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Press Release 

Women’s Pavilion launches Sama – a dedicated platform for women in the workforce – as ‘returners’ second cohort kicks off

· Second cohort of Return to Work launching under Sama following successful pilot
· Sama caters to women at different stages of their careers through a range of offerings 
· Platform for employer-aligned skill building to advance gender equity in the workplace

Download accompanying assets here

DUBAI, 7 September 2026 – Building on the interest in and impact of its Return to Work programme, the Women’s Pavilion at Expo City Dubai has launched a dynamic platform for women at all stages of their careers, with diverse opportunities and initiatives for ongoing learning, professional development and employment support to maximise impact in gender equity.

Known as Sama (from the Arabic word for ‘sky’ – symbolising ambition, openness and limitless growth), the dedicated platform for women in the workforce provides a year-round, nurturing ecosystem that drives community and enhances employability, long-term income continuity and financial confidence. 

Timed alongside the launch of the second edition of the Return to Work programme – which empowers women ready to relaunch their careers after a break – Sama is delivered in partnership with HSBC, which will provide funding and help bridge training with real workplace expectations, and supported by the Expo City Dubai Foundation.  

Maha Gorton, Head of Women’s Pavilion, Expo City Dubai, said: “The Return to Work pilot underscored just how many talented women are looking to confidently re-enter the workforce and highlighted the wider spectrum of career challenges they face. Addressing the demand for sustained, targeted solutions, Sama builds on the programme’s momentum and widens its impact by offering continued access to crucial skills training, community and connection opportunities to support more women and help advance gender equity.”

In addition to carrying forward the Return to Work programme, new initiatives under Sama include Sama Skills Sessions – launching in early 2027 – which will offer learning and development through practical workshops, masterclasses and curated learning resources across topics including CV and interview preparation, AI and workplace technologies and financial literacy. The sessions will be free to attend. A dedicated annual Sama Employer Engagement gathering will highlight talent skill gaps and inform specialised employer training and structured employer-returner referral pathways. Complementing these offerings, a dedicated digital portal with around-the-clock accessibility will enable Sama participants to continue learning at their own pace. 

HSBC, whose support contributed to the success of Return to Work pilot, will continue supporting Sama via one-to-one mock interviews, structured feedback, and networking workshops aligned to real job descriptions, with senior leadership directly involved in key programme milestones.

David Ramos, Head of Philanthropy MENAT, HSBC, said: “Supporting initiatives that promote gender diversity and advance women’s growth and leadership reflects HSBC’s commitment to building a more inclusive future. We recognise the depth of experience on offer, and initiatives like Sama play an important role in helping women strengthen skills and access meaningful pathways back into the workforce.”

Scaling success
Sama builds on the huge success of the Return to Work pilot, delivered by C3 – Companies Creating Change. Around one third of the inaugural cohort are now in full-time employment and 10 per cent are successfully pursuing entrepreneurship and/or freelance work, with roles ranging from finance to operations and production.

Therese Cilliers, a Return to Work participant who now serves as a fractional CFO via the CFO Centre UAE following a two-year career break, said: “I had planned to take only a three-month break to help get my family settled as we relocated to Abu Dhabi in support of my husband's career, but getting back into the workforce – even as an experienced finance professional – was challenging. Especially in a new environment, there was a lot of self-doubt. Realising I wasn’t alone and being part of a like-minded community via the Return to Work programme was a game changer, and the access to tools and resources has been invaluable.” 

Cilliers, who will be able to contribute to and benefit from the Sama platform, added: “The experience has given me a new perspective on women in the workplace and inspired me to invest more time in helping to shape the next generation. In addition to providing continuity and ensuring that our cohort maintains momentum, Sama will also be an opportunity for me to give back to the wider community of women.” 

Sama embodies the belief of the Women’s Pavilion at Expo City Dubai – that a peaceful, prosperous and sustainable world begins with the full and equal participation of women – with a wider multi-year roadmap to build on and scale impact across the UAE and regionally. 

Women are invited to register their interest in Sama and its various offerings here. Registrations for the second cohort for the Return to Work programme are open from 7-27 September and also available via the Sama webpage. 

-ENDS-

About Expo City Dubai
Expo City Dubai, the legacy city of Expo 2020 Dubai, is an innovation-driven, people-centric community rooted in the belief that collaboration can propel sustainable progress. Its prime location and world-class connectivity place it at the centre of Dubai’s future – connecting Dubai Exhibition Centre, Al Maktoum International Airport and Jebel Ali Port – forming one of five hubs on the Dubai 2040 Urban Master Plan and a key driver of Dubai’s Economic Agenda (D33)
· A world-class free zone, it is home to a thriving business community that supports cross-sector collaboration and provides a springboard for businesses of all sizes to scale and grow, enhancing Dubai’s position as a global centre of trade and reinforcing the UAE’s development and diversification ambitions
· Expo City Dubai is the UAE’s first Green Innovation District, a landmark initiative driving sustainable industrial growth, seamlessly uniting economic opportunity, environmental responsibility and social progress
· Its residential communities redefine urban living, exemplifying best practice in innovative, environment-friendly design with a focus on wellbeing and happiness
· An incubator for innovation, it serves as a testbed for sustainable solutions and a platform for groundbreaking ideas that benefit both people and the planet
· Packed with educational, cultural and entertainment offerings, with more than 30 indoor and outdoor venues attracting globally significant events, it celebrates human creativity and ingenuity and inspires future generations 
· Designed as a blueprint for sustainable urban living, its roadmap to achieving net zero by 2050 and its broader decarbonisation targets raise the bar on responsible urban development

For media enquiries, please contact press.office@expocitydubai.ae 
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