Digital transformation in MENA and Pakistan

Digital 
transformation
in MENA and
Pakistan:
Why payments are key to unlocking
more growth and opportunity

1

Digital transformation in MENA and Pakistan

2

Expand in MENA and
Pakistan with the leading
payments platform built
for global business
Checkout.com is a leading global payment
solutions provider that helps businesses
unlock more revenue with reliable cross-border
payments, dedicated personalized support
and deep local expertise. Purpose-built with
performance, scalability and speed in mind,
our modular payments platform is ideal for
merchants looking to take advantage of the
exciting growth opportunity in MENAP.
Launched in 2012, we now have a team of
over 1,500 people across 19 offices worldwide
– including Dubai, Riyadh and Karachi –
offering local support where it’s needed.

Julie Scrase, Editorial Director of Insights and Research
Nic Milliner, Brand Designer
The report was written by Julie Scrase, Editorial
Director of Insights and Research for Checkout.com.

The backbone of this research comes from
Checkout.com and YouGov’s survey of over
13,000 consumers across UAE, Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, Egypt, Pakistan and Jordan.
The survey was run in the summer of 2020 and
again in 2021, allowing us to monitor year-on-year
trends and shifts. The survey panel was carefully
constructed and weighted to ensure it is robustly
representative of the region’s demographics.

We offer all major international credit and
debit cards and popular local payment
methods, including Fawry, mada, Knet, QPay
and more. It’s why innovative brands like
Samsung, Bykea, Talabat, Careem and Wise
use our cloud-based payments platform.
Our on-the-ground presence and
understanding of the regional payment
ecosystem make us the ideal partner for
optimizing your digital payments in
MENAP and beyond.
Find out more at Checkout.com

The total population of the region surveyed
is 395 million and using this figure we have in
places translated statistics into their equivalent
as numbers of consumers in the region. This
illustrates how even some seemingly small net
% increases reflect vast numbers of people
who are rapidly changing their behaviours and
preferences. This report also includes Checkout.
com’s own payments data - a direct reflection
on transactions in the past two years - as well as
from a number of other large scale Checkout.com
surveys conducted in Europe, the UK and APAC in
2021. This allows us to contextualize some of the
findings in MENA by comparing with other regions
where relevant. Finally, third party data sources
include the IMF, World Bank, PayPal and Statista
and are cited where applicable throughout.
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Leading global brands
thrive in MENAP with
Checkout.com
By relying on the Checkout.com team and
platform, we have been able to drive growth
and improve customer experience by
ensuring high transaction acceptance rate.
Antonio Al Asmar, General Manager, CAFU
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Foreward
Having served the region since 2012, it’s an
honor and a joy to participate in all the buzz
and excitement which increasingly surrounds
the digital economy across MENA and Pakistan.
As this report reveals, there’s tremendous
opportunity for wider prosperity across the
region, and its communities, arising as a result
of the fast pace of digitization that we’re
witnessing in real-time.
Welcome to Checkout.com’s 2021 study on the
state of ecommerce and digital payments in
MENA and Pakistan. We’re delighted to share
our on-the-pulse research tracking some truly
powerful and fascinating trends for the region.
In our 2020 report, I opened by emphasizing
the catalytic sea change for the region’s
ecommerce and digital payments. Our
experience on the ground last year was
reflected in all the data, statistics and case
studies which the report brought to light: a
digital revolution for the region’s consumers
and merchants had undoubtedly been sparked.
Nevertheless, I’m not certain any of us at that
time could have predicted the speed at which
this revolution would develop and truly change
the landscape for digital commerce and
finance across MENA and Pakistan within less
than 12 months.
During the course of 2021 to date, our teams
on the ground in UAE, KSA and Pakistan have
worked with countless existing and new
merchants all across the region – including in
Jordan, Egypt, Kuwait, Oman, Bahrain among
many others – (as well as with foreign brands
growing their presence in the region) to
respond to the continued surge in consumer
demand for digital commerce. Our work with
governments and regulators has been equally
dedicated and exciting in the past 12 months
– and continues with a keen eye on the future.
And this is a true testament to the enormous
leadership the region’s governments are
showing in spearheading vast improvements
in digital and financial infrastructure and
regulations.

Consumers feel empowered, start-ups are
thriving and markets are opening up and
integrating as a result of a flourishing digital
payments and ecommerce infrastructure.
Of course, large enterprise merchants are
benefiting too, not least from the surge in
cross-border sales and the strategic control
they can assert over their revenues afforded by
smart and efficient digital payments.
At Checkout.com, we’re empowering the most
forward-thinking businesses to do what they
do, better, by unlocking more value in every
transaction. We’ve spent years building the best
technology to do this in a way which truly flexes
to the unique demands of each and every
merchant business we serve.
We view this mission in the wider context of
how better digital payments can truly unlock
global prosperity and there’s perhaps no better
example of the pent-up potential of this wider
mission than the MENA and Pakistan markets.
In this report, you’ll learn exactly how the
market has evolved within 12 months. And,
importantly, you’ll receive clear, actionable
advice on how you can become an active
player in this dynamic of prosperity and growth
through the power of better digital payments.
We thank our many partners on the ground for
their valued contribution to this study and we
all look forward with great optimism to seeing
what the next 12 months bring.

Sebastian Reis

Digital transformation in MENA and Pakistan

5

Local partnerships are
key to success in MENA
At Checkout.com, we’re proud and
fortunate to have partnerships with the
region’s leading ecosystem players. It’s
well understood that success in MENA
depends on these strong relationships,
creative collaborations and long-standing
partnerships. It helps us deliver the very
best to our merchants and ensure we’re
always at the forefront of innovation and
growth in this rapidly changing market.
Last year, in our research report, we
partnered with some of our key merchant
partners in the region, such as Al Futtaim,
Chalhoub and Delivery Hero, to provide
on-the-ground perspectives. This year we’re
excited to share case studies from more of
our leading merchants in MENA: Alshaya,
OSN, Careem and the ENTERTAINER.
This year we’re also delighted to team up
with leading fintech and payments players
– Tamara, Fawry, Visa and the MENA Fintech
Association – to ensure a wealth and breadth
of perspectives from across the region. As
ever, we’re grateful for these partnerships
and the many benefits brought by such
cross-pollination of experience, ideas and
expertise.

Alshaya Group:
Founded in 1890 and headquartered in
Kuwait, Alshaya Group is one of the world’s
leading brand franchise operators, offering
an unparalleled choice of well-loved
international brands to customers.
Checkout.com is pleased to share a case
study of how we have worked with Alshaya
to unlock more revenue for their business.

OSN:
Founded in 2009 and headquartered in UAE,
Orbit Showtime Network (OSN) is a Middle
Eastern multinational direct-broadcast
satellite provider and streaming app serving
the Middle East and North Africa. Checkout.
com is delighted to share in this report the
story of how we have worked with OSN to
cut costs and drive revenue through better
digital payments.

the ENTERTAINER:
Founded in 2001 and headquartered in the
UAE, the ENTERTAINER is a 2-for-1 discount
app – the largest of its kind in the middle
east. Partnering with restaurants, gyms,
hotels and other entertainment outlets, the
app provides customized digital solutions
for loyalty and reward opportunities.
Working with many local merchants, it
currently caters to over 250 such loyalty
programs. Checkout.com is excited to
share the measurable improvements
our partnership has made to the
ENTERTAINER’s payments performance.

CAFU:
Launched in Dubai in 2018, CAFU is the
world’s leading global fuel delivery and
vehicle services app, pioneering a smarter,
more convenient, more connected way to
refuel. Checkout.com are proud to work with
Cafu and to help power their revenues by
driving up their payments acceptance rates.
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Careem:
Founded in 2012 and headquartered in the
UAE, Careem is a vehicle for hire company
that is a subsidiary of the American company
Uber. It has operations running in over 100
cities, covering 15 countries across the
Middle East, Africa, and South Asia regions.
As a valued merchant partner to Checkout.
com, we’re delighted to share insights from
Careem Pay within this report.

Arthur D. Little:
Founded in the US in 1886, Arthur D. Little is
an international management consulting firm
now headquartered in Belgium. Checkout.
com has a long-standing partnership with
their MENA head of Financial Services, Arjun
Singh, dating back to his days at Al Futtaim
Group, where he worked with Checkout.com
to drive payments performance for the
major regional merchant.

Visa:
Visa is a global card scheme and payments
technology company working to enable
consumers, businesses, banks and
governments to use digital payments and
currency. Checkout.com is delighted to be
partnering with Visa for this research piece
for the 2nd year running and are grateful to
Visa for the valuable data points they share
in this report.

Tamara:
Founded in 2020 and based in Saudi Arabia,
Tamara is a fast-growth fintech that offers
a buy now, pay later platform enabling
customers to pay on an installment basis,
helping merchants to grow their sales. It
specializes in the fields of financial services,
fintech and mobile apps. In April 2021,
Checkout.com led a $110 million round
investment in Tamara with the aim of driving
greater conversions for retailers and offering
more flexibility for consumers.

Fawry:
Founded in 2008, Fawry is the leading digital
transformation and E-payment platform
in Egypt, offering financial services to
consumers and businesses through more
than 225,000 locations and a variety of
channels. Fawry’s 2019 IPO was the biggest
floatation in Egypt. Fawry is considered as a
payment gateway provider in Egypt and as
an ecommerce solution. As the most used
and trusted digital method in Egypt, Fawry
is a household name across the country.
Checkout.com is delighted to be working
with Fawry and offering this local payment
method so that all its merchants operating
in the country have access to the broadest
possible consumer base. Checkout.com
have successfully helped many foreign
companies to accept fawry locally.

The MENA Fintech Association:
The MFTA is an inclusive, not-for-profit
association that fosters an open dialogue
for the region’s fintech community. Bringing
together all the ‘movers and shakers’ under
one roof, the MFTA is the voice, and the
nexus, of the fintech industry in MENA.
In 2021 Checkout.com’s MENA Regional
Manager, Mo Ali Yusuf, joined
the MFTA as an Advisory Board Member
and Checkout.com looks forward to
a long and creative collaborative
partnership with the association.
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Top three regional trends
to remember:

01

YoY data shows an impressive
trajectory for digital commerce

The move to online channels for the purchase of goods and services
in MENA has been consistent and very robust. Consumers report
increases in their use of digital commerce channels in 2021 at even
higher levels than they had anticipated last year. The move has been
particularly pervasive for everyday items such as meals, groceries
and household goods which has correlated with a further uptick in
frequency of online shopping for consumers all across the region. As
shoppers become savvier online it’s important for local and global
brands to ensure that their digital offering keeps pace with demands
for speed, efficiency and security. As the potential gains keep rising,
we anticipate an increasingly competitive and fast-paced regional
market for ecommerce.

% of MENA consumers who say they
are doing more of their shopping
online now compared with
before the pandemic started

Summer 2021

53%

Summer 2020

45%

That scales up to 209 million
more people who have
increased their move to
online shopping since the
start of the pandemic

The MENA ecommerce
market is the world’s fastestgrowing and is expected to
reach $49 billion by 2022.
– Visa
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Digital payment methods
are on the rise

The use of Cash on Delivery and Bank Transfers has once again seen
a YoY decrease when it comes to paying for products and services
online. These methods are increasingly giving way to newer ways of
paying, including digital wallets and buy now, pay later apps. In fact,
the rapid modernization of shopping habits in the region may have
gone under the radar, but Checkout.com’s global data in 2021 shows
that MENA is quietly outpacing regions such as Europe and APAC in
terms of the popularity of in-app social shopping or BNPL options.
Coupled with this growing taste for digital payments apps is the rise
of fintech app use across the region. Not only are more people using
such apps to manage their day-to-day finances, but they also feel
the direct benefits of the region’s burgeoning fintech sector and the
regulations being put in place to support it. Merchants must ensure
they are offering the preferred new payment methods according
to their target demographics and must continue to keep pace with
rapid change.

