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About Hawkamah
Hawkamah Institute for Corporate Governance Limited (www.hawkamah.org), which is owned by the Dubai
International Financial Centre, was set up in 2006. The founding of the Institute resulted from the recognition
of a growing need for a regional organisation working on the ground, for regional institution-building, in order
for corporate governance to achieve the buy-in of stakeholders. Since its inception, Hawkamah has been at the
forefront of the corporate governance debate in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Hawkamah’s
vision is to be recognised as the advisor of choice and the reference point for good governance for all enterprises
in the public and private arenas throughout the MENA region. Our mission is to shape the corporate governance
landscape by being staunch advocates, premier promoters and effective practitioners of good corporate
governance for the public and private sectors. Hawkamah’s work comprises four key areas:
Policy Level:
Hawkamah works
with the region’s
regulators to develop
corporate governance
codes, guidelines and
frameworks.

Public Awareness and
Research:
Hawkamah raises
awareness of various
aspects of corporate
governance through
conferences, workshops,
studies and publications.

Training:
Hawkamah provides
training programs for
boards, individual board
members, company
secretaries and other
corporate governance
practitioners.

Advising on
Implementation:
Hawkamah works on the
individual company level,
assisting companies to
improve their corporate
governance practices.

For more information about Hawkamah, please visit: Hawkamah.org

About Diligent
Diligent is leading the way in modern governance and is relied on by more than 25,000 organizations and
1,000,000 leaders in over 90 countries. Diligent empowers leaders to turn governance into a competitive
advantage through unparalleled insight and highly secure, integrated SaaS applications. Thrive and endure in
today’s complex global landscape with Diligent.
Learn more and explore our solutions at Diligent.com
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Gender Diversity in the UAE
Ever since the country’s foundation, gender diversity has been
at the forefront of women’s empowerment in the United Arab
Emirates (UAE).
Seeing gender diversity as one of its top priorities, the UAE
has embedded a framework and reference for all federal and
local government entities, the private sector, as well as social
organisations, to set plans and work programmes to empower
women in all areas.

5.9%
Female directors

Listed companies in the UAE have gender diversity aspects further
incorporated in the corporate governance regulations issued by
the Securities and Commodities Authority (SCA).
However, despite all these regulations, female directors occupy only 58 seats, equaling 5.9% of the board seats
of listed companies on the Dubai Financial Market (DFM) and Abu Dhabi Securities Exchange (ADX), still leaving a
huge space for improvement.
Indeed, although the percentage of female directors increased from 1.9% in 2017 to 5.9% in 2021, there is still a lot
of room for further improvement. Female directors currently sit on 52 out of 139 boards of UAE-listed companies,
while only 4.3% of those boards have more than one female director.
Gender quotas could be the way to enhance gender diversity on corporate boards. However, it would not be the
best solution per se. Companies must also step up and play a vital role in creating a competitive environment for
women to take on leadership positions.

INTRODUCTION

Hawkamah and Diligent launched an extensive report on “Gender Diversity in the GCC: Developments,
Approaches and Best Practices” in 2020. The report urged companies to push through and implement more
gender diversity policies and to see gender diversity not as something which is only applicable to senior positions
or at the board level itself but rather as a cycle, which starts with promoting more women to manager levels, which
then becomes the pool of women for leadership positions1.
A year after the initial report was published, this white paper2 looks at the regulatory site and at the regulatory
developments in the UAE, as well as at the effects of the COVID-19 crisis on gender diversity.

1

Hawkamah/Diligent, Gender Diversity in the GCC: Developments, Approaches and Best Practices, 2020.

2

This white paper was written by Sadia Ghauri-Malik, Head of Research at Hawkamah.
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“Preparing for the next 50 years:
Women are the support of the nation”3

UAE – GENDER DIVERSITY JOURNEY

Gender Diversity in the UAE –
Early Steps
The UAE is at the forefront of women’s empowerment in the region and constantly ranks as one of the leading
countries for gender equality in its region by the World Economic Forum.4 However, in highlighting this
achievement, one must understand that the empowerment of women in the UAE is not a recent development;
rather, it began with the country’s very foundation. The UAE acknowledged the importance of gender diversity
in its early stages and embedded it into its national agenda. The late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, known
as the founding father of the UAE, once said: “The woman is half of the society; any country which pursues
development should not leave her in poverty or illiteracy”.

“Nothing makes me happier than to see women assume
their rightful role in society and fulfil their potential.
Nothing should stop the progress of women. Women have
equal rights to me in assuming top positions that benefit
their abilities and qualifications.”
Late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan

3

Emirati Women’s Day Slogan 2020.

