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Intersectional experience of employment in Saudi Arabia: the impact of gender, tribal affiliation, and marital status

Abstract
This study draws on intersectionality to explore how gender intersects with tribal affiliations and marital status to shape employment opportunities among Saudi women. Utilizing the changing Saudi socio-institutional landscape, we conducted interviews with 50 individuals employed in state-owned companies, semi-governmental organizations, and multinational enterprises. Our analysis reveals that tribal and marital statuses are often experienced as barriers, yet they also uncover nuanced privileges and challenges. Tribal networks can sometimes facilitate job opportunities through ‘wasta’ (influential connections). Additionally, divorce is occasionally seen as a factor that enhances women’s autonomy. This study fills a gap in the literature on gender and work by demonstrating how intersecting identities and institutional structures collectively influence women’s working experiences in Saudi Arabia.
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Introduction
Despite sustained interest from researchers and practitioners, and extensive policy efforts, gender equality in employment remains elusive, with persistent gender disparities continuing to reflect impeded access and advancement to many senior roles across various professional and international contexts (Al-Asfour et al., 2017). Understanding how these disparities manifest within organizations and influence the gendered employment experiences of individuals in different socio-institutional settings remains a crucial area for further exploration. For instance, for societies in the Middle East/North Africa (MENA) region shaped by distinctive patriarchal norms, intersecting socio-institutional and socio-cultural factors like tribal affiliation and marital status continue to profoundly shape women's opportunities and experiences within the workplace (Sian et al., 2020). These socio-institutional and socio-cultural tensions create a complex landscape where attempts to address gender inequality may paradoxically intensify or introduce new forms of discrimination. 
In this paper, we aim to contribute to understanding these issues by exploring the interplay between gender, tribal affiliations, and marital status within Saudi Arabia, a distinctive work and employment setting within the MENA region. Specially, we investigate how these intersecting social categories shape women's lived experiences in the workplace, including their access to employment opportunities and their vulnerability to discriminatory practices, such as those hindering their career advancement. 
Saudi Arabia represents a context where a growing female workforce, spurred by the national government program Vision 2030, poses challenges to deeply-rooted societal structures. The shifts of modernization and diversification in the economy affect gender equality and inclusion in contradictory ways, such as through a heightened risk of tokenism, where the inclusion of women, particularly from privileged backgrounds, serves a performative function rather than addressing intersectional inequalities more systemically (Aldossari et al., 2023). Other related risks and tensions include hostility to change within traditionally male-dominated workplaces, and policy benefits accrued unevenly in favor of women from more privileged socio-economic backgrounds (Rodriguez et al., 2016), such as the lifting of the driving ban boosting their labor market engagement (Macias-Alonso et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk168318663]To advance the objectives of the current study, we view gender inequality through an intersectional lens, incorporating additional, context-sensitive social categories of tribal affiliation and marital status (DeFelice & Diller, 2019).  In doing so, we avoid the shortcomings of examining gender in isolation, while also aiming to address significant research gaps in understanding gender inequalities in under-researched socio-institutional settings in the MENA region, such as Saudi Arabia. Existing research on gender and Saudi Arabia has looked at the general challenges facing women in leadership development, career advancement and the various interrelated societal, organizational and individual level influences on gender equality (e.g., Al-Ahmadi, 2011; Al-Asfour et al., 2017; Syed et al., 2018). However, the distinct tensions, advantages and disadvantages created in workplace settings by more specific, context-sensitive intersections with gender remain under-explored. Here, we address this area by asking the research question ‘how do tribal affiliations and marital status intersect to affect women's access to employment and gendered experiences of discrimination within Saudi organizations?’ 

Intersectionality, gender and Saudi Arabia
Since it was coined in the late 1980s by the American critical legal race scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, with roots in Black feminist activism, use of the term intersectionality has expanded and diversified to generate a varied, interdisciplinary body of literature, bridging gender studies with many fields (Carastathis, 2014; McCall, 2005). In management and organization studies, intersectionality offers insights into how intersecting identities and social injustices affect the work experiences of marginalized employees, illuminating different gendered sources of privilege and disadvantage within organizational settings. (Liu, 2018). 
Intersectionality has therefore proved influential for analyzing how gender inequality, oppression, and marginalization are experienced differently by diverse individuals and groups in organizations, extending its initial applications beyond black women (Rodriguez et al., 2016; Thatcher et al., 2023). Intersecting axes of oppression and power relations influence the workplace by shaping individuals' social positions and experiences of privilege and disadvantage, which can also shift dynamically in relation to forces of time, place, agency and other perceptions of identities (Luiz & Terziev, 2022). Cultural norms and values, for example, can shape the potential acceptance or rejection of certain gender identities in context, while other societal and institutional structures, such as those associated with class and religion, can give rise to varying forms of gender discrimination in organizational practices (Haq, 2013).