60%

48%

20%

of consumers in MENA now
prefer to pay for ecommerce via a
digital payment method – a 20%
increase since last year

of consumers in MENA most
frequently shop online via a
mobile app

of consumers in MENA now say
that they most frequently shop
online within a social media
app – compared with 8% of
consumers in China

24%

76%

81%

of consumers in MENA have
used a buy now, pay later
option this year – compared
with 23% of consumers across
the UK and Europe

of consumers in MENA report
using some form of fintech app
in the past year – that’s compared
with 80% of consumers in APAC

of consumers feel they
directly benefit from the
region’s growing fintech sector

Digital payments can enhance economic
growth, entrepreneurship, job reaction,
public service delivery and financial inclusion,
while combating corruption, in MENA.
Nadir Mohammed, Regional Director, Middle East and North Africa, World Bank
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Cross-border ecommerce and
payments is increasing, and
underpinning growth in the region

Data shows that the growth of digital payments and ecommerce
has enabled new cross-border activities with consumer money
flowing between countries in the region as well as globally as
never before. Authorities see great potential in digital payments for
enabling local countries to truly contribute to global value chains.
Meanwhile, consumers cite major upcoming events in the region
such as the World Expo and World Cup as having the potential to
permanently unlock new economic ties between the region and the
rest of the world. There’s huge opportunity here for both local and
global merchants to tap into this mood for cross-border activity in
the region. Nevertheless, the region remains extremely complex and
fragmented, so the support of partners who can carry the burden of
this fragmentation to unlock growth has never been more important.

85%

53%

85%

of MENA consumers made online
purchases from brands and
retailers outside of their home
country in the past 12 months

of the highest income
respondents said they had
used remittance apps to send
money across borders in the
region in the past 12 months

of consumers believe that the
upcoming world cup in Qatar
will forge a positive and lasting
bridge between the Arab world
and the West

33%

47%

80%+

of consumers in MENA now cite
cross-border shopping as their
number one reason for shopping
online

of consumers paid for travel,
tourism or hospitality online
in the past 12 months

of large European enterprise
merchants will be selling into
the MENA region by 2023
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Reflections on what
matters most right now
to retailers in the region
Mo Ali Yusuf, Regional Manager for MENA and Pakistan, Checkout.com

This has been another exciting and dynamic 12
months in MENA and Pakistan, and while last
year’s trends are continuing to evolve, there are
also some new beacons on the landscape to
note. The rapid rise of fintech in the region, the
heft thrown behind the digitization of finance
and the economy, and the meteoric rise of
buy now, pay later and of social channels for
shopping are all especially important highlights
this year. Based on my many and regular
conversations with merchants in the region,
and reflecting on this latest research data,
here’s my take on what matters most about
these newest shifts and trends.
Buy now, pay later (BNPL) is a
new favorite payment option
The data yielded in our research very much
reflect all we have seen on the ground in
the past 12 months, particularly when it
comes to BNPL.

Its huge popularity is partly down to some
universal benefits: these solutions allow
customers to spread the cost of their
purchases into interest-free installments,
creating value for both customers and
merchants. But in MENA and Pakistan, BNPL
options are particularly powerful as they
address a long standing trust deficit when it
comes to any kind of prepayment. By allowing
a consumer to make a payment after receiving
a physical good, BNPL options are assisting
the move away from cash- on- delivery (CoD).
While our data over the past 24 months has
shown a very significant move away from cash
(very likely as a consequence of the pandemic)
significant swathes of society across the region
have remained loyal to cash as a preferred
payment method and resolving the important
trust issue is going to be key to unlocking this
going forward.
Digital wallets are a sign of our times
Digital wallets are another powerful innovation,
empowering the unbanked and underbanked
in the region, and thus significantly widening its
total addressable market for merchants. Digital
wallets are pervasive across demographics and
this speaks to another important fact: Every
part of our lives is becoming digitized. The rise
of digital wallets is a natural response to our
high-tech lifestyles. Efficiency, convenience
and security are no longer luxuries in the way
we conduct financial transactions. They’ve
become necessities.

Digital transformation in MENA and Pakistan

A digital wallet stores users’ credit and/or debit
card information and links it to a payment
gateway to allow purchases at a point of sale.
Like a credit card, these wallets will only work
with merchants who accept them as a payment
method. Merchants operating in MENA and
Pakistan must base their payment strategies
around wallet acceptance in order to support
a digitally-engaged addressable market. We
can expect to see the market for local digital
wallets heating-up in coming months and years
across the region and this will be supported by
national regulatory initiatives which are already
increasing competition for financial services.
As a consequence, financial and telco firms are
striving to launch digital wallets as a first step to
gaining banking licenses.

Now smart brands are ramping up their
innovation to cater to consumers’ ongoing
search for personalization, convenience
and human-centric customer service.
Mo Ali Yusuf, Regional Manager for MENA and Pakistan, Checkout.com

Daily essentials are now bought online
Online grocery sales have been soaring in
the Middle East. Regardless of how or when
we ‘beat’ Covid-19, the habits that have been
formed during the crisis — including the shift to
convenient (and safe) purchasing of essential
grocery items — are unlikely to change. Indeed
our year-on-year data shows that when it
comes to grocery and food deliveries, these
daily orders have increased during 2021
compared with during 2020. Within the report
we discuss what this means for the future of
the wider digital economy in the region. And
the outlook is exciting. However, while today’s
grocery retailers may be benefiting from this
shift in consumer habits, they must go beyond
simply offering ‘e-commerce’ to retain their
competitive edge. Ultimately ‘digital’ unlocks so
many different channels and this is where the
next big opportunity exists for merchants...
Offline goes digital
Any brand who was able to capitalize on
the shift to digital, during the pandemic, by
providing a good experience to customers,
will clearly have a brilliant advantage because
they will have been able to greatly increase
their loyal customer base through their
digital channels.
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But forward thinking retailers have sought to
take this opportunity one step further - seeing
how digital solutions can support and improve
offline experiences for customers. That selfreflection led to the launch of Click and Collect,
a new service giving online shoppers added
flexibility and convenience when they order
online.
Covid-19 forced traditional physical brands to
quickly pivot to digital as was documented
in our 2020 report. Now smart brands are
ramping up their innovation to cater to
consumers’ ongoing search for personalization,
convenience and human-centric customer
service. As a consequence, more retailers are
increasingly connecting with customers via
WhatsApp and other social media platforms,
giving rise to “conversational commerce”.
It is little wonder that merchants are seeing
great results from such an approach as our
data reveals that social channels have really
boomed as a favourite channel for MENA’s
consumers to shop within. Even traditional
offline retailers with no digital presence have
started to list products on Facebook and
conduct transactions on WhatsApp. These
platforms enabled them to quickly build an
online presence even though payments are
still made via CoD.
Fintech is booming
As you will see in greater detail in this report,
funding for fintech is flowing throughout the
region. Improved regulations and greater
access to accelerators are among the factors
enabling fintech start-ups in the region to
raise funding. We are also seeing an increasing
number of global players setting-up in the
region, acknowledging the fast growth and
huge potential we are seeing on the ground.
Consumers have been quick to adapt to fintech
services such as digital payments, remittances,
insurance and lending. And as our data also
shows they view the rise of fintech in the region
as having many positive benefits to them
and their families. Ranging from providing
new jobs, bolstering the digital economy and
providing a wide choice of reliable financial
services, consumers across the region are
overwhelmingly in favour of the digitization of
their financial services.
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Key takeaways

01
Last year’s seismic shifts to digital commerce
and payments deepened during 2021,
despite the vaccination roll-out. This means
that people are shopping online even
more than last year and there has been a
significant continued shift towards digital
payments rather than cash in countries as
diverse as UAE, Pakistan, Jordan and Egypt.

02
Digital payment methods and mobile
commerce apps have seen sharp
YoY rises. Merchants must keep up with
fast-changing preferences and habits
if they are to remain competitive and
capture maximum revenue.

03

Buy now, pay later (BNPL) has soared
in the region with greater penetration
across MENA than across Europe in 2021.
MENA is forecasted to be as strong a
market for BNPL in 2022 as many of
Europe’s leading economies. This can
provide huge benefits and opportunities
to merchants in the region.

04
Social commerce has also skyrocketed
in MENA, with higher percentages of
consumers in the region preferring to
shop in social channels than almost all
leading countries in APAC, including China.
Being able to offer the right payment
options in-channel will be critical to tap
the opportunities available to merchants.

05
As online fraud has gone up, consumers
are becoming more security conscious.
Meanwhile, high levels of false decline
rates have been reported by consumers.
Merchants can take actions to optimize
their payments performance, minimize
fraud and build trust with consumers.
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The ecommerce revolution
gathers pace, again
Last year, online shopping and digital
payments in MENA and Pakistan skyrocketed
overnight. Some questioned at the time
whether this could have been more out of
necessity than choice. But this year, the
shift has only deepened with consumers
embracing new digital payment methods
and making ecommerce a growing staple of
their lives. Forty-two percent of consumers
in MENA now say that the necessary shifts
brought on by the pandemic have opened
their eyes to the benefits of ecommerce,
such as practicality, efficiency and safety.

As Ferid Belhaj, Regional Vice President,
Middle East and North Africa, at the World
Bank has pointed out, the countries within
MENA with well-established digital payments
ecosystems were especially well-positioned
to react with agility and they responded
better to the crisis. But since the start of
the pandemic, all countries in the region
have ramped up efforts to mobilize better
payments infrastructures.

As a leading PSP serving the whole region,
Checkout.com has continued to see doubledigit YoY growth in terms of transaction
volumes. Meanwhile, local merchants
increasingly seek the necessary guidance
and infrastructure to ensure a successful
pivot to an online presence across MENA’s
nuanced markets.

Checkout.com has seen 84% transaction
volume growth in the region since the
start of the pandemic to date

% of MENA consumers who
say they are doing more of
their shopping online now
compared with before the
pandemic started

Summer 2020

45%

That scales up to 209 million
more people who have
increased their move to
online shopping since the
start of the pandemic

84%

Summer 2021

53%
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This increase is greater than
consumers anticipated:
% of MENA consumers who anticipated
they would increase their shift to online
shopping in the next 12 months
Prediction

Actual

53%

48%
46%
45%
Summer 2020

Summer 2021

The MENA ecommerce market is the
world’s fastest-growing and is expected
to reach $49 billion by 2022.
Source: Visa

Frequency of online shopping has gone up:
% of MENA consumers who shop online

+4% Weekly

+2% Daily

17%

7%
13%

Summer 2020

5%

Summer 2021

Summer 2020

This scales up to 67 million more people who’ve increased their
frequency of online shopping since the start of the pandemic.

Summer 2021
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Preferred payment methods
are changing and digitizing fast
83%

74%

of MENA consumers say they’ll maintain
or increase their current level of online
spending into 2022

Checkout.com gave us the confidence to
stop accepting cash payments by delivering
best-in-class payments performance and
allowing us to offer more digital payment
methods to our customers.

of consumers in GCC now prefer to
pay for ecommerce via a digital
payment method

60%
of consumers in MENA now prefer to
pay for ecommerce via a digital
payment method versus 40% in 2020

Richard Farrell, Deputy CFO, OSN

Consumers move increasingly towards digital payments
% of MENA consumers who prefer to pay for ecommerce via a digital payment method
Summer 2021

Summer 2020

82%
70%

74%

71%

74%

71%
50%
40%

46%

51%

87%

82%
74%

66%

48%
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Key payment method trends YoY
% of MENA consumers in Summer 2020
who say they most frequently use
each payment method

% of MENA consumers in Summer 2021
who say they most frequently use
each payment method

Digital wallets

10%

14%

Buy now, pay later

<1%

4%

CoD

41%

39%

Bank transfer

41%

38%

While Checkout.com data shows a modest
but steady decline in the preference for cash
on delivery Visa has data which shows that
regardless of preference the actual decline
in cash use over the past year has been
substantial. For example in Kuwait Visa cites
an 88% drop in cash use for ecommerce and
in Egypt they cite an 85% drop. In the UAE
where it is forecast cash may be all but dead
by 2030 actual cash use for ecommerce has
dropped from a lower base by a further 75%.
This indicates that while preferences for cash
are declining, circumstances are overtaking
preference and continue to speed the rate of
decline.