4

https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/uae-competitiveness/global-competitiveness-report-of-the-world-economic-forum
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Federal Approach
The UAE has enacted a range of legislation and laws that provide legal protection for women and ensure that
gender diversity is a top priority.
The UAE became the first Arab country to make it compulsory for government agencies to include women on their
boards of directors in 2012. In 2015, the UAE established the Emirates Council for Gender Balance, whose mandate
was to enact a framework to consolidate the efforts to improve gender equality across government entities and to
drive efforts to evolve and enhance women’s role as key partners in building the future of the country.
In addition, the UAE launched a national strategy for Empowerment of Emirati Women in the UAE 2015–2021. The
national strategy provided a framework and reference for all federal and local government entities, the private
sector, as well as social organisations, to set plans and work programmes to empower women in all areas.
The UAE has made significant progress in gender diversity since signing on to the United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals. These goals contain “Achieving Gender Equality and Empowering Women and Girls” as one
of 17 goals to achieve by 2030.5
Women in the UAE occupy 44% of leadership roles in the federal government.6 Based on a directive by H.H.
Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, late President of the UAE, “Women must occupy 50% of the Federal National
Council in the UAE after the 2019 elections; up from the current 20%”.7

The UAE’s national gender target is
to become one of the world’s top 25
countries for gender equality by 2021.

5

For details on the UAE SDGs, https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/20161UAE_SDGs_Report_Full_English.pdf

6

https://dwe.gov.ae/en/dwe-initiatives/50-female-representation-federal-national-council

7

https://u.ae/en/about-the-uae/the-uae-government/the-federal-national-council-
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Regulatory Approach for Companies
Gender diversity in the UAE is mainly enshrined in corporate governance regulations,
especially for listed companies.

5.9%

Company boards in the region today are more gender diverse than ever before, with
evidence backing up the benefits of gender diversity when it comes to the critical
decision-making that determines the success of a company.
Nevertheless, looking at the status quo in the corporate sector, female directors
occupy only a small percentage of the board seats of listed companies on the DFM
and the ADX, still leaving a huge space for improvement.

Gender diversity on
UAE boards

Our latest research found that out of the 989 board seats on the ADX and the DFM,
only 58 seats are occupied by female directors, equaling 5.9%. This percentage is
still lagging the international average, but provides a positive indicator for UAE-listed
companies. According to our research, the number of female directors has more than
doubled in the last few years, from 1.9% in 2017 to 4% in 2020 and now 5.9% in 2021.

37.4%

With slow but steady progress, currently 52 out of 139 UAE-listed companies have
female directors on their boards, while only 4.3% of those boards have more than one
female director.

of UAE-listed
companies have
diverse boards

439

Board Seats
DFM

29

Total number of female directors
for DFM-listed companies

6.61%

550

Board Seats
ADX

29

Total number of female directors
for ADX-listed companies

5.27%

“Generally, the board formation, number of the board members and their terms shall
be determined in the Company’s Articles of Association.”
Article 9 (3) Chairman of Authority’s Board of Director’s Decision No. (3/Chairman) of 2020 concerning Approval of
Joint-Stock Companies Governance Guide
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Initially, in the SCA regulation of 2016, companies could regulate the percentage of female representation in their
Articles of Association. The Securities and Commodities Authority updated its Corporate Governance Regulation
in 2020, adding a big milestone for gender diversity in its regulatory landscape by setting specific gender targets
for listed companies: the Chairman of Authority’s Board of Director’s Decision No. (3/Chairman) of 2020 concerning
Approval of Joint-Stock Companies Governance Guide. This regulation contains the introduction of a gender quota
for the first time on a regulatory basis for listed companies. However, the gender quota was added on a ‘comply or
explain’ approach. This means that if companies could not reach the gender quota, they had to explain the reasons
and publish these in their annual governance report.
In the context of their keenness to empower Emirati women and encourage them to play a greater role in the
boards of directors of listed companies, the SCA has tightened the diversity aspect in their regulation further by
amending this Clause 3 of Article 9 of The SCA Board Chairman’s Decision No. (3/Chairman) of 2020 Approving
the Governance Guide for Public Joint-Stock Companies at its Board meeting on 14th March 2021. Pursuant to the
SCA Decision and the subsequent change to the Governance Code through the issuance of Chairman of SCA
Board Resolution No. (08/R.M.) of 2020 concerning amendment to the Corporate Governance Guide for Public
Joint-Stock Companies, there is no longer the possibility of making disclosures on the ‘comply or explain’ basis.8
Hence, it is mandatory to appoint at least one female member to the Boards of all listed companies on the ADX
and DFM since 1st April 2021. Furthermore, Companies are obliged to set policies on gender diversity and their
objectives and actions to meet these objectives.9

Development of the gender diversity aspect within the SCA Regulation:

2016:

The Chairman of Authority’s Board of Directors’ Resolution No. (7 R.M.) of 2016 Concerning the
Standards of Institutional Discipline and Governance of Public Shareholding Companies
Article 40: The Articles of Association shall also determine the percentage of female
representation on the Board of Directors in case female candidates are nominated for membership
within the period allocated for nomination and fulfil the requirements of membership.

