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igital transformation has  unravelled some of the unique,
Dmodern, simpliﬁed and yet well-organized ways in every
business sector. Communication has become more
speciﬁc, targeted, fast, widespread, far-reaching, and effective
with the crucial role of technological applications. For instance, if
we take a look at marketing and advertising these days. Its all-
digital. Modern entrepreneurs have shifted them from traditional
mass-centric generic advertising mediums to smart and effective
digital marketing.
Dynamic and responsive e-commerce websites that are the new
business address offer a unique window of seamless, safe and
sleek methods of transacting. The typical visiting cards have been
replaced with digital cards equipped with smart QR code that
opens a complete digital avenue for the prospects. E-mails are the
core basic threads of communication that are enabled to transfer
higher volumes of data, instantly. On the brighter side, online
advertising and promotions have been offering massive reach,
control, feasibility and ﬂexibility in communication.
As the technology is offering a wide array of features; however, it
also becomes challenging to understand, plan and effectively
execute the digital avenues. There arises a need for specialists who
can craft and supply solutions by formulating strategies for
modern businesses. Marketing experts unveil magical solutions in
versatile digital communications that boost brand visibility,
increase awareness and effectively contribute to genuine lead
generation.
The Magniﬁcent
Attributes and Advancements
 


	5. The most interesting  and astonishing aspect is their ability in generating responses through customer
engagement, build productive inquiries by implementing the advanced tools in AI-enabled strategies and
provide clearly conﬁgured analytics of the entire digital marketing exercise with respect to the response,
effectiveness of the design/video and observations.
In this edition, ‘The 10 Most Inﬂuential Marketing Leaders to Watch in 2023,’ CIOLook recognizes the efforts,
role, and contribution of these new-age marketing wizards who have been empowering the modern
business sector with their knowledge, technical expertise and versatile skills. You will identify the passion,
innovation and dynamism as you read through their interesting journeys.
Have a digital treat that can leave you spellbound in this world of digital wizards.
Read on and have an enjoyable time ahead!
Abhishek Joshi
Abhishek Joshi
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	9. Brief
Company Name
Somdev Sen
Chief  Marketing
Oﬃcer
Sophia Nichols
Assistant Sales &
Marketing Manager
Mahmoud Nsouli
Senior Vice President -
Marketing& Corporate
Communications
Natasha Maharaj
Marketing Director
Mahmoud is an experienced marketing and communications
professional and under his guidance, the company is strives
towards the horizons of success.
Being the CMO of MTN Uganda, under his leadership and
guidance, the organization stands out as a Leading
Telecommunication Service provider in Africa.
Sophia is a conﬁdent individual with ﬁve years experience in
the hospitality sector.
Maharaj has been selected as one of the Top 10 Chief
Marketing Oﬃcers for 2022/23 by The Loeries South Africa
committee, was the the runner-up in the Standard Bank Top
Women Young Achiever category in 2021.
Jeramaine Hermosa
Marketing Specialist
Jeramaine is a truly valuable and dependable team member
with a high degree of motivation to succeed.
Luxury Property
International
luxuryproperty.com
DIFC
difc.ae
Distell
distell.co.za
Danelle Ruth Palang
Director of Marketing and
Communications
Danelle is a goal-oriented Marketing and Communications
leader and a respected thought leader in the UAE’s vibrant
media and communications landscape, with over 18 years of
experience primarily in the hospitality industry
Dusit Thani
dusit.com
W Hotels
theangle.whotels.com
Samouel is a seasoned hospitality professional with over ﬁve
years of experience in room reservations, revenue management,
and marketing.
Mandarin Oriental
Hotel Group
mandarinoriental.com
Maria Sunyer
Marketing Director
Maria is a resourceful and reliable person with an in-depth
understanding of the Food & Beverage industry with eight
years of experience in the UAE and three years of experience in
the Hospitality industry in Spain.
Inﬁni Concepts
inﬁniconcepts.com
MTN Uganda
mtn.co.ug
Hyatt
hyatt.com
Milvas brings along years of rich experience in designing
Competitive Go-To-Market Strategies that drive consumer
preference, eﬀectively communicate brand diﬀerentiators and
deliver top & bottom-line revenue impact.
Milvas Burnice
Marketing
Communications
Manager
Sarah Khaled
Director of
Marketing
Sarah is a highly driven marketing communication
professional with 15 years of progressive experience in luxury
hospitality marketing, branding, project management, hotel
openings and launching brands within MEA region.
Featured Person
Samouel Thabet
Assistant Marketing
Manager
Al Bustan Palace
(Ritz-Carlton Hotel)
ritzcarlton.com
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	12. reathing new life  and purpose into the dynamic
BAfrican beverage brand company Distell
Southern Africa, Marketing Director, Natasha
Maharaj is in the process achieving impressive results.
In the four years after joining Distell, Maharaj has been
selected as one of the Top 10 Chief Marketing Ofﬁcers
for 2022/23 by The Loeries South Africa committee,
was the the runner-up in the Standard Bank Top
Women Young Achiever category in 2021. In 2022, she
was selected as 2nd global CMO in the invitation-only
Institute of Real Growth (IRG) leadership program for
chief marketing ofﬁcers and senior growth leaders
announced at theCannes Lions Festival. The Institute
for Real Growth is an independent and not-for-proﬁt
organization consisting of the top 100 global CMOs.
Maharaj was appointed to head up Distell’s Southern
African marketing department in 2019. One of her ﬁrst
tasks was to restructure the department with agile,
digitally capable, collaborative, cross-functional teams.
At the same time, she embedded brand purpose across
Distell’s brand portfolio.
