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Executive summary:
direction. Positioning actions in the UAE within 
the context of a global agenda and related issues 
will provide additional legitimacy to company’s 
communication, engagement and business 
strategies. The Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) stand out as an opportunity to position 
the company and its leaders, and the study notes 
positively that sustainability is high on the agenda 
in many UAE-based international companies.

Linking internal communication with vision, 
mission and values will also strengthen employee 
engagement and foster a stronger sense of 
belonging. This will in turn increase both internal 
productivity and external advocacy. 

Our research suggests that UAE-based leaders 
are strong on core business competencies. But 
senior executives could be better at connecting 
with their mid-level managers and employees with 
more empathy. In fact, soft skills are perceived 
to be important by the mid-level managers 

Top management in UAE-based businesses could do a better 
job of engaging with employees on an emotional level.

Leidar has worked with an independent research 
company to conduct a survey of mid-level 
managers in UAE-based companies. Participants 
considered 22 leadership characteristics, rating 
how important each characteristic is in a leader, 
and how well their current leaders perform on 
each. In addition Leidar analysed the external 
communication stances and content of the top 21 
UAE headquartered conglomerates, benchmarking 
them against Leidar’s Leadership Navigation 
best practice methodology – considering how 
well companies set their course, navigate and 
communicate. 

The research and analysis points to a need for a 
more strategic approach to communications by 
companies in the UAE. Conglomerates and their 
leaders have a strong opportunity to take better 
advantage of their business successes and portray 
their leadership more distinctly. By adopting 
more emotionally engaging leadership styles, they 
will inspire and lead their employees in the right 
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interviewed, yet are not widely observed in 
current leadership practices. 

Leidar’s review of external communication 
practices also suggests an opportunity to 
better portray and communicate the values and 
citizenship of the leading conglomerates in the 
UAE. 

While UAE conglomerates are doing many things 
right, there is an opportunity across the board 
for companies to align their business strategies 
with their communication strategies, and better 
articulate their unique qualities.

In order to harness this potential, and lead the 
discourse across the UAE and beyond, companies 
should consider a three-layered approach:

Set the course 
1. Develop a strong North Star that is based 

on true leadership from top management, 
and present unique forward-looking vision, 
mission, values, purpose and story. 

2. Elevate the role of communications to a key 
corporate function, and actively manage 
external perceptions of brand and reputation. 

3. Ensure that the company vision is explained in 
a manner that allows all employees to adhere 
to it and support it. 

Navigate 
1. Develop advanced sustainability strategies 

that address key societal issues and are 
relevant to business operations. 

2. Link advocacy and CSR efforts to a broader 
international discourse. For instance, adopt 
the SDG framework as a benchmark of 
sustainability activities, and as a starting point 
to build advocacy strategies. 

3. Position business leaders as operational 
actors in society that drive discourse and truly 
inspire employees. 

Communicate 
1. Update international communication channels 

and platforms (English language websites and 
social media) to reflect the qualities of your 
company. Reputation is international, even if 
operations are not.

2. Use creative and engaging formats to translate 
corporate messaging into easily understood 
content. 

3. Activate employees and influencers to become 
third party endorsers of the company across 
every external context. 

This strategic approach to communication brings 
together top executives with the mid-level 
managers. It breaks the hierarchical barriers and 
creates resilient channels that support integrated 
management of corporate brand and reputation. 

Lukasz M. Bochenek, PhD
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The UAE – living up to the leadership promise

The UAE is emerging as one of the global hubs – the communications industry 
needs to provide excellence to help UAE-based businesses live up to their promise.

Copenhagen, Stockholm and Oslo are all fertile 
grounds for digital communication innovation.

The new global reality brings opportunities for 
businesses in these emerging global hubs. But 
they must live up to their leadership promise by 
supporting home-grown world class excellence 
– and not simply continuing to import solutions 
from the fading leaders.

