
1.1 Why choose Saudi Arabia?

If you’ve ever wondered what it’s like to live inside a national project that’s trying to

rewrite its own story in real time, Saudi Arabia is exactly that. This isn’t a static posting,

it’s a moving target. Vision 2030 isn’t just a slogan on glossy brochures; it’s a massive

restructuring of an economy that’s been addicted to oil for decades and is now trying to

diversify without losing control. GDP-wise, the Kingdom sits comfortably in the global

top 20, thanks to one of the largest proven oil reserves on the planet. But the story isn’t

just oil anymore, petrochemicals, mega-construction, religious tourism, tech incubators,

and now entertainment are all part of the mix. If you arrive thinking you’re coming to

“just an oil state,” you’ll be behind the curve before you even unpack.

The big economic bait for foreigners is the speed and scale of investment. Foreign

ownership laws have loosened, in some sectors you can now fully own your business

without a Saudi partner, a radical shift from the past. Add in tax incentives and

infrastructure projects the size of small countries, and you can see why global

corporations are circling Riyadh. But beware: the Saudization policy means that if your

skills can be replaced by a local hire, they eventually will. The market is hungry for

foreign expertise, but not for forever.

Survival Hack: If you’re in a sector targeted by Saudization, negotiate your contract so

that part of your value is tied to training or mentoring locals. It makes you harder to

replace.

Inflation here plays by its own rules. Over the last five years, costs have spiked and

dipped in waves, driven by VAT increases, oil price swings, and imported goods costs.

Housing in Riyadh or Jeddah will eat a big chunk of your income if your package

doesn’t cover it. Dammam and other Eastern Province hubs are slightly cheaper but still

pricey compared to small inland towns. Outside the major cities, rent drops

dramatically, but so does access to the expat-friendly infrastructure you’ll probably want.

Utilities are another reality check. Electricity is cheap if you’re coming from Europe, but

remember you’ll be running the AC most of the year, and that adds up. Internet is fast

in the cities, but you’ll pay a premium for good service. Water? Almost all desalinated,

and scarcity is a constant undercurrent. You won’t notice until a supply glitch hits your

compound or neighborhood.
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Grocery shopping is a game of choices: local produce and staples are reasonably priced,

but anything imported (especially from Europe or North America) can feel like you’re

paying luxury tax. The VAT is 15%, and yes, you’ll feel it, there’s no “essentials

exemption” like in some countries. Fuel, on the other hand, is still laughably cheap by

global standards, making car ownership the default transport choice.

Avoid This: Don’t budget based on your home country’s grocery basket, your diet will

shift whether you plan for it or not.

Work-life balance is a mixed bag. The official week runs Sunday to Thursday, which will

take your brain a few weeks to reprogram. Labor law gives you around 21 days’ leave

after your first year (more with seniority), but public holidays are short and tied to the

Islamic calendar, meaning dates move each year. Some sectors have a heavy overtime

culture, and if you’re in senior management, don’t expect your evenings to be sacred.

Employers may call outside office hours, and the unspoken rule is that “availability” is

part of the deal.

Unspoken Rule: If your boss messages you during prayer time, answer after. It’s a small

way of showing cultural alignment without refusing the request.

On the global rankings scoreboard, Saudi Arabia is a paradox. Safety indices rate it as

one of the safer countries to walk around at night, strict laws keep street crime low.

Healthcare quality in major cities is strong, though expensive without good insurance.

Education quality varies wildly; elite international schools are excellent, public schools

less so for expat children. Corruption perception? Officially low, but “wasta”

(connections) is still the oil that keeps the machine moving. Press freedom? Near the

bottom, this is not the place for public political commentary.

The climate will test you. In Riyadh, summers can bake you at 45–50°C, while winters

are mild but short. Coastal Jeddah comes with humidity that will steam your glasses the

moment you step outside. Sandstorms are part of life, they can roll in fast and turn day

into sepia dusk. UV exposure is brutal; sunburn can happen in minutes if you’re

careless. All of this exists on top of a constant dependence on desalinated water,

something to think about when you complain about your shower pressure.

Connectivity is a mixed picture. The road network between cities is solid, domestic

flights are frequent and relatively affordable, and Saudi airports are surprisingly efficient.

