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ExpatriatE 
gamEs

Do foreign workers 
have a future in Qatar?

Without achieving 
citizenship or even 
permanent residency, the 
identity of foreign nationals 
remains entrenched in 
their country of origin. But, 
asks the author, is this a 
sustainable way forward 
and the best thing for the 
region, and should more 
be done to develop and 
retain expatriate workers in 
Qatar and the greater Gulf 
Cooperation Council?



Just as 
demographic and 

labour market 
developments are 

driving changing 
approaches to 

employment 
for Qataris and 

their compatriots 
across the Gulf 

Cooperation 
Council (GCC), 

similar triggers are 
impacting non-
nationals in the 

region’s workplaces. 
What is the evolving 

talent landscape 
for expatriates, and 

indeed do they even 
have a place in the 

future of the region? 
The answer is yes, but 

with some serious 
caveats, writes 

human resources 
expert David Jones, of 
The Talent Enterprise.
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P erhaps it is an anachronism to 
even use the word ‘expatriates’ 
to collectively describe all 
foreign workers in the GCC, as 

there are so many different types, whether 
they are globally mobile executives leading 
organisations in the region, migrant 
labourers or those in domestic or ancillary 
jobs, often with precarious or dubious legal 
status. 

Indeed, many of the latter are only in 
the region because decades of reliance on 
imported labour have generated deeply 
entrenched views about many such jobs as 
unattractive to nationals, precisely because 
they are associated with harsh working 
conditions and menial jobs, particularly in 
the private sector. In turn, many employers 
it seems expect higher output from 
expatriates than they would from nationals, 
at lower remuneration, contributing to a 
globally unique and arguably unsustainable 
labour market status quo. 

Research shows that foreign workers 
may tend to undertake a risk-averse 
and defensive position in terms of their 
orientation to their work, rather than taking 
calculated risks and operating at peak 
productivity. As a result, many expatriates 
display defensive ‘rent-seeking’ behaviour, 

It is clear 
that the 

local population 
becoming more 
self-reliant and 
the expatriates 
becoming more 
permanently 
committed to their 
lives in the Gulf 
would have many 
benefits for all.

the region. Even with those who remain, 
there still may be significant issues, such as 
in Qatar, where overall labour productivity 
levels for both nationals and expatriates 
are at exceptionally low levels compared to 
international benchmarks. 

Another issue is that many professional 
expatriates in the region are often employed 
for their technical capability and experience 
but are not in positions of real leadership or 
authority. Unfortunately, this affects their 
ability and willingness to coach and mentor 
national staff, which is critically important if 
the region’s labour markets are to become 
more sustainable in the future.

Finally, another challenge is that an 
already segmented labour market is further 
characterised by a largely transactional 
nature of relationships that exist between 
nationals and expatriates, or more accurately 
between sponsor and employee. This can 
be attributed to the lack of permanence 
of employment and long-term residency 
prospects. This sometimes impacts the 
sense of personal ownership, investment 
and accountability of expatriates as decision 
makers and business leaders across the GCC.

A challenging future
So where to from here? For one, a crucial 

Decades of reliance on imported 
labour have generated deeply 
entrenched views about many 
kind of jobs as unattractive to 
nationals, precisely because they 
are associated with harsh working 
conditions and menial jobs, 
particularly in the private sector. 
(Image Arabian Eye/Corbis)

ostensibly driven by a fear of losing their 
job, which typically represents a far greater 
earning opportunity than compared to their 
home country. 

Allied with this is the common 
phenomenon of ‘expat failure’, with return 
rates in the first year of appointment as 
high as 30 percent in some industries in 
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80%
The percentage of private sector jobs 

across the GCC held by expatriates. This 
increases to more than 90 percent in the 

United Arab Emirates and Qatar.

EXPATRIATE GAMES: TRENDS AND OPPORTUNITIES IN 
THE CHANGING REGIONAL TALENT LANDSCAPE

Changes in migration Fostering relationships 
between expatriates and 

nationals

Greater diversity and 
inclusion focus

Hiring senior expatriates 
as guides

‘Arabisation’ of the 
workforce

As India and other South Asian countries 
continue to develop, proportionally fewer 
expatriates from these traditional sources 
of technical, managerial and manual 
labour will arrive in the GCC. In the last 
five years, the fastest growing numbers 
of expatriates are arriving from China 
and from Africa, with very different sets 
of skills, orientation to work and social 
impact on their host nations, such as 
Qatar.

