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Field
guide.

CUSTOMER DISCOVERY

Abu Dhabi
and Dubai

A pre-launch founder's manual for validating the idea on the
street, before registering the company or building another
feature.

THE FIELD RULE

Twenty honest conversations
before another major product decision.

20
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BEFORE YOU READ FURTHER

One honest flag, updated.

PAYMENT REALITY / AUGUST 2026

The original source guide said Stripe did not support UAE-registered businesses. That statement is now outdated.
Stripe currently supports UAE businesses and AED settlement. Standard domestic card pricing is 2.9% + AED 1, with
additional fees for international cards and currency conversion. Always verify gateway availability, underwriting and fees
before launch.

The original alternatives remain useful commercial options: Ziina, Telr, PayTabs, Network International and Amazon Payment
Services. Keep them in your back pocket. Payment-provider fit will come up in discovery, and the right answer is an honest
one, not a dodge.

Everything else in this guide assumes: no company yet, no team, a working demo, and a mission to talk to 20 or more real
business owners in person before spending another dollar building or a dirham registering.

CURRENT STRIPE AVAILABILITY

stripe.com/global - United Arab Emirates is listed as
supported.

CURRENT UAE PRICING

stripe.com/ae/pricing - verify the live schedule before
quoting fees.

https://stripe.com/global
https://stripe.com/ae/pricing
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01 / IDEAL CUSTOMER PROFILE

Start where an empty slot hurts
immediately.
Ranked highest to lowest priority for in-person validation, based on no-show pain, ticket size, owner tech-savviness, and
whether deposits are already a norm in the category.

RANK CATEGORY NO-SHOW AED TECH SOFTWARE DEPOSIT FIT

1 Lash & brow artists 15-25% 150-400 High Often: Instagram DMs and Fresha Excellent - high pain and high receptivity

2 Massage therapists /
independent spa

15-20% 150-350 Medium Rarely formal; mostly WhatsApp Excellent - long slots and a large loss per
no-show

3 Nail salons 15-20% 80-250 Med-high Often; Fresha is common in
Dubai

Strong - high volume and frequent no-shows

4 Tattoo studios 10-15% 500-3,000+ High Sometimes; Instagram-led
booking

Strong ticket size, but deposits are already
semi-standard via manual transfer

5 Beauty salons /
multi-service

15-20% 200-600 Med-high Often; Fresha and sometimes
Booksy

Good, but competing with built-in deposit
features in incumbent tools
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01 / RANKING CONTINUED

Selective and lower-fit categories.

RANK CATEGORY NO-SHOW AED TECH SOFTWARE DEPOSIT FIT

6 Barbershops 4-15% 40-120 Low-med Rarely; mostly walk-in culture Weaker - UAE barbershops lean walk-in and the
lower ticket dulls urgency

7 Dog groomers 10-20%
est.

150-400 Medium Rarely Good pain, but a smaller UAE category with
fewer doors to visit

8 Personal trainers Varies 100-300 /
session

Medium Rarely; often gym-employed, not
independent

Weak - many are not the decision-maker and
lack their own booking page

9 Private tutors Varies 100-250 /
session

Low-med Rarely Weakest - one-to-one, parent-driven scheduling
and a thin booking-page market

INDUSTRY CONTEXT

Businesses with no deposit system typically report 15-25% no-shows. Adding a deposit requirement can reduce that to
roughly 3-5% in reported cases, while SMS reminders alone are often reported to cut no-shows 38-50%. Barbershops
are the outlier: industry figures put cancellations around 4-14%, among the lowest of service verticals, largely because
of walk-in culture. That is why they rank lower despite sounding like an obvious target.
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THE FIRST THREE DOORS

Lash. Massage. Nail.

01
The appointment is long and the ticket is meaningful. A no-show on a 90-minute lash set or massage is not a minor
inconvenience - it is a real chunk of the day's revenue gone with zero recourse. The pain is vivid and easy to surface
within 30 seconds.

