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	X Executive summary

The government of Oman is diversifying its economy away from a reliance on oil and supporting the 
emergence of a competitive private sector. This requires developing the skills of its national workforce 
and increasing productivity in the private sector, while not disrupting the supply of skilled foreign workers 
that firms need to become competitive. Like other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, the Oman 
labour market relies heavily on foreign workers, who made up 77 per cent of the total workforce in 2020. 
Omani nationals dominate the public sector, while foreign workers are more numerous in the private 
sector. In 2020, 86 per cent of public sector employees were Omani nationals, nearly half of whom were 
women. However, nationalization policies have brought more Omanis into the private sector than into 
the public sector overall. Indeed, over the past decade, the private sector has employed more Omani 
nationals than the public sector. 

The pandemic was an opportunity for Oman to increase the employment of Omanis in the private sector. 
In 2021 the share of Omanis rose from 15 per cent to 24 per cent of total private sector employment, 
suggesting that significant numbers replaced foreign workers in the private sector. 

Looking ahead, a key element of the government’s diversification policies will be to ensure that the 
country maintains the right skills mix to allow its private sector to develop and thrive. The Omani 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (OCCI) aims to play a role in assessing and tracking the skills needs 
of the economy, as well as identifying bottlenecks that might be thwarting the country’s diversification 
efforts. This report presents the results of a survey of 106 firms in Oman, conducted between May and 
June 2022, to assess Oman’s skills mix and needs. Together with desk research, the survey results can 
help Omani businesses, policymakers, workers organizations, and employers and business membership 
organizations (EBMOs) to better assess policy options, especially as they pertain to the skills development 
of nationals and to skills‐based international recruitment. If conducted regularly, this survey can be used 
to help assess the skills and competency gaps of the Omani workforce and identify the sectors and 
occupations where firms are having difficulty recruiting, with a view to recommending measures with 
respect to reskilling and upskilling.

The study found that, among surveyed firms, nationals at the lower end of the skills spectrum are more 
likely to occupy white collar clerical and support positions. By contrast, low-skilled foreign workers 
tend to occupy elementary occupations, such as manual work. At the high-skilled professional level, 
foreign workers outnumber nationals, reflecting the fact that Oman continues to import technical skills. 
However, the numbers of nationals and foreigners are comparable at the mid-level technician and 
associate professional positions, suggesting that nationals are entering technical fields and may, over 
time, increase their share among professionals.

During the pandemic, firms had trouble hiring nationals, especially for high-skilled occupations (except 
managers). Reasons given include expectations among nationals of higher wages and better work 
conditions than firms could offer, and a lack of skills and work experience among nationals, especially 
technical skills. Surveyed firms also had difficulty hiring foreign workers, notably professionals, 
technicians, and associate professionals. The main reasons given were visa and immigration entry 
restrictions. However, foreign candidates, too, expected higher wages and better work conditions than 
firms could offer, pointing to competitive pressures facing firms.
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In the coming year (mid 2022 onwards), most surveyed firms indicated that they planned to hire new 
workers, especially for positions in the higher skills levels of professionals, service and sales staff, and 
technicians and associate professionals. Firms expressed concern regarding the availability of nationals 
with the required technical, behavioural, and soft skills, and that those that did have the required skills 
were not willing to work at the prevailing wages. Few firms indicated that they expected to face difficulty 
finding foreign workers with required skills, except entry restrictions from specific countries, and most 
indicated that they assess the skills and qualifications of foreign workers through skills testing prior to 
recruitment (rather than after arrival, or rely solely on degrees and certificates). 

Other findings were that while most surveyed firms had a staff responsible for human resources 
development, less than a third had a health and safety representative or a training budget, and only a 
handful had a joint workers committee. Finally, just over half of surveyed firms had policies to promote 
nationalisation of their workforce, ensure workplace safety, and resolve employment disputes. However, 
less than a third had policies to ensure that subcontractors adhere to employment standards and less 
than a quarter had policies to promote gender dimensions at work.

Policy recommendations
 X The Omani government needs a skills development and management strategy. The country 
must upskill and motivate its national workforce to replace foreign workers in the private sector. 
Developing the skills and experience of Omani associate professionals and technicians and preparing 
them for professional positions is a priority. But the government should avoid encouraging Omanis 
to leapfrog technical positions into management positions before they have the requisite knowledge 
and experience. 

 X Oman must ensure that Omanization policies do not undermine diversification efforts. Omani 
firms must be able to hire workers with the skills they need to become competitive, and continue to 
upskill and re-skill both national and foreign workers. Omanization policies must be careful not to 
extend to skills categories with too few qualified Omani nationals, such as high-skill professionals 
and low-skill elementary occupations. Additionally, the Omani government should consider adopting 
policies that recognize prior learning among foreign workers, and providing upskilling and reskilling 
opportunities for foreign workers, especially in occupations that continue to be underserved by 
nationals.

 X Oman should improve working conditions for low-wage nationals and foreign workers. One 
reason why nationals avoid low-skill occupations are the poor working conditions and low wages. This 
is partly due to the sponsorship system, which restricts foreign worker job mobility and disincentivizes 
employer investment in technology and skills development. Improving internal labour market mobility 
can help to provide such incentives and, in combination with other regulatory reforms, to improve 
working conditions across all sectors. 

 X Labour market information systems are key to supporting sound policy decisions. Regular firm 
surveys can play a critical role in assessing and tracking the skills needs of the economy. Sharing such 
information with labour sending countries and incorporating information into bilateral agreements, 
can help them improve their skills development and migration policies.

 X Oman firms should improve the enabling environment for workers. Many surveyed firms indicated 
that they lack resources and policies to promote the health and safety, and training and human capital 
development, of their workforce. Most lack policies to promote gender dimensions at work and joint 
workers committees. Omani firms should address such deficits.
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	X 1. Introduction

Since the 1970s, Oman’s economy has relied heavily on revenues from oil production and exports to 
support its development, in the process turning its country into a modern, developed economy. In 2021, 
Oman’s GDP per capita stood at US$16,439 (World Bank 2022a) and it ranked 60th out of 189 countries 
on the Human Development Index in 2019 (UNDP 2020).

