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Bonus season: what impact for Gulf recruitment? 
 

This bonus season will more than likely underline the Gulf banking sector's slow and often 

unpredictable road to recovery since the crash. For the most part, financial institutions are 

expected to err on the side of caution and offer payouts commensurate with a global economic 

bounce back in 2010 that never happened, while doing enough to retain their top talent. But what 

exactly will bonuses mean for Gulf recruitment? Where in the region are premiums being offered? 

And what other issues do banks face on pay?  

  

  

Bonuses: a year on... 

 

 
Gulf-based bankers that last year received large bonuses could count themselves among the 

lucky few. This is still a fairly accurate diagnosis of the current market according to most 

recruitment experts, who predict that any large payouts will be among the select elite and will 

depend heavily on individual and institutional outperformance. 

  

On the whole, levels of confidence in Gulf financial services are up on last year and the world has 

put another year between itself and the recession, but it is unlikely the industry will see any 

dramatic departure from bonus levels seen 12 months ago. 

  

Judging overall bonus levels in the region proves troublesome, according to Ally Ho, head of 

financial services for Middle East and Africa at Pedersen & Partners, as a number of key players, 

including JPMorgan and BarCap, hired quite aggressively last year, therefore diluting pay across 

increased headcounts. 

 

But, she added: “There are strong indications that bonuses will be cut among sales and trading 

positions, closely followed by M&A and mid-office jobs.” 

 

However, the situation may vary drastically from one country to another. Credit Suisse is a good 

example; due to its special relationship with the Qatar Investment Authority, the bank is in an 

optimal position, and Qatar bankers will likely have higher expectations on bonuses than most. 

 

Opportunities exist for regional banks to offer strategic incentives to attract Western bankers, 

according to Cecile Hofer, managing partner at Taylor Hofer Partners. 
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She said: "In Europe, banks are more cautious on cash payouts, so deferred bonuses are 

becoming the order of the day. This is spreading to the Gulf somewhat, but mainly at international 

institutions. Therefore, in some cases this gives local banks a slight competitive edge as they 

have the option of large cash incentives.” 

   

 

 Regulations on the lips 

  

Since the crisis, regulatory authorities in the region have made less of a spectacle of their 

clampdown on excessive compensation compared to their Western counterparts. Many say it's 

that offering extravagant salaries and bonuses to attract talent has traditionally been Gulf banks' 

recruitment modus operandi. 

  

Regardless of this, financial institutions should be prepared for further measures in 2011 to bring 

local standards up to international best practice. Many of the biggest banks take their lead from 

their government's membership of economic associations such as the G20 or the Basel 

Committee, which issue guidelines on compensation. 

  

"We've implemented Basel II and are about to introduce Basel III. SAMA also introduced new 

guidelines for banks, which we're able to adopt as well," said one CEO of a Saudi banking group. 

  

"Increased regulations on salary and bonuses are a natural result of the financial crisis and a sign 

of things to come. Gulf banks will increasingly have to factor these into their recruitment 

strategies," he added. 

  

Meanwhile, at the end of 2010 banks in Bahrain were told they would soon have to comply with 

remuneration recommendations laid out by the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision. 

  

Since the crisis, regulatory pressure in Western markets has spiked and many international 

banks have placed a greater emphasis on base pay over variable remuneration. Headhunters 

say the result is that people working in these firms have competitive packages regardless of their 

individual performance.  

 

However, many GCC-based firms have not changed their compensation structure to match this 

and can ill afford to pay poor bonuses as they will risk losing talent to international firms offering 

higher guaranteed bases.  
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Indeed, one senior banker added: “Historically, investment banking in the region has seen more 

focus on variable pay rather than fixed because of the dynamics of the market we're in. I don't 

think this will change any time soon“. 

  

 

Threat from the East  

  

Poaching by banks in fast-paced emerging market economies in Asia is by far the biggest threat 

to Gulf institutions in the coming years, according to a number of headhunters. 

  

"I expect some large payouts in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Abu Dhabi in the coming months 

mainly as a retention strategy," said one. 

  

"To keep talent, Gulf banks are prepared to pay up to a 30 per cent increase on last year's bonus. 

Meanwhile, in one case, a bank in Asia offered a senior vice president a 100 per cent increase in 

total compensation to make the move, which he did." 

  

However, on the flip side, bankers are more cautious than they once were about making a 

dramatic career change; the days of job-hopping for a quick salary or bonus bump are long gone.  

  

But it's hard to overstate the significance of the emerging markets in the Far East, which during 

the global recession didn't just rock the boat, but steered it in their direction. 

  

Ally Ho, at Pedersen & Partners, said: "There's a growing trend of people wanting to move to 

Asia either for financial or lifestyle reasons, or both. Also, there is a lot of funds in Asia lining up 

investments, so they need the talent. And interestingly that's what the Middle East was doing at 

the beginning of its rise: attracting deal-makers from Europe and North America." 

  

Although Ho added: "At this stage, I feel some banks in the Gulf are saying to their bankers 

you're just lucky to have your job, so take the bonus we give you. Perhaps next year we'll see 

more 'retention' bonuses given out to keep them from heading East." 

  

The backdrop to this is some investment banks' focus on the Middle East has shifted in recent 

times. And at some international houses they're reducing their regional resources and servicing 

them from other countries. 
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One banker, who last year moved from Dubai to Hong Kong to take up a position at an American-

based bank with a large footprint in Asia, said: "Far East (excl. Japan) banks are still hiring. This 

region is still growing while North America, Europe, and Japan continue to slide sideways. 

  

"New hires can still get good packages if they fill important roles. Otherwise, front office folks only 

eat what they kill.  Back office folks are being squeezed for a number of reasons, including the 

fact that revenues are slightly up, but not as much as headcount, and Western governments and 

analysts are pushing to reduce total compensation down back to pre-2007 levels." 

  

 

The final straw  

  

If the last two years have seen Gulf-based bankers facing a muted pay environment, the current 

bonus season may not offer much optimism. Recruitment experts warn that for some senior talent 

at banks in the region it may be the final straw - and they may search for better opportunities 

elsewhere in the GCC or in the Far East.  

  

If heads of recruitment are looking for a surefire way to retain their top talent in 2011, bonuses 

would seem an ideal place to start. 

 

 

 


