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We welcome you to our first Middle 
East Chief Human Resources 
Officer (CHRO) Survey conducted 
in the region. 

This report captures the findings  
of a survey we conducted with the 
CHROs of some of the largest 
companies in the Middle East, 
during the fall of 2015 and early 
2016.

With a total of 248 participants 
involved in the survey (see below 

Introduction

breakdown), we were able to 
understand directly from CHROs 
the challenges they face, including:

1. Supporting strategy 
2. Talent management; and  
3. Nurturing leadership 

Productivity performance, and 
how best to encourage innovation 
were also common themes that 
have come through in our survey 
results. 

In the pages that follow, we explore 
our findings in more detail and 
provide you, as a Middle East HR 
professional, with suggestions and 
recommendations to combat 
challenges.

David Suarez 
People & Organisation Leader 
Middle East

Number of respondents  

المقدمة

يسرنا أن نرحب بكم في هذه الدراسة 
االستطالعية الخاصة بمدراء الموارد البشرية في 
الشرق األوسط والتي قمنا بإجرائها في المنطقة 

ألول مرة.

يشتمل هذا التقرير على نتائج المسح الذي 
أجري مع مدراء الموارد البشرية لدى بعض 

أضخم الشركات العاملة في الشرق األوسط خالل 
الفترة الممتدة بين خريف عام 2015 وبداية عام 

2016. وقد شارك 248 مدير موارد بشرية في 
المسح )أنظر التفاصيل أدناه(،

 تمّكنا من خاللهم من إدراك التحديات التي 
تواجههم، والتي تشمل ما يلي:

دعم االستراتيجية  .1

إدارة المواهب  .2

تطوير القيادات  .3

كما  برز أداء اإلنتاجية وأفضل الطرق لتشجيع 
االبتكار من بين المحاور العامة ضمن نتائج 

المسح.

وسوف نبحث الحقاً نتائجنا بمزيد من التفصيل 
ونزودكم باقتراحات وتوصيات لمواجهة 

التحديات، بصفتكم متخصصين في مجال 
الموارد البشرية في الشرق األوسط.

ديفيد سواريز

رئيس قطاع األفراد والمؤسسات، الشرق األوسط

عدد المشاركين
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Industry sector 

Note: Remaining respondents 
classified their industry as ‘other’Travel and Tourism

Entertainment and Media

Utilities

Real Estate

Transport, Logistics and Storage

Information & Communication Technologies

Engineering and Construction

Retail and Consumer Goods

Energy

Mining

Healthcare

Financial Services 32

27

26

24

21

18

17

17

15

13

12

11

القطاعات الممثلة

 مالحظة: صّنف المشاركون اآلخرون القطاعات
 التي يعملون بها في خانة “غير ذلك”.
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HR in the Middle East

The availability of talent and skills has 
long been an area of concern for 
organisations in the Middle East.  
Despite significant efforts, Governments 
have struggled to adapt their countries’ 
education and training systems to 
deliver the skills employers want, and 
the current oil price is also forcing cuts 
in public spending, which could make 
this even more difficult. For HR 
professionals, this translates into a 
difficult balancing act: ensuring the 
organisation has the skills it needs on 
the one hand while meeting workforce 
nationalisation targets on the other.  
The high proportion of expatriates has 
its own implications for HR teams from 
managing the often complex process of 
arranging visas, to helping new arrivals 
with the practical and cultural issues 
which arise as they adjust, to providing 
ongoing support for employees and  
their families.

The region’s shortage of skills arises, in 
part, from the relative youth of the 
population. The total population of 
15-24 year olds for the nine countries 
included in the survey is over 11 million, 
with a youth unemployment rate of 
around 27%1 (translating to 3 million 
unemployed). This is both a challenge 
and an opportunity. It’s a challenge, 
because it’s hard to find senior workers 
and a whole generation of knowledge 
and experience is gradually 
disappearing. This often leads to a drop 
in productivity and a rise in costs, as 
new workers have to be trained to fill 
the gap. But a young population is also 
an opportunity which many Western 
economies don’t have, offering 
organisations a big pool of Millennials 
from which to recruit. Attracting the 
best in this pool is not easy, and keeping 
them is harder still: attitudes to work 
are changing with the majority of 
Millennials expecting to stay in their 
current  job for less than three years. 

Diversity is a challenge which has 
cultural, economic and practical 
dimensions. It is generally agreed that 
the region’s women, in particular, are a 
huge untapped resource, but it is not 
always easy to attract and retain them, 
especially at senior levels. 90% of CEOs 
in the region say their diversity 
strategy helps them attract talent, and 
85% of those who have such a strategy 
say it has enhanced business 
performance2. But having a diversity 
policy is one thing, putting it into 
practice is another, and deriving value 
from it is even more difficult. 

To succeed in the future, innovation 
and creativity will be more important 
than ever before, and companies in the 
Middle East will need people who can 
take full advantage of digital 
technology, and understand the other 
global trends which are changing the 
business landscape and creating new 
risks – and new opportunities. This is 
why we are seeing a growing demand 
for ‘hybrid’ workers in the region – those 
who don’t just understand their own 
sector, but the complexities of new 
digital technology as well.  

There are a number of factors at play in the Middle East that raise 
specific challenges for HR, but also make it a stimulating and varied 
profession within most corporations. Some of these challenges are 
practical, some cultural, and some economic.
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1  World Bank and Index Mundi
2 PwC 19th Annual Global CEO Survey

الموارد البشرية في الشرق األوسط

لطالما كانت مسألة توفر المواهب والمهارات مصدر 
قلق للمؤسسات في الشرق األوسط. وعلى الرغم من 

الجهود الكبيرة التي تبذلها الحكومات، إال أنها واجهت 
صعوبة في مواءمة األنظمة التعليمية والتدريبية في 

بالدها من أجل الوصول إلى المهارات التي يسعى إليها 
أصحاب العمل. كما تفرض أسعار النفط الحالية عليها 

خفض اإلنفاق العام، مما يزيد األمر صعوبة. كما أنه 
يشّكل عائقاً لدى أخصائيي الموارد البشرية في 

تحقيق التوازن بين التأكد من الحصول على المهارات 
التي تحتاجها مؤسساتهم من جهة، وتحقيق أهداف 

توطين القوى العاملة من جهة أخرى. باإلضافة إلى أن 
ارتفاع نسبة العمال األجانب لها آثارها الخاصة على 

موظفي الموارد البشرية، والتي تبدأ من إدارة اإلجراءات 
المعقدة للحصول على التأشيرات، ومساعدة 

الموظفين الجدد في حل المشاكل العملية والثقافية 
التي قد تظهر خالل تأقلمهم مع الوضع الجديد، وصوالً 

إلى تقديم الدعم المستمر ألولئك الموظفين 
وعائالتهم.

