
Businessman extraordinaire Sir Richard Branson 
was joined in Dubai by more than 80 senior industry 
experts and over 900 global retail executives, for 
Day 1 of The Retail Summit (February 13-14) held at 
Atlantis, The Palm.

Sir Richard was the star attraction and addressed 
an engrossed audience, both when sitting on 
the Sustainability Keynote panel discussion and 
subsequently during the day’s final session - a fireside 
conversation with Gary Thatcher about his future 
plans and successes. 

Summing up his success and his sources of 
inspiration, Branson said, “We have a philosophy 
at Virgin where, first of all, we draw a circle around 
ourselves, then around each other. Inside that circle, 
we incorporate ingredients like getting fit, obtaining 
a work-life balance so we can concentrate on family, 
friends and, as we grow we help the community and 
one day the country and then the world. 

“We have drawn a circle around the world and every 
year we look at audacious ideas about fixing global 
issues. Then we set up organisations just like we set 
up businesses to fix these issues.” 

Teaming up earlier for a panel discussion with retail 
industry heavyweights Patrick Chalhoub and Erik 
Hokanson on the issue of sustainability, Branson 
stated that, “Nothing is perfect when you have a 
group of companies. On sustainability one issue is  
as important as the other.”

Chalhoub said that, “It starts with a belief on how to 
run a sustainable business. It is important for the CEO 
and leading team to incorporate sustainability into 
the strategy.”

In partnership with

SIR RICHARD BRANSON 
FOUNDER  |  VIRGIN

GARY THATCHER 
CEO & Co-Founder 

THE RETAIL SUMMIT

theretailsummit.com

13 February 2019 - Summary of Day 1



Hokanson, Design Director, AE7, insisted that, 
“The developers must be on board. We have a 
responsibility to the public to do better and the onus 
is on us to make things cost effective and to work in 
a cleaner environment.”

The Retail Summit was held under the patronage 
of His Highness Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum, Vice President, Prime Minister and Ruler 
of Dubai, it was held in partnership with the Dubai 
Chamber of Commerce & Industry and Meydan One.

During his welcome address, H.E. Hamad Buamim, 
President and CEO, Dubai Chamber of Commerce & 
Industry spoke passionately about Dubai’s intentions 
to reinforce its position as one of the world’s leading 
retail hubs. 62% of global retailers have a presence 

in the emirate, which has now overtaken London as 
the world’s most international shopping destination, 
according to 2018 edition of property advisor 
CBRE’s ‘How Global is The Business of Retail’.

With research indicating that the retail industry in 
the UAE is currently worth $55 billion and forecast 
to rise by steadily to $63.8 billion by 2023, His 
Excellency Buamim highlighted the potential size of 
the market: “There are a lot of opportunities in an 
industry which has its ups and downs. E-commerce 
is one sector that is growing; mobile penetration 
is big in Dubai and provides opportunities for 
international and regional players; social media also 
plays a big role for businesses that are trading and 
have a growing presence. In Dubai we are also proud 
of companies that started traditionally and utilized 
Dubai to grow big and be valued.”

During The Summit’s morning keynote address Niu 
Gang, Chairman of China’s Dashang Group spelled 
out his vision of making the organization one of 
the world’s leading retailers. He aims to build a 
diversified retail business with modern formats and 
structures across multiple platforms. A case in point 
was the group’s e-commerce platform called Tingle.
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“In 2018, tingle.com exceeded 12 million Yuan in 
transactions,” he claimed adding, “China will become 
the world’s largest mass profitable and most 
dynamic market. In 2018 alone, retail exceeded 50 
trillion Yuan. 

“The Middle East is in an ideal position 
geographically and boasts strong historical ties with 
both the East and the West. Now we also have the 
Belt Road Initiative and through this we would like 
to meet new friends, expand business, exchange 
cultural opportunities and create scope for new  
joint ventures.”

The day’s panel discussions were opened with “Walk 
The Walk and Get Authentic”, which offered some 
thought-provoking insights around competing on 
value rather than price.

Fahad Kazim, VP, Meydan Group explained, “Dubai 
is more of a holistic destination than just a retail 
destination. We are trying to move from being 
defined as a mall being seen as more of a unique 
space that brings together lifestyle, activation, 
festivities”.

