Getting the balance right
A blueprint for gender balance in the
Middle East private sector

We are living in a digital age which has made many previous boundaries obsolete and
irrelevant. The promise of ease and convenience of access has created unprecedented levels
of participation in social and economic dialogue. In parallel to the digital advent, governments
have been more and more engaged in driving higher socio-economic participation across
all strata of the society, primarily to transition into a knowledge economy driven by digital
innovation and a strong private sector.
In this new-age era of social participation and economic dialogue, one would expect equal
contribution and engagement across the genders. However, as per the latest statistics,
female labor participation is estimated by the World Bank to be around 29% in 2015 across
the Middle East. It is interesting to understand how and why the region still lags behind the
desired target state of gender balanced employment (50%) but it is of greater interest to
understand what can be done about it; particularly by the private sector where the gaps are
more prevalent.
We, at Monitor Deloitte, firmly believe in diversity and fair opportunity. We endeavor to be
the place where talented high performing women can build outstanding careers and assume
leadership positions. As we progress in our ambition, we wanted to share our approach,
derived from our experiences, aiming to pave the way for other organizations striving to
achieve the balance and we hope the below will be useful in this regard. This is by no means
a blueprint to achieve the ultimate desired gender balance but merely a starting point that
organizations should endeavor to build on.
Why is gender balance important?
For any endeavor to be successful within the context of
the private sector, it needs to be deeply rooted in a robust
business case and a clear understanding of the expected
impact, outcomes and return on investment. A compelling
business case needs to be tailored to the organization’s
maturity, size, industry, market and overall national culture
in the country of operation. Monitor Deloitte has identified
key high impact outcomes that can form the nucleus of any
business case for gender balance:
1. Enhance brand equity: Today, gender balance is a
growing item on the agenda of many Middle Eastern
governments, civil society leaders and the wider
public. Becoming a gender-friendly organization will
enhance brand equity and result in direct and indirect
financial gains.
2. Uplift talent engagement: A gender-balanced
organization will inadvertently uplift employee
engagement among both the male and female
demographic. The increased engagement has been
credibly linked to considerable increases in productivity,
profitability and commitment of talent.
3. Improve talent retention: Talent churn has an adverse
direct and indirect impact on growth and profitability.
An inclusive and diverse workforce will boost talent
retention and reduce churn.

4. Simplify talent acquisition: The Middle East is
on a journey of economic transformation towards
knowledge-based economies. An organization having
a reputation for diversity, inclusiveness and a genderfriendly workplace will have access to a wider qualified
talent pool. The significance of this outcome will
only rise as the trend of graduation rates for females
outstrips males in KSA and the UAE among other vital
Middle Eastern markets.
5. Enable a better understanding of customers:
Organizations with a greater focus on gender balance
will possess a more diverse talent base. A talent
base as diverse as the customer base will enable an
organization to better understand its customers and
proactively provide tailored and engaging services
directly impacting customer experience. In an era of
mass commoditization, a superior customer experience
will translate into growth and profitability.
To support private sector entities in the Middle East on
the journey to become gender balance leaders, Monitor
Deloitte has pioneered the Gender Balance Transformation
Framework.
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Gender balance transformation framework

Measure outcomes and report transparently

Define gender balance initiatives

Articulate a corporate gender balance strategy

Conduct a gender balance baseline assessment

Set the foundation for a gender agenda

1. Set the foundation for a gender agenda
There are a number of key foundational components
required to ensure the successful articulation and impactful
implementation of a gender balance strategy:
1. Link with national and corporate strategies to ensure
that the gender balance strategy directly contributes to
the realization of the aforementioned strategies.
2. Robust business case rooted in a thorough quantitative
and qualitative analysis highlighting clear outcomes,
expected impact and return on investment.
3. Wide stakeholder buy-in and engagement
encompassing the widest possible buy-in net including
the board, senior executive leadership, middle
management and, if possible, the talent base.
4. Adequate allocation of funds to enable the impactful
implementation of gender balance initiatives and secure
the desired impact.

2. Conduct a gender balance baseline
assessment
The Gender Balance Baseline Assessment has two primary
components: Quantitative and qualitative.
1. The quantitative dimension of the assessment requires
an in-depth analysis of human capital records, such
as workforce diversity, pay gap, progression gap, and
learning and development opportunities among others,
as well as an evaluation of core business functions to
determine gender impact and participation in business.
2. The qualitative dimension of the assessment entails
stakeholder interviews, workshops and focus groups
to better assess and understand the corporate gender
culture, perceived biases and overall recognition of
gender balance as a strategic priority among others.

5. Ownership and accountability of the gender balance
transformation formalized by the appointment of a
chief gender balance officer at the executive level or a
gender balance director reporting to the chief human
resources officer.
After the enablers are in place and the gender balance
transformation has been kicked off, a gender balance
baseline assessment is required to formulate a thorough
understanding of the current ecosystem.
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Gender balance maturity

Following the assessment, the gender balance maturity of the organization will be mapped on Monitor. Deloitte’s Gender
Balance Maturity Scale:

Gender balance is not
perceived as priority. The
impact of gender balance is
dismissed. No gender balance
initiative in place

Gender balance is perceived as
a minor organizational
imperative. Gender balance
initiatives are sporadic and
opportunistic

Gender balance is perceived as
a major organizational strategic
imperative. A well funded
gender balance program is in
place and progress is closely
monitored

Gender balance is part of the
corporate DNA. It is sustainably
woven into the fabric of the
corporate culture and day to
day business activities
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NON-EXISTANT

OPPORTUNISTIC

STRATEGIC

CORPORATE DNA

After formulating a robust understanding of the current state of gender balance within the organization, a corporate
gender balance strategy needs to be formulated to ensure a clear vision and direction for the transformation and act as a
rallying call-to-action to all stakeholders.

