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 Glossary of Key Terms
Term Definition

Vision 2030 Saudi Arabia's ambitious national strategic plan to diversify its 
economy beyond oil, empower its citizens, and build a vibrant, 
future-ready society.

Hybrid Work A flexible work model where employees split their time between 
working remotely (e.g., from home) and working in a central 
office.

Proximity 
Bias

The unconscious tendency of managers to show favoritism 
toward employees who are physically present in the office, often 
assuming they are more productive or committed.

Presenteeism A traditional management belief that equates productivity with 
physical visibility and hours logged in the office, rather than 
actual output or results.

ROWC (Results-Oriented Work Culture) A modern management 
philosophy where work is defined as an outcome, not a place or 
a measure of time. Performance is measured by impact and goal 
achievement.

MHRSD (Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development) The 
government body in Saudi Arabia responsible for overseeing labor 
laws, workforce policies, and employment services.

Saudization 
(Nitaqat)

The Kingdom's national policy aimed at increasing the 
employment of Saudi nationals in the private sector through a 
quota-based system.

PDPL (Personal Data Protection Law) The Kingdom's comprehensive 
data privacy law that governs the collection, processing, and 
protection of personal data, including that of employees.

6
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 Introduction
The Strategic Imperative of Hybrid Work in the Kingdom
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia stands at a pivotal juncture in its national history. 
Driven by the ambitious framework of Vision 2030, the nation is undergoing a 
profound economic and social metamorphosis, moving decisively to diversify 
its economy beyond oil, empower its citizens, and build a vibrant, future-ready 
society.1 Within this grand transformation, the evolution of the workplace 
is not a peripheral trend but a central, strategic imperative. Hybrid work, 
once a novelty or a crisis-driven necessity, has rapidly matured into a critical 
instrument for achieving the Kingdom’s most ambitious goals. For business 
leaders and strategists operating in this dynamic market, understanding and 
mastering the complexities of the hybrid model is no longer optional; it is 
fundamental to attracting top-tier talent, ensuring regulatory alignment, and 
securing a competitive advantage.

The demand for flexible work arrangements within the Saudi workforce is not 
merely anecdotal; it is a powerful and quantifiable market force. A significant 
portion of professionals in the Kingdom now express a strong preference 
for hybrid models, viewing flexibility as a top priority when considering 
employment opportunities.2 This sentiment is particularly pronounced among 
the younger, digitally-native generations who constitute the future of the 
Saudi workforce.2 The pressure on employers is immense, with one survey 
revealing that a staggering 70% of professionals in Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
would contemplate resignation if faced with a mandatory full-time return to 
the office.3 This is not a preference that can be ignored; it is a clear signal that 
talent strategy and work model strategy are now inextricably linked.

This workforce demand is powerfully reinforced by top-down government 
support. The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development (MHRSD) 
has actively embraced flexible work, codifying it within the legal framework 
through the 2025 Labor Law reforms.4 These reforms provide clear regulations 
for remote work, signaling to the market that flexibility is a legitimate and 
encouraged component of the modern Saudi workplace.2 This state-level 
endorsement transforms hybrid work from a corporate policy choice into a 
practice aligned with national development objectives.

The sentiment within the Middle East, and by extension Saudi Arabia, reveals 
a workforce that is not only ready for but is leading the charge toward 
new ways of working. As detailed in Table 1, regional employees place a 
significantly higher value on both flexibility and collaboration than their global 
counterparts, creating a unique strategic context for employers.
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Table 1: Hybrid Work Sentiment in the Middle East: A Strategic 
Snapshot

Metric Statistic 
(MENA/KSA)

Global 
Comparison

Source(s)

Value Placed 
on Flexibility

81% of employees 
value flexibility in 
their roles.

65% of global 
employees.

6

Importance of 
Collaboration

87% of employees 
emphasize the 
importance of 
collaboration.

63% of global 
employees.

6

Willingness 
to Resign 
Over Lack of 
Flexibility

70% of professionals 
in UAE & KSA would 
consider resigning.

N/A 3

Preference 
for Hybrid/
Remote Work

76% prefer hybrid 
work; 10% prefer 
fully remote.

N/A 7

Belief Job 
Can Be Done 
Remotely

60% of employees 
believe their job 
can be performed 
remotely.

N/A 6

Impact on 
Work-Life 
Balance

Cited as the top 
advantage of hybrid 
work by 76% of U.S. 
hybrid workers.

N/A 8
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This report provides a strategic analysis of the four primary challenges 
organizations face in optimizing their hybrid work models, as identified in a 
recent poll. These challenges are:

These are not isolated operational hurdles. They are four interdependent 
pillars of a successful and sustainable hybrid strategy. Failure to master one 
will inevitably compromise the others, threatening not only organizational 
performance but also alignment with the broader goals of Vision 2030. The 
following analysis will dissect each challenge, exploring its unique dimensions 
within the Saudi context and outlining the strategic imperatives for leaders 
who aim to thrive in the Kingdom’s new world of work.

Maintaining company culture and connection

Ensuring equitable opportunities for all employees

Managing technology and infrastructure

Measuring productivity and performance

1

2

3

4
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 Methodology

12

Research the current state and adoption trends of 
hybrid work models in Saudi Arabia, including any 
relevant government initiatives or labor law 
adjustments under Saudi Vision 2030. 

Analyze the impact of hybrid work on traditional Saudi 
corporate culture, focusing on challenges to maintain-
ing personal connections, team cohesion, and estab-
lished communication hierarchies.

Investigate the issue of equity in Saudi hybrid workplac-
es, exploring potential disparities in career opportunities 
and advancement for remote versus in-office employees, 
considering factors like gender and location. 