However, over the past decade, revenues from oil have been declining steadily. Oil share in GDP fell from 
52 per cent in 1990 to 46 per cent in 2000, to 37 per cent in 2010, and to 25 per cent in 2019 (ILO 2022). 
Despite recent increases in oil revenues due to higher global energy prices, oil reserves are expected to 
decline over the long term. At the end of 2021, Oman had proven oil reserves of around 5 billion barrels 
and produced around 350 million barrels per year (Khan 2022, Hussein 2022). At this rate of production, 
and in the absence of new discoveries, Oman will run out of oil within 15 years.

The reduction in oil revenues has important implication for economic activity and the government’s 
ability to deliver services to its citizens. Adjusting for inflation, Oman’s GDP per capita is 20 per cent less 
from its peak in 2009 and it is lower than that it was three decades ago (World Bank 2022b). Despite the 
drop in GDP per capita, Oman has been able to continue to improve its education and health outcomes. 
However, public services will surely come under increasing financial pressures unless the government 
is able to replace oil and gas revenues with revenues from taxes on other economic activities. Trends 
in competitiveness are worrying. Oman experienced a decline in labour productivity of 4.7 per cent 
between 2010 and 2019; productivity is now half the Gulf Council Cooperation (GCC) average and less 
than half that of the United States (ILO 2022). 

Oman’s government is aware of these issues and has moved to diversify its economy away from 
hydrocarbons and to support private sector development. A key challenge in this regard is managing 
and developing the human resources of the country. Like other Gulf states, Oman relies heavily on 
foreign workers, who made up 77 per cent of the workforce in 2020 (Gulf Research Center 2022). Oman 
has encouraged nationalization to increase the share of nationals in its workforce. In this regard, a key 
factor in its diversification efforts is ensuring that the country maintains the right skills mix to allow 
its private sector to develop and thrive both through developing the skills of its national population, 
while not disrupting the supply of skilled foreign workers that will allow Omani firms to become globally 
competitive. 

Maintaining the right skills mix requires keeping a balance across economic sectors and occupations. 
This requires vigilant monitoring of trends in employment of national and foreign workers and the 
balance of the skills between the two groups, including sectors and occupations where firms are having 
difficulty recruiting. The Omani Chamber of Commerce and Industry (OCCI) has expressed an interest 
in developing its capacity to play a role in assessing and tracking the skills needs of the economy, as well 
as identifying bottlenecks that might be thwarting the country’s diversification efforts. This report is 
meant to serve as a prototype for a regular periodic assessment of the skills needs of the country and 
identification of disruptive bottlenecks. 

This first such assessment is well-timed. The COVID-19 pandemic affected Oman as it did other countries 
of the GCC region, placing a double burden on the economy in terms of lower oil prices at a critical time 
in its economic transition while also reducing economic activity. In response, GCC governments reduced 
public spending and private companies laid off (mostly foreign) workers. As Oman and Omani firms 
rebound from the pandemic and rehire workers, there is a unique opportunity to adjust the skills mix 
of the workforce. This study can help shed light on how firms and policymakers can do this effectively. 
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This report is based on desk research and a survey of 106 firms in Oman, carried out between May and 
June 2022. The research was commissioned by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and was 
carried out in collaboration with the OCCI. The results will help Omani businesses, policymakers, workers 
organizations, and employers and business membership organizations (EBMOs) to better assess policy 
options, especially as they pertain to skills development of nationals and to skills‐based international 
recruitment. If conducted regularly, this survey can help assess the skills and competency gaps of the 
Omani workforce with a view to identifying the resulting skill and labour shortages or surpluses and 
recommending effective measures with respect to reskilling and upskilling. 

Following this introduction, Section 2 of this report analyses the skills needs and trends in Oman based 
on desk research. Section 3 presents key findings from the employer survey. Section 4 highlights insights 
based on the analysis. Section 5 concludes.
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	X 2. The COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on economic 
output and employment

Omani workers dominate the public sector. According to official statistics, in 2020, 86 per cent of public 
sector employees were Omani nationals, 47 per cent of whom were women. Like other Gulf countries, 
the private sector in Oman is predominantly comprised of foreign workers, who hold around 85 per cent 
of the positions. That said, more Omanis actually work in the private sector than in the public sector. 
The private sector has consistently employed at least 50 per cent of the Omani labour force throughout 
the past decade. The private sector employs a larger proportion of men than women, with 67 per cent 
of employed Omani men working in the private sector as compared to 45 per cent of Omani women in 
2020 (NCSI 2022a). 

That a majority of Omanis work in the private sector can partly be attributed to Omanization policies, 
which have been a primary concern for policymakers over the past several decades. Policies pursued 
to increase the employment of nationals in the private sector include increasing their minimum salary 
to 325 Omani Riyals per month (approximately US$ 844) in 2013 (where it remains) and capping the 
share of foreign workers at 33 per cent of the population. The Ministry of Manpower refused to process 
transactions for firms that did not have national workers in 2014, and the Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry threatened to deprive private companies that did not comply with Omanization targets from 
state benefits in 2016 (De Bel-Air 2018). 

Those policies were combined with temporary bans on the hiring of foreign workers various occupations 
across different sectors and skill levels, including accounting and finance, administration and human 
resources, engineering, information technology, marketing and sales, and media (PWC, 2018).  In July 
2022, the Ministry of Labour (MoL) issued decision (No 235/2022) to Omanise 207 more professions 
(Muscat Daily, 2022). These include management-level positions, such as director of personnel affairs, 
and director of public relations, as well as technical positions, such as security supervisor, social welfare 
specialist, social psychology specialist, and clerical positions, such as receptionist, grocer, guard, and 
tour guide. 

Between March 2016 and 2018, the Omanization campaign is estimated to have resulted in more than 
115,000 foreign workers leaving Oman (De Bel-Air 2018). The pandemic expedited this process as the 
number of foreign workers declined by almost 260,000 in the private sector and more than 6,000 in the 
public sector during 2020. By 2021, the public sector had recovered, with foreign workers exceeding pre-
pandemic levels. Meanwhile, in the private sector the figure declined by close to an additional 60,000 
employees (NCSI 2022a). By comparison, the number of Omanis employed in the private sector declined 
by around 7,500 jobs (3 per cent) and their numbers in the public sector declined by 27,000 jobs (13 per 
cent) in the first year of the pandemic (NCSI 2022a). By 2021, the number of Omanis in both sectors had 
recovered and significantly exceeded pre-pandemic levels (by 160,000 jobs in the private sector and 
150,000 jobs in the public sector). 

