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Omani Consumer Online Shopping Behavior
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Abstract

Thailand and the Sultanate of Oman have established their international
and trading relations since the 1980’s. Even though Thai government has been
supporting Thai trade into this region, however there is still a lack of knowledge and
research of the international marketing communication between the two countries.
In order to plan our international marketing communication we have to understand
our target country base on these six elements; Demographic Characteristics,
Economic Factors, Political & Legal Environment, Culture Environment and
Communication Characteristics. In this article the authors focus on (1) The knowledge
of the key elements of international marketing communication theory and (2)
Social media exposure and online shopping behavior of Omani consumers, in order
that Thai entrepreneur would be able to plan their international marketing com-
munication and expand their businesses to this region.

The result shows that social media and online shopping have played a
big role of the national income in Oman. Forty — five percent of Oman population
purchase their products via Online websites, which made Oman raked the second
place among the Middle East countries in term of online products purchasing. The
most popular categories that Omani consumers buy online are groceries, fashion,
cosmetics and electronic devices. The authors also found that the most well known

platforms that Omani consumers buy their products from are Amazon and Alibaba.

Keywords : International Marketing Commmunication, Omani Consumer Social Media

Exposure, Omani Consumer Online Shopping Behavior

* Faculty of Communication Arts Kasem Bundit University



M5UsERRITINMINUIIBLazUasNasIAnlmamansassi 10

259

Introduction

Sultanate of Oman is a member of the Gulf Cooperation Councils or the GCC. The GCC
has six members which are Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar
and Oman. These countries are considered as rich and well developed countries, comparing
to other countries in the Middle East. The main income of the six members mostly come from
oil and gas, which are important resources in this region. However, recently Omani government
has announced to develop other business industries such as trade, technology, tourism,
agricultural, fishery and etc., in order not to rely on a sole income from oil and gas which may
gradually be replaced by other sources of energy in the near future. Moreover, Omani government
also supports new foreign investors to settle their businesses in Oman and see Oman as a
gateway to other Middle East and African countries (Thansetthakij, 2017).

Oman is actually not a new market for Thailand because the two countries have
established their international and trading relations since the 1980’s, and the trade between
the two countries have been increasing each years. Accordingly to the suggestions of the
Ministry of Commerce report (2010), Thai government would like to encourage the private
sectors from Thailand and Oman to have more cooperation and would like to increase the
export rate of various kind of products from Thailand to Oman. This can start by sharing the
business information and import — export regulations, in order to facilitate an international
trade between the two countries. Even though, Thailand and Oman have a long history
together, Thai entrepreneurs find that there is the lack of research and knowledge about doing
business in Oman. Especially, in the era of marketing 4.0 where social media exposure and
online shopping behavior are one of the most important factors in order penetrate the market.

Thus, the objectives of this article are; Firstly to deliver the knowledge of the key
elements of international marketing communication theory, in order to apply with the Omani
Market and Secondly to analyze the social media exposure and online shopping behavior of
Omani consumers, to deliver a n update data of how Thai entrepreneur should plan their

international marketing communication in order to expand their businesses to this region.

Getting to Know the Sultanate of Oman
Oman is a country in the Middle Eastern region with the population of 5.1 million
(Worldometers, 2020). The area of the country is not large comparing to Thailand with the area
of 309,500 Square Kilometers, its capital called “Muscat” (or Muskat). The most population
are Muslim and the main language used in the country is Arabic, however English is widely
spoken by the Omani especially the new generation who speak quite fluent English. The most
effective way to communicate in English is to use the short and easy words or sentences. The
topics that we should avoid to mention are the political and religious topics. We can also see
that Baluchi, Urdu, Indian dialects are used by other residents as well. Moreover, making jokes

sarcastically, mockingly, ironically, and rudely could be considered as inappropriate behavior.
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The currency which is used in Oman id called “Omani Riyal” (OMR), one Omani riyal equals to
eighty Thai Baht (June, 2020).

To understand the basic value of the Arabs, first we need to know that it is essential
for the Arabs to try to make people satisfied and feel good about them. They also see that
honor, prestige and reputation are very important. People in other region are familiar with the
wealth of the Arabic people and see them as a top spender of expensive products. As the
Arabs mostly live together with their family, they see that loving their family is more import-
ant than personal preference. Some countries in the Arab region are seen as modernized and
opened countries such as the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain, however there are still
a conservative traits appear in the region, especially in Oman where social norms and morals
must be maintained. Social status and family background, personality, and life achievement
are very important factors which define the individual’s status respectively. This trait is not
only appeared in the relationship between family and friends, but also in business relationship
as well.

The Arab people, especially the Omani, which are known as the kindest people in this
region, may treat their business partners as one of their family members, often times they may
ask their business partners to visit their houses and meet their family. Being simple, honest,
loyal, a good friend, and creating trust are the keys for everyone who would like to do the
business with the Arabs.