02
They are disproportionately solo or small-team and owner-operated. You are more likely to meet the actual
decision-maker on the first visit than a receptionist who must escalate to an absent owner.

03
They already half-solve this manually. Many ask for a bank-transfer deposit or use an informal Instagram
workaround. That means the problem is painful enough to produce a clunky workaround - the best possible validation
signal. ShowVow removes friction from existing behavior rather than creating a new one.

CLOSE FOURTH / TATTOO STUDIOS

Deposits are close to universal there already, a double-edged signal: real proof the model works, but a harder sell
because 'we already do this' will be common. Sell the workflow and insight gap rather than introducing deposits as a
new idea.
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02 / WHERE TO FIND THEM

Make geography work for you.
Start in Abu Dhabi. Pivot to Dubai after your opening and qualification rhythm is repeatable.

CITY CATEGORY PHYSICAL AREAS TO WALK

Abu Dhabi Lash / brow / beauty Khalidiya, Al Bateen, Al Reem Island (Shams / Marina Square towers), Al Wahda Mall
area, Corniche-adjacent residential retail

Abu Dhabi Massage / spa Al Bateen, Saadiyat (higher-end and slower to decide), Tourist Club Area / Al Zahiyah,
Khalidiya

Abu Dhabi Nail salons Khalidiya, Al Reem Island, Al Wahda Mall retail strip, Hamdan Street

Dubai Lash / brow / beauty Al Barsha, JLT, Jumeirah 1 and 3 strip malls, Motor City

Dubai Massage / spa Al Barsha, Jumeirah, JBR / Marina, Business Bay

Dubai Nail salons Al Barsha, Karama, JLT, Al Quoz Mall area

BEST VISIT WINDOW

The UAE weekend is Saturday-Sunday, not Friday-Saturday. These businesses are busiest Wednesday through
Saturday. Visit Sunday to Tuesday, 10:30am-1:00pm - after the morning rush, before lunch, and before the evening
booking surge. Avoid Friday where possible because midday prayer schedules can reduce hours and owner availability;
verify local timing. Avoid the final two hours before closing when owners are serving paying clients.

Target independent, owner-operated businesses and groups with one to three branches. Chains and franchise groups add
procurement processes, head-office approval chains and a decision-maker who is never the person in front of you. You can
burn a week chasing 'let me check with operations.' Independent owners are on-site, hold the budget and can say yes
immediately. This fits the relationship-first grain of UAE business culture: decisions move faster with the owner, not a
gatekeeper.
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03 / THE FIRST 30 SECONDS

Lead with curiosity. Not a pitch.
UAE business culture is relationship-first, not transactional. Lead with genuine curiosity and let small talk breathe; rushing
straight to business can read as disrespectful, not efficient. Dress business-casual, bring printed one-pagers with a QR code
to the live demo, and give or receive a business card with your right hand.

" Hi, sorry to just walk in - I'm not selling anything today. I'm
building a small tool for salons and studios, and I'm trying
to learn from real owners before I finish it. Is the owner or
manager around for two minutes? If it's a bad time, I'm
happy to come back.

IF STAFF HESITATE

Totally understand - no worries if now is not good. Could I
grab their name, or would it be all right to pop back later
this week?

WHY THE EXIT MATTERS

It removes pressure and signals respect. Never push past
'not now.' A soft no handled gracefully can become a warm
door later.
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THREE OWNER OPENINGS

Match the room.

A / FRIENDLY AND RELAXED

Thanks for the two minutes. I'm a founder building a booking tool specifically for places like yours, and honestly I'd
rather learn from you than guess. Can I ask two quick questions about how bookings work?

B / BUSY, SKEPTICAL OR GUARDED

I'll be quick, promise. I'm not here to sell anything today - just researching before I finish building. One real question:
what's the most annoying part of taking bookings here? A single sharp question works better than a warm-up here: it
proves you are not wasting their time and gives them something concrete to react to.

C / MID-SERVICE OR CLEARLY SLAMMED

I can see you're busy. I won't take more than a minute now. Quick one: do you ever get people who book and simply
don't show up?

