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LOCAL 
MATTERS

Increasingly our 
connected world feels 
smaller, familiar      
and similar 
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However, this can be an illusion. What 

people do, think and feel within their own 

environment and culture can be vastly 

different, often in surprising ways. 

We help our clients build relationships 

that really matter to people, wherever 

they are. 

We recognise that digital technology is 

transforming the way we all experience 

and interact with brands, allowing people 

to experience different things in different 

places. 

We explore beyond individual desires 

and needs to understand cultural context 

and the power of social influence, and 

uncover what really matters locally. We 

watch what people do and delve deeper 

into what they feel and think; only then 

can we build the most vivid picture of 

what matters to people. 

With 22 countries, it’s impossible to 

see the MENA (Middle East and North 

Africa) region as a homogenous entity. 

The territory is extremely diverse, with 

many different ethnic identities, cultures, 

governing structures and tastes. These 

disparities highlight the importance for 

brands to view the region with both a 

holistic and localised approach. 
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WE SEE
WHAT

The once oil-dependent region is 

going through a process of economic 

diversification, giving rise to a unique 

customer base with a new Arab 

voice. After successive years of rapid 

development, Arab brands have taken off 

and even started to compete globally.

Regional customers’ taste for luxury is 

growing. As modernisation continues 

to sweep through the region and the 

standard of living becomes more lavish, 

the increasing prevalence of lifestyle 

diseases will impact the state of 

healthcare as well.  

Given the widespread penetration of 

technology within the region, connecting 

with the upwardly mobile audiences will 

be key for brands. The incorporation of 

Arabisation in targeting will be essential, 

as brands continue to localise their 

presence and adapt to the customers of 

this strategic market.
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DIVERSIFICATION
Opportunities and challenges

The MENA region is an important market 

within the global economy. The oil-producing 

countries are flourishing into global business 

hubs, particularly in the GCC. Today the 

region has a large and powerful customer 

base and customer-confidence scores in some 

countries rank highest in the world. 

As the nations diversify their economies, 

opportunities for investment in a larger 

portfolio of activities are opening. These 

include the growth of tourism, transport, 

construction and finance sectors, among 

others. 

New challenges

In contrast, some countries in the region 

have faced political turmoil due to their 

rising unemployment rates. A growing 

population, rapid globalisation and an 

insurgency of skilled foreign labour has 

resulted in particularly high unemployment 

rates, especially among the youth. In order to 

combat this, some governments have begun 

nationalising  their commercial sector.
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As the region’s economies open up, opportunities for foreign 

investment will continue to increase. Brands stand to benefit 

by tapping into emerging markets. 

Changing population demographics in the region mean that 

brands must champion the youth.

So what?

* Source: Euromonitor from national statistics/OECD/Eurostat
** Source: IMF: Regional Economic Outlook database; and Microsoft Map Land 
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THE NEW 
ARAB VOICE
Customer conversations

The modern young

One third of the MENA population is 

under 14 years old. While tradition is still 

deeply rooted in society, the infiltration 

of technology and rapid economic 

development are driving modernisation. 

This is evidenced by the region having 

some of the world’s highest mobile 

penetration rates, with over 15 million 

WhatsApp users. 

In order to prepare their children better 

for the modern world, an increasing 

number of parents are choosing private 

and international academic institutions 

over state education. A 2014 report 

predicted the gross enrolment in private 

schools to grow at a CAGR of 5.7% 

between 2003 and 2020, compared with 

only 1.7% in public schools. 

The result is an increasingly empowered 

and opinionated wave of young people 

who are comparable to their counterparts 

in other developed parts of the world. 

‘Social’ unrest

During the regional unrest in the first 

quarter of 2011, social media granted 

millions a voice – one that was loud 

and clear. It breezed not only through 

the cobwebs of entrenched local 

governments, but to the TV screens 

of CNN, the BBC and Al Jazeera, as 

well as the computers and mobile 

phones of avid global audiences. Social 

media usage skyrocketed following 

the regional unrest, adding nearly two 

million new Facebook users across Saudi 

Arabia, the UAE, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain 

and Libya. The new Arab voice, heard 

around the world, proved effective in 

making demands and changes to the 

destiny of some of the Middle Eastern 

nations.

