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MENA eCommerce is one of the most rapidly changing and growing markets
in the world. With insight from some of the region’s most important
stakeholders in the digital shopping and logistics landscape, this report looks
at where eCommerce is today and trends that are shaping its future.

From the macro trends of demographics and behavioural flux, to accelerated 
adoption of online shopping, this research will uncover how shoppers are 
prioritising convenience and experience and what drivers can propel the 
success of brands in a digitally-empowered region.

CNNB Solutions Team

CNNB Solutions helps brands define D2C eCommerce and e-distribution strategies to
increase sales and build bigger, stronger and more engaged communities of
customers.

With many years of experience in the MENA eCommerce market, we have extensive
networks of partners who contribute to our ongoing success. Many of them have
contributed to this report.

Our special thanks to the teams at Aramex, noon and tabby for their insight.

We hope that this report stimulates interest and understanding of the eCommerce
market in MENA, which we believe has great potential for growth and will undergo
exciting changes in the years to come.

Nicolas Bruylants andCharbel Nasr
Co-founders of CNNB Solutions



An eCommerce gold rush
It's tough to foresee what the future of eCommerce looks like. But the one thing we
can be sure of is that it will change dramatically, though selling online is certainly
not a new trend. Global retail eCommerce sales in 2020 amounted to 4.28 trillion
dollars accounting for 18 per cent of global retail sales. This is expected to rise to 22
per cent by 2023, making online shopping one of the most popular activities
worldwide.

Local online retailers are starting to see a shift in consumer behavior and this has led
to a gold rush within the eCommerce industry in the Middle East.

- Recent Dubai CommerCity research predicts the GCC will register the fastest
growth in eCommerce in the MEASA region between 2019 and 2022, with Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates leading the way at 39 per cent and 38 per cent
CAGR respectively1.

- The same study revealed that the Gulf Region saw a 214 per cent year-on-year
increase in cross-border online sales as of H2 2020.

- Latest estimates from Visa Middle East have forecasted the total MENA
eCommerce market size, including all categories, to be worth 48.6 billion dollars in
20222.

Offline to online – Pandemic acceleration 
The pandemic was a massive accelerator for industry growth in 2020, speeding up changes across several
verticals and that transformation is expected to continue as we look at 2021 and beyond. It has provided a
unique moment in history where lockdowns in urban cities drove consumers online to purchase essential
goods and services that previously they may have bought in-store. This has resulted in a huge surge in the
demand for online in the region which has presented an ever growing opportunity for retailers and brands.

Digital experience platform, Sitecore conducted a post pandemic survey of MENA shoppers that revealed 89
per cent of customers in the UAE and 91 per cent of customers in MENA have become digital converts and
intend to continue buying online14.

This is further confirmed by an EY study of UAE and Saudi shoppers where 92 per cent of respondents
indicated a strong change in their shopping habits and nearly three quarters stated they were more positive
about online shopping since the onset of the pandemic5. Globally, 77 per cent of people intend to continue or
increase online shopping behaviour and habits that they adopted during the pandemic2.
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Always on, always in consideration mode5

73% of consumers in MENA 
shop more online since 
the pandemic 

70% 
59% 

of consumers found 
new sellers through 
Facebook

of consumers found 
new sellers on 
Instagram

The GCC loves to shop
One of the biggest drivers for eCommerce growth in the region, even before the
pandemic, has been the GCC shopper. Young, affluent and digitally connected –
consumers have a plethora of shopping options due to some of the highest internet
penetration, smartphone and social media usage in the world.

When looking at the MENASA region, the UAE represents the biggest annual spend per
online shopper at a staggering 1,648 dollars2. To put this into perspective, the average
transaction size in the UAE averages 144 dollars compared to more mature markets in
Europe and North America where the average basket value is 79 dollars.