Visa’s Fast Facts: Preference for digital
payments and decline of Cash on Delivery
among UAE’s consumers in 2021
Cash on delivery has declined by 75%
The use of contactless cards and
mobile wallets for online or delivery
payments has almost doubled ( an
increase of 98% on average).
63% of consumers remain more
confident in using contactless cards
and mobile wallets because of
continuous innovations being carried
out to improve the security of digital
payments.
In the UAE, 39% of consumers have
experienced an online fraud attempt.

Across our markets, consumer habits
and payment methods vary from country
to country – and even from city to city.
Managing payments is more than a technical
challenge; it’s a fundamental question of
customer experience and business value.
We want the Careem experience to be
seamless. And if you’re not careful,
payments are often the part where a
digital experience breaks down.
Hassan Mahbub, Head of Strategy, Careem Pay

Around a quarter of consumers (27%)
have experienced phishing, while just
under a fifth (19%) have experienced
credit card fraud.
1 in 2 consumers in UAE would
abandon their shopping cart if there
were delays or authentication errors.
(Source: Visa 2021)
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How consumers prefer to pay based on income
% of MENA consumers who prefer to pay for ecommerce via a digital payment method

Digital wallets

Debit card, credit card,
or pre-paid card

Cash on delivery

Buy now, pay later
options such as Tamara

Bank transfer

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Less than $266

$266 to $532

$533 to $1,065

$1,066 to $2,665

How consumers prefer to pay based on
frequency of ecommerce purchases
Digital wallets

Debit card, credit card,
or pre-paid card

Cash on delivery

Buy now, pay later
options such as Tamara

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Frequent shoppers
(monthly or more)

Infrequent shoppers
(a few times a year less)

Bank transfer

$2,666+
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How MENA quietly became
a buy now, pay later leader
24%

29%

of consumers in MENA used
BNPL in the past 12 months

Up to 53%

of consumers in MENA said they
had never used a BNPL option but
intend to do so in the next 12 months

of consumers in MENA
could be BNPL users by 2022

BNPL set to grow again
% of consumers by country

Used BNPL in the
past 12 months

Have never used BNPL but
plan to in the next 12 months

39%
31%
27%
18%

Sa

i
ud

bia

Ara

36%
34%
29% 29%

26%
21%

E
UA

Currently no intention to
try using BNPL

28%
26%
21%

18%

31%
30%

20%

28%
25%
24%

29%
26%

25%

16%
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MENA rivals leading European markets for BNPL

24%
of consumers in MENA
have used BNPL

23%
of consumers in Europe
have used BNPL

Forecast BNPL penetration for 2022 compared with key European markets:
MENA

Up to 53%

UK

Up to 30%

Denmark

Up to 43%

Poland

Up to 55%

Netherlands

Up to 76%

Primary users of BNPL in MENA
% of men aged 18–34 who used BNPL in the past 12 months
MENA

8%

Kuwait

36%

Qatar

45%

Saudi Arabia

33%

Pakistan

30%

UAE

30%

Egypt

29%

Bahrain

24%

Jordan

18%
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How mixing tech with
tradition makes market-leading
financial products
Abdulmajeed Alsukhan, CEO and Co-Founder, Tamara

But if working with local grocers brought
me face-to-face with the problems, it also
delivered the solution which was to be found
in their long-standing practices.

As the first BNPL company to be enrolled in
the Saudi Central Bank’s sandbox program,
and with our record series A and B funding
rounds, we’ve been a part of the region’s
impressive fintech and startup story.
Abdulmajeed Alsukhan, CEO and Co-Founder, Tamara

We may be a tech-driven, cutting-edge
startup, but the inspiration for Tamara, one of
the MENA’s biggest BNPL providers, is rooted
deep in the local grocery community – its
customs and practices.
A payment system hungry for innovation
It’s no big secret that MENA’s payments
ecosystem has long been in need of
improvement. Before launching Tamara,
I had launched a number of other startups, including Nana – the leading grocery
start-up in the MENA region. That was when
it became really apparent to me that it’s not
just the payments ecosystem that needed
fixing, but the credit system too. These were
major hurdles to buying and selling online.

How ancient practices inspired
new technology
I looked at the community of local
neighborhood grocers and at their ledgers
that kept a record of goods sold to local
customers and payments due at the end
of the month. These shopkeepers all truly
knew their customers. They didn’t know
their financial status like a bank, but they
knew who they were, where they lived,
their families and even their habits. This
information enabled them to extend
credit lines to customers in their districts,
which was convenient because not every
transaction had to be settled in cash.
That fascinated me. I took the idea, studied
it, and found that technology could
replicate and extend these grocers’ ledgers.
Customers could be known in the same way,
only this time these customers could be far
and wide across the region, meaning that
this micro-payment solution could be served
across the entire retail industry and in a way
which is sharia-compliant.
A year of tremendous growth
Since our launch in September 2020,
we’ve witnessed a tremendous pace of
growth – we’ve grown and we’ve helped
our merchants to grow. As the first BNPL
company to be enrolled in the Saudi Central
Bank’s sandbox program, and with our
record funding rounds, we’ve been a part of
the region’s impressive fintech and startup
story. On top of that, we’ve been at the
heart of the region’s rapid adoption of Buy
Now Pay Later (BNPL) – another significant
regional story in itself.
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So, where did these success stories all
spring from? I think it’s clear that much
was already in motion. Governments have
been taking a serious interest in improving
the landscape for digital and financial
infrastructure in the region. And we have a
wealth of competitive talent which has been
nurtured. But of course, like the rest of the
world, we cannot deny the significant force
of impact that the global pandemic had. The
length and severity of the pandemic caused
a significant adoption of online commerce
and solutions. What’s now so apparent
is that even as the pandemic eases and
people go back out into the world, online
shopping remains a significant portion of
retail sales and there’s a need for variety in
payment solutions to make that transition
more resilient. I think we can also credit
the pandemic in another way too for the
launch of our business last year. As business
leaders making deals with brands from all
over the region and beyond, the shutdown
orders and move to do everything online
actually made it easier to knuckle down
and forge partnerships in no time at all via
video calls. I do think this sped things up
at an organizational level and we saw 181%
month-over-month new business growth
from that time on. Business has been busy
and technology has been an enabler on so
many fronts.
The future of credit in MENA
In terms of the rise of the product itself
and buy now, pay later more generally I
think there are a number of factors at play.
I believe this is the future of credit in the
Middle East. We’ve seen people switching
from credit cards to BNPL in droves. This isn’t
a credit service that people must apply for –
rather this is a product, available on demand.
Compared with traditional credit cards, BNPL
is transparent and easy to use.
But BNPL also presents a great alternative for
cash users (of which there have traditionally
been very many in the Middle East). That’s
because it replicates the experience of
receiving the product or service before
paying for it. BNPL is winning trust with
traditionally cash-centric customers in the
region, providing a natural bridge from the
experience of paying in cash to paying via a
digital method. And this has been pervasive
across a range of retail verticals particularly
in fashion and homeware, both have shown
significant uptick for BNPL.
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Helping merchants to unlock
more revenue
In the past six months, our transaction
volume has grown by 75% on average
month-over-month and we’ve already signed
over +1,200 of the major local and global
brands selling into the region. Consumer
adoption of our BNPL product is really high,
accounting for between 20-40% of our
merchants’ sales. We’ve also quickly seen a
huge uptick in Average Order Values (AOV)
for our merchants, with an average increase
of +30% and in some cases even as much as
85%. Moreover, conversion at the checkout
has gone up considerably for our merchants
too – anywhere from 10-30% – since they
started to offer BNPL to their customers.
This is what makes the nature of our
business so compelling. As we strive to
work with ever more merchants, we help
expand their customer base, which then
naturally expands our own customer base –
a very positive cycle is in motion, and it will
continue to grow, creating a strong wheel
effect.
To ignite and sustain this cycle, it has
been important for us to act with speed
and agility. That means being close to our
merchants, understanding their needs and
then acting quickly to roll out new features
and capabilities. Indeed, speed and agility
has been our mantra throughout this rapid
growth journey that we’ve seen. It’s also a
key differentiating factor between us and the
banks, which are not able to act and react
with such pace.
Future challenges will be overcome
by regional partnerships
Of course, as a fintech operating in a
fast-evolving ecosystem, there will still
be challenges along the way. We have
infrastructure challenges and there’s much
scope still to optimize how we work with the
schemes such as Visa and Mastercard so
as to keep driving optimum performance
and ease for users. But we’re excited to
keep working with all our partners to
keep improving the paying experience for
customers all across MENA and beyond.
Inspired by local tradition and in keeping
with local culture, we also know that the
success of this product born in MENA has
huge mileage way beyond the region. Our
strategic partnership with Checkout.com
will help us to scale up operations and adapt
them to new global markets.
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Buy now, pay later has big
potential in MENA – here’s
how I see it progressing
Arjun Singh, Head of Financial Services – MENA, Arthur D. Little

As ecommerce gains deeper and deeper
traction in the region, BNPL has a very
obvious application for a merchant’s digital
optimization strategy. This is bolstered
by the fact that it drives down cash on
delivery and the associated challenges and
inefficiencies of CoD.

It is little wonder that buy now, pay later
(BNPL) is seeing a steep rise in MENA. From
a consumer perspective, it allows them to
receive short-term credit without having to
build balances on credit cards. It provides
them the ability to receive credit (relatively
small amounts) without credit checks
and makes purchases more affordable by
breaking them down into installments (while
credit cards offer the same facility, their
threshold of spending is higher and some of
them charge interest). Crucially the solution
also caps the transaction amount, allowing
consumers to be more controlled with
their spending.
Tangible benefits on the bottom line
Meanwhile, from the merchant perspective,
the benefits are also numerous. BNPL allows
retailers to tackle two major pain points of
the online credit card journey: entering
all the details/receiving OTPs etc; and/or
requiring a certain level of trust in order to
leave credit card details on file.

