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CONTEXT

CONSEQUENCES 

MENA

Beginning in early 2020 Covid-19 spread rapidly around the world from China, challenging policymakers and 
governments to mitigate its spread while managing the social and economic implications of health and safety measures. 

The pandemic has created significant – and possibly long-term – changes to business operations, global travel, supply 
networks and consumer behaviour. Amid profound disruption to the business environment, companies were forced to 
adapt rapidly and transition to new modes of working. The most agile, innovative and resilient businesses could emerge 
in a strong position for future growth.

The IMF sharply revised global growth projections three times over the course of 2020, from 3.3% in January to -3% 
in April, -4.9% in June and up slightly to -4.4% in October. More than 50% of the world’s population – or around 3.9bn 
people – were under some form of lockdown by early April, and non-essential businesses were closed. 

In mid-June the UN Conference on Trade and Development reported a 5% drop in merchandise trade for the first quarter 
of 2020, pointing to a 27% reduction for the second quarter and a 20% decline for the year. The percentage of global 
transactions made digitally is expected to rise from 57% before Covid-19 to a high of 67% by 2025, according to Bain & 
Company estimates – including a 4-8% increase in digital payments in physical stores.

The first cases of Covid-19 in the MENA region were confirmed between late January and mid-February, before the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) officially declared the outbreak a pandemic on March 11. As of the end of 2020 the 
region had not been hit as severely as many European nations. This is largely thought to be attributable to swift action 
by regional governments, which moved to close borders to non-essential international traffic early.

In this vein, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) suspended pilgrimages to the holy cities of Mecca and Medina on 
February 26, banning access to religious sites. Breaches of quarantine rules in Jordan, KSA and the UAE – in the most 
extreme circumstances – could result in a heavy fine or prison sentence.

Launched in 2011, Altibbi is an integrated digital health platform 
that covers the patient journey through content, primary 
telehealth care, bookings and clinic management systems. It 
began in Jordan and now operates across a host of countries 
in the region, including Egypt, KSA and the UAE. It is the first, 
and currently the largest, such platform in the Arab world, 
offering telemedicine consultation services that allow patients 
to connect directly with doctors via audio calls and text chats. 
With approximately 400m people in the Arab world lacking 
access to essential medical services, Altibbi aims to circulate 
medical content online in Arabic, helping patients to access 
medical information and advice from certified professionals. 
Given that an estimated 70% of doctor visits are considered to 
be unnecessary, the platform aims to comprehensively filter all 
medical consultations and reduce the overall pressure on each 
country’s health care system.  

> 20m users 

> 1m pages of Arabic content

> 12,569 doctors on duty

> 3m medical questions answered

> 600,300 medical consultations 

RESEARCH PARTNER

Altibbi



Why has the Covid-19 pandemic 
proven challenging?
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What attributes of Covid-19 have made it so severe? 

Although Covid-19 causes mild illness in most 
people, it can make some very ill and, in certain 
cases, can be fatal. Older people and those with pre-
existing medical conditions (such as hypertension, 
cardiovascular disease or diabetes) appear to be 
more vulnerable. The median time from onset to 
clinical recovery for mild cases is approximately 
two weeks, and three to six weeks for patients with 
severe or critical disease. The typical patient infects 
another 2.2 people, according to the WHO. 

The delayed onset of symptoms, combined with 
the mobile, globalised nature of society today, 
facilitated the rapid spread and led governments 
around the world to impose lockdowns to limit 
transmission. Wearing a mask is now recommended 
by the majority of governments to prevent the 
spread of the disease. Masks are most effective 
when used in combination with frequent hand-
cleaning with alcohol-based hand sanitiser or soap 
and warm water.

Graph source: CDC; WHO
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Covid-19 spread rapidly around the world, but cases 
and deaths were relatively low in the MENA region

4 Telehealth in MENA CRR Booklet

Covid-19, caused by a novel strain of coronavirus 
(SARS-CoV-2), originated in Hubei province, China. 
Positive confirmed cases were limited to Asian soil until 
January 21, when the first case was confirmed in North 
America.

This was closely followed by the first reported case in 
Oceania on January 25, and then three confirmed cases 
in Europe on the same day. The first Covid-19 patients in 
Africa and South America were identified on February 15 
and February 26, respectively.

China began reporting deaths attributed to Covid-19 
before cases were reported beyond the continent, and 
Asia’s first Covid-19-related fatality outside China was 
reported on February 2.

Europe’s first fatality followed on February 15, marking 
the acceleration of both cases and deaths across the 
continent, which quickly became the world’s epicentre. 
The remaining four continents reported their first deaths 
within the first nine days of March.

The spread of a novel virus 

Table source: ECDC

Date of 3rd death

Egypt March 18
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Were the economies of Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE 
performing well in the lead-up to the pandemic?
 
Which factors made these markets more resilient to the virus?

What was the status of the medical and health technology 
sectors in these countries prior to the arrival of Covid-19?

What are the prospects for an economic rebound?
 
How will the medical and health technology industries evolve in 
the recovery and post-pandemic stages?

What business trends and opportunities have emerged during 
the pandemic?

Which segments of the medical and health technology sectors 
are likely to drive growth post-Covid-19, and how does this vary 
across the region?
 
To what extent are economic policies focused on these industries 
of the future?
 
What role will telehealth providers play in unlocking growth 
potential?

How do the actions taken by Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE to 
limit the spread of the virus compare, and how stringent were 
these measures on a global scale?
 
Did their central banks and governments take the necessary 
economic and public health measures?
 