International routes are expanding fast, Riyadh and Jeddah are turning into global hubs. 
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The much-hyped Riyadh Metro is still crawling toward full operation, but when it’s

done, it will change how the capital moves. Public transport outside the major cities?

Almost nonexistent. If you don’t drive, you’ll be chained to taxis and ride-hailing apps.

Insider Tip: Get your driving license sorted early, even if you think you won’t need it.

Car rentals and ride-shares are fine in theory, but during religious holidays or big events,

they vanish or surge-price into oblivion.

Immigration policy is your gatekeeper. There’s a buffet of visa types, from work permits

to premium residency that lets you live sponsor-free (for a price). But don’t expect a

free-for-all. Many professions have quotas, and sponsorship still rules most of the labor

market. Premium residency is expensive but buys you rare freedoms: own property,

start a business, sponsor your own family without tying your life to an employer.

Saudi Arabia is not a casual move. It’s a high-stakes posting with big rewards for those

who know how to play the long game. You’ll need to adapt faster than you expect,

negotiate harder than you’re used to, and learn when to bend with the system instead of

trying to push through it. If you come here thinking it will adjust to you, you’ll last

months. If you come ready to adjust to it, without losing your edge, you might just

thrive.
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1.2 What to expect in practice

If you’re picturing a frictionless transition where paperwork zips through in days and

your new life clicks into place like a Lego set, stop. Saudi Arabia moves at its own pace,

and it’s rarely yours. The first reality check hits with your work visa: from application to

approval, expect anywhere from a few weeks to several months, depending on your

employer’s efficiency and their connections with the ministries. A well-oiled corporate

machine might get you through in 4–6 weeks; a smaller company without a dedicated

HR team can drag it into double that.

Once you land, the next bureaucratic gate is the Iqama, your residency permit. Without

it, you’re in limbo: you can’t open a bank account, sign a lease, or even get certain

mobile plans. On paper, issuance takes 2–4 weeks. In practice? Delays are common,

especially if your employer’s PRO (Public Relations Officer) is juggling dozens of cases

or missing a document. Until you hold that card, you’re essentially camping in the

Kingdom.

Opening a bank account should be straightforward, if you already have your Iqama.

Without it, forget it. With it, you’re looking at a few days if your documents are in order

and you’ve booked an appointment in advance. Some banks let you walk in; others

insist on online booking through an Arabic-only portal that looks like it was designed in

2005.

Internet installation is another patience test. In compounds, it’s usually pre-arranged,

but in private housing, waiting two to four weeks is not unusual, especially if you need

fiber and the area hasn’t been fully covered yet. If you think you’ll just hotspot from

your phone, be ready for data throttling after you hit the monthly limit.

Survival Hack: Bring a portable Wi-Fi router and buy a local SIM with a generous data

plan the day you land. It’s your lifeline until the home connection is live.

Now, let’s talk money in real terms. Your net income after rent, utilities, school fees,

and transport can feel very different from the tax-free dream recruiters dangle in front

of you. Single expats in employer-provided housing often keep a solid surplus; families

paying for international school fees (SAR 40,000–100,000+ per child) see a much

smaller margin. Retirees on fixed incomes find life affordable only if they avoid

imported luxuries and live outside the prime expat zones.
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Bureaucracy here loves its rituals. Some processes, like registering a lease on the Ejar

platform, can be done online, but the forms might be in Arabic only, and you’ll need a

friendly translator or patient colleague. Other steps still demand your physical presence:

biometric scans at the Jawazat office, certain court procedures, or police clearances. The

Absher portal is your new best frenemy, it handles visa renewals, fines, and

appointment bookings, but expect it to glitch, time out, or reject your application

without a clear reason.

Avoid This: Don’t assume your embassy can fast-track local paperwork. In most cases,

Saudi bureaucracy doesn’t care about foreign diplomatic channels.

Cultural mismatch starts with the visible rules: gender segregation in some public

spaces, prayer time closures that can pause your errands mid-task, and an indirect

communication style that can make “no” sound like “maybe.” Meetings often start late,

decisions can take days, and silence sometimes means rejection. If you push for direct

answers, you’ll risk being labeled impatient or disrespectful.