Dubai is unquestionably the Middle East’s 
international media hub. It is home to major TV 
networks such as CNN, BBC, Sky, Bloomberg and 

The world of global media and communication is 
changing dramatically. Historically, London, Paris 
and New York were the only true global hubs of 
world class communications excellence. Now the 
leadership of large agency holding companies 
such as WPP, IPG and Omnicom is challenged 
by a new and emerging group of innovative 
international boutique consultancies – not 
hampered by old models and huge corporate 
overheads.

At the same time, new hubs are emerging – Dubai, 
Singapore, Shanghai, Sydney, Sao Paulo, Geneva, 
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news organisations like Thomson Reuters and  
The Economist, all of which operate English and 
Arabic language bureaux out of the city.

It is also home to the region’s pan-Arab media, 
hosting the majority of business and trade 
magazine titles which circulate across the Middle 
East. 

Dubai also hosts the regional headquarters of 
social media giants such as Facebook, LinkedIn 
and Twitter.

With its role as the de facto media hub of the 
region, it is only natural that Dubai is also home 
to the largest concentration of PR, media, 
social media and marketing communications 
consultancies. Almost every major networked or 
independent agency operating from Dubai covers 
the Middle East, as well as Africa in some cases. 

And as the host venue of the annual Arab Media 
Summit, Dubai is also the city which shapes the 
region’s media agenda, defines industry trends, 
and influences developments.

PR Job Prospects and Talent Pool in the UAE vs 
Region
In 2016, employment for PR and communications 
industry professionals in the UAE grew by 8.7 
per cent over the previous year, alongside an 
equivalent growth of 8% in the marketing and 
advertising fields. This marks a big difference from 
UAE’s large and influential neighbour Saudi Arabia, 
where the number of PR and communications 
jobs grew by 2.7 per cent, and marketing and 
advertising by 2.4 per cent.

Companies and organisations in the UAE also 
value communication skills more highly than 
neighbours. In a recent list of the top 25 most 
sought-after skills as judged by recruiters in 
the country, SEO (search engine optimisation) 
marketing, PR, communications, writing, 
publishing, social media, and digital and online 
marketing all featured prominently.

Relationship with marketing and sales operations
The organisations in MENA region have 
traditionally placed more emphasis on marketing 
and sales than on communications. This manifests 
itself as the communications department sitting 
under the reporting line of the Chief Marketing 
Officer in private locally owned companies, or 
under the supervision of a Director of Corporate 
Communications in multinationals, who usually 
resides outside the region and maintains a dotted 
line to the local marketing department. In some 
cases, the corporate communications function 
sits under the HR Director.

Corporate communicators are also increasingly 
interacting with CIO and IT departments as 
digital infrastructure (websites, social media and 
Intranet) becomes an increasing priority for most 
businesses. 

It is fascinating to witness the development and 
progress in The UAE. We in the Dubai-based 
communication industry must strive for global 
excellence if we are going to succeed in helping 
Dubai to live up to its promise.

George Kotsolios
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Leadership Navigation concept
We developed this Leadership Navigation Study in 
order to map and better understand the evolution 
of the corporate communication landscape in the 
UAE. The methodology of the study includes two 
main elements: 

1) A survey of a representative group of mid-level 
management employees of companies based 
in the UAE

2) A communication analysis and benchmarking 
of 21 leading conglomerates headquartered 
in the UAE, exploring measures across three 
levels of strategic communication:

 - Set the course: A clear destination and  
 direction that defines the journey towards  
 business success. Clear vision, mission,  
 values and narrative that forms a  
 foundation for successful navigation and  
 engaging communications. 

   • This is the WHY of communication,  
   and what we at Leidar refer to as  
   the “North Star”.

 - Navigate: With a bright North Star, you can  
 navigate the best course to suit  
 stakeholder interests in an increasingly  
 complex (social) media arena and  
 landscape. Unique stories, distinct designs  
 and thought leadership drive advocacy  
 and create a competitive advantage. 

