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“In the UAE, our youth are raised with the idea that nothing is 
impossible, and no dream is ever out of reach. The challenge 
is how to transform aspirations into reality. The Possibilities 

Project offers realistic and achievable guidance in pursuing one’s 
career goals through expert advice and time-tested solutions 
to issues that students, entrepreneurs, and job seekers face. 

Metcalfe and Bahar excel in empowering and equipping youth 
with the skills necessary to thrive in today’s job market.”
HE Hend Mana Al Otaiba, Director of Strategic Communications, 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs & International Cooperation

“The most recent Arab Youth Survey found that 45 percent 
of young people see unemployment as the biggest obstacle 
they face in the Middle East. At the same time, 78 percent 
said they are concerned about the quality of education they 
receive and 49 percent believe they are not prepared for the 
jobs of the future. With statistics like this The Possibilities 

Project is vitally important as it goes beyond the basic three 
Rs of education and strives to prepare today’s students for the 
workplaces of tomorrow. Offering valuable tips on issues such 
as tackling difficult conversations, managing your social media 
profile, developing a strong work ethic, becoming an efficient 
networker and finding the career that is the best fit for you, 

this is a very practical, concise and reader-friendly book which 
should be on the reading list for all young people in the region.”

Shane McGinley, Editorial Director, Arabian Business

“Part of the harsh reality that we live in is that a select few end 
up happy with the decisions they made in their careers. Many, 

including myself, have little to no direction in their teenage 
years. Between the ages of 13 to 23, you are still trying to 

figure out who you are. Therefore, it is unfortunate that we are 
pressured to formulate an entire life plan at that age. That’s 
why it is integral to have a guide during this journey. This 

is where this book comes in. The personalities in this book 
have gone through everything we have gone through and have 
bounced back successfully. It is the sort of guidance I myself, 
and many others, wished they had. They have volunteered to 

take you by the hand and be the mentors you need, to help you 
be the best version of yourself in the present and the future.”

Aisha Almazmi, co-host of ‘Afternoon Karak’, Pulse 95 Radio
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Noura bint Mohammed Al Kaabi was appointed UAE Minister of Culture 
and Knowledge Development in October 2017. As Minister of Culture 

and Knowledge Development, Al Kaabi is responsible for the promotion 
of UAE-based cultural initiatives on both a national and international 

level, developing policies and legislations that support cultural activities 
in the UAE and to nurture young creative talent within the community. 

Previously, she has held the post of Minister of State for Federal National 
Council Affairs and CEO of twofour54. In addition to her ministerial 
responsibilities, Al Kaabi is President of Zayed University and Chair 

of the National Commission for Education, Culture and Science.
She holds a Bachelor of Arts in Management Information 

Systems from UAE University in Al Ain and completed an Executive 
Leadership Programme at the London Business School in 2011.

Possibilities  
begin at home

By Noura Al Kaabi
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I am the daughter of an army general and a school headmistress, both of whom 
are incredibly loving, forward-thinking and progressive in their outlook on 

life. They’ve brought these attributes into their style of upbringing. My parents 
opted to give my siblings and I the liberty to make our own decisions and take 
responsibility for our actions. They are value-driven, and today, so am I.

In my adolescence, I played video games and ran around the neighbourhood 
with the kids next door. We travelled a lot and still do – my parents are great 
adventurers and some of my fondest memories are those childhood trips. Take 
as many pictures as you can – they are wonderful aspects to jog your memory. 
And you’ll always discover something new in those photos that will tell you more 
about that time. We still travel as a family and I am still my parents’ daughter; 
it’s such heartwarming thought to know and feel that I am still their child and 
always will be. Cherish that. There is no love like it, I’ll tell you that much.  
 Home is where it all starts. Cliché as that may sound, trust me, it is a 

fundamental truth. With life, education and experience, I have found that 
possibilities are dependent on the nature of the home itself and its environment. 
No one loves you more or wants the best for you more than your folks, 
so befriend them. Talk to them, seek their counsel and understand them. 
Remember they are human, and they try their best. Remember they were young 
once, just as you are. This reminds me of a lyric in the infamous Sunscreen song 
by Baz Luhrmann – “Get to know your parents. You never know when they’ll be 
gone for good. Be nice to your siblings. They’re your best link to your past and 
the people most likely to stick with you in the future.”
 Siblings. Of course, we quarrel with them the most, and they are ones that 

seem not to understand anything at all, especially you. Believe me, they know 
you sometimes better than you know yourself. Stay close to them. Baz was 
right about your siblings being a link to your past. This reminds me of a famous 
quote by the late, great founder of the Emirates, HH Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al 
Nahyan, who once said: “He who does not know his past cannot make the best 
of his future, for it is from the past that we learn.”
 When I was 16 years old, my father was enrolled in a military fellowship 

in Pennsylvania, USA. We all moved, and in retrospect, that was such a 
formational year of my life. I think in many respects – bar my tolerant parents 
and their free-thinking upbringing – it was how I came to really grasp what 
it is to be accepting of others. I was in my teens; it was a small town and we 
were the only Gulf Arabs in that vicinity, possibly within a 30-mile radius. 
American culture is fascinating – and don’t forget, this was the formidable 
1980s, the era of Madonna, Boy George and Wham! among other phenomenal 
musicians, movements and ideologies. But my most significant takeaway from 
that year in the USA was an essential lesson I continue to practise today: 
respect for the other. In so doing, I had to take pride in my own roots. After 
all, how can I respect you if I don’t respect myself? Sheikh Zayed once said: 
“Without tolerance, no rapport can be maintained between friends and brothers. 
Tolerance is a virtue.” He was right. Still is.
 Zoom into my early 20s, and back home, I graduated from the UAE University 

with a bachelor’s degree in Management Information Systems in 2001. I figured 
I have a degree, I am invincible. Oh no. Far from it. I joined the IT department 
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at Zayed Military Hospital and thought I’d breeze through it. However exciting 
it was at first, I was daunted by the boring, repetitive tasks I was assigned. How 
did this happen? I was a bright graduate, an informed individual and an eager 
beaver for goodness sake. Why was I so uninspired? No one on the planet says 
it to you like your mother does, and it is impossible to forget the day she looked 
at me flatly and said: “You’re not important.” She was right. Still is. I’d have to 
say in retrospect that however insignificant and tedious those tasks may have 
been, they taught me a thing or two that remain etched in my memory. So, don’t 
disregard the details, small as they may be.
 The thing with progress and success is drive. Do you have it? If you don’t, find 

where your drive is because without wanting something badly, you just won’t 
get it. Couple the notion of want with curiosity and that’s how you get magic. 
You won’t go very far if you don’t want to know, if you don’t ask, if you don’t arm 
yourself with information. Remember, this doesn’t have an expiry date, so you 
need to keep wanting and being curious.
 So, tedious tasks and a general uninspired mood aside, I knew I wanted more, 

and I realised that sometimes opportunities appear and other times, you need 
to look for them. And of course, there are those times when you get a wake-up 
call, most likely from your parents. My father advised me that as a non-military 
graduate, my chances of climbing up the ladder at a military institute would 
be slow. He suggested I apply elsewhere. I took his advice and joined Dolphin 
Energy’s IT department in 2004. Soon after, a position for Head of Training 
and Development was available and I was asked to take it on for three weeks 
while HR screened candidates. Three weeks turned into three years. I dove 
into the job, rolled up my sleeves and was ready to get my hands dirty. Again, if 
you want something that badly, give it your all. As those three years came to an 
end, HE Khaldoun Al Mubarak (now CEO and Managing Director of Mubadala 
Development Company) approached me with plans to set up a media free zone 
named after Abu Dhabi’s geographic coordinates, twofour54. I got excited, for 
two main reasons: my heart beats at the prospect of building something from 
the ground up and I am passionate about the media. Film, television, talent 
development, creative sectors… this reminded me of my American year and 
that priceless exposure to popular culture. twofour54 was a niche product for 
Abu Dhabi and it was all about possibility. I was the first employee there, hired 
before the CEO! Again, I got my hands dirty, working on everything from HR 
and strategy to planning and structure and more. I didn’t have a desk, a title or 
a job description, I just had a deep passion to learn. I love content and this was 
the place for it. Growing up, I watched Arabic sitcoms and drama series on local 
channels, that also aired American productions so I got that all-around exposure 
to different cultures.
 There was an invincible spirit at twofour54 and it was incredible. We all 

practiced listening because we believed that we should never shoot anyone with 
ideas down. Ideas can come from anyone, anywhere. It’s an attitude I still believe 
in and try and implement.
 Who knew – I certainly didn’t – that five years later, I would be CEO of 

twofour54. Was I ready? No, but almost there. I had to get the right team to 
complement my efforts. A job is a great educator of course, but I found that your 
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colleagues and how you work together offers a lot of insight. You produce better 
as a team, and it would be wise to acknowledge your strengths and the strengths 
of others. No one is perfect; don’t be the jack of all trades and master of none.
 While I was CEO, I became a member of the Federal National Council for 

Abu Dhabi. I learned how to draft policies, what it’s like to be in committees, 
discussions, debates, engaging with ministers and understanding the policy 
landscape in the UAE. I was reappointed for another four years and became 
a Minister for the Federal National Council and Chairwoman of twofour54; 
I had to keep that creativity hat on! The Council seat gave me exposure to all 
government policies, which is an interesting way of seeing things. It was totally 
enriching and rewarding to spread awareness to the public about what is the 
Emirati constitution and the Presidents’ support of this Council.
 In October 2017, I was appointed Minister of Culture and Knowledge 

Development and that was such a pleasant and beautiful surprise. I love art, 
I love culture, I love film, I love books, I love music. Love aside, it’s about how 
you manage and fill in the gaps and enable the sector with policies, research 
and publications; how we package our culture and promote it, how we preserve 
our heritage and how we make it all sustainable. Right now, for example, we’re 
studying school curricula and how we can embed it with art.
 I believe I’ve always been a civil servant. It began at home where I saw 

commitment and dedication and that inspired me. I lived in the era of Sheikh 
Zayed. He was the right ruler at the right time, and we were lucky to live that 
time. I know what my commitment is: it’s towards my country. The UAE is my 
optimum priority. It’s what keeps me going and I hope you find your passion too. 
It’s there, it’s what makes your heartbeat.
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Dawn Metcalfe and Sarah Bahar are the creators of The Possibilities 
Project. This book was born from their desire to bridge the gap between 
students and the world of work, in recognition of the fact that there is an 
abundance of great young talent here. Their goal is to build an ecosystem 
committed to shaping the future workforce. Turn to the centrefold of this 

book to learn more about the research findings highlighted in this chapter. 

By Dawn Metcalfe and Sarah Bahar 

The skills you need to 
succeed – it’s never too 
early to develop them 
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Many members of the current workforce have concerns or are perhaps 
uncertain about their future. And this is understandable – day after day, we 

read about a rise in automation and how Artificial Intelligence will completely 
reshape the way we work. But it doesn’t mean that humans will be replaced 
entirely by robots – it simply means that the way we work will need to change, as 
will the way we continue to add value. 

Ultimately it will come down to our ability to communicate – whether solving 
problems, displaying leadership capabilities, being creative, working well in a 
team, or working under pressure. All of these, and more, fall under the umbrella 
of soft skills. Don’t let the name confuse you – frankly, they are absolutely critical 
to your success in the workplace, no matter industry, organisation or level. Don’t 
just take our word for it – 78% of hiring managers who we spoke to believe that 
employees with good soft skills are more productive. Almost two thirds think soft 
skills are important because they are needed in every job role. 

We work with adults, almost every day, who struggle with communication and 
soft skills – senior people, serious people, real grown-ups. And it’s not because 
they lack intelligence – it’s simply that it’s a lot harder for them to ‘unlearn’ years, 
even decades, of bad habits and behaviours. Ones such as failing to speak up to 
address an issue head on, being afraid to give/receive constructive feedback, or 
reluctance to embrace new communication mediums. 

This presents you with an advantage. A chance to learn the right skills, to 
understand the behaviours you will be expected to exhibit, and to put your best foot 
forward at a younger age (rather than trying to play catch up like some of us!) 

That’s not to say it’s going to be easy – nothing worthwhile ever is, right? So 
what are the main barriers to your success, when embarking on your career 
journey? Well, it’s complicated. You’re likely thinking about, or are already 
attending university (although this route isn’t right for everyone), where you’ll 
gain a thorough grounding in technical, or hard skills specific to the industry 
you’re hoping to work in or the type of role you’re looking for. These are of course 
very important, but they don’t give you much chance to practise soft skills – to 
contextualise, and understand the ins and outs of an office or professional 
environment, and how good communication and soft skills will serve you. It 
doesn’t get you used to dealing with people at different levels/seniority, and 
understanding how/where you fit within that matrix. 

You may have completed a work experience placement or internship (perhaps at 
a family friend or relative’s place of work), but was it in an area you’re interested in 
pursuing? If not, were you able to understand more about what you didn’t like, and 
why? Was it structured enough to be a constructive process, which allowed you 
to learn, develop and use soft skills? We know, for myriad reasons, that not every 
young person has the opportunity to participate in such placements. Worst case 
scenario (but not uncommon, trust us) is that you have no clue what you want to 
do, what career to pursue, or even how to think objectively about your own skills 
and strengths/natural talents (and how to apply these). 

All of this is to say that by the time you’re thinking about, or starting, your first 
professional role, you may not have had any work experience at all or had a 
chance to develop different skills and behaviours (beyond what you learned in a 
formal educational setting). It can be a confusing and stressful time. 
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It’s no wonder then that 71% of hiring managers don’t think students 
are prepared for work, and that they see this as an economic drawback. 
Which of course makes sense, because a successful business is one with a 
workforce which reaches its full potential – again, this is true of any industry 
or organisation. 

Conversely, we spoke to over 1500 people aged 15-30 in the UAE, with over 
half believing that businesses need to do more to support and nurture young 
talent. Only 10% of people aged 15-30 think it will be easy to get a job/secure an 
internship or work experience placement. 

So we can see that there’s a disconnect between employers and young talent. 
But it’s not all bad news – far from it. Almost two thirds of hiring managers say 
that their organisation currently offers training to support and nurture young 
talent, with half offering work experience opportunities. Young people themselves 
understand that they (53%) are also responsible for their own success. 

What becomes clear is that it takes a village. It’s no single person’s or 
organisation’s responsibility to ensure that young people get off to the best 
start at work. It’s incredible to think how quickly the UAE has progressed, as 
such a young nation. When you begin to think about the possibilities of the 
next 50 years, it’s clear that now is the time for students, families, schools and 
organisations to pull together and ensure we’re all committed to shaping our 
future workforce. 

We put this book together because in the years ahead, you’ll be navigating 
unchartered waters. You’ll be making big decisions and going through new 
experiences, such as choosing your major or starting your first job, which may 
be overwhelming. The chapters you will read are not intended to be a strict set 
of instructions to follow. Instead, we wanted to try and distill the most useful of 
our collective experiences, anecdotes, insights and advice to tell you some of the 
things we wish we’d known when we were starting out. 

It isn’t a quick fix, but we hope that it’s a starting point in equipping you with 
new skills and ideas to think about – skills and ideas which will help you become 
better communicators, able to adapt to personal challenges and an evolving 
work landscape. The ones which will ultimately help you on your journey to 
career success – with all the twists and turns along the way. 
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Ziauddin Yousafzai is the co-founder and a board member of Malala Fund 
and is Malala’s father. For many years, Ziauddin served as a teacher and 
school administrator in his home country of Pakistan. When the Taliban 

invaded their home in Swat Valley, Ziauddin peacefully resisted their efforts 
to limit personal freedoms. Speaking out put Ziauddin at risk, but he feared 

remaining silent would be far worse. Inspired by her father’s example, Malala 
began publicly campaigning for girls to go to school. In October 2009, The 

New York Times filmed a short documentary about Ziauddin and Malala’s fight 
to protect girls’ education in Swat. Due to her increased prominence, Malala 
was shot in the head by the Taliban two years later. Malala survived and was 

transported to the United Kingdom for treatment. Ziauddin, his wife Toor Pekai 
and their two sons joined Malala in Birmingham. Determined to continue 

their campaign, Ziauddin and Malala founded Malala Fund in 2013. Together 
they champion every girl’s right to 12 years of free, safe, quality education.

Education  
is the answer 

By Ziauddin Yousafzai
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In patriarchal societies like the one where I grew up, fathers are known by 
their sons. I am one of the few fathers who is known by his daughter. I am 

absolutely proud of it. Once Malala was my daughter and now I am her father. 
This beautiful reference of introduction stands out as quite an accomplishment.

Recounting my own childhood, I grew up in the small village of Barkan, Swat, 
in north-west Pakistan, with five sisters and one brother. Mine was a typical 
patriarchal family. I noticed that I got milk cream with my tea when my sisters 
did not. I could see that the sumptuous parts of the chicken were eaten by men, 
while the bony parts were left for the girls. I had better clothes and more pairs 
of shoes. And the worst discrimination that crippled their future was deprivation 
from education. Like society, the government was also patriarchal. There were 
more schools for boys and hardly any schools for girls. My parents had big, 
tall dreams for me – but for my five sisters, their only dream was to get them 
married at the earliest possible time.

Some of my sisters were much smarter than me. They could have become 
teachers, doctors, pilots or social entrepreneurs. But their lives were decided 
the moment they came into this world. While I was pursuing my dreams in a 
school, they stayed at home. They could not dream beyond becoming wives 
and mothers. They could not become themselves. And I realised that too many 
women die as if they had never been born.

 You might be thinking right now, what helped me to be different? My one-
word answer is ‘education’. Education made my inner being beautiful. It 
inculcated in me the beautiful human values of love, respect and compassion. 
It made me conscious of all injustices and inequalities based on gender, caste, 
colour or creed.

I was so angry seeing my first cousin bound in a forced marriage. I was so 
disturbed to see girls married at the ages of 14 and 15. It always shocked me to 
hear the horrible stories of honour killings.

Education empowered me to fight against the inhuman traditions and 
social norms that harmed women. Education was my most powerful weapon 
for change.

I started it from within my family. The first woman I believed in was my wife. 
Men in patriarchal societies are considered weak if they consult their wives on 
business and political issues. But when I found myself in trouble, the first person 
I always went to was my wife, Toor Pekai.

I never saw my mother’s name on a doctor’s prescription. If I took her to the 
doctor, she was just ‘mother of Ziauddin’. If my father accompanied her, she 
was ‘wife of Rohul Amin’. I wanted to change this absence of identity. This 
invisibility of women!

When Malala was born, I named her after the legendary Pashtun-Afghan 
heroine, Malalai of Maiwand – who raised her voice and rallied the Afghan 
fighters to victory. A few weeks after Malala’s birth, my cousin brought me my 
family tree. It was a long list of men, traced back four hundred years. I drew a 
line from my name and wrote Malala. So I can say that I was a feminist long 
before I heard about the word feminism.

Together, Toor Pekai and I changed the family norms. We are equally as proud 
of our two sons who strongly believe in gender equality. 
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 To see the same change in my community, I became a teacher. Because I 
believed that quality education is the most effective equaliser. A magic wand. I 
imagine that my five sisters would have had an entirely different life if they had 
had the opportunity to receive education. I could picture how Toor Pekai only 
went to school for a few days. She got bored being the only girl in her class. 
She sold her books and no one asked her why she was not going to school. So 
I was determined to educate my own daughter, along with hundreds of girls in 
my community. I knew that if I wanted to see Malala have a different life to that 
of her aunts, she must be educated. What my father gave me, I wanted to give to 
my daughter. I ran an independent school. It was a joyful journey, seeing girls in 
classes of science and computer labs, in speaking and debating clubs. But the 
happiness of peace did not last for long. We had hardly completed 12 years of 
school when the Taliban emerged. They brought death and destruction to our 
paradise-like valley. They destroyed more than 400 schools and imposed a ban 
on girls’ education.

This was the moment that I had to stand up for the girls’ right to education. 
This was the time Malala had to defend her right to education. She wrote a blog 
for the BBC to tell the story of Swat. And raised her voice from every platform 
she could. This one girl, with a book and a voice, was more powerful than the 
guns and bombs of the Taliban. And let me tell you that when your rights are 
violated, you must raise your voice. Because your voice is incredibly powerful. 
That is why the Taliban came after her, to silence her voice forever. It was a 
miracle that she survived. And the girl who spoke for 50,000 girls in Swat Valley, 
when the Taliban banned girls’ education, is now raising her voice for 130 
million girls who are not in school.

In Pakistan, I was a leader in the community and had supporters. While now, 
Malala is the leader and I am one of her millions of supporters.

