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Abstract

The developing structure of Omani higher education sector sustains its dependence on
culturally diverse staff body that constitutes a majority as opposed to locals. This creates
unique group composition that is inconsistent with the largely Omanizing workplace context.
Drawing on data gathered from a case study, this paper explores the effects of group
instability resulting from faculty’s cultural diversity on establishing a group’s social identity.
The findings of the study suggest that cultural diversity is associated with a number of factors
that impede longevity within a group thus affecting identification with a common prototype.
These factors include human resources management practices, such as outsourcing
recruitment, inconsistent recruitment standards, low faculty agility and a number of individual
factors that forefront individual identity. The paper concludes by arguing that the absence of
social identity in higher education hinders establishing an intellectual capital in Omani higher
education that aims to promote research and innovation as cornerstones for establishing a
knowledge-based economy. The findings have implications to the GCC contexts that are
characterised by depending on largely culturally diverse workforce.

Key words: Omanization, prototypicality, cultural diversity, longevity, higher education,
intellectual capital

Introduction and Background

When the new Omani state was established in 1970, the workforce was mainly composed of
Omanis who represented 93% of the civil service workers. As the requirements of
establishing a new state were far beyond the local capacity then, the government resorted to
importing trained labor and experts qualified in various areas. As a result, the number of non-
Omani employees rose to 32 % by 1993 (Al-Hamadi et al., 2007). The repercussion of such
an increase became evident over time especially with regards to the increasing number of
unemployed locals. Aiming to mitigate this effect, the government embarked on a process of
nationalizing its workforce, locally known as ‘Omanisation’, in 1988 (Peterson, 2011;
Zerovec & Bontenbal, 2011). The policy aims to gradually replace international workforce
with trained nationals that would constitute 95% of the public sector employees and 75% of
the private sector’s by 2020 (Donn & Issan, 2007).

The imperative to achieve the Omanisation objectives created a need for developing national
human resources through providing better education and better service training (Al Balushi,
2012). Among other things, this has led to the expansion of higher education (HE) and
technical and vocational training institutions that aim to prepare graduates for a diversifying
economy (Al-Hamadi et al., 2007). Such an expansion, however, led to importing more
academics to teach these programs (Abbas, 1995), which has sustained the cultural diversity
of faculty in higher education institutions (HEIs) and raised questions about the feasibility and
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practicality of Omanisation in this sector. Such a status of flux also raises questions about the
extent to which workgroups in higher education enable this sector to respond to the national
expectations from a social psychological perspective.

Aiming to explore the reasons leading to staff instability in the culturally diverse HE context
in Oman and the influence of that on establishing a social identity, this paper starts by
exploring the human resource composition in the Omani higher education with specific focus
on the context of English Language Teaching (ELT). It then interweaves concepts of
intellectual capital theory and social identity theory to explain the importance of establishing a
collective identity to creating an intellectual capital. The paper then presents the findings of a
case study that illustrate the effects of lack of prototypicality resulting from group instability
on group outcomes. It concludes by outlining the implications of these findings in relation to
the ambitions of the Omani higher education in the current transformational phase of the
Omani state development.

Language, cultural diversity and identity in the Omani HE

With the expansion of higher education provision in Oman, English has become the language
of higher education institutions (Al-Issa, 2006). The prominent status of English in higher
education required recruiting staff qualified in this field. As English is a foreign language in a
country whose indigenous language is largely Arabic, the supremacy of English as the
language of knowledge has created a level of friction between the demands of the process of
Omanisation and the demands imposed by the adoption of English as the medium of
instruction. These factors created a unique composition that characterized the context of ELT,
which has now become an integral part of most HEI in Oman. In such contexts, Omanis
constitute a small percentage among language teachers who belong to various Arab, Asian,
African, and European countries (Al-Issa, 2005). Al-Mahrooqi & Tuzlukova (2014) illustrates
that the staff of the Language Centre in Sultan Qaboos University in Oman is composed of 30
nationalities. Such cultural diversity challenges the concept of social/group identity within
higher education as it translates in diversity in the values, norms and behaviors within
workgroups.

Social/group identity and cultural diversity in ELT

The Social Identity Approach (SIA) established by Tajfel and Turner defines a group as ‘a
collection of individuals who perceive themselves to be members of the same social category,
share some emotional involvement in this common definition of themselves, and achieve
some degree of social consensus about the evaluation of their group and their membership of
it” (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 40). According to this perspective, the interaction between people
falls within a continuum ranging from interpersonal (determined by individual characteristics)
to intergroup (determined by the membership of certain group). Identification with a group
slides self-concept, and hence behavior, towards the end of the continuum where the aspects
of similarity, sharedeness and consensus are essential to the functioning of a group.

