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Legal Notice

About Technology 
Foresight Center
It is a research center affiliated with the Ministry of Communications and 
Information Technology. The center conducts studies and researches in the 
economics and policies of modern and emerging digital technologies and 
provides advice to decision-makers to advance the technology sector in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, through reliable aspirations and visions. The 
Center provides executives in the public and private sectors with evidence, 
research and survey-based advice on technical developments and future 
trends. The center also sheds light on the potential challenges in the 
field of technology, and how to face them and exploit current and future 
opportunities with a flourishing economic and social impact.

These pages and information contained therein are subject to the laws of intellectual 
property rights. Technology Foresight Center at the Ministry of Communications and 
Information Technology shall reserve its legal rights in facing any violation thereof. The 
Center shall not have any responsibility for any errors or imperfect information, and shall 
not give any guarantee of any type or nature for this information. The Center shall not be 
responsible for any damages whatsoever.

About the report
The report lists the most prominent global and domestic changes related to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and how technology has contributed to reducing 
the effects that could have been worsened in the absence of technical 
infrastructure and digital spread. It also provides a future look at the 
status and change in the behavioral patterns of individuals, companies and 
governments after passing through the pandemic, in addition to reviewing 
our new reality. To enrich the report with experts’ opinions, dialogue sessions 
were held with local and international experts to get their visions for a post-
COVID-19 new reality.
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Introduction

Munir M. Eldesouki, PhD
Assistant Minister, 
Ministry of Communications and Information Technology, Saudi Arabia. 

Dear reader,
While the whole world is facing the “COVID-
19” pandemic that was a great shock due to 
the unprecedented measures that countries 
imposed to protect their people from the  
threat of the virus, it is very important to 
remain cautious and fully aware of the trends 
that emerged during the crisis and began 
to shape the world around us so that we can 
convey the appropriate response in a timely 
manner. We have set this goal in mind while 
preparing this report, and we hope that we 
have succeeded in achieving it.

Everyone knows that the pandemic has negatively affected the global economy. 
Though some sectors were more effected than others, such as aviation and tourism, 
other sectors have flourished remarkably, and in some cases, grown exceptionally, 
such as the digital sector. This crisis may be the first of its kind, as in a “Tsunami” 
pandemic, which did not distinguish between the developed and developing 
economies. The countries least affected by the accompanying wave of precautionary 
measures were those that were able to move; in appropriate time, to digital platforms 
in health, education, labor, trade, communication and entertainment sectors. It is 
not an exaggeration to mention that the world has entered a unique turning point 
that heralds the birth of a new era “post-COVID-19” in which leadership will be for 
countries that have a strong and prosperous economy and digital society based on 
innovation, research, development and early adoption of emerging technologies.

Indeed, we have seen evidence of the upcoming major transformation in the 
prevailing patterns of economic and social activities during the pandemic. Examples 
of which will be presented in this report, such as the growing demand for digital 
health applications, digital education, digital commerce, remote work and others. We 
can say that the resilience of countries and their economies in facing this pandemic 
and their success in transforming the crisis into an opportunity and taking advantage 
of the new reality that is taking shape depends on three matters: leadership, sound 
economic foundations, and readiness for digital transformation.

Finally, as we proceed to issue our report in which we see our shared future, I would 
like to thank the team and guest speakers that have contributed by sharing their 
insights to the completion of this report. From the depths of our hearts, we wish the 
whole world a speedy and prosperous recovery rising stronger utilizing technology 
and innovation to serve humanity and society as it was best meant to be.
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Things will not remain the same: 
What has changed?
The weeks following the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic all over 
the world at the beginning of 2020 have witnessed dramatic and 
accelerating changes in the daily lives of societies and individuals. 
No one could have predicted such changes. The rapid spread of the 
infection with the Virus all over the world has a great impact, with 
which countries had to take extraordinary measures to reduce 
the spread of the Virus. These measures also had an impact on the 
everyday life of most of the world’s population. 

