CULTURE ANALYSIS
The University’s work culture is essentially rooted in the behaviour and attitude of its employees, and the values or perception of work, working together and how things should be done, within the context of the University’s business that drives the behavioural trait.  Culture is key to organizational performance and it should be managed to improve the competitive advantage, to increase productivity and to add value to an organization’s intellectual assets.  An organization’s culture is a paradigm of several characteristics of which mention can be made of (i) organization and built environment, (ii) hierarchy and power structure, (iii) rituals and routines, (iv) control systems, and (v) fear and freedom.


In this section, an assessment of the existing culture has been made to reveal strengths and weaknesses with respect to business goals and objectives.

5.1  Organization and the Built Environment


The University’s primary functions are in the three areas, teaching and learning, research and services.  The faculty is responsible for all teaching and learning related activities, and together with the research scientists, they also shoulder the research activities of the University.  The staff of all ranks provide the support services to the organization.  The administration of the University’s affairs, managed through various departments and units, is headed by the Rector of the University who has the supreme authority in the administrative decisions and policies.


The University functions within the unified rules and regulations of the Ministry of Higher Education and the special privileges granted to it under the University’s charter.  The latter provisions allow the University to design its own academic and research programs more freely and responsively, and enjoy the distinction of being the only government institution having English as the language of instruction.


An organizational culture is specific to an organization or work unit.  The University’s work force consists primarily of two distinct groups that have vastly different work environments.  The group consisting of faculty members, who are engaged in the University’s primary functions, are not required to follow a rigid daily work schedule.  As such, their work schedules are flexible and are drawn in a manner that best suit their teaching and research activities.  This flexibility permeates a high degree of freedom for the faculty for their work.  However, unlike the faculty, the rest of the work force consisting of research scientists, technicians, secretaries and other support staff are required to follow a set daily schedule of working hours.  Consequently, after the working hours, it is primarily the faculty and student body, who drive the University’s activities.


The physical part of the built environment of the University consists of separate or adjoined buildings housing different departments or units.  The horizontally spread campus, away from the city centres, houses faculty and staff residential campus on one side and, separately, a student campus on another side.  The necessities of this on-campus habitat have spawned the development of various service amenities in and around the campus and, in the process, have contributed to a unique life style of cultural diversity.


The University’s employees are multinational, although Saudis constitute the majority.  Employees often bring with them their own work culture that somehow gets remoulded into ‘KFUPM culture’ with time, although they retain to some extent their native traits or behaviour.  In conversations and oral communications, the employees (including faculty) engage themselves in different dialects and languages of their own.  However, English is used in almost all written communications, though the use of Arabic is also prevalent.

As English is the language of instruction for all technical subjects, all faculty members are required to be proficient in English.  Most staff are also required to have good knowledge of English, but some staff can read and write Arabic only.


University’s built environment depicts a work culture that is webbed through diversities brought about by the multicultural work force, local customs and habits, and rules and regulations.  While this enriched cultural diversity is a strength and a characteristic KFUPM symbol, it also leads to a cultural gap and discord.

The on-campus living provides an edge to the residents’ functional efficiency, productivity and better utilization of time, as time is not being wasted in travel between the work place and home.  Faculty can plan his activities more efficiently even in after-hours and weekends, without being inhibited by the travel back and forth.


The social cultural values convolve with the institutional culture, as it is the same community that shares the spirit of both.  While KFUPM proudly displays a vibrant multicultural community, there are occasional cultural clashes caused by the customs and the behavioural traits of different nationalities.  Occasional conflicts arise between Arabs and non-Arabs, Muslims and non-Muslims, and between westerners and non-westerners.  The views and values of personal and public behaviour, morality and deep-rooted customs lead sometimes to social discord, distaste and discontent.  Privately, some people express their grudges and frustrations, creating a fracture in otherwise a good-looking community.       
5.2  Hierarchy and Power Structure


The organizational power structure is a traditional bottom-up hierarchy, built from the level of department chairman or directors to Deans and then to the Vice Rectors, who finally report to the Rector of the University.   Being the Chief Administrator, the Rector is responsible for all administrative decisions and the functions of the University.  He has the authority to hire and fire and make all appointments in the University.


The power structure shows a highly centralized decision-making process in which the Rector’s approval is necessary in almost all decisions.  Although the University has adopted a set of well defined procedures and processes which are followed by the employees, even for simpler decisions, the approval of the Rector or the Vice Rector is often needed.  For example, if a faculty member has a legitimate reason to be late for reporting after a break, his request of late reporting must be approved by the Rector or the Vice Rector in accordance with the recommendations of the department chairman and the college dean.  For such a straightforward case, the dean could have taken the decision without enlarging unnecessarily the bureaucratic process.


