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Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan are experiencing economic difficulties and lack the stability and predictability 
the region once had. The proximity to the Syrian civil war, the refugee crisis, growing tensions between 
ethnicities and religions and the ups and downs of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (isil) have 
led to unpredictable market environments and growth of parallel trade, counterfeit and illicit imports. 
Many companies struggle to keep losses at bay. Others are succeeding with the right strategy and hidden 
opportunities in the midst of political and economic turmoil. Success and failure can be seen in different 
sectors, pricing segments and among many types of businesses.

As the civil war in Syria is coming to an end, all three countries are expected to benefit economically. 
Companies preparing for a more peaceful and stable region could benefit from a strong base in Lebanon, 
Iraq or Jordan. 

This white paper examines Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan’s unique markets for potential risks and 
opportunities. Selected examples explore the success of certain segments or brands within their 
country-specific context, demonstrating that success lies in understanding the uniqueness of each 
market accompanied by a customised strategy open to change and adjusted to market conditions and 
requirements. While this might require additional effort and investment, this approach will help find 
success within the current economic framework and identify opportunities to build a strong base and 
competitive edge for more stable times.

Introduction
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Country-Specific 
Market Environments

The state of Lebanon
Consumption in Lebanon is closely linked to consumer confidence, which rises and falls quickly based 
on political and social developments. Lebanese companies are used to a certain degree of uncertainty, 
instability and fast-changing market conditions. However, Lebanon in recent years is seeing more  
changes than any other country in the region. Successful company strategists are in a constant mode of 
short-term adaptation. Regularly updated market research is key to understanding and succeeding in the 
Lebanese market. 

Risk assessment
Political instability and its effect on consumer confidence in Lebanon
Forecasting developments in the Lebanese market is difficult. In 2017, the country was in a state  
of political paralysis until the presidential election and the adoption of a proportional election law, 
which increased optimism and tourism. However, this ended when prime minister Hariri announced 
his resignation and consumers returned to crisis mode by reducing spend. Later, Hariri annulled his 
resignation and the situation eased. 

The country is also dealing with over one million Syrian refugees entering Lebanon, a garbage crisis  
and increased tensions with Saudi Arabia, while suffering from slowing tourism revenue. Additionally,  
the closed Jordanian-Syrian Nasib border cut off an important land route for exports, hitting the  
country’s economy. 

Refugees, an additional consumer group for staples, but a burden for  
the economy
One of the most important factors impacting the economy is the presence of Syrian refugees,  
accounting for approximately 20% of the current population. Most live on a minimal disposable  
income or humanitarian aid. The Syrian consumer group impact is concentrated on staples, such  
as baked goods, dairy and basic shelf-stable fruits and vegetables. The additional purchasing power  
is therefore limited, while pressure on the country’s infrastructure and the labour market is enormous. 
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Uncontrolled borders and ports: A nightmare for licensed distributors
The refugee crisis and the consistent political instability pushed another trend on distribution companies: 
parallel trade. Parallel trade occurs when legally produced products are imported without the 
permission of the intellectual property right-holder. In Lebanon, such imports are mostly done to outbid 
the regular market price and most industries are witnessing unlicensed products entering the country 
through Syria or ports. Industry sources suggest rates as high as 50% in premium beauty and personal care 
sectors. Many licensed distributors register losses, while, in reality, the brand they represent is witnessing 
growing sales inside Lebanon. 

Opportunities in Lebanon
Despite an economic slowdown and political and social turbulence, Lebanon witnessed impressive success 
stories within the fast-moving consumer goods (fmcg) sector. Several companies managed to either 
revive or introduce economy options to compete with an increasing amount of counterfeit and parallel 
trade. In other segments, social expectations and a desire to be up to date kept demand for high-priced, 
premium products strong. 

Opportunities for economy brands
Difficult economic conditions or political and social turmoil can open a window of opportunity for 
domestic economy brands. The combination of low prices, local market knowledge and an existing 
distribution network is often enough to boost sales in the short term. Finding a sustainable approach  
where sales remain high long term is more challenging and requires a marketing strategy to create 
consumer loyalties. 
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Cedars in Lebanon: Reviving a domestic brand
An excellent example of expansion is the Lebanese cigarette brand Cedars. Syrian refugees boosted 
demand for the brand due to its competitive pricing. Afterwards, Cedars expanded production and 
invested in a complete image and portfolio revamp, introducing Cedars Silver and Cedars Plus. The 
company successfully marketed as an affordable home-grown premium option, with success among 
Lebanese consumers as well. This development drove the brand’s volume share from 4% in 2010 to  
45% in 2017, estimating an even higher share approaching 60% in 2018. 

Opportunities for premium products
When faced with financial limitations, consumers usually decrease the number of purchases within 
product categories not seen as essential. Products viewed as essential can differ highly between societies 
and segments. While some products are traditionally seen as essential by Lebanese consumers, other 
times, the industry can transform product categories into essentials based on global or domestic trends.

