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Preface
Since 1999, The Conference Board CEO Challenge®  has asked CEOs across the 
globe to identify the most critical issues they face and their strategies to meet them. 
Since 2017, the C-Suite Challenge™ has expanded the survey pool beyond CEOs to 
the entire C-Suite. 

The Conference Board Gulf Center for Economic and Business Research was established 
in October 2018 and issued its first C-Suite Challenge report in May 2020 based on a field 
survey conducted in October 2019. This special COVID-19 report is based on the results 
of our midyear survey fielded in early June 2020 and contains the views of 1,316 CEOs 
and C-Suite executives from 44 countries (including 16 CEOs and 33 C-Suite executives 
from the Gulf region). The Conference Board issued in tandem with this report its global 
postpandemic report that is available on its website.

	  تمھید 
بادرت منظمة ذا كونفرنس بورد بعمل مسح میداني سنوي لاستقصاء اراء الرؤساء التنفیذیون (أي المدراء العامون) للشركات في  1999منذ عام 

طاق تم توسعة ن 2017مختلف اقتصادات العالم وذلك لمعرفة اھم التحدیات والقضایا الساخنة التي تواجھھم، وما ھي خططھم للتعامل معھا. ومنذ عام 

 الاستبیان لیشمل بقیة المدراء التنفیذیون (أي نواب المدراء العامون) في الشركات.

وصدر التقریر الأول للتحدیات التي تواجھ المدراء   2018تم تأسیس مركز ذا كونفرنس بورد الخلیج للدراسات الاقتصادیة والتجاریة في اكتوبر من عام  

. 2019الماضي بناء على استبیان میداني تم قبل بدء الوباء العالمي كورونا المستجد في شھر اكتوبر من عام    التنفیذیون في منطقة الخلیج في شھر مایو

، وشارك فیھ 2020ویعد ھذا التقریر النصف سنوي الاول من نوعھ لمنطقة الخلیج بعد انتشار الوباء العالمي حیث تم الاستبیان المیداني في شھر یونیو  

مدیرا من منطقة الخلیج. ولقد اصدرت منظمة ذا كونفرنس بورد تقریرھا العالمي   33رئیسا تنفیذیا و    16ولة في العالم، شاملا  د 44مدیرا من    1,316

 .board.org-ewww.conferenc بالتزامن مع ھذا التقریر وممكن الحصول علیھ من موقع المنظمة على الشبكة العنكبوتیة 

 

www.conference-board.org
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 الملخص التنفیذي
، وكیف  COVID-19یعرض ھذا التقریر آراء قادة الأعمال في منطقة الخلیج حول كیفیة تعافي الاقتصاد من التأثیر الھائل لوباء 

د سیغیر الوباء عملیاتھم وإدارة المواھب ، وكیف یرون الآثار المترتبة على الوباء على المدى الطویل ، بما في ذلك التأثیر على الاقتصا
جتمع. یركز ھذا التقریر على منطقة الخلیج وھو جزء من دراسة استقصائیة عالمیة أجریت في أوائل شھر یونیو والأعمال والم

من  1مدیرا تنفیذیا 33رئیسا تنفیذیا و  16دولة ، بما في ذلك  44من الرؤساء والمدراء التنفیذیون من  1,316، شارك فیھا 0202
 منطقة الخلیج.

 لمنطقة الخلیج: الدراسة المیدانیة تائج التي خلصت إلیھا ھذه، نستعرض أھم الن فیما یلي

 وفي حقیقة الامر في الدول   -یرى معظم الرؤساء والمدراء التنفیذیون في منطقة الخلیج  :التعافي الاقتصادي
) إلى مستویات  2020أن الاقتصاد لن یعود سریعا (أي خلال الربع الثالث من العام الحالي  -التي شملتھا الدراسة 

أو حتى أبعد من   2021لى العام القادم ما قبل الازمة ، بل یرون أن التعافي الاقتصادي سیستغرق وقتًا طویلا یمتد إ
الرؤساء التنفیذیون  خُمسبینما  الربع الأخیر من العام الجاري. خلال في المتفائلون منھم أنھ ربما یتم التعا یرى ذلك. 

نحسار تفشي الجائحة ھنالك كون انھا بدأت بالصین وتم  لإالعالم نظرا  نظرائھم في من  ھم اكثر تفاؤلا  في الصین
 معھا بصرامة وفعالیة أكبر من بقیة دول العالم.  التعامل

 
 في المئة من الرؤساء والمدراء التنفیذیین في   10: أفاد فقط  عودة الإیرادات إلى مستویات ما قبل الازمة

ما قبل الجائحة وقت اجراء    اء أو أنھا عادت بالفعل إلى مستویات منطقة الخلیج أن إیرادات شركاتھم إما لم تتأثر بالوب 
الرؤساء والمدراء التنفیذیون في منطقة الخلیج (وأیضا في   أغلبیةیعتقد  . بینما2020مطلع یونیو ا الاستبیان في ھذ

قبل  تعود إلى مستویاتھا السابقة المتحدة وأوروبا) أن الإیرادات لن  الولایات  بما في ذلكالدول التي شملتھا الدراسة 
عشرة رؤساء تنفیذیون  أربعة من كل النسبة للصین، حیث یرى . وتتكرر الملاحظة مرة أخرى ب 2021حلول عام 

 . 2020أن الإیرادات ستعود إلى مستویاتھا السابقة في وقت لاحق من العام الحالي 

 