Hidden costs are the slow leak in your budget. School deposits, often non-refundable,

are required months before classes start. Housing deposits can be one to three months’

rent, and if your employer isn’t covering them, that’s a hefty outlay. Exit/re-entry visas

cost money each time you leave and return during your contract. Importing personal

goods can attract surprise customs fees, especially if your shipment contains electronics

or anything that looks “commercial.”

Insider Tip: If you’re importing, list every item in excruciating detail on the manifest,

vague descriptions are more likely to be flagged and opened, leading to delays and extra

charges.

Integration speed depends on where you live and how much effort you put in. In a

compound, you’ll meet other expats quickly, but you might never interact meaningfully

with Saudis. Outside the expat bubble, you’ll need Arabic, even basic phrases, to break

the ice. Building a local network takes months, sometimes years, but it pays off when

you need a “wasta” to cut through red tape.

Unspoken Rule: Never ask a new acquaintance for a favor right away. Relationships

here are built before they’re leveraged.

14



Language is a gatekeeper. English will get you through most corporate and expat spaces,

but outside that, you’ll hit limits fast, especially with government staff, shopkeepers in

non-tourist areas, or service providers. A few words of Arabic, delivered with effort and

respect, go further than you think.

In the end, what to expect in practice is this: the systems are built for those who know

how to work them, and you’re not one of those people yet. Your first months will be a

mix of waiting, adapting, and learning the sequence of moves that gets things done here.

Master that sequence, and the Kingdom opens up. Fail to adapt, and you’ll spend your

posting in a holding pattern, watching others live the life you came here for.
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1.3 Quick cultural overview

If you want to function here, not just survive, you need to understand that Saudi culture

isn’t an optional backdrop. It’s the operating system. Religion, family loyalty, hospitality,

and hierarchy aren’t just abstract values; they shape every interaction, from how a

business meeting opens to whether a neighbor greets you in the street. Islam is woven

into the rhythm of daily life, setting the pace with prayer calls and shaping laws, social

norms, even the calendar. Family loyalty isn’t lip service, it’s the primary lens for

decision-making. People will cancel work commitments without hesitation if a family

obligation comes up, and no one will think it’s unprofessional. Hospitality, meanwhile,

is legendary, but it’s also a structured ritual. You’ll be offered coffee, dates, or sweets

not because you look hungry, but because it’s the expected code of respect.

Hierarchy is visible everywhere. Age, status, and position dictate how conversations

flow, whose opinion lands last, and even where you sit in a meeting. If you bypass

someone’s superior to get a faster answer, you might win the battle but lose the war,

your relationship capital will tank.

Unspoken Rule: Always address the most senior person in the room first, even if

someone else invited you. It signals respect for the hierarchy.

Communication is a careful dance. Formality is the default in professional settings, even

between people who know each other well. Indirect refusals are common, “Inshallah”

(“God willing”) can mean anything from “Yes, absolutely” to “Not in a million years.”

The challenge is learning to read the context, tone, and body language. Honor and

“face” matter deeply; publicly embarrassing someone, even with facts, can permanently

close doors. Disagreements are often handled privately, through intermediaries, or

smoothed over with polite vagueness.

Family and gender norms are shifting but still influential. Until recently, legal

guardianship laws gave male relatives sweeping authority over women’s lives; reforms

have loosened this, but social habits don’t change overnight. In many households, men

remain the formal decision-makers, but women often have substantial influence behind

the scenes, especially in matters of education, health, and household spending. Public

conduct rules discourage public displays of affection, loud arguments, or anything that

disrupts social harmony. Even in more relaxed areas, you’re expected to dress modestly

and behave with restraint.

Avoid This: Don’t assume that because women drive now, every other restriction has

vanished. Social norms adapt slower than headlines.
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Urban vs rural mindsets can feel like two different countries. In Riyadh and Jeddah,

you’ll find more openness to foreigners, especially in business and higher education.

Economic opportunities are concentrated in these hubs, along with looser social

atmospheres, Jeddah’s coastal culture is particularly relaxed. In rural areas, the social

code is more conservative, with stricter dress enforcement and fewer spaces where

foreigners mix freely with locals. Economic activity is often tied to agriculture, small-

scale trade, or local government jobs, and opportunities for expats are limited outside

specific projects.

