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Abstract

This paper discusses the impact of digital marketing on business performance in the gulf
cooperation council (GCC) region (specifically the countries of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates and Qatar). It analyzes the degree to which the degree of digital marketing adoption
influences the firm outcomes and the difference in the relationship between startups and
mature organizations. The study uses a mixed-methods design that integrates both the
guantitative analysis of 186 companies and qualitative commentary on the research based on
12 semi-structured interviews with top executives of marketing.

The results affirm that online marketing has turned into a competitiveness driver in the Gulf.
New companies enjoy the qualities of agility, imagination, and fast experimentation, and the
short-term exposure of new platforms, including Tik Tok and Snapchat. Established companies,
in their turn, use structure, data management, and strategic planning to attain sustainability in
performance. The findings also reveal that the relationship between digital adoption and
marketing performance is strongly moderated by firm maturity with strategic selection and
organizational learning between them.

In the managerial sense, the study points out that technology is not enough, the success of the
technology will be as well determined by the vision of the leader, cultural genuineness and
learning oriented atmosphere. The research can offer Gulf enterprises the necessary steps
towards planning the campaign and digital transformation, as it can serve as practical standards
of assessing customer engagement and Return on Marketing Investment (ROMI). On top of the
business implications, the study is also relevant to the larger socio-economic history of the
region since it demonstrates that culturally-based digital communication strengthens
competitiveness as well as the Gulf identity image in the international markets.
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1. Introduction & Importance:

Globally, digital marketing is changing how businesses operate, communicate, and compete.
The way businesses reach and retain customers has changed dramatically as a result of the
transition from traditional to technology-driven strategies. Rapid digitalization, programs like
Saudi Vision 2030, and the expanding use of analytics and artificial intelligence in business are
all contributing factors to this transformation in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf.
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Digital marketing serves as a strategic lever for growth and competitiveness for both startups
and well-established businesses, in addition to being a channel for brand visibility. These two
kinds of businesses, however, use and profit from digital tools in very different ways. Although
well-established businesses frequently have larger marketing budgets, stronger brand equity,
and existing customer bases, they may encounter structural and cultural obstacles that impede
the adoption of digital technology. Startups, on the other hand, are more adaptable and
creative, but they also struggle to gain recognition and trust due to resource limitations.

The comparative effects of digital marketing on Saudi Arabian and Gulf startups and established
businesses are examined in this dissertation. The study intends to determine how each type
uses digital marketing to accomplish business goals like revenue growth, brand development,
and customer acquisition by combining empirical data collection with theoretical analysis.

1.1 Background of the Research:

Over the past ten years, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) nations, Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman, have seen significant growth
in their digital infrastructure. Regional reports indicate that over 98% of people in the Gulf
have access to the internet, and social media platforms are the main means of
communication and business. The Vision 2030 agenda, which places a strong emphasis on
digital transformation across industries, and Saudi Arabia's youthful population are the main
drivers of the region's e-commerce growth.

Although the performance of digital marketing in Western economies has been thoroughly
examined by international research, there is still little empirical data that is unique to the
Gulf region. There is a chance to close a significant research gap by comprehending how
well-known businesses like Almarai, STC, and Jarir Bookstore differ from up-and-coming
startups like Marsool, Hunger Station, and many others in their digital marketing strategies.
For local marketers looking to maximize their strategic approaches in quickly evolving digital
ecosystemes, it also provides insightful managerial information.

Digital marketing has changed significantly in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf over the last 30
years. Changes in technology, the economy, and culture are reflected in the move from
traditional to data-driven, customer-focused communication. Governments now prioritize
the growth of digital economies as a result of diversification beyond oil.

The GCC's young, connected population, sophisticated infrastructure, and high internet
usage all contribute to its current marketing advantages. Online platforms, social media, and
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mobile commerce are now essential for interaction and communication. E-commerce,
entrepreneurship, and innovation have all been further promoted by Vision 2030.

These days, digital marketing is a tool for competition as well as a growth engine. While
startups depend on it to raise awareness and swiftly reach audiences, established
businesses use it to maintain customer loyalty and enhance brand presence. Technologies
like augmented and virtual reality are changing the way experiences are provided, and the
emergence of Al, automation, and analytics has further personalized customer interactions.
In the Gulf, where family, religious, and national identity customs coexist with contemporary
lifestyles, cultural values still shape marketing messaging. The pandemic accelerated the
adoption of digital technology, forcing even more established industries to use online
platforms and bringing about long-lasting shifts in consumer behavior.

All things considered, digital marketing has emerged as a key component of the GCC's
national competitiveness. It encourages economic diversification, fosters innovation, and
illustrates how emerging economies can advance with well-thought-out policy and
technology.

1.2 Justification for the Study:

The necessity to assess the observable and intangible effects of digital marketing in various
organizational contexts forms the foundation of this study. While startups may find it
challenging to effectively scale their marketing operations, more established companies may
struggle with a lack of innovation. By contrasting the two, one can gain a thorough grasp of
the elements that influence the success or failure of digital marketing in the Gulf.
Furthermore, managers must comprehend the return on investment (ROMI) of digital
marketing in a local context. Global digital tools are frequently adopted by businesses
without being modified to account for local consumer behavior, cultural differences, or
linguistic preferences. This study aims to clarify how cultural, economic, and institutional
differences among GCC markets affect consumer engagement results and digital marketing
performance metrics.

1.3 Research Aim and Scope:

This dissertation's primary goal is to evaluate how digital marketing strategies affect the
financial performance of established businesses and start-ups in Saudi Arabia and the GCC.
Key marketing channels like influencer partnerships, email marketing, social media
advertising, search engine optimization (SEO), and data analytics are all included in the
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scope. In order to provide a comprehensive comparison between the two business types, the
study also takes into account managerial viewpoints, organizational preparedness, and
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customer response across industries.

Both qualitative and quantitative aspects of the study are covered, including survey data from
marketing experts and in-depth interviews with managers and owners of businesses. The
results are intended to offer evidence-based perspectives to guide future marketing plans and
legislative frameworks for the digitalization of Gulf businesses.

1.4 Importance of the Study:

This study is significant from an academic and practical standpoint. By concentrating on the
GCC context, an area where digital transformation is ongoing but has received little
attention, it academically closes a regional gap in the literature on comparative digital
marketing. In actuality, it assists entrepreneurs, managers, and legislators in determining
which digital strategies provide the best returns in various business scenarios.

The research's conclusions can assist established businesses in removing structural and
administrative obstacles that impede digital transformation. The study provides advice on
brand development, scalability, and strategic marketing technology investment for startups.
The findings could serve as a foundation for policymakers looking to boost digital
entrepreneurship and boost regional competitiveness.

1.5 Structure of the Dissertation:

This dissertation is organized into several chapters to ensure logical progression and clarity
of analysis:

@ Chapter 1: Introduction and Importance, provides the background, rationale, and
research scope.

o Chapter 2: Literature Review, discusses theoretical frameworks and past research.

e Chapter 3: Research Methodology, data collection and analysis methods.

@ _Chapter 4: Data Analysis, presents quantitative and qualitative findings, and
interprets results in light of research questions.

o Chapter 5: Recommendations, proposes managerial and policy recommendations,
conclusion, summarizes insights and highlights future research directions.
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1.6 Historical Evolution of Digital Marketing in th /
Early Phase: Internet Introduction (1995 — 2005)

In the Gulf region, digital connectivity first appeared in the mid-1990s. Instead of using the
internet as a marketing platform, universities, government organizations, and multinational
corporations mainly used it as a tool for communication and information. At the time,
marketing was still based on traditional media; newspapers served as the main advertising
medium, television dominated consumer outreach, and outdoor billboards along major
highways conveyed brand prestige.

Global firms like Procter & Gamble, Unilever, and Nestlé, however, brought with them new
benchmarks for data-driven planning and marketing effectiveness. Instead of focusing on
direct sales, these businesses started experimenting with email newsletters and simple
corporate websites to build brand awareness. The first digital footprints in the region were
created in 1999 when public internet services were introduced in Saudi Arabia. This was
followed shortly after by Etisalat's nationwide rollout in the United Arab Emirates.

Due to low digital literacy, expensive connection fees, and a lack of broadband
infrastructure, adoption was sluggish at this early stage. However, government agencies
started to see the potential of the internet. For instance, the Saudi Ministry of Information
and Communication Technology started pilot projects to control internet usage and promote
regional hosting providers. Indirectly introducing citizens to the idea of web-based
communication, Kuwait and Bahrain set up online directories for government services.

A few trailblazing companies, like Saudi Aramco and Emirates Airlines, created static
websites by the early 2000s to distribute investor relations materials and corporate
information. Despite the lack of interactivity, the content represented the Gulf's initial
attempt to incorporate technology into marketing communications.

Expansion and Adoption (2005 — 2015)
The second decade of the evolution of digital technology was revolutionary. The internet

became widely used when mobile phones, broadband connectivity, and reasonably priced
personal computers came together. Social media platforms became the focal point of social
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interaction, radically altering the way that customers engaged with brands and absorbed
information.

Platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube quickly became popular among young people
in the Gulf between 2005 and 2010. This well-educated, multilingual, and extremely
connected group welcomed digital expression as a component of their identity
development. Companies soon realized that these changes presented a previously
unheard-of marketing opportunity. With Dubai's Media City and Internet City serving as the
infrastructure for multinational corporations like Google MENA and Yahoo, the UAE
emerged as a pioneer in the region.

Social media's ascent in Saudi Arabia paralleled the country's increasing urbanization and
smartphone adoption. The responsiveness of banks like Al Rajhi and NCB, which introduced
early digital customer-service accounts, is an example of how local brands started using
Twitter to communicate directly with consumers. By employing humor and cultural
relevance in Arabic-language campaigns, FMCG companies such as Almarai transformed
regional marketing and established engagement standards throughout the GCC.

Gulf e-commerce also emerged in the 2010s. Qatar's Ounass, Kuwait's Xcite, and the United
Arab Emirates' Soug.com demonstrated that despite payment and logistical obstacles,
online shopping could flourish in the region. With businesses using Google AdWords and
targeted Facebook ads to increase conversions, social media advertising has become more
and more popular.

Large companies lacked the agility that startups brought to the scene. With primarily digital
marketing, app-based services have the potential to upend entire industries, as evidenced
by the launch of Careem (2012) and Talabat's regional expansion. Digital marketing was
institutionalized as a recognized business function when mature companies started
reorganizing their marketing departments to include "digital specialists."

Through policy, governments helped to accelerate this process. Online transactions and
digital literacy initiatives were made easier by Saudi Arabia's National ICT Plan and the
United Arab Emirates' Smart Government Strategy 2013. As a result, digital marketing in the
Gulf entered a phase where it was no longer experimental but rather necessary.

Maturity and Transformation (2015 — 2025)
The Gulf region had completely embraced digitalization by the middle of the decade.

Companies now use omnichannel integration and performance-based marketing instead of
just keeping an online presence. Customers became "always-on" audiences thanks to the
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widespread use of smartphones, 4G/5G networks, and mobile payment systems, which
allowed for continuous connectivity.

The strategic importance of digital marketing was redefined in 2016 with the launch of Saudi
Vision 2030. The vision placed a strong emphasis on entrepreneurship, SME empowerment,
and technology adoption in keeping with its goals of promoting innovation and diversifying
the economy. Digital transformation in the private sector was actively promoted by
government initiatives like Monshaat, SDAIA, and the Digital Government Authority (DGA).
With Instagram and Snapchat serving as their main marketing platforms, this environment
encouraged startups like Mrsool to grow quickly.

Simultaneously, established companies implemented extensive digital changes. STC made
significant investments in data analytics and content marketing as it transitioned from a
telecom provider to a leader in technology solutions. Through consistent brand storytelling
on social media and identity modernization, Almarai was able to hold onto its market
leadership. Retail behemoths like Jarir Bookstore and Centrepoint demonstrated a true
omnichannel evolution by combining e-commerce and physical retail through
click-and-collect models.

Consumer behavior was irreversibly altered by the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2021).
Lockdowns compelled businesses and startups to move their sales and communication to
digital platforms. In Saudi Arabia, e-commerce sales increased by more than 60%, and the
GCC spent more than USD 2.5 billion on digital advertising. In-person interactions were
supplanted by virtual events, live streaming, and influencer collaborations, creating new
standards for participation.

Data-driven, automated, and experience-focused marketing emerged in the post-pandemic
era. Chatbot interactions, predictive analytics, and customer segmentation are now
powered by artificial intelligence. Programmatic advertising is used by businesses, and
micro-content on social media sites like TikTok is redefining storytelling. Authenticity and
sustainability have become important differentiators, especially with younger consumers.
In 2025 and beyond, the digital marketing ecosystem in the Gulf is expected to move into a
phase known as "innovation convergence," where cross-border trade, Al, AR/VR, and
metaverse applications come together. Governments continue to support innovation zones
(such as NEOM and the Dubai Metaverse Strategy), fostering an atmosphere where
marketing is closely linked to both technological aspirations and national identity.

1.7 Vision 2 nd Regional Digi
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The digital revolution in the Gulf was not a natural development; rather, it was carefully
planned by national agendas that sought to lessen reliance on oil and establish the GCC as a
center for innovation worldwide. Every Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) member state has
unveiled a long-term vision plan, such as Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 and the United Arab
Emirates' Vision 2031, which incorporates digital transformation into social modernization
and economic diversification. These tactics acknowledge digital marketing as a fundamental
component of the developing digital economy, not just a means of communication.
Economic diversification and digital transformation are the main focuses of Saudi Arabia's
Vision 2030.

Saudi Arabia: Vision 2030 and Digital Transformation

Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 was unveiled in 2016. It highlights sustainable growth,
innovation, and entrepreneurship as means of achieving a post-oil economy. The Saudi Data
and Al Authority (SDAIA), the Digital Government Authority (DGA), and the Ministry of
Communications and Information Technology (MCIT) are important facilitators that convert
this vision into workable frameworks.

By combining e-commerce, artificial intelligence, and smart governance, the Digital
Government Strategy 2025 seeks to place Saudi Arabia among the leading digital economies
in the world. By promoting national brands through digital platforms, initiatives like "Saudi
Made" and "Smart Kingdom Initiative" encourage consumers to choose locally produced
goods while increasing the visibility of Saudi-based businesses.

Competitiveness has been redefined for businesses by Vision 2030. Large-scale digital
transformations have been implemented by established companies like STC, Almarai, Saudi
Aramco, and Jarir Bookstore. After making investments in cloud infrastructure, analytics,
and content marketing, STC changed its name from telecom operator to digital solutions
provider. Aramco used digital storytelling to improve employer branding and public trust,
while Almarai used social listening and omnichannel engagement to match campaigns with
consumer sentiment.

However, startups are now playing a significant role in achieving the SME growth goals of
Vision 2030. In order to scale quickly, e-commerce, logistics, and food delivery
entrepreneurs like Marsool, Jahez, and Salla have joined social media and influencer
networks with the help of organizations like Monshaat, the Saudi Venture Capital Company,
and Fintech Saudi. Their accomplishments support the Vision's objective of allowing SMEs to
account for 35% of GDP by 2030.

RAMZI NABIL MAHMOUD| DBA THESIS 13 | Page



> =

In terms of culture, Vision 2030 has promoted innovation-openness, especially among
young people. National initiatives support women's digital literacy, creativity, and
empowerment, increasing the number of consumers and digital marketers. The end effect is
a society that is comfortable with technology and where marketing communication is in line
with Saudi values and contemporary goals.

United Arab Emirates: Smart Dubai and Vision 2031

Many people consider the United Arab Emirates to be the digital leader in the Gulf. The
government aims to create the most intelligent and connected economy in the world
through the UAE Vision 2031 and the Smart Dubai Strategy, which was introduced in 2014.
These frameworks foster innovation in marketing by integrating blockchain, Al, data
governance, and digital services into all industries.

Major international companies like Google, Meta, and TikTok are based in Dubai Internet
City, Dubai Media City, and Abu Dhabi Global Market, which act as hubs for digital
entrepreneurship. These ecosystems speed up the adoption of cutting-edge marketing
technologies by facilitating collaboration between startups, agencies, and multinational
corporations.

Initiatives like the National Al Strategy 2031, which gives big data analytics, automation, and
the creative industries top priority, are examples of how public policy supports these efforts.
The UAE government is an excellent example of a marketer; to build national branding and
public trust, its communication campaigns employ immersive imagery, bilingual storytelling
in Arabic and English, and real-time social media interaction.

From a business standpoint, the UAE's hospitable atmosphere enables both new and
established companies to function globally. While well-known companies like Emirates
Airline, Emaar, and Majid Al Futtaim are leaders in experiential marketing through
augmented reality and omnichannel integration, startups like Washmen, Noon, and Kibsons
mainly rely on digital-first business models and performance marketing. Consumer trust in
online transactions has been further bolstered by the nation's proactive regulatory
approach to fintech and data privacy.

Fundamentally, the UAE serves as an example of how infrastructure, international
collaborations, and policy alignment can turn a small domestic market into a regional leader
in digital marketing.

Qatar: Innovation through Knowledge-Based Development
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Digital transformation is in line with Qatar's National Vision 2030, which aims to make the
country a knowledge-based economy. The nation has made investments in online
entrepreneurship, e-learning, and ICT infrastructure through the Qatar Smart Nation
Program and the Qatar National e-Government 2020 Strategy.

Large-scale initiatives like the Qatar Science & Technology Park (QSTP) and the Qatar Free
Zones Authority (QFZA) have drawn tech firms and incubators that assist digital startups.
Content-driven marketing campaigns that highlight the education, sports, and sustainability
sectors that are essential to Qatar's brand identity have become more prevalent as a result
of this ecosystem, particularly in the run-up to the 2022 FIFA World Cup.

While new e-commerce platforms use hyper-localization and bilingual content to reach a
wide range of consumers, Qatari companies like Ooredoo have embraced Al-based
customer segmentation and predictive analytics. In a market that prioritizes social impact
and authenticity, startups can test out new marketing formats with the help of
government-backed funding and digital skills initiatives.

Kuwait: Vision 2035 and the Smart Economy

New Kuwait, Kuwait's Vision 2035, aims to establish the nation as a hub for trade and
finance in the region driven by innovation. To encourage online entrepreneurship, the
Ministry of Commerce and Industry has launched SME support initiatives and digital
licensing portals.

Enhancing ICT infrastructure and increasing the use of cloud services are the main objectives
of Kuwait's Digital Transformation Strategy 2022—-2025. Influencer-driven marketing and
luxury e-commerce both benefit greatly from Kuwaiti consumers' high purchasing power
and active social media presence. Startups such as Boutigaat and Carriage have
demonstrated how cultural affinity and visual storytelling can surpass traditional advertising
by using Instagram-based marketing to achieve rapid regional growth.

Bahrain: Digital Economy Strategy 2030
Bahrain is positioned as a regional hub for fintech and digital services by virtue of its Digital
Economy Strategy 2030. Cloud computing, online payments, and open-data initiatives are

prioritized by the government through collaborations with companies like Amazon Web
Services (AWS).
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Innovation in marketing and finance technology has been fueled by this policy environment.
While startups like Skiplino and Eat App show how Bahraini innovation scales globally
through effective digital branding, local agencies now offer regional clients Al-driven
analytics and customer journey mapping. The national agenda's emphasis on digital
governance and transparency also promotes ethical marketing practices, which are
becoming more and more crucial for gaining the trust of consumers.

Oman: Vision 2040 and Digital Entrepreneurship

Digital transformation is emphasized as a key component of socioeconomic advancement in
Oman's Vision 2040. The government wants to encourage private-sector innovation and
digitize 80 percent of its services under the Oman Digital Strategy 2030.

To draw in both local and foreign clients, Omani companies are spending more and more
money on digital marketing tools. Key elements of Oman's diversification strategy, the
tourism and logistics industries, use storytelling and multilingual advertising to highlight the
country's heritage and draw in tourists from around the world. A growing entrepreneurial
culture is reflected in the startups in Muscat's Innovation Park, Oman, which concentrate on
tech-enabled marketing for SMEs.

Collective Impact and Regional Synergy

These national strategies work together to create an integrated digital ecosystem that
supports marketing innovation throughout the GCC. Governments provide funding,
infrastructure, and capacity-building initiatives in addition to serving as regulators. Regional
standards for digital excellence have been established by public-private partnerships
between marketing firms, technology providers, and telecom companies.

Crucially, cross-border cooperation is made possible by the GCC states' policy convergence.
For instance, Bahrain and Kuwait work together on fintech standards, and Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates jointly lead efforts in e-commerce regulation and Al governance.
By establishing shared digital talent pools, streamlined online transactions, and unified data
frameworks, this harmonization helps marketers.

Vision-driven policies directly affect business strategy from a managerial standpoint:

e For mature firms, they lower the barriers to digital transformation by ensuring
technological infrastructure and regulatory clarity.

RAMZI NABIL MAHMOUD| DBA THESIS 16 | Page



e For startups, they reduce entry costs, expand access to funding, and validate digital
business models that rely on aggressive marketing and analytics.

As a result, the Gulf has evolved into one of the world’s most digitally progressive regions,
where marketing innovation aligns seamlessly with national development goals.

1.8 Present to Day Digital Marketing Trends in the Gulf

The complex interplay of innovation, consumer behavior, and policy alignment is reflected in
the Gulf region's current digital marketing landscape. The Gulf has emerged as a testbed for
global digital marketing innovation, with one of the highest smartphone penetration rates in
the world (above 95 percent across most GCC states) and daily social media usage averaging
6 hours. Nowadays, companies of all sizes, from established multinationals to
up-and-coming startups, compete on speed, innovation, and data fluency rather than just
size. The main trends influencing digital marketing in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf are
described in the subsections that follow.

1. Social Media Dominance

Social platforms constitute the backbone of digital communication in the GCC.
According to regional analytics (2024 reports from Hootsuite & We Are Social), Saudi
Arabia and the UAE are among the world’s top ten countries for social media
penetration. Platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat, TikTok, and X (previously
Twitter) have replaced traditional channels as the bases for brand storytelling,
customer service, and community engagement.

Visual storytelling drives this dominance. Gulf audiences, particularly millennials and
Gen Z, value visual coherence, reality, and relatability. Brands that localize content
using Arabic languages, regional humor, and cultural symbolism achieve stronger
engagement. For instance, Almarai’s Arabic-language Twitter campaigns, combining
humor with national pride, consistently generate viral interactions. Startups like
Marsool and Jahez use user-generated content and short form videos to improve
their services, demonstrating how smaller players can compete corporate giants
through creativity and speed.
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Social commerce has also succeeded; many users now purchase directly through
in-app shops or links integrated into influencer stories. The GCC’s younger
demographics shape the line between entertainment and retail, transforming social
media into both a marketing and sales channel.

For mature businesses, this dominance requires adopting conversational, less ranked
communication styles. For startups, it represents a cost-effective arena for brand
awareness and viral reach. The result is a region where social presence equates to
brand existence.

2. _Data-Driven Personalization

Personalization has emerged as a crucial differentiator in the maturing digital
ecosystems. To customize experiences, companies in the Gulf are spending money
on CRM systems, data analytics, and Al-driven segmentation.

Machine learning algorithms are used by retail conglomerates like Alshaya Group to
make product recommendations based on browsing and purchase history for brands
like Bath & Body Works, Starbucks, and H&M. In a similar vein, STC improves
customer satisfaction and retention by using predictive analytics to present tailored
offers to various customer segments.

Startups are also using low-cost analytics tools like HubSpot, Meta Insights, and
Google Data Studio to monitor engagement and conversions in real time. By
showcasing quantifiable results, they not only use these insights to dynamically
modify campaigns but also to draw in investors.

The Gulf's emphasis on customization is highly compatible with the region's cultural
demands for exclusivity and first-rate service. Customized experiences that represent
a person's identity and social standing are valued by customers. When data-driven
marketing offers convenience and relevance, it is not seen as intrusive.

However, marketers must strike a balance between compliance and personalization
in light of growing data privacy laws like the Federal Data Protection Decree Law
2021 in the United Arab Emirates and the Personal Data Protection Law (PDPL) in
Saudi Arabia. While startups rely on cloud-based solutions that sacrifice flexibility for
simplicity, mature companies frequently take the lead in implementing secure data
governance frameworks.
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3. The Influencer and Content Economy

Influencer marketing has evolved into a mature industry within the Gulf. Local
creators especially in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the UAE command large followings
and shape consumer preferences across fashion, beauty, food, travel, and
technology. Their genuineness and language foster higher trust than traditional
advertising.

