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International Market Entry Report: Costco Wholesale Corporation's Proposed Entry into the United Arab Emirates


Executive Summary
This report will discuss the potential entry of Costco Wholesale Corporation to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and their business activities as well as critically analyze the same. Costco is chosen because it is a mature multinational retailer and whose gang model of membership-based warehouses has been successfully adapted to various overseas markets of which the UAE is not yet a member. As of May 2026, Costco operates 928 warehouses in the U.S., Canada, Mexico, Japan, the U.K., South Korea, Australia, Taiwan, China, Spain, France, Sweden, and Iceland and New Zealand (Costco Wholesale Corporation, 2026). Hence, UAE is a suitable potential market.
Based on Bartlett and Ghoshal's (1989) integration-responsiveness framework, Costco is primarily engaged in a global strategy with elements that are bounded by local responsiveness making it somewhat of a transnational. Competitive advantage is achieved from purchasing economies of scale, SKUs, Kirkland Signature Private Label products, membership income, fast moving of inventory and low operating expenses. However, it needs to be done with adaptation in merchandise, halal compliance, language, digital services, pack sizes and cultural-seasonal merchandising in order to get these benefits to the UAE.
The UAE possesses significant location benefits such as high purchasing power, urban concentration, modern infrastructure and logistics connectivity, low levels of taxation, high expatriate population and liberal foreign ownership. By contrast, Costco would be competing with robust incumbent retailers, high-quality commercial real estate prices in this country, a comparatively small national market and high-end e-commerce rivals as well as unknown uptake of bulk sales and paid membership among households.
Some understanding of Costco's ownership advantage can be derived from the OLI model, which suggests that there are significant location advantages in the UAE. Internalisation is also a preferred approach, as the best resources that Costco has within its realm rely on a close knit approach to procurement, merchandising, membership and standards of operation. This means that establishing a greenfield subsidiary with 100% investment is recommended. Initially, Costco should set one warehouse, sophisticatedly situated within the economic corridor of Dubai-Abu Dhabi, with UAE-specific e-commerce and contractual relationships for logistics and the execution of regulations. Growth should only be implemented at the base of proven evidence of membership renewal, sales density, basket size and profit.
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[bookmark: _Toc236434400]1. Introduction
Foreign expansion involves a lot more than a profitable country. When considering the possibility of transferring a multinational enterprise's resources overseas, a consideration of whether host country institutions still help to support a firm's competitive advantage or harm it is necessary, also is it possible to find an appropriate entry mode to reconcile control, risk and resource commitment? Entry strategy thus questioning the fit of the firm's organisations in terms of ownership capabilities and the host's characteristics.
Costco Wholesale Corporation is used as a fitting illustration as its model is mediated in a very different form of retailing, that of supermarkets or hypermarkets. Users of the warehouse pay membership fees annually and have access to a fairly limited merchandise selection, which is typically both high-volume and bulk sales. Success at the Costco is determined by a combination of substantial supplier leverage, quick turnover, slight mark-ups and operating efficiency, not by the size of the merchandise margins. It also supports customers to build brand loyalty and differentiation through the customer's own brand, Kirkland Signature.
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Figure 1: Costco Global Warehouse Presence (May 2026)
The proposed host country is UAE. Although, Costco's 2026 filings mention the presence of foreign warehouses, the UAE is not provided, which shows that there is no significant formal operational presence on the required assessment date (Costco Wholesale Corporation, 2026). The UAE is appealing because of the wealth, globally connected urban economies of Dubai and Abu Dhabi, its infrastructure and large, diverse expatriate community. However, this path is more complex to start-up in the case of retailers or digital grocery services already established, as well as from the presence of high rents and requirements specific to the cultural norms.
First the report categorises the foreign strategies of Costco using Bartlett and Ghoshal's matrix and then discusses their geographic configuration. It then critically examines political, economic, legal and cultural impacts in the UAE and synthesises it synthetically using the Ownership-Location-Internalisation model. The pattern that Costco typically uses to enter stocks is then analyzed and a preferred mode of entry is offered.
[bookmark: _Toc236434401]2. Organisational Classification and Global Strategy
The strategic orientations of companies in the international arena can be divided into four basic groups, according to Bartlett and Ghoshal, namely, international, multinational, global, and transnational. These vary primarily along the dimensions of pressures for global integration and pressures for local responsiveness. Costco may be as close as it gets to being a global strategy because it relies on consistency and scale in the economic logic for its business model.
Membership is a core element to this model. While traditional stores rely heavily on profits based on the sales of their products or services, Costco generates continuous income from member dues despite lower-than-average margins on its merchandise sales, which help to cement the perception of value in customers' minds. The warehouses enjoy fairly basic layouts and the bulk presentation of merchandise and a much lower number of stock keeping units compared with a conventional supermarket. The focus of the limited range is from less supplier, bulk purchase and negotiating power.
In their comparison of purchase intentions with consumers' perception of value and their experience, Li, Huddleston and Minahan (2021) have found that the relationship varies across different national environments — Australia and the United States. This is evidence of the basic ware-house - club scene in an international setting. Therefore, the company will be able to grow a unique combination of purchasing power, member profitability and brand loyalty worldwide.