Dress code enforcement reflects this split. In major cities, foreign women aren’t legally

required to wear the abaya, but many still do for comfort and to avoid stares. In rural

areas, it’s more than a choice, it’s an unspoken rule. Men, too, are expected to avoid

shorts in most formal or public settings, except in clearly recreational spaces.

Cultural markers punctuate the year. The main holidays, Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, are

periods of intense family gatherings, gift-giving, and travel. Businesses may close for

several days, and public life slows to a crawl. Saudi National Day (September 23) has

grown into a major celebration, with green lights on skyscrapers, concerts, and

fireworks. Sports passion runs high, especially for football, but camel racing retains a

deep cultural prestige, tied to Bedouin heritage. Falconry events draw both enthusiasts

and curious spectators, offering a glimpse into traditional skills.

Cultural festivals are on the rise under Vision 2030. The Janadriyah Festival is the

heavyweight, a national showcase of crafts, music, dance, and regional cuisines.

Al-‘Ula’s Winter at Tantora blends heritage with high-end tourism, hosting everything

from hot air balloon rides to opera performances in ancient settings. These events aren’t

just entertainment; they’re deliberate efforts to open the Kingdom to the world while

reinforcing national identity.

Insider Tip: If you’re invited to a local wedding or festival, go, even if you don’t know

the hosts well. These are rare windows into Saudi life that no guidebook or business

meeting can give you.

At the core, Saudi culture is about connection and respect, but on its own terms. Learn

those terms, and doors open. Misread them, and you’ll be politely kept at arm’s length,

no matter how long you stay.
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1.4 Political environment & freedoms

Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy with a modern skyline, and that contradiction is

the key to understanding its politics. At the top sits the King, officially both head of

state and custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, giving him authority that blends political

power with religious legitimacy. The Crown Prince, often the real driver of day-to-day

governance, acts as prime minister and chief strategist, spearheading reforms under

Vision 2030 while controlling the security apparatus. Policy doesn’t trickle down here, it

cascades from the top, often with little public debate.

The legislative process isn’t “legislative” in the democratic sense. Laws and royal

decrees originate in the royal court, pass through appointed advisory bodies like the

Shura Council, and are enacted without electoral approval. Public consultation is

minimal, though you might see targeted feedback campaigns on non-sensitive issues

(like traffic regulations or tourism). The system is designed for speed and control, not

consensus-building.

The judiciary operates on Sharia law, the Islamic legal framework, interpreted according

to the Hanbali school of jurisprudence. There’s no jury system; judges (qadis) have

significant discretion, especially in civil and family matters. Legal disputes are resolved

in formal courtrooms, but arbitration and mediation are common for business cases,

especially when foreigners are involved. Proceedings are conducted in Arabic, so unless

you’re fluent, you’ll need a certified translator, and expect that their presence alone will

slow things down.

Survival Hack: If you’re facing a legal dispute, hire a bilingual lawyer early. Translation

delays can kill your momentum in court.

Civil liberties are heavily managed. Freedom of expression exists in theory but is

bounded by strict red lines: no public criticism of Islam, the royal family, or government

policies. Even indirect or satirical commentary can attract legal trouble. Public assembly

without prior approval is illegal, and “prior approval” is rarely granted for anything

resembling protest. Surveillance is sophisticated and omnipresent, CCTV networks

blanket major cities, and online activity is monitored. That WhatsApp group joke you

made about politics? In the wrong company, it could be career-ending.
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Avoid This: Don’t assume encrypted apps make you invisible. Privacy laws are

interpreted in favor of the state, not the individual.

The media landscape reflects this control. Most major outlets are state-owned or state-

aligned, meaning news coverage follows official narratives. Foreign news is available,

but some sites are blocked, and articles critical of Saudi policies can vanish from local

access overnight. Internet censorship is a fact of life; porn, gambling, and anything

deemed “morally corrupt” is banned, but so are certain political blogs and forums.

VPNs are technically legal but monitored, use them wisely.