Social expectations as a boost for premium beauty and personal care 
Premium fragrances in Lebanon is one example spurred by societal pressures. The latest purchase or 
discovery is often the topic of conversation amongst friends and colleagues and increasingly bragged 
about on social media platforms. Many women are spending significant amounts of their salary on  
these products to remain up to date and fashionable. Furthermore, super-premium niche fragrances  
are witnessing good growth despite their extremely high prices due to being marketed as more 
personalised and unique items. 

Global trends as a boost for high-priced staples 
The global healthy eating trend is gaining momentum among Lebanese consumers. While international 
trends are usually a trigger, successful products should take domestic needs and consumption patterns 
into consideration. A great example is goat dairy in Lebanon. Seen as a good way to decrease consumption 
of regular cow’s milk, the goat dairy trend started with a young and health-conscious consumer segment 
and is increasingly developing into a mass phenomenon. This was successful because it duplicated 
domestic dairy products, such as Laban, a type of sour milk and a traditional local beverage. By offering 
similar health-conscious local products, goat dairy can easily be adapted into the traditional eating culture. 

Bringing it all together
Lebanese consumers are brand conscious and eager to be up to date in their consumption habits and 
purchasing behaviour. Creating a desirable brand identity is an essential step to establish long term loyalty 
and demand throughout any economic, social or political change. The key to success for premium brands 
within the current economic situation is to create an image that is up to date and fashionable. Even faced 
with economic hardship, Lebanese consumers will budget for premium products. Lebanese consumers 
trust domestic companies to manufacture products able to compete with international imports. 
Therefore, opportunities in Lebanon exist for both international and local brands.
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The state of Iraq
The Iraqi market is both alluring and daunting at the same time. With 40 million inhabitants and stable 
population growth rates around 3%, Iraq offers the long term opportunities of an underdeveloped market 
with limited local production. Furthermore, consumer loyalty is low and modern retailing is in its infancy. 
Iraq, however, is considered unsafe and unpredictable and few international companies have established 
a business presence. Most international fmcg companies rely on insights from their local partners, Iraqi 
distribution companies, for market developments and consumer behaviour knowledge. These companies 
often use a localised approach, incorporating parallel trade and large-scale smuggling operations into their 
business planning. 

Risk assessment
An ever-changing retail environment
Companies in Iraq understand the uncertainty and unpredictability of the market based on historical 
experience. The decrease in oil price, invasion of isil and tensions with the Kurdish region impacted the 
economy. These events led to geographic changes in market size, as trade in isil-occupied territories did 
not classify as a formal economy. Instabilities also caused parallel trade, the massive spread of counterfeit 
and large smuggling operations with neighbouring countries.

Difficult market evaluation: The actual value of the Iraqi market 
A closer look at an Iraqi independent grocery retailer illustrates the chaotic state of this marketplace. 
Foreign private label brands are often sold next to two formats of the exact same international brand: 
one with an English label sold for a premium price; and one with an Arabic label sold for a cheaper price. 
Depending on the industry, there are several quality levels of counterfeit products. Iraq is a dumping 
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ground for unsold stock and a base for smuggling operations into neighbouring Iran and Syria. Sales 
estimates based on imports and actual sales often differ by more than 50%. As consumers become more 
price sensitive, counterfeit products are taking over industries and brand sales. 

Trusting the distributor: The missing presence of international companies
Most international companies entrust Iraqi distribution companies with their operations, instead of 
establishing a presence due to security concerns. In combination with outdated, unreliable statistics  
and dynamic changes, market knowledge remains limited as distribution companies lack a comprehensive 
overview of the Iraqi market. 

Opportunities in Iraq 
Companies in Iraq face parallel trade, widespread sales of counterfeit products and a variety of ever-
changing, low-quality economy brands. Many internationally known brand names reported severe losses 
since 2013. However, there are several success stories of multinational companies able to keep sales up 
and gain market share during difficult times. 

Mars in Iraq: The affordable quality option
Globally renowned brands are often the first to feel the effects of an economic crisis and an unregulated 
environment. However, Mars Inc, the leading company within chocolate confectionery in Iraq, found 
success. In a market swamped with Ukrainian and Iranian products luring the Iraqi consumer with  
very low unit prices, Mars increased value share while generating brand awareness and consumer  
loyalty. An affordable price, due to regional production, combined with strong availability and quality 
consistency was key to their success. While economy brands offer higher profit margins to the retailer, 
Mars’ products are showcased throughout the country, as the company supplied retailers with branded 
fridges. These fridges offer retailers adequate storage during hot summer months and support an image  
of a high-quality product.
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Hayat Holding As: The regional giant in tissue and hygiene
Companies established in the region are often at an advantage of a strong brand identity and the financial 
means to invest heavily in marketing and distribution strategies. While tastes, consumption patterns and 
attitudes differ between Middle East countries, there are many similarities. Companies headquartered 
in neighbouring countries are often more successful in spotting opportunities or creating a product that 
resonates with consumers. 

A regional company, Hayat Holding as, found success in several difficult Middle East and Africa markets. 
The company mainly invests in a strong distribution network with constant supply, especially in rural 
areas. Creating an image of affordable quality, Hayat is benefiting from consumers migrating from other 
brands, as well as new customers historically unable to purchase disposable tissue and hygiene products. 
By implementing this strategy in Iraq, the company gained value share within retail tissue and hygiene, 
accounting for 27% of sales in 2018, up from 15% in 2013.