Therein lies a massive opportunity in the rest of the MENA and SA region where currently
the figure stands at 12 per cent. This is set to exponentially grow as infrastructure, cross
border trade, logistics and supply chain are enhanced in the coming years, to meet a
growing demand for online shopping amongst the consumer base.
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Consumer drivers – Experience and Ethics matter most
As eCommerce continues to grow, brands are increasingly recognizing the region's
changing consumer behaviour and needs. The pandemic has hyper-accelerated consumer
online shopping habits in the Middle East. As businesses scramble to gain market share,
maximise revenue and stay ahead of ever-changing eCommerce challenges, offering a
great product isn’t enough to survive — let alone thrive.

According to a recent MarketLine research, 90 per cent of UAE IT decision makers said their
customers will navigate away from a site and choose an alternative if they can’t find what
they need in a few clicks. A staggering 87 per cent of respondents agreed that their
customers have less patience with slow or poorly functioning websites and apps14. Brands
are taking notice and implementing consumer facing initiatives to keep ahead of demand
and improve online shopping experiences.

60% selected an app or website that 
works well on mobile devices

33% 
42% 

selected remembering a 
customers shopping history and 
preferences

selected offering exclusive 
discounts and invitations

The buck doesn’t stop at the customer's online shopping experience with a
brand. A growing trend globally is a higher scrutiny on a brand’s ethics and
values, specifically sustainability. A global study on consumer insights
conducted by PWC found that half of all global consumers are more eco
conscious and friendly. Surprisingly, the Middle East is leading the way with
consumers in the region particularly, Egypt, 68 per cent and UAE, 67 per cent
said they were more likely to shop with brands that used ethically sourced
ingredients and materials, recyclable packaging and a more carbon friendly
manufacturing process compared to the global benchmark of 50 per cent9.

IT decision makers for UAE brands – Priorities for 
2022 (Sitecore/YouGov)



How did we get here?
As recently as 2015, there was a blue ocean for
global players vetting the regional landscape for
opportunities to launch, acquire and scale.

The development of eCommerce

2005
Souq.com founded

2010
Souq.com pivots from an eBay model to a
catalog driven model

2011
Souq.com expands in to Saudi Arabia and
Egypt with localized sites while also fulfilling
neighboring GCC countries Kuwait, Bahrain,
Oman and Qatar

2017
Amazon enters the GCC and acquires Souq
for $580 million

2017
Competing local marketplace noon.com
launches backed by $1 billion funding from
investors including the Public Investment
Fund of Saudi Arabia.

2020
Improved logistics infrastructure, increased
consumer demand and young tech savvy
consumers has resulted in a plethora of
players in the region

Omnichannel Pureplay Marketplaces



Challenges for marketplaces 
An inflection point in history with regards to the eCommerce market can be attributed to the
pandemic. It proved to be a litmus test for the entire retail industry and operators within. For
retailers and brands, it verified their tenacity to transform from offline to online, launch digital
channels or collaborate with existingmarketplaces to push products to their consumers who found
themselves at home, on their screens.

Speaking with Gulf Business, Mohammed Dhedhi, principal at Kearney Middle East explained: “The
Middle East is now a key battleground for regional and global e-commerce players, each of whom
are fighting to stamp their dominance and capture market share. Global experience shows that
e-commerce winners are few and need deep pockets as players are competing on price,
marketing spend and delivery, and losing significant money in doing so. In the region, smaller
businesses struggled to compete across all of these areas as players with deeper pockets were
able to spend their way into share.”

Further underpinning his outlook were several online platforms that closed shop last year due to
eroding bottom lines. Online marketplace Sprii, local eCommerce portal Awok and online fashion
platforms Nisnass and The Modist were forced to end their operations. The Kearney report
suggested that the fault lines for many of these players lay at inefficient supply chains, changing
consumer behaviour and an excessive focus on boosting demand through marketing and
promotions, all of which translated into lower profitability.

How Noon persevered in challenging times16

In comparison, noon stepped up their operations with an agile reaction to the pandemic. With an
increase in online traffic and customer orders, plus challenges for last-mile delivery, the business
expanded its user base and grew its bottom line, despite a difficult economy. It included moving
forward launches of noon Daily, a dedicated grocery platformand nownow, an on-demand app to
meet consumer needs.