ويعود سبب النقص في المهارات الذي تعاني منه 
المنطقة جزئياً إلى صغر سن السكان نسبياً، إذ يبلغ 

عدد المواطنين الذين تتراوح أعمارهم بين 15 و24 
عاماً في الدول التسعة المشمولة في الدراسة أكثر من 
11 مليوناً، وتصل نسبة البطالة بين الشباب إلى حوالي 
27%1 )أي ما يعادل 3 ماليين عاطل عن العمل(. يشكل 

ذلك تحدياً وفرصة في الوقت ذاته، إذ يعتبر تحدياً 
بسبب صعوبة إيجاد عاملين من ذوي خبرة، وألن جيالً 

كامالً ممن يمتلكون المعرفة والخبرة بات يختفي 
تدريجياً. ويؤدي ذلك عادًة إلى انخفاض في اإلنتاجية 
وارتفاع في التكاليف، حيث يجب تدريب العاملين 
الجدد لسد الفجوة الناتجة. ولكن صغر سن السكان 

يعد فرصة ال تتمتع بها العديد من االقتصادات 
الغربية، ألنها توفر للمؤسسات مجموعة كبيرة من 

أبناء جيل األلفية، لتوظيفهم. ولكن استقطاب األفضل 
من هذه المجموعة ال يعد باألمر السهل، كما أن 

الحفاظ عليهم أمر أصعب من ذلك؛ كون توجهات 
ر مع توقع معظم جيل األلفية البقاء  العمل في تغيّ

في أعمالهم الحالية ألقل من ثالث سنوات.

إضافًة إلى ما سبق يشّكل التنوع تحدياً له أبعاد 
ثقافية، واقتصادية، وعملية. ويتفق الجميع عموماً بأن 
نساء المنطقة بشكل خاص مصدر ضخم غير مستغل، 
ولكن يصعب استقطابهن والحفاظ عليهن، خاصًة في 

المستويات اإلدارية العليا. ويقول 90% من المدراء 
التنفيذيين في المنطقة بأن استراتيجية التنوع التي 

تتبعها شركاتهم تساعدها في استقطاب المواهب، 
كما يقول 85% ممن لديهم استراتيجية مماثلة أنها قد 

حسنت من أداء الشركة2. ولكن مجرد وجود سياسة 
تنوع ال يعني سهولة تطبيقها على أرض الواقع، 

وتحقيق الفائدة منها أمر أصعب بكثير.

سيكون االبتكار واإلبداع ضروريين أكثر من أي وقت سبق 
لتحقيق النجاح في المستقبل، وستحتاج الشركات في 

الشرق األوسط ألشخاص قادرين على االستفادة من 
التكنولوجيا الرقمية وفهم التوجهات العالمية األخرى التي 

تغير من السياق العام لألعمال التي ينشأ عنها مخاطر 
جديدة، وفرص جديدة كذلك. ولذلك نشهد في الوقت 
الحالي طلباً متزايداً في المنطقة على العاملين الذين 

يمتلكون المعرفة “المزدوجة”؛ أي الذين يتمتعون بمعرفة 
في تعقيدات التكنولوجيا الرقمية باإلضافة إلى معرفتهم 

في تخصصاتهم القطاعية.

هنالك عدد من العوامل التي تساهم في زيادة بعض التحديات التي تواجه إدارات الموارد البشرية 

في منطقة الشرق األوسط، ولكنها في الوقت ذاته تجعل منها مهنة محفزة ومتنوعة في أغلب 

المؤسسات. وقد ُوجد أن بعض هذه التحديات عملية، بينما بعضها اآلخر ثقافية أو اقتصادية.
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1البنك الدولي ومؤشر موندي

2دراسة “بي دبليو سي” االستطالعية السنوية التاسعة عشر للمدراء التنفيذيين
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To succeed in the 
future, innovation 
and creativity will be 
more important than 
ever before

Companies that prioritise innovation to 
a great extent forecast 10% higher 
12-month revenue growth rates than 
their peers. Also, top CEOs ranked 
innovation as the number one approach 
for growth3. Increasing competitive 
pressures and a need to deliver growth 
mean that CEOs recognise the need to 
bring new products and services to 
market quickly and efficiently.

Furthermore, and despite steady rises in 
oil price in the first half of 2016, oil prices 
are estimated to stay at lower levels than 
the $100+/bbl seen in earlier years. This 
‘lower for longer’ trend is already putting 
additional pressure on oil-dependent 
governments in the region to reduce costs 
and fiscal deficits associated with the 
new economic environment.

