
MAKING 
GAINS

      Overall, we feel GAIN Capital 
is well positioned to extend our 
market share globally in the coming 
year, which includes our continued 
commitment to serving traders 
across the Middle East region.
– Glenn Stevens, Chief Executive Officer, GAIN Capital GAINS
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The gender gap in the workplace must be addressed by women 
driving the change they want to see

MIND THE GAP

G
CC women run SMEs worth 
AED 1.4 trillion, driving female 
participation in the GCC’s labour 
force to 32 per cent, according 

to the Al Masah Capital Report, GCC 
Women–Entrepreneurs in a New 
Economy. In the period 2011 to 2014, 
the number of women entrepreneurs 
more than doubled from a tiny four per 
cent to a slightly more acceptable 10 
per cent. 

To reach 10 per cent, female 
entrepreneurs in the GCC required 
better access to formal entrepreneurial 
education and training. This improved 
access allowed them to bring their 
ideas to fruition and own, manage and 
establish successful businesses, the 
study added. However, there is still a 
gap in access to formal entrepreneurial 
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education in the region, such as degree 
programmes and training courses, 
although they are available.

According to Jayshree Gupta, 
Partner at Baker McKenzie Habib 
Al Mulla in the UAE, an MBA, or 
related business Master’s degree, is 
a useful tool to get you started in 
the entrepreneurial path, and gives 
you the tools to know how to run  
your business. 

“Business schools are increasingly 
interested in entrepreneurship as a 
reflection of the needs of industry 
for staff with entrepreneurial 
attitudes, and as a result of these 
ambitions more students become 
entrepreneurs,” said Randa Bessiso, 
Middle East Director, The University 
of Manchester.

Women in the region have made 
remarkable strides due to access 
to better education, according 
to Mariel Davis, Senior Manager, 
Communications & Partnerships, 
EFE-Global. In the UAE, for example, 
the Al Masah Capital Report 
estimates that about 70 per cent of 
university graduates are women. It is 
important to understand that better 
access to education does not always 

translate into better preparation for 
entering the working world or starting  
a business. 

BREAKING INTO BUSINESS
Being an entrepreneur however, is 
not just about having the right degree 
certificate, an entrepreneur requires 
a certain ‘go-get-it’ attitude, and this 
begins at a young age. Early education 
can help develop the confidence to be 
a job creator rather than a job seeker. 

“Women are resourceful and 
entrepreneurial by nature and so 
education and training helps structure 
and develop this natural talent,”  
said Bessiso. 

Bessiso added that in her view, 
there also needs to be more easily 
accessible, formal mentorship 
programmes for women, in partnership 
with both public and private sectors. 
These programmes should be tailored 
to address gender-related issues 
specific to the GCC market, as well as 
the industry of the business. 

While the more formal 
entrepreneurial education and 
mentorship schemes have value, 
some regional business women think 
that the most valuable education and 

training does not take place exclusively 
in the classroom, but rather from the 
moment you step into your first job. 

Jasmine Nahhas di Florio, Senior 
Vice President, Strategy & Partnerships, 
Education for Employment–Global 
(EFE-Global) told FME that the 
professional experience and exposure 
of a first job can play a very important 
role in the development of skills critical 
to running a successful start-up. A 
first job teaches everything from 
day-to-day ‘soft skills’ such as time 
management, discipline and teamwork, 
to broader capabilities like goal-setting 
and problem-solving. 

“Entrepreneurs who work a job 
before starting a business benefit 
from building the social capital that 
comes with establishing a professional 
network. They also have the chance 
to observe the management and 
leadership style of others, which 
helps them develop a sense of how 
to manage a team and what to avoid,” 
said Nahhas. 

In some parts of the GCC, female 
entrepreneurs may have a lack of 
business experience as well as a lack 
of access to peer and mentorship 
networks. In many countries in the W
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     There is a direct correlation between female 
workplace participation and positive economic impact, 
which makes addressing the challenges women often 

face in the workforce ever more relevant.”
– Dr. Raja Al Gurg, President, 

Dubai Business Women Council
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Although women still face 
challenges in the workplace, 
they are more than capable of 
making necessary changes.

region, women are unable to spend 
much time mixing with professional 
colleagues or peers. They are less 
likely to have an internship or 
experience working, even informally, 
before graduating. “Many women 
miss out on mentorship or investor 
opportunities that are crucial to 
sustaining and growing a business,” 
added Davis.

Dr. Raja Al Gurg, President, Dubai 
Business Women Council added that 
the Council seeks to address the 
lack of networking and mentorship 
opportunities by hosting forums on 
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gender parity featuring organisations 
from a cross-sector of business in Dubai 
are regularly hosted, with seasoned 
experts sharing success stories on how 
issues in gender balance have been 
transformed into successful business 
solutions. However, these may be 
lacking in other GCC countries.

Women need to take inspiration 
from female role models around 
them. The most effective tool for a 
business woman and entrepreneur 
today is a strong support network of 
mentors of both genders and a strong 
and diverse friendship network. 

