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The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) is witnessing a
retail renaissance—one marked by dynamic transforma-
tion, robust growth, and an expanding role in driving
economic diversification. Over the past five years, the
retail landscape has evolved dramatically, emerging as a
cornerstone of national development strategies across
the region. As GCC nations continue to transition away
from oil dependency, retail has become a key enabler for
fostering domestic consumption, attracting private
investment, and catalyzing the development of adjacent
industries including logistics, real estate, technology, and
tourism.

The GCC retail sector is expected to grow at a compound
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 4.6%, reaching over $390
billion by 2028. Among the region’s markets, Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates remain dominant,
together accounting for 75.3% of total retail sales in 2023.
Their combined market share is projected to expand to
77.7% by 2028, supported by strong fundamentals and
forecasted sales of $161.4 billion in Saudi Arabia and
$139.1 billion in the UAE. Retail in the GCC spans a spec-
trum of formats—from expansive supermarkets and desti-
nation malls to niche boutiques and emerging specialty
stores—catering to increasingly segmented and sophisti-
cated consumer bases. This diversification reflects the
sector’s adaptability to the region’s evolving demograph-

ics, lifestyle trends, and preferences. RN
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The sector is broadly divided into two major categories: food retail and non-food retail, each following distinct
growth paths and shaped by unique market dynamics.
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Food Retail Non-Food Retail
Sustained and Stable Growth Accelerated Expansion

/
The food retail segment, valued at $127.2 billion in The non-food retail segment, which includes cate-
2023, represents a significant portion of retail activi- gories like fashion, electronics, furniture, and luxury
ty across the region. This segment is on track to goods, accounted for $182.5 billion in 2023. Projec-
grow to $162 billion by 2028, driven by a CAGR of tions suggest this figure will surge to $243.6 billion
4.9%. The region's rapidly expanding population, by 2028, driven by an impressive CAGR of 6.2%. The
combined with high levels of urbanization, is a rise of affluent consumer classes in the region,
primary growth driver. coupled with increased access to disposable
Saudi Arabia, with its large population and diverse income, has spurred demand for premium products,
consumer base, is seeing a notable shift toward especially in the luxury and fashion sectors. Accord-
organic and healthier food alternatives, a trend ing to recent data, approximately 70% of consumers
fueled by increased health consciousness among in the GCC have reported an increase in spending on
consumers. This shift is also supported by the rise in luxury items', reflecting the growing appetite for
wellness trends and an influx of international health high-end brands such as Louis Vuitton, Gucci, and
food brands responding to regional demand. Addi- Rolex.
tionally, the proliferation of hypermarkets and
supermarkets like Carrefour, Lulu, and Al Othaim,
combined with online grocery platforms, is reshap- 70% v?v
ing the way GCC consumers shop for food. With the
adoption of Al-powered shopping assistants, online
food delivery services, and innovations in supply Of consumers in the GCC have reported
chain logistics, the food retail sector is poised for an increase in spending on luxury items
continuous innovation.

J

Additionally, the evolution of e-commerce and omnichannel retailing is reshaping consumer behavior. Retailers are
increasingly adopting hybrid models that blend traditional in-store experiences with online shopping options, further
enhancing accessibility and convenience. In parallel, the proliferation of organized retail spaces has played a critical
role in supporting the sector’s expansion. By 2028, the GCC is expected to add 3.9 million square meters of new orga-
nized retail space, bringing the total gross leasable area (GLA) to approximately 24.3 million square meters. This
wave of development is a direct response to the demand for modern, immersive shopping environments—further
cementing the GCC’s status as a global retail powerhouse.

Moreover, the sector’s trajectory is being reshaped by three pivotal forces: technological innovation, economic
diversification, and shifting consumer behaviors. From the adoption of Al and big data in retail operations to govern-
ment-led reforms encouraging foreign investment and private-sector participation, these trends are setting the stage
for a bold new chapter in the GCC’s retail evolution.

