weeks of optional leave. Sixty paid days is 

still considered short, especially given that bank employees in Bahrain typically work longer 

hours than those of nearly all nurseries. Although Bahrain’s patriarchal society assigns family 

responsibilities mainly to women, the Labour Law grants them short maternity leave, and ignores 

their need to juggle family and work responsibilities.  

Another ambiguity I found in the Bahraini Labour Law pertaining to family policies is the 

right of women to rejoin their organisations after taking leave for childcare. Although the law 

entitles women to take unpaid leave for up to six months to care for a child, it is silent with 

regard to a woman’s right to rejoin the organisation and any mechanism for enforcing this. Also, 

the Labour Law makes firing a woman due to marriage or pregnancy or during maternity leave 

illegal. As Article 33 states: ‘The employer shall not dismiss or terminate the labour contract of 

the female worker as a result of her marriage or during her maternity leave’. Yet this article also 

remains silent with regard to terminating a women’s employment contract during the six months 

of unpaid leave she is entitled to for childcare. In the UK, in contrast, a separate clause in the law 

states that women are entitled to return to the same job after maternity leave. If this is not 

feasible, the woman must be offered suitable employment. The lack of any mechanism in the 

Bahraini Labour Law for returning to work after maternity leave makes women reluctant to take 

advantage of flexibility in the regulations or use this type of leave, and demonstrates that the 

legal framework links careerism with masculinity.  

The ‘women’s section’ also addresses childcare leave, yet only women are entitled to such 

leave. Women with children under six years of age have the right to take six months of unpaid 

leave for childcare. In contrast, the UK’s regulations allow both men and women to take unpaid 

parental leave for up to 18 weeks per child. Denying men access to childcare leave conflicts with 

the ‘equality before the law’ concept regarding public rights and duties that is accorded to both 

genders by the Bahraini Constitution. These circumstances are grounded in a division of labour 

between reproductive and productive work. Women’s main responsibility for reproductive work 
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impedes their entry into formal paid work, which increases their tendency to engage in informal 

work (Elson, 1999).  

Also unlike the law in the UK, the Bahraini law does not provide for paternity leave. The 

UK law provides for up to two weeks of paternity leave, while the Bahraini Labour Law does not 

allow any paternity leave, except for the day of the child’s birth. Providing childcare leave to 

mothers only, and denying male employees access to such leave, reinforces societal gender roles 

and puts more pressure on women to handle family responsibilities. In addition, it is not normal 

practice in the region for employers to provide childcare facilities, and the Bahraini Labour Law 

does not require employers to do so. However, both traditional and feminist versions of Islam 

promote cooperation and strong family relationships, and therefore in Bahrain family members 

(usually the wife’s mother) often help with childcare, especially during office hours. One senior 

interviewee neatly summed up this theme: ‘There is one thing that I can tell you about our 

family-friendly policies: They are not friendly’. I found that the Labour laws in Bahrain are not 

only ‘bearers of gender’ (Elson, 1999); they actually strengthen gender inequality in the sector. 

Indeed, employees with family or other personal commitments find it difficult to juggle these 

responsibilities. This is especially true for women, who are expected by patriarchal norms to take 

care of all family responsibilities. The gender allocation of labour in the ‘reproductive economy’ 

does not adjust as necessary to compensate for the increase in women’s, and the decrease in 

men’s, contributions to the ‘productive economy’. The outcome is that women in the workforce, 

on average, experience a longer workday than their male counterparts (Elson, 1999; Wajcman, 

1998). Several women I interviewed described such struggles. Here, for instance, is Khadeja’s 

account: 
My children were victims of my career. When they were young, I could not go to their parent-teacher day, 
and I missed birthdays. My sisters used to go for my children’s parent-teacher days. Bad feelings—you carry 
the guilt inside you. Women who cannot spend enough time with their children and give them enough 
attention tend to carry the guilt inside them. I am, as a woman—my children are victims. 

Banks in Bahrain institutionalise norms and practices that subordinate women. All of the 

women I interviewed stated that their banks did not have mechanisms in place to enable them to 

balance work and family obligations. Although all of the childrearing and household chores—in 

line with the patriarchal norms that are dominant in the region—are carried out by women, banks 

provide few organisational mechanisms to enable employees to combine work and home 

responsibilities. For instance, lack of family policies has negatively affected Khadeja. Words like 

‘I’ and ‘bad feeling’ shows that Khadeja has begun to assume her deficit and has begun to blame 

herself for her failure to balance work and family responsibilities. The absence of family-friendly 
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policies in Bahrain has affected Khadeja’s job satisfaction and motivation. Words like ‘guilt’ and 

‘victims’ also show that under such circumstances, women’s guilt over their lack of ability to ‘do 

it all’ increases, their career ambitions go down, and ultimately, ‘as women pull out of the race, 

they confirm patriarchy’s self-fulfilling prophecy that women don’t have what it takes to stay the 

course for the long haul’ (Luke, 2000, p. 289). This, in turn, makes these women appear to be 

undependable candidates for career jobs in banks.  

Some male decision makers from the sector also showed their reluctance to implement 

family-friendly policies. For instance, Feras, a CEO of an Islamic bank, doubted the traits of 

people in need of family-friendly policies:  
It is going to be very difficult to implement such policies—you are a banker yourself and you know that 
banking needs commitment, hard work; it needs working for long hours, so these soft policies can be a 
success in any other industries, but not in banking. 

Labour markets in Bahrain are gendered institutions ‘structured by practices, perceptions, 

norms and networks which are “bearers of gender”’ (Elson, 1999, p. 611). The words Feras 

used—for instance, ‘hard work’, ‘long hours’, and ‘commitment’—fit images of masculinity. 

The word ‘soft’ fits an image of femininity, and hence Feras is associating banking with 

masculinity and family-friendly policies with femininity, and by extension he calls into doubt the 

competencies of people who use them. People in need of family-friendly policies are not 

committed and do not work long hours; hence, they do not fit the masculine culture dominant in 

the sector. Even if family-friendly policies are available in the sector, women with advancement 

ambitions will be reluctant to use them because they will be labelled as insufficiently committed 

by their male decision makers.  

In addition to the above limitations in the legal system of the country and organisational 

policies of banks in Bahrain pertaining to gender equality and family-friendly policies, my 

interviews with women and men bankers confirm that women encounter gender bias in their 

organisational development policies and practices. In the following subsection, I address these 

limitations imposed by such barriers and their influence on women’s careers. 

 
4.2.4 Organisational Factors 

This subsection covers the lack of women’s career progression in the BBS that is 

stimulated by internal organisational factors—for instance, gendered culture and gendered 

organisational development policies. One noticeable aspect of many interviewees’ discourse is 

that women’s career progression is influenced by the culture of their respective organisations, 
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which values masculinity. In local banks, the norms and practices that prevail are masculine, and 

the men at the top have the typical patriarchal Arab mentality, which traditionally puts 

masculinity in a superior status to femininity. Men regard themselves and their practices as the 

norm. These norms are problematic for women, and have adverse consequences for women’s 

career advancement. This phenomenon is neatly summed up by Reem (the senior manager):  
With all respect to your ex-managing director, there were no ladies who were heads of departments; they 
were all, at a maximum, managers—nothing beyond the level of manager.  

Promoting a woman to an executive position in a bank, which is a prestigious job, breaches 

both banking and social norms of men’s higher standing and presumed superiority. Women are 

typically perceived by male decision makers to be less competent to fit the standard template in 

banks. Women must satisfy the parameters of masculinity to advance (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010; 

Kelan, 2009; Skuratowicz & Hunter, 2004). 

Another prime reason for the lack of women’s career progression in the sector is the banks’ 

failure to offer them development techniques in the form of training and mentoring. When I 

asked women interviewees about the support extended to them by their banks—for instance, 

leadership-training courses—most stated that their banks did not provide significant amounts of 

leadership training. Many women interviewees (Hawazen, Fawzia, Hedaya, Abear, Khatoon, 

Kholood, Sara, Amina, Bayan, Noha, Jenan, and Amal) confirmed that their banks do not send 

them to leadership-training courses. The training provided to many of the women interviewed 

was mostly technical training. Since women are assumed to be temporary workers, the 

understanding in their banks is that women will eventually get married and leave the workplace. 

Even in situations in which a woman had attained a leadership post, she was not given enough 

training to enable her to lead. Because her training had focused only on technical skills, 

management was setting the stage for her to fail as a leader. Since women are inclined to remain 

in a subordinate position in their banks, their training needs tend to be ignored by male decision 

makers. When I asked Bayan, an audit and IT manager in a commercial bank, about leadership 

training in her bank, she responded:  
It should start earlier, because everyone should have an equal chance to go through [training courses] many 
times. I try to push for them, but people will put you down by saying, ‘Oh, this is just commercial courses—
you don’t need it if it’s not technically related to your IT’.  

Patriarchal principles deeply rooted in the culture discourage male decision makers in 

banks from employing women, investing in them, or preparing them for leadership posts. Male-

dominated practices sustain institutional norms that are in direct opposition to any efforts to 
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prepare women to hold high-profile leadership posts in banking. For instance, attending a 

leadership-training course is a male experience. When a woman is interested in attending a 

leadership course, some male decision makers find strategies to discourage her from attending 

the training, such as minimising its importance, which reveals the bank’s informal or perhaps 

formal practice of excluding women. Consider, for instance, CEO Mohsin’s opinion of training’s 

value for women: ‘We do not have a specific leadership-training program for women. We have 

technical training—we train women, we give them training to improve their technical skills’.  

Mohsin confirms that banks are committed to improving women’s technical—but not 

leadership—skills, perhaps due to the belief that leadership is a manly domain and women are 

only fit to handle support work. Male decision makers reproduce in their own image, and, as a 

result, continue the masculine policy of patronage. They maintain the status quo by supporting 

other men by way of extending leadership training only to men, thereby strengthening a 

gendered reproductive practice (Ehrich, 2008). Fawaz, a male general manager from the sector, 

had the following to say about leadership-development programs for women: 
We generally rely only on what is offered within Bahrain, and what is offered within Bahrain is only through 
the Bahrain Institute of Banking and Finance, and it is not gender-specific… Recently, we have started 
sending people to overseas programs, but very recently—yeah, or once in your lifetime… We are an 
institution that does not appreciate the importance of external training. This is a problem we need to tackle.  

Women are not given leadership training to help them navigate their way into the corridors 

of banks that are dominated by masculine norms and practices. They are simply thrown into the 

deep end and have to fend for themselves; for many, ‘learning the ropes’ is a prolonged and 

difficult exercise (Luke, 2000). All of these circumstances render training in Bahrain gendered. 

When I asked Saeed, a CEO, about the leadership courses provided to women employees, he 

said: 
They do not give women leadership training, and that is not only in banking but other sectors, too. You have 
to give them the right training first; you have to send them to leadership courses, specialised leadership 
courses. . . . We are different biologically, and there are special leadership courses for her. God has made us 
different, and there are leadership courses that can put women with men on the same track.  

Although Saeed acknowledged that men and women are different biologically, he clearly 

indicated that women’s leadership skills are not appropriate for banking and that women need to 

be fixed. Banks need to send women to leadership courses that teach them the right way to lead, 

i.e., men’s ways of leading. However, despite Saeed’s opinion that women need to be fixed, he 

also asserted that banks are guilty of not extending the right support to women in this regard.  

Commitment to patriarchal gender roles translates into a lack of commitment to gender 

equality, empowering women, or providing training and mentoring for them. This is exacerbated 
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by Bahraini banks’ failure to publish their HRMs. One HR manager of a large bank in Bahrain 

told me that employees are not entitled to see their HR manual; only general managers have 

access to it. Each general manager decides the training needs of his employees, and employees 

are not allowed to recommend themselves for training courses. This shows the bank’s lack of 

commitment to this vital aspect of career development. Also, since some male decision makers 

do not expect women to be committed to their careers and may also believe that leadership is a 

manly domain, it is less likely that general managers of this bank will recommend leadership 

courses for women employees.  

In addition to the banks’ lack of commitment to leadership training, there is little or no 

mentoring. Mentoring is considered to be crucial for individuals’ career progression in the 

Global North; however, this is not the case in this part of the world. For instance, when I asked 

Haifa, a senior manager in a credit department of an investment bank, about mentoring, she had 

the following to say: 
Mentoring is a new thing for this part of the world. I think it is about time for our part of the world to start 
paying attention to mentoring; that is why I am very passionate about mentoring. I tried for some time to 
establish a mentoring society for women in business, and we were about to get there, but the 2011 crises took 
place in Bahrain.  

With the absence of equal-employment legislation to protect employees’—and especially 

women’s—rights in the workplace, banks do not feel compelled to provide development tools 

such as mentoring to employees—and particularly women, since they are the weaker sex. Also, 

even if mentoring were a common practice in Bahrain, negative views about women’s 

management capabilities, as well as gender segregation in Bahrain, would make cross-sex 

mentoring difficult. Women might also be denied access to mentorships owing to the fact that 

they are seen as not having the attributes essential for managerial success. Even superb 

accomplishments by women may be considered as the exception and not the norm. This is 

encouraged by sex-role stereotypes.  

The majority of women interviewees were aware of mentoring and its added value. 

However, most of them did not have a mentor. Typical of other interviewees’ responses when 

they were asked about their mentoring relationships Fatima, a placement senior manager in an 

investment bank, said: 
When I first started in the banking sector I was fortunate enough to work with my direct boss, and it was just 
us on a team, so there were a lot of things that we did—everything. There was no ‘I am the manager [and] 
you are my associate, so I am going to do this part and you do this part’; we did everything together, so I 
learned the ropes from the beginning. 
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In the absence of formal mentoring relationships, women need someone to lean on, and the 

majority of women interviewed considered their bosses to be their mentors. When male CEOs 

were asked for their feedback with regard to mentoring relationships, surprisingly few were 

familiar with the concept; I had to explain what I meant by mentoring. This confirms male 

decision makers’ neglect of such a vital aspect of career development. This lack of leadership 

training and mentoring demonstrates Bahraini banks’, and their decision makers’, lack of 

commitment to gender equality and diversity, and reinforces banks as masculine, gendered, and 

hierarchical organisations (Ehrich, 2008). It also shows that the Arab culture pays little attention 

to developing people. 

The dearth of women in high-profile positions in the sector sends the message to women at 

the bottom of the hierarchy that high-profile posts are exclusively for men. Here is the response 

of Mariam, who works in HR and is the only senior woman in her bank: 
Unfortunately, in this bank not many women have managed to reach high-profile positions. I am the only 
senior manager in the bank; this did not help. My generation did not have anybody up there to look up to, so 
this has its negative impacts on creating a pipeline of women leaders in the bank. That is why you do not see 
women in high-profile positions: They think they cannot do it, because no woman has done it before.  

However, as I deduced from the following discourse of Saeed, he was of the opinion that 

having the wrong woman at the top would have negative consequences on the career progression 

of women across the banking sector in Bahrain. This is in contrast to the positive consequences 

that could be achieved by having a good female role model, which would have positive effects 

only on that woman’s bank. Saeed commented: 
If we have the right woman at the helm, this will definitely have positive effects. If we have women [who are] 
different from [a senior woman in another bank] . . . if a woman at the top is a good role model that will help 
create a pipeline for women leaders. [In contrast], if she is not good as a leader, that will have a negative 
impact on creating such a pipeline. If a CEO wants to promote a woman, he will be scared; he will think 
twice. He will think, I do not want another [woman like the senior manager mentioned above]. 

Using a word like ‘scared’ and phrases such as ‘I do not want another’ and ‘she is not 

good’ creates an image that hiring women at the top is a negative thing to do—almost like 

catching a disease that male CEOs should stay away from. This suggests that even though men 

can be bad managers, just as women can be bad managers, being a bad male manager will not 

stop men from being appointed to the job. 

In addition to the above limitations in the legal system and organisational policies of 

Bahrain, my interviews with women and men bankers confirm that women encounter societal 

barriers. In the following section, I address these societal limitations and their influence on 

women’s career progression. 
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4.3 Patriarchal and Other Societal Barriers  

Several factors contribute to the dominance of masculine discourse in the BBS and the lack 

of women’s career progression. Some of them are out of the government’s, banks’, or women’s 

control, such as Arab culture. Hence, this section covers the influence of Bahraini culture on 

women’s career advancement.  

The culture in the Gulf States is highly patriarchal and puts femininity in a subordinate 

status to masculinity, in both the private and public spheres, and connects men with 

breadwinning while confining women’s roles mainly to the private sphere. This culture has 

stimulated a variety of forms of gender bias in the sector. I have grouped these in the following 

four subsections: Gender Stereotyping, Homosocial and Homosocial Reproduction, Patriarchal 

Interpretations of Religion and Personal Barriers. I will start by discussing gender stereotyping in 

the next subsection.  

 

4.3.1 Gender Stereotyping 

This subsection addresses the dominant forms of gender stereotyping in the BBS and 

Bahrain in general.  

Although Islam has encouraged women to work in all domains, Arab society has confined 

women’s participation to certain tasks. One of the most notable barriers to women’s career 

progression is gender stereotyping and the depiction of a leader’s job as male in character. 

Women are perceived ‘in relation to their sex-role stereotypes’ (Fawcett & Pringle, 2000, p. 

254). Bayan, for example, commented that she ‘cannot move further—someone else needs to 

head the division, because it didn’t make anyone comfortable that a woman would get the chance 

to sit there and head the department’. Women’s role in the society is to be a caregiver, and 

assuming a leadership post conflicts with this role.  

The oppressive gender norms dominant in the Bahraini masculine culture result in male 

decision makers’ association of prestigious management and leadership positions in banking 

with masculinity, and support tasks, such as clerical, secretarial, and human resources, with 

femininity. Hawazen, for instance—who has a PhD—gave the following account of her 

experience when she first joined her bank: 

Although we were not filing clerks, they used to ask us to do filing, and we used to do it, all of us—the 
girls—and we were all more educated and older than the boy, but he was not asked to do filing, because he 
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was a man, and a man cannot do such tasks. He was younger than all of us and less educated [high school 
diploma], but again, he was not assigned tasks that were perceived as women’s tasks.  

Women in the BBS are often placed in roles that are considered a sort of extension of their 

personal lives (Gatrell, 2008). Women and their femininity are employed in the least prestigious 

jobs. Although Hawazen had a PhD, she was asked to handle filing activities—where she could 

use her housekeeping capabilities—while a young man with only a high school diploma was not. 

The mind-set is that men are preferable for rational career jobs.  

The patriarchal norms that are still dominant in Bahrain have linked career jobs and 

breadwinning with masculinity. I found that women are expected by men decision makers to 

resign and stay at home to raise children after the first child’s arrival. Consider, for example, the 

experience of one manager, Bayan, after returning from maternity leave:  
I didn’t know that while I was away, with this difficult pregnancy, there was some concern that I might not 
continue to work. People may have assumed that I would have a family and leave. The pregnancy was 
difficult, and I surprised them positively, that I was on my path, willing to climb up the ladder. 

Women are perceived by male decision makers as temporary workers who are expected to 

leave their jobs when they get married and to raise children and take care of family 

responsibilities, since these are their responsibilities as wives. The quote also suggests that the 

existence of a husband and children in a woman’s life negatively impacts her career success. 

This theme is summed up by Lara, who juggles her work and children and laughs as she remarks, 

‘I always say I need a wife, because—I need my own wife; I need someone to take care of me’.  

Another form of sexism dominant in the sector, which is stimulated by the culture in the 

region, is that men’s proclivity to engage with other men and to hire men who are similar to 

themselves. This issue is the subject of the next subsection. 

 
4.3.2 Homosociality and Homosocial Reproduction 

This subsection discusses male decision makers’ preference for dealing with other men. 

The men I interviewed from the sector were more comfortable interacting with men; this 

demonstrates the prevalence of homosociality. When there was an opening for a high-profile 

post, the best candidate, inevitably, was a man. When I asked Feras, the CEO, about barriers that 

prevent women from reaching the executive suite of the BBS, he replied: 
The board plays a big role in any CEO selection. . . .It is easier to deal with a man—it is more convenient for 
them to deal with me; it is easier than dealing with you, for instance. They may not feel comfortable dealing 
with you . . . but they may feel it is easier to deal with me than with you.  
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Men were keener to recruit their male peers. Male interviewees were more interested in 

dealing with a person at their own level instead of with a member of the subordinated sex, who 

has fewer resources. The norms upheld by this masculine culture serve to build and preserve a 

male homosocial world in which a man is granted precedence in work situations and is in a 

position to build resources (Lipman-Blumen, 1976).  

Male decision makers’ process of monitoring and imposing work orderliness mobilises 

gender authority, in which ‘the prevailing gender gives more authority to men in the wider 

society’ (Elson, 1999, p. 820) and encourages them to assign men to managerial posts and 

exclude women, formally or informally. In the workplace, this gender order facilitates solidarity 

among men on the grounds of denigrating women (Elson, 1999). Take, for instance, another 

account from Feras, who doubted women’s commitment to their careers: 

I have seen a lot of women start their careers, make good progress, and then, midway, they start to leave and 
become housewives. I have seen a lot of committed ladies—committed to their careers, clever, 
hardworking—but later they decide to drop out of the workforce and give priority to their families. My 
daughter finished her [degree] and joined a bank for a while. Then she decided to do [a higher degree] and 
she did it on a part-time basis. She finished [the higher degree], got married, became pregnant with her first 
child, and decided to leave her career and stay at home to raise her child.  

Women’s reproductive capacity is employed here by Feras as grounds for denigrating and 

excluding them, limiting their role to the private sphere, denying them access to resources, and 

giving preference to men in the job market—and, as a result, access to resources. 

The next subsection discusses another form of sexism: that is encouraged by patriarchal 

interpretations of religion in my region.  

 

4.3.3 Patriarchal Interpretations of Religion 

Another form of sexism dominant in the BBS that restricts women’s career advancement 

and confines them to low-profile jobs at the bottom of the organisational hierarchy is patriarchal 

interpretations of religion. 

To preserve men’s dominance in the sector, some male decision makers I interviewed 

expressed ideas and beliefs that are promoted by male religious scholars and are based on those 

scholars’ patriarchal interpretation of Islamic texts, which conflate the essence of the region’s 

culture—which existed even before Islam—with the principles of Islam to preserve men’s 

dominance in the sector. For instance, conventional interpretations of Islam by some male 

scholars in the Gulf States suggest that women are not rational individuals; therefore, God has 

prohibited women from being judges and religious scholars, jobs that require a high degree of 
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rationality (Mernissi, 1991a). These ideas, which were expressed by the male decision makers I 

interviewed, preserve men’s dominance in high-profile posts and restrict women’s role to support 

jobs in banks. Take for instance, the comments by Hesham, who is the CEO of an Islamic bank; 

which suggests that he gives more credit to masculinity in the workplace: 
Let us not forget the nature of women. A lot of research has been done about women judges in the Ministries 
of Justice and in courts—why cannot they be judges? Is it the nature of women? Her nature affects her 
decision-making; you rarely see women judges in this part of the world, because her nature and her emotions 
prevent her from being rational. Sometimes that prevents her from being a judge. It has effects on her 
decision-making. 

Hesham’s discourse suggests that the ideal employee is a rational individual—and 

therefore rationality, which is associated with masculinity, secures the dominance of men in the 

workplace. Femininity, which is associated with emotions, is perceived in banks as subordinate 

to masculinity and therefore out of place (Ford, 2006). Hesham commented further, using 

another belief promoted by male religious scholars, based on their misinterpretation of Islam, to 

exclude women: 
There are obviously reasons why women cannot be imams [religious scholars], and there are good reasons for 
her not to be an imam. An imam is a leader, too. Why has God asked her to stand behind the man while 
praying? Why not stand in front of the man in praying? There should be reasons for all of this; there should 
be certain traits that prevent women from being leaders.  

There are obvious ‘patriarchal undercurrents’ in Hesham’s line of reasoning (Syed, 2009). 

Although he attempted to take a liberal stand on gender equality during our interview, the above 

passage shows that he embraces ideas that are based on the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic 

texts by male scholars to put femininity in a subordinate status and depict leadership as a manly 

domain. Hesham’s views suggest that women are too weak to be leaders, and that they are not 

competent to think, act, or work like a man. Men often believe that women are neither objective 

nor rational, but instead emotional, and hence not fit for the workplace. Hesham invokes an 

authority outside himself to boost opinions that serve his own interests.  

Another masculine norm in Bahrain, facilitated by disapproval of free mixing in Bahrain, is 

the formation of old boys’ club, which further impede women’s efforts to climb the ladder. Haifa 

hints of the existence of an old boys’ club in her bank. Specifically, she speaks about Ramadan 

majlis —special men’s gatherings during the Muslim holy month, which are exclusively for men: 
I do not meet them in Friday prayer and in majlis—not in majlis in Ramadan, not even in the bars. You do not 
have access to that. I do not go fishing with them. It is very limiting, and hence they do not really know you. 

Haifa is not part of the club. She is one of the subordinated sex, and not privileged enough 

to participate in masculine circles. This kind of male bonding disadvantages women and keeps 
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them in their place. There are distinctive features to the old boys’ club in the Arab world—e.g., it 

is even more pervasive than in the Global North. Networking by women in the BBS, to a large 

extent, is restricted by Bahraini society and promoted by the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic 

texts, which disapproves of free mixing between the genders. In Bahraini society there are 

certain social gatherings for women and others for men—for instance, Ramadan majlis. These 

gatherings are usually attended by Bahrain’s top businessmen, politicians, and bank CEOs; 

during these gatherings, many deals are discussed and closed. This is also a place to be noticed 

by top-tier decision makers. Haifa continued: 
My male colleagues go to Ramadan majlis at night. [At one majlis] they met with our chairman and our board 
members and they discussed with them the details of a deal we were about to close. I could not be there. By 
default, this gave my male colleagues more visibility. 

Based on the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic texts, the society prohibits women from 

mixing freely with men and attending Ramadan majlis. Excluding women from these formal 

gatherings limits women’s ability to network and creates a larger old boys’ club that prevails 

across Bahrain, which further slows women’s efforts to climb the ladder.  

Due to the fact that women in Bahrain are expected by society and their husbands to be 

fully responsible for household tasks and taking care of children—a custom that has been 

promoted by male scholars, who have twisted Islamic texts to confine women’s role to the 

private sphere—the accounts of most women interviewees reveal their struggle to balance family 

and work responsibilities. Here, for example, is the account of Kholood, who is a treasury senior 

manager in a commercial bank: 
When you first get your first baby, it gets more difficult to balance. I cook and keep the food in the fridge, for 
two or three days, but when the girl came, it was very difficult at the beginning. Babies do not sleep well at 
the beginning. I used to be awake all night and the next day I [would] report to work and stay for a minimum 
of 8 hours.  

Since patriarchal interpretations of Islam link caregiving, emotions and femininity, and 

make taking care of household duties women’s sole responsibilities, men in Bahrain are not 

expected to help with childcare and household duties; these are the responsibilities of women, 

who use their emotionality to take care of children. Therefore, women struggle to balance family 

and job responsibilities, which hinders their ability to reach high-profile posts.  

In addition to the above types of barriers to women’s career advancement, women also 

suffer from personal barriers that are fostered by Bahrain’s patriarchal culture and the effects of 

patriarchal interpretations of Islam on women’s personality traits, which further slows their 

efforts to climb the corporate ladder. I will address these barriers in the following subsection. 
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4.3.4 Personal Barriers 

The abovementioned oppressive societal framework and a priori assumptions by men in 

particular, and Bahraini society in general, concerning women’s roles and duties have created 

stereotypical gender roles that associate women with certain roles. Also, it has influenced 

women’s behaviours, which further impedes their efforts to climb the ladder in the BBS. 

Consequently, some of the barriers that hinder women’s efforts to climb the ladder are personal, 

although many are out of women’s control—for instance, having line experience in the BBS. 

Several male CEOs claimed that women had not been in the pipeline long enough to be 

promoted to top banking positions. Mohammad, a high-profile CEO, stated:  
Women were not qualified four decades ago to join banking, and I think that is why men have managed to 
reach places in banking while women have not—because they joined at a later stage.  

However, Ragins et al. (1998) contend that it is not a matter of being on the career track for 

a sufficient time; it stems from what women do while they are in the pipeline. In other words, 

women do not have the breadth and depth of experience required to reach the executive suite 

because they are diverted from working in the departments that would lead them there. Roughly 

half of the women I interviewed had accumulated experience in support units—for instance, HR 

or public relations—that would not advance them to the executive suite. This association by 

decision makers of women with certain departments prevents women from accruing suitable line 

experience.  

Women also tend to stay with their respective employers for a long time, while men change 

employers quite frequently in the BBS. Reem describes the phenomenon: 
For instance, Khalid: He was with us as a credit analyst, then he moved to [another bank] as assistant 
manager in corporate banking. He stayed there for 10 months, then he rejoined us as a manager. So he jumped 
from just being an employee to a manager, all within the course of 10 months. Not because of his  
qualities, . . . but because he has taken shortcuts. Maybe next year he will move to another bank as senior 
manager.  

What I infer from the above passage is that women employees find it difficult to change 

banks. According to Storvik and Schone (2008), a widespread belief has been that women are 

more interested in ‘security and stability than men, and therefore they change jobs less often’ (p. 

744). Also, since men tend to hire in their own image, women in the sector may unconsciously 

anticipate gender bias in recruitment practices. Because of this, women may be hesitant to apply 

for jobs with other banks (Storvik & Schone, 2008). Men in the BBS do not face this dilemma, 



110 
 

as it is easy for them to find managerial jobs; they jump from one bank to another, and every 

time they go to a new employer, they go with a promotion.  

Also, the cultural norms in this region affect women’s behaviours. The women I 

interviewed felt that they were not asking for enough, and were only able to take whatever was 

given to them. In other words, they did not ask for things; they accommodated. These women did 

not advertise their skills, and they did not go to their bosses and ask for promotions. Instead, they 

waited for their bosses to recognise their hard work and decide whether they would be promoted. 

However, such recognition rarely came. Male bosses did not react to passive requests, which 

took the form of working hard and waiting for recognition. This is evident in the discourse of 

Bayan, the audit and IT manager: 
One of the problems that we have as professional women is . . . we forget that we have to advertise our skills 
and that we have to ask for more. This phrase, ‘ask for more’, never hit me; I always believed that they should 
see it and recognise it.  

Socialisation processes in Muslim societies play a role in this phenomenon. Due to the 

patriarchal interpretation of Islamic edicts, women in Muslim societies are raised by their 

families to be complacent and to believe that women’s status is inferior to that of men. Bayan’s 

account suggests that some women have internalised the idea that men are the superior sex and 

are supposed to be in charge, and that women’s place is at the bottom of the ladder; where they 

work and deliver without asking for more.  

Another personal barrier brought up in this theme was women’s style of leading. Both men 

and some women interviewees perceived a strong association between men’s characteristics—for 

instance, being aggressive and assertive—and leadership. Women’s traits are seen as softer than 

men’s, especially in this part of the world. Women in Arab societies are brought up to be 

pleasant and soft. In contrast, men are brought up to be tough and forceful. Hence, male decision 

makers do not consider women’s traits as suitable for leadership. Here is the account of Zahra, a 

senior manager in the training and development department of a regional bank, who shows some 

emotional intelligence—an approach that might not be acceptable to her bosses: 
For instance, staff with chronic diseases. The easiest way is that management asks them to leave; it happens 
all the time. But I fight for their rights; I fight for them to stay. It is not easy for me to see employees get fired 
only because they are sick; that is not humane… Sickness is something [that is] out of their hands. I go and 
present my case to the CEO and defend my case. . . . I am in HR and I use my heart. . . . I do not care; this is 
me, and I will continue to do this. At the end of the day, I am not only a brain. I am a brain and emotions. 

Although Zahra displays a degree of emotional intelligence—which some scholars consider 

it to be more compatible with aspects of femininity (Kumar, 2013)—the way she communicated 

it was informed by the masculine culture that dominates the sector. For instance, she repeatedly 
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uses the word ‘fight’; Zahra is ‘doing gender’ as a way to fit in. Pilgeram (2007) argues that this 

is destructive, because it may enforce the notion that all good leaders in banking are men, and the 

only way to succeed in banking is to conform to the code of behaviour of ‘hegemonic 

masculinity’. Zahra’s style was in contrast to that of her boss. She continued: 
My boss—a man—he will just ask them [staff with chronic diseases] to leave. He will protect the interests of 
the organisation only, but he will not look after the interests of these people.  

