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“diversificAtion hAs progressed 
to different degrees”
How is the German economy represented in the Gulf region today? which indus-
tries are particularly active?

the german economy is well represented in the gulf region. nevertheless, great 
differences can be observed within the region - for example, when comparing the 
german activities in kuwait with those in saudi Arabia. the united Arab emirates 
(uAe) is still one of the most important locations.  Many german companies (from 
sMes to Mncs) establish their regional headquarters in the emirate of dubai, from 
where they monitor and control operations throughout the gulf region, and in many 
instances, the African continent, as well as south and sometimes, central Asia. 

the sectoral portfolio is correspondingly broad. the local ecosystem of german 
service companies includes tax consultants, lawyers and coaches, and providers 
of high-quality conference technology. this is also one of the things that makes the 
emirates so unique

traditionally, the gulf states are good buyers of german technology, be it in mechani-
cal and plant engineering, medical technology and chemistry/ pharmaceuticals, or 
in the automotive and transport infrastructure sectors, as a whole. in addition, there 
are numerous highly specialized german service providers, not only in urban and 
structural engineering, but also in water and waste technology, system integration, 
and databases. Last but not least, industry 4.0 is a big topic in the emirates.

How did the governments of the region react to the corona pandemic? what ef-
fects did the measures have on the business activities of German companies?

the effects have been painful in part, especially in those countries and sectors that 
depend on freedom of movement and travel. Above all, the tourism sector and the 
Mice sector in the uAe and oman should be mentioned.

the gulf region is characterized by strongly contact-oriented societies. personal re-
lationships and regular customer visits play a central role in the business life. these 
were severely affected by the lockdown and contact restrictions, as our member 
companies confirm. the retail and automotive sectors were also affected by the strict 
lockdowns in spring.
from the 3rd quarter, however, the situation in most countries has improved notice-
ably. the bottom line is that our chamber members admit that overall, 2020 was 
difficult year, but not catastrophic. At this point, everyone remains optimistic regard-
ing the forecast for 2021. 

Just like germany, the governments in most countries have supported their private 
sectors financially, and through the implementation of various laws aimed at tem-
porarily easing tax and other financial obligations. often fees and charges were 
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deferred or waived, which are an important cost factor, given the low tax taxation 
levels. dubai opened for international travel again at the beginning of July. this 
has given the local trade, and the hospitality sector the impetus they had hoped for.

To what extent does the region offer potential for the German economy in times of 
low oil prices?

high oil prices would definitely have made it easier to address the economic chal-
lenges related to covid-19. however, it is important to note at this point that many 
countries in the gulf region have already made great strides in diversifying their 
economies. dubai simply spearheaded this development.
 
At the same time, saudi Arabia, iraq and oman, with their large and very young 
populations, are drivers of economic reform processes ‚from within‘. we can also 
see this in the uAe, which represents an international field of experimentation and 
development for many technologies such as autonomous driving, drones, retail and 
mobile solutions.

Are countries like the uAe or the smaller Gulf states interesting as locations for 
production or r&d?

several manufacturing companies have already set up operations in saudi Arabia 
and the uAe. in the course of the global trend towards ‚onshoring‘ or the diversifica-
tion of global supply chains, even more companies will certainly be thinking about 
(partially) relocating their value chains to the uAe and the neighbouring countries. 
for a stronger development of the “Made in uAe” brand as a manufacturing loca-
tion, deeper regional integration would undoubtedly be helpful.

what are the opportunities for German companies in connection with the diversifi-
cation policies?

the economic diversification of the gulf states has progressed to varying degrees. 
the emirate of dubai is practically independent of the petrochemical industry, while 
countries like kuwait and iraq are heavily dependent on oil export revenues.
first of all, a developed upstream and downstream industry should not be assessed 
negatively per se. the global demand for plastics and other oil-based products will 
still have to be met in the coming decades. the gulf states, with their favourable 
production conditions and high-quality oil and gas, are comparatively well posi-
tioned on a global scale.

however, the Abu dhabi example impressively shows the business opportunities 
that german companies can obtain from timely and consistent diversification. this 
includes the development of downstream industries, and the tourism sector. 
the main impulses on topics such as industry 4.0, 3d printing or digital healthcare 
are currently coming from the capital of the uAe. 
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what is the situation on the executive Hr markets in the Middle east?

each country in this region has developed differently in recent years. ultimately, the 
drivers of hr demand are the oil price and political developments, including those 
on the international scene.

the most dramatic example of a policy-driven upswing, followed by an equally 
rapid decline was iran. in iran, we executed a considerable number of mandates, 
after the nuclear deal was signed five years ago. once the sanctions were lifted in 
2016 by the usA, europe and russia, companies from all over the world flocked to 
tehran to participate in the expected boom. 