2 'GCC Non-Food Retail: Research of the Digital Presence & Reputation on Google Maps - Geojet
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d THE DIGITAL SURGE

E-Commerce's Meteoric Rise

Pandemic as a Catalyst

The COVID-19 pandemic marked a turning point for the retail sector in the GCC, acting as a
powerful catalyst for digital transformation. With restrictions on physical movement and
heightened concerns around health and safety, consumers and retailers were compelled to
adapt rapidly to the digital realm. Traditional retailers accelerated the digitization of their oper-
ations, launching e-commerce platforms and improving their digital interfaces almost over-
night.

Consumers, too, embraced the shift with remarkable speed. Demand surged for contactless
payments, seamless delivery services, and the convenience of shopping from home. What
began as a health necessity evolved into a preferred mode of consumption—setting a new
standard for convenience and efficiency. In the UAE alone, e-commerce sales reached $3.9
billion in 2020, reflecting a dramatic 53% year-over-year increase.

Importantly, this digital acceleration was not limited to younger, tech-savvy consumers.
Older demographics globally, including individuals aged 60 and above, began engaging with
digital shopping platforms at unprecedented levels. The pandemic effectively broke down
long-standing behavioral and generational barriers to e-commerce, contributing to a broader
culture of digital inclusivity across the region.

The surge in digital transactions also reshaped consumer expectations around payments. The
traditional dominance of cash-on-delivery steadily declined as mobile wallets, contactless
cards, and other cashless payment solutions became mainstream. In Saudi Arabia, electronic
payments made up 79% of all retail transactions in 2024, up from 70% the previous
year—signaling a broader shift toward a cashless economy?.

In Saudi Arabia, electronic payments
made up 79% of all retail

transactions in 2024, up from 70%

the previous year—signaling a broad-

er shift toward a cashless economy .

2 E-Payments Account for 79% of Total Retail Payments in 2024 - SAMA




~ ‘
LO( ; I( Revolutionizing Retail | Unveiling GCC's Five-Year Transformation

CONSULTING

B. The Rise of Digital-First Retailers and Quick Commerce

As traditional retail struggled to maintain foot traffic during the pandemic, digital-first retail-
-~ . . ers rapidly scaled, proving that e-commerce was not just a passing trend but the future of
U 9—’ retail in the region. Noon, a regional e-commerce giant, made a spectacular rise in the GCC
hoon market. Founded in 2017, it capitalized on the region’s demand for affordable and fast delivery.
In 2020, Noon raised $1 billion in funding and positioned itself as one of the top three e-com-
merce players in the region. By 2021, Noon had expanded its reach to more than 30 cities in the

GCC, dominating categories like electronics, fashion, and home goods.
amazon Amazon.ae’s transformation in the UAE also highlights this shift. Leveraging its global infra-
structure, Amazon expanded its offerings, localized its platform, and bolstered its delivery

capabilities to compete with homegrown brands like Noon.

Alongside digital-first giants, traditional brick-and-mortar players in the GCC rapidly trans-
formed their business models to meet new consumer expectations. Carrefour leveraged its
existing supply chain, integrating e-commerce—mobile app, click-and-collect, same-day deliv-
ery, and personalized promotions—with its physical stores to meet the demand for online
grocery shopping. Similarly, Lulu Hypermarket launched a revamped online platform offering
live inventory, real-time promotions, and personalized shopping experiences for consumers.

" . Meanwhile, Panda Retail, the supermarket chain, took a strategic leap by partnering with the
GAL) UK’s Ocado Group to implement artificial intelligence-driven supply chain management and
Pondo automat_ec_i fulfillment processes. This collaboration allows Panda to fulfill customer orders

more efficiently and scale its online business quickly.

Supporting the retail ecosystem’s transformation are fintech and logistics startups, which play
a crucial role in smoothing the transition to e-commerce. Tamara, a Saudi-based fintech com-
pany, raised $150 million from Goldman Sachs in 2022 to expand its “buy now, pay later” (BNPL)
services, further integrating digital payment solutions into the shopping experience. Similarly,
logistics startups like Halan and Fetchr are providing sophisticated last-mile delivery solutions,
helping retailers get products to customers faster than ever before.