Our foundation, the Malala Fund, is working for a world where every girl 
can learn and lead. It champions every girl’s right to 12 years of free, safe 
and quality education. When girls go to school for 12 years, they get jobs and 
earn twice as much as those with no education. If we educate all girls for 12 
years, we will add 30 trillion dollars to the world’s economy. Girls’ education 
is the most rewarding phenomenon that contributes to peace, equality, climate 
change and justice – and a greater world for us all. I hope you will all join 
Malala’s fight for girls’ education.
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As someone who’s learned to always be a little sceptical about career advice that 
I get from people around me, there is a certain irony in the fact that I find myself 

now contributing to this book, which has been billed as ‘a young person’s guide to 
career success.’ After all, one of my biggest pet peeves when growing up was the 
multitude of people who felt it was completely okay for them to impose their views 
and opinions on me, and go on to essentially tell me what to do with my life – and 
here I am doing almost exactly the same thing to a whole new generation. 

So, with that in mind, I want to lay down some ground rules to follow as 
you read the thoughts penned by me and my fellow contributors in this book: 
the ideas and insights that we profess to have are a result of the experiences 
we’ve had over the course of our lives so far, and while there may well be some 
pointers and lessons that you can glean from them, they shouldn’t at all be seen 
as directives for how all of you should live your lives. Because I believe that what 
you do with your lives is something only you should get to decide on – as cliché 
as it may sound, you should be marching to the beat of your own drum. 

I say this with a lot of confidence now, but I must admit that such a mindset was 
not something I could claim to have during my time as a student in the UAE in the 
early 2000s. At the time, I may have dreamed of following through on my passion 
for writing into a career in the journalism and media space, but almost everyone 
around me – a range of people that includes (perhaps) well-meaning but overbearing 
teachers, to (maybe) kind but clueless relatives of mine – told me, in no uncertain 
terms, that this was absolutely not the right way forward for someone like me. 

Their reasons for saying so were varied. One popular contention made by the 
adults around me was that a career in the media world wouldn’t be easy, that 
journalists aren’t paid well, and as such, those of us in this field would be leading 
tough and arduous lives as a result. Another common rejoinder I got when I said I 
wanted to be a writer or a journalist was that going down such a career path would 
mean that I, as a student who got good grades at school, would be somehow wasting 
the intellect and skillsets I was blessed with if I chose this particular profession. 

Looking back on all of this now, I’m pretty certain that all of the people who 
told me the above things didn’t do so with any particular malicious intent; I 
feel now that their view of the world was just too myopic to see the future I 
was dreaming of for myself. For instance, sure, I will admit to the notion that 
a journalist’s job is a tough one – but then again, is there any job out there 
that’s a joyride all the time? Besides, just as the media sector has several 
challenges specific to it, every other industry has its own set of particular trials 
and tribulations – but that doesn’t mean these fields cannot be worthwhile and 
fulfilling to those who have a passion for it. 

As for the purported waste of my talents: well, today, I could make a concerted 
argument for why the media sector offers a better workout for a person’s mind 
than perhaps any other industry – but hey, I didn’t know then what I do now. At 
the time though, given the overwhelmingly negative feedback I got to my preferred 
career choice, I put away the dreams and aspirations I had made for myself, and 
reluctantly got started on what seemed like a more conventional vocational path, 
which pretty much everyone around me said would be better for me and my future. 

So, I finished school, and then went on to college in India for four years to 
earn a bachelor’s degree in electronics and communication engineering. Shortly 
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after I graduated, I was hired by Accenture as a software programmer, and that 
led me to work out of offices in Mumbai, London, and New York over the course 
of almost five years. As I thus approached my tenth anniversary of getting out 
of school and onto this particular career path I was on, it did seem like the job I 
had was – both literally and figuratively – taking me places.

But while that may well have been the perception from the outside, the truth 
was that I was deeply unsatisfied with how my life was going. Sure, I was good at 
my job, and yes, I was climbing up the career ladder – but I had simply no interest 
in what I was doing, and as such, the perks of being a senior software engineer 
weren’t enough to stop me from thinking that I was wasting away my life in this 
role. I was upset and unhappy, and I soon found myself in the throes of a quarter-
life crisis, in which I kept wondering how different life could have been, had I 
followed my ambition to be a journalist all those years ago? And that’s how a new 
idea sprung to my mind: “Well, why don’t I try to become a journalist now?” 

When I started to tell people that I was thinking about changing careers, most 
of them told me it was a ridiculous idea – from their perspective, I had a good 
job, a good salary, a good way of life even, and so, they couldn’t get behind why 
I’d want to throw all of that away to start up a career in a totally new industry. 
They’d also point out that I had managed to find a certain degree of success 
in my career so far, and that I should be mindful of the fact that there was no 
guarantee that I’d be able to carve out something similar in the media space. 
Once again, I found myself finding it hard to get validation for my ambition.

But this time around, I didn’t let the naysayers squash my dreams. I had tried 
to do things the way they told me, and that was obviously not working out for 
me – so, now, I wanted to do things as I deemed fit. As for the risk of throwing 
away everything I had achieved so far for something that may very well not pan 
out at all, I decided that it’d be better for me to have tried and failed, rather than 
not trying at all. Plus, there was the inherent satisfaction in the fact that I was 
calling the shots now. I was deciding what I wanted to do with my life, and if I 
did stumble and fall doing that, I was okay with that – it was definitely better 
than being stuck in a life that was, in a way, imposed on me.

So, I quit my job, got a master’s degree in journalism from Columbia University in 
New York, and then kicked off my career in the media space. I had essentially been 
threatened that working in journalism would see my life upend itself, and I’ll admit 
here this was exactly what happened, and I could go on and on about all of the twists 
and turns I had to deal with as I made my way through this field. While I am today 
privileged and proud to be at the helm of a publication like Entrepreneur Middle 
East, I’ll freely admit that it has not been an easy ride to get here. But here’s the 
thing: when you’re running after a goal that you have set for yourself, you somehow 
naturally find the will to navigate all of the barriers that come along the way. 

In fact, I found out that I didn’t really mind any of the hurdles that were in my 
path – and that was because it was, quite simply, my path. When you decide 
to be the architect of your own life, you decide how your world looks like, and 
while this is easier said than done, my experiences have taught me that doing 
so is certainly worth the effort. At the end of the day, remember that the only 
person who should be dictating how your life should be lived is you. And that’s 
something I took a while to learn – here’s hoping you don’t take as long. 
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Ian loved to cook. One thing was obvious to everyone who knew him – he was 
destined to become a master chef. Ian cooked regularly for his family and 

learned to prepare inspiring meals, complete with sauces, from baked rigatoni in 
béchamel, to pan-roasted lamb with cherry demi-glace. He would become lost in 
his creations and found pride in his ever-growing skills and expertise.

After he graduated from high school, Ian enrolled in culinary school. At the 
end of his first year, Ian dropped out of college. His father called me to share 
the situation; his son had been sure of his career path and was now feeling lost. 
Ian and his parents wanted to understand how this could happen. That’s when I 
introduced them to the Four Pillars of Career Fit.

The Four Pillars of Career Fit
There are four factors that influence career fit: strengths, values, preferred skills 
and interests. A person can have one or more of these factors misaligned to 
create a poor career fit. It’s important to explore all four of your pillars of career 
fit. For example, you might be interested in a career path, but if the environment 
you’re working in violates your values, it will break you. Let’s review each of the 
four pillars in detail…

Your work aligns with your strengths
Your strengths are the natural talents you are born with. Not everyone realises 
their strengths, nor do they purposefully seek to develop them. Regardless, you 
will perform better at things that come naturally to you; whether that’s building 
relationships with your fellow classmates, figuring out solutions to problems, 
generating ideas, quickly learning a new subject in school, or communicating 
thoughts and feelings easily with others.

Your strengths influence how you prefer to work. Knowing your strengths is a 
crucial first step in discovering a career that suits you. The Gallup Organisation 
reports that people who use their strengths every day in their jobs are up to six times 
more engaged at work than employees who do not use their strengths daily. They 
define engaged employees as spending at least four-and-a-half hours of the day so 
absorbed in work that time passes quickly.1 Time flies when you’re having fun!

Not only are people more engaged when they use their strengths, they’re also 
up to three times, or 300%, more likely to say they have a good quality of life, 
according to Gallup polls.2

One of the biggest myths people have about their strengths is that they feel 
they aren’t special; they believe anyone can do what they can do. This is, quite 
simply, untrue. Because we’re born with our talents and they come easily to us, 
we tend to take our talents for granted. 

However, Gallup research shows only one in 33 million people share our same 
top strengths.3 It’s estimated that we meet approximately ten thousand people in 
our lifetime, which means you’re not at all likely to meet another person with the 
same combination of talents you have.

If high engagement at work and a good quality of life is insufficient to motivate 
you to discover your strengths, there is something else to consider. When you 
know your talents and can explain them clearly, you are in a better position to 
connect what you do best to an employer’s job description and will be better 
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prepared to tell relevant stories in a job interview. This approach will help you 
stand out from your competition. It’s quite likely you will be the only candidate to 
take this approach, which will get you noticed. The number one reason people 
are not selected in a job interview is failure to differentiate themselves from 
other candidates.4

What went wrong with Ian’s culinary career choice as it related  
to his strengths? 
One of Ian’s natural strengths is ‘deliberative’. People with the deliberative 
strength take serious care in making decisions or choices. They don’t like to 
be rushed. The extremely fast pace of a production kitchen was not the right 
fit for Ian’s deliberative nature. Cooking at his own pace without pressure was 
a different experience compared to the pace and pressure of culinary school. 
While culinary school was a good fit for his interests, a hectic restaurant 
environment was not the right fit for his strengths.

Your work aligns with your values
Values are your judgment about what is most important in life. Knowing  
your values:

• Helps you create a vision for your life
• Aids decision making aligned to your vision
• Keeps you focused on what’s important

A common cause of poor life and career satisfaction is a disconnect between 
a person’s personal, work, life and his or her values. Because each person is 
different, values vary widely. Therefore, it’s important to reflect on what’s most 
important to you. Following career advice from your friends, family members 
and your parents can be helpful, but be careful with values-based advice. People 
who value security will steer you away from bold or adventurous risks that you 
might be perfectly comfortable taking. Others who value wealth and status might 
encourage you to pursue a career that makes the most money, yet you might 
value making a difference in people’s lives over the pursuit of wealth.

Your work must align with your values, not the values of your best friend, your 
brother, sister or parents. Once you know your values, you can begin to explore 
which careers line up best with them. For example, if you value community, 
making a difference, balance, pleasure, meaningful work and beauty, those 
values are far less likely to be a fit for a corporate finance job than they are 
working in a non-profit organisation.

However, if you value success, wealth, challenge, adventure, growth, 
expertise and independence, I highly doubt the non-profit world would connect 
with these values.

To discover your values, download a free values identification exercise at bit.ly/
YouMapValues (URL is case sensitive).

Something to keep in mind is that the environment you will work in some day, 
the manager you will report to, and the job you accept must all align with your 
values. I suggest creating questions you can ask when pursuing internships or 
jobs to help you decide the best fit for your values.
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Here are a few examples:

Value: Collaboration/teamwork
Question: How would you describe the environment of this team and can you 
identify ways in which you’ve tried to create a collaborative team?

Value: Fun
Question: Can you identify ways in which you inspire fun and enjoyment for your 
team in the workplace?

Value: Growth
Question: Can you share ways in which you have supported the growth of your 
team during the past year?

When working with Ian, we did not discover any values violations with his 
culinary career choice. Not all four pillars of career fit will be violated by a career 
choice, but it’s important to match on all four. Even one pillar out of alignment is 
enough to create job dissatisfaction. The most important pillar is values. A job 
that fits your strengths and skills but violates what’s most important to you will 
not be workable.

Your work aligns with your preferred skills
If values are the ‘why’ behind your work, your skills are the ‘what’. They explain 

what you want to do, day in and day out. Skills are the abilities that contribute 
to your performance in a role, and those skills can transfer to many jobs. In 
fact, according to Korn Ferry, 85% of skills are transferable from job to job.5 
Transferable skills are not tied to a job or function and can be used across a variety 
of settings and industries. For example, many jobs perform skills like writing, 
generating ideas, organising, training, doing paperwork or creating strategies.

Our interest in performing certain skills on the job are broken down to ‘most 
preferred’ and ‘least preferred’ skills:

Most Preferred Skills – Skills you’re good at and enjoy doing every day or 
that you’re interested in developing. For example, you might love making 
presentations, serving customers, writing, selling or working with numbers.

Least Preferred Skills – Skills you’re good at, or not good at, but do not enjoy 
doing. For example, you might be skilled at working with numbers but find it 
boring and draining.

We should try to spend a minimum of 80%of our day performing our preferred 
skills and 20% or less of our day on least preferred (burnout) skills.

Think about your favourite skills used in school, whether in the classroom 
or in extracurricular activities. What activities do you enjoy most? Do you 
prefer working independently or as a team? Do you like details or are you 
more of a big picture thinker? Do you like to lead people, or do you prefer 
to contribute individually? 
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Download a free skills exercise at bit.ly/SkillFitTest (URL is case sensitive).
Mismatched skills were not the cause of Ian’s poor fit for a career in the culinary 
arts; yet, that was not the case for his personality.

Your work aligns with your personality
Your career interests will also be influenced by your personality. Personality 
shapes your interests, passion and motivation. I often say ‘follow your passion’ 
is misguided, though well-meaning, advice because as you can see from what 
you’ve read so far, passion (interests) is only one of the four pillars of career 
satisfaction. The passion approach is too narrow to discover best career fit 
because it disregards your natural talent (strengths), what’s most important to 
you (values) and what you want a typical day to look like (skills).

One of my favourite models to uncover personality-based interests is Holland’s 
Occupational Theory of Career Choice. According to American psychologist 
John Holland, people have six core interest types:

• Realistic: The Doer
• Investigative: The Thinker
• Artistic: The Creator
• Social: The Helper
• Enterprising: The Persuader
• Conventional: The Organiser

Realistic – The Doers
Individuals with a Realistic career code tend to prefer work that involves 
practical, hands-on solutions to problems. They value things they can see, touch 
and use. Realistic types would rather work with their hands than sit behind a 
desk. Many, but not all, Realistic occupations work outside and possibly deal 
with machinery, tools or animals and don’t involve much paperwork.

Sample occupations: ambulance drivers, EMTs, firefighters, security guards, 
technicians, veterinarians, environmental engineers and electricians.

Investigative – The Thinkers
Those with Investigative career codes are intellectual, curious and reserved. 
They like to solve problems and engage in challenges. Investigative types do not 
like routine work that forces them to check their brain at the door. Their work 
often involves ideas and heavy mental lifting. They tend to avoid selling and 
influencing careers.

Sample occupations: fire investigators, registered nurses, nuclear medicine 
technologists, software developers, business intelligence analysts, biostaticians, 
market research analysts and database architects.

Artistic – The Creators
People with an Artistic career code are imaginative, creative, original, 
independent, and expressive. They tend to avoid highly structured or routine 
work. They are inspired to create, whether through activities such as music, 
writing, drawing, dance, photography, or art.

Sample occupations: chefs, fashion designers, graphic artists, interior 
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designers, sound engineering technicians, landscape architects, authors and 
technical writers.

Social – The Helpers
Individuals with a Social career code are interested in serving society and making 
a difference. They like to help people, and their work is most often centred around 
people. They often gravitate towards non-profit, education, healthcare and social 
work. They are helpful, friendly, loyal, generous, and trustworthy.

Sample occupations: counselling psychologists, health educators, patient 
representatives, psychology teachers, midwives, dietetic technicians, teacher 
assistants and social workers.

Enterprising – The Persuaders
Enterprising individuals often deal with business, leadership, or politics and are 
involved in making decisions, starting up and carrying out projects, and selling 
ideas or things. Enterprising types are generally energetic, ambitious, dominant, 
outgoing and competitive.

Sample occupations: financial services, sales representatives, chief executives 
(CEO, COO, EVP), judges, education administrators, supply chain managers and 
human resources specialists.

Conventional – The Organisers
Conventional career types are the glue that hold an organisation together. 
They provide the structure, process and order that organisations need to run 
effectively. People with this career type are generally methodical, detail-oriented, 
cautious, organized, responsible and quality-oriented.

Sample occupations: insurance claim clerks, medical secretaries, accountants, 
pharmacy technicians, loan officers, research assistants, information security 
analysts and financial analysts.

As you read each description, which two sound most like you? If you are 
Conventional and Investigative, you should choose a career that will enable you 
to think and organise, such as an accountant, actuary or business analyst. If you 
are Artistic and Realistic, you should consider careers that allow you to create 
and do (with your hands). And if you are Social and Enterprising, you’d want to 
have a career that allows you to help and persuade.

The personality pillar was the biggest cause of misalignment between Ian and 
his culinary career choice. Ian’s personality is that of a perfectionist who likes to 
focus and concentrate intently on one task a time. He is a methodical and planful 
person (Conventional) as well as being a creative person (Artistic). He likes to 
apply order to his creations. There is simply no way a chef can successfully work 
in this manner.

Ian’s other main interest was woodworking, which reflects these descriptors. 
Woodworking was something Ian preferred to keep as a hobby, so he decided 
interior design would be a much better fit. He could help people create organised 
spaces using his creativity without the frantic environment of a restaurant kitchen.
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Tying It All Together
As you explore careers through research and conversations with people who are 
in careers of interest to you, ask yourself these questions:

1. Will I use my natural talents in this career?
2. Will this career honour or violate my values?
3. Will I spend my day aligned to my preferred skills?
4. Will I _________ and __________ (do, think, create, help,  

persuade, organise)?
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Let’s start from the beginning. I grew up in Sharjah and, admittedly, I had a 
comfortable upbringing. I went to a private school, travelled with my family to 

some remarkable places during my summer holidays, and my higher education 
in Beirut was fully funded by my father. I was fortunate, absolutely, but this is just 
the start of the story that I am about to tell. 

While most would consider my upbringing privileged – and I have my father 
to thank for that – I would like to add that nothing in life is well and truly free. 
Allow me to explain. All of my privileges came at a cost. Whether it be the cost of 
understanding what it really takes to forge a career and make a living, or, more 
importantly, the attitude towards doing so. This part is crucial. 

My evolution as a business leader, but more significantly as a person, begins 
with understanding two basic principles. Firstly, the importance of recognising 
and truly appreciating innate values and, secondly, bringing them to life by 
applying them both professionally and personally. 

My father has always been hardworking and an entrepreneur at heart. He 
opened the first French patisserie in the UAE, called Gerard. I vividly remember 
the first branch was in Al Ghurair Centre, which was the only mall that families 
would go to over the weekend during the late 80s and early 90s. As kids, we 
would wait the entire week to go to Sindbad’s Wonderland, the amusement 
centre in the mall. My allowance was AED 20 for the trip and trust me, that went 
a long way back then. 

But here’s the important part that connects back to the values piece – I’d only 
earn those AED 20 having worked at Gerard for at least an hour. These were the 
values that my father taught me. It was his way of ensuring that I understood: 
(one) the value of money and, (two) the importance of a consistent work ethic.

Fast forward to December 1994 when my father opened the first McDonald’s 
in the UAE. 

Our entire family was present on the opening day, as were hundreds of other 
families that were equally excited about the first McDonald’s opening in the country. 
In fact, it was such a big event that Dubai Police had to be called in to manage the 
crowd outside. We had a queue that snaked until the far end of the mall. 

The next day, immediately after school, both excited and hungry, I went to the 
restaurant. As a 12-year-old who also happened to be the son of the owner, I 
expected a warm welcome. As I walked through the front door and greeted my 
father, my chest swelled with pride. However, I was taken aback by his response. 
He asked me whether I had waited for my turn in the queue? I hadn’t. He duly 
asked me to go to the back of the line and wait for my turn, like everyone else. 
While I was upset, it taught me a valuable lesson that has resonated with me 
ever since – recognising that discipline and respect is vital to success. Years 
later, I still thank him for that lesson. 

In the summer of 1999, I graduated from high school, and like many young 
adults I wanted to go on holiday abroad with my friends. However, as had been 
instilled in me repeatedly since childhood, I had to work for my reward. My 
father encouraged me to either do an internship or pursue an educational or 
language programme that summer in order to ‘earn’ the trip. And so, I started a 
trend that would continue for many summer holidays.

Then in 2003, I graduated from the American University of Beirut with a 
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degree in Economics, buoyed with a sense of self-assurance that I would simply 
slip into the family business. As I quickly discovered, this was not an option. At 
that point in time, and I see now in hindsight, I clearly did not have the abilities 
or the skills to prove that I could supersede my father. 

He instructed me to get work experience elsewhere and see where it would 
take me. I will admit that, at the time, my strong sense of confidence and pride 
(that so many new graduates possess) meant that this was hard for me to come 
to terms with. Nevertheless, I took it on as a challenge and it ignited a sense 
of independence and a real drive to prove that I was worthy. My father, on the 
other hand, was certain that I wouldn’t get a job in his business until I was fully 
prepared in terms of having the right knowledge, experience and mindset. 