The empathy shown by Zahra might be seen by her boss—who takes a very different 

approach—as lacking assertiveness, and cause him to decide that Zahra is unsuitable for the job. 

When asked about women’s style of leadership, many interviewees, both male and female, 

thought that women are emotional and that this can affect their leadership style. When I asked 

Mohammad, the CEO, about women’s leadership style, he said that women are ‘very competent, 

but a woman has to realise that she is coming with a handicap’. He explained that this would be 

her emotions, which he depicted as an illness or physical abnormality that limits a woman’s 

ability to move freely. Although both men and women have emotions, this male decision maker 

used ‘emotionality’ as grounds for discrediting women’s leadership skills and, consequently, 

women’s suitability for high-profile posts. Mohammad believed that by expressing feelings (i.e., 

caring), women revealed weaknesses (Bird, 1996). However, when men express caring, it is 

because they are good leaders—that is to say, leaders with emotional intelligence. 

The stories of a few women interviewees, in addition to Zahra’s account above, revealed 

some similarities with transformational leadership. A number of women demonstrated their 

understanding that success comes as a result of teamwork. They were also willing to listen to 

others’ ideas. Here, for instance, is the account of Luma, a very senior woman in the BBS—one 

of the few women in Bahrain who has managed to break through the glass ceiling in the sector—

who commented after our interview that having a supportive husband who helps her with family 

responsibilities is one of prime factors that has contributed to her success. Luma clearly used a 

participatory and inspiring approach: 
My style—when it comes to leadership, I let people feel that they are part of the decision-making process. It 
is not only my decision; it is theirs as well. This gets everyone involved. Everyone takes ownership and is 
committed. Tomorrow, when I want to allocate budget to staff I involve them, and I ask him or her for his or 
her feedback: What they can achieve? ‘You tell me where you see yourself. You could deliver more, okay’. 
Although I have the figure in my mind, I want it to come from him or her, to create ownership.  

Luma is involving her team in setting up their own yearly financials targets to inspire them 

and to create ownership and commitment. Consider also the account of Khadeja, the head of a 

department, who uses coaching:  
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Every day, 10 minutes before customers come… we discuss trade articles or any development or changes in 
the trade laws. Everybody shares his opinion, then we brainstorm the right decision.  

Similar to transformational leaders, Khadeja acts as coach for her staff to prepare them for 

leadership roles (Harrison, 2011). However, despite the popularity of the leadership style used by 

these women, they may try to adopt masculine traits as one of their strategies to fit into the 

masculine culture. Here, for instance, is a good example of a woman leader who had to change 

her traits at work to convince her bosses that she could be tough and could lead: 
I always had to show that I was tougher than I really was, just to prove to them that I could do it. Imagine the 
pressure the woman is under—that you need to be a steel woman and you are not that type; you are a type that 
would like to do things at a professional level. . . . but no, you have to give the impression that you are a steel 
woman so that management feels that you can manage. They sort of mould you if you want to go up the 
ladder.  

The word ‘mould’ indicates that the feminine traits are not acceptable. The acceptable traits 

in the banking sector are strong masculine traits that correspond to the toughness of iron and 

steel. Male decision makers in the sector think that women’s soft traits are not acceptable for 

leadership. Yet even when the interviewee changed her style of leadership and became a woman 

of steel, management found her steely style unacceptable to banking and tried to mould it. No 

matter what she tried, she was judged as needing further ‘moulding’ if she hoped to advance. 

When women act as women, they are judged to be too soft, yet when they fail to conform to their 

organisations’ masculine norms and cultural stereotypes, they are in danger of being perceived as 

too aggressive. 

Now that I have discussed the forms of sexism in the sector, I will discuss their 

consequences.  

 

4.4 Strategies Employed by Interviewees to Preserve and Manage the Glass Ceiling 

To better understand the sexism in the BBS that is sanctioned by the legal system, Bahraini 

society, and many organisations’ norms, policies, and practices—which are exacerbated by 

patriarchal interpretations of gendered roles in Islam—in the following section I will discuss how 

male decision makers comprehend and rationalise the situation, and the tactics they use to 

preserve sexism in the sector, which assures their dominance of high-profile posts. I will also 

discuss how women respondents made sense of their situations, and the strategies they used to 

survive in this gendered environment. To help set the scene, I will begin by addressing how male 

decision makers comprehend the situation.  



113 
 

 
4.4.1 Male Decision Makers’ Ambiguous Acknowledgement of Sexism in the BBS  

A surprising aspect of the accounts of male decision makers in the sector was that they 

acknowledged the prevalence of gender bias. Male decision makers also acknowledged the 

significance of eliminating any form of gender discrimination and lowering the barriers that 

obstruct women from realising their full potential. When asked about his perception of the dearth 

of women in high-profile positions in the sector, Ahmed, a CEO of a regional bank based in 

Bahrain, ascribed it to gender discrimination:  
Discrimination… Let’s not mince words and give 20 reasons when the reason is obviously clear… The key 
reason why there is a lack of progression of women—I think it’s primarily male discrimination.  

Despite the fact that most male CEOs who were interviewed claimed that they were 

gender-blind and expressed their dislike of the oppressed status of women in the sector, their 

discourse delineated many forms of gender discrimination. One account that displays sexist 

attitudes came from Feras, the CEO, who believed that giving women a chance to assume a 

leadership position is risky:  
When I brought her in, it was not based on her experience . . . When I met her I could feel very strongly that 
she could deliver . . . . You have to take the risk; you will not always find the perfect fit for the opening that 
you have. 

This CEO believed that giving a woman a chance to occupy a high-profile post was a risk 

he had to take. In contrast, giving the same chance to a man would not be considered a risk; it 

would most probably be perceived as giving the male candidate a chance to grow and the 

organisation a chance to grow with him. Take another account, this one by Fawaz, who is a 

general manager; he commented on the phenomenon by saying:  
I find very few women committed to a career. There are exceptions in our organisation; there are probably 
one or two. But I have examples of women in our organisation who have been given a chance—but, again, 
family takes a priority. So when family takes a priority, one example is enough to spoil it for the rest of the 
people, because then you tend to think you can’t give this person responsibility—because see what’s 
happened . . . . One example of a woman being given a chance and not taking it will spoil it for the others, 
because today, when we look for recruits there is always [the perspective of], ‘Oh, my God, remember what 
happened to that person. Let’s not recruit a woman’. 

It is interesting to note here how the presence of one bad woman led Fawaz to conclude 

that he would not like to recruit any women in the future. Although Bahrain’s Constitution and 

Islam prohibit any form of gender bias, Fawaz was clearly comfortable in admitting that 

management did not give chances to women because they questioned women’s commitment to 

their careers. He believed that a good banker should put the job’s needs before the family’s 
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needs. When some women put their families’ needs first, this led him to stereotype women in 

general as not being committed. If there are women committed to their careers—i.e., willing to 

put the job’s needs first—they were the exceptions, not the norm. Although, men can be good 

bankers and good fathers, and there need be no conflict between the two domains, Fawaz 

believes that a woman can be either a good banker or a good wife, but not both. This kind of 

stereotyping by Fawaz shows that he has a low opinion of femininity and considers it out of 

place on the job (Bevan, 2009).   

In line with this argument, a number of male decision makers gave positive appraisals of 

women’s competencies; however, these appraisals were ambiguous. Although presented as 

appraisals, when I read them repeatedly they seemed to be sexist, and suggested that women and 

feminine traits are suitable for departments that do not lead to the executive suite. Here is 

Ahmed’s ‘positive’ appraisal of women: ‘They can do many tasks at the same time. Their brains 

are built this way, unlike us; we do one thing at a time’.  

Ahmed claimed that women are multitaskers. Multitasking skills can enable a woman to do 

several tasks that do not need undivided attention; for instance, answering a telephone and taking 

notes. Although presented as compliment, it indirectly rationalises women’s suitability for 

support tasks. Ahmed also claimed during our interview that women have good social skills. He 

said:  
I think women usually are better at dealing with third parties. [That] means, if you watch how a few women 
come and say hello to each other, it’s as if they are sisters; they will hug each other. [The] reality of the matter 
[is] that they may hardly know each other.  

Although Ahmed claimed that women have good social skills, the example he quoted 

appears to be less about social skills and more about a kind of sisterhood, which is not relevant in 

this case; indeed, it reinforces women unsuitability for top banking jobs, which occupy a male-

oriented domain that requires more masculine traits. Also, good social skills suggest that women 

are well suited for support work. Social skills are required for human resources or public 

relations; however, in banking both departments are considered to be support departments, which 

do not lead to higher echelons of management. 

Rather than partially blaming themselves, men legitimised the practice by blaming factors 

that were out of their control; for instance, they blamed the culture and Islamic scholars. As 

Hesham—who claimed that he is keen to give women in his bank more responsibilities—said:  
It is the Arabic culture. For instance, in Islamic banking, we have the sharia scholars; they are very 
conservative and do not expect [to have] a woman CEO, a woman who can sit and argue with them and 
discuss with them deals.  
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Although Ahmed states that women have good social skills, Hesham’s account hints that 

women’s social skills are beneficial for the private sphere only. Women do not have social skills 

that could enable them to handle a business conversation or professional argument with the 

sharia scholars who sit on committees of Islamic banks, and are not capable of managing people 

like men do. Hesham’s discourse, just like Fawaz’s, shows that he has a low opinion of 

femininity (Bevan, 2009). He depicts leadership as a masculine domain and leadership skills as 

an aspect of masculinity. Although all of the women interviewees were eager to take on more 

responsibilities, including the women I interviewed from Hesham’s bank, his response showed 

men’s hesitation to share such responsibilities with women. Indeed, his statement reveals his 

preference for maintaining the status quo and recruiting and working with other men 

(Holgersson, 2012; Kanter, 1977). 

 
4.4.2 Women’s Awareness of, Adaptation to, and Rebellion Against the Parameters of 

Masculine Discourse 

As I discussed in the previous sections and subsections, one obvious aspect of 

interviewees’ comments is the dominance of masculine discourse in the BBS: Customs and 

practices were gendered, and both women and men considered them the norm. In the following 

subsection, I will illustrate how female respondents perceived and dealt with these gendered 

norms and practices. 

 
4.4.2.1 Awareness of the Glass Ceiling 

Women interviewees exhibited strong awareness of the prevalence of sexism in the sector. 

Zahra, the training and development senior manager, gave this account: 
I was educating myself about the [circumstances] that prevent women from moving upward in other 
countries—for instance, in the US—and I came across the phrase [the glass ceiling]. It is very much true: We 
do not see any barrier that prevents us from moving upward, but it is there; it is on top of our heads, but 
unseen. When we try to move up it hits our head and it makes sure that we stay where we are.  

When I asked Amal, who is a public relations manager, to describe the barriers she has 

encounter in her career, she replied: 

Many barriers. Many barriers. Women in banking face many barriers. We have this glass ceiling thing; it 
impedes our efforts to move upward and reach places.  

Hawazen described the course of action she took to climb the ladder:  
There is a cap on the career progress of women—a glass ceiling, as people in the Western world call it. In 
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fact, it is more than glass here; it is a thick concrete ceiling. No matter what we do, it does not work. No 
matter what, we cannot shatter the glass ceiling.  

By referring to the phenomenon as a concrete ceiling, Hawazen is suggesting that the 

struggles she had to endure were very hard—if not impossible—to get through. Women used 

several terms to describe the glass-ceiling phenomenon that changed it from an invisible barrier 

to a visible one—for instance, ‘concrete ceiling’ and ‘hits’. This reveals women’s strong 

awareness of its existence and their perception of it as a material thing that has dramatically 

hindered their ability to move upward. If it is concrete, defeating it will be much harder. This 

suggests that the struggles they had endured were more substantial than those of women in the 

Global North, who were facing an invisible barrier made of glass. ‘Hits’ depicts gender bias as a 

physical object that strikes a woman’s head when she tries to move upward. It is an enemy that 

needs to be defeated—in one interviewee’s words, ‘You fight and fight to move upward, but 

with no chance’.  

Also, a number of the women I interviewed used the metaphor ‘fight’. The metaphor 

demonstrates that they perceive their status at work as a battle that they must fight. It also 

demonstrates their frustration with the situation: It is an enemy that they need to fight and defeat. 

However, their ways of fighting are different from men’s. Due to their conventional Muslim 

socialisation, which worships masculinity, they do not actively challenge the masculine norms 

dominant in the society and in the sector. Instead, they use their own tactics to lessen their 

feeling of oppression or fight this enemy, ‘the glass ceiling’; these tactics are the subject of the 

next subsections.  

 

4.4.2.2 Adaptation to the Masculine Discourse 

The masculine discourse that dominates in the sector has encouraged women to devise 

tactics to lessen their feeling of oppression. In this subsection, I will discuss one such strategy, 

adaptation.  

To fit the gendered norms that are dominant in the sector, most of the women I interviewed 

tried to adopt characteristics that are associated with masculinity. For instance, almost all of the 

women worked long hours, which is a masculine practice (Thomas & Davies, 2002), to fit the 

masculine norms. Some of the women I interviewed (Mariam, Hawazen, Sana, Luma, Zahra, 

Khadeja, Amal, and Jenan) mentioned that they sometimes worked for 12 continuous hours. 
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Consider, for instance, Sana, an IT manager in a commercial bank, who once worked for 48 

hours straight:  
For us in IT… you do not have fixed timing. I remember during Ramadan [fasting month for Muslims], our 
last Ramadan, we came to the bank around 11:00 p.m. and we left not the next day but the day after, at around 
11:00 p.m. It was 48 hours continuous. 

It seemed that Sana felt that she needed to show commitment by being present to fit the 

masculine norm and to excel in the IT department, which is a typically male-dominated field (Al 

Marzouqi & Forster, 2011). Another account that shows women’s attempts to adopt masculine 

characteristics in the BBS came from Khatoon, a department head in a branch of an international 

bank, who was trying to subordinate her family life to the needs of her bank: 
There is a parent-teacher day tomorrow and my son sent me a WhatsApp—‘Mummy, there is a parent-teacher 
day tomorrow; it is from 2 to 3—are you going to come?’ And l looked at the message and I was, Mmm . . . I 
wanted to say no, then I thought and I sent him a message; I told him that I would. I will put a reminder in the 
calendar so I do not forget. 

It appears that Khatoon felt the need to think and manage like a man. Khatoon’s hesitation 

to attend her son’s parent-teacher day—‘I looked at the message and I was, Mmm . . . I wanted 

to say no’—and her underestimation of the importance of attending to this family matter—‘I will 

put a reminder in the calendar so I do not forget’—was one of her strategies to fit the masculine 

template for ideal senior bankers. Her family’s needs took second place to work needs, which 

means that Khatoon was portraying the ideal banker as someone who is willing to subordinate 

family needs to work commitments. This suggests that Khatoon’s acceptance and adoption of 

masculine norms has contributed to preserving her position in the hierarchy of the bank. 

Even when women reach mid- and senior management in the sector, some of them still feel 

that they need to work harder than their male colleagues to be validated. For instance, Khatoon 

stated that she needed to continue to get involved in doing the actual work and not just handle 

her management duties, even though previous heads had merely carried out their management 

duties. She stated: 
I look at myself now as head of [my department]; the effort I have put out is three times that of the previous 
heads. The previous head used to do the management part only. Now I do management and I get my hands 
dirty, too [and get involved in the technical details that should be the concern of my employees].  

Khatoon involved herself in all elements of the job, including areas that are annoying or 

require hard work. She did not limit her role to outlining strategy, but was willing to put in the 

effort required to get the job done. This suggests that the way women work hard—by getting 

involved in details—is different from the approach taken by men. While it may be an aspect of 
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femininity, it may also be perceived by male bosses as a bad thing, because it might not fit 

masculine norms—which could lead to Khatoon’s marginalisation.  

Also, the image Khatoon presents of herself as a career women clashes with her inner 

beliefs about what women’s main role is. The word ‘dirty’ implies accepting degrading—i.e., 

really dirty—work, which is associated with the lowest level on the social ladder (Ashforth, 

Kreiner, Clark & Fugate, 2007; Ashforth & Kreiner, 1999). Due to her socialisation in a society 

in which the conservative interpretation of Islam puts women in a subordinate, inferior status to 

men and expects them to do all of the dirty housework—washing dishes, cleaning clothes and 

houses, changing diapers—Khatoon seems to have begun unconsciously associating dirty work 

with femininity: By doing the dirty work, she has at least somewhat accepted her place.  

Another woman’s reaction to sexism in the sector was to be submissive. Unlike women 

in the Global North—who enjoy more freedom, due to the influence of feminism in that part of 

the world—women in the Gulf States are socialised by their patriarchal societies to be 

submissive and not have opinions of their own, so that it will be easy for them to obey their 

husbands; this is a common practice in my part of the world and is promoted by male religious 

scholars. Hence, in line with these norms, when some women encounter sexism in the 

workplace, they react by being submissive. For instance, organisations often preserve practices 

that institutionalise women’s subordination to men (Wajcman, 1998). Indeed, some women in 

the sector who were interviewed had moved horizontally instead of vertically. Instead of building 

experience in one field or a particular department and then moving vertically to head the 

department and become the boss, when women had gained enough experience, management 

moved them to another department—where they had to start over to build the required 

experience. Hawazen had been subjected to this form of gender bias several times. However, she 

was reluctant to challenge the masculine norms in her bank. Although her tone showed that she 

was frustrated due to the lack of progress in her career—‘I have the same title and the same 

salary; nothing has changed’—when I asked about her reaction when she was bypassed for 

promotion by her bank, she said, ‘I kept quiet and continued as normal’. Challenging this biased 

practice was not something that Hawazen wanted to do to demonstrate her grievance; instead, 

she tried to fit into the dominant masculine culture by being submissive. This submissiveness 

might be understood by Hawazen’s bosses as a passive relational trait that was considered to be 

ineffective in the workplace (Carlson & Crawford, 2011), and hence she was deprived of being 

promoted to a more senior role that would require, basically, more masculinity. By being 
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submissive, Hawazen helped perpetuate her position in the organisational hierarchy. Her account 

also shows that like most of the women interviewed from the sector, she spoke of the lack of 

control women have over the directions their careers take (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013).  

To climb the ladder, some women must make personal sacrifices that men are not 

required to make. For instance, Mariam, had to delay getting married. She stated: 
For 10 years I worked very hard. It seems that it was 20 years, not 10 years, I had to put in effort. You can say 
that during these 10 years I was not putting in 8 hours but 12 hours per day—during weekends, too, public 
holidays, being away from home—these are all things that I did to move upward.  

For Mariam to fit the masculine culture at her bank, she had to work long hours, weekends, 

public holidays, and from home, and as a result, she did not have time for her personal life. She 

stated, ‘I had to delay getting married till now; I got married only lately, and I am in my mid-

30s’.  

In addition, a few women had used other strategies to enable them to cope—for instance, 

rationalising their marginalisation. Take, for instance, the account of Zahra, a training and 

development senior manager, who claimed that she was not after titles, but rather achievement 

and self-satisfaction: ‘I am ambitious, but I am not after titles. I’d rather do the job right; my 

reward is the achievement and not the title’.  

Zahra holds a master’s degree and is a Stephen Covey–certified trainer, chairs a non-profit 

organisation based in Bahrain, and is involved in consultation work for the Supreme Council for 

Women and Crown Prince Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa’s project to improve education in 

Bahrain. She is also responsible for training in all of her bank’s branches and subsidiaries across 

the region and in the UK—yet she was deprived of opportunities to move up the ladder in the 

sector and kept in place by masculine norms. This has negatively affected her, and she has begun 

to lose hope of reaching higher positions in the sector. Although she is highly ambitious and 

active—as evidenced by the positions she has held—Zahra has begun to justify her 

marginalisation by saying that she values achievements more than vertical advancement. She had 

adopted a wider interpretation of career success (Kirchmeyer, 2002), which could reinforce the 

stereotype that women are mainly good for less prestigious jobs.  

Another woman, Reem, rationalised her marginalisation by blaming herself for not going to 

a leadership course that her bank nominated her to attend:  
I do not regret the fact that I gave priority to my family. . . . Our management nominated me to attend a 
leadership course in the US, but there was my son’s graduation party. I had to attend his party, so there was 
conflict of timing, and I preferred to attend my son’s graduation party. 
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This collective execution of masculinity causes women to blame themselves for their lack 

of career progression (Martin, 2001). It seems that Reem accepted the masculine discourse 

dominant in the BBS as the norm. She blamed putting her family obligations first for the 

slowdown in her career progression. She also tried to legitimise her inferior status in the 

workplace by making excuses for her employer and blaming herself. My interpretation is that for 

Reem, a single family occasion was capable of reinforcing the dominant conventional patriarchal 

mentality and gendered norms in Bahrain, which confine women’s role to the private sphere. She 

had been passed over for promotion because of her gender. Women, including Reem, are 

excluded from a place of action because they are women and do not fit the ideal masculine 

template.  

In addition to adaptation, other women used unconventional tactics for rebellion, which are 

the focus of the following subsection.  

 
4.4.2.3 Rebellion Tactics 

Another strategy employed by the women I interviewed was rebellion; these are 

unconventional rebellion tactics. 

As reflected in the above accounts, the women I interviewed were aware of sexism in the 

sector. However, due to their upbringing in Muslim societies that value masculinity and associate 

it with leadership, and because of their upbringing in conventional Muslim communities—which 

has taught them to be passive and complacent so that they will be good Muslim wives—they did 

not actively challenge sexism when they encountered it. Even women who wanted to challenge 

masculine norms did not have a voice with which to do this, or the language with which to 

articulate their beliefs. As a result, some had started to use their own and unconventional tactics 

to rebel. For instance, Amal, showed her resentment of the situation by expressing her lack of 

regard for her male CEO’s communication methods and his habit of declining to involve her in 

the work process in order to maintain the status quo. Amal explained: 
Our CEO knows that I am doing most of the stuff here. If he wants to write a press release, he does not send 
me an email directly; he sends it to my boss and my boss forwards it to me. After I write the press release and 
he comments on it, he does not send me his comments; he sends them to my boss and my boss sends them to 
me. He knows very, very well that my boss does not know how to write press releases and he is not involved 
with the daily activities of the department, but the CEO does not trust me enough to communicate with me 
directly—he does not trust that I will do the job.  

Amal was frustrated that she was not treated as an equal and continued to be excluded. She 

was confident that she had behaved correctly, but her male CEO excluded her; her statement, 
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‘He knows very, very well that my boss does not know how to write press releases and he is not 

involved with the daily activities of the department’, expresses her rejection of her difference and 

the inferior treatment she was receiving. Her exclusion is in line with Martin’s (2001) contention 

that men frequently work in unison to stimulate masculinities in the workplace—which meant, in 

this case, full adherence to the hierarchy and chain of command.  

Another story came from Lara, who seemed unconsciously to have become aware of the 

homosocial reproduction in her bank and was trying to challenge it: 
I was sitting in a meeting and we’re thinking of hiring someone to do a private equity position [and I 
suggested the name of a woman for the job]. And one of my colleagues said, Well, she just got married and 
she can’t really travel with me. . . . I asked him, ‘You think she’s capable of doing the job right?’ He told me, 
‘Yeah’. I asked him, ‘Why do you think she won’t travel?’ He said, ‘Because she just got married with her 
husband’. I told him, ‘That’s her problem’. I told him, ‘Give her the choice, if you think she’s capable; give 
her the choice’.  

It seems that Lara was aware of this homosocial reproduction, although she had no 

language to articulate it, and was trying to challenge it by defending the right of the woman they 

were discussing to be given a chance to join the team that was marketing the investment product.  

Some women also assumed responsibility for their deficits and blamed themselves for not 

getting higher degrees—for instance, DBAs and PhDs. Therefore, one aspect of several women’s 

strategies for excelling was to seek higher education. Four women (Khatoon, Sana, Mariam, and 

Abear) told me that they were interested in joining DBA programs to enhance their chances of 

being promoted. I believe that they wrongly assumed that higher education would help them 

move up the ladder. In fact, the education level among the women I interviewed from the BBS 

was universally high: Five women had bachelor’s degrees (Sara, Amina, Noha, Jenan and Amal), 

two had bachelor’s degrees and qualifications (Haifa, bachelor’s and CFA; Bayan, bachelor’s and 

CISA), 12 had master’s degrees (Fawzia, Reem, Zahra, Sana, Lara, Mariam, Luma, Hedaya, 

Fatima, Khadeja, Kholood and Khatoon), one had a master’s degree and was a CPA (Abear), and 

one had a PhD (Hawazen). The women had to acquire more degrees to help them ‘fight their 

battle’ to advance in a way that men did not. However, this was not reflected in their career 

progression or fairly recognised in their workplaces. Indeed, Hawazen, who has a PhD, was 

struggling to fit into masculine norms and was stuck in midmanagement. She reported to a male 

boss with a lower degree and less line experience. In contrast, three out of the seven CEOs I 

interviewed had only a bachelor’s degree, yet that had not prevented them from climbing the 

ladder and reaching the CEO level. Therefore, I believe that obtaining an advanced credential is 

not a successful strategy for women in the BBS. Indeed, regardless of women’s education level, a 
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different kind of measure is used to appraise their performance or suitability for a job. It takes a 

lot of time, effort, and dedication to get a degree, and especially PhD; however, these 

achievements are not compensated by direct and appropriate rewards, as far as women are 

concerned. 

These circumstances created bitterness and discouragement. When asked about the hurdles 

that had slowed her career progression, Haifa, answered: 
I do not know. Maybe I did not push enough, I was not good enough, or maybe there were others who were 
better than me; could be. I am not saying that I am the best that there is. Maybe, as a woman, I am more 
visible, more distinguished . . . . There are a lot of men around, and perhaps they have merits; they work hard, 
they have a good education.  

Her bitterness about the slow progression of her career was reflected in her underestimation 

of her abilities and her belief that they were less than those of men. However, words like ‘hard’ 

and ‘push’ show that Haifa perceived the masculine characteristics and culture in her bank as the 

norm. Despite her bitterness, it seems that she had internalised many of the fallacies promoted by 

Bahrain’s patriarchal society—for instance, the common beliefs about men’s superiority and 

women’s inferiority, and the belief that leadership is a manly domain. As a result, she recognised 

her difference and began to feel that it was her own deficit (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013) and that 

men were more suitable for prestigious jobs in the sector.  

 

4.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have cited governmental and organisational documents and statements 

from my interviews with both women and men in the BBS to answer my research questions.  

Established gender roles in Bahrain and in the sector remain intact. Data reveal that a top-

tier banking job is considered to be a masculine domain. Women are not believed to be suitable 

to occupy such prestigious jobs. Women encounter various forms of subtle and overt forms of 

sexism; for instance, patriarchal and societal barriers such as gender stereotyping, homosciality, 

and homosocial reproduction are reinforced by limitations in the country’s gender legal 

framework and gendered organisational policies and practices. Organisational cultures and 

practices are also gendered, which reduce women’s chances to climb the career ladder. This is 

worsened by the patriarchal interpretation of gendered roles in Islam. The cumulative effect is 

that women are clustered at the bottom of their organisational hierarchies.  

Data also reveal the dominance of masculine discourse in the sector and the absence of 

feminine discourse. I will discuss these barriers and masculine discourse in detail in the 

following chapter.   
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In this chapter I seek to discuss and interpret my findings and compare them to the studies 

discussed in the literature review chapter, in order to answer my three research questions: 

(1) Why are Arab countries so different in terms of the percentage of women in top jobs? 

(2) What regulations and polices must be implemented to change things?  

(3) How do women react to forms of discrimination in the Bahraini banking sector?  

To answer these questions I have centred my discussions in this chapter in three main 

sections. In Section One, I provide an overview of the gendered environment in the sector.  

In Section Two, I offer an explanation for the shortage of women in top positions in Arab 

countries and define the regulations and policies needed to help women climb the ladder in the 

BBS. I start this section by discussing the barriers that are unique to women’s career progression 

in the BBS, including the lack of gender regulations and policies at both governmental and 

organisational levels, the lack of positive action, and the shortage of organisational development 

techniques that normally help women climb the ladder in the workplace, which countries in the 

Global North have implemented. 

The second part of the section presents the societal barriers that are informed by patriarchal 

interpretation of Islam and that women encounter in Bahrain and their effects on women’s 

personality traits, beliefs, and behaviours, as well as the consequences for women’s career 

progression in the sector. 

In the first part of Section Three, I give examples of men’s views on sexism in the BBS, 

and in the second part I give examples of women’s reactions. Although this section mainly aims 

to address the third research question, which addresses women’s reaction to forms of sexism in 

the sector, I also present male interviewees’ feedback to illustrate the oppressive nature of the 

environment women encounter in the BBS.  

 

5.2 Overview of the Sector 

In line with the with the literature from the Global North (Oliver Wyman, 2014; ILM, 

2012; Sealy & Vinnicombe, 2012; Thomas & Davies, 2002; McDowell, 2001), interviewees’ 

accounts of the BBS and the governmental and organisational documents I reviewed reveal the 
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dominance of masculine discourse in the sector. The culture, norms, regulations, policies, 

procedures, and practices of both the country and the BBS are gendered and designed to preserve 

men’s superiority and women’s inferiority (Wajcman, 1998; Acker, 1990; Kanter, 1977). Gender 

is assumed to trump credentials—education, line experience, good management skills, etc.—

which are supposedly the basis on which bankers are promoted (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013). In 

regard to women’s style or manner of doing things, these attitudes ‘reinforce interpretations that 

men are more suited to high-level posts than women’ (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013, p. 16). In line 

with literature from the Global North (ILM, 2012; Smith et al., 2012; Jackson, 2001; Oakley, 

2000) and the Arab world (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010, Kauser & Tlaiss, 2011; Pillai et al., 2011), 

several barriers impede women’s efforts to climb the ladder in the sector: regulatory and policy 

constraints and patriarchal and other societal barriers that contribute to the glass-ceiling 

phenomenon. As a result, and in line with the status of women in banking in the Global North 

(Oliver Wyman, 2014; ILM, 2012; Rigg & Sparrow, 1994; Bertrand & Halloock, 2001), men 

dominate high-profile positions in the sector, and women are clustered in low-profile jobs at the 

bottom of their organisational hierarchies.  

In the following section I will attempt to explain why Arab countries are so different in 

term of the percentage of women in top jobs, and discuss the regulations and policies that could 

potentially improve the status of women in the BBS. 

 

5.3 Limitations in Legalities and Organisational Policies 

Unlike the situation in the Global North, where there is a legal framework in place to 

protect women from direct and indirect forms of discrimination (CEDAW, 2011; Grosser & 

Moon, 2005; Wirth, 2001; Wajcman, 1998), the concept of equal employment opportunities is 

still largely unexplored in this part of the world (Syed, 2008). There are no explicit laws at the 

governmental level or policies at the organisational level that ban gender discrimination in the 

workplace or mandate equal rights for both genders.  

In line with the findings of Metcalfe (2007), Bahrain’s Constitutions and Charter make 

illegal any form of gender inequality. The Constitution explicitly states that a woman is entitled 

to participate in the public sphere, work, and receive fair treatment at work. However, these 

articles are broadly worded and do not specifically address gender discrimination at the decision-

making level. In fact, there are no enforcement mechanisms for translating these broad 

constitutional articles into laws and policies to lessen discrimination against women. As a result, 
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the Labour Law, the Corporate Governance Code of Bahrain, the Commercial Companies Law, 

and the Bahrain Stock Exchange Law do not have explicit gender-equality and/or diversity 

clauses.  

In accord with Elson (1999), there is often a lack of depth regarding how gender matters 

are addressed by means of national legislation and organisational policies. This is evidenced by 

the tension between Constitutional articles that, on the one hand, mandate equality and give 

women the right to work and to receive fair treatment at work and, on the other hand, 

Constitutional and Labour Law articles that confine women’s role to the private sphere. Unlike 

the situation in the Global North, an article in the Kingdom of Bahrain’s Constitution explicitly 

states that women’s prime responsibility is in the private sphere, to take care of her family 

responsibilities. Therefore Bahrain’s employment laws have been developed to suit contexts that 

support patriarchal gender roles. Indeed, regulations, polices, and practices are designed to fit 

and preserve the dominance of men in the productive economy and women in the reproductive 

economy (Elson, 1999). Hence, contrary to the situation in the Global North, labour market 

institutions in Bahrain represent one of the prime barriers to women’s career progression in the 

BBS, because they reinforce gender inequality. 