Figure 6: Costco Membership Fee Income (Global)
The distinction is very important in terms of entry into the UAE. What Costco must avoid doing: Falling into an bidding war by filling the shelves with customers' frenzies of hot-selling items; being complacent about members and their cost; being complacent about margins; being complacent about simple, easy operations; being complacent about the success of their private label.  But then there are customer facing activities like the food ranges, pack sizes, Arabic communication, the halal certificate, opening hours and promotions during Ramadhan which need localisation.
Costco's geographical setup reflects its selective internationalisation as opposed to indiscriminate. This held true in May 2026, when it operated 928 warehouses, including 637 in the United States, 115 in Canada, 42 in Mexico, 37 in Japan, 29 in the United Kingdom, 20 in South Korea, 15 in Australia, 14 in Taiwan, and seven in China, as well as smaller networks in other countries (Costco Wholesale Corporation, 2026). This suggests that Costco is not looking to expand internationally for the sake of it. Rather, markets are established where market size (population, purchasing power, infrastructure and membership) satisfies the requirement for warehouse economics.
This is in line with earlier findings on multinationals' potential to generate both benefits and coordination costs (Pedersen and Tallman, 2023; Larsen et al., 2023). Thus, expansion creates scales of procurement, geographic diversification and organisational learning; which in the case of excessive geographic dispersion, endangers to create the institutional complexity and management costs.
The UAE is a chance and a trial ground, then, of the strategy. While its size makes the city appear on the smaller side with regard to supporting warehouses, the city's stature as a global city, with the necessary connectivity, makes the investment very attractive. Belderbos et al. (2024) illustrates the location benefits of highly connected global cities for multinational investments. A UAE operation would therefore have the potential to generate both domestic revenue and learning in terms of procurement and logistics that can be applied to future expansion in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).
As a concept, Costco thus falls within what has been proposed as a “globally integrated” retailer with “bounded local responsiveness”. It offers the right strategic bedrock for assessing UAE entry: security the abilities that lead to global effectiveness, and agility precisely where local institutions and consumers require it.
[bookmark: _Toc236434402]3. Macro-Environmental Appraisal and Market Attractiveness
[bookmark: _Toc236434403]3.1 Political and Institutional Environment
Political and institutional influences play a key role for Costco: You're investing all these millions into a warehouse space, you've got properties tied up, you've got regulatory rulings to obtain and long-term supply deals to make—so it's very political and institutional. Politically, as well, the UAE is a fairly stable and investment friendly political climate, with long term economic diversification and big investment in infrastructure.
New studies in the field of international business focus on institutional distances being affecting the costs and risks of foreign investments (Gaur, Malhotra and Zhu, 2022; Donnelly et al., 2024). Institutional difference should not by itself be regarded as institutional weakness, and in Dubai, the UAE is a place much different than Costco's original market. Despite diverging from Western markets, its regulatory regime, commercial infrastructure and foreign-investment policies can diminish uncertainty.
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Figure 5: Key competition in UAE Retail Market
(Source: self-created)