Recently, the World Bank forecasted the economic g¢rowth of the Sultanate at 3
percent by 2019. Also the Business Insider (2018) released the best ranking of the countries
that investors opt to invest in 2019, Oman is ranked the tenth, this draws a massive attention
from the investors all around the World to Oman. Moreover, in Oman itself, there are several
mega projects to develop the infrastructure of the city such as the expansion of the new port,
expressway construction, national railway construction and etc, these creates a lot of job
vacancies, so there are a great population labour and workers from around the World moving
to Oman.

Since 2018, Qatar was boycott by Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and the UAE, due to the
political issues. This caused the withdrawal of Qatari companies and investment to another
countries which are Iran and the Sultanate of Oman. It tumed out to be that, the political
issues between Qatar and other GCC countries have a positive effects and benefits on Oman
economy, as Muscat and Salalah city are the new hubs for Qatar imported goods. Recently,
luxury products are becoming more popular, as there are more investors from Qatar visiting

the country
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Important Elements of International Marketing Communication

International marketing communication is defined as a category of communication in
which the senders communicate about marketing with the receivers that are located in other
countries. The goal of this type of communication is to conduct international marketing com-
munication for the achievement of business aims with regard to the export of both products
and services (Ongkrutaraksa, 2010: 70). There are five principle aspects as follows:

(1) Demographic Characteristics

A study of the characteristics of the population in the target countries is necessary
for marketers, as it will provide them with the ability to identify the services or products that
should be offered for sale in those countries. Marketers should examine four main factors,
including: 1) the Size of the Market, 2) the Growth of the Population, 3) the Distribution of the
Population, and 4) Education.

(2) Economic Factors

Another of the most useful aspects that marketers also need to comprehend is the
economic factors, so that they can obtain information about the expenditures of the popula-
tion and take note of the future trends in the economy of the target country. The four eco-
nomic factors that marketers must understand are: 1) the Distribution of Income (GDP), 2) the
Gross National Product (GNP), 3) the Per Capita Income, and 4) Urbanization.

(3) Political Environment & Legal System

The political environment and the legal system in the target country have a direct
impact on the international marketing strategies. In those countries that are instable, both the
international communication and investment will be strongly affected by the political envi-
ronment. Thus, the laws and political environment of the two countries that will import and
export services and products should be studied by marketers.

(4) Geographic Characteristics

The geographic characteristics are regarded as independent factors that humans can-
not control. Consumer behavior, logistics, and product distribution are directly affected by
these factors. Countries that experience extreme temperatures during winter or summer in-
volve an understanding of these geographic characteristics that will also be concerned with the
process of designing the product packaging. Therefore, marketers must study the main factors,
which are: 1) the Environment, 2) the Natural Resources, and (3) the Temperature and other
weather-related data (ibid: 20).

(5) Cultural Environment

The definition of ‘culture’ that was provided by Taylor (1871) is the combination of
the customs, knowledge, laws, norms, and traditions that have been inherited by a group of
people from their ancestors. Furthermore, it was stated by Hall (1959) that people are not

able to exit from their own culture because it remains as a part of their sub-conscious mind. As
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a result, even though a person may move to live in another country with a different culture,
they will still retain their original identity from their native culture. The main cultural factors
that should be studied by marketers consist of: 1) Consumption Patterns, 2) Customs, 3) Ethical
Standards, 4) Morals, 5) Needs, 6) Religion, 7) Values, 8) Verbal Language, and 9) Nonverbal
Language.

Moreover, in the article “International Marketing Communication: A Case Study of Thai
Spa Products and Services in the United Arab Emirates”, it was proposed by Chanitphattana
(2017) that “Communication Characteristics” is another significant factor that marketers should
have knowledge of (see Figure 1). In the current digital age, communication technology is swiftly
changing; therefore, the ways that technology has an effect on the target group’s behavior is
a subject that marketers must understand. This point leads to the next important part of this
study that will provide an understanding of the use of social media and the online shopping
behavior of Omani consumers for the international marketing plans of Thai entrepreneurs in

the future.

Economic Factors

Culture Demographic

Environment International Characteristics
Maketing
Communication
Planning
Political & legal Geographic

Environment Characteristics

Communication

Characteristics

Figure 1: International Marketing Communication Elements

Source: Modified from “Introduction to International Marketing Communication” (Ongkuttharaksa, 2013: 70)

Omani Consumer Social Media Exposure & Online Shopping Behavior

Online communication or the usage of social media in Middle East has become a part of a life
of Arabs. Arab Social Media Report (2015) reports that social media was like food, water, and
the residence of Arabs. In addition, social media is like “magic wand” which is like a world on

the finger tip for Arabs.
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Arabs social media users believe that social media is like “life enhancer” which revive
liveliness and excitement to them. Their existences become real (ibid). Moreover, Arab Social
Media Report (2015) also indicates that social media extremely influence as a marketing tool
which drives business and are widely used via several channels.