Regular activities such as going to work, markets, attending social 
events and travel between cities and countries became impossible, 
which widely affected many social and economic activities. Moreover, 
some of these changes will become a new reality that must be dealt 
with and adapted.

Global and local patterns of change
Many things have changed during the COVID-19 pandemic crisis. We 
have seen many daily activities completely disrupted for relatively 
long periods. There are sectors related to daily life and have a great 
potential for digital transformation, such as work, health, education, 
supply and entertainment. Therefore, those who are responsible for 
these sectors have to find solutions to adapt to these developments, 
and to find alternatives that ensure the continuity of activities in 
such areas. 
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Eng. Ali Alasiri
Director General - E-Government Program (Yesser)

“The demand for medical supplies far exceeds the current 
supply. To counter these problems, domestic production must 
be boosted”

The high number of people who have contracted coronavirus and 
the deaths we have seen maybe the tip of the iceberg for the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Unfortunately, the pandemic has caused 
a number of additional unprecedented problems in the world. It 
is feared that for the first time in 80 years, the recession caused 
by the pandemic may actually lead into severe depression. As the 
largest consumer markets such as the USA and Europe are still 
seeing surging in unemployment, global demand is unlikely to 
recover.

Global manufacturers, most importantly in China, are unable to 
reach normal capacity without causing a price collapse. While 
major superpowers attempt to save the economy by incurring 
huge debts, most countries are still applying trickle-down 
economies supporting mega-corps, leaving citizens to suffer. 
Mega-corps use their ability to acquire critical assets with ample 
cash reserves and seem to coordinate with national governments 
on strategic future policies.  Some US tech companies are believed 
to be investing deeply in South Asian supply chains and tech 
companies delivering APIs for contact tracking and coordinated 
swarms of robots to disinfect roads as in China, leaving small 
businesses behind.

If consumer demand for goods and services continues to go 
down, we will go into a vicious cycle, as more service workers are 
made redundant. It is clear that the demand for medical supplies 
far exceeds the current supply.

Expert opinion 
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To counter these problems, domestic production must be 
boosted, as seen for instance in the USA, Japan, Australia and 
South Korea. 

This is to regain jobs that have been lost to foreign workers.  Mid 
and low-income groups are badly hit and unable to digitize. 
Supplying underprivileged citizens with digital equipment 
and resources like in Singapore would be a good step towards 
improvement of the situation. Additionally, a mindset of rapid 
reiterative testing versus authoritative decision-making must be 
developed in the current environment.

Direct intervention by the government is needed to avoid the 
exploitation of the private sector where people are forced into 
unsecured jobs. Small steps to reopen need to be taken where we 
focus on the essentials (e.g. manufacturing and logistics). 

Countries reopening without appropriate measures are now 
experiencing a second outbreak. Local enforcement to ensure 
timely contact tracing, intervention, and behavioural incentives 
could be critical to success. Lastly, we also need to keep an eye 
on social and emotional health, as families and individuals are 
restricted to their homes. The good news is that companies that 
previously invested in remote working infrastructures are now 
able to grow and acquire talent.



8

New Reality after COVID-19 Pandemic

Tarek Mansour 
Senior Partner, Head of Public Sector and Social Sector 
Practices in the Middle East, McKinsey

“Decades may pass with no significant change, but a few years 
may come with changes equal to entire decades” 

COVID-19 has an unprecedented role in accelerating the 
digital transformation. Some changes will continue beyond 
the recovery. As for technology, we expect that the following 
seven technologies have the potential to change patterns 
of communities through the upcoming years: quantum 
computing, biotechnology, artificial intelligence, Cyber security, 
telecommunication and fifth generation, digital identity, 
biometrics and cloud computing.

