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Overview of findings

I came to the United Arab Emirates in 2005 and since then I 
have been immersed in the retail landscape of the region. It 
seems such a short time ago, but the way people shop 
today is totally different. The growth of online marketplaces 
and curated brand websites provide shoppers with limitless 
options. In a fiercely competitive environment, brands need 
to know what matters most to the customer and ensure the 
experience – whether it is online, offline or hybrid – exceeds 
their expectations. 
  
To investigate the state of retail across the UAE market, we 
have analyzed our own data and commissioned a third-
party survey in conjunction with independent research firm, 
YouGov. The findings of this spotlight provide a deeper 
understanding of retail consumer behaviour, particularly in 
relation to their omnichannel shopping preferences.  
  
Hopefully this market data is helpful and we welcome the 
opportunity to share further insights with brands looking to 
grow their share of online retail in the MENA region. 

1 Digital transformation is paying off as a majority of 
shoppers across the UAE now prefer to shop online over 
in-store

2 People don’t always buy products where they first find 
them and will often purchase through another retail 
channel

3 Top priorities for online customers include same-day 
delivery, free delivery, and easy returns/refunds 

4 While clearly important, sustainability is still low on the 
priority list for UAE online shoppers…but young people 
are three times more likely to care than older 
generations

http://www.cnnbsolutions.com
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Online vs. Offline

Shopping preferences across the UAE are rapidly changing. Just two years ago, a study by PwC showed that 
shoppers across the Emirates of Abu Dhabi and Dubai preferred shopping in-store. Results from this survey 
show that trend has reversed with a majority of UAE residents now preferring the online shopping experience.  
  
On average, 52% of UAE shoppers now prefer to buy products online, while 48% still favour an in-store retail 
experience. Comparing this to international markets, around 70% of the UK population now prefer to buy online 
(Data: Credit Karma – September 2021). Prior to the pandemic, less than half the UK public preferred an online 
shopping experience. Global insight from PwC’s annual consumer survey showed 40 percent of international 
consumers make an in-store purchase at least once a week, compared to 27 percent who make a weekly 
online purchase.  
  
Diving deeper into the UAE data, it reveals that online shopping holds sway over six of the eight researched 
categories (beauty and cosmetics, designer apparel, daily wear apparel, accessories, high-end electronics 
and home appliances, and other electronics). Shoppers still favour an in-store experience across two 
categories – jewellery and footwear. 

Key takeaway
Digital transformation is paying off as a 
majority of shoppers across the UAE now 
prefer to shop online over in-store

52% 
Of UAE shoppers 
now prefer to shop 
online

http://www.cnnbsolutions.com
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People don’t always 
buy a product where 
they first find it

8 out of 10 
UAE shoppers have researched 
through one retail channel but then 
bought elsewhere

Let’s consider two short scenarios. In the first 
situation, a customer shopping in-store finds a 
product they like. Scouring their mobile phone, 
they find that they can purchase the product 
from an online marketplace for a significant 
discount. They order online and the retail store 
misses out on the sale.   
  
In the second scenario, a customer is shopping 
online and finds the product they are looking for 
at a great price. However, it’s going to take two 
days to be delivered. The customer wants the 
product now, so heads to a store to purchase the 
product instead .  
  
There are countless reasons why a customer 
might find a product in one channel but choose 
to shop through another. But just how prevalent is 
this trend? And, should brands see this as a 
problem or an omnichannel opportunity? 

Across 1,000 people surveyed in the UAE, up to 78% 
of shoppers research products through one retail 
channel but end up purchasing via another. 
Across all eight categories surveyed, the most 
popular answer was that people had research for 
products online but then bought in-store. This 
shows a disconnect in the effectiveness of the 
online buying journey which brands must solve.

Key takeaway
Brands need to connect offline and 
online channels more effectively to 
deliver an enhanced experience for 
shoppers, maximizing 
opportunities from discovery 
through to purchase across the 
retail mix

Middle income groups 
are most likely to research and buy through different 
channels, (topping six of the eight surveyed 
categories vs low and higher income brackets).  

Emiratis 
are the most likely nationality to research products 
first, topping seven of the eight surveyed 
categories (vs other nationalities).

