Case Study 1

Let us look at a case study involving some Arabs and a European visitor.

Abdula, Director of Finance, Gulf Oil Company (GOC) has asked Bill, the new senior Accountant, to come around to his house for the evening meal with some of the Arab colleagues from work. These following events take place in a traditional Arab environment.

Abdula said that he would pick Bill up at 6.30 in the evening. So Bill went home, relaxed for a while and got ready for Abdula to pick him up at 6.30. Time ticked away and Abdula finally arrived by 7.55 to collect Bill who was annoyed and boiling inside. Bill commented that Abdula was late, and that he had been waiting for a couple of hours. Rather angrily Bill continued to say that Abdula should have come a lot earlier. Abdula responded that in England that would be so, but not here in an Arab country.

As they arrived at Abdula's house some other colleagues were also arriving, and they took off their shoes, but Bill said he preferred to keep his shoes on. As they moved into the lounge, Bill was shocked to notice that there were no chairs and he watched all the others settle down on the cushions on the floor. Mohamed was next to him and invited Bill to sit, but Bill said that he would prefer a chair. So Abdula brought a chair in for Bill to sit with them. Some of the small children came into the room for a few minutes and Abdula told Bill that he had eleven children and two wives in the house; and a wife in England, with three children, from the times he was a student completing his Bachelors and Masters degrees. Bill said that he would like to meet his wives and asked why they were not joining them for the meal.

It was around this time that one of the men brought around a pot, tub and towel for all the men to wash their hands without getting up and leaving the room. Bill said he would like to wash his hands in the bathroom and asked to be shown where it was. So he went off to wash up for the meal.

First the soup was served, and in small groups of three or four men they shared a single bowl of soup by spooning their share from the same bowl of soup together in communal style. This did not appeal to Bill so he asked for his own bowl of soup and refused to eat with the others from their shared single bowl. At the same time he also asked for a beer and Mohamed replied that there was no alcohol, but that the Pepsi was good, better than any beer.

During the course of the evening Bill seemed rather self-conscious and a little annoyed. He commented to Mohamed and Abdula that he couldn't understand why they don't relax with their wives and children as he was used to do in England. He further commented to Mohamed that this was the natural way to do things. He also complained that he was tired and would like to go home. Abdula said that the main meal with meat and rice was coming soon and he must stay to eat some more.

However, Bill insisted that he must get up early the next morning and had consumed plenty of soup and Pepsi, and directed Mohamed to drive him home immediately.

Neither Abdula nor Bill has an accepting attitude of each other. They haven't taken the appropriate steps, before the gathering, that could have avoided much of the embarrassment that arose.

Discussion questions
1. On what occasion did Bill see Abdula? What was the purpose of their seeing each other?
2. List the events that occurred in Abdula’s house. What did Bill do wrong?
3. Why did neither Abdula nor Bill have “an accepting attitude of each other”?  What could have Abdula done? Could Bill have done anything to avoid culture clash?