It is notable that the liberalisation of foreign ownership is one of the significant changes. Revisions to UAE commercial-company regulations allow foreign companies to have up to 100 percent of the shares in most commercial-company businesses on the mainland, eliminating the need for foreign companies to enter the UAE economy by forming majority locally owned joint ventures. This enhances Costco's capacity of strategic control and has an immediate influence of selection for entry-mode.
Retail investment benefits, too, from government’s efforts toward economic forays. Dubai and Abu Dhabi have established itself as global hubs for tourism, logistics, finance and commerce. These policies have made it attractive to ex-Pats and Multinationals, expanding the number of consumers Costco can reach.
However, geopolitical risks must be taken into account. The UAE is situated in a territory that is beset by political and security tensions periodically. This disruption of the shipping lanes passing through the Gulf will affect the cost of transport and may result in shortages for Costco because the company relies heavily on merchandise movement from overseas. This risk can, however, be minimised by diversifying sources, planning inventories, engaging in suitable insurance and providing alternative logistic channels. The answer is not not to invest, as investing in countries with good infrastructure and a prominent place in global trade is not proportionate.
Overall, the political environment is favourable to investment. There are adaptation costs associated with the differences in institutions, while the following would provide support for a high-control entry strategy: government stability, commitment to infrastructure and liberalisation of foreign ownership.
[bookmark: _Toc236434404]3.2 Economic Environment and Market Attractiveness
The UAE enjoys high purchasing power and good non-oil economic development. IMF analysis has postulated continuous growth on the back of investment, tourism, financial services, technology, construction and trade. Non-hydrocarbon growth is much more important for Costco than is petroleum production as it supported job growth, household consumption and the creation of businesses or expatriate demand.
But strategic fit does not come from high levels of national income alone. Costco's margins on merchandise are low and it relies on extremely high through volumes on the warehouses. Catering large numbers of imported products to comply with different standards, real-estate costs and logistics may significantly boost the cost-base. This would in turn reduction the likelihood of profitability in spite of macro-economic statistics, if the site's location and/or membership density is inadequate.
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Figure 2: UAE Economic Indicators Outlook
(Source: self-created)
This is corroborated by a study on hypermarket consumers in the UAE. Alnahhal et al. (2024) conclude that pricing, product quality, payment convenience, and other retailing parameters affect the consumer buying behaviour. Part of the Costco DNA meshes beautifully into people's expectations on price and quality, while the membership-based system adds one more layer into the equation that the consumer has to irrationalize – how much do they think they are saving, does the price still make sense to them?
Rather, the company's differentiation should include four propositions. One, fixed price per employee can be achieved through bulk purchases and collective bargaining with suppliers. Secondly, it is a superior offering for products that Kirkland Signature has that are not available in traditional food retailers. Thirdly, there is the possibility of generating experiential difference with the limited range and "treasure hunt" format. Fourth, that there is no restriction on the object of membership, either households or even small restaurants, cafes, offices or other businesses who wish to take advantage of bulk purchasing efficiency.
Digital capability is a big must. For a UAE Costco, the e-commerce segment should not be the last to pioneer the supermarket chain, but rather the first. Same day deliveries and click and collect would minimise inconveniences of destination warehouse shopping and ease access for apartment dwellers and people living in busy urban areas.
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Figure 3: UAE Retail Market Size and Growth
(Source: self-created)
Favorable tax regime. Overall, UAE corporate taxation is relatively low compared with other countries, and the UAE rates for VAT on most taxable goods and services are 5%. But these benefits are not to be hyperbole. How the membership numbers, property costs, labour productivity, logistics costs and sales density will affect the profitability of Costco is of greater significance.
One problem has to do with pack size. The classic Costco selling strategy is that households are able to store bulk items. Apart from having a big number of villas, Dubai and even Abu Dhabi contain massive apartment estates. Costco should thus continue to sell in bulk in the durable goods category, and select their choice of grocery lines and perishables with more thoughtful amounts.
The economic environment is therefore alluring and qualified. Costco should be involved only if at the site level extensive studies determine it is capable of drawing enough members from the household and commercial market segments.
Compliances might be heavy if Costco brings its products, especially food products, and there is a commercial regulatory framework in place in the UAE.
In light of the fact that consumer-protection can be related with product quality, safety, price data, consumer rights and commercial communication, it accesses Costco apply directly. There is also a need for proper provision for customer-facing information in Arabic. Costco would then need to have language agreements, product information, customer-service systems, digital interfaces and so much more, which is bilingual.
Food safety adds pound of flesh to the complex operation. The main revenue drivers of Costco's overseas warehouses are the sales of chilled merchandise, groceries, fresh meats, bakery business and food-court sales. Foods that are imported into the UAE must be suitably registered, labelled and provide appropriate food safety documentation and be compatible with the UAE requirements.
[bookmark: _Toc236434405]3.3 Legal and Regulatory Environment
While the UAE already has in place a commercial regulatory framework, understanding that compliance would come with an effort in the case of Costco, the company would have to jump through many hurdles especially with food products.