Based on this perspective, social identification entails that individuals perceive of the salient
social category that underlies social identity as a prototypical cognitive image of the social
group. Hogg (2001, 187) defines prototypes as ‘context-specific, multidimensional fuzzy sets
of attributes that define and prescribe attitudes, feelings, and behaviors that characterize one
group and distinguish it from other groups’. Prototypes inform social identity through the
process of depersonalization that transforms individual self-concept that is based on
individual characteristics into a group-based self-concept informed by the group norms
(Hornsey, 2008). Depersonalization happens when a cognitively salient social category
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constitutes the prototype that informs a group’s behavior. Considering the cultural mix
constituting Omani HE groups, the relevance of the concept of group could be challenged due
to the salience of various cultural categories. While the SIA does not completely ignore the
conceptualization of self based on individual characteristics, it largely ignores the possible
interaction between individual identity and social/group identity.

Haslam & Platow (2001) contend that the salience of a unified social identity (as opposed to
individual identity) significantly influences behavior because it leads individuals to perceive
themselves as representatives of the group and thus share its norms and goals. Individuals
within a group could be seen as more prototypical or less prototypical depending on the extent
to which they embody the group’s characterizing prototype. The existence of various degrees
of prototypicality within a group explains certain group behaviors such as sub-groups,
deviance, and leader-follower status (Hogg, 2001). It also explains various group processes
such as influence within a group, cohesion and conformity (Hornsey, 2008). Moreover, the
salience of a social identity makes individuals share the perspective through which they
perceive reality and it motivates them to align their behaviors with the norms of the group.
Also, it encourages collaborative work among group members that is based on the group’s
objectives (Haslam & Platow, 2001).

Group identity and the vision of Omani higher education

Given the influence of a salient social identity on a group’s functioning, the question
regarding the existence of social identity among the culturally diverse HE faculty in Oman
pertains. While the literature suggests that the academic discipline could form the basis for
group identity in academia (Blackwell et al., 2009; Clarke et al., 2013; Schmaling et al.,
2014), the mix of cultural identities characterizing Omani HE is likely to hinder the salience
of a unified academic/professional identity. This is especially so that academic faculty
members are mostly non-Omanis, which means that longevity within the group could be
affected by the constant movement of members from and to the group.

However, the Omani higher education that functions as the tool for enabling the
diversification of the Omani economy from oil-based to knowledge-based can only face the
demands of managing staff diversity towards a form of social identity. This is especially so
due to the yet insufficient local academic capacity. Khalique, Shaari, & Isa (2011) argue that
value in knowledge-based economy lies in building intellectual capital through the investment
in managing faculty. Kelly’s (2004) presents a typology of intellectual capital that could be
achieved through three main means: competence, attitude, and intellectual agility as in figure
1. In light of this model, the investment in staff cultural diversity happens when staff
members’ tacit knowledge and experiences are transformed into explicit knowledge that is
shared and utilised within the HEIs. This process is mediated by factors at the level of the
leadership of the HEIs that moderate the effects of intellectual agility and attitude capital.
Kelly considers faculty’s attitude as a key factor in this process but he believes that it is
difficult to harness attitudes towards transferring competence from tacit to explicit.

= YA S



Diversity, fluidity and threats to social identity: The A 9811 g (LAl Ay jad) Al

(cdlmdaﬁ/é) aY  YY il [ Gwaldd) aanl)
Empowerment
Competence capital Intellectual agility Sustainable
> intellectual capital
Tacit Explicit
knowledge Attitude capital knowledge

Identity management

Personal 2

Collective

Identity prototypicality, Identity
entrepreneurship, Identity
advancement, Identity impresarioship

Figure 1: Higher education intellectual capital model

A social identity perspective would suggest, however, that for competent faculty members to
invest themselves in serving the interest of the group (the HEI in this context), they would
need to perceives that group as a salient form of self-concept (van Knippenberg & Hogg,
2003). Ellemers et al., (2004:461) stress that ‘a self-conception in collective terms would
energize people to exert themselves on behalf of the group, facilitate the direction of efforts
towards collective (instead of individual) outcomes, and help workers sustain their loyalty to
the team or organization’. Nonetheless, Kramer (2006) argues that for individuals to identify
with a collective group and produce group-oriented behaviour, the salience of contextual cues
IS an antecedent.