Moreover, research consistently shows
that BNPL Increases average transaction
value (or average order value) and
increases average basket sizes by
20–30%. Profitability is further boosted as
consumers who use BNPL are more likely
to pay full price for their purchases rather
than wait for discounts All while decreasing
cart abandonment and enhancing
customer lifetime value through a
combination of higher average transaction
value and more frequent spends.
Importantly the merchants also carry no
fraud or credit risk as this is assumed by
the third party BNPL provider.
Investors are excited by BNPL
While BNPL is a relatively recent concept
in MENA, the amount of investment and
number of providers who have emerged
over the past few years shows a significant
boom in this space. This success is
especially visible in terms of the solution’s
capacity to attract capital through
successful funding rounds for the likes of
Tamara and tabby. The fact that Tamara
has already signed up over 1,000
merchants and is experiencing 170%
month-on-month growth in transaction
volumes is a great example of how
this payment method can build robust
networks and scale very rapidly.
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While BNPL is a relatively recent concept
in MENA, the amount of investment and
number of providers who have emerged
over the past few years shows a
significant boom in this space.
Arjun Singh, Head of Financial Services – MENA, Arthur D. Little

Indeed, BNPL is the fastest growing payment
method globally, with a projection for this
category to account for 9% of ecommerce
payments by 2023 in EMEA (Worldpay’s
2020 Global Payments report). However,
given the market size and the BNPL business
model, not all BNPL providers will survive in
the longer term. Some market concentration
is expected to happen, winners will be the
ones who would be able to specialize – for
example in one category or one geography
– and thus achieve economic scale and raise
enough money to cover costs.
Business models set to evolve and mature
In the meantime, as the market heats up,
we can expect to see BNPL players evolving
their offering into a marketplace-play
by extending their products and valueadded services and increasing the level of
customization to the customer needs. For
instance, Shahry in Egypt allows customers
to purchase different products through a
fully embedded journey where the consumer
never leaves the app to complete the
purchase.
Traditional players could learn a few lessons
from the BNPL sector expansion. While
building a BNPL solution from scratch
may be time and effort consuming, banks
can easily collaborate with the local BNPL
players, integrate their solutions within the
traditional offerings and thus have a BNPL
play (either through partnership, investment
or acquisition). For example, First Abu Dhabi
Bank (FAB) has recently linked up with tabby
to offer BNPL functionalities to merchants;
a credit link into FAB’s Payit can also enable
Payit to be used for BNPL enhancing its
penetration further into the customers’
lifestyles. As the BNPL space becomes
extremely crowded and providers suffer
from limited brand loyalty, financial
institutions are uniquely positioned to
leverage their footprint and trust in the
brand to win in this space.
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Other digital payment
methods also set to soar:
In MENA, COVID-19 shone a spotlight on
payments. There was a push for integrated
payments solutions, with players leveraging
instant payments and Open Banking. Open
Banking, in particular, is expected to drive
increasingly integrated payments solutions.
We forecast that this growing range of
choice will resonate deeply with consumer
demand and payment options that will gain
more attraction in the near future in MENA
(statistics according to Mastercard) include:
Cryptocurrency:
MENA consumers are increasingly
showing interest in cryptocurrency
not only as an investment tool but
also as a payment option for everyday
purchases. 50% of people in MENA
plan to use cryptocurrency.
Biometric Payments:
Although perceptions of safety and
convenience have been front and
center for people over the past year,
biometric payments are becoming
more trustworthy. People are
becoming more aware of biometric
verification methods like gait or
walk assessments and fingerprint
authorization. 66% of consumers in
MENA feel safer using biometrics to
verify a purchase than entering a pin.
QR Codes:
are becoming cleaner and more
convenient. MENA consumers find
that QR codes are cleaner (69%) and
more convenient (69%) for in-person
payments and have a significant
potential to reduce the cost of
payment acceptance and increase
financial inclusion.
Digital Wallets:
66% of consumers in MENA say that
they would use digital wallets next
year while 67% say they plan to use
digital money transfer services.
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Mobile, Marketplaces and
Social Apps dominate MENA
ecommerce more than ever
Where to capture market share

48%

44%

of consumers in MENA most
frequently shop online via a
mobile app

61%

of consumers in MENA most
frequently shop online via a
marketplace website

20%

of consumers in Saudi Arabia
most frequently shop online
via a marketplace website

26%

of consumers in MENA most
frequently shop online within
a social media app

of female consumers in MENA
most frequently shop online
with a social media app

MENA now outstrips most
APAC countries for social
commerce preference

MENA

20%

China

8%

Hong Kong

10%

% of consumers who most frequently
shop ecommerce in social media apps

Indonesia

7%

Singapore

3%

Japan

3%

Social commerce on the rise
% of population who’s most frequent ecommerce
purchases happen in social media apps by country

2021

2020

39%

27%

17%

13%

12%
7%
9%
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How digital payments increase
revenues for merchants in MENA
Online payments are a
strategic tool box
MENA’s steady move away from Cash on
Delivery, towards various digital payments
methods, creates a huge opportunity for
merchants to expand their presence across
the region and to take control of their
payment flows as a source of strategically
managed revenue. Options such as Payment
Links and BNPL can directly increase market
reach and conversion rates as well as
basket sizes. Meanwhile, the use of many
digital wallets such as Google Pay or Apple
Pay can significantly increase acceptance
rates – by as much as 10% – and are ideal
for the growing number of mobile-first
shoppers in the region. Moreover, by seizing
the opportunity to accept digital payments
and working with a PSP, which is integrated
through a single API, a growing number
of merchants operating in the region are
leveraging the significant cost savings
associated with handling cash.

The growth in popularity of digital
wallets is a brilliant opportunity for
merchants to improve their authorization
rates by as much as 10%,
from analysis by Checkout.com of proprietary
performance data

What attracted us to Checkout.com was
the caliber of the team. We have enjoyed
a fully dedicated support and account
management team that is always willing
to go the extra mile to support us.
Antonio Al Asmar, General Manager, CAFU

Merchants need to win trust
from MENA consumers
A very important example of why such data
visibility is a crucial benefit can be seen in
the context of rising fraud levels. Around the
world, the recent wholesale shift to online
has been accompanied by an unfortunate
rise in digital crime. According to a biannual
study by PwC on the topic, nowhere has this
been more true than in the MENA region
which topped the list for fraud committed
on ecommerce payments. But along with
this has come a growing degree of security
consciousness from consumers in the
region. 81% now regularly check the security
encryption of a payment page or app before
entering payment details and completing
a purchase, and 28% always check this for
every purchase they make.
Saudi Arabia and Qatar have the most
security-conscious consumers of all, with
85% of participants checking the security
encryption of a payment page or app before
entering payment details and completing
a purchase. It’s striking too that within
12 months the region’s consumers have
gone from prioritizing a fast and seamless
checkout to now placing a greater value on a
safe and secure checkout. While consumers
in MENA continue to have trust in digital
payments, there’s no doubt that they are
placing greater demands on merchants to
earn their trust at the digital checkout.
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How offering more local
payment methods unlocks
more revenue for Alshaya
Alshaya is a world-leading franchiser. It
supports over 90 international brands —
including Starbucks, H&M, The Body Shop
and Victoria’s Secret — to expand their
footprint across the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA). It operates over 4,000 stores
in the region and has expanded its footprint
to Europe, Turkey and Russia.
As one of the region’s most progressive
businesses, Alshaya is committed to
innovation. It aims to deliver fresh, modern
and relevant experiences to its customers.
And it’s this innovative spirit that led Alshaya
to onboard Checkout.com as its new
payments provider.
“Checkout.com’s deep expertise across
MENA stood out from the crowd,” says Red
Bamba, Alshaya’s Senior Manager for Digital
Payments. “It has teams on the ground
that know the market and where customer
demand is. That’s an attribute that other
global payment providers just don’t have.”

Red also cites Checkout.com’s superior
technology and extensive network in the
region — including relationships with local
banks, issuers and schemes — as another
critical attribute that made it the ideal
payments provider. “With one integration,
Checkout.com can support us everywhere
we do business, so we can streamline our
payments infrastructure while still achieving
optimum performance,” says Red.
Providing the right mix of local
payment methods for a superior
customer experience
Alshaya’s key goal was to expand the number
of payment methods its brands could offer
customers across MENA. The question was
what payment methods to provide?
To get the answers, Checkout.com worked
with Alshaya to understand how consumers
in different markets behave. This analysis
identified that Alshaya should offer mada
payments in Saudi Arabia, KNet in Kuwait,
QPay NAPS in Qatar and Fawry in Egypt.
“Checkout.com is integrated into all the
region’s most popular local payment
methods,” says Red. “Turning them on
and configuring them within our existing
integration was straightforward. And
because all our brands connect to
Checkout.com through one API, we’re
able to make the payment methods live
across our entire portfolio.”
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Optimizing Alshaya’s payments
performance with granular data
Turning on these payment methods is
only the first step towards improving
performance. Checkout.com has also given
Alshaya access to granular data to help them
understand why some of its payments are
unsuccessful — and provided advice and
support on what to do about it.
“Checkout.com provides a single repository
for all our data. If we need to pull a report for
a certain payment method, brand or market,
it’s a single click away,” says Red. “With this
access to data and the expert support
from Checkout.com, we’ve optimized our
payments performance, recognizing a 15%
uplift in our approval rate.”

With this access to data and the expert
support from Checkout.com, we’ve
optimized our payments performance,
recognizing a 15% uplift in our approval rate.
Red Bamba, Senior Manager for Digital Payments, Alshaya

Checkout.com has also supported Alshaya’s
brands to remove friction from the customer
experience. “This support has allowed us
to implement changes that improve the
checkout experience. This isn’t only ensuring
more customers convert; it’s also maximizing
our customer lifetime value.”
A partnership for today and tomorrow.
As Alshaya continues to move forward
with its ambitious growth plans, it will
further leverage Checkout.com’s payments
platform and expertise to enter new
markets. “Checkout.com is a crucial partner
to our business. It provides us with the
performance, expertise and coverage we
require. I don’t foresee us working with
anybody else.”
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A significant opportunity exists for
all merchants to drive up conversion
rates in MENA
A significant opportunity exists
for all merchants to drive up
conversion rates in MENA
Simultaneously, an already high rate of selfreported false declines in 2020’s survey has
gone up in 2021. Last year 20% of consumers
in MENA reported having suffered at least
one false decline in the last 12 months, which
compared to c. 14% in Europe and 12% in
APAC. It will therefore be disconcerting
to merchants and consumers alike to see
the figure rise, albeit by only 2%, rather
than begin to decrease. There are steps
merchants can take, however, to improve
this situation, thereby improving customer
satisfaction and loyalty and capturing more
revenue from every interaction.

After switching from a previous provider
to Checkout.com, we saw a 16% boost
in our online revenue.
CIO, the ENTERTAINER

3DS2 unlocks acceptance
rates and secures payments
Hot on the heels of Europe’s progress with
PSD2 and the UK’s Open Banking regulations,
much of MENA has been following suit with
thriving progress in Open Banking initiatives.
One benefit of this is the growing prevalence
of 3DSecure payments authorizations. 3DS2
leverages over 100 data points between the
business and the payer’s card issuer. This
‘risk-based authentication’ allows the card
issuer to authenticate the payer without the
need for additional information ensuring the
best possible user experience.

With the right 3-D secure technology,
merchants can maintain and increase higher
approvals and improved conversion. Overly
aggressive fraud protection can risk hurting
acceptance rates with false fraud flags, some
merchants may see an uptick in ‘unverified
customer’ as a decline reason. Without
enough data, false declines will increase, but
this can be prevented with the use of 3DS2.
3DS2 brings automation and accuracy to
the authentication process. It allows for the
exchange of over 100 data points between
the merchant and the payer’s card issuer
to assess the probability that the payer is
genuine.
One-time passwords (OTP), biometric
authentication such as fingerprints or
facial recognition, and QR codes for
mobile applications bring a further level of
relatively frictionless authentication to a local
consumer base who are mobile natives.
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3DS in MENAP sees further YoY growth in 2021
with Checkout.com
Transactions captured with 3DS (Checkout.com data)
2019-2020

2020-2021

931%
758%

YoY growth

583%
390%
576%
272%

264%
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You have to take a holistic approach to payments.
The insight is just too valuable to waste. Elevate
payments beyond the transactional and make them
central to your strategic planning. And Checkout.com
is one of the critical ingredients that enable us to do
that by giving us the data and insights we need to
grow our business and unlock growth.
Hassan Mahbub, Head of Strategy, Careem Pay
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How digital payments enabled
OSN to win customers, boost
revenue and cut costs
OSN is the biggest pay-TV operator in
MENA. Over 1.4 million people across 26
markets subscribe to its services on TV,
mobile, tablet and PC.
In 2018, Richard Farrell, Deputy Chief
Financial Officer at OSN, strategically
reviewed its payments operation. “Our
revenues are driven by our ability to accept
recurring payments from subscribers,”
explains Farrell. “And what became clear
was that our payments weren’t performing
optimally, leading to lost revenue and
increased costs.”
To solve this challenge, Farrell and his
team brought Checkout.com onboard to
process its payments. “Checkout.com had
an excellent reputation locally from working
with many large merchants in MENA,”
says Farrell. “That gave us confidence it
had the technology and expertise to take
our payments to the next level.” Optimal
payments performance increases revenues
and cuts cost
OSN’s payment approval rate has increased
by 5% since working with Checkout.com.
“This is a significant uplift in performance
and has made a notable contribution to our
bottom line,” says Farrell.