Also, in line with the literature (Syed et al., 2009; Barlas, 2002), the country’s ideology—

for instance, local interpretations of Islam—is considered to exert significant normative controls 

on gender-equality discourse. The Constitution is linked to sharia (Loewe, 2006), which is unfair 

to women and puts women in an inferior status to men, confines women’s role to the private 

sphere, and, under certain conditions, obliges the woman to obey her husband (Kelly & Breslin, 

2010). As a result of linking the Constitution to sharia, sharia—which is based on the 

misinterpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars—is embedded in all of the country’s laws, 

regulations, and policies (Metcalfe, 2007). This exposes women in Bahrain to systemic 

discrimination in both the private and public spheres. Indeed, the documents I reviewed in 

Bahrain are grounded in excessively patriarchal readings of Islam that are, in reality, in conflict 

with the Quran (Wadud, 1999, 2006; Barlas, 2002; Mernissi, 1991a). Islamic feminists argue that 

although the Quran does not promote discrimination against women, male scholars’ biased 

interpretations of the Quran with respect to issues that concern women and the family have 

strengthened the institution of patriarchy and women’s exclusion in Islamic societies. This has 

resulted in a male-centred workforce, as well as employment laws and regulations that focus on 

men (Syed, 2008). 
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The absence of gender-equality regulations at the governmental level translates into an 

absence of such policies at the organisational level. In line with one of Syed et al.’s (2009) 

respondents, who said that a ‘gender equality concept is not mentioned in the organisational 

policy because it is found to be irrelevant and unnecessary’ (p. 74), male decision makers I 

interviewed clearly stated that their banks did not have explicit gender-equality policies. In 

contrast to the practice of gender mainstreaming that is now in practice in the Global North 

(Rees, 1998), none of the corporate governance codes and codes of conduct of banks I examined 

in Bahrain has explicit gender equality and/or diversity clauses. Rules and policies are gendered 

and designed to support the dominance of men in career posts—which they can use to build 

resources (Lipman-Blumen, 1976)—and women in support and low-profile posts, which they 

can easily juggle while supporting the reproductive economy (Elson, 1999).  

In line with the findings of (Elson, 1999), the official and unofficial rules that build and 

shape the performance of labour markets reflect the nation’s gender relationships and 

demonstrate the problems of gender subordination and domination. ‘Institutionalised power 

relations’ between the two genders at home and at the workplace are interconnected and built in 

relation to each other (Wajcman, 1998). Men are given precedence in the job market, which is 

explicit and implicit confirmation of their higher social standing and worth to the society 

(Haghighat, 2014). Thus, consistent with Haghighat (2014), women’s standing and employment 

and gender-equality rights have been affected by conventional societal standards that rank 

masculinity higher than femininity. Women are apt to be treated unfairly in social life and by the 

legal system. This is aggravated by the State’s failure to put a penalty in place for sexism 

(Ahmed, 2010).  

In addition to lack of gender-equality regulations and policies at governmental and 

organisational levels, and unlike the situation in the Global North (European Commission, 2010; 

Wirth, 2001), and consistent with the gendered governmental regulations and organisational 

polices in Bahrain, there is a lack of positive action to help women climb the corporate ladder 

and balance work and family responsibilities. I discuss this matter in the following subsection. 

 

5.3.1 Absence of Positive Actions  

5.3.1.1 Quotas and Preferential Selection Plans 

Unlike the situation in the Global North, where researchers are now evaluating the merits 

of positive action in the form of quotas (Masta & Miller, 2013; Whelan & Wood, 2012; Ahern & 
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Dittmar 2011) and preferential selection plans (Heilman et al., 1987, 1996), in Bahrain there are 

no mechanisms in place at either governmental or organisational levels that give women any 

preference in hiring or promotion. In line with the findings of Kottke and Agars (2005), as well 

as Heilman et al. (1996), one CEO suggested that taking positive action to give women 

preference might be perceived negatively by nonbeneficiaries. The absence of such mechanisms 

to help women reach high-profile positions in this patriarchal society will make it difficult for 

women to further their management careers, since the societal norm is that a woman’s prime role 

is in the private sphere.  

My review of the documents and my interviews show that banks in Bahrain are not only 

depriving women of access to such positive action, but the situation of women in Bahrain in the 

workplace is made worse by the fact that several of the Bahraini Labour Law articles leave room 

for explicit discrimination against women, by preventing women from working at night and in 

certain sectors that are considered to be hazardous. As a result, banks in Bahrain (which must 

follow and implement Labour Law regulations) place women in jobs that do not expose them to 

odd working hours—for instance, working on weekends or at night, which backfires on women 

at promotion time.  This has been used by some male decision makers to treat women as ‘the 

other’ (Bevan, 1999).  In line with the findings of Syed et al. (2009), gender-biased practices in 

Bahrain seem to have been institutionalised at various levels, are regarded in the workplace and 

by the society as standards, and are embraced by the banks for the purpose of legitimacy and not 

necessarily for efficiency. In accord with Elson (1999), studies of job-grading structures reveal 

that jobs that are generally undertaken by women have a tendency to use grading arrangements 

that condense jobs into a limited range of grades that provide few opportunities for development. 

Promotion systems often function on the basis of procedure, which distinguishes those with 

‘career potential’ from the rest based on standards such as shift flexibility (Elson, 1999).  

In line with Islamic feminists, I argue that women ought to be financially independent and 

must not be banned from working in any occupation or during any working hours on account of 

their sex (Wadud, 1999). Islamic feminists maintain that under Prophet Mohammad’s tutelage, 

women engaged in all types of jobs, including business, politics, and management of the military 

(Ahmed, 1992; Syed, 2009, 2010; Sidani, 2005). 

 
5.3.1.2 Family -friendly Policies 

Also, unlike organisations in countries that have family-friendly policies in the form of 
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flexitime, part-time jobs, and job sharing (Kelly et al., 2008), this kind of positive action is not 

popular in Bahrain in general and in banks in particular (ILM, 2012; Falkenberg & Boland, 

1997; Wirth, 2001). Despite the fact that banking globally considers that simply being present is 

a form of commitment (ILM, 2012), and as a result requires long working hours, banks in 

Bahrain do not have any form of family policies in place. This makes it difficult for women—

especially women with young children—to balance family and work responsibilities. 

In line with the literature from the Global North, the system in Bahrain institutionalises 

regulations that subordinate women (Wajcman, 1998). The ‘women’s section’ in the Labour Law, 

which is supposed to incorporate family policies, is brief and mainly addresses maternity leave 

and not other types of family-friendly policies such as part time work, job sharing, flexitime, etc. 

In fact, maternity leave in Bahrain is radically shorter than maternity leave in more developed 

countries. Women are entitled to only 60 days of maternity leave, compared to 52 weeks in the 

UK.  

In line with literature from the Global North (Burke, 2002; Glass & Finley, 2002; Ezra & 

Deckman, 1996), which demonstrates that family-friendly policies and practices such as work 

flexibility can improve job satisfaction, the absence of family policies in the sector had 

negatively affected interviewees’ job satisfaction. In line with Catalyst’s (2002) finding in 

Europe, even if family-friendly policies are available in the workplace, some women with 

advancement ambitions are reluctant to use them for fear they will be labelled insufficiently 

committed by male decision makers.  

Also, unlike the situation in the Global North (Long, 2012), despite the fact that the 

Constitution declares that women and men are equal in both the private and the public spheres 

and enjoy the same rights, only women are granted the right to benefit from childcare leave, 

while men are denied access to paternity leave. This makes childrearing women’s sole 

responsibility, which further impedes women’s efforts to climb the corporate ladder. Although 

Article 5(b) of the Constitution states that the State will safeguard the reconciliation of women’s 

duties to their families with their work in society, there is neither a legal nor an institutional 

framework for easing the struggles young mothers in general experience, which renders the 

documents I reviewed in Bahrain, both governmental and private, ‘bearers of gender’ (Elson, 

1999) designed to protect ‘the patriarchal bargain’ (Haghighat, 2014).  

Labour markets in Bahrain have failed to recognise the contributions of the reproductive 

economy and function in ways that penalise those who perform nearly all of the labour in the 
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reproductive economy (Elson, 1999): women. Labour market institutions are built in ways that 

concentrate only on the total expense to banks of the time that individuals use for unpaid caring 

for others. The advantages are not taken into account. As a result, individuals’ parenting 

commitments are not presented as assets, but rather as liabilities to their employing banks. 

Labour market institutions are established in ways that demonstrate only the direct costs of time 

taken off by individuals from their paid work to care for their ‘reproductive responsibilities’. 

Labour market institutions are not built to show the advantages of reproduction and of taking 

care of a pool of labour from which organisations at a later stage may select their staff. Neither 

do they acknowledge the improved interpersonal abilities that can develop from managing a 

household and parenting. The reproductive economy generates advantages for the productive 

economy that are ‘externalities not reflected in market prices and wages’ (Elson, 1999, p. 10).  

In short, labour market institutions are grounded in the assumption that the responsibilities 

of the reproductive economy should be carried out mainly by women. As a result, reproductive 

responsibilities—childrearing and domestic duties—disadvantage women in the labour market 

and are one of the main reasons for women’s fragile position in terms of career advancement and 

earnings (Elson, 1999).  

 
5.3.1.3 Gendered Organisational Culture and Development Tools 

In line with literature from the Global North (ILM, 2012; Lockwood, 2004; Jackson, 2001), 

in addition to the shortage of organisational gender-equality and family-friendly policies, other 

organisational barriers exist. A notable aspect of many interviewees’ accounts is that women’s 

career progression is influenced by the culture of their respective banks, which is inclined to 

embrace men’s ways of doing things (ILM, 2012; Ely et al., 2011; Ely & Meyerson, 2000). 

Customs and practices are gendered and considered the norm (Thomas & Davies, 2002; Martin, 

2001; Bird, 1996). Also, as is frequently true in the Global North (Linehan & Walsh, 2000; 

Ragins et al., 1998; Tharenou et al., 1994), the lack of organisational development techniques—

for instance, training and mentoring—plays a role. Training for women is heavy on technical 

skills and not leadership. In line with the findings of Metcalfe (2007), the training structure in 

Bahrain is gendered. Metcalfe notes that this is demonstrated in the country’s broader training 

and development policies. She explains that the Bahrain Institute of Banking and Finance, the 

main training institute for bankers in Bahrain and the one that is supposed to link banks’ training 
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needs with the types of training provided, does not offer any specific training for women. 

Metcalfe further notes that the reason for this lack of special training for women in such 

institutions in Bahrain is because the private sector is not woman-friendly, and the placement of 

women in the sector is difficult. This is affected by the societal perception that women are more 

suited to support tasks and that they will leave the workplace after they get married. In accord 

with Bevan’s (2009) findings, opportunities for women’s career advancement are hindered by 

gender restrictions. Since women are inclined to remain in a subordinate place in their banks, 

their training needs tend to be ignored by male decision makers.  

Unlike the situation in the Global North (Ehrich, 2008; Kemelgor & Etzkowitz, 2001; 

McKeen & Burke, 1989), mentoring is rarely available in this part of the world, for either men or 

women. Also, in line with literature from the Global North (Ely et al., 2011; Hoobler et al., 

2011), the cumulative effects of the above-mentioned factors have resulted in a lack of role 

models. The scarcity of women in high-profile positions in banks has deprived women of having 

someone to look up to, which further impedes their efforts to climb the ladder.  

In addition to limitations in governmental and organisational regulations, policies, and 

practices, the norms of Bahraini society also slow women’s efforts to advance in the workplace. 

This is the subject of the next section. 

 
5.4. Patriarchal and Societal Constraints 

In line with literature on the Arab region, there are societal barriers for women’s career 

progression (Tlaiss, 2014). Among the prime societal barriers is the patriarchal Arab culture 

(Ahmed & Jahan, 2013; Al-Lamky, 2007; Karmi, 1996). The culture in the Gulf States is highly 

patriarchal and puts femininity in a subordinate status to masculinity, in both the private and 

public spheres (Tlaiss, 2014; Al Gharaibeh, 2011; Al Marzouqi, & Forster, 2011). According to 

these patriarchal norms, masculinity is active, while femininity is passive and linked to emotions 

(Ford, 2006). A man is a breadwinner and protector (Tlaiss, 2014; Al Gharaibeh, 2011; Tlaiss & 

Kauser, 2010). A woman is a caregiver and protectee (Abdalla, 1996; Metcalfe, 2006, 2007, 

2011). This culture has used the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars as a 

means to treat men as superior to women and to limit women’s role in the workplace (Tlaiss & 

Kauser, 2010; Syed, 2008, 2009; Mernissi, 1991a). Women’s status in Bahraini society is 

subordinate to men’s, and women’s position in the workplace, in a variety of ways, mirrors this. 

Women’s career advancement is highly influenced by the criterion of the ‘structure’ of the 
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patriarchal circumstance in Bahrain. In line with the findings of Bevan (2009), Bahraini society 

still expects women to work only until they get married or when they have children. Indeed, the 

comments of some male interviewees reflect the prevalent masculine opinion that it is 

challenging for women to have a career, particularly when she is a mother (Bevan, 2009). As a 

result, careerism is considered by the society to be compatible with the idea of masculinity; 

hence, leadership is seen as a manly domain (Wadud, 1999; Kanter, 1977).  

In addition, the inferior status of women in Muslim societies causes men in the sector to 

prefer dealing with men, thereby demonstrating the dominance of homosociality (Holgersson, 

2012; Kelan, 2009; Wajcman, 1998). According to Holgersson (2012), homosocial reproduction 

builds ‘a self-fulfilling prophecy by reproducing the belief that people who conform to these 

social criteria actually deserve these positions’ (p. 2). The existence of homosociality, along with 

limitations on free mixing between the genders in Muslim societies (which is enforced in Muslim 

societies based on the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars) sustain the old 

boys’ club —not only in banks similar to those in the Global North, but across the society: Men 

in Bahrain meet in Ramadan majlis, at Friday prayers, and in clubs, and form friendships and 

exchange favours. Therefore, when a high-profile opening becomes available, they choose 

among themselves. Many people believe that gender segregation is rooted in the principles of 

Islam (Buisson, 2013; Wadud, 1999). However, Buisson (2013, p. 99) argues that ‘male/female 

segregation is an anti-Islamic attitude and practice as it artificially constructs gender inequality 

based on social practices that are legitimated by supposedly religious precepts’. Islamic feminists 

argue that gender segregation is socially constructed (Buisson, 2013; Wadud, 1999); in actuality, 

it violates Islamic principles—which promote equality between the two genders—by creating a 

hierarchal ladder of relationships. 

Also, in line with literature from the Global North (Oliver Wyman, 2014; Wilson, 2014; 

Sok et al., 2011; Gatrell, 2008), another societal barrier— which is encouraged by male 

scholars— to women’s career progression is family responsibilities. In countries where 

patriarchal family regimes still dominate, as is the situation in Bahrain, women are required to 

accomplish almost all of the familial duties (Haghighat, 2014). Indeed, in Bahrain, women are 

solely responsible for household duties. The society considers family responsibilities women’s 

main duties. This slows their efforts to climb the ladder. In line with the Islamic feminist Wadud 

(2006), despite fulfillment of a dual contribution, emphasising a woman’s duty in one domain 

makes her duty in the other domain impossible or an exception. 
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Islamic feminists argue that certain Islamic practices, mainly qiwama, have evolved over 

time into notions and practices that exclude women. Qiwama is a particular kind of responsibility 

of men for women; for instance, the Quran considers childbearing a function of high 

significance, because human survival relies on it. It requires considerable physical strength and 

endurance and great personal commitment. Therefore, for simple justice in creation and to evade 

oppression, a man’s duty ought to be of equal importance to the continuation of humankind. The 

Quran sets up a man’s responsibility as material sustenance (Wadud, 1999). This has been 

transformed over the years into a hierarchical distribution of responsibilities and resources 

(Akhter & Ward, 2009) to ensure that women are excluded and treated as the ‘other’. Economic 

maintenance has been used as a tool to subordinate women and restricts their responsibilities to 

the private sphere and to treat men as superior to women and make them head of the family 

(Wadud, 1999). Islamic feminists (Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999) further contend that the man’s 

position as head of the family is a male construct and, like other advantages for men that are 

attributed to Islam, it is rooted in the culture of the region rather than being directly rooted in the 

genuine teachings of Islam. Granted, there are some forms of Christianity that can be as 

patriarchal as some forms of Islam; however, it is generally the rule that countries in the Global 

North typically have a separation of religion and other social realms, such as politics, 

government, and law. Yet in Bahrain, and by extension most of the Middle East, it is the case that 

a conservative version of the Islamic religion, especially as interpreted by sharia, is still highly 

influential in several social realms, such as politics, government, and the law (Woodhead et al., 

2009). This may be another reason gender equality is not present in the workplace. Therefore, 

feminism has room to be more influential.  

 

5.4.1. Personal Barriers 

In line with the literature (Al Marzouqi, A & Forster, N 2011; Wadud, 1999, 2006; Barlas, 

2002; Mernissi, 1991a), the culture in the Arab region has effects on women—who have been 

raised in the Muslim patriarchal culture and under the misinterpretation of Islam—such that they 

are expected to be submissive and to believe that their status in the society and in the family is 

subordinate to that of men. My study shows that some of the barriers to women’s career 

advancement in the sector are personal barriers, although to a certain extent these are due to the 

effects of the patriarchal society’s norms on women’s behaviours and men’s views and 
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expectations for women role in the society and in the workplace. One of the main personal 

barriers is lack of relevant experience (Akpinar-Sposito, 2013; Hoobler et al., 2011; Ragins et al., 

1998). Many of the women I interviewed have long line experience in their respective fields; a 

good part of this experience, however, has been in support units. Around half of the women 

interviewed were in units that could lead to the executive suite; the rest were in support units. 

This is exacerbated by gender stereotyping, which starts at the selection level; women are mainly 

hired by male decision makers for support departments (Wilson, 2014; Pillai et al. 2011; 

McDowell, 2001). Women also lack breadth of experience, since they do not often change jobs, 

which could be due to women’s anticipation of sexism in selection practices. Also, women are 

more concerned about security and stability than men; therefore, they change jobs less often 

(Storvik & Schone, 2008). Men move from one bank to another, and every change comes with a 

promotion. This, by itself, has put men ahead in the race.  

Also, like one of Elliott and Stead’s (2008) women respondents, who said, ‘Women were 

not asking for nearly enough. We were just taking whatever was given’ (p. 171), another barrier 

to women’s career progression in the sector is that women usually do the job quietly (Thomas & 

Davies, 2002) and depend on male decision makers to recognise their efforts and reward them; 

this is another reflection of the cultural expectation in Bahrain that women will be complacent 

and passive.  

In addition to the above, and in line with literature from the Global North (Eagly & Carli, 

2007; Fletcher, 2004; Moran, 1992; Rosener, 1990), another personal barrier is that women’s 

style of leadership often impedes their efforts to reach higher echelons in their banks. Women’s 

emotions have informed their leadership style. The narratives of a few of the women I 

interviewed suggest that they possessed emotional intelligence (Ioannidou & Konstantikaki, 

2008) and were good at making personal connections (Tannen, 2001). These traits made some of 

the women interviewees more likely to be transformational leaders (Gentry, Weber, & Sadri, 

2007; Scott & Brown, 2006; Kawatra & Krishnan, 2004). Although transformational leadership 

contributes greatly to the success of leaders and their organisations in the Global North, it 

backfires on women in the BBS. Male decision makers perceive caring and empathetic 

behaviours to be signs of weakness. In fact, in line with the literature from the Global North 

(Powell & Butterfield, 2013; Eagly & Carli, 2007; Rosener, 1990; Billing & Alvesson, 1989), 

there is a strong association in the BBS between traits known to be masculine—for instance, 

being aggressive and emotionally detached—and leadership. As a result, some women try to 
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change their traits (e.g., empathy) to copy the traits exhibited by men (e.g., aggression and 

assertiveness). This has worked against these women in the BBS. As Tannen (2008, cited by 

Bevan & Learmonth, 2013) puts it, ‘Women are subject to a double bind, a damned if you do and 

damned if you don’t’ (p. 126). Fletcher (2004) argues that traditionally defined leadership traits 

associated with masculinity (such as domination, individualism, assertiveness, and control) are 

neither inherently masculine nor feminine, but are only socially defined as masculine by the 

larger social order. 

Although one can argue that women in the Global North also encounter institutional 

discrimination, the experiences of women in Arab countries in general and Gulf States countries 

in particular are aggravated by the legal framework created by governmental regulations, 

organisational HR policies, and the prevalence of a masculine, patriarchal culture that reinforces 

gender roles and biases (Tlaiss, 2014). 

 

5.5 Reactions of Both Genders to Sexism in the Sector 

This section addresses the research question regarding women’s reactions to sexism in the 

BBS. However, to illustrate the oppressive nature of the environment in the BBS, the section 

begins by addressing the men’s views on sexism in the sector. 

 

5.5.1 Dominance of the Masculine Discourse  

In line with Bevan (2009), interviewees’ accounts of the BBS and the governmental and 

organisational documents I reviewed reveal the dominance of masculine discourse—and the 

absence of feminist discourse—in the sector. However, contrary to the findings of studies from 

the Global North (ILM, 2012; Bevan, 1999; Ragins et al., 1998), the men interviewed 

acknowledged sexism in the sector. Nevertheless, all of them claimed to be gender blind—even 

though their comments revealed many forms of gender discrimination, which shows that they do 

not care about women’s status. The men decision makers were secure in their positions in the 

organisational hierarchy, and they cared little about their women colleagues’ situations. Most 

male decision makers’ accounts exhibited an absence of interest in their women employees, and 

in doing so they sidelined them (Bevan, 2009).  

Due to their patriarchal upbringing and religious education, which is informed by the 

misinterpretation of Islam (Barlas, 2002; Mernissi, 1991a; Wadud, 1999; Yamani 1996), the men 
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I interviewed still felt free to make overtly sexist statements. For instance, a few were clearly 

comfortable claiming that they do not trust women’s commitment to their careers. Others 

claimed that women are not rational individuals and are incapable of juggling the responsibilities 

of the private and public spheres the way men do. In line with Bevan (2009), such comments 

show that these decision makers have a low opinion of femininity.  

Despite the fact that the men were aware of sexism, they were not attempting to change the 

situation—which may tell us that they like the status quo. In line with literature from the Global 

North (Bevan, 1999), this attitude on the part of decision makers translates into lack of support 

for women that could help them climb the ladder. Indeed, some of the men consciously 

employed women’s ‘difference’ to emphasis their ‘otherness’, in order to exclude them and 

confine them to low-profile posts in the sector (Miller 1986 [1976]). Rather than partly blaming 

themselves for the prevalence of the phenomenon, male CEOs blamed factors out of their 

control, such as Arab culture and Islam. Unfortunately, some male interviewees were still stuck 

in conservative readings of Islam that contradict the Quran, and relied on patriarchal ideas and 

beliefs based on the patriarchal interpretation of Islam to support their misogynistic ideas and 

enforce women’s subordination in the sector.  

 
5.5.2 Absence of Feminist Discourse  

In line with the literature from the Global North (ILM, 2012), women are also aware of 

sexism in the sector and consider the struggles they go through to be more difficult than the 

struggles women encounter in the Global North. However, in line with Bevan (2009), women do 

not have a discourse of their own. They have no language with which to challenge the dominant 

masculine discourse. They are not aware that their lack of career progression is due to the 

masculinise circumstances they live in. Due to feminism’s lack of influence in Bahrain and in the 

Gulf States region in general, the women I interviewed only implicitly objected to the masculine 

practices they encountered in the sector—and the wider society—but had no language with 

which to articulate their objections (Metcalfe, 2006, 2007). They do not have their own feminine 

discourse. Indeed, women in the BBS do not actively challenge sexism. Even if they are not 

happy with the hegemonic norms in their banks (Wilson, 2014; Bevan, 2009; Birds, 1996), they 

rarely object to male actions or manners they perceive as sexist. They may talk about it and 

dislike it, but make no attempt to challenge it, probably because of their fear that challenging 

such sexism would engender severe consequences such as reassignment, demotion, or 



136 
 

termination, and also partly because of their acceptance, to a certain extent, of the masculine 

discourse and patriarchal norms dominant in Bahrain.  

In line with findings by Metcalfe (2006), some of the women interviewees viewed 

accepting some of the patriarchal practices that are still dominant in the sector and in Bahrain as 

part of their submission to Islam and being good Muslin women and a good mother. Indeed, in 

line with Bevan (2009) and Metcalf (2006, 2007) some of the women I interviewed try to fit into 

the prevailing masculine discourse by adopting masculine norms—for instance, by working long 

hours, subordinating their family lives to the needs of their bank or implicitly rebelling by trying 

to get higher degrees or verbally criticising their bosses—and even managed to find ways to 

survive; in general, this only serves to strengthen their subordination and may even reinforce 

negative beliefs about women’s suitability for support tasks (Bevan & Learmonth, 2013; Bevan, 

2009). By accepting the construction of the masculinise discourse, women enabled men to 

continue their dominance.  By trying to fit into the masculine discourse dominant in the BBS, 

women reinforced their position in their organisational hierarchies. In line with Bevan (2009, p 

353), ‘in accepting their place, women unconsciously accepted the construction of their 

difference, accepting their “otherness” and highlighting and perpetuating their own subordinate 

positions’.  

Islamic feminists attribute women’s internalisation of patriarchal roles to the continuing 

dominance of the misinterpretation of Islam. As children, they were socialised to actively 

embrace the social roles assigned to women (Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999; Mernissi, 1991b). 

However, Wadud (1999) contends that ‘the Quran does not support a specific and stereotyped 

role for its characters, male or female’ (p. 29). Actively challenging sexism by women or 

occupying a top banking role are considered stepping out of the standard form of femininity in 

Bahrain, and breaking the classic template designed by Islamic scholars for women’s role in the 

society. These patriarchal ideas, built on the misinterpretation of Islam, are deeply rooted in 

people’s minds, in banks’ culture and practices, and in the features of the legal framework and 

Bahraini society in general, which reinforces the limitation of women’s main role to the private 

sphere. 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

In examining governmental and organizational documents and accounts of women and men 

working in the BBS, this study highlights the oppressive effects of the banking environment in 
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Bahrain on women’s careers and highlights the fact that practices and norms in the country and 

in the BBS continue to disadvantage women. It also brings to the fore various forms of barriers 

women encounter on their way to the top. These include the absence of a legal framework to 

protect women from gender discrimination and mandate equal rights for both genders, at both 

governmental and organizational levels; the lack of organisational family-friendly policies and 

development techniques—for instance, training and mentoring; and various societal barriers that 

have influenced women’s behaviors and created certain expectations for women in the society 

and in the workplace. This is exacerbated by the misinterpretation of Islam and by male decision 

makers’ lack of commitment to gender equality.  

The study also illustrates the dominance of masculine discourse and lack of feminist 

discourse in the BBS. Both women and men have internalised many patriarchal ideas that are 

based on the misinterpretation of Islam and consider them the norm. Women have perceived 

accepting these norms as part of being good Muslim women. However, there is serious tension 

between being a good Muslin woman (i.e., being family oriented, submissive to men, and not 

mixing with the other sex) and a successful banker. Although I found the women I interviewed 

from the sector to be ambitious and eager to move upward, they only implicitly objected to many 

of the masculine practices they had encountered in the sector and wider society. Due to the lack 

of any feminist influences, they had no language with which to voice their objections to these 

practices. Both women and men seemed to view accepting some of the patriarchal practices still 

dominant in Bahrain as one facet of submission to Islam and being a good Muslim. Indeed, both 

the legal system (which was developed and is enforced primarily by men) and male decision 

makers in the sector rely on patriarchal beliefs that are based on the misinterpretation of some 

Islamic texts—for instance, that women should not work at night, gender segregation is 

acceptable, and women are not rational individuals—to reinforce male dominance in the sector 

and exclude women. I argue that taking Islamic feminism seriously significantly reduces this 

tension. Islamic feminism would empower women to demonstrate that they can remain good 

Muslims while holding high-level positions in the Bahraini banking sector. Adopting an Islamic 

feminist stance would also mean advocating for governmental implementation of the kinds of 

equal-opportunity regulations and family-friendly policies that are popular in the Global North—

because doing so would be truer to Islam than clinging to conservative (i.e., male-oriented) 

interpretations of the Quran, which inform most of the current regulations and policies. 
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Chapter Six:  Conclusion and Recommendations 

6.1 Introduction:  

In this study, I set out to examine the glass-ceiling phenomenon in the Bahraini banking 

sector, and the informal and formal circumstances and practices that have hindered women’s 

efforts to climb the corporate ladder and caused them to cluster in entry-level positions and, to a 

certain extent, midmanagement jobs—despite the fact that they comprise 33% of total employees 

in the sector (Central Bank of Bahrain, 2015). To address these subjects, in this qualitative study 

I have used an Islamic feminist lens (1) to scrunitise theories from the literature on the glass 

ceiling in banking—and, to a degree, other business sectors—in the Global North and the Arab 

world; (2) to examine the accounts of 21 women and nine men working in the sector; and (3) 

examine governmental and organisational documents that, in the Global North, typically 

incorporate gender equality and diversity clauses. My aim was to answer the following research 

questions: 

(1) Why are Arab countries so different in terms of the percentage of women in top jobs? 

(2) What regulations and polices must be implemented to change things?  

(3) How do women react to forms of discrimination in the Bahraini banking sector? 

In spite of the fact that literature on the glass ceiling includes investigation of women’s 

experiences with the phenomenon across various regions (Ayranci & Gurbuz, 2012; Pillai et al., 

2011; Jackson, 2001) and different sectors (ILM, 2012; Hoobler et al., 2011; Wrigley, 2002; 

Ragins et al., 1998), no research has examined the prevalence of the glass ceiling in the Bahraini 

banking sector or scrutinised women’s accounts of their experiences in the sector to determine 

whether their experiences are similar to or different from those of women in other banking 

sectors. Also, no study in Bahrain or the Arab region in general has attempted to examine the 

effectiveness of gender regulations and policies in banking or any other sector, and no study in 

the Arab world has examined the glass-ceiling phenomenon from a feminist perspective. Finally, 

Islamic feminism has never been used to empirically examine the status of women in the work 

place globally or in my region. In this study, I hope that I have filled those gaps. My purpose is 

to give women in the wider Bahraini society, and in the Bahraini banking sector in particular, a 

language with which they can dispute traditional Arab patriarchal practices and beliefs, as well 

as other types of sexism they encounter—particularly in the workplace—while remaining true to 

Islam.  
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In the remainder of this chapter I discuss my theoretical contributions and the practical 

implications and empirical findings that answer my research questions, and offer my 

recommendations.  

 

6.2 Theoretical Contributions  

In Chapter Two, my literature review, I discussed research on the glass-ceiling 

phenomenon in two parts of the world, the Global North (ILM, 2012; Skuratowicz & Hunter, 

2004; Still, 1997) and the Arab world (Dah et al., 2009; Jamali et al., 2006, 2007), including the 

barriers that contribute to the glass ceiling and how women react to various forms of sexism 

(Linehan & Scullion, 2001; Metcalfe, 2006, 2007). I also reviewed the strategies employed in 

both parts of the world to empower women (Kelly et al, 2008; Grosser & Moon, 2005; Wirth, 

2001; Wajcman, 1998; Metcalfe, 2006, 2007, 2011). My review of the glass-ceiling literature 

from the Global North shows that organisational theorists have examined this phenomenon and 

the circumstances that have led to its existence across many sectors (ILM, 2012; Eriksson-

Zetterquist & Styhre, 2008; Wrigley, 2002; Jackson, 2001) from various feminist perspectives 

(Wrigley, 2002). The literature shows that the influence of feminism in the Global North has 

empowered women to actively challenge sexism in the workplace (Jenkins, 2006; Teather, 2006) 

and, frequently, to employ tactics to reduce its influence on their careers (Linehan & Scullion, 

2001). In contrast, in the Arab world, I have not found a single empirical study that examines the 

phenomenon from a feminist perspective. Indeed, the few empirical studies that have 

investigated the phenomenon in the region have tended to focus on what women lack (Pillai et 

al., 2011), which tends to oppress women further. 

