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Abstract

Digital human capital management (HCM) has emerged as a pivotal
strategy in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) region’s pursuit of
modernizing and optimizing workforce management practices.
This article examines the growing dynamics of digital
transformation within the GCC’s human resources landscape. This
transformation transcends conventional human resource (HR)
practices, ushering in the rapid evolution of digital HCM.
The thematic analysis results reveal two main strategies for HR/HC
managers to employ digital transformation, categorized into
primary themes and sub-themes. Critical areas impacted include
human capital (HC), recruitment and selection (R&S), learning and
development (L&D), compensation and benefits (C&B),
organizational development (OD), performance management (PM),
and employee relations (ER). Specific results include the use of
technology for workforce prediction, acceleration of planning
procedures through human capital management systems (HCMS),
and advanced tools such as psychographic assessments and online
simulations for candidate screening. This study underlines
the transformative impact of digital HCM in the GCC, while
highlighting challenges such as resistance to change, digital skills
gaps, and data security concerns, providing a comprehensive
assessment of digital transformation efforts in the GCC, and
offering insights into strategies and outcomes of digital HCM
implementation in the region.
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1. INTRODUCTION

(GCC), comprising six Middle Eastern countries:
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain,
Kuwait, Oman, and Qatar. Real-world examples

In today’s fast-paced and technology-driven world,
digital transformation plays a critical role in various
industries, including human resources (HR). Digital
human capital management (HCM) is a concept that
encompasses the use of innovative technologies to
attract, select and effectively manage HR within
organizations. The region that is actively witnessing
this transformation is the Gulf Cooperation Council
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clarify the challenges and benefits of digital HCM
implementation. Organizations in the GCC are using
digital platforms to streamline recruitment
processes, automate routine tasks and increase
employee engagement through personalized digital
experiences. Adopting  artificial  intelligence
(Al)-powered chatbots and predictive analytics
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illustrates the potential of digital transformation to
reshape human capital (HC) practices. Although
the GCC supports digital transformation, further
research is needed to assess its implementation and
impact in the workplace (Ahmad, 2023). Therefore,
the swift adoption of digital HCM underscores its
critical role in modernizing workforce management
practices in the GCC. This shift integrates digital
technologies into HC practices, enhancing data-
driven decision-making and facilitating HC return on
investment. As organizations address challenges and
seize opportunities, empirical research remains
essential for a holistic understanding of digital
transformation’s implications for organizational
success in the GCC (Madi Odeh et al., 2023, p. 444).

RQI1: How has the adoption of digital HCM
technologies impacted employee engagement and
productivity in organizations within the GCC?

RQ2: What are the key challenges and barriers
faced by organizations in the GCC during
the implementation of digital HCM solutions?

RQ3: To what extent do Al-powered chatbots
and predictive analytics contribute to the efficiency
and effectiveness of recruitment processes in the GCC
region?

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2
presents the literature review, Section 3 details
the research methodology, Section4 discusses
the research results, Section 5 proposes the results,
and Section 6 concludes the paper.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Importance of digital transformation in GCC’s
human capital management

The adoption of digital transformation by HR
leaders in the GCC region is crucial for several
reasons. First, it allows organizations to streamline
their = recruitment processes using  digital
applications such as applicant tracking systems and
Al-powered talent analytics tools (Bella et al., 2023).
These technologies help identify qualified
candidates efficiently while reducing bias associated

with manual selection methods. Secondly,
digitization facilitates seamless employee
onboarding through e-learning platforms, and
virtual training sessions guarantee that new

employees are quickly integrated and provided with
relevant knowledge to perform their roles effectively
(Prokopenko et al., 2023).

Furthermore, digital HCM enhances HR
management by providing real-time performance
monitoring through cloud-based performance
management systems, enabling managers to provide
timely feedback and  support employees’
professional growth (Pavlovski, 2021).