Bearing all these factors in mind, we 
believe there are three key challenges 
for HR functions going forward:

1. Ensuring HR policies and practices 
are aligned with corporate strategy, 
and that there is a clear link to 
demonstrate the contribution of 
HR to the business

2. Becoming innovative in sourcing 
and nurturing talent, and 
increasing talent productivity 
amidst a suboptimal socioeconomic 
climate with strict cost parameters 

3. Becoming more flexible in creating 
and promoting a pool of local 
leaders for the future

These challenges need to be overcome in 
an efficient manner that reflects the 
reduced liquidity in the region. In an 
environment like this, successful 
organisations would ‘hold their nerve’, 
avoiding predictable and hasty reactions 
that lead to the cutting of people 
initiatives in times of reduced spending. 
Focused, practical interventions 
addressing, for instance, pockets of poor 
productivity, accelerated identification 
and development of high potentials, and 
sustained recruitment focus with shorter 
cycle times in critical areas of pivotal 
talent are but a few examples of what 
companies can do to keep increasing their 
return on Human Capital investment, 
even in the face of a softer market.
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سيكون االبتكار واإلبداع 

ضروريين أكثر من أي وقت 

سبق لتحقيق النجاح في 

المستقبل

ترتفع توقعات الشركات، التي تضع االبتكار في أعلى 
أولوياتها، لمعدالت نمو العائدات في اثني عشر شهراً 

بنسبة 10%  أعلى من نظيراتها. كما صّنف أفضل المدراء 
التنفيذيون االبتكار على أنه النهج األول واألهم لتحقيق 

النمو3 . وتعني زيادة الضغوط التنافسية والحاجة إلى 
تحقيق النمو أن المدراء التنفيذيين يدركون ضرورة تقديم 

منتجات وخدمات جديدة إلى السوق بسرعة وكفاءة.

إضافة إلى ذلك، وعلى الرغم من االرتفاع المنتظم في 
أسعار النفط خالل النصف األول من عام 2016، فإنه من 

المتوقع أن تبقى أسعار النفط بمستويات أقل من سعر 
100+ دوالر أمريكي/ برميل الذي شهدته األعوام السابقة. 

ويزيد هذا التوجه “للسعر األقل لمدة أطول” من الضغط 
على الحكومات المعتمدة على النفط في المنطقة 

لخفض اإلنفاق والعجز المالي المرتبط بالبيئة االقتصادية 
الجديدة.

وفي ضوء وجود كافة هذه العوامل، نعتقد أن ثمة ثالثة 
تحديات رئيسية تواجه إدارات الموارد البشرية في 

المستقبل، وهي كاآلتي:

ضمان مواءمة سياسات الموارد البشرية وممارساتها   .1 
         مع استراتيجية المؤسسة، ووجود ارتباط واضح يبين 

        مقدار مساهمة الموارد البشرية في الشركة

االبتكار في البحث عن المواهب وتطويرها، ورفع   .2 
         إنتاجية تلك المواهب وسط بيئة اجتماعية اقتصادية 

        غير مثالية وضمن معايير صارمة للتكلفة

المرونة في إيجاد مجموعة من القادة المحليين      .3 
       للمستقبل وتعزيز وجودها 

يجب تخطي هذه التحديات بكفاءة تعكس انخفاض 
السيولة النقدية في المنطقة. ففي بيئة مماثلة، تحافظ 
المؤسسات الناجحة “على رباطة جأشها”، بتفادي ردود 

الفعل المتوقعة والمتسرعة التي تؤدي إلى تقليل مبادرات 
األفراد في أوقات اإلنفاق المنخفض. وتمثل التدخالت 

المركزة والعملية التي تعالج، على سبيل المثال، مسببات 
اإلنتاجية المنخفضة، وتسريع التعرف على ذوي القدرات 

العالية، والعمل على تطويرهم، والمحافظة على تركيز 
عملية التوظيف بدورات زمنية أقصر في المجاالت الحيوية 
التي تشغلها المواهب األساسية، أمثلة قليلة على ما يمكن 

للشركات أن تقوم به لالستمرار في زيادة عوائد استثمارها 
في رأس المال البشري، حتى في حال ضعف السوق.

Middle East CHRO Survey| PwC | 9
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This high number suggests there is a 
worrying disconnect between HR 
strategy and business strategy. When we 
explored this with our respondents in 
more detail, most said that their line 
managers perceive the HR function as 
an administrative or support function 
with limited understanding of the 
business, and therefore unable to 
contribute at a strategic level. Likewise, 
the people typically employed in the 
function are not seen as having the 
necessary skills, seniority or insight to 
participate in strategy. The result, in 
many cases, is that line managers take 
on the management of human capital, 
while the HR function deals only with 
day-to-day issues such as payroll, 
administration, and employee relations. 
Even those HR departments that want to 
take a wider role don’t feel they have the 
scope to do so or the necessary 
involvement in decision-making. The 
fact that HR typically reports to another 
executive, and not directly to the CEO 
reduces both the visibility of the HR 

function, as well as the ability to play a 
truly strategic role.

There is no question that the people 
agenda is relevant to the CEO. As shown 
in PwC’s Annual Global CEO Survey, 
‘people’ always scores as one of the top 
three or four topics on CEO’s minds year 
after year. The issue, seems to be, is not 
that people issues don’t matter. Rather, 
that HR in the Middle East is still largely 
perceived as an administrator. It has not 
yet managed to break the barriers and 
deliver on what we would call the 
‘strategic people agenda’ of the 
company, connecting far more to the 
business and its needs, and enabling the 
CEO to think big-picture when it comes 
to people issues (e.g. through rigorous 
succession planning, objective 
performance management and 
employee appraisal process, becoming a 
catalyst in driving strategic change, etc.) 
To move up the CEO’s agenda, HR needs 
to become more strategic, and should 
seek to:

• Be smarter in the ways it predicts the 
benefits of talent investment and link 
it to top and bottom line metrics

• Make changes to its talent strategy 
to drive alignment between the social 
values of their organisation and the 
talent they wish to attract

• Be agile and innovative in helping 
the CEO find a way to get the most 
out of their people by nurturing 
adaptability, reskilling when they 
need to, finding untapped sources of 
talent and encouraging innovation

• Focus on developing soft skills and 
strong leadership which is vital in a 
volatile, fast-changing environment 
to create a new generation of leaders 
who will have a sense of purpose, and 
who will drive behaviours throughout 
the organisation

Only then, will it be able to make a case 
to report directly to the CEO.
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The Middle East faces the same global 
challenges as every other region: the 
accelerating pace of technological 
advances, demographic and social 
change, shifts in economic power, 
climate change, and urbanisation. In 
this fast-moving environment, having 
the right people is absolutely key to 
maintaining competitive advantage, and 
HR has a crucial role to play in making 
sure the business can find, keep and 
develop those people. Across the world, 
HR is moving from an administrative 
support role to a far more strategic one. 
Its recruitment, retention and 
development activities have to be 

exactly aligned with the overall 
corporate strategy, to ensure the 
business has the people it needs, both 
now and into the future. But is this the 
case in the Middle East?