/\ This is where Quick Commerce (Q-Commerce) becomes a game changer. The rapid delivery
D_Dﬂ model focuses on delivering products—typically groceries, snacks, and household essen-
tials—in under 30 minutes. The GCC’s fast-paced urban environment is the perfect breeding

o ground for this model, where time is of the essence, and consumers increasingly expect imme-
30-2 /0 diate satisfaction. By 2024, the GCC quick commerce market was valued at $2.1billion, and is
CAGR set to reach $22.6 billion by 2033, growing at a 30.2% CAGR. This growth is driven by urbaniza-

tion, an increasingly tech-savvy population, and the convenience factor—quick commerce
services cater to consumers who demand instantaneous fulfillment.

In a deeper dive into the quick commerce landscape:
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YallaMarket, e.stablished_ in Dubai |n 2021, offgrs éﬁ’fﬁ -CII-CII

ultra-fast delivery services, promising groceries

and ready-made food delivered within 15 minutes. Carrefour and Lulu Hypermarket are also venturing
Beyond groceries, YallaMarket has diversified its into quick commerce, with both brands launching
offerings to include other daily essentials and plans express delivery services to compete with startups.
to expand into other GCC markets, including Saudi Carrefour’s Carrefour Express service promises
Arabia and Qatar. / 30-minute delivery in select areas.

4
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Quick Commerce Retailers vs. Traditional Retailers

Quick Commerce Traditional Retail

Speed and convenience through
ultra-fast delivery of a limited, high-de-
mand product selection

Broad assortment, in-store experienc-

i

Core Proposition

es, and established brand loyalty

Typically, within 10 to 30 minutes, Same-day delivery to  multi-day

leveraging micro-fulfillment centers or
dark stores

Focused on essentials: groceries,
snacks, ready-to-consume items, and
household necessities

Transaction-driven and conve-
nience-oriented with minimal interac-
tion

Higher infrastructure and logistics
costs due to fast delivery expectations

Digitally fluent, time-sensitive consum-
ers seeking instant gratification

Product Range

we

&

Customer Experience

Operational Costs

b2

Target Consumers

windows along with in-store pickup
options

Comprehensive assortment across
food, non-food, luxury items, and expe-
riential services

Relationship-driven with personalized

service, interactive displays, and physi-
cal touchpoints

Higher real estate and operational costs
due to maintaining physical store pres-
ence

Consumers valuing product variety,

in-person service, and

shopping

experiential

As digital capabilities continue to expand and consumers grow increasingly comfortable online, e-com-
merce—once seen as a supplementary channel—has become central to the future of retail in the GCC. Whether
through ultra-fast deliveries or robust omnichannel strategies, the region’s retail sector is now firmly anchored in
digital innovation.
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s PHYGITAL FUSION
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» The GCC AR and VR market is

Merging Physical and Digital Experiences

Emergence of the Phygital Concept

As the lines between digital and physical retail dissolve, a new retail paradigm is taking shape
in the GCC: “Phygital”—a blend of physical presence and digital experience that transforms
how consumers shop and how retailers operate. This shift isn’t just a reaction to digital disrup-
tion—it’s a strategic move to elevate brand relevance and customer intimacy.

of GCC shoppers utilize a mix of online and offline channels for their purchasing
needs?.

of UAE consumers express increased loyalty to retailers that provide the flexi-
bility to purchase online and return in-store and nearly two-thirds (64%) believe
their shopping experience would improve if businesses enabled them to shop
in-store and complete their purchase online, or vice versa®.

This convergence reflects a shift from channel-based thinking to experience-based ecosys-
tems—and the most agile retailers are seizing it. Phygital isn't about gimmicks—it's about
embedding digital utility into the physical world. In the GCC, where consumers are early tech
adopters and digital natives dominate the population, immersive tech is no longer optional—it’s
expected.

