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Introduction 

Welcome to Dearin & Associates’ Seven Mistakes that Lead to Deal Failure in the 
Middle East & North African (MENA) Markets e-book. In the next ten pages or 
so, we will help you to recognise and avoid some of the key mistakes which 
foreign companies working in the MENA region often make. 
 
The e-book touches on key considerations such as export strategy, product 
suitability, the nature of MENA commercial environments, cultural awareness, 
the importance of relationships and the necessity of sound advice. 
 
We hope that this e-book will be a useful resource for companies navigating the 
nuances and challenges of doing business in the MENA region.  
 
We wish you every success! 
 

 
 
 
 

Cynthia Dearin 
Managing Director 
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1	  
Exporting without a strategy 

  
Have you ever tried driving somewhere without a map, a GPS, or an address? You 
may eventually reach your destination, but not without wasting a lot of time, energy 
and fuel. Operating in a foreign market is similar. Many companies begin exporting 
to or doing business in a new market opportunistically, without a carefully 
formulated strategy.  
 
The result of using this “trial and error” method of exporting or operating abroad is 
that they waste an enormous amount of time and resources trying to figure out what 
they need to do to succeed. Companies which proceed without a strategy may 
miss out on the best commercial opportunities and if early exporting attempts are 
unsuccessful, they may be misled into abandoning their overseas operations 
altogether. Operating abroad without a strategy also means that you cannot 
effectively measure your company’s performance in that market. 
 
Don’t start exporting or doing business in the MENA markets without a strategy! It’s 
that simple. In today's competitive marketplace, exporting can help your firm to 
achieve double-digit revenue growth, but not without a very clear understanding of 
your goals and the resources needed.  
 
An export or foreign operations strategy provides a blueprint for success. It 
identifies and prioritizes the top markets for your company's products, any changes 
needed in the product, packaging or labeling for the target markets, a process for 
identifying and managing in-country distributors and agents, reasonable sales 
growth objectives, and a timeline and resources required to meet those objectives. 
 
Working with a MENA export specialist can save your company time and money by 
ensuring that you get the sound advice from experts with years of experience in 
international markets. Dearin & Associates can assist you with end-to-end planning, 
design and implementation associated with your export strategy, allowing you to 
concentrate on the core elements of your company’s operations. 
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2	  

Exporting before you know that your 
product is right for the MENA 

markets 
  
Imagine that you’re about to launch a new line of high-end duck liver pate into the 
market in one of the Gulf States. You know that there is a market for luxury 
products and your distributor has assured you that the pate will sell well in the new 
market. Unfortunately, the pate is made with porcine gelatin and your distributor 
has forgotten to tell you that gelatin is banned in the market that you are exporting 
to. Your first shipment fails to clear customs, costing you a fortune. Your second 
shipment arrives in-market, but you discover that duck liver products have fallen out 
of favour in the target market due to a recent food safety scandal. Frustrated, you 
decide to give up on the exporting dream.  
 
Before you decide to export to a particular market, carry out thorough research to 
make sure that your product is suitable for that market. Remember to keep cultural 
and religious considerations in mind. The MENA region has many restrictions 
around food, alcohol and the depiction of the human form, and very strict labelling 
requirements, all of which could potentially affect your ability to sell a product or 
service there. 
 
Even if you believe that your product is the best available and the logical choice for 
consumers in the target market, make sure that there will be adequate demand for it 
in the market. Remember that you may have to compete with popular local or 
international brands which are already established and well-known there. You 
should also consider whether your business model is one that is understood and 
accepted in the target market. 
 
Consult an expert about your branding before you start up overseas. For an 
international brand to succeed in the MENA it must appeal to the local culture and 
take into consideration the local religion (Islam) and values for advertising purposes. 
Successful brands realize that fostering a global image while pleasing its Middle 
Eastern local customers is important.  
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Make absolutely sure that you have your labelling exactly right before you go to 
market. If you have adjusted a product to comply with local phytosanitary 
requirements, such as by removing pork from it, remember that the labelling must 
be adjusted to reflect this. Otherwise, you will find that, like the duck liver pate, your 
product will not make it through customs. 
 
Dearin & Associates can help to make sure that your product is right for your target 
market. Our associates in-region are experts in market research and can help you 
to assess how your product will perform in market before you launch it there. We 
can also assist you in making sure that your branding is appropriate and that your 
labelling is absolutely correct before you go to market.   

3 

Not taking the time to understand the 
commercial environment 

  
If you begin exporting or set up a business venture without having taken the time to 
understand the commercial environment of your MENA target market, you can 
expect to run into difficulties very quickly. If you don’t know the makeup of your 
sector or industry in the target market, you won’t know who your competitors are, 
or what other barriers to entry may exist. Failing to account for these factors means 
that your product or service may not perform as well as expected. If you don’t 
understand the key legal frameworks you could easily run into trouble with local 
partners, distributors and authorities. Worst of all, you may become embroiled in a 
costly legal dispute, or find yourself the subject of a civil or criminal prosecution.  
 
