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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The GCC labour market recorded 37.1 million workers in 2025, of whom over 66 per cent were expatriates — the largest 
concentrated pool of internationally mobile skilled talent in the world (GCC Statistical Centre, 2026). This consortium report, 
produced jointly by four business-school strategy research centres in Abu Dhabi, Riyadh, London and Toronto, argues that this 
concentration is not merely a labour-supply feature. It is, when properly aligned with institutional capability-building architecture, 
a dynamic competitive asset for global market access. Drawing on field evidence from MBZUAI executive programmes, the KAUST 
global research network, and the UAE-to-Egypt real estate expansion led by Aldar Properties through SODIC, the consortium 
identifies the conditions under which expatriate human capital converts from a transient cost into a durable capability. The central 
argument borrows from New Zealand's documented transformation experience and applies it to the GCC context through the 
Migrant Capital Alignment Framework, adapted here as the Expat Capital Alignment Framework (ECAF). 

01  THE STRATEGIC CONTEXT: EXPAT CAPITAL AS A MARKET ASSET 

The conventional framing of expatriate labour in the Gulf treats it as a workforce-supply mechanism. Firms import 
skills they cannot yet develop locally, deploy them on project timescales, and rotate them out. This framing is 
operationally coherent. It is also strategically wasteful, because it treats the most internationally connected human 
capital in any economy as if it were a consumable. 

Porter's (1990) diamond model identified demand conditions and factor inputs as dual drivers of national competitive 
advantage. It did not fully theorise the case where mobile human capital carries embedded bilateral trust, market 
knowledge and regulatory fluency across borders — precisely what the GCC's expatriate population does at scale. An 
Egyptian engineer in Riyadh is not only a factor input; he carries working knowledge of the Egyptian construction 
sector, its procurement culture, its regulation, and its key relationships. A South Asian logistics manager in Dubai 
holds the same for the Indian subcontinent. This embedded knowledge is the asset most GCC firms have not yet 
systematically developed. 

Porter, M.E. (1990). The Competitive Advantage of Nations. Free Press. / Docquier, F. & Rapoport, H. (2012). Globalization, 
Brain Drain, and Development. Journal of Economic Literature, 50(3), 681–730. 

The numbers confirm the scale of the opportunity. Expatriates accounted for over 66 per cent of the GCC total 
workforce in 2025, representing a workforce growth rate of 9.1 per cent annually since 2021, compared with 4.4 per 
cent for national citizens. Egyptians represent the third-largest expatriate group across the GCC, after Indians and 
nationals (Procapita Group, 2024). That is three million individuals with active professional networks linking Gulf 
organisations to one of Africa's fastest-growing real estate, healthcare and digital markets. It is an access infrastructure 
that does not yet appear on any GCC balance sheet. 

02  CONSORTIUM RESEARCH DESIGN & CROSS-COUNTRY METHODOLOGY 

The four participating research centres adopted a convergent mixed-methods design. Phase I conducted a systematic 
review of 187 peer-reviewed articles published between 2000 and 2025 on diaspora entrepreneurship, expatriate 
human capital, and dynamic capability formation in resource-rich economies, drawn from Scopus, EBSCO Business 
Source Complete and JSTOR. Phase II analysed two institutional programmes — MBZUAI's Executive Programme 
(six cohorts, 2021–2025, over 240 graduates) and KAUST's Industry Collaboration Programme — as natural 
experiments in structured capability transfer. Phase III conducted 36 semi-structured interviews with HR directors, 
strategy executives, and programme architects across Abu Dhabi, Riyadh, London and Cairo, applying NVivo thematic 
analysis with inter-rater reliability above 0.80 on all primary codes. 

New Zealand served as the comparison case for theoretically grounded reasons. Between 2010 and 2023, NZ converted 
its 490,000-strong Skilled Migrant Category pool into measurable export-market access — firms employing migrants 
from target markets showed a 31 per cent shorter market-entry timeline than matched firms without such employees 
(β = 0.31, p < 0.01; NZ consortium data). The mechanism was institutional alignment: immigration selection, firm-
level HR architecture, and export strategy were connected deliberately. The GCC has a structurally larger expatriate 
pool, more capital, and — uniquely — AI-driven institutional infrastructure now being built at MBZUAI and KAUST. 
The missing element is the alignment. This report identifies what that alignment looks like and where it has already 
started to materialise. 