On maintaining authenticity in the world of big 
players, Chris Davis, VP Global Marketing of New 
Balance said, “Marketing is a reflection of value as a 
brand. Consistency across brand needs to maintain 
to foster a culture across brands. We want to be the 
best version of us that we can be rather than being 
the version of what we cannot.”

Lyndon Cormack, CEO and co-founder at Herschel 
Supply Company on staying real when growing from 
small to big said, “Respect the past and do research 
to create products for today’s world.”

The topic ‘Social Media: Make Impact, Not Noise’ 
brought about some interesting observations from 
Julie Hamilton, Chief Customer and Commercial 
Leadership Officer, The Coca-Cola Company and 
Philip Mountford, CEO, Hunkemöller focusing on 
today’s discerning consumer.

“We are trying to be relevant as a brand,” admitted 
Hamilton. “For 133 years, Coca Cola has stood for 
optimism and for finding the best in people and 
occasions. As a brand we have a responsibility, which 
is to stand for optimism – particularly in a social 
network and take a stand against factors which are 
negative in a contemporary way.”

“As social media programs mature we reach 
engagement and build awareness and have brand 
values,” said Mountford. ‘We are in the delicate 
market of ladies underwear and we have to be clear 
in terms of our engagement in terms of diversity, 
skin colour and body shapes. We are also in the 
business of making a return for our investors. But we 
need to be clear about how we express ourselves.”

In the Stream 1 session entitled ‘Let’s Get Digital’, 
hosted by Mukul Bafana, Co-Founder and CEO of 
Arvind Internet, the panel comprising Abhishek 
Sudhakar, Director, Myntra & Jabong; David 
Lochhead; Co-Founder, Finlay and Co and Steve 
Evans, EVP of Owned Brands, Fossil espoused on 
the critical importance of data in digital marketing 
and the proper use of technology to leverage it.
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“It is important to decipher the type of data that we 
have and to decide who we wish to share it with,” 
opined Sudhakar. “The challenge is how to make it 
a relationship of synergy given that there are ethical 
lines pertaining to sharing data between partners.”

Evans was clear that, “Data lies at the heart of 
knowing your consumer. We have been working 
towards collecting our data and the next big wave 
lies in how to share the data. I don’t think we are 
doing this at a very active rate today. There’s huge 
potential in this approach.” 

Lochhead was of the opinion that: “Challenge comes 
from the wholesalers and the wholesale model. This 
is where sharing of data can actually help.”

The session “New Retail – Transform and Grow” 
explored the concept of a new retail model which 
combines online, offline, data and logistics to 
optimise the customer experience.

Giving focus on the new retail, Bouchra Ezzahraoui, 
founder, Aurate said, “Today’s new retail is a good 
mix of Omni channel and customer experience 
and the latter has a back leg. People see online, try 
offline and buy online. We need to make stores more 
relevant than just a buying experience.”

Chieh Huang, CEO, Boxed, rightly said, “Competition 
is heating up.  Before, a two-day delivery was a 
luxury, and now they expect a next day delivery. 
Same day delivery has become a norm. The 
customer is no longer a tastetaker. They are the 
tastemakers, and they know what they want.  
The brand should be naturally integrated to 
customize them.”

In the session titled ‘Are You Down With The Kids’ 
moderated by Tim Boerkoel, Founder and Managing 
Partner, The Brownstone Group, the panel of 
Robin Smith, CEO and Founder, The Phluid Project 
maintained that in order for his business to stay 
relevant with Generation Z, he: “Reads every email, 
meets consumers and talks to them as well. This new 
generation believes in common causes and offers 
much hope for the future. It is less about themselves 
and more about humanity. In fact, they should be 
referred to as Gen We.”

Michael P. Neuner, VP, UK and Europe of restaurant 
chain Hakkasan, stated, “We focus on total 
transparency. Right from where the food comes 
from, the right thing to serve, gluten free, vegan and 
diary free dishes. We stay true to our customer’s 
needs and make sure we serve what they want. We 
don’t call ourselves a food and beverage business – 
we are about the five senses.”
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Ryan Palmer, Co-Founder, London Sock Company 
admitted, “We learn from the people every day. We 
are able to understand the journey that our customer 
goes on. We learn what drives them, their values and 
ensure that as a brand we understand that.” 

The “Building a world-class e-commerce program” 
highlighted that half of the global population are 
active online. And as such, e-tailers are collecting 
data and conducting surveys to identify successful 
strategies.

