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DAWN OF A NEW CONSUMER  

The retail landscape is changing fast across the Middle East in response to rapidly changing consumer tastes
and the proliferation of disruptive technologies.  Clearly, the COVID19 pandemic has accelerated many of
these trends, prompting retailers to re-examine not just their supply chains and logistics, but more importantly,
the balance between ‘brick-and-mortar” and online retailing and how this affects their overall customer
experience and value o�ering. 

Building and maintaining seamless connections with customers has always been critical to the success of retail
businesses, and this will remain the case long past the COVID19 era. Fortunately, this need not be as gargantuan
a task as it first appears, with new digital technologies o�ering scalable, fast, and flexible solutions to adapt
to rapidly shifting market trends and the emergence of a new breed of retail consumers.  

The battle for the new consumer dictates that retailers act with both speed and consistency. This means
that large, complex technology programs requiring equally large IT teams to implement and maintain are
often out of the question. Today, the key consideration for retail marketers is the ease with which they can
adapt the array of new technologies available (which includes omnichannel engagement powered by AI,
personalized & contextualized marketing automation, and 24/7 cloud-based accessibility) into their existing
systems if any.

The global COVID19 pandemic has accelerated changes in consumer behavior that were already occurring
before 2020, with the most obvious being the exponential growth of online shopping. A recent survey by
Ernst & Young found that  

New technologies have been instrumental in shaping how retailers respond to changing consumer preferences. 
These include the growth of online payments and other contactless payment technologies to reduce the use
of cash. Many restaurants have introduced digital menus supported with QR codes to replace unnecessary
contact through the exchange of paper. Meanwhile, developments in mapping and spatial tracking technologies
have supported the explosion of delivery platforms.  Robotics has revolutionized the logistics and fulfillment
side of retailing, while drones and other automated delivery systems are moving from the experimental to
the mainstream. 

While the figures may vary, there is no doubting the rapid growth in
online sales across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. 
According to data from Dubai Commerce City, this spending is expected
to exceed $50 billion by the end of 2022, almost double the previously
predicted level. The UAE remains the largest e-commerce market in
the region, with the World Economic Forum (WEF) estimating
e-commerce sales of around $27 billion in 2020.  

of consumers in the UAE and Saudi Arabia have increased their level of
online spending over the past two years (quoted in Arab News –
24/05/2021).”



TECHNOLOGY – FRIEND OR FOE  

Successful retailers have always utilized new technologies to satisfy their customers and increase sales.
This has never been more critical than today, as existing retailers scurry to compete with the increasing number
of niche online competitors. Given the importance of customer satisfaction, savvy retail marketers are examining
how new technologies can enhance their customer analytics and engagement systems. Technology can be a
friend or a foe to the retail marketer’s need for digital acceleration. A foe when the new technology is too
complex to implement, requiring superior in-house capabilities in the areas of strategy and road mapping,
technology design, and architecture.. In contrast, where technology o�ers little or no new coding and does
not require complex systems or heavy investment in hardware, it can be a real friend to the retail marketer.
This is especially true in the current period of uncertainty and unprecedented change, where many decisions
need to be made ‘on the fly’.

An omnichannel communication platform allowing retailers to simplify how they connect with, engage and
delight their customers at scale o�ers an ideal scenario. Such programmable communications platforms often
deliver a suite of tools for 24/7 customer engagement over their preferred channels while requiring little
advanced technological capabilities or extensive training modules. 

Though online retailing is taking the world by storm, most retail organizations in MENA remain somewhat
traditional and continue to perceive the introduction of cloud-based solutions to be a daunting task. Their
systems are lost in the mists of time, and their data storage, eCommerce, physical store POS and CRM systems
are archaic. Such retailers tend to run on a cost crunch, with budget constraints typically allowing only partial
upgrades. Creating interfaces for these disparate systems takes much human time and e�ort.  While there are
benefits with unified integration solutions, such enterprise-wide systems tend to be costly, inflexible, and
time-consuming to implement.

A more flexible approach capable of creating a channel-agnostic customer experience that can be painlessly
adapted to the constantly changing demands of consumers, has now become a must.  Given the critical importance
of customer engagement, smart retailers are increasingly looking for new middleware CRM platforms allowing
individualized experiences and tailored customer journeys for true 1-to-1 personalization, accessible 24/7 over
their preferred channels.
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The ease with which these platforms can be implemented has become a critical deciding factor, as retailers
recognize how the introduction of new technology can often be hindered by their internal culture. When 
implemented large scale, technology can be perceived as a threat rather than an opportunity to grow. Introducing
new retail tech often causes employees to worry about how it will change the way they work or even remove
the need for their role altogether. There is often a fear around changing ways of working. When people have
spent a significant amount of their time collating and analyzing data on spreadsheets, they’re naturally concerned
about how an automated data collection and analytic system will impact their day jobs.

A change management plan that assures sta� that the latest technology and the automation of some everyday
tasks will help elevate their role and focus their time and energy on continuous improvement and innovation is
key to the successful introduction of any new technology. Employee buy-in is essential given that more retail
tech projects fail due to human resistance than either budget overruns or technical shortcomings.
 
Change is constant, and there will be a continued need for new solutions that anticipate and then exceed
customer needs and expectations. A successful change management plan will involve establishing a shared
vision, assessing the impact of change, a flexible solution design, open communication & engagement and
fostering a culture of continuous improvement.  All this requires the business to look beyond the point at which
the new retail tech is implemented.  

Though complex and often perceived as a threat, the introduction of new technologies is nonetheless essential
for retail businesses to thrive and grow.  The winners will be those retailers who can seamlessly introduce new
technologies to build upon and enhance their existing systems without major cost or business disruption.



A smart retailer will not only consider the traditional challenges of cost, culture, and changing consumer demands
when assessing the introduction of new technologies; but will also take into consideration the ease of integration
or system migration (EOM).  

The holy grail is a technology o�ering an omnichannel digital experience, where a chat building platform  is
seamlessly incorporated to provide a personalized customer experience available via their preferred channel and
with a 360 customer view. Such a system will increase customer loyalty and drive higher sales. 

Given the importance of customer satisfaction, smart retailers have recognized the significance of enhanced
CRM systems capable of building on rather than totally replacing existing legacy technologies. We hear of
retailers wanting to stand out from the crowd through the use of a personalized CRM system that automates
the customer journey and provides a seamless experience. We hear them incorporating a voice-based operatin
system to engage customers at various touchpoints , thereby capturing real-time analytics, allowing them to
detect spending patterns and to push tailored messages to consumers.  
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As online retail penetration levels continue to grow, retailers are being forced to rethink their models and
upgrade their technology across all aspects of their business. Nowhere is the need for new technology
greater than in the area of customer data, as many retailers are currently operating outdated CRM
systems that inhibit a quick response to rapidly changing customer expectations.  While there is a range
of new retail CRM systems available, many of these are expensive and slow to implement, especially when
the pressing needs are for simple and personalized customer experiences, event-triggered messaging, or
marketing automation that can be designed and deployed in minutes.

The savvy retail marketer is looking for a low-cost and quickly implementable system that is sufficiently
flexible in response to the unprecedented speed of change in the post COVID marketplace.  In assessing
alternative technologies, it is important to add ease of migration (EOM) to the list of more traditional
evaluation criteria.

www.infobip.com/mena

CRM