The pandemic was an opportunity for Oman to increase the employment of Omanis in the private 
sector. In 2021 the percentage of Omanis rose from 15 per cent to 24 per cent of total private sector 
employment, indicating that a significant number of Omanis replaced foreigners in the private sector in 
the aftermath of the pandemic. This is especially true for Omani women, who now represent 30 per cent 
of Omanis in the private sector, 3 per cent more than pre-pandemic levels. However, women also lost a 
significant portion of public sector jobs. While their employment in the public sector in 2021 exceeded 
pre-pandemic levels, they only gained 4,500 jobs following the pandemic and now only represent 25 per 
cent of Omanis in the public sector (a decline of 16 per cent).
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Employment in different sectors in Oman
In 2019, the largest share of Omani nationals employed in the private sector worked in construction (22 
per cent of Omani private sector workers), followed by real estate (19 per cent), wholesale and retail (15 per 
cent), and manufacturing and mining and quarrying (12 per cent each). Foreign workers predominantly 
worked in construction (30 per cent of foreign private sector workers), followed by domestic work (14 per 
cent), wholesale and retail trade (14 per cent), and manufacturing (12 per cent) (NCSI 2022a). Thus, there 
is some overlap in the sectors where Omani nationals and foreign workers tend to work.

 X Figure 1: Omani nationals in 
the private sector (2019)
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 Source: NCSI 2022a.

By 2021, most of the top economic sectors continued to lead. There was also a notable increase in health 
and social workers among Omanis, as well as in transportation, storage, and communication, while 
community and social services saw the largest decline (of 53 per cent). These changes are consistent with 
the effects of the pandemic worldwide. What is interesting in the case of Oman is that transportation, 
storage, and communication were taken up by Omanis, as foreign workers experienced a 9 per cent 
decline in that sector. As explained below, this was primarily the result of Omanization policies. Indeed, 
the only sectors where foreign workers experienced an increase were accommodation and food services, 
agriculture, forestry, and fishing and real estate, renting, and business activities. The agriculture sector 
particularly thrived during the pandemic in Oman, as it experienced a rise both among foreign and 
national workers, the latter of which gained nearly 30,000 jobs.

Increasing demand for high-skilled jobs 
Official statistics in Oman classify workers into five main skill levels: the most skilled are specialists, 
followed by technical labour, occupational labour, skilled labour, and, finally, limited skill labour. 
These classifications are only applied in the private sector. The largest skill bracket among Omanis is 
occupational labour (32 per cent of Omanis in the private sector in 2019) followed by limited skill labour 
(27 per cent). Among foreigners, the largest group is limited skill labour (46 per cent of all foreign labour 
in the private sector in 2019), followed by occupational labour (23 per cent) (NCSI 2022a). 

 X Figure 2: Foreign workers in 
the private sector (2019)
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There are significant gender differences in occupational categories. The largest occupational category 
among female nationals by far is mid-level occupational workers (48 per cent in 2020), followed by high-
skilled specialists (25 per cent). Among Omani men, the largest occupational category is limited skilled 
(27 per cent), followed closely by occupational workers (26 per cent), then skilled workers (23 per cent). 
High skilled specialists represent only 16 per cent of the national male workforce. Among female foreign 
workers, the largest occupational category by far is limited skill workers (82 per cent in 2020). This is also 
the largest category among male foreign workers (42 per cent), but there are also large numbers of men 
in the occupational workers (26 per cent) and skilled workers (23 per cent) categories (NCSI 2022a).

 X Figure 3: Private sector employment
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During the pandemic, Omanis saw substantial job growth among specialists (21 per cent increase between 
2019 and 2020) and technicians (16 per cent increase). This persisted through 2021 as those groups saw 
some of the highest rises that year as well (180 per cent and 31 per cent respectively). On the other hand, 
the number of limited skilled Omanis declined by 19 per cent (13,000 jobs) in 2020 but jumped significantly 
in 2021 (by 76 per cent). Indeed, overall, most of the reduction in employment during the pandemic 
was among limited skill workers (47 per cent of total employment reduction), followed by skilled and 
occupational employment (24 per cent each) (NCSI 2022a). This corresponds with global patterns, where 
the least skilled workers have been found to be the most severely hit. Importantly, by 2021, it appears 
that some substitution occurred in Oman in that skill group, where limited skilled Omanis replaced limited 
skilled foreigners, the latter of which continued to experience a loss in jobs (3 per cent) (NCSI 2022a).

To get a better sense of what those skill levels signify in terms of education, in 2019, 80 per cent of Omanis 
and 91 per cent of foreign workers in the private sector held a secondary school degree or below, indicating 
that the sector is largely low skilled. People with higher education levels appear to be drawn to the public 
sector, where 68 per cent of Omanis and 73 per cent of foreigners held more than a secondary school 
degree in 2019. However, 46 per cent of young Omanis (especially women) are pursuing tertiary education 
and are expecting to be employed in jobs that match their skill levels (UNESCO 2022). Young Omanis 
also experience the highest levels of unemployment, with official figures indicating that unemployment 
among young people (ages 18-24) was 13.3 per cent in 2021. Unemployment figures are higher among 
Omani women (ages 18-24), reaching 25.6 per cent in 2021 (NCSI 2022a). Considering their higher levels of 
education in both the public and private sector, this suggests persistent human capital underutilization. 
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Several factors are likely behind the high rates of youth unemployment among nationals. Like other 
countries in the region, the primary reason is likely to be the inability of the public sector to continue 
to offer young nationals well-paying jobs in the face of tighter fiscal constraints (Kabbani 2019) and the 
inability of the private sector to match the compensation packages being offered by the public sector. 
This duality can lead young people to queue for desirable government jobs, increasing unemployment 
rates. Other issues might include gaps in the technical, behavioural, or soft skills of young nationals that 
the private sector needs but are not readily available. Higher educational qualifications do not always 
translate into desired skill sets. 

Stabilizing policies on foreign labour and its mobility
Omanization policies have had a substantial impact on the ability of local companies to recruit foreign 
labour. However, given the relatively low unemployment rates among the older generation of less-
educated Omanis, it is unclear whether those policies are addressing the unemployment challenges 
facing younger cohorts. This is particularly true given the fact that most of the jobs left behind by 
foreigners are relatively low-income and do not match the skills of younger Omanis. The minimum wage 
only applies to nationals in the private sector, not migrants. This can have an adverse effect on the ability 
of local businesses to hire and retain workers, impeding economic growth and diversification efforts.