Prior to joining Distell, Maharaj worked for Unilever,
Nestle, and PepsiCo Simba. During her six years at
Unilever, she worked on both brand development and
execution in Africa, the Middle East, and Turkey before
moving to Nestle, where she was marketing manager
on the food portfolio. From Nestle, she moved to
PepsiCo, where she learned to look at marketing
through a portfolio lens, and gained a better
understanding of occasion marketing, and how to touch
consumers in an omnichannel way.
Maharaj is one of those rare breeds of marketers who
understands the intimate relationship between
psychology and marketing. “I’ve always been interested in
psychology,” she reveals, “In essence, marketing is another
form of psychology. At its core, marketing is about using
science and consumer psychology to ﬁnd creative ways to
inﬂuence consumers to adopt a new idea. The reason I love
marketing so much is that it’s the perfect mix of creativity,
art, science, and commerciality, connecting people.
Natasha is also mum to 2 wonderful little girls, wife to a
fun-loving tech fanatic and a newbie yoga fan.
In an exclusive interview with CIOLook, Natasha
Maharaj shares the strategy for achieving repeatable
and purposeful success.
Below are the highlights of the interview:
Brief our audience about your journey as a business
leader until your current position at Distell. What
challenges have you had to overcome to reach where
you are today?
I was appointed as Marketing Director in 2019 and am
responsible for 120+ teams, including Marketing,
Revenue Management, Spirits, and Wine Brand Homes
across the country. I currently lead the Distell Southern
Africa portfolio.
I led the marketing organization virtually with a new
baby being born in Dec 2019, just coming off maternity
I led the transformation of our
agency model into a bespoke
integrated agency model ... This
partnership hinges on the best
creative talent that we can
attract and chemistry between
our brand and agency teams –
the most important recipe. This
consumer-centric, digitally
forward model has delivered
better integrated creative,
streamlined, high-quality
campaigns with a Gold Cannes
Lion win in 2022, and
numerous other consumer and
industry awards in the last
24 months.
 


	13. leave, brands that  were in decline as we entered the
COVID crisis, with the alcohol business being
banned for months. The alcohol industry was
expected to decline due to this. Despite all these
challenges, we as an organization delivered
sustained growth in these watershed years,
including 2022. During this time I am most proud we
stood by doing “the right thing”, helping to sustain
partners and many industries like the entertainment
industry through our sustained investments despite
our banned trading. Simultaneously we drove
loyalty and retained motivated teams with limited
resignations and high morale levels due to the care
and empathy we undertook for employees.
During all of this I was juggling a vulnerable toddler
trying to be a big sister yet wanting my undivided
love and attention, an adorable newborn going
through her changes, the physical and emotional
changes post birth, the uncertainty and anxiety of
the impact Covid would bring professionally and
personally. All the while remotely leading and
motivating teams and setting new strategies to
drive growth and purpose, despite the marketing
budgets and plans changing fundamentally and
frequently due to the crisis. It was challenging but
through that period I learnt so much about my
resilience, inner locus of quiet self conﬁdence and
knowing, and my resolve to always move forward by
doing things with positive intent even if it wasn't
perfect.
I led and executed the “Brands with purpose
strategy” in Distell delivering humanized growth
which was a new concept for the business. This
helped us grow not only the business but also brand
love which has resulted in awards internationally
and locally. We won our ﬁrst Gold Cannes Lion for
Savanna in 2022, received multiple gold Loerie
awards, an Efﬁe and wonderful industry accolades
between 2020 – 2022 due to our brands with
purpose strategy.
My focus has been driving humanized growth –
especially in the alcohol industry, with the need to
do more for all consumers and customers. The
industry was demonized during COVID as the
government banned alcohol to avoid socializing and
attributed many of the social ills to the industry.
This further highlighted the need to lead ecosystem
solutions that help society short and long term.
 


	14. We as an  organization have assisted with care packages
to women shelters and assisted with patrollers in
communities providing safety to women at evenings, to
name a few initiatives. We have also further developed
our non-alcoholic and low-alcohol range to promote
conscious consumption and moderation.
Tell us something more about your company and its
mission and vision.
The Distell Group is South Africa and Africa’s leading
producer and marketer of wines, spirits, ciders, and
other ready-to-drink (RTD) beverages, sold across the
world. With a diverse portfolio of brands with rich
provenance and authenticity, our products are priced
across the pricing continuum to cater to a broad
spectrum of consumers.
Mission: We craft distinctive alcoholic beverage brands,
enhance memorable moments and inspire responsible
enjoyment. The value we create enriches the lives of
our people, shareholders, and the communities within
which we live and work.
Enlighten us on how you have impacted the marketing
niche through your expertise in the market.
People are at the heart of everything. It was critical to
make sure I had talented people who believed in the
vision of creating Africa’s most loved brands with
purpose. I started by restructuring the marketing
organization with a focus on agile, digitally capable
teams – high-performance teams now looking after
end-to-end brand management and new product
development (NPD). I focused on hiring diverse teams
achieving a transformed team by the end of the ﬁrst
year. NPD moved in the last three years from 1.5%
revenue turnover to 5% of revenue for Distell Southern
Africa, driven by enhanced capabilities and laser focus
on consumer insights converting to creativity.
I spent time and energy on building consumer insights
capability and understanding. South Africa is a diverse
country with varied consumer habits and needs. I
reconﬁgured the portfolio development and shaping
approach, including a new segmentation methodology
which allowed us to deliver double-digit growth in
COVID years with big bets on clearly aligned brands.