The potential flexibility, context-sensitivity and analytical depth of intersectionality make it particularly valuable for investigating different socio-institutional contexts and regions with distinct social and cultural power dynamics affecting gender inequalities at work, such as those of the Middle East and Global South (Umeh et al., 2023). In these contexts, research on women's employment can risk engaging in over-generalization and essentialism of gender categories by overlooking more varied work experiences of women and gender discrimination rooted in broader societal and historical contexts (Ahmed, 2021). In societies like Saudi Arabia, the focus of the current study, essentializing tendencies can obscure the co-presence of individuals’ other identities – such as tribal affiliation and marital status – with gender in organizations (Syed et al., 2018). 
In the Saudi context, the intersections of tribe and marital status with gender are of considerable importance in shaping women's employment trajectories. Tribal affiliations can dictate access to social networks and resources (Doumato, 1992), which in turn can affect women’s access to opportunities within the workforce, such as for career advancement (Al-Asfour et al., 2017). Similarly, studies of Saudi women entrepreneurs have shown how marital status can influence women's autonomy and mobility (Alkhaled, 2021; Welsh et al., 2014), which can have broader effects on the power to pursue, receive and accept employment offers, heightening women’s socio-economic vulnerabilities (Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024). Despite emerging research on some of these patterns of women’s experiences in the contemporary Saudi context, we assert that there remains scope to better understand in more depth how tribal affiliations and marital status specifically intersect with gender to create particular challenges and opportunities across organizational settings.

Gender and tribe
The distinctive structure of Saudi Arabian society continues to be linked to tribalism – a traditional form of social organization in the country for millennia, and one that remains a powerful social force impacting individuals' identities and life trajectories (Weiner, 2022)). Saudi Arabia is home to several major Arab tribes, where the prominence of tribes can vary by region, invoking ethnic tribal ancestries, kinship groups and status category associations (Weiner, 2022). In urban areas where modernization has increased the diversity and cosmopolitanism of Saudi society in recent decades, tribes continue to constitute a significant part of the social, cultural, and political fabric of the country (Makki, 2011).
Specifically, tribal affiliation in Saudi Arabia – and other Middle Eastern countries such as Jordan – still exerts a strong and gendered influence on employment experiences and social networks, by perpetuating social hierarchies and marginalizing certain groups (Alkhaled & Berglund, 2018). In Arab lives, tribalism can reinforce the inegalitarian privileging of personal connections in organizations over qualifications or merit, and is gendered, with men sometimes making more use of it than women (Alsarhan et al., 2021). Tribal connections also shape individual and collective identity categories, with historically influential tribes potentially enjoying a higher social status, in various local, community, political and organizational contexts (Makki, 2011). 
Tribal discourses that place an emphasis on religious education can involve more patriarchal or conservative interpretations of religious texts regarding the role of women in society, which can in turn hinder women’s employment and career prospects (Aldossari & Calvard, 2022; Alhejji et al., 2018). For instance, the translation of Arabic and Quranic words like ‘qawwamun’ is contested, but can be taken to mean that men are ‘protectors’, ‘guardians’ or ‘managers’ of the conduct, safety and support of women (Riaz & Zaheer, 2011), and used to legitimize guardianship systems where women need to submit to a man’s authority in everyday life (Tønnessen, 2016). 
At the same time, it is important to acknowledge some reforms and lifting of restrictions relating to the male guardianship system since around 2018, such as the revoking of the decades-old ban on Saudi women drivers, with the potential for improving women’s workplace participation and independence (Jamjoom, 2022; Saleh & Malibari, 2021). While such changes can be met with resistance from some tribal group members, evidence also shows that the policy reforms do lead to social change – one survey finding that 15% of women changed their employment status once they were awarded their drivers licence (Al-Garawi & Kamargianni, 2021). More persistent problems relate to links between social class and tribal affiliation, such that women from more disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to be able to take advantage of new freedoms to improve their pay or career prospects (Macias-Alonso et al., (2023).
In Saudi Arabia and many other Middle Eastern countries, tribal affiliations are also related to informal networking and personal connections through the concept of wasta, ‘the process whereby individual goals are achieved often through personal links with people in high-status positions, derived from family relationships or close friendship’ (Syed et al., 2018, p.5). Organizational research on wasta has been slowly increasing into the twenty-first century, and its influence related to a variety of areas of organizational life, such as performance appraisals, leadership and career development (Ali & Weir, 2020). Wasta can support women’s career progression to an extent, but this is highly dependent on appropriate connections, often through male family members (Abalkhail & Allan, 2016), and in other contexts wasta can still be used to exclude hiring women and reinforce male-only workplaces (Adham, 2022). Overall, however, there is still a lack of research looking more specifically at how gender intersects with other identities like tribe, with implications for how wasta affects women’s career trajectories and constitutes workplace cultures that are more or less gender-inclusive.
