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Inclusion and diversity
In December 2019, H. H. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum, Vice President and Prime Minister of the UAE 
and Ruler of Dubai, and H. H. Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al 
Nahyan, Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme 
Commander of the UAE Armed Forces, declared “Towards 
the next 50" the theme of 2020. The announcement includes 
a statement that “the year 2020 will involve all segments 
of the UAE society in shaping life in the UAE for the next 
50 years”.20 Recognizing the value of diversity, inclusion has 
been ingrained in the national planning agenda. 

In terms of female representation in the UAE, terrific strides 
have been made in promoting gender parity—particularly 
in the public sector. Women occupy nearly two-thirds 
of government jobs and almost a third of the federal 
cabinet.21 This agenda is supported by multiple government 
initiatives, including the UAE Gender Balance Council,22 and 
has resulted in tremendous progress: the contribution of 
national women to the economy grew from 9.6% in 1987, to 
33.4% in 2007 to more than 50% in 2019.23 

According to Nader Haffar, Chairman & CEO, KPMG 
Lower Gulf, “The UAE recognizes the power of women and 
is ranked high amongst GCC and Arab countries in terms 
of closing the gender gap. Women empowerment is a key 
target under the UAE Vision 2021 program, in which the 
government aims to become one of the 25 leading countries 
in the world in terms of gender equality. Diversity and 
inclusion is a priority for our firm. Our workforce currently 
comprises 40% female employees. We will continue to 
ensure parity in terms of opportunity, salaries and of course 
respect, in order to achieve a more equal world.”

Turning to the private sector, how do the UAE’s female 
leaders feel their organizations perform in terms of equality 
and inclusion?

Regarding discrimination and racism, six out of ten (61%, 
41% globally) believe that recent measures taken by their 
company have had a positive impact. Despite 2020’s black 
swan event, nearly eight out of ten (78%, 73% globally) 
expect recent progress will not be affected by Covid-19. 
Only one in five (22%) believe there will be a setback after 
the crisis. 

Despite clear progress, strong support from the government 
and acknowledgment of recent achievements, nearly all 
female leaders in the UAE (95%) indicate there is still a 
good deal of work to do to build gender diversity on boards 
and at management level. To that end, almost two-thirds 
(61%, 43% globally) indicated that targets or quotas may be 
an effective approach. 

Diversity and inclusion is a priority 
for our firm. Our workforce 
currently comprises 40% female 
employees. We will continue 
to ensure parity in terms of 
opportunity, salaries and of course 
respect, in order to achieve a  
more equal world.
  Nader Haffar, Chairman & CEO,  
  KPMG Lower Gulf
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Single response

Source: KPMG 2020 Global Female Leaders Outlook, KPMG 2020 
UAE Female Leaders Outlook, KPMG 2019 UAE Female Leaders 
Outlook

Do you have transparency in your company  
regarding equal pay?

Another indicator of women’s standing in the workforce 
compared with that of men is the gender pay gap. Compared 
with last year, UAE figures show a significant and positive 
change. In 2020, six out of ten UAE-based female leaders 
(61%, 46% globally) confirmed their company is transparent 
regarding equal pay, compared with only 26% in 2019. 
Nonetheless, one out of four (28%) are in companies that 
still do not practice transparency. One out of ten (11%) local 
female leaders did not ask for a salary comparison, compared 
with 26% in 2019.

Strengths and motivation in the workplace
Today’s leaders face a multitude of obstacles, stemming in 
large part from the current pandemic: a large-scale shift to 
WFH, changes in stakeholder primacy and the increased 
importance of ESG, among many others. When asked which 
personal strengths are necessary to overcome the Covid-19 
crisis, ‘being a strategic thinker’ tops the list for two out of 
three local female leaders (61%, 43% globally), followed by 
good business acumen. Flexibility, resilience and empathy 
are also seen as key strengths essential to achieving 
success in the new reality. 

Regarding future personal success, female leaders in the 
UAE are clear on which characteristics they use to get 
ahead. A quarter rely on support from a mentor or current 
boss (44%) and active personal networks (39%), while a 
third depend on strong communication skills (33%). Mandip 
Dulay, Founder and Board Member, COO Network, 
says “Women are tremendously underrepresented as chief 
operating officers, particularly as this role often emerges 
from a financial background, which traditionally has been 
occupied by male peers. In order to drive change, we 
must ensure inclusion and diversity exists from academics 
through to the boardroom, with each of us playing a crucial 
role in acting as mentors and champions.”