Anti-corruption is an interesting paradox here. On paper, the government is committed

to stamping out graft, with agencies like the Oversight and Anti-Corruption Authority

(Nazaha) leading high-profile investigations. In practice, these campaigns also serve to

consolidate power. The famous 2017 Ritz-Carlton detentions, where princes, ministers,

and tycoons were “invited” to stay until they reached financial settlements, sent a

message: corruption will be punished, but only when it’s politically convenient.

Insider Tip: Transparency isn’t uniform. In business, due diligence is essential, a

handshake deal, no matter how warm, is not a legal safeguard.

If you’re used to political systems where citizens shape policy through open debate,

Saudi Arabia will feel like a closed circuit. Yet the same centralized authority that limits

public freedoms also enables rapid policy shifts, when the leadership decides something

will happen, it happens fast. This makes the country unpredictable to outsiders: it can

open up in ways that surprise you one year, then tighten controls the next. Navigating

this environment is about reading signals from the top and adjusting your behavior

before the rules are enforced on you.
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1.5 Social fractures & tensions

Saudi Arabia sells itself as a unified, modernizing nation, but scratch the surface and

you’ll find fault lines running through geography, religion, and history. The regional

inequalities alone are hard to miss. Riyadh and Jeddah have skyscrapers, metro systems

(or at least plans for them), and international-standard hospitals. Drive a few hours into

the interior and you’ll hit towns where infrastructure is minimal, healthcare is basic, and

public transport doesn’t exist. In the far south, near the Yemeni border, development

lags decades behind, while the Eastern Province hums with oil wealth and polished

expat compounds. The gap isn’t just economic, it shapes opportunity, education, and

even exposure to reform.

Minority rights remain a sensitive subject, especially for the Shia Muslim population,

concentrated mainly in the Eastern Province. Officially, all citizens have equal rights.

Unofficially, Shia communities often face barriers in government jobs, security forces,

and certain public positions. Religious discrimination isn’t openly acknowledged, but it’s

an undercurrent you’ll hear about if you live there long enough. Protests in these areas,

rare, but not unheard of, are met with swift crackdowns, reinforcing the sense of

marginalization.

Unspoken Rule: As a foreigner, you don’t publicly discuss Sunni–Shia issues. Even

curiosity can be misread as political meddling.

Urbanization brings its own tension. The Kingdom’s mega-projects rely heavily on

migrant labor from South Asia, Africa, and elsewhere. These workers build the

skyscrapers, clean the malls, and staff the kitchens, often for wages and in living

conditions that would be unacceptable in the West. Their presence is essential to the

economy, but socially, they occupy a separate tier. For Western expats, this is a double-

edged mirror: you may enjoy privileges others can’t dream of, but you’ll also see how

quickly nationality and status define worth here.

Religion and politics remain entwined, even as the country modernizes. The influence

of religious authority on governance has been trimmed in visible ways, the once-feared

religious police are less active in public spaces, but clerical approval still matters in

shaping social policy. Major reforms are often framed in religiously compatible

language, signaling that modernity is welcome as long as it doesn’t challenge Islamic

principles.

20



Avoid This: Don’t mistake reduced visibility of religious enforcement for its

disappearance. Laws still carry moral weight, and violations can have consequences that

go beyond fines.

Collective memory is another underappreciated fault line. Tribal affiliations still matter

in politics, business, and social life. Rivalries and alliances, some dating back

generations, quietly influence hiring decisions, promotions, and regional loyalties. You

may never hear these histories discussed openly, but they inform why certain areas get

investment faster, why specific families dominate industries, and why some “neutral”

business deals suddenly stall.

Insider Tip: If you’re doing business outside the main cities, learn the local tribal

landscape. Partnering with the wrong faction, even unintentionally, can close more

doors than you realize.