Assess the technological and  readiness of Saudi busi-
nesses for hybrid work, identifying common challenges 
related to digital tool adoption, cybersecurity, and pro-
viding consistent access for all employees. 

Examine how Saudi companies are adapting their 
methods for measuring productivity and performance, 
moving from traditional presence-based metrics to 
results-oriented evaluations in a hybrid setting. 

Find market reports or surveys from business consul-
tancies that analyze and rank the primary obstacles 
faced by organizations in Saudi Arabia when imple-
menting hybrid work models. 

Synthesize the findings to provide a deep, strategic 
analysis for each of the four poll options, detailing its 
specific relevance and complexity within the Saudi 
market.

Conclude by identifying which challenge is likely the 
most dominant for organizations in Saudi Arabia, pro-
viding a clear justification based on the comprehensive 
market analysis.
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The shift to hybrid work clashes with KSA's high-context, relational business 
culture. The loss of informal, in-person interactions erodes trust and the 
social capital needed for innovation.

When "Maintaining company culture and connection" emerges as the dominant 
challenge in optimizing hybrid work, it signals a fundamental tension between 
new ways of working and the deep-seated cultural fabric of the Saudi business 
environment. The issue transcends simple logistics or employee engagement; it 
strikes at the heart of how relationships are built, how influence is wielded, and 
how knowledge is transferred. The risk is not merely a decline in morale but a 
gradual erosion of the social capital that fuels collaboration and innovation. For 
strategists, the response cannot be a futile attempt to replicate the 
pre-pandemic office culture through digital means. Instead, it requires the 
intentional design and engineering of a new, more resilient hybrid culture that 
leverages the strengths of both physical and virtual environments.

The Clash of Cultures
High-Context vs. Hybrid Reality
The traditional Saudi work culture is deeply relational and high-context, 
emphasizing the importance of face-to-face collaboration, personal 
relationships, and structured, predictable workdays.2 This cultural norm creates 
an inherent friction with the dispersed, asynchronous nature of many hybrid 
models. The spontaneous, informal interactions that occur in a shared physical 
space—the "water cooler" conversations, the impromptu brainstorming 
sessions, the shared coffee breaks—are not just social niceties; they are the 
very mechanisms through which trust is built, information flows, and a sense of 
collective identity is forged.10

The Clash of Cultures
High-Context vs. Hybrid Reality

The "collaboration premium" in the Middle East means the negative effects of a 
disconnected culture are felt more acutely here than globally.

Section I
The Culture Conundrum
Maintaining Connection and Identity in a 
Dispersed Workforce
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Importance of Collaboration

MENA
Employees

87%

Global
Employees

63%

Value Collaboration

Strategic Response
Engineer a new hybrid 
culture. Mandate "anchor 
days" for in-person 
collaboration, create virtual 
forums for connection, and 
redesign offices as social 
hubs. Leaders must actively 
model hybrid behaviors.

When “Maintaining company culture and connection” emerges as the 
dominant challenge in optimizing hybrid work, it signals a fundamental 
tension between new ways of working and the deep-seated cultural fabric 
of the Saudi business environment. The issue transcends simple logistics or 
employee engagement; it strikes at the heart of how relationships are built, 
how influence is wielded, and how knowledge is transferred. The risk is not 
merely a decline in morale but a gradual erosion of the social capital that 
fuels collaboration and innovation. For strategists, the response cannot be 
a futile attempt to replicate the pre-pandemic office culture through digital 
means. Instead, it requires the intentional design and engineering of a new, 
more resilient hybrid culture that leverages the strengths of both physical and 
virtual environments.

 The Culture Conundrum
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 The Clash of Cultures:
High-Context vs. Hybrid Reality
The traditional Saudi work culture is deeply relational and high-context, 
emphasizing the importance of face-to-face collaboration, personal relationships, 
and structured, predictable workdays.2 This cultural norm creates an inherent 
friction with the dispersed, asynchronous nature of many hybrid models. The 
spontaneous, informal interactions that occur in a shared physical space—the 
“water cooler” conversations, the impromptu brainstorming sessions, the shared 
coffee breaks—are not just social niceties; they are the very mechanisms through 
which trust is built, information flows, and a sense of collective identity is forged.10

The abrupt removal or reduction of these interactions has created a palpable 
strain on organizations. Data from the Middle East reveals that this is a 
primary concern for leadership. More than one-third (35%) of employers 
report reduced team cohesion and significant difficulty in maintaining 
company culture in a hybrid setting.10 The challenge is felt acutely by those 
on the front lines of management, with 44% of line managers citing effective 
communication as a top operational challenge in a remote or hybrid context.10 
The physical distance creates a psychological distance that can impede the 
free flow of ideas and erode the sense of belonging.

This is not simply a matter of employee sentiment; it has direct and measurable 
consequences for organizational effectiveness. Research focusing on the 
Saudi context has shown that physical isolation and a lack of communication 
between coworkers can negatively affect productivity by hindering the 
development of the social relationships necessary for effective teamwork and 
collaborative problem-solving.13 When the connective tissue of a company 
weakens, its ability to learn, adapt, and innovate weakens with it.