Our survey revealed that 77% of 
respondents said their Board was 
committed or strongly committed to 
their HR strategy, but this positive 
headline figure is belied by the 
respondents who doubt whether a 
strategy is aligned to broader corporate 
objectives. 30% of respondents – in 
effect – do not believe their HR strategy 
is aligned with their corporate goals.

1� Supporting strategy

“There is a frequent 
disconnect between HR 
strategy and the 
business strategy� This 
is primarily attributed 
to the two operating in 
silos, resulting in HR 
not having a clear 
understanding of the 
business or its 
requirements�” 

To what extent would you agree or disagree that your 
organisation’s strategy for HR is aligned to the overall 
business strategy of the firm?

How would you describe the commitment of your 
management board to your HR Strategy?

Note: Numbers do not add 
to 100% due to rounding

Strongly agree

Agree

Strongly disagree

Neither

Disagree

Very committed

Committed

Not committed at all 

Neither/nor

Not very committed

54%

29%

1%

15%

65%

17%

12%
4%

Respondent to Middle East CHRO 
Survey
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Attracting 
Millennials
As we discussed earlier, the global 
megatrend which is having the most 
immediate impact on HR is demographic 
change. ‘Millennials’* are making up an 
ever-growing proportion of the 
workforce, and will account for 50% of  
it by 20205. 

This generation wants different things 
from their work life than their parents 
did. Cash is an important factor, but the 
chance to achieve, and a sense of 
connection and purpose rank perhaps 
even higher: these young people see 
their careers as portfolios of experiences 
rather than a ladder to be climbed, and 
even those who have the intellect and 
skills to be senior leaders may not be 
willing to compromise their lifestyle, or 
invest the time needed to follow a 
traditional path to the top. They don’t 
believe that productivity should be 
measured by the number of hours spent 
at their desk, but by what they achieve. 
They see work as a ‘thing’ and not a 
‘place’, and will be most productive and 
innovative when they are trusted to do 
their best, whether they’re working at 
home or the office. 

In other words, they want a flexible and 
positive work/life balance and an 
employer whose values reflect their 
own; they want the opportunity to 
contribute new ideas, and be well 
rewarded for doing so. Millennials, in 
fact, are a classic example of the type of 
‘entrepreneur’ who can be a valuable 
source of new ideas inside a 
corporation, as long as they’re given the 
space and support they need to be 
‘creative disrupters’. Organisations in 
the region can struggle to find effective 
ways of incorporating these employees 
into working cultures which are often 
much more conventional than in 
Western economies.

Looked at overall, the Millennial 
generation should be one of the Middle 
East’s great competitive advantages: 
over 50% of the population in the Arab 
world is under 25. However, the 
unemployment rate among these young 
people is one of the highest in the world, 
at over 27% throughout the MENA 
region. Amidst the economic and 
political turmoil sweeping through the 
region, decreased public spending and 
increased projections for population 
growth rates, a significant number of 
jobs will need to be created over the next 

few years merely to maintain current 
levels of youth employment rates. 
Nations will face considerable 
challenges in doing so, especially given 
the mismatch between the sort of jobs 
that are likely to emerge, and the 
educational qualifications of the 
majority of the region’s young people.

There is an additional factor at play in 
the Middle East, compared to other 
parts of the world, and that’s to ensure 
that organisations attract and retain 
female Millennials, as well as young 
men. There are particular challenges 
here – work/life balance is probably the 
most obvious, but young women are 
often more concerned to take a job that 
has a purpose they can identify with an 
employer that has a reputation for 
responsibility and equality.

As the graph shows, 10% of our survey 
respondents are convinced their HR 
strategy is addressing the needs of 
Millennials, and a further 67% believe it 
does ‘to some extent’. This looks 
encouraging, on the surface, but further 
examination proves less so. 

Thinking about your organisation’s overall strategy, to what extent does it 
address the workplace and expectations of a younger workforce including 
generation Y/Z?

Note: Figures do not add to 
100% due to rounding

To a great extent

To some extent

To no extent

Neither

To little extent 

67%

10%

21%

1%

 *A Millennials is defined as someone born    
   between1980 - 1995 

5 Millennials at work: Reshaping the workplace, PwC, 2011 

Performance 
management
Another way that HR can assume a  
more strategic role is in the area of 
performance management. Individual 
objectives need to be aligned with the 
overall strategy, and their performance 
assessed and rewarded against KPIs 
which are clearly relevant to corporate 
goals. International companies are also 
increasingly taking into account the  
how as well as the what: not just what 
an employee achieved in any given year 
but how they did so, in order to reinforce 
the company’s values and the behaviour 
it expects.

Our survey respondents reported a wide 
range of different approaches to 
performance management, from a 
balanced scorecard (27%), to objective 
based (18%), to competency based 
(12%). 42% of respondents use some 
combination of objectives and 
competencies.  
We also report that 78% give their 
employees annual appraisals, which is a 
high number but raises questions about 
what the remaining 22% are doing. 
Futhermore, 67% of respondents noted 
they offer merit-based bonuses, and 37% 
staff awards. More worryingly, only 42% 
offer individual career development 
plans, and only 28% run high-potential 
programmes. 

Making the most of 
your human resource: 
Improving productivity
In the Middle East region, the vast 
majority of HR heads (79%) rate their 
organisation’s staff as being productive 
or very productive. Our survey also 
revealed that 63% believe their 
organisation has systems and 
processes in place to measure 
employee productivity, and 63% have 
implemented initiatives to improve 
this, with 79% claiming they have 
been successful. However, only 45% 
have applied individual productivity 
targets to specific job roles. These 
responses suggest inconsistency, given 
that other studies report that some 
measures of productivity have fallen 
recently. Our respondents also indicate 
that individual employee productivity 
does not seem to be a high priority for 
CHROs in the region.

