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 Global Perspectives on Corporate Learning in the GCC, focused on the top learning 
priorities, gives a great insight into the perceptions of senior professionals in the GCC 

countries on corporate learning. This study can be a reference for organizations by 
which to dive deep into the strength areas they need to improve upon within the 

learning and development arena. 

Khaled Yousry ElGouhary,  
Advisor, UAE Government Leaders Programme, 

Excellence and Pioneership Sector
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Video: Corporate 
Learning Pulse 2017

An Introduction Corporate learning and leadership development programmes can have a lasting impact 
not only on organisations as a whole, but also on individuals. Thanks to such programmes, 
organisations benefit from individuals operating at a higher level, and individuals are armed 
with competencies, skills and leadership capabilities that can otherwise take years to attain 
– skills which benefit their current (and future) organisations.

It is this belief that first inspired the launch of the Corporate Learning Alliance in December 
2014 as a joint venture between the Financial Times and IE Business School, and the reason 
why we continue to talk to C-suite executives, HR and learning and development leaders, 
and senior leaders in Europe, Asia and the Middle East.

It is our aim to understand what is most important to them, what they look for in 
corporate learning and leadership development, and how we can deliver the best possible 
results, translated into organisational outcomes. Understanding their perspective is key 
for us in developing and delivering the most innovative, relevant content and methods that 
deliver the best possible value to their organisation and people, and help organisations 
come up with practical solutions to real-world business challenges – along with a way to 
measure this success.

After setting a benchmark with the first edition of this survey in 2016, we expanded to 
cover more markets and had the privilege of speaking to key decision-makers in 2017, 
granting us access into understanding how their educational needs have shifted in the last 
year, how corporate learning and leadership development are currently performing, and 
how we can make updates and improvements that benefit them in both the long- and 
short-terms.

We are pleased to present the second iteration of our Corporate Learning Pulse with 
findings from our research which has been supported this year by the Dubai International 
Finance Centre. 

We hope it will continue to keep the conversation moving on how your organisation can 
reach its strategic goals through learning and leadership development.
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Foreword

Hawkamah, the Institute for Corporate Governance, set-up by 
the Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC), was created 
over a decade ago to work with boards and corporates in 
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) to advance good 
corporate governance practices which are key to corporate 
sustainability and market growth.  

Our work has indicated the urgent need to continuously build 
the capacity of both boards who oversee the executives, and 

the executives who manage companies  − as regional corporations face continuous and 
dynamic regulatory, industry, environmental, and societal pressures to deliver value.  

Good governance aims to put the organisation on the right track and to make sure that it 
stays on that track until it achieves its objectives. Corporate learning is an important tool 
that enables the organisation to live up to the expectations of its clients, keep up with the 
ever changing market challenges, and navigate safely through the risks it faces: it helps 
organizations stay on track and perform well. 

The Corporate Learning Pulse identifies many risks and challenges that boards need to 
supervise closely:  How to face slow market growth? How to move on with digitization 
effectively? How to boost creativity in organizations? How to monitor the quality and 
relevance of the leadership programmes executives take and how to measure their impact 
on performance? 

The survey shows that the majority of GCC executives are not completely happy with 
the current approaches to executive education, however, expectations for the value-add 
of executive education are high. Boards need to bear in mind the dichotomy of opinions 
the Pulse is raising especially as companies they oversee are taking on more complex 
challenges, and they need to ensure that their senior executives are up to the task.  

Many regional companies have gone, or are in the process of going, global, and the 
perennial battle for talent is as real here as it is in other global cities. Corporate Learning 
Pulse is highlighting the need to upgrade the executive education offerings in the region, 
but also to identify and develop regionally-relevant case studies that executives can apply 
as soon as they get back to work. The pace of change in the region is fast; executive 
education has to keep up.   

Dr Ashraf Gamal El Din  |  CEO 
Hawkamah Institute for Corporate Governance 

Supported by:

5 | Corporate Learning Pulse

Back to 
index



2 | Corporate Learning Pulse



Part 1
GCC Summary



8 | Corporate Learning Pulse

Senior professionals in Gulf Cooperation Council countries understand and 
recognise the long-term benefits of corporate learning, and it is among their top 
business priorities for 2017.