Omanization policies are also often ad hoc, limiting the ability of businesses to anticipate their labour 
needs and creating an additional challenge to their operations. For example, freezes have been selectively 
imposed on the recruitment of foreigners in different industries or job titles (De Bel-Air 2018). Also, until 
2020, workers who had completed their contracts were not able to move to another employer without 
the permission of the first employer. This was amended in 2020, so workers can transfer sponsorship, in 
principle, without the permission of their first employer after completing a two-year contract.1 In 2021, 
entire job segments were nationalized, including insurance, financial, commercial, and administrative 
positions. Even drivers, of any vehicles including taxis, can no longer be foreign – which explains the spike 
in Omanis working in the transportation sector. Moreover, work permits for recruiting non-Omanis were 
significantly increased in the beginning of 2021, only to be reduced a year later (Migrant Rights 2022). 
While these policies are intended to create vacancies for Omanis, they have also made business decisions 
less predictable. 

Reskilling high-skilled workers
Another important policy consideration is the extent of coordination (or lack thereof) between 
educational institutions and labour markets. In Oman, there is a perception among employers and job 
seekers that there exists a mismatch between the skills of job seekers and the needs of employers. In a 
survey on Bayt.com, 68 per cent of jobseekers in Oman thought that there was a skills gap in the country. 
Moreover, 31 per cent of Omani jobseekers felt they did not know which skills employers are looking for; 
and 44 per cent of Omanis claimed it was difficult for them to find a job with their current skills (Bayt 
2016). Better labour market information can help prepare students for entry into the labour market and 
can shed light on areas for reskilling and upskilling.

In terms of addressing this perceived skills mismatch, 44 per cent of Omanis believed that companies 
should provide training opportunities to employees, 38 per cent believed that educational institutions 
and governments should work together to predict future skills needs, and 38 per cent believed that 
companies and educational institutions should work together to provide students with the skills they 
need to enter the job market (Bayt 2016). Overall, data on the labour needs of businesses is necessary 
to facilitate such coordination. This is one objective of the survey designed as part of this project and will 
be examined in the next section.

1 Decision No. 63/1996 issuing the executive regulations of the Law on the Residence of Foreigners, 
article 24, as amended by Royal Oman Police Decision No. 157/2020. 
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	X 3. Findings from the employers’ survey

Between May and June 2022, an online survey of employers in Oman was administered in collaboration 
with the OCCI. The survey was based on the European Training Foundation (ETF) and ILO’s Developing and 
running an establishment skills survey - Guide to anticipating and matching skills and jobs Vol. 5 (Mane 
and Corbella, 2017), a guide on skills anticipation and matching that covers the design of establishment 
skills surveys and is aimed at generating data on employers’ skills needs and their human capital 
development strategies. If conducted regularly, such surveys can help countries assess the skills and 
competency gaps of their workforces with a view to identifying the resulting skill and labour shortages 
or surpluses and recommending effective measures with respect to reskilling and upskilling. The survey 
instrument was modified to address specificities of the Omani labour market, including the fact that it 
is composed of both national workers and foreign workers, each with their own unique characteristics, 
circumstances, and needs. The survey was also edited down to encourage greater participation. 

The survey was distributed by the OCCI to their members. A total of 106 firms completed the survey. 
An additional 71 firms began the survey but did not complete it (partial responses were not included in 
the analysis). The overall response is considerably below the targeted sample size of 250 firms. This has 
implications for the reliability of the results and emphasizes the need to boost the survey response rate 
if the survey is to be conducted on a periodic basis. Nonetheless, the data provide important insights 
and are supplemented by other available data and information to present a holistic picture of the skills 
needs of the labour market in Oman.

Overview of the sample
The sample used in the analysis consists of 106 firms. Nearly 69 per cent of respondents were the 
owner or proprietor of the firm, while 25 per cent of respondents were a human resources manager 
or representative. By comparison, among the 71 firms that did not complete the survey, 75 per cent of 
respondents were the owner or proprietor of the firm and 21 per cent were “other”, while only 4 per cent 
were a human resources manager or representative. This suggests that future rounds of the survey 
might achieve a higher response rate if they targeted human resources managers and built a long-term 
relationship with them as part of a wider project to engage them in assessing skills gaps in market and 
then sharing the survey findings with them. 

The largest number of firms in the sample were involved in wholesale and retail trade (27 per cent), 
followed by commercial services (18 per cent), such as transportation, entertainment, and security. 
Next came construction (14 per cent) and manufacturing (12 per cent) followed by social services (9 per 
cent). Mining, tourism and hospitality, agriculture, food and beverage, and real estate each represented 
between 3-5 per cent of respondents. Among firms that began but did not complete the survey, 
manufacturing was the largest group (20 per cent) followed by construction (19 per cent) (figure 4). The 
low representation of firms from the food and beverage sector is noteworthy and suggests that non-
response may have a sectoral bias.
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 X Figure 4: Survey sample by sector
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Characteristics of surveyed firms
In terms of firm size, 29 per cent of firms in the sample can be classified as microenterprises, having 
5 employees or less, following Oman’s definition of Small and Medium Enterprises (Times of Oman 
2016). Another 41 per cent of the sample were small enterprises with 16 per cent having between 6 and 
10 employees and 25 per cent having between 11 and 25 employees. An additional, 18 per cent were 
medium-sized enterprises with between 26 and 99 employees and 7 per cent were large enterprises with 
over 100 employees (figure 5). The sample, thus, underrepresents microenterprises, which makeup over 
95 per cent of enterprises in Oman and over-represents medium and large enterprises (NCSI 2022b). In 
the context of our analysis, the sample’s balance in terms of firm size is helpful and should be maintained 
in future rounds.

 X Figure 5: Distribution of firms by number of employees

5 or less

6–10

11–25

26–50

51–100

101–250

251–500

More than 500

16%

2%
5%

29%

5%

8%

10%

25%

10 	X Skills needs in the Oman labour market: An employer survey



In terms of the share of nationals among employees, the surveyed firms exhibit an interesting dynamic, 
with nationals tending to represent large or small shares of the workforce. In 32 per cent of surveyed 
firms, nationals represented less than a quarter of employees, while in 30 per cent of firms, nationals 
represented more than three quarters of employees. This bimodal situation is even more pronounced at 
the extremes. In 21 per cent of surveyed firms, nationals represent less than 10 per cent of employees, 
while in 24 per cent, nationals represent more than 90 per cent of employees (figure 6).