Women still do not have access to 
the same sources of capital as their 
male counterparts. The Al Masah report 
states that women’s participation in 
formal financial institutions in the UAE 
is only 66 per cent compared to men’s 
participation rate of 90 per cent.

“When it comes to financial support, 
I’m not aware of any schemes designed 
to help female entrepreneurs get 
started. When you consider the start-
up costs to running a company in the 
UAE, and annual visas, trade licences, 
and VAT costs, you cannot help wonder 
how many women are being left out of 
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HOW FEMALE ENTREPRENEURS 
CAN CLOSE THE GENDER GAP
GET A FIRST JOB 
If gaining formal work experience is 
an option in your circumstances, seize 
it. The skills and networks gained will 
help develop discipline and leadership 
insights that are important to starting  
a business. 

INVEST IN TRANSFERRABLE SKILLS
Building capabilities in areas such as 
critical thinking, communications, 
teamwork and task or time management 
will help you to thrive–whether you are 
running a business or employed by one. 

LEARN HOW TO NETWORK
Every opportunity to build your 
network–whether through formal 
networking events, or informal meals or 
chance encounters. 

MODEL SUCCESS FOR FUTURE 
WOMEN ENTREPRENEURS
As you become more established, help 
aspiring women entrepreneurs to enter 
the field. Hire young women to help 
them get professional experience, share 
your wisdom, and open your networks. 

GET A MENTOR 
Choose someone you respect and who 
has trodden your path before. Surround 
yourself with other successful women 
business owners–remember you are the 
average of the five people you spend your 
most time with.

EDUCATION NEVER STOPS
Strive to learn more about yourself 
and your business every day.
Source: Jasmine Nahhas di Florio, Senior Vice 
President, Strategy & Partnerships, Education 
For Employment – Global (EFE-Global); Padmini 
Gupta, co-founder, rise; Sophie Toh, Founder 
& Managing Director of TOH Public Relations; 
and Amanda Perry, Managing Director, Vital 
Corporate Solution

the picture and how many more could 
potentially be welcomed in,” said Sophie 
Toh, Founder & Managing Director of 
TOH Public Relations. 

Another gender-specific workplace 
issue women generally face is 
discrimination if they have families, 
most women in the GCC are expected 
to give up their jobs when they get 
married or have children, so many 
business in the region still do not cater 
to working mothers.

“A male CEO has to focus on building 
a great team and support network for 
his business, but a female CEO has to 
build it twice–once for her business 
and another for her home. Even though 
I am a CEO of a start-up, as a woman I 
cannot miss my kids’ activities or social 
functions.  I had to actively recruit a good 
nanny, plus rely on my extended family 
to manage my commitments between 
home and work,” said Padmini Gupta, 
Co-Founder of wealth management 
platform for migrants, rise. 

BRIGHT FUTURE
Amanda Perry, Managing Director of 
company formation and business 
setup consultancy Vital Corporate 
Solutions, said there has been a large 
shift in the last couple of years for new 
job opportunities for women. 

“We are seeing an increased number 
of high-profile public roles being 
awarded to deserving women and this is 
motivating the younger generation to set 
goals to achieve similar and even higher 
roles and accolades. Entrepreneurism 
is visible throughout Dubai and our 
high school and college girls are seeing 
what some strong prominent women 
are doing in this country to make a 
name for themselves, such as Maryam 
Bahlooq, who was recently appointed 
CEO of Tanfeeth, and women to follow 
suit which will narrow the gap for 
opportunities and success between  
the genders.” 

Fostering a supportive environment 
and engaging the whole of society 

in forward-thinking dialogue that 
empowers women to pursue their 
ambitions is crucial to breaking down 
barriers and challenging perceptions 
and stereotypes that block female 
entrepreneurs from achieving their full 
potential, said Al Gurg. 

“There are direct steps that public 
and private employers can take to 
enhance the support of women in the 
business community. These include 
investing in benefits important to 
women, such as flexible working hours 
and the provision of day-care facilities,” 
she said. 

Creating awareness of progressive 
gender balance on the economy is 
a shared responsibility that should 
permeate all levels of society, from its 
energetic and ambitious youth to its 
local businesses. 

“There is a direct correlation 
between female workplace 
participation and positive economic 
impact, which makes addressing the 
challenges women often face in the 
workforce ever more relevant,” said 
Al Gurg. In 2014, G20 leaders made 
a commitment to reduce the gap in 
labour participation rates between 
men and women by 25 per cent by the 
year 2025. A report, World Employment 
and Social Outlook (WESO) Trends 
for Women 2017, by the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO) estimates 
that if this goal was realised at the 
global level, it has the potential 
to add $5.8 trillion dollars to the  
global economy.

The attitude to women in business 
is slowly changing, and the region 
is becoming very supportive of 
women in business, said Bessiso. 
Economically active and career-
fulfilled women in the UAE economy 
will boost the GDP by 12 per cent, 
citing research by Strategy&. She 
added that Arab women are also 
becoming prominent in family-
owned businesses in the region,  
as well as in government.
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