   عند استقصاء اراء الرؤساء و المدراء التنفیذیون عن  على عملیات الشركاتالجائحة بعیدة المدى  آثار :
قطاع العملیات في شركاتھم من خلال عرض أربعة عشر أثرا محتملا والطلب منھم اختیار  أثار الجائحة العالمیة على  

أھم ثلاث اثار محتملة ، صوت اغلبیتھم (ولو بترتیب متفاوت من دولة إلى أخرى، وبتفاوت أیضا بین الرؤساء  
 التنفیذیون والمدراء التنفیذیون) للآثار التالیة: 

 
 مؤسسة مدفوعة رقمیاتسریع وتیرة التحویل إلى  .1
 تقلیل سفر رجال الأعمال لأن الاجتماعات الافتراضیة عبر الوسائل التكنولوجیة اثبتت فعالیتھا .2
 تعجیل وتیرة إدارة المصروفات وتقلیص المیزانیات  .3

 
نتیجة  ر محتملة اختاروا بعض الاثار المذكورة أعلاه كآثا ،وبالنسبة للرؤساء والمدراء التنفیذیین في منطقة الخلیج

لھ   "تسریع وتیرة التحول إلى مؤسسة مدفوعة رقمیًا"  انحیث یرون   الجائحة العالمیة مثل نظرائھم في بقیة الدول. 
في الشركات   -جزئي ولو بشكل  –نظرا لاستمرار العمل في ذلك ستغراب إ لاھم و شركات تأثیرا بالغاً على عملیات 

لذلك یري الرؤساء والمدراء التنفیذیون أھمیة الاستعجال بالتحویل الرقمي  عملیاتھا رقمیا قبل الازمة. التي طورت 
 أسرع وقت تحسبا لأي طارئ مستقبلا.لعملیات الرئیسیة في مؤسساتھم في ل
 

في ترتیب  " جاء أیضا"تقلیل سفر رجال الأعمال لأن مؤتمرات الفیدیو كانت فعالة بالنسبة لغالبیة الاجتماعات  موضوعكما أن 
إلى عقد   مما دفعھم  وضرورة الالتزام بقوانین الحجر الصحي التابعة لكل بلدتوقف رحلات السفر خلال ھذه الأزمة  ل  نظرا  متقدم

 

 .وھم نواب الرئیس التنفیذي Suite Executives) -(Cوالمدراء التنفیذیون  (CEO)  تمیز في ھذه الدراسة بین الرئیس التنفیذي   1
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بشكل  جدواھا التواصل الافتراضیة وسائلا المتاحة. ولقد اثبتت الاجتماعات والمؤتمرات الافتراضیة عبر وسائل التكنولوجی
 مسبوق منذ بدایة الجائحة العالمیة.شھدت نموًا ھائلا غیر لافت إذ 

ارة التكالیف وتخفیضات المیزانیة". "تسریع إد  ھو عملیات الشركات  من حیث آثار الجائحة علىمن حیث الأھمیة    الثالثوالأمر  
اء الرؤساء والمدرللمحافظة على شركاتھم من الانھیار. ویشعر  تكالیفال لخفضإلى أسالیب غیر تقلیدیة  فقد لجأت الشركات
 .للسیطرة على التكالیفلفعالیتھا نظرا ستستمر حتى بعد انتھاء الجائحة العالمیة  الأسالیبالتنفیذیون أن بعض 

 

 في الرأي بین الرؤساء والمدراء   اً واضح اً تباین : لوحظ آثار الجائحة بعیدة المدى على القوى العاملة
سیاسات إدارة الموارد البشریة والتحدیات الجدیدة التي أتت  التنفیذیین في دول الخلیج من حیث آثار الجائحة على 
 بھا. لعلھ من الأھمیة مناقشتھا فیما بینھم للاتفاق بشأنھا.

نصات التواصل م"عقد أغلب برامج تدریب وتنمیة مھارات الموظفین عبر اختاروا  في منطقة الخلیج فالرؤساء التنفیذیون
بمقارنة  للجائحة بینما جاءت في المقام الثامن للمدراء التنفیذیین الخلیجیین. ىالمدعیدة الأول للآثار ب" في المقام الافتراضیة

المنافع والتكالیف لعقد برامج التدریب عن بعد بالبرامج التدریبیة بالتواجد الشخصي، یبدو أن قیادات الشركات مع السابق أكثر 
كالیف التدریب بالتواجد الشخصي من سفر وإقامة ومخصصات أخرى من اللاحق، على الأقل لبعض انواع البرامج التدریبیة. فت

 یمكن توفیرھا من خلال التدریب عن بعد.

في  " زیادة مصروفات على مستلزمات السیطرة على العدوى في مواقع العمل" ولقد اختار الرؤساء التنفیذیون في منطقة الخلیج 
لمدراء التنفیذیین في اختیار ا للجائحة على الموارد البشریة بینما جاء ھذا الامر في المقام السابع ىالمدالمقام الثاني للآثار بعیدة 

في الخلیج. فحمایة العاملین والعملاء أخذت مقاما متقدما للرؤساء التنفیذیین في الخلیج مقارنة بنظرائھم في بقیة دول العالم حیث 
 في الترتیب السادس أو أكثر من ذلك. جاءت

في اختیار الرؤساء التنفیذیین في منطقة الخلیج عمالة دائمة صغیرة والاستفادة من خدمات عمالة مؤقتة ومرنة" "بروزوجاء 
. التنفیذیین في الخلیجلمدراء في قائمة ا للجائحة على الموارد البشریة بینما جاء ھذا الامر في المقام السادس ىالمدللآثار بعیدة 

فتعلم البعض خلال الازمة انھ لا داعي لعدد كبیر من العمالة الدائمة وبالإمكان العمل بفعالیة بإعداد أقل من ذلك. فبالإمكان دائما 
 توظیف عمالة مؤقتة عند الحاجة لمواجھة الزیادة في الطلب في بعض المواسم. 