Were the medical and health technology sectors able to adapt to 
the increased pressure of the pandemic environment?
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Macroeconomic implications for global growth

Global economic activity indicators, 2017-20       
(Three-month moving average, annualised percent change; deviations from 50 for manufacturing PMI, unless noted otherwise)

Manufacturing PMI: New orders Monthly world trade volumes
(seasonally adjusted, 2017=100, right scale)
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In contrast to 2019, when global GDP increased by 
2.9%, the latest IMF figures from January 2021 suggest 
that the rate of global growth would reach -3.5% in 
2020 – with a 4.9% contraction in advanced economies 
and a 2.4% drop in emerging economies. 

The narrative throughout the year was more varied, 
with the global economy reaching a trough in April, 
and the months of May and June seeing a resurgence 
in many economies from what the IMF has named 
“the great lockdown”. The arrival of the Northern 
Hemisphere’s autumn season prompted another 
wave of cases and deaths, forcing many European 
economies to reimpose social-distancing measures. In 
Asia the better-than-expected recovery of the Chinese 
economy has been seen as a standout in an otherwise 
uncertain fourth quarter. 

While 2021 predictions vary, the IMF expects the global 
economy to be back in the black, with 5.5% growth 
projected overall – supported by a 4.3% expansion in 
advanced economies and 6.3% growth across emerging 
markets. The fund anticipates the economies of the 
Middle East and Central Asia will shrink by 3.2% in 2020, 
before rebounding to 3% growth in 2021. More broadly, 
the road to full economic recovery for all regions 
remains uncertain and vulnerable to headwinds. 

For the first time in many generations, recovery rests 
heavily on the rapid manufacture and distribution of 
vaccines, the success of which varied considerably from 
country to country as of early 2021. 

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE
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In detail: Resilience in Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE 

The dual shock of Covid-19 and the fall in oil prices has 
substantially affected growth and revenue prospects 
in the MENA region. The latest forecast from the World 
Bank projects that the region’s economies will record 
combined growth of 5.2% for 2020, down 4.1 percentage 
points from its April outlook. Due to higher public 
spending and weaker export and fiscal revenue, both 
the current account and fiscal balance are expected to 
deteriorate, to 4.8% and 10.1% of GDP, respectively. 

The pandemic has had a significant impact on Egypt’s 
economy, reflected by the downward revision in its FY 
2020/21 GDP growth forecast from 5.9% in January to 
3.4% in October. Yet despite this impact, Egypt is set to 
outperform other markets in the region, most of which 
will see negative growth.

The Jordanian economy was forecast to contract by 
5.5% in 2020 due to the pandemic, down from the 2% 
growth estimated before Covid-19. At the same time, 
unemployment reached 23% in the second quarter of the 
year, following an increase in bankruptcies and layoffs. 
An IMF deal is expected to support reforms, with $1.3bn 
from the fund approved in March 2020. 

The second quarter of 2020 saw KSA’s oil sector shrink 
by 5.3% year-on-year, while the non-oil sector contracted 
by 8.2%. The Kingdom’s non-oil private sector was hit 
particularly hard, contracting by 10%. Unemployment, 
meanwhile, increased to 15.4%. The IMF projected GDP 
would decline by 6.8% in 2020 before returning to 3.1% 
growth over the course of 2021. 

In the UAE, the International Institute of Finance forecast 
a 5.7% decline in GDP for 2020 and 3.1% growth for 2021. 
Of the emirates, Dubai was perhaps hit the hardest due 
to the influential role tourism plays in its economy: the 
sector was expected to contract by 8% in 2020. 

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE
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Low average ages in the region 
helped protect populations from 

high case-fatality rates 
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Health care investment was a priority in MENA before Covid-19 

Graph source: World Bank

Prior to the pandemic, Egypt had begun to roll out its 
national health insurance plan, designed to lead to 
universal coverage.

Due to different levels of investment in technology at 
public and private hospitals, e-health measures were 
more widespread in the private sphere. 

A number of health tech start-ups such as Chefa and 
Vezeeta were already offering services to much of the 
population, including managing monthly prescriptions 
with artificial intelligence (AI) and enabling online 
consultations. 

The Kingdom’s health care system has experienced 
substantial and sustained investment over the past decade, 
in step with greater private sector participation planned 
under Vision 2030.

The country had a low pre-pandemic occupancy rate of ICU 
facilities when compared to many G20 nations. 

In 2018 the National Health Strategy outlined an e-health 
vision and five-year roadmap. The policy was developed in 
consultation with IBM and numerous specialist advisers to 
position e-health as a primary transformation agent. 

In December 2019 the government signed a memorandum 
of understanding with Chinese tech giant Huawei to 
accelerate its digitalisation agenda in medical technology. 
As in other GCC nations, this involved solutions anchored in 
AI, cloud networks, the internet of things and 5G. 

Jordan’s health care system has been a regional reference for 
service delivery and speciality care with a high-quality, low-
cost model. However, the large influx of Syrian refugees since 
2011 has put pressure on service provision. 

1988 legislation increasing reimbursement for e-health and 
telemedicine services in the Royal Medical Services created a 
the path for the development of health technology. 

Jordan has sophisticated systems in place to track and record 
health data. For example, it is one of very few middle-income 
countries to have a reliable system to track infant mortality: 
the Maternal Morality Surveillance and Response System. 
Through this system it is able to measure the effectiveness of 
treatment and amend health policies accordingly. 

Although health care policies and frameworks vary by 
emirate, there has been a positive overall trend in health care 
investment in recent years. Dubai, for example, has pushed 
its medical tourism agenda and bolstered pharmaceutical 
production, while Abu Dhabi has successfully attracted private 
sector investment in the health sector.

