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Executive Summary

Is sci-fi the fruit of human imagination or a means to
predict the future? While there might not be a scientific
answer to this question, we’ve all seen at least one movie
where humanity faces the threat of a deadly quickspreading virus only to now find ourselves living in one.
Unlike sci-fi movies, we cannot wait for a hero to restore
the world’s balance. COVID-19 has forced us to face
the pandemic as one global community, forge
newcollaborations between different stakeholders, and
reshape entire industries. The pandemic has especially
marked an inflection point for the healthcare industry
and provided an opportunity for accelerated innovation
in the healthcare sector. Advancing innovation in
healthcare is a multi-stakeholder ecosystem play where
regulators, medical practitioners, research, public and
private institutions must work in a concerted manner.
Using traditional ways for such institutions to collaborate
will lead to traditional results that are lengthy and
bureaucratic. Doubling down on investing in healthtech
startups can catalyze a transition towards innovation, yet
such a transition requires a set of pre-requisites. As more
healthtech startups emerge, establishing an ecosystem
to support their growth is crucial to their survival. In
order to create a thriving healthtech ecosystem, we
need to increase the number of healthtech startups
and the diversity of topics they cover. To do so, we
need to reduce regulatory and institutional red tape for
healthtech
startups while creating a supporting
ecosystem through funding, capability development
,access, and cultural
lifecycle.
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awareness across the start-ups

Global View of the
Healthcare Industry
The healthcare industry consists of numerous
sectors within the ecosystem that offer
products and services aimed at preventive,
curative, palliative, and rehabilitative care. A
major player in COVID-19 response, the total
global healthcare funding hit a new record in
2020 with over 5 thousand companies raising a
total of

80.6
Billion dollar
in equity funding, with a special focus on
healthtech.
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The healthtech sector consists of four interconnected
segments, each presenting different solutions across the
healthcare value chain:

Health Product companies are improving
new drug discovery and development making
innovation more accessible, reliable, and faster.

Health Devices are enabling the delivery
of proactive and personalized care allowing
doctors to focus on patients’ treatment and
improve care outcomes.

Health Services are focusing on the need
to optimize and personalize health plans and
services across the value chain to cut costs and
reduce errors and lastly.

Technology-driven Innovations
are contributing to improving the understanding
of patients, enabling the delivery of more
convenient
individualized
care
through
consumer-facing portals.

Health Product

Small Molecules Biologics Vaccines

Services

Health Insurance Community Clinics
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Digital

Medical
Professionals
Patients

Health Technology

Devices

Health Data

AI

Medical Devices Diagnostics Imaging

With patients’ needs as the main driver for change
in healthcare, technological innovation led the
advancement of healthcare digitization with a
45% jump in global funding in healthtech in 2020.

423.1 Billion dollar

2020

2021

2022

19.35%

2023 2024

The global healthtech sector is expected to
generate revenues of around $423.1 billion by the
end of 2024, growing at a CAGR of 19.35%. This
advancement has been accelerated through the
integration of exponential technologies such as:
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Sensors

Genomics

Robotics

VR/AR

Wearables

3D printing

Big data

AI

Impact of COVID-19 on the
Healthtech Sector
Healthtech solutions have allowed the healthcare
industry to keep pace with fast-changing standards
by adapting quickly and efficiently to the challenges
imposed by the pandemic.
Telehealth skyrocketed between 2019 and 2020. A
PwC report revealed that many general physicians
shifted 85-90% of their sessions to phone or online
consultations in comparison to no more than 10% in
the previous years. This move was made possible due
to the public’s willingness to change their behavior in
how they access care. A McKinsey repor t estimated
that telehealth consumers in the US increased from
11% in 2019 to 46% in 2020.
The rapid adoption of technology-enabled services
was made possible through successful par tnerships
between healthcare and technology players. One
example is the par tnership of NHS Digital and NHSX
with Microsoft to provide the 1.2 million workers at
NHS the oppor tunity to collaborate and communicate
through Microsoft platforms.
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Challenges Ahead Facing
Healthtech
Despite various efforts made by players in the
healthcare industry to digitize their operations in an
attempt to avoid risks imposed by the pandemic, many
challenges lay ahead in the integration of healthtech
services across the health care value chain.
While the high cost of installation and cyber threats
remain a technical hindrance to adopting healthtech
solutions, the main challenges are tackling culture,
funding, and partnerships between technology and
healthcare players which lead to a hindrance in the
establishment of an ecosystem supporting the growth
of the healthtech sector.