The yes/no hook opens the real conversation. If they engage, ask when you can return for five real minutes. If they wave you
off, thank them and move to the next shop.
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04 / DISCOVERY QUESTIONS

Follow the story, not the
questionnaire.
Ask these like a curious founder, not a survey-taker. Follow the thread of each answer rather than reading straight down the
list.

# QUESTION GOOD ANSWER / REAL PAIN BAD ANSWER / NO FIT

1 Do people ever book and just not show up? Immediate, specific frustration - 'all the time,'
a number, or an unprompted story.

Vague dismissal - 'not really,' or a shrug.

2 When that happens, what actually happens to that time
slot?

'It is just gone,' 'I lose the whole hour,' or
visible frustration about lost revenue.

'We just rebook it, no big deal.'

3 How do you currently try to stop that from happening? A manual workaround: transfer deposit,
holding an Instagram handle, or calling to
confirm.

'We do not do anything,' said with
indifference rather than pain.

4 Roughly how many bookings do you get in a week, and
how many do not show?

Real numbers fairly readily; they have
clearly thought about it before.

Cannot estimate at all, or claims 'basically
zero.'

5 If someone no-shows, do you ever get anything from them
for it?

'No, nothing, that is the problem.' 'Yes, we charge a deposit and it works fine'
- lower fit, but ask which tool they use.
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04 / QUESTIONS 06-10

Qualify behavior and authority.

# QUESTION GOOD ANSWER / REAL PAIN BAD ANSWER / NO FIT

6 Would your customers be OK putting down a small deposit
to book?

A thoughtful answer about their customer
base; perhaps some pushback, but most
would not care.

An instant 'no way, never' without reasoning
- often untested fear of conflict.

7 How do you take bookings today - Instagram, WhatsApp,
an app, or walk-ins?

A mix of channels, especially social-led
bookings; they already use digital flows.

100% walk-in with no online presence -
harder fit for a booking page.

8 What have you tried before to fix the no-show problem that
did not work?

They tried something and can explain why it
failed, proving they actively fought the
problem.

They have never thought about it.

9 If I showed you something that solved this in two minutes,
would you want to see it?

Genuine curiosity; they lean in and ask to
see it now.

Polite deflection - 'maybe later,' with avoided
eye contact.

10 Are you the one who would decide on this, or is that
someone else?

Direct: 'Yes, it is me,' or 'my partner and I
decide together.'

Vague or evasive: 'I would have to ask' or
'that is not up to me.'

QUESTION 10 IS NON-NEGOTIABLE

Small UAE businesses are often run day-to-day by a manager while the owner is elsewhere. A great conversation with
the wrong person is not a lead. It is a maybe.
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05 / THE DEMO MOMENT

Show the customer's moment
first.
Demo only after they say yes to Question 9 or clearly lean in on their own. Do not demo unprompted - earn it through the
conversation first.

PUBLIC BOOKING PAGE FIRST

Show the booking page before the dashboard. The dashboard is for you; the booking page is for them and their
customer, and it is the part that makes the idea click. Open the live link or scan the QR code together. Letting the owner
scan or hold the phone makes them a participant rather than a spectator.

01
Pick a service and time slot. Say: 'This is what your customer sees when they book you.'

02
Show the deposit prompt. Say: 'Here is the part that matters: they pay a small deposit or put a card down before the
slot is confirmed.'

03
Show the confirmation. Say: 'If they do not show, you keep it. If they attend, it comes off the total.'

Then show the dashboard only briefly: the booking calendar and no-show or revenue-saved statistics. Say: 'On your side, you
would see who is booked, who is a no-show risk, and how much you have recovered.' Keep the complete demo to 30-60
seconds. This is a research conversation, not a sales demo; do not overstay it.
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05 / WHAT NOT TO SHOW YET

Show only what is real.

AI INSIGHTS

It activates only at 20 or more bookings per month. Showing it to a shop that will not hit that volume sets an expectation
you cannot deliver on day one. If asked about analytics or trends, describe it as 'coming as you get more bookings
through the system' instead of opening an empty screen.

