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A B O U T  W M F

WHO WE ARE WMF is a Kuwait-based project with a vision to 
support the economy by increasing the numbers of 
women executives and women entrepreneurs. We 
aim to achieve our mission by creating development, 
mentorship and networking opportunities for women 
professionals, while at the same time providing a 
platform for data collection and dissemination. 
The WMF Project operates under the for-purpose 
company Montada Meem «منتدى ميم».

OUR MISSION Create a platform for supporting and mentoring 
women in companies and in entrepreneurship to 
support their growth in the private sector.

OUR VISION Increased women’s leadership rates in the corporate 
sector and in entrepreneurship.

OUR VALUES Be Transparent.
Be Effective.
Be Efficient.
Be Ambitious.
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THE PROGRAM The WMF Program aims to allow for the exchange of career 
knowledge and entrepreneurship knowledge between successful 
women and aspiring young women through forums and mentoring.

Run under different themes, WMF Forums bring successful women 
entrepreneurs and women executives as speakers to share 
experiences and give advice to aspiring young women. 

Through the WMF Mentorship program, young aspiring women 
benefit directly as they are personally mentored by women that 
have succeeded in their careers, whether in entrepreneurship or in 
corporate and are ready to give advice and consult their young 
women mentees.

The Forums and the Mentorship Programs are run in partnerships 
with women entrepreneurs and women executives that participate 
as speakers during the Forums and as mentors in the Mentorship 
Programs.

Partnerships are created with women entrepreneurs that 
have created job opportunities through their small or medium 
businesses, have maintained the growth of their businesses and 
are contributing to the diversification of the local economy. As 
to corporate women, we seek to partner with women that have 
succeeded in reaching executive positions and in their roles have 
contributed to sustaining the local economy through adding 
value to companies as local expertise and as women.

THE TEAM The WMF team is managed by its Founder and Manager Besma 
Al-Qassar. Besma has 20 years of experience in managing 
projects ranging from communications to cultural and corporate 
conferences.

Leslie Mouawad, Operations Manager at Kuwait Supplies, 
is WMF’s Communication Consultant, managing WMF’s media 
and advertising affairs. Leslie has over ten years of experience 
managing financial media and advertising needs for listed 
companies in Kuwait.

Fudha Aboukhamseen is the WMF’s Operations Manager. She 
oversees the day to day administrative affairs of the workshops 
and seminars.
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F O U N D E R ’ S  M E S S A G E

2017 was an eventful year for WMF filled with travel, networking, research 
and development and lots and lots of learning. We established our name 
and publicised our vision through participations in conferences, forums and 
programs focused on women and the economy. From Saudi Aramco’s Partners 
Meeting to Chatham House’s ‘Smart and Fair: Recognizing Women’s Role in Our 
Economic Future’ and the US State Department IVLP program ‘Women and 
Entrepreneurship’, WMF grew in presence and in development. 

We ran last year our pilot mentorship program and wrote its case study 
from which we developed both a entrepreneurs mentorship program and a 
corporate mentorship program that we aim to launch in 2019.

This year, we are back to running our series of WMF Forums that aim to raise 
awareness and encourage the dialogue on women and the economy.  
WMF Forums are topic-focused and bring together women from different 
backgrounds to give their diverse perspectives on specific business areas. Our 
first Forum was under the theme ‘Sustainable Entrepreneurship’ and focused on 
young women entrepreneurs and how they sustained their creative business 
concepts. The second Forum, ‘Up the Ladder ’ shed the light on the challenges 
and opportunities that women face in reaching executive positions in the 
corporate sector. 

You will find in this Journal edition, the findings from the panel discussions 
from our third Forum ‘Leading the Private Sector ’ that we ran in May. The 
Forum showcased women leaders in the corporate sector, highlighting the 
advantages that they brought into the companies they are leading and the 
challenges they face as women leaders. In November of this year, we aim to 
run the fourth and last of the WMF Forum series. The upcoming forum, ‘Social 
Entrepreneurship’ aims to define social enterprises within a business context and 
the advantages they bring to economic prosperity.

Next year, WMF plans to move into extended and engaging programs that 
focus on supporting women’s career and tackle specific issues in different 
business sectors. 

I hope you enjoy reading this Journal and find it helpful in shedding some light 
on the topics we aim to solve collectively as one gender-inclusive economy. 

Besma Al-Qassar 
WMF Founder and Project Manager 
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S T R A T E G I C  P A R T N E R ’ S  M E S S A G E

It ’s important to gauge the experience of women in leadership through the 
words of those who have managed to reach high levels of success in the field. 
Speaking to a number of impressive Kuwaiti women leaders who have managed 
to forge their way through the predominantly masculine field of private sector 
leadership for the third edition of the Women Mentor Forum, it becomes clear 
that there are a number of factors that are necessary to promote women’s 
accession to decision-making positions. The advice that Faten al Nakib had 
to give to young women in corporate space could be seen as a template 
for all ambitious young people; be ready to learn, have the courage to take 
opportunities and seek guidance from those who encourage you and multiply 
your professional interactions. Nadi Akil emphasized the need to channel the 
frustrations of dealing with a masculine work environment that underestimates 
women into greater determination to generate transformative success.