As for work, recent evidences indicate that working remotely will 
increase as the COVID-19 crisis is subsiding. As companies return 
after shutdown period to the previous pattern, they will face a 
choice on how the employees will continue work in the future. 
Experience has shown that remote work has the potential to 
increase flexibility, operational efficiency, improving access to 
talents, reducing costs and increasing employees’ satisfaction. 

Expert opinion 
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After issuing decisions to suspend attendance at workplaces in many 
countries, many companies and government bodies have resorted to 
remote work. Virtual meeting applications are used in holding work 
meetings. This is clearly shows through the multiplicity of the numbers 
of users of such applications.

In the Business Sector

 4-5 times

Number of “Cisco WebEx” users 
has multiplied to

Using “Microsoft Teams” has 
doubled to

In China

5 times

In Japan,Korea and 
Singapore

(2)

(1)

2- Reference: Microsoft Blog
1- Reference: Webex Blog
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Total minutes used 
Approximately 

per day

licenses

721

Number of entities 
using the application600%

171،000 10.5 million 
Number of users

In April compared to 
March 2020

590 Thousand
In the government 
sector Approximately 

1- Reference: Yesser e-government program

The use of “Microsoft Teams” in the 
government sector has increased 

Number of licenses used for “Cisco 
Webex” application has reached

(1)

(1)

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has directed all 
establishments of private sector excluding some 
critical activities to work from home

For the safety of all residents and employees, to limit 
the spread of the virus, employees were directed to 
work from home during the period:

17 March – 31 May
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Many medical services and consultations have shifted to 
telemedicine, consultation services and applications for 
communicating with physicians have become more widespread. 
The demand for such services and applications has highly 
increased.

In the Healthcare Sector

For example, in China

The number of daily 
subscribers increased by

1.68 million

350%

The number of users of the e-consulting 
application “Howdaivo” has reached 

In Britain

The Microsoft Teams application has been launched 
in the healthcare sector to facilitate remote 
communication between employees and avoid the 
spread of the Corona Virus in the workplace. 

(2)

(1)

2- Reference: Media Forbes
1-Reference: Roscongress
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1.7 

In Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

prescriptions by the 
Ministry of Health

In addition to 
providing more than 

937

Sehha
via the Ministry of Health’s 

Via the 
unified number 

app 

967 

9.9

More than 

remote medical 
consultations were 
provided 

thousand

million

million

medical consultations 
were provided 

More than 

1-Reference: Ministry of Health (Updated August,2020)

(1)
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Despite the suspension of students and teachers attendance 
to schools and universities in many countries all over the world, 
primary and higher education continued through various online 
channels, teachers and students were able to fully adapt to the 
new situation.

countries that have digital platforms 
for online education, such as China: 

In Education

The service 
was provided to 

With data transmission 
capacity of 

students through school 
lectures broadcast on 
television and the Internet. 

terabytes

120 

90 
To serve 

servers have been 
used to deliver the 
service. 

students at the same time.

7 

50 

1-Reference: The Pie News

(1)

million

million

thousand 
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Even in countries that lack those capabilities, teachers and 
students have been able to overcome such obstacles through 
alternative digital means. Such as social media applications, 
digital communication applications, and others.

127

20

112 
supervisors and teachers 
to provide daily lessons

TV channels targeting all levels of public education (broadcasted 
locally from a classroom in Riyadh)

Educational material

Television channels were utilized as educational platforms 
supporting the digital educational means. The Interactive, 
asynchronous and free education system was activated, as 
the Ministry of Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has 
allocated supervisors and teachers to provide daily lessons    :    

In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the transition 
was smooth, due to the presence of a strong 
communication infrastructure:

Such as "iEN" platform

1-Reference: Ministry of Education 

(1)
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Dr. Abdullatif AlAbdullatif
Advisor to HE the Minister of Education, General supervisor 
of digital transformation and cybersecurity
Ministery of Education

“In Saudi Arabia, asynchronous education was delivered through 
both YouTube and 22 satellite channels to support students with 
different technical capabilities to leave no one behind”

The COVID-19 pandemic has evoked a series of digitalization 
in various areas of society. High quality education is one of the 
most important pillars for a healthy society. Back in January 
2020, there had not been any immediate urgency for online 
education. The ministry of education (MOE) had several isolated 
platforms for digital education but there was no integration 
between these platforms, and there was no real use for them. 
A plan had been made to integrate all platforms into a “unified 
educational portal” but this has not been realized. This “unified 
educational portal” was intended to provide educational and 
administrative services for students, caregivers, teachers and 
staff.