Being directly relevant, consumer-protection legislation applies to Costco in the areas of product standards and safety, information about prices, rights of the consumers and commercial communication. Information given to customers must also be appropriately provided in Arabic language. Costco would thus need product information, customer-service systems and digital interfaces and promotional materials that need to be bilingual.
Operational complexity increases due to food safety. Food court, bakery, fresh meat processing and groceries are key traffic drivers in Costco's international warehouses. Imported foods must be registered properly and have sufficient documentation supporting their safety and comply with the local requirements.
The particular importance of religious requirements is highlighted. Procurement and merchandise-management processes need to be integrated with halal compliance. There are many aspects that must be closely monitored, including the ingredients in the product, certification, preparation, and segregation. Products allowed in the warehouses of North America/Europe cannot simply move to UAE.
This limits full procurement standardisation across the globe. A UAE buying and compliance function should therefore be given the freedom to adjust the line mix in keeping with the overall limited-SKU regime. Local sourcing could potentially lower the logistics cost at the same time improving relevance, especially for fresh food products.
The importance of data protection is also relevant because of the personal and transactional data that is gathered through Costco's membership system. It is therefore necessary for customer records, renewal information and data in terms of digital purchasing to be processed in UAE legislation approved systems.
Regulatory conditions are not off-putting. Rather, it strengthens the argument for controlled entry. If they were to franchise the Costco brand to another operator, it would introduce more potential quality, food-safety and data-governance risk for the company. Internalisation brings enhanced supervision to these key strategic activities.
[bookmark: _Toc236434406]3.4 Cultural and Consumer Environment
This makes the UAE a multi-faceted retail landscape, existing side-by-side a nationally broken-down resident population and as an Arab and Islamic institutional context. Therefore, for the national culture one should not view it as homogeneous.
Agag et al. (2024) show that there are national-cultural differences in terms of shopping behaviour, and UAE studies reveal the role of culture and the institutional context in the consumer and entrepreneurial decision-making processes (Facchini et al., 2021). This means that Costco will need to steer clear of two pitfalls: that their Coats advert would only work in America when used verbatim, or that the idea of the warehouse goes out the window and is replaced by something entirely different.
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Figure 4: UAE Population By Nationality
(Source: Self-created)
The most obvious example is food. Ranges need to be halal certified and products need to cater to the variety of the UAE's Arab, South Asian, European, East Asian and North American buyers. Their international rotation may be a plus for Costco, as it will help customers find new products.
There's a need for adaptation for religious and seasonal shopping patterns. The Ramadan and Eid has an impact on the volume of consumption, and on social events and gifts buying. Costco might react with alterations in important times, bigger staple bundles more accommodating to families, gifts classes and related promotions.
Overall, cultural diversity may lead to a less liability of foreignness at Costco. Lots of residents in the UAE have been living elsewhere and/or are familiar with warehouses and retailing from around the world. However, brand familiarity doesn't necessitate purchase intentions of membership. Costco's written message about the value of the membership to consumers’ needs to be more obvious and needs to contain specific comparisons between the cost of the subscription and the value itself.
The cultural context thus allows for access as long as localisation is not all-encompassing. The membership and warehouse proposal should be kept standard and assortment, language, religious conformity and seasonal marketing needs to be adjusted. 
[bookmark: _Toc236434407]4. Market Entry Synthesis based on Dunning's OLI Framework
According to Dunning's eclectic theory, foreign direct investment is most likely when it is provided together with the three factors: ownership advantages, location advantages and internalisation advantages. However, OLI as applied to Costco is a good model to link the capabilities of the company with the situation in UAE.
Ownership Advantages
There is considerable company-specific assets at Costco. The first is the way it is run as a membership system, which will create a recurring revenue stream and increase customer loyalty. The second one is buying measurement. Having large inventory mixups with these few SKUs ensures that one can negotiate decent prices with suppliers and keep prices down.
Thirdly, Kirkland Signature is a valuable brand. Private-label products help differentiate and give Costco more influence over specs and economics. Fourth, integrating the operation know-how of inventory/turnover, ware-house design and supplier management and low overhead retailing is hard to duplicate.
Costco also has international experience in culturally diverse countries: organisational knowledge gained through internationalisation. It's been working in Japan, Korea, Taiwan and China, which proves that the warehouse model doesn't have to run in North American consumer culture.
But, there are no automatic transfers of ownership advantages. Bulk packaging may not mesh with apartment dwelling and private labels will not be widely known at first. The ownership test is therefore not just about whether Costco has assets; it's about whether the assets address consumer issues in the UAE. Low price, quality assurance and unique assortment seem to be more translatable, specific pack configurations need to be adapted.
Location Advantages
The UAE offers a number of very good location advantages. The attractiveness of purchasing power, urbanization, logistics infrastructure, political stability and global connectivity all increase. Dubai operates as strategic commercial hub linking Asia, Europe and Africa, and ports and airports serve as international sourcing hubs.
This high percentage of expatriates is also important as it brings greater cultural diversity and awareness of the foreign retail shop concepts. Also, the foreign-ownership liberalisation lowers the barrier faced by foreign players in relation to investment in 100% ownership.