Many expatriate 
managers are recruited 
for their technical and 
professional capabilities 
and not necessarily for 

their managerial or leadership capabilities. 
And yet, considering the nationalisation 
agenda, the prime role of expatriates should 
be to guide and mentor nationals as future 
leaders. Those can create appropriate 
incentives for expatriates to develop their 
GCC national colleagues and a culture of 
mutual trust  and respect will be able to 
accelerate many of their talent initiatives. 

There is a pressing need to create a culture 
and environment of inclusive growth – 
one that allows individuals, teams and 
organisations from diverse backgrounds 
to flourish and be wholly productive. Many 
nationalities work together every day across 
the GCC. However, research in the GCC 
indicates that having a diverse workforce 
is not the same as having an inclusive one. 
Working and thriving in a heterogeneous 
environment is a learned behaviour and 
requires focus. 

With ageing workforces 
across the rest of 
the world, there is an 
opportunity to better 
match older workers 
from elsewhere with 
local protégés in a more 

sustainable relationship. The mentor is 
unlikely to be considering a long-term 
career or sojourn in the workplaces of the 
GCC. Moreover, for those expatriates with 
scarce skills, extended periods or terms of 
residence could prove productive for all 
parties concerned.

As a first step in the nationalisation 
process, there is an increasing pattern 
of private sector organisations choosing 
to ‘Arabise’ their workforce. Multinational 
organisations are taking the lead in this 
regard, since they are moving from a 
relatively lower base. In addition, many 
are opting for a broader definition of 
nationals to include all GCC countries, 
instead of just their home country. GCC 
national talent will likely continue to be 
more attracted to the more managerial, 
professional and technical roles. Many 
of these are disproportionately held by 
Western expatriates at the moment, but 
this may start to change as Arab nationals 
are culturally closer to GCC nationals, and 
willing to work for less remuneration than 
many nationals.

aspect should surely be to acknowledge the 
changing role of expatriates in the future of 
the GCC. While the proportional increase 
of nationals in the workplace is clearly and 
correctly a policy priority in all Gulf states, it 
would be incorrect to assume that having 
more Qatari nationals in the workplace 
will mean fewer expatriates and fewer 
opportunities for their career development. 

Expatriates are clearly vital to the future 
of the region. Of the world’s 20 countries 
with the highest proportion of international 
migration, nine are in the Arab world. 
Expatriates hold more than 80 percent of 
private sector jobs across the GCC, and this 
increases to more than 90 percent in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Qatar. 

In Qatar, between 2004 and 2010 alone, 
more than a million non-Qatari workers 
boosted the population from 0.7 million 
to 1.7 million, and dependence on foreign 
workers is expected to continue. This is 
placed into sharp focus when you consider 
that the number of Qatari graduates is 
between 3000 and 3500 every year, 
insufficient to meet the current HR demand 
in most sectors. 

This has far ranging implications. 
Arguably, the challenge for policy-makers 
in Qatar is to increase local representation 
in the local job market while managing this 
growth.

Qatar cannot currently afford to 
implement strict limits on the employment 
of expatriates in order to meet its growth 
ambitions. Yet a rapid decrease in the 
expatriate working population could have 
serious consequences over economic 
growth and the country’s standard of living. 
For example, one downside of the high influx 
of low-skilled foreign workers coming into 
Qatar is depressed labour productivity.

One strategy could be to boost the 
proportion of Qataris in the labour force by 
diversifying into economic activities that relt 
on higher productivity, promoting capital 
investment and greater use of higher skilled 
labour. Another is to equip Qatari workers 
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Local 
employers 

may have to 
be prepared 
to invest in the 
motivation and 
development of 
their expatriate 
staff in a far more 
concentrated 
fashion than they 
have to date.

with the skills required to attain their 
maximum potential, in both the public and 
private sectors.

Discourse on the future of the region 
talks about the end of the oil and gas era and 
the impact of greater scarcity of fossil fuels 
on the continued development of the GCC. 
At least as important, if not more so, is the 
end of the era of cheap labour and how to 
prepare for a future when most of the jobs 
for national and expatriates are part of the 
much-touted ‘knowledge economy’. 

But that is in the long-term future. For 
the time being in Doha, certainly, as well as 
other rapidly developing hubs in the region, 
there is still a strong reliance on manual 
labour, so any changes in the supply could 
have a significant impact. 

In India, for example, domestic labour 
market conditions have been changing 
rapidly and impacting the potential supply 
of Indian talent into expatriate labour pools. 
Its domestic demand for labour is increasing 
and this will continue to restrict the supply, 
and increase the price, of Indian talent 
available, explaining in part at least the 
growth in the number of Nepalis or workers 
from African nations entering the region and 
particularly Qatar’s labour markets. 