Both of these figures are significantly 
lower than you would typically find in 
North American or European 
corporations, certainly at more senior 
levels. Likewise, mechanisms which are 
now fairly standard in multinationals, 
such as 360o feedback and mid-year 
appraisals, scored so low in the Middle 
East that they only registered in the 1% 
marked ‘Other’. The other factor that 
requires consideration, is the desire of 
organisations to follow through and 
conduct real consequence management 
both for high and low performers. Given 
the current external pressures 
organisations face, holding people 
accountable is more important than ever.

Performance management is only one of 
a number of areas where HR functions 
in the region could benefit from greater 
use of workforce analytics. These 
methods and tools help companies and 
CHROs make better decisions about 
their workforce, from strategy and 
policy, to the development of metrics 
that are effective measures of 
employees’ contributions to overall 
business performance. 

42% 
of respondents use some 
combination of objectives 
and competencies

78% 
give their employees  
annual appraisals

For example, if a certain branch was 
performing below the regional average, 
data analytics could be used to explain 
and identify factors hindering the 
branch’s performance (such as lack of 
variation in the age demographic for 
instance). Identifying such factors will 
then allow for the development of 
management tactics and detailed plans 
to overcome such factors and improve 
overall employee performance and 
financial metrics. And yet while 80% of 
the region’s CEOs see data analytics as 
strategically important to their business, 
only 46% are using it to give them 
insights into the best use of their 
people’s skills4.

12 | Middle East CHRO Survey| PwC

4 PwC 19th Annual Global CEO Survey
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Employee 
engagement
Most Middle Eastern companies are 
running regular employee surveys - 
our survey shows that 90% of firms 
run some form of survey at least once 
per year. Respondents are also 
supplementing that information with 
activities such as exit interviews 
(70%). But there is a difference 
between collecting information, and 
turning that into actionable insight.

Which of the following methods does your organisation use to collect 
employee feedback?

How often does your organisation undertake an employee engagement/
employee opinion/satisfaction survey?

“We do not have any specific initiatives 
targeting Millennials� Our values are 
however aligned with Millennials’ 
aspirations and the majority of our 
employees are young�”

“Millennials should adapt to the 
workplace and not be treated differently�”

“While we understand the value of attracting 
Millennials, we often see that the culture and 
nature of government work brings them 
down instead of developing them – a 
challenge that must be overcome�”

The top three initiatives that companies 
have in place to meet the needs of this 
group are training and development 
(49%), cash bonuses (32%), and pension 
schemes (21%). There is value in all of 
these things, of course, but there are 
also some obvious gaps. There is no 
mention of mentorship, for example, 
which can be a big draw for Millennials. 
Another item missing from the list is the 
sort of engagement work that will really 
inspire and motivate younger 
employees. Some respondents did cite 
this sort of initiative, but we believe 
there needs to be a much greater focus 
in areas like new ways of working, 
work/life balance, corporate 
responsibility, and values and culture. 

72% of survey respondents stated that 
they do not currently have any 
programmes or methods in place to 
identify high potential talent.  This 
creates the risk of unfulfilled talent 
becoming dissatisfied with the 
opportunities the organisation is 
offering to them, resulting in them 
seeking other opportunities.

Many organisations we spoke to said 
they understand the importance of 
corporate values in attracting 
Millennials, but few are making any 
changes in this area.

We believe companies and organisations 
in the region need to do more to develop 
the skill sets of future employees. They 
can do this by: 

• Establishing training programmes 
and internships to widen their 
horizons

• Introducing flexible working 
hours, and 

• Finding ways to encourage an 
entrepreneurial culture where  
new ideas and high performance are 
rewarded.

Respondents to Middle East CHRO 
Survey



16 | Middle East CHRO Survey| PwC Middle East CHRO Survey| PwC | 17

Managing change
Companies now face an increasing pace 
of economic, social and political change 
in the outside world, and they have to 
respond by changing more quickly 
inside the business – in other words, by 
implementing both structural and 
operational change. Adapting to new 
technologies – from Digital to Big Data 
to the Internet of Things – is the most 
obvious and pressing example.

And yet the management of such change 
remains a serious challenge, even for the 
nimblest companies, and even more so 
for large organisations. We report that 
81% of respondents implemented some 
sort of change initiative in the last two 
years, but 75% admitted that they had 
only been ‘somewhat successful’ in 
managing these programmes in the 
past, and only 8% believe they were  
very successful. Most of the changes in 
question related to their operating 
model (65%), new technology (59%), 
innovation (58%), or some combination 
of them.

Of the most recent change initiatives implemented in your organisation, which 
of the following did the change initiative relate to?

In your opinion how successful or unsuccessful has your organisation been at 
driving change initiatives in the past?

From our survey results, the majority of 
companies are using the data from 
employee feedback to identify areas for 
improvement (75%) and to determine 
training needs (71%), both of which are 
important uses for such information. It’s 
more of a concern, however, that only 
44% are sharing this information with 
management, which rather suggests that 
it is being used at a tactical level, rather 
than informing strategic decision-
making. That’s the real value of these 
– complex and often costly – 
engagement exercises.

This is another area where data 
analytics can help – not just in 
digesting and assessing large amounts 
of data, but in spotting emerging 
trends. For example, companies may 
incur recruiting costs and productivity 
losses when top performers leave, yet 
few have a solid understanding of what 
truly drives stay-or-leave decisions. By 
applying data analytics, companies can 
gain insight on specific reasons why 
employees may leave, an example of 
this may be employees in a certain 
division valuing shift stability over 
annual bonuses. Predictive analysis 
allows companies today to not only 
carry out that analysis post-facto, but to 
predict with fair degrees of accuracy 
which are the employees with a higher 
attrition risk. Such findings enable 
employers to reduce undesired attrition 
and proactively address those at-risk 
employees by tailoring targeted 
interventions or creating specific 
policies (e.g. spot or stay-on bonuses, 
changes in role, changes to work 
location). The ultimate outcome is cost 
savings as well as gains in productivity 
by reducing unexpected attrition of top 
performers.