Accordingly to the study of Stat Counter from May 2019 — May 2020 (Figure 2), we can
see that Facebook ranked the first place as the mostly used social media application in Oman.
The rate of users who own Facebook accounts is at 56.19%, follows by Youtube 26.27%,
Twitter 6.9%, Pinterest 5.57%, Instagram 2.99% and LinkedIn 1.87%. However, this statistics of
Stat Counter has not mention the rate of using WhatsApp and Snapchat Applications which are
also widely used in Oman, this research will also explore other new social media applications

which are now the latest trend of the communication in Oman.

. \ e~ — _— . — —

R

< Facebook O YouTube <O Twitter O Pinterest <O instagram << Linkedin <O Tumblr = Other (dosted)

Figure 2: Social Media Stats in Oman Source: Stat Counter (2018)

Accordingly to the report of Times of Oman newspaper in 2019, we can see that Oman
ranked the second place in the Middle East in term of online purchasing. Forty - five percent
of Oman population are buying products online. From the research of Consumers International
Organization (2019) also states that Omani make an online purchasing at least once a month,
most products that Omani consumers bought online are groceries and around one out of four
people still buying from foreign websites such as Amazon and Alibaba. Ugwire (2020) reports
that online shopping trend in Oman has significantly risen. Top ten online shopping website in

Oman are as follows;
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Table 1 : Top ten online shopping website in Oman

Source :Ugwire (2020)

No. Website Product Categories & Website
1 Amazon Miscellaneous
https://www.amazon.com
2 Ali Express Miscellaneous
https://www.aliexpress.com
3 Namshi Online Fashion
Fashion Store https://ar-oman.namshi.com
a4 Ourshopee Miscellaneous
https://www.oman.ourshopee.com
5 Ubuy Miscellaneous
https://www.ubuy.om/en/
6 Jazp Store Mobiles, Electronics, and many more
https://oman.jazp.com/om-en/
7 Next Fashion and children’s clothing
https://www.next.om/en
8 Roumaan Miscellaneous
https://roumaan.com
9 Openkart Miscellaneous
https://oman.openkart.com
10 Cleopatra Miscellaneous

https://cleopatraweb.com

—— Oman’s Market through the lens of International Marketing Communication

In the analysis of all of the factors involved in international marketing commmunication,
the authors realize that the market size of Oman is not very large, especially in comparison to
the total population of Saudi Arabia. However, there is a great potential to begin a penetration
of the Omani market by communicating through the use of social media and online shopping
websites as marketing tools.

In terms of Oman’s economy, it can be clearly seen that the growth of luxury products
purchasing and online shopping has risen. The first reason for this is that Oman is known as
the Switzerland of the Middle East, and while other countries have suspended their relations
with Qatar, Oman welcomes Qatari entrepreneurs to start up and conduct their businesses.

Thus, many high spending Qataris have often been seen in Oman during these past few years.
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The second reason results from the variety of the online shopping channels that are available
to Omani consumers and their ability to access the internet with a trustworthy and reliable
online shopping and payment system, which have both accelerated the sales of the Omani
E-Commerce.

Regarding the political aspect, Oman has a very high degree of political stability, as the
former Leader Sultan Qaboos bin Said, who passed away during the beginning of 2020, and
the present Sultan Haitham bin Tarig have both received a high level of respect and popularity
from their citizens. The country’s neutral role in international relations is another of the major
highlights that draws foreign investors to enter Oman’s business sectors in several industries.
Furthermore, as there are many megaprojects that are undergoing the process of development
in Oman, numerous expats and foreign workers are moving to Oman to live and work there.
Additionally, in 2020, the population of Oman reached 5.1 million, which may enhance the
online shopping rate as well.

The geographic characteristics of Oman are unlike other countries in the GCC, where
there are only two seasons, namely summer and winter, while Oman has four seasons. Sum-
mer lasts from June to August, Autumn is from September to November, Winter is from De-
cember to February and Spring occurs from March to May. The authors have also seen that
the harsh summer, during which the temperature can reach up to 50 degrees Celsius, may play
a somewhat significant role in online shopping behavior as people go outside of their houses
less often and opt to buy products online.

It can be seen that the product categories that are popular for the online shopping
behavior of Omanis are groceries, fashion, cosmetics and electronic devices. The conservative
role of Oman as an Islamic country may also have some influence on the online shopping
behavior of female Omani consumers. Similar to other Muslim ladies, known as “Muslimah” in
many conservative Muslim countries, they do not g¢o to work outside, and their role in the fam-
ily is to take care of their husbands, children and households. Most of the Muslimah still stay
inside their houses, and they receive their income from their husbands. This may also have an
impact on their online shopping behavior as it was noted that the top product categories are
likely to be groceries, fashion and cosmetics.

Lastly, we need to understand their social media behavior. Facebook, YouTube and
Twitter are the top social media used by Omanis. However, if you are selling your products on-
line you may choose to advertise on Facebook or Instagram. For online messenger platforms,
WhatsApp and Facebook messenger are widely used. If you are a Thai entrepreneur who is
going to Oman, please note that the LINE application is blocked, and therefore, you may not
be able to send messages or make any calls via this application. The easiest way to contact
your business partners is through WhatsApp. The authors also found that the most well-known

platforms that Omani consumers buy their products from are Amazon and Alibaba.
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