 

   طلب من المشاركین في الاستبیان  الاقتصاد وبیئة العمال والمجتمع آثار الجائحة البعیدة المدى على :
أثرا محتملا للجائحة على الاقتصاد وبیئة الاعمال   إثني عشرة إعطاء درجة من واحد إلى خمسة لقائمة تشمل 

 ،تقبلیة""ستتحسن الأنظمة الصحیة وستولي عنایة أكبر للتعامل مع جوائح مسوالمجتمع. جاء في المقام الأول عالمیا 
"ستظھر سلوكیات شراء جدیدة نتیجة تغییر المستھلكون وجھة نظرھم حول المنتجات والخدمات   وفي المقام الثاني

شركاتھم ویتعھدون بقیادة شركاتھم لصالح    عریف غایات وقیم" سیعید الرؤساء التنفیذیون ت   " وفي المقام الثالث المھمة
. ومن الجدیر بالذكر بأن الأمور  جمیع الأطراف شاملا العملاء والموظفین والمزودین والمجتمعات وملاك الأسھم "

الحد الأدنى للأجور لعمال  "رفع جاءت في ذیل اختیارات الرؤساء والمدراء التنفیذیین عالمیا:  التي  الثلاث التالیة 
الجائحة"، "سینتقل الناس من المدن المكتظة بالسكان إلى   الأقل اجرا والذین اعتبروا ضروریین اثناء الخدمات

 . "تعجیل المساعي للحد من الآثار السلبیة للتغیر المناخي"   ، والضواحي  الخارجیة"
 
 

 *     *     *     *     *     * 
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Executive Summary
This report presents the views of business leaders in the Gulf region on how the economy 
will recover from the colossal impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, how the pandemic will 
change their operations and talent management, and going forward, how they see the 
long-term implications of the pandemic on many fronts, including the impact on the econ-
omy, business, and society. This report focuses on the Gulf region1 and is part of a global 
survey conducted in early June of 2020 in which 1,316 CEOs and C-suite executives from 
44 countries participated, including 49 CEOs and C-suite executives from the Gulf region.

The main findings for the Gulf region are highlighted as follows:

•	 The C-suite in the Gulf and around the globe are not optimistic about the 
speed of economic recovery At the time of the survey in June of 2020, most 
C-suite executives in the Gulf region, and in fact around the world, believed that 
a quick, V-shaped economic recovery (with a strong recovery in Q3-2020) was un-
likely. Instead, they believed the economic recovery in their home country would 
take much more time: either a U-shape with recovery in Q4-2020 or an L-shape 
with recovery extending into 2021 or later. However, one-fifth of CEOs in China, 
where the pandemic broke out a few months earlier than in the rest of the world, 
were more optimistic and anticipated a V-shaped recovery.

•	 Most C-suite executives believe revenue won’t fully recover until 2021 Only 
about one-in-ten CEOs and C-Suite executives reported that their revenues were 
either not affected by the pandemic or had already returned to prepandemic 
levels. In fact, the majority of CEOs and C-Suite executives in the Gulf region, and 
around the world, including the US and Europe, believe that their own revenues 
won’t return to prepandemic levels until 2021. However, four-in-ten CEOs in China 
believe their revenues will return to previous levels sometime later in 2020.

•	 Impact on operations: C-suite executives identify the same challenges as a 
result of COVID-19 CEOs and C-suite executives in the Gulf region cited the same 
top three long-term impact/changes to operations resulting from COVID-19 crisis, 
namely:

—	 “Speed up the pace of transformation into a digitally-driven organization;”

—	 “Reduced business travel since video conferencing has been effective for 
a majority of meetings;” and

—	 “Accelerate cost management and budget reductions.”

1	  The Gulf region is comprised of the members of the Gulf Cooperation Council: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia (KSA), and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Our aggregate Gulf estimates include all six countries, 
although more detailed discussions refer to Bahrain, Kuwait, KSA, and UAE.
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Gulf CEOs and C-suite executives and CEOs in the USA, Europe, China, and globally, 
also selected some of these issues as their top impacts from COVID-19. CEOs in the US, 
Europe, China, and Chile also ranked “speed up the pace of transformation into a digitally 
driven organization” in their top three long-term impacts/changes to operations resulting 
from the crisis. They now realize, perhaps more than at any other time before, the benefits 
and resilience of being a digitally-driven organization, especially in operations, in times of 
crisis. CEOs in the Gulf region however, identified “reduced business travel” as the top 
challenge. During this crisis, business travel came to almost a complete halt, and video 
conferencing witnessed unparalleled, exponential growth.

The second top issue related to COVID-19 impact on operations selected by Gulf CEOs 
and C-suite executives also ranked high among CEOs in the US, Europe, and China, was 
“accelerate cost management and budget reductions.” With most businesses locked down 
due to the pandemic, they resorted to cost management tactics to stay afloat. Most CEOs 
and C-suite executives  in the Gulf feel that some, if not many, of the cost-reduction deci-
sions taken during the pandemic period should remain even after the crisis recedes.

Impact on talent management 

There is a very clear divergence in views between Gulf CEOs and Gulf C-suite executives 
on the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on talents/skills and what kind of changes it brought 
about. They need to discuss these and agree on the way forward. 

