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Closing the gap between
strategy and succession

Organizations in the United Arab Emirates have made significant progress in
enterprise-wide alignment between strategy and succession planning. Still,
sustained success will require succession planning to become a continuous
capability rather than a one-time governance exercise. Boards that develop
multiple future leaders, not just a single successor, will be better positioned
to adapt as strategy and market conditions evolve.
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Organizations in the United Arab
Emirates are operating in an
environment marked by growing
regional and global complexity
alongside continued economic
transformation. They are attracting
capital and talent while navigating
geopolitical conflict, shipping
disruptions, and oil market volatility.

As strategic priorities and operating
conditions evolve, boards need to
ensure that their own capabilities keep
pace. This makes alignment between
organizational strategy and board
composition increasingly important and
puts succession planning at the center of
strengthening that alignment over time.

A complex operating environment

According to our recent survey of

1,033 CEOs and directors globally,
including 59 in the UAE, nine out of ten
expect their organization’s strategy and
operating model to change over the
next two to three years. 53% of CEOs
and directors report a gap between
what they need and their current board’s
strengths. While this is quite high, it's
lower than other markets across the
globe. In the U.S., for example, 61% of
respondents report a capability gap.'

One contributing factor to these
capability gaps may be that more

than half of CEOs and directors in

the Middle East reported in an earlier
survey that they don't regularly replace
underperforming directors or directors
whose skill sets may no longer align
with organizational needs.? This could
explain why capability gaps persist
rather than close over time: without a
consistent cadence of turnover, boards
miss the chance to bring in the skills
and perspectives that evolving strategy
demands. In addition, fewer boards
demonstrate the foresight and capacity
for renewal needed to stay effective

as organizational needs evolve. CEOs
and directors are considerably more
likely to cite deep relationships as a
board strength than they are to report
strengths in foresight and renewal.

Half of CEOs and board members report a gap between
success factors and current board capabilities.

Overall CEOs Directors

Board strengths are more likely to lie in traditional governance
activities or relationships than in renewal and foresight.

Traditional governance Relationships Board renewal
activities and foresight

‘ 86% ’ ‘ 76% ’ 51%

1 “Board Monitor US 2026 | Future-focused boards: Linking renewal, alignment, and performance,” Heidrick & Struggles, May 12, 2026, heidrick.com.

2 Unpublished data from a survey reported in “CEQ and board confidence monitor: Beating the succession planning paradox,” Heidrick & Struggles, October 30, 2024, heidrick.com.


https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/boards-governance/board-monitor-us-2026-future-focused-boards
https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/leadership-succession-planning/ceo-and-board-confidence-monitor_beating-the-succession-planning-paradox
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Analyzing alignment

Relationship-building is an important

skill that helps boards provide @ Alignment among leaders.
effective oversight, constructively

challenge management, and maintain

productive engagement with Alignment between
executives. But strong relationships @ strategy and leadership

alone don't close capability gaps. pipeline management.
That requires a clear understanding

of the skills the organization will need
for future success—and enterprise- @ Alignment among executive
wide alignment on those skills. management processes.

In previous work, board members and

CEOs consistently said succession After assigning an aggregate “alignment
planning would improve with greater score” based on responses, we found
alignment between business strategy that organizations in the UAE are more
and succession planning.® This year, aligned than in other markets: 69% are
we dove deeper into this topic by moderately or highly aligned compared
asking about three aspects: to about half in other markets globally.*

Seven out of ten organizations in the UAE are aligned.

Not aligned

Among
leaders

Between
strategy
and pipeline
management

31% 69%

Among
executive
succession
processes

Aligned

Among
leaders

Between
strategy
and pipeline
management

Among
executive
succession
processes

3 For example, "CEQ and board confidence monitor: Beating the succession planning paradox,” Heidrick & Struggles, October 30, 2024, heidrick.com,
and “Route to the Top 2025 | The ascent redefined: Charting more effective routes to the summit,” Heidrick & Struggles, June 23, 2025, heidrick.com.

4 See the online methodology for details on how the alignment score was calculated.


https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/leadership-succession-planning/ceo-and-board-confidence-monitor_beating-the-succession-planning-paradox
https://www.heidrick.com/en/insights/chief-executive-officer/route-to-the-top-2025-the-ascent-redefined
https://www.heidrick.com/en/pages/methodology-2026-bm-rttt
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When companies are aligned and

they have strong foresight and board
renewal capabilities, directors report
measurable benefits. Only 25% of
companies with aligned boards that
excel at foresight and renewal activities
report a capability gap, compared

to 68% of all other companies.

