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Abstract: 

This paper discusses how the researcher gained access to the women’s world in Abha, Saudi Arabia. The 

study itself looks at women’s paid and unpaid work across three generations of women, and how their experiences 

have been influenced by rapid changes in Saudi society. Gaining access to the women’s arena required using a 

number of strategies to gain acceptance and trust.  Some of which were undertaking the interview as a social visit, 

taking advantage of being an insider female researcher and making use of my social network and gate keepers as a 

member of the same community.  
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Gaining Access to a conservative society such as Saudi Arabia and to the women’s arena in particular was 

not an easy mission. Therefore, I tried to be creative and to take advantage of every possible strategy such as: 

1. Being a native of the city:  

 A. Being an insider and forming the methodological base of the study: 

Being a native of the city has supported me as a researcher with a strong social and historical background 

related to the city and its people. This personal background provides the study with a good base to form the idea of 

the research and direct the formulation of the research questions and the interview guide. In addition, knowing the 

social structure of the city and the classification of the families in the city helped in building up a whole picture of 

the society. It thus build a representative sample constitute of three generations and three socio-economic classes 

some of which are divided to two groups as the following table shows 

Table 1 

The classification of the sample 

Upper 

Class 

Middle 

Class 

Working 

Class 

Total  

Generation 

 Tribal Tribal Un tribal Tribal Un 

Tribal 

 

Old Generation 

 65 years old and above
1
 

 9 7 0 2 6 24 

Middle Generation 

40 - 64 

7 14 0 2 5 28 

Young Generation 

20- 39 

7 8 0 4 6 25 

Total 23 29 0 8 17 77 
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The sample has vertical levels divided the sample to three generations of women. Ideally I would interview 

the grandmother, daughter and granddaughter. While the horizontal levels split the sample into three classes of 

families: upper, middle and working classes. 

 

 This complicated class stratification is one of the major difficulties in building up a picture of the social 

structure of the Saudi society. Building up this social structure of the study sample would require extra time from an 

outsider researcher. In addition, not having a strong historical and social background would question the reliability 

of the structure of the sample.  As Wax(1971:14) clarified that secondary knowledge and socialization do not 

provide the researcher with the same authority as that of the insider researcher.  

 

B. Being an insider and women’s attitude toward participation in the fieldwork: 

Women’s attitude was divided to two groups. Both groups were impressed that a researcher was interested 

to study about their experiences. The first group was excited to be part of the study and invited me to visit them 

soon, while the second group was conservative about sharing their personal lives with some one else. The message I 

got from the second group was “interesting research but not with me”.  Few of them gave a direct rejection,  but 

others kept delaying the interview date using different excuses. Some women seemed worried about the reaction of 

the male head of the family especially the younger generation who are surrounded with more restrictions. In the 

Arab society, the woman’s status is symbolic and essential for the social status of the whole family. This explains 

the over protective policies in some families towards young women in particular.  

 

 Some women were suspicious of the motivations for the study. Lewis (1973:588) explained that there is an 

increasing fear that the information collected by an outsider researcher, someone not constrained by group values 

and interests, will expose the group to outside manipulation and control. The insider researcher, on the other hand, is 

accountable; she must remain in the community and take responsibility for her actions. Thus, she is forced through 

self interest to exercise discretion. In this study, the previous justification applies on the women who agreed to be 

interviewed. However, the others who rejected to be interviewed might have been feared of popularizing their 

personal stories by an insider researcher to the social network. Abu-lughod (1988:146) in her study of a Bedouin 

tribe in the western desert in Egypt explains people’s fear of researchers on account of their suspicions about them in 

third world countries. Outsider researchers are often suspected of being CIA agents, whereas insider researchers are 

suspected of being government agents. Some of the old working women, merchants in the old market, refused to be 

interviewed.  They were suspicious about the purpose of my study, as they are not used to meet researchers 

especially females, and had also just had a bad experience with a journalist who wrote a report about women 

working in the old market. They were also worried about whether I was working for the city municipality and 

planning to raise the rent of their stores. Nevertheless, I gained the acceptance of one of the merchant women 

because of her old neighbourhood relationship with my second gate keeper. Knowing some of my family members 

convinced her to participate in the study. Not only old women, but also young and middle generation women who 

did not know me personally, felt more comfortable after socializing with me, and finding out the kinship relationship 

between some of their old friends or neighbours and myself. Therefore being an insider who is originally a member 

of the community provided the field work with valuable advantages. 