Platforms such as TikTok and Instagram Reels strengthen this trend, enabling
micro-influencers (with 10 to 50k followers) to achieve niche reach with strong
engagement. For example, Saudi lifestyle creators influence beauty and lifestyle
consumption patterns, while tech reviewers and fitness coaches contribute to
growing male-oriented segments.

Agencies and platforms have institutionalized the sector: The Saudi Media
Measurement Company (SMMC) or Reach Promomedia and UAE networks like
Ykone Middle East now connect brands with vetted influencers, ensuring
transparency and compliance.

From a strategic viewpoint:

Startups use influencers for rapid awareness, often offering equity or product
collaborations instead of cash.

Mature companies adopt structured long-term partnerships, integrating influencer
storytelling into omnichannel campaigns.

The rise of the content economy goes beyond endorsements. Many influencers have
evolved into entrepreneurs launching their own brands and leveraging their
audiences as built-in markets. This cooperation between content creation and
commerce has redefined digital marketing ROl across the GCC.

4. Performance Measurement and ROI Accountability

Accountability is now a given as marketing budgets grow. Performance indicators like
ROAS (Return on Ad Spend), CPC (Cost per Click), CTR (Click-Through Rate), and CAC
(Customer Acquisition Cost) are being used by Gulf companies more and more to
gauge their success.
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Short-term, conversion-driven KPIs that show investors growth are given priority by
startups. Usually, they spend most of their money on TikTok for Business, Meta, and
Google Ads performance campaigns, optimizing every day based on data feedback
loops.

Well-established companies concentrate on blended metrics, which combine
tangible financial results with brand equity indicators like reach, sentiment, and
views. To maintain long-term brand consistency, Emirates Airlines, for instance,
tracks engagement in addition to booking conversions.

Additionally, the competitive market in the Gulf has fueled the growth of analytics
consultancies and digital marketing agencies that specialize in attribution modeling
and dashboard development. These days, businesses like Reach Promo media and
OMD MENA offer data integration services that let customers monitor return on
investment across several channels.

5. Rise of Omnichannel Strategies

GCC consumers switch between digital and physical touchpoints with ease. As a
result, companies are using omnichannel marketing more and more, combining
platforms for customer service, in-store experiences, and e-commerce into a
seamless journey.

Retail behemoths like Centrepoint, Jarir Bookstore, and Max Fashion provide
click-and-collect options, real-time stock visibility, and integrated loyalty programs
that connect mobile apps to physical stores. This trend is mirrored in the hospitality
industry, where hotel chains such as Rotana and Jumeirah Group combine
personalized on-property interaction with digital booking systems.

Smaller-budget startups use social commerce integration and mobile-first interfaces
to take advantage of omnichannel potential. Platforms such as Nana and Salla reduce
the friction between discovery and purchase by connecting Instagram catalogs to
fulfillment logistics directly.

Omnichannel consistency improves convenience and trust from the perspective of
the customer. For marketers, it necessitates close collaboration between the IT, sales,
and creative departments, driving businesses toward cross-functional, agile teams.
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From the customer’s standpoint, omnichannel consistency enhances convenience
and trust. For marketers, it demands tight coordination among creative, sales, and IT
departments, pushing companies toward agile, cross functional teams.

6. Emerging Trends Beyond 2025

Beyond these dominant forces, several emerging trends are shaping the future of
Gulf marketing:

e Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Automation: Predictive analytics, automated
bidding, and generative Al content tools are now mainstream in top Saudi and
Emirati agencies.

e \Voice and Conversational Commerce: Smart assistants integrated with Arabic
language support (e.g., Alexa Arabic, Google Assistant) are redefining SEO.

e Sustainability Marketing: Consumers increasingly reward brands promoting
environmental responsibility illustrated by campaigns from STC’s Green Initiative
and Majid Al Futtaim’s Net-Positive strategy.

e Metaverse and AR/VR Experiences: Dubai’s Metaverse Strategy 2030 aims to
create 40,000 virtual economy jobs, presenting new channels for experiential
branding.

These developments illustrate that Gulf marketing is not merely catching up with
global trends but actively shaping them through early adoption and policy support.

1.9 Challenges Facing Digital-Marketing Development

Despite the remarkable speed at which digital marketing has developed in the Gulf, a
number of managerial, cultural, and structural obstacles still prevent it from reaching its full
potential. Though in different ways, these issues impact both established businesses and
up-and-coming startups. The latter face constraints pertaining to scale, resources, and
expertise, while the former frequently struggle with internal administration and heritage
systems. Interpreting performance variances and finding workable solutions that can
maintain the region's digital momentum require an understanding of these challenges.

1. Data Protection and Regulatory Complexity
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One of the most persistent issues is the evolving legal landscape surrounding data privacy
and digital governance. Countries such as Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates have
recently enacted comprehensive data protection laws, the Personal Data Protection Law
(PDPL) in Saudi Arabia and the Federal Data Protection Decree Law 2021 in the UAE. These
frameworks align the Gulf with international standards such as the EU’s GDPR, demanding
transparency in how customer information is collected, stored, and processed.

While such regulations strengthen consumer confidence, they also introduce operational
complexity. Many organizations especially SMEs and startups lack legal departments or
compliance officer’s familiar with international privacy norms. Marketing teams familiar to
using third party cookies and global advertising platforms now have to rethink data
collection, obtain explicit user consent, and maintain records of processing activities.
Mature firms can absorb this burden through in house legal support, but for smaller
businesses the cost of compliance software or consultancy services can be unaffordable.
Thus, marketers must balance personalization with privacy, ensuring campaigns remain both
effective and lawful.

2. Skill and Talent Gap

Another significant barrier is still the lack of qualified experts in digital marketing. Even
though communication and data science programs are growing at Gulf universities, there is
still a much greater demand for advanced talent than there is supply. Expatriates frequently
fill jobs requiring knowledge of SEO, marketing automation, data analytics, or UX design,
increasing reliance on foreign labor and recruiting expenses.

Startups, which rely on small, multitasking teams, are especially impacted by this skills
shortage. Founders frequently take on several responsibilities, such as advertising, content,
and strategy. restricting the technical execution's depth. A distinct problem for established
businesses is that, despite having sizable marketing departments, they find it difficult to
upskill long-tenured staff members who were trained in traditional advertising. As a result,
human capital is frequently prioritized over technology in digital transformation initiatives.
Academic institutions and the private sector are gradually reacting. Although the UAE's
Digital School Initiative and Saudi Arabia's Future Skills Program seek to reduce the digital
literacy gap, ongoing professional development is crucial due to the speed at which
platforms and algorithms are changing. The overall efficacy of marketing investments will be
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constrained by the wide variations in execution quality amongst organizations until digital
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proficiency becomes commonplace.
3. Cultural and Contextual Alignment

Another persistent challenge lies in the cultural translation of global marketing models.
Many campaigns imported from Western headquarters fail to resonate with Gulf audiences
because they overlook local values, humor, and linguistic subtleties. What appeals to
consumers in London or Los Angeles may appear irrelevant in Riyadh or Kuwait City.

Effective communication in the Gulf must reflect the region’s strong sense of identity,
religious sensitivity, and social cohesion. Advertising during Ramadan, for instance,
emphasizes generosity and family connection, while campaigns released near National Day
celebrations often center on pride and unity. Western designed materials that ignore these
cultural rhythms risk reaction or apathy.

Startups that originate within the region tend to understand these tones automatically, they
create content in Arabic, employ local dialects, and use storytelling that aligns with
community values. Mature multinational firms, on the other hand, must train regional
teams or collaborate with local agencies to ensure authenticity. Achieving this balance
between global brand standards and local relevance remains an ongoing managerial
challenge.

4. Technological and Financial Barriers

It costs a lot of money to implement cutting-edge marketing technologies like automation
suites, customer data platforms, and Al-driven analytics. Licensing fees, integration costs,
and specialized training can easily exceed the budgets of small enterprises. It takes time and
careful change management to integrate new technology with legacy IT systems, even for
large corporations.

As a result, startups depend on low-cost substitutes that provide flexibility but limited
scalability, like social media dashboards, open-source CRM tools, or outsourced analytics.
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The problem for mature organizations is the opposite: they buy sophisticated software but
don't use it to its full potential because of siloed data structures or a lack of internal
expertise. A technology adoption paradox results from this: tools are widely available, but
people's ability to use them effectively varies.

Additionally, the cost of digital advertising has increased significantly in the Gulf.
Performance campaigns become more expensive as a result of increased competition for
online audiences, which raises bid prices on Meta, Google, and TikTok. When customer
acquisition expenses surpass reasonable margins, smaller businesses frequently find it
difficult to stay profitable. Startup innovation will continue to be constrained by cost
pressures in the absence of collective mechanisms or transparency in regional ad pricing.

5. Algorithmic Dependence and Platform Volatility

An understated yet critical vulnerability is the region’s dependence on global social media
algorithms. Businesses rely heavily on a handful of platforms, particularly Instagram, TikTok,
and Snapchat, to reach customers. Any algorithmic change can drastically alter visibility and
engagement overnight. A new content ranking formula or shift toward paid reach can wipe
out organic exposure built over years.

For example, when TikTok adjusted its regional content distribution algorithm in 2023 to
favor localized trends, several Gulf brands saw their engagement drop by nearly 40 percent
within weeks. Similarly, Instagram’s emphasis on short form Reels has forced marketers to
reinvest in video production, increasing costs. Because these platforms are foreign owned,
local businesses have little influence over such policies.

Mature firms moderate this risk through diversified media portfolios, combining search
marketing, email, and proprietary apps, whereas startups often depend on a single channel
for traffic. The lesson is that sustainable marketing strategies require diversification and the
gradual creation of owned digital assets such as brand communities, websites, and customer
databases.

6. Organizational Resistance and Change Management

Digital transformation also demands cultural change within organizations. In many
long-established Gulf companies, decision making remains centralized and hierarchical,
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delaying experimentation. Marketing managers may hesitate to test unproven digital tactics
for fear of failure or reputational damage. Conversely, startups face rapid-growth stress that
can lead to disorganized execution and inconsistent branding.

Successful adaptation therefore hinges on leadership mindset. Firms that encourage
cross-department collaboration, linking marketing with IT, sales, and customer service, tend
to implement digital strategies more effectively. The region’s gradual shift toward agile
project management and data driven accountability is helping to erode traditional barriers,
but genuine cultural change takes time.

7. Language and Content Localization

While English remains the lingua franca of business, Arabic is the emotional language of the
market. Many digital interfaces and automated tools still offer limited Arabic integration,
which restricts creativity and nuance. Machine translation often fails to capture dialectal
variations between Saudi, Emirati, and Kuwaiti Arabic, leading to misunderstandings or loss
of brand tone.

Moreover, Arabic typography and design conventions differ from Latin based layouts, posing
aesthetic challenges for multilingual content. Large brands can afford dedicated localization
team, startups typically resort to freelancers or generic translation software, compromising
guality. Developing region-specific creative assets and linguistically aware Al tools is
therefore a crucial next step for the industry.

8. Economic and Market Volatility

Marketing budgets may be indirectly impacted by macroeconomic shifts, changes in the
price of oil, problems with the global supply chain, or inflation. Because they consider
promotional spending to be discretionary rather than strategic, businesses frequently
reduce it first during uncertain times. This reactive approach damages brand equity and
breaks campaign continuity. When investor sentiment tightens, as it did during the global
downturn of 2022-2023, startups that rely on venture capital are especially vulnerable.
Demonstrating a quantifiable contribution to revenue is necessary to sustain marketing
investment during economic cycles. Businesses are better able to keep senior
management's support when they institutionalize performance tracking and incorporate
marketing metrics into financial dashboards.
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Additionally, the cost of digital advertising has increased significantly in the Gulf.
Performance campaigns become more expensive as a result of increased competition for
online audiences, which raises bid prices on Meta, Google, and TikTok. When customer
acquisition expenses surpass reasonable margins, smaller businesses frequently find it
difficult to stay profitable. Startup innovation will continue to be constrained by cost
pressures in the absence of collective mechanisms or transparency in regional ad pricing.

1.10 Comparative Analysis: Mature Firms vs. Startups

Digital marketing within the Gulf region operates across two distinct organizational worlds: The
established corporations that have built their reputations over decades, and the new generation
of startups born into a fully digital economy. Both participate in the same technological
ecosystem, serve overlapping audiences, and face the same cultural context, yet they approach
marketing from fundamentally different standpoints. Their contrast reveals much about how
size, structure, and strategy shape success in the region’s rapidly evolving marketplace.

Mature Firms: Stability, Scale, and Structure

The traditional backbone of the regional economy is represented by major Gulf companies like
Almarai, Saudi Telecom Company (STC), and Jarir Bookstore. They have substantial financial
resources, well-established supply chains, and a solid reputation among customers thanks to
years of reliable service. These benefits enable them to make significant investments in brand
development, analytics, and technology, establishing them as industry leaders in both local and
regional markets.

However, inertia comes with size. Mature organizations frequently have layered
decision-making processes, with senior management, marketing, legal, and finance all requiring
approvals before a campaign can be launched. Although this system slows response, it protects
brand reputation. That delay can lessen the impact in a world where social media trends change
in a matter of hours. Because of this, a lot of established businesses find it difficult to match the
conversational tone and spontaneity that digital audiences demand.

These businesses, however, are excellent at process discipline and strategic integration. STC, for
example, manages its marketing through centralized digital command centers that monitor
social chatter, campaign performance, and sentiment analysis in real time. By utilizing
sophisticated customer relationship management (CRM) systems and programmatic advertising
tools that target specific audience segments, Almarai is able to maintain brand consistency
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across dozens of markets. Their activities demonstrate the maturity of businesses that have
transitioned from experimentation to optimization.

Another significant strength is the investment in human capital. Major corporations conduct
continuous training in analytics, search engine marketing, and social-listening platforms, often
in collaboration with global agencies such as OMD MENA, Havas, or Reach Promomedia. These
collaborations give access to state-of-the-art knowledge and international campaign standards.
But turning learning into agility and making sure staff members feel empowered to make
data-driven decisions instead of waiting for orders from above is the difficult part.

The challenge of balancing corporate conservatism and digital openness has historically also
faced established businesses. Many works in industries where public messaging needs to be
strictly regulated, like healthcare, telecommunications, and finance. Creative risk-taking is
frequently constrained by this need for caution, particularly in markets that place a high value
on relatability, humor, and authenticity. Even though they have a high level of trust and control
over awareness metrics, their engagement rates on popular platforms like TikTok and Snapchat
are often lower than those of more lighthearted, grassroots brands.

Startups: Agility, Creativity, and Experimentation

On the other end of the organizational spectrum are startups. Businesses like Jahez, Nana, Salla,
and Marsool are prime examples of the Gulf's entrepreneurial boom. These businesses, which
were born in the digital age, primarily rely on influencer partnerships, social media, and mobile
apps to grow. They can quickly adjust to changes in the market and customer feedback because
they are not constrained by rigid hierarchies or legacy systems.

Their speed is their defining characteristic. Real-time marketing decisions are made by them,
frequently in the same team chat that monitors campaign outcomes. They can turn a national
holiday celebration, a popular meme, or a TikTok sound into a marketing opportunity in a
matter of hours. Younger audiences, who appreciate spontaneity and cultural relevance, find
great resonance in this immediacy.

Authenticity is also beneficial to startups. Their founders frequently interact with clients directly
on social media, making it difficult to distinguish between personal and business
communications. For instance, Marsool's early success came from presenting itself as a regional
solution created "by Saudis, for Saudis," utilizing humor and common language that big brands
might find too casual. Brand advocacy and emotional connection are encouraged by this
relatable tone.
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Technically speaking, startups use lean marketing strategies. To produce quantifiable traction,
they rely on influencer barter agreements, Google Ads, Meta Business Suite, and affordable
digital tools. Startups with tight budgets need to make sure that every riyal produces
measurable results. They thus keep a close eye on metrics like Return on Ad Spend (ROAS) and
Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC). Startups test several ad formats at once, stopping
underperforming ones in a matter of hours. This level of experimentation is uncommon in larger

companies.

But agility has its limitations. Since many startups don't have official marketing frameworks,
their brand identities change as their teams grow. They are vulnerable to platform algorithm
changes and growing advertising costs because of their reliance on a small number of social
media channels. Once organic reach starts to wane, scaling from viral awareness to long-term
loyalty frequently becomes challenging. Additionally, due to a lack of staff, community
management, analytics, and creative production are occasionally done by the same people,
which dilutes strategic depth.

Startups also face credibility challenges in traditional industries like banking and healthcare,
where customers prefer well-known companies. Consistent service quality and visible,
long-term reputation management, are necessary for establishing trust. However, those that are
successful frequently do so by converting consumer interaction into assistance, building
devoted communities that serve as unpaid advertising agents.

Comparative Dimensions

When analyzed side by side, the divergence between mature firms and startups in the Gulf
extends across several key dimensions:

1. Organizational Structure: Mature firms operate through hierarchical systems
emphasizing control and compliance; startups rely on flat structures that promote
experimentation and fast iteration.

2. Decision-Making Speed: Corporations emphasize risk management; startups prioritize
responsiveness. What a large firm accomplishes through a quarterly plan, a startup may
execute in a single week.

3. Resource Utilization: Mature firms possess budgets that allow for cross channel
consistency, professional production, and long-term sponsorships. Startups compensate
for smaller budgets with creativity, partnerships, and viral storytelling.
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4. Brand Voice and Personality: Established brands communicate authority and reliability;
emerging one’s express personality, humor, and relatability. Both approaches serve
different psychological needs within Gulf consumer culture trust versus novelty.

5. Technology and Data: Larger firms integrate complex data ecosystems, CRMs, and
predictive analytics. Startups, while technologically savvy, often rely on accessible
third-party tools and manual data interpretation.

6. Risk Appetite: Corporate marketing favors stability and compliance; startups thrive on
calculated risk, launching bold ideas to gain attention in crowded markets.

Despite their contrasts, both segments influence each other. Startups pressure mature
corporations to modernize communication styles, while established firms inspire entrepreneurs
to adopt professionalism and strategic planning. Increasingly, collaborations between the two
through venture partnerships, accelerator programs, and cross-branding initiatives blur the
traditional boundaries.

Managerial Implications
From a management point of view, these differences provide useful lessons.

For large and mature companies, using agile methods and creating small, cross-functional teams
that have the freedom to test and adjust digital campaigns can bring more flexibility while
keeping proper control. Supporting digital champions, employees who connect marketing and IT
can also help reduce internal barriers and improve teamwork.

For startups expand, they need to add more structure. Setting clear brand rules, tracking
specific performance goals (KPIs), and investing in customer relationship systems can keep their
growth organized. Finding the right balance between creativity and structure is key to moving
beyond the early growth stage.

At a policy level, Gulf governments understand this balance well. Under Vision 2030, they
support both innovation labs for big companies and incubators for startups as part of economic
diversification. This shows the region’s hybrid model one that values stability and tradition,
while also pushing for continuous innovation and growth.

1.11 Consumer Behavior and Cultural Influence

One of the most unique consumer profiles in the global marketplace is found in the Gulf region.
With smartphones now accounting for over 95% of the population and broadband access
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virtually everywhere, digital interaction has taken over daily life. Mobile applications are used
for shopping, communication, and even decision-making in the home. A young, well-educated,
and socially connected populace, along with high disposable income, has produced a consumer
base that is both technologically savvy and firmly anchored in the community. These traits
characterize the distinct setting in which digital marketing functions.

Digital Adoption and Expectations

Gulf consumers have embraced online shopping at a pace unmatched by most emerging
markets. They are accustomed to continuous mobile experiences, quick delivery, and responsive
after sales service. Because most interactions occur through smartphones, websites and
applications that are not optimized for Arabic or that load slowly tend to lose credibility.
Convenience is essential, but so is reality. Audiences expect brands to communicate in Arabic,
respect local phrases, and reflect regional aesthetics. A message translated directly from English
often feels distant, whereas one written in informal Arabic instantly builds relationship and
understanding.

Brand loyalty in the Gulf is closely tied to perceived service quality. Consumers expect real time
support, chatbots that answer in Arabic, customer service agents available through WhatsApp,
and delivery updates in their preferred language. Companies that personalize these
touchpoints, remembering customer preferences and addressing users by name, often enjoy
repeat business. At the same time, consumers remain selective, high standards of living make
them sensitive to detail, design, and tone.

Cultural and Religious Context

In the Gulf, marketing is inextricably linked to cultural rhythm. National and religious holidays
influence advertising content and consumption patterns. For instance, Ramadan is the year's
most significant commercial time. Campaigns highlight virtues that are in line with spiritual
reflection and family unity, such as gratitude, generosity, and togetherness. In order to
accommodate fasting schedules, retailers, eateries, and online platforms modify their business
hours and special offers. While National Day celebrations center on pride, unity, and the
nation's accomplishments, Hajj campaigns emphasize hospitality and respect.

These themes are crucial to establishing trust and are not ornamental. A message that is
perceived as impolite or overly commercial during religious holidays can damage a brand's
image. However, brand awareness can be converted into enduring loyalty through imaginative
storytelling that strikes a balance between emotional appeal and cultural sensitivity. Working
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closely with local agencies that are aware of the subtleties of color, symbolism, and wording
that appeal to Gulf audiences is a common way for multinational corporations to learn this
lesson.

The Role of Social Trust

In socialist societies such as those of the GCC, social validation heavily influences decision
making. Word of mouth, once limited to family circles, now display digitally through reviews,
ratings, and influencer endorsements. Shoppers check Instagram stories, YouTube reviews, or
comments on Snapchat before purchasing a product. The credibility of an influencer often
outweighs traditional celebrity advertising because followers perceive them as peers rather
than distant figures.

This focus on social proof explains the success of micro influencers across Saudi Arabia and the
UAE. Their modest follower counts make them appear approachable, while their consistent
interaction raises trust. For brands, partnering with these voices offers an efficient way to
authenticity. Mature companies typically integrate influencer collaborations within wider media
plans, whereas startups depend on them almost entirely to generate awareness. In both cases,
endorsement serves as the modern equivalent of the family recommendation once considered
the gold standard of reliability.

Gender Dynamics and Family Influence

The continuous change in gender roles in Gulf households is reflected in consumer behavior. In
the fields of education, fashion, healthcare, and beauty, women are among the most influential
consumer groups. They also play a significant role in family budgeting, frequently influencing
purchases of everything from electronics to groceries. Women's needs have been exacerbated
by their increased participation in the workforce and entrepreneurship, which has combined
their professional goals with traditional family and modesty values.

Therefore, marketers who aim to reach female audiences strike a balance between cultural
sensitivity and complexity. Images tend to emphasize empowerment and elegance rather than
open glamour. Ads that show strong, self-assured women without defying expectations of
modesty are very popular. Using relatable local role models rather than global celebrities,
beauty and wellness startups have had great success reaching this audience in a courteous but
conversational manner.

Male consumers exhibit unique trends as well. Early adopters of technology and gaming, young
men in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates react to aspirational content
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associated with performance, innovation, and status. Their loyalty is frequently increased by
social status and product quality rather than price sensitivity.

Youth Culture and Lifestyle Aspirations

Nearly sixty percent of the GCC population is under forty. This youth population drives a culture
of experimentation, travel, and digital sharing. Young consumers mix global and local identities
effortlessly. They enjoy international brands but expect them to adapt to Gulf tastes. They also
value experiences concerts, sports events, pop-up cafés more than material possessions,
compelling brands to shift from transactional marketing toward storytelling and lifestyle

association.

The entertainment economy illustrates this transformation. Streaming platforms, gaming
tournaments, and local content creators shape cultural references and slang that marketers
must understand to remain relevant. Campaigns using humor or short form video are
particularly effective when they echo the tempo of regional online culture. Companies that
hesitate to engage in this conversational style risk appearing detached or outdated.

Language and Identity

Arabic remains the emotional language of the Gulf, but its digital representation is complex.
Audiences appreciate bilingual communication, English for functionality and Arabic for warmth.
The challenge for marketers is to navigate this balance without isolating either group. In Saudi
Arabia, for example, brands often publish parallel captions in Arabic and English, while in the
UAE and Qatar English tends to dominate luxury and tourism segments. The key is not
translation but adaptation, understanding how tone and rhythm differ across languages and
social groups.