Source: Facebook Internal Data based on stated and 

inferred data Q1 2014

People Daily

Daily on Mobile

Every day

Every month

> 68 M

> 37 M

> 48 M

> 25 M

Facebook use in MENA
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152 M
Facebook

90 M
YouTube

5 M
Instagram

8 M
LinkedIn

1 M
Vine

15 M
WhatsApp

The proliferation of smartphone and social media usage is 
changing the way brands connect with their customers in this 
region. It has also become a two-way street.

Brands need to address the fact that customers’ behaviours 
have changed, and that the new generation is empowered and 
has demands of its own. 

So what?

13.4 M
Twitter

Source: Facebook, Twitter, Google, 

Instagram, WhatsApp and Twitter 

estimates of number of users in MENA

Social media 
in MENA
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The rise of the Arab brand

COMPETING
GLOBALLY

1212 MENA NOW . LOCAL MATTERS



World top brands (2014)
Rank and value, in millions

Verizon

$53,466

$62,783

Microsoft

$68,620

Google

$78,752

Samsung

$104,680

Apple MobilyEtisalatSTC

$5,481 $4,975 $3,452 $3,016

Emirates 
Airlines

MENA top brands (2014)
Rank and value, in millions

Over the past few decades brands from 

the Middle East have grown, with their 

presence now felt globally. Emirates 

Airlines is a prime example. According 

to the International Air Transport 

Association, in 2014 Emirates became 

the fourth-largest airline in the world in 

terms of international passengers carried. 

Arab brands are consistently growing and 

becoming more assertive in the global 

market. 

In 2015, luxury conglomerate LVMH 

bought a minority stake in Bateel, a Saudi 

gourmet food company that specialises 

in date confectionary from the Kingdom. 

Arab brands are now on the radar of 

international companies and customers.

This confidence translates well to the 

start-up culture in the region. Of the 

380 start-ups in MENA, 252 are in Egypt 

(which ranks twelfth worldwide). Although 

international brands are doing well, 

local competition is heating up. Careem, 

a local competitor to Uber, recently 

received $10 million in funding to expand 

its operations. Similar developments are 

happening across the board, with local 

start-ups announcing Middle Eastern 

expansion plans.  

As confidence grows, seeing Middle Eastern brands on a global 
scale will become the norm. In the region and beyond, global 
brands will start seeing tougher competition coming from 
home-grown companies. The self-assurance that comes with 
this success will lead to more brands investing in the region. 
Although research and development lags behind the rest of the 
world, this too will grow with the rise of Arab brands. 

So what?
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For Arab customers, luxury is a status 

symbol. The United Arab Emirates 

and Saudi Arabia are leading the way 

and it’s no secret that the region has 

a growing luxury market, spurred 

on by the ultra-wealthy. At the top 

end, the number of high-net-worth 

individuals in the region, each with 

a fortune of more than $30 million, 

is set to grow by 58% over the next 

decade (Knight Frank’s Wealth Report 

2013).

With growing wealth, education 

and globalisation, Arabs have 

developed a taste for the better 

things in life. They expect their 

governments to provide world-class 

products and services in a variety 

of sectors, including healthcare and 

transportation.

A TASTE 
FOR LUXURY

% of people earning $35,000+ a year

United 
Arab 

Emirates
56.5%

Qatar 13.9%

Bahrain 11.1%

Tunisia 1.7%

Jordan 5.8%

Turkey 16.8%

Kuwait 12.5%

Libya 8.8%

Iran 2.6%

The importance of status symbols
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Luxury customers share common traits and aspirations. They 
seek premium goods and services as a way to differentiate 
themselves from the mass and, at the same time, belong to an 
exclusive group. 

As emerging markets become more affluent, their growing 
middle class is starting to push customers into the realm of 
luxury brands. In order to appeal to them, marketers need to 
balance not only global positioning with local relevance, but 
also scale with exclusivity.

So what?