 

C. Mastering the language: 

As an insider  researcher I was empowered in the field not only by having common knowledge with the 

informants but also by mastering the language (Wax 1960:172) which is a fundamental tool to understand the people 

under study.  It also enabled me to understand the local accent which is more difficult to comprehend among elderly 

women. Even though, I mastered the language, the local accents and the local proverb, in some interviews the 

meaning or the implications of proverbs were not clear for the first while. In one interview, I did not really realize 

what the informant implied by using one proverb until I had listened to the interview several times while doing the 



transcription. The timing of that proverb and its relation to the context implied that the researcher is a woman who 

breaks the social norms by studying abroad and giving less attention to her role as a wife and a mother unlike older 

generation women. This appeared to be a defensive strategy of that elderly informant to praise the achievements of 

her generation in comparison with younger educated generations of women.  

 

�� Being a Female: 

Being a female researcher gave the researcher access not only to the informants’ houses, but also to their 

life histories. For the elder informants, the interview allowed them to give some information about the past time of 

their life to someone who was interested in their knowledge; it was interesting for most of them.  The middle 

generation were focusing on their achievements, especially those in paid work. While for young women the 

interview was a chance to talk about their recent problems and fears about the future. Limitation of access to higher 

education, temporary jobs and unemployment were the most serious fears for this generation. Being a female helped 

me to know women interns of their private world, the domestic arena, which in Arab societies is different from their 

role in the public arena.      

 

3. Being married & family Support:                                                                                                             

Another aspect, which facilitated access, was my social status as a married woman. Going into detail with 

elder women about their life history, in particular discussing issues related to marriage and relations with men would 

be considered as improper behaviour from a single woman. However, being married offered the married researcher 

more acceptance, freedom and mobility in the city compared with single women. Altorki (1986:2) and Abu–Lughod  

(1986:17) confirmed the restricted freedom allowed single women in Saudi Arabia and in Egypt where their studies 

took place. Both of them adopted the role of the dutiful daughter, as Abu-Lughod described her relationship with her 

informants. On the other hand, married Arab researchers in Iraq and in Egypt enjoyed more freedom and more 

acceptance of their mobility in the society. As Morsy (1978:86) states “My husband’s presence in the village on the 

first day of my residence there proved invaluable in defining certain significant dimensions of my social status to the 

people of Fatiha”.  

 

 In my case, it was not only my marital status but most important was the support of my whole family 

members. The presence of my father in my first pilot study and my husband in the main field work was essential but 

for more serious reasons. My parents, my husband and myself live in Jeddah, while my fieldwork took place in 

Abha. Therefore, there were a lot of travelling arrangements which required the help of a male member of the 

family. In the main fieldwork, my husband signed the contract for the flat in Abha that my female cousin booked for 

us. At the time of this field work, 2006, a Saudi woman did not have the right to rent a hotel room nor a flat; 

therefore, a male relative had to represent the woman and do the legal papers under his name and responsibility.  

Furthermore, I needed the help of a male relative to arrange transportation in Abha, so my husband hired a private 

driver to take me to the informants’ houses and other places while my husband was away. The ban on women’s 

driving is a major problem that women confront on a daily basis in Saudi Arabia especially in cities like Abha, 

where public transportation is not available. During the main fieldwork period, my twin children were four months 

old, so my mother also joined me on my trip to Abha to take care of my children while I was out doing my 

interviews.  Moreover she was my first gate keeper who joined ten interviews to present me to some old friends or 

neighbours. This field work was a family mission. Due to the local culture and its expectations of women, lack of 

freedom of women’s movement and to my family responsibilities as a new mother, it would have been almost 

impossible to undertake my fieldwork without the help of my family members.  
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In Abha, the supports of my extended family members played a major role in conducting most of the 

interviews.  My second gate keeper was a cousin who was deeply interested in the research and devoted to it. 