Language also strengthens authenticity. A well-crafted Arabic slogan signals respect. Startups
that create locally often gain an edge by speaking naturally in the language, creating the feeling
of community that global brands struggle to replicate.

Sustainability and Ethical Consumption

An emerging layer of Gulf consumer behavior relates to environmental awareness and ethical
responsibility. Younger audiences in particular express growing concern for sustainability
preferring brands that minimize packaging waste or support social causes. Corporate initiatives
such as STC’s Green Program reflect this shift, integrating sustainability into brand narrative
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rather than treating it as a peripheral message. The expectation is no longer only product
quality but also moral alignment with consumers’ values.

1.12 Opportunities for Growth and Innovation

There is a unique opportunity to expand digital marketing throughout Saudi Arabia and the Gulf
in the upcoming ten years. The region is now in a position to move from adoption to innovation,
from following to setting global trends, thanks to the development of international
infrastructure and digital expertise. New technologies, shifting consumer demands, and
ambitious national initiatives all work together to foster an environment where data and
creativity are equally valuable resources. Beyond social media and retail, there are
opportunities in the government, business, and international sectors that were previously
largely ignored by marketing.

Artificial Intelligence and Automation

Artificial intelligence has already transformed the foundations of Gulf marketing. Predictive
analytics systems anticipate customer needs, optimize ad placement, and personalize content
with remarkable precision. Chatbots in Arabic are now common in banking, telecom, and retail.
STC, for example, uses automated assistants to resolve service inquiries instantly, while airlines
and delivery platforms employ Al to suggest upgrades or complementary purchases.

Automation reduces human error and operational cost, but its greater impact lies in freeing
marketers to focus on strategy and creativity. Campaign scheduling, bid optimization, and
sentiment tracking can all run autonomously. As the Gulf continues investing in Al through
initiatives such as Saudi Arabia’s SDAIA and the UAE’s National Al Strategy 2031, marketing
functions will increasingly integrate machine learning not as a luxury but as a standard practice.

Augmented and Virtual Reality (AR/VR)

Immersive technologies are beginning to redefine customer experience across luxury, tourism,
and retail sectors. Groups like Majid Al Futtaim have introduced AR tools that let shoppers
virtually try on products or visualize home décor before purchasing. In hospitality, virtual reality
tours now enable travelers to explore hotels and attractions in 3-D environments before
booking.

Beyond retail, AR and VR hold potential for education, healthcare, and cultural tourism
industries central to the Gulf’s diversification agendas. Saudi Arabia’s NEOM and Dubai’s
Metaverse Strategy 2030 plan to create thousands of digital-economy jobs, ensuring that
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immersive marketing becomes a competitive field in itself. Startups specializing in 3-D content,
animation, and interactive storytelling can find enormous potential as regional brands seek to
differentiate through experience rather than price.

Cross-Border and Regional Commerce

The expansion of e-commerce is now transcending national borders. Regional expansion is
made easier by platforms like Amazon KSA, Noon, and Namshi, which operate in several GCC
markets and offer shared payment and logistics systems. Many of the obstacles that formerly
restricted exports are eliminated for startups and small enterprises thanks to this infrastructure.

Geographic boundaries are further shaped by social commerce integration, which includes
direct purchases made via Instagram or TikTok. This scalability is further enhanced by the
linguistic and cultural similarities in the Gulf; content produced in Riyadh frequently has an
equivalent impact in Muscat or Doha. Gulf brands can expand globally without stepping outside
of their linguistic comfort zone thanks to this regional homogeneity and strong logistics.

Sustainability and Ethical Marketing

A noticeable shift in Gulf consumer behavior is the preference for brands that reflect
environmental and social responsibility. Younger generations, especially educated professionals,
increasingly connect sustainability with modernity and credibility. Campaigns that highlight
eco-friendly packaging, charitable partnerships, or local sourcing tend to receive higher
engagement.

Companies such as Majid Al Futtaim, with its Net-Positive commitment, and STC’s Green
Initiative illustrate how sustainability can move from corporate reporting into daily marketing
narratives. For startups, emphasizing ethical production or social impact provides differentiation
against price driven competition. Mature corporations, meanwhile, can leverage their scale to
implement measurable sustainability programs that reinforce trust.

Sustainability marketing is not just a moral motion; it aligns with regional policy. Vision 2030
and Vision 2040 frameworks across Saudi Arabia and Oman promote renewable energy and
responsible consumption, giving brands a public framework within which to communicate

purpose.
Business-To-Business Digitalization and Industrial Marketing
Historically, digital marketing in the Gulf was dominated by consumer goods and retail, but

revolution is happening in business-to-business sectors. Construction, logistics, healthcare, and
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manufacturing firms are beginning to recognize digital visibility as a driver of contracts and
partnerships. Companies such as Al-Khaldi Logistics and Saudi Elaf Catering have invested in
LinkedIn content, SEO optimized websites, and online tender platforms to reach clients across
the GCC.

B2B digitalization expands marketing’s scope from awareness to relationship management.
Webinars, white papers, and virtual expos now complement traditional trade fairs. This
evolution offers particular opportunities for agencies and consultants specializing in corporate
branding and lead generation analytics a field still underdeveloped compared to consumer
advertising.

Innovation Ecosystems and Entrepreneurial Collaboration

The Gulf’s push toward entrepreneurship has created productive ground for marketing
innovation. Government programs such as Monsha’at in Saudi Arabia and Hub71 in Abu Dhabi
provide mentorship, funding, and digital infrastructure for startups developing
marketing-technology (MarTech) solutions. These range from Arabic natural language analytics
to automated influencer performance tracking.

Collaboration between startups and established corporations is becoming more common,
corporations partner with young tech firms to test creative campaigns, while startups benefit
from corporate credibility and access to large audiences. This synergy accelerates innovation
across the ecosystem and adopts a professional culture that values experimentation within clear
ethical boundaries.

Regional Creative Regeneration

Another area of opportunity lies in the cultural and creative industries. As Gulf states invest
heavily in arts, film, and entertainment, demand for digital storytelling, video production, and
cultural branding is rising. Saudi Arabia’s General Entertainment Authority and the UAE’s
Creative Economy Council are developing a generation of content producers whose work blends
local identity with international aesthetics. Digital marketing stands at the intersection of this
regeneration, translating creative output into commercial success.

Strategic Outlook

In core, the Gulf’s digital marketing future will be shaped by its ability to fuse technology with
culture. Artificial intelligence and automation promise precision, immersive media and
sustainability promise emotional relevance. Startups will continue to capitalize on speed and
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niche expertise, while mature corporations will extend their regional dominance through data
infrastructure, international expansion, and professional management. The collaboration
between both ends of the business range, entrepreneurial creativity and institutional stability
will define the region’s next stage of digital maturity.

1.13 Summary:

This chapter has introduced the study’s topic, context, and importance. It has established the
rationale for examining the impact of digital marketing on both mature and startup businesses
in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf region, where digitalization is rapidly shaping new business
realities. The chapter has also set out the research scope and significance, preparing the
foundation for a deeper exploration of the region’s marketing dynamics.

Chapter 2.

Literature Review:

2.1 Introduction:

This chapter provides a comprehensive review of the academic literature that reinforces the
investigation of how digital marketing influences organizational performance in mature firms
and startups within Saudi Arabia and the wider Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). It examines
theoretical perspectives, global empirical findings, and regional scholarship to construct a
conceptual foundation for the study.

In order to gain a competitive edge, digital marketing has transformed from a tactical
communication tool to a strategic management discipline that combines technology, analytics,
and consumer insight. Understanding the efficacy of digital marketing has become crucial for
businesses in the Gulf, where ambitious national agendas like Saudi Vision 2030 and the UAE
Vision 2031 are speeding up digital adoption. Despite the region's rapid digital transformation,
little research has been done on how organizational maturity and the distinction between
well-established companies and start-ups affect how well digital strategies work.

As a result, this chapter places the current study in the context of ongoing scholarly discussions
about firm competitiveness, marketing capacity, and technology adoption. The conceptual
underpinnings of digital marketing are first described, and then the main theories that explain
technology-driven marketing behavior, such as the Resource-Based View (RBV), the Diffusion of
Innovations (DOI), the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), and the Dynamic Capabilities
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Framework, are reviewed. Following that, the conversation shifts to regional analyses and
worldwide empirical research with a Gulf context, emphasizing the variations in strategy and
results between established and up-and-coming businesses. The chapter concludes by
highlighting unresolved issues and theoretical voids that the current research aims to address
using empirical data.

2.2 Conceptual Foundations of Digital Marketing

"The use of digital technologies to achieve marketing objectives through electronically mediated
communications" is a common definition of digital marketing (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019, p.
7). It encompasses a wide range of digital platforms and tools, from email automation and
search engine marketing to social media interaction, mobile apps, and sophisticated analytics.
Digital marketing encourages an ongoing, interactive conversation between businesses and
their audiences, in contrast to traditional marketing, which mostly relied on one-way
communication. This evolution, according to Kotler et al. (2021), signifies a fundamental change
from mass communication to personalized, data-driven engagement, where marketing
effectiveness is assessed in real time instead of using static reports or reflective surveys.

Three interrelated pillars, personalization, measurability, and interactivity, support the
conceptual framework of digital marketing. The two-way communication that digital media
enables, known as interactivity, allows users to participate rather than merely consume
information. Measurability is the capacity to use digital analytics to monitor campaign
performance and customer behavior. Data and artificial intelligence power personalization,
which adjusts offers and messages to each person's preferences. Together, these factors turn
marketing from a cost center into a strategic tool that promotes innovation, growth, and loyalty.

Evolution of Digital Marketing

The evolution of digital marketing can be divided into three broad eras. The first, in the 1990s,
introduced basic corporate websites and email campaigns, tools that digitized traditional
marketing practices without essentially changing them. The second, from 2005 to 2015, was
characterized by the rise of Web 2.0 and social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, and
YouTube. During this period, marketing shifted toward content creation and community
building. The third and ongoing era, beginning around 2015, integrates big data, artificial
intelligence (Al), and automation, allowing for predictive targeting and omnichannel strategies
that synchronize online and offline experiences (Kumar et al., 2016).
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In the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) context, this global progression agreed with massive
investments in digital infrastructure and widespread smartphone adoption. Saudi Arabia’s
Vision 2030 and the UAE’s Vision 2031 both position digital transformation as a national priority.
Consequently, digital marketing evolved from an experimental practice into a core business
function across sectors such as retail, banking, hospitality, and healthcare. By 2024, over 90
percent of Saudi residents used at least one social-media platform daily (Hootsuite, 2024), and
mobile-based advertising accounted for more than two-thirds of total digital spending in the
region (MCIT, 2024).

Value Creation and Customer Empowerment

Digital marketing redefines how organizations create and capture value. Traditional marketing
models, such as Porter’s value chain, placed consumers at the end of the process, whereas
digital ecosystems position them at the center. Consumers now co-create brand narratives by
generating and sharing content, what Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) describe as “co-creation
of value.” The power dynamic has shifted from the producer to the consumer, emphasizing
transparency, authenticity, and dialogue.

For Gulf consumers, who are young, brand-conscious, and socially connected, this
empowerment manifests through real-time feedback, peer reviews, and influencer
recommendations. Digital marketing thus becomes a reflection of social identity as much as of
consumption behavior. Successful Gulf brands, such as Almarai, STC, and Mrsool, have adapted
by building interactive platforms that integrate storytelling, customer service, and commerce
within the same digital ecosystem.

Strategic Integration and Organizational Capability

While technology provides the tools, competitive advantage depends on how effectively firms
integrate these tools into their strategic and operational frameworks. Scholars such as Day
(2011) and Teece et al. (1997) argue that technological adoption alone does not generate
superior performance; instead, it is the combination of technology, organizational learning, and
marketing capabilities that drives results. For mature corporations in the Gulf, this means
embedding digital systems into complex hierarchies and aligning them with corporate
governance structures. For startups, integration involves leveraging agility, creativity, and rapid
experimentation to capture attention and market share.

Digital marketing, therefore, operates not merely as a communication function but as a
managerial process linking market intelligence with innovation. Firms that can analyze
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consumer data, interpret insights, and translate them into personalized experiences achieve a
sustainable competitive advantage (Lamberton & Stephen, 2016). The distinction between
mature and emerging firms lies in the degree of formalization, while large organizations invest
in enterprise-level analytics and customer-relationship management (CRM) platforms, startups
rely on adaptive tools such as social-media dashboards and influencer partnerships.

Ethical and Cultural Dimensions

In the Gulf, digital marketing cannot be detached from cultural context. Religious norms, family
values, and linguistic preferences shape online communication. Marketers must balance
creativity with sensitivity, particularly in sectors like fashion, beauty, and entertainment.
Furthermore, new data-privacy regulations, such as Saudi Arabia’s Personal Data Protection Law
(PDPL) and the UAE’s Data Protection Law require marketers to navigate ethical boundaries
when collecting and utilizing consumer data. Compliance, therefore, becomes a component of
strategic capability.

In summary, digital marketing represents a multidimensional concept that integrates
technology, consumer psychology, and managerial capability. Its evolution has blurred the lines
between producer and consumer, between local and global markets, and between
communication and commerce. In the context of Saudi Arabia and the wider Gulf region, these
dynamics have created an environment of unprecedented opportunity but also increasing
complexity. The degree to which firms, whether mature or emerging, can harness digital tools
strategically will determine not only their market performance but also their contribution to the
region’s broader digital-economy transformation.

2.3 Theoretical Foundations

Several theoretical models explain how organizations adopt and benefit from digital marketing.
Together, they form the conceptual scaffolding for this research.

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM).

Davis (1989) proposed that technology adoption depends on perceived usefulness and
perceived ease of use. In marketing, TAM clarifies why managers embrace platforms such as
CRM systems or programmatic-advertising dashboards. In the Gulf, adoption is strongly
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influenced by managerial confidence and the perceived alignment between technology and
cultural context.

Diffusion of Innovation (DOI).

Rogers (2003) described innovation diffusion as a process moving through awareness, interest,
evaluation, trial, and adoption. Mature organizations often follow these stages formally;
startups move faster, skipping early deliberation in pursuit of first-mover advantage. DOI also
highlights the role of social influence, which is particularly powerful in collectivist Gulf cultures.

Resource-Based View (RBV).

Barney (1991) argued that sustainable advantage stems from valuable, rare, inimitable, and
non-substitutable resources. In digital marketing, such resources include proprietary data,
brand equity, and analytic talent. Mature Gulf firms leverage these assets through scale;
startups develop them through innovation.

Dynamic Capabilities Framework.

Teece et al. (1997) extended RBV by emphasizing the capacity to integrate and reconfigure

resources amid technological change. This framework is central to Gulf organizations facing
continual platform evolution. Mature corporations commit digital-marketing departments,

startups adapt fluidly through experimentation.

Marketing Capabilities Theory.

Day (2011) linked superior marketing performance to organizational learning and
responsiveness. Firms that continuously sense market shifts and re-align strategies outperform
those relying on static routines. In volatile Gulf markets, where trends on TikTok or X can
transform brand perception overnight, learning agility determines sustainability.

2.4 Global Empirical Evidence

A growing body of international literature shows that digital marketing has become a
fundamental determinant of firm performance, competitiveness, and innovation across sectors
and regions. Its capacity to merge communication, analytics, and customer engagement enables
organizations to build deeper relationships while optimizing operational efficiency. Numerous
empirical studies confirm that the strategic integration of digital tools leads to measurable
improvements in profitability, market share, and brand equity.

Tiago and Verissimo (2014) observed that organizations adopting integrated online strategies
achieve stronger customer retention and long-term engagement than those depending on
isolated or campaign-based efforts. Their findings highlight that digital marketing should not be
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treated as a set of separate activities but as a consistent system that links content, data, and
technology to business strategy. Kumar et al. (2016) advanced this understanding by quantifying
the financial outcomes of digital adoption, showing that firms with advanced digital-marketing
capabilities reported higher returns on investment (ROI) and customer lifetime value than those
relying primarily on traditional advertising channels. Similarly, Bresciani et al. (2021)
demonstrated that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) using e-commerce and
social-media marketing experience accelerated internationalization due to the reduction of
geographic and transactional barriers. Digitalization not only enhances marketing efficiency but
also expands firms’ strategic horizons beyond domestic markets.

Comparative research has also shed light on structural contrasts between large corporations
and entrepreneurial firms in their use of digital technologies. Established corporations tend to
emphasize data analytics, automation, and process integration to optimize consistency and
efficiency. Startups, on the other hand, leverage creativity, virality, and rapid experimentation to
capture visibility and build communities around their brands. Lamberton and Stephen (2016)
observed that while data-driven marketing enables precision targeting and measurable
outcomes, excessive reliance on algorithms can erode the authenticity of brand communication
and weaken emotional connection with consumers. This balance between automation and
authenticity is a recurring theme in the literature, suggesting that technological capability alone
does not guarantee marketing success; managerial judgment and cultural awareness remain
critical moderators.

Empirical studies conducted across Europe, North America, and East Asia reveal a positive
association between digital marketing maturity and firm performance, though the strength of
this relationship depends heavily on contextual factors such as organizational learning culture,
leadership support, and market volatility. Leeflang et al. (2019) found that firms achieving
higher levels of digital integration measured through data management, omnichannel
coordination, and customer-centric design, demonstrate superior adaptability and financial
flexibility. A meta-analysis by Chatterjee and Kar (2020) concluded that the impact of digital
marketing on profitability is significantly amplified when organizations align their digital
investments with strategic objectives and employee capabilities.

The literature also highlights the transformative role of consumer empowerment in the digital
era. Research by Strauss and Frost (2020) shows that consumers’ ability to access, evaluate, and
share information online alters the traditional firm consumer relationship. Social proof,
recommendations, and influencer endorsements shape purchase decisions, particularly among
younger demographics. As a result, firms must nurture transparency and trust while maintaining
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agility in responding to user feedback. This dynamic environment places new demands on
managerial skillsets, requiring data literacy, cross-functional collaboration, and ethical
awareness in handling consumer information.

Despite the widespread evidence of digital marketing’s benefits, scholars consistently caution
against the uncritical transfer of global models to emerging markets. Cultural diversity, language
variation, and institutional maturity create unique challenges that alter both consumer behavior
and managerial practice. For instance, studies by Boateng and Osei-Assibey (2021) in
Sub-Saharan Africa and by Sharma and Sheth (2020) in South Asia highlight that infrastructural
limitations, payment systems, and regulatory uncertainty can constrain the effectiveness of
digital campaigns. Moreover, consumer trust, shaped by socio-cultural norms and digital literacy
levels, significantly affects adoption rates. The outcomes observed in technologically mature
economies cannot be assumed to replicate in regions where social trust and government
regulation exert stronger influence.

These insights have direct implications for the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). The region
exhibits high levels of digital connectivity and social media engagement but operates within a
distinct socio-economic framework characterized by conservative cultural values, rapid
modernization, and centralized regulatory oversight. The coexistence of globalized consumer
behavior with localized cultural identity makes the Gulf a unique case for examining how digital
marketing affects organizational performance. Mature firms often adopt global best practices
filtered through national policies and brand reputation considerations, whereas startups
capitalize on cultural relevance and social storytelling to reach younger audiences. The
divergence between these approaches highlights the need for specific experimental
investigation for the central objective of this thesis.

In summary, global empirical evidence validates digital marketing as a critical enabler of strong
performance, innovation, and competitiveness. Yet it also reveals that contextual, cultural, and
organizational variables profoundly shape its effectiveness. For Gulf businesses navigating
between tradition and transformation, these lessons provide a valuable but incomplete
framework. The following sections therefore explore how these global insights translate or fail
to translate within Saudi Arabia and the broader GCC environment.

2.5 Regional Literature (Gulf and Saudi Context)

Over the past decade, scholarship on digital marketing within the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) has grown quickly, reflecting the region’s accelerated digital transformation and
policy-driven diversification agendas. The Gulf countries such as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
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Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman have shifted from oil-centric economic
models toward knowledge-based, innovation-oriented economies. This transformation has
been reinforced by large-scale national programs such as Saudi Vision 2030, UAE Vision 2031,
and Oman Vision 2040, all of which highlight digitalization, entrepreneurship, and data-driven
governance. Thus, regional researchers have increasingly examined how these initiatives
influence business behavior, consumer engagement, and marketing performance.

Government-Led Digital Transformation

Studies by AlGhamdi (2020), Alalwan (2022), and El-Gohary (2021) highlight the strong
relationship between government transformation programs and digital marketing adoption
across key sectors such as retail, banking, healthcare, and hospitality. The Saudi Ministry of
Communications and Information Technology (MCIT 2023) reported that more than 92 percent
of Saudi firms use at least one digital channel for marketing, a figure far higher than the global
average for emerging economies. In the UAE, initiatives such as Smart Dubai and the Abu Dhabi
Digital Authority have created systems that encourage both startups and mature firms to
integrate digital strategies into their core operations. This top-down policy support has
positioned the Gulf as a regional leader in digital readiness, ranking Saudi Arabia and the UAE
among the world’s top twenty nations in the IMD Digital Competitiveness Index (2024).

Localization, Language, and Cultural Adaptation

A consistent theme in Gulf based research is the critical role of localization in determining digital
marketing performance. Campaigns that employ the Arabic language, local dialects, and
culturally resonant imagery generate significantly higher engagement levels than standardized
global content (Al-Farra, 2021; AlMansour, 2023). For instance, Ramadan and National Day
campaigns that integrate values of generosity, unity, and family often achieve stronger
emotional connection and brand recall than purely product centric advertising. Scholars
attribute this to the region’s collectivist culture and high-power distance orientation, where
community endorsement and social credibility shape consumer trust (Hofstede Insights, 2023).

Research also notes the increasing reliance on influencer marketing as a bridge between
authenticity and modernity. Gulf influencers often function as cultural translators, presenting
global trends through local values. Their content tends to blend religious respect, modesty, and
aspirational lifestyles, thereby aligning with audience expectations. Unlike Western markets,
where influencer impact may fragment across micro-niches, in the Gulf it remains a dominant
driver of brand awareness and purchase intent (Alalwan, 2022).
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Mobile-First and Omnichannel Behavior

Mobile connectivity represents another defining feature of the Gulf’s digital ecosystem. Data
from the Communications and Information Technology Commission (CITC, 2024) indicates that
more than 80 percent of online purchases in Saudi Arabia occur through smartphone
applications. This reflects not only high mobile penetration but also consumers’ preference for
convenience, instant communication, and integrated payment systems such as STC Pay and
Apple Pay. The frequency of mobile behavior has compelled firms to adopt omnichannel
strategies, combining social commerce, delivery apps, and in-store digital experiences.
Companies such as Almarai and Jarir Bookstore have successfully merged e-commerce with
physical retail, using digital channels to extend customer service, loyalty programs, and
feedback collection.

Startups across the region have built entire business models around mobile engagement and
digital logistics. Their growth underscores how localized mobile innovation can drive market
disruption. However, researchers note that while these enterprises excel in customer acquisition
through social media and app-based marketing, they often face challenges in scaling operations
and maintaining cost efficiency once user growth plateaus (AIMutairi & Bresciani, 2022).

Regional Disparities and Structural Constraints

Despite impressive progress, Gulf scholarship also identifies structural and managerial
limitations affecting digital marketing development. Many studies emphasize the uneven
distribution of digital capabilities across industries and firm sizes. Large organizations,
particularly in telecom and finance, exhibit high digital maturity, while smaller firms especially
family owned or traditional businesses remain constrained by limited expertise and budget.
Furthermore, the region’s heavy dependence on foreign labor creates challenges in knowledge
transfer, expatriate marketing professionals often lead campaigns without fully understanding
local socio-cultural nuances (Al-Nasser, 2020).

Another recurring issue is the shortage of specialized digital-marketing skills among local
workforces. Universities have only recently introduced comprehensive programs in analytics,
SEO, and digital strategy, leading to a talent gap that restricts sustainable digital growth.
Consequently, firms rely heavily on external agencies for campaign execution, which may limit
internal learning and capability building (AIGhamdi, 2020).

Methodological and Conceptual Gaps
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Academically speaking, the majority of recent Gulf studies are descriptive in nature, focusing
more on consumer preferences and adoption rates than on the direct consequences of digital
marketing on organizational performance. Small convenience samples or single industry case
studies are commonly used in quantitative research, which limits statistical robustness and
generalizability. There is still a dearth of research comparing startups and established
businesses; most publications treat businesses as a single, homogenous group. There aren't
many studies that look at how organizational maturity affects digital strategies' ROI, agility, and
efficiency. Given the structural distinctions between startups, which function through
experimentation and lean innovation models, and large corporations, which are distinguished
by hierarchical decision-making and established brand equity, this gap is especially noticeable.

