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The Gulf speaks to
Dr Azad Moopen,
the chairman and
managing director of
Aster DM Healthcare,
about the company’s
plans in Saudi Arabia
Aster acquired a 97 per cent
stake in Riyadh’s Sanad
Hospital last year. Will acquisitions form the core of your
Saudi expansion strategy?
We have a hybrid strategy of both
acquisitions as well as greenfield investments, as we do everywhere else. We
will acquire assets if they are appropriately located and priced. We are also
looking for suitable land for greenfield
investments.

Would you consider more joint
ventures?
We’ll look at either full acquisition or a majority stake in a venture
through SAGIA [Saudi Arabian General
Investment Authority]. Even with greenfield projects it could be that somebody
provides the land or buildings and
leases them, while Aster brings in the
equipment and operates the facility.

‘Given the current situation
in healthcare [in Saudi
Arabia] where there is
a requirement for huge
investment in what is a
capital intensive business,
there should be a more
liberal single window
approach for investors’
Dr Azad Moopen, Aster DM Healthcare

Hybrid
strategy
What are the unique characteristics of the Saudi market
which are of greatest interest,
and challenge, to Aster?
Surprisingly, Saudi Arabia has one of the
GCC’s most liberal healthcare investment environments, allowing 100 per
cent foreign ownership, even though
there are few foreign investors in the
kingdom’s healthcare sector at present. That said, the process of obtaining
approvals takes longer than in some
other Gulf countries.
Given the current situation in healthcare where there is a requirement for
huge investment in what is a capital
intensive business, and at a time when
the government is unable to pump large
amounts of money in, there should be a
more liberal single window approach for
investors.
SAGIA is very supportive and proactive, but all the concerned parties, from
the health, finance and labour ministries to the immigration department,
must come together to provide a single
window bouquet of services to foreign
investors.

How is Aster helping address
specific healthcare issues in
the kingdom?
One of Saudi Arabia’s challenges is
human resources. There is a requirement for trained people to come
into the kingdom. Aster has 25 years’

experience running hospitals, clinics
and pharmacies in the GCC and Indian
subcontinent. We have about 1,500
doctors in the group, and about 3,500
paramedical staff including nurses, with
about 15,000 staff in total in different
countries. We run about 300 establishments, from single doctor clinics to
700-bed hospitals. We do everything
from primary care to transplants. So we
have the potential to bring in a lot of
intellectual capital, as well as expertise
and equipment, to Saudi Arabia and
address that particular need.

How important is brand
perception?
It is very important in healthcare. A
brand must be trusted. In Saudi Arabia
we haven’t yet rolled out the three
brands under the Aster umbrella Medcare, a premium brand catering to
the niche upper end of the population;
a general brand called Aster targeted at
the middle income population; and the
recently-launched brand for blue collar
workers.

Is there a lot of brand loyalty
in healthcare?
Yes. A doctor is a very personal thing
and you want someone you can trust
and who knows you. But people also
look at what they have to pay for
quality healthcare. That’s why we have
segmented the market horizontally. We

have built the brands in such a way that
even insurance companies will be happy
to subscribe to them.

What defines business success
for you?
It is a combination of many things. But
in healthcare profit should be a byproduct. We believe that if you provide a
service which is in demand, in the right
place, you’ll get your returns. Our aim
is to make quality healthcare accessible
and affordable. Quality depends on the
strengths of our people and technology. You also have to be close to people,
that’s why we have a large number of
clinics, pharmacies and hospitals in
the GCC. Affordability depends on the
individual, of course.

What will Aster’s Middle East
portfolio look like in 10 years’
time?
I see a much more significant presence
in the Middle East for Aster in the next
10 years and we will be working along
with local governments as well as populations to help drive healthcare forward.
We will look beyond the GCC. Today’s
geopolitical situations will change and
there will be new markets. We see a
trend whereby local companies will
become operators, and we will become
facilitators or supporters. That is already
happening in some Gulf countries. So
in 10 years I see a huge change in the
demography of our staff where there
will be larger numbers of people from
the local community coming into the
workforce.
The largest and most important
challenge in this region is going to
be human resources, so we are now
looking at the possibility of establishing medical education institutions in
appropriate places so that local citizens
and expatriates can be trained, enabling
greater availability of trained manpower.

Is Aster interested in Iran?
We are very actively looking at Iran.
There are many plus points - there is a
huge demand for good quality healthcare because the country has been cut
off and the technology is dated. Also,
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The Fourth Industrial Revolution
As we enter the Fourth Revolution, we should ensure we are exceptional
people-managers who are creative, capable of critical-thinking and
problem-solvers

C

Healthy business: Aster plans to further expand throughout the GCC as well as the wider Middle East market

Iran is rich and it will have much more
accessibility to its oil wealth so there are
likely to be resources available locally.
Finally, and perhaps the best thing,
unlike other Middle East countries Iran
has a large number of qualified people
to enter the workforce as healthcare
professionals. So I think Iran will be
a natural destination for Aster going
forward.