Augmented Reality (AR) Virtual Reality (VR)

Artificial Intelligence (Al)

» VR is increasingly used for = Al is powering personalized

and

projected to grow at a CAGR of
approximately 39% between
2023 and 2028°% driven by
increased utilization across
various industries, including
retail, where AR is enhancing
customer engagement and
shopping experiences.

p— Coty partnered with Snapchat

to introduce 17 AR lenses for
brands like Bourjois, Max
Factor, and Rimmel across the

shopping experiences
virtual styling consultations,
particularly in Saudi Arabia and
the UAE.

p—In 2021, luxury travel and
lifestyle brand TUMI unveiled
its first virtual store, in the
Asia-Pacific and Middle East
regions, that offers a 360° 3D
environment where users can
explore TUMI's collections and
engage with interactive touch-

merchandising, smart fitting
rooms, dynamic pricing, and
virtual shopping assistants.

» Majid Al Futtaim has leveraged
Al-powered predictive tools to
achieve a 30% reduction in
overstocking across its GCC
malls, cutting analysts' time
spent on inventory spread-

sheets by half’.

MENA Region. The AR experi-
ence achieved a 62% conver-
sion rate, with 62% of users
who engaged with the AR
lenses proceeding to purchase

Kpoints.
@

3 GCC Shoppers Embrace Hybrid Shopping Experience — Economic Times

4 Most UAE residents prefer buying groceries, clothes at physical stores, not online: Survey — Zawya
5GCC Augmented and Virtual Reality Market Research Report: Forecast (2023-2028) — MarkNtel Advisors
8COTY Leans Into AR To Drive Sales — Middle East Campaign

7 Al'in Retail: Reshaping Human Thought Patterns in the UAE, GCC, and Beyond - Mufaddal Dossajee
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GCC Flagships of the Future

O6THSTREET.COM

An e-commerce brand reinventing brick-and-mortar:

Opened in 2022, this 7,500+ sq ft store houses over 20,000 products with 38 tablets and
7 smart fitting rooms.

Customers browse online, try offline, and check out digitally.

Returns are processed automatically, and sizing suggestions are Al-generated based on
purchase and return behavior.

CEO Dharmin Ved called it, “a blueprint for how retail can scale efficiently while enhanc-
ing customer experience.”

oL @ Jlaal o

MAJID AL FUTTAIM

The luxury playground for the digitally fluent:

Features facial recognition for personalized greetings and recommendations.

Interactive mirrors and digital concierge services elevate the shopping experience.

Awarded "Best Experience Design" for its innovative fusion of retail and experiential offer-
ings that enhance customer engagement.

Looking forward, the phygital model is set to deepen with Al copilots, mixed reality, and hyper-personalization. GCC
consumers have 30% higher expectations for tailored experiences compared to their global counterparts®. The retail
winners in the region will be those that don’t just sell products—but design experiences, collect intelligence, and
build community across both realms.

8 87% of GCC shoppers use online and offline channels for shopping — Gulf Today
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The Ascendancy of Budget-Friendly Shopping

As the GCC retail landscape evolves with increasing digitalization and the expansion of
high-end offerings, a parallel and equally significant trend is taking shape: the rise of value-driv-
en retail. Shaped by shifting consumer priorities, economic pressures, and changing lifestyles,
there is a growing demand for affordable, high-quality shopping experiences that deliver both
value and convenience.

Rise of Private Labels

Once perceived as inferior alternatives, private label products have matured into a compelling
value proposition across multiple categories—from household essentials to gourmet items. In
the Middle East and Africa, private label value sales rose by 34.3% within a single year (2024),
according to NielsenlQ, outpacing the growth of established multinational brands in several
categories. This trend reflects more than just price sensitivity—it signals a growing trust in
retailer-owned brands.

In Saudi Arabia, the growing middle class has driven a notable shift towards budget-conscious
consumer behavior. The expanding demand for cost-saving alternatives has accelerated the
popularity of private label products, which have become increasingly prominent on store
shelves across a range of retail sectors. Approximately 79% of Saudi consumers now report
purchasing private label products on a regular basis®. This trend has been further reinforced
by recent income pressures, with 31% of households in Saudi Arabia reporting a decline in
income during 2024, including 11% experiencing income reductions exceeding 50%'". Retailers
operating within the Kingdom have responded proactively to this growing value-oriented
demand. Al Othaim Markets, for example, has expanded its range of affordable products offer-
ings, while major regional players such as Lulu Group and Carrefour have implemented regular
promotional campaigns and discounts to attract and retain cost-sensitive shoppers, 51% of
which prioritize value"—including price and promotions—when selecting their primary retailer.