The UAE’s Ministry of Health and Prevention introduced a 
number of smart initiatives in January 2019. One such platform 
is Actiste, which allows patients with diabetes to manage their 
symptoms and treatment remotely via an app. 

Under UAE Vision 2021, the national government allocated 
$500m for innovation in key sectors, including health care. 
In addition, Dubai’s early adoption of 5G is facilitating wider 
usage of such technologies in medicine and health care. 

Current health expenditure, 2017 (% of GDP) Arab world average

0 2 4 6 8 10

UAE

KSA

Egypt 

Jordan

Factbox: Egypt

Factbox: KSA

Factbox: Jordan
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The economies of these markets were on different trajectories 
before the pandemic, with Egypt performing well, the UAE and 
Jordan moderately, and KSA slowing down

The demographics of Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE made them 
more resilient to the virus

Investment levels in medical and health technology in these 
countries prior to the arrival of Covid-19 varied, as did the overall 
capacity of each health care system

What are the prospects for an economic rebound?
 
How will the medical and health technology sectors evolve in the 
recovery and post-pandemic stages?

What business trends and opportunities have emerged during 
the pandemic?

Which segments of the medical and health technology sectors 
are likely to drive growth post-Covid-19, and how does this vary 
across the region?
 
To what extent are economic policies focused on these industries 
of the future?
 
What role will telehealth providers play in unlocking growth 
potential?

How do the actions taken by Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE to 
limit the spread of the virus compare, and how stringent were 
these measures on a global scale?
 
Did their central banks and governments take the necessary 
economic and public health measures?
 
Were the medical and health technology sectors able to adapt to 
the increased pressure of the pandemic environment?
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The Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT) is a composite measure based on nine response indicators including school 
closures, workplace closures and travel bans, rescaled to a value from 0 to 100 (100 = strictest). If policies vary at the subnational level, the index 
is shown as the response level of the strictest subregion. The above graph measures the evolution of stringency from the date of the third death.

 

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE

11Graph source: OxCGRT

MENA regional coordination 

While the response to Covid-19 across the Arab world 
has necessarily differed from the approach of regional 
blocs, in mid-March 2020 the GCC created a joint 
operations room to synchronise Gulf countries’ efforts 
to mitigate the public health and economic impacts of 
the pandemic. 

Egypt, for its part, continues to play an important role 
in the African Union following its chairmanship from 
February 2019 to February 2020. It participated in an 
online summit where leaders of the union discussed 
their Covid-19 response, and expressed their desire 
to develop a debt relief initiative. The idea received a 
positive response from other African leaders. 

Given the social and economic ties among MENA 
countries – alongside the virus’ evident lack of 
geographic constraints – a coordinated approach to 
controlling the disease would help reignite economic 
growth and reduce the likelihood and impact of 
subsequent waves in the region.

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE
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Stringency measures by MENA countries were in line with or ahead of their
European counterparts 
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Date of 3rd death

UAE March 31

Jordan March 31

Egypt March 18

KSA March 26

UK March 10

Italy February 25

Germany March 12

France March 3
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14
Egypt announces 
its first case of 
Covid-19 

15
Egypt closes 
all schools and 
universities

19
Egypt suspends all 
flights in and out 
of the country

Timeline: The first six months of Covid-19
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2
Jordan 
announces 
its first 
case 

21
Jordan imposes a 
nationwide curfew 
that prohibits the 
movement of people 
and closes all shops 

25
Jordan eases its curfew 
after four days to allow 
people to leave their 
homes for essential 
purposes, such as 
purchasing food and 
medicine. A curfew 
between 6.00pm and 
10.00am remains.

2
KSA 
announces 
its first case 

15
KSA suspends all 
flights for a two-
week period 

21 
The Ministry of 
Health announces 
that its central 
appointment app, 
Mawid, has been 
updated to advise 
infected residents 
whether to self-
isolate or visit  
a hospital 

23
KSA implements a 
curfew restricting 
movement 
throughout the 
country between 
7.00pm and 
6.00am every day

30
Royal order is 
issued confirming 
that all Covid-19 
patients in the 
country will 
receive free 
treatment at 
public and private 
health care 
facilities 

5
The UAE 
confirms the first 
case of Covid-19 
in an Emirati 
national 

6
Jordan takes  
its first 
preventive 
measures

17
Jordan suspends all 
non-cargo flights and 
residents are asked 
to remain home 
except in urgent 
circumstances 

FEB MAR

25
Egypt imposes a daily 
curfew between 
7.00pm and 6.00am to 
reduce non-essential 
social interaction 



30
Egypt announces 
the launch of a 
system by the 
beginning of 2021 
for economic 
assistance 
to informal 
labourers and 
seasonal workers 
affected by the 
pandemic 

5
Covid-19 isolation 
hospitals reach full 
capacity, and private 
hospitals are advised 
to prepare isolation 
wings to house 
Covid-19 patients. 
The government 
considers allowing 
the private sector 
to start testing to 
increase Egypt’s 
capacity. 

14
Three-phased 
plan announced 
to reopen Egypt’s 
economy beginning 
on June 1 based on 
indicators such as 
declining rates of 
infection. The next 
day hotels open to 
domestic travellers. 

