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DOING BUSINESS
IN SAUDI ARABIA
CULTURE: A
COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE

Successfully navigating
the Saudi Arabian
market requires more
than a solid business
plan and a competitive
product. It demands a
deep and respectful
understanding of the
local culture, which is
deeply intertwined with
Islamic traditions, tribal
values, and a rapidly
modernizing economy.
For any foreign
investor or

entrepreneur,

mastering the nuances
of doing business in
Saudi Arabia culture is
not just an

advantage—it is a
fundamental
prerequisite for

building trust, forging
lasting partnerships,
and achieving
sustainable success.
This guide provides an
in-depth look at the
key cultural pillars that
underpin commercial

interactions in the
Kingdom.

THE
FOUNDATIONS:
ISLAM,

HIERARCHY, AND


https://everybodystreet.com/

HOSPITALITY

The
Central
Role of
Islam

Islam is not merely a
religion in Saudi
Arabia; it is the
foundation of the legal
system, social norms,
and daily life. Business
practices are
profoundly influenced
by Islamic principles.
For instance, the
concept of halal
(permissible) extends
beyond food to include
ethical business
conduct. Interest-
based transactions are
avoided, and
partnerships are often
structured to comply

prayer times structure
the day is crucial;
meetings may be
paused for Salat, and
the workweek
traditionally runs from
Sunday to Thursday.
Showing respect for
these practices—for
example, by not
scheduling meetings
during prayer times or
during the holy month
of
Ramadan—demonstrat
es cultural intelligence
and builds credibility.

Respect
for
Hierarchy
and
Authority

Saudi society s

with Sharia law. hierarchical, and this is
Understanding that reflected in business
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organizations. Age,
title, and family
background command
respect. Decision-
making is typically
centralized at the top,
often with a senior
family member or a
high-ranking executive.
When entering a
meeting, it is
customary to greet the
most senior person
first. Titles such as
"Sheikh," "Engineer,"
or "Doctor" should be
used with the person's
first name. Patience is
vital, as decisions may
take longer because
they require approval
from multiple levels of
authority. Pushing too
hard for a quick
decision can be
perceived as
disrespectful.

The Pillar

of
Hospitalit
y

Hospitality (Karam) is a
sacred duty in Saudi
culture. Business
associates are treated
as honored guests.
Expect to be offered
Arabic coffee (Gahwa)
with dates and other
refreshments at the
start of any meeting.
Refusing this offer can
be considered rude;
always accept at least
a small cup. This ritual
is not merely a
formality but a crucial
moment for building
rapport. Use this time
for light conversation
about family, health, or
general topics before
diving into business
matters. Rushing past
the hospitality phase is
a common mistake



that can damage a
budding relationship.

ESSENTIAL
BUSINESS
ETIQUETTE: FROM
GREETINGS TO
MEETINGS

Greetings
and
Personal
Space

The standard greeting
among Saudis is "As-
salamu alaykum"
(peace be upon you),
to which the reply is
"Wa alaykum as-
salam." A handshake is
common between men,
but it may be
prolonged or
accompanied by a
gentle touch on the
shoulder as a sign of
warmth. However,

physical contact
between unrelated
men and women is
generally avoided
unless the woman
extends her hand first.
If she does not, a
respectful nod and
verbal greeting suffice.
Always use the right
hand for handshakes,
passing documents, or
accepting gifts, as the
left hand is considered
unclean.

Meeting
Etiquette
and
Dress
Code

Punctuality is
appreciated, but be
prepared for meetings
to start late. Saudi time
is often more flexible,
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and several
interruptions (including
phone calls and people
entering the room) are
normal. This is not a
sign of disrespect but a
reflection of a
polychronic culture
where multiple
activities happen at
once. Dress
conservatively to
convey professionalism
and respect. For men,
a suit and tie are
appropriate for initial
meetings, though a
long-sleeved shirt and
slacks are acceptable
for less formal settings.
Women should wear
modest,  loose-fitting
clothing that covers
the arms and legs, and
a headscarf is often
recommended, though
not legally required for
foreign businesswomen
in most settings. The
key is to dress in a way
that does not draw
attention.

Communi
cation
Style:
Indirectn
ess and
Relations
hip

Saudi communication
tends to be indirect,
high-context, and
relationship-oriented.
Direct criticism or
confrontation is
avoided to maintain
face and harmony.
Business negotiations
are often a slow,
deliberate process
where building a
personal connection is

more important than
closing a deal quickly.



Showing emotion is
acceptable, but loud or
aggressive behavior is
never tolerated. Use
polite, respectful
language, and avoid
asking direct personal
questions about a
person's wife or female
family members.
Instead, ask about
their health or family in
general terms. Fluent
Arabic is not always
expected, but learning
a few key phrases (like
Shukran for thank you
and Min fadlik for
please) is highly
regarded.