There are some obstacles that all women will face because of the cognitive 
bias that is impeded in our culture, and authors that are unique to Kuwait where 
there might be more faith in foreign than local expertise. Other challenges 
include the difficulty of finding a work life balance that does not leave women 
exhausted or guilty and the lack of access to female mentors, and the need to 
change perceptions around women entrepreneurs. Ghosson Al Khalid felt that 
these networks to empower women needed to start earlier, perhaps when they 
were in high school so that the barriers that come later in life are more easily 
scaled and the leadership soft skills are already developed. This was also 
echoed in Maha al Ghunaim’s focus on qualifications, which she saw as “the 
weapon you use in any battle” and can’t be competitive without, regardless of 
location, gender or culture,  especially in the new tech-based work force.  All 
the women  I spoke to agreed on the need to groom future women leaders, 
both within institutions and corporations and as a general public concern. 
This seems to be in line with Kuwait’s Vision 2035 and the UN’s sustainable 
development goals of empowering women in the workplace and promoting 
them in leadership positions.

Dr. Alanoud Al-Sharekh
Consulting Partner at Ibtkar Consulting Services

WMF’s Strategic Consultant
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Panel 1: Seeking Opportunities in the 
Private Sector and Leading Them

Panelists  

• Maha Al-Ghunaim, Vice Chairwoman of Global Investment 
House

• Faten Al-Naqib, Founder & Principal Partner at Al Naqib & 
Partners

Panel 2: Achieving Gender Diversity in the 
Corporate Sector - The time is now!

Panelists
• Nadia Akil, CEO of UPAC, one of Agility ’s infrastructure 

companies

• Ghosson Al-Khaled, Deputy CEO of ACICO Group

Maha Al-Ghunaim Faten Al-Naqib Nadia Akil Ghosson Al-Khaled

WMF Forum Edition III:
Leading Kuwait ’s Private Sector
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Ghosson Al-Khaled

P A N E L  1 :
CREATING OPPORTUNITIES AND ACHIEVING 
LEADERSHIP IN THE PRIVATE SECTOR

SPEAKERS

• Mrs. Maha Al Ghunaim
Co- founder and Deputy Chairman of Global Investment House

• Mrs. Faten Al Naqib
Founder and Principal Partner in Al Naqib & Partners Law Firm

They shared with the audience their extensive and rich professional knowledge and experience.

Here is the advice they presented on creating opportunities in the private sector and leadership.

Education and Culture

Mrs. Maha Al Ghunaim and Mrs. Faten Al Naqib both stressed on the importance of education and 
knowledge as being the prime tools to reach high economic levels. To reach such levels, we need to provide 
women with equal opportunities with the men. 

Personal Skills

They also pointed out that education in itself is not sufficient. In many professional fields where it is difficult to 
measure success accurately, women require personal social skills to highlight their work and achievements. 
Beside qualifications, it is important for women to acquire personal skills such as: perseverance, persistence, 
negotiating, presentation, persuasion, networking and self-promotion.

Career Guidance

Al Naqib added that women need mentoring to achieve success. She cited her personal experience in being 
mentored at the start of her professional journey that helped her reach her position today.

She said that we have to pave the way for the next generation of career women and provide them with 
mentors to advise and support their professional growth and find their opportunities.
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The Role of Men

Al Ghunaim pointed out the important role that men play in women’s life, particularly in our Arab and Gulf 
region societies. She advised women when choosing their life partners to consider, as they would do when for 
their careers, to choose partners who would understand and support their ambitions in order to avoid any 
conflict.

She cited the positive role of the men in her own life as she explained that her father believed in women’s 
education, work and success and her husband also believes and supports her success and is proud and not 
envious of it. 

Agreement Between Work and Personal Life

Al Naqib said that an idealistic balance between home and work is unrealistic and that trying to pursue 
it creates psychological stress on woman who would be anxious about being negligent of her family or her 
career. As for her own experience she said that she balances her priorities and give time to her family and her 
work according to the needs and requirements of each. She added that she is keen on giving quality time to 
both her family and her work, therefore avoiding her psychological pressure and a guilty conscience.

Al Ghunaim added that she is keen on utilizing work time efficiently, completing her professional duties fast 
and efficiently in order to allow herself time with her family. She added that success comes at a price and might 
require sacrifices. In her case, she chose work and family as her priorities over her social life beyond her family.

Working Hard and Intelligently

Al Ghunaim stressed the importance of combining hard work with smart work.

She explained that in some cases a person may work hard for a long time but the work would remain ineffective. 
While in other cases, a person might work in a smart way and in a short time would discover, invent and find solutions; 
but this may not be the case every time. Therefore, hard work and smart work are both important to yield results.
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Professional Ethics

Al Ghunaim advised the younger generation to uphold business ethics, stressing the importance of adhering 
to them. She added that work practices may develop and change with time, but ethics remain unchanged from 
one generation after another. They are: commitment, honesty and integrity. She added once we move away 
from and sacrifice our ethics we would lose ourselves, making it difficult for us to go back, compose ourselves 
and find the right path.

Leadership

Al Ghunaim defined leadership as when a leader shares success with all members of the team, while 
shouldering the responsibility in crises.

She shared her interest as a leader in building a family culture within the company, which results in strong 
relations among employees and providing the team with increased strength to go forward and face any crises 
together.

Adventure is the Secret to Success

Al Naqib advised that to achieve success you have to be adventurous and fearless of failure. Yet, adventure 
should be approached with caution. You would get opportunities to develop and advance in your career 
or business. Here, you should analyze risks and determine your psychological, financial and emotional 
preparedness. Once you have made up your mind you should proceed and bear the responsibility.

