
Cultural Etiquette and Workplace Norms in Kuwait: A 
Professional’s Field Guide 
Kuwait’s social fabric is conservative and family‑centered, with Islamic customs 
shaping public norms, work schedules, holidays, and day‑to‑day etiquette.​​
Personal relationships and trust are foundational, so successful work often depends on 
rapport and warmth in addition to credentials and proposals.​​
Hierarchy matters: age, seniority, and title command deference in greetings, seating, and 
turn‑taking, especially in formal meetings and introductions.​ 

Greetings and first impressions 
A warm handshake and a brief personal exchange are common when greeting men, 
while with women, let the woman offer her hand first; if she does not, a respectful nod 
with a hand‑over‑heart is appropriate.​​
Use titles and surnames until invited to use first names; academic or honorific titles 
such as Doctor or Sheikh are valued and should be used correctly.​​
Exchanging a few words about family or wellbeing before business is more than small 
talk; it signals respect and helps build trust.​ 

Modest dress expectations 
Dress modestly in public and professional settings: cover shoulders and knees, avoid 
tight or revealing clothing, and prefer long trousers and sleeved shirts for men.​​
Women visitors are not required to cover their hair, but modest silhouettes are 
appreciated, and conservative attire is advisable at official or religious venues.​​
During religious seasons and formal meetings, more conservative dress signals cultural 
awareness and professionalism.​ 

Hierarchy, respect, and seating 
Acknowledge the most senior or eldest person first, then proceed by rank; allow senior 
figures to lead the meeting’s tone and pace.​​
Seating typically reflects hierarchy; if in doubt, ask a host or wait to be shown to a seat 
to avoid preempting senior attendees.​​
Decision‑making may be centralized, so be patient with timelines and avoid pressing for 
immediate commitments before relationship groundwork is laid.​ 



Building relationships and trust 
Invest time in rapport: accept hospitality, share Arabic coffee or tea, and show sincere 
interest in colleagues’ lives and cultural traditions.​​
Face‑to‑face meetings carry higher weight than email alone; schedule in‑person 
discussions to advance key topics and clarify decisions.​​
Trust accrues from consistency and respect; follow through on promises and avoid 
drastic negotiating shifts that could be read as unreliability.​ 

Meeting rhythm and time 
Meetings often begin with cordial conversation; avoid rushing straight to agenda items 
and allow the relationship to “warm up.”​​
Scheduling should consider daily prayers and family obligations; propose windows 
rather than fixed times, especially around midday and early evening.​​
Punctuality is appreciated, but flexibility is equally important; delays caused by external 
commitments are best handled with patience and clear communication.​ 

Ramadan etiquette at work 
During Ramadan, many employees fast from dawn to sunset; schedule meetings earlier 
in the day and avoid food or drink in shared work areas during fasting hours.​​
Work hours are reduced by law in the private sector during Ramadan, and meal 
consumption in public during daytime is restricted, so plan operations and hospitality 
accordingly.​​
Evening events after Iftar can be appropriate for business hospitality; confirm 
preferences and energy levels with fasting colleagues to show consideration.​ 

Prayer times and accommodations 
Five daily prayers shape personal schedules; build buffers into meeting plans and 
provide quiet rooms where feasible for prayer breaks.​​
When hosting, indicate available spaces and approximate timing flexibility; this support 
is appreciated and reinforces respect for religious practice.​​
Avoid booking long sessions that straddle prayer times without planned breaks; short 
pauses increase participation and goodwill.​ 

Communication style and indirectness 



Kuwaiti business culture values politeness and face‑saving; feedback is often delivered 
tactfully to preserve harmony and relationships.​​
Direct confrontation or public criticism can undermine rapport; handle sensitive topics 
privately and with respectful language.​​
Active listening, measured tone, and careful turn‑taking signal professionalism and 
cultural awareness in mixed teams.​ 

Gender interactions and boundaries 
Public displays of affection are discouraged; maintain professional distance and follow 
local cues, especially in mixed‑gender contexts.​​
In greetings, let women take the lead on handshakes; if no hand is offered, a verbal 
greeting and nod suffice.​​
In meetings, ensure inclusive turn‑taking without forcing direct contact or proximity that 
may be uncomfortable for some participants.​ 

