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Foreword
Welcome to the post event report of the GPCA Members Dialogue series ‘Leading 
in the new reality’. This report provides a summary of the activities that took 
place and the thought leadership and unique knowledge that was shared by 
the facilitators, speakers, and attendees as part of four sessions organized in 
collaboration with Boston Consulting Group (BCG).

At its outbreak, the COVID-19 pandemic created an entirely new context to which 
the chemical industry had to adapt and thrive over the last year. With volatility here 
to stay, there was an urgent need to deal with the new reality with strong leadership 
and governance.

To build insight and understanding on how to lead in this new reality 'post-COVID', we launched the Members 
Dialogue in September 2020 as an exclusive series for senior leaders at GPCA member companies and a platform for 
knowledge sharing into the opportunities and challenges arising from the pandemic. 

The inaugural session was attended by the GPCA Board of Directors who discussed the impact from COVID-19 on 
the chemical industry in the region and how to effectively lead in a crisis. The insights and experiences shared by 
the group comprised of CEOs of some the largest chemical companies in the region was invaluable as it provided 
them with an opportunity to learn from their shared experiences and strategize for the new reality in a post-COVID 
environment. 

As part of the subsequent sessions, we covered a number of important topics such as the people priorities for the 
new reality; we explored the latest trends and challenges on the supply chain landscape; and discussed how to 
leverage technologies post crisis in companies’ digital transformation journey. 

The series were attended by senior leaders and CEOs at full member companies, and were subsequently expanded 
to associate members, bringing key value chain partners together to discuss their shared challenges, and learn from 
one another. 

The contribution from the esteemed speakers and the BCG experts made these series truly worthwhile attending 
by the GPCA community and I would like to extend my appreciation to everyone who took time out of their busy 
schedule to attend and provide their insights into key areas shaping the industry’s future. My special thanks go to the 
BCG team for facilitating and co-organizing the first series of the Members Dialogue and being a valued partner in 
this new initiative.

I hope you enjoy reading the takeaways and insights presented within the report.

Yours sincerely,

Dr. Abdulwahab Al-Sadoun
Secretary General, GPCA
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Executive summary
COVID-19 and pandemic-related headwinds have 
affected every industry, presenting leaders with 
the urgency to adapt to the new reality, overcome 
challenges, and implement strategies that will ensure 
business continuity and deliver on shareholder value for 
years to come. Boston Consulting Group (BCG) and the 
Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) 
have collaborated to create a platform that promotes 
dialogue, establishes solutions, and encourages actions 
to help stakeholders navigate the tailwinds that have 
influenced business profitability. This discussion paper 
details the perspectives of key industry stakeholders 
and forces that are at play that will shape businesses in 
the new reality.

“We are proud to have collaborated with the 
GPCA to launch the ‘GPCA Members Dialogue’ 
and deliver several impactful sessions over 
the last eight months. The team at the GPCA 
demonstrated their critical role as the voice of 
the petrochemicals and chemicals industry in 
the Arabian Gulf by bringing together leaders of 
the industry in a thoughtful and intimate setting 
that encourages open dialogue and knowledge 
sharing at a time where industry leaders are all 
facing new yet similar challenges together. Such 
platforms will continue to be important as leaders 
navigate the evolving landscape, and together 
with the GPCA, we are confident of the impact it 
will deliver.”

Hasan Alkabeer
Partner, Boston Consulting Group (BCG)
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About the initiative
The pandemic created unexpected chaos in the world, 
both from a business and societal standpoint. Leaders 
around the world were put in uncharted territories and 
needed to respond to a wide range of uncertainties and 
changes. In close partnership, Boston Consulting Group 
(BCG) and the Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals 
Association (GPCA) ideated and conceptualized 
a platform that would aid in addressing these 
uncertainties faced by leaders. 

Through this partnership, the GPCA Members 
Dialogue was created and it is designed to be a series 
of dialogues that build insight and understanding of 
how petrochemical and chemical firms can establish 
leadership in a post-COVID environment. 