She added that an unsuccessful experience should not be seen as a failure but rather as a new learning 
experience. We need to analyze the factors that prevented us from reaching the desired result, then try to find 
the right path that would lead us to our goals.

Al Ghunaim concluded by advising young women against allowing others to define for them their success. She 
explained that success has a personal perspective and that people should not define your success.

Turkish Ambassador to Kuwait Ayse Hilal Sayan Koytak and Wafaa Al-Jassem
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Q U O T E S

Faten Al-Naqib

Maha Al-Ghunaim
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P A N E L  2 :
ACHIEVING GENDER DIVERSITY IN THE 
CORPORATE SECTOR 

SPEAKERS

• Nadia Akil
CEO of UPAC, one of Agility ’s infrastructure companies

• Ghosson Al-Khaled
Deputy CEO of ACICO Group

Seizing the Opportunity

Nadia Akil worked at Agility for six years before she was given the opportunity to lead UPAC, one of Agility ’s 
infrastructure companies. 

Being a very structured and process-oriented company, Agility provided Nadia with a work environment 
suitable for her. In addition, Agility ’s progressive and open minded culture meant that she was able to grow and 
thrive in a gender neutral space.

One day, Nadia was called in by her manager at the time for what was supposed to be a regular business 
update. Instead, he asked her if she was interested to run UPAC, a company she wasn’t familiar with. He pointed 
out how she would be ideal at leading its operations. She accepted the new role, even though the decision 
was against her structured and risk- averse nature.

To date, six years after taking on the new challenge, Nadia is still unsure why she accepted the role at the time, 
given various uncertain factors, but knows that it was probably the most rewarding decision she has made.
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Taking the Challenge

Shortly after accepting her new role, Nadia found herself in unfamiliar territory and in a completely new 
environment, taking over a publicly-listed company from its previous management, tasked with running a 
multimillion dollar operation, with  80 of its employees reporting to her. With limited knowledge about the 
company’s business and operations, she nevertheless took on the challenge to turn it around and bring it up to 
par with the rest of the Agility group companies. At the time, UPAC was managed very differently from the rest of 
the group companies, the work culture was quite different and unstructured and most her key stakeholders were 
from the public sector, something she was never exposed to previously. 

Nadia Akil
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In addition, the majority of the people she worked with on a daily basis were men, and most of the time, found 
herself as the only woman in the room, often being mistaken for a secretary or note taker. Having been in 
various similar situations before, Nadia realized then, that in these circumstances she would have one of two 
choices; either allow the situation to bother her and react accordingly, allowing the other side to win; or remain 
professional, and bring attention back to the table and get on with business. 

Although not uncommon for a woman to head a business in Kuwait, it was nevertheless challenging to lead an 
operation in a male dominated environment, especially within the realms of the public sector. However, with time, 
recognition and a good deal of patience, such deeply ingrained norms will likely gradually fade. 

Overcoming the Barrier

For any woman, whether in Kuwait or elsewhere, entering a male dominated business will surely pose a 
challenge. In most cases, women definitely have to work harder to overcome more barriers than men in order 
to obtain the same level of recognition and acknowledgement.  This was the case for Nadia until she had the 
opportunity to understand the business, gain recognition and trust, and learn to manage and become familiar 
with the company’s key stakeholders.

Over the years, Nadia learned that with patience and perseverance, change will take its own course. It is not 
only about the experiences and opportunities that come your way, but about what you make of them and how 
you choose to react to them.

Looking back, Nadia knows that had she not accepted the offer six years ago, she would have missed out on 
a tremendous opportunity and wouldn’t be where she is today. 

Stepping into Business

Ghosson Al-Khaled worked her way up from the bottom of the ladder in ACICO Industries, a mostly family-
owned industrial business founded by her father. She started her career in safety boots and a hard hat working 
in the company factories even in the summer heat. She did not allow the factory work and the heat pose as an 
obstacle. In addition, she received great encouragement and support from her father, who is also her boss and 
the CEO of the company. He made it clear from the beginning that he was not going to treat her differently 
because she was a female. 

Her ambition and love for her work led her to even choose work over holidays. As she grew into her career, 
she was able to make a strong enough impact on the company for her father and her siblings to see and 
acknowledge. When the decision came to choose a Deputy CEO, it was easy for her family to decide that she 
deserved the position. 
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Leading the Business

Being a young woman and leading a male dominated business comes with challenges. This is what Ghosson 
faced when she first started her executive role. She found herself leading meetings where she was the only 
woman in the room and younger than many. Nevertheless, she made sure that when she spoke, everyone 
listened to her, sometimes even having to stop the meeting to bring someone’s attention back to her. This was 
how she made sure that everyone took her seriously and respected what she has to say.

As a Deputy CEO, her greater challenge was reporting to her father and and having her brothers report to 
her. This meant finding a balance between managing her relations with her family members, where at home they 
are a family and at work they are business partners and colleagues. She learned to separate the two relations 
using emotional intelligence, an attribute she believes is what distinguishes women from men.

Growing the Business

Working from the bottom up gave her a great advantage. The experience helped her know where and from 
whom in the company she can obtain all the information and data she needs to make the right business 
decisions. This keeps giving her the strength and confidence to keep leading and growing the business her 
father founded.