Finding a job wasn’t easy for the first few months. I decided that instead of 
waiting for the phone to ring, I’d rather go to work and start developing real world 
experience, even if it was for free. I ended up taking up a media-monitoring role 
in a company for two months. This was my first step into the professional world, 
and I quickly learned the importance of discipline and hard work. Then one day, 
surprisingly, my father approached me with an entry-level role. And of course, it 
was not in his business – I still had more to learn and to prove. I took up a job as a 
merchandiser for the Coca-Cola bottling company in Dubai. 

Now, for those of you who don’t know what a merchandiser does, let me 
break it down... My job was to go to different supermarkets and hypermarkets 
and stack their shelves, coolers and storage areas with products – from 6am 
until 8pm. Six-and-a-half days a week. Well, at least there was an upside – this 
was a paid role. A grand sum of AED 800 per month, to be precise. But it was 
better than nothing! What this experience reinforced was the importance of a 
strong work ethic; to put your all into the task at hand. And, sure enough, the 
experience was key to me securing my first corporate job.

Five months into my merchandising career, I got word that P&G were 
expanding in the region and were looking for young candidates – I didn’t hesitate 
to apply. After successfully completing two written tests, I went through a series 
of interviews. I was asked in every one of those interviews the reasons why I had 
worked as a merchandiser, given my educational qualifications and the financial 
security of living with my parents. I can only guess, but I feel that it was this 
intrigue that resulted in them offering me a job. 

Over the next two years, I worked at P&G and I was happy. I was promoted 
and the future looked bright. However, I felt there was something missing – I 
wanted to learn more and broaden my horizons. This was compounded by 
the fact that I had never worked outside of the Middle East and I knew it was 
matter of time before I would miss the window of opportunity, so I decided to 
pursue that goal. 

I secured a junior role with the distributors for McDonald’s in Paris, France, 
for one year. And while yes, there is an obvious link here, in my view, being a 
good professional is also about being able to recognise opportunities that you 
have access to and taking advantage of them. Shortly after, I left P&G to live and 
work in France, and during which time I applied for various business schools to 
pursue my MBA. I was accepted by multiple colleges, but I chose HEC Paris and 
entered the September 2007 class.
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It was only after my graduation that my father and the head of McDonald’s 
for the Middle East region offered me an interview. They wanted to determine 
whether I was capable of joining a fast-track development programme 
which would lead to managing the market as a licensee one day. The 
interview (thankfully!) went well and I am now completing my 11th year with 
McDonald’s UAE.

I began my career with McDonald’s at 27 years of age, and in order to become 
qualified as a licensee, I had to work and train in restaurants for nine months. 
Four months were spent in the UAE and the rest in Singapore. During this 
period, I worked alongside the crew and managers of my respective restaurants 
in all positions, and eventually ran shifts. 

It should come as no surprise that we apply this approach to all head office 
staff who join our organisation. Depending on their role and position, we assign 
anywhere between one and three months of restaurant training. This is to 
ensure that everyone understands that our job is to service the restaurants, and 
to get a feeling of how decisions made at the top impact the staff on the ground. 
This approach is not merely restricted to our staff – we also ask all of our agency 
partners who work with us on the McDonald’s account to spend at least one 
week in a restaurant. 

In closing, here are my key takeaways: 

1. Hone your craft
Was I upset when my father refused to let me waltz into the family business? Of 
course I was! But it taught me a valuable lesson. You need to take the time to 
learn your craft and get a good grasp of your business, whatever it might be. For 
instance, you can’t join the London Philharmonic Orchestra if you don’t know 
how to read music or if you’re not very good at playing a musical instrument, so 
why would you expect it to be different in any other industry? Hone your skills, 
work hard and everything will fall into place.

2. Listen, listen, listen…
Another skill that many young people – and indeed adults at work – seem to be 
missing, which is critical for success, is the ability to listen. Listen, listen, and 
listen. The more you learn, the better informed your decisions and judgments 
will be. Continue to learn – read on the internet, read books, talk to people who 
inspire you, do as much as you can to gather as much knowledge as you can. 

3. First impressions matter
Know the importance of your first impression – it’s often the last. And I do not 
mean it in the sense of expensive clothing or exquisite watches. Trust me, people 
forget those; all they remember is the person behind these things. Don’t plunge 
head-on into a situation without preparation. Take your time, do your research, 
prepare yourself for what you’re about to get into. As they say, failing to plan is 
planning to fail. 
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4. Embrace constructive criticism 
Finally, be open to constructive criticism. I’ve noticed that the general threshold 
to take criticism among young people is declining, and that doesn’t help. Of 
course, stand up for yourself when you feel you’re being unfairly attacked, but 
take a moment to let it all sink in before you respond. Is the criticism coming 
from a good place and with the intention of making you a better professional? 
Take an hour, let it marinate, and then make your decision. 

As I mentioned in the beginning, nothing in life comes easy, or for free. My father 
worked hard to set up what is now a successful business enterprise. I hope to 
continue his legacy by consistently applying the values he taught me, as well 
as those that I have picked up along the way. I have learned several things the 
hard way and continue to do so today. But trust me, these are the lessons that I 
remember the most – and so far, they’re serving me well. 





34

Author, Workplace Culture Advisor, Executive Coach and 
Speaker Dawn Metcalfe helps organisations create cultures of candour 

– where all are empowered to hear and be heard more effectively, and speak 
up, in a tolerant and respectful way. Cultures where change isn’t feared, but 
encouraged, in the spirit of constant innovation. Having lived and worked 
around the world, she’s written two books, Managing the Matrix and The 

HardTalk Handbook which are about workplace communication and what’s 
needed to succeed. She developed the HardTalk training programme to 
help people effectively engage in difficult conversations – regardless of 

culture, background or experience. Dawn is Managing Director of PDSi and 
is bringing The Possibilities Project to students across the UAE.

How to handle  
difficult conversations

By Dawn Metcalfe
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No matter who you are, where you come from, what job you do, where you 
go to school or work or how old you are, difficult conversations are… well, 

difficult. If you find it easy to tell a parent you disagree with them, a teacher 
that they’re wrong or a friend that their behaviour makes you uncomfortable in 
some way, then this chapter might not be for you. But if you want to get better at 
managing difficult conversations, read on… 

Speaking up effectively is hard, but it’s a skill that you can learn and improve 
on over time. It’s never going to be easy to tell somebody they smell bad, or hear 
that your presentation wasn’t the best ever made: if it were easy then everybody 
could do it. But you can make it easier.

The first thing to do is to notice what you’re doing – being self-aware means 
noticing how you’re behaving and feeling in the moment. This is relatively easy 
most of the time, but you may have noticed that when you’re upset, worried or 
deliriously happy, you sometimes say and do things that aren’t what you mean to 
say or do. That’s why there’s more than one step! 

The second step is to ask yourself lots of questions about your behaviour – 
what did you notice in step one that can help you? Some of the most important 
questions are:

Does it match what you want to achieve in the long run? This is important 
because our brains are set up to try to be lazy and focus on what feels good in 
the short-term. We need to work hard to stop that happening. One way to do that 
is to think about your long-term purpose. 

Does it match reality? Is your behaviour consistent with the reality of the 
situation? If you’re crying/shouting/throwing things, is this a reasonable reaction 
to the reality around you? What would a stranger say, if they were observing the 
situation? Is your reaction proportionate? 

Our brains are wonderful in many ways, but they don’t always work in our 
best interest in the modern world. Sometimes, we react in ways that were 
fine when we had to manage the threats of man-eating lions in small tribes or 
villages, but are less helpful when managing relationships on and off-line with 
a very diverse population. 

The trick in asking yourself lots of questions about your behaviour is to be 
honest in your answers – sounds obvious, doesn’t it? But I work with adults in 
the corporate world every day who struggle with this. If you can grasp this today, 
you’re setting yourself up for success. 

But only if you can really master the next step: listen to the answers and be 
ready to change. The chances are, your behaviour isn’t perfect, and that’s true of 
most people. Most people, no matter how old or important or rich they are, are 
human. So on occasion, they will say or do things they wish they hadn’t. That’s 
ok, as long as we’re aware and we apologise (sincerely) and change as necessary. 

Change, of course, is hard. It requires sustained effort over time and so many 
people won’t do it. But those who do have a magic power. If you do want to 
change, there are more resources than ever before which are freely available – 
this book is just one of them. But it doesn’t matter how much something costs if 
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you don’t take advantage of it. Read books and articles, listen to podcasts, attend 
training sessions and learn from those you look up to. Apply what you’ve learned 
to your life. 

And remember step four: repeat. This is an iterative process. Nobody is perfect 
and nobody gets it right all the time, so we have to practise over time to improve 
and gain more control. 

Left to their own devices, our brains work against us in difficult conversations. 
So we need to spend time learning about this and about why human beings in 
general find it tough to speak up, or ask those difficult questions of ourselves. 

One of the reasons why is our tendency to assume the worst or convince 
ourselves of the most dramatic explanation or option. This means that when you 
think of telling your best friend that he or she talks too much or doesn’t notice 
that everybody is falling asleep by the end of his or her best story, you imagine 
that they will lose their minds with anger and never speak to you again. You’re 
not alone in ‘catastrophising’ like this. In the workplace, this translates into 
people not speaking up because they’re convinced their boss will fire them or 
their colleagues will ostracise them. So they say nothing at all (to the person or 
people who could actually change things) and instead suffer in silence, or gossip 
and complain to people who agree with them but are equally unable or unwilling 
to do anything to change things. 

Perhaps the most important thing to remember in any difficult conversation 
is the need to focus on the ‘truths’ – what we heard or saw – and not on our 
‘potentials’ – which is what we thought about what we heard or saw. As an 
example, imagine you wanted to talk about a friend who you felt was being 
aggressive. You could start by saying something like:

“When you get aggressive, I find it hard to speak with you.”
But the problem there is that you haven’t explained what, exactly, the problem 

is. Maybe the person raises their voice, or stands up and looms over you? Both 
of these behaviours could certainly be seen as aggressive, but they could also 
be seen as passionate or assertive. And even if the person is really aggressive, 
starting the conversation with your perception (potential) rather than a fact 
(truth) is unlikely to make them want to listen to what you have to say next. 

Whether in school or another institution, fears are real but mostly unfounded. 
In reality, other people are just like us. So just as you’re unlikely to refuse to 
speak to somebody again who gives you bad news (assuming you believe they’re 
on your side and aren’t being malicious), they’re unlikely to do it to you. And you’d 
never behave like that, right? Right?!? 

That doesn’t mean it never happens though: sometimes we do get a bad 
response. On occasion, this is because the person we’re trying to talk with isn’t 
willing or able. More often than not, however, what happens is the Spiral of Doom. 

The Spiral of Doom works like this: we decide, for whatever reason, not to 
speak up about something that bothers us. As a result, that thing continues 
and we get more and more bothered. Eventually, having not said anything for 
quite some time, and giving no clue that we have had a problem until now, we 
finally speak up. Unfortunately, we speak up badly (because it’s all emotion and 
not using anything we’ve learned) – we shout, explode or make a derogatory 
comment. And guess what? We get a bad reaction from the other person. 



37

So now we’ve learned that speaking up is dangerous. So the next time we’re 
presented with something we don’t like, we go through the same process again. 
See why it’s called the Spiral of Doom?

Another, maybe connected, example of how our brains work against us is the 
fact that human beings tend to be more scared of loss than they are of gain. For 
example, we are about two times happier to avoid a loss of money than we are 
happy to gain the same amount. This is clearly crazy, unless you think of it in 
evolutionary terms when it starts to make sense. 

In evolutionary terms, it makes sense for our brain to want to protect us at 
all costs: if we don’t continue to 
survive, then we can’t reproduce 
and that’s the whole point. It makes 
sense from a big picture point of 
view. Unfortunately, our lives are 
not about the big picture – they’re 
personal and about what we 
perceive as success or failure.

I call the way our brain works 
against us ‘BrainDrain’, but some 
people call it bias. I’ve avoided 

saying bias until now, because nobody 
likes to think of themselves as biased. 

However, we are all subject to biases and 
it’s not necessarily our fault. But something can 

be our problem without it being our fault. And biases certainly come under this 
category. Instead of thinking about biases, think about the fact that our brains 
are lazy and will always try to take the easy way out. One easy way out is to look 
for patterns and assume the future will always look like the past. This tendency 
leads to a large number of what are known as biases. (You can download a free 
resource outlining the many ways our brains work against us at https://hardtalk.
info/resources/).

Gaining self-awareness is the first step to gaining self-control and without 
these you can’t hope to lead others, or achieve all your goals. And you certainly 
can’t hope to manage difficult conversations more effectively. But self-awareness 
will only bring you so far. The real goal is self-control, because that’s when you 
really know how to respond and not just react. 

A word to the wise: to begin with, like any new skill, you’ll probably get it 
wrong more than you get it right, as you learn to apply the knowledge gained. 
Don’t worry too much about this: instead, spend your time on lessons learned 
and celebrate your successes, at least as much as you obsess over what you 
could have done better.

12    Speak up
(badly)

4    Get bad 
response 3       Have proof 

speaking up
is dangerous

5     Go
speechless

     Go 
speechless
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Former journalist Alex Malouf has carved out a niche as a lively voice in the 
Middle East’s burgeoning media scene, combining razor-sharp observations 

with a keen understanding of the forces that underpin the region’s digital 
transformation. Much of which, no doubt, is informed by Malouf’s day job 
at Procter & Gamble (P&G), where he manages reputational affairs for 

the Middle East’s largest Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) company. 
Malouf’s experience and roots in the region are not the only things that 

set him apart – he is also a highly visible advocate for modern public 
relations, serving in senior roles in numerous industry organisations.

Your online  
activity is your 

personal brand
By Alex Malouf
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Do you know what a personal brand is? You should do, because it’s going to 
either help you find the right job, or it’s going to hold you back from what 

you want to do. Your personal brand is your reputation; it’s how you are viewed 
and judged by people, both in a personal and professional setting. It’s easiest 
to consider a personal brand in relation to those who are best known. What 
is your opinion of President Trump, for example? Or Her Excellency Reem Al 
Hashimi? And why do these people hire others to manage and protect their 
reputations? Now it may be easier for you to understand what a personal brand 
is, and how powerful it can be.

The idea of personal branding has become even more complex, thanks to social 
media. Today, any person can google your name and find out what you are doing, 
where you are, what you think, and why you are who you are thanks to your online 
posts on the likes of Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Twitter. You may think 
this is hypothetical – it isn’t. According to research undertaken in the United States 
in 2018, 70% of the 1,000 hiring managers and human resources professionals 
surveyed use social media to screen candidates during the hiring process, and 
about 43% of employers use social media to check on current employees.

Social media has become the simplest means by which anyone, including a 
current or potential employer, can assess you, your character, and your fit for them. 
It’s vital that you understand this. Once you do, you’ll then be able to take steps to 
ensure that the way you are perceived online is how you want to be seen.

You need a social presence
Before we look at what you need to do when it comes to your online activity, one 
simple truth in today’s digital world is that you need a social presence. Having an 
online persona matters to employers today, and it’s going to raise question marks 
with potential employers if they can’t find you online. Not having a presence 
online also means that you’re going to miss out on future job opportunities; many 
mid to senior-level job positions aren’t advertised, and recruiters will instead 
search online to find people who fit the role and the company.

What is becoming increasingly common is for people, particularly students, 
to have multiple accounts on a single platform, such as Facebook or Instagram 
(LinkedIn is the one exception here – I’ve never seen a person open a LinkedIn 
account for non-business reasons). Some accounts are used to share content 
which is deemed personal, and others are used within a different context, such 
as business.

If you’re going to separate your content into different accounts based on your 
audience, ensure that any content you want to remain closed to those you don’t 
know is shared only on private accounts, through which you can verify your 
followers. Even then, remember that once content is online it stays online. 
Anyone of your followers could screenshot an image or a video and then reshare. 
In other words, always post content that you’d be happy with your parents seeing.

For any non-personal account, do ensure that your account is named properly 
(ideally, it’d be your name in full), and that any profile pictures and introductory 
write-ups both look professional and read well. You choose which content 
describes you, so take the time to get your picture right (what are you wearing, 
how are you posing, for example), and work on multiple drafts of your bio. Ask 
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people you know and respect to look at both before uploading. Also remember 
that you can change any of this material at any time. It’s important that you keep 
updating your biography and picture, so they reflect your career successes and 
how you have changed over time.

Use social media to your benefit
Despite what you may think, most employers aren’t scouring your social 
media posts looking for reasons not to hire you. Instead, they want to find the 
information that’ll help them make the right call on whether you’re the right fit 
for both the role and the company they are hiring for.

Remember that study from earlier in the chapter. The researchers found that 
58% of employers conduct social screenings to look for information supporting 
a candidate’s qualifications for the job, 50% want to ensure the candidate has 
a professional online persona, and 34% want to see what other people are 
posting about the candidate. Less than a quarter of employers, just 24% of those 
surveyed, check social media to search for reasons not to hire someone.

Having a recruiter check your profile can lead to new business opportunities, 
a career break or a host of other benefits. Recruiters want to find information 
that’ll support their belief that you’re right for a potential job, that your 
qualifications, experience and character all fit into the role and the company. 
They may want to know about your expertise and your creativity. This is where 
you should leverage all the different content mediums available on social media.

To keep it simple, here’s a list of six ways you can use social media to your 
benefit when looking for your next big job.

Your previous work
Use a site like LinkedIn to talk about the impact you’ve made in your previous 
jobs or internships. Spell out your responsibilities and accomplishments. 
Describe the effect you had on the people you worked with. A well-rounded 
description will draw in potential employers, and make you look like the cream 
of the crop.

What’s your speciality?
Most social media profiles offer a spot for a headline and summary, so use this 
space to describe your passions, your expertise and your unique skills. You can 
also include a link in your profile. So make use of that space, as it’s the first thing 
any person will read about you.

Links to your work
The beauty of the web is it allows you to link all of your social media together. 
Some sites, such as LinkedIn, even let you feature snapshots of the work you 
may have done, either as articles or as videos. Give a brief summary of your 
professional life and use links to show what you’ve done, and what you’re 
capable of as well.

Showcase your charity work and professional affiliations
What do you outside of your work says a lot about you as a person. What you 
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do outside of a paying job can be a great conversation starter, especially if you’re 
helping others or developing your own abilities. If you spend time volunteering, 
giving to charity, or if you’re part of a professional association, list this in your 
social media. This helps tell potential employers that you’re a social star. And 
employers today care about more than just skills and experience. They want to 
hire for personality.

Your contact info
It’s amazing how something as simple as listing an email can improve your 
chances of landing a job. And yet far too many people forget this basic step in 
their profiles. You don’t need to put all your contact information; a simple email 
address will do. The whole point of having a social media profile is to connect 
with other people; give them the means to do that as easily as possible.

Well-written content
If your profile is public, anyone of the billions of people online can see what 
you’ve written and posted. Take time to check there are no typos anywhere, and 
get a couple of people to give you feedback on what’s on your profiles for the 
quality of the content. And remember to keep it clean, so no commenting on 
controversial issues (if you can help it).

What to avoid on social media
So, what should you do once you’ve landed that dream role? Should you ease up 
on posting content? Consistency matters when it comes to personal branding. 
Opinions change over time, and new opportunities constantly come up. Whether 
you know it or not, you’re in a fight to remain relevant, both to your employer and 
potential employers.

So, what should you steer clear of? Here’s a list of six things you shouldn’t 
share online.

Complaining about your job/boss
We’ve all had times when we’ve wanted to swear about something (at least, I 
have). But putting your complaints out there for the whole world to see won’t 
help you, especially when you’re venting about your job/internship or your boss. 
What’s online can be shared and reshared, so, while your social media count 
may not be linked to your boss, they may still see it through a colleague.

Even if that one comment doesn’t hurt your job now, it may come back to haunt 
you later. A potential employer might see the post and decide that you’re not 
worth hiring since you’ve badmouthed your current or former employer.

Sharing your latest job offer
Job offers are confidential. And receiving one isn’t the end of the hiring process. If 
you share details of your job offer, your potential employer may turn around and 
pull it. Don’t say anything negative about the job offer, or else it may be pulled.

Plagiarising
You know how damaging plagiarism can be at school or university. Well, it doesn’t 
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stop there. Plagiarism is completely unacceptable in the business world. Whatever 
you post online can be checked for what others have written or the photos they’ve 
taken. If you’re found to be plagiarising, you can kiss any possibility of working with 
that company goodbye. Whenever you use something from anyone else, be it an 
article, a picture or a video, reference it. Give the person their credit and cite the 
author. It makes you look ethical and professional too.