Beyond pricing, these products offer retailers stronger control over supply chains, higher
profit margins and the ability to respond swiftly to changing consumer preferences—espe-
cially in categories like plant-based foods, eco-friendly packaging, and functional beverages.

79% of Saudi consumers now

report purchasing private label

products on a regular basis.

° Strategies For Grocery Retailers In Saudi Arabia And The UAE — Oliver Wyman
' Saudi Arabia’s consumer spending to stay resilient, experts say — Arab News
" Strategies For Grocery Retailers In Saudi Arabia And The UAE - Oliver Wyman
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Role of Cooperative Societies and Discount
Retailers in the UAE

In the UAE, cooperative societies like Union Coop, Sharjah Coop, and Abu Dhabi Coop have
become retail powerhouses by aligning affordability with national social objectives. Union Coop
alone operates 27 hypermarkets across Dubai and manages an online platform offering over
87,000 products, often undercutting traditional retailers on daily essentials. Their value propo-
sition goes beyond pricing—they reinvest a portion of their profits (AED 21 million in 2022) into
community development and offer generous shareholder benefits. Loyalty programs like Union
Coop’s Tamayaz not only drive return visits but also reward large families and low-income
shoppers through tailored discounts and seasonal promotions.

Meanwhile, discount-driven chains like Day-to-Day, Bager Mohebi, and Baqgala Express have
captured a significant share of wallet, particularly among blue-collar workers and budget-savvy
households. These stores operate with tight inventory rotations, bulk imports, and minimal
marketing overhead, allowing them to offer deep discounts, especially on imported FMCG
products.

The Enduring Relevance of Baqalas in a Digitized Era

Despite the retail sector’'s embrace of tech and scale, bagalas—the neighborhood corner
stores of the UAE—have retained a vital role in the grocery ecosystem. With an estimated
10,000+ bagalas operating across the country, they account for 81%'" of grocery retailers and
capture 60%" of shopper traffic, according to a Kantar Worldpanel study. Their success lies in
hyper-locality and personalized service. In many cases, bagala operators build informal
relationships with customers, offer credit-based purchases for low-income residents, and even
deliver groceries via WhatsApp. Some have begun modest tech upgrades—using POS
systems, joining food delivery aggregators, and accepting e-wallet payments—to stay
relevant in a fast-evolving landscape. In labor housing areas and older residential zones under-
served by large chains, bagalas remain the first line of grocery access. Their agility, community
integration, and low overhead make them uniquely resilient, even in the face of modern retail
disruption.

Value vs. Luxury: The Duality of UAE Consumer Preferences

The UAE's consumer market is characterized by a divide between value-driven consumers and
those seeking luxury or phygital experiences. With expatriates comprising 89% of the popula-
tion, there is a strong emphasis on convenience and speed over price. This group often seeks
cost-effective options without compromising on quality. The prevalence of discount retail-
ers and private-label products caters to this demand, offering budget-friendly alternatives
across various product categories.

Conversely, the UAE hosts a substantial number of high-net-worth individuals (HNW!Is) and
millennials who drive the demand for luxury goods and immersive shopping experiences.
This cohort values exclusivity, personalized services, and innovative retail environments. Phygi-
tal experiences cater to their desire for interactive and seamless shopping journeys. For
instance, luxury brands in the region are adopting augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality
(VR) to enhance customer engagement and provide unique in-store experiences. This has also
fueled a marked increase in consumer demand for global brands, resulting in both regional
and international retail operators to accelerate their market entry and expansion strategies
across key GCC cities. Dubai, in particular, has established itself as a leading destination, with
luxury retail spending per HNWI at approximately $58,000.