While hardly surprising, the data raise
the question of why more boards don't
prioritize enterprise-wide alignment,
particularly around strategy and

talent. It may be that boards often

see their primary role as providing
organizational oversight rather than
shaping strategy. But strategy and risk
management are closely linked, and
since overseeing risk is unquestionably
part of a board’s mandate, engaging in
strategic discussions should be as well.

Moreover, the combination of alignment

and foresight predicts stronger
financial performance relative to
expectations. Only 5% of organizations
with high alignment and a board

that prioritizes foresight and renewal
report that their financial performance
in 2025 fell short of expectations set

at the start of the year, compared

to 16% of all other organizations.

Directors at organizations with high
alignment and focus on foresight also
say they're better at other leadership
and governance activities, such as
effective decision-making, volatility
management, and adopting Al at

the right pace. This suggests that
when boards actively anticipate and
adapt, they're better positioned to
support organizational performance.

Only one-quarter of organizations with aligned boards that
excel at foresight and renewal activities report a capability
gap, compared to two-thirds of other organizations.

All other
organizations

High alignment +
foresight & renewal

25% 68%

95% of organizations with high alignment and a board that
prioritizes foresight and renewal met or exceeded their own
expectations, compared to only 84% of other organizations. (%)

[ All other organizations

70
25

Fell short of expectations

B High alignment + foresight & renewal

Met expectations Exceeded expectations
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An opportunity to strengthen
succession planning

The UAE has a larger share of aligned
organizations than other markets
globally but still needs to place

Even among organizations with aligned boards that excel at foresight and
renewal activities, only 5% treat board succession as a priority. (%)

B Top priority, treated like one [l Top priority, overlooked [ Not a high priority

greater emphasis on board succession
planning. Even among companies with
high alignment, and strong foresight
and renewal, only 5% treat board
succession as a true priority. Fifty
percent do not view it as a high priority.

This means that even if boards see
success now, they're jeopardizing

their future success by not having a
clear plan. Boards with comprehensive
succession plans take steps such as
ensuring they have access to external
experts and having a clear timeline
and set of criteria for decision-making,
which also contribute to improved
performance. Boards in the UAE can
also look to strengthen foresight and
renewal capabilities by setting aside
time to understand emerging strategic
needs and to practice scenario planning.

Of course, some boards may be
concerned about integrating new
members more often. But the data
suggest the opposite: boards at
aligned companies tend to have
more constructive, purpose-driven
dynamics, so they're often better at
integrating new members. A continuous
cadence of board refreshment can
also help normalize director reviews
as part of a consistent governance
process. Establishing regular review
intervals creates a more predictable
and transparent approach to board
composition, rather than addressing
changes only as specific needs arise.

High alignment + foresight & renewal

Finally, UAE boards should work to
improve the alignment between strategy
and talent. Financial benefits are most
evident among organizations that combine
strong alignment with foresight. Closing
capability gaps alone isn't sufficient;
organizations must also ensure leadership
systems support strategy execution.

UAE boards are better positioned than
many global competitors to navigate
disruption, but future success is far from
guaranteed. Despite stronger alignment
and fewer capability gaps, many boards
don't prioritize succession planning—
putting at risk the governance effectiveness,
financial performance, and future readiness
that distinguish leading organizations.
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Heidrick & Struggles’ CEO & Board of Directors Practice has been built on
our ability to execute top-level assignments and counsel CEOs and board
members on the complex issues directly affecting their businesses.

We pride ourselves on being our clients’ most trusted advisor and offer

an integrated suite of services to help manage these challenges and their
leadership assets. This ranges from the acquisition of talent through executive
search to providing counsel in areas that include succession planning,
executive and board assessment, and board effectiveness reviews.

Our CEO & Board of Directors Practice leverages our most accomplished

search and leadership consulting professionals globally who understand the
ever-transforming nature of leadership. This expertise, combined with in-depth
industry, sector, and regional knowledge; differentiated research capabilities; and
intellectual capital, enables us to provide sound global coverage for our clients.
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