In organisational contexts such as that of the Omani higher education, this means that the
onus is on HEIs to capitalise on building a level of group identity in order to contribute to
achieving the vision of the new Omani state. Steffens et al. (2014) argue that organizations
could establish a collective identity through strategies to establish identity prototypicality,
identity entrepreneurship, identity advancement and identity impresarioship. In brief, such
strategies entail investing in practices that make individuals identify with an organizational
collective identity. Such practices include, but are not limited to, creating an inclusive context
an establishing a level of similarity and groupness. Transforming faculty’s attitudes to serve
the purpose of the Omani HE could mediate the effect of competence on creating an
intellectual capital through enabling knowledge transformation. When a collective identity is
made salient, perceptual, motivational, and evaluative behaviors echo the norms underlying
the collective identity. However, the salience of a social identity could threaten individual’s
intellectual agility as it entails that prototypicality and conformity are main features of social
identification. This suggests that a balance needs to be achieved between the collective and
individual identity levels so that higher education can utilise cultural diversity for building
intellectual capital. Maintaining such a balance should be one constituent of the group’s
prototype.
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Methodology

Tatli and Ozbilgin (2012) argue that research on identity should remain open to context-
specific constructions of identity rather than viewing categories as objective realities that are
not influenced by power relations. Identities are not distinct entities, which challenges the
concept of identity salience as advocated by the SIA. The intersectionality theory suggests
that identities ‘interact with each other to create specific manifestations that cannot be
explained by each alone’ (Warner, 2008:454). In addition, Haslam (2004, 27) argues that ‘the
application of social identity to organizational settings clearly needs to be sensitive to features
of social psychological context’. The centrality of the context is attributed to its role in
shaping how people behave, think and feel and thus understanding the context where
individuals construct their identities is key for understanding them (Gillham, 2000).

Therefore, this study deploys a case study design to look at the complexity of identity within
academic workgroups. Case study is powerful in that it enables deep understanding that is
aided by the use of multiple methods. In specific, the study investigates the case of ELT and
draws on data collected from an English Department at a College of Applied Sciences
(henceforth CAS-1) in Oman. This college is part of a network of six campuses that function
under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Higher Education. Strategically, the CASs are guided
by the Ministry of Higher Education’s (MoHE) vision that aims to use them as platforms for
‘providing practical and innovative solutions for the ever-changing local and national needs’
(Ministry of Higher Education, 2015). Thus, CAS colleges are versatile in nature and
reshuffle repeatedly as to maintain such flexibility.

This paper reports findings that are part of a bigger project conducted in 2016. The project
employed triangulated sources of data that consisted of sixteen interviews, eight meeting
observations, document analysis, field notes and indirect observations to explore group
dynamics and the construction of identity in the Omani culturally diverse HE. This paper
largely draws on data generated from the 16 interviews with culturally diverse staff members
that aimed at investigating individual meanings. One-to-one interviews were conducted to
explore perceived diversity; the reality of cultural diversity as perceived and experienced by
the group members (Hentschel et al., 2013). By opting for investigating perceived diversity,
the study avoids falling on the limitation of positivistic research that views social categories
as homogenous entities and embraces the view that perceptions are key for understanding
salience of identity (Jackson & Sherriff, 2013).

Six interviews were conducted with teachers who had been part of the leadership team at a
certain stage during their careers at CAS-1. The SIA considers leadership a key group process
that influences individuals within a group towards becoming prototypical group members
who act based on the social identity of the group (Hogg & Reid, 2006). This group included
five teachers who occupied the role of team/subject leaders at certain point of their career at
CAS in addition to the HoD who is in charge of the whole Department. Furthermore,
interviews with ten other regular teachers were conducted. Three relatively similar interview
schedules were designed and piloted to investigate the perceptions of the team members, team
leaders and the HoD. The semi-structured interviews with the participants lasted for an
average of 75 minutes during which participants reflected on their experiences within the
team and the extent to which they perceived the department to function as a group. The
interviews were transcribed by the researcher and were coded using a descriptive coding
technique which focused on the topic or idea expressed (Saldana, 2016). After that themes
were generated guided by the SIA theory and the data gathered.
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Researcher positionality