2Tech to help UAE's baqalas hold off larger grocery rivals — Arabian Gulf Business Insight
¥60% UAE Residents Use Baqgala Services At Least Once A Week: Report - OneArabia
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d SUSTAINABILITY AND ETHICAL CONSUMERISM

A. Growing Consumer Awareness

In the GCC region, there is a notable surge in consumer demand for sustainable and ethically
produced goods. Nearly half of consumers across select MENA markets—including Egypt and
Saudi Arabia—are actively adopting sustainable behaviors, with 49% bringing reusable bags,
47% avoiding unnecessary purchases to reduce waste, 45% minimizing electricity usage
and 30% prioritizing natural and healthy food choices™.

The shift towards ethical consumerism is evident in purchasing behaviors, with 52% of
consumers in the UAE and Saudi Arabia striving to buy only from companies that are socially
and environmentally responsible™. Moreover, 53% of GCC consumers are willing to pay a
premium for sustainable products, surpassing the global average of 46%"".

B. Retailers' Sustainable Initiatives

Brands across the GCC are actively responding to this shifting consumer demand by embed-
ding sustainability into the core of their business strategies to align with environmentally and
socially responsible values:

The clean beauty segment in the GCC is projected to reach $2.6 billion by 2025, reflecting
a growing preference for products that are safe, environmentally friendly, and free from
harmful chemicals.

Mm (] Carrefour and Spinneys have implemented food waste reduction
,s—a,c= Spinneys  programs, including surplus food donation initiatives.
Carrefour
ALl Avigles Union Coop launched its first in-house organic farm, 'Union Farm’,
UNION COOP providing pesticide-free vegetables to consumers.

Nearly half of consumers across select MENA markets—including Egypt and Saudi
Arabia—are actively adopting sustainable behaviors, with

elglgleligle avoiding unnecessary minimizing prioritizing natural and
reusable bags purchases to reduce waste, electricity usage healthy food choices

4 NielsenlQ 2023 Sustainability Report
' Profile Peek: Conscious consumers of UAE and KSA - YouGov
1 O ' Key GCC business trends in 2025: What you need to know - Tamara
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d GROWTH OF FOOD VS. NON-FOOD RETAIL

SECTORS WITH EMERGING RETAIL TRENDS
IN THE GCC

The evolution of the retail sector in the GCC is characterized by divergent growth trajectories
for the food and non-food retail segments, driven by the rapid emergence of new trends and
the region’s shifting consumer behaviors. These trends not only influence the dynamics within
each segment but also shape the competitive landscape, creating opportunities and challeng-
es for retailers operating in both spheres. Below is an exploration of how key retail trends are

impacting the growth of the food and non-food retail sectors across the GCC:

Quick Commerce

Primarily driving food retail growth.

Quick commerce meets the demand for fast, conve-
nient access to groceries, meals, and essentials,
driven by urbanization and the fast-paced lifestyles
of GCC residents (especially in metropolitan areas
like Dubai and Riyadh).

E-Commerce & E-Payments

Driving growth in both food and non-food sectors.

In the food retail sector, online grocery shopping has
surged as consumers prioritize convenience, while in
non-food retail, categories like electronics, fashion,
and beauty products have seen significant growth
due to enhanced digital experiences. The seamless
integration of digital payment systems like Apple Pay
and STC Pay has also accelerated consumer confi-
dence in e-commerce.

Phygital Experiences

Driving growth in non-food sectors like fashion,
beauty, and electronics.

These trends are particularly impactful in non-food
sectors, where the demand for experiential and
personalized shopping has grown, with younger
consumers seeking interactive, tech-driven retail
environments.

Value-Driven Retail

Driving growth in the food retail sector.

The rise of private-label products and discount
formats has intensified competition, particularly in
regions where price sensitivity is a major factor. This
trend is gradually emerging, with private labels gain-
ing traction in categories like beauty, apparel, and
home goods. This trend is likely to accelerate as
consumers increasingly demand affordable yet
premium options in various non-food categories.

Sustainability

Driving growth in both food and non-food sectors.

In food retail, this trend is driving increased demand
for organic produce and environmentally friendly
materials — compelling retailers to reconfigure
sourcing strategies to include health-conscious and
sustainable alternatives.

Non-food retail is witnessing accelerated growth in
categories such as clean beauty and sustainable
fashion, as consumers seek out brands that align
with their environmental and social ethics.