Gulf region CEOs ranked “move most of our skills training online” as their number-one, 
long-term impact/change related to managing talent resulting from the COVID-19 crisis; 
the Gulf C-suite ranked it eighth. Weighing the costs and benefits of online training and 
in-person training, it looks like business leaders are in favor of the former rather than 
the latter, at least for delivery of some training program types. Costs associated with 
in-person training (i.e., for travel, accommodation, and per diem expenses) can be saved 
by online training.

Gulf region CEOs ranked “increase spending on infection control supplies in business loca-
tions” as their second most important impact on talent; the Gulf C-suite ranked it seventh. 
Protecting workers and customers is high on Gulf CEOs list of priorities compared with 
CEOs in other parts of the world where this health concern ranked sixth or above.

Gulf CEOs ranked “emerge with a smaller permanent workforce while making greater 
use of temporary and flexible workforce” as their third most important long-term impact/
change to human capital resulting from the COVID-19 crisis; C-suite executives ranked it 
sixth. During the crisis, businesses learned that they really do not need to have a large per-
manent workforce and can operate effectively with lower staffing levels. They can always 
hire temporary help when needed to satisfy occasional increases in demand.

Long-term impact on economy, business, and society CEOs around the globe were 
asked to give a score (on a scale of one to five) to a list of fourteen potential long-term 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on economy, business, and society. The top-ranked, 
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long-term impacts for global CEOs were: “improvement in healthcare systems,” “emer-
gence of new buying behaviors,” and “redefining company mission.” The lowest three 
long-term impacts were: “higher minimum wages for lower-paid service workers who were 
deemed essential during the crisis become permanent,” “moving from densely packed city 
centers to open suburbs,” and “acceleration of efforts to mitigate climate change.”

In contrast to CEOs in all selected economies and in contrast to even Gulf region C-suite 
executives, only about half (54 percent) of Gulf CEOs consider “emergence of new buying 
behavior by customers” as a very likely long-term implication of the pandemic. 

The vast majority (82 percent) of Gulf CEOs, 72 percent of Gulf C-suite executives, and 71 
percent of CEOs globally believe that one of the long-term implications of the COVID-19 
crisis will be “improvement in the healthcare systems with more attention paid to future 
pandemic responses.”
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Introduction
In September and October of 2019, The Conference Board fielded the C-Suite Chal-
lenge™ 2020 survey2 well before the COVID-19 crisis, and the results were published 
in April 2020. At that point in time, the top-three, hot-button external issues for the 
C-suite were:

•	 Recession risk

•	 Global political instability

•	 Tougher regulatory environment

The top-three hot-button internal issues then were:

•	 Cost reduction

•	 Disruptive technologies and new business models  

•	 Cash flow

The Conference Board conducted a special COVID-19 C-suite Challenge survey in early 
June of 2020 of 1,316 C-suite executives, including 606 CEOs, from 44 countries and pub-
lished the results in July 2020.3 This report is a Gulf Region COVID-19 special C-Suite Chal-
lenge report, which focuses on the Gulf region. It is published by The Conference Board 
Gulf Center in Kuwait. There were 49 C-suite executive participants from the Gulf region, 
including 16 CEOs, from Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and United Arab Emirates. 
The report highlights the breadth and the depth of the impact of the pandemic on Gulf 
businesses and changes to operations, talent, the economy, and society as a whole.

Before we present the results of the survey, it is worthwhile to highlight the state of the 
Gulf economy during this crisis. 

Gulf Economies during the COVID-19 Crisis

The COVID-19 pandemic has radically changed the prospects of the gulf economy for 
the short, medium, and potentially for the long term. In the short term, as governments 
throughout the world introduce stringent measures limiting physical mobility and social 
activity to slow the spread of the virus and avert a health crisis, economic activity seriously 
contracted. The Gulf countries whose economies remain highly dependent on hydrocar-
bon revenues found themselves suddenly confronted by the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic as oil prices lost 54 percent during the first 30 days of the pandemic (day 0= 

2	  Mahdy Al Jazzaf and Charles Mitchell, C-Suite Challenge™ 2020: Gulf Region—Risks and Opportunities in an 
Increasingly Volatile World, The Conference Board, May 2020.

3	  Amy Lui Abel, Denise Dahlhoff, Charles Mitchell, Ataman Ozyildirim, Rebecca L. Ray, and Bart van Ark, C-Suite 
Challenge™ 2020: COVID-19 Recovery—What Comes Next (Special Edition), The Conference Board, August 2020. 

https://conference-board.org/topics/c-suite-challenge/c-suite-challenge-2020-Gulf-region
https://conference-board.org/topics/c-suite-challenge/c-suite-challenge-2020-Gulf-region
https://www.conference-board.org/contenthub/publicationContentHub.cfm?parent=csuitechallenge&child=C-Suite-Challenge-2020-Covid19-Recovery
https://www.conference-board.org/contenthub/publicationContentHub.cfm?parent=csuitechallenge&child=C-Suite-Challenge-2020-Covid19-Recovery
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February 17, 2020). Fiscal deficits of the region are expected to widen significantly in 2020 
and remain in negative territory in the short term, with most of the countries still trying to 
recover from the 2014 oil price collapse. 

The Gulf countries were among the first to impose strict containment measures early on 
and started repatriating their citizens as soon as the health situation in Europe and the US 
started to deteriorate and in time for the Holy month of Ramadan. Despite the soaring 
number of 73 thousand new cases in the Gulf region during the first 16 days of May 2020, 
the Gulf countries partially reopened June 1, 2020; Dubai opened its doors to tourism 
again in early July.