Feminism is not part of the culture in either Bahrain or other Gulf States; women in these 

countries do not have ‘a history of feminism in their education’ (Bevan, 2009). As a result of this 

lack of feminist influence, women encounter forms of overt sexism that are unique to the region, 

in addition to experiencing the same types of subtle and not-so subtle sexism women encounter 

in the Global North. The types of sexism unique to Bahrain and other Gulf States are embedded 

in the policies and practices of the workplace and in the society in general (Metcalfe, 2006, 2007, 

2011), and are considered by everyone, including women, as the norm. Women from my region 

have not recognised that many patriarchal ideas dominant in the Gulf States countries and 

promoted by male scholars as Islamic principles—for instance, that a man’s is as head of the 
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household—are actually contrary to the principles of the Quran, which promotes gender equality 

(Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999; Yamani, 1996).  

Metcalfe (2006, 2007) has shown that women in the region do not explicitly challenge the 

masculine discourse that is dominant in the workplace and in the society. Women have 

internalised those patriarchal ideas and do not explicitly challenge them; for instance, the women 

who participated in Metcalfe’s studies in the region (2006, 2007) considered them to be the 

norm. Women view accepting patriarchal practices and beliefs as part of their submission to 

Islam and required to be good Muslim women. Indeed, Metcalfe’s work shows that women in 

Bahrain and other Arab countries do not have a language with which to articulate their objection 

to many gender bias practices that are still dominant in the region and are based on the 

misinterpretation of Islam by male scholars (Barlas, 2002; Wadud, 1999; Yamani, 1996; 

Mernissi, 1991a). Therefore, I have taken gender and management studies in my region to the 

next level by examining the phenomenon from a feminist perspective and providing women a 

language with which to object to many of the patriarchal ideas that are dominant in the 

workplace and in the society in general while remaining true to Islam.  

Also, my review of Islamic feminists’ work (Badran, 2009, 2005, 1985; Wadud, 1999, 

2006; Barlas, 2002; Yamani, 1996; Mernissi, 1991a) shows that it tends to focus mainly on wider 

equality issues, probably due to the severely oppressed status of women in Arab and Muslim 

societies. These authors have not specifically addressed the status of women in the workplace, 

perhaps because they still have not achieved gender equality in the society as a whole. Indeed, I 

have not found a single Islamic feminist empirical study that investigates gender bias in the 

workplace. This study, therefore, contributes to the work of Islamic feminists.  

 

6.3 Empirical Findings  

This study shows that what causes so few women in the BBS to hold top positions is that 

they encounter subtle and overt forms of sexism in a variety of forms—in both the country’s and 

banks’ inadequate gender-equality frameworks; the absence of positive action, such as quotas 

and preferential selection plans to help women climb the corporate ladder; the lack of family-

friendly policies to help women juggle work and family responsibilities; and the gendered 

societal beliefs and norms that are worsened by patriarchal misinterpretation of gender roles in 

Islam. I will start by elaborating on Bahrain’s gendered legal and organisational framework.  
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6.3.1 Legal and Organisational Constraints 

Similar to the experience of women in the Global North (ILM, 2012), my study shows that 

women in the BBS experience various forms of sexism. However, unlike the experiences of 

women in the global North, who mainly encounter subtle forms of sexism and, to a certain 

extent, not-so-subtle forms of sexism, women in the BBS also experience overt forms of sexism 

that impede their efforts to climb the corporate ladder and make women’s career progression 

slower than that of women in the Global North. 

One of the main barriers to women’s career advancement in Bahrain is that equal 

employment opportunities for both genders remain unavailable. Although both the Constitution 

in Bahrain and the Charter call for gender equality in both the private and public spheres, this 

equality has not been translated into mechanisms, regulations, and policies to ban gender 

discrimination and mandate equal rights for both genders at both governmental and 

organisational levels. Indeed, none of the governments’ and organisational documents I reviewed 

from Bahrain, including the Labour Law, the Corporate Governance Code of the country, the 

country’s Commercial Law, the Stock Exchange Law, the Social Insurance Law, and banks’ 

corporate governance codes and codes of conduct has explicit gender-equality and/or diversity 

clauses. Although one of the main approaches for achieving gender equality in the workplace in 

the Global North is by means of labour regulations and corporate governance codes (European 

Commission, 2010), articles in comparable documents in Bahrain fail to proclaim that gender 

discrimination in the workplace is illegal. This dearth of regulation, policies, and enforcement 

mechanisms at both the governmental and organisational levels to supplement the gender 

equality introduced by the Constitution and Charter allows sufficient room to practice various 

forms of sexism in the workplace. This is worsened by the fact that in Bahrain, there is no 

penalty set by the State for individuals and organisations found guilty of practicing gender 

discrimination (Ahmed, 2010). 

Labour regulations and policies in Bahrain are built based on the idea that men handle 

productive work and women handle reproductive work (Elson, 1999). Labour regulations and 

policies are designed to help men build the resources that will help them fulfill their roles as 

breadwinners and heads of families—roles that are assigned to them by the patriarchal norms 

that are still very dominant in the region and by patriarchal interpretations of Islam by male 

scholars. This context means that labour regulations and policies in Bahrain are gendered, 
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designed to fit homogenous contexts composed mainly of men—a situation that facilitates the 

practice of homosocial reproduction (Holgersson, 2012; Kanter, 1977; Bird, 1996). 

In addition, some clauses in the documents I reviewed from Bahrain explicitly discriminate 

against women. For instance, the Constitution is rooted in sharia, which translates into the 

embeddedness of sharia laws—which directly discriminate against women—in the country’s 

laws and regulations and organisational policies and practices. Indeed, some of the articles in the 

governmental documents I reviewed make taking care of family responsibilities women’s sole 

responsibility, which reinforces patriarchal gender norms and confines women’s role mainly to 

the private sphere. This has injected the notion of the patriarchal bargain (Haghighat, 2014) into 

the regulations, policies, practices, culture, and norms of private and public institutions. Also, in 

line with the patriarchal norms dominant in Bahrain, the Labour Law prohibits women from 

working at night. Therefore, banks in Bahrain place women in jobs that do not expose them to 

odd working hours, which backfires on women. Indeed, those patriarchal Labour Law articles are 

used by male decision makers as tools to exclude women from having access to jobs that will 

enable them one day to reach the top of the pinnacle in their banks, and to further enforce men’s 

superior status and domination in the society and in the sector. Therefore, gender equality in the 

workplace has been difficult to enforce in banks in Bahrain, where the legal system encourages 

and enforces patriarchal gender roles and consider participation in the productive economy 

(Elson, 1999) a masculine experience.  

Another area that has contributed to slowing women’s efforts to climb the ladder is the lack 

of any positive action at governmental or organistional levels in form of quotas or preferential 

selection plans that would give women preference in hiring, which makes it difficult for women 

to advance in the workplace in a society and a legal system that considers employment a 

masculine domain and childbearing women’s sole responsibility. Instead of enforcing such 

mechanisms, gender-bias customs and practices in Bahrain have been institutionalised in 

governmental and organisational regulations and policies and are considered to be norms in the 

workplace and by the society as a whole (Syed et al., 2009). For instance, the system in Bahrain 

prohibits women from engaging in jobs that are considered by the patriarchal societal norms to 

be men’s jobs.  

In addition, despite the fact that studies from the Global North suggest that family-friendly 

policies in the form of job sharing, part-time jobs and flexitime help individuals with family 

responsibilities juggle work and family tasks (Kelly et al., 2008), these policies are not available 
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in Bahrain, which further impedes women’s efforts to climb the corporate ladder in a sector that 

considers presentism to be a form of commitment to a job (ILM, 2012). To add insult to injury, 

men are not granted access to paternity leave, which translates into making childrearing women’s 

sole responsibility. In addition, maternity leave in Bahrain is only 60 days. This is short by 

international standards, and further impedes women’s career progression.  

Another barrier to women’s career progression in the sector is the culture in their banks, 

which tends to embrace men’s way of doing things (Smith et al., 2012; Ely et al., 2011) and to 

view the norms of the masculine culture as standards (Thomas & Davies, 2002; Martin, 2001; 

Bird, 1996). Also, as is often true in the Global North (Linehan & Walsh, 2000) this masculine 

culture consider leadership training programs a masculine experience and women, are deprived 

from having access to this tool, simply because they are not men and their employers assume that 

they will eventually resign to stay at home to take care of family responsibilities. As a result, 

training is mainly heavy on technical skills, which further confines women’s place to support 

jobs at the bottom of their organisational hierarchies. As a result of these practices, there are few 

women role models in the sector, which deprives women at the bottom of the hierarchy from 

having someone to look up to. 

 

6.3.2 Patriarchal and Societal Constraints 

In addition to the above-mentioned limitations, there are societal barriers. Bahraini society 

is highly patriarchal, and considers women’s main role being a housewife and mother (Tlaiss, 

2014; Al Gharaibeh, 2011; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010; Abdulla, 1996). This culture upholds the 

superior status of the male gender (Gharaibeh, 2011; Al Marzouqi, & Forster, 2011). The ideas 

promoted by the misinterpretation of Islamic texts by male scholars—for instance, gender 

segregation is acceptable, taking care of family responsibilities women’s main duty, women are 

not rational individuals etc.— are deeply embedded in the culture in Bahrain and include specific 

behavioural expectations and gender roles for both genders, in both the private and public 

spheres. This reflects negatively on the status of women in banks in the BBS. Indeed, it links 

careerism with masculinity and low-profile jobs with femininity. As a result, leadership is 

considered to be more suitable for men and male ways of doing things (Kanter, 1997).  

The county’s societal norms that put femininity in a subordinate status to masculinity 

stimulate the emergence of masculine practices—for instance, homosocial reproduction 

(Holgersson, 2012; Kanter, 1996). Also, misinterpretations of religion by male scholars, which 
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prohibit free mixing between the two genders, sustain the old boys’ club (Oakley, 2000), not only 

in banks but also across the whole of Bahrain. Men in Bahrain meet at Friday prayers and in 

majlis, form friendships, and exchange favours; therefore, they choose among themselves when a 

top post becomes available. Needless to say, the existence of such masculine practices and their 

support by societal norms is highly informed by the patriarchal interpretation of Islam, and is 

damaging for women’s career progression because they prohibit women from being part of the 

pool of talent to choose from when a high-profile job becomes available.  

Societal norms, which are informed by the misinterpretation of Islam limit women’s role 

mainly to the private sphere. Responsibility for family and household duties is seen as women’s 

primary role. These societal norms and practices have further limited women’s suitability and 

availability for work. They have created expectations for the kind of jobs women can occupy in 

banks. For instance, women are mainly recruited by male decision makers in banks for support 

department—e.g., secretarial jobs, HR, IT, and operations—where they can employ their 

femininity. These sorts of jobs and departments will not lead women to the executive suite of the 

sector. As a result, the women I interviewed did not have the right experience that could lead to 

the executive suite. 

Women’s socialisation processes also play a role. Women in Bahrain are socialised into 

roles and taught to embrace traits and behaviours that are considered suitable for a Muslim 

woman by the society. Societal norms expect women to be passive, obey their husbands, etc.  

The women I interviewed have internalised these patriarchal ideas. This has effects on the 

women’s personalities and the way they do things. The women I interviewed from the sector do 

not change jobs often, which has prevented them from accumulating a breadth of experience. 

They also do not ask for things, such as promotions. They just do the job, work hard, and wait 

for their bosses to recognise their efforts and reward them. However, in banking this kind of 

behaviour is considered to be a relational trait (Carlson & Crawford, 2011) that is not suitable for 

leadership posts. Hence, this behaviour further adds to the women’s subordination.  

The socialisation process has also effects on women’s leadership style, which resembles 

some traits of transformational leaders. Yet this leadership style is found by the male decision 

makers in the sector to be unsuitable, which further leads to women’s marginalisation. The 

bottom line is that women are considered by male decision makers to be unsuitable to occupy 

prestigious jobs.  

In summary, societal and patriarchal barriers in Bahrain and in the sector are reinforced by 
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the country’s gender legal framework and organisational gendered policies and practices. This is 

worsened by patriarchal interpretation of gendered roles in Islam that cause women to cluster in 

low-profile jobs at the bottom of their banks’ organisational hierarchies. 

 

6.3.3 Reactions to Gender Bias in the Sector 

Both the men and women I interviewed were aware of and acknowledged the prevalence of 

sexism. However, despite the men’s acknowledgment of gender bias in the sector and their 

claims that they are gender blind, their statements reveal many kinds of sexist ideas. Male 

decision makers have not made any effort to lessen sexism in the sector, which tells us that they 

are happy with the status quo and are not interested in women’s status (Bevan, 2009).  

The women, on the other hand—despite awareness of the existence of gender bias in the 

sector—do not explicitly challenge sexism. Women interviewees, like the men, considered ‘the 

masculine discourse as the norms (Bevan, 2009). Indeed, the women did not explicitly challenge 

sexism. Due to the lack of feminist influence in Bahrain and women’s patriarchal socialisation 

process—which is encouraged by the patriarchal interpretation of Islam—the women I 

interviewed tried to fit into the masculine discourse dominant in the sector by adopting 

masculine norms and practices; for instance, working long hours and subordinating their family 

lives to the needs of their banks. Others only implicitly rebelled against masculine norms—for 

instance by talking about it. Due to the lack of any feminist influences, the women do not have a 

language to explicitly voice their objection to many sexist practices and norms dominant in the 

sector or to lessen the tension between being a top executive and a good Muslim women that 

exists in the sector. Some of the women viewed accepting some of the patriarchal ideas dominant 

in the society and the sector as part of their submission to Islam. I argue that taking an Islamic 

stance could significantly reduce this tension. 

 

6.4 Practical Implications 

This study is an eye-opener for women in banking and for decision makers in the 

government and in banks about the dominance of masculine discourse, the absence of feminist 

discourse, and the existence of various forms of sexism in the BBS, all of which go against basic 

principles of human rights and the principles of the Quran, which encourages gender equality. 

The study will clarify, for women working in the BBS, various forms of subtle sexism that 

are considered to be the norm in the BBS and usually go unnoticed, even though they are sexist 
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practices—and that not challenging them leads to women’s further exclusion. My findings 

demonstrate to women, including myself, that emulating many of these masculine norms will be 

considered by male decision makers to be relational traits that are unsuitable in a woman for 

leadership (Carlson & Crawford, 2011), which will further lead to our marginalisation and 

exclusion in the sector. It also clarifies for women that patriarchal practices and ideas promoted 

by male scholars are not Islamic, and that there are no principles in Islam that confine women’s 

role to the private sphere and prevent women from reaching top executive posts in banking. The 

study also sends a strong message that if we do not help ourselves and voice our objections to the 

masculine discourse, the executive suite of the sector will continue to remain out of our reach, 

especially if men in general remain uninterested in improving women’s status. 

The study also contributes to our understanding of the lack of gender regulations and 

policies in Bahrain in general and in the Bahraini banking sector in particular. This knowledge 

will be valuable for organisational leaders who seek to bring more diversity to executive levels of 

the banking system. The findings will also be valuable for governmental and organisational 

leaders interested in improving existing labour regulations and policies in Bahrain and elevating 

them to the level seen in the Global North. 

 

6.5 Future Research  

My study points to opportunities for future research. For instance, literature on women 

expatriates in the BBS is scarce. Many women expatriates from India, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, 

and Global North countries work in the Bahraini banking sector and the financial sector in 

general. Most of them are Christian or Hindu, and the cultures they come from are quite different 

from the Arabic Muslim culture that is dominant in Bahrain. Therefore, I assume that their 

perceptions of the patriarchal principles and beliefs dominant in Bahrain—which men decision 

makers I interviewed and the legal system use as tools to exclude women, and which women I 

interviewed saw as norms and largely accepted as part of their submission to Islam—will be 

different from the perceptions of the Bahraini Muslim women that comprised the majority of my 

interviewees. Expatriate women may also encounter different forms of sexism. Also, since some 

of these women come from countries where a gender legal framework exists, their reactions to 

the absence of such a framework in the Arab region would be interesting to explore.  
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6.6 Recommendations 

Since the government does not have explicit gender-equality laws, norms, or practices, 

banks are hegemonic (Wajcman, 1998; Bird, 1996), and decision makers are not committed to 

gender equality. What, therefore can be done to lessen sexism in the sector? I believe that 

fighting sexism should start at the top, with the government of the Kingdom of Bahrain. In line 

with recommendations by the International Labour Organisation (2002) in Bahrain, the role of 

the government should take two key forms: (1) creating awareness at the national level, and (2) 

establishing and enforcing suitable equality and labour market laws and regulations.  

Since gender stereotyping is driven by unconscious processes, to give women the 

opportunity to climb the career ladder, society in general—and male decision makers in 

particular—must be aware of these unconscious views and their negative consequences for 

women and society in general (Kottke & Agars, 2005). The Bahraini government, through its 

various institutions, needs to create awareness about these kinds of sexism. A good starting point 

would be removing gender-based, stereotyped perceptions of men and women and sexist 

language from the country’s educational programs, so that women’s equal contributions in all 

domains will be established in children’s consciousness from their early years (Wirth, 2001). 

Also, the Bahraini government could use the media to lessen forms of gender stereotyping 

and negative beliefs about women’s competencies, soften patriarchal beliefs in general, and 

encourage a fair interpretation of the Quran, which supports gender equality. In addition, the 

government needs to encourage the establishment of networks and societies that specialise in 

raising awareness about gender stereotyping and other forms of patriarchal beliefs that are still 

dominant in the region. Through these networks and societies, the government could work to 

dispel some of the confusion about the principles of Islam—which originally pushed for 

equality—and the culturally subordinate standing of women that is now associated with Islam 

(Ahmed & Jahan, 2014; Syed, 2008, 2009; Barlas, 2002; Wadud 1999, 2006; Mernissi 1991a). 

The government could also highlight the danger of confusing the Quran with its patriarchal 

interpretation (Gallant, 2008; Wadud, 1999, 2006; Sidani, 2005; Jawad, 2003). These networks 

and societies could also encourage organisations to adopt gender diversity by stressing the value 

for businesses of gender diversity, its role in sustaining profitability and competitiveness, and its 

overall benefits for the economy. They should also emphasise the need for a broader variety of 

leadership skills as important elements of success in the workplace (Al-Lamky, 2007). 
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The second role for the government should be enacting and enforcing gender-equality laws 

and regulations. These should include an Equality Act and Equal Pay Act similar to those in the 

Global North countries. The government also needs to establish an enforcement mechanism to 

make sure that these laws are translated into equality regulations and policies in all governmental 

documents. The Labour Law, the Bahraini Corporate Governance Code, the Commercial 

Companies Law, and the Bahrain Stock Exchange Law must incorporate explicit gender-

diversity clauses similar to those found in comparable documents in the Global North. Not only 

that, but the government must eliminate from these documents any clauses that seem to be sexist 

in nature. The government should also collect and publish data about women in leadership 

positions in the Bahraini government and the private sector (Whelan & Wood, 2012). 

I strongly believe that these initiatives should be executed in coordination with 

international agencies—for instance, the International Labour Organisation—and under the 

supervision of the Supreme Council of Women (SCW), which is the advisory council that was 

established in 2002 after Bahrain signed the United Nations Millennium Development Goal 

declaration to ‘define and lead the women’s movement to equip women to take up their rightful 

role in the society, establishing constitutional and civil mechanisms for the development and 

empowerment of women in Bahrain’ (Chaston, 2012, p. 36). The council has been headed by Her 

Highness Princess Sabeeka, wife of King Hamad bin Isa bin Salman Al Khalifa.  

Banks and their decision makers also have a major role to play in reducing sexism in the 

workplace. Empowering women necessitates the development of antidiscrimination policies and 

HR programs that encourage this objective (Al Lamky, 2007; International Labour Office, 2004). 

Decision makers need to integrate equal-opportunity policies in recruitment, grading, promotion, 

and wages and ensure that all of their documents—governance codes, codes of conduct, HRMs, 

employee handbooks, and newsletters—mirror these policies. They also need to ensure that these 

policies are transparent, monitor them closely on a regular basis (International Labour Office, 

2004), and make this information readily available to employees. Indeed, banks must assign their 

male managers specific gender targets, demand that they report their accomplishments toward 

those targets, and hold them responsible for the percentage of women in their departments—in 

the same way they have traditionally been held accountable for sales and performance targets 

(Whelan & Wood, 2012). In addition to these initiatives, decision makers in banks must create 

systems in their banks to single out high-potential women in the early stages of their careers and 

track their career progression (Eyring & Stead, 1998).  
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Banks in Bahrain also need to introduce sexual-harassment policies. At the same time, they 

must educate employees about sexual harassment and build a climate of respect in the workplace 

(International Labour Office, 2004). Family-friendly policies also play a big role in helping 

women climb the ladder. All banks in Bahrain should develop family-friendly policies that allow 

employees to strike a balance between the responsibilities of work and home, including flexible 

working hours, parental leave for both genders, nursery facilities, job sharing, and part-time 

arrangements, and make them available to both men and women (International Labour Office, 

2004; US Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995).  

Training at all levels of the hierarchy is equally important. In addition to technical training, 

banks must provide all employees with formal training on a regular basis to educate them about 

the benefits—as well as the challenges—of ethnic, racial, gender, and cultural differences (US 

Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995). Training should also cover leadership; women in 

particular need to be sent to frequent leadership-training courses. Banks should set a minimum 

number of leadership-training courses that potential women leaders can attend on a yearly basis 

(International Labour Office, 2004).  

Also, male decision makers in banks ought to give women the opportunity to have mentors. 

Since the concept of mentoring is not popular in the region, mentoring and the idea behind it —

i.e, to provide guidance, information, and support—should be made explicit (Kottke & Agars, 

2005). Banks also must empower individuals who do not have role models to look up to, by 

making senior corporate executives available to young people who are potential business leaders 

(US Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995). In addition to all of the above, male decision 

makers need to ensure that women in their banks have access to formal and informal networks 

(International Labour Office, 2004). 

To enable all of the above initiatives to work, the Central Bank of Bahrain should compel 

banks to publish their gender-diversity policies at the executive, management, and board levels. 

Banks should also provide information on their websites about the number of women in 

leadership positions, annual changes in this number, initiatives taken by the bank to increase the 

number of women in leadership posts, and evaluation of the effects of these initiatives (Whelan 

& Wood, 2012).  

Although the above recommendations would, at least to a limited extent, reduce the forms 

of sexism dominant in the sector, they will not be made publicly available; indeed, I will ask my 

university not to publish my thesis.  
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Since this is an inductive study, when I began the project I did not anticipate discovering all 

of the overt and subtle forms of sexism I came across in my interviews, and especially in the 

Bahraini documents I examined. Before I started, I was expecting to discover sexism that was 

encouraged by the norms of the patriarchal culture, and planned to publish my thesis and 

communicate my recommendations to male decision makers at governmental and organisational 

levels, hoping that my findings would attract attention to the hardships women endure in the 

workplace. I was planning to give a copy of my thesis to all of my interviewees, both men and 

women, and to top government decision makers in the Bahraini government. I was also planning 

to share my findings with the SCW, and persuade them to develop an awareness program in the 

media about the glass ceiling and the overt and subtle forms of sexism women encounter in the 

workplace. However, after I learned that women in Bahrain encounter systematic discrimination 

that is encouraged by the legal system—because laws that prevent women from taking part in 

public life or competing freely with men in the labour market arise from ‘legalised 

discrimination’ (Jafri, 2007)—I am hesitant to do this and to publish my thesis or share it with 

anyone in my part of the world. 

In my region, when anyone highlights or objects to a governmental law or practice, he or 

she is considered to oppose the government and is likely to be targeted by the system. Publishing 

this thesis, which criticises many of the laws, policies, and norms dominant in Bahrain, could be 

seen by decisions makers in the Bahraini government as an insult to the country’s leaders and the 

system. This is not my intention; I want to fight sexism, but public action could get my family 

and me in troubles.  

Also, my criticism of many ideas promoted by male religious scholars would upset them, 

and they would brand me an atheist, even though I am a strong believer. There is a debate among 

scholars, based on their interpretations of some texts of the Quran, about the appropriate 

punishment for an apostate (O’Sullivan, 2001; Peters & De Vries, 1976). According to some 

male scholars, the punishment should be death; others argue that it is beheading for men and 

imprisonment for women (O’Sullivan, 2001). Still others argue that an apostate could potentially 

lose the right of inheritance and cause the dissolution of his or her marriage (Peters & De Vries, 

1976). In a case in Egypt, a university professor was accused of disbelief by his adversaries, and 

the court ordered him to divorce his Muslim wife. The couple finally took asylum in Holland 

(Maker, 1998). Because of this lack of freedom to express my opinions in my part of the world 
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and to avoid potentially harsh consequences, I am hesitant to publish my findings under my own 

name or in any manner that would link my ideas to my identity.    

So what are the prospects for change? I do not think that the situation of women at banks 

will improve without action from the women themselves. None of the women I interviewed, 

however, expressed any feminist ideas—which have a negative reputation in Bahrain—though 

all sympathised with the oppressed status of women in the society in general and in the 

workplace in particular. 

This heightens hopes for both the SCW and intergovernmental organisations. To stimulate 

equality in the workplace, women, including myself, should urge the SCW and international 

intergovernmental organisations to lobby on their behalf for gender-equality laws and positive 

action in the form of gender targets and family policies. For my part, I have a contact in the SCW 

and will try to have an informal discussion with her and indirectly mention some of the clauses 

in the Bahraini documents I found to be sexist. I will also communicate my findings to 

international intergovernmental agencies—for instance, the Commission on the Status of 

Women, the UN Development Fund for Women, WomenWatch, and the International Labour 

Organisation—and seek their help. Theoretically, they can pressure the Bahraini government to 

promote gender equality and develop a legal framework to reduce sexism at the governmental 

level and in the workplace.  

I will also publish parts of this thesis in Bahraini magazines, especially business magazines 

and international journals (I intend to use a pseudonym when seeking to publish the results of my 

thesis, because failing to publish my results could be interpreted as ‘giving into the system’ or 

promulgating the further subordination of women in the Islamic world). Also, in coordination 

with one of my friends, who works as an editor for the Gulf Daily News (Bahrain’s daily English 

paper), I plan to write several columns for the paper. One will be about the concept of the glass 

ceiling, one about barriers to women’s career advancement in the workplace, and one about 

techniques that are popular in the Global North for empowering women, such as mentoring, 

leadership training, and family-friendly policies. By doing this, I hope to attract the attention of 

decision makers in the BBS by describing the difficulties women encounter on their way to the 

top, and encourage them to provide more support for women in their organisations.   

I will also try to strengthen my relationships with members of a society I belong to—the 

Bahrain Businesswomen’s Society, which was established as part of the Kingdom of Bahrain’s 

efforts to empower women after signing the United Nations Millennium Development Goals—
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who, I believe, sympathise with the subordinated status of women in the society. After that, I will 

encourage them to formally approach the SCW for help. I will also encourage them to meet with 

Her Highness Princess Sabeeka, who is keen to empower women in both the private and public 

spheres; she has been a moving force for several initiatives to empower women in the Bahraini 

government sector, and has shown sympathy for the kinds of ideas and actions I am suggesting. 

Without the support of the SCW, intergovernmental agencies, and the Princess, the likelihood of 

any improvement in the status of women in Bahrain—or of the laws and regulations that concern 

them—will remain slight. 
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Appendix A: Overview of Bahrain’s History, Culture, and Economy 

The Kingdom of Bahrain—a member of the Gulf States countries—is an archipelago that 

consists of 33 small islands in the Arabian Gulf. The country dates back more than 6,000 years, 

to the Dilmun civilisation. In Arabic, the name means ‘the two seas’, but it is unclear which seas 

the word alludes to. In the past the name referred to the whole province; only lately has it 

become the official name for the archipelago (Oxford Business Group, 2011). Arabic is the 

official language, but English is widely spoken and considered to be the main language in the 

BBS.  

The country enjoys a strategic location, which links its main trading partners via sea 

lanes. Historically, this location enabled the area to prosper as a commercial center. However, 

over the years the country has also attracted the attention of many powers, including Assyrians, 

Sumerians, Babylonians, Portuguese, and the British, who controlled Bahrain from 1820 to 1971. 

In 1971, Bahrain became an independent state after it gained its independence from the British. 

In 2002 the country became a constitutional monarchy, and is now headed by His Majesty King 

Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa, who took over from his father, Sheikh Isa bin Salman Al Khalifa, in 

1999 (Oxford Business Group, 2011). 

The capital of Bahrain is Manama, which is in the northern part of the country. Other 

major cities in are Riffa, Isa Town, Hamad Town, and Muharraq. The population is 

approximately 1.2 million, around half of whom are expatriates working in Bahrain (Oxford 

Business Group, 2011).  

The main religion has been Islam since the Prophet Mohammad’s time, yet over the last 

decades, and with the growing expatriate community, the number of non-Muslim citizens has 

increased. Indeed, Bahrain is one of the few countries in the region that has a high tolerance for 

other religions and cultures, and the country hosts many churches and Hindu temples (Oxford 

Business Group, 2011).  

Traditionally, trading, fishing, and pearl diving have been the country’s main industries; 

however, oil was discovered in Bahrain in 1932, and in the 1950s Bahrain became the first GCC 

country to commercially produce oil and develop industries that support oil production. This new 

resource shifted the focus of the economy from traditional industries to a more modern economy 

(Oxford Business Group, 2011).  

Similar to the other GCC countries, hydrocarbon is the backbone of the Bahraini 

economy. Historically, 70% of government income has come from this sector (Oxford Business 
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Group, 2011), and government spending is mainly financed by oil revenues. However, due to the 

kingdom’s low oil production, compared to its neighbour countries such as Saudi Arabia and 

Kuwait—and because Bahrain does not have a wide variety of natural resources—it now benefits 

primarily from refining and distributing oil from Saudi Arabia, its main ally, which provides 

significant political and financial support and investments. 

However, around four decades ago, the country embarked on several initiatives to lessen 

its dependence on oil revenues. Among these was the development of agriculture to the greatest 

extent possible (Gerakis & Roncesvalles, 1983). The government has also undertaken several 

initiatives to attract foreign investment; more liberal trade policies have been a step in this 

direction (Metcalfe, 2007). The government has also attempted to develop primary industries and 

has mainly focused on four principal sectors: manufacturing, financial, telecommunications, and 

tourism. Over the past two decades, the manufacturing and financial sectors have enjoyed 

exceptionally high growth rates and have been a major contributor to the country's GDP (Gerakis 

& Roncesvalles, 1983).  
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Appendix B: Transcripts of Interviews 

 

Name: Fatima 

Position: Senior manager, Investment  

Education: Master’s 

Experience: 10+ 

Age: Mid 30s 

Material Status: Single 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me the story of your career ambitions and achievements.  

Interviewee: I think when it comes to women —the majority of woman—their ambitions are more social than it is 

career oriented. In this part of the world. Women are more likely want to start a family, have kids —and that 

becomes the focus. That’s why the ambition element of —’I want to be a CEO of this bank or that bank or to occupy 

a high profile position of this company or another—that is one limitation that they have. Another Limitation, I think, 

is —and I think this is changing slightly—, few years ago, I would say 10 years ago, the working environment was 

male- dominated, old –school- male dominated. The old school- male thinking is, This is man’s world, so it was 

very difficult for a woman to cut through that. 

 

Interviewer: 

When you are talking about the male-dominated school, are you talking about positions as well as styles of 

leadership? 