3. Articulate a corporate gender balance
strategy
Articulating an innovative and impactful corporate gender
balance strategy requires the adoption of certain critical
success factors:
1. Tailoring to corporate and national cultural norms
to ensure the widest possible stakeholder buy-in and
engagement. Organizations operating in conservative
markets should strive to push the boundaries while
maintaining a healthy respect for cultural norms.
Organizations operating in more liberal markets may
have more room to attempt cutting-edge initiatives with
higher impact.
2. Engaging with men just as much as you would
engage with women to ensure a successful strategy.
3. Placing the women in your organization at the heart
of your strategy by striving to understand the drivers
and needs of the different segments and formulating
a targeted strategy to engage with all identified
women segments.

4. Maintaining strong engagement with stakeholders
during every step of the gender balance transformation.
When stakeholders are consistently engaged, they are
more likely to understand the underlying principles
of the transformation and thus become advocates.
Disengaged stakeholders might not fully understand the
value of the transformation and may seek to deprioritize
it at best or become detractors at worst.
5. Bold communication planning & execution
will improve awareness and encourage advocacy
throughout the organization, adding to the momentum
of the transformation.
6. Tailoring the strategy to the needs and the
capabilities of the organization so that gender
balance initiatives are well perceived and implemented
with relative ease and do not become a burden on the
organization.
7. Embracing innovation, social and digital, as a
means of reaching the younger generation to create a
lasting impact.
8. Impact-driven strategic planning to realize the
benefits of the gender balance strategy and sustain
its momentum.
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4. Define gender balance initiatives
The potential to develop innovative and cutting-edge
gender balance initiatives is near infinite. Monitor Deloitte
has developed foundational initiatives that any organization
can customize, build on and then adopt.
The initial set of initiatives focuses on transforming
the underlying cultural biases and perceptions around
gender balance:

Last but not least, an additional set of policies revolves
around creating a gender-inclusive and friendly workplace:
• Introduce anti-discrimination and anti-harassment
human capital policies starting with awareness of what
actions constitute discrimination and harassment and
ending with the rigorous implementation of disciplinary
actions against offenders.
• Introduce on-campus nurseries as a free (or
subsidized) and essential perk or benefits to support
working mothers in achieving work-life balance.

• Establish a gender balance cultural change
management program with the aim of accomplishing
a paradigm shift in an organization’s culture toward a
bias-free and gender-inclusive workforce.

• Introduce customized maternity leave policies to
ensure the continued retention of top talent among
working mothers.

• Celebrate gender diversity by focusing the spotlight
on successful women leaders and talent within the
organization.

• Introduce paternity leave polices to ensure that
husbands can support their wives during maternity, thus
providing a smoother transition into the workforce.

• Incentivize and reward the leadership and the
workforce for their contribution in bridging the gender
gap within the organization.

• Introduce flexible working hours & work from home
arrangements leveraging digital innovation to enable
an efficient back and forth transition between the office
and home.

Another potential area of focus revolves around enriching
the human capital and talent management policies with
gender balance components:
• Introduce a dynamic and meritocratic women quota
for board members and senior executives to ensure
that the right woman is placed in the right place to
maximize her impact on the organization and avoid
ghost placements to satisfy quota restrictions.
• Introduce a gender-sensitive talent acquisition
process by infusing certain gender criteria into the
evaluation and hiring process.
• Abolish gender-biased human capital policies
around pregnancy restrictions among others that are
common in the Middle East. The additional incentive of
this initiative is that most of the time these policies are
non-compliant with local labor laws.
• Create a “Women Leadership Program” to
encourage, develop and promote successful women
in middle management to leadership roles within
the organization.
• Introduce a gender-blind compensation policy that
ensures “equal pay for equal work” and abolishes the
gender pay gap.
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5. Measure outcomes and report transparently
Outcome measurement will vary greatly from organization to organization and is closely related to the corporate gender
balance strategy that is created. Monitor Deloitte has developed a basic set of gender balance outcome measures that
organizations can tailor, improve on and complement with additional measures:
Outcomes metric

Frequency

Measurement approach

Source

Gender-friendly culture

Yearly

Launch a survey by an
independent third party

Survey

Gender composition of the leadership
team

Yearly

Data analysis

Human Capital (HC)
data sources

Gender composition of the workforce

Bi-yearly

Data analysis

HC data sources

Gender composition of the talent pipeline

Quarterly

Data analysis

HC-recruitment data
sources

Gender pay gap

Yearly

Data analysis

HC-payroll data sources

Gender-related discrimination &
harassment index

Quarterly

Data analysis

HC-complaints data sources

The targets for the outcome metrics will vary depending on
the baseline maturity of the organization captured as part
of the gender balance baseline assessment and will need to
be tailored on an individual basis.
Regarding reporting, organizations should strive to publish
a quarterly internal gender balance report compiled in
a trustworthy and transparent manner while ensuring
confidentiality of any personal information. This report

should be made accessible to shareholders, the board of
directors, the senior leadership team, middle management
and the workforce at large.
Relatively mature organizations should also consider
publishing external facing reports on a yearly basis to
strengthen credibility and reinforce the brand when it
comes to gender balance.

Conclusion
Setting a compelling target and following a structured approach as demonstrated above will surely benefit many
organizations aiming to achieve a more gender-balanced environment and reaping its benefits. In our experience the key
to success is in leadership commitment and in the ability to instill the key principles in the DNA of the organization.
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