27
Nationwide curfew 
lifted in accordance 
with reopening 
plan, but retail 
closing hours are 
shortened to 9.00pm 
for shops and 
malls, and 10.00pm 
for restaurants 
and cafes. Places 
of worship are 
reopened, but large 
gatherings remain 
prohibited. 
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23
Eid Al Fitr marks 
the end of 
the month of 
Ramadan, which 
is ordinarily 
celebrated with 
large gatherings of 
family and friends, 
creating additional 
risk of transmission 
of Covid-19 

22
Auda repatriation 
programme is 
launched to enable 
the return of foreign 
workers in KSA to 
their home countries 

31
KSA 
resumes 
domestic 
flights 

21
Life returns 
to normal in 
KSA, although 
masking and 
social-distancing 
guidance remains 

20
The national curfew 
in the UAE, which 
had been decreased 
by two hours, is 
extended again to its 
original duration from 
10.00pm to 6.00am. 
A fine of Dh10,000 is 
instituted for those 
hosting gatherings and 
Dh5000 for those  
who attend. 

7
Dubai reopens 
to international 
tourists and 
malls are 
permitted to 
operate at full 
capacity 

APR MAY JUN JUL AUG

Jordan KSAEgypt UAE
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Sector-wide implications of Covid-19

Prior to the pandemic, analysis suggested that the use 
of technology in health care could increase efficiency 
and allow infrastructure under increased pressure 
from shifting demographic and disease trends to more 
effectively serve populations. With the MENA region 
seeing a growing rate of chronic diseases like diabetes, 
improved workflows and medical personnel equipped 
with data can help to deliver better outcomes. 

Telehealth and remote treatment solutions, digitalisation 
of patient data and knowledge resources, and the use 
of artificial intelligence are examples of the potential to 
improve the quality of care across the region. 

According to the latest data from the World Bank, Egypt 
had an estimated 1.6 hospital beds per 1000 people 

in 2014, and the country leveraged its bed capacity to 
care for those with Covid-19. Speaking on Egypt’s health 
infrastructure and readiness to handle the Covid-19-
related demand for care, Hala Zayed, the minister of 
health, told local media in late April 2020 that the country 
had 17 quarantine hospitals with a total of 3214 beds. 
She announced that an additional 30 hospitals would be 
converted into quarantine facilities. 

Jordan, meanwhile, had 1.8 beds per 1000 population in 
2017, according to the most recent data, while KSA had 
2.7 and the UAE 1.2. By contrast, the average number 
of beds per 1000 population in Europe stood at 5. The 
relative lack of beds in the MENA region has increased the 
importance of other aspects of the Covid-19 response, 
such as the use of remote solutions. 

14 Telehealth in MENA CRR Booklet Graph source: World Bank
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Although a different communicable disease, the low incidence of 
tuberculosis across the study countries show they have a proven track 
record of effectively responding to and controlling respiratory diseases

Incidence of tuberculosis per 10,000 people, 2018

MENA regionUAEJordanKSAEgypt

31151012



15Infographic source: World Bank; Egypt’s Ministry of 
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In focus: Telehealth in Jordan and Egypt

The spread of Covid-19 has spurred governments 
around the world to roll out public health and 
economic measures to mitigate its effects. At 
the same time, the medical community’s evolving 
understanding of the novel virus created a need 
to update the information available to the public. 
While Covid-19 became the most salient issue 
for public health in 2020, people continued to 
require medical attention for other concerns. In 
this context, telehealth consultations and Covid-19 
information hotlines were tools well suited to 
advancing public health outcomes, particularly in 
the context of the demographic pressure on health 
infrastructure in Jordan and Egypt. 

Altibbi partnered with their respective governments 
to provide the telehealth and hotline services 
required. It launched the Ask About Coronavirus 
hotline in collaboration with Jordan’s Ministry 
of Health in June 2020, supported by Hikma 
Pharmaceuticals. Those seeking reliable information 
about the virus, its symptoms and prevention 
measures could call the hotline number, 111, which 
was clearly indicated on the ministry website. In 
Jordan, Altibbi was able to ramp up operations 
quickly due to its existing use of the cloud and 
remote solutions so that 350 doctors were 
responding to an average of 2000 calls per day. 

Egypt similarly saw the need for a Covid-19 
hotline, with the Ministry of Health and Population 
launching the service in cooperation with Telecom 
Egypt by mid-March 2020. In May Altibbi established 
a platform for digital health consultations through 
a public-private partnership with the Ministry of 
Higher Education’s Supreme Council of Universities, 
Nile Scan & Labs, and Paire Health. This saw the 
platform field an average of 5000 calls daily with 
550 doctors. In mid-August Altibbi noted that 70% 
of calls were about Covid-19, while the remaining 
30% of calls concerned more general enquiries.

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE

Altibbi hotline capacity

Mobile phone penetration

5000
average calls 

per day

550 
doctors 

2000 
average calls 
per day 

350
doctors 

95%
in 2020

77% 
in 2019
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CASE STUDY: Covid-19 measures adopted by Altibbi

As was the case for companies around the 
world, with the arrival of Covid-19, health 
technology firm Altibbi had to adapt its 
internal operations in accordance with 
the mitigation measures taken by the 
governments of KSA, Egypt, Jordan and 
the UAE. Aided by its existing use of cloud 
technology, the transition to remote work 
was less of an obstacle than for many other 
companies. At the same time, the firm 
experienced a significant increase in the 
demand for its services, which required 
expanding the number of personnel and 
rolling out new offers. 

In Egypt, transitioning management of the 
105 Covid-19 hotline from the Ministry of 
Health and Population and Telecom Egypt 
to Altibbi was carried out over the course 
of several days, during which time Altibbi 
hired an additional 600 physicians to provide 
information and consultation services. The 
doctors answered calls remotely, which 
proved particularly useful for overcoming 
insufficient talent in all parts of the country.