 

Interviewee: 

Exactly. It was in all the higher positions —in all the work-related, driving positions; you had the old school 

thinking, that this is a man’s job. This is now changing, but I think we have a long way to go—because the newer 

generations get to the CEO post, they are going to be, I think, all at par. Before we didn’t have that; there was a very 

clear gap between that [and the mentality then], so that is kind of a general though on the subject. When it comes to 

my personal position, my personal goal or ambition is to make something of myself and have a position in which 

there is a regard for what I have done and respect for what I can potentially do. Working here in Mumtalakat, I think 

there is that [belief] that you can shine. How far it can take you? Still unknown, because the company is still very 

new; it is just 6 years old. There is no track record to show for it. In terms of ambitions, whether it’s affecting 

regulation in the country, whether it’s creating an industry or entity that can then forever and ever remain, the 

contribution— that’s where the ambitions is. Personally, the CEO of this organization is not a position that I aspire 

to now, because I think you can achieve the same by establishing your position in the society and in the working 

world. When you have your footprint established, becoming the CEO has social obligations that go with that 

footprint. If I manage to establish that footprint and have my position known, for me that goal is achieved. Adding 

the title of a CEO to that track record only gives me a social status, it doesn’t give me any sort of career fulfilment, 



181 
 

because I have already done it. 

 

Interviewer 

So, what have you done so far to reach your dreams or goals? 

 

Interviewee 

In terms of a working role, there is establishment of private banking for a newly established bank, which was my 

role at Ithmmar bank when I firstly joined. My objective was to help set up the private banking, and the client 

network, and the relationship building for the bank. Once that was set up, I moved to private equity because that was 

what I really wanted to do. So that for me, building that block, which was necessary for the bank, that was one thing 

that I was involved in. In SECO, for example, it’s building that— getting SECO’s name across to institutional clients 

in the region, and having that working relationship, and managing money for those clients. For those institutional 

clients— it is easier when I am talking about an individual client, because an individual client is one on one; it is 

easier to build that report. But when you are talking about an institutional client —or especially a governmental 

institution—the bureaucracy that goes into it  [is significant]. One account that we had, negotiating the deal, or the 

contract itself, took 13 months, 13 months of back and forth, because it’s a governmental entity, so there are a lot of 

people involved and papers have to be signed here and there. When I got that [account] that was a very big thing in 

terms of accomplishment. At Bahrain and Kuwait bank, again, it was sort of building that clients book; BBK was my 

first exposure to this kind of a career. As a first exposure, to be able to build an address book that you could then 

take away with you, was a big thing. 

 

Interviewer 

But of course, all of that need a lot of hard work, education and ambitions to achieve these goals—and that, by itself, 

is ambitious 

 

Interviewee: 

Yes, for sure, especially when you are dealing with clients, and trying to get their money to invest it for them, which 

is essentially what I did for the most part of my career. 

 

Interviewer 

Sorry to interrupt you. Your role with Ithmmar Bank—you did a lot of traveling; you were mostly out of town.  

 

Interviewee 

Yes, exactly, and also under Ithmmar Bank, in the private equity role, we were responsible of restructuring one of 

our subsidiaries. That’s —again, was a big deal, because you have to go in and understand years of history, make 

sense of the deal, understand the legal obligations and commitments that we had, what is owed to us and what is 

owed from us, and come up with a plan to go back and present it to the board for them then to react to. So, again you 

are absolutely right—for you to be able to do all of that, you need to have an internal drive and ambition—that I am 

going to get this done— and hard work. People are going to say, Yes, she did it, and you can shine, and that to me is 
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the career fulfilment. 

 

Interviewer 

So it is not the title that is important? 

 

Interviewee 

 

No, for me it’s the actual achievement. There are a lot of titles that can float around. For example, a simple title of a 

director in one organisation can mean something very powerful, and in another organisation it’s just— you have 10 

other levels above you, but on paper, it’s the same word ‘director’. So, to me its what I can actually do, the roles, the 

responsibilities— not that title that I have.  Did you get me? 

 

Interviewer 

Yes I see where you come from. Now there are a lot of tiles floating around, but they mean different things in 

different organisations. 

 

Mmm Please tell me about the specific course of action you took/taking to reach what you want, to reach you dream. 

 

 

Interviewee: It is not one thing in particular, or a special route that I have taken. It is a collective effort. When you 

work on, for instance, structuring of a company, or any other type of investment activities, you give what it takes to 

make the deal a success, and every situation is different from the other. You need to put in the hours, the efforts, the 

time, the travel. All of that, to make the deal a success. When I was with Ithmmar we were in the process of turning 

around a company that we bought in Geneva. I had to spend around six months in Geneva. It was hard work, from 

morning till evening. I used to carry my gym gear with me—you know how much I am passionate about sports—but 

I could not go to the gym, not even once. It was work, work, and work. I came back to Bahrain to see my family a 

few times within these six months. 

 

Interviewer: I can imagine how hard it was. During those six months I did not see you around at all.  

Please describe details of barriers you have had to break in attaining your current position? 

 

Interviewee: The barrier as a woman—I think that when I was traveling around and dealing with different clients, a 

lot of them had an issue—not a serious issue, but ‘you are a girl.’ We’re talking initially. Culturally, it seems it is a 

man’s role to travel around and talk to random strangers and sit with them in meetings, things like that. It’s not 

viewed as something that a single Bahraini woman would do. 

 

Interviewer 

You mean you do not fit with the typical image?. 
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Interviewee 

Yes. Having said that, it was not difficult to cut through that, because the moment you start, the moment they see 

your business acumen comes out, I think they automatically, they change. It is an initial image. I never had a 

situation where— initially they will be like, Okay, you are a girl. But the moment we get into business, and I start 

talking about what we can do and what we are capable of doing, they start to take me seriously; She is a women, but 

she knows what she is talking about. In that aspect, I did not think it was difficult to break through —but, it is a very, 

very delicate line, because crossing over that, you can easily go the wrong way, in my view. And I think it’s driven 

more by culture perception, as a woman—why are you not married? Why do you travel alone? 

 

Interviewer 

A woman in a man’s domain 

 

Interviewee 

Exactly, which I think is a struggle you have all around the world. I do not think it is unique to this part of the world 

[It exists] to lesser extent the Western world, because they don’t have our culture pressure. Yes, here we have culture 

pressure, that a woman’s place is at home with her children and husband. Having said that, I think also in a lot of 

cases the blame is partly on the woman, because you very rarely see a woman who is going to stand up and say, I 

can balance my family and my career. In Kuwait you have a few examples, but in Bahrain you have a very few 

examples [of women] who will come out and say, No I don’t have to be one or the other; I can be both, and I will 

prove to you that I can balance. You are the only person who can determine how to manage your time. I can’t tell 

you, Leave the office at 5 o’clock and go sit with your kids; you are the only one who knows that balance. So, if we 

have a few examples of woman who show that balance and have made it as a career woman, those examples would 

break the cultural perception that we have. We do not have role models.  

 

Interviewer 

I agree we do not have role models. There are only few women who have managed to reach high profile positions in 

banking in Bahrain for example. 

 

Interviewee 

We have only a hand full of women who have managed to do that. For instance, we have Sabah Al Moayyed, the 

general manager of Eskan Bank. She is the only name that comes to my mind now. She is one example. You have 

got sh. Haya, Rashed Al- Khalifa; she runs a successful law firm, and she is our ambassador in France. But they are 

a hand full. You do not [often] see them, and I think that in our industry, the financial industry—your biggest market, 

Saudi Arabia, it’s a very difficult market for women to be in. 

 

Interviewer 

Yes, I use to work with Saudi Arabia, to help set up our Saudi branch and to build the client base.  It was not that 

difficult. It was not as easy as Bahrain, but it was okay. 
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Interviewee 

It is achievable yes. I think one thing that works against us woman, especially in this industry, is the social 

networking—old boys’ networking. That is a big networking business; that is not something we can do. For 

example, in the Arab culture, men’s gatherings in Ramadan—our fasting month—that’s where a lot of business is. 

You can’t go those as a woman, but if I were a man and I wanted to strike a deal, I would go to those Ramadan 

gatherings. I would be sitting with the businessmen of Bahrain. That’s the perfect set up, because it’s causal and you 

set the ground. And then the next day, or after Ramadan, you fix a meeting in their offices, and the deal is closed. So 

again, the culture aspect. We don’t have access to this Ramadan gathering; it is a male domain. It’s very difficult for 

us. 

 

Interviewer 

I think this is one of the hardest things for a woman in Bahrain, to cut through this exclusive male’s gatherings. 

 

Interviewee 

Exactly. And I think we have got women societies, we have means, but they are not properly used. I mean, we have 

got, for instance, the Bahrain Businesswoman’s Society. This is a society, but what is the real drive of that society? 

Where is it going? What are you doing for the role of woman? You are all successful businesswomen. Most of you 

made it through family businesses, and for me making it through a family business is not necessarily the same. 

Because making it through a family business is different from making it on your own. If you work for a family 

business, the business was established way before you joined the company had the history and the track record when 

you joined, but you got the experience and you got the history. How are you using that to help me—, a Bahraini, a 

fresh Bahraini graduate— to grow in the business world? Whether I am sitting [up] my own business, whether I am 

in the current working world, most of these [society] activities are more cultural rather than business—networking. 

To me, their activities and gathering are all social gatherings. They gather together for lunches and dinners, but that 

is it. It is more social than business or training of young businesswomen. I don’t know what they are doing exactly; 

they are just going back to the traditional activities women in our society do. Again the stereotyping, getting together 

for lunches and dinners—they are reemphasising the stereotyping of women’s social activities.   

 

Interviewer 

I hear you. They are not adding value you mean. I attended few of their functions; they are just getting together for 

lunches or dinners, basically networking. 

 

Interviewee 

They are not saying, I am going to have a presentation. I am going to invite a woman who has made it to the top. 

This woman already has broken through the glass ceiling. Do you get what I mean? [For instance,] Ghaneya please 

stand up and explain to us your growth at NBB. How did you grow? Where did you start? What difficulties did you 

face? How did you get to where you are now? No one gave it to you on a silver plate, you had to work hard for this, 

and you earned this. You worked harder than any body else.  

Interviewer: I worked tooth and nail for every thing 
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Interviewee: 

 

So why don’t I take Ghaneya’s experience and say Okay, so Ghaneya faced these obstacles, she overcame them; 

well done. But I don’t want Ghaneya’s obstacles to be repeated for the next generation. I will learn from Ghaneya’s 

experiences. Whether it is regulatory, whether it is breaking through cultural perception, we will all know what 

Ghaneya faced to reach the top, irrespective of the type of barriers. Where is that? And again, maybe I do not know 

exactly what these societies are doing, but I think this is the duty of these societies to educate all of us about the 

barriers that women face in the workplace and skills women need to excel and reach high- profile positions.  

 

Interviewer: 

Are you saying that these societies need to do training? 

 

Interviewee: 

Not necessarily training— but if you will talk about training, I can’t think of anybody in an investment role.  Let’s 

say, Khalood Al Qattan. 

 

Interviewer: 

Who is khlood Al Qattan? 

 

Interviewee: 

Khlood Al Qattan is in the BusinessWomen Society; she is ex- Bank of Bahrain and Kuwait. Khulood was a trader 

in Bank of Bahrain and Kuwait’s treasury room. Treasury is historically a male -dominated area, historically, but she 

broke through that, right? Right? Okay, take that experience. To help change the perception that treasury is male 

dominated— you know what skills are required for treasury. If there are women interested in trading, mentor them; 

You need to know this is what you should look forward to. When you talk about training in Bahrain, most of it is 

carried out by the Bahrain Institute of Banking and Finance. Well, thank you very much—stay in your office, it’s 

better for you. Stay in your office; these courses are very basic and are for entry-level positions only.  

 

Interviewer: 

I attended few BIBF’s courses when I have started my career; yes I agree with you their courses are very basic. We 

do not have courses in Bahrain for mid management or for executives’ level. 

 

Interviewee: 

 

There is no real assessment of training needs, but that’s a different subject. Nobody says, Ghaneya is in this role; she 

needs these skills. She is lacking number one, she needs to define number two, and she got number three, so I will 

work in building number two. She has this much, I need her to be here. I will push her, I will give her the tools that 

she needs. She has very limited skills, so let me find out how to build on that, and I will give her [what she needs]. I 
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will give from my experience. I am going to give another female the tools, and explain to her my experience, and 

how she can excel in this. As I said, I don’t know exactly what these societies do. I have been exposed to only social 

gatherings—which is fine; you need that, you need to network. But it is not enough just to offer networking 

opportunities. 

 

Interviewer: 

Yes, of course, you need the networking —but this is not the only thing. 

 

Interviewee: 

Yes, we do, and if they do offer something other than networking—and I don’t know about them; I blame them for 

lack of proper marketing. Because a lot of things happen that we don’t hear about. Why don’t we hear about them? 

Because  of lack of proper marketing. There is no effective way of sending the message across. For instance, 

Ghaneya, we have this presentation. We have this seminar; bring in Lubna Al Alyan and let her make a presentation. 

She is a Saudi woman, and she rocks. Bring in Maha Al Ghaniam. Bring in these women, let them talk; let everyone 

know what they went through, because this way you are bringing in names that people by default respect—let’s say 

Lubana Al Alyan. Who knows her and who doesn’t know her, and who works with her and who doesn’t— that will 

tell you about her. She is respected; bring her, bring the men, let them sit. Have a seminar for men and woman. Let 

them know, let them see. Create the awareness that we can break this glass ceiling. You can only break it only if 

people are aware of it.  

 

Interviewer: 

Yes. What is making it difficult for us to break through the glass ceiling is that people are not aware of it—also, most 

of the women in this part of the world are struggling with the phenomenon, but people are not talking about it 

openly. 

 

Interviewee: 

Because Ghaneya is fighting it alone in her organisation, and I am fighting it alone in my organisation. She is 

fighting it alone in her organisation. You and I might talk, because we know each other. We will be talking because 

we are complaining to each other. Not that. Let us do something to it to change this. We face this difficulty. Let us 

eliminate it for the next generation. This is where I think the role of these businesswoman’s societies is vital— is 

absolutely vital. 

 

Interviewer: 

I hear you. Please tell me what happened the last time you encountered hurdles that you think have slowed down 

your career success.  

 

Interviewee: 

I don’t think that for me, personally, I have had major obstacle that have slowed me down. I think they are small 

bits, small hurdles that I have managed to overcome, and it is a matter of —I think the most difficult thing I have 
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had is having to explain my point of view to a male mentality and convince them that what I am saying is right. 

 

Interviewer: 

So believing in you as a woman 

 

Interviewee: 

Yes. And there have been instances where I have not been able to do that, where I sit and insist. If I believe in my 

opinion I defend it. I defend it, and if I fail at the end, they still aren’t convinced, I walk away, they walk away. A 

week passes. They come back with the exact same mentality, and of course, at that point I feel my success—Oaky, I 

got through; since he is back and says that we will make this deal, that means I win. So that’s the difficulty, that if 

you had agreed with me at the beginning we could have—if it was a project, or a process or something— we could 

have implement it and moved on. We could benefited from the time we lost. It’s not an obstacle that slows me down 

as much as it’s small stones to turn over, that I think just have a slight slowdown effect on progress. It’s not 

necessarily my personal progress, but also the progress of the organisation involved. You need to bite your tongue. 

You cannot say, I told you so. Of course, there are times where I do, because I would have lost something— if I lost 

a deal or a transaction that I think would have been beneficial, I can not help but say I told you so, I told you that 

this going to happen. But 90% of the time I bite my tongue. 

 

Interviewer: 

Of course, of course. Okay, how do you compare the story of your career in banking with stories of your male 

colleagues? 

 

Interviewee: 

What do you mean? You mean their progress versus mine? 

 

Interviewer: 

Yes 

 

Interviewee: 

I am sorry to say that culturally, progression is not dependent on qualifications, and therefore your progress can be 

driven by your name. I cannot compare my progress with somebody who has progressed because of that, because 

when it comes to really working, that progress is not real. I mean, in a lot of cases—even if it is in a junior 

position— in general, you are a hard worker, you achieve your objectives, you exceed them, you are smart, you can 

do it, you have the technical knowledge. I am in the office next door, because my father knows the CEO; he owes 

him a favour, they grow up together, they are bodies, whatever. I am sitting in the office next door, having your same 

title—not achieving much, but on paper I have exactly the same role as you. Our progress is not apples to apples, so 

comparing progress, I think is very difficult when it’s driven by pure performance and qualification. Again, that is 

changing— but very slowly, very slowly. 
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Interviewer: 

I see where you come from; we have that too. 

 

Interviewee: 

And also I think we culturally—by virtue of the way we think we eliminate a lot of industries that I can participate 

in. You will never see a woman working in a factory, on the assembly line. Why not ? Or in a garage or in Alba. You 

see her in an office; you don’t see her on the grounds. Why? So I automatically eliminate the industrial sector. For 

me, as a technical person—the reason this came up is because this morning they had Dell on the BBC and they said 

that the assembly of computers is falling behind. You see the assembly line; they are women. On the assembly line 

in those factories, they are putting together computers, because in the Western world, they have crossed that barrier 

that a woman is only a teacher or a nurse. She can go out in the field, she can build houses, she can work road 

works. We don’t have that perception. There are certain jobs that I will take. This is something, again, that is 

culturally again an obstacle. For a woman, in general, to progress— when I limit the areas that you can progress in 

by virtue of cultural perceptions, limit your universe. Why not? If you are capable of engineering cars, why don’t 

you repairer a car? Open your garage; the garage might grow bigger. You can have a serious of garages, then 

outsource your spare parts. You will bring different perspective to the industry, and again, the value you could add— 

you will bring different perspective to the industry, that is for sure. By default, we have eliminated the presences of 

woman in several industries. She would take administration roles like secretary or assistant or whatever, she would 

take a teaching role, a doctor— and in the banking, and again, in banking they are clustered in secretarial and entry 

level positions.  

 

Interviewer: 

Yes in banking women mainly occupy entry level positions, secretarial jobs and clerks, but now we have women 

also in mid and senior management levels.   

 

Interviewee: 

Again, it’s a perception. And sometimes it’s a perception we woman give. I know somebody who studied out of the 

country and got qualified, took the ACCA exams. She is working as a personal assistant. I want this job—why did 

she think that way? She is educated and understands. I would understand if it’s not an educated woman, or maybe 

she wanted a limited role and responsibility or she wanted to set up her own business. None of this applies to her. 

This is a mentality I expect 20 years ago, 25 years ago, but now, in the world of investment you see woman in the 

world of banking. There are woman going out and doing core business, and this is a lady, someone from our 

generation. So people like that will keep the mentality going and the perception will remain. 

 

Interviewer: 

So you are saying that the mentality is not only created by society; some ladies still have that mentality. 

 

Interviewee: 

Exactly. Woman are partly to blame, because there is a very small number of people who are fighting to change it, 
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and the others are just taking it. They say, it doesn’t bother me, or it does not affect me. Why? 

 

Interviewer: 

Yes—it must be a collective effort to change the status quo. 

 

Interviewee: 

That is why I say this is the role of the societies, because they are established as an organisation. They are 

established, and they should create the awareness. 

 

Interviewer: 

Yes. I agree with you; they should create the awareness. I can’t agree with you more.  

Please tell me about your education. We spoke about your line experience; please share with me your education 

story. 

  

Interviewee: 

I went to the States. I have undergraduate degree from the States, so my highest academic qualification is a master’s 

degree. 

 

Interviewer: 

Which university was that? 

 

Interviewee: 

My undergraduate degree was from Boston University and my master’s degree was from Bentley University, which 

is a pure business school. 

 

Interviewer: 

Please tell me what happened the last time you had noticed a difference in leadership style of men and women. 

 

Interviewee: 

I think genetically, women are emotional; that’s how we are designed by God. I think there are woman who are —I 

think, it’s a stereotype that you say men have traits such as, being assertive. Being strong, being able to make a 

decision, being forward thinking —these are all traits of a leader, and there are woman who fits that. In our society, I 

find there are few, because others are not coming out. You need to be those things to move forward; simply, you 

need to get a point across — 

For instance, to say, we need to meet someone and this is what we have to present to him; this is what we have to 

do. No discussion. Another might say, I don’t know; I don’t know what he wants. This lack of confidence, this 

weakness, comes across. I think for me, my personality is—I am very strongly opinionated, and I will make a cause 

for my opinion. I think sometimes that seems threatening to certain people, both males and females, because 

sometimes —in any organisations, you have people that don’t want to rock the boat too much. So even if I disagree 
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with what you are saying, I say that I agree with your opinion: Yes, Ghaneya you are right, and I am going to do 

that. I am not that type, if I disagree with you, I am going to tell you that: I disagree with you; I think what are you 

doing is wrong; I think it should be this way. And I will fight for the opportunity to explain my point of view to you. 

Maybe you will agree later on and maybe not. I accept that, but as long as I have expressed my opinion and 

expressed either acceptance or non acceptance of the opinion I am satisfied. But there are a lot of people who don’t. 

They nod their head, thinking, I do not want to upset her. This is not personal; this is business. I think that there are 

women who can be assertive. 

 

Interviewer: 

Of course there are. And there are soft men or let say passive men. 

Do you think you male colleagues have these qualities, of being assertive and getting things done? 

 

Interviewee: 

I think there are —and I don’t think that traits are necessarily gender -driven, especially here in this organisation, or 

other organisations. I think there are both men and woman who can and men and woman who cannot, and I think it’s 

the role of organisations to identify whether you can—[to say,] I am going to give you the tools to excel, and if you 

cannot, I need to find out how can I make you. If I am just carrying you as dead weight, it’s not useful for me as an 

organisation. 

 

Interviewer: 

So do you think that there are organisations that have identified people who have the potential to be leaders, either 

men or woman, and have given them special training? 

 

Interviewee: 

No, I don’t think so, because I think our understanding of the whole career development concepts is not-existent. I 

will tell you—at National Bank of Bahrain, has anyone come to you and said, Ghaneya you have done XYZ over the 

years. We see your career progressing here. If you want this position, this is what you need to do. 

 

Interviewer: 

No, never. 

 

Interviewee: 

 

I have worked in organisations where I have sat down and asked the person, the senior person in front of me, Where 

do you see me growing with the organisation? And they couldn’t answer me, they say, You are valuable. Okay, that 

is good, but where is my growth with you? Where do you see the value I add? Because if I don’t add any value, and 

I cannot help you grow— and grow with you— in my opinion, you have a duty as a senior management to let me 

go. We don’t have that. We either have the added value or—we have on paper. Take anyone who is joining any 

organisation. He comes with a career development plan—progression yes, yes, yes. But reality it’s not there. 
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Interviewer: 

I cannot agree with you more.  

Tell me about balancing work and family responsibilities. You are not married, but you have responsibilities, 

especially after your mom’s death. 

 

Interviewee: 

Yes I do, I think my responsibilities there are, to a certain extent less than a normal responsible housewife, because I 

don’t have kids that I have to go back home and worry about their homework and their exams, or whatever. The 

responsibilities I have are managing a household, or managing a system that I know has been working. I can 

improve on it, but I don’t have to put in a new system in place. It’s different, and I think that’s what makes it easier 

to strike that balance. The difficulties in the beginning— I think they’re a normal difficulties, when you are put in a 

situation that it’s new to you. Tomorrow, if you have to pack up and go live in London, it’s not going to be difficult 

for you to set up. But initially until you get settled, until you get to know the place and find your comfort zone—

these are normal things, not major. So for me those were the difficulties that I faced, trying to figure out a system 

that was new to me. And slowly—it took me time to figure it out, I have to admit; it was  not a week or a month, it 

took a while to figure out, because half of your day is consumed with doing things other than that; you got to 

perform at work. The second half of the day is when you have time to think about that, which means you ignore 

your own personal time, so there has to be that balance. It’s difficult; it’s very difficult, especially in my case. I think 

there were big shoes to fill, that kind of thing. So ensuring that a system that has been in place for 30 to 40 years 

does not fall a part all of a sudden, eventually it all comes down to being able to manage— time is a key element, 

and expectations. If you are in a new situation, you have to give yourself time—you cannot be hard on yourself—to 

get used to the new environment. So you need to manage any expectations you have of yourself, because being 

career oriented and ambitious, you want to perform. I want to deliver. Why cannot I manage? We are not robots. 

Relax and give yourself a break. You know, once I managed my own expectations, it became much easier. You do 

not need to have it done yesterday, and you do not need to have it done immediately. You can slowly come to it. If it 

takes you 6 months, it takes you 6 months. But you need to get comfortable, because if your end goal is achieving 

this, it needs to be a long-term view. Once I have managed that, it becomes easy. And for my personal experience—

so again, this is how being ambitious or driven can work the other way for you, because you can be very hard on 

yourself in certain situations. Thank God—I am very passionate about cooking. I am very passionate about food in 

general, so for me, one of my ambitions is to build that I’m passionate about, something I can do. Why not? And I 

think we should start to look at different professions that people can excel in. They should not be limited to certain 

professions. It’s very rarely here that somebody wants to be a chef. Why not? Look at the chefs in the world. It’s a 

big deal. Look at Ramsey. They are big names—like Bill Gates; he is also a name —but different industries. Why 

those be ambitions for women here? 

 

Interviewer: 

Although cooking is part of everyday duties of a mother or a woman, in this part of the world, but we don’t see a 

woman working as a chef. 
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Interviewee: 

Exactly. As you said, this is a part of her everyday role; eventually, she is going to bring in somebody to do it. It’s 

something that she does on a daily basis, so why not excel? Why not do it on a proper level? A higher level? Expose 

it to the world. And again, that is a different interpretation of the glass ceiling, but it’s a glass ceiling in industries 

that we are involved in. We restrict ourselves to certain industries, which again is a limitation, because the whole 

idea of a glass ceiling is a limitation. Whether I put it on you or the scarcity puts it on you, it’s a limitation. So 

breaking that should come on different levels. In your case, you are doing in banking because this is your 

background. So this is who you are. Again, the roles of the societies and businesswomen who are in positions—this 

should be something that they take on board, I think, in my point of view. 

 

Interviewer: 

Please tell me about the last time you had to work long hours. 

 

Interviewee: 

Yesterday [laughs]. When you are working on a project basis, you have a time line. I think that you don’t necessarily 

need to have long hours every day. I think woman are blessed with a multitasking talent which men don’t usually 

have. 

 

Interviewer: 

I think this is a leadership trait. 

 

Interviewee: 

Absolutely, which is over looked. It is over looked that you while you are seated you think of this and that and do 2 

to 3 things at the same time. Men cannot do that; they focus on this and when they finish they focus on the other 

task. So when you are driven by a deadline you are committed to that deadline, whether it means working until 6 in 

the morning, or working 24 hrs straight. You have a deadline, you need to meet that. I don’t have a problem putting 

in the hours. However, I think that if I manage my time properly— I have 8 hours in a working day. Surely I can 

spend 4 hours— okay, if I put in 4 solid hours every day for a week, it’s imposable that I won’t finish the proposal I 

am doing the end of the week.  I will give you a recent example in which I was questioned about my deadlines. I 

have put out an RFP for consultant because I wanted to make a review of an industry. The proposals were due on the 

3rd of September. My appointment was on Sunday, the 8th of September. The 3rd was a Tuesday, and I had to 

submit my report to my investment committee; the meeting was on Wednesday. How are you going to review all of 

the proposals over night? I told them I am going to do it. He said, but you are not giving yourself enough time. I 

said, what is the concern? If there is a concern let’s address that. If your concern that I am not giving myself time, I 

am telling you I am giving myself enough time. I have managed my time. Every proposal will be given exactly the 

same attention. None of the proposals going to fall short. It’s me doing the work, so if am telling you I can have this 

ready for you, I will have it ready. When I fail, and don’t put it front of you on the deadline, come and tell me I 

didn’t do it. Wednesday, the 4th of September, at noon, we had the meeting, discussed it, went through the proposals, 
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finished. Comes Sunday, I got the final approval. By noon I notified the consultant who was chosen and who was 

not. So maybe the person who questioned the timeline couldn’t manage their timeline but I can’t judge you —I don’t 

know how you mange your time. You know best what you can achieve in what time. Because I need 6 hours to do it, 

I can’t expect you to do— I will leave it up to you. You want 2 hours I will give you 2 hours. You either succeed and 

it’s a win- win situation or you do not. And I have the upper hand to tell you, You see, I told you so. From my 

perspective, I don’t lose anything, I win either way—why not?. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. Please tell me about your family policies 

 

Interviewee: They are never heard of here. I have heard of them when I was working in Geneva, but not here. 

 

Interviewer: What about your gender equality policies? 

 

Interviewee: I have never heard of them either. They do not exist in Bahrain in general. 

 

Interviewer: 

MM. Unfortunately. Okay, please share with me your experience with mentoring relationship. 

 

Interviewee: 

When I first started in the banking sector I was fortunate enough to work with my direct boss, and it was just 
us on a team, so there were a lot of things that we did—everything. There was no ‘I am the manager [and] 
you are my associate, so I am going to do this part and you do this part’; we did everything together, so I 
learned the ropes from the beginning.. It was not a formal mentoring relationship, but I considered my boss at 
that time as my mentor. She mentored me, but not officially. So to this day I remember. This was the first 
time I was exposed to clients from a selling perspective. At Ernest & Young my clients needed me;  I did  not 
need them. In the banking world it’s the other way around—so it was being exposed to how to deal with a 
client. And my first 2 meetings with 2 clients— to this day I still remember them. I am grateful for that 
experience. We entered, and the client was extremely, extremely upset with us. We had inherited the account, 
and the investment portfolio was not doing well. We had to go and introduce ourselves to the client, tell him, 
We are now your new account managers, and give him an update— which was all negative, so he already had 
a negative track record. And now these two ladies are coming and saying, Hi, let’s talk more negative, but we 
want you to like us. I think it was a phenomenal experience, because I immediately leapt into the deep end 
and I had to deal with it, and I had to come out of it wining. I couldn’t afford to lose. Many years later, at one 
of those formal dinars, I met the client again and he asked me to sit next to him, I told him am scared. He 
asked me why. I said, because in my first ever experience you literally skinned me alive. He didn’t remember. 
He looked at me, and it took him a while to remember. And he looked at me and he is like, You are talking 
about the BBK one? When you were in BBK? I told him exactly. He said, But it didn’t help you?. I told him I 
am forever grateful, because I had to stand up with all the negative news I was presenting. I had to stand up 
and present to somebody who was very upset, who was close to the idea completely— ‘You people are wrong 
and you didn’t understand and you made me lose’ — and put the blame on us. You know, with clients the 
moment they lose that’s it. I had to prove to them that, look I am new. I am trying to build a relationship with 
you. So to cut through that anger that he had, or that negative sense that he had, I think it was a big thing. And 
I think that is part of what forced me to be assertive, because I had to get him to see that, Look that’s the past. 
We acknowledged that past. And it was bad, I agree with you, but let’s see how we can move forward. 
Slowly, slowly, slowly we built that relationship again. So having my boss there was like I had someone to 
support or lean on, because obviously, she had a history in the banking sector. So having her there helped. 
She walked me through her first experiences, how it went, things like that. So when she saw that I was getting 
deflated in the meeting, she knew what to say to get me back on the horse.  
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Interviewer: Where is she now? 

Interviewee: She is in the UK? 

 

Interviewer: Bahraini 

 

Interviewee: No, she is British. 

 

Interviewer: You were lucky to have her. 

 

Interviewee: Beyond the shadow of doubt. 

 

Interviewee: Having said that, I place huge emphasis on the role on mentoring. And again, the role of women who 

have made it in this sector is a treasure. Some body who is starting in banking, how much she will benefit if she sits 

with you and comes to know about your experience. And if she has the ambitions and drive, she would fight to get 

there. Sometimes she is not aware of her ambitions, but when she sees a role model— Yeah she has done it, I can do 

this— automatically her whole view changes, so it is unjustifiably neglected, the role of mentoring. I will give you a 

small example and I am sure that you have that in National Bank of Bahrain. You get summer trainees in the 

summer, right? 

 

Interviewer: Yes we do. 

 

Interviewee: How many of them are doing real work? 

 

Interviewer: Few 

 

Interviewee: Very few. If we do not have the time to sit with them and talk, that is our mistake. If I want them to 

learn—tomorrow they will be the one to take over; we need to invest in them now. We are not doing our part in 

developing the future generations. We have tremendously bright people who are being sucked into a perception that 

is wrong.  

 

Interviewer: 

Aha, I see where you come from. Please tell me about your networking. Do you have networks in your 

organisations, and how do you use them to help you advance?.  