Checkout.com enables OSN to achieve
this uplift by allowing it to route payments
through multiple payment gateways. It also
provides OSN with the meaningful data
and expert advice needed to optimize
its payments.
“Checkout.com gives us all the tools required
to optimize our payments performance,”
says Farrell. “And they’re constantly working
with us to analyze our performance and
find innovative ways to drive further
improvements.”
The uplift in approval rate also allows OSN
to save significant amounts of time and
cost in chasing customers whose payments
have failed. “If a subscriber’s payment fails,
they enter a cycle of repeated collection
attempts. It’s a very costly process,”
explains Farrell. “Checkout.com is
significantly reducing our costs by
ensuring as many transactions are
successful at the first attempt.”
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OSN also uses Checkout.com’s flexible
payments platform to unlock more payment
methods for its customers. These include
Apple Pay across the region, Fawry in Egypt,
KNET in Kuwait, and mada in Saudi Arabia.

Checkout.com gave us the confidence to
stop accepting cash payments by delivering
best-in-class payments performance and
allowing us to offer more digital payment
methods to our customers.”
Richard Farrell, Deputy Chief Financial Officer at OSN

“MENA’s payment landscape is complex,
but Checkout.com cuts through that
complexity,” says Farrell. “They show us
what payment methods we need to offer
our customers in each market to drive
conversion and lower churn. And they allow
us to switch them on quickly and without
taking on any additional complexity.”
OSN is expanding its subscriber base and
creating a better customer experience by
offering various payment methods.
For instance, OSN previously put barriers
around some payment methods to manage
risk. That meant people subscribing using
prepaid cards, for example, would be asked
to pay more upfront.

“These barriers would sometimes prevent
people from subscribing to our services,”
says Farrell. “But now we can remove those
barriers by pointing them towards using
Apple Pay to complete their purchase. As
a result, we’re seeing many new people in
the region subscribe to our services using
these payment methods. And the payment is
almost always authorized successfully at the
first attempt.”
In 2020, OSN decided to stop accepting
cash payments from its customers. In a
region where cash remains a popular way to
pay, this was a big step to take.
“Checkout.com gave us the confidence to
stop accepting cash payments by delivering
best-in-class payments performance and
allowing us to offer more digital payment
methods to our customers,” says Farrell.
“And they’ve supported us every step of the
way,” he adds. “Even ensuring our customer
service teams are prepared to support
customers using the new payment methods
we offer. So now our customers have a
better experience and we’ve removed the
high costs associated with handling cash
from the business.”
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Change is a constant in MENA
and merchants need to be
ready for what’s next
Remo Giovanni Abbondandolo, SVP of MENA, Checkout.com

What is indeed increasingly the case
more recently, is the proactive stance of
governments and regulators in helping to
usher in these changes. It’s impressive to
note the real weight they are now throwing
behind digital financial technologies, even
including crypto and digital currencies.

I’ve been deeply involved in payments in the
MENA region for many years now, first as a
merchant and now heading up Checkout.
com’s MENA offices.
A key observation for the region is that, when
it comes to payments, MENA is extremely
dynamic and things are always changing.
We shouldn’t be complacent and think that
it only takes a pandemic to shake things up
here, that would be a serious oversight. This
region has a really young population and
when new payment methods come along
people are hungry for change and quick to
adapt and adopt.

Experience has taught us that new
methods are quick to overtake the
pre-existing ones in the region and
hence dynamics can change rapidly
for merchants.
Remo Giovanni Abbondandolo, SVP of MENA, Checkout.com

Trends shift fast and merchants need to be
absolutely on the pulse in order to capture
and hold onto market share. This consumer
appetite and agility is nothing new.

That’s why at Checkout.com we recognize
the imperative to be able to act with agility
and give merchants access to the newest,
most relevant method of payment as soon
as it becomes available. Experience has
taught us that new methods are quick to
overtake the pre-existing ones in the region
and hence dynamics can change rapidly for
merchants.
What does that mean in practice? We can
take cash versus cards as an initial example.
Some years ago merchants who offered
cash on delivery but not cards would
have been losing between 5% and 10%
of potential business. Today we can flip
that dynamic on its head and say that not
offering cash would lose a merchant that
amount of their business.
Recognizing the importance of speed to
keep up with this highly dynamic region
is the reason why Checkout.com was the
first PSP to launch mada when that was
introduced in Saudi and were prepared
to very quickly launch Apple Pay in each
country across MENA as soon as it became
available. Most recently we launched it in
Qatar which we were able to do as soon as
the method became available in the country.
It’s one reason we invested in the leading
buy now, pay later option, Tamara and it’s
also one of the reasons we continue to be
ready for new digital payment methods that
are yet to come, ensuring we are always
ahead of the game.
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Bottom Line:

Power revenue

Lower costs

•

Seize market share
Ensure an informed and strategic
digital presence and make
payments quick, easy and safe
for your customers.

•

•

Offer the new digital payment
method your customer craves
Understand your consumer’s
preferences and changing habits
and ensure they can pay the way
they want ensuring you never
leave money on the table.

Reduce fraud, chargebacks
and failed payments
3DS2 will allow you not only to
drive up authorization rates but
also to significantly mitigate the
cost of fraud and chargebacks.

•

Streamline third-party partnerships
The region may be rich in opportunity
but it remains fragmented and
complex. As you grow across thriving
MENA markets, make sure you’re not
layering up unnecessarily clunky legacy
partnerships or technologies.

•

You need a PSP who thinks about
payments as strategically as you do
and who can offer the range of local
payment methods and those currently
soaring in popularity such as Digital
Wallets or BNPL to convert more
customers, drive up acceptance rates
and increase basket sizes.

What you need to succeed:
•

This region is not only fast-growing but
also changing very quickly. You need
experts on the ground with deep and
long-standing, reliable expertise and
24/7 exposure to the trends within
each MENA country.

•

You need a PSP with a robust 3DS2
solution and a dedicated fraud team
who can be available around the
clock to support you and make every
transaction reliable and every
payment count.
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SECTION 2

Why ecommerce
activity in MENA
will boost the global
value chain
and how joined-up
localization will
unlock new revenue
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Key takeaways

01
While governments across the region
continue to push for greater digitization
of their economies, consumers are hungry
for this too. They see it as key to securing
economic and social stability and success
in the region, suggesting the rate of
digitization is very likely to increase fast.

02
As the region prioritizes the sustainable
diversification of its economy, away from oil,
the World Bank, Arab Monetary Fund and
other leading authorities view investments
in digital payments and local fintechs as
key to enabling the modern, flourishing
businesses of the future. Consumers agree
with this outlook and are using fintech apps
in ever greater numbers, rivaling APAC for
levels of fintech penetration.

03
The rapid digitization of the economy in
MENA has bolstered its participation in the
global value chain, and when it comes to
ecommerce, the MENA opportunity is truly
a cross-border and global opportunity.
Ambitious merchants will thrive in the
region if they have a strong cross-border
payments strategy.

04
The region remains complex and
nuanced,and as such, it’s vital that
merchants ensure a joined-up and
systematic approach to localization.
Offering local payment methods and
benefiting from local acquiring will
quickly unlock big growth.
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Enabling socio-economic
progress with digital payments
Statement from the Arab Monetary Fund:

Innovative technology in finance and digital
financial services have increasingly been
mobilized to mitigate the effects of the pandemic
to benefit the economy as well as the population
at large. Digital payments played a valuable role
in delivering money to people and enterprises. As
countries recover from this crisis, robust inclusive
digital financial systems will be vital to creating
a foundation for critical gains for sectors. This
type of innovation can stimulate competition and
deliver a diversity of choice for financial products.
Dr. Abdulrahman Al Hamidy, Chairman, Arab Monetary Fund speaking on
Digital Payments: Enabler for Job Creation, Inclusion, and Public Service
Delivery in Middle East and North Africa, March 6th 2021

Governments all across the region are
deeply and actively engaged in large-scale,
long- to medium-term development projects
to diversify, grow, open up and digitize their
economies. Key examples include the UAE’s
50-year development plan, Saudi Arabia’s
vision 2030 and Jordan’s vision 2025.
Whether seeking to diversify away from
oil-centric economies or simply to futureproof economic, social and environmental
resilience, governments are placing
digitization at the heart of their development
activities. Among consumers in the region,
there’s a palpable appetite and demand
for further and deeper digitization, which
they hope will empower businesses and
individuals alike.
Meanwhile, institutions such as the World
Bank and Arab Monetary Fund have been
vocal proponents of the potential for digital
payments to underpin the much-needed
fostering of trust and transparency between
MENA’s economic actors. According to Nadir
Mohammed, Regional Director, Middle East
and North Africa at the World Bank, “Digital
payments can enhance economic growth,
entrepreneurship, job reaction, public

service delivery and financial inclusion,
while combating corruption in MENA.”
According to Visa’s extensive survey of
local merchants, and SMBs in particular,
digital payments are viewed as a lynchpin
of survival and recovery going forward.
Medium sized local businesses are investing
where they see customer demand and that
means contactless and digital options are a
key focus.
Visa’s Fast Facts: MENA merchants
prioritize investing in digital payments
to support recovery
82% of UAE and KSA merchants say their
investments in digital payments have
already paid off and will play a major role
in their business recovery going forward.
By the end of 2020, nearly all (97%,
compared to the global average of 83%)
of SMBs surveyed in UAE had embraced
new forms of digital technology to meet
changing consumer behaviors.
Of all markets surveyed, the UAE
consumers emerged as those that are
the least likely to plan to shop more
in-person (37%, compared to 53%
globally) even after a vaccine is widely
available.
79% of Pakistani SMEs and 50% of
Egyptian SMEs see digital payments as
an important investment in business
recovery.
According to 60% of merchants surveyed
in the UAE, and 84% of Saudi merchants,
contactless payments is their customers’
preferred payment option.
85% of consumers surveyed expect
digital options when shopping offline
and 49% simply prefer to shop online.
(Sources: Visa 2021 Small Business Recovery
Study - MENA; Visa Back to Business Study Global)
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Vision in motion
United Arab Emirates:
50 Year Development plan
A vision for future generations that
includes the development of a national
strategy to promote community cohesion,
a diversified economy, investing in advanced
technology-based education; and increasing
productivity citizens and residents,
government and private sector entities,
are formulating a vision and strategy for
life in the UAE in the next 50 years.

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia:
Vision 2030
Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 is built on the
three pillars of ‘a vital society, a thriving
economy, and an ambitious nation.’