This dynamic forces a re-evaluation of how influence and social capital function 
within the organization. In a traditional, high-context environment, proximity is 
often a form of currency. Influence and access to information can be tied to one’s 
physical presence and informal networks, a system sometimes associated with 
the concept of “wasta.” The shift to a hybrid model devalues this currency. When 
interactions become more structured and digitally mediated, the old pathways 
of influence are disrupted. This presents both a risk and an opportunity. If 
unmanaged, it can create a vacuum filled with confusion, disengagement, and the 
alienation of those unaccustomed to building relationships digitally. However, if 
managed strategically, it offers a chance to transform the basis of organizational 
influence. The imperative becomes to create a new, more transparent and 
meritocratic form of social capital, one built not on physical proximity but on 
demonstrated expertise, digital collaboration, and measurable contributions. 
The organization that successfully redefines its social currency for the digital age 
will not only adapt but will likely become more equitable and innovative.
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 The Leadership Paradox and the Amplified Need for 
Collaboration
The cultural challenge is amplified by a leadership paradox. On one hand, 
traditional leadership practices in the region, which often emphasize hierarchy 
and physical visibility, are ill-suited for managing a dispersed workforce and 
require a fundamental redefinition.10 Leaders must transition from a mindset 
of managing by presence to one of leading by outcomes, a significant cultural 
and behavioral shift.2 On the other hand, the workforce they are leading 
places an exceptionally high premium on the very thing that hybrid work 
makes more difficult: collaboration.

PwC’s survey data is stark: 87% of employees in the Middle East emphasize 
the importance of collaboration, a figure that dramatically outpaces the global 
average of 63%.6 This “collaboration premium” means that the negative 
consequences of a poorly designed hybrid model—such as feelings of 
isolation and communication breakdown—will be felt more acutely and have 
a disproportionately larger negative impact on engagement and retention 
in Saudi Arabia than in many other markets. The cultural stakes are simply 
higher.

Employee behavior validates this point. When hybrid workers are asked why 
they value coming into the office, their top reasons are overwhelmingly social 
and collaborative. A Gallup survey shows the leading benefits of on-site work 
are spending time with people to build relationships (55%), having in-person 
conversations with their manager (44%), and collaborating on projects 
(43%).8 The office is no longer seen as the default place for all work, but 
as a specific destination for connection and teamwork. This insight is critical 
for strategy: a generic, one-size-fits-all global hybrid policy is highly likely 
to fail in the Saudi context. The strategy must be hyper-localized, with a 
deliberate and significant investment in technologies, processes, and physical 
spaces that are purpose-built to foster high-quality collaboration. The return 
on investment for such initiatives is demonstrably higher in this market due 
to the workforce’s intrinsic valuation of collaborative work.
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 Strategic Response:
Engineering a New Hybrid Culture
Addressing the culture conundrum requires acknowledging that “culture 
matters as much as installing the right ICT infrastructure”.15 It is an exercise 
in intentional organizational design, not a problem to be solved with a new 
software subscription. The strategic response must be multi-faceted, involving 
leadership commitment, structural changes, and a redefinition of HR’s role.

First, leadership must become the primary champion of the new model. Any 
ambiguity or perceived preference for on-site work from the top will create 
a stigma around remote work, undermining the entire policy.2 This requires 
more than just verbal endorsement; it demands that leaders actively model 
hybrid work behaviors and invest in training for their management teams. 
Managers must be explicitly taught how to lead hybrid teams, focusing 
on skills like fostering virtual communication, building trust remotely, and 
evaluating performance based on outcomes.2

Second, the structure of work must be re-engineered. This includes defining 
clear eligibility criteria for hybrid roles to ensure fairness and transparency, 
and establishing “anchor days”—specific, coordinated days for in-office 
collaboration—to maximize the value of physical presence.2 The office itself 
must be redesigned from a place of individual work to a hub for social connection 
and teamwork, with more collaborative spaces and fewer individual desks.16

Third, organizations must adopt more sophisticated cultural frameworks. The 
concept of “microcultures,” as described by Deloitte, is a powerful strategic 
response to the increasing diversity of the Saudi workforce.18 This approach 
moves away from a monolithic corporate culture and instead enables a “culture 
of cultures,” where individual teams are empowered to develop norms and 
practices tailored to their specific needs, all while remaining aligned with the 
organization’s overarching values. This fosters a sense of local ownership and 
relevance that is critical in a dispersed environment.

Finally, this cultural transformation necessitates an evolution of the Human 
Resources function itself. HR can no longer operate as a siloed administrative 
department. It must become a “boundaryless discipline,” deeply integrated 
with the business units it serves, acting as a strategic partner in co-creating 
the future of work.18 This involves leveraging digital HR tools not just for 
efficiency, but to actively bridge the gaps created by hybrid work, facilitating 
virtual check-ins, organizing online team-building activities, and using data to 
monitor and nurture the health of the organization’s evolving culture.19
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"Proximity bias" creates a two-tiered system, penalizing remote workers. 
This is critical in KSA, as it could undermine Vision 2030's female 
empowerment goals by creating a remote "mommy track."

A significant portion of regional supervisors admit to biases that directly harm the 
career progression of remote employees

Section II
The Equity Imperative: 
Ensuring Fairness and Opportunity in the 
Hybrid Model 

Supervisor Proximity Bias Against Remote Workers

Admit to Proximity Bias Do Not Admit

Strategic Response
Design for deliberate equity. 
Shift to outcome-based 
performance metrics 
(OKRs), provide mandatory 
training on proximity bias, 
and ensure equal access to 
high-visibility projects for all 
employees, regardless of 
location.

If “Ensuring equitable opportunities for all employees” is the paramount 
challenge, it is because the hybrid model, despite its promise of flexibility, 
carries an inherent and insidious risk: the creation of a two-tiered workforce. 
In this system, on-site employees receive preferential treatment, greater 
visibility, and accelerated career progression, while their remote counterparts 
are inadvertently penalized. This global challenge takes on a unique and 
acute significance in Saudi Arabia, where the general issue of proximity 
bias intersects with a society undergoing a rapid, state-led transformation 
in gender roles and workforce composition. For any organization operating 
in the Kingdom, failure to proactively design for equity is not just a cultural 
misstep; it is a strategic blunder that directly jeopardizes talent retention, 
undermines nationalization efforts, and risks non-alignment with the core 
human capital objectives of Vision 2030.