 

Interviewee: 

I think that it’s not that we do not have networks; we do not do much about it. We are to blame. We do not make use 

of the tools; we do not collaborate. I do network. During the time of the old CEO we used to go out with him every 

Wednesday night for a drink, all of us on the investment team. I was the only woman, but I used to go out with them. 
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Talal was an exceptional leader; not many CEOs will do that in Bahrain. There is no—if you want to build 

homogenises culture within an organisation, you need to invest the time in the people— invest the time in getting to 

know them, invest the time in having them be themselves away from work. Get to know them as people. For 

example, when I was at BBK, once a month the deputy general manager would walk down the 10 floors personally 

and go to each and every person and say, Hi, Ghaneya. Good morning. How are you? How is everything?  

 

Interviewer: Ahmed Al Banna? 

 

Interviewee: Yes. He retired a while ago. But that is building. I had access to him, he came and greeted me. He was 

not required to do that. At that time I was an associate, but the fact that he comes and greets me— he gets to know, 

for instance, that this is Ghaneya. What is Ghaneya doing?, it’s a big thing. A lot of organisations that do camping 

day, gatherings during Ramadan, but notice the dynamic. When you have it I will sit with my team and I will sit with 

the group. I am always within my comfort zone. Why don’t we all get into a bigger comfort zone. You will always 

have—Yara and Ghaneya have a different bond then the rest of them, but why can’t we have an equal bond? We 

should collaborate on those occasions. Women should make the effort to get to know people, the top guys—grab 

those opportunities. Again, we are the one  to blame for not making use of these opportunities. [She was called for a 

meeting] 

 

Name: Noha 

Position: Manager, corporate banking 

Education: Bachelor’s  

Experience: 10 years 

Age: 33 years 

M. Status: Married 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me the story of your career ambitions and achievements. 

 

Interviewee: I have been with my current employer for 7.5 years; I joined them in September 2006, in their 

executive trainee program.  

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I have heard about this program, it is a good start. 

 

Interviewee: I was lucky to be accepted for the program. I was working with Addax Investment bank and I heard 

about the program. I applied, and fortunately I was accepted. I have been with the bank since then. I was with Addax 

for two and a half year. I was with their financial control department. It had nothing to do with the business units or 

the frontline, but I have always wanted to be a front-liner. I have always wanted to move on and establish a footprint 

in the business departments, because the road to the top is in business departments and not support units —for 

instance, financial control. I have noticed that people who manage to reach positions of managers, CEOs or deputy 

CEOs all come from business units and not support units. Hence it was my goal to make that shift. I heard about the 
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opening with BBK and their executive trainee program; after you finish the program, you get an opportunity to work 

in business units, and after a short while you get promoted to assistant manager level. So I applied for the program 

and I was accepted. Besides, at Addax, the place was so small and opportunities were limited. You cannot learn 

much in small institutions versus big institutions like my current employer. The salaries and bonuses also are better 

here. My boss is Nadeem Al Khohaji. You know, him right? 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I know Nadeem Al Khohaji 

 

Interviewee: He is my boss. We are divided into groups; we have 4 groups—trading, manufacturing, then Al Fardan 

heading construction and contracting, and we have Abdul Hameed heading government. I have reported to Nadeem 

since I joined. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Interviewer: We were 15 executive trainees— 3 men and 12 women. In 2008 the 3 men were promoted to assistant 

managers and I was also promoted with them. Last September I was promoted to a manager. Of course, the 2 of the 

other men were promoted to mangers before me, and both are in corporates. The third guy was promoted to a 

manager after me. The rest of the executive trainees are still officers. People who joined the program with us all 

were women. Sometimes you feel maybe [one of the women] is in the wrong place; some of them are not working 

hard enough; some of them were shifted from one department to another, and that has slowed down their career 

progress—because every time they go to a new department they have to prove themselves, and it will take them 

some time to prove themselves. Compared to other ladies in the program, I have done better than all of them; I am 

the only one who has managed to reach a level of manager. The other men from the executive trainee program, 2 of 

them were promoted to a manager before me.  Their quality is not necessarily better than mine. In fact, one of them 

did not reach his targets. We have financial targets, of cours; I overreached my targets and I was not promoted, but 

the guy did not meet his target and he was promoted. I went and asked why I was not promoted? I met my targets; 

the other guy did not meet his target, and he was promoted. No clear answer was given. I was 50% above my 

figures, but when you go and ask them, no clear answer. They tell you it was a management decision.  A year after 

this incident I was promoted to a manager. What was funny that there was no answer or any logical explanation 

given to justify the guy’s promotion. I am now a manager in the real estate section of the bank's corporates 

department. 

 

Interviewer: Are you booking real estate transactions now? The real estate market is very difficult now. 

 

Interviewee: Yes we are. We are real estate and services— for instance, hospitals, universities, hotel management 

companies, schools and restaurants.  

 

Interviewer: Aha. 

 

Interviewee: I was ambitious and I wanted to reach places. 
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Interviewer: I am sure you are. Then what happened? 

 

Interviewee: There was no answer — if someone gets promoted and you reach your targets, and he is promoted 

based on reasons that you are not aware of, then you have to look for other options. You lose hope, you lose interest; 

sometimes you feel that work is no one’s priority— but after such incidents, you change your priorities. 

  

Interviewer: I hear you.  

Interviewee: You reach a point where you start thinking about establishing your own business—you think about 

other options. 

 

Interviewer: You have just started; it is still too early to give up. This is very early to lose hope. 

 

Interviewee: But I work much harder than the guys; I was a pregnant and I used to go to sites and go up 23 floors in 

buildings under constructions  

 

Interviewer: Oh, my god. 

 

Interviewee: When a customer wants something that requires extra effort, you obtain approval from this and this 

and this and waivers—but on the other hand, a man easily picks up the telephone and tells a customer, I cannot 

obtain approval for your request and ends the discussion. But women, we run and run and go out of our way. 

 

Interviewer: I hear you. 

 

Interviewee: My customers can feel it. I realise that when I go on leave and my backup takes over. When I come 

back and get in touch with my customers they complain; they tell me, Why, when you are around, things get done 

easily— and when you are not around, nothing do not go smoothly? 

 

Interviewer: I hear you—it happens to me all the time. 

 

Interviewee: Men are slow and irresponsible. Maybe it is nature of women that we want to deliver. If something 

does not go right, if a customer is dissatisfied, I blame myself. Male colleagues, no— they take it lightly; they blame 

the system. If there is a failure, we blame ourselves. But compared to other women I am lucky. `For instance, we 

have this lady, Lima, with us. She is older than I, she joined earlier, she has a bachelor’s degree. She joined as a 

secretary. 

 

Interviewer: Oh my god— why is that?  

 

Interviewee: That’s what they offered her when she joined. Now she is administration assistant. She is not moving. 
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We have another lady Jamana. She joined as a teller. Later she was transferred to CPD as secretary. The lady has a 

master’s degree and she still a secretary. 

 

Interviewer: Maybe they do not want to move forward. 

 

Interviewee: No, they want—they go ask for promotions, ask for responsibilities, but they get no response. They are 

not satisfied with their current positions.  

 

Interviewer: We are taking it, we are keeping quite. 

 

Interviewee: Jamana is not quite; she is making the noise. Lima is too nice. Jamana is making noise, but no results. 

Another lady, Noora, she joined the bank in the executive trainee program. They placed her in retail. She is head of 

compliance, she has a lot of responsibilities. However, she is only an assistant manager, and she was promoted only 

last year. Noora is in charge of training for all employees of all branches, and she is only an assistant manager. It is 

unfair—if you see her responsibilities, she should be a manager at least. 

 

Interviewer: You do not have any women head of a business unit. I know Najwa; she is head of HR, but HR is not 

banking, HR is not banking, it is a support unit 

 

Interviewee: Of course— the bread and butter is the business unit. 

 

Interviewer: At least I am head of a business unit; I am head of SME. In your bank, there are no women in charge 

of a business unit. 

  

Interviewee: I am the only women relationship manager in the business units— there are women, but they are all in 

junior positions only. I am the only manager their. In the corporates and SME, among relationship mangers I am the 

only woman at a manager level. In the other departments there are women but at junior levels. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. Please tell me about your gender equality policies. 

 

Interviewee: We do not have them, I have never heard of them. 

 

Interviewee: Your dissertation is about dearth of women in the executive suite of the Bahraini Banking sector? 

 

Interviewer: Exactly. 

 

Interviewee: I really like your subject. When I look back and reflect, yes— we do not have women at high -profile 

positions in the bank. We have only one, Najwa Al Ahmed. She is head of HR. Before Najwa, nobody managed to 

reach a high- profile position. Also, as you rightly said earlier, Najwa is not in a business unit; she is in a support 
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unit, HR.  Hopefully, with her at this position, she will be a role model for other girls at the bank and they will try to 

follow in her footsteps. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think that the dearth of role models in your bank has something to do with the lack of women 

in senior positions? 

 

Interviewee: That is for sure. Being at a senior position gives a message to other women across all levels in the 

bank, that career advancement in the bank is achievable. Najwa's appointment to a senior manager position sets an 

example for other women in the bank. Seeing a woman in this position can also show management that women can 

be trusted and can be in charge —and this can eventually change their perception of women in banking. This also 

gives hopes to the younger generations of women in the bank. 

 

Interviewer: No doubts about that. 

  

Interviewee: I think with regard to women, NBB is better than us. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, we have at least 4 women senior managers versus one women senior manager in your bank. At 

least we have women head of departments. I am heading the SME, and Fatima Budhaish is heading Credit Review. 

We also have two other women seniors. I think the situation is better at NBB. 

 

Interviewee: We do not have women seniors; Najwa is the only one. 

 

Interviewer: I was surprised to know that, because BBK is a much friendlier bank. 

  

Interviewee: Yeah, I guess so. 

 

Interviewer: Here the atmosphere is not that friendly. We have more bureaucracy at NBB; at BBK the bureaucracy 

is less. 

 

Interviewee: I cannot compare, because I am not familiar with NBB’s structure. 

 

Interviewer: Aha. 

 

Interviewee: Do you want to move forward? 

 

Interviewer: For sure—that is one of the reasons I choose this subject. I want to be a general manager, I want to be 

a CEO, and later I want to be a board member. 

  

Interviewee: I do not have your experience. I have only 10 years’ worth of experience, and people— or other 
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women— tell me that they could not feel the discrimination based on gender or the glass ceiling till they became 

managers. Then it was difficult for them to move up ward. When they were juniors they did not feel the bias, or the 

bias was less obvious. But when they became managers they started to realise that the treatment was not the same 

and chances of growth— the opportunities— were not the same. Then they started to notice that their steps were 

slower compared to other men. They wanted to move forward, but it was difficult. This is true. I have started to feel 

it more now that I have reached a manager level.   

 

Interviewer: I hear you. Please tell me about the specific course of action you are taking to reach what you want. 

 

Interviewee: First, I joined the executive trainee program. When you join this program, the road is a bit easier; you 

can be promoted to assistant manager easily after you finish the program. Also, in corporates we have financial 

targets; there are numbers. I meet my targets, and that comes through dedication, hard work, and chasing customers. 

Then to reach a manger I had to fight, to go and speak with the management, and I spoke with the CEO. 

 

Interviewer:  Please describe details of barriers you have had to break in attaining your current position? 

 

Interviewee: Barriers? Well, our culture is difficult. Men is superior to women, they are better than women; they 

always think that a guy is more dedicated, while it is the opposite. They think that men are more hardworking. They 

always assume that they will be able to retain men, while women may get married and leave the job.  

 

Interviewer: M, m. I see. 

 

Interviewee: I also think that they prefer to deal with men—I mean the management. They know each other, they 

look at things from same perspectives. The devil you know is better than the devil that you do not know. They 

always take us for granted. They think, She would not mind; to her the timing is good, and work is flexible—while 

guys can find a lot of offers out there. They underestimate you, they think you will not be able to move forward. 

They think that I will stay in my comfort zone, that I do not want to go to a new place that I do not know. Men take 

that risk; they move from one place to another and that help them to reach faster. 

 

Interviewer: I see. Please tell me what happened the last time you encountered hurdles that you think have slowed 

down your career success.  

 

Interviewee: Guys are more in touch with the management. Networking with the management is not there for 

women. Guys will go to the smoking room, and they will see the CEO on daily basis— or twice a week, minimum. 

For us here in Bahrain, most women do not smoke in public, it is not socially acceptable. Hence we do not go to the 

smoking room and we do not mingle with the CEO, and that deprives us of chances of being noticed. Guys are 

taking advantage of this. We have a person in the organisation— without mentioning names— who did not smoke. 

Now he smokes; he started smoking just to go to the smoking room and see the CEO. The guy is senior now. 
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Interviewer: Of course; it helps. Of course. 

 

Interviewee: He does not even deserve to be an assistant manager. He has noticed that the CEO loves Manchester 

United. He is not into football, but now he watches Manchester’s games; he goes to the smoking room and discusses 

the games with the CEO. This is one of the things. Second, you have the chairman, who opens his majlis in Eid 

holidays. I would not go; these are exclusively men’s gatherings. Guys take advantage of the majlis to introduce 

themselves; then you are known to them. Management does not know me. For a women to be part of the network is 

difficult. For instance, my customers they like me, they invite me for business lunches, but men mingle more with 

their clients. Owners are men, CEOs are men, financial controllers are men. They mingle more with their clients; 

they can go for a drink at night. For us, clients would keep the distance. 

  

Interviewer: I hear you, I hear you. How do you compare the story of your career in banking with stories of your 

male colleagues? 

 

Interviewee: It is harder for us, although I consider myself lucky. I can see other girls suffering. I have reached a 

manger level; others have not. Some of them started with me and they have not reached anywhere, and men who 

started with me, most of them are managers by now or senior managers. For instance, Noora. I told you about her 

earlier. 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about your education and line experience. 

 

Interviewee: I have a bachelor’s degree in accounting from University of Bahrain. Our bank sends one or two 

employees every year to DePaul University for a master’s. I applied twice, but my requests were turned down. I 

know that a master’s degree is important in order for me to move forward and to reach places. But again, Jamana—I 

told you about her—she has a master’s degree and she is admin. If they send me that means that they have plans for 

me. Osama Abdulghafar, my male colleague applied ,and his request was accepted. They do not send women; they 

always send men. They think that a woman will get married and have children and leave her job, although this is not 

the case. Women stay, men jump from one bank to another. There is a discrimination based on gender, even in 

extending training and education. 

 

Interviewer: Aha, aha. It hearts me to hear this. Unfortunately. 

Please tell me what happened the last time you had noticed a difference in leadership style of men and women. 

 

Interviewee: I think men are better. My boss is a man. When I was with Addax my boss was a woman. Men are 

more understanding, Nadeem is more understanding than my previous boss. She was tougher, but otherwise I do not 

think that there is much difference. 

 

Interviewer: What is the leadership style of your old boss? 
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Interviewee: Maybe she is a woman and you are a woman; you cross the boundaries between an employee and a 

boss. It becomes more friendship. Sometimes things get mixed. It is different if he is a man—there is distance, there 

is a line, the respect of an employee and a boss. 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about a certain incident; give me an example. 

 

Interviewee: She was moody; sometime she takes actions I felt they were not from managerial perspective but from 

emotional perspectives  

 

Interviewer: Okay. 

 

Interviewee: She was moody. I prefer to report to a man. Sometimes girls are quite controlled by their emotions; 

they are emotional. Nadeem, he is not emotional. 

 

Interviewer: Aha, aha. Please tell me what happened the last time you had noticed a difference in leadership 

style/treats of men and women. 

 

Interviewee: Men are risk takers. Nadeem will do staff you will not do as head of a unit. Some time he asks me to 

write threatening letters to customers; I do not necessarily agree with that. I ask him why. I write customers and 

threaten to charge them certain charges or suspend their limits. That is very aggressive. If I were in his place I would 

not do that. I would try to be nicer with customers and take them on board. 

 

Interviewer: I hear you. Men bosses sometime are very aggressive. Usually women’s actions are softer. I think we, 

women, handle customers differently. Our style is different. Please tell me what happened the last time you last had 

a problem balancing family and work responsibilities 

 

Interviewee: I have one boy who is 8 years, and one who is 2 years. BBK is flexible enough; our office hours are 

from 7.30 to 3.30, so I do not have a problem balancing family and work responsibilities. 

 

Interviewer: Yes, your timing is good. So you have all of the afternoon to take care of your family responsibilities.  

Please tell me what happened the last time you had to work long hours. 

 

Interviewee: I do not stay late; I do my job within office hours. If there is some thing important I stay till 5, 6 or 7, 

although our office hours end at 3.30. But I do not stay to show others that I am very busy. I do no do that. Men stay 

to chit chat; they buy shares. They think that women leave on time, she wants to go quickly. No— I do my work, 

and you have 8 hours. If you stay every day till evening, there is a time management problem and efficiency 

problems. I do not see a work that you cannot do within 8 hours. Eight hours are a lot.  

 

Interviewer: Please share with me your family friendly policies 
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Interviewee: No, we do not have that, everybody follows same set of rules, everybody comes 7.30 in the morning; 

no exceptions. I used to take one hour for breastfeeding when I delivered. This according to the Ministry of Labour’s 

regulations. I think all banks have to follow the Ministry of Labour’s laws, no exceptions. 

 

Interviewer: I see 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me your experience with the mentoring relationship. 

 

Interviewee: No, I have never had one, but I consider my boss Nadeem to be my mentor. He is nice, he will tell you 

do this, and do that, if you go to him for directions.  

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about networking in your organisation. Do you have networks in your organisation, and 

how do you use them to help you advance your career? 

 

Interviewee: It is not easy. We see kareem our CEO, on Ramadan and other occasions, but I see him sometimes in 

our credit committee meetings. Some proposals go to a credit committee, which is held once every week, so I see 

him sometimes if I have a business proposal. On the other hand, I told you earlier, the men see Kareem and other top 

guys in the smoking room and in their majlis. 

 

Interviewer: Thank you very much for your time. 

 

Interviewee: Thank you my dear.  

 

 

Name: Amal 

Position: Manager, public relations 

Degree: Bachelor’s 

Experience:  17 years 

Age: Late 30s 

Material Status: Married 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me the story of your career ambitions and achievements. 

 

Interviewee: I am a career woman; right from the beginning I have recognised that I am a career woman. I am 

married to a rich guy. You know his family, they have money, and he has his successful law firm, and I could just, 

like other women, stay at home and make babies. But that was not what I wanted to do. I wanted to have a career of 

my own. I wanted to be successful too, and I wanted to build a name. 
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Interviewer: Yeah, I like that. I like your attitude.  I also wanted something more than the private sphere 

 

Interviewee: Soon after my graduation from university, I joined this bank. Please do not mention the name of my 

bank, and please, please do not publish this interview. You can use it only for your dissertation, but do not publish it 

or do not, please say, or mention in your dissertation anything that could reveal my personality. 

 

Interviewer: My dear, do not worry; I am not going to do that. I will remove any thing that could reveal your 

identity.  I will also speak with my university and ask them not to publish my dissertation. 

 

Interviewee: It will backfire on me here; I am doing this only for you, because you are my friend. 

 

Interviewer: I appreciate that, dear. Please tell me what happened after the university. 

 

Interviewee: I got married right away; we were in love and we got married and he told me that it was okay for me to 

stay at home, but I told him that I wanted to work. I applied for several banks. I received an offer from this bank and 

I joined them as a clerk in the public relations department. In this department we are face of the bank; we do press 

releases, take care of printed documents such as annual reports, the bank’s internal monthly magazines, annual party, 

and such kinds of stuff. I was a clerk in the department when I joined. It was 17 years ago. We were 3 in the 

department, at that time, including the unit head. Do you remember Deena?  

 

 

Interviewer: Yes, I remember Deena. 

 

Interviewee: Her father was head of the department at that time; now he has retired. They are related to our ex- 

CEO and to this CEO, too. It seems that all of the top guys have to be related to each other, to the CEO [laugh] or 

they are his friends [laugh]. 

 

Interviewer: What about the current head—is he one of the CEO’s relatives? 

 

Interviewee: Not directly, but they are good friends and they exchange favours all the time. He does not even have a 

degree—I mean our unit head; he is a high school graduate, he cannot write a sentence in English, and you know all 

of our work is in English. It’s the first language here. His skills are very basic. 

 

Interviewer: I see. That is sad 

 

Interviewee: I was initially helping the team with the work, I had to learn everything right from the beginning—

how to write press releases, how to deal with advertising agencies, what kinds of ads are suitable for banking and 

suitable for our products, all of public relations stuff. I learned that very fast. I have also helped myself by learning 

stuff through the net and through reading books. I buy books when we travel, my self and my husband for holidays. 
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All of that have helped. After that I was promoted to assistant manager, like 5 years after I joined, then to managers 

around 7 years after that, and I have been a manager for the last 6 years. I have been with this bank, with this 

department for 17 years. 

 

Interviewer: Over the course of 17 years, you were promoted twice? 

 

Interviewee: It takes ages to be promoted here. Every time I tell them that I have an offer from another bank; they 

promote me; otherwise, no way. Last time I was promoted I showed them an offer from another company and then 

they promoted me. They did not want me to leave, yet they did not want to promote me. A few months ago I spoke 

with them; I told them that it has been years and I was overdue for promotion, but I do not think that this promotion 

will ever never come. 

 

Interviewer: Why not?  

 

Interviewee: I think by now they are taking me for granted. 

 

Interviewer: I see. This is sad. MM 

Please tell me what happened the last time you encountered hurdles that you think have slowed down your career 

success.  

 

Interviewee: What slowed down my career success is that every time, I have to go and threaten them that I am 

leaving— just like what I told you earlier. Before I was promoted to manager I showed them the offer from the other 

company and they matched the offer; otherwise they would not have promoted me. They do not give credit when 

credit is due; you have to ask again again and again and insist to get close to what you want. I spoke with them again 

about promoting me to senior manager, and they told me that the structure would not allow that; the department is 

headed by a senior manager already and there is no room for another senior manager. Also, according to the bank's 

structure, the department head should be a senior manger— not more than that. I feel that I am blocked in my career. 

 

Interviewer: Unfortunately. I know it is difficult to fell this way. 

Other than the structure, please describe details of barriers you have had to break in attaining your current position? 

 

Interviewer: Many barriers. Many barriers. Women in banking face many barriers. We have this glass ceiling thing; 

it impedes our efforts to move upward and reach places.  We move in our place in circles, but without success in 

terms of upward mobility. It is our gender. We are victims of our gender. In this society, women’s place is secondary 

to that of men. This is the Arabic culture. It perceives the masculine gender more positively, and therefore if he is a 

man he gets the leader’s job because his gender is superior to mine. Also, here there is lack of trust. For instance, our 

CEO knows that I am doing most of the stuff here. If he wants to write a press release he does not send me an email 

directly; he sends it to my boss and my boss forwards it to me. After I write the press release and he comments on it, 

he does not send me his comments; he sends them to my boss and my boss sends them to me. He knows very, very 
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well that my boss, does not know how to write press releases and he is not involved with the daily activities of the 

department, but the CEO does not trust me enough to communicate with me directly. He does not trust that I will do 

the job. The last time I arranged our staff party, I was standing next to him and next to my boss. He was addressing 

my boss when he was commenting on the schedule for the party, although he knew that I was the one arranging the 

party. He did not talk to me directly; he did not tell me his comments. He told them to my boss. I do not know—that 

was weird.  

 

Interviewer: Yes, I agree, that was weird. What is wrong with this guy? 

 

Interviewee: I wish I Knew [laugh]. 

 

Interviewer: What else, I mean, what other barriers? 

 

Interviewee: I told you. It is the culture they do not trust women. It also connections, wasta—if my boss does not 

have big wasta, he will not be able to be the boss of this department. For God’s sake, the guy does not have a degree; 

he is a high school graduate. Not only him; now we see that several positions in banking— in other banks, too—are 

occupied by people who are not qualified to be there, and they are occupying these high- profile positions because of 

their connections and their wasta. We have several cases here in this bank. For instance, one of the top guys here, in 

the business department— one of the most important departments in this bank, our bread and butter—is headed by 

unqualified guy. He was with me in the university. I like the guy; he is very nice person and kind, too but he is not 

qualified to head such a department. When we were at the university, he was lazy. He failed many classes; he was 

not doing well at all, at all. I was surprised that he managed to finish his bachelor’s degree, his IQ is not that high. 

He does not have any other degree, other than a bachelor’s. To occupy such a high post in a bank you need at least 

an MBA. He also does not work that hard—he sits and his staff, who are more qualified than him, do the job. This 

guy has a lady, a highly qualified lady with 2 master’s degrees and 20 plus years of line experience—longer than his, 

very smart. She reports to him and she does the work he’s supposed to be doing. You ask me how he has managed to 

get the job, wasta. In a developed country, this guy will be only a manager, if he is lucky. 

 

Interviewer: This not unique to your bank. I have heard similar stories from my other women interviewees. 

Unfortunately, in my bank, too. We have similar cases. 

 

Interviewee: This is very weird. 

 

Interviewer: I know. 

 

Please tell me about your gender equality policies 

 

Interviewee: I do not know them, I do not know if they exist or not. I have never seen our policies. I mean our HR 

policies. We, as employees, we do not have access to them, only general managers can have access to our HR 
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policies. For instance, even training and development policies we do not know them. The general manager will 

identify our training needs, and will specify courses or type of training we need. But we cannot have access to these 

policies. So coming to your question I do not know if we really have gender equality policies or not. 

 

Interviewer: I see, unfortunately. This is very sad. 

 

Please tell me about the specific course of action you took to reach what you want. 

 

Interviewee: The hard work, and— hard work there is no other way. I also teach myself new things through 

reading; I order books and read them. The only thing that I regret not doing is not going back to school and 

obtaining a master’s degree. I am seriously thinking about doing that now. 

 

 Interviewer: I think you should go back to school and do it. This is for your, not necessarily for the bank. It will 

widen your horizons.  

But what else, other than hard work? 

 

 Interviewee: I cannot think of any thing else. 

 

 Interviewer. How do you compare the story of your career in banking with stories of your male colleagues? 

 

Interviewee: I cannot compare, because they have the upper hand by default. Because they are men, they have 

priority to climb the corporate ladder. 

 

Interviewer: Any story to share with me? 

 

Interviewee: I told you, my boss. We both started in the department as clerks. I have a bachelor’s; the guy has a 

high school diploma. My writing and communications skills are decent; on the other hand, he can read and write 

only Arabic. The guy is now my boss and he is head of the department, he is a senior manager, and I am not. There 

is also this guy I told you about from the business units; he was with me, the same university. We joined the bank 

around the same time. The guy is now very senior; he is deputy general manager and they are preparing him to be a 

general manager, and I am only a manager.  

 

Interviewer: Please tell me what happened the last time you had noticed a difference in leadership style of men and 

women. 

 

Interviewee: There are no obvious differences, but there are differences. I think men are more forceful and 

controlling, and they think that they have to be controlling to succeed; on the other hand women are, I believe, softer 

in their communications. 
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Interviewer: Can you please give me an example? 

 

Interviewee: We deal with the business units all the time; we do press releases for their transactions. When I deal 

with the deputy general manager, the guy who was with me at the university, he will communicate directly with my 

boss; he will not write to me. The last time I did a release for him—I will show you his emails. Read them—he 

writes, You do this, do not do that; gives instructions. The last time I did his press release he wrote to my boss and 

instructed him to delete a few paragraphs from the release. The other lady, the one reporting to him, she wrote to me 

directly when we were working on a press release for her latest transaction. Her writing were softer too, she started 

by saying, Please prepare for me a press release. After I sent it to her she came back to me, saying, Thank you for 

your efforts; however, I think the release will look better if we change this sentence to this and this. The tone in her 

case is softer. Some people will consider this style weakness; I say it is more professional than the other style, of 

being arrogant and forceful. 

 

Interviewer: I see, I agree. I don’t either like the forceful approach. I hear where you come from. 

 

Please tell me what happened the last time you last had a problem balancing family and work responsibilities. 

 

Interviewee: That is when we have an ad that is due to be published; we have to coordinate with respective 

agencies. The last time we did that, I was in their office till midnight, and of course I could not be home to take care 

of my children and cook food and make sure that their homework was done. But usually, I try to strike a balance. I 

am not saying it is easy to balance family and work— and I also have 2 housemaids. They take care of the 

household tasks; otherwise I would not be able to go home after work and take care of the house. It would be really 

difficult. 

 

Interviewer: Thank God that we have household help in Bahrain, otherwise it would be really difficult for all of us. 

Please tell me about your family friendly policies. 

 

Interviewee: We do not have them. We follow the Ministry of Labour’s rules pertaining to maternity leaves, 

breastfeeding policies and others. Nothing specific to this bank. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. Please describe for me the experience of your leadership training courses. 

 

Interviewee: I have not been to any leadership courses. I attended few courses at Bahrain Institute of Banking and 

Finance, but they were technical courses. Here, for leadership courses, they send people from the business units. We 

are considered support units, and they do not send us to such courses. 

 

Interviewer: I see, unfortunately. 

Please tell me what happened the last time you had to work long hours. 
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Interviewee: Yeah, just like what I told you earlier. The last time we were advertising in the newspaper, the night 

before I was with the advertising agency till mid night. Also, when we were working on our annual report for 2012, 

we used to leave the office around 8 or 9 p.m., although our official working hours end at 3.30 p.m. 

 

Interviewer: Officially, you work from 7.30 to 3.30, right? 

 

Interviewee: Yeah, that is right. 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me your experience with mentoring relationship. 

 

Interviewee: No, I never had one. This is not popular in our part of the world, as you know, although it is very 

valuable— but we do not have it. Last week we had visitors from the UK, a few ladies, and we took them out for 

lunch. They were talking about mentoring relationships and it had helped them to move forward. I wish I had one. 

Do you have such relationships in your bank? 

 

Interviewer: No, unfortunately, we do not have them; I hear such relationships are valuable, but unfortunately we 

do not have access to them in this part of the world. 

 

What are your views of women role models in your bank? 

 

Interviewee: The dearth of women role models has resulted—I mean dearth of women in high profile positions in 

the bank —is sending messages to younger women; Do not kill yourself; you are not getting any where. In other 

banks, where there are women in senior positions, you see women in positions across all levels of the hierarchy. For 

instance, at Ahli United Bank, Sabah Al Moayyed was a deputy CEO there, years ago. Now they have this lady 

Sawsan as deputy CEO and they have several women senior managers. That tells you if there is a women in a high 

profile position in the organisation, it helps creates a pipeline of women.  

 

Interviewer: I cannot agree with you more. I have noticed the effects of having a role model on creating a pipeline 

of women leaders in AUB. Yeah, it is important. 

Please tell me about networking in your organisation. Do you have networks in your organisation, and how do you 

use them to help you advance your career? 

 

Interviewee: We do not have networks. I do not network; this bank considers networking as a waste of time and it is 

not encouraged. My boss does network with the general managers and with the CEO. He goes to their offices every 

day just to chit -chat and in fact this is the way he has managed to reach where he is now. Without such kind of 

networking, he would not have reached his current post. The old boys’ club, the CEO and his team— those who are 

not part of that club do not even get a good bonus at the end of the year. Those who are part of the club get bonuses 

and promotion. Your qualifications and your added value are not important; what is important is your membership in 

that club.  Unfortunately, I do not have access to that club and as a result, I am deprived of all the related benefits. 
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As a women, by default, I am not be part of that club— because I am a women and activities they do are not of 

interest to me. 

 

Interviewer: That is sad. Thank you very much. Thanks for your time. 

 

Name: Reem 

Position: Senior Manager, operations 

Experience: 30 years 

Qualifications: master’s  

Age: 54 years 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me the story of your career ambitions and achievements.  

 

Interviewee: mm, I have been working with this bank for more than 30 years. I joined them when the bank was a 

small bank called Ahli. It was located in Manama at that time. It was a small bank, before all of the acquisitions took 

place. I was studying in Kuwait, University of Kuwait. After I returned back to Bahrain, I joined Ahli bank. They 

hired me as a clerk and I have been with them since then. 

 

Interviewer: But you are now Head of Collection, you are Head of Collection? 

 

Interviewee: Yeah. True, true. I was with the auditing team initially. I remember there was this guy, my boss; his 

name was Ahmed. He took me under his wing and he tough me the business. I was also a fast learner, and I was 

promoted after a while to supervisor, then to assistant manager. Afterward there was an opening in the collection 

department and I have shifted. A few years after the shift I was promoted to manager, and years after that I have 

reached the position of the Head of the Department, a senior management level. Of course, you need dedication and 

hard work to reach this position and on top of that you need to be ambitious and to want to move forward in order 

for you to put the efforts. 