In the end, these fractures aren’t visible to the casual visitor sipping coffee in a Riyadh

skyscraper lounge. But live here long enough, and you’ll see how they shape the

Kingdom’s rhythms. Knowing they exist isn’t about taking sides; it’s about

understanding why change here moves unevenly, fast in some places, glacial in others,

and why what works in Jeddah may fail completely in Najran.
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	Avoid This: Don’t assume your embassy can fast-track local paperwork. In most cases, Saudi bureaucracy doesn’t care about foreign diplomatic channels. Cultural mismatch starts with the visible rules: gender segregation in some public spaces, prayer time closures that can pause your errands mid-task, and an indirect communication style that can make “no” sound like “maybe.” Meetings often start late, decisions can take days, and silence sometimes means rejection. If you push for direct answers, you’ll risk being labeled impatient or disrespectful.
	Hidden costs are the slow leak in your budget. School deposits, often non-refundable, are required months before classes start. Housing deposits can be one to three months’ rent, and if your employer isn’t covering them, that’s a hefty outlay. Exit/re-entry visas cost money each time you leave and return during your contract. Importing personal goods can attract surprise customs fees, especially if your shipment contains electronics or anything that looks “commercial.”
	Insider Tip: If you’re importing, list every item in excruciating detail on the manifest, vague descriptions are more likely to be flagged and opened, leading to delays and extra charges.
	Integration speed depends on where you live and how much effort you put in. In a compound, you’ll meet other expats quickly, but you might never interact meaningfully with Saudis. Outside the expat bubble, you’ll need Arabic, even basic phrases, to break the ice. Building a local network takes months, sometimes years, but it pays off when you need a “wasta” to cut through red tape.
	Unspoken Rule: Never ask a new acquaintance for a favor right away. Relationships here are built before they’re leveraged.
	Language is a gatekeeper. English will get you through most corporate and expat spaces, but outside that, you’ll hit limits fast, especially with government staff, shopkeepers in non-tourist areas, or service providers. A few words of Arabic, delivered with effort and respect, go further than you think.
	In the end, what to expect in practice is this: the systems are built for those who know how to work them, and you’re not one of those people yet. Your first months will be a mix of waiting, adapting, and learning the sequence of moves that gets things done here. Master that sequence, and the Kingdom opens up. Fail to adapt, and you’ll spend your posting in a holding pattern, watching others live the life you came here for.
	1.3 Quick cultural overview
	If you want to function here, not just survive, you need to understand that Saudi culture isn’t an optional backdrop. It’s the operating system. Religion, family loyalty, hospitality, and hierarchy aren’t just abstract values; they shape every interaction, from how a business meeting opens to whether a neighbor greets you in the street. Islam is woven into the rhythm of daily life, setting the pace with prayer calls and shaping laws, social norms, even the calendar. Family loyalty isn’t lip service, it’s the primary lens for decision-making. People will cancel work commitments without hesitation if a family obligation comes up, and no one will think it’s unprofessional. Hospitality, meanwhile, is legendary, but it’s also a structured ritual. You’ll be offered coffee, dates, or sweets not because you look hungry, but because it’s the expected code of respect. Hierarchy is visible everywhere. Age, status, and position dictate how conversations flow, whose opinion lands last, and even where you sit in a meeting. If you bypass someone’s superior to get a faster answer, you might win the battle but lose the war, your relationship capital will tank.
	Unspoken Rule: Always address the most senior person in the room first, even if someone else invited you. It signals respect for the hierarchy. Communication is a careful dance. Formality is the default in professional settings, even between people who know each other well. Indirect refusals are common, “Inshallah” (“God willing”) can mean anything from “Yes, absolutely” to “Not in a million years.” The challenge is learning to read the context, tone, and body language. Honor and “face” matter deeply; publicly embarrassing someone, even with facts, can permanently close doors. Disagreements are often handled privately, through intermediaries, or smoothed over with polite vagueness.
	Family and gender norms are shifting but still influential. Until recently, legal guardianship laws gave male relatives sweeping authority over women’s lives; reforms have loosened this, but social habits don’t change overnight. In many households, men remain the formal decision-makers, but women often have substantial influence behind the scenes, especially in matters of education, health, and household spending. Public conduct rules discourage public displays of affection, loud arguments, or anything that disrupts social harmony. Even in more relaxed areas, you’re expected to dress modestly and behave with restraint.
	Avoid This: Don’t assume that because women drive now, every other restriction has vanished. Social norms adapt slower than headlines.

