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OVERVIEW OF DUBAI’S RETAIL INDUSTRY

Dubai’s economy has grown at such a phenomenal speed over the past decade it has been 
a challenge (although a profitable one), for the consumer goods industry to keep pace 
with changing tastes and preferences. The Economist Intelligence Unit estimates that private 
consumption in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) will grow at an average rate of 7.8 per cent by 
2015. 

Today, modern retail outlets are concentrated in the second largest emirate of Dubai, whose 
residents account for a third of the total UAE population. 

Dubai’s retail landscape has graduated from an age-old culture of traditional souks (Arabic 
markets), to organised and sophisticated consumer sales, with international brands, chain stores, 
hypermarkets and supermarkets well-established in all large shopping malls. As a testament to 
the massive sales potential, many retailers are even becoming actively involved in retail real 
estate development, construction and management in order to secure a prime retail position 
within the mall. 

Unsurprisingly, Deloitte’s Global Powers of Retailing Report showed that the UAE plays a vital role 
in international expansion. Where many of the world’s top 250 retailers opened first-time stores 
in new countries, more than half were in either Central Europe or the Middle East – particularly 
Kuwait and the UAE. 

And A.T. Kearney’s Global Retail Development Index (GRDI), lists the UAE in the top ten most 
popular markets for expansion among international retailers. As part of the study, 60 retail 
executives from around the world were asked to identify emerging competitive trends and 
verify the rankings – the index confirmed that the UAE is the second highest ranking in market 
attractiveness out of all countries which took part. “Tourism, sizeable household consumption 
and retail space are boosting the retail sector. For many international retailers, Dubai remains the 
preferred entry point into the Middle East and North Africa for new products and brands,” said 
the report. 

The real estate firm CB Richard Ellis (CBRE)’s report, “How Global Is the Business of Retail?”, said: 
‘Retailing in the UAE has changed beyond recognition in recent years … due to a number of 
factors including rapid population growth, relative lack of competition from domestic brands, 
the emergence of some of the most high profile retail developments in the world and a desire to 
enhance the global profile of the country.’ 

To reinforce that fact, Bloomingdale’s chose Dubai to open its first store outside the United States 
and the city was home to Victoria’s Secret’s first store in the Middle East. Fashion is an important 
retail sector in Dubai, which appears in the top ten best destinations by international investors for 
mid-range fashion in the CBRE report. 

Meanwhile, AT Kearney’s Retail Apparel Index found that the UAE had the highest fashion 
clothing sales per capita per year. The report attributed its success to ‘high disposable income 
and immense fashion consciousness’. It also pointed out that Dubai had become a ‘hotbed for 
upscale retailers’.

Economy and market trends

A leading retail hub

Dubai is now equal first with London as the leading global retail hotspot, according to CBRE’s 
“How Global Is the Business of Retail?” report, attracting more than half of all international retail 
brands surveyed.  

The study said, ‘with a wealthy consumer base and very little competition from local retailers, 
Dubai’s stature as a key destination for international retailers has grown quickly.”
Having passed Paris and New York in terms of most popular shopping destinations, Dubai is not 
content to equal London’s position, but has its sights set very much on being the sole number one 
retail city in the world. 

The report concluded: ‘a further trend has been an influx of US-based retailers. Traditionally they 
have been reluctant to adopt the retail franchise model that is commonly used in the Middle 
East, however with limited opportunities for growth in their own markets, more retailers have taken 
the plunge and made inroads into the region, typically using Dubai as a springboard into the 
region’s other markets.’

Estimated retail sales growth 

Business Monitor International (BMI) estimates that the UAE retail sales of AED 114 billion (USD 
31.01bn) in 2011, will grow 32.9 per cent to AED151 billion (USD 41billion) by 2015. (See table 
below.) 

Figure 1: UAE’s Retail Sector indicators1

Investment Opportunities

1 Source: UAE Ministry of Economy, BMI estimates.
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The retail sector has seen tremendous growth, but still has enormous potential. The key factors 
behind ever increasing sales being strong underlying economic expansion, growing household 
consumption, the acceptance of modern retailing concepts and, of course, expatriate wealth.  