 

Interviewer: Aha aha, of course, in banking in particular you need to put more efforts in order for you to climb the 

ladder and reach higher positions.  

Please tell me about the specific course of action you took to reach what you want. 

 

Interviewee: determination, commitment, hard-work, education and qualifications. Education and qualification do 

not enable you by themselves to improve but educations and qualification helps you to improve the situation and 

processes. People without qualifications have reached high positions in our organisation, —and maybe in your 

organisation, too —and they do not have the education required, but because they do not have the education there is 

limitation. Education helps define and improve your skills, which ultimately help you to do your job better and 

ultimately reach higher positions. So if you do not have education, you will not have the ability to be there. 

Normally, higher education translates into higher ability to do the job, and ultimately you can reach higher posts. 
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Men they do it differently; rather than focusing on their education and hard work, they do it differently, they move 

from one bank to another. Women do that too, but women are more conservative, and they do not take risk often, 

and they fear going to new places. They prefer to stay in their comfort zones and work hard to move upward. Men 

they take short cuts. For instance, Khalid: He was with us as a credit analyst, then he moved to NBB as assistant 

manager in corporate banking. He stayed there for 10 months, then he rejoined us as a manager. So he jumped from 

just being employee to a manager all within a course of 10 months. Not because of his qualities, you know he is an 

average guy. But because he has taken shortcuts. Maybe next year he will move to another banks as senior manager.  

 

Interviewer: yes, I see what you mean —without these short cuts, knowing Khalid it will take him around 10 years 

to be manager. I see where you come from. I cannot agree with you more.  

Please describe details of barriers you have had to break in attaining your current position. 

 

Interviewee: I cannot think of a particular barrier that I have managed to break, but the bath was not easy. It was a 

bumpy road, especially for a woman in a man's domain, and in the Bahraini culture. 

 

Interviewer: I see, of course 

 

Interviewee: Women are qualified in Bahrain, in the sector, but they do not reach places due to several reasons. 

Some of them are personal, some of them are organisational, and some of them are societal. I will give you an 

example, but —please this is top confidential. 

 

Interviewer: Sure —do not worry, no body is going to hear this tape, not even my supervisor.  

 

Interviewee: The culture in organisations has a lot to do with it. Some of the top guys in these organisations come 

from a very conservative background. They still think status of women is lower than that of men— they are not 

equal— and they think that women’s place is at home and in lower -level positions; she cannot occupy a high profile 

post. Others are different; they see no difference between men and women in the workplace and they try to help 

women to move on. I do not know. For example, in NBB, women do not reach high profile posts. I belief it is a 

reflection of the people sitting at the top. With all respect to your ex- managing director, there were no ladies who 

were heads of departments. They were all, at a maximum, managers— nothing beyond the level of manager. But 

now, with the change in management that took place 5 years ago, women are managers, senior managers and they 

are heads of departments. This new guy is younger, and he was educated aboard, and he is more liberal. He brings a 

new perspective to the organisations, and you can feel that this guy he trusts women. But the old guy, you could feel 

that the guy did not trust women. His wife is a housewife and he does not allow her to work; that shows you his 

mentality. And he carries this mentality with him to work, so when he wants to promote a person to a high- profile 

position, he will defiantly choose a man, not a woman.  

 

Interviewer: I hear you, I hear you 
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Interviewee: My cousin Noora has been with NBB for more than 30 years. She has the education, she has the 

experience, she has the personality and she is hard working. When I call her I never find her at home; she is always 

at the office. Last week I called her at 10 p.m. and she was in her office. She had a deal that she had to close. This 

lady was promoted only after the ex-managing director resigned; during his time she was only a manger. Shortly 

after he left she was promoted to a senior manager. I think she wasted her life and her career working hard for some 

one who did not appreciate her efforts. He did not see Noora, the hard working women, the dedicated women. All 

what he could recognise was her gender, and that was really unfair to her and to the organisation. The organisation 

could also benefit from Noora's contribution but Noora was not allowed to grow and the organisation was not 

benefiting from her potential capabilities. Thank god this kind of mentality is changing; and these kinds of people 

have reached retirement age, and we will see less of them shortly. 

 

 

Interviewer: Yes, all of them are retiring soon. Hassan has retired, Murad has retired, and Abdul rahman Abdulla 

has retired, too. 

 

Interviewee: There is also another example, Maha also in NBB. She has been working for the bank for more than 

25 years. I know Maha very well, and Maha and Noora are close friends. She visits us some time, especially after 

the death of her mother. We have become very close with her, and I hear her complaining all the time. She has been 

working with the bank for a while. She is also very upset with the situation there— to the less extent lately. Before 

the management change, Maha stayed as a manager for around 10 years. Imaging that—10 years within the same 

level, 10 long years. The management did not think about the effect that had on Maha. She used to feel that she was 

a looser and that she wasted her life and her career. She used to feel that she was blocked in her career. On the other 

hand, rarely you will see a man remain at the same level for 10 years, unless that they are losers. After the 

management change, she was promoted to senior manager. All I am getting at is that the culture of any organisation 

will reflect the personality of the leader sitting at the top. If this guy is old and closed –minded, you will not find 

women in managerial and high profile positions; and if the man sitting at the top is liberal, you will see women in all 

levels. Here at AUB, the situation is different. Women are found across all levels of the hierarchy; they occupy low -

profile positions and high- profile positions. There are women head of departments, and one women has managed to 

reach a deputy CEO level. Her name is Sawsan; she is a very smart women. And Adel, our CEO, has noticed her 

talents and he has promoted her to a level of deputy CEO. 

 

Interviewer: That is excellent. I am really happy for her. 

 

Interviewee: She deserves it, she does. Also, in certain department in banks— for instance, corporate banking—

men reach faster than women because women are not liberal. They do not go out and network with customers. But 

this is based on a woman's mentality and the way she was brought up, the society. Customers are not the same; 

certain customers will not treat women well, or they will look at her from a different perspective. For me, I am not a 

frontline but I mingle with customers, I meet customers and sit with them in meetings, and I do not have problem 

with that. It is different, but some women do mind. I have a nice in a bank, and she was like— her work involved 
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going out and visiting customers and getting in touch with men all of the time, and she felt that society did not 

accept that. It depends on the women. My nice she later quit. For me it is different; I do not mind meeting men, and I 

am in touch with male clients all of the time. I am open-minded, and my husband is an open-minded person, too. 

Other people are different; it is difficult for them to go and mingle with men. It depends on the way they were 

bought up; girls from conservative families cannot do that. 

 

Interviewer: I know where you come from. I have seen women starting with business units, for instance corporate 

banking or sales, and they later quit because they think that Islam prohibits mingling with men.  

Please tell me what happened the last time you encountered hurdles that you think have slowed down your career 

success. 

 

 

Interviewee: I have reached a good position in the bank. I have reached head of a department position, which is an 

executive position in the bank. I could have reached higher positions, but I have priorities and my first priority is my 

family. Once I had to attend a leadership course in the US, and my child was young and he needed me. I did not go. 

Another person would consider it a chance to grow and they would grab the opportunity.  

 

Interviewer: I would, I would 

 

Interviewee: In my case, implication, I could have reached a position of a deputy CEO, but I decided to maintain a 

balance between my family and my career. I do not regret the fact that I gave a priority to my family— and thank 

God I have a good family; some people get both. Thank God, I have my family. I thought I was gaving more to my 

family and I tried to balance. I am committed to my work and I have a lot of responsibilities at work, but I also give 

a lot to my family. The the organisation is not all to blame; there are also personal reasons that prevent women from 

reaching higher positions.  

 

Interviewee: I see. What else? I think your children are older now 

 

Interviewer: Yes, they are not young any more. But for instance, last year our management nominated me to attend 

a leadership course in the US, but there was my son’s graduation party. I had to attend his party, so there was conflict 

of timing, and I preferred to attend my son’s graduation party. 

 

Interviewer: I see. Please tell me about your family friendly policies 

 

Interviewee: You mean affirmative actions? Quotas ? 

Interviewer: Any policies, affirmative actions, or others 

 

Interviewee: These policies are not known in this part of the world. We do not have any form of affirmative action 

plans, or targets, or any preference in selection. In fact, any preference in selection goes to men not to women. Also, 
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all maternity or breastfeeding policies are in line with the Ministry of Labor’s rules. 

 

Interviewer: What about gender equality policies? 

 

Interviewee: We do not have that. The norm is giving preference to men in selection and recruitment, you know 

men are head of the family and they carry all of the expenses that is why when there is an opening preferences goes 

to men 

 

Interviewer: Unfortunately. Although, these policies or affirmative actions are very popular in the West, but here 

we do not have them here. What about your husband? Is he supportive? 

 

Interviewee: He is, he is. Some women do not reach high posts because of their husbands; some men are jealous of 

their wives’ success if their wives manage to reach higher places than their own. Thank God, my husband and I both 

occupy good positions, but it happens to others. I have seen it happening to other ladies. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah. Few ladies mentioned to me that their husbands are jealous of their success. 

How do you compare the story of your career in banking with stories of your male colleagues? 

 

Interviewee: I cannot compare, I cannot. Maybe I can compare it to my husband’s. We graduated together, and he 

also joined banking. He has a high profile post with the government, he is also a successful guy. 

 

Interviewer: What about others not necessarily in the bank, people who were with you at the same university? 

 

 

Interviewee: I am not in touch with them, but I heard their stories. Most of them, thank God, have managed to reach 

high -profile posts. Some of them general managers; some CEOs, either of banks or companies, some have not 

managed to reach anywhere, and few have become secretaries of states. Some of them are in banking, they are 

CEOs; others have their own businesses. And one, in Kuwait, has managed to be a secretary of state. The ones who 

become CEOs have managed to do so ages ago. 

 

Interviewer: I see 

 

Interviewee: The society and the system, enable them to move faster, and the fact that men move from one bank to 

another helps them reach upward faster than us. Also, some of the guys were working for me. They were juniors, 

then they left; one person in particular was working in another department and he was close to me. His name was 

Osama, and one of our friends established an investment company and asked me to recommend people for him. I 

recommended Osama. He stayed with my friend for one year, then he left to another bank, then he left to an 

investment bank and now he is within my level; he is a senior manager. That was 5 to 6 years ago. He stayed for 2 to 

3 years in each bank, then he moved and he negotiated something higher. Those were short cuts. 
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Interviewer: Why you do not you move to another bank, then? 

 

Interviewee: I love the organisation and I am loyal to it —yet that has cost me a lot. If I had left the organisation 

years ago and did what the guys did, I would easily be a GM now, especially that people who started with me—you 

remember the guys I told you about who started with me— they reached the CEO level years ago.  

 

Interviewer: It happens to all of us. It happened to me too. 

 

Interviewee: This is sad. There are also girls who have reached high profile posts and they are not qualified to be 

there, but it was the luck element and being in the right place at the right time. For instance, they want to make a 

Bahraini head of this department, and the department is full of foreigners. She is the only Bahraini, so she is 

promoted to the head of department, being in the right place at the right time. I am against this kind of promotion. I 

do not want women to reach the top based on being in the right place at the right time; I think that will do women 

more harm than good. 

 

Interviewee: I agree with you, it will do more harm than good; we want promotions based on merits, not based on 

being in the right place at the right time. 

 

Interviewee: These people who move from one place to another without experience that enables them to carry out 

their duties— they reach a position, then they fail, because they do not have what it takes to carry out duties of that 

position or the experience that enables them to succeed. They did not experience,  for instance, the crises we went 

through, such as the Asian crises and the financial crises, and learn from them. They do not have the wealth of 

experience that enable them to lead. In the Asian crises I did this, in the Turkish crises I did that. I remember our old 

CEO— before the Asian crises, the bank was doing transactions in Thailand. Then our CEO instructed us to freeze 

any dealings with Thailand. The people who were handling trade got upset about this freeze and did not agree with 

the decision of the CEO. They were really upset, but after few months Thailand collapsed and the trade team 

realised that the CEO was right by freezing Thailand’s limits. He had the vision that enabled him to see crises 

coming months before it actually took place. These people who do these short cuts and move from one bank to 

another, they do not have this wealth of experience.  

 

Interviewer: I cannot agree with you more. But unfortunately it is happening all the time. 

Please tell me about your education and line experience. 

 

 

Interviewee: I told you I have a bachelor degree from the Kuwait University, and I also have a MBA from 

University of Bahrain. 
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Interviewee; Good, good, they are both good schools 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me what happened the last time you had noticed a difference in leadership style of men and 

women. 

 

Interviewee: I cannot remember a particular incident, but yeah, there is a difference. I have noticed that all through 

the way. 

 

Interviewer: How do you compare your leadership style and treats with the leadership style and treats of men in 

your organisation? Please give me specific examples/stories. 

 

Interviewee: The impression is that women are emotional. I do not see that; it is the opposite. We have women in 

leadership positions and they are more aggressive than men. They are tougher. In order to lead you need the soft 

skills that are women's skills. Tough skills are perceived as masculine skills; I do not see that. Men are more 

aggressive; I do not see that. I see that women are more assertive and are more committed to their duties and their 

careers. They give more attention to their responsibilities, they have the vision. 

 

Interviewer: Why? Please give me examples 

 

Interviewee: I have managers, males and females. When women discuss their budget with me, they think beyond 

the current circumstances and they try to predict what will happen next year, and do their budget accordingly. Men 

do not do that. They based their projections on current circumstances; they focus on transactions that they have in 

hand, not due to being non caring and irresponsible— no, not that. It is because these are women’s treats. But you 

always see that women usually have vision. Even in your home, you think of certain things that your husband or 

your brother does not focus on or predict— but again, not all men are like that.  

 

Interviewer: I see 

 

 

Interviewee: Our CEO is different; he is very sharp. He has vision and emotional intelligence, he has soft skills; 

although these treats are considered women’s, he has them. Honestly, I do not think that aggressiveness is a 

leadership treat. I believe that emotional intelligence is a leadership treat, emotional intelligence, vision —these all 

leadership treats. I told you women are now more aggressive, but this is not a women’s treat. When women reach a 

leadership position in this part of the world, where leadership is considered a man’s job, in order to fit their new role, 

women try to show traits that people in this part of the world think are readership material, such as being aggressive 

and forceful and controlling. 

 

Interviewer: Okay 
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Interviewee: They try to show these traits although they are not like this by nature. They try to show people that 

yes, we have these treats; we are leaders now. And this kind of imitation backfires on women. We have a women 

here, a senior manager level; she is my friend, I love her. She has been with the bank for 10 years now. When she 

first joined she was a manager and she was promoted to senior a few years ago. This nice lady has changed 180 

degrees. When she reached a senior manager level and became responsible for 10 direct reports, she became a 

control freak, and nobody can talk to her staff except through her. I am her friend, and I am senior, too but I cannot 

write to any of her staff directly. I have to write to her and she will carry the matter forward with her staff. Last week 

we had an issue with a deal; one of my direct report was handling the matter. He came to me and explained the 

problem, and he told me that Fouad, a review officer working for the lady I was telling you about, is handling the 

matter. So my team member and I went to Fouad and discussed the issue with him. I said, I know the solution to this 

problem, let us go and discuss it with our general manger. To my surprise, Fouad refused to join the meeting with the 

general manager. I asked why. He said that his boss would not allow him, and requested me to go and get permission 

from his boss for him to join us in our meeting with the general manger. I told him, You know what? Forget it. So 

these kinds of traits are not women’s traits by nature, but women think that they should have them in order to be 

perceived as good leaders—even though now, women's treats—soft skills— are now considered the right traits to 

have in order to lead organisations.  

 

 

Interviewer: Yes of course, this style of leading is now very popular. I read many books and articles about post-

heroic leadership and transformational leadership. Both of them use women’s soft traits. 

 

Please tell me what happened the last time you last had a problem balancing family and work responsibilities 

 

 

Interviewee: I told you—  that was when I had to call off my leadership training course in the US because I had to 

attend my son graduation's party. 

 

Interviewer: Yes, yes, you mentioned that earlier. 

 

 

Interviewer: Please describe for me the experience of your leadership training courses. 

 

Interviewee: I went to several courses in Bahrain and outside Bahrain— but to be honest, several of them I was 

nominated by the bank but I could not attend, simply because of family obligations. I attended courses in Bahrain, in 

Dubai, in the UK and the US.  

 

 

Interviewer: Aha. Please tell me what happened the last time you had to work long hours. 
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Interviewee: We work long hours on daily basis. Our official time ends at 3.30, but of course we do not leave at 

3.30, especially if you are a management member.  We stay till 5 at least, on a daily basis, and end of each month, 

the time of salaries; we work till 8 o’clock at night, both males and females in the department. 

 

Interviewer: So even women juniors they work long hours? 

 

Interviewee: Yes they all do. That is a must. I cannot just close my PC and leave at 3.30. I am a responsible 

person—  in fact, among my staff, I have noticed that women are the ones who works long hours, every day. 

Although I do not like staff in my department to work very long hours, either women or men— they have family 

responsibilities, too— but I give considerations. If a woman has just came back from maternity leave or has a young 

child, I give more consideration. Also, men— for instance, if he just returned back to work from surgery I will give 

more consideration. But for me, I stay every day. 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me your experience with the mentoring relationship. 

 

Interviewee: I have never had a formal mentor. When I first started with the audit department there was my boss, 

God bless his soul. 

 

Interviewer: God bless his soul.  

 

Interviewee: I learned a lot from him; his name was, Ahmed. I learned from his management style. Of course, I 

have the education, but this guy was an ethical person, and he had a style of management that I have learned from 

him that was very useful to me. I feel he helped me in several fronts— not only technical skills, but also leadership 

skills, dealing with people,  

 

Interviewer: What was wrong with him? 

 

Interviewee: He fell sick and got cancer, and then he passed away. He was a qualified person; he had a CPA, 

understanding. He came from a humble family; a villager, but he had the mentality— our society does not encourage 

talents, but this guy worked on himself, and he taught me that I should improve my technical and management skills 

to move forward. But a leader has to belief in you. So he helped me. Not many people will help— especially if he is 

a boss and recognises that you have talent and skills; he will see you as a threat. I worked with a person, a 

foreigner— Indian, not a Bahraini. He saw me as a threat and tried to stop me by all means. He saw me as a threat 

and he was afraid that management would notice my work and he would be asked to leave. That is why he tried his 

best not to let me move forward.  

 

Interviewer: What he will do, for example? 
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Interviewer: He will tell the deputy general manager that I waste a lot of time, that I do not have the talent; I am not 

leadership material, things like that. For instance, once he gave me a memo to do, to send a memo to the Credit 

Committee, to request their approval to decline a transaction. I did the memo, and I gave it to him before I leave at 

3.30; our formal office hours end at 3.30. I gave it to him and left because I had a doctor appointment with Dr. Najah 

Al Zayani. The appointment was made a month earlier; you know Dr Najah, her appointments; you need to make an 

appointment with her months in advance. I told the boss that I would be leaving because I had this doctor 

appointment. I had an ovarian cyst at that time, and I was worried that it would be malignant, so this appointment 

was really very important. The next day comes and I go to the office. Our deputy GM called me. When I went to his 

office he said that my direct boss complained about me — that I left without finishing my work, I explained the 

situation to the deputy GM, which was a decline memo, not an approval; [it’s] something you can do any time 

something is not urgent at all.  Before I left, I gave him the memo. I just did not wait for any corrections that he 

would make in the memo. Imagine; He wanted me to cancel my doctor appointment — an appointment that I waited 

for almost a month, and I was going to check on a cyst that could be malignant. Do you believe that? 

 

Interviewer: I hear you — that was really rude.  Oh my god. I hate this guy. Really rude. Thank God he is not 

around any more. 

 

Interviewee: I would have left the organisation 

 

 

Interviewer: Of course. Of course.  

What about effect of role models? What do you think of that? 

 

Interviewee: Having a women in high profile positions in any organisation has positive effects. For instance, we 

have Sawsan Al Al Hassan, as deputy CEO; she has been with the organisaton for a while. When her boss used to go 

on leave and few years ago— her boss was away for a while and she was in direct contact with the CEO, Adel. He 

noticed her talent and promoted her to a deputy CEO—  and that is not something new for AUB. Sabah al Moayyed 

was here also; she worked as deputy CEO for few years before she left to Eskan. 

 

Interviewer: You worked for Sabah? 

 

Interviewee: No, not directly; she was handling the business units, and I was in operations. She was a strong 

woman. People say that she is very tough and a bitch. I do not necessarily agree with them. In her personal life, 

Sabah is not that tough. But here in the bank, she had to play a role in the game. Yes, she knows what she wants and 

she goes after it; she has a plan for herself and she is following her plan. Sabah was more tough than this CEO. I 

respect Sabah; she is one of the ladies nothing will stop—not a family or anything else. 

 

Interviewer: People do not like her much, and they say that she is over doing it 
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Interviewee: If she were a man they would not say that. There are a lot of men who are aggressive and bossy, and 

nobody says anything is wrong with them; they are leaders. But Sabah, because she is assertive, she is a bitch and 

some people do not like her. Also, I told you that when women become leaders, they adopt a style or traits that 

backfire them. They are not like this by nature, but they adopt these traits because they are considered by many 

people as leadership traits. 

 

Interviewer: I worked with Sabah for some time; I like the lady, so when people badmouth her I really do not know 

what they are talking about. I still love Sabah;; she is the best boss I have ever had. 

 

Interviewee: I cannot agree with you more. She is a close family friend and I like the lady. Only because she is a 

woman in a high -profile position so they say this stuff about her— and do not forget, she is a leader. She cannot 

afford to be friendly all the time and laugh here and laugh there; people will not take her seriously. Also, our society 

is not used to having women in high- profile posts; that is why. 

 

Interviewer: I see. 

 

Interviewee: If a woman is not capable, the organisation will not recognise her efforts. Women like yourself has 

proved to their organisations that yes, we are capable of doing it, we deserve it, we are equally competent. That is 

why certain organisation had no choice but to recognise their efforts— these women are pioneers, and they deserve 

it. Some ladies are determined to reach up there. Some of them get bored quickly, and if they are not promoted they 

leave and join other organasations, thinking that it is greener on the other side of the fence. A lot of them start their 

own business. A few of ladies who were working with us here in the bank left when they saw that there was no hope 

for them to reach higher positions.  They left and started their own business. One lady, Fareeds— if you remember 

her, she was working with you in NBB— she was a manager here in the corporate department. She stayed for few 

years and she left.  

 

Interviewer: Yes, she was working with us at NBB. 

 

Interviewee: She was with NBB, she was not promoted to a manager; she was assistant manager with you. Then she 

came here. She joined as a manger, and she was happy with her new title for a while— but later, after a few years, 

she started to get frustrated because she was waiting for a promotion that did not come. Fareeda, to be honest, was 

not an easy person to deal with, at least as far as I was concerned; she was not an easy person to deal with. Later she 

left the bank and she started her own business.  

 

Interviewer: I have heard that she has a beauty salon. 

 

Interviewee: Yes, she has a saloon that caters to the high-end customers. 

 

Interviewer: Which one is that? 
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Interviewee: I cannot remember the name, but it’s in Moda Mall. 

 

Interviewer: Aha. Please tell me about networking in your organisation. Do you have networks in your 

organisation, and how do you use them to help you advance your career? 

 

Interviewee: We do not have networks, I think, but we have access to the CEO. Not always; mostly in meetings. If 

there is a big project, he does not lead as much as he discusses and directs, sometimes he asks for presentations. We 

always meet him in Ramadan gapga and the bank’s formal receptions. At other banks, when a new CEO comes, he 

brings his team with him. We do not have this here; our CEO is after business and he wants things to be done. I hope 

this all useful to you. 

 

Interviewer: Thanks. It is very useful; you have provided me with good data. I highly appreciate it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: Jenan 

Position: Head of Business Communications 

Education: Bachelor’s 

Experience: 14 years  

Age: 35 years 

M. Status: Single 

 

 

Interviewee: Ghaneya, I do not believe that you have not get married as yet. Sometime people see you and would 

like to approach you, but they might think, No she will not consider us . 

 

Interviewer: Why is that? 

 

Interviewee: Maybe because they think, She is senior in banking, successful, she comes from a certain family—the 

way a girl looks, what she drives; they form an opinion and they think that maybe she is unapproachable. And there 

are girls with same criteria, but they give a vibe that they are available and ready. 

 

Interviewer: I see—they give that signal. 

 

Interviewee: Sometime you are too busy with work and it does not cross your mind. Sometimes a guy comes and 
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goes and later you start thinking, Oh maybe he was interested; you were too busy to acknowledge or recognise it. 

Ghaneya, I do not think that people around you— that they do not admire you secretly 

 

Interviewer: Maybe because I am a tough woman they think that I am not approachable.  

 

Interviewee: I tell my friend in the office, My personality is different; you are taught and confident, you are the 

expert. I told my friend in my personal life, I could not give damn about making a decision about a restaurant, for 

instance; in my personal life, I would rather that my friends make the decision. They lead, because I am tiered of 

making decisions at work and I let them take decisions. I am not too picky.  

 

Interviewer: What about you—any marriage proposals? 

 

Interviewee: I would say no, but my girlfriends would say, No—do you remember that guy? He was interested. I 

tell them, No I could not read the signal. And of course, such conversions usually take place after the opportunity is 

lost and the guy is no longer available. They tell me, You always talk about your work and you do not talk about 

anything else. I tell them, This is because this is my comfort zone.  

 

Interviewer: Aha. 

 

Interviewee: If a stranger approaches me, it is different from a person I know approaches me. If we are in a meeting 

with a person that I am meeting for the first time, what we will talk about?, Usually the weather. We will talk about 

work. It is none of my business to talk about his personal life. We usually talk about business, because it is a safe 

subject.  

 

Interviewer: Aha. 

 

Interviewee: They tell me, You do not know how to deal with guys; you stick to what you are comfortable with. I 

tell my mother that if marriage is good and meant to be, it will come. If it’s not meant to be it will never come. 

Maybe I will not be happy in marriage life; the most important thing is the peace of mind. 

 

Interviewer: Yes —to be happy. 

 

Interviewee: What do you do now at NBB? 

 

Interviewer: I am now head of SME. 

 

Interviewee: That is retail? 

 

Interviewer: Do you know what Kubra is doing here at SCB? 
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Interviewee: Yes. 

 

Interviewee: That corresponds to what I do at NBB. 

 

Interviewee: Do you know Kubara? 

 

Interviewer: Yes I do. She is a nice lady —we exchange market information some times.  

 

Interviewee: Nice. Do you enjoy it? 

 

Interviewer:  I do, I love it. W are not very much SME; we do medium corporates— that is, not Bapco and Alba, 

the top-tier corporates in Bahrain but a notch lower—the medium size corporates, the less professional one. We do 

minimum of BD 250M. 

 

Interviewee: Here our divisions are different— the corporate is 10 million and above. 

 

Interviewer: As I explained to you over the telephone, I am now doing my dissertation about role of women in the 

Bahraini Banking Sector, and I would like to hear your story in banking. 

 

Interviewee: Sure—I will send you my profile or my CV. I went to The George Washington University, USA for my 

bachelor 

 

Interviewer: That is a good school.  

 

Interviewer: Ghaneya I will tell you something about my career. I have been very blessed— I have been very 

blessed; lucky with companies I joined, and positions I was given. I just cannot ask for more. 

 

I started my first job as a trainee in a public relations company, it was called MICE Management. My major was 

totally different, it was international affairs. 

 

Interviewer: I see—interesting. 

 

Interviewee: And a minor in design. 

 

Interviewer: Totally different—that is why your dresses are always nice. 

 

Interviewee: Oh, thank you. Then I worked for three months with this PR company, MICE Management. It was 

managed by a lady called Carol Menrose; Scottish. It was a very small firm. We did some PR, but not that much. 
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After 3 months I joined American Express, the marketing team. In those days it was handled by Mazen Khouryy, if 

you know him. 

 

Interviewer: Yes, I know Mazen. 

 

Interviewee: He was head of marketing, sales and marketing and he was not my direct boss. I report to somebody 

called Joli and she reports to Mazen. It was amazing. I stayed with Amex for 2 years. I was marketing assistance, 

and this was important for any one, fresh graduate, to do, I think. My little brother just graduated and I advised him 

to join an international firm rather than a local or Islamic. Not because of anything, not because that they are better 

than local firms or the Islamic firms, but because learning these fundamentals things —for instance, writing memos, 

emails, how you communicate with colleagues, and how you work as part of a team, how you present yourself 

professionally to your boss and with clients—are very important. International firms teach you these basic things, 

and they teach you on a professional way. They have standards, designed by their head offices, as oppose of being 

with a local. I was surprised by how professional they were. With international firms, it makes a big difference 

because these are the policies, these are the templates. You follow them not because we want to be seen as 

professionals; you follow them so that, due to the differences of other cultures in other branches, they can 

understand you. They teach you from the beginning, how you can be tolerant and speak a language understandable 

to everyone. For us, we have, say ‘red’ and everyone has a different idea of what red is, and you end up with 

miscommunications. I benefited a lot from American expresses—not necessarily the actual work but the polishing 

thing. Very important.  

 

 

Interviewer: I see. 

 

Interviewee: After that I went to Batelco, the largest mobile company in Bahrain. At Batelco, I was in 

communications and marketing. I joined Batelco when they just restructured— one of the restructures; it was the 

transition period between monopoly and competition and required a lot of preparatory work. It was fantastic. I 

joined as marketing communication specialist; later they changed the title to campaign manager. Then I was 

promoted to mobile campaign manager. In-terms of opportunities at Batelco, gender was not an issue. It is actually 

the other way round—Bateclo actually, is a good atmosphere for females to flourish in. They reach positions of 

general managers. They have Mona Al Hashimi, a general manager, who is very smart. At Bateclo what’s nice is that 

you work hard, you get recognised, you get noticed, you get what you deserve. Of course, life is not fair. That is not 

always the case, but you do get noticed, if you work hard. My manager was female and she was part of the 

restructuring team. She was not a marketing specialist; her background, I think was audit. She was head of 

marketing section, which is communication, so she was a good mentor. She survived the men’s club.  

 

Interviewer: There was old boys’ club there? 

 

Interviewee: Of course— it is everywhere. You will find it, everywhere. 
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Interviewer: Do you have it here? 

 

Interviewee: To lesser extent. There is a club, but a mixed club of males and females—as supposed to anywhere, 

there is not this issue, male/female. Maybe because it is an international bank. I strongly believe that the glass 

ceiling is unofficially created laced by management because they set the standards. It is also people who accept that 

glass ceiling.  

 

Interviewer: So we are partly responsible for its existence? 

 

Interviewee: I believe so. Because if you do not like it—you will not mention my name in the report or the name of 

the employer I am going to tell you about, right? 

 

Interviewer: Do not worry; I will not do that. I promise. 

 

Interviewee: I worked for BBK (local bank). 

 

Interviewer: I remember you were with BBK—so after Batelco you joined BBK? 

 

Interviewee: After 5 years with Batelco, I joined BBK for 2 years and I did a lot. I believe that I turned certain 

things around internally, even the way we communicate. I was asking about—they were not clear with me right from 

the beginning. When I moved, I moved from Batelco because the work was very tiring. I used to go home at 1a.m. 

 

Interviewer: Oh my god 

 

Interviewee: Yes, because it was a transmission period for Batelco from, monopoly to competition. It required hard 

work at that time—right before the transmission, ads had to be very, very quickly. I used to go out of the office and 

visit agencies, and I stay with agencies till the ad is out in the newspaper. Then I got burned out. I left for BBK—

very nice nice atmosphere, very cooperative. Also a very manly atmosphere, although it does not initially gives you 

that impression. 

 

Interviewer: Aha 

 

Interviewee: I joined them as a manager, and after 2 years I went to my boss and asked for a promotion. They told 

me, Right now you are at the top of the grade and you are manager, head of the department. Unless the structure 

changes, you cannot be promoted. I worked hard. I felt I did more than the actual requirements of the job, and I 

believed I did a very good job. So when I came to ask, for them a manager title was very nice. 