Although business activity is gradually coming back, some sectors remain crippled by 
the pandemic, and going back to a pre-COVID state anytime soon seems like a distant 
mirage. Consumer behavior has been reshaped, and health concerns will overrule any 
consumption decisions. Traveling and dining out will remain subdued in the medium 
term while online shopping and home improvement goods continue to witness a 
pickup in activity.

The steep decline in consumer spending in Q2-2020 has resulted in increased layoffs and 
declining household income, further reducing spending. What started as a supply shock 
is slowly morphing into a demand shock or recession. As oil prices remain subdued in the 
medium term, the Gulf economies face a somber outlook, with the GDP of the region 
expected to contract by 5.9 percent in 2020 (compared to 2019).

In what follows, we highlight the observations and comparisons between top executives 
around the world: the responses of CEOs and C-suite executives (non-CEO) in the Gulf, 
between Gulf executives and their counterparts in selected major economies (USA, Eu-
rope, China, and Japan), and between the Gulf and the overall global results. 

Recovery Scenarios

CEOs and C-suite executives were asked the following question: “Based on your cur-
rent knowledge, which post-COVID-19 recovery scenario do you expect for your home 
economy?” They were asked to select the scenario they felt was most likely of the four 
options below. 

•	 V-shaped (fast recovery in Q3): The peak in the first wave of new COVID-19 cases 
would occur no later than May 2020, creating a strong recovery in Q3.

•	 U-shaped (extended contraction in Q3): Managed control of new outbreaks helps 
to flatten the curve of new COVID-19 cases but stretches the economic impact 
across Q2 and Q3, with growth resuming only by Q4.
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•	 W-shaped (a second contraction in the second half of 2020): Failure to keep new 
COVID-19 cases under control requires renewal of shutdowns or other stringent 
measures during the second half of 2020, causing the economy to contract again.

•	 L-shaped (long-term growth constraints): Little to no recovery occurs in 2020; most 
of the recovery is more likely to happen in 2021 or possibly even later.

The responses are shown in Charts 1 and 2 below.  

Chart 1

CEOs’ expectations for economic recovery in their home country

Based on my current knowledge, I expect the post-COVID-19 recovery 
scenario for my home economy to be:
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Source: The Conference Board
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We highlight the following observations:

•	 Practically none or very few Gulf CEOs and C-suite executives expect a fast 
recovery None of the Gulf region CEOs expect a fast, V-shaped recovery to take 
place. Only 17 percent of Gulf C-suite executives expect the same. (Only 9 percent 
of C-suite executives globally expected a fast, V-shaped recovery.) This strong pes-
simism in the Gulf reflects the magnitude of the damage caused by the pandemic, 
as viewed by CEOs and C-suite executives alike in the region.

•	 CEOs in China are less pessimistic than CEOs in other parts of the world About 
64 percent of CEOs in China expect recovery in either Q3 or Q4. This is perhaps 
due the fact that the pandemic started first there and perhaps passed its peak 
earlier than other parts of the world and that stringent containment measures were 
taken to confront the disease.

•	 Most Gulf CEOs expect little or no recovery in 2020 The majority (57 percent) 
of Gulf CEOs expect a prolonged, L-shaped recovery with most of the economic 
recovery taking place in 2021. Only 20 percent of Gulf C-suite executives share 
this pessimistic view, which is also not shared by CEOs in major economies.

Chart 2

Gulf CEOs’ and C-Suite executives’ expectations on economic recovery

Based on my current knowledge, I expect the post-COVID-19 recovery 
scenario for my home economy to be:
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•	 Most CEOs globally and C-suite executives in the Gulf expect a U-shaped 
recovery About 42 percent of CEOs globally as well as 52 percent of Gulf C-suite 
executives expect growth to start in Q4 of 2020. 

•	 A significant percentage of CEOs in the USA and Japan expect a W-shaped 
recovery This confirms the view that the USA did not take the pandemic seriously 
from the start and restarted its economy too early, and thus is facing a second 
wave of the virus.
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Return of Revenues to 
Pre-COVID-19 Crisis Levels
Survey participants were asked: “Considering the specifi c situation in your country/region 
and for your business, when do you expect your company’s revenue to be back to early 
2020 levels?” 

Chart 3 and 4 summarize the responses received.

Chart 3

CEOs’ expectations to return to early 2020 revenue level
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Source: The Conference Board

%
   Gulf             Global           USA   Europe             China          Japan           
                                                                                                                            

In 2020                  In 2021                  Later than 2021          Revenues did not fall 
                                                                                               or already back to 
                                                                                               2020 levels

10%

13

8

10

47

24

19

15

51

12

22

8

61

17

14

10

33

40

17

13

55

13

19

69

Considering the specific situation in your country/region 
and for your business, when do you expect your company’s 
revenue to be back to early 2020 levels? 



C-SUITE CHALLENGE™: GULF REGION COVID-19 RECOVERY www.conference-board.org 15 C-SUITE CHALLENGE™: GULF REGION COVID-19 RECOVERY

Chart 4

Gulf region CEOs’ and C-suite executives’ expectations for a return to 
early 2020 revenue level
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revenue to be back to early 2020 levels? 

We highlight the following observations:

•	 Revenues of the vast majority of Gulf businesses were impaired by the crisis 
Only 10 percent of Gulf region CEOs and C-suite executives surveyed reported 
that their revenues did not fall or are already back to early 2020 levels. This is in 
line with the revenue decline observed globally and in major world economies.