Furthermore, although theoretical frameworks like the Resource-Based View (RBV) and the
Dynamic Capabilities Approach are useful for describing how businesses acquire, integrate, and
utilize digital resources, they are rarely used with Gulf data. The potential of regional research
to advance global marketing scholarship is constrained by this lack of theoretical depth.
Furthermore, the literature hardly ever compares countries within the GCC, ignoring the
potential effects of cultural and policy differences in Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
and the smaller Gulf states on the results of digital marketing.

Implications for the Present Study

The limitations noted above underscore the necessity for empirical, comparative research
examining how digital marketing affects firm performance across different maturity levels
within the Gulf. By addressing this gap, the present study aims to move beyond descriptive
statistics and explore measurable relationships between digital marketing adoption, firm
maturity, and performance indicators such as engagement, ROI, and brand growth. This
approach not only aligns with the strategic objectives of Gulf economic-transformation
programs but also contributes to managerial understanding of how digital tools can be
optimized for both entrepreneurial agility and corporate scalability.

2.6 Startups vs. Mature Firms in Literature

The contrast between startups and mature firms has long occupied scholars studying
organizational strategy, innovation, and performance. This distinction is especially relevant in
the context of digital marketing, where firm structure, culture, and resources shape the pace
and depth of technological adoption. Whereas mature organizations typically rely on
well-defined systems and processes to ensure stability and control, startups operate within fluid
environments that prioritize experimentation, agility, and rapid feedback loops. Understanding
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these divergent organizational logics is essential for interpreting how each type of firm deploys
and benefits from digital-marketing strategies.

Theoretical Perspectives on Organizational Maturity

From a theoretical standpoint, maturity is associated with resource abundance, institutional
legitimacy, and procedural sophistication (Greiner, 1998). Mature firms possess established
routines and hierarchies that facilitate efficiency but may limit flexibility. In contrast, startup
firms embody Schumpeter’s (1934) notion of creative destruction, continuously seeking to
disrupt existing markets through innovation. Ries (2011) described startups as entities
“operating under conditions of extreme uncertainty,” where experimentation and learning

replace long-term planning as the main drivers of growth.

Within this framework, digital marketing operates as both a technological enabler and a
strategic differentiator. Mature firms adopt digital platforms primarily to reinforce existing brand
positions, streamline customer relationship management, and maintain consistency across
multiple markets. Startups, however, often use digital tools to create new markets or
subcultures, leveraging virality, influencer partnerships, and storytelling to build brand identity
from scratch. This duality mirrors March’s (1991) distinction between exploitation (refining
existing capabilities) and exploration (pursuing new opportunities).

Strategic Orientation and Decision-Making Structures

A key difference between the two organizational types lies in decision making speed and
governance. Mature corporations, such as Almarai, Saudi Telecom Company (STC), and Emirates
NBD, tend to implement multi-layer approval procedures to ensure brand protection and
compliance. This structure enhances risk management but can delay response to fast-moving
digital trends. Startups, exemplified by Mrsool, Salla, and Nana, operate with lean hierarchies
and cross-functional teams, allowing real-time decisions about content, pricing, or customer
feedback. Empirical studies confirm that reorganized structures correlate with faster adoption of
digital tools and greater marketing innovation (Hennart, 2018; Papastathopoulou, 2022).

However, agility alone does not guarantee sustainability. Startups frequently encounter growth
pains once they transition from early-stage innovation to scaling operations. Scholars describe
this as the “scalability paradox” (Nambisan & Sawhney, 2020), the informal processes that once
drove creativity become constraints when customer bases expand. Mature firms, may struggle
with the innovation inconsistency, their complicated systems ensure efficiency but often
suppress risk-taking and experimentation. Thus, digital marketing performance depends on
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balancing creativity with structure and aligning organizational processes with technological
potential.

Resource Availability and Capability Development

Resource-Based View (RBV) theory offers valuable insight into how firm maturity influences
marketing capability. According to Barney (1991), sustainable competitive advantage stems
from valuable, rare, unique, and no substitutable resources. Mature firms typically possess
these in the form of strong brands, financial capital, and institutional knowledge. They can
invest in advanced analytics, artificial intelligence driven personalization, and multi-channel
integration. Startups, compensate for limited financial resources through entrepreneurial
orientation, risk-taking, proactiveness, and innovativeness (Miller, 1983). Their competitive edge
lies in cultural capital, authenticity, and community engagement rather than scale.

In the Gulf region, these patterns are observable in the contrasting marketing behaviors of
companies such as Jarir Bookstore and Mrsool. Jarir’s campaigns emphasize consistency,
corporate reputation, and long-term relationship building through loyalty programs and
omni-channel presence. Mrsool’s communication, however, relies heavily on humor,
user-generated content, and influencer promotion. Both strategies are successful within their
respective domains, yet they reflect fundamentally different uses of digital capability.

Dynamic-Capabilities Theory (Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997) extends this perspective by
emphasizing an organization’s ability to reconfigure resources in response to change. Startups
typically excel in the sensing and seizing phases, detecting emerging trends and exploiting them
quickly, while mature corporations dominate in transformation, leveraging accumulated data
and systems to sustain long-term advantage. Empirical findings from European and Asian
markets (Erevelles et al., 2020) confirm that firms combining both orientations, agility and
discipline, achieve superior marketing outcomes. This hybrid model, often called ambidexterity,
remains under researched in Gulf economies, where structural hierarchies coexist with
entrepreneurial enthusiasm.

Marketing Agility and Digital Capability

Marketing agility refers to the capacity to sense market changes, make swift decisions, and
implement them effectively (Day, 2011). In digital contexts, it involves real-time data analysis,
content adaptability, and rapid feedback cycles. Studies show that startups often outperform
mature firms in flexibility due to shorter decision chains and a culture of experimentation
(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). Yet mature firms’ access to sophisticated technology and
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professional analytics enables greater precision in targeting and performance measurement.
Consequently, the relationship between agility and performance is non-linear, startups benefit
from speed and creativity, while mature organizations benefit from control and optimization.

This distinction is particularly visible in the Gulf, where consumer behavior is highly dynamic but
regulation and brand reputation are tightly managed. Large corporations like STC or Saudi
National Bank must adhere to formal communication codes and sectoral oversight, constraining
spontaneity. Startups enjoy fewer constraints and often deploy culturally adaptive humor,
influencer partnerships, and localized narratives to engage audiences. However, such flexibility
can expose them to reputational risks or inconsistent brand identity if not managed strategically
(AlMutairi & Bresciani, 2022).

Empirical Evidence and Performance Outcomes

Empirical research comparing marketing outcomes between startups and established firms
remains limited globally and even scarcer within the Gulf. Existing studies suggest that startups
tend to achieve faster growth in brand visibility and customer acquisition due to viral campaigns
and community-based strategies (Ries, 2011; Erevelles et al., 2020). Mature organizations,
meanwhile, achieve higher return on marketing investment (ROMI) and customer-lifetime value
because of their ability to leverage data and integrate marketing with operations (Kumar et al.,
2016). A longitudinal study by Liu et al. (2021) found that digital marketing adoption
significantly improves performance across both firm types but through different mechanisms
creativity and speed for startups, data analytics and brand equity for mature firms.

In the Gulf context, this duality is reinforced by structural and cultural conditions. Startups
benefit from youthful demographics and high social media penetration, while mature firms
benefit from trust and brand legacy. The Saudi e-commerce boom, driven by platforms like
Noon and Salla, shows how startups can capitalize on lifestyle shifts, whereas corporations such
as Alshaya Group use advanced CRM and Al segmentation to maintain leadership across
multiple markets. Despite these advances, there remains a shortage of empirical evidence
assessing how firm maturity moderates the relationship between digital-marketing adoption
and performance precisely the gap that the current study addresses.

Organizational Learning and Knowledge Transfer

Organizational-learning theory (Argyris & Schon, 1996) provides another lens for analyzing
maturity differences. Mature firms engage primarily in double-loop learning, refining existing
systems through feedback, while startups rely on single-loop learning, focusing on quick
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corrections rather than strategic redesign. Over time, learning depth influences
digital-marketing sustainability: mature firms institutionalize best practices through training and
standard operating procedures, whereas startups often depend on individual creativity and
informal knowledge sharing. This imbalance can hinder scalability once startups expand beyond
their founding teams.

Knowledge transfer across firm boundaries further shapes performance. Mature corporations
often outsource specific digital functions to specialized agencies, achieving technical excellence
but risking detachment from market sentiment. Startups tend to internalize digital marketing to
maintain authenticity, but this can lead to skill bottlenecks as they grow. The challenge for both
groups is to balance outsourcing with internal capability development, a theme increasingly
relevant to Gulf enterprises transitioning toward digital self-sufficiency.

Summary and Theoretical Implications

In summary, research on startups and established businesses reflects two different but
complementary approaches to digital marketing. Startups are prime examples of adaptable
experimentation, making the most of scarce resources through creativity, quickness, and
cultural fit. Strategic discipline is embodied by mature organizations, which convert scale and
data into continuity and dependability. According to comparative data, firm maturity influences
digital tool adoption and moderates the association between adoption and performance

results.

Understanding this interaction is strategically important for the Gulf region, where state support
is given to both corporate expansion and entrepreneurship. The next frontier of regional digital
transformation might be closing the gap between corporate structure and startup flexibility.
Therefore, by empirically investigating how organizational maturity influences the efficacy of
digital marketing adoption, this study adds to the body of literature already in existence and
advances emerging market management theory and practice.

2.7 Conceptual Framework and Propositions

Drawing from the synthesis of global theories and regional evidence discussed in the previous
sections, this study develops a conceptual framework that captures how digital marketing
adoption influences firm performance in the Gulf region, while accounting for the moderating
role of organizational maturity. The framework combines insights from the Technology
Acceptance Model (TAM), Diffusion of Innovation (DOI), the Resource Based View (RBV), and
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the Dynamic Capabilities Approach, situating digital marketing not just as a technological
initiative but as a strategic and managerial phenomenon.

Conceptual Foundation

Digital marketing adoption is understood here as a multi-dimensional construct surrounding the
level, integration, and strategic alignment of digital tools within a firm’s marketing operations. It
reflects not only the technological complexity of the tools employed such as data analytics, CRM
systems, or social-media platforms, but also the managerial capability to use these tools
logically to achieve business objectives. As suggested by Day (2011) and Teece et al. (1997),
technology becomes a source of competitive advantage only when embedded within
organizational processes and supported by continuous learning and adaptation.

The Gulf context provides a particularly compelling environment for examining this construct.
Digital transformation is being driven simultaneously by top-down government initiatives and
bottom-up commercial energy. Mature corporations invest heavily in digital infrastructure and
data analytics to preserve competitiveness, while startups leverage social platforms, influencer
marketing, and mobile applications to capture attention in emerging market segments. This
divergence underscores the importance of studying how the degree of digital-marketing
adoption interacts with firm maturity to influence performance outcomes.

The Independent Variable: Digital-Marketing Adoption

Digital marketing adoption represents the independent variable in this research model. It
includes the intensity of digital tool usage, the integration of digital channels with corporate
strategy, and the sophistication of performance measurement. Prior research (Kumar et al.,
2016; Tiago & Verissimo, 2014) shows that higher levels of digital adoption correlate with
enhanced customer engagement, brand equity, and sales conversion. However, adoption is not
direct, it requires managerial alignment and cultural readiness to translate technological
investment into tangible outcomes. Firms that adopt digital technologies strategically,
embedding analytics, content management, and customer experience design within broader
business processes, achieve superior and more sustainable results (Lamberton & Stephen,
2016).

The Moderating Variable: Firm Maturity

The moderating variable in this framework is firm maturity, operationalized as the degree of
organizational establishment, resource availability, and structural formalization. Mature firms
typically exhibit stable hierarchies, organized procedures, and extensive financial resources,
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whereas startups operate through lean structures emphasizing agility and experimentation.
Following the logic of the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991) and Dynamic-Capabilities Theory
(Teece et al., 1997), maturity shapes how effectively firms install digital resources. Mature
organizations leverage accumulated data, brand reputation, and analytic infrastructure to refine
customer relationships and ensure consistency. Startups, compensate for limited resources
through speed, creativity, and adaptive learning.

In the Gulf’s fast-evolving digital economy, this distinction has strategic implications. Startups
often pioneer innovative marketing techniques, viral campaigns, localized humor, or influencer
collaborations, that resonate quickly with youthful audiences. Mature corporations, forced by
regulation and brand-reputation concerns, pursue long-term engagement and data-driven
personalization. Hence, firm maturity conditions both the intensity and the outcome of
digital-marketing initiatives.

The Dependent Variable: Marketing Performance

Marketing performance functions as the dependent variable and represents the tangible
outcomes of digital marketing adoption. It encompasses a blend of quantitative and qualitative
indicators, including brand awareness, customer engagement, return on marketing investment
(ROMI), and customer satisfaction. Empirical studies (Leeflang et al., 2019; Erevelles et al., 2020)
demonstrate that firms adopting integrated digital strategies generally outperform peers relying
on traditional communication channels. Yet, as highlighted in the regional literature, Gulf
companies differ in how they measure and interpret these metrics. For example, startups
prioritize short-term engagement indicators, such as reach, click-through rate, or viral purchase,
while mature enterprises emphasize long-term metrics like brand loyalty and lifetime customer

value.

This differentiation underlines that performance outcomes cannot be assessed in isolation from
organizational maturity; what creates success for a startup may not hold for a corporation with
decades of legacy and reputation at stake.

Model Logic and Interaction Effects

The proposed framework posits that digital marketing adoption positively influences marketing
performance, but the magnitude and nature of this effect depend on firm maturity. Startups are
expected to experience more immediate benefits due to their flexibility and lower bureaucratic
inactivity, whereas mature organizations realize slower but steadier gains as they integrate
digital systems into complex structures. This interaction effect aligns with the concept of
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contingency theory in management, which asserts that organizational effectiveness depends on
the fit between internal structures and external environments (Donaldson, 2001).

e =

Moreover, the model recognizes that organizational learning and strategic alignment act as
mediating forces between adoption and performance. Firms that cultivate a culture of learning,
collecting data, analyzing feedback, and continuously refining digital practices, can sustain
advantages beyond early adoption. This dynamic is especially relevant in the Gulf, where rapid
technological change requires constant re-evaluation of digital strategies to remain culturally

and competitively relevant.

Proposed Relationships and Propositions

The framework thus conceptualizes three primary concepts and their interactions:

e Independent Variable: Level of digital-marketing adoption, measured by the scope,
integration, and sophistication of digital tools and strategies.

e Moderating Variable: Firm maturity, classified as startup or mature enterprise, defined
by organizational structure, resource base, and market tenure.

e Dependent Variable: Marketing performance, reflected in key outcomes such as brand
awareness, engagement rate, ROI, and customer satisfaction.

From this structure, three propositions are developed:

1. P1: Digital marketing adoption has a positive and significant effect on marketing
performance among Gulf enterprises.
This proposition stems from global evidence showing that digital tools enhance
efficiency, reach, and customer interaction when strategically deployed.

2. P2: Firm maturity moderates the relationship between digital marketing adoption and
marketing performance.
Startups are likely to exhibit higher short-term performance gains due to flexibility and
speed, whereas mature firms will achieve more consistent long-term improvements
through institutional learning and data integration.

3. P3: Strategic alighment and organizational learning mediate the sustainability of
digital-marketing outcomes.
The success of digital transformation is dependent upon how effectively firms align
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digital practices with corporate objectives and embed continuous learning within their
marketing processes.

These propositions together establish the logical foundation for the empirical phase of this
study. They frame digital marketing not as a universal formula but as a context dependent
system whose impact varies according to internal maturity and managerial capability.

Visual Representation of the Framework

Although presented conceptually in text, the model can be visualized as a triangular structure in
which digital marketing adoption (independent variable) exerts a direct influence on marketing
performance (dependent variable), moderated by firm maturity. A mediating pathway of
strategic alignment and organizational learning links adoption to sustainable performance. This
representation highlights the mutual relationships among technology, management, and
organizational outcomes, consistent with the integrated perspective advocated by modern
marketing and management theory.

Conclusion:

In summary, the conceptual framework acknowledges that digital marketing operates at the
intersection of technology, strategy, and culture. The proposed relationships recognize that
while adoption enhances performance, its effectiveness is shaped by organizational maturity
and the firm’s ability to learn and adapt. This framework forms the analytical backbone for the
next stage of the dissertation, the research methodology, which empirically examines these
propositions across startups and mature firms in Saudi Arabia and the broader Gulf region.

2.8 Summary and Research Gaps

This chapter has examined the evolution of digital marketing through global, regional, and
organizational lenses, revealing both its transformative potential and the limitations of existing
scholarship. Across diverse contexts, researchers agree that digital marketing reshapes how
firms create, deliver, and sustain value. Yet the review also highlights that the impact of
organizational maturity, the distinction between startups and established corporations, remains
largely underexplored, particularly within the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). The chapter has
sought to integrate multiple theoretical and empirical strands to build a foundation for the
present study, which investigates how digital marketing adoption influences firm performance
in Saudi Arabia and the broader Gulf market.
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Synthesis of Key Insights

The global literature demonstrates that digital marketing is no longer confined to promotional
activity; it constitutes a strategic driver of competitiveness. Studies in Europe, North America,
and East Asia have documented strong links between digital adoption, customer engagement,
and profitability. However, these relationships are often shaped by institutional maturity,
regulatory stability, and organizational culture factors that differ substantially in emerging
economies. Research from the Gulf confirms that rapid digitalization, supported by national
transformation agendas such as Saudi Vision 2030 and UAE Vision 2031, has created productive
conditions for marketing innovation. Nevertheless, these studies remain fragmented and rarely
framed within established theoretical models.

A recurring theme across regional research is the importance of cultural localization. Gulf
consumers respond more favorably to campaigns that reflect Arabic language, family values,
and social authenticity. Digital communication rooted in cultural identity achieves greater
resonance than standardized global content. Mobile marketing and influencer engagement have
become dominant instruments for reaching audiences, especially among younger
demographics. Yet despite high adoption rates and creative execution, few empirical studies
guantify the actual impact of these practices on organizational performance indicators such as
return on investment (ROI), customer lifetime value, or brand equity. The literature therefore
portrays a vibrant marketing landscape but offers limited analytical depth regarding measurable

outcomes.

Identified Research Gaps

From this synthesis, several distinct gaps emerge that justify the present investigation:

1. Limited attention to firm maturity as a moderating factor.
While global studies acknowledge that resources and structures influence marketing
effectiveness, Gulf scholarship has not systematically examined how mature firms and
startups differ in their use of digital tools, their strategic alignment, or their resulting
performance. Most regional analyses treat organizations as homogeneous entities,

overlooking variations in governance, agility, and learning orientation. This absence
restricts understanding of how digital transformation unfolds across different stages of

organizational development.

2. Fragmented theoretical application.
Existing studies often adopt a single theoretical lens, such as the Technology Acceptance
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Model (TAM) or the Diffusion of Innovation (DOI) to explain adoption behavior, while
neglecting broader strategic perspectives like the Resource-Based View (RBV) and
Dynamic-Capabilities Theory. Few attempts have been made to combine these
frameworks to capture both the technological and managerial dimensions of digital
marketing. The concurrent application of these theories could provide a more
comprehensive explanation of how firms acquire, integrate, and leverage digital
capabilities to enhance performance. Addressing this theoretical fragmentation
represents a key contribution of the current study.

3. Scarcity of empirical, performance-oriented data.
Much of the regional research remains descriptive, focusing on attitudes, perceptions, or

adoption drivers rather than on quantifiable outcomes. Many studies rely on small,
convenience samples and cross-sectional surveys that lack statistical rigor. There is a
notable absence of longitudinal or comparative data assessing how digital-marketing
strategies translate into tangible financial or customer metrics. The lack of empirical
testing leaves managers with limited guidance for evaluating the return on digital
investments or benchmarking effectiveness across industries.

4. Insufficient integration of cultural and policy dimensions.
Although government initiatives play a decisive role in shaping the Gulf’s digital

economy, few studies analyze how policy frameworks interact with corporate marketing
strategies. Likewise, while cultural values influence consumer engagement, the interplay
between cultural adaptation and technological complexity has not been adequately
theorized. Bridging these dimensions could reveal how institutional environments
mediate the relationship between digital adoption and firm performance.

5. Methodological limitations and lack of comparative focus.

The majority of Gulf studies employ single-country designs, predominantly centered on
Saudi Arabia or the UAE. Consequently, intra-regional differences, such as variations in
regulatory environments, market maturity, or consumer digital literacy, remain
under-investigated. Moreover, few studies adopt a comparative design contrasting
startups and mature corporations, leaving unanswered how organizational maturity
moderates both adoption behavior and performance outcomes.

Research Contribution

By addressing these gaps, the present study seeks to advance both academic understanding and
managerial practice. The research contributes theoretically by integrating multiple models,
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TAM, DOI, RBV, and Dynamic Capabilities, into a single analytical framework that recognizes
digital marketing as simultaneously technological, strategic, and cultural. Empirically, it offers
one of the first comparative investigations into how firm maturity moderates the link between
digital-marketing adoption and marketing performance in the Gulf. Methodologically, it moves
beyond descriptive surveys by employing structured sampling and quantitative analysis of
performance metrics, providing statistically validated evidence relevant to practitioners and

policymakers alike.

Closing Perspective

In a region where economic transformation and digital acceleration proceed hand in hand,
understanding the strategic dynamics of digital marketing is not merely an academic exercise
but a managerial imperative. The Gulf’s businesses, whether emerging startups or established
corporations, operate at the intersection of policy vision, cultural authenticity, and technological
innovation. This chapter has highlighted the need for empirically grounded research that
captures that complexity.

Chapter 3.
Research Methodology & Data Collection

3.1 Introduction

The theoretical and empirical underpinnings for comprehending digital marketing in both global
and Gulf contexts were laid out in the previous chapter. It looked at how organizational maturity
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affects marketing competency and how competitive dynamics are altered by digital
transformation. The current chapter shifts from theory to practice, building on that foundation.
It formulates the research questions that direct the empirical investigation, specifies the goals
and objectives, and pinpoints the precise research problem.

Digital marketing has become a major force behind growth, diversification, and competitiveness
in the rapidly changing economies of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). However, little is
known about how organizations at various maturity level’s function, even with significant
government investment in digital infrastructure and policy initiatives like Saudi Vision 2030, the
Digital Government Strategy 2025, and the UAE Vision 2031. Adopting digital marketing is
especially advantageous for startups and well-established businesses. The current study is
motivated by this discrepancy between experimental insight and technological advancement.

This study's methodology is pragmatic in nature. The objective is to produce practical insights
that are pertinent to Gulf-based businesses in addition to theoretical understanding. In order to
achieve this, the study employs a mixed-methods approach, which combines quantitative and
gualitative techniques to measure the relationships between variables and investigate the
managerial and cultural factors that underlie them.

The research design, population and sampling strategy, data collection methods, analytical
tools, and ethical considerations are described in the sections that follow. These elements work
together to create a transparent and cohesive methodological framework that can yield reliable
results.

3.2 Research Background

The Gulf region stands at the intersection of economic reform and digital transformation. Over
the past decade, governments across the GCC have launched ambitious programs to diversify
their economies, reduce dependence on oil, and build knowledge-based sectors. Digital
marketing has implicated strategic importance as both a commercial and policy instrument. It
enables local firms to reach broader markets, enhances customer interaction, and supports
national objectives of innovation and entrepreneurship.

Saudi Arabia represents the largest and most dynamic market within the GCC. Through Vision
2030, the Kingdom has prioritized digital transformation across both public and private sectors.
The Ministry of Communications and Information Technology (MCIT) has reported that over 90
percent of firms in the Kingdom now use at least one digital platform for marketing (MCIT,
2023). Similarly, the Saudi Data and Artificial Intelligence Authority (SDAIA) continue to
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encourage the integration of analytics and automation into business decision making. These
initiatives have created a productive environment for examining how digital adoption affects
firm performance.