Some research in the Saudi context suggests that while formal laws and policies support gender equality, informal cultural norms and traditions such as wasta can limit women’s access to networking opportunities, mentorship and promotion (Alhejji et al., 2018). Such exclusion is further reinforced by gender-segregated workplaces, which continue to represent employers of a large part of the labor market (Adham, 2022). Informal networks used by men can also give rise to stereotyping and discrimination, based on cultural, historical and traditional constructions of gender, and directed toward women perceived as breaking traditional gender norms (Jamjoom, 2022; Jamjoom & Mills, 2023). In general, wasta represents varying expressions of group support and access to opportunities within organizations, because people can feel obliged to help those from the same tribe, extending them preferential treatment (Alsarhan et al., 2021). Where tribal traditions and wasta networks intersect with longstanding gender norms and inequalities is therefore an important topic worthy of further investigation.

Gender and marital status
Intersections between gender and marital status have frequently been found to affect women’s experiences of hiring decisions and career progression, in large part due to work-family or work-life gender norms and biases (e.g., Jordan & Zitek, 2012; Nadler & Kufahl, 2014; Walsh, 2012). While some organizations introduce equality and diversity policies or culture change programs to try to address such discrimination issues to an extent, intersections between gender and marital status are under-explored in socio-institutional settings like Saudi Arabia, where the relative recency of women’s increased labor market participation is a distinctive consideration (Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024). In Saudi Arabia, particular societal norms, cultural practices and individual identities relating to marital status constitute a distinct web of gendered influences affecting women’s employment opportunities and workplace experiences (Syed et al., 2018).
	Saudi marriage practices, for instance, are shaped by societal gender expectations and religious teachings, which then play a significant role in determining women’s subsequent role in public life, with employment and career being related to family roles and spousal relationships (Al-Asfour et al., 2017; Syed et al., 2018). Importantly, both married and unmarried women may face different obstacles based on the intersection between gender and marital status. Unmarried women can face pressure to prioritize marriage prospects and family formation over career pursuits (Al Alhareth et al., 2015). In addition, employers’ hiring and job-related decisions may be influenced by various perceptions of a candidate’s working constraints related to their marital status, childcare responsibilities, and societal expectations of working part-time or only in certain professions (Jordan & Zitek, 2012; Kodagoda, 2014; Nadler & Kufahl, 2014). 
Saudi women have been found to often make an active choice in favour of part-time or online jobs to meet societal and familial expectations (Aldossari et al., 2023), reflecting embedded cultural views that women’s employment is unnecessary and contradictory to the domestic role of wives in the household (Bursztyn et al., 2020). Even Saudi women who choose full-time employment usually remain in lower-paying positions and/or precarious employment, with more advanced career prospects still constrained by pressures to comply with societal expectations of married women (Alsulami, 2018; Syed et al., 2018). 
Relationships between women’s marital status and employment status therefore relate to how traditional gender roles – such as childbearing, caregiving and household management – interact with organizational practices, typically resulting in more women in part-time jobs and jobs with lower employment protections (O'Keefe and Courtois, 2019; Warren and Lyonette, 2018). In the Saudi context, women face specific legal limitations and restrictions on their autonomy, as well as societal expectations that explicitly prioritize women’s domestic roles over professional aspirations (Le Renard, 2020).
The concept of ‘wali’ describes a woman’s guardian – a male relative such as her father if she is unmarried and her husband if she is married – and is codified in Islamic law, representing a focal point for ongoing discussions about Saudi women's limited agency in making decisions over marriage, divorce, children and work (Elyas & Aljabri, 2020). The guardianship system means that women often require their guardian’s permission to travel, work, or obtain certain government services, which can create obstacles to work and employment, particularly for women seeking careers outside their immediate communities (Al-Ahmadi, 2011). Guardianship is underpinned by societal belief in the idea that men are superior in acting as protectors to guide and control women, who are of equal importance, but as caretakers symbolic of the family and home (Le Renard, 2020). 
Even though some major guardianship rules and restrictions have been formally eliminated in Saudi Arabia, the system remains intact in social and religious terms, still involving restrictions on women’s employment choices and experiences (Elyas & Aljabri, 2020). Some research on gender equality and employment in Saudi Arabia has found that male guardians, particularly husbands acting as guardians for wives and influenced by appropriate socio-religious views on guardianship, exercise power in relation to whether a woman takes on overtime work, goes on overseas assignments, or engages with men in gender-mixed workplaces (Syed et al., 2018). 
