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Abstract
Localization of the workforce has emerged as an urgent national priority in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries as the region’s reliance on foreign workforce has become unsustainable with rising local unemployment. This study uncovers the key challenges that the GCC region, at large, has faced in implementing the workforce localization public policies from sociocultural, economic, and educational perspectives. Through this exploratory two-stage review and thematic analysis, we identified six challenges pertaining to the GCC and concluded with a comprehensive plan that takes into account educational, economic, and cultural factors.
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1. Introduction
Organizations have begun to welcome diversity in their workforce, where they hire employees with various nationalities, cultural backgrounds, experiences, and skillsets. One such demographic attribute of labor force that has concerned public authorities and government of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries is nationality. The national concern in GCC countries pertains to ineffective employment of locals where the countries indicate high levels of local unemployment resulting in underrepresentation of locals in the workforce. Accordingly, the core of this paper’s discussion is the localization policy that entails providing jobs to nationals in GCC. Currently, localization is one of the most important priorities in the governments of GCC countries. In addition, localization strategies have seen a change in direction, where for instance in the state of Qatar, the government initiated localization in the public sector in 1970s followed by localizing the oil and gas sector in the 2000s and is currently placing its efforts to localize the private sector (Dalloul et al., 2021). Most localization policies involve replacement of expatriate workers with nationals (Elbanna, 2021), and so far, progress has been slow, particularly in the private sector (Thompson and Wissink, 2016). 
On the other hand, most of the new jobs that have been created in the private sector to assist localization were filled by foreign workers rather than nationals, where most nationals prefer working in the government sector due to shorter working hours, better conditions, higher job security, and less pressure (Karam et al., 2015, Mellahi, 2007). In addition, a significant issue is that the government sector has become over saturated where it is not able to easily offer employment opportunities to nationals. Hence, appropriate job creation is one of the key priorities in the Gulf region as it leads to long-term unemployment of nationals that is also expected to worsen in the future. For example, in the context of Saudi Arabia, uneven results were seen across different professions with the highest number of Saudis being in the administrative positions, while most of the technical positions were occupied by expatriates. In order to better understand what ails the effective implementation of localization policies in the GCC region, we identify and discuss six relevant challenges. These challenges include dependency on expats, lack of education, skills and qualifications of nationals, negative perceptions of nationals and the localization policy, national workers’ attitudes and expectations, and nationals’ preferences of working in the public sector. In the succeeding sections, each of the challenges are examined upon in detail.
2. Information gathering approach
We chose GCC as the context of research primarily due to the shared problem of under-represented locals in the workforce and the similar implementation of nation-wide localization strategies to improve employment rates of locals. The six countries in the GCC, as such, are expected to face similar challenges in implementing their localization strategies, thereby asserting our selection of cases to have literal replication (Sobh and Perry, 2006). This study adopted a two-stage approach to uncover the key challenges that the GCC countries face in implementing workforce localization initiatives. In the first stage, we surveyed the academic research on workforce localization which is published after 2000 given that most research on this topic has appeared in the last two decades (Elbanna, 2021). We looked at various databases such as EBSCO, ProQuest, Science Direct, JSTOR, and Emerald. We used a set of keywords relating to the topic of localization which included localization, nationalization, workforce localization, workforce nationalization, GCC, Qatariz(s)ation, Bahrainiz(s)ation, Kuwaitiz(s)ation, Emiratiz(s)ation, Saudiz(s)ation, and Omaniz(s)ation. In addition, the references of the collected articles were further examined to seek for additional articles that may have been overlooked in our literature search. The resultant articles included a variety of studies that were both empirical and conceptual in nature. We use a thematic analysis in the second stage through the use of a narrative review process to unravel the main challenges that face localization policies across the GCC countries (Popay et al., 2006). In implementing a narrative review, we proceeded with identifying research on the general topic of localization and reviewed relevant articles to identify and synthesize the literature on challenges pertaining to localization as faced by the GCC (Demiris et al., 2019). Additionally, considering related research we first documented the addressed challenges in each study and then categorized them by issue or topic before synthesizing these challenges to identify trends in the data and arrive at a better understanding of these challenges (Braun and Clarke, 2006, Elbanna et al., 2020). We now discuss each of the six challenges that we discovered from our analysis of the relevant research studies.