Using texting language
We all text on our phones. We abbreviate, we use emojis. This may be fine 
when you’re chatting with a friend, this is a big no-no online. Employers look 
negatively upon poor spelling and grammar on social media. Spell things out 
on social media.

Posting party photos
We’ve all seen them, the party photos. You know, the ones where everyone looks 
as if they’re having an amazing time. These pictures may look great to your 
friends, but they won’t to an employer. If you want to share your party pics, do it 
away from your public social media accounts.

Mocking customers
Making jokes about others online may seem fun, but it may not always be you 
who has the last laugh, especially if you’re seen as mocking someone else. The 
internet is rife with stories about how young people have gone online to jokingly 
complain about how they’ve been treated. Examples include waiters who’ve 
taken images of poor tips and posted them online, only for them to get fired for 
doing so. Complaining about other people may feel good, but it can also position 
you in a negative light, especially when you’re taking aim at the people you’re 
there to help. No employer wants to hire someone who is going to lose them 
customers and revenue. Don’t post anything negative about customers online.
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Nurture your  
network and  

build meaningful 
connections 

By Sarah Bahar
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When I moved to the UAE over four years ago, I was excited – excited to 
begin working in a new place, to meet new people, and explore a new city 

and country. I boarded the plane, full of nervous energy. Then I touched down 
and realised... I don’t know anyone here! No one at all. At that point it dawned on 
me that I’d lost part of my support network – not just my friends and family, but 
the overall familiarity and comfort which comes from living and working in the 
place you were born. But I also knew that it presented a massive opportunity. 

In the years ahead, as you go through some major life changes – whether 
going away to study at university, moving out, or beginning your career – you 
may find yourself facing a similar situation. It’s important to start thinking about 
how you build, maintain and grow your network – because through the good and 
bad times, you will need it. 

You may not realise it, but you’re nearly always building (or tearing down) your 
network in your day-to-day interactions, through pretty much everything you say 
and do. As you begin to take your first steps in the professional world, the more 
this becomes the case.

In fact, I was given a solid piece of advice very early on in my career, which 
I carry with me to this day – ‘Be nice on the way up, as you never know who’ll 
give you a good kick on the way back down!’ It can be tempting, as you work 
your way up the ladder, to get caught up in your own success, or perhaps treat 
someone in a way that doesn’t make you proud, if you’re willing to admit it. But 
for all the glory and success, the only thing that’s certain in life is uncertainty – 
you never really know what’s around the corner waiting for you, and the harsh 
reality is that sometimes you have a long fall from the top to the bottom. And 
nobody wants to be on the receiving end of a kick! If you need help during these 
times when you’ve taken a fall (e.g. you’ve been made redundant or the venture 
you started is struggling and about to go under), do you think that you’re likely to 
get it from people who remember you as being arrogant and self-serving? Or will 
people be more likely to rally round you and support you because they remember 
the times when you did the same for them? 

In building an authentic network (i.e. one focused on meaningful connections, 
not one-sided or transactional relationships, where you simply expect favours 
from people or they expect something from you, while offering nothing in return) 
you’re ensuring you have a built-in level of support if and when you need it. And 
trust me, you will.

So how can you approach networking in a way that helps you get the most 
out of it?

Firstly, networking doesn’t always need to happen in a physical setting, 
such as an event or conference. We read so many articles about the negative 
impact of social media these days, but it’s important to remember that good 
things come from it too. Speaking from my own experience, Twitter has been 
a lifeline to me since moving to the UAE – but you can gain value from any 
platform, if used wisely, and of course LinkedIn is the professional go-to for 
this. I found that using social media was a really easy way to immerse myself 
in the PR/communications and entrepreneurial ecosystem here, and to ‘meet’ 
literally hundreds of new people. I followed people I found interesting, and 
I took the time to interact with them. If someone has produced and shared 
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a great article, or blog, or podcast and you really enjoyed it, tell them! They 
would love to hear from you. This lays a foundation of genuine interaction, 
which you can build on over time. 

In fact, it’s thanks to Twitter that I met Dawn Metcalfe, my fellow Possibilities 
Project leader. I had followed her for some time and I knew that she was an 
authority on workplace culture and an executive coach who helps people get to 
where they want/need to be. I’d been working in the PR agency world for years, 
and although I didn’t dislike what I was doing, I increasingly felt that it wasn’t 
for me. We met for a coffee and Dawn offered me some practical CV advice and 
suggested some people it would be worthwhile meeting – note, she took time out 
of her busy day and did this for free. Given she has bills to pay, this was very kind 
of her! She is someone who goes out of her way to help people in her network 
and she has really encouraged me to adopt the same approach. We kept in touch 
and, just over a year after we met ‘IRL’, I ended up working for her. That was two 
years ago now and the rest, as they say, is history. 

Virtual networking can also be a really good way of ‘meeting’ new people 
if you’re naturally more of an introvert or if you find large social settings 
overwhelming. And if you do have to attend an event or group meeting where 
you don’t know anyone, it’s always worth checking the attendee list or website 
and reaching out to a few people online in advance. That way, you’ve taken the 
edge off for the face-to-face meetings. 

Even if you’re an outgoing person, it can be awkward meeting new people, 
whether you’re at university or career fairs, or further down the line, industry 
events, workshops, networking groups, etc. If you want to do networking well, 
don’t simply rely on handing out business cards (yes – this practice is still 
going strong – maybe you, the digital native generation, will change this!) If 
you’re somewhere where there will be lots of new people, do your research. 
As mentioned earlier, check out the websites, social media feeds and attendee 
lists – is there a keynote speaker or a panel discussion taking place? Read 
up on who these people are, what they do, and what they’ll be talking about. 
Be well-versed on current affairs and the news. These are good conversation 
starters, if you find yourself talking to someone you don’t know. Arm yourself 
with information that will help you start a dialogue – once you’ve broken the 
ice, it gets easier to maintain that conversation as you start to learn more about 
the person you’re talking to. Ask questions – genuinely curious questions, such 
as what they do or what interests them (within the context of the setting). And 
use social media during the event, as a way to interact with other attendees 
and join in the conversation. Check out the hashtags, if you find speakers 
interesting, tag them in your posts and say so. It’s another great way to follow 
up, as chances are, they’ll have seen your social media activity and will have 
appreciated the interaction. 

Take notes – don’t just rely on mental notes, but jot things down with a pen 
and pad, or type them up on your phone. And then use them to conduct follow-
ups. It’s a really useful way to give yourself a reason to contact someone after 
the event via email/social media/LinkedIn. For example, “I found what you said 
about ABC very relevant, because I’ve experienced XYZ – I recently listened to a 
podcast on this and I wanted to share it with you.” 
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Don’t hold back from connecting people you think will find one another 
interesting or have value to add, either – even if it’s not directly beneficial to you. 
But do ask permission before you do so – make sure that people are happy for 
their details to be shared, otherwise you could end up annoying them which is 
the opposite of your intention. I met the CEO of a dessert startup at an event 
a few years back, and I thought he’d like to connect with my friend who was 
the food and beverage manager of a regional cinema chain. It resulted in their 
products being sold via the cinema concession stands – which had nothing 
to do with my line of work, but it was a connection I was very happy to make. 
Whenever someone has taken the time to introduce me to an individual or 
company, simply because they think we’ll find one another interesting, I’ve been 
really touched and made a mental note to return the favour. As I said earlier, you 
really do reap what you sow. 

This book, and our broader Possibilities Project mission, is testament to the 
power of networking. The first contributor we confirmed was Walid Fakih – and 
we didn’t even know him. He’d written a guest article for Entrepreneur Middle 
East on the link between employee engagement and productivity. It was full 
of lots of sensible and interesting things and we wanted to tell him what we 
thought – so we connected with him on LinkedIn and met over coffee shortly 
after. It just so happened that our meeting was the day after this book idea was 
born. Walid jumped on board immediately – not just as a contributor, with an 
interesting story – but as our first official champion, who was very clear about 
his commitment to shaping our future workforce. 

I was asked by some university students today, “Was it hard getting so many 
people to agree to write for the book?” The answer is, it really wasn’t – because 
we had invested so much time and effort in nurturing our network in the years 
leading up to this moment. I can really now take a step back and feel a great 
sense of pride in how meaningful these connections have become. 
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Lucy is focused on helping launch innovative ideas, both in terms of 
supporting founders and as an investor. She is a Director of WAIN (Women’s 

Angel Investor Network) and sits on The Board of Trustees with the American 
School of Dubai. She was appointed Senator (UAE) at the Grand Assembly 

of the World Business Angels Investment Forum (WBAF), an affiliated 
partner of the G20 Global Partnership for Financial Inclusion (GPFI). 

She is also an investor with Mindshift Capital, NextWave Ventures and the 
Founder Institute. Lucy contributes regularly to entrepreneurship, corporate 

innovation, and investor events and forums as a speaker, moderator and 
judge. She is passionate about developing entrepreneurial skills in students.

Why building an 
entrepreneurial 
mindset matters 

By Lucy Chow
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What do you think the future of work looks like? You often hear that there 
will be jobs that have yet to be created. Robots and automation replacing 

humans. Sounds a bit dystopian and overwhelming. In a rapidly changing world, 
where the face of work is uncertain, becoming an entrepreneur allows you to 
create your own future. And perhaps on a finer point, learning what it takes to 
become an entrepreneur will give you lessons and tools to thrive in the world. 
Even if you never actually start a business.

To come up with a killer business idea (creativity), to build it (grit) to a 
point where you need to convince others (communication) to fund your idea 
(financial acumen/presentation skills) is complicated. But think about all the 
skills you will have gained, that are transferable and will allow you to cope in 
any environment. How do you begin learning about starting a business and 
becoming an entrepreneur? 

In preparing for a world 20 years into the future, educators emphasise the 
importance ‘character’ plays in ensuring your future success. Dr. Paul Richards, 
American School of Dubai, wrote the following to the high school student body 
at the start of the 2019 school year. Referencing the ASD Student Profile he 
noted, “A big takeaway from this revision is that you’ll see descriptors in there 
such as resilient, and self-aware, and empathetic. Traditionally not a big part 
of high school education in the past, these skills and dispositions are now 
deemed critically important, as the world you will enter will require you to be 
a continuous learner, where your adaptability-quotient (AQ) will be much more 
important than your IQ. You will need to offer the workplace something uniquely 
human, as you work side-by-side with machines.” 

Anyone who has ever started a business, will tell you they learn all of the 
above, and more!

Classrooms from elementary to high school need to use a mix of interactive 
and experiential learning to help you understand what ‘entrepreneurship’ means. 
What better way to understand what it takes to create a business than hearing it 
first-hand from a founder? If you can’t see it, you can’t be it, right? 

There is no age minimum or maximum
You can be an entrepreneur at any age! That is empowering. There are 
businesses that have been built by teens that are thriving. Have you heard of 
Zollipops? Alina Morse was seven when she learned that lollipops are bad for 
the teeth. She and her Dad replaced sugar with natural sweeteners like xylitol 
and erythritol, which have been shown to reduce plaque and oral bacteria. 
Whole Foods Market picked up Zollipops. Alina is now 13 years old and 
Zollipops reached sales of over USD5M in 2018. 

Closer to home, in 2016, at the ripe age of 16, Kassem Ezzeddine launched 
Skrambler. The idea was born from the fact that when he ran out of allowance 
money, he wanted to find a way to make his money go further. The cost of goods 
was rising in Dubai (his pain point). He created Skrambler, a free app made 
exclusively for students by students. Users upload their national ID into the 
app, which verifies that they are in the 14 to 24 age range. Once students are 
signed up, they receive tailor-made discounts on food, drink, entertainment, 
fashion, and technology. Every user is generated a virtual Skrambler ID card 
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on their mobile phone that can be scanned at merchants and events. Kassem 
is now at university. By using targeted advertising and marketing, Skrambler is 
expected to have a user base of 10,000 by the end of 2019. Kassem capitalised 
on his newfound network of advisors, and has been able to diversify Skrambler’s 
business model, adding an electronic wallet feature. 

Connor Barrett, a grade 10 student, believes that starting a business enables 
two things. “If your business is successful, that income could support you for 
your entire life. Experience is the key to mastering any skill and doing something 
small now could give me an edge on everyone else trying to start a business 
when they are older and have little to no experience.” Why wait until you are an 
adult to try your hand at developing a business idea? 

There is another payoff in teaching students’ entrepreneurialism, and that is 
the high levels of student engagement and motivation it triggers, resulting in 
considerably ‘deeper’ learning. Honestly, not much has changed in education 
over the past 100 years. No wonder many of you find traditional classroom 
teaching boring. 

According to a Babson College study, 2016, “75% of companies in the S&P 
500 will no longer exist by 2025 and 50% of companies will be replacing them. 
Wouldn’t you rather be the 50% creating the future? Creating new companies 
and developing sectors/industries that are still nascent right now?

Preparing for the Pitch
One of the toughest parts of starting a business is finding investors. How do 
you navigate the very opaque world of raising funds, or even understanding 
the jargon around startups? Kassem sought out resources himself. “During my 
education I never studied entrepreneurship. I took it upon myself to overcome 
my deficiencies through online courses. These online courses allowed me to 
develop my skills on a more technical level (marketing, finance and computer 
science), these skills were essential to my early start.” Remember, he was a 
junior at the time, studying full time at the American School of Dubai and 
starting a side hustle!

There are schools and curriculum that exist to teach entrepreneurialism. 
Students are asked to come up with an idea, to write a business plan including 
financials and then to pitch it. Basically, to use your communication and 
presentation skills to convince a panel of potential investors to ‘buy’ into your 
idea. Imagine a real life ‘Dragons Den’, or ‘Shark Tank’ opportunity at your 
school? Why wait until you are an adult to learn to navigate the world of 
fundraising for a business? Why not make the suggestion that your school hosts 
a student pitch event, asking the business community to help? 

Building a business solely via Instagram, dubaisneaks.com resells exclusive and 
rare sneakers and streetwear, targeting the young fashion generation of the GCC. 
Hami Faqihinezad, founder of dubaisneaks, commented on the topic of failure: 

“I am prepared to fail. I have already failed. Failure is the mother to all 
success. If not experienced, one does not realise the value of winning. Starting 
my business has already put me five years ahead in knowledge and experience 
compared to the average student my age. I have learned a lot about personal 
finance and business, which many may not learn till their mid 20s.”
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Realities of being an entrepreneur 
It is important to experience failure. Failure is education too! How does it feel 
when it happens in real life, though? 

Mounia Benyakhlef, started SMOOOTH, a scooting sharing concept 
similar to LIME. Ultimately, she didn’t continue with the business. But 
when asked whether she would have approached things differently if she 
had had entrepreneurial training at a young age? She responded, “For sure! 
Understanding the role of an entrepreneur would have saved me a lot of time 
and energy, and given me an understanding of the corporate world. Moreover, it 
would have allowed me to redesign my ambitions and goals.”

As to what Mounia learnt in the entire process of starting and then ultimately 
having to shelf SMOOOTH, “Never stop believing in yourself no matter what. 
Confidence and perseverance are the two keys to success, even if your project 
fails. In my case, SMOOOTH didn’t see the light of day, but I’m still very proud 
and grateful that I had the chance to step out of my comfort zone. I learned 
by myself and in the process developed in other ways. Trust me, it [starting a 
business] was the equivalent of an MBA!”

Here Hami explains how being an ‘entrepreneur’ has allowed him to redefine 
what ‘success’ can look like. “Being a teenage entrepreneur is awesome, for me, 
I see it as a way to paint an accurate detailed picture of what you’re gonna be in 
the future, it’s truly fulfilling and there is nothing else in the world I’d rather do 
than be a businessman or entrepreneur. Knowing that school isn’t the only thing 
that describes my intelligence as a teenager is an incredible feeling because 
running this business has opened a door to my full potential mentally and with 
applicable life-skills.”

So where does all this lead? Employers of the future want you to have skills 
such as: flexibility, empathy, communication, teamwork, agility and the ability to 
design solutions to multidisciplinary problems. Advocate for your school to start 
an entrepreneurship course and/or to add elements of starting a business to 
their curriculum if it does not currently exist. You will develop the confidence to 
tackle problems, interact with many different stakeholders and more likely than 
not, feel newly engaged in your learning. 

Let’s give the last word to Kassem. “I attribute the majority of my skills to the 
experiences and hardships I endured while running Skrambler. It ramped up my 
development in not only my interpersonal skills, but also my integration into the 
modern workforce.”
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Dr. Tiffany Claire Delport is Director of Marine Environmental 
Operations, Emirates Marine Environmental Group. Tiffany leads a 

team of specialists, delivering conservation programmes on behalf of the 
group, and developing tomorrow’s management strategies for critically 
endangered marine species in the Arabian Gulf. Tiffany has a PhD in 

Molecular Microbiology and is a researcher, educator and environmental 
advocate who has authored four peer-reviewed scientific publications. She 

is also involved in numerous conservation activities across the UAE. 

The Environmental  
Guide: Gaining 

momentum in your 
green career

By Dr. Tiffany Claire Delport
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More emphasis is being placed on conservation awareness and 
organisational investment into environmental responsibility than ever 

before. It’s an exciting time, with more diverse roles and opportunities bridging 
organisations across all sectors, as business models in the UAE shift from short-
term outcomes to long-term sustainable operations. Many tools are available for 
first-time entrants to the conservation job market in order for them to find the 
best career fit, and determine how they can contribute and gain momentum in 
preparation for career success. 

In this chapter we explore:
• Volunteer work as a guide for career alignment
• Networking to open doors for career opportunities
• Mentoring, a framework for planning career success 

 
Pursuing a career in conservation is a truly rewarding experience, one in which 
every day exists as an opportunity to add meaningful contribution and make a 
difference. The best advice I can offer to aspiring conservationists, don’t wait 
until you have a job to start contributing to the well-being of the environment. Be 
proactive, start today.

Volunteer on local conservation initiatives
The UAE job market is filled with talent. In this circumstance, employers often 
favour candidates with prior GCC regional experience and knowledge of the 
specified environmental sector, making the entry point for first-time applicants 
challenging. An effective way to circumvent this obstacle is through volunteering. 
Voluntary involvement in local conservation projects is an effective way to start 
building practical in-field experience and gain skills. Proactive involvement in 
volunteer work will assist in guiding career alignment with your interests and 
shape a strong, first-time job application.

Consideration: Identifying areas of interest
Volunteering enables career exploration
There are a variety of environmental protection and conservation management 
areas in the UAE. Marine projects enable the exploration of: coral reef 
ecosystems in the Arabian Gulf; habitat conservation of endangered marine 
species; and the effect of anthropogenic impacts (impact caused by humans) 
through the exploitation of aquatic resources in the UAE. On land, you can 
gain insight into native palm tree preservation, desalination initiatives to 
meet UAE water requirements and mangrove forest sustainable development 
projects, aligned with meeting the challenges of climate change. Pursuing 
different opportunities facilitates informed decision-making and you’ll be able to 
understand which sector is of greatest interest to you.
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Consideration: Functional experience
Volunteering provides opportunity for hands-on work experience
A broad spectrum of diverse competencies are required to support a successful 
conservation project. Active project involvement offers an opportunity to trial 
different functions and gain experience relevant to your area of interest. The 
benefit of applying to long-term, broad spectrum research projects, is the ability 
to experience different work functions. Committing time to a large-scale project 
offers unparalleled opportunity for professional growth and hands-on experience 
in different functions, which could be anything from outlining project goals, 
risk mitigation assessment and data processing, to conservation reporting, and 
marketing and communications. 

Consideration: Bridging the skill gap
Volunteering offers a supportive setting for professional growth
Working on community projects will help you identify potential employability 
gaps, and gain experience which will help address them. In a supportive 
volunteering setting, individuals are better able to learn behaviours needed in 
the workplace and practise soft skills, like creative problem-solving, relationship 
management, effective communication and collaborative teamwork. 

Consideration: Understanding the market
Volunteering facilitates invaluable introductions
Exposure to local environmental organisations and key stakeholders enhances 
awareness of the sustainable development goals of your community. Through 
voluntary collaboration projects, students and young professionals are able 
to meet, and learn from future colleagues and clients in the sector. These 
environmental advocates offer a treasure-trove of knowledge on current trends, 
market needs and opportunities that can help you shape a framework for exploring 
career ideas and create short-term goals to gain momentum in your career.

Decision-makers of the UAE emphasise the importance of a volunteering 
culture – it promotes sustainable development and helps to build a better future 
for the next generation. The National Volunteering Portal is a valuable source of 
information for registered organisations supporting community activities across 
the country (1), local non-profit groups often share conservation opportunities on 
social media platforms, and community forums post information on initiatives that 
you can join in weekly bulletins.