While there has been a stream of emerging studies of management and organization looking at the impacts of the modernization of Saudi society and gender equality on women’s workplace experiences, the body of research remains relatively general, exploratory and fragmented (Jamjoom & Mills, 2023). As with the intersection between gender and tribe, therefore, the role of the intersection between gender and marital status in affecting experiences of gender equality in Saudi Arabian organizations merits further, focused investigation. 

Methodology 
This study aimed to explore how the intersections of gender with tribal affiliation and marital status shape experiences of gender (in)equality in Saudi Arabian organizations. Specifically, the focus was to examine in what ways and to what extent these intersections contribute to or alleviate gender inequalities in the socio-institutional context of Saudi Arabian workplaces. An intersectional perspective was adopted to highlight the dynamic and contested aspects of power dynamics within specific social contexts, as well as the positioning of individuals and groups along relevant axes of power and oppression (Yuval-Davis, 2011). A qualitative research approach was considered suitable for gaining an in-depth understanding of these experiences and their meanings to study participants (Doz, 2011). 

Sampling and data collection
The data reported in this article were gathered through semi-structured interviews with a total of 50 Saudi employees (25 women and 25 men), all currently engaged in employment within the private, state-owned, or semi-governmental sectors in Saudi Arabia. Although we were primarily interested in Saudi women's access to employment and gendered experiences of discrimination, we also sought interviews with men to provide a more rounded perspective on gendered practices and inequalities, and for exploring potential common views between men and women, including on tribal identities and marital experiences (Emslie & Hunt, 2009). 
After the study received institutional ethical approval, interviewees were recruited using a snowball sampling technique, leveraging initial participants’ extended networks and referrals to access hard-to-reach groups like Saudi working women, with awareness that the study involved sensitive discussions of gender (in)equality (Atkinson & Flint, 2001).  This method facilitated access to those working in sectors pivotal to the socio-institutional transformations envisioned by the government’s Saudi Vision 2030, a policy framework which has aimed at increasing women’s participation in the workforce (Saudi Vision 2030, 2016), 
All participants were employed by large organizations in Riyadh and held full-time positions with pensions, protections, and employment rights. All participants were Saudi nationals, to allow for exploration of traditions and intersections specific to Saudi culture. The sample reflected a mix of participants from tribal and non-tribal backgrounds, married and unmarried marital statuses, and senior and junior positions. Apart from two participants whose education finished at secondary school, all the others were university-educated. Participants ranged from 26-50 years of age, and 3-22 years of employment experience.
All interviews took place online between June and September 2022, with each session lasting between 60 and 90 minutes. All interviews were conducted in Arabic by the first author, a native speaker and Saudi national, which helped ensure accurate communication and cultural familiarity. To further enhance the reliability and accuracy of the data collected, the interview transcripts were translated from Arabic to English and subsequently back-translated into Arabic by an independent expert who is fluent in both languages, ensuring both the accuracy and fidelity of our translations. 
The interview protocols were semi-structured, to provide the freedom to further explore themes/topics of relevance to the research question (Brod et al., 2009). To balance relevant coverage with flexibility, key topics were derived from the research objectives prior to the interviews, and then explored in the interviews using open-ended questions designed to encourage participants to express their thoughts, experiences and perspectives freely. The interviewer could also adjust the wording of their questions in real-time, based on participants' responses, in order to gain more depth or clarification as needed.
The study employed a reflexive approach, seeking an acute awareness of potential bias and preconceptions, with researchers continuously engaging in critical team and self-reflections on their roles in relation to participants and differing interpretations of the data throughout the research process (Palaganas et al., 2017). For instance, it was recognized that the lead researcher’s positionality as a Saudi man could result in subjective biases arising from personal perspectives, beliefs and preconceptions (Bourke, 2014). To mitigate such bias, the research strategy included collaboration with two other researchers from diverse backgrounds, perspectives, and expertise – in this case a non-Saudi woman and a non-Saudi man – with discussions used to support robust shared understandings of the data. (Burnard, 1991; Manohar et al., 2017). Several pilot interviews were also conducted with assistance from a Saudi woman researcher, to ensure that the interview questions remained unbiased by the researcher's personal views (Maxwell, 2013). Finally, respondent validation was used by presenting data extracts and summaries to study participants for checking understandings, as well as seeking feedback, clarification, or withdrawals (Maxwell, 2021; Stake, 2010). 