   • This is the HOW of communication. 
 - Communicate: Use of the right channels to  

 spread the company’s story effectively  
 to targeted stakeholders. 

   • This is the WHAT of communication. 

The results of our survey and analysis suggest 
that UAE headquartered conglomerates have 
built a good basis for the further development 
of their brand and reputation efforts. They have 
developed ambitious visions and missions and 
strong values to support them. But there is room 
for more, including strengthening of the strategic 
function of communications and developing 
closer links between communication and overall 
business vision and direction. 

This could also support building broader 
engagement programmes linked with the global 
agenda and discourse. For instance, very few UAE 
companies have a position in the SDGs agenda 
nor in the broader sustainability discourse. 
Finally, these companies communication channels 
would benefit from more creative and engaging 
formats, to connect with and engage broader 
audiences. This would require an enhanced 
usage of opportunities that are created by new 
technologies. 

New technologies such as Virtual Reality, Artificial 
Intelligence and The Internet of Things are 
shifting the paradigm of communication towards 
brand experiences. Communication has already 
moved from dissemination (i.e. traditional media 
relations) to interaction and engagement with the 
outside world (e.g. through social media). The next 
step is to harness the potential of bespoke brand 
experiences for customers and stakeholders. 
Future-proofed business strategies have to take 
this shift into account and embrace change.
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The new communication environment  
calls for a new leadership style

Speed and information overload calls for a new 
style of engagement from businesses.

The communication landscape is becoming 
increasingly complex. Organisations and their 
leaders are faced with unprecedented changes, 
both internally and externally. These changes 
redefine the way companies and organisations 
have to communicate and interact with their 
shareholders, stakeholders and consumers. And 
the lines between different groups of interest are 
becoming ever-more blurred. 

Several trends shape these changes, and have 
an important impact on the way that corporate 
leadership is perceived: 

Speed of information and information overload 
– in this super-connected world, information 
flows faster than anyone can process. According 
to the World Economic Forum, more data has 
been created in the past two years than had 
been created in all preceding years. This means 

that target audiences are being buried under 
information, and struggle to find information that 
is interesting and relevant to them. 

Shifts in trust – on a global scale, trust in 
institutions is diminishing rapidly. However, that 
trend is not replicated in the UAE. A 2018 global 
survey of public trust found that the UAE was one 
of only four countries where trust in government 
and institutions is strong. People trust the 
government here and are optimistic about the 
future. Business in the UAE also benefits from 
those higher levels of trust, presenting a great 
opportunity for companies to build even stronger 
relationships with customers and stakeholders. 
However, UAE based companies operating abroad 
also need to acknowledge that they may not 
benefit from that positive institutional perception 
outside the country. 
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Engineered empathy – companies used to have 
time to react to their stakeholders, with external 
audiences comfortable waiting a reasonable 
period for a company’s response. However, this 
window of tolerance and patience is closing. 
With social media came expectations of much 
quicker engagement, and now the rise of 
artificial intelligence and automatically managed 
interactions (e.g. chatbots) has led people to 
expect an immediate response. And expectations 
in terms of quality of interaction remain high – 
people want a good response, now. This creates 
the significant challenge of trying to strike the 
right balance between speed, correctness and 
quality. 

Blurring lines between stakeholders and 
consumers – traditionally companies looked at 
their external target audiences with dual lenses. 
Relationships with stakeholders were managed by 
public affairs and public relations professionals, 
while marketing focused on addressing 
consumers. However, these lines are not so visible 
anymore. Stakeholders are often the consumers 
of the company, and their personal experiences 
with the brand and service can impact their 
overall perception. At the same time, consumers 
who may not have interacted with the company in 
the past can now become important stakeholders 
through consumer movements, boycotts etc., 
facilitated by the internet through which activists 
can engage a worldwide audience.