The design of the study was influenced by a constructivist view that considers reality as
multiple and socially constructed. Hence, my aim was to construct one version of reality using
multiple means and voices. Creswell (2014:8) highlights that according to constructivism
traditions, ‘researchers recognize that their own backgrounds shape their interpretation, and
they position themselves in the research to acknowledge how their interpretation flows from
their personal, cultural, and historical experiences’. | worked for over four years in the
research site interacting with culturally diverse colleagues. Despite the extant debate in
literature about the possible drawback of insider-research, Mercer (2007) cautions against
viewing insiderness and outsiderness as dichotomies and urges that they instead should be
viewed as ends of a continuum because the position of the researcher could vary depending on
the aspect of identity in question.

| believe that my positionality has influenced many of my choices starting with shaping the
interest in the research topic. It might have also influenced the decisions of the recruited
participants although | had specific criteria for selecting them including the diversity of
nationality, gender, roles and years of experience. | strived to minimize my influence over the
flow of interactions and events in the research context to allow for the participants’ own
meanings to be constructed. Nonetheless, constructivist research does not cast away possible
subjectivity as it considers reality as subjective and socially constructed. During the
participant recruitment process, | provided the participants with the contact details of the
Head of Research Governance at that University of Southampton to report any ethical breach
I could intentionally or unintentionally commit using my positionality. During the
interpretation | constructed meaning using the views of the different participant groups
bearing in mind the possible differences associated with the different social categories.

Anonymity, sensitivity and research on diversity

Due to the potential sensitivity associated with diversity research (Dickson-Swift et al., 2008),
participants were presented as anonymous and quotes from their narratives were presented
using the scheme [code-role-nationality-employment type] to establish the themes. Fully
concealing participants’ identities was challenging because of the specific scope of case study
research (Christians, 2008). The focal interest of this research is cultural diversity, which
necessitates bringing aspects of the identities of the participants to the fore in reporting the
case study. Such specificity could lead to the identification of respondents by those who know
them personally as their contributions will reflect their individualized views (Lee, 1993).
Also, intense description of context could compromise participants’ anonymity.

Kelly (2009:10) stresses that ‘anonymised research imposes a burden of care on the
researcher-writer to maintain a balance between anonymity and illumination; to give only
enough circumstantial specifics as are required to decipher the meaning (but not the identity)
of the site and its characters’. To eliminate such possibility, I followed the advice of Creswell
(2007), which suggests that the researcher should report the full picture rather than report
individual pictures separately. | established a collective picture out of the data generated and
strived to remain vigilant to balance the focus between identities and group dynamics at the
context of the English Department as to avoid intense description that could easily identify
participants or the specific CAS campus. Thus, findings in the report of the case are presented
in a thematic structure rather than individual narratives. In using evidence from the interviews
in the case report, the names of the participants are anonymised using the codes T1-T16. The
researcher, however, has constructed full profiles for the participants, which is available with
her only.
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Findings

The researched department included 27 teachers coming from 9 different countries.
Recruitment at CAS is a central process that is managed by the MoHE in coordination with
the recruiting agencies in the case of English Departments. Of these 27 teachers, 30 % were
recruited through MoHE permanent contracts and this category exclusively included 8 Omani
staff members. In addition, 26% were recruited through MoHE fixed contracts. Most staff
members at the English Department were outsourced through recruiting agencies and this
category exclusively comprised international staff including all the NESTs (12 teachers). Due
to such a composition, the findings indicate that transience is the main characterizing feature
of the staff body that, in association with the culturally diverse nature of the group, seemed to
have hindered establishing a unified prototype. The data suggests that there are a number of
factors that contributed to creating the transient composition.

Contingent Membership

44 % of the staff body in the English Department was outsourced through agency contracts.
Outsourcing the majority of staff at the English Department seemed to have created a
contingent category that is neither perceived as in-group nor out-group. Such a contingent
status is a result of the temporary contract between the MoHE and the supplying agency,
which has always put the membership of outsourced staff at stake due to the constant feeling
of employment insecurity. T10’s illustrates such insecurity by reporting the high anxiety she
experienced at the end of her first contract with the recruiting agency before she was
transferred to another sponsor.

... [Agency 1] seemed to be fairly confident that they’ll get the contract and we would

just continue on but it didn’t ... So, everybody was looking for different jobs. I didn’t
know whether | should be packing all my things to leave Oman or whether | will be
able to stay here in September...[T10, member, British, outsourced]

While the SIA considers the feeling of belonging to a group a key for identifying with that
group, the findings suggest that such feeling is threaten by the employment insecurity. Such
lack of employment security at the English Department affected motivation and accountability
among staff. T15 emphasizes that because of the low longevity, some teachers do not see
much value in investing time in teaching as they are more occupied with employment security
concerns. The persistent feeling of insecurity among teachers resulted in a high voluntary
turnover and affected the retention of professional teachers (especially native speakers) who
‘are always unconfident about whether they will get the next contract or not. So, they start
looking [for jobs]’ [T15, member, Indian, MoHE-fixed].