Data analysis 
The interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim. The data were analyzed using NVivo software, and following the six steps of a thematic analysis procedure (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The research team immersed themselves in the dataset to become familiarized with its contents and identify preliminary potential codes, which were applied to representative data excerpts. Collated codes and excerpts then set a foundation for discussions in the research team over grouping codes and creating broader themes, which were continuously reviewed and refined to ensure they accurately reflected the data. Conceptual relationships among the themes were discussed and established as part of a final data structure arising from this systematic exploration of the data. This approach sought rigor and reflexivity in working with the data, leading to a nuanced understanding of the underlying patterns and themes. 
	From the perspective of linking intersectionality to our thematic analysis, we identified themes and established analytic categories by attending simultaneously to the threefold experiences of interpersonal interactions at work, organizational norms of practices, and wider societal processes associated with the national and cultural Saudi context (Holvino, 2010; Hwang & Beauregard, 2022). Our thematic analysis also involved a hybrid combination of deductive and inductive coding (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Deductively, our coding was guided by the intersecting categories of gender, tribal background and marital status, as well as a priori knowledge of Saudi research literature on gender, work and employment. Inductively, we constructed codes directly from the data. Examples included ‘tribal advantages’, ‘gender-mixing environments’, ‘choosing work outside the home’, and ‘divorce as liberating’.

Findings
Gender and tribe
Participants' accounts revealed how tribal affiliation influenced women's employment experiences in Saudi Arabia through various social, cultural, and economic processes. In some instances, tribal affiliations could offer benefits and privileges, such as social support and access to resources. Conversely, tribal affiliations could also reinforce traditional gender roles and norms, limiting women's opportunities, choices, rewards, and freedoms. The latter was particularly evident for tribes associated with rural locations, where certain tribes espoused traditional views emphasizing women's roles as caregivers and homemakers, and for them to prioritize domestic responsibilities over careers.
I can see the difference in our company’s branches in rural areas. It is where tribal values converge with patriarchal norms…[with] more constraint on women’s employment, which is how we justify the low percentage of women to the top management (Man, HR Specialist).
I feel some tribes are more anti-women than others. Not all tribes are the same…it is the power of regional differences. When modernization comes into a specific tribe’s members as we saw for some tribes, they turn into supporters for women’s rights. They actually would even utilize their networks to support their own women in employment (Woman, Senior Engineer).
 Since 2016 and the women’s empowerment policies initiated by the Saudi government as part of the 2030 Vision, tribal background was also reported to be less of a constraint by some participants: ‘Now you cannot even tell if someone is tribal or not…I believe most of this change is because of [increased] women’s employment’ (Man, Engineer). In urban areas, tribal attitudes toward women's employment tended to be less pronounced, relatively more liberal and more aligned with governmental gender reforms. 
	However, given that the societal reforms to women’s employment in Saudi Arabia were relatively recent, where tribal values were deeply embedded, they were felt to continue to exert a strong influence over gender role perceptions and expectations: ‘If you belong to a tribe, hierarchy is embedded in what each gender does. Tribally speaking, women used to only do tasks that relate to the house or farm, nothing outside this realm’ (Man, HR Specialist). Furthermore, inside organizations, tribal affiliations were reported to contribute to hiring discrimination and other biases between different tribes and non-tribal people, due to perceptions relating to historical and geographical differences, socioeconomic disparities and resentment over socio-institutional changes in establishing the modern nation-state. Women from less influential tribes or non-tribal backgrounds reported experiencing exclusion on this basis:
 I once submitted a request for a training opportunity. I was rejected for financial reasons. The budget was not enough, the management claimed. A colleague of mine afterwards was nominated for the same opportunity. Her tribal surname is the same as the manager’s. This explains it for me (Woman, Junior Manager).
Because I am non-tribal, sometimes I feel like I need to bridge this social gap. I managed to create good relationships with colleagues from various backgrounds, which I think helped me get into circles that I would not normally enter (Woman, Senior Manager).
While some tribes and non-tribal affiliations could reinforce inequality and disadvantage, other tribal identities could facilitate women’s access to employment opportunities, such as connections to education and vocational training programmes, or contacts within specific industries, sectors or businesses. 
I acknowledge the privilege I have. I remember being rejected to study abroad from the government scholarship programme. I actually did not meet the requirements. However, our tribe has a financial fund for its people. I received a fully-funded scholarship to study IT in the UK…[now] I am working in a prestigious organization (Woman, Junior Engineer).