This has also led to a turnaround on major brands in the
business by going back to the basics. Brands like
th
Hunter’s, 4 Street and Bernini required laser
repositioning, cut through communication plans, an
innovation pathway, internal and external PR
campaigns to revitalize the interest and conviction, and
integrated consumer plans with sales. In the last three
years, we have delivered growth for the ﬁrst time in the
 


	15. business post many  years of decline going back to
consumer needs and relevance with a changing, more
youthful cohort.
I led the transformation of our agency model into a
bespoke integrated agency model for our portfolio – a
one stop shop featuring strong capabilities delivered by
an agency network. This partnership hinges on the best
creative talent that we can attract and chemistry
between our brand and agency teams – the most
important recipe. This consumer-centric, digitally
forward model has delivered better integrated creative,
streamlined, high-quality campaigns. This partnership
has yielded a Gold Cannes Lion win, and multiple Loerie
wins, Veritas, OneShow, Efﬁe and numerous other
consumer and industry awards in the last 24 months.
I am most proud of the growth on Savanna Premium
Cider, having grown to be the most loved alcohol brand
in the country in 2022. The key recipe – really
understanding our trend setter consumer needs and
occasions, delivering on the crisp dry taste and quality
every time, building consumer love and edge through
creative and cut-through campaigns, playing the pricing
strategy artfully and making sure every point of
execution from a bar to a retail store is premium and
impactful. We deliver delightful experiences at every
point of the consumer pathway living up to our brand
slogan – Siyavanna “We get you South Africa”
Developing creating shared value programs linked to
our brands with purpose strategy and seeing the shoots
driven by this contribution to communities has been
meaningful. As an organization we have led targeted
programs around helping reduce gender-based
violence using the NION (Never in our name) program
which assisted with care packages to women in
shelters. Our wine alcoholic RTD Bernini brand has also
partnered with an NGO to provide underprivileged
women with the skills to ﬁnd employment.
Describe in detail the values and the work culture that
drives your organization.
The work culture we have created is one focused on the
end DELIGHTING the consumer. The team is humble,
hungry for success, happy yet honest. We care and
spend time and focus on meeting the needs of
customers by truly trying to understand them. We do
this by spending time in the trade, with consumers at
their homes and at bars and taverns, understanding
trends and what makes people connect, share, relax
and cheers in a moment.
At work, it is a family corporate culture – we encourage
each other and celebrate each other’s success. We also
honestly tell each other when we mess up. We learn
from it and we move on to do better. This allows each
employee to come to work authentically, fulﬁll their
potential and creativity, stay curious and learn while
growing the organization.
Undeniably, technology is playing a signiﬁcant role in
almost every sector. How are you leveraging
technological advancements to make your solutions
resourceful?
I have led a digital transformation pilot called Ripple, a
data intelligence agency that sits within the company,
joining forces with a local digital agency to help us build
our capability. This has required increasing our
Marketing Technology (Martech) footprint and our
inherent digital employee capability.
Ripple is aimed to play a pivotal role in Distell’s efforts
to get closer to consumers as it looks to give them the
richest possible customer experience. It is being set up
to be an integral part of marketing’s and the company’s
ecosystem, providing its partner agencies with rich data
insights for their creative briefs with the aim of
delivering highly relevant experiences to their
customers.
What change would you like to bring to the marketing
sector if given a chance?
Help young women develop commercial skills,
At work, it is a family
corporate culture – we
encourage each other and
celebrate each other’s success.
We also honestly
tell each other when we
mess up.
 


	16. conﬁdence, and esteem  as they grow their careers. As a
young woman growing up in big organizations, it can be
incredibly intimidating to develop your voice. Through
my experience and learnings from my own journey, I
would like to encourage and help unleash up-and-
coming leaders with these perspectives and advice as
they grow their careers. More women should be leading
at the C Suite level, both at a Marketing functional level
(CMO) Chief Marketing ofﬁcer but also at a holistic
commercial Managing Director (MD) level.
Given the changing consumer demographics, women
are becoming economically more emancipated and are
a greater contributor to the ecosystem. It makes
business sense to have more women leading, given
their innate understanding of this demographic.
Additionally, diversity of thought at a boardroom level
will only lead to better and more holistic commercial
decision-making. The key is to grow women to be ready
for these opportunities.
What, according to you, could be the next signiﬁcant
change in the marketing sector? How is your company
preparing to be a part of that change?
Evolving humanized, bespoke consumer experiences.
This includes new business models that help us reach
our consumers meaningfully (e.g., Nike and its move
into adjacent categories like tech accessories). We are
enabling this through humanized innovation that aims
to bring experiences rather than just a product to our
consumers. This includes personalized engagements
and customized product experiences at scale. At Distell,
we are using innovation pilot plants to help us create
tailored products that are not cost-prohibitive,
packaging innovation that can help us customize
formats and packs for individualization at scale. We are
also using Ripple and digital programs to help us gather
ﬁrst-party data about our consumers, using this data to
enrich and personalize their experience with their
favorite brands.
Where do you envision yourself to be in the long run,
and what are your future goals for Distell?
I am motivated by developing brands with purpose, as
their existence is essential for the new generation of
consumers looking for humanizing brands that create a
positive difference in the world. I would love to
continue to drive brand strategy and purpose at a
global level. In the long term, a move into a general
management role connecting the holistic business and
dots would be the ideal path.
What would be your advice to budding marketers who
aspire to venture into the marketing sector?
My advice: Stay curious and keep asking why. If you can
deeply connect to core human truths, you are able to
relate, market, innovate and grow your relationship
with your consumers and, over time, grow brands that
make a difference.
I believe the words “I AM” frame how people will
choose to journey life - “I am a victor or I am a victim.”