Contrary to what the findings suggest, Joarder et al., (2015) report that there is no significant
relation between perception of employment security and intention to leave. The researchers
explain this by the young age of the academics they investigated in their study. They,
however, provide no information about the cultural mix of their sample recruited from an
academic context in Bangladesh. It could be that it is more common among expatriate to
develop such turnover intentions as opposed to locals. In fact, the findings of this research
suggest that Western teachers are more likely to have an intention to leave early because they
have better employment opportunities elsewhere as NESTs. Also, settlement in one specific
place for a long time is not a cultural norm for most western teachers.

On the other hand, Cole & Bruch (2006) find that there is a negative correlation between

organizational identification and turnover intentions among lower level workers, which

suggests that low identification is a reason for high turnover. The temporary membership
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associated with outsourcing does not fulfill a person’s motivation to identify with a specific
prototype. Individual’s quest for clarity, distinctiveness, and high self-esteem are the main
reasons for such an identification (Hogg, 2005). Haslam (2004) states that when these
motivations are not fulfilled, a person leaves the group in quest of joining another group that
does fulfill them.

Recruitment Standards

There was a perception that the standards observed in recruiting English teachers are
inconsistent and largely dependent on the employer. This resulted in recurrent recruitments
and contract terminations due to low professionalism with many recruits. Based on the
perceptions of the participants, professionalism is compromised when teachers are recruited
based on being a NEST rather than based on their qualification in ELT. Lack of
professionalism was associated more with the outsourced staff category to which all the
NESTs belonged.

... there were a lot of unprofessional instructors who were worried about very
immature things ...just creating unnecessary divisions. Not putting personal feelings
aside for professionalism first... [T11, member, American, outsourced]

Professional identity in terms of being qualified in ELT provides a frame of reference that
informs individual’s behavior in such a context. However, such a frame of reference could be
threatened by the cultural diversity. van Knippenberg & Schippers (2007) indicate that the
effects of diversity can follow a curvilinear pattern such that diversity becomes negative when
it threatens the group’s frame of reference. Cultural diversity in this context was associated
with professional diversity. The frequent changes in the recruiting agencies, hiring
professional teachers was seen as a matter of ‘luck’ as T4 [leader, Omani, MoHE- permanent]
stressed. In fact, many teachers joined the English Department and left it during the probation
period because of the observed low professional standards as illustrated by the Head of the
Department.

She [one terminated teacher] spent one week with her students and we got feedback
from the students .... that she would waste time to talk about totally off-topic [aspects]
and sometimes she would do something culturally inappropriate ... this teacher has

been fired six times before she came to this College ...and she also lied about her CV.
[T6, HoD, Omani, MoHE-permanent]

Ashforth & Johnson (2001) stress that making a higher order identity (such as professional
identity here) salient could produce professional behavior, give priority to professional rather
than individual goals, guide the interpretation of reality and enhance cooperation between
individuals. The absence of such a higher order professional identity that is based on unified
professional standards within the department contributed to increased instability.

Low Faculty Agility

The findings suggest that, especially among the non-Omani teachers, there was a perception
that the CAS’s organizational culture is rigid which causes dissatisfaction among teachers and
raises turnover rate. Rigidness concerns the extent to which individuals are able to influence
how things are done within a specific context. The English Program at CAS has a centralized
curriculum that follows standardized practices across the different campuses. Centralized
higher education governance could be effective in maintaining identity (Lo, 2010), which is
one objective of education in Oman (Al’Abri, 2011). As centralization entails that decisions
are made by fewer people within an organization (Anderson & Brown, 2010), decision-

=\YAo o



Diversity, fluidity and threats to social identity: The A 9811 g (LAl Ay jad) Al
(@L&Ad‘di/é) ?Y~YY~)~4U§/W&‘J-\&”

making at the six English Departments is controlled by the Programme Director (PD).

Hierarchy-based leadership that is based on central decision-making is generally a
characteristic of leadership ideology in Oman (Al-Hamadi et al., 2007). Within such an
ideology, senior leadership sets the prototype that is expected to guide practices at the six
English Departments that should conform to each other in terms of the program content,
objectives, deadlines, and assessment. However, such top-down control over the prototype
seemed to have suppressed the variability created by the cultural diversity within the
department as T12 elaborates.