Millennial generation expectations – A lot has 
been said about how ‘millennials’ perceive 
career development differently from previous 
generations. Indeed, younger professionals tend 
to be attracted to companies that adhere to 
values they share. The choice of employer, and 
relationship with that employer, becomes less 
driven by the objective of career development 
opportunities, and more by the emotional 
connection with the brand and the company. 
Employees have a growing need to belong to a 
company’s community – and effective company 
communities result in higher work satisfaction and 
better overall performance as a result.

Employee advocacy – people trust people, so 
employees are becoming the most important 
advocates for any international corporation. They 
are the most trusted source of information about 
the company. Therefore, internal communications 
has become a key managerial function with an 
important impact on strategy and long-term 
effectiveness. Employees at all organisational 
levels are the ambassadors of the brand. 

These trends create a new environment for 
international companies. The new communications 
environment is driven by change – and change that 
happens at an unprecedented speed. 

This means a stronger and closer relationship 
between brand and reputation than ever before, 
making alignment of communications and 
marketing (and sales operations) fundamental to 
successful business. 

For a long time, the communications department 
was seen (and is still seen in many cases) as a 
support function. This leads to poor management 
of corporate reputation. 

The alignment of communications and marketing 
also changes the role communications plays in 
existing companies. Reputation becomes an 
important non-tangible asset for businesses. 
Communication, therefore, defines how 
information flows within the company, engages 
important stakeholders, and drives relationships 
between the company and the external world. As 
such, it is a key managerial function.
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Gap between leadership excellence and employee expectations

The new communications environment makes 
communication between leaders and employees 
more important than ever. To understand what 
characteristics employees in the UAE value in their 
leaders, Leidar commissioned research company 
CARMA to conduct a survey of 200 mid-level staff 
at UAE-based companies, across industry sectors. 

The survey asked participants to consider 22 
leadership characteristics (outlined below), and 
rate them from 1 to 5 in terms of importance 
(i.e. which they consider to be most valuable 
in a leader), and current performance of their 
company’s leadership (i.e. which characteristics 
do their company’s leaders display). 

The characteristics participants were asked to rank were as follows:

1 Effective communication 12 Passion
2 Listening skills 13 Innovation
3 Problem solving skills 14 Patience
4 Risk taking propensity 15 Stoicism/Calmness
5 Level of articulation 16 Authenticity/Genuineness
6 Inspiration/Motivation 17 Open-mindedness
7 Team building 18 Decisiveness
8 Level of Transparency 19 Empowerment
9 Integrity/Trustworthy 20 Persistence

10 Focus 21 Insightfulness
11 Confidence 22 Accountability

Characteristics displayed by UAE business leaders
Our survey found that UAE business leaders are 
considered by employees to be strong across six 
key characteristics: 

• Confidence 
• Integrity 
• Focus 
• Passion 
• Authenticity 
• Accountability 

Characteristics valued by UAE employees 
The six top characteristics valued by UAE 
employees paint a slightly different picture:

• Integrity
• Problem solving 
• Team building
• Confidence
• Accountability
• Effective communication
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“Soft skills” gap
Encouragingly, three of the characteristics that 
are already exhibited by UAE business leaders 
are also amongst the most valued by employees - 
confidence, integrity and accountability. These are 
all relatively “hard” skills, indicating a strong focus 
on success, which are valuable traits in a business. 

However, three characteristics which staff 
identified as being amongst the most important 
are not widely displayed by UAE business leaders 
- problem solving, team building and effective 
communication. 

This indicates a “soft skills” gap. Leaders are 
driven to pursue business success, but are not 
as strong at involving their teams in sharing that 
success. 

Problem solving skills, the second most important 
to employees, is associated with being involved in 
decisions, and clearly leading from the front in all 
situations.

Team building, ranked as the third most important 
to employees, means leaders showing empathy 
with their team, and ensuring that all the team 
members are included in the process. 

Effective communication, the sixth most 
important characteristic for employees, is the 

glue that binds the team together. This means not 
only effective external communication, but also 
leadership communications internally – translating 
business success into people success, and further 
enhancing employee motivation. 