Ghosson Al-Khaled



15Eman Al-Awadhi - Group Communications Director at KIPCO Besma Al-Qassar presenting the WMF Mentorship Program

Last year, WMF ran the ‘Pilot WMF Entrepreneurs 
Mentorship Program’, which we concluded with 
an exploration workshop on May 8th, 2018. It 
was a great experience from which we came out 
with solid findings and recommendations that will 
go into both the WMF Entrepreneurs Mentorship 
Program and the WMF Corporate Mentorship 
Program. 

Participants were presented with the findings of 
the WMF pilot mentorship program and shared 
suggestions to further develop the program. 
The feedback we collected at the end of the 
workshop provided us with further insights into what 
women from both the corporate sector and the 
entrepreneurship sector are looking for. 

The workshop was generously hosted by WMF’s 
partner KIPCO at the Chairman’s Club.

Workshop participants were women from the 
private sector with diverse backgrounds:

• Alya Al-Sane - Business Development Manager, 
Taiba Hospital

• Maryam AlRayes - Research and Development 
Manager and Partner, Cubicle Services

• Mai Alessa - Special Projects and Initiatives 
Manager, KFAS

• Mona Al-Baker - Assistant Program Manager for 
Enterprise Learning & Human Development, KFAS

• Sheikha Al-Fulaij - Partner in Assurance, EY

• Eman Alawadhi - Corporate Communications 
Director, KIPCO

• Hala El Sherbini - Human Resources & 
Development General Manager, Burgan Bank

• Melody Mitchel - Lean In Regional Partner

• Noha Al-Mansour - Board Member, Kuwait 
Economic Society

• Dr. Cynthia Drakeman - DoubleXEconomy, CEO

The findings of the ‘Pilot WMF Entrepreneurs Mentorship Program’ are presented in the case study 
report that you can find on our website https://www.womenmentorforum.org/programs-page. 

WMF Mentorship Program Workshop

https://www.womenmentorforum.org/programs-page
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Findings About Gender Equality

World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap
2017 Report

The Global Gender Gap Index examines the gap between men and women in four fundamental 
categories: Economic Participation and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival and 
Political Empowerment. 

Global Gender Gap score out of 144 countries

2016 2017

Rank Score Rank Score

Global Gender Gap score 86 0.634 129 0.628

Economic participation and opportunity 72 0.577 125 0.518

Findings

Kuwait went down in the overall rank in the World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report from rank 
86 in 2016 down to 129 in 2017 out of 144 countries. The Report measures Economic Participation and 
Opportunity, Educational attainment, Health and survival, Political empowerment.

Kuwait went down in the Economic Participation and Opportunity measure from rank 72 in 2016 to 125 
in 2017. This means that while other countries progressed in closing the gender gap, Kuwait lacked the 
progress giving it a lower ranking than the previous year.

There are five indicators for the Economic Participation and Opportunity measure. They are:

1. Female labour force participation over male value

2. Wage equality between women and men for similar work

3. Female estimated earned income over male value

4. Female legislators, senior officials and managers over male value

5. Female professional and technicals over male value
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EY Report 2016

“Navigating disruption without gender diversity? Think again.”

About the report

EY interviewed 350 C-suite leaders (50% men and 50% women) from 51 countries. The research includes 
responses from business leaders in automotive, consumer products and retail; financial services (banking and 
capital markets, and insurance); life sciences; oil and gas; and power and utilities.

Gender diversity is essential for companies navigating disruption

• Overwhelming research shows the importance of gender diversity to innovation. 

• Firms with women in top management roles experienced an increase in “innovation intensity” and were worth, 
on average, about US$40m more than companies with only male leaders.

• Research has also found that teams with more women are better at logical analysis, coordination, planning 
and problem solving. 

• Despite evidence of the benefits of gender diversity, the World Economic Forum (WEF) has found that 
women are only 28% as likely to reach leadership positions as men. 

• In fact, based on current approaches, it will take 117 years to achieve global gender parity.

What does gender diversity mean for business?

The highlighted facts make a strong case for developing female talent:

• Financial performance improves with more women onboard. A recent report from the Peterson Institute for 
International Economics found that 30% female representation on boards could add up to six percentage 
points to its net margin.

• Talent management is one of the top risks for businesses, and global competition for the best talent will only 
increase. If businesses fail to engage and develop women, they are essentially leaving half of their potential 
behind.

• Future growth will increasingly come from women. By 2020, nearly a billion women will have the potential to 
enter the global economy for the first time. These women are employees, entrepreneurs and customers. 

• Achieving greater gender diversity in company’s leadership teams will not only increase talent pool, it will 
boost innovation and improve profitability, thus helping to future- proof the organization.
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On Mentoring

Women’s perspective: When asked what would help more women reach leadership positions, over half (54%) 
of female respondents said mentoring from senior leaders. 

Men’s perspective: Yet, only 29% of male respondents agreed. 

From the experience at EY, the benefits of mentoring are also enhanced by the sponsorship of senior leaders 
who actively seek out and endorse talented women across wider networks.

WMF Mentorship Program workshop for women in the private sector
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A DISCUSSION WITH DR. CINDY DRAKEMAN, 
FOUNDING CEO OF DOUBLEXECONOMY

Women’s Economic Empowerment is an unprecedented growth opportunity for the world and Kuwait 
could be a significant beneficiary if it makes smart choices about diversifying its economy by supporting 
women in the private sector as entrepreneurs and executives1.  McKinsey calculated that if women 
worldwide were given the same economic opportunities that men have by 2025 the global economy 
could gain US $12T. Additionally, Goldman Sachs asserted that closing the global credit gap for 
women-owned small and medium sized enterprises could raise per capita income by 12-30% in 
developed countries by 20202.   This is a significant gain at the national and individual level.