Kerr, S. & Mandorff, M. (2015). Social Networks, Ethnicity, and Entrepreneurship. NBER Working Paper No. 21597. / Rauch, 
J.E. & Trindade, V. (2002). Ethnic Chinese Networks in International Trade. Review of Economics and Statistics, 84(1), 116–130. 

03  KEY FINDINGS: FOUR MECHANISMS OF EXPAT-ENABLED MARKET ACCESS 

The consortium identified four mechanisms through which GCC expatriate human capital translates into market 
access advantage. The first two are already partially active in UAE and KSA. The third and fourth represent the 
untapped frontier. 



▸  AI-Augmented Leadership Formation. The MBZUAI Executive Programme (MEP) is the clearest current proof of 
mechanism one. Since 2021, MEP has graduated over 240 senior executives from UAE public and private sector 
organisations across energy, real estate, healthcare, transportation and government — with cohort six launching in 
2025. The curriculum integrates AI strategy, policymaking and applied capstone projects, delivered by faculty from 
MBZUAI, UC Berkeley, Harvard, MIT, Oxford and Carnegie Mellon. Graduates carry that capability directly into 
regional expansion decisions. The MBZUAI alumni network is, in practice, an expansion-market intelligence 
infrastructure that has not yet been formally recognised as such. 

▸  Research-to-Venture Capability Transfer. KAUST represents the second mechanism. Founded in 2009 with a 
US$20 billion endowment and internationally recruited faculty, it was designed from the outset as a globally porous 
institution. Its Industry Collaboration Programme includes Boeing, IBM, Cisco, Halliburton and Lockheed Martin; 
over 25 per cent of KAUST graduates are employed by programme member firms. The Cisco-KAUST AI Institute, 
announced in October 2025 with Saudi Minister of Energy oversight, adds a co-innovation research layer explicitly 
targeting AI workforce formation aligned with Vision 2030. The research-to-venture pipeline is KAUST's version of 
what New Zealand's Callaghan Innovation and The Icehouse built over three decades — compressed into fifteen years. 

KAUST (2025). AI Institute Launch Announcement, October 2025. / MBZUAI (2025). MEP Cohort 6 Programme Overview. / 
Zaheer, S. (1995). Overcoming the Liability of Foreignness. Academy of Management Journal, 38(2), 341–363. 

▸  Expatriate Network as Cross-Border Market Bridge. The SODIC-Aldar case makes this mechanism concrete. 
SODIC, one of Egypt's largest premium real estate developers, was majority-acquired by Abu Dhabi's Aldar Properties 
in 2021 — the first cross-border market entry for Aldar and the largest GCC-originated real estate investment in 
Egypt's premium segment to date. The executive bridge was built not by financial capital alone but by professionals 
who had worked across both jurisdictions, who understood Egyptian procurement culture, regulatory timelines and 
buyer preferences from direct professional experience — precisely the embedded market knowledge Rauch and 
Trindade (2002) identified as the decisive variable in bilateral trade facilitation. The acquisition formalised what the 
expatriate network had already made possible. 

▸  Brand of Origin as Credibility Infrastructure. The fourth mechanism is the least developed but the most scalable. 
UAE and Saudi Arabia are building sovereign brand identities — in clean energy, logistics, Islamic finance and AI 
governance — that individual expatriate professionals can borrow when entering global markets. A UAE executive who 
completed MEP at MBZUAI and is expanding into Egyptian, Moroccan or Kenyan markets carries not only personal 
credibility but institutional affiliation with a UAE AI university that ranks among the world's top AI-focused 
institutions. That is brand leverage at a level no New Zealand firm ever had access to. 

Kotler, P. & Gertner, D. (2002). Country as Brand, Product, and Beyond. Journal of Brand Management, 9(4), 249–261. / SODIC 
Investor Relations (2024). Board and Leadership. ir.sodic.com. 

04  STRATEGIC HR ARCHITECTURE: THE EXPAT CAPITAL ALIGNMENT FRAMEWORK 

The consortium's primary contribution is the Expat Capital Alignment Framework (ECAF), an adaptation of the 
Migrant Capital Alignment Framework developed in the parallel NZ consortium study. It maps the institutional levers 
available across three interdependent levels. 