.. a lot of teachers come with the idea of ‘this structure is not good because I come
from South Africa, I come from Australia, I come from wherever and let’s change it a
bit’...I think that is what frustrates teachers...they just get so angry and they just leave.
[T12, member, South African, outsourced]

Thus, the imposed prototype seemed to have increased the rate of turnover and instability
characterizing the group. This hinders establishing a shared understanding of what constitutes
such a prototype. Neal (2010) also reports such dissatisfaction in his findings. He suggests
that faculty members at a state HEI in Oman equally consider the organizational bureaucratic
practices as a shared enemy. In higher education, however, organizations are expected to
capitalize on the intellects and variability of ideas and approaches are usually seen as an asset.
When wider perspectives are key to a task achievement, hierarchy could become a hurdle
(Anderson & Brown, 2010).

Individual Motivations

The findings also suggested that many NESTs seek employment in Oman for tourism
purposes rather than for establishing a profession-based career. This created differences in
objectives for joining the group and made personal objectives more salient than professional
ones. The salience of personal objectives was perceived to affect teachers’ performance at the
professional level and the extent to which they pursue the development of a shared
professional identity as stressed by T16.

If you are planning to have a career there, then you are planning long-term, then you
care about self-development. You care about the improvement of you work, the
prospects are more or less wider and clear in your mind and you've got plans and you
are ready to compromise, you are ready to learn...but if 30 % to 40 % of the people
you are working with you know that they are here for one or two years, then the
problem is deeper and worse than just teamwork. [T16, member, Tunisian, MoHE-
fixed]

This perspective seems to agree with the view of Wong (2009) that the purpose of travelling
is common among ELT teachers especially among NESTs and Romanowski and Nasser
(2015) consider it generally as part of the professional life of expatriate faculty. This implies
that members within the English Department do not all pursue similar goals that are inspired
by their shared profession, which negatively affects the establishment of a group identity. As
T16 stated above, such short-term objectives make individuals unable to compromise their
personal values in favor of group-based values. Unity of purpose where self-interest is defined
in terms of the group is a key element of social identity (van Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003).

In line with this, the findings also suggest that some teachers leave CAS-1 because of the
unappealing location of this campus. CAS-1 is located in a town far from the capital and its
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underdeveloped status makes it unattractive to non-Omani teachers especially the Western
teachers who are outsourced as opposed to other non-Omanis who do not find adjustment
very difficult.

... [CAS-1] is difficult to recruit for ... we are in the middle of nowhere. Maybe in the
English world, people want to live of course in the bigger cities. [T7, member,
American, outsourced]

I have actually heard teachers say this, that ‘[the town] doesn’t even have a swimming
pool, what do we do?’ So, culturally probably that is a big difference... Probably that
is also one of the reasons why they don’t want to stay on. [T15, member, Indian,
MoHE-fixed]

This contradicts findings by Khan (2011) who reports that non-Omani staff members enjoy
life on campus. In Khan’s study, however, the campus was provided with facilities such as ‘a
swimming pool’ that helps staff adjust to the Omani context. Such a finding reinforces the
fact that individual motivations rather than group-based pertain in the Department which has
implications for the Omanisation priorities. While cultural diversity is an asset, its association
with instability hinders building capacity at the specific CAS-1 site and calls for localizing
workforce. In fact, the literature in relation to the GCC suggests that wider utilization of local
human resources is key towards achieving knowledge-based economy which is the current
goal of higher education (Randeree, 2008).

The Costs of Group Instability

The interaction between staff cultural diversity and the management practices outlined above
seems to hinder the establishment of shared norms. The SIA suggests that group norms are the
‘shared cognitive representations that, within a particular context, characterize the behavior of
members of relevant out-groups and describe and prescribe the behavior of in-group members
including ourselves’ (Hogg & Reid, 2006, 10). Norms, thus, are the essence of identities
(Kreindler et al., 2012) that underlie a group’s prototype. At the English Department level, the
diversity in ideologies and norms that are associated with the cultural diversity of the staff
appears to influence the attitudes of teachers towards the ELT prototype functioning at the
English Department.

This increases the demands on leadership, as leaders have to develop an awareness of the
different perspectives and be able to deal with such variability bearing in mind the centralized
nature of the system. T2 mentioned that these differences manifest in how teachers approach
teaching at the English Department.