The existence of relatively high level of fear and lesser administrative freedom has cultivated a work culture that appears to be highly bureaucratic, less transparent and certainly less accountable.  The power or the decision-making authority is often delegated, creating a lengthy chain of commands that results in delay, frustration, withdrawal and disengagement.  The existing KFUPM culture derives much of its root from the earlier days, when the past administration ruled the University with supreme authority, without delegating authority in important matters to the subordinates.  A wider participation of the faculty and staff in the power sharing structure and the decision-making process was visibly lacking and this made the work force to be more submissive and complying.  Of late, changes have been made to encourage wider participation and to solicit viewpoints in many aspects of the regulations and processes.


Some of the important aspects of culture influenced by the power structure and the rules and regulations are mentioned below.

(
Influence of Bureaucracy:  Theoretically, bureaucracy involves a carefully defined division of tasks, following formally defined rules and procedures. Like other organizations, KFUPM is a disciplined hierarchy, in which officials are subject to the authority of their superiors.  One often hears criticisms of some bureaucratic regulations and procedures in KFUPM (e.g. textbook change and conference approval procedures) for their rigidity and procedural detail that lead to delays, loss of productivity, initiative and progress.  For some processes, the follow-up steps are uncomfortably and inefficiently lengthy, creating bottlenecks and burdensome paper works.



Partly due to mistrust and fear of abuse and partly due to show of authority, even simpler processes, notably at the department and unit levels, are designed to create procedural nightmares that are utterly discouraging.  For example, the use of a laboratory equipment by a faculty member in some departments requires a form to be filled in and signed by the lab coordinator, laboratory committee chairman and finally the department chairman.  Many examples of this nature can be cited to show an uncomfortable level of bureaucratic process and paper work.  



Among employees there is a trend or even an obsession to focus more on trivialities and marginal issues.  Simple processes come complicated with thicker layers of procedural details.  The reason behind this bureaucratic convolution can perhaps be attributed to a cultural twist of fear, mistrust and delegation of authority and responsibility.

(
Inclusion/Exclusion Culture:  It refers to the prevalence of unwritten or written policies on inclusion and exclusion of a certain group of people in the decision-making process.  For example, there is the rule or understanding that lecturers are not part of department councils.  Many lecturers shun council meetings because of this exclusion rule, not because of lack of ideas to contribute.  Furthermore, lecturers that occasionally attend council meetings are categorically excluded (or asked to leave the meeting room) when decisions requiring vote-taking are to be made.  Such rules can have negative impact on employee’s performance, especially in departments where such excluded personnel are in significant numbers.


Also, some policies of the University regarding the faculty and staff development programs exclude expatriates.  For example, full sabbatical leave, summer industry-job programs, British Council awards, etc. are reserved only for Saudis.  The existence of inclusion/exclusion culture in some affairs of the University is divisive to form a cohesively integrated culture based on equal opportunity.

(
Pride and Prejudice:  Pride and prejudice can play a major role in influencing the attitude and behaviour of employees to their work.  An employee must feel good about, and be proud of his organization.  This enhances loyalty and commitment to do better for the establishment.  Contrary to this, prejudicism, if practiced, can lead to disenchantment.  It is necessary for an organization therefore to create a work environment that promotes a feeling of pride and belonging, and avoids prejudicial treatment or policies.



Saudis in general have a strong attachment and ties with the University and they indeed are proud of this institution and the fact that they are part of it.  However, for some, this feeling is not strong enough to positively influence their attitude towards harder work.



For the expatriates, there is a subdued feeling of being subjected to some prejudicial treatments in the use of some regulations.  More strict adherence to some regulatory matters with regard to reporting, leave, and conduct in general is called for.  The feeling of ‘being a foreigner, remains a foreigner’ does not help at all in promoting a stronger feeling for KFUPM.  Although expatriates by and large have been productively engaged in all of their activities with due diligence and sincerity, their inspirations and loyalty are sometimes being damaged by the subtleties of ‘preferential treatment’.  

(
Transparency and Favoritism:  This is concerned with the influence of ad-hoc decisions, lack of transparency in some decisions and prevalence of favoritism in the work place.  In a number of cases, decisions have been made without an in-depth study or a broader consensus.  Examples can be cited as common examination of multi-section courses, student’s choice of majors, readmission policy, etc.  The Rector’s office in the past has exerted a considerable influence in admission, readmission, waiver of some requirements for students, etc.  The department heads sometimes make some rules and regulations of their own that are not widely supported or consented.  Some actions are less transparent than the others.



Favouritism has its root in all cultures and KFUPM is not an exception.  Tendency to favour one from the other is perhaps an unshakeable human factor, and it can be tolerated as long as it does not corrupt the system.  KFUPM’s culture shows a fair degree of favouritism in the appointments, granting special privileges and benefits.  While this has raised eyebrows, it is not clear, without further study, if this is grossly misused.