EXHIBIT 1   Expat Capital Alignment Framework (ECAF) — Three Levels 

Level Current GCC Position ECAF Recommended Action 

Macro — Government Golden Visa and long-term residency 
attract talent but do not explicitly link 
selection to export-market strategy 
alignment. 

Introduce export-market weighting into skilled-
visa selection criteria; co-deploy trade 
commissioners with expatriate professional 
councils. 

Meso — Institutions MBZUAI MEP and KAUST ICP build 
capability in parallel silos. Alumni 
networks are not yet formally 
connected to market-entry strategy. 

Establish an Expat Intelligence Council linking 
MBZUAI, KAUST and sector-specific diaspora 
networks; mandate alumni market-access 
mapping. 

Micro — Firm Aldar-SODIC demonstrates what is 
possible, but it is an exception rather 
than a systematic practice. 

Require ECAF Expat Capital Audits in firms 
receiving government investment or expansion 
incentives; embed origin-market mapping in 
talent acquisition frameworks. 

The ECAF rests on two established theoretical foundations. Boxall and Purcell (2016) show that HR systems are not 
administrative functions but organisational choices that either build or waste capability. Teece (2007) demonstrates that what 
separates firms that grow from firms that plateau is the dynamic capability to sense market shifts and reconfigure internal 
resources toward them. Expatriate human capital is the GCC's highest-density repository of both: it holds the sensing capability 
(embedded origin-market knowledge) and, when properly managed, the reconfiguration mechanism (people who can activate 
trust networks across borders at speed). The risk is the same one Boxall and Purcell identify in poorly designed HR systems — the 
capability can be wasted by neglect as easily as it can be built by design. 

Boxall, P. & Purcell, J. (2016). Strategy and Human Resource Management (4th ed.). Palgrave Macmillan. / Teece, D.J. (2007). 
Explicating Dynamic Capabilities. Strategic Management Journal, 28(13), 1319–1350. 

05  CONCLUSIONS & POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 



The consortium's evidence points toward one central conclusion. The GCC has already assembled, accidentally, one of 
the most powerful global market-access infrastructures in the world. Nineteen million expatriates, at least two world-
class AI capability institutions, sovereign capital that can follow capability into foreign markets, and a brand-of-origin 
building around clean energy and AI governance. The infrastructure exists. The alignment does not yet. What is 
missing is the institutional architecture that connects these elements deliberately — which is precisely what New 
Zealand began to build with NZTE, Callaghan Innovation and The Icehouse from the 1990s onward. 

Docquier, F. & Rapoport, H. (2012). Globalization, Brain Drain, and Development. Journal of Economic Literature, 50(3), 681–
730. 

R1 — Formalise Expat Capital as Strategic HR Policy. The Human Resources Ministries of UAE and KSA should 
develop an Expat Capital Utilisation Standard, requiring firms with government investment or expansion incentives 
to conduct an annual ECAF audit mapping their expatriate talent profiles against declared market-expansion 
strategies. 

R2 — Connect MBZUAI and KAUST Alumni to Export Strategy. The two institutions should jointly establish an Expat 
Intelligence Platform — a structured registry connecting programme alumni to trade commissioners and sector-
specific expansion councils, modelled on Singapore's Contact Singapore programme. 

R3 — Replicate the Aldar-SODIC Model Across Sectors. UAE and KSA investment promotion authorities should 
identify five sector-market pairs — Gulf capability meeting African or Asian demand — where an expatriate talent 
bridge already exists and fund expansion feasibility studies that explicitly require origin-market network mapping as 
part of the entry strategy. 

R4 — Embed Origin-Market Intelligence in Vision 2030 Human Capability Development. The Saudi Human 
Capability Development Program should add a dedicated track treating the knowledge held by Saudi Arabia's Indian, 
Egyptian, Pakistani and Filipino expatriate professionals as a strategic intelligence asset — not merely a labour input. 

The GCC does not need to import the New Zealand model. The assets are already present, and several of them — the capital, 
the institutional partners, the AI infrastructure — exceed anything New Zealand ever had. What the GCC needs is to stop 
treating its expatriate workforce as a cost to manage and start treating it as a capability to deploy. The Aldar-SODIC 
transaction is one proof. The MBZUAI executive graduate walking back into a regional expansion decision is another. These 
are not exceptions. They are the beginning of a system — if the system chooses to build itself. 
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