Digital HCM has emerged as a crucial aspect of
the GCC region’s efforts to modernize and optimize
workforce management practices. According to
research based on analysis reports from several
companies, such as software establishments and
consulting firms, the GCC region’s digital HC
transformation is gaining momentum (Al-Alawi
et al., 2023). HR and HC leaders in the GCC region
recognize the need to rethink and develop
innovative digital applications to cover all traditional
HR functions. Currently, the digital transformation
of HCM in the GCC region has moved beyond
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traditional HR practices and is driving the rapid
development of digital HCM. This transformation is
based on the integration of management models,
multi-dimensionality, data fusion, real-time analytics
and technological flexibility. However, in
the Gulf region, HCM technology is still at an early
stage of development (Hrynko, 2019). Therefore,
HCM digital transformation in the GCC region
should include studying real-life cases and
understanding the challenges and solutions that
organizations may face during implementation, as
this is critical for the region as it seeks to modernize
and optimize HR management. The growing
importance of digital transformation in HCM in
the GCC region is evident as it is recognized by
government leaders and considered necessary to
elevate the human resources competencies and
prepare them for the future. Companies that have
adopted digital technologies in HCM have moved
beyond traditional HR practices, enabling them to
improve their ability to attract, select, and retain
the best digital talent (Okoronkwo, 2021).
Nevertheless, integrating digital technologies
into HCM requires overcoming barriers such as
resistance to change, lack of digital skills among
the workforce, and data security concerns. These
challenges can be mitigated through a clear digital
transformation roadmap, comprehensive change
management strategies, upskilling and reskilling
initiatives, and robust cybersecurity measures
(Vogelsang et al., 2019). The complexities and
benefits of digital HCM implementation are
numerous, and the importance of social and digital
technologies impacts nearly everyone, regardless of
their institution, profession, functional area or
career stage. HCM operates across all organizations,
and experts are integral in ensuring the efficient and
effective transition and transformation from
industrial-era models and processes to their digital-
era  counterparts (Hunt, 2014). Currently,
organizations in the GCC region have reached
aphase where they are enhancing employee
engagement through personalized digital
experiences. For instance, a company that uses
Al-powered chatbots for candidate interaction
leverages predictive analytics to identify top-
performing candidates (Gusain et al., 2023).
Furthermore, research validates the growing
momentum of digital transformation in the HC
landscape. Numerous other initiatives underscore
the transformative potential of digital approaches in
enhancing HC practices, aiming for heightened
efficiency and effectiveness. While the GCC region is
actively embracing digital transformation in HCM,
there remains a need for further research and
empirical studies to comprehensively understand
the impact of these initiatives on organizational
performance, employee satisfaction, and overall
strategic outcomes (Mehta, 2022). Future research
should investigate the challenges faced during
implementation, the effectiveness of digital tools in
enhancing talent acquisition and management, and
the long-term sustainability of digital HR strategies.

2.2. Integrated management models
As part of the digital transformation process,

organizations in the GCC are embracing integrated
management models that enhance workforce
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management practices. For example, a holistic
approach to HCM integrates various aspects such as
recruitment, onboarding, performance management,
and learning and development into a single digital
platform. By integrating these functions,
organizations can achieve greater efficiency in
managing HC. This approach also enables data-
driven decision-making by providing HC leaders with
comprehensive insights into employee performance
trends and training needs. Integrating digital
technologies into traditional HR practices is at
the heart of the GCC’s digital HCM transformation
(Suandi, 2023). This integration embodies principles
such as data analysis in real-time, innovative digital
applications, and flexibility to accommodate
technological advancements. Experts identify two
main areas influenced by digital technologies on

HCM: 1) digital workplace, and 2)digital HC
technology. The former refers to modern
communication platforms like Facebook and

Microsoft Teams, while the Ilatter encompasses
digital tools that shape HR management and HC
solutions. Digital HC technology empowers
companies to utilize fewer resources while achieving
faster and more accessible information sharing
amongst team members. A single platform can meet
most of the sharing and collaboration needs by
simplifying data analysis for better decision making.
This not only benefits the company’s core business
but, upon completion of HC’s digital transformation,
also eliminates the need for time-consuming
individual data collection and the use of traditional
methods like paper or Excel for intricate
calculations. Digital platforms are now capable of
auto-generating comprehensive statistical reports
for HC, significantly simplifying tasks such as
statistical analysis. This aids in more precise
recruitment, enhances mobility, and enables
advanced features such as Al-driven resume
screenings and recommendations. These advantages
represent just a fraction of the broader potential
that digitized recruitment offers, aiming to refine
and accelerate the hiring process (Rismayadi, 2024).

Moreover, employees now have the tools to
enhance their own work experience. Digital
platforms grant them real-time connectivity with
management, offering an improved overall work
experience. For instance, tasks like seeking
approvals for leave or logging overtime can be
swiftly managed on a mobile device. Employees can
easily access check-in records, team vacation
schedules, document repositories, and even their
salary details, with the added ability to update select
information. It’s crucial to recognize the evolving
needs and expectations of the newer generation of
employees. Raised in an era dominated by
the Internet and mobile devices, their demands for
seamless work experience are continuously growing.
Given its user-friendly, streamlined, and adaptable
features, Digital HCM is becoming increasingly
popular and is resonating strongly with this new
generation (Deshpande, 2023).