Suddenly, we are faced with the problem that teachers and 
students had to stay at home. This created the urgency for 
remote learning platforms. In February, there was a directive to 
launch the portal right away instead of waiting until September 
as originally planned. This was done as a proactive measure 
since schools had to close due to the pandemic. When schools 
across the kingdom were closed, (all 33K+ schools), they were 
ready to resume normal educational activities within 8 days! A 
cloud based data center was built to enable schools to deliver 
educational services. MS Teams were utilized to extend remote 
education capacity for students. This type of synchronous 
learning, meaning that online learning happens in real time 
such as with video calls, was not possible for everyone. 

Expert opinion
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Not all students and teachers had adequate devices and 
connectivity. 

Therefore, asynchronous learning was needed, which means 
that learning was done with the help of support platforms such 
as YouTube videos or online channels.

The advantage lies in the ability to access these platforms 
at any time by students and educators. In Saudi Arabia, 
asynchronous education was delivered through both YouTube 
and 22 satellite channels to support students with different 
technical capabilities to leave no one behind. All together, the 
Ministry of Education has achieved a successful continuation 
of education through the unified educational portal, virtual 
classrooms, and satellite channels. The portals Future Gate, 
iEN National e-portal, IEN TV Channels, and V-school have 
attracted huge numbers of visits and users, and provided 
the learner and teachers with a variety of learning tools with 
different learning moods.

Post COVID-19, we should now shift to connected students 
and connected teachers so that the investment in technology 
will be beneficially utilized instead of going obsolete. Some of 
the ideas for using the platforms is the creation of educational 
curricula, science competitions and more. Online education 
is most definitely a good option for higher education and 
younger students will most certainly profit from learning to use 
the technologies.
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The companies providing online content have promoted their 
products and services during the crisis in innovative ways. Some 
of the show providing companies broadcast their shows from the 
theater online, and sometimes via online virtual shows.

Besides, some of the major museums allowed virtual browsing in 
their halls, in an unprecedented way. Many live streaming game 
and chat platforms have attracted people around the world by 
introducing new broadcasting methods and promotional shows, 
which led to an increase in the number of viewers.

In Entertainment 

Netflix got about 

new subscribers during 
the first three months of 
this year

Exceeding the 
expectations by 16
100%

1- Reference: BBC. 

(1)

million
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Shahid got

new subscribers in the Middle 
East region until the end of 
April 2020. 

new subscribers since the 
beginning of 2020 until the 
end of April. 

In Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

With an increase of 

 With an increase of

compared to last year. 

compared to last year. 

1.12 

877 

9%

21%

Disney Plus got 

new subscribers during the 
first quarter of this year

For the first time 
the total number of 
subscribers exceeds 

since the launch of the 
service last year. 

28 

50 

2- Reference: Shahid 
1- Reference: The Verge 

(1)

(2)

million

million

million

thousand 
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The pandemic has been accompanied by a noticeable increase 
in the volume of online requests for supply, food, sports, and 
electronic products and commodities, etc., for example:

A survey in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
showed that: 

In terms of E-shopping and E-commerce

95% 69%

37% 

of Saudis have changed 
their shopping habits 
since the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

increase in the volume of 
demand for E-financing. 

of shoppers in the 
Kingdom prefer to 
buy online. 

of them will continue 
their new shopping habits 
even after the current 
conditions are over