These dialogues focus on tangible recommendations 
and immediate next steps that leaders and CEOs can 
bring to their businesses to enact meaningful change. 
The first series of the GPCA Members Dialogue was 
built on an overarching theme of ‘Leading in the New 
Reality’ which can be described as: 

• Leading: A need to adapt and thrive in the post-
COVID world

• New: An entirely new context that the chemical 
ecosystem will have in a post-pandemic era

• Reality: With continued volatility expected in the 
market, there is a need to deal with the current reality



Why the GPCA 
Members Dialogue?
The chemical and petrochemical industry was already confronting 

an evolving and volatile landscape, even without the intervention 

of COVID-19. Now, as we head to a new post-COVID reality, these 

trends have accelerated. The crisis has hastened the sector’s 

evolution. It has also thrown into sharp relief the key drivers of 

survivability and success as firms look to position themselves as 

leaders in a post-COVID world.

The GPCA Members Dialogue has been instrumental in identifying 

these drivers and generating recommendations on implementation 

and best practices. Crisis leadership, people-centricity, supply 

chain resilience, and technological transformation have emerged 

as key themes driving change within the sector and that leaders 

should have top of mind. 

To date, four consecutive Members Dialogues have been initiated 

with valuable and tangible insights derived out of each session. 

4
Sessions

86
Attendees

13
Speakers

29
Companies

GPCA Members Dialogue in numbers
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COVID-19 impact: 
How to lead in a crisis
With the need to build insight on how to lead effectively during a 

COVID and post-COVID environment, the session helped leaders 

address enduring volatility while adapting their leadership styles 

to thrive in a changing world. The session highlighted specific 

impacts of COVID-19 on multiple chemical segments, with 

structural demand decreases, temporary demand fluctuations, 

supply availability, and selling price declines as challenges across 

the board during that time.

The session with BCG, James Brimm, CEO Advisor of Sipchem, 

Keith Hutton, General Counsel Legal of Sipchem, and Kirk-Dale 

McDowall-Role, Advisor to the Office of the CEO of Tadawul, 

explored the importance of leadership during a crisis, with CEO 

performance linked to organizational performance and Total 

Shareholder Return (TSR) where there was a sharp correlation 

between CEO performance and business results, particularly in 

dynamic or volatile environments. 

The discussion also highlighted positive CEO behaviors from high 

performers — such as focusing on purpose, preferring a longer-

term approach to strategy, acting early, and improving key ESG 

metrics.

From a business point of view, key recommendations included 

a re-prioritization of the product portfolio, building resilience into 

inventory and logistics, accelerating digital transformation, and 

revamping the organization for the new status quo. 

Key takeaways

A post-COVID-19 world presents a new status quo for which 

leaders and firms will have to prepare. Leaders must focus on 

purpose and curate a strong value system to support the overall 

purpose. People-centricity is a key driver of employee motivation, 

leading to more responsive decision-making during crises. 

Customer and supplier intimacy is important, with deeper and 

more meaningful relationships driving partnerships that help all 

parties navigate volatility. 

Agility in making decisions remains essential, with bureaucracy 

needing to give way to more effective responses in shorter 

timeframes. Acting early to implement a transformational agenda 

will hold firms in a strong position to generate positive longer-term 

outcomes. Part of this transformation must include a robust digital 

agenda, where both people and technology play a role. 
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People priorities for 
the new reality
With people-centricity emerging as crucial for outperformance, 

Session 2 took a closer look at embracing a people agenda 

within the organization. The session explored some initiatives 

shared by guest speaker Nabil Al Dabal, Executive Director of 

Human Resources from Saudi Aramco, with six key areas of 

transformation identified — employee health and wellbeing, 

remote work at scale, change management and training, HR and 

people management, leadership and communication, and an 

adapted workplace. 

These change areas are being supported by an accelerating 

HR transformation, deploying well-being programs, identifying 

critical roles in the organization, updating skill requirements, and 

institutionalizing the physical workplace adjustments necessitated 

by the pandemic. 

Key takeaways

Key ideas included the acceleration of smart work that combines 

remote and in-office schedules for higher effectiveness and lower 

cost. Health and wellbeing have been in the spotlight during 

COVID-19, and they continue to drive a people-first agenda in 

the new reality. Cultivating new talent and skill while developing 

in-house resources are key to developing a flexible workforce 

that can respond faster. Skill planning, new performance, and 

compensation systems, and evolving working models support this 

shift. 