The relationship between tribal backgrounds and gender-mixed workplace environments was another prevalent theme. As some Saudi workplaces have evolved to accommodate greater levels of mixing between genders, this can come into conflict with more traditional tribal values: ‘My tribal values do not accept me to work side-by-side with men. Segregated working environments are better for us and for them’ (Woman, Junior Manager); ‘My husband and family are still not happy with me working in gender-mixed environments; however, they just ignore it because they noticed the positive difference in my personality and financial situation’ (Woman, Senior Manager). Indeed, some tribal women chose to withhold information about gender mixing at work from their families to avoid conflict: ‘They will surely stop me from going to work’ (Woman, Junior Engineer); ‘It’s a way of control… still a legitimate reason for them to stop women from working…a new societal experience…we are not used to it…[there are] stories on social media of discomfort and harassment’ (Woman, Senior Manager). In contrast, women with non-tribal backgrounds felt they could view gender-mixed workplaces more favorably: ‘If someone came today and asked me, for example, is it okay with you to do team activities with colleagues at work? I say it's normal, but…everyone's opinion is not like me, particularly religious and tribal people’ (Woman, Senior Manager).
Wasta, or influential personal connections, were also linked to gender and tribal affiliation, influencing women’s employment opportunities in the context of hiring and career advancement processes. Tribal women could leverage personal connections from familial and tribal networks to help secure jobs and promotions, in more informal efforts to establish gender equality: ‘If men can utilize wasta, why not for us [women]?’ (Woman, Junior Engineer); ‘I am competent, but my father knows one person of the group [tribe] who works in my organisation. To him I owe this position’ (Woman, Senior Manager). Other tribal women reported using tribal wasta connections to secure ‘annual training opportunities abroad’, but which they were also advised to ‘keep secret’ as an unofficial channel. Wasta could to some extent be used by non-tribal individuals, working in large workforces with possibilities for connections, but nevertheless ‘community is tribal, so the larger your tribe is the larger your connections become, which ultimately means the more powerful your wasta becomes’ (Man, HR Specialist). Finally, another potential source of privilege linking gender, tribal identity and wasta was the process whereby tribe could serve to protect tribal women from harassment in the workplace: ‘I have my people [tribe] behind me, if they [harassing men] cannot be disciplined by law, my people can do the job’ (Woman, HR Specialist).
In general, our analysis illustrates the dual role tribes can play in intersection with gender in Saudi organizations, providing support and protection for tribal women in some interpersonal and organizational circumstances, while simultaneously reinforcing traditional social and cultural gender roles that disadvantage tribal women. And although tribal wasta connections could confer privilege, they could also continue to position men as the primary providers of wasta and perpetuate women’s reliance on men through masculine norms of courage and chivalry: ‘I have never heard of a woman who provides wasta, perhaps it is due to their short experience in the labour market’ (Woman, Senior Engineer). To the extent that powerful tribal connections could undermine merit-based and fair workforce competition through favoritism and nepotism, it meant that non-tribal women (and men) lacking these connections could experience significant disadvantage:
I've been doing my best to get higher education and professional certifications. It turns out to only work if I build connections with powerful colleagues across departments…it's definitely a difficult job compared to those coming from powerful backgrounds…Sometimes women from those backgrounds are even more powerful than men from non-tribal backgrounds. Your wasta is your merit! (Woman, Senior Manager).

Gender and marital status
The intersection of gender and marital status significantly impacted women's employment opportunities in Saudi organizations, disadvantaging them through the societal persistence of the ‘breadwinner model’; of men as providers of income and material security, and women positioned as caregivers responsible for childcare and household management (Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024). Although arguably less dominant in contemporary Saudi society, unmarried women, particularly with tribal backgrounds, reported still facing negative remarks at home and work, where marriage prospects caused tensions with job stability: ‘I am apprehensive that no competent man will marry me. My mother often blames me because I work in a gender-mixing environment…I hate to choose between my marriage and work’ (Woman, Junior Engineer); ‘They [my family] used to tell me [you’re unmarried] it’s because you’re employed… If a competent man proposed…I may have considered leaving the job’ (Woman, Junior Manager).
[bookmark: _Hlk163476115][bookmark: _Hlk163484561]Married women faced different concerns; for them, it was whether their husband would discover they worked in a gender-mixed environment: ‘He will surely stop me from going to work if he knows about this’ (Woman, Junior Engineer). Negative judgements about married women working came from employers, families and broader communities: ‘work is only good for those women whose familial or marital status and circumstances allow them to do so’ (Woman, Senior Engineer). Women could be perceived as choosing work over traditional family roles and duties, such as paying proper attention to their husbands: ‘Tribal men typically do not support getting married to employed women’ (Woman, Junior Engineer). One unmarried woman working as a senior manager expressed reluctance to hire other women who were married due to perceiving their familial obligations would potentially conflict with work demands. And for married working women, discussing financial responsibilities or support with their husbands could be difficult because ‘he might feel degraded. Even if I can give him [money], he must hide it…because it is shameful for a man to get his women’s financial assistance’ (Woman, Senior Manager). 