Network with environmental professionals
The talent pool of candidates applying for environmental roles in the UAE is 
vast. Networking is the key success factor that will differentiate you from other 
candidates applying for regional career placement. Dynamic candidates who 
have established a peer-network and maintained positive relationships are open 
to more opportunities (2). Developing relationships with executives from varied 
sectors and career stages is important as it facilitates access to resources that 
will support your professional development. 
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Guide to networking with environmental specialists in the UAE

Consideration: Networking opportunities
Sustainability events provide an opportunity for you to connect with 
professionals and explore sectors for career opportunities. Consider the below 
networking opportunities for interactions with conservation specialists and 
sustainability professionals.

Networking 
opportunity Green career learnings

Community 
conservation 

events

Enable opportunities to network with community members who 
share similar interests and opens doors for introductions in the 
conservation sector.  
Example: Emirates Nature-WWF, Environment Agency - Abu Dhabi, 
Connect With Nature 

Conservation 
documentary 

screenings

Organisations hosting community awareness events create a space 
for like-minded individuals to share ideas. 
Example: AZRAQ marine documentary screenings

National 
environment 

exhibitions

Sustainability exhibitions support networking opportunities while 
showcasing solutions for best practice in environmental sustainability. 
Example: WETEX Dubai

Online 
networks

Online networking platforms enable access to global conservation 
professionals. Through subscription to groups, individuals are able 
to connect to a broad range of professionals for mentorship and 
sharing of conservation ideas. 
Example: LinkedIn Wildlife Conservation Network, iNaturalist.org

Scientific 
conferences

Conferences are exceptionally valuable for students as learning 
arenas, providing insight into regional research initiatives. 
Example: International Conference on Biodiversity and  
Conservation Dubai

Volunteering 
initiatives

Enables networking opportunities with community members and a 
chance to get involved with environmental responsibility initiatives.  
Example: EMEG and DEWA Annual International  
Coastal Clean-up Day

Consideration: Network diversity
Environmental and conservation professionals bridge a variety of sectors in an 
even greater range of job functions. Consider the below examples for broadening 
the diversity of professionals you can learn from, and ask for career insights and 
useful introductions to help shape your opportunities.
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Network 
professional Green career support

Conservationist In-field advocate for protection and preservation of the  
environment and wildlife.  
Support: Advice on focus areas of national and  
global conservation importance

Conservation 
journalist

Author of magazine features, press releases, textbooks,  
scripting for TV and radio conservation series. 
Support: Insights on current conservation issues and market 
knowledge of key green players

Corporate 
sustainability 

executive

Engaged in the development, communication and execution of 
company long-term sustainability strategy. 
Support: Insights on organisational sustainability initiatives and 
diversity of green career opportunities

Entrepreneur Establishment of innovative green businesses. 
Support: Advice on market gaps and innovative ideas for 
environmental solutions

Environmental 
consultant

Engaged in contractual work addressing environmental concerns 
such as water pollution, air quality and soil contamination for private 
and public sector clients. 
Support: Regional client insights and career pathway advice  
relevant to market needs

Postgraduate 
student

Recent graduate and entrant to the local job market. 
Support: Contemporary career advice and introductions  
to relevant market resources

Professor Academic educator involved in scientific research, scientific 
publications and awareness conferences. 
Support: Guidance on academic conferences  
and scholarship opportunities

Sustainability 
policy analyst

Involved in analysis of economic/scientific data to facilitate 
development of objective policy, promote solutions and build 
public awareness. 
Support: Insights on government vision and goals for the  
future of a green economy

When a career opportunity opens in the market, prospective employers are more 
likely to prioritise candidates within their network – this is true for any sector, of 
course. As a major focus of the Federal Agenda, unique Emiratisation initiatives 
are a powerful tool you can use for UAE National networking opportunities (3).
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Find the right mentor
One of the most insightful methods of visualising a potential career pathway is 
through a mentoring relationship. Career opportunity is shaped by the people 
in your field that you engage with. In a developing market like the UAE where 
many entry-level positions are held by established professionals, learning from 
experienced executives will assist in the development of a roadmap to career 
success and shape a strong platform to launch your career.

Consideration: Mentoring as a roadmap to career success
Conservation leaders have unique profiles, often shaped by experiences in 
markets abroad. While a degree in a related discipline provides the backbone for 
understanding the environmental sector, it is often the accumulation of diverse 
project experiences and development of valued skills that shape well-rounded 
professionals. A useful starting point for mapping out your career, is to engage 
with a mentor in an area of interest and find out how they navigated important 
career decisions to reach their current role. 

Consideration:  Mentoring as a guide to professional development
Established environmental leaders in the region can help identify development 
areas and open doors to relevant conferences and skill development workshops 
applicable to your desired career outcomes. This type of continued learning 
enables young professionals to evolve, progress and be prepared for new 
opportunities as they become available.

A supportive mentor is a useful aid at any stage of your career journey, providing 
guidance on good decisions for your future and ultimately, shaping a framework to 
career success (4). We encourage early career entrants to reach out, ask questions 
and become actively involved, so they may be better informed and gain relevant 
experience required for a career in environmental sustainability.

Take-away message
A career in the environmental sector is rewarding, it enables community 
members to make a meaningful contribution to global sustainability initiatives 
in their working life. You now have a platform from which you can start shaping 
ideas for a green career and begin contributing to the well-being of generations 
to come. 

So, what are the next steps for gaining momentum in your environmental career?

1. Visualise where you would like your career path to take you
2. Meet people who can guide you along the way
3. Map all the different pathways and prepare yourself with the tools needed 

to reach your destination
4. Begin your journey

Every great adventure begins with one small step.
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Resources
• Volunteering on community projects in the United Arab Emirates 

www.government.ae/en/information-and-services/charity-and-humanitarian-work/volunteering
• Networking tools and guidance from CEO of the California Community Foundation 

www.helpguide.org/articles/relationships-communication/job-networking-tips.htm
• Networking services for Emirati Nationals in the United Arab Emirates 

www.careersuae.ae
• Global career advice and mentoring 

https://blog.linkedin.com/2017/november/15/introducing-linkedin-career-advice-a-new-way-to-
help-you-find-and-connect
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“It’s clear that now is the time for students, families, 
schools and organisations to pull together and ensure 
we’re all committed to shaping our future workforce.”

Dawn Metcalfe and Sarah Bahar 

 

“Don’t only focus on your qualifications. Instead, focus on 
developing your attitude, personality and experience.” 

Fahad Khalaf

 

“A word to the wise: to begin with, like any new skill, you’ll 
probably get it wrong more than you get it right.”

Dawn Metcalfe

 

“Working on community projects will help you 
identify potential employability gaps, and gain 

experience which will help address them.”
Tiffany Delport

 

“As we get even more skilful at using our empathy, 
we have the opportunity to transform even the 
most challenging relationship for the better.”

Emma Carbery

 

“Great communicators are those  
who listen more than they speak.”

Anna Roberts



think soft skills 
make employees 
more productive

think soft skills are 
needed at every 
level of seniority

think soft skills are 
needed in every 

job role

think business 
success relies on 

soft skills

think it’s harder to 
teach soft skills

 think soft skills are 
good 

for morale

Survey of 300 hiring decision makers in UAE

Most important top 5 workplace skills for 2020

Creativity 
48%

Problem 
solving 
47%

Decision
making 
44%

Digital 
skills 
43%

Data 
analytics

39% of respondants from the  Architecture, 
Engineering and Building industry think 

that digital skills will be the most 
important

57%

whereas respondents working in the 
IT and Telecoms industry think that 

creativity skills will be the most 
important

54%

The most important type of skills for employees to have

Reasons soft skills are important for employees

of all respondents think 
soft skills (e.g. 

communication skills) are 
more important for 
employees to have

62%
OVER 3 IN 5

ALMOST 
4 IN 5

ALMOST 
7 IN 10

ALMOST 
TWO THIRDS

ALMOST 
TWO THIRDS

ALMOST 
HALF

JUST OVER 
2 IN 5

in the Architecture, 
Engineering and 

Building industry think 
that soft skills (e.g. 

communication skills) are 
more important

68%
OVER TWO THIRDS

of respondents working in 
the IT and Telecoms 

industry think that soft 
skills (e.g. communication 
skills) are more important

46%
ALMOST HALF

78% 69% 65% 64% 46% 41%
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Addressing the skills gap in the workplace

Supporting and nurturing young talent in organisations

 think training 
will address 

the skills gap

OVER A
THIRD

35%

 think work 
experience 
will address 

the skills gap

JUST OVER 
A FIFTH

21%

 think career 
counselling 
will address 

the skills gap

ALMOST
A FIFTH

18%

 think 
coaching

will address 
the skills gap

JUST OVER 
1 IN 8

13%

 think 
mentoring 
will address 

the skills gap

JUST OVER 
1 IN 8

13%

currently offer 
training

ALMOST 
TWO THIRDS

65%

currently offer 
work 

experience

HALF

50%

currently offer 
mentoring

HALF

50%

currently offer 
career 

counselling

ALMOST HALF

48%

currently offer 
coaching

ALMOST HALF

45%

of hiring decision makers 
AGREE that students are 
not prepared for work 
and it's holding back 
economic potential

71%"Students are not 
prepared for the world 

of work when they 
leave school/university 
and this stops the UAE 

from reaching its 
economic potential."
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helps prepare you for 
the world of work

ALMOST 3 IN 5

56%
helps you understand what 

kind of career suits you

OVER HALF

53%

of all respondents 
think it’s beneficial

ALMOST HALF

47%
of all respondents 

think it’s a 
waste of time

JUST OVER 1 IN 8

13%
of female 

respondents think 
it’s beneficial

OVER HALF

52%
of male 

respondents think 
it’s beneficial

OVER 2 IN 5

44%

57%
ALMOST 3 IN 5

OF 26-30 YEAR OLDS
AGREE

39%
ALMOST 2 IN 5

OF 15-20 YEAR OLDS
AGREE

Schools and universities 
could do more to prepare 
students for the workplace

58%
ALMOST 3 IN 5

AGREE

Young people should take 
more responsibility for 

their career

53%
OVER HALF

AGREE

51%
JUST OVER HALF OF 

ALL SURVEYED
AGREE

Survey of 1,531 15-30 year olds in the UAE

Businesses need to do more to support and nurture young talent

Benefits of doing work experience while at school/university

Respondents think getting their first job/work 
experience or internship placements will be...

DIFFICULT

55% 10%
EASY
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What makes it difficult to land the first work 
exprience placement, internship or a job?

It's clear we all have a role to play in helping young people

no work experience

not enough support in 
connecting with 
potential employers

not enough dedicated 
training available to be 
qualified for a role

not enough help / 
support on the job 
application process

not enough help / 
support on the job 
interview process

26%
JUST OVER A QUARTER

29%
ALMOST 3 IN 10

34%
JUST OVER A THIRD

35%
OVER A THIRD

38%
ALMOST 2 IN 5
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But some found/find it easy because...

someone they knew 
helped / will help them get 
their first job

undertook / are undertaking 
additional training to be 
qualified for a role

had / will have support in 
connecting with potential 
employers

had / will have help / 
support on the job 
application process

had / will have help / 
support on the job 
interview process

30%
3 IN 10

33%
ONE THIRD

31%
JUST OVER 3 IN 10

35%
OVER A THIRD

33%
ONE THIRD
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The research was conducted by Censuswide, with 300 hiring decision makers in UAE between 10.12.2019 - 19.12.2019. 
Censuswide abide by and employ members of the Market Research Society which is based on the ESOMAR principles.



Dealing with 
public/customers/third 

party stakeholders

would fear being 
judged or being fired

NEARLY ALL

84%

think innovation not 
happening is a 

consequence of not 
speaking up at work

ALMOST HALF

46%
think people not 

being held 
accountable for 
their actions is a 

consequence of not 
speaking up at work

OVER 2 IN 5

43%
think status quo 

prevailing is a 
consequence of not 
speaking up at work

ALMOST 2 IN 5

37%

think they are not taught or  
equipped on how to

ALMOST A THIRD

32%

of those aged 26-30 fear 
being judged or fired

ALMOST HALF

46%

of those aged 15-20 fear 
being judged or fired

ALMOST 2 IN 5

37%

Hurdles facing difficult conversations with an employer

To speak up or not to speak up at work, that is the question?

36%
OVER A THIRD

How to act 
around managers

32%
ALMOST A THIRD

Long hours

35%
OVER A THIRD

Learning new 
office-based skills the processes

30%
3 IN 10

how to act 
around colleagues

25%
A QUARTER

29%
ALMOST 3 IN 10

Culture shocks for first jobs
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“Leadership. There are many books and courses that attempt to 
teach leadership as though it is a cooking class. By simply adding 

ingredients together, they say, you too can become a leader.
Nothing could be farther from the truth. 

True, a situation might bring it out or even one’s own personality 
might be the driver. But whatever is the cause of that coming 

through, the key is whether a person can lead or not. 
It is easy to see who are going to be a leader. 

Look at children at play. 
There are those who show their leadership by brawn. These 

are usually the bullies. They are leaders but only because 
no one has challenged them. This type of leadership is 

dependable only when physical action is required. 
There are those who show leadership through consensus. 
These are the leaders that you want when you are setting 
out on a grand scale and need people to buy into subjects 
that they either can’t understand or really want to do. For 

long term leadership, these are the right people. Sadly, their 
downfall is that they end up creating, either intentionally 

or unintentionally, cults of personalities around them. 
Then there are leaders who rely on their intelligence and ingenuity. 

These are the leaders who are will lead others into unknown 
territories because they can see or understand what others can’t. 

The common thread between all these leaders are they are 
willing to take a risk and stand out when others aren’t. They are 
willing to fail. To be a fool. To dare the status quo. To risk it all.”

Mishal Kanoo, Chairman, The Kanoo Group
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Cultivating 21st  
Century resilience 
and mindfulness

As the founder and programme director at Mindfulness Dubai, Emma works 
with organisations to maximise potential through mindfulness, EQ 

(emotional intelligence), mindset and positive psychology techniques that 
are proven to increase performance and enable individuals to thrive. Prior 
to establishing Mindfulness Dubai, Emma worked in the corporate world 
as an HR Director, helping businesses to facilitate growth and optimise 
talent.  She is a certified Mindfulness Teacher with the Search Inside 

Yourself Leadership Institute, USA and the Teach Mindfulness Institute, 
UK. She has run mindfulness programmes for over 40 organisations 
in the region and is a proud of pioneer of this approach in the UAE.

By Emma Carbery
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When working with groups of adults in organisations, delivering resilience, 
EQ and mindfulness programmes, one of the first questions I ask a 

group is: How does it feel to work and live in the 21st Century? How does it 
feel for you right now?

The answers I usually hear back are the following: overwhelming, fast-paced, 
stressful, volatile, uncertain, always connected, and often disconnected. I then 
ask those same people if they would like to add any positive words to the list and 
often they struggle to do so. This is the starting point of a journey as we explore 
together how they can learn to navigate the challenges of 21st Century living 
with greater resilience, confidence and emotional balance, in order to be able 
to maximise the opportunities they are presented with both professionally and 
personally. As we undertake this journey together, it becomes clear early on that 
we will need to develop a set of inner skills in order to optimise our potential, 
performance and happiness. 

One foundational skill that underpins our ability to do this is mindfulness. 
Essentially, this means knowing what’s going on inside of you at the level of 
thoughts, feelings and emotions and then using that knowledge to be able to 
interact with your present environment with greater skill, emotional balance 
and wisdom. Another word for this is self-awareness, which is the foundation of 
emotional intelligence and self-mastery.

In thinking back to my own transition from university to the world of work, 
the only thing I can say for certain is that I was unprepared, and it was a shock 
to the system. Working hard wasn’t a problem and technical skills weren’t a 
problem, but managing change, relationships and my own well-being did not 
come naturally. I was lucky enough to see this skill gap early on in my career 
and this is where my relationship with mindfulness, emotional intelligence and 
resilience began. The good news is that we can train these skills at any age and 
for those of you reading this book, whether you are still in full-time education 
or transitioning to your first work placement, the earlier you start learning and 
practising these skills the better. In the rest of this chapter I’m sharing my Top 
Mini Mindfulness & Resilience Techniques that have transformed me personally 
and that I see having an immediate and significant impact on clients every day. 

Part 1: Cultivating resilience by settling (not clearing) your mind and 
noticing your train of thought  
Being resilient means that we are able to bounce back from change, adversity 
and setbacks faster, stronger and wiser. In order to do that, we have to be aware 
of how we are talking to ourselves internally, about whichever situation we find 
ourselves in. If we are running through our days, constantly distracted, at 200 
miles per hour without stopping to check-in with our thoughts, feelings and 
emotions, it’s going to be very difficult to avoid being blindsided by setbacks 
when they happen. As our stress levels rise, perhaps even the small things start 
to get us down, and when the bigger setbacks come along, we find ourselves 
literally knocked off our feet. Having run successful businesses for a number of 
years with grit, determination and tremendous entrepreneurial ability, a recent 
client of mine found that she was no longer able to bounce back from even the 
smallest challenges. It was as if her reserves of resilience had been drained. In 
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order to start getting them back on track, I asked her to do the following two 
practices twice a day for one week to see what would happen.
Practice 1: 3 Breaths Resilience Reset 
When it’s useful: When you can’t see clearly anymore, when you’re feeling 
overwhelmed, when you’re losing a clear sense of your priorities and what’s 
important to you. Perhaps you have a sense of overwhelm or brain fog! How to 
do it in three easy steps:

1. For 30 seconds – focus on your breath, take two or three long deep 
inhales and exhales and notice how everything starts to settle.

2. For 30 seconds – bring awareness to your body and notice any areas of 
tension, then intentionally relax them.

3. For 30 seconds – ask yourself a question, ‘What’s most important  
right now?’

Then continue on with your day having ‘reset’ yourself and brought a sense of 
intentionality into what you are doing. The added bonus is that the start of the 
technique calms your nervous system allowing your mind and body to settle, 
recharge and renew.

Practice 2: Train Spotting
When it’s useful: When your thoughts are spiralling off in ways that are holding 
you back, such as feeling overly pessimistic, fearful, angry, critical or judgmental. 
How to do it in three easy steps:

1. For 30 seconds – imagine you are sitting on a train platform, observing the 
trains that go by, but in this case, you are actually observing your thoughts. 
Don’t try to do anything with them, just watch them and notice them.

2. For 30 seconds – now ask yourself, ‘Is my train of thought headed to a 
Dead End, or to a Desirable Destination?’ In other words, if you were to 
keep thinking this way, what would happen?

3. For 30 seconds – If you found yourself on a Dead End train, reflect on 
what would be most useful for you now, to help you get off the Dead 
End train and to get on a train headed to a more Desirable Destination. 
Perhaps talking to a friend, writing down how you feel, or focusing on 
how you want to show up for the people around you.

These two simple techniques enabled my client to bring moments of 
mindfulness and awareness into her day. She was able to check in with how she 
was thinking and feeling, to observe how that was impacting her behaviour, and 
to reset herself at regular intervals. After just one week she was feeling more 
confident, less stressed and less triggered by the challenges she faced.

Part 2: Supercharge your relationships with mindfulness and empathy (even 
with people you don’t like!)
As human beings we are social creatures. We are designed and wired to connect. 
We often experience relationships as the best part of life, this is part of what 
makes us human. Ironically, relationships can also be the source of significant 
challenges and stress. Ask yourself: how is it, that one day you see someone as 
a trusted classmate, friend and confidant, and the next day your mind is reeling 
against them and full of anger because of something they said or did? 
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As we enter the connected world of 21st Century work, in order to succeed, 
perform and be a successful leader or role model, we need to collaborate with 
a diverse group of people who may see things differently to us, come from a 
different culture, or who we just find really annoying! Add into this equation 
the realities of unconscious bias, increased stress levels and reduced face-to-
face interaction and before you know it, we may come to work dreading our 
interactions and wishing that X or Y person would just leave so we don’t have to 
work with them anymore.

A senior leader I was recently working with was having a hard time at 
work. He was recognised as being technically brilliant, but as he progressed 
in his career, he was finding it more and more difficult to sustain successful 
relationships with his immediate team and some of his peers. This was causing 
him and his colleagues a great deal of stress and inevitably, performance and 
collaboration were also suffering. I asked him to try out the technique below 
as part of his preparation before meetings with colleagues he had challenging 
relationships with. I asked him to do this for two weeks and then to let me know 
what the impact was. He wasn’t keen to try this out, but, in the end, agreed to 
give it a go because nothing else had worked!

Practice 3: In your shoes empathy workout
When it’s useful: This is essential preparation before meeting with someone 
you find challenging. In this technique, we use mindfulness to help shift our 
perspective, to see a broader perspective of the individual we find challenging in 
order to reflect on what we may have in common with them, and to cultivate a 
sense of appreciation. How to do it in three easy steps:

1. For 30 seconds – bring to mind the person you find challenging, and as 
you do so, imagine them surrounded by friends, family and colleagues 
that like, love, respect and appreciate them. Ask yourself what you might 
have in common with this individual? Perhaps just like you, they want to 
do a good job, have healthy relationships and a happy life.