The GCC region places a strong emphasis on leadership development as an area of focus. 
Almost one-in-three (31%) of the GCC respondents in this year’s Corporate Learning 
Pulse survey of senior executives state that learning and development is a 2017 business 
priority, ranking behind the key issue of digital adoption (39%) but just ahead of financial 
management (30%).

In terms of business challenges, senior professionals working in GCC countries cite financial 
management (30%) and in-market growth (29%) as their greatest issues. Looking at the 
biggest challenge they face in the next three years, GCC senior professionals say it is 
market growth (41% of respondents: the second highest figure for this challenge among all 
the markets in our research, behind only Japan).

A majority of senior professionals from GCC countries firmly believe that corporate 
learning programmes can deliver tangible value to their organisations. Over half (53%) 
believe that executive education and leadership development are the keys to holding 
onto their best employees. Half (50%) say that investing in employees through executive 
education and development drives change and innovation in their organisations.

Furthermore, our 2017 results show that high numbers of GCC senior professionals 
believe that executive education and leadership development programmes improved their 
skills, are vital to achieving business goals, and are more important than ever. They strongly 
believe that programmes have improved their business knowledge, competencies, and 
confidence (94%), and that it has given them the skills to work more effectively (85%). In 
fact 84% agree that executive education has helped them gain a promotion.

The top corporate learning needs for senior professionals in GCC countries in 2017 are 
focused on adopting and using new technology, managing reputation and risk, and driving 
successful innovation.

In light of global and local political change, organisations are faced with an array of talent 
management issues in the years to come. According to this year’s results, the issues that 
need to be most readily addressed in the GCC are training (27%), recruitment (20%), 
planning (20%), and executive education and leadership development (17%)

Our 2017 research has shown that GCC senior professionals are optimistic that 
future learning and development programmes will be worth the investment

It is clear from our research that corporate learning is valued by senior professionals in 
GCC countries. Despite this optimistic view, our research found that less than half (46%) 
of GCC senior professionals say they are highly satisfied with their current corporate 
learning programmes. Satisfaction in current programmes is strongest in China (72 
percent), Spain (64 percent) and Germany (57 percent).

Much like their satisfaction level with current programmes, less than half (43%) of senior 
professionals in GCC countries say that senior leaders in their organisation believe past 

Financial management and market growth are key 
challenges for GCC business leaders,  
our global survey reveals

The top 3 GCC business 
challenges in 2017 are 
market growth, digital 
adoption and financial 
management

Almost a third (31%) 
of senior executives say 
executive development  
is in their top 3 priorities 
for 2017

Investing in employees 
through executive 
education drives change 
and innovation, say 50% 
of GCC respondents
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investments have added value to the organisation. This helps to explain why just about 
half (49%) of those surveyed in GCC countries agree that their current approach to 
executive education and leadership development needs to improve. 

Yet, while less than half of respondents took an optimistic view of senior leadership’s 
perception of executive education and leadership development, half (50%) state that 
senior leaders believe future investments will add value to their organisation.

From an internal organisational perspective, senior professionals in GCC countries expect 
programmes to improve employee engagement scores (78%), have a positive impact on 
organisation change (74%), and improve employee retention (72%). 

In terms of the business outcomes they expect, a majority say programmes should 
have a positive impact on revenue, profit and margins (75%), improve reputation in the 
marketplace (74%), and improve customer engagement and satisfaction (70%).

As we found in our 2016 survey of European markets, organisations are still searching for 
a reliable approach to measuring the impact of learning and development programmes 
on their business. High numbers of senior professionals in the GCC report that their 
organisation has tried to make a link between programmes and employee satisfaction 
(74%), customer satisfaction (73%), and employee engagement (72%).

In GCC countries, the perceived impact of executive education and leadership 
development is below average (45%) relative to other markets and among all senior 
professionals in our study (51%). However, when we look more specifically at how 
programmes have affected their business, we find relatively high numbers of GCC 
respondents reporting a tangible impact on customer satisfaction (50%), revenue, profit 
and margins (48%), and reputation in the marketplace (45%).