... you have Omanis and then you have foreigners... so you will feel when you deal
with them that some of them will have different educational backgrounds... [the]
British educational way of handling the projects is different from the American way...
you feel that they see things in different ways. [T2, leader, Omani, MoHE-permanent]

The differences in norms also translate into different preferable methods of teaching that
could be culturally unwelcomed in the context of CAS-1. By means of illustration, the formal
classroom-based style of teaching at CAS-1 seemed to upset an American teacher who
maintained that

‘... in America, in the colleges, teachers would have connections with the other
teachers where ‘everybody, lets go to the park and we will have a class in the park’
and that builds a rapport with the teacher... we need to change the system. We can't

just have ‘here is the book go teach it’. [T7, member, American, outsourced]
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T7’s view is inconsistent with the Omani norms where formality in education is necessary for
regulating relations especially between genders. The Social ldentity Theory suggests that
perception of belonging to one group that forms a basis for social identity results in a
consensus on the evaluations members have of the group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This did
not seem to be the case in the Department as the outsider’s perspective is evident in the
narratives of the international staff. Haslam (2004) points out that in intragroup context,
members could perceive themselves based on their distinct personal identities and in such
case, they refuse to accept other group members telling them what to do.

Another perceived demonstration of the inconsistent understandings of the academic culture is
the different ways of assessing the performance of students. There was a perception that non-
Omani teachers tended to assign high scores to students, which was partially attributed to the
different academic cultures teachers identify with. Such inconsistency was perceived to hinder
teamwork among teachers and increase anxiety when this mode of work was used.

There are certain people here who just don’t like marking with other people because it
always causes anxiety... People are always worried about the other teacher they are
going to mark with. [T8, member, British, outsourced]

Longevity within a group is key for value conversion towards cohesion and high turnover
reduces the shared history between group members, which affects social group formation (E.
Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Instability at the English Department thus hinders establishing a
cohesive academic/ professional culture that could bring perspectives closer as T16 stressed.

... you can’t build new teams every year with teachers who know the work ... and
others [who] don’t know the work and some of them are resistant to the new academic
culture. ... that is one obstacle to successful teamwork. [T16, member, Tunisian,
MoHE-fixed]

Generally, identification with a group is driven by a motivation to achieve distinctiveness
(Horton et al., 2014) and positive self-evaluation (Koivisto & Rice, 2016). Identification with
a group is also related to job satisfaction and willingness to remain in an organization (Avanzi
et al., 2014). Hence, people seek identification with groups that respond to their motivations.
The structure created at the English Department based on the different employment modes
restricts mobility between the impermeable employment categories. The presence of such
structure motivates individuals to leave the group to join other groups (Finley, 2010; Haslam,
2004).

Being in charge of the group, the leaders at the English Department reported being pressured
by such instability because they repeatedly had to deal with new teachers and explain the ELT
prototype to them. T9 and T7 expressed that the number of teachers joining the English
Department could be so large that it could outpace the ability of team leaders to provide
adequate induction to the courses.

... came, I landed in Muscat. They dropped me at school, they handed me books:
‘teach this’. There was no orientation, there was no introduction, there was no
watching of a class ... there was just like kind of ‘here is what you are doing, here is
your books, good luck’. [T7, member, American, outsourced]

The lack of induction happened when teachers joined during the semester to replace a teacher
who left the department some time into the semester. Induction was seen as a requirement that
could enable teachers to learn the prototype of ELT at CAS. Furthermore, the unstable team
composition made team leaders face the challenge of varied levels of professionalism among
teachers a explained by T4.
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.. sometimes as a coordinator you will take over your shoulder to cover classes ...
you have to take the responsibility of ensuring that everything related to the
students...[is] documented and then transferred to the substitute teacher... [T4, leader,
Omani, MoHE-permanent]

The lack of stability seems to have implications at the level of other group dynamics. The
findings suggest that it relates to poor communication, high conflict rate, and limited
collaboration between teachers as elaborated more on in Al Mugarshi, Kaparou, & Kelly
(2020). Tuckman (1965) explains that the life of a team goes through four stages: forming,
storming, norming, and performing. The instability characterizing the English Department
seems to make it go through this process repeatedly and to less effectively complete the
norming and performing stages.