An additional 600 doctors 
were hired when Altibbi took 
over management of Egypt’s 

Covid-19 hotline

Launched in 2019, this free medical advice 
initiative was created in collaboration with Telecom 
Egypt, T20 Egypt, the Ministry of Health and 
Population, and the Ministry of Communications 
and Information Technology. The initiative gained 
increasing importance with the arrival of Covid-19 
and the resulting need to provide health advice 
on a mass scale in an instantaneous and virtual 
manner, avoiding in-person consultations. 

One Million Free Medical 
Consultations Initiative (Egypt)

16 Telehealth in MENA CRR Booklet Graph source: World Bank

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE

Physicians per 1000 people, 2018
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Reinvention

The economies of these markets were on different trajectories 
before the pandemic, with Egypt performing well, the UAE and 
Jordan moderately, and KSA slowing down

The demographics of Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE made them 
more resilient to the virus

Investment levels in medical and health technology in these 
countries prior to the arrival of Covid-19 varied, as did the overall 
capacity of each health care system

What are the prospects for an economic rebound?
 
How will the medical and health technology industries evolve in 
the recovery and post-pandemic stages?

What business trends and opportunities have emerged during 
the pandemic?

Which segments of the medical and health technology sectors 
are likely to drive growth post-Covid-19, and how does this vary 
across the region?
 
To what extent are economic policies focused on these industries 
of the future?
 
What role will telehealth providers play in unlocking growth 
potential?

Many of the actions taken by Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE 
to limit the spread of the virus were broadly in line with the 
stringency of countries in Europe in terms of both scope and time

The governments and central banks of these four countries took 
varying yet effective measures to support both their economies 
and public health

Medical and health technology providers became more prominent 
in the increased pressure of the pandemic environment
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Recovery in the study countries is among the most 
promising in the region, with both Egypt and Jordan set to 
outperform advanced economies

18 Telehealth in MENA CRR Booklet Table source: IMF World Economic Outlook, Oct 2020
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Looking ahead

The IMF’s “World Economic Outlook” forecast 
from October 2020 revised global economic 
growth slightly upwards for that year. The reality 
is that the majority of countries around the world 
spent 2020 in recession, with Egypt being one 
notable exception. By examining compound annual 
growth rates (CAGRs), the long-term trajectory 
of economies can be more effectively analysed. 
Although MENA is not expected to see the world’s 
strongest rebound, the four economies in the study 
are projected to avoid the severity of contraction 
experienced by advanced economies in Europe.

CAGR +2%
CAGR 0-1.9%
Negative CAGR

IRANIRAQ

JORDAN

EGYPT

OMAN

YEMEN

KSA UAE

QATAR

KUWAIT

GDP 
growth 
2020F

GDP 
growth 
2021F

CAGR 
2020-21F

World -5.8 3.9 -0.95

Advanced 
economies

-4.4 5.2 0.4

Country

Egypt 3.5 2.8 3.2

KSA -5.4 3.1 -1.2

UAE -6.6 1.3 -2.6

Jordan -5.0 3.4 -0.8

Qatar -8.1 0.6 -3.7

Kuwait -8.1 0.6 -3.7

Oman -1.0 -0.5 -5.3

Yemen -5.0 0.5 -2.3

Iraq -1.2 2.5 -4.8

Iran -5.0 3.2 -0.9
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Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE share solid prospects for 
higher purchasing power and telehealth spending 
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A rising tide

The four focus markets are expected to exhibit 
strong GDP per capita growth across the board

Projected global telehealth market 

As the share of the MENA population over the age 
of 65 continues to increase, health care demand 
in Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE will also grow. 
Technology will play an important part in meeting 
this demand for medical care. The importance of 
technology is visible in the context of the pandemic: 
although a number of sectors have been hit hard by 
the virus, this has not been the case for technology-
enabled health services. 

The global telehealth market had an estimated value 
of $60.2bn in 2019 and is projected to reach $186bn 
by 2026, outpacing the projected annual growth of 
the global economy by some 10 percentage points 
over the next five years. At present, 42% of market 
value comes from electronic health records, while 
22% is remote patient monitoring, and 36% is video 
and telephone consultations. 

Economic well-being and technology uptake often 
go hand in hand; this bodes well for the four focus 

markets, each of which is projected to see sizeable 
per capita GDP growth despite their varying market 
sizes. With increased digital penetration from the 
demand side and a greater emphasis on the usage 
of medical technology on the supply side, higher 
purchasing power could meaningfully contribute to 
growth in medical and health care technology.

*current prices

0 10,000 20,000 30,000 40,000 50,000 60,000 70,000 80,000

2025F
2024F
2023F
2022F
2021F
2020F

GDP per capita*, 2020-25F (PPP, int'l $)

$186bn
2026

$60.2bn
2019
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CASE STUDY: Disruption to doing business provides fertile 
growth environment for health-tech companies

20 Telehealth in MENA CRR Booklet Graph source: OBG CEO Survey
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The pandemic has accelerated technological 
disruption across sectors as companies have 
integrated cloud computing, remote meetings and 
digitalisation into their operations. The health care 
sector is seeing similar disruption as health-tech 
companies develop solutions to bridge gaps in 
quality and infrastructure. Altibbi, which began 
as a resource for online medical and health care 
information, has expanded its services to include 
telehealth consultation, health information hotline 
management and electronic medical record 
services. These tools connect patients with quality 
health care providers and facilitate effective 
communication and treatment when cost, distance 
or risk prevent the use of traditional health systems 
and infrastructure. 