How does your organisation use the data collected from employee feedback?
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Fostering 
innovation
The responses on innovation tell a 
similar story to those on change 
management. Innovation is no longer an 
option for corporations: increasingly, it’s 
a case of innovate or die. The Middle 
East has not been seen as a particularly 
innovative region in the past: its 
economy has been largely built either on 
oil and gas, or trading rather than 
manufacturing, so companies in the 

region have tended to buy in others’ 
ideas, rather than invest in Research and 
Development (R&D) themselves. But 
this is changing, and Middle Eastern 
companies will have to develop new 
skills and capabilities to innovate 
successfully. In many cases this will 
mean being innovative within the 
company – for example, developing new 
ways of working that take innovation out 
of an R&D silo and harness the creativity 
of all employees, and creating a culture 
where experimentation (and occasional 
failure) is not just tolerated but valued. 

With 78% of our CHRO respondents 
reporting that their organisation had 
implemented an innovation initiative in 
the past two years, 70% of said this had 
only been ‘somewhat successful’. The 
following results may hold some clues to 
this: only 8% of firms are actively 
making use of the talents and energy of 
their entire workforce, and only 10% of 
CHROs ‘strongly agree’ that their leaders 
are equipped to lead innovative 
solutions.

To what extent are employees involved in helping to drive 
innovation within your organisation?

To what extent do you agree or disagree that leaders at 
your organisation are equipped to drive innovation?

19 | Chief Human Resources Officer Survey | PwC

To a great extent

To some extent

To no extent

Neither

To little extent 

Strongly agree

Agree

Strongly disagree

Neither

Disagree

1%

8%11%

23%

57%

10%

25%

57%

6% 2%

So what are the barriers to effective 
change? As the chart below shows, the 
issue most often cited is conflicting 
priorities (54%), followed by similar 
scores for a lack of rigorous change 
methodology (33%) and ‘change 
fatigue’ among employees (34%). 
Though as many as 77% of CHROs did 
not see change fatigue as a problem. 
The answer may, perhaps, have been 
different had we asked a sample of 
employees, and there may be a clue to 
this in the fact that 54% of CHROs 
believe their employees fully 
understand their change priorities, 
which leaves a very significant minority 
who don’t. There are other interesting 
issues in the chart below –75% of 
respondents may have admitted that 
they had only been ‘somewhat’ 
successful in implementing change, but 
they clearly do not believe this is down 
to the lack of an aligned leadership 
vision or support from leadership.

The role of leadership in making change 
happen is critical, but often overlooked 
after responsibility for the change effort 
is delegated. Managing up can be 
uncomfortable for project leaders, who 
are typically in more junior roles. They 
are likely to excuse passive resistance, 
accommodate the neglect of busy 
executives, or simply underestimate the 
role of senior leaders beyond 
sponsorship of the change effort. And 
yet, our research shows that executive 
leadership is a fundamental lever known 
to drive successful implementation and 
sustainability of change over time. This 
may seem counterintuitive in an era of 
flattened hierarchies, matrixed 
organisations, and empowered 
employees, but the message is clear that 
leadership, and more importantly, the 
softer skills of leadership, are needed to 
communicate and disseminate change 
through continuous engagement with 
the employee base. 

While the involvement of leadership is 
critical, their ability to adequately 
manage change and generate buy-in 
from employees is just as crucial. From a 
HR perspective, organisations should be 
considering how to develop leaders who 
can lead change, in addition to leading 
the organisation. This will be a 
fundamental step to embedding the 
change management capability within 
the organisation’s DNA.

To what extent do each of the following represent a challenge to delivering successful change at your organisation?
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“The market is very competitive in the GCC 
and good talent is in demand� A lot of 
foreign companies are coming and our 
national employees are in high demand� 
They are being offered higher compensation, 
resulting in high turnover rates�”

“We have consistent evaluation 
programme where we measure the 
potential of each executive and 
management employee�”

“We have an evaluation test once in a 
month where the capabilities of the 
individual are judged by the top 
management, and after that proper 
training is provided to a selected 
candidate�”

example of the disconnect between the 
work HR is doing, and the contribution 
of the HR function to the organisation’s 
overall goals. 

Talent management in most 
organisations is an amalgam of the 
many and diverse HR functions, all 
designed and managed separately. This 
is no longer good enough. It’s time for a 
paradigm change in the way HR is 
organised and managed, built around 
clear strategic intent. HR disciplines, 
from recruitment to leadership, must 
function as an ecosystem, inextricably 
linked and guided by a clear 
overarching people strategy that’s 
aligned to the wider business strategy 
and designed with the customer and the 
purpose of the organisation in mind. 
Only then will organisations be fit 
enough to sense coming changes and 
adapt at speed.

To what extent would you agree or disagree that 
retaining talent is a challenge for your  
organisation?

To what extent do you agree or disagree that your 
existing workforce will be capable of meeting your 
organisation’s strategic goals over the next five years?

Strongly agree

Agree

Strongly disagree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly agree

Agree

Strongly disagree

Neither

Disagree

16%

25%

52%

6%

37%

45%

9%6%

1%

Respondents to Middle East CHRO 
Survey

Note: Numbers do not add 
to 100% due to rounding

There is no question that managing 
change, and fostering innovation are 
both very difficult. Companies in the 
region can make more progress in this 
area by:

• Being clear about where their 
priorities are, so effort and 
resources can be dedicated to the 
most important change

• Using tools like digital media to 
capture insights and emerging 
trends

• Incentivising employees to help 
implement change – rather than 
block it

• Communicating more effectively to 
the workforce to help them 
understand why the change is being 
made, how it affects them, and what 
the advantages will be.

“There is a difficultly in institutionalising 
innovation�”

“Innovation initiatives have been 
difficult to implement due to the 
difficulty of getting buy-in�”

In today’s fast-paced environment, with 
huge technological change, the growth 
of big data and social media, and global 
as well as regional shifts in 
demographics and economic power, 
businesses need to constantly innovate 
and re-create themselves, not just to 
thrive, but to survive. Skilled and 
talented people are at the heart of that.