Cultural norms associated with the patriarchal guardianship system significantly affected Saudi women’s access to workplace opportunities, requiring women to seek the permission of a male guardian for undertaking work, travel, or training activities – typically their father if they were unmarried, or their husband if they were married. 
[bookmark: _Hlk163476863]I wouldn’t be nominated for abroad training opportunities because I’m a girl…when I discussed this [with the management], they said you’re a girl! My manager went further to claim that it’s even hard for my father to approve (Woman, Junior Manager).
[bookmark: _Hlk163485022]Organizational practices such as learning and development were often felt to not support the needs of married women with children, with flexible, distance, part-time and/or onsite childcare options rarely offered.
[bookmark: _Hlk163485084]My work does not support distance training…taking care of a child at the same time is too much for me. My husband does not help much…he believes that it is the normal cost I should pay since I choose to work. I am seriously considering leaving the labor market (Woman, Senior Engineer).
Saudi women thus faced significant barriers to workplace empowerment and career progression due to combinations of rigid societal gender norms and insufficient institutional support. 
Divorced Saudi women represented another distinct set of workplace experiences at the intersection of gender and marital status. For instance, experiencing harassment from male managers and colleagues who knew they were divorced: 
Because I am recently divorced, I regularly receive personal questions that make me uncomfortable...My previous male manager used to call me to his office…One day he proposed marriage. If a woman is divorced, they think that you’re an opportunity (Woman, Senior Manager).
However, some working women viewed divorce as liberating and empowering - a way to realign their lives with their career ambitions, despite some level of cultural conflict over traditional gender roles: ‘Women used to utilize marriage as a way of social protection and economic security, which now can be secured through becoming employed’ (Woman, Senior Manager); ‘I retrieved my life. I got rid of him [husband] and can work’ (Woman, HR Specialist). 
At the same time, increases in Saudi women’s rights to divorce and employment were received less positively by some men: ‘My ex-wife divorced me after she got a job. I was not able to understand why she did this. Women went crazy with the flow’ (Man, Senior Engineer), and some younger unmarried women: ‘It is insane, can you believe my 60-year-old aunt divorced her husband after she got a job? A 22-year marriage has been destroyed!’ (Woman, Junior Manager). 
Shifting societal attitudes and norms toward the male breadwinner model were linked to changing views from both men and women about gender relations and marriage, such as a divorced Saudi man who felt ‘[women should] not ask for a high dowry, or rely on men financially, [they should] pay half of the household bills to be really equal’ (Man, Senior Manager). Additionally, a married Saudi woman expressed some sympathy with contemporary men as having their masculinity displaced or challenged: ‘[I feel] so sorry for men in this generation’, because ‘they are being blamed for everything women experienced for decades’ (Woman, Senior Manager). An unmarried Saudi man expressed a related sentiment in terms resembling a double bind: ‘still being expected to provide for families…we are victims of both old and new systems’ (Man, Senior Manager).
Married and unmarried Saudi men in their twenties and thirties did sometimes express a sense of reverse discrimination and backlash toward the recent gender reforms and their implications for employment: ‘Young women are way more advantaged than young men’ (Man, Senior Manager); ‘a friend of mine is an excellent engineer; he cannot find a job even in a highly demanded sector...Organizations these days prefer young women because they must reach certain levels of their employment’ (Man, Junior Engineer).
These findings from unmarried, married and divorced men and their ambivalence toward gender reform and equality align with recent surveys of Middle Eastern men, many of whom report considerable stress due to family shame over lack of work and money, suggesting that the patriarchy only works well for a minority of men (BBC News, 2017). 

Discussion and conclusion
This study advances our understanding of how the intersections of gender with tribal affiliations and marital status affect Saudi women's (and men’s) employment opportunities and experiences of work in an evolving and distinctive socio-institutional landscape within the MENA region. Informed by an intersectionality perspective (Holvino, 2010; Rodriguez et al., 2016), our findings show tribal background and marital status give rise to distinct forms of gender privilege and disadvantage, as constituted through interpersonal interactions, organizational practices, and wider societal processes associated with the changing national and cultural Saudi context.
	Our research builds on existing studies on gender in Saudi workplaces and employment contexts (e.g., Al-Asfour et al., 2017; Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024; Sian et al., 2020; Syed et al., 2018). However, this body of work is still emerging, and remains quite broadly descriptive and fragmented. We contribute to and extend such work by deepening an intersectional approach to Saudi gender relations and employment, focusing specifically on the roles of tribe and marital status, and by including both Saudi men and women as respondents for a fuller picture of intersectional gender relations in this context. 
