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Background
Key Takeaways
• State Street Global Advisors believes that board
quality is foundational to good governance and
positive investment outcomes.
• We are especially concerned with ensuring effective
independent board leadership, which involves
achieving the right skill sets as well as a diversity
of views, including gender diversity, on boards.
• Our Fearless Girl campaign has inspired companies
and shareholders worldwide to focus on board
diversity and join us in our call to action. As part
of this campaign we have analyzed and compared
the level of diversity in the GCC.
• The economic opportunity in increasing gender
diversity in the GCC countries is staggering.
Research shows that full gender parity in workforce
participation in the GCC could add US$830bn to the
region’s economy, or 32% of the GDP.1
• State Street Global Advisors examined 170 blue-chip
companies across the region and found that only 23
(14%) have at least one female board director. Within
the region Oman and Bahrain top the regional list on
board gender diversity and Kuwait ranks first at
executive management level.
• Considering the current levels of diversity in the
region and that the GCC is an emerging market we
will not be taking voting action against companies
with no female directors on the board. Instead, we
aim to facilitate gender diversity on boards through
an active dialogue with wider stakeholders in the
market generating debate around this issue.
• We believe directors have an important role
to play in increasing gender diversity on their
boards and throughout their organizations
and have provided guidance to help facilitate
these efforts in the GCC countries.

Research shows that companies with greater levels of gender
diversity have stronger financial performance as well as
fewer governance-related issues such as bribery, corruption,
shareholder battles and fraud.2,3,4 A January 2017 report by
the Conference Board suggests that the reason for the
outperformance is largely attributed to the outside
perspectives brought into the boardroom by adding women
to the board.5 Furthermore, a recent study6 by Future Fund
and Willis Towers Watson pointed to improved “cognitive
diversity” as one of the key factors in helping to meet
investment goals given the uncertain outlook in capital
markets — and gender diversity is one important component
of achieving cognitive diversity.
At State Street Global Advisors, we view gender diversity as
one of many ways a board can introduce a varied set of skills
and expertize among its directors to help improve financial
performance. Gender diversity on boards has been a
thematic engagement area for State Street Global Advisors
since 2015. In March 2017, we launched our Fearless Girl
campaign that called on companies in Australia, the UK
and the US with no women on their boards to add at least
one woman. This year we expanded our call to action to
include companies listed in Canada and Japan where female
representation continues to be low. Since the introduction of
our campaign, more than 300 companies identified by State
Street Global Advisors responded to our call by adding a
female director and another 28 have committed to do so.7
During our conversations with companies globally, most
boards have been supportive of enhancing gender diversity
but cite a limited pool of suitable female director candidates
as a primary obstacle to achieving greater diversity in the
boardroom. However, based on our discussions, we have
found that current practices for nominating directors as
well as behavioral biases that continue to undervalue the
contributions of women in the workplace are the leading
obstacles. These include:
• Excessive reliance on existing director networks and
connections that continue to be the primary source
for identifying director candidates.

Market Commentary | State Street Global Advisors’ Guidance on Enhancing Gender
Diversity on Boards in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Countries

• Requiring that all director nominees have CEO experience
to be considered to serve on boards.
• Lack of female representation in leadership positions
on boards and in senior management to help guide the
companies on their journey to diversify the organization.8,9
• Limited appreciation for and understanding of the value
and need for greater gender diversity within organizations.
• Lack of efforts to address behavioral gender biases
inherent in workplace culture and HR-related practices
within organizations.
• Limited organizational support in helping individuals
achieve work-life balance, which can stymie the career
progression of women, thereby adversely affecting the
pipeline of women leaders.
• In addition to the above, in some GCC countries there
are also cultural and social norms that make it difficult for
educated women to transition into and advance in a male
dominated workforce.
As part of our Fearless Girl campaign we have analyzed and
compared the level of diversity in the GCC. Our focus on the
region is also supported by recent economic reforms in the
GCC and the decisions of index providers FTSE and MSCI
to include Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates
(UAE) and Bahrain in their emerging markets indexes.
We expect that over time as more international investors
increase their exposure to the GCC’s equity markets, listed
companies in the region will face more pressure to improve
their governance standards and gender diversity across all
levels within organizations.