To keep myself grounded, I ask myself the following
questions frequently – Who am I beyond all the titles
assigned to me? What is my purpose in this life? Why
should I lead anyone? This helps me stay authentic and
aligned.
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	18. Dangers of
Tech Myopia
ith  a hammer in hand, I search for nails …
Wthis classic quip applies to the hype around
large language models today. We all marvel
at the output, make fun of it, search for applications for
it, and ignore the alternatives. We can do better as
these models are not at all ready for use.
Marvelling at the output
Wow, the text sounds so human. It can write a poem!
ChatGPT wrote a book report for my English class at
school. These are all exclamations we have heard many
times in the last weeks. It is amazing that a computer
program is able to write lucid text in a manner and on
topics speciﬁed by the user. This truly is an
achievement.
Artiﬁcial intelligence (AI) has a history of six decades of
trying to do something like this, starting with the
famous Eliza system of 1964. These are attempts at
passing the Turing Test, a test conducted by a human of
a conversation partner in an attempt to identify
whether that conversation partner is a human or a
computer. The challenge is to make the computer
program so human-like that another human cannot tell
the difference. Have we achieved this? No.
Making fun of it
Alongside all the marvel, we ﬁnd many examples of
large language models (LLM) producing a text that is
grammatically sound, lucid, and well written but
factually wrong. Attempts to explain why elephant eggs
are larger than chicken eggs or that Hillary Clinton was,
in fact, the ﬁrst female president of the USA are some
examples. This stems from the fact that these models
do not know anything of the world.
The way these models work is that they discover
patterns in text by looking at existing texts. As the
corpus of existing texts grows, the number of
parameters in the model grows, and the length of
patterns that the model looks for grows, as a result the
model is better able to generate text with complex
patterns. These three dimensions are what has given
these language models the preﬁx “large.” The primary
difference between the generations of the GPT family
being the number of parameters in the model –
effectively the model’s memory size.
Notably what the models do not do is discover
concepts. The model does not understand the concept
of a “chair” or “table” but it can use these words in
complex sentences. That is ultimately the reason why
these models produce eloquent but incorrect
sentences. For instance the name “Hillary Clinton” and
the phrase “ﬁrst female president” have been used
frequently in the same context. The somewhat subtle
causal connection between these two phrases is
however lost on an LLM and so can lead to wrong
assertions.
Thus: Be very careful to believe any factual statements
made by an LLM no matter how good it sounds.
Searching for applications
Given that LLMs produce high-quality text of
questionable factual correctness, what can we
realistically use them for? My personal opinion is not
very much and many of those use cases are harmful. We
can use it to cheat at school and university, we can
create (at scale!) misinformation and propaganda, we
can write poems, novels, and make visuals without
human inspiration. All of this is done at the press of a
button and can be time-consuming to detect.
Legitimate uses might include personalized marketing
and sales, better chatbot experiences on retail websites
or hotlines and other interactions where factual
www.ciolook.com | 202 |
March 3
16
 


	19. About the
Author
This ar  cle was wri en by a human being,
Patrick Bangert. Patrick is the vice-president for
corporate strategy at Samsung SDS, the IT
company of Samsung Group. He led the AI
Division from 2020 to 2023 bringing AI tools
and services into Samsung Cloud for computer
vision, natural language processing, and
machine learning with a par cular ocus on
medical imaging.
accuracy does not matter much. However, factual
accuracy nearly always matters to some degree. For
instance, when asking for the gas mileage on a car
maker’s website, we do expect a numerical and correct
answer. Can we rely on an LLM to provide it? Probably
not.
Ignoring the alternatives
Whenever we evaluate new technologies in the
software realm, we have to look at it from a ﬁnancial
angle. LLMs can be extremely lucrative for their makers
and so it is not in their interest to be cautious and slow,
even if the model is not ready to meet the world. In
addition, there is a winner-takes-most attitude in
technology where the predominant incarnation takes
virtually all the attention and money; there will be a
second and third but they will be distant.
What this means is that companies like Aleph Alpha –
who have an LLM at least as good as ChatGPT but more
compact – are virtually ignored by the community and
press. It also means that the research into better
architectures is ignored as we chase our own tail trying
to make money and trying to convince ourselves that
the immature technology is good enough.
Doing better
In order to be factually accurate, models will need to
learn concepts. They need to go beyond merely looking
at patterns in text to do that and must have some
facility for logical reasoning harking back to the AI of
the 1980’s where logic reigned. Combining neural
networks and logical reasoning into one coherent
framework is the next big step of evolution.
As we draw a young child’s attention to something and
call it “tree,” the child miraculously learns a concept and
is able to correctly call many other things trees. This
type of one-shot concept learning combined with the
logic that one might climb it but then runs the risk of
falling and feeling pain and so on is the important ability
that prevents current language models from being
accurate. Until that happens, the Turing Test will be
failed and these models have few real use cases.
In promoting this unrealistic hype, technology
companies are doing a disservice to the AI community
in front of the altar of money.
cxo
Patrick
Bangert
vice-president
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	21. Impact of Integrating
AI  in Business Operations
et us start with a simple business process the way
Lit was done a decade back – sending marketing
emails. Today big brands like Uber, Paypal, Adidas,
Walmart and pretty much any consumer centric
company strives to ensure personalized and optimized
customer engagement and communication. A decade
back this process was highly manual, lacked
intelligence, was less personalized and not targeted for
impact. Let us call this the Business process outsourcing
/ Key process outsourcing era. Then came marketing
automation platforms that made this process more
scalable and efﬁcient – the age of IT enabled services
and technology revolution enabled this. Then we said,
lets leverage data to make this process more intelligent
and learn from how these emails perform – Integration
of data and business intelligence and data science to
some extent. Now ﬁnally we are looking at AI to make
this process scale-ably intelligent using predictive
models, machine learning and deep learning modelling
loops, next best action, content, messaging
recommendations, generative AI to auto generate
emails and more. Not just has this made the
traditionally operational process more scalable and
intelligent but at the same time has led to driving
business impact on direct and indirect KPIs like email
conversion metrics, revenue generated through email
channels, customer engagement metrics, marketing
operations cost and RoI as well.