A Global Perspective on Gender 
Diversity for Economic Prosperity

US Ambassador to Kuwait Lawrence R. Silverman, WMF Founder and Manager Besma Al-Qassar, and 
Doubexeconomy CEO Dr. Cindy Drakeman
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At the corporate level, several recent studies have demonstrated that gender diversity, particularly in senior 
leadership positions, is critical to success and profitability. McKinsey’s “Diversity Matters” (2018) report noted 
that: 

• Companies with more diverse workforces perform better financially.

• Gender diversity is correlated with both profitability and value creation.

• Executive teams of outperforming companies have more women in line roles versus staff roles. 

However, they also emphasized that promoting one woman into a senior leadership role is not enough to reap 
the benefits of diversity. Their findings demonstrated that gender diversity does not have a significant impact 
until women make up at least 22% of senior management. Then for every 10% increase in gender diversity, there 
is a correlating increase in margin3. 

Australian companies lead the way when it comes to the women’s share of executive roles (21 percent), while 
the share in the United States is 19 percent and in the United Kingdom is 15 percent. No data on Kuwaiti 
women in private sector leadership is currently available, but anecdotal evidence suggests it is less than 1%. 
This means there is ample opportunity for the private sector to increase its profitability and performance through 
gender diversity.

The bottom line is that numerous reports have identified concrete benefits to gender diversity in the private 
sector, but it must be done with an eye to creating a strong pipeline of female talent that permeates the entire 
corporate structure in order to fully benefit both the women and their employers. It also cannot be haphazard 
– the companies that get the greatest benefit from increased women’s leadership are those that are strategic, 
committed, and concrete in their goals.

BLC Bank in Lebanon – A Case Study

BLC Bank in Lebanon is an excellent example of a company that has greatly benefitted by recognizing the 
potential of women as leaders and as customers. In order to take advantage of the market opportunity they 
saw, the bank’s leadership created a bank-wide, internal and external process to engage women. From the 
beginning, the bank understood that the effort needed to be authentic and bank wide. They convened a 
steering committee of representatives from every department in the bank to ensure widespread support and 
buy in. The committee was also in charge of:

• Monitoring implementation and progress (there was an accountability officers in every branch)

• Tracking gender disaggregated data

• Developing Key Performance Indicators for the gender goals for each employee’s annual review

BLC also set internal goals for hiring of women, promoting female employees, and sourcing from women-owned 
companies. 

To attract female customers, they developed products and advertising campaigns based on feedback 
from surveys and conversations with potential clients. To women wary of entering a potentially hostile banking 
environment, they were able to demonstrate that they were transforming their corporate culture not only to 
encourage women’s leadership within the bank, but also to incentivize frontline managers (those with whom the 
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women would most closely interact) to treat the women with respect and enthusiasm by way of the concrete key 
performance indicators. 

These efforts yielded remarkable results:

• After Three Years the internal ROI was 34%

• The number of women enterprise borrowers increased 82%

• The outstanding loan portfolio to women increased by 121%

• Total portfolio of women’s deposits grew 65%

BLC recognized an opportunity in women’s economic participation, and understood that it needed to get 
company-wide buy-in through transparent, strategic processes with clearly defined goals. As a result, it was 
able to reach a new market far ahead of their competitors. The bank has benefitted by every measure, and 
the women, in turn, have benefitted as employees by being able to use their talents more effectively in senior 
positions, and, as clients, to grow their businesses and personal wealth through well-designed products.

BLC is now gaining worldwide renown for it efforts and it continues to advance its women’s initiatives based on 
these successes4.  

The Global Business Coalition for Women’s Economic 
Empowerment

A recent landmark study of nine of the world’s leading multinational companies revealed that women’s economic 
empowerment is a core value that they are actively advancing in order to meet their business goals. This group, 
first convened by Professor Linda Scott, Emeritus DP World Professor of Entrepreneurship and Innovation at the 
University Oxford’s Saïd Business School, is now called the Global Business Coalition for Women’s Economic 
Empowerment (GBCforWEE). Its primary purpose is to share learnings on their women’s economic empowerment 
efforts to foster new ideas and advancements in their respective fields. They all come from different sectors, and 
are not direct competitors, which allows them to be candid with each other and Professor Scott. The members 
are Coca-Cola, ExxonMobil, GoldmanSachs 10,000 Women, Marks&Spencer, Mondelēz International, Master 
Card Center for Inclusive Growth, PriceWaterhouseCoopers, Qualcomm Wireless Reach, and Walmart. 

Doubexeconomy CEO Dr. Cindy Drakeman Rose Zergani, Senior Manager of Talent Management and
Diversity at Alghanim Industries 
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Professor Scott’s report, Private Sector Engagement with Women’s Economic Empowerment: Lessons Learned 
from Years of Practice (2017), revealed that

• Collectively the GBCforWEE have programs in 132 countries and

• They have reached 18.5M women since 2004.

The report provides examples of programs they have undertaken, challenges they have encountered, and 
recommendations for other companies attempting similar efforts. There is also a substantial section on how to 
design and measure initiatives. The GBCforWEE recognize that this can be challenging to take on, but it is 
necessary, and not just as part of corporate social responsibility.