In 2017 data overtook oil as the most valuable 
resource globally. As the client base expands both 
within individual markets and across the Arab world, 
firms will continue to evolve. The digital basis of 
Altibbi’s business allows it to collect significant 
quantities of data, which in turn will contribute 
to further improving the efficiency and cost-
effectiveness of care. 

Data can also catalyse the development of new 
health technologies. In line with this, Altibbi has 
developed an app that allows smartphone users to 
access health information and videos, and consult 
with a physician within minutes, who can then 
upload and view the patient’s data, images and 
results that are stored on the platform. It also has 
the ability to integrate with wearables in the future.

Do not know or N/A

Very insignificantly

15%

25%37%

10%

2%
2%

Insignificantly

Moderately

Significantly

Very significantly

To what extent will the pandemic permanently
change the way in which you communicate and
interact with your clients and customers?

In mid-2020 OBG asked Middle 
East business leaders about their 

outlook for business practices and 
the wider economic environment 

in the context of Covid-19 

Interaction
Speak to a doctor (voice call or text chat)

Free questions and answers online

Up-to-date information 
Doctor blogs

Medical videos 

Specialised research
Published papers 

Encyclopaedia of medicine 

Tracking
Pregnancy monitor 

Medical laboratory 

Altibbi
e-health
services
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Reinvention

The economies of these markets were on different trajectories 
before the pandemic, with Egypt performing well, the UAE and 
Jordan moderately, and KSA slowing down

The demographics of Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE made them 
more resilient to the virus

Investment levels in medical and health technology in these 
countries prior to the arrival of Covid-19 varied, as did the overall 
capacity of each health care system

While Egypt is the only one of the four study countries not to 
enter recession in 2020, growth in KSA and Jordan is forecast to 
rebound in 2021

As priorities among health care providers shift in the recovery 
stage, the medical and health technology industry is set to 
benefit

With governments looking to reduce their expenditure, medical 
and health technology firms could fill gaps amid efficiency drives

Which segments of the medical and health technology sectors 
are likely to drive growth post-Covid-19, and how does this vary 
across the region?
 
To what extent are economic policies focused on these industries 
of the future?
 
What role will telehealth providers play in unlocking growth 
potential?

Many of the actions taken by Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE 
to limit the spread of the virus were broadly in line with the 
stringency of countries in Europe in terms of both scope and time

The governments and central banks of these four countries took 
varying yet effective measures to support both their economies 
and public health

Medical and health technology providers became more prominent 
in the increased pressure of the pandemic environment
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Access to information

22 Telehealth in MENA CRR Booklet Table source: Internet World Stats
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Room for growth 
in Arabic-language 
health information

The big picture

Altibbi actions

• Despite Arabic being one 
of the top languages used 
online, language can be 
a barrier to accessing 
high-quality and relevant 
health information, 
according to the WHO. 
The language disconnect 
between the provision of 
medical information and 
the consumers of that data 
is a gap that remains to be 
filled, as the vast majority 
of health information 
published online is in 
English. 

• A 2009 study by King Saud 
bin Abdulaziz University 
for Health Sciences in KSA 
in collaboration with the 
University of Geneva found 
that less than 5% of all 
Arabic health information 
websites met international 
quality standards. 

Top-10 languages used on the web, March 2020

Access to reliable health information is an important 
pillar of the social response to Covid-19. This has been 
helped by the fact that internet use has grown over the 
past two decades. In 1996 Web MD was established as 
an online publisher of health news and information, 
and by 2016 the site was receiving 179m unique users 
monthly. Due to Covid-19, in November 2020 the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) announced a collaboration 
with Wikipedia for the free use of its published 
information in order to improve the accessibility of data 
on the pandemic. Although access to health information 
online is growing with the proliferation of websites, 
there is also risk of a rise in associated misinformation 
among the widening number of available platforms. 

Altibbi is the largest Arabic-language digital health platform, allowing anyone with 
internet access to view 1.5m pages of medical information. The information it 
provides spans disease management and prevention, including for Covid-19, as well as 
mental health and well-being resources.

Global  
population of 

language 
speakers, 

2020E (m)

Internet  
users by  

language  
(m)

Internet 
penetration  
(% of pop)

Internet user 
growth, 

2000-20 (%)

Internet 
users  
(% of  

global total)

English 1531.0 1186.0 77.5 743 25.9

Chinese 1477.0 888.5 60.1 2650 19.4

Spanish 516.7 363.7 70.4 1511 7.9

Arabic 447.6 237.4 53.0 9348 5.2

Portuguese 290.9 171.8 59.0 2167 3.7

Indonesian/
Malaysian

306.3 198.0 64.6 3356 4.3

French 431.5 151.7 35.2 1164 3.3

Japanese 126.5 118.6 93.8 152 2.6

Russian 145.9 116.4 79.7 3653 2.5

German 98.7 92.5 93.8 236.2 2.0
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Telemedicine is poised to fill gaps in health care 
infrastructure and provision

RESPONSE RECOVERY REINVENTIONRESILIENCE

The big picture

Altibbi actions

Remote solutions are an increasingly important pillar of 
global health infrastructure, particularly in the context 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, when people have sought 
alternatives to in-person consultations. At the same time, 
the spread of the virus has created significant demand 
for verified information about personal health safety, 
as well as necessitated new measures and policies to be 
implemented in countries around the world. In emerging 
markets, and particularly in the MENA region, telemedicine 
has the potential to reduce the burden on traditional health 
care infrastructure – some of which is lagging behind its 
European counterparts in terms of capacity and capability. 