3. Challenges of localizing workforce
The GCC at large has undergone various hurdles in its escapade of localizing its diverse workforce. While some challenges were unforeseen and developed as a result of the localization strategies taken up by the government, there were other challenges that were expected. We shed light on six of these unexpected and unsurprising challenges that have created a wicked problem when implementing the national strategy of localization across the GCC countries.  
3.1.  Availability of local human capacity and over dependence on expatriates
One of the key challenges to localization in the GCC countries is the dependence on expatriates and a lack of qualified local workforce that is available to replace them. Bose and Dey (2018) indicate the looming lack in availability of local manpower supplemented with an increasing demand for skilled local manpower for executive positions due to rapid economic progress in the GCC region. This challenge was further intensified by an even lower participation of female workers which is also one of the key issues in the region (Gonzalez et al., 2008). Since this demand could not be met by local manpower, it resulted in expatriates filling up these positions. A study by Alzahmi and Imroz (2012) noted that there are labor market problems in GCC countries where all the economic sectors, apart from the public sector, relies on expatriates. For example, in the UAE, local workers make up only 1 percent of the workforce, if the government jobs are excluded. This low level of local citizens’ workforce participation became an increasing challenge to localization initiatives (Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, 2010). Further, it is estimated that expatriate workers make up between 55-90 percent of the total workforce in the GCC countries (Fitch Solutions, 2019, Parcero and Ryan, 2017). 
The localization initiatives were put in place to increase local citizens’ workforce participation for more than a decade; however progress has been slow and most jobs that were created were filled with expatriates and not locals. The reasons for the lack of available local manpower can be explained by size of the youth population, high unemployment levels, and differences between public and private sectors. A study by Al-Dosary et al. (2006) also asserts that a major problem in Saudi Arabia is the job creation for its citizens. It further indicates that Saudization initiatives only achieved progress in the public sector as most of the government institutions were able to create more jobs and increase the number of local workers. However, the private sector still mostly employs foreign workers. One of the reasons is due to the preference of businesses for imported workforce that constitute lower costs than the local workforce, where the public sector offered more lucrative employment for local citizens. Further, the heterogeneity in the skills of locals and expatriates makes them imperfect substitutes (Alfarhan and Al-Busaidi, 2018).  It is also indicated that even if the expatriate workers could be replaced by local workers, it would still be challenging to create enough employment opportunities for citizens. In addition, Saudization could result in reduced competitiveness of businesses and even decrease foreign investment (Al-Dosary et al., 2006). As a result, due to the dependence on the expatriate labor, GCC countries face challenges in creating work opportunities for their citizens and ensuring economic prosperity (Toledo, 2013).
3.2.  Preference for the public sector employment over the private sector
One of the concerns towards localization initiatives is the labor market environment which created preferences for governmental jobs by the locals as well as harbored racial and national prejudice. For instance, UAE is segmented to public and private jobs and by the nationality of the workers, where citizens have easy access to public sector jobs and their wages are not consistent with the market value and their productivity levels which is not attractive to the private sector (Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, 2014). In most of the GCC countries, citizens prefer to wait for government jobs rather than taking on a private sector job. Other studies also showed that there is a duality in labor markets. For example, Mellahi (2007) and Alfarhan and Al-Busaidi (2018)found that there are different wage expectations between citizens and expatriates that has led to the development of a wage differential gap. Various reasons were highlighted regarding citizens’ preference of public sector employment: 1) low compensation and benefit package of private sectors, 2) lack of awareness of the opportunities in the private sector, 3) language barriers, 4) experience requirements, and 5) unfavorably perceived working conditions compared to the public sector (Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, 2014).
In addition, another reason for public sector preference was found to be incompatibility of cultural norms in the private sector for the local citizens. For instance, there are cultural limitations that are not perceived as suitable by local graduates due to the inherent performance expectations in the competitive business environment (Forstenlechner and Mellahi, 2011). Further, cultural aspects such as citizens’ negative perceptions of low status jobs were also found to severely affect their acceptance to a wider selection of jobs. Thus, there is a lack of business and industry career awareness amongst locals that prevents them from pursuing jobs in the private sector. For instance, a study found that local graduates have a tendency to avoid conflict, where they prefer conventional behavior, compromise, and are reluctant to take responsibility. Nationals were also found to strongly prefer public sector over the private sector due to the former offering higher salaries and a less demanding work environment (Forstenlechner and Mellahi, 2011). Other studies confirm that the public sector offers better employment conditions including higher salary, job security, and shorter working hours (Swailes et al., 2012).
