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According to a 2020 report by payments provider PPRO, 
credit and debit cards are still the main payment method 
in Saudi Arabia (35%), with cash (34%) and bank transfer 
(10%) following close after.6 The advent of cash-on-delivery 
as a payment option was among the factors that led to 
the popularity of e-commerce among Saudis,7 and digital 
wallets are a still relatively small slice of the market, 
comprising 8% of all transactions. However, there is still a 
lot of room to grow considering the fact that at $11.8 billion 
in value, the Kingdom’s e-commerce market is relatively 
underdeveloped.8 

Despite its current standing in the market, digital wallets 
are set to play a central role in the digitalising economy as 
credit card penetration in the Kingdom remains low due 
to religious and cultural norms.9 Credit and debit cards are 
only enjoyed by 25% of the population, and are limited to 
specific demographics. Coupled with other factors such as 
easy access to mobile broadband services, this has created 
an environment in which digital wallets have thrived. 

Incumbent banks have been among the most active 
adopters of digital wallet solutions in the country, with 
household names like Saudi-British Bank, Bank Albilad, 
and Riyad Bank among them. Through these banks’ 
apps, customers can access their accounts through their 
smartphones, make bill payments and carry out inter-bank 
transfers, though some have taken steps to expand their 
operations to include newer features to mirror the offerings 
of newer apps, like digital wallets, and QR code and 
contactless POS payments. 

One such example is Riyad Bank’s digital wallet, RiyadPay. 
According to consulting firm Analysys Mason, RiyadPay 
is the third most popular mobile money app after STC 
Pay and PayPal. RiyadPay hooks up directly to users’ 
debit or credit cards, including pre-loaded cards, and 
uses tokenised payment technology to enable strong 
authentication and security. 

The relative inaccessibility of bank accounts for some 
Saudi citizens will limit the reach of incumbents’ mobile 
banking apps, most of which require users to have existing 
accounts. However, in line with the FSDP, the government 
has moved to expand access to financial services by 
issuing licenses to non-bank entities like fintechs and 
digital wallet operators. 

In 2020, the Saudi Central Bank (SAMA) licensed four 
non-bank entities to begin operating as regulated financial 
institutions: telco-backed STC Pay; merchant payments 
operator Geidea; and fintechs BayanPay and Hala (formerly 
known as Halalah).10  These wallets vary in terms of their 
size and technology, but share many similar features, such 
as enabling QR-code payments, phone credit top-up, 
P2P payments through mobile numbers, as well as cheap 
cross-border remittances. 

SAMA has taken active steps to identify potential digital 
wallets that can help the country achieve its digital 
payments goals, such as the launch of a fintech sandbox 
for testing wallet technology prior to receiving approval. 
The wallets that have received licensing so far have largely 
passed through with positive results, and two others have 
received initial approval pending a final decision. These 
include Careem Pay by ride-hailing firm Careem, where 
users can top-up funds to pay for rides, purchase groceries 
and meals, or send credit to friends and family; and 
NoonPay, the retailer wallet by the regional e-commerce 
giant of the same name.11 

These digital wallets are also expected to get a bump in 
usage thanks to SAMA’s decision to raise the monthly 
transfer limit imposed on them.12  

Hala and BayanPay are the latest entrants into the growing 
digital wallet scene, and alongside Geidea, mark the 
significant entry of fintechs into the payment scene. Hala is 
considered the second most popular digital wallet in Saudi 
Arabia, after STC Pay. The firm was among the second 
batch of non-bank entities to be licensed by SAMA in 
2020,13 and has since introduced banking cards through a 
partnership with Visa.14  

BayanPay Wallet is a relatively new entrant to the market 
that brings to the table many of the same features found 
in other wallets, such as P2P transfers and QR-code 
payments to merchants in the BayanPay network. The 
app also allows users to track and analyse their spending 
habits.15  In 2020, BayanPay wallet was launched alongside 
BayanPay Business, a suite of merchant payment solutions. 
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Saudi Arabia’s government pushes the 
digital wallet revolution 

Fintechs and incumbents go head-to-head  

Armed with a significant population that 
skews young and digitally-native, the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is poised to 
become the centre of the Middle East’s 
e-commerce and fintech aspirations. In 
the aftermath of the 2015 downturn in oil 
prices, the Kingdom launched Vision 2030, 
an ambitious roadmap with the goal of 
diversifying the country’s economy beyond 
the oil industry and boosting investment 
across all sectors.1

Comprising a sprawling network of 13 
main initiatives, the roadmap included 
a programme to develop robust digital 
payments infrastructure that would not only 
improve tax and revenue collection, but also 
push the country towards a cashless society. 
The so-called Financial Sector Development 
Program (FSDP) has seen some success, 
especially in the wake of the COVID-19 

pandemic, and has to be seen as central to 
the overall development of digital wallets in 
Saudi Arabia.2   

The digital payments segment is projected 
to accumulate as much as $42.3 billion in 
value by 2025, driven by the use of debit 
and credit cards, and alternative payment 
options such as bank transfer and digital 
wallets.3 In 2020 alone, digital payment 
transactions jumped 75% to reach 2.8 billion 
($93.7 billion in value), and at the same 
time cash withdrawals fell by a third.4  A 
recent Mastercard survey found consumers’ 
embrace of contactless payments had tripled 
since the onset of the pandemic. Mastercard 
also said that between March 2019 and 
March 2020, the number of contactless 
payments doubled, with the vast majority 
coming under the $25 range, which is 
typically the domain of cash.5 



High mobile penetration drives 
Saudis’ digital wallets   

The Kingdom’s telecommunications 
industry is quite well-developed, 
and is considered the biggest in 
the region. It is dominated by Saudi 
Telecom Company (STC), Mobily 
and Zain, though new entrants 
known as Mobile Network Virtual 
Operators (MNVOs) like Virgin and 
Huawei are beginning to ramp up 
the competition in an already hot 
market.19 The stiff competition has led 
to the development of new offerings, 
especially in the fintech area, as 
many are seeing the opportunity 
to cash in on the high rates of 
smartphone (116%) and mobile 
internet penetration (88%),20 as well 
as the unbanked.21

STC Pay, a digital wallet service 
launched by STC, was the first telco-
backed digital wallet to emerge back 
in 2018, and with 4.5 million users as 
of October 2020, it is considered the 
country’s biggest. 