Joel Palix, CEO, Feel Unique said, “Customers are 
hyper connected, they research online, check out in 
store and buy online. The e-commerce experience 
needs to be revamped to deliver this kind of 
seamless experience.”

With the consumer in the driving seat, Palix believed, 
“The best way to manage this complexity is to hook 
on your good group of loyal customers and build on 
keeping them.”

Ghizlan Guenez, founder and CEO, The Modist, 
said, “You can’t create another Amazon. People are 
valuing their personalised experiences. The more you 
understand your customer, the more value on what 
you do”

It all boils down to personalization. With hyper-
targeted marketing and recommendation engines, 
as Beth Horn, Industry Head – Retail, Facebook says, 
“It’s a science to get the right product to the right 
people at the right time”.

Dissecting the theme of ‘Developing a Winning 
Company Culture’, Asil Attar, CEO, Damas Jewellery, 
explained that strong company cultures are built 
on trust. “We must focus on rebuilding the trust of 
the business. Senior staff must spend time on the 

shop floor and engage more often.” She recalled 
how she and her team “dressed up as members of 
the rock band Queen and performed ‘We Will Rock 
You’ in front of 1,500 staff. The beauty was that they 
saw their CEO and senior team being part of this 
engagement.”

“Celebrating big wins, small wins,” was how Hans 
Christian Meyer, CEO, Tiger of Sweden celebrated 
a winning culture. “We talk about empowerment 
and make staff believe that they can contribute to 
something bigger.”

Kristina Karlsson, Founder and Creative Director, 
KIKKI K, believed that “Hiring the right leaders who 
can reflect culture,” was a crucial step forward. We 
do storytelling and sharing experiences.”

During the “Benchmarking against F&B” session, 
Annie Young-Scrivner, Godiva CEO’s take on 
creating a memorable experience was, “We have 
an opportunity to make their day with Instagram-
able moments, world class customer service and 
by creating theatre in our stores. It doesn’t matter 
what kind of share we have today but we always 
have to understand the technology that’s out there, 
consumer expectations and what we need to do to 
meet their needs.”
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On sustainability, Massimillano Pogliani, CEO, 
Illycaffe said, “Explaining the sustainability should be 
embedded in your company DNA. You need to tell 
stories about your company to your customers by 
using different channels.

“If your business is already big on ethical and 
sustainable practices and products make sure your 
customers know about it. Mention your initiatives 
on your packaging, website, receipts, and in-store 
collateral.”

The ‘Powering Online Marketplaces’ panel session 
focused heavily on the both the challenges and 
opportunities associated with building an African 
e-commerce business.

Chris Folayan, CEO and Founder, Mall for Africa, 
steadfastly made the point that: “You cannot enter 
into the continent without doing something big 
and getting people to buy it. Africans believe in 
the theory of BBC and J – beauty products, baby 
products, clothing and jewellery. They also love  
their deals and their rebates and that’s how to get 
the most number of people with the least amount  
of cost.” 

Jane Canny, CEO, Edcon, deliberated on the pitfalls 
and opportunities detailing the: “Risk and reward 
propositions - entering African markets is not for the 
faint hearted, but the opportunities are huge and 
that’s what one has to realise.” 

Jessica Anuna, Founder, Klasha, made the 
observation that, “50 percent of the population are 
under 30. The millennials in one state differ from the 
other. Market research is relevant to see what makes 
the young people tick in the continent.” 

During the “Technology and Theatre” panel session, 
José Gomez, Chief Development Officer, Etam 
Group commented, “We use enormous amounts of 
data and loyalty programs to understand customers 
and the biggest investment is CRM.”  

When asked about the importance of online window, 
Ray Clacher, EVP, Kent and Curwen said, “People are 
moving online and if they like the brand story then 
they visit and buy store. Try to get them from clicks 
to bricks. People need to hear your brand and then 
they come to store”.

One of the most motivating sessions of the day was 
with Jo Malone, founder, Jo Loves, who stole the 
moment with ‘Leadership Lessons: How to Start Over 
and Stay Passionate.’

The session had stories of ups and downs in life and 
the positive combination of passion and purpose.  

“You can’t depend on heritage. Staying relevant is 
getting out every single day and finding out what 
difference can I do to the world,” said Malone, while 
advocating strongly that, “Being resilient is an 
important part of business. Sometime you will be the 
only person to believe your creativity. If you believe 
in it, go forward with it.”
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