What does this mean for business leaders in the 
UAE?
In this digital, fast paced world, companies can 
be damaged if they focus everything on business 
successes but forget to consider the more 
intangible internal factors such as staff sentiment 
and corporate culture. Leaders set the tone of an 
organisation, and if employees lose respect for 
a leader, they will not be motivated to perform, 
ultimately impacting business success. 

This growing complexity of the business 
environment requires new ways of managing 
people and organisations. World Economic Forum 
research shows the evolution of skills needed in 
organisations facing challenges of the “Fourth 
Industrial Revolution” – the increased building 
of technology into the way we live our lives. It 
stresses a growing role of attributes such as 
creativity, critical thinking and cognitive flexibility 
in a future workspace. Senior executives can 
address this challenge by focusing their efforts on 
developing new communication structures in their 
organisations that support their vision and engage 
employees at all levels of the business hierarchy.
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Our analysis suggests an opportunity to be more 
distinct and focused in external communications

Our research suggests that sustainability is often discussed in UAE-based businesses, 
but external communication around the Sustainable Development Goals is very limited.

The leadership characteristics valued by 
employees are in some ways also desired by 
external audiences, and how an organisation 
communicates its value proposition has become  
a key indicator in how they are perceived. 

Communicating effectively is now a key part of 
enhancing and protecting your reputation. And a 
strong reputation is the cornerstone of positive 
employee engagement. 

To map and measure how effectively companies 
in the UAE are communicating, we undertook a 
study of 21 leading family business conglomerates 
headquartered across the Emirates. We 
explored their organisational positioning and 

communication strategies, benchmarking them 
against one another, and global best practice. 

We based our research methodology on a 
coding protocol broken down into specific 
criteria, enabling us to measure and compare 
communication. The criteria were divided into 
three categories, following the logic of our 
Leadership Navigation concept: 

Set the course: the company’s vision, mission, 
values, purpose and story (positioning). 

Navigate: crisis management, thought leadership 
(executive visibility), advocacy and corporate 
social responsibility. 
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Communicate: how the company engages 
on their website, social media and offline 
engagement.

We built 10 measures around these criteria, and 
rated each company on a scale from 1 to 4 for 
their clarity and performance each. 

The benchmark measures were:

Set the course:
• Vision
• Mission 
• Values 
• Positioning – corporate narrative

Navigate:
• Executive Visibility 
• Advocacy (CSR/issues) 
• SDG engagement 

Communicate:
• Website, 
• Social Media 
• Local engagement 

Our analysis of each measure was based on the 
company’s public websites, social channels, 
traditional media coverage, press releases, 
leadership statements, and any other publicly 
available materials.

Open landscape for SDGs and advocacy
By benchmarking each of the 21 UAE family conglomerates across this uniform 
set of measures, we were able to develop a holistic view of their communication 
activities. Our findings are represented visually in the chart below.

Lines represent the companies in the sample. Each line designs a profile of a company.
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One of the most noticeable aspects is that 
less emphasis, if any, is placed on advocacy, 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) or SDG 
commitments in the external communications 
of the benchmarked conglomerates. This is in 
stark contrast to the findings of our employee 
research that suggested sustainability is a subject 
often discussed internally. We therefore believe 
UAE business could and should be more explicit 
about their SDG agendas and commitments. Many 
of the benchmarked companies also pay only lip 
serve to CSR activities - for example by displaying 
photo albums of their employees without giving 
any specific context or explanation on what is 
actually being done, and the positive impact it has 
created. CSR reports on activities are also rare. 
This is a huge area of potential for leadership in 
the country and in the region. 

Secondly, a large proportion of those analysed 
have a corporate identity that would benefit 
from a refreshed look. Dated designs, typos, 
and broken links on corporate websites are hard 
to ignore. Information is often presented in a 
congested manner which makes it hard to read 
and grasp. Social media communication could also 
be improved in several ways, starting with regular 
activity, direct communication to followers, clear 
calls-to-action or purposive message. 