ANYTHING NOT BUILT YET

Do not open or imply a self-serve upgrade flow, email notifications, calendar sync, a waitlist, or multi-staff assignment.
Those screens do not exist yet, and presenting them creates the wrong expectation.

When they ask 'does it do X?' and X is not built, do not improvise, oversell, or say yes reflexively.

" Not yet, honestly - that is exactly the kind of thing I am
trying to figure out priority on right now. Is that something
you would actually need, or a nice-to-have?

That answer does three things: it is honest, turns the feature request into more research, and shows that you are building with
owners rather than at them - a fast way to build trust in a relationship-driven market.

If asked about payments or payouts, be direct: 'The demo uses a payment processor in test mode. Before anyone goes live, I
will connect a UAE-supported gateway so the business can onboard legitimately and receive AED payouts under the
provider's actual settlement schedule.' Stripe now supports UAE businesses; other options include Ziina, Telr, PayTabs,
Network International and Amazon Payment Services.
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06 / IF THEY SAY YES

Turn enthusiasm into evidence.

WHAT TO COMMIT TO

Keep them posted as the product develops. If they want in early, offer early access and your direct attention as you
build. Tell them clearly that their feedback is shaping what gets built next.

NO SPECIFIC LAUNCH DATE

Early validation is noisy and the product is still changing. Promise communication, not a calendar date you may not be
able to honor.

NO FIXED PRICE PROMISE YET

There is no self-serve billing page live, so do not quote a number you cannot honor cleanly. If pressed, give a range and
say it is still being finalized but should be in that ballpark.

NO FEATURE DATES AND NO PAYMENT TODAY

Track demand for calendar sync, email, waitlists and other unfinished features without promising dates. Do not take
money before you have a registered company and clean invoicing flow; it creates legal and trust risk for no useful
validation benefit.
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06 / CAPTURE AND FOLLOW UP

Keep the relationship warm.
Capturing contact without a business card: ask directly, 'Can I grab your WhatsApp or number? I will send the link and keep
you in the loop - no spam, promise.' WhatsApp is the default business and personal communication channel across the UAE,
so it will feel more natural than email. Send a short thank-you within one hour so the number is saved with context and the
introduction stays warm.

Letter of intent versus verbal commitment: a verbal 'yes, I would use this' plus saved contact is enough at this stage. Do not
ask for a signed LOI when you have no registered entity to name on it. Asking an owner to sign with an unregistered
individual can feel presumptuous and cool the relationship. Save LOIs until you have a serious shortlist and are deciding
whether to register.

01
Log the conversation immediately: business name, category, area, what they said, no-show pain score from Section
9, and contact information.

02
Send the promised WhatsApp follow-up within 24 hours with the demo link and a one-line thank-you.

03
Record every requested feature that is not built. This becomes a prioritized evidence backlog, not a to-do list invented
from guesses.

REGISTRATION SIGNAL

Do not act on the first enthusiastic yeses: early conversations are noisy, and in-person politeness can soften refusal.
Use the aggregate score in Section 9. Roughly 8-10 strong, specific yeses from the first 20 conversations - real pain,
real eventual payment interest, and an engaged decision-maker - is a signal to register and begin real onboarding, not a
single great conversation.
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07 / IF THEY SAY NO

Diagnose the no before you move.
Don't treat every no the same - diagnose it before you move on.

NO TYPE FOLLOW-UP QUESTION TO DIG DEEPER HARD NO OR SOFT NO? WHAT TO DO DIFFERENTLY NEXT TIME

I don't have this problem Interesting - so no-shows basically don't
happen for you? What do you think
makes your customers so reliable?

Often a hard no for this category or
segment, but listen for why -
sometimes it is not the category, it is
their specific clientele (for example,
mostly repeat regulars).

Note the pattern. If it repeats across a
category, deprioritize that category rather than
assuming you pitched it wrong.