Before you start exporting, make sure that you are fully aware of the key laws and 
regulations relating to exporting and investment. Also make sure that you have a 
clear understanding of the laws relating to agency, company formation and 
ownership and local partnerships. 
 
If is very important that you check whether there are any restrictions on the 
repatriation of foreign capital, or any special rules about banking (such as a 
requirement to have a relationship with a local bank in-market) which could affect 
the sustainability of your operation. 
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If you are planning to set up an office or industrial operation in a MENA market, 
ensure that you have understood the rules relating to employment and residency, 
including any requirements to employ citizens of the country you are setting up in. 
 
Familiarise yourself with Australian law in relation to bribery and corruption, as well 
as any relevant laws in the new target market. If you are operating abroad you will 
most likely be affected by at least two legislative schemes. The penalties for 
breaching bribery and corruption laws can be severe and ignorance of them is no 
excuse, so get up to date before you get started!  
 
Bankruptcy is a serious issue in the MENA markets, where the law is sometimes 
less developed that in Australia. In some markets, even a simple mistake such as 
bouncing a cheque can get you into a lot of trouble, so make sure that you are 
aware of the relevant penalties for financial misdemeanours so that you can avoid 
them. 
 
Dearin & Associates can provide you with advice and consultancy services related 
to commercial operations in the MENA markets. Where necessary, we can also 
connect you with trusted specialist advisers based in the market relevant to you. Let 
us help you stay out of trouble by making sure that you understand your obligations 
before you begin.    
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4 

Not making the effort to understand 
the culture of the target market   

The MENA region is culturally diverse, yet all of its cultures are fundamentally 
different from Australian culture. It’s easy to spoil a relationship or ruin a business 
deal by misinterpreting a situation or getting an interaction wrong, particularly if you 
don’t understand the broad outlines of the culture and religion, and the social and 
business etiquette. Do not make the mistake of letting your team pull together 
inaccurate information from the internet! 
 
Studies have shown that the degree to which companies that expand abroad 
succeed in foreign markets is significantly influenced by their understanding of the 
culture of their target market and their ability to communicate with the people in it. 
Getting a grasp on cultures of the Middle East & North Africa is key to successfully 
navigating the region’s commercial environments and transacting business there.  
 
If you are fully immersed in your own culture, getting a handle on a foreign culture 
can be a challenge, particularly if you already lead a busy life. However, even if you 
don’t have the opportunity to study abroad or take an overseas assignment, there 
are steps you can take to familiarise yourself with the culture of the Middle East & 
North Africa.   
 

• Read as much as you can - stay abreast of current political and economic 
trends in your target market by reading the World pages of the major dailies, 
English versions of regional press and specialist press such as The 
Economist. 
 

• Set up Google alerts for your target market, so that you receive regular 
updates on what is happening there, straight to your tablet or phone. 

 
• Take a language course. There are a number of universities and other 

institutions in Australia which offer Arabic language training on a part-time 
basis. If you live outside a major metropolitan centre, you may prefer to learn 
online or via a program such as Rosetta Stone. 
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• Join an international association or chamber of commerce, where you will 

have the opportunity to meet people from your target culture.    
 

• Invest in cross-cultural training.  
 
Dearin & Associates can provide your team with the cross-cultural intelligence and 
tools that they will need to operate effectively in the MENA markets. Our briefings 
are tailored to the seniority, role, gender and interests of each participant. We focus 
on private and professional etiquette, cultural differences, religious considerations, 
political subtleties, racial and sexual mores and the greater economic and 
regulatory context of the Arab world. Your team will encounter very different 
expectations about time management, contract negotiations and public morality, 
and to really excel they will need to go with information and understanding. Our 
trainers have extensive experience as Australian diplomats, language instructors, 
political scientists and management consultants. Our briefing materials are built on 
decades of first hand experience in getting things done in the Middle East.  

5 

 

Assuming that attitudes to time in 
Australia and the Middle East & North 

Africa are the same 

Australians and people from other Western cultures tend to be very conscious of 
time and its value. As a result, we are often quite attached to rigid scheduling and 
may become exasperated when things don’t happen at the expected time, or in the 
order that we expect. 
 
This approach doesn’t work in Middle Eastern cultures, which are far more flexible 
in their approach to time and scheduling. Being late for a meeting, changing times 
and dates, or even cancelling are not necessarily regarded as rude or problematic, 
and being flexible on timing usually works to your advantage. Conversely, if you are 
inflexible about time you run the risk of offending local partners, suppliers and 
clients, and of damaging important relationships. 
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When working in the MENA region, you can’t assume or expect that things will 
happen on your schedule, and your negotiations and the overall deal may well take 
longer to happen than they would in Australia. The worst thing you can do is to let 
this different approach to time put you off your game or discourage you from 
continuing the negotiation process. Adopting a long-term view and being prepared 
to be patient will get you much further. 
 