After the reinstatement of the sanctions during the trump presidency, which was also 
associated with massive American pressure on individual european companies, the 
vast majority of international businesses were forced to put their plans for expansion 
into iran on hold. it remains to be seen whether there will be a return to the nuclear 
deal under the new us administration.

At the moment, we are mainly busy with filling positions in the united Arab emirates 
(uAe) and the other gcc countries. this usually involves placing managers into 
head sales and service units, often with the responsibility for the Arabian peninsula 
and the Middle east, and occasionally also, for parts of Africa.

what are the characteristics of the labour markets in the GCC region?

in many countries in the region there are significantly more expatriates than natives 
- in the uAe, foreigners account for more than 80 percent of the population. when 
filling executive positions, domestic and foreign companies routinely rely on foreign 
candidates - europeans, people from Arab countries beyond the gcc or south 
Asia. dubai and Abu dhabi host the largest european business community and, 
accordingly, potential candidates who have experience in the gulf region.

Lebanese and egyptians are quite common in management positions. the level of 
education in these countries is comparatively high, while many people there are 
interested in a career abroad due to the domestic economic challenges. pakistanis 
and indians are also increasingly found in management positions in the gulf states. 
native professionals tend to work in state and state-related organisations, such as 
telecommunications companies.

saudi Arabia, by far the largest country in the gcc region with just under 34 million 
inhabitants, is pursuing a “saudification” policy. its aim is to reduce the rising unem-
ployment among the local population. here, companies are encouraged to employ 

“eMirAtes Are the Most 
AttrActive LocAtion”
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saudis via quota regulations. this can be quite challenging, since at this point, 
there aren’t that many qualified and motivated local candidates. correspondingly, 
domestic and foreign companies are faced with challenges if, due to their size or 
industry, they fall under the saudification regulations.

with european, but also with many Arab and Asian candidates, saudi Arabia is the 
most unpopular location among the gcc countries due to its religiously motivated 
regulations and restrictions. for many, the most attractive location is clearly the uAe, 
followed by Qatar and the other gulf states with comparatively liberal legislation.

expatriates already residing in the gcc states are usually gainfully employed, and 
have to be headhunted.   

How has the Coronavirus pandemic affected executive recruitment?

during the spring lockdown, european companies rarely started new executive 
search processes, and some of the assignments that were running at the time were 
temporarily frozen. Many companies continued to wait over the summer to see 
which direction things would take. since the beginning of the fourth quarter, howe-
ver, we have seen that companies are returning to their long-term strategies, inclu-
ding expansion into new markets.  

due to travel and contact restrictions, discussions with candidates and clients are 
currently largely conducted via video. however, video interviewing does not endan-
ger the successful identification and evaluation of candidates, and thus, project 
success in any way.

organizing personal talks between candidates and clients is challenging, though. 
typically, the company representatives entrusted with the recruitment are situated in 
their corporate headquarters in western europe, while the candidates are based in 
a country in the Middle east. As a rule, communication via video must also be used 
here; meetings in third countries are also a possible option in certain situations.

here it is important to observe the constantly changing travel and quarantine rules, 
and look for flexible solutions. 
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“pick cAndidAtes thAt Are 
sociALLy fLexibLe”

The explosion on August 4th in beirut shook the world. How are you doing these 
days, what is the economic situation in lebanon?

the beirut explosion was the product of 30 years of negligence and corruption on 
the part of the Lebanese government.

in the last years before the explosion, Lebanon had been facing an extremely diffi-
cult social, economic and political situation. it all started when the Lebanese govern-
ment agreed to enforce a fee on every whatsApp user. 

the protests were not a result of the proposed whatsApp fee, but this decision was 
definitely the straw that broke the camel‘s back.

upon the announcement of the government‘s proposal, citizens began taking to the 
streets to protest against the detrimental financial situation, horrible living condi-
tions, corruption, etc. 

