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ABSTRACT

This article explores the concept of Wasta, an interpersonal influence. It is defined by Mohamed and 
Mohamed as involvement of a third-party person to attain a favour. This research examines the impact that 
Wasta has on human resources practices in Lebanon. A mixed methods approach, being questionnaires 
and interviews, was used in order to obtain data. Implications of Wasta in a new model are illustrated 
showing the effect on employees when recruited through knowing someone. It subsequently shows the 
influences on other HR practices of training and development, compensation, and career development. 
This paper is the first of its kind illustrating the impact of Wasta on employee engagement. It is a pillar 
for future research, giving added value to the minimal studies available on HR practices in Lebanon 
and the Middle East.

INTRODUCTION

The continued sustainability of organizations depends on the quality of their human capital. In a world that 
has become ever more global, diverse and multicultural, the development of human resources is impera-
tive. Kipkebut (2010) states, “various studies have stressed the benefits to organizations of a loyal and 
committed workforce.” Business practices must recognize that HRM practices are now an international 
phenomenon (Robbins and Judge, 2015) important to any multinational company. In order to focus on 
internal systems to gain a competitive advantage in the local and international marketplace, businesses 
must now ensure that they conform to globally adapted HR practices (Morris et al. 2009), recognizing 
that organizational culture plays a significant role in their HR practices. 
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In the aftermath of the global financial crisis, the Middle East is at a new stage regarding interna-
tional relationships with international partners: there is a realization of the imperative to break away 
from the legacy of the long Ottoman reign – namely, a ‘Byzantinian’ lack of transparency and top-heavy 
bureaucratic management – in order to achieve competitiveness and become part of the global economy 
(Leigh, 2009). One central aspect of this legacy is the Middle Eastern cultural phenomenon known as 
Wasta, which refers to the ‘intervention of a patron in favor of a client in an attempt to obtain privileges 
or resources through a third party (Mohamed and Mohamed, 2011, p.412); in the Middle East, the term 
Wasta is synonymous with ‘social networks or connections’. This research explores the extent to which 
this phenomenon continues to influence HR practices within the context of Lebanon’s higher education 
sector – namely universities. Notwithstanding that Lebanon is emerging from a civil war, with its atten-
dant continuous political instability, the Middle East, and particularly Lebanon is, according to Budhwar 
and Mellahi (2006), currently in the process of making changes and improvements in strategies and in 
the implementation of practices and procedures. Thus, it is timely for close scrutiny to be directed at the 
intersection of the pervasive Wasta system of preferment and HRM practices within a Middle Eastern 
organizational culture.

For the purposes of this research, HRM practices are seen to include the following: recruitment and 
selection; training and development; compensation and benefits; performance appraisals; and, career 
development. The aims of this research is to prove that Wasta has an impact on HR practices within 
the organization. In doing so, this paper will contribute to attesting to Wasta and its effects providing 
much-needed data to corroborate this phenomenon.

BACKGROUND

HRM has gone through various changes over the years. Cohen (2015) discusses the evolution of HRM and 
states that it was formally recognized in the early 1800s. HRM goes back to when all levels of business 
organizations – employers and employees, skilled tradesmen and apprentices, supervisors and managers, 
companies and the people who work for them – were first recognized; this was a time when the “welfare 
secretary” started to appear. These ‘secretaries’ oversaw the hiring, paying, disciplining and develop-
ing of the employees. Hence, Cohen shows that the HR process actually began when the first person 
agreed to be paid for work completed. This author further explains that ‘personnel’, which was the term 
previously used before ‘HR’, began in the Industrial Revolution and in the era of scientific management. 

Thus, the long-standing recognition in the literature of the importance of HRM in western business 
institutions creates a pathway for turning the focus on this aspect of employment and business manage-
ment in the Middle East. The literature issuing from the Middle East is more anecdotal (Zahra, 2011) 
and case-study based. Budhwar & Mellahi (2007) give some interesting insights about HR in the Middle 
East, however they are still only ‘insights’. These insights are the changes in the level of ownership in 
several Middle Eastern countries due to privatization; identifying key differences in HRM practices 
between large and small firms in public and private sectors; the change in the role of the government 
towards HRM policies; GCC countries investing in HR however they are finding difficulties in meet-
ing the demands of the labour market and the employment of locals (Emiratization etc.) Afiouni et al 
(2013) note that most of the HR research being conducted in the Middle East increased in 2007 and the 
quality also improved.
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