Additionally, senior professionals agree that there is room for improvement when it 
comes to how executive education and leadership development are delivered in their 
organisation, including better alignment with business goals (55%), more support from 
senior leaders (49%), and more engagement from employees (48%)

How do senior professionals in GCC countries believe their organisations can 
select the right learning and development partners?

When selecting learning and development partners and providers, GCC senior 
professionals believe it is most important for the selected partner to deliver results for 
the clients that buy their programmes (65%), have a strong ranking and reputation in 
the marketplace (63%), and come recommended by peer organisations (63%).

Once the right partner is selected, the top programme considerations for GCC senior 
professionals are:

• A customised approach, tailored to business needs (40%)
• The capability to align their learning approach to their strategy and vision (30%)
• The ability to deliver measureable outcomes for their business (28%).

Although GCC organisations have attempted to measure the impact of 
executive education and leadership development, they don’t always succeed – 

despite this being a priority when choosing the right programme

Top Learning 
Priorities 2017 

Strategy Execution

Managing Reputation 
and Risk

Adoption and 
integration of new 
technologies

Customer Engagement

Successful innovation
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Global Perspectives 
of Corporate Learning 
and Leadership 
Development

It’s clear from the results of our 2017 Corporate Learning Pulse that organisations are still 
finding their way when it comes to effectively selecting, implementing and then evaluating 
their corporate learning and leadership development programmes. The Corporate 
Learning Pulse surveyed nearly 1,000 senior professionals from nine countries in Europe, 
the Gulf and Asia. The research was focused on better understanding senior professionals’ 
attitudes towards executive education and leadership development, as well as their 
perceptions on programme effectiveness. Now in its second year, the research uncovered 
four key finding into the mindsets of senior professionals around the globe:

Learning and leadership development is highly valued, though not  
highly prioritised

Senior professionals understand and recognise the long-term benefits of learning and 
leadership development programmes, even if it isn’t a number-one priority for their 
organisation in 2017. Additionally, senior leadership teams see it as a future area of 
emphasis for their business.

Addressing talent and management issues are top-of-mind for senior leaders

By and large, learning priorities have remained consistent among senior professionals in the 
markets surveyed in 2016 and 2017. Developing talent through learning and development, 
and addressing talent management issues, are top-of-mind for senior leaders.

Corporate learning programmes still need to close the gap between expectations 
and delivery

To date, learning and leadership development programmes haven’t quite lived up to 
senior professional expectations, but they are optimistic that future programmes will be 
worth the investment. On that point, the 2017 research shows a disconnect between 
senior leadership (C-Suite, Presidents and MDs) and other senior professionals on overall 
performance of learning and leadership development programmes—senior leadership rate 
past programmes more positively than other members of the organisation.

While views on organisations’ ability to measure corporate learning programmes 
vary, the bottom line is that effective measurement is still needed

Although organisations have attempted to measure the impact of executive education and 
leadership development, they don’t always succeed, despite this being a priority when 
choosing the right learning programmes for their organisations. Interestingly, when looking 
at the impact of executive education and leadership development on the organisation 
generally, senior leaders (C-Suite, Presidents and MDs) tend to take a healthier view on 
success than other members of the organisation.

Back to 
index
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Video: The 
importance of 
corporate learning

Senior Professionals understand and recognise the long-term benefits of  
learning and leadership development, even if it isn’t a number-one priority  
for their organisation in 2017.

Much as we saw in last year’s exploration of learning and development priorities, 
perceptions and trends, senior professionals report that executive education and leadership 
development are not top priorities within their organisation in 2017, relative to other areas 
of focus. Just 24% of respondents in this year’s Corporate Learning Pulse cite learning and 
development as a top-three priority for the year (with a similar number, 22%, claiming it’s 
a challenge their company must address in the next three years).

Senior professionals report that their organisations are more focused on market growth 
(33%), strategy development and execution (31%), and financial management (26%), 
which are also the biggest challenges they must address in the future.

While at face value this might suggest that corporate learning and development is not 
valued within organisations, a deeper analysis of the results reveals otherwise. The majority 
of senior professionals surveyed in our 2017 study do firmly believe that these programmes 
can deliver tangible and intangible value to their organisation. Over half (58%) believe that 
executive education and leadership development are the keys to holding onto their best 
employees.