In order to drive change, we must 
ensure inclusion and diversity exists 
from academics through to the 
boardroom, with each of us acting 
as mentors and champions.
  Mandip Dulay, Founder and Board 
  Member, COO Network

Global 2020 UAE 2020 UAE 2019

This sudden jump in perceived transparency around 
remuneration may well be connected to recent legislative 
updates. The Decree of Federal Law No. 06 for 2020, issued 
by H.H. Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, specified equal 
wages for women and men in the private sector, stating, 
"Female employees shall receive wages equal to that of 
males if they perform the same work, or another of equal 
value.” Implementation of equal wages for women and 
men in the private sector came into force on 25 September 
2020.24 This builds on Federal Law No. 06, issued on 25 
August 2020.

Not only are we seeing year-on-year progress in the UAE, but 
findings also imply that local organizations are ahead of their 
global counterparts in terms of transparency regarding  
equal pay. 

Succession arrangements also play a vital role in improving 
gender diversity. Less than half (44%, 53% globally) believe 
their successor will also be female. Unfortunately, this may 
indicate a decline in the number of women in  
leadership roles.

Respondents agree

46% 61% 26%
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Multiple choice

Source: KPMG 2020 UAE Female Leaders Outlook, KPMG 2020 Global Female Leaders Outlook

What are your personal strengths, as a leader, that will 
help you overcome the Covid-19 crisis?

Global 2020 UAE 2020

44%

43%

43%

39%

30%

High flexibility/agility

Strategic thinker—
visionary and innovative

Team player

Resilience

Explaining well and 
being emphatic

61%

39%

33%

33%

33%

Strategic thinker—
visionary and innovative

Good business acumen

High flexibility/agility

Resilience

Explaining well and 
being emphatic

In addition to personal strengths, motivation is an equally 
important success factor. In line with the national focus on 
ESG, three-quarters (73%) of female leaders in the UAE 
ranked ‘making a positive impact on the world’ as one of 
the top three factors motivating them, compared with 57% 
globally. This was followed closely by ‘enabling long-term 
business success.’

“My passion lies at the intersection of entrepreneurship, 
education and employment—the “three Es. This is where 
I always felt I could make the most impact—especially for 
the next generation,” states Najla Ahmed Al Midfa, CEO, 
Sharjah Entrepreneurship Center. “I believe it is our 
responsibility, as leaders, to serve as role models and to 
create opportunities that enable the youth to elevate their 
ambitions and fulfill their potential. That’s why my North Star 
has always been cultivating an environment where future 
generations can truly thrive.”

It is our responsibility, as leaders, to 
serve as role models and to create 
opportunities that enable the youth 
to elevate their ambitions and fulfill 
their potential.
  Najla Ahmed Al Midfa, CEO, Sharjah  
  Entrepreneurship Center
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Multiple choice

Source: KPMG 2020 UAE Female Leaders Outlook, KPMG 2020 Global 
Female Leaders Outlook

What personally motivates you the most?

Career perspectives
Is the Covid-19 crisis particularly burdensome for women? 
The pandemic has affected private and professional realms 
alike. As a result, many are taking on the double burden 
of managing both their employer’s and family’s needs. For 
numerous women with children, this has been compounded 
by the closure of schools and nurseries during lockdowns,25 
implemented on 22 March 2020, by the Ministry of 
Education. 26 Approaches to reopening have varied, as 
parents and educational professionals navigate face-to-face, 
virtual and hybrid options.27 

Despite these developments, four out of ten female leaders 
in the UAE (44%) do not believe Covid-19 will have an 
impact on their career, while a third (33%) are still uncertain. 
This is in line with global findings.

Family structures 
Family structures and role models are both thought to have 
a strong impact on female career development.

Eight out of ten (78%) local female leaders in the survey 
were mothers, and nine out of ten (93%) of those with 
children have taken maternity leave. Yet, virtually all 
respondents (98%) carried out maternity leave duties alone, 
as their partners did not take paternity leave. While local 
findings are aligned with global results this year, we may 
see a shift in the future. As of August 2020, paid paternity 
leave is mandatory in the private sector. 28

Notably, seven out of ten local female leaders (72%, 51% 
globally) believe they live in a ‘truly equal family structure,’ 
with an additional fifth (22%) considering themselves to live 
in a ‘moderately equal structure.’

This is in sharp contrast with what today’s female leaders 
experienced themselves as children. For those hailing 
from the UAE, one in five (39%) described their families as 
having a ‘moderately equal structure.’ Only one in four (28%) 
believe their family structure was ‘truly equal.’

Enabling long-term  
business success57%

Global 2020 UAE 2020

Making a positive impact  
on the world57%
Innovating and redefining  
the business43%

Making a positive impact  
on the world72%
Enabling long-term  
business success: 67%
Innovating and redefining  
the business: 39%
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