2020:

Chairman of Authority’s Board of Directors Decision No. (3/Chairman) of 2020 concerning
Approval of Joint-Stock Companies Governance Guide
Article 9 (3): Females shall represent at least 20% of the Board membership. The company shall
disclose the reasons behind not achieving this percentage, and disclose the percentage of female
representation in the Board in its Annual Governance Report.

2020:

Amended Chairman of Authority’s Board of Directors Decision No. (3/Chairman) of 2020
concerning Approval of Joint-Stock Companies Governance Guide, Resolution of SCA Board
meeting on 14th March 2021.
Article 9 (3): The Company’s articles of association shall determine the method of forming the
board of directors … provided that the representation of women shall not be fewer than one
member in the formation of the board of directors. Moreover, the company shall be obligated to
disclose this representation in the annual governance report.

8

https://www.sca.gov.ae/en/regulations/regulations-listing.aspx#page=1

Article 9 Clause 4 of The SCA Board Chairman’s Decision No. (3/Chairman) of 2020 Approving the Governance Guide for Public Joint-Stock
Companies.
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Gender Quotas – The Way Forward?
Mandating the gender quota for listed companies on the ADX and the DFM seems to be the right step to more
diverse boards in the region.
Looking at gender quotas globally, we see that most European countries have a gender quota set for their listed
companies.
The Norwegian government was the first to adopt a gender quota, requiring 40% female board representation
in 2003 for their state-owned and publicly traded companies. Spain followed by passing a 40% female soft
quota, which only applies to publicly traded companies with over 250 employees. Legislated gender quotas for
boardrooms have since been introduced in European countries, including Belgium, France, Germany, Iceland, Italy,
the Netherlands and Sweden, as well as in Israel and India.
However, all these gender diversity targets vary in form, objectives, timeline and especially in their consequence
for non-compliance.
Non-compliance in Norway, for example, leads to the Company being dissolved and its headquarters forced to
relocate to another country. In Spain, Board appointments that violate the set quota are considered null and void.
The same approach is used in France.
Those countries mentioned above have all used a unique approach to setting board diversity quotas, indicating
that there is not a one-size-fits-all approach. However, looking at the female director percentage on the boards
of those countries, the results show that gender quotas can be effective in rapidly bringing more women to the
boardroom table.
We at Hawkamah believe that gender quotas can be a very effective first step to reach greater gender diversity
on boards. However, companies must also step up, as they play a vital role in creating a competitive environment
for women to take on leadership positions. Companies should train and advocate for gender diversity, which
starts from early steps such as promoting more females to middle mangement levels to build up a pool of capable
women to fill future leadership positions. Those companies and women can then actively bridge the gender
diversity gap on boards and can inspire more companies to actively seek and reach out to competent and
qualified women.

“Nine of the top 10 countries ranked
by the percentage of companies with
three or more female directors were in
Europe; all but one of these countries
(UK) have gender quotas in place ”.10

10

Olga Emelianova and Christina Milhomem, “Women on Boards 2019 Progress Report”, (MSCI, December 2019).
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The Impact of COVID-19 on Gender Diversity
In addition to this regulatory push for greater gender diversity on the boards of listed companies and
acknowledging the role regional companies play, one must also look at external factors such as the COVID-19
pandemic, which could have an impact on, or even hinder, prospects for gender diversity.
A recent study carried out by McKinsey found that women are more vulnerable to COVID-19-related economic
effects because of existing gender inequalities. The report states that female job loss rates due to COVID-19 are
about 1.8 times higher than male job loss rates globally. Women make up 39% of global employment but account
for 54% of overall job losses.11
Reasons for this are mainly the significantly increasing burden of unpaid care, which is disproportionally carried
by women. The pandemic brought up an immense intensification of challenges women always faced, along with
the double-hatting of being a working mother. Besides the obvious impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on people’s
health and school/nursery closures, etc., women face increased pressures around the world. Although the effect
of these challenges is mostly a downshift in women’s careers, companies should see this as an immense risk to
themselves, to avoid losing out on the pool of their female middle managers and, with this, their future women
leaders.
On the other hand, the COVID-19 pandemic has been a game changer on the digital front and a catalyst for
gender diversity. The increased digitalisation brought up a whole new spectrum of remote work, which is a great
opportunity, especially for female employees who are balancing family commitments.
So, companies should start having measures in place to retain their employees, which could be realised in a more
flexible workplace ecosystem.

11

McKinsey: COVID-19 and gender equality: Countering the regressive effects, 2020.
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