In a similar way, 53% agree that investing in their employees via learning and leadership 
development programmes drives change and innovation in their organisation. These 
perceptions highlight the correlation between focusing on employee development, and 
how that focus, if done well, can help organisations meet their business priorities for the 
year: namely growth, strategy and sound financial management.

As our 2017 research shows, high numbers of senior professionals believe that executive 
education and leadership development programmes improved their skills, are vital to 
achieving business goals, and are more important than ever. The main view that senior 
professionals take toward programmes is that it has improved their business knowledge, 
competencies and confidence (84%), and that it is vital to achieving business goals 
(83%). In fact, a similar percentage (81%) agree that executive education and leadership 
development are more important than ever.

The Corporate 
Learning Pulse

Back to 
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Valuing 
the Future

While not a top priority for 2017, it’s clear from our research that the most senior 
members within organisations see executive education and leadership development as an 
area of future emphasis. The C-Suite (24%), Presidents and MDs (24%) and company 
Directors (25%) are more likely than senior professionals on average to rate it as a 
business challenge they need to address in the next three years.

Furthermore, senior leadership (C-Suite, Presidents and MDs) are much more likely 
to have positive perceptions about the value that education and leadership development 
has on their organisation: more than 60% say investments in education and development 
drives change and innovation, and that investments in programmes are necessary to retain 
top talent in their organisation.

By and large, learning priorities have remained consistent among  
senior professionals from 2016 to 2017.

While the world has experienced unexpected, and some might argue volatile, change over 
the last 12 months, senior professionals report having consistent learning and development 
priorities from 2016 to 2017. And while there were a few notable shifts in learning 
priorities that reflect, to a certain degree, how the world has changed in 12 months, at its 
core senior professionals want programmes that help them plan, implement and lead more 
effectively within their organisations. 

The top corporate learning needs for senior professionals continue to be customer 
engagement, strategy and planning. Looking back at last year’s results, the sharpest gains in 
learning priorities were seen on managing reputation and risk (from 49% to 54% in 2017) 
and commercial acumen (from 46% to 54% in 2017).

In recognition of how the political, and by extension business, environment has shifted 
globally, we set out to identify the top talent management issues senior professionals 
believe their organisation faces. According to this year’s results, the issues that need to be 
most readily addressed are recruitment (38%), training (38%) and executive education/ 
leadership development (38%). Those in Germany and China were most likely to identify 
talent management issues that needed to be addressed in their organisation.

Back to 
index
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Top Learning 
Priorities 2016  
to 2017

Strategy and planning 

(58%, compared 
to 58% in 2016)

Customer engagement

(57%, compared to  
58% in 2016)

Strategy execution 

(58%, compared to  
54% in 2016)

Leadership capabilities

(56%, compared  
to 55% in 2016)

Successful innovation

(56%, compared  
to 55% in 2016)

To date, our research finds that learning and leadership development 
programmes haven’t quite lived up to senior professional expectations, 
but they are optimistic that future programmes will be worth the investment.

It’s clear from our research that corporate learning is valued by senior professionals. 
Yet, while they believe in the value it can deliver, less than half say they are highly 
satisfied with their current corporate learning programmes (47%). Satisfaction in current 
programmes is strongest in China (72%), Spain (64%) and Germany (57%).

When we explore the data more closely, we find that a large percentage of senior 
professionals appear to be passively satisfied with their organisation’s current investments 
in learning and leadership programmes. As we’ll see later in the report, this passivity speaks 
to a deeper learning need within organisations. That is, that programmes need to be 
flexible, practical and relevant. 

Further to this point, we continue to see less than half of respondents saying that senior 
leaders in their organisation believe past investments have added value to the organisation 
(47% compared to 46% in 2016). Respondents from China (69%), Spain (60%) and 
Germany (60%) were most positive on this point.

When we unpack what is driving respondents’ perceptions of their senior leadership  
teams, we found that among those who do not feel that senior leaders believe past 
investments in learning and development programmes have added value to their 
organisation, the main reason is that they have not been able to measure the success  
or outcomes of those programmes.

Video: How to set 
learning goals
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This helps to explain why about half (49%) of those surveyed agree that their current 
approach to executive education and leadership development needs to improve. And 
why only two-in-five (44%) believe executives in their organisation are satisfied with their 
current approach to learning and development.

