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Introduction
Retail is in revolution. Technology is changing not 
just how consumers shop, but how retailers operate. 
From supply chain management, to customer 
engagement, to brand management – everything is 
changing.

PwC released its annual survey of global shopping 
habits, interviewing 23,000 online shoppers across 

East.* We looked at what drives different shopping 
decisions, what makes different channels attractive, 
and how new trends like social media are changing 
the face of the sector. 

There are some conclusions to be drawn that affect 
the retail sector as a whole across the world; and 

East region. These are what we explore in this report.

visit http://www.pwc.com/totalretail

*Please refer to our methodology for scope of this survey.
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• Online shopping is still developing 

• The frequency of online shopping 

• The percentage of daily online 

to 12% in 2015
• The shopping experience remains 

divided between online and          
in-store; consumers still revert to 
in-store shopping after researching 
their products online

• The PC remains to be the most 
commonly used device for online 
shopping followed by mobile / 
smart phones

• The use of mobile / smart phones 
for online shopping increased from 

70% in 2015, 
while the use of PCs decreased 

indicating a shift in consumer 
behaviour and choice of shopping 
channel

• Price is still king and plays a 
key role in determining shopping 
behaviour

• Consumers value monetary      

reward programs and social media

• 80% of consumers prefer the 
cash payment method over others, 
higher than the global average of 
75%

• Shoppers still have security       
concerns over making payments 
via their mobile / smart phones

• Preference for buying from a neighbourhood retailer increas-
es with better service

• Customers are willing to pay a premium for speedy delivery of 
online purchases

• real time personalised offers improve their 
in-store shopping experience

• 
behaviour and contributes towards 
building brand value

• Clothing and footwear was 
the most frequently purchased 

followed by consumer electronics 

• Groceries was the least pur-
chased product category online 
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What’s happening on the 
ground?
The seismic changes provoked by the global 
megatrends continue to have an impact on the 
retail sector: younger populations with more of 
them living in cities, and more of them using 
digital technology. There are opportunities here 
for retailers, as well as challenges. Online shopping 
is the most obvious example, with even relatively 
small operators now able to cross borders and reach 
global buyers, if they do digital well. But increasing 
urbanisation also offers new and different 
possibilities for physical stores, and the growing 
numbers of middle-class consumers in emerging 
economies have more to spend, and an appetite for 
brands.

populations in the world, and one of the youngest: 
the number of people in the Arab world is set to 

Sources:
US Census Bureau, September 2012;United Nations Population 
Division; PwC analysis
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The rise of online shopping continues to 

polarisation, with smaller local outlets 
offering immediacy and convenience, 
and larger ‘destination’ stores reinventing 
themselves to attract customers looking 
for an experience that includes shopping, 
eating and entertainment. It’s the stores 
in the middle ground that are struggling, 
with lower footfall, and price pressures 
from online pushing down both margins 

the region’s culture and character, and 
this is one reason why it has taken a while 
for online shopping to catch on.
But now it has!

There is a powerful and very distinctive 

especially in the UAE and Saudi Arabia. 
Dubai, for example, has a long-term 
strategy to become the world-leading 
hospitality and leisure destination, and as 
part of that has positioned itself as one of 
the shopping capitals of the world. 

more malls per square kilometre than 
any other city in the world, offering a 
showcase of the world’s leading brands, 
as well as places to eat and socialise, and 
added attractions such as aquariums, 
indoor sky diving, and children’s play 
centres.   There are also special shopping 
festivals throughout the year, with a 
focus on times when it is too hot to be 
outside, and malls in other major cities in 

It is no surprise, then, that the region’s 
own populations see shopping malls as 
both social spaces and entertainment 

function than they would typically play 
in a Western economy. And this, in turn, 
makes the region’s physical stores far 
more resilient in the face of the online 
challenge.
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Consumers in the region have generally 
been slower to adopt online shopping 
than those elsewhere in the world, 
and the concept is less well-developed. 
There is a huge opportunity here, not 
least because the region has a young 
population eager to exploit digital 
technology, but sustainable growth will 
mean overcoming consumer concerns 
about security.