NEGOTIATION AND
DECISION-MAKING

The Art of
Wasta

and
Relations
hips

Wasta is a powerful
concept in Saudi
business culture. It
refers to wusing
connections, influence,
or intermediary
relationships to
facilitate business. A
trusted local partner or
sponsor (Kafeel) with
strong Wasta can open
doors and accelerate
decisions. Instead of
viewing this as
nepotism, understand
it as a system of social
capital that builds
trust. The negotiation
process itself is often a
social exchange.
Expect extensive small
talk, shared meals, and
multiple meetings

before substantive
discussions begin.
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Patience and
persistence are
essential virtues.

Decision-
Making:
Consensu
s and
Authority

While ultimate
authority lies with
senior leaders,
decisions are often
made after seeking
consensus among
trusted advisors and
family members. This
can make the process
lengthy. Do not view
delays as a lack of
interest; they often
indicate careful
consideration. Avoid
applying high-pressure
tactics, which are likely
to backfire. Instead,

provide clear, detailed
information and be
willing to revisit points
multiple times. Once a
decision is made and
trust is established, the
relationship is
expected to be long-
term and loyal.

GENDER
DYNAMICS IN THE
SAUDI
WORKPLACE

The business
landscape in Saudi
Arabia is undergoing
rapid transformation,
particularly regarding
women's participation.
With the
implementation of
Vision 2030, women
now make up a
growing portion of the
workforce and hold
leadership positions.
However, traditional
gender roles still
influence interactions.
Foreign

businesswomen can



operate effectively but
should be prepared for
a conservative
environment. Some
meetings may be
gender-segregated,
and it is advisable to
have a female
colleague present for
meetings with Saudi
women. For male
professionals, it is
critical to maintain
respectful distance and
avoid any form of
physical contact. Eye
contact with Saudi
women should be brief
and respectful.
Understanding these
nuances is vital for
anyone serious about
doing business in Saudi
Arabia culture.

BUSINESS
HOSPITALITY AND
GIFT GIVING

As noted earlier,
hospitality is extensive.
A business meal is
often a lavish affair. It

is customary for the
host to insist on
paying. If you are the
host, expect to do the
same. During meals,
expect shared dishes;
use your right hand to
eat. Pork and alcohol
are forbidden. When it
comes to gift giving,
choose items that are
high-quality and
respectful. Avoid
alcohol, pork products,
or anything with
religious symbolism
(like a cross). Books

about your home
country, high-quality
pens, or luxury

company-branded
items are safe choices.
Gifts are not usually
opened in front of the
giver. If you receive a
gift, reciprocate with a
gift of similar value at
a later date.

TIME PERCEPTION
AND SCHEDULING

Understanding the
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cultural view of time is
essential when doing
business in Saudi
Arabia culture. The
Saudi concept of time
is often described as
"Insha'Allah" (God
willing), which implies
flexibility. A deadline is
often seen as a target
rather than a firm
commitment. Meetings
may start late, and
agendas may change.
This does not mean
Saudis are
unprofessional; rather,
they prioritize
relationships over the
clock. Plan your
schedule with buffer
time. Avoid scheduling
meetings during the
month of Ramadan
when working hours
are reduced and
energy levels are
lower. Friday is the
holy day, and many
businesses are closed
on Thursdays as well,
though this is changing

with new weekend

policies in some
sectors.

LEGAL AND
REGULATORY
CONTEXT

While not strictly
cultural, the legal
environment  reflects

cultural values. The
Saudi legal system is
based on Sharia law.
Contracts are
important, but the
relationship behind the
contract is even more
critical. Disputes are
often resolved through
negotiation and
mediation before
resorting to courts.
Foreign investors are
required to operate
through a local sponsor
or partner in many
sectors, though recent
reforms have allowed
100% foreign
ownership in some
areas. It is highly
recommended to



engage a local legal
advisor who
understands both the
law and the cultural
subtleties of business
dealings.

CONCLUSION

Successfully doing
business in Saudi
Arabia culture is a
journey that rewards
those who approach it
with respect, patience,
and a genuine desire
to build relationships.
The core
pillars—Islamic faith,
hierarchical structure,
and deep-seated
hospitality—shape
every interaction from
the first handshake to
the final signature. By

10

understanding the
importance of Wasta,
mastering the art of
indirect
communication,

dressing

conservatively, and
honoring local
customs, foreign

professionals can build
the trust and rapport
necessary for long-
term success. As the
Kingdom continues to
modernize under Vision

2030, the
fundamentals of its
business culture

remain timeless. Those
who invest the time to
learn and adapt will
find unprecedented
opportunities in one of
the world's most
dynamic markets.
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