Further, the increasing preference for public sector has led to the situation where the public sector is no longer able to accommodate more locals easily by creating new opportunities, thereby leading to the issue of unemployment (Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, 2010). Hence, there is a need to increase employment of local citizens within the private sector given its untapped potential. However, the private sector has different standards, rules, and cultural considerations where not all private sector jobs are considered suitable for local citizens. For example, Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner (2014) highlighted that the main challenge to localization in the UAE in the private sector was that they were not able to accommodate the needs of nationals. Locals often enjoy higher protection and security in the public sector, whereas they find themselves in a stricter legal framework in the private sector that has been designed for expatriate workers. In the private sector, locals often have to compete with experienced expatriates. In addition, the private sector does not offer the same privileges to local workers as the public sector resulting in obvious differences between the two sectors. Hence, until the two sectors are able to offer equal opportunities, it will hinder localization initiatives in the GCC private sectors. 
3.3.  Improving skill and competency levels of local workers 
There are several recruitment challenges in the localization context. For instance, lack of relevant skills, education, and experience were found to be major barriers for recruiting local citizens in the GCC region. The deficiencies in skills ranged from communication, language, analytical, and technical skills to other industry specific skills for finance and oil and gas industries (Waxin et al., 2018). Another obstacle to localization initiatives is that there is a perception shared by both expatriates and citizens, where locals are perceived as having poor work ethics, skills, and competencies (Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, 2010, Elbanna, 2021). Locals’ exposure to only public sector has led to a lack of exposure in the competitive business environment and increased the sense of entitlement amongst locals resulting in lower skill levels. Thus, governmental efforts in redistribution of oil revenue to attract locals in the workforce has in fact ‘stunted their development’ (Hosni and Al‐Qudsi, 1986).
It is further believed that the education system in GCC countries did not provide the right skills to replace expat workers (Elbanna, 2021). The citizens in the GCC region, in general, score lower in science and mathematics. Additionally, higher education system in the GCC often does not match skills requirements of the private sector (Waxin et al., 2018). Hence, the inefficient education system poses a challenge to both the public and private sectors, where it leads to nationals having low skill standards. The lack of skills can also be a result of no work experience, as students often do not take on student jobs such as summer jobs or internships unless it is deemed mandatory by the school curriculum. This results in limited work experience and skills, thereby, hindering private sector employment opportunities for locals. In addition, lack of experience is also a result of reluctance of nationals in the GCC countries to partake lower status jobs, as generally, the type of work determines the social status of the worker in this region. Youth unemployment is rising incessantly, where for example, in Saudi Arabia, the youth unemployment ranges at nearly 40% (Yamada, 2018). Hence, the GCC countries need to invest in knowledge and skills of its workers to ensure the country’s growth.
3.4.  Expats’ attitudes towards local workers and localization
Another challenge of localization is the perception and attitude towards local workers and localization initiatives. Expatriates often view locals as very different since the latter have more rights and social benefits, where their dismissal from job is more difficult as compared to that of an expat (Goby, 2015). There are also various cultural and demographic issues as expatriates constitute a majority in the private sector leading to a lack of identity and strong social categorization of local workers. It was found that locals experience difficulty in the private sector and often feel excluded by expatriate workers. They find it more difficult to integrate with expats, unable to compete with them due to their higher productivity, and as a result, can feel demotivated leading to higher resignation rates (Goby, 2015). This has resulted in the development of a stereotypical image of locals where they are generally perceived to be less disciplined, difficult to control, demanding, and less flexible with their work load (Forstenlechner and Mellahi, 2011), thereby leading to a strong division of local and expatriate workforce in the private sector. Such stereotypes have further excluded and made it difficult for locals to enter the private sector. The negative perceptions relating to work performance and competence of locals, in turn, made expatriate managers reluctant to hire locals (Jabeen et al., 2018). In addition to the lingering stereotypes, expatriates were also found to hold a deep resistance towards localization initiatives where integration of nationals into the workforce was feared since it meant their own loss of job only to be replaced by locals (Waxin et al., 2018). It was further found that expatriates expressed resistance to change, where they deliberately did not want to support the localization initiatives, which could result in overall lower commitment and support to these initiatives. 