• Altibbi launched the Ask About Coronavirus hotline 
in collaboration with Jordan’s Ministry of Health 
and Hikma Pharmaceuticals. Through the hotline 
number 111, a total of 350 doctors fielded more 
than 375,000 calls, working 20 hours and answering 
an average of 2000 calls per day. 

• Altibbi partnered with UNICEF to provide telehealth 
consultations for Jordan’s youth, which will boost 
health literacy in the country – particularly around 
topics related to Covid-19 and mental health. 

• In May 2020 Altibbi established a platform for 
digital health consultations through a public-private 
partnership of the Ministry of Higher Education’s 
Supreme Council of Universities, Nile Scan & Labs, 
and Paire Health. The platform has 550 doctors 
fielding an average of 5000 calls daily – 70% of 
which were about Covid-19, with the remaining 30% 
concerning more general enquiries.

• In May 2019 Altibbi, which had partnered with 
Telecom Egypt to launch an initiative to offer 1m 
free medical consultations, announced it had 
reached 35,000 consultations in the first two 
months and 460,000 as of November 2020.

• Telecom Egypt provided free medical consultations 
on the virus in cooperation with Altibbi via a hotline. 

• Altibbi raised $6.5m to support its digital health 
platform – which serves users in KSA, Egypt, the 
UAE, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, Jordan, Iraq 
and Palestine – and connects patients with local 
primary care physicians. 

EGYPT
• A number of telemedicine platforms have emerged in 

Egypt over the past several years, yet the technology is 
still relatively new to the population

• Trust and privacy concerns continue to be factors 
impeding patient adoption of remote medical 
consultations

• In August 2020 the Egyptian General Healthcare 
Authority rolled out telemedicine services through an 
online application called El Balto as part of the National 
Health Insurance system to 1m residents of Port Said

KSA
• Telemedicine regulations were issued in 2019, creating 

a framework under the supervision of the Saudi 
Telemedicine Unit of Excellence that has enabled the 
rollout of remote consultations

• A total of 19 applications and platforms providing public 
health services have been developed by the public and 
private sectors

• The Ministry of Health created hotlines to respond to 
queries in English and Arabic about the coronavirus, 
receiving over 18m calls by October 2020

UAE
• The UAE established a regulatory framework for 

telemedicine in 2013
• Six telemedicine solutions were approved in April 2020 

by the Telecommunications Regulatory Authority to 
support hospitals and clinics in the provision of care

• More than 50% of hospitals in the UAE already make 
use of internet-of-things tools, with over 90% of 
physicians taking advantage of medical applications on 
smartphones to provide care

• The total value of the local telehealth market is 
expected to exceed $536m by 2025

JORDAN
• Jordan first began a telehealth project in 2011 to serve 

patients who were unable to access medical facilities 
in the capital due to distance, cost or poor health

• The Ministry of Health launched a hotline to respond 
to queries about Covid-19 in June 2020

• In July 2020 UNICEF rolled out a programme in Jordan 
aimed at providing real-time health consultations with 
medical professionals to 3000 youth, including those 
in remote areas
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Medical record digitalisation 
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The big picture

Altibbi actions

The global market for electronic health care records is 
forecast to grow from an estimated value of $26.13bn 
in 2019 to $39.35bn by 2026, registering a compound 
annual growth rate of 5.25% over the period, according 
to Data Bridge Market Research. A number of factors are 
contributing to this trend, including heightened health 
awareness and growing demand for integrated health care 
systems. While concerns over data protection and the cost 
of digital transformation remain impediments to growth, 
the digitalisation of health records remains integral to the 
ability to deliver remote care solutions.

EGYPT
• Egypt has a pluralistic health care system that 

incorporates private hospitals, clinics and pharmacies 
with entities under the Ministry of Health and 
Population. Electronic medical records would allow for 
easier movement of patients between providers, as 
envisioned by the national health insurance programme

• The country initiated a plan to automate the national 
health insurance system that includes a claims-
management apparatus, a data-exchange platform 
integrated with hospitals, and an e-portal and mobile 
application to bolster communication between 
service providers and patients. This will support 
decision-makers by providing them with data from 
different levels of the system in accordance with the 
requirements of the Ministry of Health and Population UAE

• The UAE passed a Health Data Law in February 2019 
to protect information and regulate ICT use in the 
health care industry

• In February 2020 the Ministry of Health announced 
the rollout of a health care data platform founded on 
blockchain technology to securely store health data 
for use by medical providers, pharmaceutical firms 
and the government

KSA
• In a 2018 study titled “Patient satisfaction with 

the implementation of electronic medical records 
in the Western Region, Saudi Arabia”, patients 
reported that physicians were more attentive, 
and had more time to discuss treatment and 
answer questions. The study also concluded 
that the availability of records in electronic 
form improved associated services to the care 
physicians provided 

• The implementation of electronic medical records 
in hospitals across the country is a pillar of the 
health plan under Vision 2030

JORDAN
• The electronic medical record system Hakeem was 

first implemented in Jordan in 2008 to connect public 
sector hospitals across the country, and store and 
allow for the easy retrieval of patient data. By 2020 
it held more than 7.1m electronic health records and 
was in use for 77% of Jordan’s hospital beds 

• The company launched Altibbi Clinic in September 
2018, an electronic health record solution that is 
designed to facilitate patient care.

• Altibbi’s mobile application allows patients to 
upload files such as images and lab tests to 
facilitate tele-consultations.