Working as a headmistress of girls’ elementary school and being a member in women’s charity organization 

broadened her social network across all classes. Living in Jeddah most of my life limited my social network in Abha 

to my maternal and paternal families and their in-laws and old friends, all of whom belonged to the upper and 

middle classes. My second gate keeper offered access to families from all classes and different backgrounds. Other 

gate keepers helped in arranging one or two interviews. Even the driver introduced me to one family that has two 

daughters who were among the first graduates of the Nursing College in Abha. Snowball sampling of interviews 

from the two previous pilot studies were planned; however more than half of my twenty pilot interviews were not 

available to continue either because they were not interested to continue participating in the study or the informant 

did not have any relatives from the other generations the study wished to interview.  

 

5. The In-depth Interview as a social visit: 

The field work depended mainly on the strategy of “In-depth Interview as a social visit”. Interviewing 

people and asking them about their most personal and intimate stories just for the advancement of knowledge are the 

most difficult things about qualitative study. It requires a strong belief in one’s study, and a certain amount of 

courage (Gerson K. and Horowitz R. 2002:209).  Douglas (1985) gave numerous examples of creative interviews 

that used different tactics depending on the research and the sample. Douglas also explains that creative interviewing 

is a package of strategies and techniques to steer beyond the interview questions, and that the interviewer should 

create an atmosphere that encourages mutual relationships between the interviewer and the interviewee.  In order to 

adjust my interviews to the society’s traditions and norms the interviews were conducted as social visits. Not living 

in Abha and visiting the city for holidays and family occasions have given my mother and I the status of guests in a 

culture that significantly values hospitality with guests.  Calling on some of the family in-laws, friends or old 

neighbours was welcomed with great generosity and so was the interview in most cases. My mother, as my first 

gatekeeper accompanied me in ten interviews either for the whole interview or just the socializing first part of the 

visit. In the other interviews that were arranged by the second gate keeper, I was welcomed as a relative of their 

friend. The social status of families is measured by several criteria, one of which in Abha is the welcoming of 

guests. Even the poorest families welcomed me as a guest of the family, and served me with hot drinks and some 

sweets and some light meals.  In ten interviews, informants served dinners and in two of which the interviews were 

cancelled because the informants surprised my mother and I with formal dinners which were attended by other 

family members and friends.  

 

Using the research strategy of the social visit requires also following its rules, such as socializing with the 

informants in the first part of the visit, giving presents especially if the family has a recent occasion. Having some of 

the interviews with some of the members of my personal network saved the time of building a relationship with the 

informants, but in another 32 interviews I had to build a friendly relationship starting with introducing myself not 

only as a researcher but also in relation to my two gate keepers and some  families in the city. It was observed in 

several interviews that the informants became more open after finding out that I was a relative to one of their old 

friends or neighbours, which confirms the significance of personal relations.  

 

6. Building a friendly relation: 

Douglas (1976:142) argues that  the qualitative researcher should build a friendly relationship with her 

informants in order to be well liked, then trusted and hence getting them to tell the truth. Kvale (1996:103) also 

contends that  conducting an interview requires  expertise  not only on the subject matter, but also on human 

interaction. In order to build a strong bond with my interviewees all the previous and the following strategies were 

used as a set to gain the acceptance and trust of the informants. Some symbolic actions by the researcher led to more 

acceptance and liking of the researcher; for instance, wearing a modern version of the traditional costume and some 



old silver jewellery given to me by my grandmothers launched the conversation with some elderly informants and 

impressed the middle and younger generations. It reflected my identity as a member of the community and my 

respect to the local culture. Another essential point was my liking and enthusiasm about my research exerted an 

influence on the interviewees, which can not be faked. This emphasises the significance in qualitative research of 

choosing a topic that is liked by the researcher and she is enthusiastic about, for the reason that it will reflect on the 

fieldwork in particular.   