I already have a solution
(deposits via transfer, or a tool
like Fresha)

Got it - how well is that actually working?
Do people ever dodge the transfer or
dispute it?

Usually a soft no - the problem is
validated; you are just not
differentiated yet in their eyes.

Sharpen your pitch to the gap in their current
solution (manual chasing, no enforcement, no
analytics) rather than reintroducing the whole
concept.

I don't trust deposits will work
with my customers

What do you think would happen if you
asked? Have you seen other shops
nearby try it?

Soft no - this is a confidence or fear
objection, not a fact.

Come back with a specific local example or
statistic next time: a lash studio two streets
over does this and has not lost customers over
it. Social proof beats argument here.

I'm not the decision-maker No worries - who would be the right
person, and is there a good time I could
catch them?

Not a no at all - it is a redirect. Do not log this as a rejection. Log it as an
incomplete conversation and try to get the
actual owner's name and timing before you
leave.

GENERAL UAE-SPECIFIC NOTE

Direct confrontation and blunt refusal are culturally less common here than in some Western markets. People are often
diplomatically non-committal rather than flatly saying no to your face. Watch for the soft signals that actually mean no:
'maybe later,' 'let me think,' 'send me something' with no follow-up questions, or a warm tone with zero curiosity about
the product itself. Treat unenthusiastic politeness as a no and move on - do not mistake courtesy for interest.
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08 / OBJECTION CHEAT SHEET

Diagnose before you answer.

OBJECTION WHAT IT REALLY MEANS HOW TO RESPOND

My customers won't pay a deposit Fear of confrontation or losing the customer
relationship, more than certainty it will fail - often
untested.

Totally fair to worry about that. Would you be open to trying
it on just your busiest, most no-show-prone service first, so it
is low-risk?

I already use Fresha / Booksy / Square Real validation that they take booking seriously - but
their current tool's deposit and no-show tooling may
be generic, not tuned specifically to no-show
prevention.

That is great; it means you are already ahead. Does it
actually flag your no-show risk or tell you which booking
source is reliable? That is the specific gap I am focused on.

I don't take online bookings Either genuinely walk-in-first culture, or nobody has
shown them an easy enough tool yet.

Fair enough - can I ask, if it took two minutes to set up and
customers could just tap a link you already share on
Instagram, would that change anything, or is walk-in just
how you like to run it?

Send me info and I'll look at it later Politely ending the conversation without saying no
directly - very common in this market.

No problem, I will send it over on WhatsApp now while we
are talking so it does not get lost. Quick one before I go -
was there anything about it that did not seem useful to you,
or just bad timing?

I need to talk to my partner / manager Could be genuine, or could be a soft exit - either
way, do not let the thread die.

Makes sense. Would it help if I came back when they are
around, or I am happy to explain it to them directly if that is
easier?



showvow 09 / AFTER TWENTY

SHOWVOW / FOUNDER FIELD OPERATIONS 16

09 / CONVERSATION SCORECARD

Score it while the memory is
fresh.
Do not eyeball the result. Fill this out immediately after every conversation; memory fades quickly, especially after the fifth
shop of the day.

FIELD VALUE SCORE

Business name / category / area Record all three Identity

Talked to owner? Y / N Qualifier

No-show pain confirmed unprompted? 0 = no / 1 = mild / 2 = strong, vivid pain 0-2

Currently uses a manual deposit workaround? 0 = no / 1 = yes 0-1

Reacted positively to the demo? 0 = indifferent / 1 = interested / 2 = asked to sign up now 0-2

Gave real contact information? 0 = no / 1 = yes 0-1

Objection raised Record the type from Section 8 Note

Total score Maximum 6 0-6

READING A SINGLE CONVERSATION

A score of 4-6 is a strong signal, 2-3 is lukewarm, and 0-1 is a pass.
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THE DECISION RULE

Build, narrow or rethink.
Sum the scores only after twenty conversations. Read the category pattern as well as the total; one segment can be strong
even when the overall average is mediocre.