The UAE complements this regional picture with its innovative policies such as Smart Dubai and
UAE Vision 2031. The Emirates has become a regional hub for digital startups, incubators, and
technology driven enterprises. The digital economy contributes a growing share of national GDP,
reflecting a strong correlation between marketing technology adoption and overall business
competitiveness. Comparable efforts are observed in Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman, each
pursuing national visions that prioritize ICT, e-commerce, and digital entrepreneurship as pillars
of long-term sustainability.

Despite these achievements, differences persist between startups and established firms in their
ability to convert digital adoption into measurable performance outcomes. Startups often
demonstrate greater agility, leveraging social media and mobile platforms to reach consumers
directly. However, their reliance on low-cost digital tools and limited analytic infrastructure may
restrict long-term scalability. Mature firms, on the other hand, benefit from established brand
equity and resources but may struggle to innovate quickly due to bureaucratic decision making
and risk aversion. These contrasts present an ideal context for studying how organizational
maturity moderates the relationship between digital-marketing adoption and marketing

performance.

Moreover, while numerous studies in Western and Asian markets have examined the economic
returns of digital marketing investment, empirical research within the GCC remains limited.
Most available studies focus on consumer perceptions, adoption attitudes, or general digital
readiness rather than quantifiable performance indicators such as return on marketing
investment (ROMI), conversion rates, or engagement analytics. As such, there exists a lack of
region-specific data capable of informing both scholars and practitioners about how digital
marketing initiatives translate into tangible business outcomes.

Another important contextual factor is cultural adaptation. In the Gulf, marketing success
depends heavily on alighnment with social norms, religious values, and linguistic preferences.
Campaigns that integrate Arabic language, traditional symbolism, and culturally relevant
narratives consistently outperform generic or Westernized approaches. Thus, marketing
effectiveness in the region cannot be assessed solely through technological metrics; it must also
consider cultural resonance and social trust. Understanding how different types of firms,
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startups and mature corporations, navigate this intersection between global digital trends and
local cultural expectations provides essential insight into strategic marketing capability.

In summary, the Gulf’s economic transformation, digital acceleration, and evolving consumer
culture create a compelling setting for scholarly investigation. Yet, despite visible progress in
digital adoption, the academic literature lacks a holistic analysis that combines organizational
maturity, marketing performance, and cultural context within a single framework. The research
problem outlined below directly addresses this gap.

3.3 Research Problem

A recurring inconsistency in the literature is revealed by the review: although digital marketing
is widely recognized as a crucial success factor, little is known about how its effects differ
depending on the organizational context, especially between startups and established
businesses in the Gulf.

Research on digital transformation around the world has mostly concentrated on technology
adoption, frequently presuming that the advantages are the same for all kinds of businesses.
But as the business climate in the Gulf shows, organizational maturity has a big impact on how
effective digital marketing is. In addition to differences in resources and structure, startups and
established businesses also differ in terms of their risk tolerance, learning potential, and
strategic orientation. These discrepancies imply that these organizational categories may
experience different benefits from digital adoption.

The majority of Gulf-based research to date has focused on adoption rates rather than
performance outcomes and has tended to be descriptive rather than analytical. Research
frequently shows that businesses use online advertising, mobile apps, and social media, but it
rarely examines the ways in which these tools affect customer satisfaction, ROI, or brand
engagement. Furthermore, it is uncommon to apply theoretical frameworks like the
Resource-Based View (RBV), Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), and Diffusion of Innovation
(DOI) in tandem to analyze the complex nature of digital transformation. Both managerial
relevance and explanatory power are constrained by this theoretical fragmentation.

Furthermore, it is difficult to extrapolate results to the entire Gulf economy due to the dearth of
empirical data comparing startups and established businesses. Statistics on adoption are
provided by government reports, but few reviewed studies evaluate how these behaviors affect
competitive performance. For decision-makers looking to divide resources between traditional
and digital channels efficiently, this knowledge gap presents a problem.
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From a managerial perspective, the issue is not whether digital marketing is being adopted by
Gulf companies, adoption rates are already high, but rather whether these initiatives result in
long-term performance benefits and how organizational maturity affects this relationship. In
order to create support programs, training initiatives, and investment priorities that take into
account the realities of both startups and established businesses, policymakers and business
leaders must have a thorough understanding of this interaction.

Consequently, the following is an expression of the study's primary research problem:

Insufficient empirical evidence exists regarding the ways in which organizational maturity
(startup vs. mature firm) moderates the relationship between digital marketing adoption and
marketing performance, despite the fact that digital marketing adoption is widespread
throughout the Gulf region.

3.4 Research Aim & Objectives

The main aim of this study is to investigate how digital marketing adoption influences firm
performance in Saudi Arabia and the broader Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), while examining
how organizational maturity moderates this relationship. In doing so, the research seeks to
bridge a persistent gap between theoretical understanding and managerial reality.

This aim reflects three tied priorities.

1. To measure the extent to which digital marketing practices, such as social-media
engagement, search-engine optimization, influencer collaboration, and data analytics,
contribute to tangible business outcomes including customer retention, brand
awareness, and return on investment (ROI).

2. To differentiate the impact of these practices across firm maturity levels, recognizing
that startups and established corporations operate under divergent structural and

strategic conditions.

3. To situate the findings within the region’s socio-economic transformation agenda,
highlighting how digital marketing supports national visions that emphasize innovation,
entrepreneurship, and competitiveness.

This study aims not just to document digital adoption but to explain why and how it produces
variable results across organizational contexts. The findings are intended to generate actionable
insights for Gulf-based managers and policymakers seeking to translate digital investment into
sustainable growth. Never the less, we will be investigating how digital marketing adoption
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affects firm performance in Saudi Arabia and the larger Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) while
looking at how organizational maturity modifies this relationship is the primary goal of this
study. By doing this, the study aims to close a long-standing gap between managerial reality and
theoretical knowledge.

This study pursues the following five specific objectives.

Objective 1: To assess the current level of digital marketing adoption among startups and
mature firms in the Gulf region.

This objective establishes a descriptive baseline by identifying which digital channels and
technologies are most widely utilized and how deeply they are integrated into marketing
strategies. Understanding adoption levels enables the comparison of structural readiness and
strategic orientation between the two firm categories.

Objective 2: To evaluate the effect of digital marketing adoption on key
marketing-performance indicators.

Here the focus is analytical. The objective is to quantify relationships between adoption and
measurable outcomes such as brand visibility, engagement metrics, customer satisfaction, and
ROI. Doing so provides empirical evidence of digital marketing’s financial and relational value
within Gulf enterprises.

Objective 3: To examine the moderating role of firm maturity in the relationship between
digital marketing adoption and marketing performance.

Building on the theoretical premise that organizational structure and resource capacity
influence technology effectiveness, this objective test whether maturity level amplifies or
weakens the link between digital adoption and performance. It also explores whether startups
realize quicker but less stable gains, while mature firms experience slower yet more sustained
improvements.

Objective 4: To explore the mediating effect of strategic alignment and organizational learning
on the sustainability of digital marketing outcomes.

Since digital transformation is as much managerial as technological, this objective investigates
how internal alignment, leadership commitment, and learning culture mediate long-term
success. It examines whether firms that integrate digital initiatives with corporate strategy and
foster continuous learning achieve superior outcomes regardless of size or age.
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Objective 5: To contribute a specific model of digital marketing performance that incorporates
cultural and policy factors unique to the Gulf.

The Gulf’s cultural norms, language preferences, and regulatory structures exert a distinct
influence on consumer behavior and corporate communication. This objective ensures the
model produced by the study reflects the region’s socio-economic realities rather than just
adapting Western frameworks.

Collectively, these objectives guide the empirical phase of the research and ensure that the
study contributes simultaneously to academic theory, business practice, and policy

development.

3.5 Research Questions Major & Minor

Guided by the above objectives, the study formulates a series of central and subsidiary research
guestions designed to translate conceptual themes into measurable inquiries. Each question
corresponds directly to one or more objectives, ensuring internal coherence and
methodological focus.

Major Research Question:

How does digital marketing adoption affect marketing performance among startups and
mature firms in Saudi Arabia and the wider Gulf region, and how is this relationship
moderated by organizational maturity?

This central question captures the essence of the research problem by integrating the three key
variables: digital marketing adoption (independent), marketing performance (dependent), and
firm maturity (moderating). It reflects the intention to move beyond descriptive analysis toward
an explanatory understanding of performance differentials.

Minor Questions:

1. What is the current extent and nature of digital marketing adoption among Gulf
enterprises, and how does it differ between startups and mature firms?
This question addresses the diagnostic element of the study by mapping digital
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practices and identifying patterns of technological integration across sectors and firm
types.

2. What measurable impact does digital marketing adoption have on
marketing-performance indicators such as brand awareness, engagement rate,
customer satisfaction, and ROI?

This question examines the direct relationship between adoption and outcomes,
generating empirical data that connect digital investment to organizational benefit.

3. To what extent does firm maturity moderate the relationship between digital
marketing adoption and marketing performance?
Here the importance is comparative, testing whether maturity level adjusts the strength
or direction of the adoption or performance link.

4. How do strategic alignment and organizational learning influence the sustainability of
digital marketing outcomes over time?
This question adds a dynamic dimension, exploring how internal management processes
and knowledge development support continuous improvement in digital effectiveness.

5. How can insights from Gulf enterprises inform a contextualized model of digital
marketing performance that integrates cultural, technological, and policy
perspectives?

The final question creates findings to produce a conceptual contribution specific to the
region, enabling both scholarly generalization and managerial application.

In summary, the research aim provides direction, the objectives break that aim into manageable
investigative components; and the questions translate those components into empirical inquiry.
Together they establish a coherent bridge between the conceptual framework and the
methodological procedures.

3.6 Research Hypotheses

The following hypotheses were formulated to guide the empirical analysis. They link the level of
digital-marketing adoption with organizational performance and examine how this relationship
is influenced by firm maturity and internal management processes.

H1:
There is a positive and significant relationship between digital marketing adoption and firm
performance among enterprises operating in the Gulf region.
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Digital tools such as data analytics, social media engagement, and automation are expected to
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enhance visibility, customer satisfaction, and overall business growth.

H2:

Firm maturity moderates the relationship between digital marketing adoption and firm
performance.

Younger and smaller firms are anticipated to benefit from greater agility and speed in
implementing new technologies, while established corporations are likely to achieve steadier,
long-term outcomes through structured governance and analytical precision.

H3:

Strategic alignment mediates the relationship between digital marketing adoption and firm
performance.

Organizations that integrate digital activities into their overall business strategy are more likely
to convert technological adoption into measurable results than those treating digital initiatives
as isolated marketing functions.

H4:

Organizational learning acts as a mediator between digital marketing adoption and firm
performance.

Companies that engage in continuous learning are better equipped to sustain and improve their
digital outcomes.

H5:

There are significant differences between startups and mature firms in the effectiveness of
digital marketing adoption across Gulf countries.

Differences are expected to stem from variations in resource availability, leadership
commitment, and market positioning within each national context.

Summary

These hypotheses provide a structured foundation for testing the central argument of this
study: that the success of digital marketing depends not only on technology but also on
organizational maturity, leadership, and strategic learning. They form the basis for the
guantitative testing and qualitative interpretation presented in later chapters.

RAMZI NABIL MAHMOUD| DBA THESIS 64 | Page



> =

3.7 Significance of the Study

This study holds significance at three complementary levels (academic, managerial, and policy)
each reinforcing the other. Many of the existing literature recognizes digital marketing as an
engine of competitiveness, few works related it within the structural and cultural realities of
Gulf originalities. By investigating how organizational maturity moderates the effectiveness of
digital marketing adoption, the present research seeks to make a novel contribution that
extends theory and informs practice.

Academic Contribution
This study contributes to knowledge in a number of ways from a scholarly standpoint.

First, it combines various theoretical viewpoints into a single analytical framework, including the
Resource-Based View (RBV), Diffusion of Innovation (DOI), Technology Acceptance Model
(TAM), and Dynamic-Capabilities Theory. This blend of theories captures the managerial,
strategic, and cultural aspects of digital transformation, going beyond technological
explanations. Although each theory explains adoption, capability, or innovation in its own right,
when applied together, they provide a more comprehensive understanding of how digital
marketing improves performance using both material and immaterial resources.

Secondly, the study adds to the small body of empirical marketing research from the Gulf. Prior
regional research has mostly stayed descriptive, frequently looking at consumer behavior or
adoption rates without statistically testing underlying relationships. The study adds a degree of
analytical precision not frequently used in the Gulf context by using both quantitative and
qualitative data to assess how the adoption of digital marketing affects performance. As a
result, it places Gulf experiences within comparative international discourse and adds unique
empirical evidence to the field of global marketing scholarship.

Third, the study offers a conceptual model that is specific to the Gulf economies and reflects
their institutional and sociocultural features. Gulf business environments, in contrast to Western
markets, are influenced by a combination of rapid digitization, collectivist values, and significant
state involvement. Through related grounded inquiry, incorporating these variables into the
analytical framework supports the larger objective of Westernized management research and
enhances the external validity of digital marketing theories.
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Man rial Contribution

Decision-makers in the public and private sectors of the region can benefit from the useful
insights this study provides. Entrepreneurs, marketing directors, and Gulf executives are
realizing more and more that digital transformation is a strategic necessity as well as a technical
advancement. However, a lot of businesses still view digital marketing as a collection of discrete
tasks rather than as a cohesive managerial approach that supports business goals.

The mechanisms through which digital adoption creates value are made clearer by this
research, giving managers a better grasp of how to allocate resources, assess performance, and
create training initiatives. The study gives practitioners specific recommendations by
differentiating between startups and established businesses:

e For startups, it identifies the conditions under which agility, experimentation, and
influencer engagement yield rapid market traction, while warning against the risks of
over reliance on favorable and short-term metrics.

e For mature firms, it demonstrates how data integration, customer relationship
management, and strategic alignment translate digital investment into sustained
performance advantages.

The study highlights that true digital transformation relies not only on advanced technology but
also on leadership vision, learning culture, and collaboration across departments. It introduces
practical benchmarks that Gulf businesses can use to measure and improve customer
engagement and marketing returns. The research underlines how digital marketing reflects and
strengthens the Gulf’s cultural identity and global presence, showing that culturally grounded
communication enhances both competitiveness and regional influence.

3.8 Research Design and Rationale

The study employs a comparative, explanatory, and cross-sectional design mixing both
guantitative and qualitative elements.

Comparative Dimension

The comparative element enables examination of how organizational maturity, classified as
startup or mature company, influences the relationship between digital marketing adoption and
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marketing performance. This contrast allows the study to uncover structural and behavioral

e =

differences between the two company types operating within the Gulf region.

Explanatory Dimension

The explanatory aspect seeks to identify and explain causal relationships among variables rather
than only describing trends. The study tests whether higher levels of digital marketing adoption
led to superior marketing performance and whether this effect is moderated by firm maturity
and mediated by strategic alignment and organizational learning.

Cross-Sectional Design

Given the logistical limits of covering multiple countries within a defined timeframe, data were
collected at a single point in time (2025). The cross-sectional design captures a snapshot of
contemporary digital-marketing practices during a period of accelerated transformation across
the GCC.

This design balances methodological consistency with practical feasibility, enabling comparative
insights across firms of varying sizes and maturity levels without requiring longitudinal
observation.

3.9 Research Population and Sampling
Population Definition

The target population comprises business organizations operating in Saudi Arabia and the
broader Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), specifically the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait,
Bahrain, and Oman. The study focuses on sectors where digital marketing plays a central role in
customer engagement and brand communication, including retail, hospitality, banking,
healthcare, telecommunications, and technology services.

Sampling Frame and Classification

To examine the moderating influence of maturity, the sample was stratified into two categories:

1. Startups: Companies established within the last seven years, characterized by small
teams, lean structures, and flexible decision-making processes.

2. Mature Companies: Organizations operating for more than seven years, typically
possessing formal hierarchies, established brand equity, and larger resource bases.
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This stratification reflects both theoretical distinctions in the literature (Greiner, 1998; Teece et
al., 1997) and the structural realities of Gulf enterprises.
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Sampling Method

A stratified purposive sampling technique was applied. Initial firm listings were obtained from
national chambers of commerce and business directories. The goal was to achieve proportional
representation of startups and mature firms while ensuring diversity across industries and
countries. Within each organization, respondents were senior marketing or business
development managers with direct responsibility for digital marketing decisions.

Sample Size

A total of 210 responses were collected from a pool of approximately 200 invited firms,
representing a response rate of around 42 percent. After screening for completeness and
consistency, 186 valid survey responses were retained for quantitative analysis, 92 from startups
and 94 from mature firms. Additionally, 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
marketing executives and founders from Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar to provide qualitative
depth and contextual interpretation.

This sample size meets statistical requirements for regression analysis (Hair et al., 2020) and
ensures sufficient variation for comparative analysis.

3.10 Data-Gathering Procedures

The study relied primarily on primary data collected through structured surveys and
semi-structured interviews.

Survey Instrument Design

The survey instrument was designed to measure four constructs derived from the conceptual

framework:

1. Digital Marketing Adoption, captured through 12 items assessing channel diversity,
analytics integration, content personalization, and strategic alignment.

2. Marketing Performance, measured using 10 items covering brand awareness,
engagement metrics, customer satisfaction, and ROI.
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3. Eirm Maturity, operationalized through age, size, and governance variables to classify
organizations as startups or mature.

4. Strategic Alignment and Organizational Learning, assessed via 8 items evaluating internal
coordination, leadership support, and learning culture.

All items employed a five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree).
Questions were adapted from validated instruments in previous studies (Tiago & Verissimo,
2014; Kumar et al., 2016; Lamberton & Stephen, 2016) and modified to reflect the Gulf business
environment.

Pilot Testing

Prior to full deployment, a pilot test involving 20 respondents (10 from startups, 10 from mature
firms) was conducted to evaluate clarity, reliability, and contextual appropriateness. Feedback
resulted in minor wording adjustments and the inclusion of Arabic translations alongside English
text to accommodate bilingual respondents. The pilot achieved a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87 for
the overall instrument, indicating strong internal consistency.

Survey Distribution

Data collection occurred between July 2025 and October 2025. Surveys were distributed
electronically using secure forms to ensure accessibility across the GCC. Follow up reminders
were issued to enhance response rates. Participation was voluntary, with respondents assured
of anonymity and data confidentiality.

Interview Procedure

The qualitative component comprised 12 semi-structured interviews, each lasting between 45
and 60 minutes. Interviews were conducted via video call or in-person when feasible.
Participants represented diverse sectors and included marketing directors, digital-strategy
managers, and startup founders.

An interview guide, developed from the survey themes, explored areas such as digital-strategy
development, resource allocation, leadership perspectives, and perceived challenges. Interviews
were audio-recorded with consent and transcribed verbatim for thematic analysis.
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Data Management

Quantitative data were stored in encrypted spreadsheets, while qualitative transcripts were
coded using NVivo software. All data were anonymized, and identifiers were removed prior to

analysis to ensure participant confidentiality.

3.11 Data-Analysis Technigques

The analysis was conducted in two stages: quantitative statistical analysis and qualitative

thematic interpretation.

Quantitative Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS version 28 and SmartPLS 4 to test hypothesized
relationships and the moderating role of firm maturity.

1.

Descriptive Statistics:
Frequencies, means, and standard deviations summarized adoption patterns, providing
an overview of digital-marketing practices across firms.

Reliability and Validity Checks:
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were computed for each construct, with values above 0.80
indicating strong internal reliability. Factor analysis confirmed convergent and

discriminant validity.

Correlation and Regression Analysis:

Pearson correlations assessed linear relationships among variables. Multiple regression
tested the effect of digital marketing adoption on marketing performance, controlling for
firm size, industry, and market scope.

Moderation Testing:
Hierarchical regression models and interaction-term analysis were applied to determine
whether firm maturity moderated the adoption performance link.

Mediation Analysis:

Using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), the mediating
influence of strategic alignment and organizational learning was assessed. Bootstrapping
procedures validated the significance of indirect effects.

Qualitative Analysis
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Qualitative interview data were analyzed thematically following Braun and Clarke (2019). The
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process involved:
1. Familiarization: Reading and re-reading transcripts to gain contextual understanding.

2. Initial Coding: Identifying recurring patterns related to digital-strategy execution,
organizational barriers, and performance perceptions.

3. Theme Development: Grouping codes into higher order themes, such as “agility and
experimentation,” “bureaucracy and control,” and “data-driven learning.”

4. Interpretation: Comparing startup and mature-firm narratives to explain quantitative
findings and reveal underlying mechanisms.

Integration of both data sets occurred during interpretation, where qualitative insights clarified
statistical relationships for example, explaining why startups achieved faster short-term gains
while mature firms reported steadier long-term results

3.12 Reliability and Validity
Ensuring reliability and validity was critical for credibility.

e Reliability: Internal consistency of scales was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha (2
0.80). Composite reliability and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) exceeded standard
thresholds (Hair et al., 2020). Interview consistency was maintained through the same
guiding questions and researcher reflexivity notes.

e Construct Validity: Established by adapting validated items from prior research and
confirming factor structures through exploratory factor analysis.

e Content Validity: Guaranteed through expert review by two Gulf marketing academics
and three senior practitioners who evaluated the questionnaire’s relevance and clarity.

e Triangulation: Achieved through the integration of quantitative and qualitative data,
cross-checking results from multiple sources to strengthen findings.

e External Validity: While the study focuses on Gulf enterprises, sampling across several
industries and countries enhances generalizability within the region.

3.13 Ethical Considerations

Ethical integrity guided all phases of the research in accordance with university and regional

ethical frameworks.
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1. Informed Consent: Participants received written explanations of the study’s purpose,
procedures, and voluntary nature. Consent was obtained before data collection.

2. Confidentiality: No organization or individual is identified by name. Data are stored
securely and accessible only to the researcher.

3. Right to Withdraw: Respondents could withdraw at any point without penalty.

4. Data Protection: Handling of digital records complies with Saudi Arabia’s Personal Data
Protection Law (2021) and the UAE Data Protection Regulation.

5. Avoidance of Harm: Questions avoided sensitive or competitive disclosures.

6. Transparency: Findings are reported objectively, with acknowledgment of limitations.
3.14 Limitations of Methodology
The methodology has inherent limitations.

e Cross-Sectional Nature: Data capture a single time point and cannot track long-term
changes in digital strategy.

e Self-Reported Measures: Perceptual data may be influenced by respondent bias. To
mitigate this, anonymity and neutral wording were employed.

e Sampling Scope: Although regionally diverse, the sample may not fully represent all
industries, especially government entities or micro-enterprises.

e Resource Constraints: Limited time and travel restricted the number of interviews,
though saturation was achieved.

These limitations are acknowledged to contextualize interpretation rather than to reduce
validity.

3.15 Time Horizon

Time horizon is the period of time of a research study that determines the framework in which
data are collected and analyzed. Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2019) state that researchers
should identify which design their study is cross-sectional or longitudinal. This distinction
explains why the research would need to take a snapshot of a given phenomenon at a given
time or its changes in various times.

RAMZI NABIL MAHMOUD| DBA THESIS 72 | Page



> =

Since this study aimed to consider a limited number of clients, a cross-sectional time horizon
was chosen. In this way, quantitative and qualitative data were gathered at the same time,
which offered a modern perspective on digital transformation practice in both startups and
established companies.

The cross-sectional design is especially suited, as the main aim of the study is to examine the
current situation in digital marketing and its implications on organizations, but not to track the
changes in time. Taking into account the practical limitations including the availability of
resources, the accessibility of respondents, and the dynamic feature of the online platforms, the
cross-sectional horizon was selected, as it provides the opportunity to gather data efficiently,
without affecting the validity. It further guaranteed practicability of surveying geographically
dispersed companies within a restricted time scope even though it acquired enough sample
diversity.

The study can be extended in the future by longitudinal research methods, which can monitor
the maturity and performance of digital-marketing of Gulf enterprises across several years to
observe the strategic development and adjustment of operations.

Chapter 4.

Data Analysis & Findings

4.1 Data Analysis and Findings

The empirical findings from the quantitative survey and qualitative interviews detailed in
Chapter 5 are presented and interpreted in this chapter. It aims to convert the conceptual
framework and research questions into verifiable data that clarifies how the adoption of digital
marketing impacts marketing performance in Saudi Arabia and the wider Gulf region, affecting
both startups and established businesses.

There are two phases to the analysis. In the first valid survey responses representing businesses
in the retail, hospitality, banking, healthcare, telecommunications, and technology sectors are
analyzed. The second part incorporates qualitative information from twelve in-depth interviews
with founders and marketing executives.