This was just one of the relatable areas where
integrating AI in a traditional business process led to
impactful returns. With time the spread of AI
integrated business processes have grown heaps and
bounds and counting as we speak. Certain industries
and functions like retail marketing, eCommerce
merchandizing, Pricing in airlines and travel industry
can be looked upon as early adopters and pioneers in
leveraging AI to augment their business operations.
Other traditionally heuristic and manually operational
processes like manufacturing planning, backend
ﬁnancial operations in wealth management, call center
operations in telecom etc are evolving fast to leverage
AI as well.
Some of the niche areas where AI has driven signiﬁcant
impact are :
Ÿ Improving RoI from marketing spends with AI
algorithms suggesting optimal distribution of
spends on channels, optimal channel and media mix
About the Author
Ruble brings 12+ years of experience in
delivering thought leadership and customized
solutions using data science and AI for global
companies including many Fortune 500 brands.
In his current role he heads the global consulting
practice for data science and AI at eClerx a
service provider in this space to 200+ global
clients. He is a recipient of the 40 under 40 data
scientists award and was featured as one of the
top 10 most inﬂuential leaders in data and AI by
CIOLook. He is a part of the Analytics Leaders
Council in India as well as a member of the
Forbes technology council.
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	22. mechanisms, optimizing ad  operations leading to
higher marketing generated revenue
Ÿ Improving customer support and call center
efﬁciency by using AI algorithms that identify and
predict customer pain points proactively,
recommend optimal resolution steps and suggests
measures to optimize operational KPIs like ﬁrst
touch resolution, call handling time and customer
satisfaction
Ÿ Improving compliance metrics and at the same time
improving efﬁciency of auditing for compliance in
various domains such as trade processing, order
processing and quote management, third party
operations, and such using AI modules around NLP,
computer vision, image processing and more leading
to low operational costs at higher accuracy and
efﬁciency
Ÿ Improving manufacturing, logistics and supply chain
performance in terms of lead time , wastage,
inventory stocking and ﬂow metrics , operational
costs etc by leveraging AI algorithms that forecast
demand, optimize inventory plans, recommend
optimal logistics and supply chain network and
more leading to signiﬁcant cost savings
Ÿ Beyond these, AI is now leveraged in ensuring
better customer engagement and brand positioning
with customer across every single touchpoint that
includes online search, dynamic pricing, product
recommendations on ecommerce platforms,
content recommendations on streaming platforms,
showing ads and pops and banners on various
channels
Ÿ With advent of the concept of democratized AI with
platforms and tools like chatGPT, stable diffusion
and DALL-E becoming accessible and easy to use for
everyone, non-technical folks can also understand
and leverage the power of AI to augment their
business processes. High performance computing
and platforms that enable low code no code AI and
autoML is aiding this integration as well. Within no
time a high percentage of standard business
processes and operations will become AI embedded.
However at the same time, AI can be tricky as well.
While the standard platforms are cool and fun to
explore and work with as mentioned above,
developing customized solutions that cater to
business functions and niche business operations to
deliver impact need a different school of thought.
Needless to say, we are all aware of AI making
blunders, life threatening mistakes and not being
able to deliver impact to the processes it was
supposed to cater. Hence a successful AI integration
has to have the following considerations:
Ÿ Deﬁning the use case , individual models and AI
algorithms work great but you need to know what
are you trying to solve for
Ÿ Deﬁne data & quality guardrails since AI follow
garbage In garbage Out principle
Ÿ Design-Ensemble Approach since there is no one AI
solution and algorithm that can act as a silver bullet
answer
Ÿ Extreme Experimentation, higher number of trials
and learning loops, higher the chance of identifying
the right ﬁt AI solution to be integrated
Ÿ Efﬁcient Development, build vs buy, selecting the
right tools platforms and technology stack
Ÿ Rigorous Testing & Validation since the cost of a
wrong decision prediction etc made by AI could be
really high
Ÿ Production & Scale, creating replicable, scalable and
efﬁcient processes is key to realizing full potential
and impact of integrating AI into processes
Ÿ Monitoring & Anomaly Detection, AI is not magic
such that you deploy and forget about it. Always
monitor to ensure everything is working ﬁne using
right accuracy and operational guardrails
Ÿ To summarize, businesses and leaders should
without a doubt put AI adoption and integration as
part of their roadmap looking at both quick wins as
well as long term transformational bets. More often
than not, business processes and operational
functions have beneﬁtted by moving to a AI enabled
approach. This phenomenon is bound to become
more prevalent and prominent and AI integration is
becoming less costly, easy to develop and deploy
and more democratized due to technology enabled
advancements. Having said that, AI just for the sake
of ticking the box may lead to non-impactful
solutions and integrations. Hence a well though
strategy, operational model, integration and
adoption plan is critical in realizing the true beneﬁts
of AI integrated business operations.
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	25. he evolving modern  world requires new
Tstrategies to thrive within. The hospitality
industry has always been a dynamic one, but
recent developments are transcending the fundamental
landscape of the market in considerable ways.
Adapting to the shifting times, Sarah Khaled, Director
of Marketing at Al Bustan Palace, a Ritz-Carlton Hotel,
has been implementing immersive strategies that are
enabling betterments for the clients adhering to the
principles of complete contentment.