Luxury & Immersive Shopping

Driving growth in non-food retail, especially

in apparel, beauty, and luxury markets.

The GCC region has seen an influx of global luxury
brands setting up flagship stores and creating highly
curated in-store experiences. Moreover, consumers
are gravitating toward experiential shopping envi-
ronments, where the focus extends beyond just
purchasing goods to enjoying a memorable journey.

1"
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6- SCALING SMARTER

As the GCC retail sector evolves, retailers must proactively adapt to emerging trends and
consumer behaviors to maintain competitiveness. The following strategic imperatives offer a
roadmap for retailers aiming to capitalize on current opportunities:

Define a Clear Unique Selling Point (USP)

In a retail environment that is increasingly saturated, competitive, and digitally enabled, the
ability to articulate and deliver a clear Unique Selling Point (USP) is not just a marketing neces-
sity—it's a strategic imperative. The GCC retail sector spans a broad spectrum of consumer
profiles, from budget-conscious families to tech-savvy millennials and high-net-worth luxury
shoppers. In such a diverse and evolving market, retailers can no longer afford torely solely on
product variety or location; they must define what makes them distinct and why consumers
should choose them over countless alternatives.

Developing a compelling USP starts with a deep understanding of both internal capabilities and
external demand drivers. Retailers must identify their operational strengths—whether it's
ultra-fast delivery, curated product ranges, exclusive brand access, personalized experiences,
or price leadership—and assess how these align with specific consumer segments within the
GCC. For example:

A quick commerce platform may define its USP as "under 20-minute delivery with
no compromise on quality."

A luxury retailer might highlight "exclusive in-store concierge services and limit-
ed-edition collections only available in the GCC."

A tech-driven retailer could position itself around "data-powered personalization
and seamless cross-channel journeys."

Importantly, a USP is not static. As consumer behaviors evolve and technology reshapes the
market, retailers must continuously reassess and refine their value proposition. What sets a
brand apart today may become commonplace tomorrow. Retailers should actively gather
feedback, analyze customer data, and benchmark against competitors to ensure their USP
remains relevant, compelling, and defensible in a changing retail landscape.
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Drive Operational Transformation for Scalable Growth

In today’s rapidly evolving retail environment—marked by heightened consumer expectations,
thin margins, and intense competition—operational transformation is the foundation of
long-term success. Retailers must go beyond traditional efficiency plays and embrace a more
integrated, technology-enabled approach that combines operational excellence, data-driven
personalization, and supply chain agility.

Operational excellence remains the backbone of this transformation. From procurement and
merchandising to inventory management and customer service, every function must be
reengineered for speed, consistency, and cost-effectiveness. Lean practices, streamlined
processes, and smart automation reduce inefficiencies while enhancing service quality. For
example, Al-powered workforce scheduling and mobile tools for store staff enable more
responsive and empowered frontline operations, directly improving the customer experience.

At the same time, data analytics is redefining how retailers understand and serve their
customers. By harnessing insights from browsing patterns, purchase behavior, and engage-
ment channels, retailers can create highly personalized experiences that drive loyalty and sales.
Predictive analytics and machine learning allow retailers to anticipate needs, tailor offerings,
and even manage inventory more proactively. Real-time personalization is no longer a luxu-
ry—it's an expectation.

Underpinning both efficiency and personalization is the supply chain, which must evolve into a
responsive, tech-driven system. Automation in warehousing and logistics improves accuracy
and fulfillment speed—critical for both quick commerce and traditional models. Integrated
Warehouse and Transportation Management Systems (WMS/TMS) enhance coordination,
while Al-based demand forecasting and replenishment optimize stock levels, reduce waste,
and ensure product availability where and when it’'s needed most.

When combined, these three pillars—lean operations, smart data, and efficient supply
chains—create aresilient and scalable retail model. One that is not only cost-effective, but also
agile, customer-centric, and ready to thrive in a dynamic market.