Hospitality and invitations 
Accepting coffee or tea is part of social bonding; a brief, gracious acceptance 
strengthens relationships even if time is limited.​​
If invited to a home, observe cues on shoe removal and be punctual within a culturally 
reasonable window; a small, thoughtful token from your home country can be suitable.​​
Reciprocate hospitality appropriately in professional contexts to signal mutual respect 
and continuity of the relationship.​ 

Gift‑giving protocol 
Offer modest, thoughtful gifts that reflect cultural sensitivity; avoid items associated 
with religious prohibitions or potentially sensitive imagery.​​
Present and receive gifts with the right hand or both hands, a sign of respect in many 
Gulf contexts.​​
In business, keep gifts simple and professional; personalized stationery or tasteful desk 
items are safer than extravagant choices.​ 

Dining etiquette basics 
Use the right hand when receiving or offering food and drink in traditional settings; 
observe the host’s lead on seating and service.​​
Dress modestly and arrive prepared for a leisurely pace that prioritizes conversation and 



hospitality over hurried courses.​​
Express appreciation for the meal and host’s effort; follow up with a gracious message 
reinforcing the relationship.​ 

Presentation etiquette and materials 
Prepare clean, concise proposals and avoid aggressive hard‑sell tactics; persuasive 
clarity and patience win more trust than pressure.​​
Bring bilingual materials where possible, or at least a summary acknowledging Arabic 
alongside English to show respect for local language.​​
If using business cards, present them with the right hand and take a moment to review 
cards you receive before storing them respectfully.​ 

Offices, dress codes, and environments 
Many offices are business‑casual with conservative norms; confirm dress expectations 
with hosts and err on the side of modest formality.​​
International teams often accommodate mixed attire; respect hosts’ cues and adjust for 
religious seasons or formal appointments.​​
Climate is hot and dry for much of the year; plan commutes and attire accordingly while 
maintaining modest coverage in public areas.​ 

Remote work, hybrid meetings, and hospitality 
For hybrid calls, consider prayer times and Ramadan adjustments for scheduling and 
planned breaks.​​
Open meetings with a personable check‑in to mirror in‑person rapport building; it signals 
cultural continuity even online.​​
Offer culturally aware courtesies—for example, acknowledging Ramadan or major 
holidays at the start of sessions.​ 

Manager toolkit: building culturally aware teams 
●​ Start meetings with brief rapport to align with local relationship norms and then 

pivot to agenda.​ 
●​ Align schedules to prayer times and reduced Ramadan hours; publish a calendar 

that flags religious observances.​ 
●​ Provide a quiet room for prayer and private calls; communicate its availability 

openly.​ 



●​ Coach teams on greeting protocols, titles, and modest dress to remove ambiguity 
for newcomers.​ 

●​ Encourage tactful feedback; reinforce private, respectful correction for sensitive 
topics.​ 

Risk and reputation: behaviors to avoid 
Avoid public displays of affection, provocative attire, or eating in public during daylight 
in Ramadan; these breach social and legal expectations.​​
Do not rush negotiations or change negotiating teams midstream; continuity and 
patience are read as professionalism.​​
Do not assume handshakes with women; wait for a cue, and offer a respectful verbal 
greeting if not initiated.​ 

Quick reference: Ramadan office etiquette 
●​ Schedule key meetings early in the day and keep them concise.​ 
●​ Avoid visible eating or drinking in shared spaces during fasting hours; designate 

private areas if needed.​ 
●​ Reduce or reschedule non‑urgent internal sessions; focus on essentials.​ 
●​ Consider Iftar‑time hospitality when appropriate, checking preferences with 

fasting colleagues.​ 

Phrasebook for rapport 
Basic Arabic greetings and courtesies help: “As‑salāmu ʿalaykum” (peace be upon you), 
“Shukran” (thank you), and “Min faḍlik” (please) are universally appreciated.​​
Acknowledge colleagues’ holidays with appropriate greetings, reinforcing cultural 
respect and inclusion.​​
Confirm name pronunciations and titles; correct, respectful address builds goodwill 
immediately.​ 

Final guidance 
Cultural fluency in Kuwait is grounded in modesty, respect for hierarchy, religious 
awareness, and relationship‑first communication.​​
By aligning greetings, dress, scheduling, and feedback style to local norms—especially 
during Ramadan—professionals earn trust and reduce friction in daily collaboration.​​



Lead with courtesy, patience, and genuine interest in people, and business progress will 
follow with fewer misunderstandings and stronger partnerships. 
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