Disadvantages include geographic restriction of national population size, well-established retail competition, high land and property costs, high digital competition, and geographic vulnerability to geopolitical dynamics affecting the region.
The UAE is thus not the best possible place, but rather the Dubai-Abu Dhabi corridor: a concentrated high-value market, and potentially a Gulf platform. This is geographically relevant as the attractiveness at macro level does not imply the attractiveness at the level of the warehouse.
Internalisation Advantages
Internalisation – identifies if Costco will maintain in-house management or if resources will be transferred via licensing, franchising or less integrated avenues.
The need for internalisation is great. Coordination between membership, product, pricing, inventory turnover, private label, customer data and merchandising is very important for Costco or even any big retailer to maintain their competitive advantage. Agency issues might arise if a partner tried to boost margins, increase assortment and poor employee and product standards. This would lessen the membership-value proposition.
Entry-mode research shows that firms take into account control, institutional uncertainty and resource commitment when setting the ownership structure (Wan et al., 2023; Moreira da Silva et al., 2024). While there is an argument in favour of institutional investment participation, less of a need for an equity partner exists given the relatively favourable commercial framework of the UAE and the liberalisation of at least aspects of foreign-ownership rules.
Contractual partners should, however, be used in periphery sectors. Logistics companies and local experts in food regulations/customs and business Consulting/Advisory firms can provide much host-country expertise without buying the retail business.
Finally, the overall scores for all three components of OLI are strong enough to warrant the FDI. The UAE has location advantages that are important, Costco has transferable ownership advantages, and internal control also safeguards the integrity of the warehouse model. Accordingly, OLI has no objections to direct investment—as long as market entry takes place in steps—on a 100 percent basis.
[bookmark: _Toc236434408]5. Entry Mode Strategy and Strategic Synthesis
[bookmark: _Toc236434409]5.1 Historical Pattern of International Entry
The historical pattern of international entry has been found as follows. The pattern of international entry is found as follows:
The international expansion of Costco (as well as other business units being integrated) shows a general tendency for a high degree of operational control. Instead of building up an extensive global franchising model, it has usually operated warehouses via controlled corporate business models and has started to totally expand their ownership were strategic.
This is a logical development in terms of economics of the business. It's not a straightforward trademark or product that costco can license. It is about membership economics, economic procurement, limited assortment, employee practices, merchandising and customer trust.
According to the international entry-mode research, high-control modes are more appealing in situations where firm-specific knowledge is hard to codify, and where inconsistent performance might result in the damage of strategic assets (Wan et al., 2023). Costco is a big fit within this.
An alternative, but has disadvantages is acquisition. Already established UAE retailers would bring along their local outlets, staff and supplier networks, but also bring along a traditional retail leg structure, which may clash with Costco's limited offers and warehousing. A downside to the touted "fastest" integration is cost.
A joint venture would see a split of control in key decisions like pricing and sourcing, but could offer local knowledge and regulatory expertise. With the removal of foreign ownership rules, a local partner is not critical for most operations and so there is not much of a strategic argument to give up equity ownership.
[bookmark: _Toc236434410]5.2 Suitability of a Wholly Owned Greenfield Entry
Costco's main way into UAE is recommended to be a wholly owned subsidiary made on a greenfield.
The biggest virtue is control. Costco can use the warehouse in a way that suits its operating model, and not needing to adjust the store layout that it purchased from another retailer. It can effectively manage layout, members system, technology, food safety, private-member standards, wages and pricing.
Additionally using Greenfield is an opportunity for Costco to develop its working culture comparable to that in other places in the world. It's critical, because there's a thousand mundane decisions that are made operating, not just strategic policy.
The down side is that there is more of an initial cost. Costco would incur land or lease costs, construction costs, recruitment costs, and regulatory costs and uncertain initial demand for the membership. The time taken over greenfield is also slower than acquisition.
The risks deserving of staged commitment, are not the ones whose control is set low. The first warehouse should promote an actual experiment in the real market. There should be conditions for expansion to other UAE sites based on signs from the first investment.
The preferred location would be on a high access site, on the Dubai-Abu Dhabi economic corridor. Selection should be based on objectives of ease of access to roads, availability of parking, size of the population catchment area, the need of small businesses, desirable frontage onto the central city, farming demand and logistics connectivity instead of reputable central-city frontage. We believe that Costco should not be a part of what is known as “premium mall economics,” because high cost to rent doesn't play well with the Costco low-margin paradigm.
A fully fledged digital operation should be built up alongside the warehouse. With the help of E-commerce, click-and-collect and scheduled delivery, you're able to expand the catchment of the warehouse and minimize the resistance of consumers to shopping on their destination.
Further, Costco should establish contractual partnerships with UAE logistics firms, regulatory and food-compliance experts. This will give local ownership without local expertise. The outcome is not, therefore, the "independence" of operation but complete strategic ownership with network based local operation.
[bookmark: _Toc236434411]5.3 Final Strategic Recommendations
The analysis yields 5 recommendations.
To begin with, Costco should come into the UAE as a 100% greenfield subsidiary. The ownership should not be relinquished, as the membership proposition, pricing discipline, private label and customer experience are all strategically inter-related.
Second, for the first time, access should be restricted to a single warehouse. This lessens irrevocable commitments and provides a forum to experiment with membership behaviour.