Open communication has held organizations together in a way 

that is needed during the pandemic, and the post-COVID status 

quo will continue to require leadership that balances head, heart, 

and hands — or thinking, feeling, and doing. Similarly, solidarity 

during the crisis will need to translate into a longer-term purpose-

driven organizational culture.  

Digital transformation is important to organizational resilience, 

with companies needing to simplify their operating model and 

harness the power of data while using AI to create automation 

that complements human teams. 

5
In Collaboration with:

5

People priorities are accelerated by the COVID-19 crisis

Source: BCG analysis

1 Accelerate smart work Smart work (more remote, lower cost)1

7 Speed up digital readiness 7 Resilient and Bionic organization

2 Enhance corporate health and hygiene 2 Comprehensive health and wellbeing

3 Manage workforce flexibility 3 Flexible workforce

4 Mitigate people and skills risk 4 New talent and skill paradigm

5 Communicate openly with empathy 5 Leadership with head, heart, and hands

6 Stand together 6 Purpose-driven organization and culture

KEY PEOPLE  
RESPONSES

THE NEW
REALITY

From COVID-19... ...to the New Reality

Flatten Fight & Future

“At Saudi Aramco, we embarked upon 

six major areas of transformation with 

a goal of continuous improvement 

- employee health and wellbeing, 

remote work at scale, change 

management and training, HR and 

people management, leadership and 

communication, adapted workplace.”

Nabil Al Dabal
Executive Director, Human Resources,

Saudi Aramco
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Recovery profiles 
shaping the future 
landscape in supply 
chain
The pandemic has had an unprecedented impact on the chemical 

supply chain and is setting a new reality for 2021 and beyond. 

Alongside BCG, the third session welcomed Mathieu Freidberg, 

CEO of CEVA Logistics, to shed insights on how chemical 

companies can deploy multiple levers to drive value and emerge 

stronger from the pandemic. 

In the discussion, it was shown that the potential of the future of 

the post-COVID supply chain in chemicals would be determined 

through the dynamic interaction between contrasting and 

complementary forces. For instance, the difference in global vs. 

regional trade, where globally, the order of the day is to work 

towards flexible and cheap capacity, while regional demand 

requires a constant adjustment of offerings to specific customer 

needs. 

Furthermore, the discussion in the third session of the Members 

Dialogue built on important perspectives across a multitude of 

recovery profiles shaping the future landscape of the supply chain 

in chemicals, using three vectors of COVID-19 recovery scenarios. 

These include topics around climate action, technology, 

consolidation, and more. 

Key takeaways

Megatrends, strong collaboration, digital implementation, and 

localization were among the key insights from the third session. 

Several global megatrends impact the shape of supply chain 

recovery, and all of it has an impact on the overall sector in the 

region, and it includes the balance between global and regional 

economies, demand vs. supply driven markets, climate action 

regulations, consolidation into the market and much more. 

Cultivating deeper and stronger partnerships with key suppliers 

was agreed to be a necessity to drive cost reduction across 

the value chain and improve ongoing projects. However, robust 

risk assessment strategies focusing on financial, operational, 

geopolitical, and risk indicators are vital to ensure a successful 

partnership. Additionally, with the catalyzation of localization in 

the GCC, incorporation of local supply chains in the region was 

agreed to be a potentially high-cost investment in the shorter 

term, but it holds the promise of increased availability and 

reduced cost over time. 

Finally, digital ways of working are a common theme that is 

required to drive risk mitigation and also to enhance operational 

efficiency. Usage of advanced planning, AI, digital control towers, 

digital logistics, and blockchain are all components to fully 

leverage digital to benefit all. 

“Our reaction to the COVID-19 crisis 

focused on responsiveness, discipline 

and boldness. First and foremost, we 

made sure to keep our people save 

and our supply chains alive to ensure 

customer satisfaction.”

Mathieu Friedberg
CEO, CEVA Logistics
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Leveraging technology 
post-crisis: The compass 
to guide new growth
Despite the move to digitization across the Middle East, the 
sector is still considered a digital follower. However, many 
chemical companies have started their digital transformation, 
and are exploring the new business models that such a shift can 
unlock. The fourth session of the GPCA Members Dialogue was 
led by BCG and Murhaf AlMadani, VP of Corporate Digitalization 
Program at SABIC. 