At a cultural level
More effort needs to be made in attracting talent with
digital and technology skills to join healthcare institutions
in key leadership, board, and policy making positions.
This is a must in order to develop a culture that will drive
a shift towards healthtech and innovation. Similarly, more
technology staff need to be recruited across all levels of
healthcare institutions, and medical curriculums need to
include training a workforce with the needed level of digital
literacy and technology skills.
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At a funding level
Investment in healthtech must remain a priority as
the world recovers from COVID-19. The PwC repor t
“Tech powered healthcare” states that trusts spend
around 2% of expenditures on technology. This needs
to be bolstered in order to establish a strong digital
infrastructure to ensure a seamless and eff icient
adoption of healthtech services by stakeholders
across the value chain.

At a partnership level
The healthcare industry players must collaborate
with private sector companies, star tups, technology
companies, and the public. These par tnerships
are key in suppor ting the creation of innovation
hubs facilitating the inclusion of more players in
the healthtech market. Such par tnerships would
additionally facilitate patient data collection, while
respecting the patients’ privacy and in accordance
with the Data Protection Act, and coordinate usage
permission, using the collected data for medical
research purposes and monetizing on big data.
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Healthcare in MENA

The healthcare industry in the MENA faces stringent
challenges in comparison to its global counterpart given
the weak infrastructure prevalent in the region. Some
of the key challenges facing the healthcare industry are
the rising cost of healthcare, a growing population of
elderly patients resulting in greater need for healthcare
that outweighs the supply, and access to healthcare in
rural areas and low-to-middle-income countries.
An article by the World Bank estimates that by 2030,
87% of all deaths in GCC and 81% of all deaths in nonGCC countries will be caused by non-communicable
diseases (NDC) such as obesity and diabetes.
These facts have pushed Arab countries to focus on
investing in and growing the healthcare industry. A
recent report by Fitch projects growth of the healthcare
market in the MENA at a CACGR of 11.7% from $185.5
billion in 2019 to $243.6 billion in 2023 with more focus
on healthtech.
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Technology in Healthcare
in MENA
The first generation of healthtech entrepreneurs in the
MENA started emerging in 2015 when innovation hubs
and entrepreneurship-supporting entities in the region
grew significantly. Today’s healthtech startups offer
scalable solutions providing wide access to health data,
connecting patients with physicians and therapists, and
digitizing management systems for specialized fields
such as cardiology.
In 2016, most healthtech startups in the MENA were
based in Egypt and the UAE, followed by Palestine,
Lebanon, Jordan, and Saudi Aabia.

While healthtech activity was growing in the
region, startups faced significant barriers to entry.
Funding in private healthcare companies was
insufficient, forcing many entrepreneurs to rely on
personal savings, family and friends, and grants.
Furthermore, entrepreneurs faced challenges in
testing and validating their products due to the
nature of healthcare industry policies imposing
high accuracy and small margins of error, and the
lack of partnerships between healthcare players
and innovation hubs.
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While some startups managed to overcome these
hurdles, many healthtech entrepreneurs changed
course or moved operations outside the region.
Abderrahim Bourouis
winner of the second place in the eighth
season of Stars of Science for his smart wear
autism shirt WonderKit, moved his team to
Malaysia’s Silicon Valley, Cyber Jaya, where
he was able to manufacture 18 prototypes.
Wassim El Hariri
a semi-finalist of the ninth season of Stars of
Science, sold his Smart Autonomous System
for Hospital Assistance (Sasha) robot to a
Belgian company and founded Rovotonix, a
startup developing social robots used for
advertisement purposes.