It is no surprise, then, that the 
availability of key skills is the top issue 
CEOs are concerned about in PwC’s 
2016 Annual Global CEO Survey, with 
30% of respondents ‘extremely 
concerned’ about this issue. 
Unsurprisingly, this number is even 
higher in the Middle East, at 42%. 
Across the world, 75% of CEOs say that 
a skilled, educated and adaptable 
workforce should be a priority for 
business, but only 30% are making 

changes to the way they ensure their 
people are adaptable and have the right 
skills. And although 51% of CEOs are 
enthusiastically embracing technology 
as a way to engage more effectively with 
customers, only 4% are planning to 
make more use of workforce analytics to 
help improve employee productivity.

Organisations in the Middle East can 
struggle both to find and retain talent. 
The region’s governments are trying 
hard to address the skills gap, investing 
in education from university to school 
level, universities and developing 
training institutions focused on the 
specific skills the region needs, 
especially in technology. Qatar, for 
example, has established a whole range 
of new colleges at Education City as well 
as a science and technology park.

2� Nurturing talent

In our CHRO Survey, 70% of 
respondents told us that retaining talent 
is a challenge, and in response, most 
have initiatives in place to develop and 
retain talented people, including 
performance management systems (over 
95%) and leadership development 
programmes (84%), as well as formal or 
informal succession plans and a variety 
of training and development plans.

When asked whether they believe their 
existing workforce is capable of meeting 
the organisation’s strategic goals over 
the next five years, the majority of 
CHROs were not able to measure 
whether or not they had the right 
workforce capabilities for that time 
frame. This in itself is of great concern, 
and a similar finding was made in our 
recent CEO survey. This is another 

Respondents to Middle East CHRO 
Survey
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In PwC’s 2016 Annual Global CEO 
Survey, respondents were asked about 
the areas they are focusing on to attract, 
retain and engage the people they need 
to remain relevant and competitive. 
Both Middle Eastern and Global CEOs 
put the issue of ‘pipeline of leaders for 
tomorrow’ at 51% and 49% respectively.
The second and third priorities for CEOs 
in the region are effective performance 

management (49%, versus 38% 
globally), and workplace culture and 
behaviour (45%, versus 41%). 

Turning to the CHRO Survey, 84% of our 
respondents have a leadership 
programme in place, involving a range 
of activities as shown below:

3� Promoting leadership

Which of the following initiatives are included as part of your leadership development programme?

It’s also interesting to see how 
companies in the region go about 
identifying talent. The top three 
competencies they focus on are 
innovation, creativity, and teamwork 
(in equal first place), followed by 
leadership and decision-making, and 
delivery of results.  
Technical knowledge came low on the 
list. Several respondents said they have 
no structured process for identifying 
talent, which will make it harder to do 
it, and even harder to do it consistently.

Having an employee performance 
management system, a succession plan, 
or even a talent management 
programme is not enough to guarantee 
success. These initiatives have to be fit 
for purpose, strategically aligned with 
the organisation’s goals, and reflect the 
real needs and gaps in the company’s 
existing skills and capabilities. They 
also have to be implemented 
professionally, and supported by data 
analytics, to monitor results and 
measure success. 

The region’s HR functions also need to 
ensure there is the right focus on – and 
investment in – learning and 
development, to make the most of the 
employees they already have. In the 
UAE, for example, organisations have 
made use of internships, and training 
and development programmes to bridge 
the skills gap, and have tailored their 
compensation schemes and offered 
flexible working to attract and retain 
top talent. An understanding of the 
motivational power of these ‘softer’ 
issues is only now emerging in the 
region.

The nationalisation agenda in the GCC

The historically high proportion of 
expatriate workers in the GCC is the 
consequence of a lack of appropriately 
skilled people in the national 
population. There are now a number 
of different ‘nationalisation’ 
programmes, which are designed to 
ensure maximum employment in 
skilled jobs for local people, which 
mean that talented local people are in 
very high demand. And the 
nationalisation agenda can vary 
considerably between one country to 
another. For example, Kuwait and 
Bahrain have high levels of local 
employment, and there are initiatives 
to encourage the employment of 
nationals in key strategic and senior 
positions. By contrast, the UAE and 
Qatar have a small national 
population and a high dependence on 
foreign workers, and Saudi Arabia and 
Oman have quotas for the 
employment of nationals. 

The nationalisation agenda adds a 
different dimension to the HR role in 
the Middle East which is not usually 
present elsewhere in the world: not 
just managing the recruitment process 
to ensure the business has the talent it 
needs, but complying with the region’s 
different nationalisation 
requirements, which are continually 
changing as governments fine-tune 
their visa regimes. Our survey 
respondents told us that finding the 
right levels of skills and experience is 
the number one challenge when they 
are trying to recruit suitable national 
candidates, and there is also a 
shortage of suitable expatriate 
candidates.  

Many nationals are dissatisfied with 
the type of jobs their skills qualify 
them for, but lack the skills they need 
to aim higher. 

Issues like these add to the region’s 
other HR challenges, some of which 
we have already discussed: the 
generally low levels of skills, the need 
to motivate and develop the region’s 
young people, the relatively low 
proportion of the national population 
working in the private sector, and the 
need to make the public sector a more 
attractive career proposition. 

When we discussed the 
nationalisation agenda with our 
survey respondents, we found 
interesting variations across the GCC. 
Those in Kuwait, Oman and Qatar 
tend to focus on pay and benefits as 
their preferred way to attract talent, 
followed by flexible working hours. 
Those in the UAE and Saudi Arabia 
opt more for training and 
development programmes, supported 
by compensation and benefits 
packages. These programmes need to 
be linked to clear career paths, and 
the development of technical and 
behavioural competencies; training 
alone is not enough. We recommend 
that such programmes are based on 
the 70/20/10 rule: in other words, 
70% learning on the job, 20% learning 
from others, and 10% learning 
through formal training. Training 
should not be measured solely in 
terms of the number of hours of 
classroom learning.
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“While there is a Leadership Development 
Programme in place, it is carried out on an 
ad hoc basis with no follow up or results 
analysis�”

“We are promoting a coaching 
culture�”

Across the region, companies use tools 
like psychometrics, coaching and 
mentoring, external training and project 
or work-based experience as part of 
their leadership development toolkit. 
However, it’s interesting to note that 
more direct tools and assessments are 
much less common in the region than 
they would typically be in Europe or 
North America – for example, only 50% 
use 360° feedback, 13 % use 
professional leadership assessment 
centres, and 2% ability tests and role 
plays. This could reflect the fact that the 
culture of providing and accepting 
feedback in the region is not yet mature.