5.3  Rituals and Routines
This essentially boils down to ‘how we do things here’.  An organization’s culture is greatly influenced by work attire, attitude to work, work habits and the rules and regulations that are in place.

The work force can be split into two categories: (a) Saudis and (b) non-Saudis.  While Saudis display a homogenous culture, non-Saudis, by multinational character, display a diverse culture.  Saudis, by virtue of their nationality, enjoy an unshakeable job security regardless of their ranks.  This security, in many cases, has been the primary factor for a false sense of superiority and importance.  This leads to some degree of arrogance, self-righteousness and noncooperation.  The problem is more visible in staff members.

For a Saudi faculty member, the job security allows greater freedom to pursue his own interests outside the University uninhibitedly.  This deprives the University of the desired level of devotion and dedication from them.  ‘Touch me if you can’ attitude slowly creeps in, changing work attitude and habits that result in lower productivity and diminishing returns.
For some Saudi staff members, the secured feeling of having a permanent employment has also proved to be a counterproductive factor that slowly derails the motivative urge to perform better.

Non-Saudis on the other hand, being contracted, are fearful about their job security and this seems to work as a catalyst for improved productivity and compliance with rules and regulations.  A greater sense of sincerity and dedication can be witnessed in faculty and staff members which, incidentally, is the favourable outcome from a subtle threat of non-renewal of contract.  However, fear and anxiety about the job security are always in the minds of expatriate employees.

The most influencing factor that affects the work culture at a government institution like KFUPM is the feeling that all Saudis, regardless of ranks are ‘untouchable’.  This allows growth of a lethargic and less productive work culture that is laced with less accountability.  Job security, as a two-edged sword, can be damaging both with and without it.


The apparent cultural gap between the two groups of work force also promotes a feeling of mistrust and jealousy.  ‘More work and less pay’ is the tone of the frustration of the expatriate work force, while the locals complain of the poor salary and privileges and subscribe to the thought that expatriates, by comparison, are amply compensated and that they should be thankful in the first place for having the job.  Some Saudis may go as far as to think that foreigners are here only to financially enrich themselves without having a deep-rooted loyalty to the institution or a concern for its welfare.


English being the language of teaching and communication to a large extent, many of the Saudi staff members tend to develop a feeling of inferiority, because of their poor grasp or command of English.  Often, they feel they are handicapped or alien to the work environment in their own institution, because of the language barrier.

On the other hand, non-Arab speaking employees also find some difficulty in dealing with some of the University’s service departments that predominately uses Arabic.  This communication gap, once in a while, causes frustration, undue anger and outright condemnation.


Another cultural problem that is often talked about stems from the hiring of staff members who are not well-trained or well-qualified for the jobs, and who are not accustomed to the perception of ‘team work’, discipline and work ethics at the beginning.  Many of these staff are used to a laid-back life style that is not pressurized with priorities and deadlines.  As if a fish out of water, they feel misfit, and learn soon that a transformation is needed to embrace a new culture at KFUPM.  The Saudization policy of Saudi Arabia has put the University under pressure to recruit more Saudis as gradual replacement of foreign employees.  However, the KFUPM work environment, English language proficiency and lack of proper training and skill of the potential recruitees have collectively made Saudization a daunting and challenging task.  The University often faces difficulty with new Saudi staff.   

The practice of religion (Islam) is well-accommodated and encouraged in the daily work schedule by allowing breaks for prayers.  Even the class schedules, whenever possible, are prepared to comply with this necessity.  This perfect harmony of ‘work and worship’ is perhaps the most notable feature of the work culture that combines the duties and dictates of religion and work.  Gathering of people at the prayer breaks provides an opportunity, in addition to prayer, to meet with fellow workers and colleagues that enhances unity and coherence, and to seek tranquility away from stress.  However, these prayer breaks are seen to be abused by a few who use this as an excuse to leave their work or offices for purposes other than prayer, and to unduly extend the break.  


KFUPM does not have an institutional slogan but the success story of KFUPM as the leading technical institution has been capitalized in instilling a sense of ‘we are the best’.  Although it was true and still true to some extent, it has nurtured a sense of superiority and complacency that bodes ill for the University.  Over-indulgence on the past glory has given a reason for some administrators to caution that KFUPM is living on its past and has developed an egoistic culture.

For evaluation of faculty and staff members, there is a tendency to inflate the qualitative ranking, as the median rank of ‘good’ is viewed as ‘not good’.  Consequently, a vast majority of faculty and staff members belong to the top ranks of ‘very good’ to ‘excellent’, ranks that are not always compatible with the performance.   