)nosledneM nosaJ(rohtuA -koob slaeD erutneV
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Impact of COVID-19 on
Healthtech in MENA
COVID-19 has given the healthtech sector in the region a
golden opportunity for growth. Investments in healthtech
startups have increased over the past 8 years from 2%
of total capital raised between 2013-2018 (according to
ArabNet’s State of Digital Investments 2013-2018 report)
to 14% of capital raised from Q4’19 to Q3’20.
However, while the share of capital has increased rapidly,
the growth in the number of investments does not match,
showing that most funds are concentrated on a small
number of startups. According to the same ArabNet
report, healthtech startups represented 6% of all deals
made between 2013-2018. From Q4’19 to Q3’20, that
number has increased to 8.6%.
Investments in Startups in MENA including Healthtech
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Out of 30 investments in healthtech startups from Q4’19
to Q3’20, 38.7% of deals were towards UAE based startups
cannibalizing 54.3% of all dollars invested, followed by Egypt
which constituted 32.3% of deals and made up 43.3% of the
value of deals.
Countries’ share of total number of healthtech deals in MENA
(#, Q4’19 – Q3’20)

Kuwait
1.1%

UAE
54.3%

Egypt
43.3%

Countries’ share of total value of healthtech deals in MENA
(#, Q4’19 – Q3’20)

Saudi
3.2%

Lebanon
3.2%

Kuwait
3.2%

Palestine
3.2%

Jordan
6.5%

Bahrain
9.7%

Egypt
32.3%
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UAE
38.7%

While an increase in funding to regional healthtech startups
between Q3’19 and Q4’20 has catalyzed the growth of this
sector in the MENA, this funding remains largely insufficient
to establish the R&D centers required to develop deep tech
startups and businesses. This led to several regional leaders
investing in global healthtech startups.
From Q4’19 to Q3’20, we have witnessed regional sovereign
wealth funds and investors enter 14 deals with international
healthtech startups, out of which, 6 deals were led by regional
investors.

Abu Dhabi’s SWF Mubadala is the most active
in the space (6 investments) followed by Khaled
Bin AlWaleed (KBW) Ventures and Hikma
Ventures (the corporate venture arm of Hikma
Pharmaceuticals) each with two investments
over said period.
KBW Ventures is the most active regional investor in
biotechnology, while Mubadala maintains investments in
SaaS for enterprise solutions, drug discovery, and diagnostics
companies.
Breakdown of investment in international startups by
regional investors

14.3%
Biotech

21.4%

21.4%

Primary Care

Insurance

21.4%
Diagnostics
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21.4%

Drug Discovery

Emerging Healthtech
Startups in MENA
The pandemic necessitated a collaboration between
healthcare providers, governments, and tech startups to
help deliver healthcare support to individuals across the
MENA. The growing appetite for healthtech startups in
the region was met with increased funding supporting
existing startups. Young entrepreneurs were motivated
to innovate in the sector through various hackathons
and entrepreneurial competitions aimed at imagining the
future of healthcare. Most healthtech startups in MENA
are focused on appointment booking, telemedicine, and
mental health.

According to an article published by Forbes ME, 3 out
of the 5 most funded healthtech startups in MENA are
online doctor booking platforms raising $78.5 million out
of the $90 million funding from international and regional
investors.
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One example is Okadoc, a UAE based online doctor
booking platform established in 2018 that has raised a
total funding of $12.3 million. The cloud-based platform
allows patients to find a doctor based on various parameters
including gender, language spoken, insurance network,
specialty, and location. The platform encompasses over 60%
of doctors in UAE and is integrated with most international
and local hospital information systems. Okadoc is planning to
launch a telemedicine platform for online consultations and
expand operations to Saudi Arabia and other GCC countries.
Breakdown of investments in international startups by
regional investors

14.3%

Hikma Venture

14.3%

KBW Ventures

7.1%

Fincasa Ventures

7.1%

Venture Souq

7.1%

Sanabil Investment

7.1%

Global Ventures

42.9%
Mubadala

While we still see a lag in remote-patient care in primary
care, fitness and mental health startups in the region are
designed for remote-access from their inception. Egyptian
startup Shezlong is the first psychotherapy platform in
the MENA that allows patients to find and book therapists
online. As the pandemic took a toll on global mental health
and wellbeing, and decreased access to gyms and fitness
groups in person, this readiness drove a 46.3% increase
(second highest globally) in app downloads in the category
according to MoEngage.
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Fast Track Adoption