It is quite common for meetings in the MENA markets to start late and to run over 
time, particularly if there are local partners involved. So, we suggest that when 
scheduling a business trip to the MENA markets, you don’t cram every last second 
full of meetings. That way, you’ll reduce the pressure on yourself to keep every 
meeting to its exact limit and you won’t offend your hosts by rushing out mid-
conversation. 
 
If you receive a request to change the time of a meeting, we suggest that you 
oblige, if possible. Arabs appreciate flexibility and patience and you will gain their 
respect if you can demonstrate that you understand and appreciate how their 
culture works.    
 
You should also factor extra time into your overall export or establishment plan, as 
deals often take longer to finalise in the MENA markets than they do in Australia and 
working out commercial terms, closing negotiations and finalising contracts are all 
likely to take longer than you expect.  
 
Dearin & Associates can help you to plan your international business trips to the 
MENA markets, including creating personalised meeting itineraries for you. We can 
also advise on planning and running your commercial negotiations to take account 
of differing approaches to time in various MENA markets.  
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6	  
Spending insufficient time building 

relationships 

If you learn just one thing about doing business in the Middle East & North Africa, it 
should be this - if you do not spend enough time building relationships with the 
people you plan to work with, expect your business to fail in your new market. 
 
Doing business anywhere involves personal relationships and trust to some degree. 
Nowhere is this truer than in the MENA countries, where the role of relationships, 
trust and honour is much more prominent than it is in the West. The bottom line is 
that connections make or break deals in this part of the world much more than any 
other, because Arabs will only do business with people who they like and trust.  
 
In order to work successfully in the region it is crucial that that you take the time 
and make the effort to create genuine friendships and build real alliances with your 
business partners and colleagues. If you have good friends working with you in the 
region, you can find that the normal rules of business are bent or broken to 
accommodate you. If, on the other hand, you approach the MENA markets from a 
Western business perspective, you may find that doors which should logically be 
open are well and truly locked. 
 
If you want to succeed in business in the MENA region, take the time to take an 
interest in your Arab colleagues and the things that are important to them outside 
work. Arabs usually set aside a few minutes at the beginning of a meeting to 
enquire about each other’s health and families, and catch up on news, so doing the 
same can be an extremely effective way of setting the right tone.  
 
If you are meeting with an Arab to discuss business, let your host guide the 
conversation in this regard. If he or she is in a hurry, the business matter to be 
discussed will be brought up immediately; otherwise, you will know that it is time to 
talk business when the chit-chat about other matters pauses. Likewise, if an Arab is 
calling on you to discuss business, leave time for pleasantries and don’t be in too 
much of a hurry to talk about business, otherwise you may appear abrupt. 
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Dearin & Associates can provide coaching and consulting on how to manage 
relationships with your Arab partners, suppliers and clients. Let us help you to build 
strong, sustainable relationships with your Arab colleagues so that your 
international operation has the best chance of success. 
 

7	  
Assuming that you can do it all yourself 

Too many firms believe that they are better off undertaking all aspects of the 
export process themselves, even though the evidence suggests that the 
contrary is true. Exporting without expert advice is rather like deciding to repair 
the plumbing in your home yourself, even if you are not a plumber. While going it 
alone may look like an attractive option at the outset, it inevitably ends up 
costing a lot more and creating significant stress along the way. 
 
Taking a long-term view of your exporting to or establishment in the MENA 
region and deciding to make an investment in the right advice is one way of 
avoiding the problems we have just described. 
 
Make sure that you engage reputable lawyers, bankers and trade consultants to 
help you get the planning and implementation of you foreign operations 
absolutely right from the start. 
 
You may also like to engage with Austrade, your State trade department, the 
Export Council of Australia or relevant industry association for additional 
support. 
 
Talk to other exporters and businesspeople with experience in the MENA region, 
and get their thoughts and advice on your operations in new target markets. 
 
Dearin & Associates can assist you in all the MENA markets, by providing advice 
on commercial establishment, export strategy and planning, cross-cultural 
consulting and strategic business connections. We can also connect you with 
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trusted advisers in your target market, so that you can enjoy the peace of mind 
that comes with knowing you have the best expertise and advice available. 
 

About Us 

 
Dearin & Associates is a boutique international trade firm based in Sydney, 
Australia. 
 
We specialize in international market entry and export assistance, as well as 
cross-cultural management and providing strategic business connections. Our 
special area of focus is the Middle East & North Africa. 
 
Our client list features Australian and foreign businesses and institutions holding 
trade, investment or cultural ties to the Middle East and North Africa. These 
include, Qantas, the UAE Executive Affairs Authority, the Export Council of 
Australia, Phoenix Language Academy, MWV and Bluestone Middle East. 
 
Dearin & Associates draws on its extensive international network to find the best 
team for each project. Our consultants have worked for top consulting firms and 
we currently have affiliations in Australia, the UK, US, UAE, Qatar and Iraq. 
 
To find out more about what we do, please visit www.dearinassociates.com. 
 
To speak to one of our consultants about how we can help you, please write to 
us at info@dearinassociates.com or call us on +61 2 8003 7583. 
 
Dearin & Associates was founded by Cynthia Dearin in 2009. 
 
 