Dubai’s ever-increasing population from such a diverse number of cultures and nationalities 
continues to open the door to private, regional and global investors. The increase in expatriate 
residents and tourists, and the projected figures for the future give overseas businesses new 
opportunities in a market where tastes, needs and disposable incomes are growing daily. 

Dubai’s retail industry plays a vital role in its economy and the sheer scale of consumer sales 
and the constant growth in demand makes it one of the most popular foreign investment retail 
prospects in the world.

Vision

To become the preferred investment destination globally.

Mission

To develop and sustain a competitive investment environment to support, stimulate and grow 
key economic sectors, job creation, and community support in alignment with the Dubai 
Strategic Plan.

Responsibilities

Dubai FDI is the Foreign Investment Office of Dubai, part of the Dubai Department of Economic 
Development. Dubai FDI targets and attracts new foreign direct investment projects, facilitates 
growth of investments and looks after the retention of foreign investors in Dubai, while also 
working on enhancing the overall investment landscape.

Our team guides new investors through the various stages of the investment process, advising 
on the business location, the legal structure that best fits their needs, as well as linking them to 
government and non-government bodies as required.

Additionally the team offers on-going support for the growth and expansion of established 
companies in Dubai, and undertakes voicing investors’ concerns that may be inhibiting growth or 
development and affecting the overall investment environment.

SUMMARY

ABOUT US

Many of the retail sub-sectors are predicted by BMI to show strong growth. Automotive sales 
for instance are set to rise dramatically, largely as a result of growth in the luxury car market. In 
consumer electronics, the UAE market is one of the largest in the Gulf, accounting for nearly 40 
per cent of regional spending, serving a potential market of almost 2 billion people across Asia 
and the Middle East.

Figure 2:

The UAE’s mass gross retail sector is one of the Gulf region’s largest by value, accounting for 69 
per cent of the total food and drink market. The value of the UAE’s Mass Grocery Retail sector is 
forecast to rise to AED 27.7 billion by 2015, when it would account for 74 per cent of the overall 
food and drink market. 

Government initiatives 

The hugely popular annual Dubai Summer Surprises (DSS) and Dubai Shopping Festival (DSF) 
continue to provide a real boost to Dubai’s retail and tourism sectors. 

The annual events attract millions of visitors from around the GCC and wider Middle East, 
drawn to large discount sales in the vast majority of retail outlets, from high-end to value stores. 
Shopping malls in particular boost their revenue dramatically during DSS and DSF, also increasing 
food and beverage sales and hotel occupancy. 

Dubai Metro, which has seen ever increasing numbers of passengers since its launch in 2009 
has also had a highly positive impact on retail footfall. Many metro stations are located either 
inside or adjacent to major shopping malls, some of which have built retail extensions to expand 
through to the metro exits. 

Industry Outlook 

With an ever-increasing number of visitors coming to Dubai for both business and leisure, the 
duty-free market has become an essential revenue driver for many retailers. Enormous investment 
by Emirates Airline among others into destination and fleet expansion has dramatically increased 
footfall through Dubai International Airport – the world’s fourth busiest airport for international 
passenger traffic.  

And with on-going plans for further airport growth and capacity, Dubai duty-free, officially the 
largest single retail operation in the world, is set for an even brighter future sales revenue. BMI 
estimated that Dubai is responsible for nearly 50 per cent of all Middle East duty-free sales.
With nearly 100 million passengers expected at Dubai International Airport by 2020, Dubai duty-
free expects revenues to hit AED 12.5 billion (USDF 3.4 billion) in the same year, and anticipates 
employing up to 8,000 staff.

Sector

Over the counter (OTC) 
Pharmaceuticals

Consumer electronics

Mass Gross Retail

Food sales

Automotive

2011

AED 1.1 billion AED 1.54 billion 40 per cent

49 per cent

26 per cent

36 per cent

42 per cent

601,000 units

AED 14.7 billion

AED 38.5 billion

AED 27.7 billion

403,000 units

AED 11.5 billion

AED 28.3 billion

AED 19.5 billion

2015 Increase
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