Pertaining to cultural issues, private sector recruiters have a fear of offending indigenous sensibilities, especially related to gender. One of the limiting factors pertaining to local females are the challenges they face at work due to family expectations and responsibilities conflicting with job demands such as female nationals preferring to not travel for work purposes and the arduously long and inflexible working hours in the private sector (Belwal and Belwal, 2017, Forstenlechner et al., 2012). As a result, due to cultural considerations, recruiters are more reluctant to hire nationals in the private sector, especially females. In addition, women were less likely to be promoted due to their lack of interest in undertaking more job responsibilities (Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2020). 
Furthermore, the labor market structure in the GCC, particularly UAE, creates serious challenges for any government efforts to increase employment of locals in the private sector (Abdalla et al., 2010). The current government mandate imposed on the private sector to hire local citizens decreases the foreign competition of companies, since it can lead to higher expenses and lower productivity resulting in the ineffective workforce. Not surprisingly, the private sector perceives these legal rules for implementing localization as unfair or unlawful (Mellahi, 2007). Thus, in order for the localization initiative to succeed, managers should accept it wholeheartedly, since otherwise in the absence of support to employ and develop locals in the private sector, unemployment concerns will still loom large. 
3.5.  Lack of sufficient education
Several studies have concluded that education system is not in line with the market needs and therefore, is one of the main challenges to localization (Williams et al., 2011). Due to lack of sufficient education, there are shortages in skilled nationals employed in the private sector. It is highlighted that the education system in most countries in the GCC region have failed to provide sufficient education and prepare nationals to work in the private sector. This problem was rationalized as the “rentier mentality”, which explains the disconnect between education and work. For instance, as citizens receive generous benefits from the government, their performance and preparedness towards education and job prospects becomes less important. This phenomenon further increases the dependence on expatriate workers. With respect to the local’s educational performance, GCC region showed an average performance (Parcero and Ryan, 2017). interest portrayed by nationals towards diverse fields, less than 20 percent of students studied scientific subjects in higher education (Al-Dosary et al., 2006). For example, the education system in Saudi Arabia failed to prepare citizens for work as it was not relevant to the economy and provided lower quality of education and this situation continues until now where local talent is underutilized (Al-Dosary et al., 2006, Sidani and Al Ariss, 2014). Similarly, in the UAE, teachers were found to be using outdated methods of teaching, such as rote learning, memorization, and high-stakes testing which affect student motivation, literacy, and achievement (Raven, 2011). Additionally, within the education sector, employing local citizens undergoes several challenges such as relevancy of candidate’s degree, misconceived notion of associating teaching as a low status job, particularly in government schools, and lack of funding that limits training opportunities for local teachers (Raven, 2011).
Evidently, there exists a significant gap in transforming knowledge and relating it to the market needs (Swailes et al., 2012). Furthermore, the labor market in GCC countries faces a distinct lack of quality graduates, leading to high competition for most private organizations in attracting and securing these few leading graduates (Glaister et al., 2019). Lack of education was also found to play a pivotal role in widening the disparities relating to values, culture, and language faced by locals in the private sector in comparison to the public sector (Pech, 2009). Another concern relates to local females in the GCC region who, though, rank above average in educational achievements, however, are not efficiently transferred into working labor force (Afiouni et al., 2014). According to Bosbait and Wilson (2005), most of the female graduates never enter the work market even though they constitute the majority of graduates in the GCC and display good levels of educational achievement. This poses a challenge to localization initiatives in increasing the number of locals employed in the private sector. 