Consumer behavior has evolved throughout the last
couple of years. From normalcy to abrupt lockdowns to
the beginning of the local movement to the opening of
borders to a different type of normal–Sarah has kept
pace with the consumer. She revised and recalibrated
her strategies to not only survive but gain ground with
a new customer base.
Al Bustan Palace, a Ritz-Carlton Hotel, is one of the
sultanate’s majestic icons. It is hidden among an
emerald-green oasis and watched over by the Al Hajar
Mountains. This opulent resort in Muscat is a unique
place, with the Sea of Oman calling from the edge of its
beachfront and the gleam of an 18 metre crystal
chandelier hanging from the 38 metre high atrium
lobby. Fine Chinese food, beachside dining, and a
sophisticated jazz lounge are just a few of the services
of this unique establishment.
In an exclusive interview with CIOLook, Sarah Khaled
shares her wisdom and experience of the hospitality
industry and the impact she has made with her work.
Below are the highlights of the interview:
Brief our audience about your journey as a business
leader until your current position at your company.
What challenges have you had to overcome to reach
where you are today?
I started my hospitality career in 2007 with the Four
Seasons Hotel Cairo at The First Residence. Then I
transitioned to agency life with the leading marketing
agency for hospitality in Egypt, which allowed me to
understand the full scope of the industry dynamics.
Following that period, I decided to get back to the world
of luxury hospitality marketing, where I joined the pre-
opening team of Royal Maxim Palace Kempinski,
followed by the pre-opening of The St. Regis Cairo and
a couple of task force assignments within the region
under the portfolio of Marriott International.
My last tenure was Cluster Director of Marketing
Communications at the Shangri-La Barr Al Jissah,
Muscat, and Shangri-La Al Husn, Muscat and here I am
now leading the marketing department for this
beautiful palatial landmark; Al Bustan Palace, a Ritz-
Carlton Hotel.
I’ve passed through various peaks and valleys in my
career, and with each valley, I learned something new.
There’s no doubt that the toughest of all challenges was
the pandemic, which was extremely harsh on the
hospitality industry. However, all that count during
challenges as such are your passion for your job, your
resilience, dedication, and of course, coming up with
plan B whenever needed to survive any crisis. I’m also
honored to have received numerous awards and
recognitions within the MEA region during the past
three years.
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	26. Tell us something  more about your company and its
mission and vision.
At The Ritz-Carlton, it all starts with our motto, “We
are ladies and gentlemen serving ladies and gentlemen,”
and our brand vision revolves around inspiring life’s
most meaningful journeys. Our mission focuses on
providing genuine care, exceptional products, and
services resulting in proﬁt leadership.
Enlighten us on how you have impacted the marketing
niche through your expertise in the market.
I have been absolutely blessed throughout the past
years due to a series of opportunities that allowed me
to shift gears several times to tune in to the current
market. Consumer behavior has completely
transformed during and post-Covid-19, which gave me
a strong drive to alter my marketing strategy and
activate our survival mode to capture business from the
domestic market for almost 18 months during the
closure of Oman’s borders. As much as it was a tough
ride, it reaped off positively, retained our positioning as
the city's most preferred resort.
Describe in detail the values and the work culture that
drives your organization.
At Al Bustan Palace, a Ritz-Carlton Hotel, we are
guided by various pillars starting from our brand core
values when it comes to legendary, gracious, and
inspiring service; to our foundation of our key success
factors which lie within our Gold Standards and
Community Footprints, Credo, Motto, Three Steps of
Service, Service Values and Employee Promise which
are all crucial for creating indelible marks for our
guests.
Undeniably, technology is playing a signiﬁcant role in
almost every sector. How are you leveraging
technological advancements to make your solutions
resourceful?
Marriott International has leveraged various
technological advancements to improve operations and
offer better services to guests. Some examples include
Property Management Systems (PMS), Online booking
engines including the deployment of WhatsApp for
bookings, mobile check-in, and checkout for Marriott
Bonvoy members, GXP (Guest Experience Platform),
which is used to pull guest information, preferences,
and reward status anywhere around the world, ERS
(Enhanced Reservation System) where you can select
your room location, high/low ﬂoor, smoking
preferences, proximity to elevators and view. This is in
addition to Analytics and business intelligence systems,
which analyze business performance and market
trends, allowing hotels to make data-driven decisions.
What change would you like to bring to the marketing
industry if given a chance?
Developing a pool of marketing talents is one of my key
aspirations to inspire innovation and knowledge. I
would also like to shift the perception of inﬂuencer
marketing from mega inﬂuencers to micro-inﬂuencers.
If you have the right coherent strategy with the right
target market, staggered micro-inﬂuencers can be
much more efﬁcient.
To be a successful
marketeer, passion is of
absolute importance. You
must be in the know 24/7
when it comes to your
company’s performance,
market intelligence,
consumer behavior, and all
the opportunities and
challenges surrounding
you.
“
“
“
“
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	27. What, according to  you, could be the next signiﬁcant
change in the marketing sector? How is your company
preparing to be a part of that change?
The world of hospitality is highly dynamic, and we’re
spotting a rising trend around purpose-driven travel,
especially for a destination like Oman that stands out in
adventure tourism, heritage tourism, and nature
tourism. This type of traveler likes to explore the “once
in a lifetime experience” that is highly personalized and
Instagram-worthy. We offer such immersive
experiences at Al Bustan Palace, a Ritz-Carlton Hotel,
to our Marriott Bonvoy members looking for a journey
of exploration and exclusivity.
Another trending aspect is sustainability, currently
classiﬁed as one of the top factors for plenty of
travelers while choosing their destination and/or hotel.