•	 Few in the Gulf region expect their revenues to return to precrisis levels in 
2020 Only 13 percent of CEOs and 15 percent of C-suite executives in the Gulf 
expect their revenues to return to precrisis levels in 2020. They are more pessi-
mistic than their global peers; 24 percent of global CEOs expect their revenues to 
return to precrisis levels in 2020.

•	 The majority of CEOs in the Gulf region expect it will take even longer, beyond 
2021, to return to precrisis levels of revenue Only 9 percent of Gulf CEOs, com-
pared with 21 percent of Gulf C-suite executives, expect their revenues to return 
to precrisis levels later than 2021, indicating that CEOs are more pessimistic than 
C-suite executives in the Gulf region.
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COVID-19 Impact on Operations
Most companies in most parts of the world, including the Gulf region, had to shut down 
on very short notice by orders from health regulatory authorities as an important step to 
contain the spread of the COVID-19 virus between workers and customers. Most compa-
nies’ operations were not designed with social distancing in mind. They had to shut down 
for many months. Companies with automated operations (robots doing work) or those 
whose operations didn’t require face-to-face interaction between workers or customers (e-
commerce services) were able to operate, and some of them witnessed a surge in reve-
nues. Also, internet-based communication platforms (video conferencing applications such 
as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Google Hangouts, Cisco WebEx, and BlueJeans) all witnessed 
a surge in the number of users. For example, the number of daily meeting participants in 
Zoom surged from 10 million in December 2019 to 300 million in May 2020.4

In this section we identify the lessons CEOs and C-suite executives have learned with re-
gard to their operations and, in particular, what changes to operations need to take place 
to avoid total shutdown and effectively maintain operations in future crises. To answer 
these questions, participants were asked to select a maximum of three out of fourteen 
impacts/effects to their companies’ operations resulting from the pandemic. The results 
for Gulf region CEOs and C-suite executives are shown in Table 1 and contrasted against 
responses of CEOs in major economies and globally.

We highlight the following observations:

•	 The pandemic is having a great impact on company operations across the 
globe Top management feels strongly that their company’s operations need to 
change to allow for operability in times of crisis by exploiting enabling technolo-
gies, especially remote operations and cost-saving means of communication.

•	 “Speed up the pace of transformation into a digitally-driven organization” 
topped CEOs’ lists This was the highest ranking impact/change to operations 
across all regions, except in the Gulf region where CEOs showed more urgency for 
“reduced business travel since videoconferencing has been effective for a majority 
of meetings.” Of course, the two issues are not mutually exclusive and point in the 
same direction, albeit with different scope.

•	 CEOs and C-suite executives in the Gulf agree on the importance of cost man-
agement Both groups ranked “accelerate cost management and budget reduc-
tions” as the second most important long-term impact of the COVID-19 crisis. 
When a company is shut down by government orders, revenues will stop, but costs 
continue to accumulate. 

4	  Tom Warren, “Zoom Grows to 300 Million Meeting Participants Despite Security Backlash,” The Verge, April 23, 
2020. 

https://www.theverge.com/2020/4/23/21232401/zoom-300-million-users-growth-coronavirus-pandemic-security-privacy-concerns-response
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TABLE 1
Long-term impacts/changes to operations resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic.

Gulf 
CEOs

Gulf 
C-suite

Global 
CEOs

USA 
CEOs

Europe 
CEOs

China 
CEOs

Japan 
CEOs

Chile 
CEOs

Reduced business travel since 
videoconferencing has been effective for a 
majority of meetings   

1 3 3 2 2 4 5 2

Accelerate cost management and budget 
reductions 2 2 4 3 3 3 4 3

Speed up the pace of transformation into a 
digitally driven organization  3 1 1 1 1 1 2 1

Cause a rethink of our business model as 
customer preferences shift  4 4 2 4 4 2 1 4

Stagger work shifts to prevent overcrowding  5 12 12 9 7 14 9 10

Become more appreciative of the personal 
interactions that contribute to innovation that 
are lost through remote work  

6 11 10 7 12 12 8 7

Be a flatter organization to de-centralize 
decision-making  7 5 8 10 8 7 10 6

Provide more self-service options (for ex. 
chatbots, etc) to customers  8 10 13 13 14 11 13 10

Conduct more regular tabletop exercises 
to stress test crisis management and 
contingency plans  

9 7 14 15 13 13 10 13

Be more transparent in communication and 
information-sharing at all organizational 
levels  

10 9 5 5 5 10 3 5

Restructure our supply chain by seeking 
intermediate goods suppliers that are closer 
to our home base 

10 14 11 11 9 8 15 14

Increase our external collaboration efforts 
with nontraditional partners 12 13 6 8 6 5 7 8

Become more data-driven/make more data-
driven decisions  13 6 7 12 10 6 6 8

Aggressively pursue M&As to create 
efficiencies and spur growth  14 8 9 6 11 9 10 12

Other 15 14 15 13 15 15 13 15

N=15 N=33 N=591 N=102 N=108 N=119 N=92 N=142

Source: The Conference Board



C-SUITE CHALLENGE™: GULF REGION COVID-19 RECOVERY www.conference-board.org 18 C-SUITE CHALLENGE™: GULF REGION COVID-19 RECOVERY

•	 “Reduced business travel” and “speed of digital transformation” were also in 
the top three However, Gulf CEOs and C-suite executives disagree on their rela-
tive importance: CEOs ranked “reduced business travel since videoconferencing 
has been effective for a majority of meetings” as their top impact; the Gulf C-suite 
identified “speed up the pace of transformation into a digitally driven organiza-
tion” as such. 