 The Equity Imperative
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 The Proximity Bias Threat:
Penalizing Performance Through Perception
Proximity bias is the unconscious and often unintentional tendency of leaders 
and managers to show favoritism toward employees who are physically 
present in the office.11 It is a cognitive shortcut, a flawed heuristic that 
equates physical presence with productivity and commitment. The danger of 
this bias lies in its subtlety and its foundation in assumption rather than fact. 
Groundbreaking research demonstrates that when managers are not provided 
with concrete performance data, they automatically assume hybrid workers 
are less productive, leading to a measurable penalty in promotion probability 
and salary increases.20 The most telling finding is that when these same 
managers are shown objective data proving a hybrid worker’s performance 
is identical to an on-site colleague’s, the penalty vanishes entirely.20 This 
confirms that the bias is driven purely by a perception gap, not an actual 
performance gap.

This is not a theoretical risk in the Saudi market; it is a clear and present 
danger. A survey of supervisors in the region revealed that 67% admitted 
to viewing remote workers as more replaceable than their in-office peers, 
and a concerning 42% acknowledged that they sometimes forget about 
their remote team members when allocating tasks and opportunities.22 Such 
attitudes create a self-fulfilling prophecy, where remote workers are starved 
of the high-visibility assignments and developmental opportunities that lead 
to advancement, reinforcing the very bias that excluded them in the first 
place.

The strategic consequences of unchecked proximity bias are severe. In a 
market where 70% of professionals are willing to change jobs to secure 
flexibility, penalizing them for utilizing that flexibility is a direct path to talent 
attrition.3 Organizations will find themselves losing their most adaptable and 
independent employees, retaining only those who conform to an outdated 
model of work. This erodes the very agility and resilience that hybrid work is 
meant to foster.
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 The Gender Equity Paradox:
An Opportunity and a Trap
The challenge of equity in Saudi Arabia is uniquely complex due to the “gender 
equity paradox.” The hybrid model presents both a historic opportunity to 
accelerate female workforce participation and a potential trap that could 
reinforce historical inequalities.

The opportunity is driven from the highest levels of the state. Vision 2030 
has made the economic empowerment of women a cornerstone of its national 
strategy, and the results have been dramatic. Female labor force participation 
has surged from 23.2% in 2016 to 36.3% in early 2025, surpassing the 
initial Vision 2030 targets years ahead of schedule.23 The government has 
actively promoted flexible work as a key enabler of this goal, with the MHRSD 
announcing plans to expand hybrid opportunities specifically to support 
women’s employment, particularly in rural zones.23 This is backed by tangible 
support programs like “Qurrah” for childcare and “Wusool” for transportation, 
designed to alleviate practical barriers for working women.24

However, this top-down policy push coexists with the bottom-up reality of 
persistent cultural norms. Deep-rooted societal expectations often place a 
disproportionate burden of domestic responsibilities, including housework and 
childcare, on women.26 Remote work, while offering flexibility, can inadvertently 
intensify this “double burden,” blurring the lines between professional and 
domestic life and increasing the total workload for women.27

This dynamic creates a specific and damaging form of workplace bias. As one 
study notes, there is a tendency to assume that a woman working from home 
is primarily taking care of her family, whereas a man working from home is 
assumed to be focused solely on his work.28 This perception can lead to women 
in hybrid roles being seen as less committed, less available, and less suited 
for demanding leadership positions. In a culture where women already face 
structural challenges and stereotypes that limit their access to managerial 
roles, remote work can render them even less visible to decision-makers, 
exacerbating the “glass ceiling” effect and stalling their career progression.29

This situation creates a significant compliance and reputational risk for 
companies. Given that gender equity is a declared national priority under 
Vision 2030, any corporate hybrid policy that results in systemic disadvantages 
for female employees—such as demonstrably lower promotion rates or pay 
gaps for remote-working women—could be viewed as being in opposition to 
the Kingdom’s strategic goals.23 This elevates the issue beyond internal HR 
policy to a matter of national alignment and corporate social responsibility. 
Inequitable hybrid practices are not just a talent management failure; they 
are a potential regulatory and reputational liability.
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Furthermore, an unstated but critical dimension of equity revolves around 
the dynamic between Saudi nationals and the large expatriate workforce. 
The Kingdom’s “Saudization” policies are a key pillar of Vision 2030, aimed at 
increasing the employment of nationals in the private sector.1 This creates a 
delicate balancing act for employers, who must meet localization quotas while 
also retaining highly skilled expatriate talent.33 Research indicates that these 
two groups often have different career motivations: nationals tend to prioritize 
training and clear career paths, while expatriates may be more focused on 
monetary compensation.32 If a company’s hybrid policy is not designed with 
this dynamic in mind, it can inadvertently create a new fault line of inequity. For 
instance, if expatriates are more readily granted remote work arrangements 
while nationals are encouraged to be on-site for “development” or “cultural 
integration,” it could foster resentment and undermine both talent retention 
and the spirit of Saudization.

 Strategic Response: 
Designing for Deliberate Equity
To navigate these complex challenges, organizations must move beyond 
passive non-discrimination and actively design their hybrid models for 
deliberate equity. This requires a proactive, multi-pronged strategy that 
addresses bias, structure, and support systems.