The profile of Western expatriates is 
also changing, manifest for example in an 
increase in the average age of entrants 
into regional labour markets seeking to 
boost their retirement income. However, 
this is occurring alongside with a reduction 

in the proportion of Westerners, as many 
domestic governments seek to tighten their 
tax regimes for expatriates, negating the 
previous attractions of a tax-free income 
in many cases. This is also reducing the 
average length of residence for many 
Western expatriates.

The large-scale reduction in skilled 
expatriate labour from the region, whatever 
the cause, should therefore not be 
underestimated. One senior official within 
one of the public healthcare systems in the 
region recently stressed that they would 
not be able to run a single clinic or hospital 
with national staff, without the continued 
support of qualified professionals from 
other regions. 

Indeed, in the case of a major natural 
disaster, a diplomatic incident or region-
wide conflict, which may cause the 
expatriate population to leave, even briefly, 
within a few days airports would close down, 
power would cease to be generated and 
food would not be delivered. If only from a 
risk management perspective, it is clear that 
the local populations becoming more self-
reliant and the expatriates becoming more 
permanently committed to their lives in the 
Gulf would have many benefits for all.

A more fruitful co-existence
Our research with clients across the 
region, including Qatar, indicates that the 
employability strengths of nationals and 
expatriates are quite distinct in many ways 

9
Of the world’s 20 countries with the 
highest proportion of international 

migration, nine are in the Arab world.

In Qatar between 2004 and 
2010 alone, more than a million 
non-Qatari workers boosted 
the population from 0.7 million 
to 1.7 million. With the current 
construction boom, dependence 
on foreign workers is expected to 
continue. (Image Arabian Eye)

and yet similar in others. Nationals on average 
are more motivated, more concerned with 
how they are perceived by others and have 
a greater sense of control in their work than 
expatriates. This suggests that the latter 
have withheld some of their employability 
strengths, or their personal and professional 
productive potential as an adjustment to a 
situation where their control, learning and 
ambitions are restrained.

The Talent Enterprise also found in 
our recent Future of Learning study, that 
expatriates and nationals had broadly similar 
learning needs and priorities. Nonetheless, we 
saw that 58 percent of employers prioritised 
‘significantly’ or ‘exclusively’ their learning 
and development budgets for nationals. In 
such an environment, those expatriates who 
choose to work in the region clearly have to 
adjust their expectations, ambitions and 
willingness to provide their discretionary 
effort and emotional labour. 

In light of this result, we also saw the 
opportunity for learning and development 
activities to be more integrated in 
approach to the advantage of both 
nationals and expatriates. 
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When we look at the results of our 
research for national and expatriate youth 
in particular, in many ways representing 
the future workforce, we saw some very 
interesting reverse trends. For GCC nationals, 
including Qataris, we saw that on average, the 
employability strengths for those under 25 
were higher than for their older compatriots. 
This gives a great sense of hope for the future 
local workforce and their capacity to enhance 
the productivity of local labour markets. 

However, when we examined the results 
for expatriate youth, we saw that only their 
conviction is significantly higher on average 
than their older counterparts, with every other 
employability strength being significantly 
lower. This suggests that not only will the 
available quantity of expatriate labour from 
traditional talent pools become a greater 
challenge in the future, but so will the average 
quality in terms of productivity, orientation to 
the workplace and employee engagement. 

Local employers may have to be prepared 
to invest in the motivation and development of 
their expatriate staff in a far more concentrated 
fashion than they have to date. Expatriates 
need to be encouraged to continue to provide 

key skills and abilities required to steer the 
exceptional pace of development forward, 
and nationals need to continue to build their 
own capacities to become more self-sufficient 
and diversified with regards to their skills over a 
sustainable timeframe. 

Expatriates have been attracted to the 
region to build the physical infrastructure 
of the GCC in past decades. They will 
undoubtedly have an equally essential role in 
building the future human capital of the region 
over the next 50 years. This co-dependence 
and co-existence will continue for many years 
to come, should be accommodated as such, in 
Qatar and elsewhere.

30%
The percent of return-home in the first 

year of appointment.

Women in Indonesia go through the migration process to come and work in the GCC. More than 1000 female migrant workers a day apply for their passport to work in 
the Middle East countries per day. (Image Arabian Eye/Reuters)

Interaction between nationals and expatriates in the 
form of mentorship and transfer of skills from the 
latter to the former is rare in the GCC, and at among 
the lowest levels in Qatar. (Image Arabian Eye)