 X Figure 6: Share of nationals among employees
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In terms of averages, the workforce among the surveyed firms is relatively evenly distributed among 
nationals and foreign workers in most occupations.2 There are relatively equal numbers of nationals and 
foreign workers at the manager level (roughly 5 positions each). Foreign workers outnumber nationals 
at the professional level (9 positions to 6 positions), which suggests that Oman continues to rely on 
foreign workers in terms of high-skill technical and professional occupations. However, their numbers are 
comparable at the technician and associate professional levels (12 positions each), which might indicate 
that more junior nationals are entering professional occupations and, over time, will take over more 
professional positions (figure 7).3 

At the lower end of the skills spectrum, nationals are far more likely to occupy clerical and support 
positions (13 positions to only 5 positions among foreign workers), suggesting that lower-skilled nationals 
tend to gravitate to low skill white-collar support positions. By contrast, foreign workers are far more likely 
to occupy elementary occupations (27 positions as compared to 8 positions among nationals). Between 
these are services and sales positions, which slightly favour nationals 16 positions to 14 positions, and 
skilled crafts and trades, which favour foreign workers, 21 positions to 14 positions (figure 7).

2 Occupations follow the major categories outlined in the International Standard Classification of Occupations- ISCO-08. 
These include: 1) managers; 2) professionals; 3) technicians and associate professionals: including engineering technicians, 
and medical technicians; 4) clerical support workers; 5) service and sales workers; (6) skilled agricultural, forestry and 
fishery workers; 7) craft and related trades workers; 8) plant and machine operators, and assemblers; and 9) elementary 
occupations: including cleaners, manual construction workers, domestic workers, etc. For information on definitions, 
please visit: https://isco-ilo.netlify.app/en/isco-08/ 

3 Figure 7 indicates the average number of workers in each position across all responding firms. The data are presented this 
way to provide a sense of the overall labour supply within each occupational category. Readers should keep in mind that 
skill compositions differ greatly across the same occupational categories and that firms differ in the mix of nationals and 
foreign workers for each occupation category. This should be a subject of further investigation. 
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 X Figure 7: Average (mean) number of nationals and foreign workers in each occupation

Nationals Foreigners

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Managers Professionals Technicians
& Associates

Clerical
& Support

Services
& Sales

Skilled craft
& trades

Elementary
occupations

Employment and hiring the previous year
The survey was undertaken as Oman and other countries were rebounding economically from the 
pandemic. During the 12 months before the survey, surveyed firms were more likely to decrease 
employment than add workers in each occupation except for managers. Reductions in employment 
were greatest among technicians and associate professionals, service support and sales, and skilled 
crafts and trades, with between 30 and 40 per cent of firms indicating that they had reduced employment 
in each category, versus 20 to 25 per cent of firms that indicated increases in employment (figure 8). 
These happen to be the same occupations were nationals and foreign workers tend to be employed in 
comparable numbers. Assuming that nationals were less likely to be let go, these figures may indicate 
that firms have been substituting foreign workers for nationals. Future rounds of the survey should 
examine the issue of substitution more directly.

 X Figure 8: Change in employment in the past 12 months
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Most firms indicated that they experienced some difficulty hiring national workers; indeed, less than 20 
per cent of surveyed firms indicated that they experienced no difficulties. In terms of occupations, over 
40 per cent of firms surveyed pointed to the high-skilled occupations of professionals and technicians 
and associate professionals as being the most difficult in which to hire nationals. Next came skilled 
crafts and trades (35 per cent), services and sales (27 per cent), and managers (26 per cent), all three of 
which require significant levels of skills (figure 9). The fact that managers place lower than professionals 
in terms of difficulty hiring suggests that nationals are perceived as being better at managing than 
in performing skilled technical tasks themselves. The fact that few firms point to difficulties in hiring 
nationals for clerical and support staff positions aligns with the high number of nationals occupying 
these positions relative to foreign workers and may point to the lower levels of technical skills, as opposed 
to general skills, required to fill these positions. Elementary occupations do not feature prominently, 
because relatively few nationals are involved in them.

 X Figure 9: In which occupations did you experience difficulty hiring national workers?
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Difficulties that surveyed firms faced in hiring nationals can be divided into three main categories. First, 
firms noted that job characteristics within the firm are a barrier to employment. Indeed, 60 per cent 
of firms indicate that nationals expect higher wages and one third indicate that they want better work 
conditions than what firms can offer. Second, firms pointed to a lack of skills among nationals as a main 
difficulty. 41 per cent highlighted a lack of technical skills as a key issue, 36 per cent pointed to a lack 
of work experience, 25 per cent mentioned a lack of core / soft skills, and 24 per cent indicated a lack 
of technical qualifications. Third, only 18 per cent of surveyed firms indicated that there were too few 
applicants, suggesting that the issue is not one of a lack of potential candidates (figure 10).
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 X Figure 10: What were the main difficulties you experienced when hiring national workers?
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In terms of difficulties faced by firms in hiring foreign workers, one third of surveyed firms indicated 
that they faced no difficulties. One quarter (25 per cent) experienced difficulties hiring professionals 
and another 25 per cent faced difficulties hiring technicians and associate professionals. These are the 
same two categories of occupations in which firms had difficulty hiring nationals, noting that a greater 
share of firms faced difficulties in hiring nationals than foreign workers. This is yet another indication 
that nationals and foreign workers may be substitutes at the higher skill levels. Finally, only 10 per cent 
of surveyed firms indicated that they had difficulties hiring foreign workers for clerical and support staff 
positions, even though this is the one occupation category that is predominantly staffed by nationals, 
suggesting that firms that hire nationals for clerical and support staff positions are not doing so for lack 
of foreign candidates (figure 11).