 

7. Sharing personal experience: 

Sharing personal experience with informants was another  tactic I used in the interviews to establish trust  

and help some of them to open up  as Douglas recommended (1976:172). This tactic was mostly useful with shy 

young women or when the informant was not happy about discussing some issues they did not like about their lives. 

For instance, a number of young unemployed informants were trying to hide their frustration of being unemployed 

and trying to give excuses for their situation.  At that point, I talked about my experience with unemployment for a 

number of years and that I had to work in temporary jobs while applying for the job I wanted many times until I 

finally got it. Sharing my personal experience was a relief to overcome for their feelings of shyness, frustration and 

disappointment. It also showed them that unemployment is a social problem not a personal one and achieving my 

goal in the end gave them hope for a better future, changed their mood and made them more open about discussing 

their experiences of unemployment. As Marshall and Rossman (1999:108) suggested, the interviews were more like  

conversations than a formal event that specified multiple choice answers.  

 

8. Maintaining a professional interview: 

In the middle of all these strategies to gain the acceptance and trust of the study community, I was aware of 

the temptation of driving the interview away from its professional direction. Khan and Cannel (1957 Marshall & 

Rossman 1999:108) describe the in-depth interview as “a conversation with a purpose”. Kvale (1996:5) defines it as 

“a professional conversation, whose purpose is to obtain descriptions of the life world of the interviewee with 

respect to interpreting the meaning of the described phenomena”.  In order to practice professionalism, the interview 

guide that reflects both the researcher question and the conceptual frame work of the study was a very valuable tool 

that helps in keeping the interview focused. However, this mission was not an easy mission with elderly informants 

in particular even though they were the most open and honest interviewees, but they kept saying irrelevant issues 

which led the interview away from its core topics. Sometimes it was embarrassing to interrupt the informant, 

especially when she was talking about a dear memory such as the death of her husband and all the circumstances of 

that event. It was a changing point in the informant’s life so she kept referring to it. In cases like this the informant’s 

interest was respected and I gave her time, hoping that she would still be interested in the interview when I asked the 

main questions of the interview. In one interview, I felt I was playing a football match while the interviewee kept 

talking about irrelevant issues and taking the interview away from its main focus, while I was trying to change the 

direction back to the interview goals and to keep the interview under control.  This kind of interview ‘match’ 

extends the interview period and exhausts both parties within the interview.  

 

9. Recording the Interview: 

Finally, recording the interview was most important in documenting the interview and enabling me to 

concentrate on the discussion and its flow rather than on writing. Only in five interviews recording was rejected by 

the informants. Interestingly, those informants range across all three classes and had different educational 

backgrounds. The common thing among them was that they did not know me personally nor had a strong bond with 

any of my gatekeepers.  It seems that the stronger the relationship between the informant and the researcher or her 

gate keepers, the more the trust and acceptance was which confirms again the significance of personal relationships 

in qualitative research with women in Abha.  



In conclusion, in the fieldwork I tried to be as flexible and creative as feasible in order to gain access to the 

women’s arena in Abha. As a member of the community of the study, having a social network and devoted gate 

keepers were major factors that facilitated access to the women’s world. In addition, using a number of strategies not 

only helped in gaining access, but also helped in building up acceptance and trust. These strategies were having a 

strong historical and social background in the community of the study, being a female, being married, enjoying 

family and gatekeepers support, mastering the language, using the tactic of the interview as a social visit, building 

strong bonds with informants, sharing personal experiences with them and finally recording the interviews.  Using 

all these strategies as a set made the field work available, and built up a series of detailed in-depth interviews that 

reveals the whole picture of the story of women’s work in Abha.  
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