At the time of its launch, STC Pay was 
only available to STC subscribers, 
but it quickly expanded its stable of 
financial services to non-subscribers. 
The STC Pay wallet allows customers 
to access cheap remittance services, 
P2P money transfers, bill payments 
and QR-code payments to more 
than 13,000 merchants across the 
Kingdom.22 In February 2021, STC 
Pay announced a tie-up with French 
technology firm Thales to contactless 
cards for its customers to further 
expand their access to POS-based 
payments.23  

STC Pay’s success has paved the way 
for other telecommunication firms 
to begin experimenting with their 
own digital wallet solutions. Zain 
Saudi Arabia announced a tie-up 
with Hala to bring its mobile payment 
services to Zain customers.24 Most 
recently, British telco Virgin Mobile 
was announced to have received a 
first-of-its-kind banking agent license 
through a partnership with the Saudi 
Investment Bank. The consortium 
will see telcos bring mobile 
financial services to customers in 
Saudi Arabia, including its existing 
international remittance facilities.25 

The strength of the 
telecommunications industry and 
Saudi’s ready acceptance of mobile 
payments could potentially drive 
the adoption of direct carrier billing 
solutions, especially for Saudi 
Arabia’s significant unbanked 
population. Saudi Arabia’s telcos 
have also experienced a surge in 
mobile subscriptions, which are key 
for driving the adoption of direct 
carrier billing services.26 Currently, 
the country’s top three telcos, STC, 
Mobily and Zain, all offer carrier 
billing services, the majority of 
which are targeted at entertainment 
products like gaming and OTT 
content from some of the biggest 
names in digital content like Google 
Play Store, Microsoft, Apple’s App 
Store, Netflix and Spotify.

Fleshing out financial infrastructure 

As part of Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia’s government has been 
steadily building out the underlying infrastructure to enable 
digital payments.27  For instance, there is Sadad, a tax collection 
and payment solution with which users can also pay for utilities 
and government-related fees; and more importantly, Mada, a 
network of ATMs, POS and online system.

Mada has been crucial to the growth of OEM-backed wallets 
in Saudi Arabia by pushing the adoption of the necessary 
infrastructure and machinery for processing NFC-based 
payments. OEM-backed wallets were fairly popular in Saudi 
Arabia, but their appeal has grown since the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, especially among smartphone-savvy 
Saudis. These wallets allow users to link their bank cards onto a 
wallet to enable purchases from merchants and retailers within 
their individual networks. 

Popular OEM-wallet Apple Pay arrived in Saudi Arabia in 
early 2019, and integrated with both local banks and the 
government’s Sadad and Mada system.28 Android OS users 
have the choice of either Samsung Pay or mada Pay, but the 
latter far outshines the Korean fintech thanks to the wide net 
cast by its integration with the government’s payment gateway, 
and SAMA requirements that all Saudi banks must issue cards 
compatible with the Mada system. 

mada Pay was launched in 2018 in partnership with Visa. Both 
entities built the system with their Visa Token Service and 
mada’s Tokenisation Platform in an effort to ensure the security 
of the service and assuage consumer concerns.29 Despite 
this partnership, mada Pay supports all debit and credit cards 
issued by member banks and doesn’t impose a limit on the 
number of cards that can be uploaded. Like the well-known 
Apple Pay and Samsung Pay, mada Pay supports tokenised 
NFC-payments and only works on Android devices capable of 
supporting such systems.30 mada Pay has since been rolled out 

in Huawei’s AppGallery.31 

Mada represents only one third of Saudi’s numerous financial 
infrastructure projects but it has proven popular. In Q1 2020, the 
Mada system registered 20.8 million transactions, representing 
a 406% annual increase, while NFC payments have risen 263% 
to account for 79% of all payments.32 

Taken together, Saudi Arabia’s numerous efforts to build its 
digital payments infrastructure has been impressive for its 
scale, breadth and success, but there are other projects in the 
works. Postal service operators, retailers and restaurants are 
now required to provide digital payment solutions,33  while Saudi 
Arabia’s Human Resources Ministry has allowed SME employers 
to deposit salaries directly into employees’ digital wallets.34  

In February 2021, the Kingdom launched Sarie, its first instant 
payments system to enable fast, cheap bank transfers with the 
use of mobile numbers. Sarie can be integrated with banking 
platforms and apps, and could prove to be a strong alternative 
to card and cash payments. It’s already being hailed as a major 
breakthrough by players in the industry, with some noting that 
Sarie could bring down digital wallet operators’ costs. 

Moving forward, the Kingdom intends to launch an open 
banking initiative in 2022 in an effort to expand access to 
financial data, and build trust in the system.35 The government 
recently passed an e-commerce law that would regulate 
new platforms and payment gateways to bring confidence 
to consumers, but more work needs to be done to convince 
users of the benefits of digital wallets and other alternative 
payments.36  

Despite the headwinds that have shaken the country, the Saudi 
government’s fintech aspirations have helped the economy not 
only remain resilient, but thrive, signalling future rewards.37  
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