There also seems to be a general pattern of 
resemblance between UAE family conglomerates. 
Many look and feel the same, when in fact each 
and every company has its own corporate DNA. 

In the following chapters we take a closer look at 
the results across the three Leadership Navigation 
categories in more detail: Set the course, Navigate 
and Communicate.

Set the Course - A more distinct communication 
of the WHY 
This is the first section of the research in which 
we identified the WHY of each company’s 
communications, compared across the four 

measures of Vision, Mission, Values and overall 
Positioning. The questions we asked in this phase 
of the research were: What it is that defines a 
company’s journey towards business success? 
What is their core DNA? How do they differentiate 
themselves from their competitors? Do they have 
a clearly expressed vision, mission and values on 
their corporate website?

Overall, the benchmarked companies achieved 
the highest scores in this ‘set the course’ section, 
indicating that a good amount of internal work 
has been conducted in each company on defining 
their organisational essence. However, there 
were still some discrepancies. Vision, mission, 
and values were generally well presented and 
articulated, but there was a certain level of 
resemblance between companies, with the 
overall corporate positioning appearing similar. 
Companies also tended towards inward rather 
than outward-looking statements, which may be 
perceived negatively by external stakeholders. 
In many cases it was also difficult to see how a 
company’s mission, vision and values had been 
incorporated into their wider communication 
activities. 

Vision
There is a tendency across the benchmarked 
companies to use sophisticated words and 
adjectives which provoke emotion or excitement 
in their vision statements. This has both 
advantages and disadvantages. On the positive 
side, it can be a good marketing tactic and provide 
an image of authenticity, warmth/friendliness, or 
sophistication. However, on the negative side, it 
can come across as somewhat artificial. 

An important reason for effectively articulating 
a company’s vision is to give employees a sense 
of purpose. The majority of the benchmarked 
companies scored highly on this, talking about the 
value of their employees – important statements 
given that employees are fundamentally brand 
ambassadors.
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Mission
Mission statements were generally well positioned 
on company websites. However several of the 
benchmarked companies used too much text 
for their mission statement. A stakeholder is not 
likely to read and remember five paragraphs on a 
company’s mission, so the ideal mission statement 
is clear and easy to comprehend - and the shorter 
the more memorable.   

Values
Values are some of the fundamental factors which 
define a company’s culture, and the behaviour 
of its leadership. We found a high degree of 
variation in how these are articulated - some 
of the benchmarked companies do not seem 
to articulate their values at all, some use a few 

key words, whilst others use whole sentences 
to describe their values. It is also interesting to 
note that UAE based companies are generally 
more open about the importance of profits and 
financial success compared with European-based 
corporations, and are comfortable reflecting 
those in their value statements. 

Positioning 
When considering the overall positioning of the 
benchmarked companies, we found a genuine 
interest in broadening target audiences and 
engaging with stakeholders. Many of the assessed 
companies communicate effectively about valuing 
and growing their partnerships, and even have 
whole website sections dedicated to stakeholder 
relations.

Articulating the DNA of an organisation has always been a challenge, but our research shows that 
companies that do it right benefit from a better reputation. And a better reputation in turn is good 
for business:

- It helps to motivate employees and recruit the best talent. 
- It ties the company more closely with its customers and stakeholders. 
- It gives a voice to corporate leaders to contribute to and set the discourse agenda. 

Creating an edge and strong differentiation allows companies to stand out in the competitive 
environment. It also gives a personality to the company - a personality which creates a sentiment 
of belonging amongst employees and customers. 

Navigate - Room for more leadership and 
advocacy
The second part of our research methodology 
identified the HOW of communication, judged 
according to the measures of Executive Visibility, 
Advocacy (CSR/issues) and SDG Commitment/
Engagement. What actions are being taken to 
interest stakeholder groups on the social media 
and technological landscapes? What type of 
thought leadership and advocacy methods are 
being used? What is being done to engage on 
broader international discourses and issues of  
the day?

