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Introduction and scope
Access to social capital and networks has been identified as being important for job attainment and career development. This is particularly true in the context of networked societies where informal networks such as Guanxi in China, Blat in Russia and Wasta in the Arab countries of the Middle East have a substantial impact on the social, economic and political activities (Horak et al., 2020; Ali and Weir, 2020). Whilst there is now a developing stream of research on the use of informal networks in career attainment and development (Alsarhan et al., 2021; Helal et al., 2023) previous studies have largely focused on men or have not signposted the challenges and nuances of the use of social networks by women in their career in such societies (Alsarhan et al., 2021).  However, women’s careers are affected by the social, political and economic contexts of the countries in which they work and which can pose challenges to their access to and the utilisation of their social networks (Bailey, 2012 Tlaiss and Mendelson, 2014; Abalkhail, 2018; Abalkhail And Allan, 2016). As such, it is argued that the networks of individuals are governed by the formal (rules and regulation) and informal (culture and norms) institutions prevailing in their context (Helal et al., 2023). There is, therefore, a need to research how women use informal networks in their career and how they navigate the socio-economic challenges that face them. This is particularly true in the context of the Arab Middle East, where the practice of Wasta, roughly defined as favouritism based on family and tribal connections (Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993), is said to have a substantial impact on business practice in these countries; particularly in terms of Human Resource Management (HRM) issues such as a candidate’s quest to secure employment, organisation’s employee selection processes and employee career success and progression (Tlaiss, and Kauser, 2011; Ali, 2016, Alsarhan et al., 2021). Although there is developing literature exploring wasta and how it impacts business practice in Arab countries, little is known about how women use wasta and how it impacts their career development, a gap in our knowledge which this paper aims to address. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) has been selected as an interesting venue to conduct this research as there have been significant efforts and changes in Saudi Arabia to increase women's participation in the workforce under the vision 2030 which has lead to a substantial change in the workforce demographics in the last five years. 

This research therefore seeks to address the following questions:
-How do women in the Saudi workplace use social networks in their career attainment and development?
-How does the use of social networks by women in the Saudi workplace differ from men? 
-What are the implications of the use of wasta for women’s career development?

Theoretical base: exploring Informal Networks through Social Networks, Social Capital and Institutional Theories 
[bookmark: _Hlk8341163]There is now a considerable amount of research exploring how informal networks impact business practice. Much of this research focuses on studying networks and theorizing from these studies to generalize the findings. However, many researchers of informal networks such as wasta highlight that each has its own internal rules and structures (Chamekh, 2019) As a result, there has been a call to theorize informal networks and try to generalize the uniqueness of each construct/ network such as wasta (Minbaeva et al., 2022). Social network theory examines the use of networks by individuals to achieve power and access resources within organisations (Bierema, 2005; Granovetter, 1973,1995; Weir and Ali, 2024). In order to understand informal networks theoretically, we need to draw on the meta-theories used to explore informal networks which are predominantly social networks, social capital and institutional theories.  
Informal networks are embedded within wider social contexts which affect the networks to which individuals may belong and the ways in which they may use them (Weir and Ali, 2024) A concept that is often linked with social networks is social capital, which refers to the intangible ‘value’ which is generated from members of a network interacting with each other (Putnam, 2000: 18-19). This value is attained by providing important information, assets and resources to these members which can improve their ability to achieve their goals and access other forms of capital such as physical and human capital (ibid)
Institutional theory has become a dominant theory and an influential lens for expanding knowledge on actions assumed by individuals and groups as well as for exploring economics and management at the macro level (Greenwood et al., 2008). Mainly, institutional theory describes that relevant events help in shaping the cultural ideas which become validated within the society and its institutions (Eisenhardt, 1988). Further research by (Kostova et al.,2008) highlights that national culture is a driving force in shaping institutional arrangements, maintaining certain practices such as wasta in Arab countries (El-Said and Harrigan, 2009; Sidani and Thornberry, 2013).
Informal networks (Wasta) in the Arab Middle East 
Literature on informal networks in the Middle East stresses the importance of wasta, which has been defined as ‘family networks or connections’ (Abalkhail and Allen, 2015, p. 162). Wasta is deemed vital in the business context with research highlighting its importance in attaining employment and securing promotions (Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993; Loewe et al., 2007).  
In many of the tribal Arab countries, Wasta is a practice that was historically used to mediate between conflicting tribes, a use termed intermediary Wasta (Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993) or sulh (Al-Ramahi, 2008). Subsequently, it was used to describe the achievement of a specific goal with the help of a patron (Mohamed and Mohamad, 2022; Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993, Makhoul and Harrison, 2004). Modern day intercessory Wasta referring to the use of an intermediary to secure a goal is a wide-spread practice in the countries of the Arab world and is practiced for a variety of reasons. Firstly, it may be used for political aims, to win parliamentary elections (Brainine and Analoui, 2006). Secondly, for social aims, such as in prearranged marriages, to help a male obtain the approval of a potential bride or her parents (Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993). Finally, for economic aims, to secure a job or promotion, or cutting through bureaucracy in government interactions (Loewe et al., 2007). It is important to point out, however, that these different aims are seldom disconnected and that an act of Wasta might be fuelled by, or result in, a combination or reinforcement of these aims. Moreover, Wasta can be a self-reinforcing process; the more it works the stronger it gets; and what works in one context can strengthen the chances of its working in another sector (Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993). Intercessory Wasta is claimed to be a factor in every significant social and economic decision in the Arab world (Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993; Hutchings and Weir, 2006)
In contrast to women in the West, who make use of professional networks, Abalkhail and Allen’s research in Saudi Arabia found that women used wasta through their male guardians to further their careers (ibid.) However, while other research into women’s careers in the Arab countries of the Middle East also supports the importance of family identities (Afiouni and Karam, 2014), it also finds evidence of women using non-wasta networks based on professional and gender identities (ibid), supporting Tlaiss and Mendelson (2014) and Syed and Metcalf’s (2017) claims of the heterogeneity of the Arab Middle East and the identities of Middle Eastern women. As such it could it could be argued that women’s use and access to wasta might be different to men’s in the countries of the Arab Middle East. Furthermore and as highlighted above, the Suadi culture and workplace has changed a lot since the introduction of vision 2030 as such the practice of, and indeed access to, wasta networks could differ from one Arab country to another. 
 