Pre-COVID, digital capability investments were given top priority. 
The pandemic has accelerated this, with further momentum 
gathering behind digital transformations across all global 
industries.

Five key success factors were identified as being correlated with 
successful digital transformations — a defined strategy, a drive 
towards value creation, investment in technology, investment in 
people, and the ability to scale and industrialize.

The session highlighted how humans and technology must 
combine effectively for future-proofing, with data and digital 
platforms being complemented by the right talent and new ways 
of working. 

Key takeaways

Successful digital transformations require preparedness, with 
a well-defined digital strategy, focus on value creation and 
investment in both people and technology. Companies also need 
to create a roadmap to scale up and industrialize their digital 
initiatives. 

Successful technology adoption requires early investment in 
change management activities, bringing all employees on board 
and educating them on the benefits a digital transformation can 
unlock. A digital transformation should go beyond traditional IT 
projects to deliver tangible business value and a positive impact 
on both sales and profits. 

The success of digital initiatives depends on the capturing, 
organization, and analysis of data. Companies must prioritize how 
data is captured, stored, and treated to gain maximum value from 
their digital investments.

The right mix of skills is also needed to manage a digital 
transformation. This requires existing staff upskilling, and new 
hiring across some specialist areas. The ability to upskill, attract, 
and retain talent is key to powering successful digital initiatives. 

“Learning from others and knowledge 
sharing is always a good way 
of gaining experience and it will 
accelerate the implementation of 
a digital transformation. I advise 
companies to continue leveraging 
forums of knowledge sharing such as 
the GPCA Members Dialogue.”

Murhaf AlMadani
VP Coporate Digitalization Program 
(CDO), SABIC

8

1. Respondents were asked what percentage of companies should be more aggressive in pursuing the following strategies for value creation
2. Respondents asked if COVID-19 pandemic affected the urgency of their organization’s overall digital strategy
Source: DSR Global Digital Transformation 2020 Survey; n=825
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Conclusion
The petrochemical industry had already embarked on a 

meaningful change before the COVID-19 crisis. The pandemic 

has accelerated the impetus to evolve and has thrown key 

topics such as how to lead in a crisis, people priorities, 

recovery profiles shaping the future landscape in supply chain, 

and leveraging technology post-crisis. 

This series of sessions was designed to pool knowledge, share 

insight and discuss real-life challenges and success stories for 

the petrochemical industry — particularly for organizations that 

are members of the GPCA. 

Conversations such as these are essential for an industry that 

is both crucial to global development, and also confronting a 

changing playing field. We believe that such shared platforms 

are essential to cultivating tangible best practices that can help 

the sector maneuver towards sustainable success in a post-

COVID future. 

As a platform for knowledge sharing and best practices 

exchange, we at GPCA are looking forward to continuing the 

discussion with both leaders and peers in the industry. 



The Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) represents the downstream hydrocarbon industry 
in the Arabian Gulf. Established in 2006, the association voices the common interests of more than 250 member 
companies from the chemical and allied industries, accounting for over 95% of chemical output in the Gulf region. 
The industry makes up the second largest manufacturing sector in the region, producing over USD 108 billion worth 
of products a year.

The association supports the region’s petrochemical and chemical industry through advocacy, networking and thought 
leadership initiatives that help member companies to connect, to share and advance knowledge, to contribute to 
international dialogue, and to become prime influencers in shaping the future of the global petrochemicals industry.

Committed to providing a regional platform for stakeholders from across the industry, the GPCA manages six 
working committees - Plastics, Supply Chain, Agri-nutrients, International Trade, Research and Innovation, and 
Responsible Care - and organizes six world-class events each year. The association also publishes an annual 
report, regular newsletters and reports.

For more information, please visit www.gpca.org.ae

Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) 
P.O. Box 123055 
1601, 1602
Vision Tower, Business Bay
Dubai, United Arab Emirates 
T +971 4 451 0666
F +971 4 451 0777
Email: info@gpca.org.ae