Maya El Ayach, SVP, Growth and Digital Strategy at noon

“E-commerce in the region accelerated, trust increased, and overall reliance on a more digital
lifestyle grew. We watched as noon became a utility that people relied upon for the safe delivery of
essentials, groceries, and somuchmore…

…Focus must be placed on creating a more seamless and enjoyable shopping experience for the
customer – be that online, in-person or omnichannel.”
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Overview
The region has long been poised for a digital revolution as highlighted in earlier sections.
Young and digitally connected populations in MENA with strong purchasing power have
been a driving force for commerce related activities across different sectors. The rise of
eCommerce and fintechs have played a pivotal role in accelerating digital payments as a
whole, however the data indicates an upcoming boom within the ecosystem.

Long before the global economic reset, digital payments in the region were steadily growing.
In the UAE alone, consumer digital payments grew at an annual rate of more than 9 per cent
between 2014 and 201911. To put this into perspective, during the same time period, Europe’s
average annual growth was only 4 to 5 per cent. Just across the border from the UAE, Saudi
Arabia witnessed remarkable adoption of over 70 per cent between February 2019 and
January 2020.

Digital Payment trends, 
cash on delivery and BNPL

Seamless check out
With a high dependence on cash and mistrust of online payments, consumers are in the
driving seat to accelerate adoption. Research by Visa of MENA consumers found that
shoppers are asking for more online payment options that are safe and secure, 52 per cent
in Saudi Arabia and more than 30 per cent in the UAE2. Mastercard confirmed that 62 per
cent of the respondents they surveyed said that a secure checkout was fundamental for a
good shopping experience5.

As with most industries under pressure to digitize during the pandemic, digital payments
skyrocketed as businesses shifted from offline to online. They say build it and they will come
and MENA’s shoppers did not disappoint. McKinsey’s study of payment practitioners reported
that they estimate non-cash payments to have risen between 10 to 20 per cent across the
region. The most exciting data point from the study was that 90 per cent of those surveyed
believe that consumers will stick to digital payments rather than reverting to cash. With the
emergence of neo banks signing up more consumers, secure checkout facilities and an
overall positive experience for consumers shopping online, CNNB Solutions expect digital
payments to continue to grow significantly over the next five years.
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Q&A with payment disruptor tabby on the emerging 
buy-now-pay-later (BNPL) landscape
tabby is the Middle East’s first and largest buy now, pay later provider and has raised +$80m in funding from global and regional
investors. It was founded by CEO Hosam Arab (previously Co-founder and CEO of Namshi) and COO Daniil Barkalov (ex-Lamoda). tabby
operates a buy-now, pay-later model that services over 3,000 global brands and small businesses including Adidas, IKEA, SHEIN, Marks &
Spencer and Kérastase to accelerate growth and gain loyal customers by offering easy and flexible payments online and in stores.

How has the past 12 months been  for tabby’s business?

The growth tabby has seen over the last 12 months has been far beyond all expectations. Today over 3,000 brands and over a million
shoppers choose tabby.

Why is Buy Now, Pay Later (BNPL) so popular?

It’s a business model that enables fair commerce. BNPL helps sellers grow their business by helping their customers. tabby’s Split in 4
payments removes pricing as a barrier and gives customers more purchasing power. It’s also a great solution to challenges specific
to the Middle East like cash-on-delivery, where people can try before they buy with trust.

Where does tabby see opportunity in the ecommerce landscape?

We’re just at the start of ecommerce taking off in the Middle East and some of the largest opportunities we’re seeing are in seller
financing, returns and physical experiences.

What are the biggest objectives and potential challenges for tabby in the next 12 months?

tabby’s on a mission to help people get what they want with financial freedom. Over the next 12 months tabby is building tools to
reshape their relationship with money – one that’s empowering, fair and playful. Hiring the right talent and scaling our product lines
while maintaining our agility are core challenges we’re gearing towards.

Does tabby perceive brands investing in their own D2C brand.com websites as an opportunity? If so, why?