Married parents 
are the most likely to purchase from the first 
channel they find a product ahead of singles and 
married without children – topping six of the eight 
categories as least likely to research across retail 
channels before buying. 

http://www.cnnbsolutions.com
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Online shopping 
preferences and 
priorities

CNNB Solutions polled UAE residents to find out what are the most 
important aspects for them when shopping online. Heading the 
list was delivery speed, identifying a strong preference for same-
day delivery over next or two-day delivery. More than 55% of 
shoppers said this was of utmost importance to them.   

Next up was delivery cost – 52% of shoppers dislike paying for 
delivery and would prefer free options. This connects strongly to 
the first point, in that shoppers want their ordered products 
rapidly, but they don’t want to pay for the privilege.  

Rounding off the top three is the ease of returns and refunds. 
There was an estimated $5bn of online retail sales in the UAE in 
2021, but 30% of items were returned. By that estimate, 
eCommerce businesses are processing over $1.5bn in returns 
every year.  

The cost to brands and eCommerce firms of back-and-forth 
logistics is significant. Returns are very dependent on the product 
category, for example clothing is the highest returned while 
cosmetics and beauty care is not returned as frequently. 

Delivery speed
Delivery cost
Easy returns and refunds

Flexible payment options
Product price

Personalized offers & sales

http://www.cnnbsolutions.com
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CNNB Solutions data shows that returns are much lower 
through brand.com websites and managed online 
marketplaces, especially for products such as cosmetics 
and beauty care. The average rate of return through 
these managed solutions is less than 1%. This 
demonstrates the power of partnering with eCommerce 
experts who can optimize the customer experience.  

Surprisingly, the importance of sustainable packaging 
options was very low amongst the surveyed group, with 
only 9% of shoppers prioritizing it. However, younger 
people care more than older generations – in fact 18-24 
year olds are three times more likely to care about 
sustainable options than over 45s.  

Ease of purchase
Website/App language
Product comparison 

Website/App interface
Sustainable packaging

Key takeaway
Online consumers care most 
about how quickly they receive 
the product, free delivery and 
returns, and the ease of sending 
back the products. Brands aiming 
at younger generations should 
consider more sustainable options 
for packaging.

Online shopping 
preferences and 
priorities

http://www.cnnbsolutions.com
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Leveraging channel 
preferences

9%
17%

26% Online marketplaces

Brand.com website 

Online retailer

Key takeaway
Preferences vary by nationality, age, gender and income brackets, but 
experience is at the heart of decision making. Customers are looking for 
the fastest, most convenient, cost effective and enjoyable experience 
and will pick the channel they purchase from accordingly. 

In-store

Beauty and cosmetics 
75% of Emiratis prefer to shop for beauty and cosmetics online - with brand.com the preferred 
digital channel

Fashion and footwear 
High earning households (AED 40k+) favour shopping for designer and daily wear apparel on 
brand.com websites

Jewellery  
Jewellery was the highest scoring category for in-store, with 63% of customers valuing a physical 
retail experience. The only income group that favoured online purchasing of jewellery was high 
earners

Electronics and appliances 
Men prefer shopping for electronics online vs women who overwhelmingly prefer in-store 
87% of Emiratis had researched electronics through one retail channel and then bought through 
another

http://www.cnnbsolutions.com
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CNNB Solutions is designed to help brands sell more online by delivering seamless and unified direct to 
consumer operations. The business was established by ex-citrussTV owner and founder Nicolas Bruylants and 
ex-citrussTV COO Charbel Nasr. It has operations across the entire GCC, with managed brand centres in UAE, 
KSA and Egypt.  

With over 15 years of experience in providing effective solutions to help brands build, operate and scale, the 
expert team manage and maximise online processes for brands, including: distribution, stock planning and 
inventory management; web development and management; order management; global fulfilment and 
support; payment solutions; and customer experience support. CNNB works with multiple household name 
global and regional brands and facilitates millions of dollars of online sales every year.

About CNNB Solutions 

Get in touch
+971 4 884 7525

hi@cnnbsolutions.com

CNNB Solutions
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