 X Figure 11: In which occupations did you experience difficulty hiring foreign workers?
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In terms of the specific difficulties faced by firms in hiring foreign workers, over 60 per cent indicated that 
visa and entry restrictions were the main issue. This constraint is likely to ease as COVID-19 restrictions 
subside. Less than 10 per cent of firms indicated the obtaining work permits and work permit fees were a 
main difficulty. In terms of work conditions, 38 per cent indicated that foreign candidates expected higher 
wages than they could offer and 20 per cent pointed to candidates not liking the work conditions. While these 
are lower shares than among nationals, they do suggest that Omani firms are facing financial constraints in 
terms of being able to offer competitive packages. As a category, skills are less of an issue among foreign 
workers than among nationals. Only 17 per cent of firms pointed to lack of qualifications as a main difficulty, 
only 15 per cent pointed to lack of technical skills, 11 per cent to a lack of soft skills, and 11 per cent to a lack 
of work experience. Finally, only 11 per cent of firms suggested that they had too few applicants (figure 12).

 X Figure 12: What were the main difficulties you experienced when hiring foreign workers?
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Future employment needs
In terms of future employment plans, 62 per cent of surveyed firms indicated that they plan to hire new 
workers in the coming twelve months; 29 per cent indicated that they plan to lay off workers; and 21 per cent 
indicated that they had no plans to hire or lay-off workers (12 per cent of firms indicated that they had plans 
to both hire and lay off workers at different occupation levels). Breaking their plans down, far more firms 
indicated that they plan to hire for specific occupations than to lay off workers. In terms of hiring, 40 per cent 
of firms indicated that they plan to hire professionals, followed by service and sales (37 per cent), followed by 
technicians and associate professionals (36 per cent) (figure 13).
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 X Figure 13: Will you recruit new workers or lay off workers in the coming 12 months?
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Nearly half the firms surveyed indicated that they expect it would be difficult to find nationals with the 
required technical skills for the firm’s needs. Close to 40 per cent said it would be difficult to find nationals 
with the required behavioural skills, such as punctuality, accuracy, and time management. Nearly 35 
per cent expressed concern about the soft skills of nationals, such as problem solving, teamwork and 
communications skills. These concerns align with findings from other research on the national workforce 
of Gulf states. Also, the perceived skills deficits among nationals aligns quite well with the actual hiring 
practices of firms. Of less concern, but still an issue, were technical qualifications (as opposed to skills). 
This highlights that having a degree does not automatically translate into required competencies. Just 
over a quarter of surveyed firms indicated that they expect to have difficulty recruiting nationals with 
learning and adaptive skills and with leadership and management skills. Finally, slightly over 15 per cent 
of firms expect to face difficulties in hiring nationals with literacy skills in English and/or Arabic (figure 14).

 X Figure 14: Hard to find skills among nationals
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By far the main reason that firms gave for not being able to find nationals with the required skills (close 
to 60 per cent) was that nationals with those skills are not willing to work at wages the firms can offer 
(figure 15). A further 37 per cent indicated that nationals with the required skills do not want to work 
in the types of jobs on offer by the firms. This suggests that the dual labour market, in which skilled 
nationals gravitate to jobs in the public sector that offer relatively high wages and benefits and desirable 
work conditions, continues to be an issue for private companies. However, firms also highlighted that 
the required specialized skills are in short supply among nationals (39 per cent) and that nationals do 
not have the skills they are looking for (36 per cent). Thus, the state must continue to focus on upskilling 
their national workforce.

 X Figure 15: Main reasons for difficulty recruiting national workers with required skills
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Fewer firms indicated that they expect to have difficulty finding the right skills mix among foreign 
workers as compared to nationals. Just over a third indicated that they expect it would be difficult to 
find foreign workers with the required technical skills, which was also the main issue firms faced among 
nationals. Thirty per cent of firms indicated that they expect to face difficulties finding foreign workers 
with leadership / management skills and with the right technical qualifications. These shares are higher 
than for nationals and suggest a degree of complementarity in the skill mix of nationals and foreign 
workers. Next, between 20 and 30 per cent of firms suggested they would face difficulties in finding 
foreign workers with soft skills (26 per cent), literacy skills (24 per cent), learning and adaptive skills (22 
per cent), and behavioural skills (21 per cent) (figure 16).
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 X Figure 16: Hard to find skills among foreign workers
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The main reason why surveyed firms expect to face difficulties recruiting foreign workers with the right 
skills is entry restrictions from specific countries (40 per cent). These restrictions are likely to ease as 
policies restricting movement due to the pandemic subside. However, given the push for Omanization, 
the government may continue to impose entry constraints for foreign workers. That said, only 9 per cent 
cited visa or work permit restrictions as an issue. Another 35 per cent of firms identified prevailing low 
wages as an issue. Such cost considerations will continue to be a concern as Oman moves to diversify its 
economy and local firms aim to become more globally competitive. Finally, over 25 per cent of surveyed 
firms indicated that they expect no difficulties in hiring foreign workers (figure 17).

 X Figure 17: Main reasons for difficulty recruiting foreign workers with required skills
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Human resources practices
In figure 16 above, 30 per cent of surveyed firms indicated that they expect to face difficulties finding 
foreign workers with the right technical qualifications. In this context, assessing the nature and validity of 
the qualifications, degrees, and certificates becomes important. Two thirds of surveyed firms rely on skills 
testing prior to recruitment as the primary method of assessing the technical skills and qualifications of 
foreign workers. This is followed by skills testing after foreign workers’ arrival to the country and starting 
employment (40 per cent).  A small share of surveyed firms verifies degrees and certificates, either using 
a private recruitment agency (39 per cent) or by contacting the institution directly (16 per cent). Finally, 
24 per cent of firms indicated that submission of certificates by workers was good enough (figure 18).

 X Figure 18: Assessing the technical skills/qualifications of recruited foreign workers
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 A vast majority of firms indicated that they have insurance or similar schemes to cover foreign workers 
in case of accidents at the workplace. However, fully 23 per cent of surveyed firms indicated that they do 
not have insurance or other mechanisms and must rely instead on direct payment in cases of accident 
or injury (figure 19). This may leave workers vulnerable if major costly incidents occur.