Turning to the retailers, there are some 

the full development of online shopping. 

for global brands, for example, and 
don’t own the online rights. And while 
some shopping websites are showing 
phenomenal growth, this is from a very 
low base, and the market in general is 
fragmented, with little collaboration 
between shopping sites and the brand 
owners, who would prefer to run their 
own online operations. In fashion, in 
particular, there is still a fairly low level 
of knowledge about how to run an online 

operation, though this is a category 
with particular potential in the region, 
alongside electronics, jewellery, and 

has tremendous potential, but has barely 
got off the ground as yet.

There are also practical issues relating 
to delivery. The postal address system is 
fairly rudimentary in some parts of the 
region, which means consumers either 
need or prefer to use collection depots 
or Click & Collect services. This, in turn, 
is changing the role of the store, and 
mall operators are adapting their rental 
contracts to include these sales. Some 
operators have their own small-scale 
delivery capabilities, but this tends to be 
at the top end of the market; the majority 
of the online retailers use third parties to 
manage logistics and shipping; proving 

of those surveyed in the region said one 
of the biggest challenges with online 
shopping is that delivery takes too long. 
This explains why so many customers in 
the region are willing to pay a premium 
for speedy delivery.
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The other practical problem is payment 
– relatively few people have credit cards 
and online payment systems are in their 
infancy, and that means the region still 
relies heavily on cash-on-delivery – the 
vast majority of online purchases are 
done that way.  That makes an online 

to manage, as it can result in problems 
with returns or undelivered items, and 
often means higher costs. In general, 

the survey, compared to a global average 

preference. 

What retailers say: 
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Online retail in the region is generally 
developing either in the form of 
marketplaces and multi-brand site 
formats such as the likes of souq.com, 
namshi.com and sivvi.com, or single 
brand formats developed by the region’s 
large retailers, such as Al Futtaim’s Ace 

Souq.com is a relatively rare example of 

East that has made serious headway – in 

Amazon is said to be eyeing the platform 
for a potential acquisition. Although 
challenges still remain in this space, 
many of the region’s largest retailers 
have made the strategic decision to also 
develop online platforms. 

Total Retail survey is that the shopping 
experience would be improved if the 
retailers integrated their online and 

would have a better instore shopping 
experience if they could access real-time 
personalised offers on their mobiles, 
or could see screens instore showing a 
wider range of products.

What retailers say: 
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The consumers’ voice

of respondents shop online daily 
(compared to 6% in 2014)

Across the world, online shopping has 
changed the face of retail, and some 
segments – like books and music – now 
have a drastically reduced presence in 
physical stores in many markets. The 

to online shopping than some other 
regions, but the pace of take-up is now 
accelerating: the percentage of daily 

number is now higher than the global 
average, the percentage of weekly and 
monthly shoppers lags behind. 



They say they want a revolution  |   13

broadly mirrors the rest of the world. For 
example, clothing and footwear are the 
most frequently purchased categories 

categories globally are books and music, 
consumer electronics, and clothing and 
footwear. 

East are also those shoppers are most 
likely to buy from international retailers 
online. Both price and choice are likely 
to be the big factors here. The least 
purchased category online is groceries 

average.
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but less so than it is in other parts of 
the world: 
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like the member only discounts offered 
by loyalty schemes, and value these more 

56%

Discounts
offered

in the region like the member 
only discounts offered by 
loyalty schemes
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every aspect of modern life, but in the 

off rather more slowly than some had 
expected. Despite this, shopping by 

and PC-based shopping declined slightly 

Shopping by mobile in the region 
70%
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People are using their mobiles more 
and more to browse and research before 

to be their main purchasing channel in 
the future, but security concerns are still 
preventing many of them from doing that 

survey to survey, but we’re not there yet. 
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What retailers say: 

worried about shopping on mobile than 
those elsewhere.

respondents are worried about the safety 

if they shop on the move. This may be 

never shopped on mobile, and many 
brand owners have found it hard to 

services. On the other hand, some of the 
most advanced players in the market 
have already set up successful mobile 
applications that accept online payments.
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According to a report by the We Are Social agency published in January 

expected, but social media now has real 
momentum. Younger ‘digital natives’ 
have grown up interacting this way, and 
they do it with their favourite brands and 
retailers too. Other consumer groups are 
catching up, attracted by special deals, 
exclusive offers, and previews of new 
products. This is the new reality of retail, 
and the sector has to catch up with the 
trend, otherwise there is a risk they will 
become redundant. 