And another interesting change to watch out for is
using the metaverse as a marketing tool for giving
people a taste of our hotel experiences no matter
where they are in the world.
Where do you envision yourself to be in the long run,
and what are your future goals for your company?
As the marketing director of Al Bustan Palace, a Ritz-
Carlton Hotel, my vision would be to retain the hotel’s
positioning as a premier destination for upscale
travelers by creating and executing innovative
marketing strategies that effectively communicate the
hotel’s unique value proposition and enhance its
reputation as a luxurious escape. This could include
utilizing various channels, such as public relations and
events, to engage with target audiences and drive
brand awareness and loyalty. Additionally, staying on
top of industry trends and customer preferences will be
crucial in maintaining the hotel’s position as a leader in
the luxury hospitality market.
What would be your advice to budding entrepreneurs
who aspire to venture into the marketing sector?
The Ritz-Carlton fosters a work environment where
diversity is valued, quality of life is enhanced, individual
aspirations are fulﬁlled, and The Ritz-Carlton Mystique
is strengthened. This is our guiding pillar with every
lady and gentleman in this Palace.
To be a successful marketeer, passion is of absolute
importance. You must be in the know 24/7 when it
about your company’s performance, market
intelligence, consumer behavior, and all the
opportunities and challenges surrounding you.
Adapt neuromarketing into your strategy which will
allow you to customize your messaging to each of your
target market segments in order to trigger an
immediate response that resonates in the market.
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	28. Traits that Signify  Exceptional Brilliance
W
e live in an era deﬁned by rapidly changing
technology. Social media, in particular, is
rarely static -- sometimes it can change
considerably over the course of a single day. Given that
most marketing takes place on social media now, it's
important for CMOs to know how to evolve along with
it.
A successful CMO is always looking for creative
solutions. They recognize the value of innovation and
are willing to take the risks to facilitate it.
Furthermore, they understand when to let go of the
past and what they've grown accustomed to so that
their team can move forward and explore new
approaches. This is where Somdev Sen excels in the
niche with his immersive strategies and transformative
approaches.
Being the CMO of MTN Uganda, under his leadership
and guidance, the organization stands out as a Leading
Telecommunication Service provider in Africa and its
values are very simple yet very profound in the sense of
being able to inﬂuence the lives of every single African
across the continent.
In an interview with CIOLook, Somdev shares valuable
facts highlighting his professional tenure and his
journey in the dynamic business arena.
Below are the excerpts from the interview:
Brief our audience about your journey as a business
leader until your current position at MTN Uganda.
What challenges have you had to overcome to reach
where you are today?
I never started my career thinking that I would be a
marketeer, leave alone in the telecom sector. Being an
avid sportsperson, I grew up wishing to be a
professional footballer and I was very good at the
game; at the very early age of 12, I had got a golden
opportunity to join the under-15 Indian Football
National camp which my father refused as it would
have meant no school.
However, thanks to my love for sports, I never had time
for studies, and my overall academic results were
average, to say the least.
After I passed out of school, I didn't get through any
subjects that would have contributed to my career, and
thus I decided to train to become a chef, and that's what
I did and joined IHM Kolkata, India for a 3-years
diploma in Hotel management.
After graduating from IHM, I worked for one of the star
hotels in Kolkata as a junior chef and then one day a
friend of mine opened my eyes to a possible career
option in the call center of a leading telecom company
called Spice Telecom (later bought over by Airtel).
That's how I landed my ﬁrst job in Telecommunication
as a Call Centre Executive. That was the year 1999.
Within 2 years' time, I got my ﬁrst break in Marketing
In 2020, MTN Uganda
became the rst Telecom
operator to List on the
Uganda Stock exchange
through a massive
campaign called Uganda
is Home.
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	30. as I was  invited to join marketing in the products and
services team.
That was Airtel in Kolkata where I went on to spend
about 5 years working in the VAS team and then
managing to prepay products and CVM. There on I have
worked in various key telecommunication giants Like
Idea Cellular Ltd. And Tata Teleservices Ltd, within
India grown up the ranks from being an Ofﬁcer to Head
of Marketing for Tata.
After being in India through various roles in Products,
Prepay, CVM, and managing brand and business, my
ﬁrst break in Africa came in about 2015 when I joined a
startup called Flytxt and started travelling across Africa
consulting Telecom Operators on Customer Value
Management, Campaign Management and advanced
analytics modelling.
After about 2 years of Flytxt, I joined back Airtel with
my second innings with them, heading their customer
value management function for Africa.
After about a couple of years, I was invited by MTN to
join them, and that is where I have been since then,
working in three capacities – General Manager of
Customer Value Management for the SEA region,
General Manager of Business Intelligence for MTN
Uganda and Now Chief Marketing Ofﬁcer MTN Uganda
for the last 4 years.
Tell us something more about your company and its
mission and vision.
MTN as you know is the Leading Telecommunication
Service provider in Africa. Our values are very simple
yet very profound in the sense of being able to
inﬂuence the lives of every single African across the
continent.
Our purpose is to enable the beneﬁts of modern
connected life to everyone. Our current ambition which
is dubbed Ambition 2025 is to be Leading Solution for
Africa's progress.
Enlighten us on how you have impacted the marketing
niche through your expertise in the market.
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	31. Over the last  6 years in MTN, I have been a part of the
Executive committee and have delivered a few big
milestones. Led the consumer team to deliver and build
a culture of analytics-driven advanced customer value
management platform with customer segmentation
based on AI-driven advanced and predictive analytics,
targeted campaign management driving incremental
business value for MTN.