You earmark about one fifth
of your wealth towards philanthropy. How does that impact
people’s lives in the GCC and
Middle East?
There are a significant number of
people in the GCC who require support
for health treatment, so we provide
free or subsidised treatment as well
as community support through our
40

‘We have the potential to bring in a lot of intellectual
capital, as well as expertise and equipment, to
Saudi Arabia and address that particular need’
outreach programmes in co-ordination
with governments and other official
agencies. In the UAE, for example,
we have mobile vans which provide
things like check ups and immunisation
services.
We’re also working with local agencies to support activities which address
locally-prevalent diseases. Recently we
joined hands with Al Jalila Foundation
in Dubai, whose chairperson is the wife
of the UAE prime minister. We have

also promised a large sum of money
to support research programmes for
illnesses which are prevalent in the
Middle East, especially those affecting
marginalised populations. We also get
involved in public awareness campaigns
regarding various things like breast
cancer, road traffic accidents and other
things.
And we take children from the Middle
East whose families can’t afford surgery
to India for treatment free of cost. <
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hange will not
wait for us. Business
leaders and governments must be proactive in
talent-gap analysis, up-skilling and retraining people
and there is no time to wait
given the speed of change
we are all experiencing.
Choosing the right people
has become the key task for
business owners, from board
members through the C-Suite
to leaders, managers and key
employees.
The Fourth Industrial
Revolution is bringing even
greater change. The way we
live, work, and relate to one
another is changing in ways
we cannot forecast. This
Fourth Revolution is building
on the Third; we have experienced this as the Digital
Revolution. Our future lives
will be typified by a collision
of our physical world with
the digital influences of the
Third Revolution, linked with
the fusion of both physical
and digital with the basis
of the Fourth Revolution,
biological technology.
In 2015, The World
Economic Forum published
the ‘Global Agenda Council
Report on the Future of
Software and Society’. One of
the report’s findings explored
how some senior business
leaders actually expect artificial intelligence machines
to be part of a company’s
board of directors by 2026.
Another new report entitled
‘The Future of Jobs’, also
published last year, looked
at employment, skills and
strategy for future success.
This report suggested peoplethe gulf | March 2016

management, creativity,
critical-thinking and problemsolving were the top four
skills we will all seek from
people who will help guide
our companies.
The report suggests we will
have to re-learn what might
be ‘best’ for one company
might not be ‘best’ for
another. There are already
many variables in the way
we do business - simply
head-hunting quality people
or observing and copying
ways of operating from
one company to another
will bring no guarantees of
future success.

In future, owners,
the board,
C-Suite, leaders,
managers and
key employees
will need to
be much more
aligned than
ever before
We will need to take time
to come up with original
ideas, perfectly suited to our
enterprises and how we do
things; our culture. Devising
our very own best-practice
will mean ensuring we
deploy best-possible people
management skills, creativity, critical-thinking and
problem-solving, ensuring
we work on achieving as
much agreement and buy-in
from our employees.
We will have to search for
new ideas and solutions

for specific enterprises and
be wary of ideas which are
fashionable but perhaps not
applicable for us, or worse,
use tools to help us which
end up hindering development of our people. Some
jobs will disappear, others
will change and jobs which
did not exist will become
commonplace. What is
certain is that in future,
owners, the board, C-Suite,
leaders, managers and key
employees will need to be
much more aligned than
ever before.
Different industries are
being and will be affected by
both the Third and Fourth
Revolutions in different
ways and the nature of these
changes will vary. The media
and finance industries have
already seen a great deal of
change in the past 16 years,
since the dotcom boom and
bust of 1998-2000. Our telecommunications are unrecognisable today compared
to just a few years ago, and
the speed of change will
continue to impact the ways
we live and work. Artificial
intelligence, 3D printing and
advanced materials are still
in their early stages of use,
but the pace of change will
be fast.
Having said all this, we
must be wary of surrendering our personal skills and
experience to digital and
bio-tech tools, especially
those skills deemed to be
most important for the
future; people-management,
creativity, critical-thinking
and problem-solving.
We recently helped a

company develop a job
description and personal
specification for possible new
board members, and were
asked whether we ought to
put people through a MyersBriggs Type-Indicator (MBTI)
psychometric test before
interviewing them. As a
product from the Second and
Third Revolution, the MBTI
tests certainly have their have
their uses, even if they do not
reveal any scientific truths.
They raise interesting hypotheses that aid self-reflection.
Yet the MBTI is not a magic
pill that offers a secret path
to a dream board director,
nor perfect-employee. We
should treat such tests with
caution, using them as only
one of many ways of exploring people. We tend to avoid
using these tests, recognising human personality does
not neatly fall into 16 or any
other definitive number of
categories.
People are far more
complex creatures than
psychometric tests can
ever reveal and we should
sharpen our search, selection
and interviewing skills rather
than expect a psychometric test to do the work for
us. As we enter the Fourth
Revolution, we should ensure
we are exceptional peoplemanagers who are creative,
capable of critical-thinking
and we should sharpen our
problem-solving skills. <
Mike Orlov is a partner
at SteppingStone Global, a
management and training
consultancy.
mike.orlov@steppingstoneglobal.com
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