In some respects, social media is the 
surprise story of the survey from a 

region has been slower to take to online 
shopping, its consumers are avid for 
social interaction. In this year’s survey, 

receiving promotional offers through 

favourite brands after engaging with 
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An interesting trend that has emerged 
with this year’s new set of results is 
personalisation. Digital technology is 
making this possible for a wide range 
of consumer goods, but it’s also a big 
opportunity for the physical store. By 
remembering their customers, and 

needs, local stores can seize a vital 
competitive advantage over their online 

real time personalised offers in-store 
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What retailers say: 
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status as a tourism hub, and the number 

shopping. There is also no VAT, although 
this is expected to change with the 

The UAE also has a growing domestic 
population and a high proportion of 
wealthy residents – both expatriate 
and nationals – who are keen to buy 
Western brands. This is one reason why 
it is believed that clothing and footwear 
will be the fastest growing spending 

UAE households are expected to have 

time . 

Despite the challenges of a low oil price, 
the government continues to invest in 
major infrastructure projects, including a 

in Dubai, which will eventually host the 
world’s largest e-commerce platform as 

In this year’s survey, the UAE stood 
out as having more experienced online 
shoppers than is typical in the region: 

more than ten years, compared to a 

everyone surveyed in the UAE said 
they owned a mobile phone, but in the 

Aftersales service is more important 

and they value loyalty points more in 

more likely to choose a retailer for their 

UAE respondents are more concerned 

– are much more likely to use a debit 

5%

Sources:



They say they want a revolution  |   23

region, but very much less of a tourist 
destination than the UAE. However, 
household incomes are rising, and even 
though the oil price will be a dampening 
factor, growth in retail spending should 
still be fairly strong. Saudis are likely 
to buy more in segments like furniture 
and home, food and drink, and fashion, 
especially international brands. Over 

which offers opportunities for retailers. 

complex is set to open in the capital in 
2. 

In this year’s Total Retail survey, Saudi 
respondents tended to conform to the 
overall regional trends in their answers. 
Some of the variances that did stand 
out are aftersales service and Click & 
Collect, which are both less important 
in Saudi than the regional average 

a lower value on reward points as part 

respondents say the slow speed of their 
data connection is an impediment to 

10%

Sources:
2



24   |   Middle East Total retail 2016

Egypt has seen strong retail growth in the 
last few years, as the economy recovered 
from the aftermath of the Arab Spring. 
Forecasts suggest unemployment will 
continue to decline, and wages and 
household incomes will rise. Egypt is 
one of the largest markets in the region, 
and has a growing population, and 
a rising middle class, which explains 
why so many operators are investing in 

respectively. Developments like this 
illustrate how the format of Egyptian 
retail is changing, with a shift from 
smaller, local stores to hypermarkets (for 

Turning to the survey results, one of the 

of the online shopping landscape. Egypt 
has more people shopping online daily 

but also more people who have never 

also has the smallest number of people 
who have been shopping online for a 

have been doing this for more than ten 
years, compared to a regional average of 

said they don’t own a mobile phone, 

But Egyptians are catching up fast: more 
of them are likely to research products 

compare prices on their mobile while 

respondents value a brand more after 
interacting with it on social media, 

Price and personalisation emerge as 
other key factors: Egyptians are more 
likely to choose a retailer because of 

and the availability of personalised 
offers is a major reason why retailers 

shopping experience if there were more 
personalised real-time offers, compared 

Security concerns are much less of an 

preventing them from shopping online, 

are worried about their phones being 

which may partly explain why more of 

for the online operators include long 

respondents cite this as a problem, 
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undergoing a change, a revolution, albeit at a
different pace compared to the more developed

rate of development of the sector varies across the
analysed countries. Recent announcements have

East.

The PC is still the main channel for online retail,
however the use of mobile is growing and taking a
larger role in the online shopping process. Further,
the advancement of online retail varies across 
product categories. One of the important factors 
which has an impact on shopping behaviour, 
and as a result on the retailers themselves, is the 
payment method as consumers are still wary of 
online security and have a preference for cash 
payment. Finally, social media and personalisation 

should therefore be a consideration for retailers 
with the change and evolution of the sector.
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Total number of respondents: 1,003
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This publication has been prepared for general guidance on matters of interest only, and does not constitute professional advice. You should not 

does not accept or assume any liability, responsibility or duty of care for any consequences of you or anyone else acting, or refraining to act, in 
reliance on the information contained in this publication or for any decision based on it.