The Economic Benefits of Increasing Gender
Diversity in the GCC
The GCC countries are going through a historical turning
point in terms of enhancing women’s economic inclusion.
All six GCC countries are engaged in major reforms
unlocking opportunities to increase women’s economic
empowerment and participation in the labor force. For
example Saudi Arabia has set a specific target to increase
women’s participation in the workforce from 22% to 30%
by 2030 and the UAE has set a target to become one of the
top 25 countries in the world for gender equality by 2021.
We believe the economic benefits of increasing gender
diversity in the workplace make a strong case for
encouraging female participation and advancement.
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For example, a recent study by McKinsey & Company
suggests that achieving full gender parity in workforce
participation in the GCC could add US$830bn to the
region’s economy, or 32% of the GDP.10
However, women remain a largely untapped resource in
the region. According to data provided by the International
Labour Organization,11 the rate of female labor force
participation rate (% of female population ages 15+ that is
economically active) at 30% is well below the global average
of 49%, yet over 60% of university graduates in the GCC
are female.

Gender Diversity on Boards and in Senior
Leadership Roles in the GCC
The lack of female representation on boards and executive
management in the GCC is significant (as seen in Figure 1
on the following page). Our research revealed that across
the region 147 (86.5%) of the 170 companies we examined
have no female directors on the board. We also found
significant variations in board gender diversity between
GCC countries. Women represent as little as 0.4% of
board composition in Abu Dhabi and 0.5% in Saudi Arabia,
compared with the highest percentage in the GCC seen in
Oman at 6.96% representation.
We also find that the average of women at senior
management level in the GCC at 5.06% is low. Within the
region Kuwait ranks first with an average of 9.2% females in
executive management positions followed by UAE — Dubai
(7.4%) and Abu Dhabi (5.5%).
We believe that the GCC has a great potential to grow
its economy by addressing gender imbalances for the
following reasons:
• The relatively low level of female workforce
participation in the region offers more upside
potential than other markets.
• All GCC countries have made public commitments
to increase women’s workforce participation rates.
• The inclusion of the GCC’s equity markets in the FTSE &
MSCI indexes over time will potentially put more pressure
on companies to improve gender diversity across all levels.
• The high level of education of women in the GCC suggests
that the region has a strong female pipeline to facilitate
the inclusion of women in the workforce.
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Figure 1: An Overview of Board of Directors and Leadership Gender Diversity in GCC
% of Companies with
No Female Directors

Average % of
Women on the Board

% of Companies with
No Female Executives

Average % of Women on
Executive Management Team

Oman Stock Exchange Top 10 Companies by Market Cap (%)

60.0

Bahrain Stock Exchange Top 10 Companies by Market Cap (%)

60.0

6.96

66.7

5.21

4.73

50.0

Dubai Financial Markets Top 50 Companies by Market Cap (%)

4.15

70.0

4.1

57.9

7.4

Kuwait Stock Exchange Top 10 Companies by Market Cap (%)

80.0

3.67

22.2

9.2

Qatar Stock Exchange Top 30 Companies by Market Cap (%)

86.7

1.58

68.2

5.0

Abu Dhabi Securities Exchange Top 20 Companies by Market Cap (%)

95.0

0.4

60.0

5.5

Saudi Arabia Stock Exchange Top 50 Companies by Market Cap (%)

96.0

0.5

86.0

1.9

Source: State Street Global Advisors’ Research as of July 2018.

State Street Global Advisors’ Guidance for
Enhancing Gender Diversity on Boards
The inclusion of the GCC’s equity markets in the FTSE and
MSCI indexes alongside the public commitment of all six
GCC countries to increase women’s workforce participation
rates creates a window of opportunity for companies in the
region to benefit from speeding up the pace on addressing
gender imbalances. We believe boards have an important
role to play in increasing gender diversity and therefore we
have developed a framework on the following page to help
facilitate greater gender diversity within their organizations.

Considering the current levels of board diversity in the
region and that the GCC is an emerging market we will
not be taking voting action against companies with no
female directors on the board. Instead, we aim to facilitate
gender diversity on boards through an active dialogue with
wider stakeholders in the market generating debate around
this issue.
Investors, companies and governments need to work
together to speed up the pace on gender diversity in the GCC.
We hope board members of our portfolio companies find
this guidance useful. Any questions or comments may be
directed to Philip Vernardis, Assistant Vice President
— Asset Stewardship at Philip_Vernardis@ssga.com and
Robert Walker, Managing Director and Head of EMEA
Asset Stewardship at Robert_Walker@ssga.com.

1. Assess the current level of
gender diversity on the board
and within management ranks

2. Establish goals aimed at
enhancing the level of gender
diversity on the board and
senior management

3. Identify “diversity champions”
on the board and within
management who would
support initiatives to meet
established goals

4. Address behavioral bias in the
director search and nomination
process, including expanding
the search for potential director
candidates beyond existing
director networks

5. Consider female directors
for leadership positions and on
key board committees

6. Enhance transparency and
communication with investors
on the board’s position on gender
diversity and report on progress
against established goals
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