Geographical reach of the GBCWEE: number of companies with at least one WEE 
programme in each country

Why the GBCforWEE Invests in Women

• Employee Value – attracting and retaining talent, anticipating the skills gap, improving the labor pool, 
increasing productivity

• External Audiences – Government partnerships, community integration

• Financial Performance – shareholder engagement, improving management, increasing financial inclusion

• Product and Supply Improvements – ensuring quality supply, developing new products, diversifying suppliers

• Market Expansion – Reaching New Markets, keeping consumers happy

These companies are investing significant resources in women’s economic empowerment within their entire 
global value chains because they realize doing so will ultimately allow them to achieve their business goals. 

We know that there is a huge opportunity in achieving women’s economic empowerment as demonstrated 
by McKinsey, Goldman Sachs, and BLC, and we can see that the business case is so strong that many of the 
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world’s largest multinationals are actively pursuing it as a key part of their strategies. With such compelling data 
and examples, the imperative is clear: advancing women into corporate leadership positions and engaging 
with them as clients and customers is a winning proposition.

The question then becomes, if you are new to such initiatives, how do you start? And if you have begun, how do 
you ensure your efforts are in alignment with the best practices that your private sector peers are using?

The UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on 
Women’s Economic Empowerment

The UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment has provided concrete 
recommendations for private sector entities that want to start programs to develop their women’s empowerment 
programs. In their first report (2016), the Panel noted that all companies already engage with women, even 
if those interactions are not formally recognized or sought out5.  Mapping these interactions is the first 
step in developing an intentional, company-wide effort to tap into the opportunities of women’s economic 
empowerment. This graphic, developed by the High-Level Panel, demonstrates all the ways women contribute to 
corporate value chains: 

A value chain approach to the business case

As designers, 
suppliers, 

contractors, 
marketers, 

distributors,  
home workers, 

small producers, 
and informal 

workers

Sourcing from 
women-owned 
enterprises can 
strengthen and 

Improve access to 
premium markets.

As leaders in 
communities

and businesses

Ono more woman in 
senior management 
or on a corporate 

board is associated 
with 8-13 basis 

points higher return 
on assets.

As constituents 
and customers 

Women make or 
influence 80 percent 
of buying decisions 
and control US$20 

trillion In global 
spending.

As employees

Companies in top 
quartile for gender 

dlversity are 15 
percenl more likely to 
have financial returns 

above national 
industry means.

As contributors
to positive

public image

A commitment
to women

can enhance 
a company’s 
reputatlon.

As individual 
community 
members 

influencing
the market
and policy 
conditions

More than one in 
three private sector 

leaders report 
increased profits 

following efforts to 
empower women in 
emerging markets.
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In the High-Level Panel’s second report (2017), they presented six questions that they recommend companies 
ask themselves as part of the mapping exercise6.  The answers will create an invaluable dataset that sets a 
baseline for women’s existing corporate engagement, and will facilitate the creation of concrete performance 
goals. Each company will need to develop approaches that are customized to their specific context, and 
culture, but these questions can help get the process started:

Pay: Is pay equal for women and men for work of equal value at all levels? 

Employment: What is the workforce balance of women to men at all levels, including home workers? 

Leadership: What is the board/executive balance of women to men? 

Procurement: How much do you spend with companies majority-owned by women? 

CSR: Do you have or fund programmes for women, and have you applied a gender lens to
all your initiatives? 

Suppliers: Are you asking your suppliers these questions? 

Additionally, the Panel developed a tool kit, How to Change Business Culture and Practice, with case studies, 
reports, and resources7.  This tool kit provides a grounding in the field, and offers further suggestions for 
developing a sophisticated, company-wide strategy for advancing women’s involvement to achieve greater 
business success. It also talks about the critical roles that government and civil society can play to reinforce 
and support private sector actions. 

One of the most important things governments can do to support women’s economic empowerment in the 
private sector is to increase transparency. Despite all the evidence that says gender diversity leads to 
prosperity for all, strongly embedded norms on gender and social behavior continue to perpetuate the idea 
that women are not qualified for senior positions and should not be paid commensurately with their male 
counterparts. These norms only inhibit the great potential that women’s economic engagement can unlock, and 
without external leverage, it can be nearly impossible to shift them systemically. Recent efforts to combat the 
gender pay gap in the United Kingdom illuminate the widespread nature of this challenge. 

What the Gender Pay Gap is and Why it Matters

The gender pay gap is not the same as the equal pay gap. Equal pay is a question of whether you pay men 
and women the same amount of money for work of the same value. For example, are two computer engineers 
– one male and one female – who have similar experience and are working on similar projects paid the same? 
They are doing equivalent work with equivalent experience, and so the answer should be yes. This level of 
analysis considers just the 1:1 comparison of men to women in comparable roles. While it is an important 
component of evaluating fairness of compensation at all levels of an organization, it does not tell the complete 
story of where discrimination may lie. This systemic discrimination is important because it is actively hurting your 
company’s bottom line. 

The gender pay gap looks not just at whether pay rates are equivalent, but also at how much gender parity 
exists at all levels of employment, from entry-level through the executive suite and the board room. Companies 
might say they have 100% equal pay, but if you look at their full employment, most of the women might be in 
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clerical or relatively junior staff roles. The highest earning positions, from mid-management and up, may be 
significantly dominated by men. A company with this profile can reasonably say that they pay women the same 
as men for work of equal value, but this data does not capture the fact that women miss out on promotions to 
higher wage and leadership opportunities. When they do promote women into senior roles, they may also pay 
them less than their male counterparts. As a result, women miss out on significant opportunity to earn over the 
entire course of their career, and the full potential of their talents and contributions are curtailed. 