5.4  Control Systems


These include systems for regulations, measures of performance, and promotions and rewards for the employees.  The major rules and regulations of the employment and the conduct of business are covered essentially by the Ministry of Higher Education and the Ministry of Labour.  In addition to these, the University puts in place some regulations of its own to follow the academic calendar and the routine affairs of the University.


In several issues, mostly related to compensation and privileges, dual policies or regulations, those applicable to Saudis and those applicable to non-Saudis, are in effect (e.g. sabbatical leave, conference attendance, faculty development programs, etc.).  Even the salary scales and benefits are quite different.  While for Saudis, the governmental regulations dictate the pay and benefit packages, those for the expatriates are determined to a large extent by the University itself on a negotiated basis, particularly in fixing the salary and its increments.  Like any other work place where people are hired through negotiations, a wider gap within the salary structure also exists at KFUPM for the expatriates.


A rigid benefit package for Saudis that is commensurate with the government-imposed pay scale, is often viewed by Saudis as a cause for lack of motivation and inspiration, as there is no added incentive for diligence when compared with those performing marginally.  In other words, the reward structure through pay and benefits that is uniform across the board is not a motivating force for Saudis to be proactive and productive.


For expatriates, the apparent disparity in the salaries within similar ranks and positions has been observed to be a cause of disenchantment and anguish that promotes an ill-feeling of injustice and unfairness.  


While policies and procedures for academic promotions are well structured with full clarity, those for promotions to the administrative ranks are obscure.  This is presumably because the Rector is given the full administrative authority to make these appointments.  To some, these appointments are made with some degree of arbitrariness, favouring the favourites.  These appointments have drawn covert criticism from some who feel that seniority and competency have been overlooked or bypassed.

The University strictly adheres to the policy that all administrative ranks must be filled with Saudis, a policy that has demerits.  Some appointees for the job are neither groomed well nor they have the right leadership and experience that is expected of these positions.  The resulting consequences have led to inefficiencies and mismanagement.  Although the argument for Saudi exclusivity for administrative ranks can be understood and perhaps can be defended, it certainly contradicts with the principle of ‘equal opportunity’ that has been affirmed as the driving force to a strong work culture.

5.5  Fear-Freedom Matrix


Fear is a primary driver of human behaviour and it negatively affects one's creativity and productivity.  It also increases mental anxiety.  An organization where fear exists at a high level, people stop taking chances, dilute their responsibilities through delegation and introduce more checking steps, often enlarging the bureaucracy.


If fear is prevalent, people become increasingly uncomfortable with changes and reluctant to undertake bolder steps to change a situation.  On the other hand, a low level of fear encourages creativity and initiatives or attempts to bring about changes in the organization.


A necessary amount of freedom within the broader guidelines must be permitted to get the required outcomes.  In a teaching institution like KFUPM, freedom, within limits, must be given to faculty to plan their institutional activities more engagingly and rewardingly.


When people have freedom, an organization can find ways to resolve day-to-day problems and can seize the opportunities and face challenges without being bogged down with too many regulations. Absence of freedom in taking timely decisions and actions often leaves them dormant and slows down the operation of the organization.  However, freedom can also be abused and misused.  To bring out the best of freedom, the organization needs to be confident that it has the right, trustworthy people, right information to support their decision making and the right feedback system to prevent misuse.  This freedom is therefore possible if there is trust and the organizational structure is well designed.


It is clear that fear and freedom in an organization contribute to work culture and play a role in control systems. An analysis of the level of fear and freedom at the University was undertaken through (i) focus interviews with the internal stakeholders and (ii) the experience of the teams with the culture at KFUPM.  The focus interviews were conducted with the administrators, selected faculty members, and graduate and undergraduate students.    


The analysis starkly reveals that a high degree of fear prevails within the organization.  For the expatriate faculty and staff, the major cause of fear is the job security that could be at risk with any miscued or courageous step.  ‘Mind your own business’ and ‘hear no evil, see no evil’ typify the prevailing sentiment among the expatriates who often prefer to be more silent, docile, less critical and sometimes disproportionately submissive or complying.  Fear inhibits constructive criticism or an action that would have been forthright, creative or progressive.


Although unexpected, certain degree of fear or fear-cum-reluctance also exists within the Saudi employees, mostly due to a fear of possible backlash or being identified as outspoken, anti-establishment individuals.  A culture of acceptance and less-colluding behaviour is a recognizable attribute to Saudis’ attitude to work.


An analysis of the level of fear and freedom shows that KFUPM’s work culture displays a relatively higher level of fear and a reasonable level of freedom.  This places the fear-freedom element in the quadrant of shared behaviour matrix that is characterized as having a high degree of dependence on rules and regulations and resistance to change.