	Urban vs rural mindsets can feel like two different countries. In Riyadh and Jeddah, you’ll find more openness to foreigners, especially in business and higher education. Economic opportunities are concentrated in these hubs, along with looser social atmospheres, Jeddah’s coastal culture is particularly relaxed. In rural areas, the social code is more conservative, with stricter dress enforcement and fewer spaces where foreigners mix freely with locals. Economic activity is often tied to agriculture, small-scale trade, or local government jobs, and opportunities for expats are limited outside specific projects.
	Dress code enforcement reflects this split. In major cities, foreign women aren’t legally required to wear the abaya, but many still do for comfort and to avoid stares. In rural areas, it’s more than a choice, it’s an unspoken rule. Men, too, are expected to avoid shorts in most formal or public settings, except in clearly recreational spaces.
	Cultural markers punctuate the year. The main holidays, Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha, are periods of intense family gatherings, gift-giving, and travel. Businesses may close for several days, and public life slows to a crawl. Saudi National Day (September 23) has grown into a major celebration, with green lights on skyscrapers, concerts, and fireworks. Sports passion runs high, especially for football, but camel racing retains a deep cultural prestige, tied to Bedouin heritage. Falconry events draw both enthusiasts and curious spectators, offering a glimpse into traditional skills.
	Cultural festivals are on the rise under Vision 2030. The Janadriyah Festival is the heavyweight, a national showcase of crafts, music, dance, and regional cuisines. Al-‘Ula’s Winter at Tantora blends heritage with high-end tourism, hosting everything from hot air balloon rides to opera performances in ancient settings. These events aren’t just entertainment; they’re deliberate efforts to open the Kingdom to the world while reinforcing national identity.
	Insider Tip: If you’re invited to a local wedding or festival, go, even if you don’t know the hosts well. These are rare windows into Saudi life that no guidebook or business meeting can give you.
	At the core, Saudi culture is about connection and respect, but on its own terms. Learn those terms, and doors open. Misread them, and you’ll be politely kept at arm’s length, no matter how long you stay.
	1.4 Political environment & freedoms
	Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy with a modern skyline, and that contradiction is the key to understanding its politics. At the top sits the King, officially both head of state and custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, giving him authority that blends political power with religious legitimacy. The Crown Prince, often the real driver of day-to-day governance, acts as prime minister and chief strategist, spearheading reforms under Vision 2030 while controlling the security apparatus. Policy doesn’t trickle down here, it cascades from the top, often with little public debate.
	The legislative process isn’t “legislative” in the democratic sense. Laws and royal decrees originate in the royal court, pass through appointed advisory bodies like the Shura Council, and are enacted without electoral approval. Public consultation is minimal, though you might see targeted feedback campaigns on non-sensitive issues (like traffic regulations or tourism). The system is designed for speed and control, not consensus-building.
	The judiciary operates on Sharia law, the Islamic legal framework, interpreted according to the Hanbali school of jurisprudence. There’s no jury system; judges (qadis) have significant discretion, especially in civil and family matters. Legal disputes are resolved in formal courtrooms, but arbitration and mediation are common for business cases, especially when foreigners are involved. Proceedings are conducted in Arabic, so unless you’re fluent, you’ll need a certified translator, and expect that their presence alone will slow things down.
	Survival Hack: If you’re facing a legal dispute, hire a bilingual lawyer early. Translation delays can kill your momentum in court.
	Civil liberties are heavily managed. Freedom of expression exists in theory but is bounded by strict red lines: no public criticism of Islam, the royal family, or government policies. Even indirect or satirical commentary can attract legal trouble. Public assembly without prior approval is illegal, and “prior approval” is rarely granted for anything resembling protest. Surveillance is sophisticated and omnipresent, CCTV networks blanket major cities, and online activity is monitored. That WhatsApp group joke you made about politics? In the wrong company, it could be career-ending.