 

Interviewer: I hear you. 
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Interviewee: Old schools—so it was about rocking the boat or not. He asked me How old are you? I told him I was 

in my thirties. He said, You are still very young. I told him that promotion has nothing to do with age. I asked him 

am I doing the job? I told him it did not matter how old I was. I am doing the work. He said, Okay, you wait and we 

will see. After a year I went back and asked again. Then what? I was obviously doing the work, but at that time their 

minds were set, that glass ceiling existed for that particular role. 

 

Interviewer: I see 

 

Interviewee: And they told me, if you want we can move you horizontally to a different department, a different role. 

I told them how unfair it was, that they would move me to a new place— for instance corporate banking or 

investment. I had no experience in these areas. I would have, at the age of 32 to re-learn everything, everything 

about investment or corporate banking, which was not my forte. I asked them by the time I learn that and prove 

myself you will promote me? And the answer was not clear. At that time I got an opportunity with Abu Dhabi 

Investment House, so I told BBK, Thank you, it was great pleasure working with you. I am a career woman and I 

want to move on, but to be honest, the environment at BBK was friendly— my boss, the timing— it was very 

convenient. People I worked with—even the financial compensation was very good.  

 

Interviewer: But you left them to Abu Dhabi Investment House? 

 

Interviewee: Yes I did, I was there as senior director for corporate communications. It was a friendly atmosphere 

too, but then the financial crises took place and investment banks lost money, and I left. The only time that I felt this 

glass ceiling thing was during my time with BBK and I took action; I left them. I told them part of the glass ceiling 

issue is us women. We do not take action; we just accept it. Some time you have to be proactive.  

 

Interviewer: True. 

 

Interviewee: You voice it, look for another job. After Abu Dhabi Investment House, I have moved to SCB and I 

have been with them for a year and something.  

 

Interviewee: please tell me about your ambitious. 

 

Interviewee: My ultimate goal— honestly, I think I am very happy where I am now. For the time being, I think I 

just want to concentrate on things that are dear to me—not corporate any more. Those other things used to be all 

revolve around work. The year before last year, before I joined SCB, I was basically based in Dubai. They wanted 

someone to look after the Qatar market. I used to go there a lot, so basically I was between Bahrain, Dubai and 

Qatar, and I got very tired. You get to a stage where it begins to register in your mind how important it is —certain 

things we take for granted. For instance, family and spending time with the family, doing things you actually like. I 

went to Nepal 5 days and was isolated from the rest of the world—no communications, no email no phones. It 
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makes a huge difference. You meet people in villages whose main goals is surviving— to put bread on the table. I 

think being in the corporate world has its advantages. It is very good to start your career with, but again it is 

overestimated. And for me, because I do not believe in doing things half –cooked. I go all the way. I am 

perfectionists, control freak, I have to do it on a proper way— but you cannot survive like that. I feel that I have 

achieved things in my career, and now I want to concentrate for a short while on my personal life for the time being. 

 

 

Interviewer: What about your maser’s? 

 

Interviewee: I have not done my master’s as yet. I thought about it last year. Actually, if I do, it will be mostly for 

me not for the job, but I believe it will open doors for me in the future. I want to move on, and reach higher places 

and that issue will be considered at then. 

 

 

Interviewer: Please describe details of barriers you have had to break in attaining your current position? 

 

Interviewee: Well during my time at BBK, I would say gender—being a women in a man’s domain, and the old 

boys’ club, which is old school. What I do for corporate communications, corporate affairs PR, the old school views 

as a support function that is mostly—that is not important. For instance, I will just write a press release, it is never 

part of the business. It is always a support function. But how management views it? Its importance translates into the 

structure of the bank. I used to report to head of HR, who reports to the deputy general manager, who then reports to 

the general manager. In most companies, PR and corporate communications work very closely with the CEO; you 

can tell how important a bank views a function as being by how close the function is to the CEO. But it is not that 

[at BBK]. The response level was low, feedback on my performance, was not there. 

 

Interviewer: I see.  

 

Interviewee: Sometimes they tell you no news is good news, but you want that feedback. You want to know if you 

are doing well. Is this how you like it? Shall I continue to do what I am doing? My manger was really nice, but I 

think they did not understand the function. It did not evolve with them. Now it has changed, with Abdul Kareem 

Bucheery, their new CEO. Abdul karim understands the value of the function. They are more active and more 

responsive to corporate communications. Because the results are not tangible, it is hard to say you have achieved— 

as oppose to a business function, which is all about profit and contacts and all of that. But it also tells you how 

progressive the company is. That is mainly because of my function. Had I been corporate banking, would it have 

been different? Maybe.  

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about the specific course of action you took to reach what you want. 

 

Interviewee: My hard work and patient; hard work, and determination. Determination— when you have it, your 
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mind is set and you want to prove to yourself, first, that you can do it.  And this was the case for me: Can I or can I 

not? I have to do it; why cannot I do it. For instance, for me, I know I can do it. I have been through a lot of events, 

activities, things that could I have been disasters and I survived. I have done it. I know I can do it; I am relaxed now. 

 

 

Interviewer: Good. Please tell me what happened the last time you encountered hurdles that you think have slowed 

down your career success. 

 

Interviewee: What I just told you—working with a local bank, such as BBK, where you live and feel the glass 

ceiling. You know, the typical Bahraini culture, where a woman is deprived of a chance to grow and reach places. 

Here at SCB, if you work, you get what you want. We have in this bank one lady called Tracy Clerck. She is group 

head of HR and she sits in London. Tracy was a personal assistant to a manger and she worked hard and proved 

herself, and she got to one of the highest positions in the bank, in the head office. This is what nice about SCB: You 

work hard, you get what you want. It is not the Arabic mentality. The culture it is not the Bahraini culture; it is sort 

of British culture. 

 

Interviewer: That is good. Nice. The British culture is much more liberal and more friendly than ours. 

 

How do you compare the story of your career in banking with stories of your male colleagues? 

 

Interviewee: Men take it for granted that they will move on and they will be promoted they. They do not have to kill 

themselves. When they get comfortable, they become complacent, and nothing—  

 

Interviewee: I see 

 

Interviewee: Ghaneya, I think with the local banks, it has to do with set up of the bank. I think that sometimes 

unfortunately, people get appointed for different reasons—for instance, wasta, or even political reason: If I appoint 

this guy from a certain family, he can connect me with people who have money. You know what I mean. I do not 

think that is true only here; even abroad, even international banks appoint who is from a famous family so that when 

he is in touch with corporate clients, will is easier. Or merchant families— 

 

Interviewer: I thought it was only here in this part of the world. 

 

Interviewee: No, they have that—whether he is competent, or not, that is something else. But I think, Aha! His 

bonus is the family name. What I am saying is that if you want me to compare my story with theirs, you are not 

comparing apples with apples; they have reached where they have reached not because of their merits but based on 

different considerations. Therefore, I cannot compare myself with them.  

 

Interviewer: I hear where you’re coming from. Please tell me what happened the last time you had to work long 
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hours. 

 

Interviewee: I think at the beginning you need to put the hours. For instance, at Batelco, until I proved myself, I had 

to work long hours. We have this debate with the CEO—long hours, if they are empty, is a waste of time that you 

cannot have back. For instance, in Batelco the long hours were needed because our timing was from 7 till 3, but the 

advertising agencies’ their timing was till 7. If we have an ad that will be published next day, there is no other way 

other than to stay long hours. 

 

Interviewer: I hear you. Please tell me what happened the last time you noticed a difference in leadership 

style/treats of men and women 

 

Interviewer: Women are their own enemies. The only time that I enjoyed having a woman as my boss was during 

my time with Batelco. I had a boss in Amex; she literally killed me. 

 

 

Interviewer: What did she do? 

 

Interviewee: She was German. I was a fresh graduate from college, and she picked on everything I did—which was 

good. We were close in age; maybe she was 3 years older. But I never felt comfortable, you know. She was tough, 

picky; she picked on things. For instance, when I told her that I had a stomach pain, she was like, if you want to 

come to me with female problem, I am a woman, too, and I know what you might say. I hate micromanagement 

style. I think some women are into micromanagement because of our nature— because we pay attention to details 

more than men do. Men do not pay such attention to details.  

 

Interviewer: How do you compare your leadership style and traits with the leadership style and traits of men? 

 

Interviewee: In Batelco my boss style was like a man. It was the big picture; I trust you, do what is needed, come 

back to me with results. When you say that to employees, there will be more trust. There is more confidence, more 

trust, more ownership. So when you present your staff, it is yours alone you bear the consequences.  

 

Interviewer: I hear you. Please share with me your experience with mentoring relationship. 

 

Interviewee: In Batelco my boss was like a mentor to me, and here I also consider my boss like my mentor. I think 

it is important to have mentors. We do not treat them like bosses, but you learn from them and we consider them like 

mentors.  

 

 

Interviewer: I see. Please describe for me the experience of your leadership training courses. 
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Interviewee: I did not have time to attend any. It was one of these time- management issues. The nature of my job, 

unfortunately is not demanding, but always I worked in companies that were about to go into competition, about to 

change. There were tight deadlines, there was no time. I remember in Batelco, I was in a course for certification and 

I had to drop out because every now and then I used to go out of the class and talk to my male boss, and I Would 

have to go back to work to do this press release or that thing, and I missed half of the classes. So if I had that time 

back I would manage my time better and say, Now I have this course and I have to dedicate the time for it. 

 

Interviewer: Aha. Please tell me about networking in your organisation. Do you have networks in your 

organisation, and how do you use them to help you advance your career? 

 

Interviewee: We have to network; it is part of our role. It is always— for instance, the CEO gets us together. We 

have access to him; it is an open- doors policy. He is the opposite of most bosses. I have clear and direct access. 

There are networking groups the bank actually—the objective for me is to network continuously. Not only in this 

bank, but also out of the bank and with the branches, because this is part of my role in corporate communication. I 

have one- -to- one communication with my boss in the region; he usually asks, Whom are you networking with this 

month? Because I am in public relations. For us here in the bank, we have a lot of committees. We have a diversity 

inclusion committee; we have something called Speak Up—for instance, if someone treats you unfairly, you can 

speak up anonymously and say, for instance, I was treated unfairly because of my gender, and that goes to the head 

office. 

 

Interviewer: That is nice.  

 

Interviewee: Not only for Bahrainis, for all of the group, we also have something called—HR usually arranges for 

seminars for the employees. This diversity inclusion mostly is gender inclusion, because there are countries, for 

instance India, they try to shut women out.  

 

Interviewer: That is a very good program.  

 

Interviewee: We even have, for example, a program called Living with HIV. Basically, we have a lot of branches in 

Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. Living with HIV is another initiative; they do not mind if people who are HIV 

positive work for the bank, because looking at someone, you cannot tell if they have it or not until they get tested. It 

is not contagious; it only gets spread based on certain actions, and that depends on the lifestyle of a person. To this 

extent, they are tolerant—for instance, if someone says, I am HIV positive and I was deprived of a promotion 

because of that, that is against the bank’s regulations.  

 

Interviewer: Really, a very good policy.  

 

Interviewee: We have that. I believe it works both ways. A company has to set the framework for quality and at the 

same time, you as an individual take opportunities. You have to be proactive; otherwise, you can easily say that the 
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framework is good, but it is not helping me. If you are not pushing, you will not get anywhere.  

 

Interviewer: Very good atmosphere; the environment is healthy.  

 

Interviewee: We have regional calls—for example I have chosen Africa. They have hooked me up with someone 

from Tanzania. We had few phone calls; now I know who she is and she knows me. If she needs something from this 

part of the world I help her, and vice versa. For instance, if someone is visiting Bahrain from Singapore and he is 

senior, they call me and we start a relationship. They tell me that he is coming [and ask me to] arrange 

communications for him. They encourage you; they tell you that 70% of how you are in the bank is due to your 

internal networking. I get tired because there is a lot of networking; sometimes you only want to do your work. I do 

not do as much as they would like me to do. I have to work hard. It is my first year, and the CEO told me, It will 

take you from 6 months to one year to understand what the bank is about. Our CEO is American Jordanian.  

 

Interviewer: Of course, that is why he is different.  

 

Interviewee: He is amazing—very open-minded, very supportive of Bahrainis.  

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about your gender equality policies 

 

Interviewee: I am sure the head office in the UK has these policies, but  in Bahrain they will exist in 2050 not 

before that [Laugh]. 

 

 

Interviewer: What about family friendly policies 

 

Interviewee: We do not have formal family friendly policies. For instance, flexi timing, but they are sort of flexible, 

being a foreign bank, because I believe there is a formal flexi policy in the head office, but since this system is not 

available in Bahrain, we have sort of informal flexi policies. But other than that we follow the Ministry of Labor’s 

regulations. 

 

 

Interviewer: Thank you very much for your time 

 

 

 

Name: Sara 

Position: Manager, Operations 

Age: 54 years 

Experience 34 years 
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Education: Bachelor’s 

M. status: Married. 

 

Interviewer: Please share with me the story of your ambitions and achievements. 

 

Interviewee:  I am ambitious by nature, and I am staying with this organization because of my ambitious. If I was 

not ambitious and wanted to reach higher places, I would not have stayed in the organization for 34 years. I have 

stayed not because I was happy with the circumstances; I stayed because I have not lost hope about reaching a good 

position one day. Every year of these 34 years I thought, This year will be my year, and I would work and work and 

work and give. But nothing happen, another year elapsed and another year came and same thing, year after year, 34 

years elapsed so far. Going through all of what I have gone through, I need ambitious and drive; otherwise I would 

have quit. I am very ambitious. My aspiration is to be in a position where I can give and be useful. Initially I wanted 

to be a teacher; then I changed my mind and started into banking in this bank. My role now has some element of 

teaching; I check, I correct. You assess performance and you give advice, but here the communication is with the 

customer, and I like to help customers. I love when someone comes to me for a help and I help him, and then he 

thanks me and tells me that he appreciates my help. This is, for me, is achieving. What is satisfying in my present 

job is that I give, and giving by itself, to me, is an achievement. My aspiration is not just to give, but also to be 

creative in what I do —but unfortunately the environment here does not encourage and stimulate innovation. I have 

always wanted to be head of operation department, and I hope that I would be one day; people who have reached 

that position are not better than me. 

 

Interviewer: Aha. Of course they are not. I am sure your are capable of being head of operations. 

 

Interviewee:  Thank you my dear. 

I started with this bank in 1980, directly in operation. I did my diploma here in Bahrain and then I went to India to 

do my bachelor’s. I studied economics —I love economics. I started with this bank, and gradually I reached this 

position.  

 

Interviewer: Okay. Please describe details of barriers you have had to break in attaining your current position. 

 

Interviewee: There are several barriers, but yet I have not managed to break them to reach what I want. For 

instance, I told you that they do not trust women; they think that big responsibilities should be given to men but not 

women. According to our culture, women’s status in the society is minor to that of men, and therefore big positions, 

should be occupied by men. There is also lack of trust; women are not perceived as capable of handling the 

responsibilities of high profile jobs. Also,  since most of men at the top are men, they feel more comfortable dealing 

with men; for them, dealing with a women is different from dealing with a man, and hence they prefer to stay in 

their comfort zones and not to rock the boat. 

 

Interviewer: I see, unfortunately. I heard this from other women. This is called Homosociality, i.e men preference to 
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deal with other men. 

 

Interviewee: Nice name, but it is difficult to pronounce. 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me what happened the last time you encountered hurdles that you think have slowed down 

your career success. 

 

Interviewee: Hmm…..I think it is my boss. He is not supportive, his mentality is very backward. His style is very 

backward. For instance, if he sees me now talking to you he will make a problem for me; he thinks that staff are 

prisoners and are not allowed to talk to others, they are here from morning till evening to do work only. They are not 

supposed to talk to outsiders, or socialise. He thinks if I am talking to you, then you are wasting my time. 

Unfortunately, a person like him occupies a high profile post, but you and I cannot occupy such positions because 

we are women. My moral is low only because of this guy—I can work 24/7 without complaining, but this guy, with 

the way he is treating us, he makes me feel like retiring tomorrow. Coming back to your question, a guy with this 

mentality will never promote me and allow me to move forward, and that has slowed down my career big time. 

 

Interviewer: How he has managed to reach his position? 

 

Interviewee: [Laugh] Because all of the top guys in this bank, they come from the same area — they’re originally 

from Iran, they are all relatives, and it is connections, corruptions. 

 

Interviewer: Unfortunately. 

 

Interviewer How do you compare the story of your career in banking with stories of your male colleagues? 

 

Interviewee: Men reach [higher levels] faster than women. For instance, our general manager was our supervisor in 

the collection department and I was under him. Now he is a general manager, the second man in the bank, and I am 

still manager. My boss started after me; now he is the boss and he is assistant general manager. Men get promoted 

faster and much easier than us. I will retire next year; I was not thinking about retirement, but now I am tired and 

can not tolerate the situation here anymore. I want to leave.  

 

Interviewer: I hear you. Please tell me about your education. 

 

Interviewee: I have a bachelor’s degree from India. I did a diploma here in Bahrain; then I went to India and I got a 

bachelor’s degree in economics. I wanted to do my master’s but unfortunately, we leave the office very late —not 

before 7:00 in the evening — and that is without even a lunch break; we bring our food with us and we eat here. So 

there was no time for me to go and do my master’s. 

 

Interviewer: Aha.  



234 
 

 

 

Interviewer: I see. How do you compare your leadership style and traits with the leadership style and traits of men 

in your organisation? Please give me specific stories. 

 

Interviewer: I told you men here they follow the military school style. Other banks, I do not know; I have never 

worked with any other bank. Also, I have never worked for a woman—never reported to a woman I mean but I can 

see from woman here in the bank, they are more soft than men, they are more caring. We have a woman head of a 

department and one of her staff was admitted to the hospital. She used to visit him every day. Now he left to his 

country and she still cares about the guy and calls him on a regular basis. For me this is caring. 

 

Interviewer: I see, I hear you, a caring boss. 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me what happened the last time you last had a problem balancing family and work 

responsibilities. 

 

Interviewee: I have never had one, I do not have young children now, and even when my only son was a baby, I 

used to leave him with my mother and a nanny. Now he is a mature guy and my husband passed away years a go, so 

I live for my work nothing else; therefore, I do not have a problem balancing family and work. 

 

Interviewer: Please describe for me your family friendly policies. 

 

Interviewee: We do not have them, or I think we do not have them. I am not sure. I have never seen our HR manual, 

so I do not know whether they exist or not, But as far as I am aware we strictly follow the Ministry’s regulations.  

 

Interviewer: Please describe for me the experience of your leadership training courses. 

 

Interviewee: [Laugh] Ghaneya, which leadership training courses? Here they will not send you to a leadership 

course because to them you are not leadership material—so I have not attended any, as simple as that. 

 

Interviewer; I am sorry to know that, …how sad. Please tell me what happened the last time you had to work long 

hours. 

 

Interviewee: Yeah, that we do every day. We come at 7.30 in the morning and I do not leave before 7 in the 

evening, sometimes 8.00. Every day we work very long hours, we also do not take lunch breaks. 

 

Interviewer: These are long hours. This is not fair. 

Please share with me your experience with the mentoring relationship. 
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Interviewee: I never, never had one, I have heard that such relationships are useful, but I have never had one, 

unfortunately.  

 

Interviewer: Unfortunately, neither do I. I never had one.  

Please tell me about networks in your bank. 

 

Interviewee: No we do not have networks; in fact, talking to other staff is considered wasting of time—but the top 

guys in the top, yes they have their own group. They are friends and distance relatives and they go out with each 

other all the time; they go to smoke hookah all the time—you know, the old boys club. We have a very old boys’ 

club here, a typical version of old boys’ club. 

 

Interviewer: [Laugh], what about gender equality policies? 

 

Interviewee: Needless to say that we do not have them. I am sure that you have heard this from other women as 

well, and if we do have them our organizations are guilty by not making them not know to us. We do not have access 

to our HR manual and as a result we are not aware of these policies.  

 

Interviewer: I hear where you come from. I have heard that from other women as well 

 

Interviewer Please tell me what happened the last time you had noticed a difference in leadership style of men and 

women. 

 

[Here she received a telephone call from her boss; they spoke for five, minutes, and he wanted to see her.] 

 

Interviewer: the difference is what has just happened, because he saw you with me talking, now suddenly he has 

something urgent and he wants to see me, he is a control freak and controlling, very transactional, a typical 

transactional leader, his daily focus is on small things, he does not look at the big picture, he does not think that 

employees have feeling, he does not care about them, it is a typical old management style, he is the boss and 

employees are slaves. When any of the staff takes a sick leave, his impression is that this employee is laying and he 

or she is just faking it, they are not sick, they just do not want to come to office, imagine that? 

 

[I excused my self and left]. 

 

Name: Sana 

Experience: 20 years 

Position: Manager,  IT 

Education: Master’s 

Age: 45 years 
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Interviewer: Please share with me the story of your career ambitions and achievements.  

 

Interviewee: I am a manager in the IT department of our bank. There are few ladies in IT. Women do not last in IT; 

it is a difficult environment  

 

Interviewer: Banking is difficult in general.  

 

Interviewee: Banking is all difficult. In order to excel in banking you need to ambitious, you need the personality, 

you need to be committed. In all of that, you need to be determined to get there; it is not easy to move up the ladder 

in banking, if you are not strong. In IT, the requirements are a bit different; probably in banking the most important 

thing is that you know what you are doing. Later, with your efforts, you work hard to get there—but in IT it is not 

only knowing what you are doing, it is actually putting more effort. For us in IT, we could have a call during night, 

and some women do not have the ability to take that. You do not have fixed timing. I remember during Ramadan, 

our last Ramadan, we came to the bank around 11 p.m. and we left not the next day but the day after, at around 

11p.m. It was 48 hours continuous. 

 

Interviewer: Oh my god. 

 

Interviewee: There is no preferential treatment for women; guys will be there when we go live and I will be there 

when we go live. Same commitment the guys are given, we are given—same hard work required from both men and 

women. In terms of responsibilities there is no difference between men and women. 

 

 

Interviewer: I see. 

 

Interviewee: We had to go live, but it did not work, so we had to stay there for 2 nights. It does not happen every 

day, but it could happen. There are women, especially married women, who find these kind of odd working hours 

inconvenient. This does not happen every day; it is the extreme. Often we stay till midnight. We do not spend the 

night in order to go live, but sometimes it happens. 

 

The subject of your thesis is an interesting; not many women have managed to reach high-profile posts in the 

Bahraini Banking Sector.  

 

Interviewer: Sabah Al Moayyed has reached the general manager level of Eskan Bank. 

 

Interviewee: With all respect to Sabah— and I do not know her well—she has reached because of her last name; Al 

Moayyed is a wealthy family in Bahrain and well connected. I do not think that Sabah could have reached where she 

have reached without her last name and without her family connections. My friend told me that Sabah’s nephew 

Farouk Al Moaayed, helped her a lot. He was the deputy chairman of National Bank of Bahrain. She joined the bank 
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as a manager. Later he called the CEO at that time and he asked him to promote her to head of corporate banking. 

Without this push she would not be able to reach where she had reached. After the National Bank of Bahrain, she 

moved to Ahli—another high-profile position—and also her family connections had a lot to do with it.  

 

Interviewer: Yes but later she resigned from AUB, and the Housing Minister called her and offered her the position 

of general manager of Eskan Bank. Yes, maybe her connections helped her at the beginning of her career, but later it 

was her work. 

 

Interviewee: I do not know the lady, to be honest; connections make a big difference in Bahrain. 

 

Interviewer: Is it obvious in your institution? 

 

Interviewee: Yes. Promotions and initially finding a job depend on connections. It is not that obvious, but yes— 

connections are vital to move on, and if your family is an investor, that will also help big time. In my case, I come 

from a humble family and I started the ladder from the beginning. I have no body to help other than my 

qualifications and hard work. No body called the CEO and said, Yeah, you have our daughter working for you, 

promote her. 

 

Interviewer: That is not good, by the way. [Laugh]. Please tell me about your ambitions.  

 

Interviewee: My ambitious now has changed slightly. Instead of IT, there is a shift. I am now interested in the 

business and a career on the card side, instead of getting stuck in the IT side. I am trying to move to the card 

centre—there maybe a chance for me there to move up the ladder, so instead of moving vertically I will be movie 

horizontally, and that is where the ambitious are. Tom Johnson, as head of the department—when he came he had a 

vision to change the structure, for managers to be more consultants rather than coders or programmers. So there was 

a shift. Instead of getting my hand dirty, there was a shift; I have to allocate 50% of my time to IT, and 50% to 

learning activities of a business unit and how to support this business unit.  My business area is cards, so now I 

know more about cards than IT itself. My focus now is to know the area that I am responsible for, which is cards—

mandate, procedures, I have to be aware of it all. My knowledge has shifted from 100% IT to the cards business.  

Whatever is going on in the card business, I familiarise my self with it. It takes drive and ambitious to know and 

build the new knowledge pertaining to the card business—get my self updated of the card business. 

 

Interviewer: I have an account officer in the commercial banking— he was with IT, and years ago he felt that there 

was no future for him on the IT side and he asked for a transfer. He was shifted to my department and now he is 

doing well. He has changed his business domain, but he has managed to build the expertise required in the business 

side, and now he is a star performer. 

 

Interviewee: In IT you build analytical skills and that helps you wherever you go. It helps you to move on. In our 

bank, we also have several cases—people who shift from IT to retail, and they have managed to do well. But for the 
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time being, I am assessing. I feel that there is an opportunity in the card business. I do not want to exaggerate, but 

probably I know about the card business more than people who are in the card department itself. I know details, and 

I know what is happening with Visa, I know what happening with MasterCard, so I feel that this is my next step. But 

in the IT, to be a senior manger—I do not foresee that happening in the near future. That is depressing for someone 

who is ambitious. The problem that I love what I am doing, but yet I hate the structure. 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about your achievements so far 

 

 

Interviewee: I started as a programmer with Citibank 20 years ago. It was my last year at colleague and I started by 

taking a job at Citibank. I worked first in internal control. It was a very boring job, and I did it for a year. I tried to 

move to IT, but IT was dominated by Indian at that time. I succeeded in breaking into their circle and I started with 

IT operations. It was a demanding job and there was a night shift. Also, operation was a routine job—put on a tape, 

and remove a tape, which was not what I wanted to do. Then I got an opportunity to work for a company called 

ACR; their field is programming for cards. I used to interact with Visa and MasterCard. The team was small— 2 

British guys and one secretary— and I applied, my self and two guys, and there was a test that I passed. And then 

they sent us to the UK for a course for 6 months, a training course. I was lucky that the company really wanted to 

invest in people—3 months training and 3 months working on the help desk. It helped to know details of things. I 

was the only woman in our family who travelled alone out side the country. It was something big for my father— I 

was in the UK and for him that was a shock, but the experience has changed my life.  Later I returned to Bahrain and 

I worked with them for 4 years. I was also lucky again that ACR was dealing with my current employer; it was an 

easy move. They were looking to hire somebody—BBK was depending on ACR to always supply them with the 

resources, and they wanted to hire someone from ACR. And I joined; that was 15 years ago. The ambitious became 

that I did not want to target the CEO level, but I have always wanted to move one—do something out of my talents 

and skills and get things done. 

 

Interviewer: I see. Since then, how many times you have been promoted? 

 

Interviewee:  I started as officer, then assistant manager then manager —3 times within 15 years. The satisfying 

thing is that you know what you are doing. It is very rewarding. The team that you work with, they are amazing—

very nice people, and we get along with the other team as well. 

 

Interviewer: That is great. 

 

Interviewee: But we do not have women in high profile positions in the bank. In fact, we have only one woman 

senior manger, Najwa Al Ahmed; she is head of HR. When I joined BBK there was only one women manager. I can 

not remember her name; she was something Al shamlan. I know we have many women mangers, but that is mid 

management. Now we have this lady Najwa as senior manger and she started after me. When I was doing my MBA, 

she was there—but the opportunity was better for her; one guy passed a way and then the boss’s place was vacant. 
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She was more qualified for that position; she was lucky.  

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about your gender equality policies. 

 

Interviewee: No, we do not have that. In fact any preference in hiring is favouring men, not women. In short there is 

no equality in hiring or promoting. 

 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about the specific course of action you took to reach what you want. 

 

Interviewee: I would say purely hard work, commitment and education. 

 

Interviewer: I see, I see. Okay. Please describe details of barriers you have had to break in attaining your current 

position? 

 

Interviewee: Barriers? let me think. I believe women in banking face many barriers. Among them is the society, the 

conservative Bahraini society—unconsciously, we have managed to break this barrier, by working with men side- 

by- side in banks, in government entities, in hospitals, in all other institutions. We are proving to the society that we 

are equal to men and our status is not inferior to men but equal to them. 

 

Interviewer: I like your attitude, your positive attitude 

 

Interviewee: Thanks. Personally I have, I think managed to break one barrier, joggling family and children, and 

family responsibilities. It was very hard for me to joggle it all, but thank God I have managed to do that.  

 

Interviewer: Do you think that women are trusted? 

 

Interviewee:  They do not trust women to occupy high profile posts—especially the old generations of mangers; 

they do not trust women. Yet that is gradually changing. My sister works for a bank also, and she claims that what 

has slowed down her career is that in her organisation they do not trust women to take high profile posts. She has 

been working with her bank for the last 25 years, but only a few months ago she was promoted to a unit head. I think 

they do not trust women,  but that is gradually changing. It is based also on experience. If a leader trusts a woman to 

do the job and she does not deliver, that will also affect his ability to trust women again and give her an opportunity 

to occupy a senior post.  

 

 

Interviewer: I hear you. You have a point. One male interviewee told me that one bad example is enough to spoil it 

for the rest of the people. One example of a woman being given a chance and not taking it will spoil it for the others.  

Please tell me what happened the last time you encountered hurdles that you think have slowed down your career 
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success 

 

Interviewee: In my environment, the glass ceiling is— the way I see it, it is the organisational structure that was put 

in place years ago. It has not really changed. The technology has changed, the team has changed, but the 

organisational structure has not changed. I have been stuck in the same grade for the last 6 years, simply because the 

next jump for me, which is senior manager—to promote someone to the next level the structure is not really there. 

According to the structure, few mangers report to the unit head, and he is a senior manager. In order for any of the 

mangers to be promoted, the head of the unit has to resign or to move to another department. One of the mangers 

gets a promotion, and according to the structure, the head of IT is a senior manager position— not more than that. 

Hence, there is a glass ceiling for us managers. The senior manager is already stuck where he is.  According to this 

structure, people are stuck where they are unless this person goes. The glass ceiling is the structure of the 

department; I had not really felt it at the beginning. I have not felt that men are treated differently in our department. 

I was given the same responsibilities and same chances of promotions, maybe because I am putting in the same 

efforts the men are putting in. However, in other departments, women are allocated the same responsibilities, but 

when it comes to promotions men receive preferential treatments. I was lucky, in away. I do not feel that there is 

discrimination between men and women; I have not felt at any point. I think the glass ceiling applies in my case only 

with regard to the structure. 

 

Interviewer: Good. How do you compare the story of your career in banking with stories of your male colleagues? 

 

Interviewee: Let me think. Omar, a friend from the university days, and I started working around the same time; he 

was also was with me at Citi bank. He also left Citi bank for AUB, then he left AUB for Eskan Bank. He is doing 

well; he has managed to reach head of IT department years ago. But as I explained earlier, promotions and making it 

does not depend purely on qualifications and hard work.  It mostly depends on connections. If you have connections, 

you can move up the ladder very quickly. If you do not have connections, you will not move up the ladder quickly. 

That goes for both men and women. For instance, we do have a head of department; this guy—I will not mention 

names—his boss was his direct report. This guy was head of a certain department and he had many direct reports, 

among them is his current boss, but this direct report, i.e the current boss, his father is a shareholder in the bank and 

he is well connected, it has nothing to do with his abilities, or education, the guy has a bachelor degree only, now he 

is the boss, so from a direct report to a boss.  

  

Interviewer: Oh, my god. 

 

Interviewer: Please tell me about your education.  

 

 

Interviewee: I have a bachelor in computer science from the University of Bahrain; my major was computer science 

and my second major was accounting. After 3 to 4 batches, they stopped this program. The program was 

engineering- oriented at the beginning, but we pushed for our degree to be linked to business. This has helped me 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