The past 18 months have significantly affected the
healthcare industry and put its ability to quickly adapt to
a global health crisis to the test. This ability was largely
the result of the adoption of healthtech solutions that
are foreseen as the new mainstream of many operations
across the value chain, especially given the emerging
evidence proving that digitization increases the
efficiency and accuracy of various healthcare activities.
We expect hospitals and healthcare institutions to shift
to a digital-based record system allowing health data to
be stored (while respecting data privacy and abiding by
Data protection Act), updated, and easily shared between
patients and their physicians. We also expect an increase
in the adoption of AI and robots in healthcare, especially
after the series of strict lockdowns and social distancing
protocols that have made the public amiable to trusting
technology and interacting with robots rather than
humans.
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Appendix

Healthtech Startups
We have tracked 121 tech startups in the region within
the healthcare sector and found that 2018 witnessed the
launch of 27% of these startups (32) with the number
dropping in 2019 and 2020 so far. Meanwhile, we have
witnessed an increase in Fitness (10.7%), and Mental
Health and Wellness (8.2%) startups over the past few
years. Yet, providing access to primary care doctors and
bookings remains the leading sector (45.1%).

Tech Startups

2020

27%

2019

2018

Years’ share of total number of startups launched in the
past 10 years

2011
4.1%

2012

2020

7.4%

2.5%

2013
2.5%

2014

2019
16.4%

4.9%

2015
4.1%

2016
9.0%

2017
18.9%

19

2018

27.0%

Startups launched by category
1

1

1

1
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2

3

6
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22

32

20
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Bionics

Specialized Care

Mental Health

Dental Care

Primary Care

Insurance

Diagnostics

Secondary Care

Fitness

Pharma

Category of healthtech startups ( 2005 - 2020 )
Dental Care
2.5%

Specialized Care

3.3%

Diagnostics
6.6%

Secondary Care
6.6%

Insurance
7.4%

Mental Health

Primay Care

Pharma

Fitness

8.2%

45.1%
10.7%

9.0%

Startups Per country
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29.5%
Egypt

21.3%
UAE

8.2%
Tunisia

7.4%
Saudi

6.6%
Bahrain

6.6%
Lebanon

4.9%
Morocoo

4.1%
Jordan

3.3%
Kuwait

2.5%
Algeria

1.6%
Palestine

1.6%
Oman

Consolidation in Pharma and
Insurance Marketplaces
During 2020, we saw some consolidation in pharmacy,
insurance Saas, and marketplaces across multiple
markets. This consolidation is a logical step as demand
is soaring at a rate that developing a single startup’s
capabilities may burnout the startup before being able
to meet demand.
Some of these acquisitions include Aumet’s acquisition of
Uniorders in Jordan for an undisclosed amount.

Aumet is a platform that sells wholesale medical products
established in 2007 in California, U.S.A, by Arab founders.
Founded in 2017 in Amman, Jordan, Uniorders helps
pharmacies and distributors manage their orders and
inventory via cloud computing. A clear case for synergy
between the teams.
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In the UAE, Sehteq, an insurance marketplace founded
by Saif AlJaibeji in 2017, recently announced a capital
injection of $20M from 971 Capital (UAE-based VC) of
which $3M were allocated to the acquisition of Dawaa
Express. Founded in 2016, Dawaa Express is a technology
solution provider to health insurance and healthcare
providers in the UAE.

3elagi is a mobile only platform that provides consumers
with access to pharmacies in their proximity for
prescription and over-the-counter medications as well as
beauty products.
This is a reasonable trend that we expect to see more of
as the demand surpasses any single company’s ability
for supply in the healthcare space. Especially as the
opportunities for growth and market share acquisition
will likely be tempting until enough big players are
created for us to see worthwhile competition.
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Team
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About Digital Digest
The Digital Digest was founded in 2018. It is a bilingual
(English and Arabic) digital business news aggregator
focused on the Middle East and North Africa. The Digest
focuses on providing business leaders with the top tech
business news, policy developments and research daily
to their phone and email. It has thousands of subscribers
between the weekly newsletter and daily broadcast
channels on Whatsapp and Telegram, as well as Akhbar
El Tech podcast. The Digest’s mission is to fill a need in
the market for a comprehensive and curated news service
that connects leaders with all they need to stay
up-to-date about the regional digital economy.