Discussion and conclusions

Oman’s 2040 vision places a considerable emphasis on maintaining the Omani identity. This
study illustrates how recruiting non-Omanis and especially NESTs could become a threat to
establishing a unified identity, given the current management practices. Looking outward,
however, Oman cannot function in isolation of the world that is rapidly globalizing. With the
constantly blurring boundaries between countries and the increasing recruitment of
international faculty members, the effectiveness of the process of Omanisation remains
questionable. In fact, the globalization of ideas and values has overpassed all constraints. To
reach a middle ground between these demands, a collective professional identity that invests
in the value of multiplicity should be encouraged.

Nonetheless, van Knippenberg and Haslam (2003) argue that a level of homogeneity in
certain aspect that could define a common category is a prerequisite for making use of
informational diversity. This suggests that making use of cultural diversity in the academic
context necessitate establishing a level of cohesion that is inspired by a shard prototype. The
SIA sees group’s prototype as context-specific and inspired partially by the history of the in-
group (van Knippenberg & Hogg, 2003). Thus, prototypes and their effects within
organizational groups must not be seen as instant nor static but are accumulative, emergent
and influenced by the time spent within a group. Furthermore, based on the premise that a
group prototype is consensual and should be regularly adapted as Hogg and Reid (2006)
suggest, a group’s identity should be seen as emergent and could constantly be reconfigured.
For such a collective identity within the Omani HE context, the findings of the current study
suggest that attention needs to be paid to two key areas: staff selection and staff retention.

As in any other EFL contexts, recruiting a number of qualified NESTs could be a healthy
quality practice. However, the associated instability makes overreliance on NESTs a
hindrance against sustaining human capital (Waxin & Bateman, 2016). Human capital is the
key for creating knowledge-based economy as it creates the knowledge infrastructure and
function as the intelligent force that runs educational systems. Hence, it is neither being
Omani nor being NEST that should be given precedence in selecting faculty members. Rather,
it should be the competence created through education which directly feeds into building an
intellectual capital (Khalique et al., 2011). Attracting talented and qualified academics is the
means for creating knowledge, which reinforces the role of HE in achieving the Omani 2040
vision. However, as the pressure for nationalizing capacity pertains, a quota-based system that
prioritizes qualification in recruitment has the potential to respond to both the local and the
global pressures in a way that advantages higher education and facilitate building an
intellectual capital.
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Furthermore, as capital creation through managing talents is an accumulative process, staff
retention should be a priority for HEIs (Abdullah & Abubakar, 2017). The findings of this
study point out that managing human resources’ attitudes requires establishing a common
prototype that pushes them to serve the interest of the group. Research suggests that longevity
within a group is key for identifying with the group’s prototype due to the role time plays in
aligning faculty members’ values to serve a common objective. In their study to measure
identification level amongst alumni in a religious school, Meeussen et al. (2014) conclude
that after some time, a difference in the value fit of the low diversity groups appeared, which
indicates that there was a value convergence over time which was moderated by the extent of
diversity within a group.

In another study, Fielding and Hogg (1997) conducted a naturalistic study where 13 groups
(each composed of 11 mixed-sex participants on average) spent three weeks together. The
researchers report that over time, social identification, perceived leadership effectiveness, and
social attraction increased and they explain that by the increase in cohesion within the group
over time. Haslam & Platow (2001) also concluded after an experimental study that that only
after followers have had some earlier knowledge and familiarity with the leader that they
would support him/her seemingly because they develop trust in the leader over time.

The implication of these studies, and the current research’s findings, for the Omani higher
education is that the temporal dimension of group prototypes is key for prototype
establishment and functioning. The time spent within a group is also important for leadership
to get the support of followers.

This study is an original contribution to the scarce literature that sheds light at human resource
management in higher education from a social/psychological perspective. It is especially
relevant to the GCC context that is highly dependent on international workforce but is aiming
to increase dependence on local workforce. While such nationalization efforts are
indispensible for sound human and social development, they are not without limitations.
Careful strategic thinking that aligns HE priorities with national priorities is the only way
towards bridging the gap between education and economy. Furthermore, the study integrates
aspects from social identity theory, human resource management theory and the findings of
the research conducted to establish that the mere aggregation of talents does not serve the
pivotal role of higher education in the Omani context. The management of such a composition
extends far beyond the recruitment stage. A collective identity establishment requires a
strategic thinking that celebrates difference but also acknowledges and reinforces a level of
similarity. The Gulf Cooperation Countries need to pay attention to the side affects that their
human resources management policies and practices create to the identity of the workplace.
Unless they reconsider their priorities that could lead to achieve their visions, the fluid
workplace environment will continue to function as a hindrance against long-term results; the
knowledge-based economy.
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