	Avoid This: Don’t assume encrypted apps make you invisible. Privacy laws are interpreted in favor of the state, not the individual.
	The media landscape reflects this control. Most major outlets are state-owned or state-aligned, meaning news coverage follows official narratives. Foreign news is available, but some sites are blocked, and articles critical of Saudi policies can vanish from local access overnight. Internet censorship is a fact of life; porn, gambling, and anything deemed “morally corrupt” is banned, but so are certain political blogs and forums. VPNs are technically legal but monitored, use them wisely.
	Anti-corruption is an interesting paradox here. On paper, the government is committed to stamping out graft, with agencies like the Oversight and Anti-Corruption Authority (Nazaha) leading high-profile investigations. In practice, these campaigns also serve to consolidate power. The famous 2017 Ritz-Carlton detentions, where princes, ministers, and tycoons were “invited” to stay until they reached financial settlements, sent a message: corruption will be punished, but only when it’s politically convenient.
	Insider Tip: Transparency isn’t uniform. In business, due diligence is essential, a handshake deal, no matter how warm, is not a legal safeguard.
	If you’re used to political systems where citizens shape policy through open debate, Saudi Arabia will feel like a closed circuit. Yet the same centralized authority that limits public freedoms also enables rapid policy shifts, when the leadership decides something will happen, it happens fast. This makes the country unpredictable to outsiders: it can open up in ways that surprise you one year, then tighten controls the next. Navigating this environment is about reading signals from the top and adjusting your behavior before the rules are enforced on you.
	1.5 Social fractures & tensions
	Saudi Arabia sells itself as a unified, modernizing nation, but scratch the surface and you’ll find fault lines running through geography, religion, and history. The regional inequalities alone are hard to miss. Riyadh and Jeddah have skyscrapers, metro systems (or at least plans for them), and international-standard hospitals. Drive a few hours into the interior and you’ll hit towns where infrastructure is minimal, healthcare is basic, and public transport doesn’t exist. In the far south, near the Yemeni border, development lags decades behind, while the Eastern Province hums with oil wealth and polished expat compounds. The gap isn’t just economic, it shapes opportunity, education, and even exposure to reform.
	Minority rights remain a sensitive subject, especially for the Shia Muslim population, concentrated mainly in the Eastern Province. Officially, all citizens have equal rights. Unofficially, Shia communities often face barriers in government jobs, security forces, and certain public positions. Religious discrimination isn’t openly acknowledged, but it’s an undercurrent you’ll hear about if you live there long enough. Protests in these areas, rare, but not unheard of, are met with swift crackdowns, reinforcing the sense of marginalization.
	Unspoken Rule: As a foreigner, you don’t publicly discuss Sunni–Shia issues. Even curiosity can be misread as political meddling.
	Urbanization brings its own tension. The Kingdom’s mega-projects rely heavily on migrant labor from South Asia, Africa, and elsewhere. These workers build the skyscrapers, clean the malls, and staff the kitchens, often for wages and in living conditions that would be unacceptable in the West. Their presence is essential to the economy, but socially, they occupy a separate tier. For Western expats, this is a double-edged mirror: you may enjoy privileges others can’t dream of, but you’ll also see how quickly nationality and status define worth here.
	Religion and politics remain entwined, even as the country modernizes. The influence of religious authority on governance has been trimmed in visible ways, the once-feared religious police are less active in public spaces, but clerical approval still matters in shaping social policy. Major reforms are often framed in religiously compatible language, signaling that modernity is welcome as long as it doesn’t challenge Islamic principles.

	Avoid This: Don’t mistake reduced visibility of religious enforcement for its disappearance. Laws still carry moral weight, and violations can have consequences that go beyond fines.
	Collective memory is another underappreciated fault line. Tribal affiliations still matter in politics, business, and social life. Rivalries and alliances, some dating back generations, quietly influence hiring decisions, promotions, and regional loyalties. You may never hear these histories discussed openly, but they inform why certain areas get investment faster, why specific families dominate industries, and why some “neutral” business deals suddenly stall.
	Insider Tip: If you’re doing business outside the main cities, learn the local tribal landscape. Partnering with the wrong faction, even unintentionally, can close more doors than you realize.
	In the end, these fractures aren’t visible to the casual visitor sipping coffee in a Riyadh skyscraper lounge. But live here long enough, and you’ll see how they shape the Kingdom’s rhythms. Knowing they exist isn’t about taking sides; it’s about understanding why change here moves unevenly, fast in some places, glacial in others, and why what works in Jeddah may fail completely in Najran.