	First, our findings on gender and tribal affiliations show highly mixed or dual effects for different women. Specifically, certain rural and regional tribal backgrounds often reinforced pressures toward Saudi women’s exclusion from work or segregation at work through traditional gender values. However, we also found that to the extent that tribal connections involved influential personal contacts, or increased wasta, to use the Arabic term, they could confer privileges, opportunities and protections on some women, such as access to jobs and career development. To the extent that tribal connections and wasta remain embedded in male-dominated and patriarchal systems of use, they threaten to benefit only a privileged few, and to exclude many tribal women, non-tribal women and non-tribal men from fairer access to workplace opportunities and conditions (Alsarhan et al., 2021; Adham, 2022). 
In modernizing, urban Saudi work environments we find there may be less overt or visible emphasis on traditional tribal values and gender norms. Nevertheless, we also find that instances of preferential treatment and tribal bias persist, suggesting its potential effects on gender and other inequalities in organizations require further scrutiny in order to not undermine more progressive reforms and initiatives. Alternatively, Saudi workplace policies allowing gender-mixing could also clash with traditional tribal norms and values to tribal women’s disadvantage. Saudi women reported felt family pressures leading them to conceal mixed arrangements, or adjust career trajectories and opt out of promotions or roles to work only in gender-segregated environments, something stressful and not feasible in sectors like tourism or many leadership roles (Al-Ahmadi, 2011; Almathami et al., 2022).
Second, our findings on gender and marital status showed how socio-institutional influences such as the persistence of a male breadwinner, female homemaker model and the male guardianship system put distinct pressures on working Saudi women of differing marital status. The breadwinner model is challenged by government gender equality and employment reforms, while also creating tensions between family values and job insecurities (Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024). Among other pressures, we found that unmarried Saudi women risked diminished marriage prospects or having to choose between marriage and work; married women risked various potential negative judgements from husbands and employers; and divorced women risked facing harassment from interested men at work. Yet in spite of these considerable pressures, our findings show how Saudi women of diverse marital statuses continue their increased participation in the workforce, reshaping traditional gender role assumptions and established norms regarding marriage, family and employment. An important additional finding was how some divorced Saudi women described divorce in liberating and empowering terms, as enabling them to better navigate societal barriers and pursue employment opportunities more independently. Other Saudi men and women struggled to make sense of these shifts as they disrupted familiar patterns of gender relations, employment relations and family structures.
In conclusion, the main implication of our study is for Saudi organizations to consider how the tribal backgrounds and marital statuses of women and men in their workforces and socio-institutional contexts can intersect to exacerbate forms of gender discrimination and strain employee relations. In the Saudi context, managers and HR departments may inadvertently contribute to discriminatory practices and exclusionary cultures to the extent that work environments and relationships privilege traditional gender role assumptions, tribal values and connections, and traditional views of marriage. Our findings suggest more inclusive hiring practices and supportive flexible working arrangements could help offset some of the issues faced by our study participants. 
At the same time, some of the Saudi men and women interviewed were clearly surprised and ambivalent about how some of the socio-institutional changes and government reforms relating to greater gender equality were affecting, and affected by, evolving experiences of marriage, family, tribal relationships, guardianship restrictions and workplace arrangements.
In line with our findings and contributions, and with similar studies of Saudi organizations (e.g., Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024), we call for further context-sensitive research and workplace dialogues on Arab masculinities, generational differences in gender relations, deeply rooted tribal or Bedouin subcultures and forms of Islamic feminism. It is clear that many Saudi and Middle Eastern women, and to an extent also men, are still ‘bargaining with patriarchy’ around whether or not their tribal and marital statuses might help them secure employment, maintain familial harmony, and avoid unemployment (BBC News, 2017; Herzog & Yahia-Younis, 2007; Kandiyoti, 1988). The multi-layered and context-specific nature of these sources of inequality and discrimination suggests that non-western, relational and intersectional approaches to equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) are more likely to yield beneficial outcomes in MENA contexts than approaches ‘imposed’ without regards to employees’ cultural values (Hennekam et al., 2017; Umeh et al., 2023). 
Finally, our study examined gender equality within state-owned, semi-governmental and multinational Saudi organizations, but more sector-specific future research remains important to understanding varying forms of socio-institutional change and gendered intersectional influences. This is particularly true in areas such as the healthcare and educational sectors, where women have a more longstanding history of employment (e.g., Williams et al., 2019). There is also still more scope for workplace and organizational research in Saudi Arabia to deepen our understanding of intersections between gender and religious differences, nationality and regional identities. These differences also relate back to the diverse tribal and social class backgrounds focused on in the current study, but constitute further potential webs of power relations framing gender inequalities and discrimination in employment.
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