•	 “Cause a rethink of our business model as customer preferences shift” also 
ranked high on CEOs’ and C-suite executives’ lists in the Gulf Has the pan-
demic affected customers’ preferences? Customer preferences have changed 
due to the pandemic, definitely more in services than in manufactured goods. 
To protect themselves from being exposed to the COVID-19 virus, custom-
ers changed how they engage with service providers in many ways. Examples 
include payment schemes, service delivery, hospitality, travel, leisure, sports, 
health, education, and so forth. Are current business models appropriate under 
this shift in customer preferences? Responses to the survey show that CEOs and 
C-suite executives regard “rethinking of business model” quite critical for busi-
ness continuity, and perhaps beyond that, are considering exploiting this shift in 
preferences to create greater value.
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COVID-19 Impact on Talents/Skills
Has the COVID-19 pandemic affected management of talents or skills? To what extent 
will companies resort to teleworking? How should work be redefined? Would companies 
resort to a smaller core workforce and use more temporary staffing? Given that technology 
is enabling some level of teleworking, will companies adopt more flexible working hours? 
Will companies reduce office workspace? Would training be more widely delivered online? 
These and many other questions surfaced during this global pandemic. How do CEOs and 
C-suite executives feel about all this?

Participating CEOs and C-suite executives were asked to select the three most important 
long-term impacts/changes to their companies resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic out 
of fifteen. The responses are summarized in Table 2, page 20.

Gulf CEOs’ views on the long-term impact/changes to talent are quite different from the 
views of Gulf C-suites executives and from the views of CEOs in other countries.  The top 
long-term impact/change to talent for Gulf CEOs is “move most of our staff skills train-
ing online.” In contrast, the top long-term impact/change to talent selected by the Gulf 
C-suite executives is “increase the number of employees who can work remotely/telecom-
mute on permanent basis;” US CEOs ranked it second.

•	 “Adopt new work policies to include flexible work hours” and “increase the 
number of employees who can work remotely/telecommute on permanent basis” 
crowned the list of long-term impacts/changes to talent across most economies. 
The lockdown caused by the pandemic forced management and employees to 
work remotely from their homes for a number of months in most companies. It has 
proven to be effective and convenient. This shift to remote will persist even after 
the pandemic resides.  

•	 Gulf CEOs give higher priority to “increase spending on infection control supplies 
in business locations” and “emerge with smaller permanent workforce while mak-
ing greater use of temporary and flexible workforce.” Gulf C-suite executives give 
higher priority to “create agile project teams to redefine how work gets done.” 

•	 There are varying views and no real agreement among CEOs that office space 
needs to be reduced as more people telework more days. 
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TABLE 2
COVID-19’s long-term impact/changes to talent/skills.

GCC 
CEOs

GCC 
C-suite

Global 
CEOs

USA 
CEOs

Europe 
CEOs

China 
CEOs

Japan 
CEOs

Chile 
CEOs

Move most of our skills training online 1 8 5 6 5 2 12 9

Increase spending on infection control 
supplies in business locations 2 7 6 8 9 6 7 8

Emerge with a smaller permanent workforce 
while making greater use of temporary and 
flexible workforce 

3 6 4 9 8 4 5 6

Reconfigure our physical office space to 
allow for social distancing 4 10 10 5 4 12 10 5

Create agile project teams to redefine how 
work gets done 5 2 3 7 3 1 2 4

Adopt new work policies to include more 
flexible work hours 6 4 1 2 1 3 1 2

Increase the number of employees who can 
work remotely/telecommute on a permanent 
basis 

7 1 2 1 2 4 6 1

Have leaner functions as tasks shift from 
humans to machines 8 10 8 9 11 7 4 13

Reduce office space as more people will 
telework more days 9 3 7 3 6 9 9 3

Bring workers now working remotely 
because of the pandemic back into the office 10 5 11 4 10 11 13 7

Devote more resources to mental health 
support/well-being for employees T-11 T-14 9 11 7 10 7 12

Digitally track employees more closely T-11 9 12 T-13 12 7 2 10

Improve paid sick leave entitlements T-11 13 14 12 15 14 T-14 T-14

Other T-11 T-14 15 T-13 14 15 T-14 T-14

Will have a shorter work week with fewer 
hours required on the job T-11 12 13 T-13 13 12 10 11

N=15 N=33 N=575 N=99 N=105 N=117 N=89 N=137

Source: The Conference Board
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COVID-19’s Long-Term Impact on 
the Economy, Business,  
and Society
The COVID-19 pandemic is expected to have long-term implications for many aspects of our 
lives, including the economy, businesses, and society as a whole. To what extend do busi-
ness leaders around the world agree or disagree on these implications? We came up with 
twelve potential implications that we believe were relevant and important, then asked busi-
ness leaders in the Gulf and around the world to give a score from one (least likely) to five 
(most likely) to each. Percentages of average scores greater than four and rankings of these 
percentages across different economies are reported in Table 3 on page 22.

We highlight the following observations:

•	 Top three long-term implications of COVID 19 CEOs across nearly all selected 
economies gave high likelihood to the following long-term implications of the 
COVID-19 crisis: emergence of new buying behaviors, improvement in healthcare 
systems, and redefining company mission.