Digital Digest Team
Farah Nakouzi, Co-Chief Aggregator
Farah Nakouzi is a communication and social media
specialist with more than nine years of experience in
building engaged communities on social media, creating
and curating multimedia content calendars across
channels, managing multimedia teams, and handling
internal creative and digital briefings. Over the years
she has worked at ArabNet, Arab Thought Foundation,
and Sadeem Show across different Arab countries that
provided her with the necessary competencies to deal
with people from various cultural backgrounds.
Racha Ghamlouch, Co-founder
Racha Ghamlouch has 11 years of experience in community
development, events, and content creation. She led
conference content, community initiatives, and innovation
programs at ArabNet for 8 years. She then moved to develop
community engagement strategies at BECO capital. Racha
had founded the Digital Digest, a digital economy news
aggregator, before joining BECO and left in 2018 to focus
on the Digest full time while consulting companies on
community development and communication.
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About Qadisha Group
Qadisha Group is an advisory and venture builder company
that focuses on the tech industry concentrating on
E-education/ E-commerce/ E-health/, New Media, Fintech,
SaaS/ IoT, Mobility. between China and the ME region .

Qadisha Group Team
Marwan E. Faddoul
Marwan E. Faddoul is a Managing Partner at Qadisha
Group, over the past 11+ years, he has been based in China
helping Chinese enterprises with their restructuring and
expansion plans. Marwan is a Venture Partner at MEVP,
a leading VC firm in the MENA area based in Dubai. He is
one of the key advisors of Innoway - Zhonguancuo [the
leading tech hub in China, known as the silicon valley of
China] for the ME region.
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About Smarkk
Smarkk helps government entities, corporates and
start-ups address their strategy and innovation
agendas in practical and effective methods. We are
contributing to scaling up technological deployment and
entrepreneurship in the MENA area with a particular focus
on the Gulf Cooperation Council. We have two distinct
yet interconnected offerings:
Venture Building: Building digitally enabled ventures
that are MENA centric. We support ventures from
concept/ideation through the late start-up stage
through a continuum of integrated support. Venture
building is delivered either a service, or through our
in-house program backed by a syndicate of investors
Advisory: Supporting public and private entities in
designing and executing their strategy and innovation
plans to meet their goals

Smarkk Team
Rabih El Chaar
Rabih is the Managing Director of Smarkk and has more
than 18 years of experience supporting government and
private sector clients on strategy and innovation topics
in the GCC. Rabih is involved in launching a number of
technology focused ventures in the social sector
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OCEANX Team
Marwa Aljazy - Market Research Manager
Market research manager at OCEANX , Bachelor’s degree in
Biological science from University of Jordan. More than 10 years
of experience in Marketing , Digital Marketing , Research and
Consulting within private and public sectors in KSA .

Ghalia Alhamwi - Design Director
Design director at OCEANX. Specialist in creative design
and ecosystem design and development, expert in brand
and government design strategies. Brnad Maneger for
Businessnoura, VôM, and Prexle. With a Bachelor’s degree
Graphic Design and Digital Media from Princess Nora
University.
Sara Alsaleh - Market Research Analyst
Market Research Analyst at OCEANX. Bachelor’s degree in English
Language and Translation from Princess Nourah University.
Specializing in market analysis and trends, conducting and
producing report content. interested in research and business
development management.
Noura Aldahmashi - Proofreader
Specialist in the proofreader field at OCEANX, interested in the
industry of content. With a bachelor’s degree Arabic Language
from Princess Nora University.

Linah Alhisan - Junior Graphic Designer
A Junior graphic designer at OCEANX with a bachelor’s degree
interior design from Princess Nora University. Specialist in
graphic design and interested in the creative and digital field.
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About us
OCEANX is a Saudi consulting company established in
2012. Provides consulting services to the government
and private sectors, through a selection of qualified
employees and consultants.

About OCEANX Insights
One of OCEANX’s departments that specialized in publishing
reports and data in various fields, for the government
and private sector by using the latest scientific and global
methods in research and analysis. The department has
obtained the accreditation from global. organizations in
research and development fields, Which are the European
ESOMAR membership and the American Insights Association.

www.oceanx.sa/reports

@Oceanxksa
Ocean of Solution

OCEANX PROFESSIONAL CONSULTING CO.
www.oceanx.sa
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