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Across the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), corporations are engaging with Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) principles as their states pursue economic resilience and more globally aligned policies. These countries are making moves towards sustainable practices that align with global ESG standards, more than any time in history. Meeting these benchmarks present challenges, but the rewards—a more resilient economy and a stronger global reputation—are pushing GCC firms to improve. For them, enhancing ESG ratings is more than an appeal to western investors; it’s an opportunity to redefine themselves as proactive global leaders on environmental and social issues.
Assessing ESG Progress and Gaps in Disclosure
A recent analysis by Fruuit Consulting, (an ESG ratings specialist firm) of 195 corporations across the GCC reveals a mixed ESG landscape, spotlighting both progress and areas where improvement is needed. The analysis categorized ESG disclosures into strong, average, and weak or nonexistent. Results showed that while about 10% of companies reported robust social policies, for example on employee welfare, human rights, and customer protection, roughly 25% had limited or no disclosure on these topics. On environmental issues, the gap was worse, with about 10% meeting high standards and nearly 50% showing minimal commitment to environmental-related policies. Although these findings suggest room for improvement, several companies in the GCC are demonstrating that sustainable growth is happening in the Gulf states.
GCC’s Vision for ESG: National Initiatives Leading the Way
Driven by national strategies like Qatar Vision 2030, Kuwait Vision 2035, and Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, GCC countries are dedicated to reshaping their economies around sustainability and good governance. These initiatives underscore a commitment to reducing dependency on fossil fuels, increasing foreign investment, and adopting sustainable growth models. However, as the Fruuit Consulting study shows, there is a gap between these ambitious national visions and their execution at the corporate level, where challenges around transparency, policy-inconsistency, and governance have stagnated more significant progress.
GCC leaders are acutely aware of the need for evolution. At a 2023 finance and leadership summit, a delegate emphasized that for Gulf businesses to thrive, they need to embrace ESG as a pathway to resilience.[footnoteRef:1] The UAE[footnoteRef:2] and Saudi Arabia[footnoteRef:3] are taking the lead by introducing voluntary sustainability reporting guided by global ESG standards. The UAE’s Dubai Financial Market issued an ESG Reporting Guide in 2019, encouraging transparency, and the Qatar Stock Exchange has developed a sustainability reporting platform to support similar goals. Bahrain,[footnoteRef:4] Oman,[footnoteRef:5] and Kuwait[footnoteRef:6] have followed suit with voluntary ESG reporting guidelines. [1:  AB Magazine, “Corporate GCC must prioritise ESG”. ]  [2:  UAE Securities & Commodities Authority, “The UAE SFWG launches the Principles for Sustainability-Related Disclosures for Reporting Entities in line with the Year of Sustainability”.]  [3:  Sustainable Stock Exchange Initiative, “Exchange in Focus: Saudi Exchange publishes ESG Disclosure Guidelines”. ]  [4:  Bahrain Bourse, ESG Reporting Guidelines.]  [5:  Muskat Stock Exchange, ESG Disclosure Guidelines.]  [6:  Boursa Kuwait, ESG Reporting Guide.] 

Overcoming Structural Challenges
Implementing strong ESG practices in the GCC requires overcoming deep-rooted structural barriers. The rentier economic model, which relies heavily on government revenue from natural resources, creates a dependence that can make sustainable initiatives more challenging to execute. Additionally, fragmented regulations and varying governance styles across GCC countries contribute to inconsistent disclosures, affecting transparency and investor confidence. A harmonized regulatory framework that aligns with local values and national goals could standardize ESG data and make disclosure practices more transparent. This step would foster investor confidence and provide a clearer picture of regional progress on ESG standards.
Promising ESG Leaders: Examples of GCC Progress
Despite these challenges, certain companies are leading by example. Al Rajhi Bank’s commitment to data privacy and internationally aligned governance practices stands out, as does Majid Al Futtaim’s comprehensive sustainability reporting framework. Additionally, Bank al Etihad and Etisalat have shown strong commitments to employee welfare and responsible supply chain practices. These organizations set valuable precedents for other GCC companies, showing that successful ESG integration is not only feasible but beneficial for long-term success.
Conclusion: A Promising Outlook for ESG in the Gulf
The GCC stands at a pivotal moment in its ESG journey. While significant challenges, such as regulatory inconsistencies and the need for better data transparency, still hinder progress, they also represent opportunities for transformation. The GCC’s ambitious national visions and the early successes of companies like Al Rajhi Bank, Etihad, and Majid Al Futtaim illustrate that a foundation for ESG transformation is already in place. As Gulf states continue to build momentum in this area, they have the potential to establish themselves as leaders in sustainable development, setting an example for the world on the integration of ESG principles in resource-rich economies. With sustained commitment, the GCC can turn ESG from a challenge into a defining asset for its economic future.
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