First, to combat proximity bias, organizations must fundamentally shift their 
performance management systems. The focus must move from subjective 
inputs like visibility and presence to objective, data-driven outputs.2 This 
involves implementing clear, results-oriented frameworks like OKRs (Objectives 
and Key Results) and ensuring that performance is evaluated based on goal 
achievement, not location. Critically, managers at all levels must be educated 
on the mechanisms of unconscious bias and trained to mitigate its effects in 
their decision-making processes.22 Investment in “meeting equity” technology 
is also crucial. Tools that provide all participants with an equal presence on 
screen, regardless of whether they are in the room or remote, help level the 
playing field and ensure all voices can be heard.21

Second, to address the gender equity paradox, leaders must ensure that hybrid 
work does not become a de facto “mommy track.” This means guaranteeing 
that all employees, regardless of work location, have equal and visible 
access to high-profile projects, mentorship, and professional development 
opportunities.22 Organizations should proactively create programs to increase 
the visibility of high-potential women and ensure they are represented 
in leadership pipelines. Furthermore, companies can demonstrate their 
commitment by providing robust support systems that help alleviate the 
“double burden,” such as subsidized childcare or flexible scheduling that 
respects family commitments, echoing the government’s own initiatives.24
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Finally, the principle of equity must be embedded in the very structure of 
the hybrid policy and the physical workplace. Eligibility criteria for flexible 
work must be transparent, consistent, and based on the requirements of the 
role, not on an individual’s gender or nationality.2 The office itself should be 
conceived as an inclusive resource for all. This involves designing “workspaces 
that work for all,” catering to a diversity of work styles, seniority levels, and 
personal needs, thereby fostering a truly inclusive environment where every 
employee feels they belong and has the resources to succeed.16

Risk Factor Proximity Bias Gender Equity Paradox

Underlying 
Driver

Unconscious managerial 
preference for physically visible 
employees; assumption of lower 
productivity among remote 
workers.20

Deep-rooted societal norms 
regarding gender roles and 
domestic responsibilities (the 
‘double burden’).26

Primary 
Victims

All remote and hybrid 
employees, regardless of 
gender or nationality.

Disproportionately impacts 
women, who may opt for 
flexibility to manage family 
duties and are then perceived 
as less committed.28

Manifestation 
in the 
Workplace

Lower probability of promotion 
and salary increases; 
being overlooked for key 
assignments and development 
opportunities.20

Sidelining from leadership 
tracks; career stagnation; 
exclusion from informal 
networks; being perceived as 
less capable of management 
roles.29

Strategic Risk High talent attrition, particularly 
among independent and high-
performing employees; loss of 
productivity and innovation.3

Undermining national Vision 2030 
goals for female empowerment; 
significant regulatory and 
reputational risk; inability to 
attract and retain top female 
talent.23

Key Mitigation 
Strategy

Implement objective, outcome-
based performance metrics 
(OKRs); mandatory managerial 
training on unconscious bias; 
invest in "meeting equity" 
technology.2

Proactive sponsorship and 
visibility programs for women; 
robust support systems (e.g., 
childcare); ensure equal access 
to development opportunities 
for all work locations.22
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Organizations face a tripartite crisis: a digital readiness gap, a severe 
cybersecurity deficit, and complex legal compliance. This unstable 
foundation constrains the entire hybrid strategy.

The vast majority of organizations in KSA are not at a mature level of cybersecurity 
readiness, creating significant risk.

Section III
The Techno-Structural Foundation:  
Managing Infrastructure and Cybersecurity

Cybersecurity Readiness of KSA Firms

Mature Cybersecurity Not Mature

Strategic Response
Build a resilient foundation. 
Standardize the tech stack, 
adopt a Zero-Trust security 
model, create clear AI 
governance policies, and 
integrate legal compliance 
(PDPL, Labor Law) into all 
systems.

Should “Managing technology and infrastructure” be the dominant challenge, 
it signifies that the very bedrock upon which a successful hybrid model is 
built is unstable. This is not a simple IT helpdesk issue; it is a tripartite crisis 
encompassing a digital readiness gap, a severe cybersecurity deficit, and a 
complex web of legal compliance. This techno-structural weakness acts as 
a fundamental bottleneck, constraining an organization’s ability to execute 
its workforce strategy, mitigate risk, and capitalize on the opportunities 
presented by Vision 2030. Without a secure, compliant, and universally 
accessible technological foundation, all other efforts to optimize culture, 
equity, and productivity are built on sand.

 The Techno-Structural Foundation
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 The Digital Readiness Gap
While Saudi Arabia boasts an impressive national ICT infrastructure, a critical gap 
exists at the organizational level. A PwC report highlights that many public and 
private sector organizations in the Kingdom are not yet sufficiently digitalized—in 
terms of both internal processes and organizational culture—to effectively support 
a mature hybrid or fully remote work model.15 The transition during the pandemic 
lockdown exposed these internal deficiencies.

A primary issue is a systemic lack of investment in technologies that enable 
secure and seamless remote access to core business applications and data. 
This reluctance is often rooted in a combination of inertia and legitimate, 
if sometimes overstated, security concerns.15 The practical consequence is 
that sending an employee home is tantamount to preventing them from 
working effectively. This digital deficit is not just an inconvenience; it is a 
direct inhibitor of productivity. Employees across the region report that a 
lack of adequate digital tools, coupled with inconsistent internet reliability (a 
particular challenge outside major urban centers), creates significant friction 
and hinders their ability to perform their duties.10

 The Cybersecurity Crisis:
An Expanded Threat Surface
The shift to hybrid work has exponentially expanded the cybersecurity threat 
surface for organizations in Saudi Arabia, and the market is dangerously 
unprepared. Research from Cisco paints an alarming picture: only a quarter 
(25%) of organizations in the Kingdom have achieved a “mature” or “progressive” 
level of cybersecurity readiness.34 This low level of preparedness is set against a 
backdrop of escalating threats, with 72% of these same organizations anticipating 
a business-disrupting cyber incident within the next two years.34