Methodology overview
The research set out to develop an understanding of the use women make of informal networks for career attainment development through an interpretivist exploration of women in the context of the Saudi workplace. 
A combination of qualitative online self-completion interviews (26) and ‘live’ online interviews (5) were conducted with graduate women who work in Saudi Arabia. The questions were asked in English but respondents were allowed to answer either in English or Arabic to facilitative capturing the interviewees lived experience. Convenience sampling was utilised drawing on the informal networks of the second author, who is a Saudi woman, to contact interviewees and snowball the sample. Utilising informal networks to gather qualitative data has been identified as a beneficial way to gain interviewees trust and access rich data about sensitive topics such as Wasta (Ali and Weir, 2019). When approaching the interviewees the second author explained the purpose of the study and invited the interviewees to conduct the interview. Interestingly, most interviewees chose to complete the interviews via Microsoft teams, this could be attributed to the convenience this offered to them but also to the social restraints women face in the professional sphere. Thematic analysis was undertaken to interpret data as it allows for easy linkage and comparability between the main themes and the subordinate themes (Namey et al., 2008). 
Preliminary findings and implications for informal networks and Human Resource Management literature
[bookmark: _Hlk8172804][bookmark: _Hlk8172901]The initial analysis of the interviews highlight two main themes; 1) how women use Wasta in the workplace 2) the difference in engagement with Wasta between men and women 
1) How women use Wasta in the workplace   
Preliminary analysis suggests that women in the Saudi workforce  make particular use of social networks including wasta to obtain initial access to the recruitment process, this can be related to two aspects the prevalence of using Wasta in the Saudi context 
Interviewee 22 exemplified this by highlighting how wasta helped her secure a job:
“I was able to secure my first job by a recommendation from my professional network. The organization conducted a thorough interview and assessment process to evaluate my qualifications and suitability for the role.”

Interviewee 18, who found her job through a work colleague even likened using informal networks/ Wasta to the using the LinkedIn Application.  
Other highlighted uses of informal networks were ‘helping to get the job done. Interviewee 10 explained:
“Sure, Social relations is very important in workplace it’s always helps to Done  [do] the tasks in a better way. As example: - I’ve had a very difficult task and it’s dependence on other majors opinions so I start calling my networks to gather all the information  need , so that lead [led] me to finish the task in one hour instead of all the day”

Finally, informal networks were signposted as very important for career progression. Interviewee 4 stated:
“Yes it is, you can have a job using your certificates and skills, but to reach higher levels you definitely need to make a good connection and good working relationships will make your job more enjoyable. and it will make you more productive, which leads you to focus on your personal development. Also, the professional connections you make will also help you to further your career”.

2) The difference in engagement with Wasta between men and women

Most of the interviewees perceived a difference between how Wasta is used by men and women with many highlighting that whilst women can benefit from their informal networks, particularly with other women, some, such as interviewee 24 perceive that men’s social networks can bring them more benefit since they had a historic advantage and could get into leadership positions. 
Interestingly, many of the interviewees stated their preference to network with other women highlighting friendliness to other women, being comfortable interacting with them and societal restraints to build and use informal networks with men as reasons, some highlighted that the recent changes in Saudi are enabling and motivating them to create and use their informal networks with men. Interviewee three stated:
“Saudi Arabia has witnessed significant changes in recent years, particularly regarding women's rights and empowerment. Several reforms, such as allowing women to drive, increasing women's participation in the workforce, and granting them more control over their personal lives, have been implemented. These changes have likely had an impact on the use of social connections/networks and wasta in job attainment and career development for women. Historically, wasta played a significant role in Saudi Arabia's job market, where personal connections were crucial for securing employment opportunities. This often placed women at a disadvantage, as their access to such networks was limited due to cultural and societal norms”.

Conclusion
In summary, preliminary analysis of the data highlights how informal networks/ Wasta is used by women to get access to jobs, manage work more efficiently and progress their careers. Whilst there is a perceived difference and historic advantage for men in accessing and using informal networks in their advantage, this is perceived to be diminishing in the modern Saudi workplace.
The perceived contribution of this developing research are two folds: 1) The findings of the research will inform the development of informal networks literature; particularly on how women use informal networks as most research has neglected gender when exploring Wasta and similar practices. 2) The findings will inform Human Resource Management literature and practice to develop mechanisms to support women to develop and utilise their social networks in the workplace in Saudi Arabia and similar networked societies 
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