2. For 30 seconds – now reflect on the real challenges that you think 
this person may be facing in work/life and ask yourself, despite your 
disagreements with them, what can you appreciate in them?

3. For 30 seconds – now stretch your empathy muscle even further and list 
the things that you wish for this individual as they face these challenges, 
i.e. as another human being in this world trying to do their work and live a 
happy life. What can you wish for them?

When my client first tried this out, he found it very challenging to be able to 
appreciate and empathise with those he had the most challenging relationships 
with. However, as he continued to practise, he said that over time he was able to 
put himself in the shoes of others more easily and that having done so, he found 
the interactions with these individuals less stressful and more productive. Using 
empathy in this way is a habit we can train. The more we do this, we are better 
able to notice when our own narrow perspective may be holding a relationship 
back, and as we get even more skilful at using our empathy, we have the 
opportunity to transform even the most challenging relationship for the better. In 
my own personal and professional career this has been a gamechanger. 
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Part 3: Resistance is futile – embrace change
For the final part of this chapter, here’s a super simple technique to help you 
become aware of your attitude and default reaction to change. Some people seem 
to thrive on change and get excited the more the world spins. For others, continual 
change increases stress levels and provokes a continual feeling of fight or flight. 
Knowing your own habitual response to change is an important part of being able 
to manage yourself as you navigate your way through the inevitable ups and downs 
of life. I will use myself for this last example. When I was in my early twenties, a 
fantastic boss of mine gave me some feedback that literally changed me overnight 
and changed the way I thought about and reacted to change. 

In a not so tactful but also very helpful way, she explained what she observed 
in me each time I encountered an unexpected change. She said that it was like 
watching me transform into a frightened deer in the headlights right in front of 
her, that I literally froze. She took the explanation even further and then said 
that once the deer unfroze, it tried to kick back as hard as possible at what was 
standing in its way. As she related this feedback to me, I could see this picture 
of the deer very clearly in my own mind, the freezing point and the kicking 
back. Her picture was so accurate that it immediately provided me with a huge 
amount of self-awareness and the ability to see myself from the outside. This 
perspective has been useful to me ever since. I know that my default response to 
change is fear and resistance. Knowing that, I can now use that information to 
help me manage myself when facing volatile circumstances. Again, I suggest a 
mini mindfulness technique to see clearly and to help get unstuck.

Practice 4: Flip the card
When it’s useful: When you are going through a challenging transition or change, 
when you feel stuck in a situation, or when you notice that you are mentally 
resisting the reality of life. How to do it in three easy steps:

1. For 30 seconds – settle yourself and bring awareness onto your breath. 
Now bring to mind the situation you are facing and ask yourself, ‘How am 
I talking to myself about this situation right now?’

2. For 30 seconds – now reflect and ask yourself, what choices are open to 
me in this situation and what potential opportunities does this change 
represent? Use your imagination here to broaden your perspective.

3. For 30 seconds – ask yourself, what else is possible in this situation? 
Either in practical terms or in how you are thinking about it? And finally, 
as you return to the breath, asking yourself is there something you are 
able to commit to here?

The earlier in our lives we can learn to bring awareness to our inner landscape 
of thoughts, feelings, mindsets and emotions, the easier it will be to cultivate 
strategies to manage ourselves wisely. The mindfulness and resilience reflection 
techniques set out in this chapter provide you with easy to remember, portable 
practices that you can use anywhere at any time to manage yourself in the 
moment. But don’t just take my word for it. Go out and practise and let me know 
how you get on.
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Fahad Khalaf is an HR professional with over 18 years of corporate 
experience in different functions and industries. He has worked in well-known 
and respected organisations including HSBC Bank Middle East, RAKBANK, 

Dubai Parks™ and Resorts, the Department of Economic Development of 
Dubai Government and much more. Fahad started his career at the reception 

desk and grew over the years, until he reached the role of Head of National 
Development and Emiratisation. Then, he transformed his career from being 

an employee to entrepreneur by starting his own training and consultancy firm, 
Tanmyah, which supports organisations improve their business performance. 

Getting recruitment ready
By Fahad Khalaf



81

During my career, I have interviewed thousands of students and job 
seekers who are striving to start their career and build their future, and 

I have become aware that there are many misinterpretations when it comes 
to candidates not being selected. I would like to highlight the things that will 
help you minimise the number of rejections and increase your chances of 
getting hired. But, before we proceed, I would like to emphasise that life is 
constantly evolving, and we need to be able to cope with change – a key theme 
throughout this book. 

Until around five years ago, academic qualifications were one of the main job 
requirement for students, interns and first-time job seekers (candidates). As we 
are living in a fast-paced world (especially here in the UAE which is one of the 
fastest growing economies in the world), job requirements are changing all the 
time and academic qualifications are not necessarily prioritised as much as they 
used to be.

This doesn’t mean that academic qualifications are not important, but the 
focus on qualifications as the leading factor in the recruitment decision has been 
drastically reduced from 80% to 10%. Based on my research and conversations 
with many decision-makers, personality and character are now becoming more 
important. These decision-makers also state that they, more often than not, 
require someone who can cope with change and who can focus on innovation 
and creativity. 

The new recruitment parameters have changed the ratio to 70/20/10. 70% 
represents personality, attitude and character. 20% represents skills and 
competencies. 10% represents qualifications. Qualifications can be academic, 
professional and so on. Don’t only focus on being qualified for the job based 
on your exam scores. Instead, focus on developing skills, experience and a 
positive attitude. 

Focusing on your positive attitude helps with your body language, facial 
expressions, your words, your actions and reactions, being innovative/thinking 
out of the box, and much more. All of these can be developed under the ‘soft’ 
skills umbrella. What recruiters and line managers want to see is not necessarily 
what job you can do, but how you’ll do it – giving them insight into who you are 
and your approach to something. This will help to differentiate you from others 
and help you get hired. 

If you land a job interview, there are some things you need to be aware of 
before, during and after: 

• Prepare your own résumé with a tailored cover letter – familiarise yourself 
with everything in it, so that you’re prepared to answer questions on it. 

• Don’t lie on your résumé, or fake it. Keep in mind that recruiters have 
enough experience to determine whether you have written your CV, or if 
you have exaggerated or falsified things. 

• Dress professionally and pay attention to personal grooming and hygiene. 
Dress formally – it’s better to be over, rather than underdressed. This 
means business formal (suits) or national dress for Emiratis. Remove your 
sunglasses when you enter the building or premises where the interview 
will take place. 

• Silence your phone and keep it in your pocket during the interview to avoid 
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distraction – whether through notification sounds or the screen flashing. 
• Don’t be on time – be early! It’s advisable to be ahead of time by at least 

15 minutes to avoid any delays due to traffic, parking issues or getting 
lost in the building. Recruiters and line managers like to see candidates 
waiting for their interview, instead of the other way around. 

• Be aware of and maintain your body language. First impressions do count 
for a lot so it’s important to project poise and confidence. Don’t talk or use 
your phone – instead, read magazines or company literature while waiting 
for your interview. 

• Smile, breathe normally and don’t ask too many questions. I have noticed 
that when candidates are nervous, they tend to ask imprudent questions 
about the role.

• Be patient. You should not be especially concerned if a job interview starts 
late. Don’t overthink and be aware of your behaviour whilst you wait. 

• Always conduct thorough research on the company and the job that 
you are being interviewed for in advance. This reflects how proactive, 
professional and well-prepared you are. 

Things to consider while you are in the interview: 
• Body language and first impressions play a huge role in determining how 

serious you are about being part of an organisation. Always be positive and 
friendly from the outset. After the initial greeting, shake hands and sit only 
after you have been invited to do so, or after the recruiter/line manager has 
sat down. Be especially aware of your posture and hand gestures.

• Listen very carefully and don’t rush your answers. If you don’t understand 
a question, ask politely for it to be repeated or clarified. Answer the 
questions without being overconfident. Be genuine, realistic and honest. 

• Don’t speak negatively about previous employers or companies, or discuss 
any previous issues you had with them. Always be respectful, positive 
and polite when making reference to other companies, competitors and 
employers. Why is this? Recruiters/line managers don’t want to hire 
someone that talks negatively about others and therefore might talk 
negatively about them in the future. 

• Always ask relevant and genuine questions related to the role or job. It 
is advisable to ask questions at the end of the interview, or whenever the 
recruiter/line manager allows. 

• Stay poised and composed. Sometimes, recruiters/line managers will try 
to push your limits by asking you unexpected questions to see how you 
react in a challenging situation. 

• Don’t raise discussion about salary expectation until they ask you. If you 
have been asked, always show that your motive is to learn, grow and 
advance in your career. Don’t indicate to them that you only want to work 
for the money. If you do so, you will give the impression that you would 
leave at a moment’s notice if presented with another opportunity with a 
better salary. This would be a concern for the employer especially if they 
have invested in your training and development in order to perform the 
role that you have been specifically hired for. 
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• Always be humble, and be open to comments, ideas, suggestions and 
rejections. If you have not been selected or if you feel that the interview 
didn’t go well, stay positive. There will be other opportunities. Ask for 
feedback, and use it to help you next time. 

As mentioned earlier, there are many aspects that recruiters/line managers are 
looking for which are not just academic. Having qualifications is great, but if 
you are not able to perform the role, having top qualifications won’t be beneficial 
for the organisation. Qualifications will support you in entering the business; 
however, to sustain the role, you will need skills and competencies. The below 
questions will give you an idea of what recruiters/line managers are looking for: 

• Will the candidate embrace the organisation’s culture? 
• How will the candidate perform in challenging and difficult situations? 
• Will the candidate be a team player and how flexible is he/she? 
• Can the candidate multi-task various projects? 
• How ambitious and innovative is the candidate? In what capacity can he/

she think out of the box? 
• Is money the candidate’s main reason for working with the organisation, 

or is it learning and career growth etc.? 

All of the questions above are not related to academic or professional 
qualifications. They are called ‘soft’ qualifications, which is similar to the 
‘soft’ skills concept. It is recommended to put equal focus on developing your 
personality, character and attitude as well as your skills and competencies. 

After you have finished your interview, always thank recruiters/line managers 
for their time. This is considered good practice in appreciation of their efforts, 
regardless of how you felt the interview went. Then, after three days, call for a 
follow-up, but no more than twice if you didn’t yet receive an update, or send a 
follow-up email just the once. You don’t want to tarnish your image by bothering 
or annoying recruiters/line managers having performed well during an interview. 

Here are the main takeaways: 
• Don’t only focus on your qualifications. Instead, focus on developing your 

attitude, personality and experience. 
• Be humble, positive and eager to learn – especially when things go wrong. 

This will help you grow and develop. 
• It does not matter what you do, it does matter how you do it.
• Always keep doors open for future opportunities. 
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Richard is a journalist and broadcaster, best known as host of The 
Business Breakfast – a daily radio show on Dubai Eye 103.8FM. Before 
that he spent two decades with Reuters, The Economist, The Financial 
Times and Bloomberg. Richard is a veteran public speaker, sharing a 

microphone with the likes of Tony Blair, Sachin Tendulkar and Sir Richard 
Branson. In 2019, he wrote a book about the communications secrets he’s 
learned along the way: Crowdpleaser: The 100 Greatest Public Speaking 
Tips of All Time, From Socrates to Steve Jobs. Richard and his architect 

wife Pallavi co-founded Roar, an award-winning interior design studio.

Be a rockstar public 
speaker – you’ll get a 

50% pay rise and might 
just save the planet

By Richard Dean
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In the eight minutes it’ll take you to read this chapter, you’ll learn FIVE killer 
lessons about presenting, pitching, public speaking and press interviews. 

Lessons one and two teach you why it’s so important for you and your career. 
Lessons three, four and five reveal some of the hacks, hints and pro tips used 
by speaking icons like Steve Jobs, Elon Musk and Queen Rania of Jordan. You’ll 
also find a cheat sheet, to help you transform your talks (whether in front of a big 
audience, or a small setting) in just a few minutes. Let’s crack on.

1: Public speaking can make you rich! Billionaire Warren Buffett says a 
$100 course is worth $500,000 in wages
This one’s for the capitalists and consumerists among you. If you don’t care 
about money, skip straight to lesson two where you’ll discover the Greta-effect. 
Warren Buffett is the world’s fourth richest person at the time of writing, worth 
$85 billion. Unlike most mega-billionaires who got rich by starting one company 
– think Jeff Bezos at Amazon or Mark Zuckerberg at Facebook – Buffett made 
his fortune by making lots of small investments in other people’s companies.

What does he say is the best investment he ever made? Not shares of Coca-
Cola or Gillette, but a $100 public speaking course when he was 21 years old. 
He admits that he was terrified of presenting, throwing up before talking in front 
of his class, let alone pitching to adults. So he took a course to help conquer his 
fear. Still today, the only award Buffett hangs on his office wall is his certificate 
from the training company Dale Carnegie.

Which brings us to the payoff for you. Buffett says every student graduating 
with a good MBA is a “$1 million asset”. But take a two-day public speaking 
course and “you can immediately increase that by 50%, making you a $1.5 
million asset.”1

That’s because communication consistently ranks as the number one soft 
skill that employers look for when hiring and promoting. Sure, you need your 
hard skills – accounting, coding, engineering, architecture, etc. But to land the 
big jobs, you’ve got to communicate with colleagues, clients, your boss, your 
subordinates, suppliers. 

Still not convinced? The average starting salary for a coder in Silicon Valley is 
$40,000-$80,000, says economist Deidre McCLoskey of the University of Illinois 
at Chicago. For coders with strong communication skills it’s $120,000.2

2: Public speaking can change the world! Activist Greta Thunberg did
If making an impact is more important to you than making money, public speaking 
is perhaps even more critical. The lessons from politics are pretty clear. Donald 
Trump and Barack Obama may be wildly different in many ways, but they have one 
thing in common: they’re both masterful communicators. That said, they’ve got an 
army of speech writers, coaches and advisors who do most of the heavy lifting, so 
let’s set them aside for now.

Far more interesting is the example of an autistic schoolgirl, for whom English 
is a second language, who became the most high-profile climate change activist in 
the world: Greta Thunberg.

Her speech at the United Nations on 23rd September 2019 lasted less than four 
and half minutes, but sent shockwaves around the planet. Here’s how she nailed it:
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• One bold message: “You are failing us – but young people understand 
your betrayal.”

• Vivid metaphors: “All you can talk about is fairy tales of eternal  
economic growth.”

• Short, emotive words: “How dare you?” “Right here, right now!”
• Compelling stats: “Cutting emissions in half only gives a 50% chance of 

staying below 1.5 degrees of global warming.”
• Call to action: “The world is changing – whether you like it or not.”
• High energy delivery: (You’ll have to watch Greta on YouTube for this – her 

passion and anger make her truly formidable.)

In terms of impact, a quarter of a million people flocked to see Greta speak in 
New York. Tens of millions watched her UN speech on social media. Leonardo 
DiCaprio called her “a leader of our time.” 

3: Write one – and only one – killer message. It works for Apple and will 
work for you
When Steve Jobs unveiled the first iPhone at the Moscone convention centre in 
San Francisco back in 1997, the whole presentation took two hours. But the 
entire launch was built around one snappy phrase of just five words: “Today 
Apple reinvents the phone.”

Communication coach Carmine Gallo calls this the Twitter-friendly headline, 
and he says every speech should have one. Gallo’s book The Presentation 
Secrets of Steve Jobs3 consistently ranks as one of the top 10 public speaking 
bestsellers on Amazon. 

Having one – and only one – simple message to anchor your presentation is 
the single most important thing you must nail. Crafting one is easier said than 
done. Thankfully, help is at hand with this cheat sheet by another Californian 
communication guru, Nancy Duarte. She developed a three-step process for 
creating what she calls your one “Big Idea.”4

1. State your bold point of view
2. State what’s at stake
3. Write it as a complete sentence

Here’s a simple example about shark hunting in the Indian Ocean. Most people 
would write a bland message such as “Shark hunting in the Seychelles.” Urrrgh! 
That’s bland and boring. Messages, says Duarte, must be emotionally charged. 
Here’s how I’d create one using her cheat sheet.

1. (State your bold point of view) Boost shark hunting in the Seychelles by 
500% immediately

2. (State what’s at stake) Shark attacks are scaring tourists and hotels are 
going bankrupt

3. (Write it as a complete sentence) “We must boost shark hunting in the 
Seychelles by 500% immediately, because shark attacks are scaring 
tourists and hotels are going bankrupt.”
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The acid test of a good message: could someone disagree with it? If not, you’re 
sitting on the fence and nobody will care, let alone act on your message. Get 
off the fence.

Whether you call it your ‘Big Idea’ or ‘Twitter-friendly headline’ doesn’t matter. 
Duarte leaves public speakers in no doubt about the importance of having this 
ONE clear message: “Your primary filter should be what I call your big idea. 
Everything in your presentation should support that message.” 

4: Stories and statistics rock – abstract and wishy-washy suck
Once you’ve got your one message, you need to back it up with content. The key 
here is to create what’s known in the trade as ‘sticky’ content – stuff that sticks in 
the mind of your audience. The phrase was coined by the authors Chip and Dan 
Heath in their bestselling book Made to Stick.5

“The number one mistake we’ve observed in presentations – and there is no 
close second – is that the message is too abstract,” write Chip and Dan. 

They use they example of Safexpress, an Indian logistics company that 
distributed the fifth Harry Potter novel to bookstores across the country. Every 
book arrived on time with no plot leaks – an incredible achievement in a country 
the size of India. Safexpress tell this story when pitching to new clients. The 
conclusion in the mind of potential clients hearing this story: If they can distribute 
a Harry Potter book without a hitch, they can certainly distribute for me. 

For statistics, the trick is to make them relevant. Take a plot of land measuring 
100,000 square metres. That means nothing to most people, so tell us how 
many football pitches it would cover. (The answer is 14, based on the 7,140 sq m 
size of the playing surface at Manchester United’s Old Trafford stadium).

5: Why you should use ‘colourful’ – or at least use casual,  
conversational language
Use colourful language when you’re speaking in public (although always, of 
course, be aware of cultural sensitivities). That’s the surprising advice from 
the world’s most successful speaker Tony Robbins (his going rate is about $1 
million a day, give or take, and he’s coached A-listers from Bill Clinton to Serena 
Williams). His seminars, which he presents to packed theatres of thousands of 
fans, are peppered with profanity. 

“I read a book age 22 called Taboo Language which changed my life,” 
explains Robbins. He credits legendary psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud with 
pioneering the idea of using bold words as a tool for breaking through his client’s 
psychological barriers. “He would use provocative language to disturb or jolt the 
person out of the surface [veneer] to something deeper that was real.”6 

Now, before we all get carried away, understand this. Swearing may work for 
Tony Robbins, but we all know it’s not going to cut it for a pitch to new clients 
or a classroom presentation. Still, there is a deeper point to Robbins’ style 
that is relevant in everyday presentations. Using colloquial language – slang, 
informality, conversation, banter – can be highly effective in a range of settings. 

Professor Richard Mayer of the University of California, Santa Barbara, has 
spent decades researching his 12 Principles of Multimedia Learning, #10 of 
which is what he calls the Personalisation Principle. In his words: “People learn 
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better when words are in conversational style rather than formal style.”7

He’s not alone. Professor John McWhorter, a linguist at Columbia University, 
says the effect of conversational language is so strong that it can decide elections 
– regardless of which party you support. “Our era prefers a folksier voice, in real 
life, in movies, in music and even in our candidates for high office,” he told CNN. 
“Obama comes to folksy cadence naturally. George W. Bush’s Texan inflections 
made both Al Gore and John Kerry sound like schoolteachers.”8 

Look, you’ve got to use your judgement about the style and tone of language, 
and tweak it for the setting. But in general, the less formal, the better.

Wrapping up
I won’t lie. There’s more to becoming a great public speaker than reading this 
chapter, just as you can’t learn to play a guitar or swim by reading a book. So 
here’s my call to action: take a public speaking course. 

It could be joining your free local Toastmasters group. It could be one of the 
online courses you can buy on sites like udemy.com for just a few dollars. If you 
can afford it, mimic Warren Buffett and take a Dale Carnegie course; they’re still 
the gold standard. It doesn’t matter what you do, just do something. The rewards 
– material or otherwise – will be huge.
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The internet has the power to bring families together across generations and 
different locations. It can be used as a gateway to building relationships, as well 
as a repository of useful information… but it has dangerous terrain too. From 
fake news to cyberbullies, there’s so much to watch out for. Be proactive and 
protect yourself and those close to you by using these best practices to secure 
your life online. 