Thirdly, while modifying the interface for the customers, the costco economic model should be standardized. The low markups, low membership, warehouse effectiveness, Kirkland Signature should be consistent all over the world. Particular attention should be paid to the following areas of adaptation: Halal compliance, local food ranges, Arabic communication, selected pack sizes and trading during the month of Ramadan and payment systems.
Fourth, entry into the physical and digital must be at once. E-commerce isn't an option for UAE consumers as they have high expectations of the digital world.
Fifth, it is important that expansion be performance-gated. The measurable thresholds should include membership acquisition, membership renewal, sales per square metre,Basket value, gross margin, inventory turnover, online contribution, customer acquisition cost, warehouse level ROI. Second Warehouse shouldn't be authorised due to initial customer traffic being good.
Control is coupled with experimentation. It thus represents a viable way for Costco to garner UAE location benefits without risking an investment on the national scale prematurely.
[bookmark: _Toc236434412]6. Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc236434413]Overall, UAE is an appealing yet a challenging prospect for Costco. Bartlett and Ghoshal's thinking suggests that the competitive advantage of Costco stems primarily from a membership-based, global, membership-rewards, limited assortment, private label, and efficient operations value chain. But when it comes to international retailing, it needs local adaptation – but never too much. Investment opportunities in the UAE offer favorable political, economic and logistical environments, such as foreign ownership, high purchasing power, connectivity to the world and concentration in urban areas. On the other hand competition, property cost and digital retail maturity, cultural needs and a limited population size represent significant risks.
Costco has credible ownership advantages and the UAE has strong location advantages, as the firm's competitive resources can be input, output or complementary so that the new value from asset complementarity between the firm and foreign country will be higher than that of franchising that is likely to lead to strategic dilution. The suggested approach is therefore to implement a 100% Greenfield Strategy with one first warehouse in the UAE, to use its own e-commerce channel, and to enter into local partnerships which are contractual in nature. The basic Costco business model needs to remain standard and food, language, pack sizes and seasonal merchandising needs to be selectively adapted. Enlarging the fleet should only be considered in response to clear indicators that the lines of return are being fulfilled, given the membership and throughput economics.
7. Reflective Account Using Gibbs' Reflective Cycle
[bookmark: _Toc236434414]Description
According to Gibbs' reflective cycle, there are six stages including description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action planning. I have applied this structure to think through the research and analytical process followed in the international market-entry report.
First the student needed to find a multinational organisation and a country where the organisation didn't have a big presence. My choice of Costco was based on the premise that the company's membership-warehouse model offered a unique lens to view international-business theory. I then wanted to see if the UAE was a potential market and corroborated Costco's country presence based on latest company details before undertaking political, economic, legal and cultural research.
The key elements of my research strategy were using peer-reviewed academic literature, as well as company reports, information from UAE government and IMF evidence. Mainly concepts such as institutional distance, cultural behaviour, location advantage and entry mode were interpreted by the academic sources. Current operational and regulatory facts have been prepared from primary sources from companies and governments.
[bookmark: _Toc236434415]Feelings
Initially, I thought that it was a pretty simple thing to look at as the UAE looks pretty good on the positive side of things with regard to income, infrastructure and internationalisation. But as I began to do more research, I developed a greater suspicion that a great opportunity for retail was by no means a foregone conclusion when the macro economy was doing well.
Looking back to the original analysis based on PEST factors, I thought it was going to be the description of an inventory of political, economic, legal and cultural factors. After reviewing the Level 7 requirements it was evident that a mere description would not be enough. The difficulty was figuring out the actual impact of each of these factors on Costco and how they heightened or diminished the influence of the particular warehouse-membership model.
This uncertainty at the end of the day enhanced this report as it inclined me to doubt everything that looked good and not assume that it was always a field of entry.
[bookmark: _Toc236434416]Evaluation
One thing which went well is that when setting up contemporary facts, first information is prioritised. Costco's filings included more evidence that the company operates a business presence than did the secondary websites. IMF evidence was used to provide macro-economic context, external and government sources were more suitable regarding foreign ownership, taxation, and consumer legislation.
Another strength was conducting the literature review using peer-reviewed sources–instead of trying to use journal articles for rapidly changing factual information. For instance, post-entry research aided my understanding of ownership and institutional distance and contemporary research in the UAE regarding consumer behavior on sustainability and culture helped in understanding the market acceptance of the product through pricing.
One of the challenges was there is not much of research work done in the context of Costco with particular reference to UAE as the company has not yet entered the market. Hence, there is no literature base available over the study directly. That I tackled by juxtaposing the ideas of Costco and warehouse-clubs research with UAE specific consumer research and international-business theory generally.
One difficulty was refraining from a description that follows the source, i.e., source-driven description. Several times I saw information that was not strategically relevant but interesting. This question was consistently asked for each piece of evidence: given this evidence, how would it impact Costco's membership, warehouse throughput, efficiency or control?