The human element remains the most vulnerable point of entry. A 2023 
survey found that 48% of Chief Information Security Officers (CISOs) in Saudi 
Arabia view human error as their organization’s biggest cyber vulnerability, 
a significant increase from the previous year.35 This is compounded by a 
worrying decline in leadership confidence that employees truly understand 
their role in protecting the organization.35
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Hybrid work acts as a threat multiplier. A remarkable 89% of organizations report 
that they face increased security risks due to employees accessing corporate 
networks from a variety of locations, often using unmanaged personal devices.34 
This risk is further amplified by the uncontrolled proliferation of generative AI 
tools. With 28% of employees having unrestricted access to public GenAI and 50% 
of IT teams being unaware of these interactions, a massive “shadow AI” problem 
has emerged, creating unmonitored pathways for data leakage.34

This precarious situation is made exponentially worse by a critical talent shortage. 
A staggering 93% of Saudi organizations identify the lack of skilled cybersecurity 
professionals as a major challenge to their operations, with 57% reporting 
more than 10 unfilled cybersecurity positions.34 This skills gap means that even 
organizations that are willing to invest in security may lack the human capital to 
implement and manage it effectively. This confluence of factors—low readiness, an 
expanded threat surface, a vulnerable workforce, and a severe talent shortage—
creates a perfect storm for cybersecurity failure.

This systemic weakness has implications that extend far beyond individual 
corporations. Vision 2030’s success is predicated on the growth of a diversified, 
knowledge-based economy, which in turn depends on a flexible, digitally-
enabled workforce.1 The widespread adoption of hybrid and remote work is a 
key government-backed strategy to increase workforce participation and attract 
global talent.2 However, the prevailing cybersecurity weaknesses and the acute 
talent shortage are actively preventing many companies from enabling the 
secure remote access necessary for these models to function.15 Therefore, the 
cybersecurity challenge is not merely a corporate-level operational problem; it has 
become a systemic, national-level economic bottleneck that directly constrains 
the achievement of Vision 2030’s core human capital and economic diversification 
objectives. For a C-suite strategist, this reframes cybersecurity investment from 
a defensive cost center into a strategic, pro-growth imperative that aligns the 
company with the national agenda.
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 The Compliance Mandate:
Navigating a Complex Legal Framework
Operating a hybrid model in Saudi Arabia is not a lawless frontier; it is a regulated 
activity with specific legal and compliance obligations that organizations 
must navigate. The Saudi Labor Law, particularly with its 2025 reforms, has 
established a clear framework for flexible work arrangements, moving to 
formalize and protect both employers and employees.4

Key legal mandates include the requirement for a formal, written remote work 
agreement that supplements the standard employment contract, explicitly 
detailing the terms of the arrangement.5 Regulations on working hours are 
strict and apply equally to remote workers: hours must be clearly documented 
and must not exceed 48 hours per week (or 36 during Ramadan for Muslim 
employees).2 The law is also unequivocal in guaranteeing that remote workers 
have the same rights to salary, benefits, training, and career development 
opportunities as their office-based counterparts.5

Data privacy is another critical area of compliance. The Kingdom’s Personal 
Data Protection Law (PDPL) governs all handling of personal data, including 
that of employees. Any technological solution used to monitor employee 
activity must be lawful, transparent, and respectful of the employee’s right to 
privacy, a growing concern in the era of remote work.2 Employers also have 
defined obligations to provide the necessary tools and equipment for remote 
work and to ensure the security of corporate data, regardless of where it is 
being accessed.5
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The intersection of hybrid work and the explosion of generative AI creates a 
particularly potent compliance risk. The widespread, unmonitored use of public 
GenAI tools by remote employees—”shadow AI”—constitutes a ticking compliance 
time bomb.34 Employees inputting sensitive corporate, client, or personal data 
into these third-party platforms could easily trigger a major data breach, leading 
to severe penalties under the PDPL. This means an organization’s hybrid work 
policy and its AI governance policy cannot be developed in isolation; they must 
be tightly integrated.

Table 3: Compliance Checklist for Hybrid Work in Saudi Arabia

Compliance 
Area

Key Requirement Strategic Implication Source(s)

Employment 
Contract

A mandatory written remote 
work agreement must 
supplement the standard 
employment contract, detailing 
specific terms.

Lack of a formal 
agreement creates legal 
ambiguity and risk of 
disputes. Formalization is 
required.

5

Working 
Hours

Must not exceed 48 hours per 
week (36 during Ramadan for 
Muslims). Hours must be clearly 
documented and tracked for all 
employees.

Requires robust time-
tracking systems that are 
fair and non-invasive. 
Overtime rules still apply.

2

Employee 
Rights

Remote workers must have 
equal rights to salary, 
benefits, training, promotion 
opportunities, and other 
conditions of employment.

Policy must be designed 
to prevent a two-tiered 
system. All opportunities 
must be equally 
accessible.

5

Employer 
Obligations

Must provide necessary tools 
and equipment for the job. Must 
take measures to ensure data 
security and a safe remote work 
environment.

Requires investment in IT 
hardware, software, and 
security infrastructure. 
Creates potential cost 
considerations.

5

Data Privacy 
(PDPL)

Any employee monitoring must 
be lawful, transparent, and 
respect employee privacy. Data 
handling must comply with 
PDPL regulations.

Prohibits intrusive 
surveillance. Requires 
clear policies on data 
handling and the use of 
monitoring tools.

2

Saudization 
& MHRSD

Hybrid policies must align 
with nationalization (Nitaqat) 
quotas. Employee data must 
be managed via official 
platforms like Qiwa and GOSI.

HR and IT systems must 
integrate with government 
platforms for compliance. 
Policy cannot conflict with 
Saudization goals.

2
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A deep "perception gap" exists. Over 70% of managers distrust remote 
productivity, while data shows KSA employees are actually more energized 
and productive when working from home.