Safety first 
Through the internet, the world is literally at your fingertips. The World Wide 
Web offers a wealth of opportunities to learn, connect and share but it comes 
with certain dangers and pitfalls too. Navigating and communicating effectively 
online are necessary skills for everyone – whether you’re a student or a senior 
business leader – but, here’s how you can stay safe online and manage your 
digital footprint:

Stranger danger is real. 
You understand the concept of strangers in real life, but that person on the 
internet that you don’t know is a stranger too. Treat people that you don’t know 
online the same way you’d treat a stranger in real life; keep your distance, stay 
vigilant and tell an adult that you trust if you are engaged in a way that makes 
you feel unsafe. 

Keep a secret. 
Private information should remain private. Be very careful and selective about 
the things you share online – after all, once it’s out there, you can’t take it back. 
Limit posts with personal details and demographical information as that type of 
exposure can make you a target for criminals and fraudulent activity. Also, don’t 
share your passwords with anyone other than a parent or guardian – not even 
with your friends. 

Be smartphone smart. 
Your smartphone is a mini-computer that keeps you connected at all times. The 
downside is, your smartphone is a mini-computer that keeps you connected at 
all times – yeah, you read that correctly. Be careful how you use GPS and other 
technologies that reveal your location. Secure your phone with a PIN and/or 
biometrics, such as an iris scan or fingerprint to keep personal data like photos, 
emails and digital wallets safe. 

Be nice. 
Be polite and courteous when engaging digitally. As a rule of thumb, post only 
about others what you would like them to post about you. 

Get social 
You can have hundreds or even thousands of friends and followers, but making 
meaningful connections on the internet takes a bit of work. Sure, it’s fun to 
see your BFFs outfit of the day or what’s going on in the lives of your favourite 
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celebrities, but social media can be used to build your professional network too. 
Here are tips and best practices for establishing solid digital relationships: 

Choose respectable handles. 
Feel free to play the name game but make sure you win. It can be tempting to 
use a social media handle inspired by pop culture but remember whatever you 
choose is what people will associate with you. 

‘OMG Follow Me’ might seem cute, but you’ll score more points with the 
professional crowd by using a variation of your actual name. 

Listen before you leap. 
Social media has made the world smaller in terms of who you can actually 
communicate with. Everyone from university admissions staff, to hiring managers 
and CEOs of major brands are more accessible now than ever, but it’s best to 
proceed with a plan. Before you engage with a contact online, observe their 
behaviour, read their feeds and find an appropriate way to start a conversation. 

Dip into the DMs. 
Public conversations can only get you so far. After you establish a comfort level 
with someone, it’s okay to chat privately. Keep your conversation above board and 
have a clear, concise plan for communicating. Remember those safety rules though 
and don’t be afraid to ditch those DMs if communication becomes uncomfortable. 

Becoming a Social Media Mogul 
The internet has ushered in new professions with the likes of influencers, 
Instagram models and famous YouTubers. If you aspire to launch a career as 
an online personality, learn as much as you can before starting out and here’s a 
primer to get you going…

Find your niche. 
You are much more likely to be successful if you create a social channel based 
on something that interests you naturally. Play to your strengths. Find something 
that you’re really interested in and even more interested in sharing with others 
and stick with it. What you want to do here is drill down. If you love all things 
beauty, it might make sense to create content about make-up but with so many 
established and emerging influencers in that area, it might make better sense to 
specialise in lashes or lipsticks. What will you become well-known for? 

Choose your platform wisely. 
There are so many social media platforms to choose from and many more popping 
up daily. It might be tempting to use them all but don’t spread yourself too thin. 
Building a sellable presence online takes a lot of time so it’s better to identify the 
platform where your target audience engages the most and focus on it. 

Have a strategy. 
Ever wonder how your favourite influencers seem to always have the perfect pic 
to post? Well, here’s the secret… they plan ahead. They stage photo shoots, take 
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lots of photos in different outfits and roll them out over time. That OOTD just 
might be an outfit from yesterday. Also, there are loads of social media calendars 
online that list national and international days. Bookmark one and make your 
posts consistent with current events.

Be consistent. 
Remember, building a sellable presence online takes time and you must be 
consistent. It is recommended to post regularly – two, sometimes three times 
a day – for social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. For 
YouTube, you might want to post once or twice per week. 

Obey the law. 
Like many other professions, social media influencers have to meet certain 
requirements in order to function legally. Requirements vary from country to 
country but here in the UAE, social media influencers must have a trade license 
and a special e-media license. You can apply for the licences and get more 
information at nmc.gov.ae.
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It’s often used to describe how someone speaks, acts or pursues their 
passions, but if you’d ask anyone on the street to point out confidence, you’d 

be hard pressed to come up with a clear description. It’s arguably the most 
important element of career success and you might be surprised to know 
that confidence is a belief first and foremost, described as a trust in your 
own abilities, capacities and judgements to face day to day challenges and 
demands. That description itself leaves ample room to argue that we humans 
don’t always possess this belief, or that some believe it too much (over-
confident) and some not enough (uncertain). 

If this is true, are some people born with confidence and others not? And if so, 
can we cultivate more confidence?

The answer is yes, and yes. Confidence is heavily influenced by genetics, much 
like IQ can be described as. You can work it, but according to Professor Plomin 
from the Association for Psychological Sciences, “There is something genetic 
in self-confidence which I would think of as a personality trait that would be 
stable throughout life.”1 With the ups and downs of life, it is essential to maintain 
a strong belief in one’s ability to build resilience and maintain growth. The 
following suggestions will help you overcome those obstacles. 

No magic pill will make you feel more confident, but a great place to start is to 
better understand what it is. The Confidence Formula, created by Carol Craig in 
Cultivating Confidence2 is outlined as:

Confidence = self-efficacy (the belief you can reach your goals) + optimism

Unlike self-esteem, which is more of a global judgement on yourself and your 
worth, self-efficacy looks solely at the way you assess your competence in 
relation to achievements, goals and life events. While Scheier and Carver, the 
authors of the popular optimism measure the ‘Life Orientation Test’ define 
optimism as ‘the global generalised tendency to believe that one will generally 
experience good versus bad outcomes in life.’ In everyday language this means 
‘looking on the bright side of life.’ In such a definition, pessimism is the tendency 
to believe ‘if something will go wrong for me, it will’.3 

Combining these two powerhouse beliefs, we are able to see that the impact 
that confidence can have not just on our day-to-day lives, but specifically around 
reaching goals. It is not one event, such as public speaking well, that indicates 
your confidence. Instead, it’s an ongoing process of self-belief, positive language 
and what action you take in life. 

Going back a step and examining where these beliefs stem from, there’s a 
perfect example in the 1940’s childhood story of ‘The Little Engine That Could’ 
by Watty Piper. Growing from a whisper to a roar of ‘I think I can, I think I 
can, I think I can’ it’s easy to visualise the growing confidence of that little train 
climbing a mountain, through self-efficacy and optimism. But, if it were that easy, 
we’d all be doing it, right?

Let’s pick apart why the Little Engine That Could actually can. It starts with the 
goal of climbing the mountain, along with the successes and failures. ‘Mastery’ is 
the ability to work hard at achieving goals which are actually achievable, through 
persistence. Persevering in the face of adversity builds self-efficacy. 
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Secondly, the language ‘I can’ tells us that the Little Engine believes it has the 
ability to achieve a challenging goal. 

Optimism, on the other hand, has far reaching implications on your life and 
health and can increase your life expectancy by up to a decade. It is not found 
in images or inspirational quotes, but rather in how you see causes that have an 
impact on your life; events where our lives are impacted, however big or small. 

In the case of the Little Engine, it was not only ‘I can’ but ‘I will’ that got the 
engine to the top of the mountain, through positive self-talk allowing it to remain 
energised and focused on the goal. 

Confidence, for the most part, is good. But often, too much of a good thing 
can lead to undesired results. Too much emphasis on self-esteem can fuel a 
culture of narcissism, which would be detrimental to individuals and society as a 
whole.4 And before you start feeling guilty, we have to realise that our world has 
drastically changed; our education systems are focused on the individual, social 
media has encouraged the idea of self and even in this chapter I’m talking a lot 
about the language of ‘I’, ‘Me’ and ‘You’. To add another dimension to this, too 
little self-esteem can cause us to question ourselves. 

So, where and how do we find a balance?
According to clinical psychologist Linda Blair, there’s one really easy way to tell. 
“You’ll know you’re insecure if your first reaction to any change is what other 
people think of you in regards to that change, rather than what you think about 
it,” she told Business Insider. “So whenever you’re measuring yourself against 
other people first, you’re not sure of yourself, and that’s what insecurity is. It’s as 
simple as that, really.” In other words, if you’re saying, “I did that job as well as 
I could,” you are a pretty secure person. If you’re wondering about what other 
people thought and worrying about outside judgement, you’re not.5

As I start to wrap up this chapter, I want to place particular emphasis 
on dismissing what has been a long-held belief about confidence and 
communication; confidence is not about public speaking. 

Being able to address a crowd or speak in groups only demonstrates your 
ability to speak, not necessarily communicate. Extroverts might find themselves 
at home in these types of situations. Introverts, on the other hand, may prefer to 
keep their emotions and feelings to themselves and prefer instead to write about 
their thoughts. This says nothing about their self-belief or vision for the future, 
but more about where they are able to articulate their thoughts and be present to 
take in others. 

Great communicators are those who listen more than they speak. Paying 
attention to others and actively tuning into someone’s voice allows you to learn 
and grow. Not only that, they are focused on the interaction and not what they 
are going to say next. 

They speak with certainty. Clear communication is an extension of clear 
thinking6 and by organising your thoughts into short sharp messages that convey 
essential information, packaged in a way your audience will understand, with 
your own stamp on it, is essential to creating impact. 

Great communicators ‘capitalise’ on their network’s positive events. 
Rather than just focusing on supporting friends and family through tough 
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times, supporting them when they win awards, star in a play or celebrate 
birthdays means that you benefit from that positivity. Psychologists say that 
when you share a positive story, and therefore relive the positive experience, 
this generates ‘additional positive affect, over and above the positive affect 
associated with the event itself.’7

Cultivating confidence takes both our confidence formula, and continuing 
efforts based around support from others and learning from others. 
Communication with ourselves and with others is also key in building and 
maintaining confidence.

Beginning with self-efficacy, think of the Little Train That Could. The ‘I can’ 
creates a growth mindset and a belief that you can achieve a challenging goal. 
Optimism says, ‘I will’ and encourages us to reach our goals. 

Adding to this is hearing this from others through the support of ‘You will’. 
When you hear someone else verbally support your goal, or show belief in you, 
you can boost your self-esteem. It will help carry you through tough times by 
building resilience.

Finally, being mentored or modelling other people’s achievements helps us 
to see the potential in ourselves. Hearing ‘You can’ gives us hope that we can 
master the skills we are working on, or be more open to feedback that will help 
us improve.

It’s been shown that we can positively build our self-confidence by: focusing on 
our strengths and engaging in activities we enjoy; taking a moment to recognise 
and be grateful for what we have; and living our lives with more purpose and 
seeing how we can positively impact other people’s lives. Recognising that you 
have potential, growth, resources available and a community around you that 
supports you is essential. It helps you not just in gaining confidence to pursue 
your dreams but maintaining it when life throws curveballs your way.
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I’m Mashal. I’m an entrepreneur – I run The Tempest, one of the fastest 
growing women’s media companies in the world. I’ve spoken at Harvard 

University and Stanford University, and numerous other events about 
entrepreneurship, media, mental health and accessibility. I’m on the Forbes 
30 Under 30 list, Entrepreneur’s Achieving Women’s list, and a bunch of other 
places – you get the point. I’m also an introvert, and I’m shy, so it has taken a lot 
of courage for me to share all of these things about myself – despite some people 
viewing me as an ‘influencer’. 

Why? Because I don’t like to talk about myself. In fact, if we were having a 
conversation right now, I’d prefer listening to you. I’d love to learn more about 
your life, about what you enjoy. Maybe we have a few interests in common? 
If yes, I might just show you a TikTok video (most likely cat Tiktoks), or more 
realistically a dozen more. But entertaining videos aside, there’s a lot of things 
you learn about yourself when you’re growing. My first year as a startup 
founder involved self-doubt, and trying to fit myself into a box of what a good 
entrepreneur should be like. There was a lot of pressure and advice I’d get to 
become more extroverted, to network and talk to people, and to become more of 
a ‘people person’. This was well-intentioned advice, but it felt counter-productive 
because I didn’t enjoy any of those things. I’m an introvert, and most of the 
startup activities I was advised to go to involved interacting with large groups of 
people. I found that exhausting, and the more I pushed myself, the more I felt my 
energy drain. I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. I wasn’t great at small talk, 
and I was never really witty on the spot. It took me time to get comfortable with 
people, and I wasn’t comfortable using my social media to ‘brag’ or to succumb 
to the social pressure of showing only the highlights and perfectly curated parts 
of my life. Mentally, I was putting a lot of pressure on myself because I was 
trying to mould myself to expectations, and I was failing, pretty badly. 

It felt like who I was and what people wanted to see me as were two very 
different personalities, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t change 
what felt natural and authentic to me. This was a pretty tough phase for me 
because I wasn’t just running a company that was growing quickly, I was also 
unsuccessfully trying to fit into a mould. Most people around me wanted to show 
the best side of everything online, even if their reality didn’t match. I, on the 
other hand, wanted to talk about my challenges and my struggles, I wanted to 
have open conversations around mental health, sexism, racism and accessibility. 
I wanted to share my perspectives as a female founder. According to research 
by analysts at Pitchbook, out of $100 billion of investment received by founders 
in the US in 2018, only 2.2% were female. This number was a reality because 
of conscious and unconscious bias, that countless female founders like myself 
faced every day. While I was being encouraged to overshare – not ideas or 
perspectives – but rather a glitzy life, I just couldn’t do it. Because it wasn’t my 
reality, and it wasn’t the truth. 

So, what did I do? I didn’t cave in. I decided to listen to my gut feeling, and 
instead work on what felt natural to me. Since I had full control over my social 
media accounts, I was the decision maker about what I wanted to share and 
build. And that was a powerful realisation. I started channelling my energy into 
individual conversations. I stopped pressurising myself to talk to big groups – I 
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didn’t need to. I started setting achievable goals and working on my mindset, 
instead. Why the pressure? Where was it stemming from? How could I work to 
change my thought process? How could this change my behaviour?

And so, step by step, I started observing myself, and understanding my strengths 
and weaknesses. This eventually led to a growth plan I set for myself, where I’d 
work on improving what I was good at, and play it to my advantage. It also made 
me more aware of boundaries and how I could set them, so that I wouldn’t be on 
the brink of burning out again (burn out, if you’re not familiar with the term, means 
to ruin your health or to become completely exhausted through overwork).

It was the best thing I could have done because it helped me grow in a way 
I could only have dreamed. I started using my social platforms as a catalyst for 
change, and I started sharing an unfiltered view of my journey as an individual. I 
went from a dark period of gloom, to discovering my sense of identity and finding 
joy in my work, and my life. 

The result? My life changed, in a positive way. I’m a student, and will be for 
life. And as I’ve gone through the years, I’ve had realisations and lessons, and 
experiences. As you go through life you will have so many of your own, I hope 
you decide to share those with your friends, your community, and the world at 
large. If anything, the world could do with more people who are comfortable 
sharing, learning and being their authentic self. 

Let’s start with the first: find strength in who you are. That sounds cliché, I 
know, but let me elaborate. I’m an introvert, and being around people takes a 
lot of energy. Now, don’t get me wrong, I enjoy having conversations, and I love 
individual relationships, but being in a group – unless they’re good friends – is 
physically and mentally exhausting for me. The thought of being in a room full 
of people makes me anxious, and almost makes my stomach turn. Every time I 
close my eyes and you ask me to imagine a crowd or a big group, my heartbeat 
starts rising, and I can feel my ears start ringing. I want to run away. 

On the other hand, if you told me I was going to meet one person, and have a 
conversation, it’s the opposite. I’m curious, and I’m excited, because every person 
I’ve met in my life has had a different journey, has a different background and 
has a different way of navigating their life. And I find that fascinating. So how 
did I find strength from realising this? Instead of pressurising myself with the 
need to talk to a big group of people, I’d aim for having one or two individual 
conversations. And I started really paying attention; by asking questions, by 
actively listening.

Which brings me to my second point: learn to listen. We’re in a world today 
where everybody has an opinion, and everyone wants to talk. It’s easy to feel 
the need to have an opinion on absolutely everything, but I think the opposite. 
It’s refreshing when you start listening. Yes, everybody listens, but think of how 
you have conversations. Do you have a response in your mind midway while 
someone is saying something? Are you replying to them the minute they stop 
talking? Start paying attention to your behaviour, and look for cues.

The first thing you have to get comfortable with, as you start noticing your 
behaviour patterns, is to observe – without judgement or critique. Next, to 
change your thought process, you have to rewire your mind. The more you do 
this, the more it’ll become habit, and you’ll become a better listener, a better 
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confidante and a better friend. When you actively listen, you will listen to listen – 
not to respond – and that always makes a world of difference in a conversation. 
A big misconception is that listening is a passive habit, but it’s actually an active 
quality, and one that can benefit you for your entire life.

Once I started actively listening, I started understanding contexts and 
backgrounds. I started paying attention to details I’d have probably missed 
out on before; small details that could make a big difference. Once you listen, 
you’re also able to connect the dots better. At the end of the day, we’re all just 
humans, and most of us are working towards something. Whether it’s college 
or a job, writing an article or finishing a song. As you go through life, you’ll often 
be surrounded by people who are trying to grow from one stage to the next. I’ll 
share an experience where active listening helped me. When I was the President 
of Student Government (SG) at my college, one of my biggest responsibilities 
was advocating for the student body and pushing for student initiatives. This 
involved advocating for why we needed bigger budgets. I’d heard our university 
president and one of the board members mention how important innovation and 
student involvement were to them. So, I advocated my case by tying the budget 
allocation to success metrics and how we’d be innovating and increasing student 
involvement through each of them. As a student leader, I avidly expressed 
how the students wanted to explore different activities through which they 
could grow and develop. By listening to what mattered to the decision makers 
and connecting the dots with our proposal, I was able to communicate more 
effectively. It meant that I understood their vision, and they felt like we were on 
the same page. That’s what you can accomplish by actively listening to people.

And now for the last lesson: Kendrick Lamar said it best when he said ‘be 
humble’. As a media entrepreneur, I get to meet a lot of people, from different 
backgrounds and walks of life. The best conversations I’ve had and learned 
from are the ones where people aren’t trying to prove everything they know. 
Often people assume that they need to prove a point in a conversation, but the 
truth is it can be counter-productive and have the opposite effect. My first year 
working, I was pretty eager to learn, and so I’d think of how I could add value 
to conversations; not by forcing a conversation needlessly, but by listening and 
connecting the dots. For example, for my first meeting with a person I admired, 
I did my research on initiatives they were working on, and asked questions very 
specific to their ongoing projects. Those projects correlated to the media space 
and I was able to give insights based on a few projects I’d personally headed. 

In an age where everyone is trying to prove something, or to ‘influence’ 
others, I think it’s refreshing to be comfortable in your own skin. Confidence 
isn’t just about what you say, it’s also about what you don’t say – I think this is 
how. That’s one thing I’ve observed time and time again: people who don’t brag 
and who aren’t trying to be the loudest in the room are the ones who are more 
approachable and authentic; they’re the ones people feel more inclined to talk to 
and listen to. 
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That one first step you take can determine the course of your life. Let me be 
clear. Pursuing an unconventional path is not for the faint-hearted. It is for 

someone who has the ability, tenacity and determination to keep going when all 
odds are against them. 

Being a ‘Muslim’, ‘Arab’, ‘Female’, ‘Hijabi’, ‘Competitive’, ‘Weightlifter’ from the 
UAE was something unheard of back in 2011. That’s at least how the media 
depicted my journey, and my story made headlines. But that was not the right story. 

This all happened by ‘accident’. In fact, I call myself an accidental athlete. 
And I went from zero to training for the Olympics as a weightlifter in a matter 
of five years. 

In 2009, I never thought that that one step I took to better myself and my 
health could have such a massive impact on my own life and on the world. 
During my teens, I was suffering from severe depression and my overall health 
was suffering – I was only 15. I would sleep for 14 hours a day, eat junk food, I 
experienced self-hatred and an inability to function as a human being. 

My mother noticed the signs of depression and anxiety and took me to see a 
psychologist when I was 19 years old. I was put on anti-depressants and anti-
anxiety medication, which itself led to other challenges – my brain became like a 
vegetable, and that feeling was the breaking point for me. I had had enough! 

So, I decided to go for a simple walk. I walked two rounds around Safa Park, 
a well-known park in Dubai, where I chose to let go of my negative emotions 
and sweated out my negative thoughts. I sweated out the anger, the hate, the 
self-loathing, the negative experiences, and all the pain that had led me to this 
moment of feeling that I’d reached the end of my rope. 