	X 3. Findings from the employers’ survey 19



 X Figure 19: Do you have schemes to cover foreign workers in case of accidents at the workplace?
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Over 60 per cent of surveyed firms indicated that they have a person responsible for training and human 
resources development. A further 44 per cent halve a human resources development strategy. This is 
noteworthy given the large share of micro and small enterprises in our sample. Fewer than 30 per cent 
of firms have a health and safety representative or training budget. Only 16 per cent have a health and 
safety committee and only 12 per cent have a joint workers committee (figure 20).
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In terms of policies, over 60 per cent of surveyed firms had policies to promote nationalization of their 
workforce. A further 59 per cent indicated that they have policies to ensure workplace safety and 55 per 
cent had policies to address and resolve employment disputes. Slightly less than 50 per cent had policies 
to promote human resources development and 32 per cent had policies to ensure subcontractors adhere 
to standards. Only 23 per cent had policies to promote gender dimensions at work (figure 21).

 X Figure 21: Do you have any policies to do the following at your organization?
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	X 4. Analysis of findings

Oman is a country in transition. It is diversifying its economy away from reliance on oil and natural gas and 
aiming to develop a competitive private sector. Time is of the essence, given that, in the absence of new 
discoveries, Oman will run out of oil within 15 years. A key challenge facing policymakers is managing and 
upgrading the country’s human resources. Oman must develop the skills of its national workforce and 
increase their participation in the private sector, while not closing off the supply of skilled foreign workers 
that Omani firms need to become globally competitive.

Ensuring that the right skills mix is maintained requires monitoring trends in the employment of national and 
foreign workers, tracking changes in their skills composition, and identifying sectors and occupations where 
firms are having difficulty recruiting the workers they need. This report serves as a prototype for a periodic 
assessment of the skills needs of the country and identification of key bottlenecks. This exercise is well-timed, 
as the post-pandemic recovery provides a unique opportunity to adjust the skills mix of the workforce.

A key element of the country’s economic transition is the dominance of the public sector. The public sector 
in Oman serves as the preferred employer among nationals, especially the more educated and higher 
skilled. Public sector jobs offer better wages, benefits, work conditions, and job security. This model 
worked well when government revenue largely derived from exports of oil and natural gas. As Oman 
transitions to a post-oil economy, the state must moderate public expenditure while generating revenue 
from private sector activity. This requires allowing the private sector to play a greater role in generating 
economic growth and preparing nationals for productive employment in the private sector, both in terms 
of disposition and skills. 

Today, the private sector in Oman is mostly populated by foreign workers. That said, Omanization policies 
have ensured that more Omanis work in the private sector than in the public sector. Meeting the long-
term skills needs in Oman requires slowly substituting foreign workers with nationals over time. Oman 
employs foreign workers predominantly in both very high and very low skilled occupations. Our analysis 
suggested that that there may be an increasing degree of substitutability between nationals and foreign 
workers across occupations and sectors, including into high-skilled professional occupations. However, 
further research is needed to better explore this dynamic. 

In the private sector, nationals are most likely to be occupational workers, followed by limited skill workers. 
Foreign workers are most likely to be classified as limited skill labourers followed by occupational labourers. 
Indeed, the vast majority of Omanis and foreigners in the private sector held a secondary school degree 
or below. However, during the pandemic, Omanis saw substantial job growth among the high skilled 
categories of specialists and technicians, while most of the reduction in employment was among limited 
skill workers. This corresponds with global patterns, where the least skilled workers were most severely hit.

In terms of substitutability, foreign workers outnumber nationals at the professional level, which suggests 
that Oman continues to rely on their technical and professional skills. However, the numbers of nationals 
and foreign workers are comparable at the technician and associate professional levels, which might 
indicate that more nationals are entering professional occupations and, over time, may take over more 
professional positions. At the lower end of the skills spectrum, nationals are more likely to occupy clerical 
and support positions. By contrast, foreigner workers are more likely to occupy elementary occupations 
such as cleaning, manual construction work and domestic work. This suggests that low-skilled nationals 
tend to gravitate to specific white-collar support positions and may not be willing to work on more 
elementary occupations. The county will thus continue to rely on low-skilled foreign workers. 

During the pandemic, the decrease in employment among surveyed firms was most pronounced in 
occupations were nationals and foreign workers were employed in comparable numbers. These included 
technicians and associate professionals, service support and sales, and skilled crafts and trades. This 
observation might be an indication that firms may have been substituting foreign workers for nationals 
during the pandemic, possibly due to difficulties in recruiting and securing entry permits for foreign 
workers. Future rounds of the survey should examine the issue of substitution more closely, including 
factors behind firm decisions to replace foreign workers with nationals across industries and occupations.
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Most firms experienced difficulties hiring national workers during the previous year, especially for high-
skilled professional occupations. The main reason given was expectations among nationals of higher 
wages and better work conditions than the firms could offer. The lack of skills among nationals was also 
an issue, especially technical skills and work experience. Many firms also indicated difficulties hiring 
nationals for positions requiring moderate skills, including skilled crafts, trades, services, and sales. These 
were followed by management positions, suggesting that nationals were more adept managing than 
technical responsibilities. Few firms pointed to difficulties in hiring nationals for clerical and support staff 
positions (where nationals are well represented) or for elementary skill positions (where few nationals are 
employed). Thus, lower-skilled nationals and foreign workers appear to work in separate spheres and can 
be considered complementary. Trying to get nationals to replace foreign workers at this level might prove 
difficult and problematic. 

Some firms faced difficulties hiring foreign workers, although fewer than those indicating difficulties 
hiring nationals. The most-often mentioned occupations were high-skilled professionals, technicians, and 
associate professionals. The main reason given was visa and immigration entry restrictions which could 
partly be due to the fact that internal labour market mobility is not facilitated in Oman, so most recruitment 
of foreign workers is from outside the country. A second reason is that even foreign candidates expect 
higher wages and work conditions than firms could offer. The next most difficult positions were those 
requiring moderate skills, including skilled crafts, trades, services, and sales. This is an identical ordering 
to nationals and further indicates that nationals and foreign workers might be substitutes at the higher 
and moderate skill levels. Again, few firms pointed to difficulties in hiring foreign workers for clerical and 
support staff positions or for elementary skill positions. 

Most firms indicated that they plan to hire new workers in the coming year, especially at the higher skill 
levels of professionals, service and sales staff, and technicians and associate professionals. However, they 
expressed concern regarding the availability of nationals with the required skills. These include technical 
skills, behavioural skills, such as punctuality and time management, and soft skills, such as problem solving 
and communication. The main reason surveyed firms gave for their concern was that nationals with the 
required skill set would not be willing to work at the prevailing wages. They also highlighted that the 
required skills are in short supply. Thus, the Omani state must continue to upskill their national workforce. 