The UK’s world-leading gender pay gap reporting demonstrates that even companies, such as Google, 
that had publicly declared that they had no equal pay gap, had in fact, very significant gender pay gaps 
when looking at the distribution of female employees throughout their corporate structure8.  We know from the 
McKinsey Diversity study (2018) that limiting women’s roles in companies results in underperformance. It is a lose-
lose to keep women in low-level jobs or disincentivizing them by paying them less than their male counterparts if 
they do ascend to senior level positions.

The UK’s Gender Pay Gap Reporting and Key Findings
• All companies in the UK with 250+ employees must publicly report what they pay men and women at all 

levels of the company

• More than 10,000 companies reported their data in 2018

• 7,795 companies pay men more than women

• 1,379 companies pay women more than men

• 842 companies pay men and women equally

• The worst offenders had pay gaps of more than 75%

• The gender pay gap creates lifelong loss in earnings for women that has significant impact on their financial 
and personal well-being as well as being 

It is possible that there was no malicious intent in many of these companies that returned a poor result, but 
the outcome was the same – women are consistently held back from top positions and paid less overall. 
Recognizing and addressing the gender pay gap is one of the most transformational things a company can 
do because it incentivizes its female talent and creates more space for qualified, capable women, who might 
otherwise have been overlooked, to ascend to the leadership positions that will result in greater returns for all 
involved.

As Kuwait looks to diversity its economy, it has a great opportunity in women’s economic empowerment. 
It ’s female labor force is well-educated and highly motivated. With strategic, concrete goals for women’s 
engagement, which must happen with the women themselves, and not just in all-male board rooms, the Kuwaiti 
private sector can grow to reach new markets, expand its influence in the region, and become a model for 
gender diversity as a lever for national prosperity.

1 McKinsey Global Institute, How Advancing Women’s Equality can add $12 trillion to Global Growth, 2015.
2 Goldman Sachs Global Markets Institute, Giving Credit Where it is Due: how closing the credit gap for women-owned SMEs can drive global growth, 2014.
3 Vivian Hunt, Dennis Layton, and Sara Prince, Diversity Matters, McKinsey &Company, 2018.
4 Linda Scott and Elizabeth Paris, Women Entrepreneurs and Effective Banking in Emerging Markets: BLC Bank Lebanon Provides a Strategy for Financial Inclusion, 

University of Oxford, forthcoming; IFC, BLC-Lebanon: Leading in Banking on Women – A Study, 2016.
5 UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment, Leave No One Behind: A Call to Action for Gender Equality and Women’s Economic 

Empowerment, 2016. 
6 UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment, Leave No One Behind: Taking Action for Transformational Change on Women’s 

Economic Empowerment, 2017.
7 UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment, Driver 5 Toolkit: How to Change Business Culture and Practice, 2017.
8 https://gender-pay-gap.service.gov.uk/
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N O T  G O I N G  B A C K

WMF had the pleasure to participate in Chatham House’s 2018 International 

Policy Forum  under the theme ‘No Going Back - Making Gender Equality 

Happen’. The Forum is an annual flagship event of the Chatham House 

Gender and Growth Initiative. It plays a significant role in ensuring that gender 

equality and women’s economic empowerment continue to remain in the 

forefront of the G20 economic dialogue.

Chatham House International 
Policy Forum 

“The year to date” session discussing the G7 and G20 and their approach to gender

Photo by Suzanne Plunkett
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Here are WMF’s 7 takes from the Forum.

We have to engage all groups working towards women’s economic 
empowerment and create cohesion amongst ourselves to reach our 
common goals

We all know that with unity and collaboration comes strength. This is a concept that we have believed in since 
our foundation. We knew that by bringing in like-minded people together, our efforts will be streamlined and we 
can reach a greater number of supporters that can influence change. We have also succeeded in partnering 
with forward-thinking companies that saw the value of joining forces with other companies through WMF to move 
towards women’s economic empowerment.

We need to listen to the needs of each country and their cultural needs 
to create solutions specific to them

WMF has been focused on meeting the needs of working women in Kuwait, addressing their unique issues, 
challenges and opportunities. Cultural sensitivity is prevalent in all our events and programs. While we have the 
opportunity to attend international events, forums and programs, we bring back the learning and experience 
and adapt it to what works here in Kuwait, making sure our programs are not just relevant and impactful, but also 
culturally sensitive. This is the model that we aim to continue to follow as we expand in the Gulf Region. 

We need to push ourselves to find creative solutions

We have continuously worked to develop our approaches to remain creative and efficient, whether with our 
forum, or programs or even our communication. The goal is to stand out and remain effective enough to push 
for women’s economic empowerment to be on the private sector ’s top agenda.

French Minister of State for Gender Equality, Marlene Schiappa
and Chatham House Director, Robin Niblet

Julie Teigland, EY Managing Partner & Global Leader for Women. 
Fast forward

Photos by Suzanne Plunkett
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We need less talk and more action. We need to put on the table 
concrete steps

Lest we get trapped in the ‘much talk’ cycle, within less than one year from launching our first forum, we had 
launched our pilot mentorship program in 2017. Since then we had put down plans and goals for our 2019 
programs to reach a wider group of young career women eager to develop and progress.