Emerging markets have the opportunity to
leapfrog more developed markets with the
adoption of digital health models
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Automation and remote medicine 
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The big picture

Altibbi actions

The pandemic is driving the adoption of technologies 
that allow for remote operations, including cloud 
solutions, artificial intelligence and robotics. The value 
of the global remote health care industry was expected 
to reach $11bn in 2020, according to a July 2020 report 
by Arizton. Automation is playing a key part in this, 
not only by streamlining and accelerating processes, 
but also in combination with artifical intelligence by 
interpreting radiological images and improving the 
speed and accuracy of diagnoses. These technologies 
will improve patient experiences and reduce the burden 
on health infrastructure. Remote surgery is one of many 
possibilities being tested from Canada to China, and 
will be increasingly viable with the proliferation of 5G 
technology and advanced robotics.

Altibbi’s end-to-end digital health platform expanded in 
2020 to include video consultations via their cloud-based 
clinic software. Some 4000 physicians in Egypt and 
Jordan now provide consultations through the platform. 

EGYPT
• In 2019 the Ministry of Health and Population 

announced the automation of a number of services 
to facilitate treatment, spanning information, 
infrastructure and people management

• A smart clinic in Shobra El Kheima with the capacity 
to treat 15,0000 patients annually in gynaecology, 
internal medicine, paediatrics, ophthalmology, 
dentistry and orthopaedics was inaugurated in 
October 2020 by Siemens. The clinic will also 
contribute to Covid-19 diagnoses

• Virtual outpatient clinics were established in the 
spring of 2020 for neurosurgical patients following 
their surgeries at Cairo University to reduce in-
person follow-ups and study the effectiveness 
of remote solutions. The study concluded that 
patients had a high satisfaction rate with the 
remote follow-ups, although improved literacy and 
ICT infrastructure would increase the adoption and 
effectiveness of remote examinations 

UAE
• Saudi German Hospitals in the UAE has begun to 

introduce robotic process automation to provide 
better patient outcomes while improving operational 
efficiency. Leveraging artifical intelligence for patient 
care also offers the potential for deeper insights into 
their conditions and more tailored treatment options 

KSA
• The Vision 2030 National Transformation Programme 

for health care, running from 2018 through to 2020, 
highlighted electronic health as a key enabler of the 
sector’s transformation. It tasked the National Health 
Information Centre with creating comprehensive 
e-health services 

• An e-prescription service enables pharmacists to send 
prescriptions to patients following a virtual consultation 
with a doctor

• The electronic health system in the Kingdom is 
cloud-based, allowing medical personnel to easily 
communicate, and send health results and vaccination 
reminders to patients’ phones

JORDAN
• Abdali Medical Centre in Amman opened its doors in 

2019 and relies on an integrated technology system 
that incorporates electronic medical records with 
health care management and planning systems to 
automate the hospital’s clinical and business operations

• In May 2020 electronic medical record system Hakeem 
launched a remote follow-up clinic under the umbrella 
of the National Programme for Computerising the 
Health Sector, in cooperation with the Royal Medical 
Services. The initial stage allows patients to book online 
appointments for diabetes, oncology, renal care and 
general internal medicine 

Ranking of selected countries in the  
Global Innovation Index 2019 (out of 129)

3 49 92

9 68 111

36 86 114
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The economies of these markets were on different trajectories 
before the pandemic, with Egypt performing well, the UAE and 
Jordan moderately, and KSA slowing down

The demographics of Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE made them 
more resilient to the virus

Investment levels in medical and health technology in these 
countries prior to the arrival of Covid-19 varied, as did the overall 
capacity of each health care system

While Egypt is the only one of the four study countries not to 
enter recession in 2020, growth in KSA and Jordan is forecast to 
rebound in 2021

As priorities among health care providers shift in the recovery 
stage, the medical and health technology industry is set to 
benefit

With governments looking to reduce their expenditure, medical 
and health technology firms could fill gaps amid efficiency drives

Although the whole medical and health technology industry is 
poised for strong growth, telemedicine has gained the most 
acceptance and is set to lead expansion going forwards

Swift adaptation to the new reality has refocused social and 
economic policies of the study countries towards digitalisation 
and innovation

Medical and health technology providers will be crucial to 
unlocking growth in key segments such as consultations and the 
digitalisation of records and automation, allowing for resource 
optimisation and filling infrastructure gaps

Many of the actions taken by Egypt, Jordan, KSA and the UAE 
to limit the spread of the virus were broadly in line with the 
stringency of European countries in terms of scope and time

The governments and central banks of these four countries took 
varying, yet effective, measures to support both the economy 
and public health

Medical and health technology providers across these countries 
became more prominent as a result of the increased pressure of 
the pandemic
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Although the scope of lockdowns 
varied across the study countries, all 
saw early action from their 
governments to close borders and 
implement public health measures to 
prevent the spread of the virus

Technology proved crucial during the 
pandemic for the provision of 
information on Covid-19 and other 
health-related services, keeping the 
public aware of the situation and 
their options for care

Altibbi’s initiatives reflect wider 
trends in the sector across all 
countries, yet future growth for the 
company will rely on the current 
evolution continuing

While the level of investment in local 
health care differed across countries, 
all four made progress on 
establishing infrastructure and 
initiatives conducive to health and 
medical technology

The study countries’ economies are 
expected to rebound strongly in 
2021, having experienced more 
shallow contractions than many of 
their European counterparts; Egypt 
witnessed no contraction at all

Going forwards, the need to fill 
infrastructure gaps amid lower public 
health budgets may create greater 
demand for health and medical 
technology across the board

6 Key Takeaways
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