Overall, the benchmarked companies scored 
very poorly on these measures, particularly 
regarding advocacy and CSR commitments – 
areas of high potential for future improvement. 
It seems that the definition of advocacy has not 
been understood nor communicated properly 
within many of the benchmarked organisations 
considering it as an accessory “that makes us 
look good” rather than a purposeful strategic 
stakeholder approach. 

This is particularly noticeable given the strong 
value placed on community engagement and 
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charitable activities in UAE culture. Several of 
the benchmarked companies engage in great 
community work by sponsoring university 
students, organising fundraising events or 
donating money to local charities. However, 
rather than using these as a springboard for 
positive CSR engagement in other areas (e.g. on 
the SDGs), some simply list these contributions 
on their corporate website, whilst others make no 
reference to them at all. This one-way, broadcast 
style of communications is not the most effective 
way to engage with a broader discourse.   

Executive visibility
Generally, the CEO or founder of a company is 
featured on the corporate website, usually in a 
dedicated section with a clear bio, and a history 
of their predecessors. This is to be expected in 
family owned companies, where the family name 
and reputation are interwoven with that of the 
company. 

However, contact information and social media 
handles are not usually provided, so visitors 

Navigating leadership challenges has never been so challenging for large companies:

- Stakeholders, consumers and society at large have higher expectations of companies now than 
ever before. 

- Top executives are perceived as the ‘personality’ of the company. 
- Global issues and frameworks increase pressure on companies to become socially involved. 

At the same time, digital media and thought leadership create an environment in which companies 
and company leaders can connect directly with their stakeholders. Doing this right allows them to 
manage their reputation proactively. 

have no easy way of learning more about the 
leaders’ views, nor engage directly with them. 
This presents an opportunity for business leaders 
to enhance their profile by creating more open 
and approachable engagement strategies. The 
reputation of the company’s leadership is closely 
tied to the reputation of the company, so boosting 
their profile(s) will help boost the company profile.

Advocacy/CSR and SDG Commitment/
Engagements
Only a handful of benchmarked companies list 
their community engagements, or share photos of 
their employees engaging in charitable activities. 
In the majority of cases, the benchmarked 
companies have no website section on CSR. 
And even for those which do, only UAE-based 
contributions are represented. Whilst this is an 
important element, many of these companies also 
operate, or have links with, global businesses. 
A sense of contributing to a global vision (e.g. 
environmental concerns, sustainability etc.) would 
be beneficial.
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Communication – An opportunity to modernise 
and upgrade digital engagement
This part of our research highlights the WHAT of 
communication, using the measures of Website, 
Social Media and Local Engagement. Are the 
most effective channels being used? Does the 
corporate website resonate with the brand of the 
company? How strong and inclusive is social media 
engagement (e.g. are employees represented in 
social media posts)?

In this section we observed the highest level 
of discrepancy between, and even within, 
benchmarked companies. This indicates a need 
for alignment of communication operations across 
three core areas: 1) updating and modernising 
digital presence, 2) improving language and tone 
of voice, 3) engaging with creative formats and 
content.  

Website
In general, the websites of the benchmarked 
companies are in need of improvement, 
particularly in modernising the look and feel, 
and making navigation and signposting to key 
information easier. Some of these are easy fixes 

While most consumers are advanced users of mobile communications, 
many corporate websites are not state-of-the-art.

- for example, broken links to different parts of 
websites, a common problem we encountered.

A large percentage of the companies also do not 
have logos which are adapted for social media 
use. This can leave the impression of a lack of 
professionalism, and doesn’t reflect the fact that 
these are large and successful organisations. 

Social Media
The majority of the companies assessed in this 
study use social media channels regularly – 
predominantly Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. 
The ones which performed best posted both 
promotional/marketing content, as well as general 
news about employees and company updates. 
This mixed content approach has resulted in good 
engagement rates.