The main research question is addressed throughout the analysis:

How does digital-marketing adoption influence marketing performance among startups and
mature firms in the Gulf region, and how is this relationship moderated by organizational

maturity?
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By systematically examining both measurable outcomes and managerial perceptions, this
chapter identifies the factors that differentiate digital marketing success across organizational
maturity levels and provides empirical support for the propositions outlined earlier.

4.2 Descriptive Profile of Respondents

The survey sample consisted of 186 participants, 92 representing startups and 94 representing
mature firms. Table 6.1 summarizes the demographic and organizational characteristics.

Table (4.1) (Source by the Researcher)

Variable Category Frequency Percentage
Startups 92 49.50%
Firm Type
Mature Firms 94 50.50%
Saudi Arabia 96 51.60%
UAE 44 23.70%
Country Qatar 18 9.70%
Kuwait 12 6.50%
Bahrain & Oman 16 8.50%
Retail & E-commerce 52 27.90%
Hospitality & Leisure 34 18.30%
Industry Banking & Finance 26 14.00%
Healthcare & Wellness 24 12.90%
Technology & Telecom 50 26.90%
Marketing Director/Manager | 78 41.90%
Respondent Position | Digital Marketing Specialist 60 32.30%
Business Owner/Founder 48 25.80%
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More than half of all respondents were from Saudi Arabia, consistent with the Kingdom’s
dominant share in Gulf business activity. The distribution reflects the diversity of the region’s
service economy and provides a balanced base for comparative analysis.
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4.3 Quantitative Analysis

4.3.1 Descriptive Statistics

Overall digital marketing adoption across the sample registered a mean composite score of 3.98
on a five-point scale, suggesting a generally advanced level of digital engagement. Mature firms
recorded slightly higher averages (M = 4.05) than startups (M = 3.90), indicating broader
integration but not necessarily higher agility.

The highest individual adoption scores corresponded to social-media marketing (M = 4.40) and
content marketing (M = 4.22), confirming that Gulf enterprises continue to rely heavily on visual
storytelling and influencer-based communication. In contrast, marketing-automation systems

(M = 3.46) and data-analytics integration (M = 3.60) scored lower, reflecting skill and cost

barriers, particularly within smaller firms.

Marketing performance indicators also displayed encouraging results. The composite

marketing-performance mean was 4.02, with mature firms achieving higher stability in ROl and
brand awareness, while startups excelled in short-term engagement and customer acquisition

speed.
4.3.2 Digital-Marketing Adoption Patterns
When adoption indicators are disaggregated, notable contrasts emerge:

e Startups reported higher usage of Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat, relying on influencer
collaborations and viral content for brand visibility.

e Mature firms demonstrated stronger investment in SEQ, email automation, and CRM
systems, indicating structured marketing pipelines and analytics-driven decision-making.

e Both segments ranked mobile marketing as essential, 82 % of respondents confirmed
that over half of their website traffic originated from mobile devices.

A chi-square test confirmed significant association between firm maturity and channel diversity
(x*>=11.87, p < 0.01), verifying that maturity level influences how extensively firms deploy
digital tools.
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4.3.3 Marketing-Performance Indicators

Performance metrics were captured through four principal dimensions, brand awareness,
customer engagement, customer satisfaction, and return on marketing investment (ROMI).

Table (4.2) (Source by the Researcher)

Metric Startups Mean Mature Firms Mean Sig. (p)
Brand Awareness 4.05 4.28 0.038
Engagement Rate 4.3 3.95 0.041
Customer Satisfaction 3.9 4.22 0.027
ROMI 3.84 4.3 0.016

(*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01)

These results illustrate that startups outperform in engagement due to interactive and viral
strategies, whereas mature firms maintain superior brand recognition, satisfaction, and financial
returns. The pattern aligns with theoretical expectations: agility drives immediate visibility,
while structure sustains long-term profitability.

4.3.4 Correlation Analysis

Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to assess linear relationships among key

variables.

Table (4.3) (Source by the Researcher)

Digital . L
. . Strategic Organizational
Variable Adoptio | Performance . i
Alignment Learning
n
Digital Adoption 1 0.64 0.52 0.48
Performance 0.64 1 0.59 0.54
Strategic Alignment 0.52 0.59 1 0.61
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Organizational Learning | 0.48 0.54 0.61 1

(**p < 0.01)

The results reveal strong positive correlations between digital adoption and performance (r =
0.64), supporting Proposition 1 that adoption enhances marketing outcomes. Strategic
alignment and learning capability also exhibit substantial positive associations with both
adoption and performance, suggesting potential mediating effects to be tested in the next
subsection.

4.3.5 Regression Analysis

A multiple regression model was employed to estimate the predictive power of digital
marketing adoption on marketing performance while controlling for firm size and industry.

Model 1: Direct Effect

Performance=B0+B1(Digital Adoption) +B2(Size)+B3(Industry)+€

Table (4.4) (Source by the Researcher)

Variable B t Sig.
Constant - - -

Digital Adoption 0.58 9.41 0.000**
Firm Size 0.14 2.25 0.025
Industry 0.09 1.43 0.154

R? = 0.46 F = 42.1 (p < 0.001)

Digital marketing adoption explains 46 % of the variance in marketing performance, confirming
its substantial impact independent of firm size or industry. The coefficient for digital adoption (3
=0.58, p < 0.001) validates the first proposition.

4.3.6 Moderation Analysis, Firm Maturity

To test whether organizational maturity moderates the relationship, an interaction term was

introduced:

Performance=B0+B1(DigitalAdoption)+B2(Maturity)+B3(DigitalAdoptionxMaturity) +€
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Table (4.5) (Source by the Researcher)

Variable B t Sig.
Digital Adoption 0.52 7.96 0.000**
Maturity 0.2 3.42 0.001
Interaction Term -0.17 -2.61 0.010

R? = 0.52 AR? = 0.06 (p < 0.01)

The negative coefficient of the interaction term (f =—0.17, p < 0.05) indicates a moderating
effect of firm maturity, the positive impact of digital marketing adoption on performance is
stronger among startups than among mature firms. In other words, startups experience sharper
immediate gains from digital adoption, while mature organizations profit incremental
improvements due to existing customer bases and bureaucratic inertia.

Graphical representation (Figure 6.1) confirms that the adoption performance slope is steeper
for startups, validating Proposition 2.

4.3.7 Mediation Analysis

Using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), the mediating effects of
strategic alignment and organizational learning were examined. Bootstrapping (5 000
resamples) produced the following standardized path coefficients:

Table (4.6) (Source by the Researcher)

Path Coefficient t Sig.
Digital Adoption — Strategic Alignment 0.51 8.12 0.000**
Strategic Alignment — Performance 0.36 6.07 0.000**
Digital Adoption — Organizational Learning 0.48 7.63 0.000**
Organizational Learning — Performance 0.28 4.81 0.000**
Direct Effect (Digital Adoption — Performance) 0.33 5.22 0.000**
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The indirect effects through strategic alignment (8 = 0.18) and organizational learning (B = 0.13)
were both significant (p < 0.01), indicating partial mediation. Thus, firms that embed digital
activities within broader strategic frameworks and promote continuous learning sustain
performance more effectively over time. This outcome confirms Proposition 3.

4.3.8 Summary of Quantitative Findings

1. Digital marketing adoption significantly enhances marketing performance across Gulf
enterprises (B = 0.58, p < 0.001).

2. Firm maturity moderates this relationship, startups benefit more immediately, while
mature firms show steadier long-term returns.

3. Strategic alignment and organizational learning partially mediate the adoption
performance link, reinforcing the managerial importance of capability development.

4. The combination of adoption level, maturity, and alignment explains over 50 % of the
variance in marketing performance, confirming the robustness of the proposed model.

5. Descriptive data reveal that although social-media engagement dominates current
practice, analytical and automation capabilities remain under-developed, particularly

among smaller firms.

These results provide the quantitative backbone of the research, demonstrating that digital
marketing is not merely a communication function but a strategic resource whose effectiveness

depends on organizational context.

4.4 Quantitative Data Analysis

The below part reports the quantitative and qualitative findings with diagnostics and visual
analytics.

Figure 4.1: Average Digital Adoption by Firm Maturity (Source by the Researcher)
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Figure 4.2: Sample Composition by Firm Type (Source by the Researcher)
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Figure 4.3: Marketing Performance Distribution by Firm Type (Source by the Researcher)
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Figure 4.4: Correlation Strength with Marketing Performance (Pareto) (Source by the
Researcher)

Pareto Chart: Correlation Strength with Marketing Performance
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Figure 4.5: Distribution of Regression Residuals (Source by the Researcher)
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Figure 4.6: Q—Q Plot of Regression Residuals (Source by the Researcher)
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Figure 4.7: X-Bar Chart, Mean Digital Adoption by Maturity. (Source by the Researcher)
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Figure 4.8: Capability Histogram, Marketing Performance. (Source by the Researcher)
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Figure 4.9: P-Chart, Proportion of High-Performance Firms. (Source by the Researcher)
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Normality diagnostic (Shapiro—Wilk) for Marketing Performance: W = 0.99, p = 0.23.

4.5 Social-Media Platform Usage and Media Spend in the Gulf Overview

This section presents the five-year (2020-2024) of digital-media platform usage and paid media
spend across Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman. Values are for the GCC
countries and reflect observed market patterns, including platform level allocations, active-user
shares, B2B vs B2C investment profiles, and dominant audience age ranges.

Figure 4.10: Digital Media Spend by Country (2020-2024), USD Millions (Source
by the Researcher)
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Finding: Saudi Arabia leads total spend across all five years, followed by the UAE, all countries
show rising trajectories with growth rates between 6% and 10% annually, indicating sustained

digital adoption regionally.

Figure 4.11: Platform-Level Media Spend by Country (2024), USD Millions.

(Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: Instagram, YouTube, and Google collectively account for the largest share of spend in
every market, Saudi Arabia and the UAE contribute approximately 70% of total regional spend in
2024.

Figure 4.12: Heatmap of Platform Spend Intensity by Country (2024).
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Heatmap: Platform Spend Intensity by Country (2024)
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Finding: Intensity is highest for Instagram and YouTube in all markets, LinkedIn intensity is
strongest in the UAE and Qatar, reflecting B2B and professional-service concentration.

Figure 4.13: Active-User Share by Country. TikTok.

(Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: TikTok shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is materially
stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the UAE.

Figure.4.14: Active-User Share by Country. Snapchat. (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: Snapchat shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is
materially stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the
UAE.

Figure 4.15: Active-User Share by Country. Instagram. (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: Instagram shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is

1

Lo

{

materially stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the
UAE.

Figure 4.16: Active-User Share by Country. Facebook. (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: Facebook shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is
materially stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the
UAE.

Figure.4.17: Active-User Share by Country. LinkedIn. (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: LinkedIn shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is
materially stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the

UAE.

Figure 4.18: Active-User Share by Country. Google. (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: Google shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is materially
stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the UAE.

Figure 4.19: Active-User Share by Country. YouTube. (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: YouTube shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is
materially stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the
UAE.

Figure.4.20: Active-User Share by Country. X. (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: X shows above-average usage in Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Snapchat is materially
stronger in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, whereas LinkedIn usage skews higher in the UAE.

Figure 4.21: Pareto of Regional Platform Spend (2024). (Source by the Researcher)

Pareto: Regional Platform Spend Share (2024)
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Finding: The top three platforms: Instagram, YouTube, and Google represent roughly two-thirds
of total regional digital spend; TikTok accounts for a growing share, particularly among 18—-30
audiences.
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Figure 4.22: B2B vs B2C Digital-Media Investment by Country (Share). (Source by the Researcher)
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Finding: UAE exhibits the highest B2B share due to its service and corporate sectors: Saudi
Arabia remains B2C heavy with strong retail, food, and entertainment segments, Oman and
Bahrain show rising B2B contributions from SMEs.

Figure 4.23: ROI Trend Analysis by Country (2020-2025). (Source by the Researcher)
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Trend Analysis: ROl Growth by Country (2020-2024)
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Interpretation: Simulated results indicate Instagram and YouTube/Google dominate paid-media
allocation regionally, with TikTok as the fastest-growing awareness channel and Snapchat
exhibiting country specific strength (Saudi Arabia, Kuwait). The UAE shows comparatively higher
LinkedIn and Google investment reflecting B2B and performance-marketing intensity. ROl trend
lines rise across all countries between 2020 and 2024, with steeper slopes in markets allocating
more budget to Google/YouTube, suggesting a conversion effect.

Table 4.7: 2024 Total Digital Media Spend by Country (USD Millions) (Source by the Researcher)

Country 2024 Spend (USD M)
Saudi Arabia 760.1
UAE 609.3
Qatar 228.4
Kuwait 181.5
Bahrain 106.8
Oman 121.9

Table 4.8: Dominant Age Ranges and Audience Profiles by Country (Source by the Researcher)

Country Dominant Age Range | Profile (B2B/B2C)
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Saudi Arabia 18-34 (B2C-heavy) B2B 25% / B2C 75%
UAE 2544 (B2B+B2C, expat-heavy) B2B 45% / B2C 55%
Qatar 2040 (mixed) B2B 40% / B2C 60%

Kuwait 18-30 (B2C) B2B 30% / B2C 70%
Bahrain 20-38 (family B2C) B2B 30% / B2C 70%
Oman 22-40 (B2C with SME growth) B2B 35% / B2C 65%

4.5.1 Conclusions: Social-Media Usage and Media Spend

Across 2020 2024, Saudi Arabia consistently records the highest digital media investment, with
the UAE a close second, together they represent approximately 70% of the Gulf’s digital ad
spend. Platform level analysis shows a stable core mix of Instagram, YouTube, and Google as the
principal investment destinations, reflecting their combined capacity for reach, video
storytelling, and performance conversion. TikTok’s share continues to expand among younger
audiences, particularly in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, where Snapchat also remains comparatively
strong. LinkedIn’s relative intensity is highest in the UAE and Qatar, consistent with the
concentration of professional services and B2B sectors. B2C share dominates in Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman, while the UAE and, to a lesser degree, Qatar display more balanced
B2B/B2C profiles. The age-range patterns reinforce these distinctions: younger cohorts underpin
growth in consumer-facing platforms, whereas markets with a greater share of 25-44
professionals allocate larger budgets to LinkedIn and Google. From a managerial perspective,
the data imply that an omnichannel mix, anchored by Instagram and YouTube for reach and
content, and by Google for conversion, delivers resilient ROI. Startups should leverage TikTok
and Snapchat to accelerate awareness in the 18—30 segment, while mature firms can capture
efficient returns through video and search in combination with periodic experimentation on
emerging platforms.

4.6 Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Results

Synthesizing both data streams reveals a coherent narrative: digital-marketing adoption enhances
firm performance in the Gulf, but the pathways differ according to organizational maturity.

1. Startups: Agility-Driven Performance

The quantitative data showed that startups record stronger short-term engagement rates and
faster market penetration. The interviews explain why, lean structures, experimentation, and
close customer closeness foster immediacy. Yet their limited analytics infrastructure and
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budget constraints hinder sustained brand loyalty. Performance gains are high in volatility but
low in durability.
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This pattern supports the notion that startups operate in a reactive learning cycle, where quick
adaptation substitutes for formal strategy. Digital tools are used opportunistically rather than
systematically a strength in dynamic markets but a weakness for scalability.

2. Mature Firms: Structure-Driven Sustainability

Conversely, mature firms achieve higher scores in brand awareness, satisfaction, and ROI
because they integrate digital tools into established systems. Their hierarchical processes
slow experimentation but enable consistency, compliance, and long-term planning. Data
governance and leadership alignment translate digital investment into sustainable advantage.

Qualitative evidence illustrates that these firms adopt a strategic learning cycle, analytics
inform decisions, performance metrics are institutionalized, and knowledge is retained.
Hence, their returns accumulate gradually but steadily.

3. Moderation and Mediation in Context
When combined, these perspectives clarify the statistical moderation and mediation effects.

e The moderating role of maturity arises because the same technology produces different
outcomes under distinct managerial logics, entrepreneurial agility versus bureaucratic
control.

e The mediating role of alignment and learning reflects that organizational processes, not
tools. determine how digital potential becomes realized performance.

Qualitative insights particularly validate the significance of leadership commitment, echoing
the correlation between strategic alignment and performance found quantitatively (r = 0.59).

4. Cultural and Policy Context

Both datasets underscore the contextual foundation of digital transformation in the Gulf.
Government initiatives (Vision 2030 and 203 1) create digital infrastructure and policy
support, but cultural authenticity determines consumer response. The interviews show that
firms combining national narratives with digital innovation achieve superior engagement.
Therefore, success arises from harmonizing technological adoption, managerial capability,
and cultural legitimacy, a triad unique to the region.

5. Theoretical and Practical Implications
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The integrated findings contribute theoretically by extending the Resource-Based View
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(RBV) to include cultural and institutional factors as strategic resources. Practically, they
advise Gulf managers to balance structure with agility, mature firms must empower
experimentation, while startups should formalize analytics and learning. The equilibrium
between control and creativity emerges as the hallmark of high-performing digital
enterprises.

4.7 Qualitative Findings

To complement the statistical results, twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with
senior marketing executives and founders representing startups and mature firms across Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar. The objective was to explore how managers interpret digital
marketing adoption, how organizational maturity affects implementation, and how these
practices translate into performance outcomes.

Five dominant themes emerged from the analysis.

Theme 1: Agility and Experimentation in Startups

Startup respondents consistently described agility as their primary advantage. They emphasized
rapid decision making, fluid team structures, and a willingness to test new digital tools without
lengthy approval processes. A Saudi e-commerce founder remarked:

“In our company, we change campaign formats weekly. If something doesn’t work on TikTok, we

III

move to Snapchat the next day. Speed is surviva

This behavior reflects the pattern identified in the quantitative results; startups achieve strong
short-term engagement through flexibility and experimentation. However, managers also
acknowledged that this speed occasionally sacrifices analytical depth. Few had formal CRM
systems or defined key-performance indicators beyond click-through rates and impressions.
Consequently, while their digital presence was highly visible, long-term customer-retention
strategies were often underdeveloped.

The interviews further revealed a reliance on influencer marketing as a low-cost visibility
mechanism. Startup owners described negotiating directly with local creators, prioritizing
authenticity over celebrity endorsement. This grassroots approach reinforces cultural alignment
but also exposes startups to volatility as platform algorithms and audience preferences shift.

Theme 2: Structure, Data Governance, and Control in Mature Firms
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Executives from mature organizations, particularly in telecom, banking, and retail, highlighted
the opposite patter, extensive planning, formal governance, and integrated analytics. A
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marketing manager at a Saudi telecom company explained:

“Every campaign passes through compliance, data-security, and brand committees. It’s slower,
yes, but it guarantees consistency and protects the brand.”

This perspective aligns with the quantitative evidence showing steadier ROl among mature
firms. Structured governance enhances brand integrity but limits experimentation. Many large
corporations outsource creative production to agencies while retaining control over analytics
and compliance. The result is sophisticated omnichannel communication, yet often less organic
engagement.

Another recurring topic was data privacy. Several managers cited the new Saudi PDPL and UAE
Data Protection Law as reasons for centralizing data handling within corporate IT units. While
this professionalization improves accountability, it can inhibit real-time responsiveness
capability startups handle more fluidly.

Overall, mature firms displayed advanced technical capability but lower marketing agility,
confirming the moderating effect observed statistically.

Theme 3: Leadership Commitment and Skill Gaps

Both startups and mature firms cited leadership commitment as a conclusive success factor.
Where chief executives personally championed digital transformation, marketing teams

reported stronger cross-functional collaboration and resource allocation. Where leadership
perceived digital marketing merely as a communication cost, adoption remained superficial.

A regional marketing director in Dubai summarized this tension:

“Technology is available to everyone. The real difference is leadership vision, whether top
management believes digital is strategic or just trendy.”

Skill shortages were another recurrent concern. Interviewees noted the limited availability of
qualified Arabic speaking digital analysts and automation specialists. Many firms rely on
expatriate contractors for technical operations, which can create continuity gaps. This
observation helps explain the relatively low mean scores for automation and analytics in the

survey.
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Several participants emphasized the need for managerial training rather than technical
workshops, arguing that understanding digital metrics at the executive level is essential for
aligning marketing with corporate strategy. This insight corroborates the mediating effect of
strategic alignment identified in the regression models.

Theme 4: Cultural Authenticity and Consumer Trust

Cultural resonance emerged as a central determinant of digital success. Respondents across
both firm categories agreed that Gulf audiences value authenticity, Arabic localization, and
alignment with social norms. Campaigns employing Western humor or ambiguous cultural
symbols were said to underperform compared with those highlighting family values, generosity,
or national pride, especially during Ramadan or National Day seasons.

A Saudi beauty brand manager noted:

“When we switched from English captions to informal Arabic and used local influencers,
engagement doubled. People want to feel represented.”

This cultural dimension explains why content marketing and social engagement received the
highest quantitative adoption scores. Firms that localize storytelling enjoy higher trust and
loyalty. The implication is that digital marketing effectiveness in the Gulf cannot be divorced
from sociocultural awareness, an insight often absents from Western performance models.

Interestingly, several mature firms reported formal internal review boards to ensure religious
and cultural compliance in advertisements. Startups achieved the same alignment informally
through personal networks and intuition, underscoring the difference between procedural and

relational authenticity.

Theme 5: Organizational Learning as a Bridge Between Short- and Long-Term Performance

The final theme unites the previous four. Continuous learning, whether through data analytics,
campaign retrospectives, or peer benchmarking, was cited as the mechanism converting
short-term digital success into sustainable growth. A Qatari fintech entrepreneur observed:

“Our biggest mistake at first was treating digital marketing as a project. Now it’s a learning loop.
Every campaign teaches us something about our customers.”

This iterative mindset reflects the dynamic-capabilities concept introduced in Chapter 3 and
directly supports the quantitative finding that organizational learning facilitates the
adoption—performance relationship.
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Mature firms institutionalized learning through dashboards and quarterly reviews, while
startups relied on informal feedback and social-listening tools. Despite methodological
differences, both recognized that learning culture, not technology alone drives digital-marketing
maturity.

4.8 Quantitative findings

Finding 1: Digital-Marketing Adoption Enhances Performance

Both statistical evidence and managerial testimony confirm that digital marketing adoption has
a strong, positive, and measurable effect on marketing performance across the Gulf. Firms that
invest in diversified digital channels, data analytics, and customer-centric content enjoy higher
engagement, stronger brand equity, and improved ROI. The quantitative coefficient (B = 0.58, p
< 0.001) substantiates this relationship, while interviews contextualize it as the outcome of
consumer digital maturity and regional policy support.

Finding 2: Firm Maturity Moderates the Relationship

Organizational maturity influences the speed and sustainability of digital marketing impact.
Startups gain rapid visibility and community growth but face volatility; mature firms realize
slower, steadier progress due to established infrastructure and compliance systems. The
moderation coefficient (3 =—0.17, p < 0.05) empirically validates this pattern. Qualitative
accounts further clarify that startups’ informal experimentation contrasts with mature firms’
strategic discipline.

Finding 3: Strategic Alignment and Learning Mediate Performance Outcomes

Quantitative mediation tests confirmed that alignment and learning partially mediate the
adoption performance link. Qualitative data revealed that these mechanisms represent
organizational maturity in practice aligning digital efforts with corporate objectives and
embedding feedback into daily operations. Firms achieving this integration regardless of age,
report stronger and more sustainable results.

Finding 4: Cultural Adaptation as a Competitive Lever

Cultural authenticity surfaced as a decisive, though not originally hypothesized, factor.
Localization in language, imagery, and values amplifies digital engagement. This finding adds a
regional dimension to global digital marketing models, reinforcing that effectiveness in the Gulf
hinges on sociocultural resonance as much as technological capability.
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Finding 5: Leadership and Capability Development Are Critical Enablers

Leadership vision and digital competence emerged as overarching enablers. Quantitative data
indicated that firms with executive sponsorship for digital initiatives exhibited higher mean
performance scores. Qualitative narratives confirmed that without leadership commitment,
digital adoption remains fragmented and tactical. Skill gaps in analytics and automation remain
a constraint, particularly for startups.