[bookmark: _Toc236434417]Analysis
Learning took place most effectively when the theoretical models were used. At the first glance there seemed to be an obvious categorisation using Bartlett and Ghoshal's model: Costco is 'global' since its warehouse structure is standardised. Closer examination revealed, however, that there is no real an absolute division between the four categories of international strategy, but rather a continuum.
Global consistency is an advantage to Costco, yet they change and adjust their merchandise and customer facing practices. I thus decided that it was analytically defensible to use the expression globally integrated with bounded local responsiveness to describe the company rather than push it into an entirely standardised enigma.
Similar learning was produced by the OLI framework. Firstly I was dealing with ownership, location and internalisation as three lists. This resulted in description and not analysis. This frame was more usable once I linked the pieces. For instance, Costco's bulk-buying benefit can only impact welcoming UAE environments when there will be enough demand and throughput. Likewise, having Kirkland Signature only adds more weight to in-house ownership as brand standards and pricing become more challenging with buying into an independent franchisee.
[bookmark: _Toc236434418]Conclusion
The assignment helped me become more aware that international-business strategy is a game of fit and not as much about the mechanical application of the framework. Important to note is that a country's attractiveness (or unattractiveness) does not exist outside of the firm's business model.
I also understood that the global and the local have not always to be opposed. Business can understand its components of business model with which it can gain competitive advantage and safeguard them while altering other components of its business model. For Costco, try to keep membership, procurement discipline and low margins steady, and surely adapt to meet halal requirements, languages and the seasonal merchandising.
The project also highlighted the need for separating evidence and opinion. No existing Costco UAE operation exists with results subject to the recommended operation. My conclusion is, therefore, an evidence-driven strategic determination, rather than one made in an empirical way.
[bookmark: _Toc236434419]Action Plan
For future international-business assignments, I would make a structured Evidence matrix prior to writing. This matrix would document the argument, the theory being applied, evidence obtained, chronology of the publication, credibility of the publication and evidence that differs from the credibility. This would help to minimize redundant research and enhance critical synthesis.
Also I would set the decision criteria for that company earlier. Rather than asking the general questions if a country is an attractive choice, I would target the variables that do inform on the economics of the selected company.
Lastly, I would make more tangible recommendations. The future market-entry evaluation for Costco should determine what level of membership conversion, renewals, sales density, online contribution and ROI is acceptable for the company. This would unveil “broad recommendations,” like “grow gradually,” into transparent managerial decision rules.
Overall, the process has allowed me to improve my skills in interdisciplinarity between theory, current evidence and managerial judgement. It also illustrated that to do a good job of international-business analysis one has to constantly ask the question: does the general theory or the market statistics provide the proper explanation of the strategic problem of the specific organisation?
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Figure 2 Economic Indicators Outlook
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| Key Insights: |