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
For this study, a qualitative methodology was
chosen, following Acciarini et al. (2022), as one of

the objectives of this article is to gain an in-depth
understanding of HC managers’ perceptions of their
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changing role in the era of digitalization.
This methodology allows for the exploration of
complex, context-specific phenomena, which is
essential in capturing the nuanced perspectives
of HC managers as they navigate digital
transformation. The authors decided that such in-
depth understanding could best be achieved through
semi-structured interviews. This method was chosen
because it provides the flexibility to explore
respondents’ views in depth while maintaining
enough structure to ensure consistency across
interviews (Osborne & Grant-Smith, 2021).

The face-to-face, in-depth, semi-structured
interviews were meticulously designed to address
the critical areas of HC (organizational development
(OD), compensation and benefits (C&B), learning and
development (L&D), performance management (PM),
and recruitment and selection (R&S) managers or
professionals), and  theimpact of  digital
transformation in the relevant GCC countries. This
approach enabled the researchers to probe deeply
into specific topics and adapt questions based on
interviewees’ responses, ensuring rich and detailed
data collection.

The semi-structured nature ensured that
the key issues and areas of HR/HC were addressed
consistently in all seven interviews. This consistency
is crucial for comparative analysis while allowing for
individual insights and response variations.
Seven HC/HR managers and professionals from
organizations in the GCC, belonging to both
the private and public sectors, received an email in
which they were asked whether they were willing to
be interviewed after the purpose of the interview
was explained to them. Anonymity was not just
apromise but a guarantee, as no reference was
made to the names of the HC/HR managers
interviewed or the companies where they work,
ensuring candid responses.

Interviewees consented by return mail
The face-to-face interview lasted 30 minutes and was
transcribed from audio to text using Otter.ai and
analysed using the thematic approach. This method
was chosen because it permits recognizing and
analysing patterns or themes within qualitative data,
providing insights into the main themes and sub-
themes of the interviews, and addressing the links
between such themes. By employing this
methodology, the authors aimed to capture
a comprehensive and detailed understanding of how
digital transformation impacts HR practices in the
GCC, reflecting the complexity and dynamism of this
process.

4. RESEARCH RESULTS

The thematic analysis results show two main
strategies HR/HC managers and professionals use
for digital transformation within their organizations:
enhancing employee experience through digital tools
and optimizing workforce management through
data analytics. These are subdivided into primary
themes and sub-themes. The managers were asked
how digital transformation has impacted HC’s daily
procedures. All seven HR managers in the seven
organizations addressed how digital transformation
has transformed HC routines. The sub-themes are
HC, HR, OD, C&B, L&D, PM, and R&S.
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Regarding HC, one of the seven HR managers
addressed the use of technology in the prediction of
future workforce and the expected costs related to
that, and another three HR managers mentioned
the use of human capital management system
(HCMS) to accelerate the planning procedure.
However, in R&S, all HR managers mentioned
the need to upgrade the existing HCMS, and two HR
managers addressed the use of technology in
selection such as simulation and psychographics,
and AL “We use psychographic assessment tools to
know the personalities of our candidates is an Al
powered assessment. We also use online simulation
exercises for technical skills. This is all realized
thanks to new technology” (Participant F, personal
communication, March 2024). While one contributor
also spoke about how digitization has facilitated
talent management and succession planning,
particularly identifying talented employees and
successors in the organization: “Our new unified
platform system assists us not only identify the right
candidates for the right jobs, but it also detects high
potentials from our existing employees that might be
suitable for promotions” (Participant A, personal
communication, February 2024). However, in L&D,
three managers addressed technology, specifically
the digitalization of certificates: “We are working on
digitalizing most of the certificates using the LMS
[learning management system] features.
The employee will get a digital certificate and any
training related materials” (Participant D, personal
communication, February 2024). Additionally, all
seven participants spoke about the use of e-learning
as a common digital training approach within their

organization: “We have introduced e-learning as part
of the internal digital learning tool. Employees can
attend training synchronously and asynchronously
thanks to technology” (ParticipantD, personal
communication, January 2024). The four specialists
saw that the digitalization of HC helped automate
payroll processes and facilitate data analysis for
market trends: “We are not having any delay or
salary issues after the automation of the payroll”
(Participant C, personal communication, February
2024). As per two of the HR/HC managers digital
transformation also affects the OD: “I did not
experience this in my organization, but I know for
a fact that digitalization brings about significant
changes in enhancing organizational structure and
decision-making processes” (Participant B, personal
communication, March 2024). Addressing the central
theme of employee relations (ER), all participants
agree that in the era of digitalization,
communication has improved: “As a company, we
are adopting a lot of social media -either in
announcing new products, new serves and in
communicating internally and externally”
(Participant G, personal communication, December
2023). Linked to this aspect, a participant also
addressed the increased collaboration as a value
within the company culture: “I believe that with
the use of digital means of communication
collaboration has been at its best in the company”
(Participant E, personal communication, November
2023). Table 1 below shows the main themes and
sub-themes as revealed by the seven HR/HC
managers and professionals in seven different
organizations in the GCC.