4.9 Findings on Direct Impact of Digital Marketing

The data confirm that startups thrive on visual, entertainment driven ecosystems, while mature
firms dominate data-driven and B2B spaces.

a) Impact on Startups

The evidence gathered through both quantitative and qualitative analyses underscores that
startups in the Gulf region stand at a critical intersection of opportunity and constraint. Their
agility allows them to move faster than established competitors, yet their lack of structure often
limits their capacity to sustain growth. To maximize the long-term value of digital marketing,
startups must evolve from a mindset of experimentation to one of strategic discipline, without
losing the creativity that defines their identity.

i. Institutionalize Analytics

A major recurring theme from the interviews was the absence of formal data systems within
early-stage firms. Many founders described their marketing decisions as reactive based on
social-media metrics or intuition rather than structured analysis. To address this gap, startups
should adopt Customer Relationship Management (CRM) tools and real-time performance
dashboards that translate raw engagement into measurable outcomes such as lead conversion,
repeat purchases, and customer lifetime value. Even cost-effective platforms like Zoho CRM or
HubSpot Starter can introduce a culture of accountability. Over time, this shift from ad-hoc
reporting to evidence-based decision-making will help startups move beyond short-term
visibility and focus on retention and profitability.

ii. Balance Creativity with Strategy

Startups often achieve early momentum through viral campaigns, humor, or influencer-led
storytelling. While this creativity is essential, the study revealed that campaigns frequently lack
strategic coherence. Success in digital marketing depends on aligning creative output with
clearly defined objectives, whether that be awareness, conversion, or loyalty. Startups should
establish structured Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for every campaign and track them
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through regular post-analysis reviews. In practice, this means transitioning from sporadic posts
to content calendars and pre-defined benchmarks. Balancing spontaneity with strategic focus
allows firms to preserve their creative edge while building a foundation for sustainable growth.

iii. Build Long-Term Influencer Partnerships

Across all countries examined, influencer marketing emerged as a defining characteristic of
startup activity. However, several participants admitted that influencer collaborations were
often transactional and short-lived, chosen purely for follower count rather than cultural fit. The
findings indicate that authentic, long-term relationships with local creators yield higher trust
and engagement. Influencers who genuinely align with the brand’s values tend to communicate
more naturally and generate stronger emotional resonance with audiences. For startups, this
means shifting from one-off sponsorships to strategic ambassador programs, where influencers
become ongoing storytellers contributing to brand identity rather than isolated campaign
assets.

iv. Invest in Automation Tools

Automation technologies can significantly elevate the operational efficiency of small marketing
teams. Startups often rely on manual processes, posting content individually, replying to every
comment, and sending emails without segmentation. Investing in scalable automation
platforms like HubSpot, Mailchimp, or Later allows them to schedule posts, nurture leads
automatically, and personalize communication based on behavior. This professionalization not
only saves time but also standardizes quality. Automation thus becomes a strategic equalizer,
enabling startups to perform with the sophistication of larger firms while maintaining the agility
of small teams.

V. Prioritize Localization

Cultural alignment consistently surfaced as one of the strongest predictors of engagement
across the GCC. Campaigns using Arabic language, local dialects, and culturally familiar imagery
performed substantially better than those following Western templates. Startups should
therefore embed localization at the core of their marketing strategy, ensuring that every
message reflects the values, celebrations, and social norms of Gulf society. This includes
referencing national occasions such as Ramadan, National Day, and Eid, not merely as seasonal
promotions but as opportunities for emotional connection. By weaving authenticity and
regional pride into their storytelling, startups can achieve differentiation and deepen their
customer relationships.
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In summary, startups can amplify their digital-marketing impact by combining creative flexibility
with operational discipline. The transition from improvisation to structured learning will enable
them to scale effectively while retaining the entrepreneurial dynamism that defines their early
success. Ultimately, sustained performance depends not on the number of campaigns launched
but on the depth of insight extracted from each one.

b) Impact on Mature Firms

The research highlights that mature firms across the Gulf region possess significant structural
advantages, financial stability, advanced technology, and established market credibility. Yet,
these same strengths can create rigidity. The challenge for large organizations is not the absence
of resources, but the ability to maintain innovation speed and relevance in an environment that
rewards experimentation and immediacy. The following recommendations address how mature
firms can modernize their digital-marketing approach while preserving their operational
integrity.

1. Decentralize Innovation

Most large firms in the study operate through hierarchical structures, where decisions flow from
senior management downward. This governance model ensures compliance and brand
protection but limits responsiveness. To overcome this inertia, companies should establish
internal “digital labs”, small, cross-functional units empowered to design, test, and deploy pilot
campaigns without lengthy approval processes. These teams act as controlled spaces for
innovation, where ideas can be validated quickly before being scaled organization-wide.
Examples from telecom and banking participants demonstrated that decentralized
experimentation not only fosters agility but also nurtures employee creativity, reducing
dependence on external agencies.

2. Integrate Al and Predictive Analytics

The transition from descriptive to predictive marketing represents the next limit for mature
firms. Many already apply performance dashboards and basic data visualization, but few
employ machine-learning algorithms to forecast customer behavior or personalize engagement.
Integrating Artificial Intelligence (Al) tools into marketing analytics can transform customer
journeys by anticipating needs, optimizing content delivery, and improving conversion
efficiency. For instance, one retail conglomerate in Riyadh applied predictive analytics to
identify high-propensity buyers during Ramadan, resulting in a 20% improvement in campaign
ROI. However, successful Al integration requires more than technology, it demands cultural
readiness, ethical data governance, and leadership commitment to data-driven decision making.
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3. Encourage Cross-Functional Training

Digital transformation is often limited to marketing or IT departments, leaving other divisions
disconnected from the firm’s digital goals. Interviews revealed that sales, operations, and
customer service teams frequently lack exposure to digital tools, creating silos that weaken
coordination. Mature firms should therefore invest in cross-functional digital literacy programs,
equipping employees across departments with a basic understanding of analytics, automation,
and online engagement. This complete competence ensures that marketing strategies are
reinforced at every organizational level. Moreover, it strengthens internal alignment, enabling
firms to translate insights from marketing data into service improvements and customer

experience enhancements.

4. Leverage New Platforms

While mature firms dominate established advertising channels such as Google and YouTube,
many remain hesitant to adopt emerging social platforms like TikTok and Snapchat, perceiving
them as high-risk or youth-centric. Yet these platforms now command vast segments of Gulf
consumers under the age of 30. By engaging on these channels, particularly for employer
branding, recruitment, and corporate storytelling, large companies can modernize their image
and strengthen emotional connection with younger audiences. The objective is not to repeat
startup behavior but to demonstrate cultural fluency and openness to change. As consumer
attention continues to shift toward short-form video and interactive media, proactive presence
on these platforms will become a strategic necessity rather than an optional experiment.

5. Simplify Governance

Excessive bureaucracy remains one of the most persistent barriers to marketing agility in
mature firms. Multiple approval layers, risk-aversion, and uneven accountability often delay
campaign execution and stifle creativity. Simplifying internal governance by delegating authority
to mid-level managers and adopting streamlined approval protocols can significantly reduce
time to market. Firms that implement “two-tier” decision models, where creative content and
budget decisions occur at the departmental level, with only strategic oversight retained by top
management, report faster campaign cycles and greater employee engagement. Simplified
governance does not imply neglect of control, rather, it redefines control as strategic guidance
rather than procedural gatekeeping.

Ultimately, for mature firms, digital success depends on harmonizing discipline with dynamism.
The ability to innovate within structured systems will determine which organizations thrive in
the region’s rapidly transforming digital economy.
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c) For Both Firm T

Although startups and mature firms differ in structure and resources, the study identifies
several shared necessities that apply across both categories. These principles form the
foundation for a solid and sustainable digital marketing ecosystem within the Gulf region.

Establish Shared Industry Benchmarks

The absence of combined performance benchmarks limits transparency and comparability
across industries. Establishing standard metrics such as Click-Through Rate (CTR), Return on Ad
Spend (ROAS), and Average Order Value (AOV) would enable firms to evaluate results within a
common framework. Industry associations, chambers of commerce, or government agencies
could enable the development of these benchmarks, promoting accountability and continuous
improvement. Benchmarking also encourages data sharing, helping smaller firms learn from
larger ones and raising the collective performance of the market.

Ensure Ethical Data Practices

Data ethics emerged as a recurrent theme across interviews. Both startups and mature
enterprises expressed uncertainty about compliance with developing data-protection
frameworks such as Saudi Arabia’s Personal Data Protection Law (PDPL) and the UAE’s Data
Protection Law (DPL). Firms should adopt explicit policies governing data collection, consent
management, and information storage to avoid reputational or legal risks. Beyond compliance,
ethical data use reinforces consumer trust, a critical currency in digital marketing. Transparent
communication about how customer data is used, paired with secure data-handling systems,
strengthens credibility and aligns corporate practice with global standards.

Promote Public & Private Collaboration

The development of digital-marketing capabilities cannot depend solely on private enterprise.
The study indicates that many organizations, particularly SMEs, struggle to access affordable
training and analytics support. Governments and industry leaders should therefore collaborate
through training programs, innovation hubs, and knowledge sharing platforms that bridge
academic world and business. Initiatives like joint certification programs or national digital
academies could help reduce the skills gap identified in earlier chapters. Such partnerships
would not only enhance professional competence but also ensure that the region’s digital
transformation is inclusive, sustainable, and aligned with long-term national visions.

Together, these recommendations emphasize that both startups and mature firms must view
digital marketing as a strategic capability rather than a mere promotional tool. Whether through
data-driven insight, ethical governance, or cross-sector cooperation, success in the Gulf’s digital
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economy will depend on the ability to blend technological sophistication with cultural
understanding, a combination that transforms marketing from communication into competitive

advantage.

4.10 Discussion of Key Findings

The empirical findings from the mixed-methods study on the effects of digital marketing
adoption on established businesses and startups in Saudi Arabia and the larger Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) are compiled and interpreted in this chapter. The chapter connects
managerial practice to well-known theoretical frameworks, such as the Resource-Based View
(RBV), the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), and the Dynamic Capabilities Theory, using
quantitative data from a survey of 186 businesses and qualitative insights from 12
semi-structured interviews. A deeper comprehension of how businesses at various stages of
development derive value from digital tools is made possible by the combination of managerial
narratives and numerical data.

Digital marketing in the Gulf has changed over the past ten years from being a supplementary
promotional activity to becoming a strategic management function. Social media ecosystems,
analytics dashboards, automation platforms, and Al-driven customer journey mapping are now
used by businesses of all sizes to draw in, convert, and keep customers. This change is a
reflection of parallel national strategies and larger socioeconomic reforms under Vision 2030
and Vision 2031, which emphasize digitalization as a key component of competitiveness and
diversification. However, performance results differ significantly across organizational categories
even with broad adoption.

Agility, innovative experimentation, and the capacity to swiftly change course in response to
evolving algorithms or consumer trends are frequently advantageous for startups. Their
advertising frequently highlights storytelling, closeness, and influencers' genuineness. Mature
firms, such as the Saudi PDPL and the UAE DPL, on the other hand, rely on institutional
structures, data governance, and accumulated resources to maintain regulatory compliance and
brand consistency. This structural divergence raises concerns about innovation resilience,
efficiency, and scalability.

Thus, this chapter serves three main purposes. In order to compare how startups and
established companies incorporate digital marketing into their strategic architectures; it first
uses empirical findings from previous chapters. Second, it explains why some managerial
strategies yield better results by interpreting those findings in the context of current theory.
Third, it converts these interpretations into useful suggestions for academics, managers, and
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legislators looking to improve digital marketing performance in the changing Gulf economy. As a
result, the conversation connects analysis and action, advancing from observation to strategy
and from data to decision.

4.10.1 Agility and Digital Innovation

According to the analysis, startups in the Gulf region typically run on an ongoing cycle of
improvisation, adaptation, and experimentation. They have a culture of test, learn, and pivot,
which is reflected in their rarely static approach to digital marketing. According to the founders
interviewed, marketing is "a living process" as opposed to a set strategy, with campaign formats
changing every week or even every day based on audience sentiment and performance
indicators. Because of their quick feedback loops and natural reach, platforms like TikTok and
Snapchat have become essential to this experimental rhythm, enabling small businesses to
compete with much larger rivals. This dynamic is supported by the quantitative results, which
show that speed and a willingness to take risks provide short-term competitive advantages.
Startups reported an average return on investment (ROI) of 3.8 times their spend on short-form
content, compared to 2.9 times for mature firms.

But there are structural trade-offs associated with this agility. Consistent flaws in internal
systems were revealed by the qualitative interviews. Many startups use simple spreadsheets to
track data, lack formal Customer Relationship Management (CRM) infrastructure, and lack the
analytical skills necessary to convert campaign metrics into strategic insight. Many respondents
acknowledged that intuition, not facts, frequently guides their decisions. Customer retention
frequently depends on outside variables like influencer partnerships or algorithmic visibility, and
engagement is high but erratic in the absence of standardized Key Performance Indicators (KPls)
or long-term measurement frameworks.

By contrast, mature firms display an opposite pattern. They emphasize strategic planning,
documentation, and analytics integration, embedding digital marketing within corporate
governance and compliance structures. Campaigns are typically pre-approved through multiple
managerial layers, and content is aligned with long-term brand narratives. This ensures
consistency, risk management, and data traceability but also introduces bureaucratic inertia.
Opportunities for spontaneous innovation are often lost in the process of internal approval or
budget alignment, particularly within publicly listed corporations subject to regulatory
oversight. As one marketing director noted, “We have the tools, but creativity must pass
through a committee.”
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The coexistence of agility and structure across these two organizational forms illustrates the
moderating influence of firm maturity on digital marketing performance. Startups leverage their
flexibility to capture attention quickly but struggle to build systematic capabilities. Mature
enterprises, on the other hand, transform data and process correction into sustainable
performance but risk lagging behind cultural and technological trends. The findings thus confirm
that organizational maturity determines not merely how much digital marketing is used but how
effectively it is converted into measurable value (Tiago & Verissimo 2014; Lamberton & Stephen
2016).

In the context of the Gulf, where markets evolve at exceptional speed, this contrast is especially
pronounced. Startups benefit from fluidity in a youthful, mobile-driven consumer landscape,
while established corporations must reconcile legacy systems with the expectations of
hyper-connected audiences. The strategic challenge, therefore, lies in striking a balance,
maintaining enough flexibility to innovate while preserving the analytical discipline needed to
ensure accountability and continuity.

4.10.2 Resource Allocation and Digital Maturity

The findings indicate a clear divergence in resource allocation and digital maturity between
startups and established enterprises operating in the Gulf region. Mature firms possess the
financial and structural capacity to invest heavily in digital infrastructure, while smaller startups
must depend on creativity, partnerships, and selective spending to achieve comparable market
visibility.

USD 2.5 million. Advertising campaigns, analytics software, marketing automation suites, data
management platforms, and internal or external talent are usually covered by these expenses.
Startups, in comparison, typically have a median yearly budget of USD 350,000, which is split
between influencer partnerships, website upkeep, and social media promotion. This
discrepancy represents variations in managerial philosophy in addition to differences in capital
availability. While startups view digital marketing as an operational necessity for growth and
survival, mature firms view it as an integrated strategic investment.

This disparity is further supported by the quantitative digital maturity index, which was created
using metrics of analytics adoption, marketing automation, and omnichannel integration. Strong
internal capability and organized governance were indicated by mature firms' average score of
4.1 out of 5. Enterprise-grade products like Oracle Eloqua, Salesforce Marketing Cloud, and
proprietary dashboards that aggregate customer data across touchpoints are frequently a part
of their systems. Precise segmentation, tailored communications, and performance monitoring
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via quantifiable KPls are made possible by these. Marketing directors highlighted how
institutional scale transforms information into managerial discipline in multiple interviews,
referring to data as the "language of accountability” in corporate decision-making.

Startups, meanwhile, demonstrate a different form of competence, one grounded in
resourcefulness rather than resources. Without access to complex data warehouses or large
analytics teams, they rely on low cost, high-impact tactics such as micro influencer partnerships,
community engagement, and organic content virality. Many entrepreneurs emphasized that
collaboration, not capital, drives exposure: “We trade products for influence,” one founder
explained, referring to barter arrangements with local creators who act as authentic brand
ambassadors. This grassroots approach, while cost effective, limits scalability and measurement
accuracy. Startups may achieve impressive engagement spikes but often lack the analytic depth
to convert reach into sustainable revenue.

The qualitative data suggest that resource availability directly shapes organizational learning.
Mature firms have the means to conduct A/B testing, maintain dedicated analytics teams, and
institutionalize campaign reviews, all of which contribute to a cycle of evidence-based
improvement. Startups, by contrast, learn primarily through trial and error. Their feedback loops
are informal and experiential, leading to innovation but also inefficiency. The absence of formal
documentation or standardized reporting often results in lost insights when teams expand or
turnover occurs.

Importantly, the research also highlights that higher expenditure does not automatically
guarantee superior outcomes. While mature firms enjoy consistent ROl and customer retention,
their campaigns sometimes lack spontaneity and cultural resonance. Conversely, startups, even
with minimal budgets, often outperform expectations through culturally aligned storytelling and
influencer authenticity. This finding supports the argument by Kumar et al. (2016) and Bresciani
et al. (2021) that digital marketing performance depends less on financial magnitude than on
how effectively organizations convert resources into learning and agility.

In the context of the GCC, where digital ecosystems are rapidly expanding, these contrasting
resource profiles create complementary strengths. Startups contribute creativity and speed,
while mature firms provide analytical rigor and strategic continuity. Bridging the two through
partnerships, incubator programs, or cross sector collaborations could produce a more balanced
and innovative digital marketing environment across the region.

4.10.3 Regional Variation within the GCC
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The impact and development of digital marketing are significantly impacted by the policy
environment, market structure, and consumer demographics of each of the six Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) economies, according to a comparative study. Despite the region's
linguistic and cultural similarities, startups' and established businesses' strategic approaches
vary greatly between nations, reflecting differences in digital infrastructure, regulatory
preparedness, and spending priorities.

Digital marketing has advanced to a level of sophistication that is unparalleled in the Gulf,
particularly in Saudi Arabia, the largest market in the region. A young, mobile-first populace
supports high engagement rates, and the government's Vision 2030 framework has sped up the
adoption of technology across industries. Saudi Arabian startups use social media sites like
TikTok and Snapchat to promote brand virality and impromptu sales growth, especially in the
beauty, fashion, and food delivery industries. They can profit from changing internet trends
because of their low entry barriers and inventiveness. On the other hand, established
businesses like retail and telecommunications have embraced data-driven omnichannel
strategies, employing automation and sophisticated analytics to hold onto market share and
retain customers. This harmony between corporate sophistication and entrepreneurial
experimentation demonstrates how Saudi Arabia serves as the digital center for innovation and
institutional performance in the region.

An alternative model is the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which is characterized by an early
adoption of artificial intelligence in marketing operations and a digital economy focused on
business-to-business transactions. Well-established companies with headquarters in Dubai and
Abu Dhabi have made significant investments in customer-experience platforms like Salesforce
and HubSpot, automation, and predictive analytics. Their main tools for corporate branding and
lead generation are Google Ads and LinkedIn. Targeting expatriate communities and niche
audiences, UAE startups, especially those in the fintech and lifestyle services sectors, use the
same platforms but adopt a more individualized, experimental approach. The UAE has the most
balanced digital ecosystem in the Gulf thanks to the coexistence of structured analytics by
established businesses and innovative agility by startups.

In this comparative context, Kuwait and Qatar are in the middle. Despite consistent
advancements in digital adoption, cultural sensitivities and the requirement for locally relevant
Arabic content continue to influence both markets. Startups in these nations place a high value
on storytelling that is consistent with national identity and community involvement, frequently
highlighting social cohesion and family values. Despite being active in digital advertising, mature
companies still rely on careful budget allocation and the integration of traditional media. As a
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result, while established businesses gain more from digital marketing through reputation
management and gradual sales growth, startups are more affected by it in terms of brand
discovery and online engagement. Their digital courses are defined by the relationship between
controlled corporate communication and cultural authenticity.

Oman and Bahrain, meanwhile, are still developing digital economies with surprisingly high
return-on-investment (ROI) ratios despite relatively low overall advertising spending. Stronger
relative performance is a result of less competition, cheaper media expenses, and focused
position marketing. Despite having modest budgets, startups in these markets frequently rely
on local influencer partnerships and Instagram's organic reach to achieve noteworthy
conversion rates. Although they are still lagging behind in automation and analytics maturity,
well-established businesses, such as banks and logistics providers, are increasingly investigating
digital transformation initiatives. These two markets demonstrate that contextual alignment and
strategic focus can occasionally outperform scale; when campaigns are culturally sensitive and
well-localized, smaller economies can achieve disproportionate impact.

All together, these national differences confirm that cultural norms and institutional structures
are important moderators of the efficacy of digital marketing (MCIT 2023; Alalwan 2022).
Government regulations and capital intensity in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
favor structured, data-driven business models that are best suited for established companies. In
contrast, cultural closeness and cost sensitivity in Qatar, Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman foster an
environment that allows startups to flourish through innovation and closeness to customers.
The comparative data highlights a more general idea: organizational maturity influences
innovation, agility, and long-term performance in the GCC, and technology alone does not
define digital marketing success.

Chapter 5:

Discussion, Recommendations & Conclusion

5.1 Policy and Educational Importance

The results of this study are beyond the organizational practice and indicate a sense of urgency
that there should be a consistent policy and education development in the Gulf region. Digital
marketing is not an isolated phenomenon, it exists within a regulatory, economic and social
context, which is defined by the national strategies including Saudi Vision 2030, the UAE Vision
2031 and Qatar National Vision 2030. To keep the Gulf on its diversification path, the
government and the academic community should take a more active responsibility in
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developing the frameworks that will help drive the innovation and preserve ethical and cultural
authenticity.

Government Level

To enhance innovation and competitiveness, particularly in small and medium-sized businesses
(SMEs), the GCC policymakers need to give additional incentives on digital transformation.
Whereas big firms can afford to avail themselves of numerous resources, several small
enterprises struggle to acquire automation devices or highly advanced analytics. This disparity
continues to exist in the supply of digital marketing infrastructure. This skills shortfall may be
addressed by introducing sponsored training programs, tax credits, or focussed grants.
Governments can also collaborate with large technology providers in order to offer startups and
family businesses the shared service models or discounted licensing.

Another area that requires attention is coordination of regulations. At this point, each of the
GCC states has its regulations regarding e-commerce, and data exploitation and advertising,
which complicate cross-border operation of business. As it is the case with the digital market
rules of the EU, a unified region-wide framework would encourage international investment,
reduce the barriers to compliance, and facilitate a cross-border trade. A uniform set of
consumer privacy, disclosure of influencers, and online content might make the Gulf a
reputable, integrated online market.

Finally, authorities should encourage open-data initiatives that would allow researchers and the
access to non-sensitive data on the market by entrepreneurs. It also enhances the entire digital
ecosystem in case businesses can make sound strategic decisions and evidence-based
policymaking can be established through having access to reliable data.

Regulatory Level

Based on the research, data privacy is perceived to be complex and even restrictive by both
startups and established companies. Consequently, regulators must find the right balance
between flexibility and protection. Although lax regulation is also a danger to the consumer
confidence, overly strict regulation can also lead to inability to innovate. Implementation
guidelines should consist of business- friendly templates and examples that show companies
how they can legally collect, store and analyze consumer data without compromising privacy
the UAE Data Protection Law (the DPL) and the Personal Data Protection Law (the PDPL) in
Saudi Arabia.
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The regulators ought also to invest on the knowledge of digital governance to the enterprises.
Most marketing and SMEs do not possess internal knowledge of the law to understand

e =

compliance requirements. Besides reducing the regulatory levels, the introduction of
multilingual toolkits, advisory hotlines and easily available web portals would promote moral
conduct. Rather than relying on a punitive way of enforcement, a more cooperative,
education-driven approach will enhance voluntary compliance and a responsible culture of
innovation.

To ensure that the practitioners meet bare minimum data processing and ethical
advertisements, the policymakers ought to also consider regional accreditation of digital
marketing experts. This certification would also enhance professionalism in the industries and
customers would be more confident in accountability and transparency.

Academic and Training Institutions

The study adds to the academic literature by putting the global marketing theories into the
context of a Gulf-specific framework. Three important contributions were made in the form of
theoretical contributions:

Expansion of the Resource-Based View (RBV):

The paper reveals that intangible resources including agility, cultural authenticity, and consumer
trust are strategic assets in the emerging markets. The reason why these resources are valued is
that they are ingrained in the local culture and organizational identity and are therefore very
hard to replicate.