Section IV
The Performance Paradigm Shift:  
Measuring Productivity Beyond Presence      

Strategic Response
Dismantle "presenteeism" and build a Results-Oriented Work Culture 
(ROWC). Train managers to be coaches, define performance by 
impact (OKRs), and use data for insights, not surveillance.

"I can't monitor 
them. Productivity 
must be falling."

Manager
View

I have more energy 
and feel less anxious 
at home.

Employee
Reality

When “Measuring productivity and performance” is cited as the foremost 
challenge, it reveals the deepest and most difficult aspect of the hybrid 
transformation. This is not a technical problem of finding the right software or 
dashboard. It is a profound cultural challenge that forces a direct confrontation 
with the Kingdom’s entrenched culture of “presenteeism”—the belief that 
productivity is a function of physical visibility and hours logged. The core 
of this challenge is rooted in a lack of trust and requires a fundamental 
paradigm shift in leadership mindset, organizational culture, and the very 
definition of performance. Successfully navigating this shift means moving 
from a culture of control to a culture of empowerment, and from measuring 
inputs to rewarding impact. This is arguably the lynchpin of the entire hybrid 
model; without it, all other efforts are likely to fail.

 The Performance Paradigm Shift
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 The Great Perception Gap: 

Managerial Distrust vs. Employee Reality
A significant and persistent perception gap exists between how managers view 
remote work and how employees experience it. This gap is fueled by a deep-
seated legacy of distrust. A survey of leaders in the Middle East found that 
over 70% are not confident in their ability to effectively monitor productivity 
and ensure accountability in a remote setting.10 This sentiment was echoed 
in a PwC survey during the pandemic, where 54% of KSA-based CFOs—a 
figure significantly higher than the global average—expected to see a loss 
of productivity due to a lack of remote work capabilities.15 This managerial 
skepticism is based on the traditional belief that productivity is something to 
be observed and controlled through physical presence.2

This perception stands in stark contrast to the lived reality of employees. 
A revealing 2021 study of workers in Saudi Arabia found that while 51% 
reported an increased workload after switching to remote work, a majority 
(58%) did not feel any more exhausted at the end of the day. In fact, 41% 
reported having more energy when working from home, and 53% felt more 
comfortable and less anxious.41 This suggests a powerful “productivity 
paradox”: the time and energy previously consumed by commuting, office 
interruptions, and other logistical frictions are being productively reinvested 
into focused work. The “workload” in terms of output may have increased, 
but because it comes with greater autonomy and less personal cost in terms 
of stress and fatigue, it results in a net positive for both the employee and 
the organization. This insight provides a data-backed narrative for leaders 
to counter managerial skepticism, reframing the conversation from one of 
control to one of optimization and well-being.

Academic research conducted within the Saudi market corroborates the 
employee experience. One study of the Kingdom’s financial sector found 
a clear positive association between remote work, job satisfaction, and 
worker productivity.13 Another comprehensive study of 399 employees in 
principal Saudi businesses used structural equation modeling to confirm a 
significant and direct positive linkage between working from home and job 
performance.42 The evidence strongly suggests that the problem is not one of 
actual performance, but of outdated perception and a managerial culture that 
equates presence with productivity.2
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 The Measurement Vacuum and the Privacy Tightrope
The distrust from managers is exacerbated by a “measurement vacuum.” 
Organizations that have not evolved their performance management systems 
are left without the tools to assess contribution in a hybrid environment. Data 
shows that only 23% of managers in the region use specific tools to measure 
the productivity of their remote employees.10 This lack of objective data 
creates a void where subjective and often flawed proxies for performance—like 
responsiveness to emails or online status indicators—gain undue importance. 
It is in this vacuum that cognitive biases, most notably proximity bias, are 
allowed to flourish, leading to unfair evaluations and inequitable outcomes.20

Organizations attempting to fill this vacuum with technology must tread 
carefully on a privacy tightrope. The impulse to deploy intrusive surveillance 
software to monitor remote employees is a significant misstep. Not only does 
such an approach erode trust and damage morale, but it also runs a high risk 
of violating employee privacy rights, which are increasingly protected under 
Saudi law.2 The strategic path forward is not more monitoring, but better 
measurement. The focus must shift away from tracking activity and toward 
defining and measuring impact. This involves establishing clear performance 
metrics, creating transparent pathways for personal growth, and fostering a 
learning atmosphere where feedback is constructive and developmental—an 
approach that research shows benefits both Saudi nationals and expatriates.32

 Strategic Response:
Building a Results-Oriented Work Culture (ROWC)
The ultimate strategic response is to dismantle the culture of presenteeism 
and intentionally build a Results-Oriented Work Culture (ROWC). The goal is to 
create an environment where work is an outcome, not a place or a measure of 
time.2 This is a complex, long-term transformation that requires commitment 
from the highest levels of the organization and is supported by the Kingdom’s 
legal reforms that formalize and legitimize flexible work.4

Building a ROWC rests on three pillars: leadership, culture, and technology.43 
Leadership must champion a mindset of trust and empowerment, moving 
from the role of supervisor to that of a coach.44 A critical and increasingly 
vital managerial skill is the ability to establish clear expectations. Gallup 
research shows that clarity of expectations has declined in the hybrid era, 
creating stress and hindering productivity. Effective managers collaborate 
with employees to set and prioritize goals, making themselves available to 
provide guidance and support.9

The culture must support this leadership shift by emphasizing employee 
autonomy. This can be facilitated by technology, such as implementing 
self-service HR portals that empower employees to manage their own 
administrative tasks, freeing them from dependency on HR and fostering a 
sense of ownership.32
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Ultimately, the challenge of measuring productivity is not an independent 
problem but the lynchpin for the entire hybrid transformation. It is the keystone 
in the arch; solving it enables the resolution of the other core challenges. A 
successful shift to a ROWC, by its very nature, combats the proximity bias 
that creates inequity. It builds the foundation of trust and empowerment 
required to evolve the organizational culture. And it necessitates investment 
in the integrated digital platforms and data analytics capabilities that address 
the technology challenge. Therefore, a strategist must not view these four poll 
options as a menu of choices. They must recognize that the transformation of 
performance management is the foundational project that enables all other 
aspects of hybrid success.