Table 1. Main themes and sub-themes revealed during the interviews

Part | Part | Part | Part | Part | Part | Part
Theme Sub-theme A B C D E F G
Human resource (HR)/ Human e Prediction of future workforce 1
capital (HC) e HCMS can accelerate planning procedure 1 1 1

Organizational development

Enhancing organizational structure and

(OD) decision-making processes
(CCo&rlr];%)ensatlon and benefits Automation of payroll processes 1 1 1

Digitalization of certificates

Learning and development (L&D) F-learning

Performance management (PM)

Facilitate talent management and
succession planning

Digital transformation

Need to upgrade the existing HCMS

Recruitment and selection (R&S)

Use of technology in selection

Employee relations (ER)

Improved communication

Note: “Part” is an abbreviation of “participant”.

Despite these positive outcomes, several
disputable issues remain that warrant further
research to fully understand the implications of
digital transformation in HCM within the GCC. One
critical area is the impact of digital transformation
on job security and employee  morale.
As organizations adopt more Al-driven tools and
automation processes, employees may fear job
displacement or feel undervalued, which can affect
morale and productivity. Future research should
explore strategies for mitigating these fears and
fostering a positive organizational culture that
embraces change while ensuring employees feel
secure and valued.

Another disputable issue is the digital divide
within organizations, particularly regarding digital
literacy. While some employees and managers may
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quickly adapt to new technologies, others may
struggle, leading to disparities in productivity and
engagement. Research should focus on identifying
effective training programs and support systems
that can help bridge this gap. Additionally,
understanding how different demographics within
the workforce adapt to digital transformation can
provide insights into tailoring strategies to meet
diverse needs (Jones et al., 2021).

Furthermore, data security and privacy
concerns remain a significant barrier to
the widespread adoption of digital HCM systems
(Sigurdsson et al, 2023). As organizations
increasingly rely on digital platforms to manage
sensitive employee information, the risk of data
breaches and non-compliance with data protection
regulations grows. Future research should
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investigate robust cybersecurity measures and data
governance frameworks that can protect against
these risks. Additionally, exploring the regulatory
landscape and its adequacy in handling
the challenges posed by digital transformation will
be essential. Understanding how GCC countries can
harmonize their data protection laws with global
standards while fostering an environment conducive
to digital innovation is a crucial aspect that requires
comprehensive exploration.

In conclusion, while the GCC region stands to
benefit immensely from the digital transformation
of HCM, addressing these disputable issues through
targeted research and strategic initiatives is
imperative. By doing so, organizations can navigate
the complexities of digital transformation more
effectively and harness its full potential to drive
metamorphosis and success in the dynamic business
landscape of the GCC (Dimingu & Mogaji, 2024).

5. DISCUSSION

The United Nations’ e-government survey (UN, 2020)
which measures the improvement in embracing
digital services worldwide, indicates the necessity of
developing digital capabilities while underscoring its
challenges, including cybersecurity and data privacy.
The countries of the GCC lead e-government in
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) led and ranked 21st,
followed by Bahrain (38), Saudi Arabia (43), Kuwait
(46), Oman (50) and Qatar (66). Another critical area
for GCC nationals is acquiring and developing digital
competencies. To implement digital competencies,
GCC countries should address the formation of
digital competence for nationals: “The ability to
apply modern methods and tools of artificial
intelligence to solve applied problems” (Udvaros &
Forman, 2023, p. 6310).

For effective knowledge transfer, GCC
governments should facilitate the  rapid
development of these digital competencies. This can
be achieved through initiatives like upskilling,
reskilling, organizing digital events, hackathons,
launching projects, supporting startup solutions,
and hosting annual competitions. Collaboration with
the business sector is essential, and specific tasks
and objectives should be co-developed with industry
leaders.

For HCM in the GCC, adopting multi-faceted
strategies is crucial for a fruitful digital
transformation. Such strategies should address
challenges stemming from both the business
landscape and the ever-evolving technological realm.
This includes  substantial investments in
cybersecurity to safeguard sensitive employee
information from potential cyber threats. Moreover,
the adoption of agile methodologies is essential,

ensuring organizations remain flexible and
adaptable as they embark on their digital HRM
journeys.

