
How to Plan Bilingual Navigation for a UAE
Business Website

Understanding the need for a dual-language site in the UAE
The UAE market is naturally bilingual. Arabic is the official language, but English is widely used
for business, retail, and online services. A website that works well in both languages is no
longer a nice extra, it is a basic expectation for most local businesses. Customers switch
between languages depending on the device, the context, or simply their personal comfort.
Planning the navigation for such a site from the start can save a great deal of rework later.

Bilingual navigation is not just about translating menu labels. It involves layout, reading
direction, visual hierarchy, and the way users move through the site. For a business targeting
UAE residents, getting this right affects bounce rates, conversion, and overall trust. A confusing
language switcher or a broken right-to-left layout can drive visitors away within seconds.

This is where a thoughtful approach to Arabic/English website design for UAE businesses
becomes essential. The design choices made at the planning stage determine how smoothly
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the two languages coexist on every page.

Step 1: Decide the primary language and fallback logic
Before writing a single line of code, decide which language version loads by default. For many
UAE businesses, English is the safe default because it covers the largest share of desktop
traffic. But if your audience is mostly Arabic-speaking, or if the business operates in a sector
like government services or local retail, Arabic as the default may make more sense.

Also plan what happens when content is missing in one language. A common mistake is
showing a broken or empty page when the translation is not ready. A good fallback shows a
placeholder or redirects to the other language version gracefully. This logic should be
consistent across all navigation elements.

Step 2: Place the language switcher where users expect it
Users should be able to switch languages from any page without hunting. The most common
position is the top-right corner in a left-to-right layout, or top-left in an Arabic layout. A flag icon
or a two-letter language code (EN / AR) works well. Avoid dropdown menus for just two
options, a simple toggle is faster and less confusing.



Watch out for the switcher disappearing on mobile. It should remain visible in the main
navigation or in a fixed footer bar. Also ensure the switcher remembers the user’s choice
across sessions, at least for the duration of their visit. Nothing frustrates a user more than
having to click the language button on every new page.

Step 3: Adapt the layout for right-to-left reading
Arabic reads right to left. This means the entire page layout, not just the text, should mirror
when the user switches. The logo moves to the right, the menu aligns to the right, and the
language switcher moves to the left. Images with directional meaning, such as arrows pointing
forward, should also flip.

CSS frameworks like Bootstrap and Tailwind offer built-in RTL support, but they need careful
testing. Some elements, like form fields and search bars, should keep left-to-right input
direction even in the Arabic version, because users type URLs and email addresses in English.
Testing the layout on real devices with Arabic content is the only reliable way to catch
misalignments.

Step 4: Handle text expansion and truncation
Arabic text is typically longer than the English equivalent. A short English menu item like “About
Us” may become twice as many characters in Arabic. This can break the navigation bar, push
items off-screen, or cause ugly wrapping.

Design the navigation container with enough padding and a flexible width. Avoid fixed-width
buttons or menus. Use CSS properties like min-width and max-width rather than fixed pixel
values. Test the longest possible Arabic string for every navigation element. If space is tight,
consider using shorter synonyms or abbreviations in Arabic, but always keep the meaning
clear.

Step 5: Choose the right Arabic typography
Not all fonts support Arabic script well. A font that looks modern in English may render Arabic
characters awkwardly or miss essential glyphs. Choose a typeface designed for both Latin and
Arabic scripts, for example, Noto Sans Arabic, IBM Plex Sans Arabic, or a custom brand font
that covers both. Avoid relying on system fallback fonts, as they differ across operating
systems and may break the visual consistency.



Also consider font size. Arabic script often needs a slightly larger size than English to maintain
readability, especially on small screens. Test the navigation text at multiple sizes and weights
to ensure it is legible without being oversized.

Step 6: Use hreflang tags for SEO
Search engines need to know which page is the Arabic version and which is the English
version. Add hreflang tags in the HTML head of every page. For example, the English page
should link to the Arabic version with rel="alternate" hreflang="ar", and vice versa. This prevents
duplicate content penalties and helps search engines serve the correct language version to
users.

Also set the lang attribute on the <html> tag to en or ar. This helps screen readers and
browsers apply proper typographic rules. Without it, some browsers may render Arabic text
with incorrect ligatures or line breaks.

Step 7: Consider cultural context in navigation labels
Translation is not the same as localization. A direct translation of “Careers” may not resonate
the same way in Arabic as it does in English. Similarly, terms like “Services” or “Portfolio” may
need cultural adaptation. Work with a native Arabic speaker who understands the local market,
not just someone who can translate words.



Also watch for icons and symbols. A thumbs-up icon may be positive in one culture but
offensive in another. A shopping cart icon is widely understood, but a hamburger menu icon
may not be. Test the iconography with a representative sample of users from both language
groups.

Step 8: Test the full user journey in both languages
Navigation is not just the main menu. Test the checkout flow, the contact form, the search
results page, and the footer links in both languages. Ensure that error messages, tooltips, and
confirmations also switch correctly. A common pain point is the search bar: if a user types in
Arabic, the search should handle right-to-left input and return relevant results from the Arabic
content.

Also test performance. Some Arabic fonts or RTL layouts can be heavier to render. Check page
load speed on a mobile connection in the UAE. A slow site in either language hurts user
experience and search rankings.

Putting it all together
Planning bilingual navigation for a UAE business website is a process that touches layout,
typography, SEO, and user psychology. Each decision should be made with both language



versions in mind from the start, rather than treating one as the “real” site and the other as an
afterthought. A well-executed bilingual site feels seamless to every user, whether they read left-
to-right or right-to-left.

For businesses looking to establish a strong online presence in the UAE, investing in
Arabic/English website design for UAE businesses is a practical step. It signals respect for the
local language while keeping the site accessible to the international community. The
navigation is the first thing users interact with, and getting it right sets the tone for the entire
experience.