3.6.  Citizens’ work attitudes and expectations 
Nationals’ attitude towards different types of jobs was a significant hindrance to localization initiatives. In the GCC region, there is a strong association between the job and a status of a person resulting in a distaste for low status jobs (Williams et al., 2011). Thus, citizens strongly preferred high status jobs including managerial jobs and jobs that have less travel needs. Though work determines social status in the GCC countries, most of the jobs in the private sector lack prestige for nationals and are not attractive options (Mellahi, 2007). In addition, citizens often have high salary expectations and many companies in the private sector are not able to meet those expectations in a way that the public sector does (Waxin et al., 2018). Within the private sector, local employees displayed a lack of ownership and avoided decision-making (Pech, 2009). Understandably, employers experienced problems with nationals’ work ethics and attitudes as they were considered to be lacking discipline and were less serious about their work (Forstenlechner, 2010). This attitude creates challenges for the private sector which has higher experience requirements and performance expectations. 
According to Thompson and Wissink (2016), the Gulf region experiences the “Mudir syndrome”, which is the perception that only the position of authority, high status, and respect is acceptable for locals. This perception is also common among young nationals, where they view lower spectrum jobs negatively, and as a result, struggle to gain experience and skills direly needed to work in the private sector. As a result, local workers cannot substitute expatriate workers since many low-skilled jobs are considered not socially acceptable by locals, and such jobs constitute a majority of expatriate employees (Barnett et al., 2015). On the other hand, local citizens are also less likely to accept changes in working conditions, which can cause a threat to the private sector that is more prone to fluctuations.
4. Conclusion
The localization strategy implemented across the GCC region did not deliver optimal results as evidenced by the various challenges the GCC countries faced. In this paper, we have discussed the most significant obstacles that led to the policy makers questioning their understanding of their current localization policies. The problem of unemployed citizens is not a regional one, rather a global phenomenon that various countries have failed to tackle. However, the unique labor market distribution of the GCC countries makes it much more difficult to combat local unemployment. Our study uncovered that the underlying economic, educational, cultural, social, and psychological factors have created unintentional barriers to a successful implementation of the national strategy to localize the workforces of the GCC.
The GCC’s existing dependence on expatriate workers is not easy to reduce given the current level of skills and competency of local workers do not correspond to industry requirements. Subsequently, the inability of locals to meet these industry requirements is linked to their inadequate education and experience. On the other side of the spectrum, we found expatriate workers exhibited a lack of enthusiasm in implementing the localization policies and in developing the local talent. Additionally, locals themselves depicted a stronger preference for public sector employment due to perceived advantages. Not surprisingly, the public sector has achieved higher effectiveness in implementing localization initiatives at the current cost of being unable to offer sufficient employment for its citizens.
In order to thwart these barriers, a comprehensive plan needs to be developed and implemented that stretches across various frontiers of education, culture, and society. The base of this plan resides on developing the education systems and providing locals with the right skills for jobs. In ensuring the right education is provided to its citizens, the nations can ensure higher productivity and creativity towards developing the economic performance of the country and advancing it technologically and innovatively (Ozturk, 2001). While some GCC countries like Qatar and Saudi Arabia have already developed nation-wide strategies like the Qatar National Vision 2030 and Saudi Vision 2030 to develop a knowledge-based economy (General Secretariat for Development Planning, 2008), local, youth, and female unemployment is still of concern (Nurunnabi, 2017, Planning and Statistics Authority, 2020). This brings into focus a major limitation inherent in the GCC countries; transforming the available local human resources into productive local workforce. We found that in spite of the Gulf countries improving their percentage of educated local females, their transformation into workforce was not successful. Research finds that parental support, presence of an educated father, and parents employed in the private sector positively effects female locals’ perceptions on the prospect of having a working life and reduces socio-cultural barriers (Rutledge and Madi, 2017). 
Whereas, in general, the educated and skilled locals preferred public sector employment which was highly saturated over employment in the private sector. These different viewpoints find their base in the societal and cultural intricacies of the GCC countries that need to be revisited and modified to inculcate a culture driven by individual performance, self-growth and development, performance-based recognition, and non-financial incentives. The competitive environment of the private sector which emphasizes the need for productivity, creativity, and responsibility can serve as an attractive hub to shape the economic future of the country. These strategies could enable in developing a performance-oriented labor market that is not driven by stature based on the type of industry they are working for, rather by their own individual self. Such developments in locals’ education levels and skill set can pave a way in eliminating the stereotypes that have taken a foothold amongst expat workers and create a sense of unity in the labor market that was otherwise split into two segments of local and expat workers.
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