During my time as general Manger Business
Intelligence, we set up the new-age BI platform, which
has now become the source a of a plethora of advanced
and predictive data models and data analytics. Our data
lake design at Uganda has become a standard for other
MTN operations to follow.
As a Telco, MTN Uganda always had the challenge of
maintaining its brand supremacy across all segments of
our society. Over the last 4 years, we have successfully
managed to gain and maintain our brand leadership
across all value segments, especially the youth.
Brands like MTN Pulse and Manda Mobile are
testimony to some of the efforts made in that direction.
In 2020, MTN Uganda became the ﬁrst Telecom
operator to List on the Uganda Stock exchange through
a massive campaign called Uganda is Home. For me,
Uganda is home campaign was one of my proudest
moments. I had to break all the norms prevailing across
the globe around Capital Market investment coms and
simplify everything for a market that hadn't seen or
know the concept of Shares as a form of investment.
We created the ﬁrst-ever green IPO.
We built a simple tool for applying for shares through
USSD or the app.
On the Communications front, we created a lady
character called Kafulu wa Shares whose task was to
simplify the process of applying for shares, etc. for
people who didn't understand anything about capital
market investments.
Another milestone of my career as CMO for MTN
Uganda has been the launch of 'Senkyu' the ﬁrst of its
kind, completely digital Loyalty program for our
customers. Today, it is one of the largest accepted
Loyalty programs within the telco space with more than
10 mn registered users actively participating.
Describe in detail the values and the work culture that
drives your organization.
At MTN, we have long realized that we need to emerge
out of being just a Telco to become Africa's leading
TechCo and that calls for changes across the
organization not only in terms of the way we do
business, but also revisiting our core values that we
have stood by all these years.
This essentially means that as employees we are also
striving to change ourselves to the business of
tomorrow. We have redeﬁned our ambitions to what
we call Ambition 2025 with speciﬁc goals to achieve by
the end of 2025.
Ÿ Ambition 2025 strategy is based on 4 critical pillars
of success.
Ÿ Building the largest and most Valuable Platforms
that can lead to accentuation of our impact to our
stakeholders and customers at large and build
customer experiences that are relevant for these
modern times.
Ÿ Driving Industry-leading connectivity operations –
which fortiﬁes the core of our business which is
coverage connectivity, data and ﬁnancial inclusion
through mobile money.
Ÿ Create Shared Value – This essentially signiﬁes our
deliberate efforts to give back to the community.
Ÿ Accelerate Portfolio Transition: These ushers in the
new age technology transformation with very clear
ambitions on Network as a Service, Data as a
Service, etc.
Undeniably, technology is playing a signiﬁcant role in
almost every sector. How are you leveraging
technological advancements to make your solutions
resourceful?
As I have always said, yes, technology is the core of our
business; however, what needs to come ﬁrst is the
customer. At MTN we are committed to invest in
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	32. technology however obsessed  with technology that
works for all. We, at the end of the day, do not sell
technology but we do sell solutions.
The need for technology is different for the people of
Uganda as compared to what's happening in the Silicon
Valley. Thus, every single MTN market is sketching its
own roads towards their own 4th industrial revolution.
Having said that there is no denying that as MTN, we
are investing a lot in technology, and we are staying
ahead of the curve. Our investments of course are
around the following:
Ÿ Building the next-generation data network across
the country.
Ÿ Providing the most secure Mobile Money platform.
Ÿ Building new businesses through NAAS, DAAS, etc.
Ÿ Self-service as the best customer experience
Ÿ Last but not least investments in Big data
capabilities to enable real-time insights and actions.
What, according to you, could be the next signiﬁcant
change in the marketing sector? How is your company
preparing to be a part of that change?
Speaking strictly from the perspective of the industry I
represent, the Transition from Telco to TechCo mindset
is going to be the key transition for all.
Now, what would be the core transition in the way we
have been doing business and marketing? It is moving
away from ownership of customers through the SIM
card or the Mobile number. We are moving very quickly
towards becoming an OTT player where one does not
really have to own a SIM card to use our services.
Especially true for services like mobile money, thus no
transition barrier and thus our marketing efforts would
have to become far more agile, real-time and
contextual. What I would call 'Moment of Truth
Storytelling.'
Where do you envision yourself to be in the long run,
and what are your future goals for MTN Uganda?
As a professional, I am ageing much faster than my real
age as the business keeps transforming at a pace
difﬁcult to catch up.
Don't see myself working for any company after 50 but
see myself beginning to talk to people about my life and
my experience, especially the young aspiring youth.
Being a hustler all my life, I strongly appreciate the
value of 'On the Job success'. There are quite a few like
me who do not ﬁt in well in classrooms or business
schools, but still can leap higher than many. I would love
to work with such youngsters to help them look ahead
and believe in the power of 'anything is possible
through a lot of hard work and a very open mind'.
While I am in MTN, I am so happy to continue this
amazing journey of transforming the company from
being a telco to a techco. What excites me in that
journey is the fact that for me as a CMO, this
transformation would have to be achieved without
compromising on the business goals of today – Market
share, Value Share, Brand supremacy, and Proﬁtability.
That is the challenge that makes turn up at ofﬁce
smiling every Monday, but also keeps me awake at
nights.
What would be your advice to budding entrepreneurs
who aspire to venture into the marketing sector?
Very simple, use your common sense and don't get too
carried away by fat books on management and
marketing. Innovation is much bigger than a good idea
so, do not make the mistake of misunderstanding it. But
good ideas can also work very well.
Learn to differentiate between inputs and outputs of
everything you want to do both in your personal and
professional life. I see many youngsters concentrating
too much on the output today and becoming oblivious
of the fact that it's the input that matters. And believe
me social media is not helping.
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