HR and HC leaders face several challenges
when implementing digital transformation initiatives
in GCC countries. One major challenge involves
resistance  from  employees unfamiliar or
uncomfortable with new technologies. Moreover,
significant costs may be associated with acquiring
and implementing digital solutions. To address
these challenges, organizations need to invest in
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change management strategies that foster employee
acceptance and provide necessary training
programs. Embracing innovative technologies for
managing HC addresses these challenges and
presents numerous opportunities for organizations
within the GCC region. For instance, Ghi et al. (2022)
stated, that digital transformation positively impacts
firm performance, implying that investment in
digital HCM can lead to improved productivity and
profitability. Embarking on a digital transformation
journey introduces a range of challenges. Potential
obstacles include resistance to change, a need for
more digital skills, and data security concerns.
Comprehensive change management strategies that
foster a culture of innovation and adaptability play
a pivotal role in overcoming resistance. Upskilling
and reskilling initiatives ensure employees possess
the mnecessary digital competencies, enhancing
their engagement and readiness for digital
transformation. Additionally, organizations must
adopt robust cybersecurity measures to safeguard
sensitive HR data in the digital realm.

Organizations are leveraging digital platforms
to automate HC processes using different solutions
such as Al-powered chatbots revolutionize candidate
interactions, providing personalized experiences and
expediting the hiring process. Predictive analytics
empower organizations to identify high-performing
candidates, aligning recruitment efforts with
strategic objectives. These applications demonstrate
the potential of digital HCM to enhance efficiency,
reduce administrative burdens, and improve overall
HC strategies.

The future of digital HCM in the GCC will likely
witness emerging trends that reshape workforce
management practices. One such trend is
the increasing use of Al-powered chatbots for
employee self-service, enabling employees to access
relevant information and perform routine tasks
efficiently. Additionally, integrating virtual reality
(VR) and augmented reality (AR) technologies into
training programs can enhance employee learning
experiences. These trends can significantly enhance
workforce  management as they facilitate
personalized employee experiences, improve
productivity, and promote a culture of ongoing
learning. While the GCC region is progressively
embracing digital HCM, empirical research is
imperative to evaluate these initiatives’ outcomes
comprehensively. Research should focus on
understanding the impact of digital transformation
on organizational performance, employee
satisfaction, and strategic outcomes. Delving into
the challenges encountered during implementation
provides valuable insights for refining digital

strategies, enabling organizations to anticipate
potential obstacles, adapt more effectively to
changing environments, and achieve more

successful outcomes in their digital transformation
efforts. Moreover, evaluating the long-term
sustainability of digital HCM practices is crucial for
organizations aiming to derive lasting benefits from
their investments.

Finally, the authors propose a roadmap
(depicted in Figure 1) outlining seven pivotal steps
to navigate digital transformation effectively,
reflecting the unique GCC culture, governance, and
demographic landscape.

@

122



Corporate Ownership & Control / Volume 21, Issue 3, 2024

Figure 1. A roadmap outlining seven pivotal steps to navigate digital transformation

Step 2: Select the team
and allocate the budget
for digital transformation

Step 1: Reevaluate the
existing system

Steps 4: Select the

appropriate supplier

Step 3: Perform a deep
due diligence

Steps 5: Try and evaluate
before you implement

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Figure 1 outlines a seven-step process for
implementing a digital transformation in HCM,
ensuring a thorough, thoughtful approach to
transitioning to digital systems. Step 1 involves
reevaluating the existing system to identify
inefficiencies and establish a baseline. In Step 2,
a dedicated team is formed, and a budget is
allocated to oversee the project. Step 3 requires deep
due diligence to evaluate potential technologies and
vendors, leading to selecting an appropriate supplier
in Step 4. Step 5 involves pilot testing the digital
tools to refine them based on feedback, while Step 6
calls for an independent assessment to validate
the plan. Finally, Step 7 establishes a central
function responsible for maintaining data
compliance. By following these steps, organizations
can expect a smoother and more effective digital
transformation, mitigating risks, optimizing
resources, and ultimately improving efficiency,
decision-making, and employee engagement.

6. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the GCC region is experiencing
asurge in HCM digital transformation. Adopting
innovative technologies enables HR and HC leaders
to attract, select, and manage HC by streamlining
recruitment processes, facilitating seamless
onboarding experiences, and enhancing performance
management practices. Despite challenges
associated with implementing digital transformation
initiatives, there are significant rewards from
embracing innovative technologies for managing HC
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