Navigate Industry Fragmentation

The GCC retail sector is currently characterized by a high degree of fragmentation, with
numerous players competing across various formats—from hypermarkets and malls to
digital-native platforms and niche boutiques. While retail M&A activity in the region has
remained relatively subdued in recent years—primarily due to global economic uncertainty and
operational pressures affecting profitability—this fragmented landscape is unlikely to persist
indefinitely. Several structural shifts are setting the stage for a new wave of consolidation.
Most notably, the rapid growth of e-commerce and the rising cost of customer acquisition are
putting pressure on smaller players, many of whom may lack the scale, infrastructure, or tech-
nological capabilities to compete effectively. At the same time, larger retailers are seeking to
diversify their portfolios, strengthen their digital competencies, and expand their market
share—often finding acquisition a faster and more strategic path than organic growth alone.

As a result, consolidation is expected to emerge as a key theme in the coming years.
Forward-looking retailers should view this period of fragmentation not as a challenge, but as an
opportunity—whether through pursuing acquisitions, forming joint ventures, or positioning
themselves as attractive partners or targets. By actively monitoring the competitive land-
scape, identifying synergistic opportunities, and maintaining operational readiness, retailers
can navigate this transition strategically and emerge stronger in a more concentrated and
competitive market environment.
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4. Explore Strategic Partnerships and Ecosystem Expansion

As the GCC retail landscape becomes increasingly complex and interconnected, the path to
sustainable growth is no longer about operating in isolation. Instead, success lies in building
and participating in collaborative ecosystems—strategic networks of partners that together
enhance value creation, speed, and innovation. From logistics and fintech to Al and digital
marketing, partnerships are becoming essential enablers for retailers aiming to scale efficient-
ly, adapt quickly, and meet rising consumer expectations.

Forward-looking retailers are moving beyond bilateral partnerships to build or join broader
ecosystems—integrated networks of stakeholders (e.g., suppliers, tech startups, payment
providers, content creators) that work together to serve the end consumer holistically. These
ecosystems enable retailers to diversify revenue streams, enhance customer experiences, and
innovate faster.

Even competitors can collaborate strategically in what’s known as “co-opetition.” Retail-
er-to-retailer partnerships—such as sharing distribution infrastructure, co-developing private
labels, or jointly launching pop-up stores—can help reduce costs, increase market penetration,
and test new concepts with lower risk. In the fragmented GCC retail market, where duplication
of efforts is commmon, such alliances can be powerful levers for both efficiency and expansion.

5. Adapt to Local Market Dynamics

To succeed in the diverse and evolving retail landscape of the GCC, retailers must move
beyond one-size-fits-all strategies and embrace localization as a core competitive lever.
The region’s markets—while sharing some commonalities—differ significantly in terms of
cultural norms, consumer preferences, purchasing behaviors, and regulatory environments.
Retailers that take the time to understand these nuances and tailor their offerings accordingly
are better positioned to build meaningful connections and sustained customer loyalty.

For example, Saudi Arabia is witnessing a retail evolution that balances modernity with
deeply rooted traditional values. Family-oriented shopping environments, modest fashion
collections, and a strong emphasis on in-person customer service remain critical. In contrast,
the UAE’s cosmopolitan consumer base leans toward luxury, convenience, and digital expe-
riences—demanding wellness-focused products, fast fulfillment, and omni-channel
engagement.

Retailers should adapt their product assortments to reflect local preferences, whether
that’'s stocking organic and halal-certified products, incorporating region-specific SKUs, or
curating collections for key cultural events like Ramadan or National Days. Marketing strate-
gies must also be hyper-local, using relevant language, culturally resonant visuals, and
preferred media channels—whether that’s influencers on Instagram in Dubai or SMS marketing
in smaller Gulf cities.

Additionally, customer service expectations vary across the GCC, and success depends on providing high-touch,
culturally competent experiences. Personalized service, strong in-store etiquette, and staff training in local customs
and languages can significantly influence customer satisfaction and brand perception.

Ultimately, localization is not just about compliance or translation—it’s about demonstrating cultural fluency,
market sensitivity, and a genuine commitment to serving communities on their own terms. Retailers who embed
this philosophy into their strategy can unlock stronger brand affinity, better market penetration, and more resilient
long-term growth across the region.
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