36%
of Emiratis believe the key to achieving
the nation’s 50-year vision will be further
digitization of their economy and more
digital skills education

35%
believe the key will be to demonstrate
global leadership in the development
of green technology

45%
of Saudis believe the key to achieving
the nation’s Vision 2030 will be further
digitization of their economy and more
digital skills education

29%
believe the key will be to demonstrate
global leadership in the development
of green technology

Jordan 2025

48%

Jordan’s Economic Vision 2025 was
established 6 years ago with the
objective of improving the lives
of the people of Jordan.

of Jordanians believe the key to achieving
the nation’s 2025 economic vision will be
further digitization of their economy and
more digital skills education

24%
believe the key will be to demonstrate
global leadership in the development
of green technology
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At Checkout.com we’ve seen a big shift
of brands moving from offline to online
– traditional retailers moving to digital
commerce at pace - and this has not
slowed down since the pandemic
started, if anything it’s only getting
bigger and it’s allowing us to unleash
value across the region.
Mo Ali Yusuf, Regional Manager, Checkout.com
According to Ferid Belhaj, Regional Vice
President, Middle East and North Africa
at the World Bank, “Societies in MENA are
rapidly adopting digital economy models
for buying and selling day-to-day essentials.”
Our own survey data shows that local
businesses providing daily products and
services for consumers have now become
the sectors seeing the greatest increase in
post-pandemic online purchases.

40

This, combined with record levels of
investment in digital start-ups, and
the shift of legacy brands to online
business models means the region’s
grassroots businesses, as well as
international merchants, have forged
a new competitive landscape with the
freedom to expand offered by digital
infrastructures – enabling the region
to “significantly add to the global
value chain.” Belhaj also points out
that essentials such as medical and
educational services saw a significant
shift to ‘distance delivery’ via numerous
online platforms and channels. Their
survival, he says, hinged on the ability to
take payments digitally.

Why payments performance in
MENA matters more than ever
Checkout.com has been tracking how
consumers behave when an online payment
has been falsely declined. Some consumers
re-try, some take their custom to competitor
ecommerce merchants and some visit the
high street for their purchase instead. In
2020, partnering with Oxford Economics,
Checkout.com revealed that merchants
had lost out on $20 billion in 4 western
countries alone, due to false declines. That
translated to a loss of over $12 billion to
the digital economy as some consumers
took their wallets to the high street. In the
MENA region, YoY data shows that in 2021
consumers are less likely to turn to physical
shops following a failed digital payment.
This is striking evidence of the trend
away from offline even as the pandemic
comes under control.

But, crucially consumers in MENA are also
more likely to simply not purchase the item
at all - whether online or offline – when a
digital payment has failed. This behavioral
shift means that payments performance is
becoming even more critical than ever to
the overall success of the region’s economy.
Merchants need to work with PSPs to ensure
an optimum payments service and this,
in turn, will pay dividends not only to the
merchants but to the economy as a whole.
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GCC economies grow their non-oil GDP
as they diversify and digitize
IMF Annual GDP Growth projections in 2021:

Non-Oil

Oil

3.9%

3.9%

3.2%
2.8%

3%

3.3%

1.6%

0.9%

0.7%

-1.3%
Saudi Arabia

United Arab Emirates

Bahrain

Kuwait

Qatar

Venture capital funding in the MENA region increased
by 12% from 2020 in the first half of this year, registering
a half-yearly and quarterly record high level of capital
distributed. The MENA region in 2020 saw a record of
$1 Billion dollars of investment in startups. Total funding
for startups was up 13% from 2019.
Source: Magnitt H1 2021 MENA Venture Report

Every B2C sector in the region has been impacted by
turbo-charged digitization since the start of the pandemic
Which of the following products/services, if any, are you now purchasing
online more frequently than before the COVID-19 pandemic?
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Retail categories with the most
significant digital penetration
increase since the start of
the pandemic:
% of MENA consumers who say their biggest
increase in online shopping has been for...

Prepared meals and takeaways
Summer 2020
Bank transfer

Summer 2021

43%

Bank transfer

49%

Net YoY increase: +6% of the population surveyed (scales up
to 24 million more people; 194 million people in total)
Groceries
Summer 2020
Bank transfer

Summer 2021

29%

Bank transfer

38%

Net YoY increase: +9% of the population surveyed
(scales up to 36 million; 150 million people in total)

Household items
Summer 2020
Bank transfer

Summer 2021

32%

Bank transfer

36%

Net YoY increase: +4% of the population surveyed (scales up
to 16 million more people; 142 million people in total)

Luxury goods
Summer 2020
Bank transfer

Summer 2021

9%

Bank transfer

Net YoY increase: +3% of the population surveyed (scales up
to 12 million more people; 47 million people in total)

12%
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How investments and regulation
all point to a more competitive and
inclusive fintech offering in MENA
Arjun Singh, Head of Financial Services – MENA, Arthur D. Little

Key fintech investments
At ADL we have recently observed sizable
investments in different segments of fintech
in the MENA region. These include:

In MENA, the growth of the fintech
ecosystem holds great potential and
promises a greater purpose. As the
pandemic has revealed, the region requires
innovation at the highest level, if only to
service the urgent need for accessible digital
solutions that can bridge the gap in matters
of financial inclusion. Early indicators look
positive in this regard, with several studies
suggesting that the number of fintech
companies in the MENA region will bounce
up in the coming years.
From a country perspective, UAE already
stands tall with a major advantage. The
country’s advanced infrastructure, easy
access to funds and high living standards
put it in a position of strength to nurture the
ever-growing, open banking ecosystem and
to become the fintech innovation hub in
MENA. UAE also houses almost half of the
region’s fintech startups and accounts for
most of the funding in the region.

•

Baraka, an ecosystem that makes
investments in US securities easy and
accessible for retail investors in the
Middle East, raised $4M in a seed round

•

Rain raised $6M Series A from
Coinbase to grow its Middle Eastern
cryptocurrency exchange

•

BitOasis, one of the first and largest
digital asset platforms in MENA,
delivered a very strong half-yearly result
for 2021, with trading volumes to date
exceeding $3 billion

•

Ziina, the UAE’s first peer-to-peer
payment solution and a graduate of
the US-based Y-combinator accelerator
program, conducted a $7.5M funding
round

•

Dubai-based personal finance and
investment platform Sarwa raised $15M
in a Series B funding round

•

Tamara raised $110 million in a Series A
round led by leading PSP Checkout.com
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Government and other regulating authorities
are setting up a number of key initiatives to
attract international players and encourage
local entrepreneurship;, these include
sandboxes and fintech hubs as well as
regulations designed to spur innovation.
The sandboxes have now been in place for
a number of years, meaning we are now
in a position to reap the positive results as
a number of early sandbox participants
are now starting to mature. In November
2016, Abu Dhabi Global Market (ADGM)
announced the first regulatory sandbox
in the MENA region: ADGM RegLab. By
mid-2017, both the Dubai Financial Services
Authority (DFSA) and the Central Bank
of Bahrain (CBB) had followed suit and
introduced their own sandbox regimes.
The Saudi Central Bank (SAMA) sandbox
has been a major driver for innovation,
offering fintechs the opportunity to test their
solutions. As regulatory openness increases
and regulatory bodies further enable
innovation, there is a shift from traditional
Closed Banking towards Open Banking,
Open Finance, and then to Open Economy.
This trend also changes the relationship
between participants in the financial services
ecosystem from oligopolistic competition to
radical collaboration.
Innovation and open banking are
becoming widespread
Open Banking has gained traction in the
region – UAE, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain have
especially taken constructive measures to
make it a regional reality
UAE
•
DIFC launched the FinTech Hive
Accelerator program
•

DFSA commenced the UAE’s
involvement in the Open Banking
sector by granting specific licenses for
Account Information Service Provider
(AISP) and Payment Initiation Service
Provider (PISP) activities (April 2020)
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• According to research by Finastra, 88%
of banks in the UAE expect to enable
Open Banking by the end of 2021
Saudi Arabia
• FinTech Saudi launched “FinTech
Internship” and “FinTech Coaching
Program 2021”
• The Financial Sector Development
Program in KSA aims at enabling
local financial technology companies
and raising the amount of digital
transactions within the banking sector
– the program has ambitious targets
such as listing 25 new companies on the
Saudi stock exchange by 2025
• Financial inclusion, innovation
and economic development are
cornerstones of the Saudi Vision 2030
• The country’s first Open Banking
policy was published by SAMA in H1
of 2021 with the purpose of fostering
collaboration amongst financial market
players by addressing the needs of
the ecosystem. The policy outlines
3 different phases of Open Banking
implementation plan:
• Design phase in H1’2021
• Market implementation in H2’2021
• Going live in 2022
Bahrain
• Implementation of Open Banking
regulations in November 2018 – Firsts for
the region
• In November 2020, the Central Bank
of Bahrain published a 2nd phase
of regulations called the Bahrain
Open Banking Framework (BOBF) – a
precedent for how Open Banking is
deployed across MENA
• Bahrain Economic Development Board
launched Bahrain FinTech Bay
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MENA’s fintech sector surges
and consumers benefit
IMF Broad Money (Total Money in Circulation)
Annual Growth in 2021
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As all governments and regulators in the
region strive to create digital infrastructure
for the provision of payments and financial
services, we can expect to see a significant
surge in volumes of digital transactions. All
countries studied have seen YoY growth in
their total broad money in circulation, which
not only signals good economic recovery
from the crisis but also creates opportunity
for growth in digital flows of money over
time, while the use of cash in the region
is on the decrease.

76%

36%

of consumers in MENA report using
some form of fintech app in the
past year – that’s compared with
80% of consumers in APAC

of consumers say the key benefit of
local fintech hubs is the boost to the
local economy and job creation

81%

25%

of consumers in Kuwait say they
feel directly positively impacted by
the country’s flourishing fintech sector

of consumers say the key benefit of local
fintech hubs is the creation of innovative
new financial products and services that
they and their families can benefit from

58%

20%

of consumers in Egypt say they
feel directly positively impacted by
the country’s growing fintech sector

of consumers say the key benefit of
local fintech hubs is strengthening
their country’s regional and
international reputation
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% of MENA consumers who say
they use personal finance apps
31.6 million more people YoY

Summer 2021

28%

Summer 2020

20%

Men over the age of 34 are the fastest
growing market for personal finance apps
YoY increase by country
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Fintechs are built to empower
consumers: Now is the time to
lead MENA’s sustainability drive
Nameer Khan, Chairman, The MENA Fintech Association (MFTA)

But smartphone penetration on its own is
not enough to spur growth. It needs to be
supported by a resilient national payments
infrastructure and innovative tech platforms,
with the ability to reach the masses and
educate them on how the digital economy
can improve their lives. With 21 countries and
almost 580 million culturally diverse people,
this is not an easy task.

The MENA and Pakistan fintech landscape
is undoubtedly one of the world’s richest
gold mines when it comes to opportunities
for startups and entrepreneurs globally.
Over the past four years, the region has
seen steep growth across various economic
activities. While some industries have been
slower to adapt to changing consumer
behaviors, particularly during the Covid
crisis, others, particularly fintechs, have seen
this as an opportunity to reinvent themselves
around the growing appetite for new ways
of consuming products and experiences.
This in turn has generated concentric waves
that continue to expand and engender
further opportunities. Key to this is the
regional demographic profile. The younger
generation is growing and with it the rate
of smartphone penetration, which reaches
approximately 75 to 89% in some of the
region’s key markets.
A sophisticated digital ecosystem
requires infrastructure and education
Smartphones have become the primary
access point to increasingly sophisticated,
holistic digital ecosystems that are shaping
new lifestyles and consumer habits.

Nevertheless, a recent report by Mastercard
provides a very good glimpse into the future
of payments in the MENA region, stating that
95% of consumers are already considering
emerging payments such as wearables,
biometrics, digital wallets, digital currencies
and QR codes (in addition to contactless).
The UAE leads the way for fintechs
The UAE has positioned itself as a clear
leader in the fintech space by proactively
supporting the shift towards digital platforms
and payments. Testament to the UAE’s
success is the number of digital transactions
that have grown at an AGR of 9% between
2014 and 2019 (notably, pre-Covid and
higher than the EU).
At this rate, it is predicted that by 2023,
73% of transactions in the UAE will be
non-cash, with growth across all segments.
This is a clear indicator of the decreasing
appeal of cash payments, which is part of a
coordinated strategy to slowly but steadily
remove it from circulation.
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Digital payments must react to
the sustainability imperative
Along with the rise of digital payments, we
are witnessing an increasing interest in and
demand for more ethical and conscious
consumerism and capitalism. It has therefore
become imperative to understand the
implications and impact that modern
consumption across all industries has on the
global sustainability balance.
Fintechs embody the ambition of
empowering and giving more choice
to consumers through personalized
experiences, as well as more conscious
management of their finances. Open
banking is playing a pivotal role in catalyzing
technology to educate people about their
own financial behavior, and this is only the
beginning of the journey.