« UAE's real GDP growth is projected to outperform the global average in both 2024 and 2025. ‘

| « Inflation in UAE is expected to remain low and stable, well below the global average. |

| « Strong economic fundamentals make UAE an attractive market for long-term investment. |

Source: IMF World Economic Outlook (April 2024)
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Figure 3: UAE Retail Market Size and Grow
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Key Insights:
* UAE retail market is projected to grow from USD 67.0 billion in 2021 to USD 106.9 billion by 2026.
« Strong and steady growth rate (9-10%) reflects robust consumer spending and retail demand.
* Positive outlook indicates a favorable environment for new retail entrants like Costco. 1
Source: Statista - UAE Retail Market Outlook 2024





image6.png
Expatriates
88%

M Expatriates (88%) Ml Emirati (12%)

Source: UAE Government Portal - Demographics 2024

@ Key Insights

* Expatriates make up 88% of the total
population in UAE, representing one of the
highest expatriate ratios globally.

* Diverse nationalities drive a multicultural
consumer base with varied preferences
and purchasing behaviors.

* Strong demand for international products
and brands, supporting Costco’s diverse
merchandise offering.

* High expatriate population aligns well
with Costco’s membership model and
value proposition.
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Source: Costco Wholesale Corporation, 2026 (Company Website)

@ Key Insight: Costco has a strong global footprint across 11 countries/regions. The UAE represents a strategic
white-space market within the Middle East, with significant growth potential.
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Key Insights

« The UAE retail market is
competitive with both
international and local
players.

* Carrefour and Lulu
Hypermarket together hold
a significant market share
(44%).

* Costco will need to
differentiate through
value, membership benefits,
private label, and superior
customer experience.

* Market entry should focus
on unique positioning and
operational excellence.
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