on top of all of this, the Lebanese currency has been devalued due to a ponzi-
scheme-like financial engineering strategy by the central bank and private banks. A 
lot of businesses stopped their activities and no new businesses were created. this 
resulted in an unemployment rate of more than 30%.

kawas consulting lost more than 80% of its local business. hence, we decided to 
launch our paris-based operations. currently, we rely mostly on our business with 
the gulf region and Africa.

what specific issues should european companies consider when recruiting for man-
agement positions in the GCC countries?

the culture in this region of the world is totally different. A manager who fits in 
europe doesn’t necessarily fit in the gcc area. etiquette and manners differ enor-
mously.  for example, when going to a business meeting, it is common to talk about 
family, personal interests and personal life before or after talking about business, 
while in europe, this is usually not the case. 

other examples of differing cultural norms and sayings: “in sha Allah” is often used to 
gently say “no” – but sometimes to say “yes”, which can be confusing. people in the 
gcc like to talk and consider any gathering as a potential place to find new partners. 

companies should thus pick candidates that are socially flexible and well-read/
informed about the differences in culture.

Aouni Kawas 
is the founder and Mana-
ging director of kawas 
consulting, an executive 
search company headquar-
tered in beirut, Lebanon. ct 
executive search coopera-
tes with kawas consulting 
on assignments across the 
Middle east and the gulf 
region. 
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How does the nationalization policy of the GCC (e.g. “saudification”) states influence 
your executive search assignments?

the nationalization policy in this area has a strong influence on our executive search 
mandates. it renders tasks difficult since our researchers struggle to find local talent 
that is suitable for the advertised positions. knowing fully well that they are in high 
demand, the local candidates invited to fill these executive positions then proceed to 
make exorbitant demands with regards to their renumeration packages. 

Actually, we had the opportunity of working with governmental entities, where we 
had to place foreign experts. these experts were shadowed, and had to report to a 
local that had no relevant experience, while their wages were more than double that 
of the expert. this led to quite a few frustrations on the part of the experts.  

what developments do you expect on the Hr markets of the Middle east in 2021?

during 2020, covid-19 has been hard for everyone, and a lot of new projects and 
jobs were lost. 

we believe that in 2021, the hr developments in the area will suffer due to the bad 
political situation between the gcc countries and iran. if no solutions are found, 
the overall economy and not only hr will suffer. unfortunately, governments are 
currently spending more on the military, instead of investing in social capital – the 
necessary tool for economic growth and prosperity.  



executive seArch experts in eAstern europe 
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auf ein weit verzweigtes internationales beratungs- und research-netzwerk zurück.
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Ankündigung

webiNAr

“AgiLe scenArio pLAnning – 
opportunities for investMent & 
expAnsion in europe
wir laden sie herzlich zur teilnahme an unserem webinar am 30. september ein. 
diskutieren sie gemeinsam mit uns die aktuellen Möglichkeiten zu investitionen, 
geschäftsexpansion und rekrutierung in europa.

dATuM: 30. septeMber 2020
beGiNN: 9:30 - 11:00 uhr Mez

die Teilnahme ist kostenlos.

die veranstaltung wird von CT executive search und Nordic Minds organisiert. 

sPreCHer uNd THeMeN: 

•	Tadzio schilling, chief executive officer, Association of european businesses 
(Aeb)
Thema: european business in russia: improvise, Adapt, overcome

•	edward blomstedt, chief executive officer, Airfaas 
Thema: the nordic and baltic countries can be a new global, manufacturing 
powerhouse – nearshoring in a post crisis era  

•	Christian Tegethoff, Managing director, ct executive search
Thema: the state of the Labour Markets: current recruitment opportunities 
Across europe - russia, eastern europe and germany

•	Marcus Honkanen, Managing partner, nordic Minds
Thema: engaging executive talent in central and northern europe – a pan-
european perspective and status Quo of the Market

im Anschluss an die vorträge wird es gelegenheit geben, fragen zu stellen und 
die themen zu diskutieren. 

das vollständige Programm können sie hier herunterladen.
Zur Teilnahme ist eine Voranmeldung notwendig. Klicken sie hier, um sich zu 
registrieren. 
sie erhalten die zoom-Anmeldedaten zur teilnahme einen tag vor dem webinar.

https://www.ct-executive.de/download-file?file_id=702&file_code=4158cc0172
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSe8-CxtLECy9qKsqLxg1RsarS4eVHtN4NIOXsrfjzdqMkHV_Q/viewform