Companies in the region need to develop 
an approach to leadership development 
that covers the whole of the 
organisation, and not just the 
management levels. The need to identify 
talent in a more systematic way, and 
map it across the whole business, using 
this insight to develop succession plans 
based on skills, not length of service. 
The talent map also needs to take 
account of immediate skills needs and 
gaps, another effective way to develop 
talent is to incentivise expatriate 
employees to develop the people in their 
teams, ideally as part of their bonus.

“The timing of communication is the 
biggest challenge� Knowing when to 
say what�”

Respondents to Middle East CHRO 
Survey
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CEOs across the world understand that 
future leaders will need to have 
different and additional skills from 
those required today. To operate in a 
complex and changing world, future 
CEOs need to be able to manage 
multiple stakeholders, understand 
different cultures, and be comfortable 
with technology and data analytics. This 
explains why 42% of CEOs are changing 
the way they look at their leadership 
pipeline6. Having the right leadership is 
crucial – at all levels of the organisation 
– but anecdotal evidence suggest that 
companies in the Middle East find this 
more challenging than those in other 

One key factor in ensuring medium term 
success is to manage the process of 
succession. 82% of our survey 
respondents have some form of 
leadership succession plan in place, but 
only 8% of CHROs strongly agree that 
their business is prepared for the 
departure of its leaders. And as the 
graph below shows, a high proportion 
of succession plans are ‘informal’, 
especially for non-managerial positions, 
which can create a gap in the pipeline of 
future leaders.

parts of the world. However, when we 
asked our CHRO survey respondents 
what challenges they face, most of them 
played down the scale of the issue, with 
the overwhelming majority on the left 
hand side of the graph below. Our own 
experience indicates that the problems 
on the ground may be more acute than 
this. For example, the graph suggests 
that most CHROs believe there is 
adequate leadership potential in their 
existing talent pool, but this runs 
contrary to what they also told us about 
the capacity of their current workforce 
to deliver in the medium term (see 
graph below).

To what extent do you agree or disagree that each of the following present a challenge for your organisation developing 
effective leadership?

Please indicate the type of succession plan, if any, your organisation has in place for each of the following employee groups?

Insufficient company leadership programs

Executive employees

Management employees

Non-Management employees

6 PwC 19th Annual Global CEO Survey 
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4� Invest in the future  
by understanding what it means to be  
an ‘employer of choice’ for Millennials 
and ambitious women, and adapting  
your working culture, working policies, 
and learning and development 
programmes to address their needs. 

5� Create a culture 
where innovation 
thrives
This takes courage, and the confidence 
to break down old-fashioned command 
and control structures which hamper 
creative thinking. New incentives, 
initiatives and work environments 
should be put in place to foster and 
reward innovative thinking and the 
trying of new things without risk of 
failure. Certain KPIs could even be put 
in place at a leadership level to drive a 
culture of innovation. 
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How you can make your HR 
function effective and aligned

Our work with companies across the region has allowed us to identify 
five areas where organisations in the Middle East can make their HR 
functions more strategic, more effective, and more closely aligned with 
the corporate goals:

1� Focus on leadership 
and talent - how to identify 
them, foster them, and reward them. 
Demographic change, technological 
disruption, and the changing working 
landscape have enormous implications 
for talent and are constantly altering 
organisations’ skill requirements. What 
will be needed in even the near future is 
almost impossible to predict. This all 
adds up to a major talent recruitment and 
management challenge for organisations. 

Organisations should seek to address this 
by focusing on three areas:

1. Identify talent and leadership 
potential with an alignment to the 
organisation’s values supported by 
data analytics to create a correlating 
hiring strategy 

2. Identifying the current and future 
skills needed in the organisation 
amidst the age of rapid change and 
digital disruption 

3. Becoming flexible and innovative in 
remuneration and compensation 
strategies, recognising variations in 
value preferences.

Underpinning all three components is a 
strong focus on data analytics, and 
gaining detailed insights on employee’s 
abilities, preferences and general 
organisational trends. 

2� Make more use of HR 
analytics at all stages of the HR 
cycle, from recruitment, to profiling 
National staff intakes, to developing 
performance KPIs, to analysing 
engagement surveys. 

Predictive Human Capital data analytics 
can provide valuable insight while 
simultaneously taking the guesswork 
out of decision making. Examples of 
insights include: predictions on which 
people will leave or stay; employee 
preferences for rewards and working 
styles; ROI on training and what 
development activities are most 
impactful; forecasts of future labour 
costs; the level of engagement for 
top-performing employees. 

Such insights can then allow for 
targeted interventions to overcome or 
take advantage of specific areas 
allowing for greater operational 

efficiency.  

3� Tailor your HR 
practices to what your 
business needs
There is no single solution that will fix 
every talent or HR challenge. It’s 
important to focus on what your 
particular mix of employee needs, 
bearing in mind your sector and their 
skills. The structures organisations use 
to harness talent have become as 
important as talent itself. Typically, 
organisations are using a suite of options 
to maximise their access to increasingly 
hard to find talent, from ‘gig economy’ 
workers to full time employees. Getting 
these structures and relationships right 
is a complicated issue and one that 
organisations need to address rapidly. 
Talent management in most 
organisations is an amalgamation of the 
many and diverse HR functions, all 
designed and managed separately. This 
is no longer good enough. It’s time for a 
paradigm change in the way HR is 
organised and managed, built around 
clear strategic intent. HR disciplines, 
from recruitment to leadership, must 
function as an ecosystem, inextricably 
linked and guided by a clear 
overarching people strategy that’s 
aligned to the wider business strategy 
and designed with the customer and the 
purpose of the organisation in mind.
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