Open banking is playing a pivotal role in
catalyzing technology to educate people
about their own financial behavior, and
this is only the beginning of the journey.
Nameer Khan, Chairman, The MENA Fintech Association (MFTA)

Sustainability is now a pervasive focus,
and the task ahead is frankly enormous.
Everyone, from consumers to regulators, and
of course all economic sectors, need to play
their part to ensure we move from ‘problem
statements’ to tangible solutions. Crucially,
this will also require a change of mindset,
where challenges become opportunities and
partnerships will be the bedrock of success.

Fintechs are born to problem solve
We see momentum picking up in the region
and we simply cannot afford to let this
die down. As an Association that brings
together stakeholders from across the
region, with excellent relationships with
central banks and regulators, the MENA
Fintech Association (MFTA) has a key role
in supporting the transition towards a more
sustainable society by creating synergies
across the whole financial ecosystem and
enabling a solution-oriented mentality.
Problem-solving is built into the DNA
of Fintechs, and we believe they are
uniquely positioned to think creatively and
collaboratively to bring sustainability front
and center in consumers’ lives, both through
more personalized financial products and
experiences, but also by powering back-end
solutions that can be utilized by all industry
players to enhance their own customer
journeys and value propositions.
A once in a lifetime opportunity
I am personally invested in harnessing
technology and innovation to reimagine
financial services from the lens of
sustainability, and I am committed to making
this a core priority of MFTA’s engagement
with Fintechs and regulators.
With the risk of sounding hyperbolic, I
really believe we have a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity to encourage a more ethical
way of doing business, which is aligned with
consumers’ values and has the long-term
interest of future generations at its heart.
this a core priority of MFTA’s engagement
with Fintechs and regulators.
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Egypt focus: Fintech rising
Fintech Hub
This is a technology-driven platform acting
as a one-stop shop for all fintech ecosystem
stakeholders. A key goal of this initiative is
start-up networking, which could promote
partnerships across fintechs.

The Central Bank of Egypt (CBE) has been
reforming its regulation as a means of
better promoting fintech in the country and
bringing its legal framework into line with
global best practices.
In September 2020, Egypt introduced the
new banking law called CBE Law. This brings
the concept of digital banks into legislation,
allowing fintechs to obtain banking licenses.
While digital banks still need a CBE license
they are exempt from the minimum capital
requirements set at EGP5bn (US$320mn)
for traditional banks.
This new law also requires payments
companies to be licensed, bringing
previously unregulated payments providers
into a framework of international standards.
Fintech Egypt is a platform created by the
CBE in 2019 to oversee three core projects.
These are:
Regulatory sandbox
This provides a virtual testing space
for fintechs under a defined regulatory
environment.

Fintech Innovation Fund
Funding is essential for building a sound
start-up ecosystem. The central bank of
Egypt plans to launch an EGP1bn (US$65mn)
investment vehicle to support fintechs. It will
be established via the investment arms of
commercial banks.
We asked consumers in Egypt how they
view the country’s regulatory developments
regarding fintech and digital banking.
Fifty-eight percent believe the regulation is
a positive step in terms of diversifying the
options available to them. Nevertheless,
it’s also clear that there’s significantly more
education to be done in order to show
consumers in Egypt how they can directly
benefit from digital banking and fintech
products.

Consumer response to changing fintech regulation
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%
“I am indifferent as this
does not affect me”

“I feel this is positive
as I am looking to use
more convenient
digital alternatives to
tradiional banking”

“I feel this is positive as
it will help to diversify
Egypt’s fiancial
services”

“I feel this is negative
because new start-ups
cannot be trusted with our
money in the way we can
trust traditional banks”
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Prosperity, trust and inclusion
are at the heart of Egypt’s
burgeoning digital economy
Ashraf Sabry, CEO, Fawry

Egypt’s fintech revolution is truly afoot.
And as such, the scene has been set for a
thriving digital economy. This is a fact that
has certainly been noted by investors, who
are showing a growing appetite for Egypt’s
fintech and digital startup sectors. As the
Middle East’s first payments unicorn, Fawry
has encouraged the entire ecosystem
including investors, other startups and
regulators. This is a tremendously exciting
journey to be part of, from its inception, and
it’s with great pleasure and enthusiasm that
I share my thoughts on the major factors
which are positively impacting the fintech
ecosystem, and thus the digital
economy, in Egypt.
Major trends driving positive change
In my view, the importance of the Central
Bank of Egypt’s latest regulations cannot
be overstated. These regulations are
already enabling Fintechs to actively
participate in the payment and banking
eco-systems which will facilitate and hasten
the delivery of more, and better digital
services to consumers. I would also cite
recent government regulations mandating
electronic payments and disbursements as
fundamental to this positive trajectory.

These key regulatory developments have
taken place in tandem with other important
market factors such as the growth of
smartphone ownership and decreases in the
cost of data. As a consequence, we now see
more than 45 million Egyptians connected to
platforms such as Facebook, Whatsapp and
Google making for a population of digitally
connected consumers whose access
to these major platforms has unlocked
significant adoption of other digital services.
For Fawry, it was apparent that by focusing
on mobile platforms and mobile services
we would help drive this faster adoption of
digital services and the strategy was quick
to pay off.
How digital payments increase
inclusion and promote adoption
This surge in adoption has also been
bolstered by the integration of cash
payments into the digital ecosystem. At
Fawry we recognized the importance
of this and, by enabling cash payments
for digital services, we have created an
infrastructure that is entirely inclusive of
unbanked or under-banked customers. This
was something we saw as absolutely key
to unlocking the participation of large and
important swathes of society in the digital
ecosystem.
Indeed, the reason I believe that Egypt’s
fintech and digital payments revolution is
so very important is that it will underpin the
digital economy and the country’s greater
prosperity. In a sense, the digital economy
is the ‘bigger picture goal’ and therefore
comes before digital payments and finance
in the list of priorities. But without digital
payments, there can be very little evolution
or growth in the digital economy and to that
extent, fintech is an absolutely key enabler –
it’s mandatory to success.
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The reason I believe that Egypt’s fintech
and digital payments revolution is so
very important is that it will underpin
the digital economy and the country’s
greater prosperity.
Ashraf Sabry, CEO, Fawry

How brands can cultivate trust in digital
While we see most consumers in the region
keen to adopt digital financial services and
digital commerce activities, it’s inevitable
that pockets of society remain cautious.
These are still early days for Egypt’s fintech
revolution and as more and more successful
initiatives and reliable services are launched,
increasing engagement and trust will
continue to follow. In the medium- and
longer-term, Egypt’s youthful population
provides a guarantee that demographics
will weigh in favor of increasing digitization
and modernization in financial services and
payments. This is coupled with the clear
convenience which these services can
deliver and the impact of consumer referrals.
Trends and trust are generated within
communities and will naturally proliferate
across Egypt that way.

Nevertheless, it’s also my view that
businesses must not be complacent.
Fintech and merchant brands alike must
invest seriously in consumer education
and engagement to ensure that
communication and transparency foster a
depth of understanding and trust as ways of
transacting evolve and change. This should
also be supported by strong consumer
protections that are properly enforced. It’s
also incumbent upon brands to demonstrate
robust reliability while genuinely offering
consumers an ever-improving experience
and a diversification of choice, which
ultimately empowers the people of Egypt.
Powering prosperity through
greater integration
Ultimately, when we speak of prosperity for
Egypt, we speak of virtuous cycles where
better services and greater inclusion not
only benefit the daily lives of our people
but also turbocharge a growing economy
and a competitive marketplace. At Fawry,
we’re facilitating this by focusing on offering
the market a complete digital platform that
encompasses everything from E-stores
and E-tickets, to seamless Omnichannel
experiences and fully embedded financial
services at checkout. It’s how digital
payments can unlock the integration of
people, of brands, of goods and services
and of finance, to the good of all.
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Pakistan focus: A burgeoning
digital economy brings benefits
to the local population
The Pakistan ecommerce market registered a 78.9% and
33.3% growth in both volume and value, respectively,
in 2020, on the back of enforced COVID-19 lockdowns
with the current annual market turnover of $220 million.
State Bank of Pakistan

Sectors where consumers in Pakistan
have increased their online spending YoY
Beauty/grooming
products/cosmetics

Books/movies

Clothing/fashion

Electronics

Events
(e.g. concert tickets)

Food
(prepared meals)

Groceries

Gaming products

Home furniture

Household products

Luxury goods
(e.g. jewellery)

Music

Travel (e.g. flights,
hotels, car rentals)

None of these

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
2020

2021

In 2022, 14 million people in Pakistan moved away from
Cash on Delivery as their preferred payment method
80%

Paypal, ApplePay, GooglePay
or other digital wallet

70%
60%

Debit card, credit card,
or pre-paid card

50%
40%

Bank transfer

30%
20%

Cash on delivery

10%
0%
2020

2021

Buy now, pay later
options such as Tamara
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Summer 2021

20%

% of Pakistani consumers
shopping online weekly or daily
Scales up to 14 million more people YoY

Summer 2020

14%

% of Pakistani consumers who do
significantly more of their shopping
online compared to before the
pandemic started

+115.2 million
people

% of Pakistani consumers who
anticipated spending more money
online in the coming 12 months

51%
47%

39%
38%
Summer 2020

Summer 2021

Pakistan, the world’s 5th most populous
country (with c. 226 million people), has seen
impressively rapid growth and development
in its tech ecosystem during the past 18
months. The nation’s startups have received
$85 million in venture capital funding so
far in 2021, already significantly outpacing
the $66 million raised in 2020. It’s widely
acknowledged that Pakistan’s ecommerce
platforms, in particular, offer significant
scope for growth in digital payments.
According to the SBP, the Pakistan
ecommerce market registered
a 78.9% and 33.3% growth in both volume
and value, respectively, in 2020, on the
back of enforced COVID-19 lockdowns
with the current annual market turnover
of $220 million.
In the meantime, the Pakistani government
has been actively working towards building
out a much improved digital payments
infrastructure in the country to underpin its
investment in a burgeoning digital economy.

Summer 2020

Summer 2021

In late 2020 Pakistan’s National ecommerce
Council (NeCC) announced the launch of a
new project to promote online businesses
and payment services in the country.
The project is a joint venture of National
Institutional Facilitation Technologies
(NIFT) – Pakistan’s largest transactional
clearing facilitator – and Checkout.com.
The implementation of NIFT-Checkout.
com project is set to provide Pakistan with a
high-quality range of payment services and
methods, striving to significantly improve the
digital payments ecosystem in the country.
The initiative seeks to provide a borderless
experience for business and consumers
alike, promoting digital payments and
settlements for exports and ecommerce
across Pakistan.
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Then in January 2021 the State Bank of
Pakistan (SBP) launched Raast, a new instant
payment system aimed at driving financial
inclusion and enhancing the country’s
existing digital infrastructure. With a threestaged, phased roll-out planned and a final
launch expected in 2022, Raast (or ‘Direct
Way’) is positioned as a new link between the
government and local financial institutions as
a key enabler of the nation’s digital economy.