It took me a few years to realise that there was something I could do to make 
myself better, even if my circumstances weren’t changing. 

That one walk changed the course of my life. Because I made a decision, and 
then I took action, immediately. The rest, as they say, is history. 

Competitive sports were never part of my upbringing; it was not encouraged 
in our schools or identified in our culture as a possible path. It was deemed 
as a hobby, a way to spend or waste time when you’re bored. Once I got into 
fitness more seriously, a competitive spirit was born in me. I realised I wanted to 
achieve more for myself. I decided to take my fitness up a notch by seeking local 
competitions which led to my first competition in CrossFit in 2011. At the time, I 
was also a full-time journalist working for a local newspaper. 

In 2012, I made it my goal to think bigger and on a more global scale. So I 
signed up to compete at the Reebok CrossFit Asia Open, and after five months of 
intense training, I qualified with a team to compete at the Reebok CrossFit Asia 
Regionals in Seoul, South Korea, where I became the first Emirati and GCC 
national to ever participate – it was never my intention to be the first at anything. 
It just happened. 

The experience led me to realise that in the Arab world, we lack female role 
models who are in competitive sports. It was hard to find someone I could 
relate to. Someone who could guide me on the path to being an athlete. Or to 
show me how I could succeed through training. I wanted to delve deeper into 
this world. It chose me. 

I quit my full-time job and decided to train for the Olympics as a weightlifter. 
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With no plan B, C or D, but with plan F.
Nope, not Failure. It was plan Faith. 
At the time, I was 22 years old. With nothing but a will to succeed. Pursuing 

the Olympics was like learning how to crawl, walk and bike all over again. I 
was met with a lot of rejection, ridicule, sarcasm and of course my femininity 
was questioned. 

Beyond cultural challenges, physical, financial, emotional and infrastructural 
challenges were also part of the puzzle on the road to the Olympics. I had to 
figure out how to fundraise for my training, travel and competitions all on my 
own. I had to train alone for a year and a half without a coach, because there 
was no one in the country qualified enough to teach at such an elite level in 
the sport. I trained at three different gyms to meet all my training programme 
requirements. I had to learn how to move properly as an athlete – starting to 
train for the Olympics at the age of 22 is considered very late for a sport like 
Olympic Weightlifting. I moved to the United States and lived alone for a year to 
pursue specific coaching.

But I did it. I sacrificed a lot. No goal comes without a compromise or some 
type of loss. It’s a matter of what you prioritise in your life at any given point. There 
are many times when I wanted to give up. Six months prior to the April 2016 
Olympics qualifier in Uzbekistan, where I had been selected to be part of the UAE 
National Female Weightlifting team, I was severely injured; I had hurt my lower 
back. The doctor said that if I continue, I would have problems for the rest of my 
life. At the time, I had zero funding coming in and I was living alone in the US with 
no support system. With a debilitating injury, I had a big decision to make. 

I told myself, I’ve given up a lot, I’ve left the comfort of home and family, I’ve 
quit my job, and I’ve been tested over and over again. I said to myself: “One more 
time, Amna. Leave no room for ‘What ifs’.”

That one more time resulted in the UAE qualifying for the Rio 2016 Olympics. 
Despite injuries, I scored the second highest points among our seven member 
team, which was one of the main determining factors in our qualification. 

But that was the end of the journey for me. I was not personally selected to 
compete at the Olympics, but to be part of the reason we qualified is a huge 
achievement for my country and for myself, having persevered against all odds. 
In four years a dream, a thought, a wish became a reality. It was all about 
taking action.

This is how our journey begins. With a thought. Then a step. And sometimes 
each chapter has its own ending. Then we move on to the next thing. It is okay 
to change direction when a path or a goal no longer serves you or your growth. 
Sometimes our goals are just a vehicle to get us through from point A to point B, 
whether mentally, emotionally or spiritually. And sometimes, we go through an 
experience because its impact is not just for us, but one that can serve humanity 
at large. It takes bravery to pursue an unprecedented path, and it takes courage 
to know when it’s time to change direction or stop. 

My personal story in sports has helped normalise women training and 
competing in a Hijab. It showed that Emirati and Khaleeji women can be sports 
personalities, and that’s worthy enough. That they can compete and lift heavy 
weights without it impacting their ‘womanhood’. If anything, my personal story 
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and journey led to a giant brand like Nike develop the Nike Pro Hijab, a project I 
was part of in its inspiration and development. 

It’s not just sport-specific. It’s about any path or job that is viewed with 
sceptical eyes, in terms of the role we ‘should’ take in life – whether you are a 
man or a woman. As I say, the barbell does not know whether the person lifting 
it is male or female, it’s whether you can or you can’t. It does not discriminate. 
So why do we? 

The journey to the Olympics was more mental, than physical, and more spiritual 
than social. But having the intention of bettering my existence led to creating a 
positive impact. It was never about being Arab, Muslim, or being an Emirati, it was 
about healing myself, and when we heal ourselves, we help the world heal and 
expand its own perception and narrow view. It leaves a ripple effect. 

That was the bottom line: better yourself. Better the world. It was a journey of 
healing for me. And a journey of empowerment for others. 

When you want to take that first step, know that it is the hardest. At first, it 
will feel very difficult to take the first few steps, but once you have put one foot 
in front of the other, it will start to feel lighter. Just like in weightlifting, when 
you first start, 10 kgs may feel like the weight of the world, but with consistency, 
programming and repetition, in a year’s time you could be lifting 100 kgs like 
it’s air in your hand. To achieve peak performance, in the gym or in life, there 
needs to be a balance between how much we work and how much we rest. 
While lifting weights, we are testing our nervous system and breaking down our 
muscles, and during rest, that’s when we get stronger. We cannot always be at 
our best. Some days our 100% is 80%. Other days, our 100% is 60%. It changes 
based on our environment, support system, diet, sleep and how we feel.

So, when you want to go out there and pursue any goal or any dream, know 
that you need to do it for you and your own growth. That will lead you to feel the 
true meaning of success. It is not about medals, titles, labels or positions you 
reach, it is about finding peace within you, knowing you did what you could to 
make yourself proud. Know who you are without those labels and titles. Create 
your own gold medal. Ultimately, we are the ones who attach meaning and 
importance to the goals we set. Tell yourself you are worthy and good enough 
with or without a gold medal around your neck, metaphorically speaking.

At the end of the day, if I had to choose one piece of advice for you it would 
be this: never stop showing up for yourself. Everything else in life is fleeting. Be 
there for you. 
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Lifelong learning
By Isobel Abulhoul OBE
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Make mistakes and learn from them. Be observant and learn from what 
you see… 

As a young person, I can remember thinking that if I was in charge, then I would 
make sure that everything worked perfectly. Reality soon hit me. I had to change 
my thinking and my strategy fast. I understood that we live in an imperfect 
world, interdependent on team members, other organisations, and reliant on the 
infrastructure to work efficiently. 

And dare I say it, fate.
Therefore, when you are an entrepreneur, or just starting out in your first job, 

you will definitely make mistakes; that is a vital part of the learning process. With 
each mistake, you have to analyse what happened, detail why it went wrong and 
how and what you need to improve, ready for the next time. You must not give up 
because of failing, but stand up tall, be full of grit and determination, and set off 
again on your adventure. 

Let me use the example of making bread by hand. It takes lots of practise and 
a hands-on feel for the dough, the ingredients, and all the other factors that can 
affect a loaf of bread. 

The more you do it, the better your bread will be. This can be applied to many, 
many challenges, from touch typing (a very useful skill) to public speaking, to 
working with numbers, or being interviewed. If you want to find out the scientific 
research behind ‘practise makes perfect’ I suggest you read Malcolm Gladwell’s 
bestselling book ‘Outliers: The Story of Success’. In it, Gladwell explains that 
reaching the ‘10,000-Hour Rule’, which he considers the key to success in any 
field, is simply a matter of concentrated practise of a specific task that can be 
accomplished with 20 hours of work a week, for 10 years.

Understand that learning is not limited to textbooks and courses, but should 
be governed by your life and its needs… 
People talk about the ‘University of Life’ and I agree with the sentiment that 
much of our learning happens through our daily lives and experiences. We 
learn not only to listen to what people say, but also to read their body language, 
which could be saying the exact opposite of their words! We need to learn how 
to remain positive even in negative situations, because that helps us become 
resilient. If you are the kind of person who, when things go wrong or don’t work 
out, gives up, you need to change that reaction. It is not helpful. Understand that 
everyone fails and gets things wrong. You may not hear about them, but they 
happen. It is also worth investing time in what you are naturally good at and 
enjoy. You have a better chance of success and happiness. So, if family are trying 
to persuade you to become a doctor or a lawyer, because they view those as 
‘good professions’, which of course they are, please think carefully. What do you 
really want to do, and what do you want to spend the next 40-plus years of your 
working life doing? You may not know yet what job you want to train for, but you 
probably do know what you really enjoy and will invest time in – Kristin’s chapter 
earlier on in this book can help you with this. 

What else can you learn from the world around you? An important asset for 
anyone is to like other human beings, to be a good listener and learn from your 
role models. Find out a little about what has made them successful.
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Travel is a fantastic opportunity to learn so much and enrich your experiences, 
so always make the most of it. When you plan a holiday in another country, carry 
out some research about its history, culture, language and food.

Take every opportunity to learn something new, whether it is sport, music, 
acting, meditation, speed reading, business skills, neurolinguistic programming 
techniques: the list is endless. You have to make time and you have to be 
prepared to put in the effort. Some time ago I read a book called ‘The Worst-
Case Scenario Survival Handbook’ by Joshua Piven. I was determined to learn 
how to survive at least some of the terrible scenarios he outlines in his book: 
how to escape from quicksand, wrestle an alligator, deliver a baby in the back 
of a taxi, and land a plane are just a few of the terrifying situations he guides 
you through with details of what to do. I have never had to actually do any of 
these things, but there is a strange comfort in thinking you have a tiny bit of 
information stored away. It also taught me, when planning any venture, to have 
in mind the worst-case scenario, and to think about what could go wrong and 
have plan B, just in case.

Be an opportunist and don’t be afraid to try something new… 
To succeed in life, you have to grab opportunities whenever you can. You 
may not have this project or job in your life plan, you may have to go off in 
a different direction, but always be prepared to think it through, and decide 
whether this is worth getting involved in. Ask yourself if fear of failure is 
holding you back and understand that any new venture is a calculated risk, and 
not guaranteed to succeed. 

That is why carrying out meticulous research, studying global success 
examples and learning from trailblazers is essential. What works in New York 
or London or Paris or Mumbai may work here in the UAE, or it may not. Do 
you need to adapt the model to suit? It may be that you have a great idea and an 
opportunity comes along, so you decide to go for it. However, despite your best 
efforts, your idea is not successful. Please use this as a fantastic opportunity to 
study why it didn’t work in the way you anticipated. Your idea is probably still 
brilliant and, with the right building blocks in place, could work. You should 
never give up at the first hurdle. Think about scientists who spend years 
trying to find answers. They do not give up. If you have time, try to watch ‘The 
Imitation Game’, a film based on the work of brilliant scientist Alan Turing. This 
is someone who did not give up, and his dedication in the end leads to a crucial 
breakthrough and was a key factor in shortening the Second World War.

Personally, I find it hard to let opportunities pass me by. I sometimes say yes, 
when perhaps no would have been wiser. I store away the learnings of those 
instances of having agreed to an opportunity, when hindsight has shown me my 
answer should have been no.

Be confident enough to step out of your depth now and again… 
Many of you reading this will be in a period of your life full of energy and 
opportunities. You need to believe in yourself and your abilities, because don’t 
expect anyone else to rate you if you don’t rate yourself.

It certainly helps to have expertise in the area that carries the most interest 
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for you. But there are times in life when you have a great idea but perhaps 
don’t have a track record in that field. Everyone has to start somewhere, and 
it will certainly be a case of researching whatever you can and learning every 
step of the way. 

In my own life, I co-founded Magrudy’s the bookshop chain, without any prior 
experience of either business or retail. I was an avid reader and I had bought my 
library of books with me to Dubai. There was no internet in 1974, no press-of-a-
button information provider, but we had other ways of finding out information. I 
worked through the process from the end point, backwards (having a retail shop 
open and serving customers) and then worked out each little bit. I found people 
to help me, I studied successful models, and then opened Magrudy’s in 1975. 
Key strengths for me, when I look back, were having an in-depth knowledge 
of literature, having grown up in Cambridge, a city with excellent bookshops, 
having learned to touch type and knowing how to write business letters. I was 
out of my depth, I made mistakes, I grew with the business, I was an early 
adopter of technology and its enormous benefits, so I continued to learn and 
thereby evolve my skillsets.

The Emirates Airline Festival of Literature is another example of stepping 
out of my depth into the unknown territory of organising and running a literary 
festival. I think being an entrepreneur requires you to be a lifelong learner, and 
never more so than in today’s rapidly changing world. As well as self-confidence, 
you need to have a passion for what you do. That passion will lift you up during 
the darkest moments, will fire you to keep going, and will fuel you to tackle the 
challenges on the rocky road ahead. To quote William Shakespeare’s King Lear: 
‘Nothing will come of nothing’. I can only share my experience of more than fifty 
years; dedication and hard work pays off in the end, plus bringing you enormous 
rewards, and I don’t mean money!

Read, read, read…
You are probably thinking, ‘I don’t have time for reading’. Just check how much 
time you spend on your mobile or iPad – every day. If you are disciplined, you 
will make time to read.

If you ask any world leader or global entrepreneur if they have time for reading, 
the answer is always yes! If you want to be the best you can, start reading. It really 
doesn’t matter what you choose to read, just make sure you have a daily reading 
habit. Each of us will prefer certain genres and read for a variety of reasons. If you 
have never been someone that reads for pleasure, ask a friend or family member 
for recommendations. They know you and will be able to get you started. 

The other important point to make is that there are books on every conceivable 
subject, and with the internet, it is literally a download away. I have books on 
my bookshelf covering weird and wonderful topics, from the ‘Australian Outback 
Farmers Veterinary Guide’ (we kept dairy cattle and I used this to diagnose 
common ailments) and ‘The Dairymaid’s Handbook’ (how to make butter and 
other foods from milk) to ‘Arabian Sands’ by Wilfred Thesiger, as well as a huge 
collection of cook books and thousands of fiction, nonfiction, and children’s 
books, some more than 100 years old.
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What are the advantages of being a regular reader?
You will have an excellent vocabulary, you will find it easier to write convincing 
arguments and speeches, you will have an ear for catchy slogans, you will be 
able to discuss books in the news with others, you will be more empathetic to 
the world around you, you will be able to build up a broad base of knowledge 
about the world, its history, literature of other places and you will be more 
creative in your thinking.

Are there any disadvantages?
You will run out of bookshelves at home.

If you are deprived of reading materials, you will be miserable.

I have read many books over my lifetime and there are some books that stay with 
me, deep in my heart and soul. Writers create characters whom readers become 
deeply attached to, following them every step of the way, on their journeys 
through the stories. My favourite characters in books are generally lifelong 
learners, who make mistakes, who don’t give up, and in the end, find happiness.

Isn’t that what life is all about?
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The desire to make a difference is born of a fundamental belief in something 
greater than ourselves, and by the concern that we all have for the wellbeing 

of our fellow humans.
As an Arab woman, I find it impossible to sit back and watch, or worse, turn 

away, as parts of the Middle East suffer through such a difficult time in the 
region’s troubled history. Millions of innocent people have been displaced from 
their homes, and millions more are being driven across national borders into an 
uncertain and unstable future. Refugees’ need for help is evident.

To be sure, we can only do so much as individuals. But by uniting around 
common goals, we have the power to create effective initiatives and improve 
lives. And I have always believed that education and social entrepreneurship 
are two areas where we can have the greatest sustainable, long-term impact. 
Together, these sectors create opportunities at every level of society, from 
refugees who are unable to complete their studies, to professionals seeking to 
further their career prospects or pursue an innovative vision.

The ongoing conflict in Syria has driven a vast number of refugees into camps 
that have evolved from temporary dwellings into makeshift cities. A prime 
example is the Za’atari camp in Jordan, which now hosts 80,000 residents; but 
similar camps can be found in Lebanon and other countries around the region. 
Mass forced migration is not just a challenge for Syria’s immediate neighbours. 
As refugee flows have turned a local crisis into a global issue, Europe’s political, 
economic and social fabric has been tested, too.

When refugees are torn away from their daily lives, they lose the chance to 
pursue an education. To address this problem, organisations such as the Unite 
Lebanon Youth Project (ULYP) are now identifying children from refugee camps 
who have the potential to complete their formal education and influence those 
around them. With an education, these young people will be better equipped to 
effect positive change in their communities, now and in the future.

The ULYP has close ties with prestigious institutions such as the American 
University of Beirut, which has long been regarded as an incubator for successful 
entrepreneurs in the region. The ULYP, which I support by funding annual 
scholarships, acknowledges that education is not the only solution nor is it a quick 
fix. Accordingly, the project takes a long-term approach, and makes investments in 
individuals who one day could make a difference in larger communities. After all, it 
is better to teach people to fish than simply to feed them.

Similarly, after someone has been empowered with the knowledge and 
financing to start their own company, they can start thinking about the greater 
good – at which point the true value of entrepreneurship becomes apparent. 
Entrepreneurship is powered by dreams and aspirations, vision and ideas. 
And although financial support is important, it is not the only ingredient in the 
recipe for success. Entrepreneurs also need access to talented mentors and 
support networks.

It was with this idea in mind that I joined the board for Endeavor UAE, a 
global non-profit from the United States that empowers entrepreneurs around 
the world. Endeavor’s beneficiaries are not run-of-the-mill businesspeople, but 
rather those with the potential to become role models. We support individuals 
who can inspire their colleagues and peers, and improve their communities.
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Not every entrepreneur will be successful. But by giving the brightest young 
business leaders financial support and access to a global network of mentors, 
we can help them realise their potential to transform the economies of entire 
countries. Moreover, this creates a virtuous circle, because today’s entrepreneurs 
can identify the entrepreneurs of tomorrow, and provide them with the capital 
they need to change lives in the future.

I have always believed that with success comes a responsibility to think 
about the wider world. In July 2015, I returned to my alma mater, the London 
Business School, to launch a scholarship that will support students in the MBA 
and Executive MBA programmes. In the same way that a Palestinian or Syrian 
refugee might complete their studies through the ULYP, or a young innovator 
might receive guidance through Endeavor, I hope that LBS students will be 
empowered to build a better future for us all.

We live in an ever more interconnected global economy, and on an increasingly 
unequal and unstable planet. Our goal should not be just to make money, but 
also to make a difference.
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books. To Alice Coleman, DCM Digital, thank you for the website - didn’t we tell 
you when we started working together that you wouldn’t be able to get rid of us? 

A free book isn’t free – this wouldn’t have been possible  
without the generous contributions from our sponsors; 

Grant Thorton UAE, McDonald’s UAE and PwC Middle East. 

To everyone (there are far too many to name) in schools, businesses and the 
wider UAE community who helped us, connected us and supported us, you’ve 

been amazing. Special mention to Alex, Hend and Omar  
– you know who you are and what you did! 

Really, thanks to anyone (including lots of strangers) who had the  
patience to listen to us while we lived and breathed Possibilities.  

There’s much more to come – we truly believe in our mission to build an 
ecosystem committed to shaping our future workforce. 

It’s not easy to turn a book around in just a few months,  
but we live in the UAE – a place where possibilities become realities. 



With thanks to our sponsors  
who helped us bring to you 

The Possibilities Project



“The personalities in this book 
have gone through everything 
we have gone through and have 
bounced back successfully. It is 
the sort of guidance I myself, and 
many others, wished they had.”

Aisha Almazmi, co-host of 
‘Afternoon Karak’, Pulse 95 Radio

When we don’t know what the jobs of the future will 
look like, it feels almost impossible to know what our 
place will be in the workplace – let alone to know 
what it takes to be successful. So how can we make 
good decisions for our future? Or grasp the skills 
and behaviours which will not just be needed, but 
expected from us at work? It can be overwhelming 
– but it doesn’t have to be. 

The Possibilities Project is the ultimate handbook 
that’s here to help you on your journey of self-
discovery, independence and career success. 
Drawing on the experiences of some of the brightest 
minds in the UAE, and beyond, this is your one-stop-
shop for career-readiness and wellbeing.

“A very practical, concise and 
reader-friendly book which 
should be on the reading list for 
all young people in the region.”

Shane McGinley, Editorial 
Director, Arabian Business 

“Metcalfe and Bahar excel in 
empowering and equipping 
youth with the skills necessary 
to thrive in today’s job market.”

HE Hend Mana Al Otaiba, Director 
of Strategic Communications, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs & 
International Cooperation

www.thepossibilitiesproject.co