There are clear advantages of owning closer relationships with your customers and end-to-end experiences – brand building,
personalization, loyalty and upselling/cross-selling.
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From a click to your door

Fulfillment, logistics

One of the less often thought about components of the digital retail
revolution is how exactly customers receive products. Hyper
consumerism and the continued rapid growth in eCommerce markets
will demand an equally rapid and innovative response from transport
and logistics businesses.

Companies that fail to keep up with logistics trends risk losing
competitive advantage and falling out of favour with consumers. To keep
up with demand from eCommerce channels and meet the expectations
of consumers, organizations will need to invest in their logistics and
fulfillment operations including the implementation of advanced supply
chain processes.

More than just delivery
The demands of eCommerce are very different tomore traditional sales channels. Brick
and mortar retail operations deal with medium size and bulk orders. Where these
operations have ‘added on’ eCommerce to ship to the consumer, have faced the
realisation that online buying habits are very different. This is further compounded by
the increase in returns as the seasoned internet shopper will order many variants (e.g.
size or colour) of the same product at the same time.

PWC conducted a global consumer insights survey to gauge consumer sentiment
towards factors that they find most important when shopping online. Besides price
being the top factor, 42 per cent of respondents chose fast and reliable delivery, 35 per
cent wanted in-stock availability and 31 per cent selected a good return policy as the
threemost important factors9.

In earlier sections, we highlighted the importance of experience driven service for
consumers shopping online – what happens after checkout is completed is equally
important. Consumers expect transparency around order status and delivery, and
some also want near-instant fulfillment. This experience is fast becoming a key
differentiator, one that’s closely tied to perceptions of service and quality.

A fork in the road
The last three years have demonstrated the need for organizations to reassess their
supply chain and logistics strategies. Major global events such as the pandemic, rising
oil prices, the Suez Canal incident, shortage of truck drivers and shipping port
capacities have shed light on the importance of agile and responsive systems that
leverage technology built on data to efficiently map and manage the movement of
goods across borders to customers' homes.

According to a study by Capgemini Research Institute, almost 66 per cent of 1,000
organisations surveyed stated that their supply chain strategies would need to change
significantly to adapt to the new normal7. Adding context to the challenge for brands
selling online, a recent report by PWC on the Future of Consumer Markets revealed that
innovation drivers within the supply chain will continue to connect all relevant internal
functions—such as merchandising, category management, finance and tax including
suppliers, customers, and innovation partners.

This connectivity will shape the future of a digitally enabled supply chain – a self
guided ecosystem that can operate with technologies such as machine learning,
artificial intelligence and automation, making real-time decisions related to
procurement, production, warehousing and logistics10.
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Global reach with local expertise

Demand has surged post-COVID period and has maintained a
strong growth year-over-year. The long-term aspect for this
sector remains steadfast while rent is stable.

What trends has Aramex seen in terms of demand for 
warehousing during the past 12 months?

Across the region, logistics providers hold the biggest share of
warehousing footprint. As online shopping has expanded,
marketplace providers have gained the biggest share in the
ecommerce growth of the logistics sector. Similarly,
ecommerce sellers have shown a demand for additional
space to support storage needs. Logistics providers can feed
into marketplace warehouses to lessen their costs of storage
and increase flexibility in their omnichannel solutions. By
country, Saudi Arabia has the biggest potential for logistics
sector growth and demand for ecommerce space.

What trends has Aramex seen in terms of demand for 
warehousing solutions during the past 12 months?

Aramex understands the complexities of importer of record
requirements for successful business operations. It allows a
business to be legally present and be able to import and
export smoothly within the GCC and beyond. Aramex also
optimizes solutions for duty and tax requirements to cater to
demand, and ensuring all regulations and permit requirements
are met for special products (such as pharmaceuticals, food
and perishables).

Being able to deliver same day or next day, plus the effective
handling of returns is highly important for ecommerce.
Businesses also appreciate the ability to have end-to-end
visibility of their supply chain (especially last mile) and being
able to extend part of this tech solution to their customers.

What trends has Aramex seen in terms of demand for 
logistics solutions during the past 12 months?