These recent initiatives are integral
parts of the government’s two key
agendas – to improve digital payments
and to turbocharge the country’s digital
infrastructure more broadly. This will provide
a healthy platform from which its new
start-up businesses can flourish and that in
turn looks set to have a very positive impact
on the country’s wider population.

Fundraising for Pakistani Startups soars
$140
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$80

$66

$60

$48
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2016

2017

$12

$0
2018

2019

2020

2021

Source: Invest2innovate.com

Consumers in Pakistan are overwhelmingly
positive about their digital start-up economy

92%

21%

of consumers in Pakistan say they feel
directly positively impacted by the
recent investment in Pakistani digital
start-up businesses

say the key benefit is the creation
of innovative new products and
services that they and their
families can benefit from

53%

18%

say that the key benefit is for the
local economy and job creation

say the key benefit is the
strengthening of Pakistan’s regional
and international reputation
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Why the MENA opportunity
demands a cross-border strategy
85%

33%

of MENA consumers made
online purchases from
brands and retailers outside
of their home country
*Source: PayPal

53%

of consumers in MENA say that
being able to buy products or
services not available in their
own country is their number
one reason to shop online

39%
of consumers in MENA say
they used a remittance app
in the past 12 months

13%

of the highest income
respondents said they had
used remittance apps to send
money across borders in the
region in the past 12 months

of consumers in MENA say that
having the option for currency
flexibility is their number one
reason to shop online

MENA, while pervasively rich in opportunity,
is a fragmented and nuanced region.
Culture, language, payment methods,
regulation and infrastructure all vary
profoundly and doing business there
requires a deeply localized approach in each
country. That can seem daunting, but the
upside of ensuring a region-wide presence is
too compelling to be ignored and there are
many factors that make this more the case
now than ever before. For local and global
ecommerce merchants, there’s a powerful
opportunity to seize digital payments as the
key enabler to unlocking region-wide growth.
Moreover, for this very reason, ecommerce
is being hailed as the industry which has
the potential over time to forge a level of
region and global integration which has long
been missing in MENA. According to the
World Bank’s regional MENA Vice President,
Ferid Belhaj, as the region strives for
greater integration and internationalization
“ecommerce and digital payments – both
of which are booming currently here - can
become a leading way to overcome some of
the traditional constraints which have limited
the region’s integration.”

Indeed, we can already find powerful
evidence that cross-border is soaring in the
region and money is already moving across
borders, digitally, like never before. By the
end of 2020, remittances across MENA had
risen by 2.3% YoY to $56 billion according
to World Bank data, and in ecommerce, the
Gulf region had a 214% year-on-year increase
in cross-border online sales by mid-year
2020.
According to a study conducted by PayPal,
during the past 12 months, 85% of MENA
consumers made online purchases from
brands and retailers outside of their home
country. Indeed, our own data shows 33%
of consumers say that being able to buy
products or services not available in their
own country is their number one reason
to shop online, and 39% say they used a
remittance app in the past 12 months. This
use of fintech to send money across borders
was not solely among low-income workers
as is often suggested. 53% of the highest
income respondents said they had used
remittance apps to send money across
borders in the region in the past 12 months.
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79%

Now also marks an important moment
in time for the region as several powerful
global events are set to take place here.
For example, later in 2021 Dubai plays host
to the World Expo and in 2022 Qatar plays
host to the World Cup. There are high hopes
that activities such as these will signal the
beginning of greater internationalization
and lasting economic ties to the rest of the
world. Our data shows a consumer base
hungry to participate on the global stage
and this presents an opportunity for global
brands to interact with local populations and
establish permanent links to the region.

of consumers see the upcoming
Bahrain Grand Prix as an example
of the region demonstrating global
leadership in green technology

25%
Saudi consumers believe that the most
important key to achieving Vision 2030 will
be the country’s greater internationalization economically, politically and in regulation

Meanwhile, as the world opens up from
pandemic lock-down orders, our data shows
that 2021 has seen a significant increase in
consumers in MENA using online channels to
purchase travel and hospitality services. And
the European Travel Commission forecasts a
significant bounce back in inbound tourism
to the MENA region for 2021, with higher
than ever YoY growth during 2022 and 2023.

85%

28%
of consumers in the UAE believe that
greater internationalization - economically,
politically and in regulation - will be the most
important key to achieving the 50-year vision

22%
of consumers in the Jordan believe that
greater internationalization - economically,
politically and in regulation - will be the most
important key to achieving the vision for
2030

of consumers believe that the upcoming
world cup in Qatar will forge a positive
and lasting bridge between the Arab
world and the West

Value of cross-border trade for 2021
Forecasts from the IMF

$373.5
Exports of goods
and services

$295.6

Billions
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Large European enterprise merchants
seek to land and expand across the region
% of large enterprise merchants in Europe selling online to MENA

Currently sell to,
but have no
expansion plans

Currently sell to and
have immediate plans to
significantly expand there

Do not currently sell to,
but plan to enter the
region with 18-24 months

Do not sell to, and have
no plans to do so

42%

31%
28%

27%
22%

22%

20%

29%

28%

21%

20%

10%

to GCC

to North Africa

to Pakistan

Note(s): Checkout.com European survey 2021

Online travel purchases are up in the region
% of MENA consumers who say they are now buying travel and
hospitality services online more frequently than pre-pandemic

2020

2021

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
Less than $266

$266 to $532

$532 to $1,065
Income Group (USD)

$1,066 to $2,665

$2,666+
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Inbound visitor growth in the Middle East from 2011 to 2023

150%

120.1%

100%

Year-over-year
visitor growth

50%
2.3%
0%

4.2%

8%

2.5%

1.2%

1.6%

4.8%

33.4%

21.2%

2022*

2023*

4.5%

-3.1%

-50%
-74.3%

-100%
2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

Note(s): MENA; 2011 to 2017
Source(s): European Travel Commission; ID 311575

With a surge in regional and global inbound
travel expected, it is anticipated that there
will be further diversification of payment
methods and APMs in use in the region.
It is also likely to have an impact on the
appetite for foreign brands and cross-border
shopping. Merchants should be alert to the
growing opportunity which awaits in the
coming years in MENA and should ensure
a cross-border strategy which has the
agility to cater to an increasingly
internationalized market.

2018

2019

2020** 2021**
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How to implement a winning
cross-border strategy
The case for local and global merchants
to both seize the cross-border opportunity
and be part of driving a future-proofed
and digitally-led integration of the MENA
economy is powerful. And while the task is
complex, there’s much that can be done to
ensure a water-tight and successful crossborder growth strategy. The good news is
that this doesn’t require blind guesswork,
rather it demands a systematic and informed
approach to localization across the region.

Offer locally preferred
payment methods
in each country and
accept payments
in the correct local
currencies

This can be broken down
into the following:

Ensure your checkout is
in the local language

Streamline cross-border
relationships with acquiring
banks and other payments
ecosystem partners

The key reason we selected Checkout.
com was the single integration and
their API capabilities as well as how
that tool was able to scale with us.
It has become much easier on our side
in terms of integrating the technology
within our payment process. Because
the solution is modular, it’s very easy
to integrate pieces into various parts
of our funnel. This has allowed us
to continually take pieces of those
modules and integrate them further.

It’s all about choice and control.
Working with Checkout.com means
we always know which local payment
methods are most appropriate
and can switch them on easily. For
instance, Checkout.com was the first
provider to adopt mada, the national
payments system in Saudi Arabia. So
we’re fully in control and know we can
switch on new payment methods at
any time, and in all our key markets.

Muzzammil Ahussain, EVP Consumer Travel,
Seera Group

Hassan Mahbub, Head of Strategy,
Careem Pay
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One single API is your key to unlocking MENA
Integrating with Checkout.com’s single platform gives direct
access to all a merchant needs in order to localize effectively
across the region including over 150 currencies.

Country

Saudi Arabia

United Arab
Emirates

Oman

Bahrain

Kuwait

Qatar

Jordan

Egypt

Pakistan

Digital Wallet/APM

Domestic Cards

Global Cards
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In a fragmented region merchants
require a partner who solves
complexity with a single integration
and deep local relationships
Remo Giovanni Abbondandolo, SVP of MENA, Checkout.com

We cannot completely undo regional
complexity but, through our proprietary
tech stack, we can do alot to significantly
relieve the burden from the shoulders
of our merchants.
Remo Giovanni Abbondandolo, SVP of MENA, Checkout.com

When we talk about ‘MENA’ it’s nothing
like talking about other markets. We may
know that every market has its idiosyncratic
elements but in MENA that difference,
fragmentation and complexity exists at
a whole other level. Payment methods,
currencies, culture, regulation, infrastructure
– all of these factors vary from country to
country
So while digital payments offer a passport
to more integrated economies, there’s still
a hurdle to jump just to get those digital
payments working from country to country.
Overcoming this will be crucial to unlocking
the prosperity gains which can follow.
A key reason that ambitious merchants with
cross-border growth objectives work with
Checkout.com in the region is precisely
because we’ve built our offering to offset the
complexity which inevitably still exists.

By integrating with our single API our
merchants immediately get access to all
local currencies and can easily integrate
the most popular local payment methods,
as necessary. We cannot completely undo
regional complexity but, through our
proprietary tech stack, we can do a lot to
significantly relieve the burden from the
shoulders of our merchants, freeing them
up to concentrate on the huge upsides of
growth and expansion.
But as well as tech, there’s a really crucial
human element to solving for complexity in
MENA. Our experts on the ground are not
only living and breathing the day-to-day
challenges of payments, issuing, regulation,
etc. in the region, they are also deeply
embedded with local partners and can
share the benefits of this insight and these
relationships with our merchants.
A key example of this is the partnerships
we have with issuing banks. We put a lot of
focus on these issuing relationships because
being able to reach out to the issuing banks
regularly directly helps us to optimize and
improve payment acceptance in the region.
Indeed, via our single integration we provide
a single point of contact through which
multiple relationships can be managed and
optimized, helping merchants to grow and
scale across new countries with ease.
And relationships are absolutely key in the
region. We understand that advice needs to
be personalized and delivered by a trusted
and known advisor, so we operate a 24/7
relationship with our merchants in MENA and
this spans WhatsApp, sms and Slack as well
as face-to-face meetings as required.
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Bottom line:

Power revenue

Lower costs

•

Offer local APMs and currencies
Being able to offer localized payments
is crucial to capturing revenue in MENA.
Gain share of wallet and earn consumer
trust for regional longevity.

•

•

Ensure stability in your payments
and minimize downtime
Create a clear competitive advantage
by ensuring your payments are robust,
reliable and always on. The region
has suffered losses due to payments
inefficiencies and failures. Billions of
dollars can be gained by ensuring
smooth and successful payments.

Cut complexity
In this fragmented region, look for
integrations and efficiencies wherever
you can, as this can greatly mitigate
mounting costs and save significant
resources and time.

•

Benefit from deep local expertise
Without deep country-specific advice
on everything from banking and
regulation to up-to-the-moment trends
and the specifics of the local payment
ecosystem, a lot of time and money
can be lost as you seek to navigate
local markets. Nothing beats on-theground experience, knowledge and
relationships as a means of leveraging
the huge opportunities that exist
in the region.

•

You need a PSP that has proven stability
and reliability in the region, as exhibited
by excellent authorization rates
and high performance on recurring
payments

•

You need a PSP with an established and
wide-ranging local footprint across the
region that can provide their deep local
expertise to support and advise your
business exactly when you require it

What you need to succeed:
•

You need a PSP that can allow you to
accept local APMs and currencies in
every country and that can support an
optimum cross-border growth strategy

•

You need a PSP that solves for
complexity by providing access to all
local payments through the integration
of a single API
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Unlock more growth
and opportunity in MENA
and Pakistan with us
Get in touch

Never miss one of our reports.
Join our newsletter today

Subscribe now