15%

QUALITY

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES SAUDI ARABIA

Drivers for luxury brand purchase

83%

52%

52%

35%

28%

29%

27%

23%

29%

83%

61%

48%

33%

31%

29%

28%

24%

24%

13%

81%86%

55%

43%

43%

27%

35%

24%

19%

32%

29%

27%

28%

25%

48%

83%82%

61%

55%

67%

27%
56%

30%

34%

15%

19%

19%

10%
30%

18%

26%

9%

15%

32%

31%

38%
EXCLUSIVITY/ 

LIMITED EDITIONS

UNIQUE STYLE/DESIGN

ANCIENT/AGELESS

PRESTIGE/SOCIAL STATUS

A HIGH-PRICE 
REPRESENTATION OF WEALTH

THE BRAND NAME

MY PEERS BOUGHT IT

TO BE UP-TO-DATE WITH 
FASHION/BEAUTY TRENDS

IN-STORE EXPERIENCE

MALE FEMALE TOTAL

37%

19%

26%

13%
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As modernisation sweeps through the 

Middle East, with all the comforts and 

conveniences that come with it, the 

prevalence of Western lifestyle diseases, 

such as diabetes and obesity, has also 

increased. Poor eating habits and rising 

sedentary behaviours have made the 

region home to some of the highest 

diabetes rates in the world, particularly 

the Gulf nations. Governments are swiftly 

taking measures to promote healthier 

lifestyles, but the healthcare industry is 

projected to boom as several initiatives 

kick-off to bring specialised medical care 

to the region.

In Doha, the Qatar Foundation plans 

to bring world-class in-patient care 

and medical research, along with 

state-of-the-art facilities at its Sidra 

Medical and Research Center. Dubai 

has already witnessed growth in its 

medical industry, having established a 

dedicated community named Healthcare 

City to cater to the population’s growing 

needs. In Abu Dhabi, the Mubadala 

Development Company’s healthcare 

division is committed to bringing top 

institutions from around the world to the 

emirate. This includes an oncology centre 

managed by John Hopkins Medicine 

International, which will be instrumental 

in the early detection and diagnosis of 

cancer - the third leading cause of death 

in the UAE. With these developments, 

Middle Eastern customers’ expectations 

to have the best of everything from their 

governments and technologies will only 

continue to increase. 

The rise of lifestyle diseases

THE STATE
OF HEALTHCARE
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Opportunities within the healthcare industry will continue to 
flourish in the years to come, as the frequency of cases related to 
lifestyle diseases accelerate. There will be greater demand for all 
aspects of the medical care supply chain as leading institutions 
open up across the region.

There will also be an increase in opportunities relating to 
preventative initiatives and the promotion of a healthier lifestyle, 
as governments try to curb this trend in the longer term. 

So what?

Prevalence of diabetes
(as % of adult population)

Saudi Arabia

0 5 10 15 20 25

Oman

Qatar

Singapore

UAE

South Africa

Lebanon

Brazil

Kuwait

Mexico

Bahrain

Portugal

Egypt

United States

Turkey

India

Diagnosed Undiagnosed (estimate)

In the MENA 
1 in 10 
adults have 
diabetes

Source: International Diabetes Federation, 2014
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The growth in mobile penetration over 

the last few years has been staggering. 

Saudi Arabia and the UAE now have some 

of the highest penetration rates in the 

world, reaching almost 200%. Having 

more than one device is no longer the 

exception – it’s the norm. Customers 

are ahead of marketers, who are only 

just beginning to capitalise on the 

opportunities presented by these devices.

Mobile devices have become ubiquitous 

in people’s lives; more time is spent 

in a given day with a mobile than with 

any other media technology, overtaking 

laptops and TV. As brands seek to 

engage customers in today’s multi-screen 

environment, they will be encouraged 

by the fact that customers respond 

favourably to advertising on mobile 

devices.

0

12

6

9

3

Source: OMG State of Mobile Study, 2014

20112009 20132008 20122010 2014 2015

Mobile Internet subscriptions vs. non-Internet subscriptions
(UAE, in millions)

Mobile Internet subscriptions

Mobile non-Internet subscriptions

The rapid growth of the mobile lifestyle

UPWARDLY 
MOBILE
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Businesses need to incorporate a stronger mobile strategy into 
their communications planning. By 2020, 58% of all digital 
spends are expected to come from mobile.

