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SpenglerFox has been operating in the 
Middle East for the last 13 years. The 
region has traditionally been dominated by 
Saudi Arabia as its main domestic market.  
The set-up usually works such that 

multinational companies base their 

headquarters (read establish hubs) in 
Dubai to pursue business in Saudi Arabia 
and the Gulf.  The Saudi market is a 
challenging one and is not naturally 
attractive for expats.  In recent years, we 
have seen most new opportunities directed 
at local hires, i.e. as part of a process 

called Saudization (i.e. government 
regulations requiring preferential hiring of 
Saudi nationals for certain jobs).  For 
example, HR directors now have to be 
Saudi nationals.  This creates a shortage of 
local talent. 

 

New regulations have changed how 
businesses approach the market. You have 
many multinational companies scrambling 
to gain access to a limited pool of talent 
with strong executive skills.  For many 
years, expats had a monopoly on upper 

management jobs, but this is no longer the 
case.  So businesses are now looking for 
ways to address a clear talent gap.  
Needless to say, this is something these 
businesses cannot get around, for Saudi 
Arabia is one of the region’s most 
important economies.  For example, just to 

give you an idea of how important:  one-
third of SpenglerFox’s business in the MEA 

region is done in Saudi Arabia.  I imagine 
this proportion to be similar for other 
companies operating in there.  The United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) are the second most 

important domestic market in the Gulf, and 
are a very popular hub for set-up of 

regional headquarters.  It attracts people 
from all around the world and the business 
environment stands in stark contrast to 
Saudi Arabia.  For example, it’s common 
that expat executives will come to Dubai 
for three- to four-year assignments and 

then want to stay.  It’s widely-known that 
Dubai is good for families and financially 
rewarding for executive talent. 
 
If we look at other regional markets, it’s 

worth noting that Egypt is making a 
comeback.  There is once again interest in 

this market among multinational 
companies and they are starting to return 
(following an extended period of political 
unrest).  For a while we did not have much 
work as headhunters in Egypt, but in 2015 
things started to take off again. We 
suppose that businesses now perceive 

Egypt to be more stable, and this is a 
prerequisite for multinationals to invest.   
 
In the Middle East, many businesses still 
manage their operations remotely via 
distributors with whom they are not too 

happy.  Now we see a trend where 
companies want to work directly from the 
region with their own staff and offices to 
take control of their own brand again.  
They are interested in rapid set-up, often 
with a single, local representative and then 
move to staffing.  This helps them limit 

costs. However, now businesses are 
moving forward with building regional hubs 
that will boost their access to other 
markets in the region (i.e. Pakistan, Iran, 
Central Asia, North Africa, et al.).  
 
 

Battle of the Hubs 

 
During this year one of the most frequent 
questions we’ve had from clients has been 
“Where should we base our Middle East 
Africa headquarters?”  The most common 

dilemma in this case is whether they opt 
for traditional Dubai or consider an 
increasingly- popular hub:  Istanbul.  One 
client recently asked that we do a study on 
the attractiveness of Istanbul vs. Dubai as 
a regional hub location.  We assessed both 
cities in terms of talent availability, local 

communities, flight connectivity, access to 
schools, taxation levels, cost of 
employment, etc.).  Dubai clearly remains 

the destination of choice (or hub) for 
businesses operating near and around the 
Persian Gulf, i.e. countries in the Middle 
East and Africa.  It is very cosmopolitan 
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and it is also very easy to set up regional 
business headquarters in Dubai.  On the 

other hand, Istanbul sometimes wins out 
due to access to a large domestic market.  
Turkey is also much cheaper as concerns 
manpower; plus it has a very well educated 
pool of local candidates.  
Still this is nothing new:  the business 

importance of regional metropolises has 
always fluctuated.  Cairo and Beirut used 
to be the Middle East regional hubs but 
later lost their preferred status.  Dubai is 
also losing favorability as it becomes more 

expensive.  Bigger salary packages (in 
particular for housing and schooling) that 

multinational companies have to pay out 
are leading them to have extended internal 
debate on whether tax free benefits 
outweigh other costs.   
 
Dubai also score points for talent access, 
i.e. the market now has the advantage of 

2nd or 3rd generation “expat locals”, who 
have grown up in Saudi Arabia or Dubai.  
Talent-wise this makes it a place of choice 
for operations in the Middle East and 
Africa.  In some cases, Dubai is also used 
to manage operations in Southeast Asia 

(Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka).  Turkey 
doesn’t work as well for managing projects 
or business endeavors on the Indian 
subcontinent and Africa.  Still, as you can 
see, the decisions on where to set up MEA 
hubs are not simple ones.  Companies are 
trying to be more efficient.  When they 

consider hub set-up, their main concerns 
are how to rationalize costs and streamline 
operations.  So now Dubai has to work 
increasingly harder to justify its regional 
dominance. 
 
 

Back to Persia 

 
A key change we’re seeing now is hope for 
and belief in an opening of the Iranian 
market.  Until recently if you spoke about 
the Middle East, Iran was only mentioned 

in remarks on covert or market-parallel 
export activity. It had been taboo to speak 
of business operations in Iran; despite the 
fact that you often had marketing and 
sales teams in Dubai secretly travelling to 
that country.  Companies had been doing 
business in Iran, albeit indirectly. Now they 

are waiting en masse for the Iranian 
market to open up.  In this regard, Dubai 
is a logical partner to help businesses 

access this market.  Because of its 
significant Iranian population and its 
tradition of trading with the country, 
companies are now factoring Dubai into 

their strategies for accessing Iran in the 
future.   

 
The opening of Iran will bring an entirely 
new dynamic to doing business in the 
Middle East.  There will be a new market of 
80 million people.  The country has a 
population that is well educated, big 

supplies of natural resources and the 
market has a strong need for investment 
into infrastructure.  It’s almost a virgin 
environment in terms of business.  All 
multinational companies have an eye on 

the Iranian market, regardless of the 
segment (i.e. healthcare, FMCG, business 

services).  2016-2018 could mark a 
regional “gold rush” of sorts, where 
companies make a run to enter the world’s 
last, large and truly untapped market.  
Dubai will benefit greatly from this as it 
serves as a launching pad for companies to 
enter that market. Since it’s only a two-

hour flight away, Dubai could become the 
“front door” to Iran. 
 
 
What’s next? 
 

Looking at prospects for the coming years, 
Iran could be the next “big thing” as 
concerns investment, development and 
growth. We have already had many 
discussions with clients about when and 
how they access that market in the coming 
years.  It’s of particular importance to 

them at a time when markets like China, 
India and Russia are struggling to deliver 
their share of growth to multinationals. 
That said, Saudi Arabia still has potential 
and already delivers numbers and growth 
to multinationals. The Saudi market has 
become slightly more cautious as price 

drops for oil have had some impact, but 

there is still momentum. 
 
Paradoxically, despite smaller shares in 
sales and political instability, companies 
still view the Middle East as a region for 

sustainable growth.  Iran’s opening to 
world markets would only boost this view, 
bringing additional interest on the region 
from global headquarters. 
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