Yet, while respondents took a more pessimistic view of senior leadership’s perceptions of 
executive education and leadership development, over half (53%) state that senior leaders 
believe future investments will add value to their organisation. This optimistic view of 
senior leadership’s perception of future investments is especially strong among respondents 
in China (84%), Spain (60%) and Germany (59%).

Although organisations have attempted to measure the impact of executive 
education and leadership development, they don’t always succeed, despite this 
being a priority when choosing the right programme.

Interestingly, regardless of their perceptions of how current and past learning and 
development programmes have performed, senior professionals still expect them to 
deliver results in future. In fact, this year’s survey found that they are more likely to say 
that executive education and leadership development will impact external and business 
outcomes rather than internal ones.

From an internal perspective, senior professional expect programmes to have a positive 
impact on organisational change (48%), understanding of their company’s strategy and 
vision (48%) and improve employee engagement scores (42%).

In terms of the business outcomes they expect, a majority say programmes should have a 
positive impact on revenue, profit and margins (58%), improve customer engagement and 
satisfaction (55%) and attract top talent (51%). Respondents from the GCC countries of 
the Middle East felt most strongly about achieving these outcomes through learning and 
development programmes. 

This expectation of improved business outcomes through learning programmes signifies 
a strong desire among senior professionals to shift the learning model from academic and 
abstract to practical and focused. Programmes need to be centred on an organisation’s 
real-world challenges in order to meet their expectations of real-world programme impact.

As we found in 2016, organisations are still searching for a reliable approach to measuring 
the impact learning and development programmes have across their business. 

 
There is a disconnect between senior leadership (C-Suite, Presidents and 
MDs) and other senior professionals on overall performance of learning 
and leadership development programmes—senior leadership rate past 
programmes more positively than other members of the organisation.

While 47% of all senior professionals are satisfied with current investments, the 
C-suite (60%) and Presidents/MDs (75%) are most satisfied. Senior managers, who 
are often the ones engaging in programmes, are least satisfied to date (39%).

Video: How 
important is the CEO?
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High numbers of senior professionals continue to report their organisation has tried to 
make a link between programmes and employee satisfaction (72% versus 74% in 2016), 
customer satisfaction (72% versus 69% in 2016), employee engagement (72% versus 73% 
in 2016), and revenue, profit and margins (68% versus 64%).

This overwhelming effort to measure learning and development programmes supports this 
year’s data on their perceived impact: 51% of senior professionals report that programmes 
have had an impact on their organisation.

Yet, while the desire and effort to measure exists, as well as a general positive perception 
of impact, when we drill down more specifically into how programmes have affected the 
business we get much different results. Less than half report seeing a tangible impact on 
employee engagement (37%), customer satisfaction (34%), revenue, profit and margins 
(32%) and employee satisfaction (32%).

Additionally, senior professionals agree that there is room for improvement when it comes 
to how executive education and leadership development are delivered in their organisation, 
including better alignment with business goals (41%), more engagement from employees 
(40%) and better long-term planning of programmes (37%).

 
When looking at the impact of executive education and leadership 
development on the organisation generally, senior leaders (C-Suite, 
Presidents and MDs) tend to take a rosier view on success than other 
members of the organisation.

Half (51%) of all senior professionals report current programmes have made an impact on 
their business; the C-suite (60%) and Presidents/MDs (64%) are most likely to believe an 
impact has been made. Internal L&D teams (38%) are the least likely to report seeing an 
impact on the business as a result of past programmes.

In the context of an increased emphasis on financial management, measurement 
and accountability, how do senior professionals believe their organisations select 
the right learning and development partners?

When selecting learning and development partners and providers, senior professionals 
believe it is most important for the selected partner to deliver results for their business 
(42%), and that the learning content they deliver is both current and practical (41%). 
Ranking and reputation of the provider are also important (36%) to consider, albeit to a 
lesser degree.

Once the right partner is selected, the programme a partner provides needs to be nimble in 
order to meet changing needs. The top programme considerations for senior professionals 
are: programmes that deliver measurable outcomes (27%), that take a customised 
approach to meet their needs (27%), are rooted in an understanding of their organisation 
(26%), and are aligned with their organisation’s strategy and vision (25%). A customised 
approach is most important for senior professionals in the Nordics, GCC and China.