Few firms indicated that they expect to face difficulties finding the right skills mix among foreign workers. 
The main difficulty they expect is entry restrictions from specific countries. Some also mentioned limitations 
on visas and work permits. A large share of firms expressed concern that foreign workers would not accept 
the wages on offer. Wage expectations will continue to be an issue; Omani firms need to hire qualified 
workers, but higher labour cost will limit their ability to become competitive. The Omani state must take 
a nuanced approach to pricing visas and work permits, increasing them for occupations where qualified 
Omani nationals are ready to work and lowering them for occupations where firms must still rely on foreign 
workers, especially high-skilled technical occupations and low-skilled elementary occupations. Omani firms, 
in turn, must identify areas of comparative advantage and find ways of increasing worker productivity. 

In terms of an enabling environment for foreign workers, most Omani firms have some resources and 
policies in place. For example, a vast majority of surveyed firms indicated that they have insurance or other 
mechanisms to cover workers in case of accidents at the workplace. Most firms also indicated that they 
have a person responsible for training and human resources development. Most firms also had policies to 
ensure workplace safety and to address and resolve employment disputes. Finally, most firms had policies 
to promote nationalization of their workforce, an important policy objective in Oman. 

That said, firms highlighted a few gaps in the working environment that could be improved. For example, a 
sizable minority of firms indicated that they do not have insurance or other mechanisms to support workers 
in case of accident or injury and must rely instead on direct payments. This is not an ideal strategy as it may 
leave workers vulnerable in the event major costly incidents occur. Also, most firms indicated that they did not 
have a health and safety representative or a training budget and only a few indicated that they had a health 
and safety committee. Also, few firms indicated that they had policies to ensure subcontractors adhere to 
standards or policies to promote gender dimensions at work. Finally, like most Gulf countries, workers in 
most firms lack representation; only a few firms indicated that they had a joint workers committee.
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Policy recommendations
 X Oman needs a skills development and management strategy. Oman is moving quickly to transform 
its oil-dependent economy to one in which its private sector is able to compete globally and generate 
jobs for its citizens and revenues for the state. To do this, the country must upskill and motivate its 
national workforce to replace foreign workers in the private sector, while concurrently ensuring that the 
private sector is able to mobilize the resources it needs to become competitive, including hiring foreign 
workers in occupations where qualified nationals are in short supply. 

 X Oman should focus on building the skills of its professional workforce. The Omani national workforce 
has a deficit in high-skilled professionals. That said, there appears to be a promising group of associate 
professional and technicians that, over time, might be able to gain the necessary skills and experience to 
fill these professional positions. This is where the state should prioritize its human capital development 
efforts, including promoting work experience and developing job readiness skills and behaviours. At 
the same time, it should avoid encouraging Omanis to leapfrog these technical positions and land into 
management positions before they have the requisite knowledge and experience. Management is not 
where the gap lies in the Omani labour market. 

 X Omanization policies must be expanded, but must also be more nuanced and predictable. 
Oman must move quickly and deliberately to increase the participation of its national workforce in the 
private sector. However, it should focus on occupations and sectors where such a transition is possible. 
Fortunately, there appear to be opportunities for substitution across multiple sectors and occupations. 
However, based on the preliminary analysis in this report, two skills categories are not yet ready for such 
a transition: high-skill professionals and low-skill elementary occupations. 

 X Oman must ensure that Omanization policies do not undermine economic diversification efforts. 
Omani firms must be able to hire workers with the skills they need to become competitive and contribute 
to economic diversification efforts. Two categories of workers are likely to remain in short supply among 
nationals for the foreseeable future: low-skill elementary occupations and high skill professionals. 
Omanization promotion polices must be careful not to include occupations where Omani are not likely 
to be able to or want to work. Oman should also consider adopting policies that recognize prior learning 
among migrant workers, and provisions for upskilling and reskilling foreign workers, especially in 
occupations that continue to be underserved by nationals. 

 X Oman should remove impediments to nationals accessing low-skill occupations by improving 
working conditions. One reason why nationals avoid low-skill elementary occupations are the poor 
working conditions and wages. This is partly due to the sponsorship system, which restricts foreign 
workers from changing employers and disincentivizes employer investment in technology or skills 
development, as well as the lack of an inclusive minimum wage. Recent labour market reforms in Qatar 
and Saudi Arabia point to ways in which the government and the OCCI could revitalize the labour market, 
gradually increasing wages and improving working conditions to the benefit of foreign workers and 
nationals seeking work in lower-skilled occupations.

 X Labour market information systems are key to supporting sound policy decisions. Regular, solid 
data on skills needs and employment trends can help policymakers and private sector actors make more 
informed decisions on employment policy and help the country avoid costly missteps. Through follow 
up surveys to the firm survey conducted as part of this report, the Omani Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry can play a critical role in assessing and tracking the skills needs of the economy and identifying 
bottlenecks that might be thwarting the country’s diversification efforts. Also, sharing such information 
with labour sending countries, and incorporating such information sharing into bilateral agreements, 
can help the latter improve their skills development and migration policies.

 X Oman should improve the enabling environment for its workers. While most Omani 
firms indicated that they have some resources and policies in place to promote the health 
and safety of their workforce and to support training and human capital development, 
many lack such resources. Furthermore, most firms surveyed indicated that they lack 
policies to ensure that subcontractors adhere to standards, policies to promote gender 
dimensions at work, and joint workers committees or other mechanisms for worker 
representation within the firm. Such deficits should be addressed.
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	X 5. Conclusion

This report provided a prototype for a periodic assessment of the skills needs of Oman. It was based 
on desk research and a survey of over 100 firms in Oman, carried out between May and June 2022. The 
results will help Omani businesses, policymakers, workers organizations, and EBMOs to better assess 
policy options as they pertain to the skills development of nationals and to skills‐based international 
recruitment. The OCCI can use the survey developed for the report to conduct future skills assessments. 

It is recommended that the OCCI introduce additional questions that examine the substitutability and 
complementarity of the national and foreign workforce more closely across occupations and sectors. 
It is also recommended that OCCI reach out to human resources representatives within their member 
organizations to serve as focal points for future studies, as they are likely to be the most knowledgeable 
group within their firms with the most vested interest in the study and in the best position to benefit 
from the findings.
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