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By: Gillian Lambert 
“I’m a curious thinker and an adventurous explorer, passionate about discovering
new perspectives, embracing diverse cultures, always seeking opportunities to
learn and grow, and make meaningful connections in this global world.”

The Beginning of Our Journey

In early 2007, my family and I relocated to Doha, Qatar, for a job opportunity. While I had some familiarity with the country through
former colleagues in the oil and gas industry, nothing could have prepared me for the culture shock of experiencing it firsthand. I still
remember the look on my children’s faces when they saw a woman dressed in an abaya, covered from head to toe, for the first time. My
son, wide-eyed, innocently asked if she was the Arabian princess from Aladdin.

The entire country felt like one massive construction site. Skyscrapers seemed to rise overnight, roads were constantly being rerouted, and
navigating Doha’s chaotic traffic felt like playing Russian roulette—you never knew if you would reach your destination safely.

Cultural Differences and Traditions

One of the major cultural differences I had to adjust to was the treatment of women in the region. Compared to other Arab countries,
women in Qatar had more privileges and rights, yet they still adhered to traditional roles and expectations, often displaying a level of
subservience that was unfamiliar to me.

One of the highlights of our time in Doha was the annual Freedom Day celebration at the South African consulate on April 27. These
lavish events featured South African cuisine, wine, and live entertainment. It wasn’t until later that we realized this level of festivity was an
exception rather than the norm, as the celebrations we attended in later years were far more modest.

Though life as an expat wife was enjoyable—filled with coffee mornings, shopping, and spa
treatments—I soon felt the need for a greater sense of purpose. Qatar was heavily investing in
education, creating Education City, a hub for renowned international universities. Eager to be part
of this sector, I pursued opportunities and was fortunate to secure a position at one of the most
prestigious U.S. institutions with a satellite campus in Doha, specializing in diplomacy and foreign
service careers.

Cultural Differences and Traditions

Though I was hired as a finance professional, my role quickly expanded to include event management, staff recruitment, and broader
business operations. One of my first major assignments was coordinating the school’s inaugural graduation ceremony. It was a high-
profile event, as a member of the Qatari royal family was among the graduates. Distinguished guests included the Prince of Jordan,
Hillary Clinton, and the keynote speaker, U.S. Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi.

With no prior event-planning experience, I had to learn on the job quickly—handling travel arrangements, overseeing logistics, and
managing all commencement activities for the week-long celebration. I soon discovered that, in the Middle East, success often depended
on wasta—personal connections and influence. Fortunately, I had a colleague with strong local ties, and with the support of my team and
some incredible Qatari partners, we executed the event flawlessly.

The Crossroads: A Life-Changing Decision

Living in Qatar also meant enjoying generous time off. Shorter working hours during Ramadan, both Eid holidays, and additional
Christian holidays allowed us to travel extensively. However, we soon realized that our South African passports severely limited our visa-
free travel options.

With the future in mind, we applied for Canadian permanent residence, giving us an alternative relocation option once our contracts
ended. One summer, we visited the U.S. and were amazed by the abundance of resources and opportunities available. Intrigued, we began
researching pathways to live and work there. On a whim, we entered the U.S. Green Card lottery, never expecting much to come of it. But
in May 2009, we received the incredible news—we had won. Around the same time, our Canadian permanent residence was also
approved.

With two years left on our contracts, we faced a life-changing decision: Do we stay in Qatar, or do we move? And if so, where—to Canada
or the U.S.?

Expat life is filled with opportunities, challenges, and unforgettable experiences.
Qatar gave us a home, a career boost, and a cultural awakening that shaped our
worldview. As we stood at the crossroads of our future, we knew that whatever
choice we made, it would be one fueled by adventure, growth, and the pursuit of
something greater.

Stay tuned for more reflections on my expat journey!
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