BUILD AND REGISTER / 10+

If 10 or more of the 20 conversations score 4+, and at least six of those owners give real contact information and ask to
stay involved, that is a strong enough signal to register the company and move into real onboarding.

NARROW THE ICP / ONE CATEGORY WINS

If the overall scores are mostly 2-3 but one category - for example, lash artists - clearly outperforms, do not kill the idea.
Narrow it and conduct another 15-20 conversations only in that category before deciding.

KILL OR FUNDAMENTALLY RETHINK / FEWER THAN FIVE

If fewer than five of 20 score above two and no category stands out, the problem as framed is not resonating as
assumed. That does not mean the idea is dead everywhere, but do not register a company or write more code on this
framing. Re-read the conversations for another angle - perhaps reminders, analytics or workflow rather than deposits -
before abandoning it entirely.

SCORING DISCIPLINE

Be honest with yourself. It is tempting to round a polite 'maybe' up to yes because you want validation. Do not.
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10 / PRE-REGISTRATION CHECKLIST

Validate lightly. Launch
responsibly.
Nothing is registered yet, and that is fine for what you are doing now. Talking to people and showing a demo is research.
Here is what matters before you take the next step.

DO NOT COLLECT REAL MONEY DURING DISCOVERY

Even if someone eagerly offers to pay, do not start. Without a registered entity, business bank account and legitimate
gateway contract, there is no clean way to take the money, issue a proper receipt or handle a problem. Politely decline
and record the owner as a hot lead instead.

A DEMO CONVERSATION IS LOW EXPOSURE

Showing a working demo and discussing a product is not itself a regulated activity. You do not need a license merely to
conduct a conversation or use a payment processor's test mode.

AVOID FIRM DELIVERY PROMISES

Do not say 'this will be live by X date' or 'I will definitely build feature Y for you' in a way that could be read as a
commitment. Verbal enthusiasm is fine; verbal contracts are not.
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10 / BEFORE THE FIRST PAYING CUSTOMER

Have the operating basics ready.

01
Register a suitable legal entity. Mainland versus free zone is a real operating decision, not a formality. If local UAE
businesses pay you directly, mainland is generally the cleaner fit; a remote digital service may fit a free zone and can
be cheaper. The source's rough 2026 ranges are AED 12,000-35,000 all-in for a free zone and AED 15,000-50,000+
for mainland excluding office rent. Confirm with a qualified UAE company-formation advisor before committing - do
not rely on a blog post, including this guide.

02
Choose a UAE-supported payment gateway and confirm onboarding, settlement currency, payout timing and fees.
The source's old Stripe warning is outdated: Stripe currently supports UAE businesses. Ziina, Telr, PayTabs, Network
International and Amazon Payment Services remain alternatives. Onboarding commonly requires a trade license, so
confirm this after registration and before promising a live deposit flow.

03
Create a real self-serve subscription and billing flow, or at minimum a manual invoicing process you are comfortable
repeating for the first 10-20 customers.

04
Publish basic terms of service and a privacy policy. ShowVow touches customer names, phone numbers and
payment-related data. Even a simple lawyer-reviewed version is worth having before real money moves.

05
Set up a support channel you can actually staff solo. WhatsApp Business is the natural first choice because it
matches how the market already communicates.
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WHAT CAN WAIT

Do not build past the evidence.
Email notifications, calendar sync, a waitlist, multi-staff scheduling, automated post-no-show follow-ups and UTM link
generation are real gaps, but none blocks discovery or the first few manually supported pilot customers.

A polished super-admin panel can wait beyond the controls needed to support a handful of pilot tenants yourself.

Any fundraising conversation is a distraction before a registered entity, revenue and customer evidence. Keep focus on
the twenty conversations in front of you.

A final mainland-versus-free-zone decision can wait until customer geography and operating structure are clear - exactly
the clarity this discovery process should provide.

THE FINAL INSTRUCTION

Print this, fold it, put it in your bag. Go talk to people. The demo is ready - now find out whether anyone actually wants it.