There were however some companies that either 
do not have social media channels at all or display 
social media logos on their website but don’t 
actually have any content on the channels to date. 
This is not good practice; particularly as social 
media has become a go-to tool for engaging 
companies – both in B2C and B2B environments. 
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Local engagement 
Content related to engagement within the UAE 
varied massively. Some companies did not 
communicate any information about local and 
national events or investment towards local 

Successful corporate engagement requires alignment of the external communications:

- A strong tone of voice and organisational narrative bring corporate stories to life and help 
engage customers and stakeholders. 

- Social media are much more than another channel in the mix. They have a transformative 
power over relationships between companies and customers. 

- Creativity and out-of-the-box thinking help to stand out in a crowded digital space. 

Therefore, companies need to re-think the way they manage their daily communications, by 
moving away from channel driven strategies to experiential ones, putting the customer and their 
brand experience at the center. 

Closing the gap – transformative communications models

Our research suggests a great opportunity for 
UAE based companies to align their business and 
communication strategies and activities, and 
work in an integrated manner – from strategies 
involving their top leadership through to the 
development and delivery of content. This 
finding is confirmed by both the survey of  mid-
level managers, and our external analysis of 
communication channels. 

A strategic approach to communication can help 
harness this opportunity. Developing a strong 
corporate narrative based on an ambitious vision 
is the first step, followed by integrated and active 
management of company’s brand and reputation. 
Finally, the vision has to be lived by employees, so 
the role of internal advocacy and communication 
is crucial. 

Expanding existing CSR engagements and local 
activities to participate in global sustainability 
strategies would also help to engage external 
stakeholders. The benchmarked companies have 
a licence to operate and lead on a global scale – 
supported by strong national trust in government 
and business, and the excellent international 
reputation of the UAE as a hub for business. 
Engaging with universally recognised frameworks 
such as SDGs can support these global ambitions, 
and show that UAE based companies are part of 
– and even leading - the international business 
community. Finally, adopting the SDGs as a 
framework would also support the positioning of 
company executives as true and inspiring leaders. 

At an operational level, companies based in the 
UAE should look to upgrade their digital presence, 

causes, whilst others give clear examples and 
detailed stories. That said, across the board 
companies provide much more information 
about local commitments than they do about 
international issues such as sustainability.



19

making it more appealing to an international 
audience. A creative approach and design is the 
most effective way to stand out in the crowded 
digital sphere – which at the moment is not 
currently the case amongst UAE businesses. 

Leaders’ visions and outlooks are the fundamentals 
on which effective strategies can be built. This 
should be followed by “smart listening” to the 
external landscape – ensuring you understand the 
trends that are shaping the business environment, 
and feeding them into your business strategy. 
Listening has a double positive effect as well – 
it informs decisions and mitigates risks, while 
creating a customer/stakeholder centric culture. 

Only then will effective communication and 
marketing strategies be put in place. From there, 
companies can build internal capacity and engage 
with both internal and external stakeholders. 
It is also paramount to measure and evaluate 
communication activities, as this provides the 
basis for better decision-making, and more 
effective resource allocation in future.

Finally, the role of employees in this process 
should not be underestimated. They are the 
ultimate representatives of the organisations 
they work for. Internal communications should be 
prioritised, focusing on empowering employees to 
become brand and corporate advocates. 

Leidar, an international communication consultancy with offices in Dubai, 
London, Brussels, Geneva and Oslo, has conducted two comprehensive 
studies analysing businesses based in the UAE. Both point to the need and 
opportunity for leadership to better recognise the new communication 
landscape and pursue communication opportunities more dynamically.

• Organisation objectives and strategy
• Communications landscape
• Competitor landscape
• Personal agenda 

• Gap analysis: internal and external 
listening, baseline metrics

• Issue mapping
• Online and offline influencer mapping
• Stakeholder anthropology 

• Aspiration definition 
• Internal and external alignment 
• Strategic edge and USP 
• On-going benchmarking 

• Internal alignment
• Communication and engagement upskilling 
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• Thought leadership
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