•	 Gulf CEOs differ from global peers in their view of the emergence of new 
buying behaviors In contrast to CEOs in all selected economies and in contrast 
to even Gulf region C-suite executives, only about half (54 percent) of Gulf CEOs 
consider “emergence of new buying behavior by customers” as a very likely long-
term implication of the pandemic crisis. Is this simply a point of view or might this 
be a sign that Gulf CEOs have distanced themselves from consumer needs and 
preferences? What we know is that consumers did change their behavior during 
the crisis in many ways. Some of the buying behavior changes came about as a 
result of lockdowns (i.e., increases in delivery services, products, and services via 
e-commerce). Consumers had plenty of time to pause and rethink about the prod-
ucts and services they really need, especially those whose income was significantly 
affected during the crisis.

•	 Improvement in health care systems The vast majority (82 percent) of Gulf CEOs, 
72 percent of Gulf C-suite executives, and 71 percent of CEOs globally believe 
that a highly likely long-term implication of the COVID-19 crisis will be improve-
ment in health care systems, with more attention paid to future pandemic respons-
es. After witnessing such an unprecedented and massive lockdown on people 
and closure of businesses, they expect governments around the world will pay a 
lot more attention to improving health systems to minimize the impact of future 
pandemics on business continuity and people’s health. 
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TABLE 3
COVID-19’s Long-Term Impact on the Economy, Business, and Society

GCC 
CEOs

GCC 
C-suite

Global 
CEOs

USA 
CEOs

Europe 
CEOs

China 
CEOs

Japan 
CEOs

Chile 
CEOs

Healthcare systems will improve with more 
attention paid to future pandemic responses 82% 72% 71% 62% 78% 72% 71% 64%

Large firms will have better access to capital 
markets, giving them an edge over smaller 
competitors in the recovery 

81% 76% 60% 59% 68% 65% 47% 61%

CEOs will redefine company mission and 
commit to lead their companies for the benefit 
of all stakeholders – customers, employees, 
suppliers, communities, and shareholders. 

78% 73% 64% 55% 71% 58% 70% 66%

Public health tracking makes people LESS 
protective of personal data 78% 54% 49% 39% 48% 50% 61% 52%

Society’s trust in capitalism and market 
economies will be diminished 58% 43% 39% 38% 36% 43% 38% 30%

Governments make substantial new 
investments in public goods, the social safety 
net, and public services

55% 49% 62% 49% 55% 75% 60% 71%

New buying behaviors emerge as consumers 
change their perspective on what products 
and services are important

54% 82% 68% 59% 82% 65% 80% 79%

Consumers will be willing to pay more for 
locally produced brands 54% 53% 43% 47% 52% 36% 53% 35%

Globalization will decrease: economic 
nationalism and protectionism rise as global 
trade wanes and more production is onshored 
or nearshored 

53% 55% 49% 50% 60% 45% 48% 40%

Efforts to mitigate climate change will 
accelerate 28% 46% 38% 38% 51% 36% 47% 44%

People will reverse trends and move from 
densely packed cities to more open suburbs 
and ex-burbs 

23% 45% 39% 50% 43% 23% 60% 33%

Higher minimum wages instituted for 
lower paid service workers who were 
deemed essential during pandemic become 
permanent 

18% 36% 35% 42% 30% 31% 38% 40%

Key:   �Red=Ranked #1 
Green=ranked #2 
Yellow=ranked #3							     

Source: The Conference Board
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•	 Redefining company mission Another highly likely long-term impact of the CO-
VID-19 crisis identified by CEOs across the globe is to redefine the mission, vision, 
and values of the organization and to lead it to the benefit of all stakeholders—
customers, suppliers, communities, and shareholders. Execution of the mission, vi-
sion, and values by management and employees is particularly challenging during 
stressful times.

•	 The least likely long-term impacts Very few CEOs and C-suite executives in the 
Gulf region and globally expected the following long-term impacts of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic: “higher minimum wages for lower-paid service workers who were 
deemed essential during the crisis become permanent,” “moving from densely 
packed city centers to open suburbs,” and “acceleration of efforts to mitigate 
climate change.”
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Demographics

About the Survey Sample
To provide a representative view from respondents from around the world, we weighted 
the responses in aggregates (such as global and major regions) by the square root of the 
respondent’s country share in global output (GDP) divided by the respondent’s share 
in the total number of responses from his/her country. While CEO and C-suite priorities 
certainly vary on a company-to-company basis, we believe this report can serve as a 
discussion starter and idea prompter within organizations to ensure that the enterprise 
understands the challenges it faces, the strategic goals it needs to set to meet those 
challenges, and the strategies and tactics required to be competitive in a postpan-
demic global marketplace.

N= PERCENT

What is your  
Job Title CEO 606 46%

non-CEO 710 54%

Total 1316 100%

Where is your 
company's global 
headquarters 
located? (CEOs)

Australia/ 
New Zealand 2 0.4%

Central America 2 0.4%

China 107 21.4%

Europe 112 22.4%

Indian Subcontinent 1 0.2%

Japan 89 17.8%

Middle East 14 2.8%

North America 64 12.8%

Rest of Asia 1 0.2%

South America 105 21.0%

Southeast Asia 2 0.4%

Total 499 100.0%

N= PERCENT

Industry (CEOs) Manufacturing 188 40.3%

Finance 36 7.7%

Services 242 51.9%

Total 466 100.0%

Region (CEOs) Chile 146 24.1%

China 122 20.1%

Europe 110 18.2%

Gulf Region 16 2.6%

Japan 95 15.7%

Other 13 2.1%

USA 104 17.2%

Total 606 100.0%

Revenue (CEOs) Less than $100 
million 326 48%

$100 million to 
under $5 billion 118 33%

$5 billion and above 57 19%

Total 501 100%

Source: The Conference Board
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