Advertisers need to gain a deeper understanding of mobile 
in order to exploit its full potential, while publishers need to 
provide detailed analytics to showcase the value of this form 
of advertising.

So what?

37%
E-COMMERCE

37%
E-COMMERCE

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES SAUDI ARABIA

88%
NEWS

87%
NEWS

83%
WEB BROWSING

85%
WEB BROWSING

79%
MUSIC

74%
MUSIC

57%
GAMES

61%
GAMES

33%
MAPS

33%
MAPS

82%
SOCIAL NETWORKING

Twitter

Facebook

Instagram

WhatsApp

Snapchat

89%

92%

86%

84%

58%

80%
SOCIAL NETWORKING

Twitter

Facebook

Instagram

WhatsApp

Snapchat

91%

85%

81%

82%

59%

Mobile use in MENA
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The rise of Arabic content and products

ARABISATION
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Views on the 
quality of Arabic 
content vs. 
English content 
on TV

Much better
39%

32%

35%

24%

2012

5%

3%

Neither better nor worse

27%

2009

Somewhat better

19%

Much worse
4%

Somewhat worse
8%

Businesses should start ‘Arabising’ their content and make it a 
key part of their strategy. 

Introducing local formats or product variants could have a 
strong impact in the region.

The big opportunity is to produce content that customers will 
spend time and money accessing through their smartphones 
and tablets. 

So what?

The constantly changing environment 

has given rise to a new phenomenon: the 

Arabisation of products in general and 

media content in particular. Until now, 

brands have believed that the region 

is better served with an international 

offering.

Brands in a variety of sectors are now 

adding Arabic to their products, in terms 

of interface for example, or by making 

them more locally appealing, with lines 

like Nivea and Estée Lauder bringing 

musk variants to their cosmetics and 

fragrances.

This impacts the media and entertainment 

market too. A recent survey identified 

that Arabic is the language of web surfing 

for 80%, while a new study released at 

the Abu Dhabi Media Summit revealed 

that local and Arabic content is vital for 

the growth of the media sector. Games 

localised for the region are expected to 

capture over 15% of the market in three 

to five years. Developers are localising 

global games and creating original ones 

for the local market. Some entertainment 

brands have already started to show an 

increased interest in local content by 

introducing ‘Arabized’ versions of their 

international formats. 
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The MENA region isn’t homogenous. The disparities between 
countries highlight the importance for brands to view the region 
with an integral perspective, while also keeping the local market      
in mind.

As the region’s economies open up, the opportunities for foreign 
investment will continue to increase. Brands stand to benefit if they 
tap into the potential of new and emerging markets.

Companies must keep on top of the changing attitudes and 
behaviours of their customers in the MENA region and use these 
insights to connect with them.

The influence of rapid development and modernisation will create 
opportunities in the healthcare sector, as lifestyle diseases proliferate.

Arabising offerings and content, making them a key component of 
strategy, are vital to success.

Brands need to balance not only global positioning with local 
relevance, but also scale with exclusivity.

SO WHAT 
MATTERS TO 
BRANDS IN MENA?
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Find out more »
To learn more about MENA Now, please get in touch:

Offices contacts

BOSTON » boston@hallandpartners.com 

CAPE TOWN » capetown@hallandpartners.com 

CHICAGO » chicago@hallandpartners.com 

DELHI » delhi@hallandpartners.com

DUBAI » dubai@hallandpartners.com

JOHANNESBURG » johannesburg@hallandpartners.com 

LONDON » london@hallandpartners.com 

LOS ANGELES » losangeles@hallandpartners.com 

MELBOURNE » melbourne@hallandpartners.com 

NEW YORK » newyork@hallandpartners.com

SALT LAKE CITY » saltlakecity@hallandpartners.com 

SEATTLE » seattle@hallandpartners.com 

SHANGHAI » shanghai@hallandpartners.com 

SINGAPORE » singapore@hallandpartners.com 

SYDNEY » sydney@hallandpartners.com 

TOKYO » tokyo@hallandpartners.com

www.hallandpartners.com

/hallandpartners

/hallandpartners/hallandpartners

/hallandpartners

/hall-&-partners
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