Bringing it all together
The Iraqi fmcg market is characterised by varying levels of quality due to parallel trade and counterfeit. An 
internationally renowned brand name is rarely seen as an indicator of quality. To find long term success in 
Iraq, companies must focus on affordable pricing in combination with consistent availability and quality. 
This requires a well-funded strategy to ensure shelf space in retail outlets throughout the country and 
consistent and superior product quality for an affordable price. If consumers can afford a superior quality 
of a licensed product, parallel imports and counterfeit will become less profitable.
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The state of Jordan
Jordan appears stable in the region. However, the country saw many unexpected developments and took 
severe measures to ensure its position as Syria’s most stable neighbour. This led to high economic costs 
and a difficult environment for companies to succeed. Yet, an established future base in a more peaceful 
region could be worth the effort to invest. 

Risk assessment
A turbulent review period and the cost of stability
The influx of 1.4 million refugees, the disruption of traditional trade routes and a cautious approach by 
tourists and investors are putting pressure on the country’s economy. For safety and stability measures, 
the borders to Syria and Iraq closed in 2015. This cut off an important trade route in the Middle East.  
Even though the borders re-opened in 2018, a return to normal trade is expected to take time. 

The need for a territorial approach
While economic differences between areas within a country are normal, Jordan’s West Amman bubble is  
often seen as an extreme example. The area is the economic centre of Jordan and plays an important 
role in consumption. West Amman is home to high rise office buildings, luxurious 5-star hotels, upscale 
shopping districts and modern grocery retail chains. The area follows its own set of consumption  
patterns, and trends are often comparable to Europe or the US. The success of a product or brand in 
Jordan raises the question, is demand for this found throughout the country or limited to the geographical 
territory of West Amman?
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Opportunities in Jordan
Because of declining purchasing power in Jordan, consumers are actively switching to staples and  
cheaper brands, causing negative value growth in many fmcg categories and especially for premium 
brands. An exception is West Amman, where wealthy consumers are aware of global trends and eager  
to stay up to date. Despite the unfavourable economic conditions, consumers there are more inclined  
to buy premium products.

Social media as a boost to sales of colour cosmetics
An increasing number of women in West Amman regard regular updates to their colour cosmetics 
portfolio as a social necessity rather than a luxury. Encouraged by influencers and friends on social media, 
young women often spend more than half of their monthly income on new products. Social pressure and 
expectations are enough to keep sales of colour cosmetics high regardless of the economic developments 
inside the country.

Global trends as a support for higher priced packaged food 
Even though most consumers limit spending during political and economic conflicts, higher-priced  
daily necessities often prevail among the elite and upper-middle class. Wealthy Jordanians remain  
eager to follow the global trend of healthy eating. Large-scale success must take local preferences  
into consideration. 

The company, Amman Reef Healthy Bakery, successfully launched a line of healthy bread in Jordan called 
Al Reef in the shape of traditional Arabic flatbread. The company distributes the bread exclusively in 
areas with a high percentage of middle- and upper-class consumers, mainly in West Amman. Consumers 
exposed to the product can afford it regularly and integrate the product into existing eating habits.

Bringing it all together
Jordan, especially West Amman, is home to an increasing number of consumers interested in global 
trends and eager to stay up to date regardless of the economic situation. Companies are advised to focus 
solely on West Amman until the economic situation eases off. The area is a perfect base for further 
expansion throughout the country, once purchasing power increases again.
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The region appears to be in a state of uncertainty today, with many different geopolitical factors impacting 
trade and economies. The Syrian crisis triggered drastic effects on all three neighbouring countries by 
raising private imports, extending smuggling operations, impacting trade relationships and cutting off 
land routes. 

The domestic economic situation is expected to improve over coming years. The end of the civil war is 
expected to see some refugees return to Syria. Iraq gained all territories back from isil and improvements 
in security are expected to naturally boost economic development. Jordan introduced plans aiming to 
encourage private investment, improve small to medium enterprises’ access to finance and reduce public 
debt. Jordan also re-opened the border to Iraq and Syria. This is expected to boost the economies of all 
three countries, as the traditional trade land routes can be reinstated. Lebanon is expected to especially 
benefit from this development, as the gcc states are an important trade partner and receiver of numerous 
Lebanese goods.

While an economic slowdown and political decisions can impact consumption patterns and overall 
sales throughout industries, the biggest threats are sudden and unexpected changes and developments. 
Nevertheless, success is achievable in various markets and industries with the right strategy. Companies 
able to seize opportunities during turbulent times are often the ones crowned with long term success. 
Those who achieve the greatest success will understand the specific market, its consumers and recent 
developments and invest throughout the process.

Evaluating Risks and Opportunities 
in Lebanon, Iraq and Jordan
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Euromonitor International is a global market research company providing strategic intelligence on 
industries, companies, economies and consumers around the world. Comprehensive international 
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