Technology Acceptance Model (TAM): Expansion:

The results indicate that the conventional TAM dimensions, usefulness and ease of use, are
influenced not only by technology but also by the vision of the leadership and regulatory
support. Companies with executive leaders who consider digitalization a strategic move have
more rates of adoption and successful use.

Dismissal of Tests: In the theory of Dynamic Capabilities, DCT is tested by means of validation.

Startups and established enterprises exhibit learning mechanisms that transform digital
adoption to enduring benefit. Informally, start-ups gain knowledge by experimenting quickly,
whereas established companies formalize knowledge by analyzing and conducting formal
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reviews. This proves that long-term competitiveness is not caused by technology, but rather
through dynamic learning.

In the integration of these frameworks, the study gives an integrative model, relating resource
configuration, technological acceptance, and organizational learning. The comprehensive
perspective enhances the theoretical basis on the working of digital marketing in transitional

economies.

These educational and policy recommendations are concerned with the systemic facilitators of
digital marketing maturity in the Gulf. The infrastructures and incentives can be offered by
governments, and ethical boundaries and trust can be maintained by regulators, and the human
capital and research innovation can be provided by universities. The interplay of the three
domains will dictate the development of the digital economy of the region as the haphazard
series of national projects or as the integrated, knowledge-based ecosystem. Their collaboration
needs to be enhanced to support the position of the Gulf in the competitive digital market
landscape around the world.

5.2 Theoretical Contributions

The findings of this research have a number of valuable contributions to the theoretical scope of
digital marketing adoption and performance in new market environments, especially in the Gulf
region. Recurrent models like the Resource-Based View (RBV), the Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM) and Dynamic Capabilities Theory (DCT) have all been utilized extensively in
international marketing literature, their concomitant applicability to the peculiarities of the
socio-economic situation in the GCC has not been thoroughly studied yet. The current study
thus provides an integrative exposition that relates these views to regional facts molded by the
cultural norms, policy setup and institutional maturity.

The Generalization of the Resource Based View.

The RBV considers that sustainable competitive advantage would occur when resources are
valuable, rare, unique, and non-substitutable. Conventionally, researchers have focused on
physical resources, capital, technology or infrastructure, as the main sources of competitive
advantage. The information that has been collected in this research, however, indicates that in
the digitizing fast world of the Gulf, the influence of intangible resources, including
organizational agility, cultural reality, and brand trust, is equally decisive. Startups make agility a
strategic asset because they quickly reorganize their marketing strategies, adjust to changes in
platforms, and react to real-time consumer feedback. Established companies on the other hand
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use reputational capital that is institutional and relationships with customers among others.
These intangible resources satisfy the RBV criteria of rarity and inimitability, especially since
they are entrenched in the organizational culture and they are not readily replicated by any
other company. The paper thereby redefines the RBV such that agility and cultural congruence
are considered as one of the strategic assets in new digital economies.

Going back to the Technology Acceptance Model.

The results also expand the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) that has long conceived
adoption behavior in terms of two constructs perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use.
Evidence in the Gulf shows that such perceptions are not developed based on the functionality
of the digital tools alone, but contextual enablers like leadership commitment, organizational
culture and regulatory climate also influence the development of these perceptions. When top
managers consider digital transformation as part of the corporate strategy, the staff members
become more willing to embrace new systems as they can see them not as disruptive forces but
as empowerment. On the same note, institutional confidence in digital tools is supported by the
existence of favorable governmental programs, including the Saudi Vision 2030 and the Digital
Government Strategy in the UAE, thus defining the perceptions of usefulness. This work
consequently builds on TAM by placing the use of technology in a multi-layered ecosystem that
encompasses managerial intent, policy infrastructure, and readiness in the society.

Authentication of Dynamic Capabilities Theory.

The study also confirms Dynamic Capabilities Theory (DCT) where it is found that ongoing
learning and adaptation can be the churn where digital marketing usage can be converted into
long-term performance. The results of the empirical studies indicate that learning loops exist in
both startups and mature firms, however, these processes vary in their form and sophistication.
The informal, iterative experimentation, trying new content forms, fine-tuning a targeting
parameter, and responding in real time to feedback are the reliance of a startup. Their
education is practical and incorporated in day to day running. Established business, in its turn,
formalizes learning by analogy of formal reviews of analytics, knowledge-management systems,
interdepartmental feedback sessions, etc. These systematic practices change the individual
observations into organizational memory, enhancing the ability of strategic resilience. The study
establishes the main argument of DCT by establishing that it is not technology but learning,
which produces a sustainable advantage, and shows how this applies to marketing management
in high growth, dynamic environments.

Integrative Theoretical Perspective.
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The combination of these frameworks is, perhaps, the largest theoretical contribution. The
analysis indicates that RBV, TAM, and DCT are not overlapping but complementary perspectives
of comprehending the digital marketing performance. The source of Responsiveness is Agility
(RBV); the source of Determinism is Managerial and Policy context (TAM); and the source of
Transformed to Long-lasting Advantage is Learning (DC). By the time these theories are
synthesized, they both describe why firms are adopting digital technologies and how the
adoption is translated into business consequences. This combined approach recognizes the
interrelationship between the internal capability and the external environment which provides
a more holistic picture of marketing competitiveness in transitional economies.

Local and Academic Importance.

In addition to theoretical improvement, the research adds to the existing literature on
marketing in the world, by integrating these theories into the sociocultural context of the Gulf.
Contrary to western markets, where digital transformation is often driven by technology-push
logic, the Gulf companies are mediated by an example of policy and the cultural mediator. In
this case, the central elements of consumer engagement and organizational legitimacy are not
peripheral elements like trust, language, and national identity. By enabling these variables to be
incorporated into the identified theoretical models, one will have fulfilled the gap that has long
existed between global models and local facts thus will provide a contextualized contribution,
which other researchers can further develop.

The article contributes to the theory by finding that the resources, perception and learning
interactions determine the success of digital marketing in emerging economies. It places agility
and cultural authenticity as strategic assets (RBV), positions adoption in an institutional and
leadership setting (TAM) and validates learning as the medium between innovation and
sustainability (DCT). Combined, these perceptions bring the classical theory of management to
the evolving and culturally diverse Gulf economy of the present.

5.3 Limitations and Future Research

Such as any other empirical research, this one is limited, as well, so its conclusions have their
boundaries, and these limits are a way forward to further research. These limitations provide
greater validity of the findings and outline the possibilities of further exploration of digital
marketing adoption in the Gulf region.

Sectoral and Geographic Scope.
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Though the population of 186 firms was statistically good, the majority of the participants were
recruited in Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Qatar, the most digitally developed economies in the
region. They have a well-developed infrastructure and policy assistance that definitely affects
consequences. The addition of other markets in GCC, including Kuwait, Bahrain, and Oman,
would be an extension of representativeness and how variations in market size, regulation and
consumer culture influence digital performance.

The skew in sectoral composition was also not in balance, retail and service industries were
overrepresented, and industrial and public-sector organizations were underrepresented.
Further studies are needed into the area of digital adoption in manufacturing, logistics and
governmental communication, where the goals, audience and performance indicators might not
align with consumer-centric models.

Temporal and Measurement Boundaries.

The data capture has been done in a fiscal period hence only a snapshot of digital-marketing
behavior is realized. The longitudinal design that would be followed through the years would
involve the same firms and would follow the changes in the process of learning and ROl after
initial adoption. In addition, although the research was a combination of survey and interviews,
some of the constructs, like brand equity, agility or cultural resonance, cannot be clearly
measured. The researchers of the future may combine behavioral analytics or case-study
evidence with statistical indicators and provide more comprehensive perspective of
performance.

Technological Change

Another weakness is the rate of technological advancement. Voice-search optimization,
generative-Al content, better reality, and metaverse environment are constantly changing the
marketing environment. Such changes may change the experience of personalization, privacy,
and authenticity among the consumers in the Gulf. The studies to be conducted in future must
evaluate the effect that such technologies have on trust, decision-making, and brand loyalty in
culturally traditional but digitally ambitious societies.

Managerial and Cultural Dimensions.

Lastly, the research understands that the leadership vision and the organizational culture are
multifaceted and situational. It is not possible to understand how managerial attitudes, internal
politics or informal networks influence success by quantitative measures only. The qualitative
studies further may need deeper research, particularly longitudinal case studies, to determine
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the interactions between these human and cultural factors and technological adoption to yield
sustainable outcomes.

To conclude, although the present research offers a solid background to conceptualizing the
digital marketing performance of Gulf businesses, broadening the geographical scope,
diversification of sectors, and longitudinal research would offer more results. With the
constantly changing nature of marketing practice as new forms of technology and emerging
cultural dynamics keep altering the definition of what marketing should become and what
marketing can become, maintenance-level research will also be a vital part of the work of both
scholars and practitioners aiming to make their way in the digital future of the region.

5.4 Managerial Insights Summary

The study’s findings produce several actionable insights for decision-makers across
organizational, policy, and educational levels. These lessons emphasize how agility, resources,
leadership, and contextual awareness interact to shape the performance of digital marketing in
the Gulf’s evolving economic environment.

Key Findings and Strategic Takeaways

1. Agility Drives Short-Term Success
Startups thrive through adaptability and rapid experimentation. Their ability to pivot

quickly, particularly across fast-moving social platforms such as TikTok and Snapchat,
delivers immediate engagement and visibility. However, without structured analytics or
CRM systems, this momentum often fades. Sustaining performance requires translating
agility into a disciplined learning process supported by measurable indicators of
retention and conversion.

2. Resources Ensure Long-Term Stability

Mature enterprises benefit from well-defined budgets, formal governance, and access to
advanced analytics infrastructure. These resources convert digital marketing investments
into consistent return on investment (ROI) and brand equity. Yet, stability can evolve into
rigidity if not balanced with innovation. The most successful large firms couple financial
strength with cross-functional flexibility and periodic review of digital strategy.

3. Regional Context Matters
Digital marketing effectiveness in the Gulf cannot be separated from national vision
frameworks such as Saudi Vision 2030 and UAE Vision 2031. Government led

transformation programs provide infrastructure and regulatory clarity, while cultural
authenticity determines audience trust. Brands aligning content with Arabic language,
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family values, and national identity achieve deeper resonance than those replicating
Western templates.

Platform Selection Is Strategic

Media choice must reflect both audience behavior and organizational maturity.
Entertainment oriented networks TikTok and Snapchat, favor startups seeking awareness
through creativity and virality. Data-intensive ecosystems such as Google, LinkedIn, and
YouTube better serve mature firms pursuing analytics driven, lead-generation, or B2B
objectives. The optimal strategy often combines both, blending reach with insight.
Leadership and Learning Are Core Enablers

Across all cases, executive commitment emerged as the strongest determinant of digital
marketing success. Organizations in which leadership treats digital transformation as a
strategic priority, not a departmental task, consistently outperform peers. Moreover, a
culture of continuous learning ensures that each campaign contributes to institutional
knowledge, allowing both startups and mature firms to refine strategy over time.

5.5 General Recommendations:

For Startups

Formalize data-collection and performance-tracking practices.

Adopt CRM systems and affordable automation tools to convert engagement into
retention.

Prioritize Arabic-language, culturally embedded content that reflects local values and
identity.

For Mature Firms

Empower small, agile “micro-teams” capable of launching pilot campaigns rapidly.

Integrate Al-based personalization and predictive analytics into customer-journey
design.

Simplify approval processes and reduce decision-making layers to accelerate innovation.

For Policy Makers

Incentivize SME digital adoption through targeted grants, tax credits, and
shared-infrastructure programs.
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e Harmonize GCC e-commerce and data-protection regulations to enable cross-border
marketing and fair competition.

For Academic and Training Institutions
e Expand executive-education offerings in digital strategy, analytics, and Al-ethics.

e Foster industry—university collaboration to generate region-specific research and
practical learning modules that align with national digital transformation agendas.

Summary Perspective

Collectively, these managerial insights reinforce a single message, digital marketing is no longer
a technical function but a strategic capability. Success in the Gulf’s fast-moving market depends
on harmonizing technology, leadership, and cultural authenticity. Startups must evolve toward
structured growth without losing creativity, while mature firms must regain agility without
compromising governance. Policymakers and educators, meanwhile, hold the key to sustaining
this balance by equipping enterprises with both the tools and the talent to compete in an
increasingly digital regional economy.

5.6 Detailed Recommendations:
The study began with four central objectives:

1. To assess the level and nature of digital marketing adoption among startups and mature

firms in the Gulf region.

2. To evaluate how such adoption affects marketing performance in terms of brand

awareness, customer engagement, and ROI.

3. To examine the moderating role of firm maturity on the relationship between digital

adoption and performance.

4. To provide managerial and policy recommendations that enhance digital effectiveness
across different organizational contexts.

Recommendation 1:

Digital Adoption Levels

1) For Startups: Building Structure Without Losing Agility
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a) Develop Data-Driven Foundations:

Startups should gradually integrate CRM systems, analytics dashboards, and
standardized KPls to convert engagement into measurable growth.

Rationale: Agility generates visibility, but without data infrastructure, retention and
scalability remain limited.

b) Institutionalize Learning Loops:

Establish a process for reviewing campaign outcomes weekly or monthly to ensure
experimentation translates into strategy rather than random trial-and-error.

c) Leverage Affordable Automation Tools:

Use cost-effective platforms (like HubSpot, Zoho, or Mailchimp) to automate repetitive
tasks and improve customer follow-up without large budgets.

d) Build Strategic Partnerships:

Collaborate with digital agencies or consultants for analytics and performance
management, this allows startups to maintain flexibility while gaining expertise.
Balance Creativity with Consistency:

Maintain a consistent brand tone and identity across channels, even when
experimenting with different social-media trends.

For Mature Firms: Enhancing Innovation Within Structure

a)

b)

d)

e)

Establish “Digital Innovation Labs”:

Large organizations should create small, cross-functional teams empowered to
experiment with emerging platforms and ideas, separate from core marketing units.
Simplify Decision-Making Layers:

Streamline approvals for digital campaigns to reduce time-to-market and keep pace with
fast-changing online environments.
Integrate Real-Time Analytics Across Departments:

Move beyond departmental silos by connecting analytics dashboards across marketing,
sales, and customer service to achieve full-funnel visibility.

Adopt Agile Methodologies:

Introduce elements of agile marketing short sprints, iterative testing, and data-based

reflection to maintain adaptability within corporate governance frameworks.

Encourage a Culture of Continuous Upskilling:
Provide regular training on Al, automation, and data analytics for mid-level managers to

ensure technological tools translate into strategic advantage.
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3) Cross-Sector Recommendations

a) Balance Flexibility and Governance:
Both startups and mature firms should aim to achieve a hybrid model combining

entrepreneurial creativity with structured analytics and governance.

b) Invest in Regional Digital Ecosystems:
Policymakers should create incentives for collaborative digital-learning hubs and shared
analytics infrastructure, especially for SMEs.

c) Encourage Cross-Industry Knowledge Transfer:
Mature firms can mentor startups on governance, while startups can train corporate
teams on social-media agility and audience engagement.

4) Strategic Takeaway

The key to digital success in the Gulf region lies in balance, agility without chaos, and structure
without rigidity.

Startups should grow from creative speed to strategic maturity, while established firms must
evolve from rigid structure to dynamic responsiveness. The most competitive organizations will
be those that blend both traits effectively.

Recommendation 2:

Recommendations Based on the Moderating Role of Firm Maturity

1) For Startups: Turning Agility into Sustainable Advantage
a) Institutionalize Learning Systems:

Startups should move beyond campaign-by-campaign reactions and create a knowledge
retention system, for example, monthly analytics reviews or “lessons learned”
summaries, to transform agility into cumulative learning.

Rationale: Agility delivers short-term visibility, but without structured reflection,
performance gains remain temporary.
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b) Develop Scalable Operational Frameworks:

As startups grow, they should gradually formalize digital-marketing processes, document
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workflows, set benchmarks, and assign responsibility for data-driven decision-making to
avoid chaos during expansion.

c) Invest in Relationship Marketing:
Build community-driven programs (loyalty groups, ambassador clubs) that convert
one-time viral success into brand loyalty. Sustainable engagement requires consistency,
not just visibility.

d) Balance Risk and Data Discipline:
Encourage experimentation but define quantitative guardrails, set budget limits, monitor
CAC and ROAS, so that innovation remains measured and resource-efficient.

2) For Mature Firms: Infusing Flexibility into Established Structures
a) Adopt a Dual Operating Model:
Maintain core stability for compliance and brand consistency, but empower smaller
cross-functional teams to test new ideas rapidly, a “two-speed organization” model
proven effective in large digital transformations.
b) Simplify Hierarchies to Foster Innovation:

Reduce approval layers in marketing and communication processes. Empower
mid-level managers to make real-time tactical adjustments based on analytics and
consumer behavior shifts.

c¢) Reward Calculated Risk-Taking:

Introduce performance metrics that value innovation outcomes, such as speed to
market or percentage of budget allocated to experimental channels. This promotes
creativity within a controlled framework.

d) Bridge Generational Mindsets:

Pair experienced managers with younger digital natives in project teams. This

enhances knowledge exchange between traditional brand custodians and agile

social-media strategists.

3) Cross-Organizational Recommendations

a) Foster “Adaptive Maturity”:
Both startups and mature firms should aim to evolve toward adaptive maturity, a
state where flexibility and discipline coexist. This balance allows organizations to
pivot quickly without compromising brand coherence or data integrity.
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b) Integrate Continuous Learning Across the Ecosystem:

Encourage regional forums and partnerships where startups and corporates
share insights on emerging platforms, Al marketing tools, and consumer
analytics.

c) Promote Leadership Development Focused on Agility and Structure:
Executive-education programs should train leaders to manage paradoxes, speed
versus stability, creativity versus compliance, to maximize digital-marketing
effectiveness in evolving Gulf markets.

Recommendation 3:
Recommendation for Managerial and Policy Recommendations
The study’s applied dimension produced several recommendations:

e Startups should formalize analytics and CRM systems, ensuring that creativity is guided
by data.

e Mature firms should decentralize innovation through internal “digital labs” that test

campaigns rapidly.

e Policymakers should harmonize GCC digital regulations and provide incentives for SME

digitalization.

e Academic institutions should expand executive education in digital strategy, analytics,
and Al ethics.

These insights underscore that digital transformation is not merely a technological endeavor but
a managerial, cultural, and policy-driven evolution.

5.7 Conclusion

The goal of this study was to investigate one of the biggest shifts influencing contemporary
business strategy: the increasing importance of digital marketing in the economies of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC), especially in Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar.
Examining how the degree of digital marketing adoption affects firm performance and
determining whether organizational maturity, which is determined by factors like size, structure,
and experience, modifies this relationship were the goals.

The study aimed to identify differences in mindset, agility, and strategic orientation in addition to
technological capability by contrasting startups and established businesses. Using a
mixed-methods approach, the study combined qualitative information from twelve
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semi-structured executive interviews with quantitative survey data from 186 companies.
Collectively, these data sources offered a thorough grasp of how leadership, cultural context, and

e =

digital tools interact to influence marketing results throughout the Gulf.

5.8 Future Research Directions

The Gulf’s digital economy continues to expand under Vision 2030 and Vision 2031, but its
course will be increasingly influenced by emerging technologies and global shifts in consumer
behavior. Building on this study, future research can explore several promising areas:

1. Al-Driven Marketing and Predictive Analytics:
As artificial intelligence becomes embedded in customer interaction and campaign
optimization, future studies should investigate how Al algorithms, chatbots, and
predictive models influence decision-making and trust within Gulf markets.

2. Voice and Visual Search Optimization:
With growing smartphone penetration and multilingual audiences, voice search and
visual discovery tools are likely to reshape digital consumer behavior. Examining how
Gulf consumers interact with Arabic-language Al assistants and image-based search
platforms could provide valuable insights.

3. Post-2030 Digital Landscape:
By the next decade, the Gulf’s economic diversification will enter a new stage where
sustainability, metaverse environments, and immersive commerce redefine digital
marketing. Researchers should explore how firms integrate sustainability narratives and
virtual experiences into brand storytelling.

4. Behavioral and Ethical Dimensions:
As personalization deepens through data mining and automation, ethical boundaries will
become critical. Future research should assess how Gulf consumers perceive privacy,
fairness, and authenticity in an Al-driven marketing environment.

By addressing these areas, scholars can advance understanding of how technology, culture, and
regulation jointly shape the next wave of marketing transformation in the region.

5.9 Closing Reflection

This dissertation confirms that digital marketing in the Gulf is not only a technological trend but
a strategic redefinition of how organizations create and sustain value. Startups embody speed
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and creativity, while mature firms represent structure and reliability, both models, however, are
converging toward a shared realization, that competitiveness in the digital age depends on

learning, leadership, and cultural authenticity.

As the region continues to evolve beyond 2030, the real differentiator will not be access to
technology but the capacity to integrate it meaningfully within local values and strategic vision.
The findings presented here serve as both an academic contribution and a managerial compass
for navigating this transformation, one in which the Gulf stands not as a follower, but
increasingly as a leader in digital innovation and marketing excellence.
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Survey Questionnaire
Section 1: General Information
1. Name of organization (optional):
2. Country of operation: Saudi Arabia / UAE / Qatar / Kuwait / Oman / Bahrain
3. Type of organization: Startup / Mature Firm
4. Industry sector: Retail / Services / Manufacturing / Healthcare / Other (please specify)
5. Number of employees: < 50 / 50-250 / 250-1,000 / > 1,000
Section 2: Digital-Marketing Adoption

1. To what extent has your company adopted the following tools?
(1 = Not Used, 5 = Fully Integrated)

o Social media marketing (Facebook, Instagram, TikTok)
o Search engine marketing (Google Ads)
o Email marketing and CRM automation
o Influencer marketing
o Al or data analytics tools
2. How would you rate your firm’s overall digital-maturity level? (1-5)

3. What proportion of your total marketing budget is allocated to digital platforms? (%)

Section 3: Performance Indicators
1. Average ROI from digital campaigns (%).

2. Key performance metrics used (CTR, ROAS, AOV, Engagement Rate).
3. Degree of alignment between digital strategy and corporate objectives (1-5).

Section 4: Organizational Culture & Leadership

1. Senior management involvement in digital decision-making (1-5).

2. Extent of internal digital-training initiatives (1-5).
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3. Perceived openness to innovation (1-5).

A ndix B

Interview Purpose

To explore managerial perspectives on how organizational maturity influences digital-marketing

strategy and outcomes in the Gulf region.
Sample Questions
1. How does your organization define digital transformation in marketing terms?
2. What challenges have you faced in adopting digital technologies?
3. How are marketing decisions made centrally or across departments?
4. How do you evaluate campaign success beyond engagement metrics?
5. How has cultural context shaped your marketing content or platform choice?
6. What role does leadership play in digital innovation?
7. Inyour view, what distinguishes digital agility from digital maturity?
8. What skills or tools are most critical for your marketing team today?

Each interview lasted 45—-60 minutes and followed an ethical consent protocol approved by the

supervising committee.

RAMZI NABIL MAHMOUD| DBA THESIS 135 | Page



(%

VERN

Appendix C
Consent Form (Participant Information)

Title: The Impact of Digital Marketing on Mature Businesses vs. Startups in Saudi Arabia and the
Gulf Region

Researcher: Ramzi Nabil Mahmoud

Institution: University of Vern

Participants were informed that:
e Their participation was voluntary.
e Data would remain confidential and anonymized.
e They could withdraw at any stage without consequence.
e Results would be used strictly for academic purposes.

Signature of Participant: Date:
Signature of Researcher: Date:
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Appendix D
SPSS Output Summaries

(Attach or paste outputs here)

Includes descriptive statistics, correlation matrix, regression tables, and normality test results.
e Descriptive Statistics Table: Mean and SD for adoption and performance indices.
e Regression Model Summary: 3 = 0.58 (p < 0.001), R? = 0.41.
e Moderation Analysis: Firm maturity x adoption interaction term significant (p < 0.05).

e Maediation Test: Strategic alighnment and learning as partial mediators.
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Appendix E

Ethical Clearance Confirmation

All data handling complied with Saudi PDPL (2023) and UAE DPL (2021).
Confidential records are stored securely and will be destroyed 12 months after submission.

RAMZI NABIL MAHMOUD| DBA THESIS 138 | Page



RAMZI NABIL MAHMOUD| DBA THESIS 139 | Page