 We need to put measures and KPIs

We have followed up with participants from our Forums to measure the impact they have had on their careers. 
Instead of putting forth a mentorship program to the public, we chose to first do a pilot to help us understand 
what works and what doesn’t. From the findings we went on to develop a mentorship programs for women 
entrepreneurs and corporate women that is set to run next year. The program will have its KPIs and measures to 
help grow and strengthen the program year after year.

We need to make women role models visible

The power of both public speaking and media are undeniable. At WMF, we combined both. We put successful 
career women on stage to speak about their experiences, inspiring audiences and we amplified their reach 
and influence through using all types of media. We continue bringing women into the spotlight, positioning them 
as role models and thought leaders that can inspire and influence others.

We need male champions and involve men in the discussion

At the end of our second forum ‘Up the Ladder ’, one of the speakers held me at the door as she was heading 
out and told us in her firm tone of voice, ‘You have to involve men.’ WMF has set that as a goal and we 
succeeded in opening the third forum ‘Leading the Private Sector ’ with a opening speech from our first male 
champion. We know our list of WMF male champions will grow - it is all about a matter of time.

Introductory Remarks by Besma Al-Qassar, WMF Founder and Muhanad Al-Sanea Secretary General, Kuwait Economic Society
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WMF Partners

ALGHANIM INDUSTRIES
 

Alghanim Industries has prioritized gender diversity internally 
and externally, continuously addressing topics pertaining to the 
recruitment, development and retention of female talent. The 
company established a framework of policy and practices that 
have advanced Alghanim Industries’ recognition as one of the top 
companies for diversity in the region. Such initiatives include launching 
a nation-wide diversity survey, forming a Diversity and Inclusion 
Committee, and customizing different training and development 
programs for female employees. Additionally, Alghanim Industries has 
introduced progressive policies 

HONEYWELL

At its core foundation, Honeywell has committed to Integrity and 
Ethics, Supporting Diversity, and Workplace Respect. The company 
believe diversity enables its employees and teams to generate 
new and better ideas faster, to collaborate and innovate more 
effectively, and deliver products and services that meet the needs of 
its customers around the world. Diversity provides the energy to fuel 
its high-performance culture that promotes respect, understanding, 
and appreciation of different perspectives, backgrounds, and 
experiences. Honeywell believes bringing talented people together 
with different viewpoints creates better decisions. Having a workforce 
that reflects the communities in which it works, lives and sells its 
products creates a sustainable competitive advantage.

Introductory Remarks by Besma Al-Qassar, WMF Founder and Muhanad Al-Sanea Secretary General, Kuwait Economic Society
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ERNST & YOUNG (EY)
 

EY has worked hard for many years to create an inclusive work environment 
where its women employees can advance through their careers. 

A strong “tone at the top,” enabling women and men to succeed 
personally and professionally, and a commitment to inclusive leadership 
have been central to the company’s efforts.

EY has also been leading successful women development programs 
empowering women in EY and beyond. 

It has created and is leading the global EY Women. Fast forward platform 
that aims to develop and empower women in the workforce, in addition to 
supporting women entrepreneurs through the EY Entrepreneurial Winning 
Women™ program that it has recently launched in the MENA region. On 
the leadership level, it is leading the Women3. The Power of Three forum for 
senior women and men leaders representing the boardrooms, highest levels 
of government and prominent entrepreneurs across markets in Europe, the 
Middle East, India and Africa.

ACICO GROUP

ACICO Group operates in the industrial sector in Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Saudi 
Arabia, and Qatar, specializing in the manufacturing of building materials, construction, 
and engineering services. A leading group of companies of 25 years, ACICO Group 
is evolving into a more diverse and inclusive organisation. Lead by the Group’s Deputy 
CEO, this strategy aims at sustaining the company’s growth into the Region. While 
implementing medium and long term gender and diversity programs to improve ratings 
may work in some instances, in others immediate action is required. ACICO Group 
adopted a simple and straightforward approach. The Group immediately sought out 
to recruit experienced and talented women to lead some of the Group’s key strategic 
business areas. As a result, ACICO Group is witnessing satisfying results. There are many 
quick wins being celebrated and they are well into their way towards medium and long 
term business successes.
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UNITED PROJECTS FOR AVIATION 
SERVICES COMPANY (UPAC)

 

UPAC has been committed to the principle of gender diversity and 
continues to support the inclusion of women in its recruitment plans, training 
programs and overall retention of talent, while actively promoting a 
healthy work-life balance. Of UPAC’s seven senior executives, three are 
female, which reflects the value the company places on its experience and 
knowledge. As a community member, UPAC believes it has a responsibility to 
participate in the development of society; gender diversity is a fundamental 
component of this overall development. Through engagement in female 
empowerment platforms, education and continued awareness, UPAC aims 
to contribute to empowering women today to be the leaders of tomorrow.

KUWAIT PROJECTS COMPANY 
(HOLDING) -  K IPCO

As part of its efforts to support women’s development, KIPCO and its Group 
companies actively take participate in seminars and events that serve as 
a platform for successful female role models to share their experiences and 
inspire the younger women to develop in their careers. KIPCO invests in the 
training and development of its women employees, particularly in the area 
of leadership and management. The company encourages open discussion 
about what more can be done to empower women in the workplace, and 
believes that this is a step that must be taken in order to ensure progress 
in achieving gender equality, and creating a merit-based environment 
where gender plays no role in the assessment of an employee’s skills and 
capabilities.