There are a number of challenges for brands that require
specialist logistics support. As demand increases, brands
needs scalability during peaks (such as key shopping
seasons) and ability to cope with varied capacity handling and
transit times. Given differences in customs across the region,
accurate charge estimation for end customers is important for
a seamless cross-border ecommerce experience. Brands also
find challenges in consumer behaviour – for example
customers ordering products and changing their mind. In
some parts of the region, informal customer addresses are
difficult to manage, while customers also expect end-to-end
visibility and preferential payment methods.

What challenges are there for D2C brands to physically 
send their products to customers across the GCC / 
Middle East region?

Aramex is committed to our partnerships with global, regional
and local organisations that support a positive impact on the
community and environment. We have three core pillars that
focus on youth education and empowerment, supporting
entrepreneurs and tackling climate change. Examples of our
environmental initiatives includes installation of rooftop solar
panels across warehouses, implementation of electric vans
and forklifts, and an increased use of recyclable and
degradable packaging.

Does Aramex have any initiatives towards 
sustainability, environment and reducing carbon 
footprint? If so – please provide examples. Any other 
plans for the future in this regard?

Some of the biggest trends include:
o ASAR systems (Automated storage and retrieval system)
o Augmented reality
o Smart inventory
o Automated fulfillment center
o Voice picking
o Visual picking
o Robotics

What is Aramex’s perspective on future trends in 
warehousing and logistics solutions?

One of our key client success stories includes shipping more
than 100,000 kgs per month of commodities such as
supplements, vitamins and beauty products from North
America to the GCC and Africa. Key challenges include
ensuring shipments are cleared, no damage is sustained and
being able to implement cash on delivery. Aramex ensures all
administrative documents and permits are approved, manage
transport and logistics between warehouses and provides up
to the minute tracking. The benefits include accomplishing a
20 per cent cost saving on international returns and cash on
delivery and reduction of lead time by one to two days on
average.

Any particular success stories that Aramex would like to 
highlight, when it comes to facilitating D2C e-
commerce?
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Optimising eCommerce through D2C 

The research contained within this report highlights
some important learnings for brands looking to
optimise their eCommerce and e-distribution
strategies.

Trends show a growing market for online shopping
across MENA, with the strongest opportunity
amongst brands that demonstrate enhanced
customer experience, genuine ethics and values,
convenience of payment options and seamless
delivery choices. Whether it is maximising reach
through marketplaces or providing bespoke
personalized brand experiences, businesses at the
forefront of eCommerce recognize that to deliver
the best service and stay ahead of the competition,
they must truly understand their customers.

D2C eCommerce and e-distribution ensures
brands own the end-to-end customer experience
and can leverage enhanced data to create
meaningful lasting relationships with consumers.
Online shopping research by McKinsey showed that
80 per cent of people prefer more personalized
retail experiences and that brands adopting such
an approach see significant benefits. Marketing
and sales costs can be reduced by 10 to 20 per
cent, customer satisfaction rates can increase by
up to 20 per cent and brands can convert 10 to 15
per cent more sales. As the MENA ecommerce
market grows, brands can benefit from
incorporating D2C as part of their omnichannel
strategies.

Five advantages of a D2C 
eCommerce model
Brands own the customer relationship, including
controlling the experience and presentation of the
brand to distinguish/differentiate fromcompetition

1

Own valuable customer data - including behaviour,
preferences, wishlists, purchase history and patterns,
concerns and reviews, and demand for new
products/innovations

2

Ability to nurture brand loyalty and
optimise customer lifetime value3

Control market expansion on your own terms4

Increasemargins and bottom line profitability5

The attractiveness of direct-to-consumer is becoming
increasingly apparent to brands, who want to protect
and enhance the marketing and sales approach to their
consumers through their own channels. D2C offers an
intelligent option for businesses, but consumers also
appreciate engaging with personalized content,
enjoying a premium experience while shopping and a
deeper understanding and focus on customer service.
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About CNNB and contact details
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.

www.cnnbsolutions.com

Phone: +97148847525

Email: hi@cnnbsolutions.com

LinkedIn: CNNB

http://www.cnnbsolutions.com/
mailto:hi@cnnbsolutions.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cnnb-solutions
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