Video: How to 
measure impact
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The data, findings and insights in this report are based on an online survey of almost 1,000 
senior professionals from medium, large and very large organisations in the UK, France, 
Germany, Spain, the Nordics (Denmark, Sweden and Norway), the Netherlands, China, 
Japan and the GCC (UAE, Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia).

The research was conducted in partnership with Research Now, Inc, a global leader 
in digital data collection to power analytics and insights, and responses were collected 
between 1 April and 10 May 2017. The study reached out to 939 senior professionals 
and included company owners, CEOs, CFOs, chairmen, presidents/managing directors, 
chief learning officers, directors, human resource managers, learning and development 
managers/professionals, and senior managers. Data was collected to track business sector 
and size of business. The margin of error for the total sample is ±5.0%.

If you are interested in obtaining more details of these global research findings, and about 
the issues involved in corporate learning and leadership development, please get in touch 
with Financial Times | IE Business School Corporate Learning Alliance via email:  
contact@ftiecla.com.

Research Approach

Further Information

As we observed in 2016 in Western Europe, a perception and reality gap still persists 
among senior professionals, and this is reflected around the globe in this year’s broader 
survey. Expectations for how corporate learning and development programmes are 
planned, delivered and evaluated are high and continue to evolve. Focusing on real-world 
business challenges and practical solutions is the way forward for corporate learning and 
leadership development providers. We believe that when programmes are rooted in these 
principles, the ability to link programmes to outcomes becomes a reality.

Further to this point, corporate learning and leadership development partners need to 
help organisations make connections internally. In other words, partners need to help bring 
all internal stakeholders to the table so that there is clear alignment from the sponsors of 
education programmes all the way through to the recipients of programmes. At present 
there is a perception gap between the most senior people within organisations and those 
more removed from the boardroom.

The learning and development industry needs to help organisations find valid and reliable 
measurement and evaluation techniques. It’s clear from the 2017 results that organisations 
haven’t cracked the evaluation code, despite an overwhelming desire to link current and 
past programmes to business results. This, coupled with senior professionals’ expectations 
of how programmes need to have an impact on their business, means providers must offer 
and deliver evaluation services and support. 

Ultimately, closing the perception and reality gap will get organisations a step closer to 
realising what they already believe: that learning and development programmes have the 
ability to transform their business and deliver tangible value.

Our Conclusions

Video: The future  
of L&D
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This report has been created specifically for the GCC region, in cooperation with the DIFC and Hawkamah.  

It is based on, and draws from, the global edition of the Corporate Learning Pulse. 
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About Hawkamah Institute for Corporate Governance

The Hawkamah Institute for Corporate Governance (Hawkamah) is an international 
association of corporate governance practitioners, regulators and institutions advancing 
home-grown, but globally integrated, corporate governance best practices in the Middle 
East and North Africa region.  Set-up by the Dubai International Financial Centre Authority 
in 2006, Hawkamah’s mission is to bridge the corporate governance gap amongst regional 
companies.  Hawkamah works with listed and non-listed, family-owned, state-owned, 
banks and financial institutions, and other investment companies. 

Hawkamah has produced a number of trailblazing reports on corporate governance in the 
region; issued regional policy briefs to banks, Islamic financial institutions, private equity, 
insurance, and state-owned enterprises; conducted over a 100 capacity building programs; 
trained close to 2,000 directors and company secretaries; and engaged with close to a 100 
boards and companies in corporate governance assessments, briefings and advisory work.

https://www.hawkamah.org/

About The Academy at DIFC

For over a decade, the Dubai International Financial Centre has catered to the learning 
needs of the financial services industry by providing a platform for top-ranked educational 
institutes to deliver professional development and higher education courses.  The Academy 
continues this legacy by partnering with some of the world’s most reputable institutions 
to offer a variety of options ranging from short certificate workshops to multi-year 
executive MBA degree programmes. The Academy curates a full range of impactful, 
regionally relevant executive education programmes that are developed in partnership with 
internationally recognised business schools, professional development providers, and other 
training academies.

https://academy.difc.ae/about-us
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