Table 4: From Presenteeism to Performance: A Maturity Model for 
KSA Organizations

Maturity 
Level

Leadership 
Mindset

Performance 
Metrics

Technology Focus

Level 1: 
Traditional

"I trust what I can 
see." Management 
by walking around. 
Deep-seated belief 
that presence equals 
productivity.

Subjective 
assessment based 
on hours worked, 
physical presence, 
and perceived 
effort.

Basic office 
productivity tools 
(e.g., email). Limited 
or no secure remote 
access to core 
systems.

Level 2:
Emerging 
Hybrid

"How do I monitor 
them remotely?" Focus 
on replicating office-
based supervision 
through digital means. 
High level of distrust.

Primarily activity-
based: tracking 
online status, 
email response 
times, keystrokes. 
Focus on inputs.

Basic VPN access. 
Introduction 
of standalone 
collaboration tools 
(e.g., chat, video 
conferencing). Security 
concerns are high.

Level 3:
Managed 
Hybrid

"Are they completing 
their assigned tasks?" 
Shift toward tracking 
deliverables and 
project milestones. 
Trust is conditional 
and task-based.

Objective but 
output-focused: 
task completion 
rates, project 
milestone 
achievement, 
adherence to 
deadlines.

Advanced, integrated 
collaboration 
platforms. Investment 
in "meeting equity" 
technology. HR 
systems for leave/
payroll automation.

Level 4:
Results-
Oriented

"Are they delivering 
strategic impact?" Focus 
on empowerment, 
trust, and alignment 
with business goals. 
Leadership as coaching.

Outcome-focused: 
OKRs, contribution 
to team/business 
goals, 360-degree 
feedback, customer 
satisfaction, 
innovation.

Fully integrated digital 
ecosystem. Use of 
data analytics for 
performance insights. 
Secure, enterprise-
grade AI tools to 
enhance productivity.
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Mindset:
“I trust what I 
see."
Metrics:
Hours worked

11

Conclusion
A Unified Strategic Framework for 
Hybrid Success in the Kingdom
Roadmap to Success: 
The Performance Maturity Model

A Unified Framework for Success
Mastering the hybrid model requires an integrated strategy built 
on Trust (empowerment over control), Technology (a secure, 
seamless digital ecosystem), and Transparency (clear 
expectations and data-driven fairness).

Level
Traditional

Mindset:
“How do I 
monitor them?”
Metrics:
Activity tracking.

22
Level

Emerging

Mindset:
“Are they doing
their tasks?”
Metrics:
Outputs & deadlines.

3
Level

Managed
Mindset:
“Are they delivering 
impact?”
Metrics:
OKRs & business goals.

4
Level

Results Oriented3 4

The optimization of hybrid work in Saudi Arabia is a challenge of immense 
strategic importance, far transcending the realm of human resources policy. 
The four central challenges identified—maintaining culture, ensuring  equity, 
managing technology, and measuring performance—are not discrete problems 
to be solved in isolation. They form a deeply interconnected system where 

 Conclusion
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weakness in one domain inevitably undermines the strength of the others. A 
siloed approach is destined for failure. An organization cannot build a vibrant 
Culture of connection if its Technology is inadequate and its people feel 
isolated. It cannot ensure Equity if its methods for measuring Productivity 
are rooted in the biased logic of presenteeism. It cannot sustain Productivity 
if its best talent leaves due to a lack of Equity and a disconnected Culture.

The path to mastering the hybrid model in the Kingdom requires a unified strategic 
framework built upon three core pillars: Trust, Technology, and Transparency. 
These pillars, when implemented in concert, provide a comprehensive response 
to the interconnected challenges and align the organization with the forward-
looking trajectory of Vision 2030.

	 Trust: This is the cultural foundation. It requires a deliberate investment 
in leadership development to transform managers from supervisors into 
coaches who lead with empowerment, not control. Building trust means 
dismantling the architecture of presenteeism and erecting a Results-
Oriented Work Culture where autonomy is the default and performance 
is measured by impact. This is the antidote to proximity bias and the 
prerequisite for a healthy, engaged workforce.

	 Technology: This is the structural enabler. It demands that organizations 
view their digital infrastructure not as a cost center but as a strategic asset 
essential for competition. This means investing in an integrated, secure, and 
seamless digital ecosystem that provides equitable access to all employees. 
It requires a proactive and aggressive stance on cybersecurity and a deep 
commitment to compliance with the Kingdom’s legal frameworks, including 
the PDPL and labor laws, thereby de-risking the entire transformation.

	 Transparency: This is the operational principle that binds the framework 
together. It means being radically clear and consistent in communicating 
performance expectations, defining career pathways, and articulating the 
policies that govern hybrid work. It involves using objective data to ensure 
fairness, combat bias, and make informed decisions about workforce 
strategy. It requires open and continuous communication from leadership 
to build a shared sense of purpose and navigate the cultural shifts inherent 
in this new way of working.

For leaders in Saudi Arabia, the task ahead is clear. The successful 
implementation of a hybrid work model is not simply about accommodating 
employee preferences; it is about architecting a more agile, resilient, and 
inclusive organization. It is a defining competitive differentiator in the new 
Saudi economy. The companies that will thrive in this new landscape are 
those that recognize this transformation for what it is: not a series of HR 
problems to be managed, but a central component of their business strategy, 
fully aligned with the ambitious and prosperous future of the Kingdom itself.
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