48%

Chinese citizens have relied on 
E-commerce solutions

The sales rate of JD's fresh food delivery 
services increased by 

226%

2- Reference: Kearney Middle East Survey
1- Reference: FoodNavigator-Asia

(1)

(2)
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Expert opinion

Abdulkarim Alyousef
Partner, public sector practice - Oliver Wyman

“We need to upskill our workforce and make them more 
resilient”

Two strong digital economy themes are emerging from the 
COVID-19 pandemic: healthcare and education. Emerging 
technologies like eLearning, Big Data, and Cloud Computing 
have ignited innovation in both fields. For example, contact-
tracing applications are enabling policy makers understand the 
spread of the virus and individuals to know if they have been to 
places were positive cases of COVID-19 were reported. 

Digital education has also seen a boost. However, there 
are still issues in education such as reliability of e-learning, 
assessments/testing, and psychological effects of remote 
learning on K-12 students cannot be neglected. Whether 
digital education can be the primary method of education is 
questionable children require socialization and strong teacher-
student engagement, so eLearning cannot replace classroom 
environment.

It is hard to predict the global economic recovery trajectory. 
Economic analysts talk about multiple scenarios. The most 
discussed scenarios are quick recovery (V-shaped), slow 
recovery (U-shaped) or long-term recession (L-shaped). The 
U shape of recovery, which is when the economy does not 
immediately bounce back, maybe the most plausible scenario 
where we get back to previous production levels gradually. 

However, a lot will depend on duration of the crisis and lock-
down measures. In Saudi Arabia, most of the job losses took 
place in the low-wage class of expatriates. The Saudi workforce 
was largely protected. 
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As for the gig economy, there will be an oversupply of gig 
workers as many of those who lost their jobs in other sectors 
will opt for gig economy jobs. Most businesses will focus on 
being more resilient and surviving.

However, in the long run, there will be a negative impact on 
investments as with any period of uncertainty. Local investment 
will not be impacted like FDI (foreign direct investment). 

It seems that in the long run, the gig economy will be going 
well as the fundamentals are still string. There are long-term 
opportunities in the tourism and entertainment sectors after 
effective vaccine and therapies are developed. 

There are also short-term opportunities in those two sectors 
locally. The Saudis are saving money by reducing international 
tourism and other spending in the service sector during lock-
down. These savings can be diverted to domestic tourism, which 
opens many investment opportunities in the entertainment 
and tourism sectors. We need to upskill our workforce and 
make them more resilient. Some jobs will continue to be remote 
where productivity was not negatively affected or has rather 
increased.
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Fuad Chapra
Head of Family Business at KPMG Al-Fozan & Partners 

"We are experiencing unprecedented times when it comes to 
digital transformation."

The growth in digital transformation is driving an urgent 
need for specialized capabilities. Moreover, the gig economy 
is becoming one of the prominent features of the new reality 
which will, in turn, contribute to higher Saudization and reduce 
the dependence on semi-skilled expats. The effectiveness 
of working from home was earlier perceived with skepticism; 
however, it is now becoming more acceptable and as a matter 
of fact, productivity has been positively influenced. 

One of the possible ways to encourage foreign direct 
investments during times of crisis is through establishing 
partnerships with leading private sector companies in Saudi 
Arabia where the government can act as a facilitator.

The role of information technology has elevated from 
being a business enabler to becoming a cornerstone of an 
organization’s strategy. Owing to the accelerated digital 
transformation, the top priorities for retail companies are 
on how to create an enjoyable virtual shopping experience 
and ensuring delivery services for the consumers (Last-Mile 
Delivery). Having an integrated Enterprise Resource Planning 
system and implementing it effectively is considered a 
prerequisite in the digital transformation process.

One of the effective ways to seize opportunities emerging 
during times of crises is by ensuring continuous engagement 
and collaboration with customers and consumers. 

Expert opinion
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Impact on the Economy and Society
The economic activities are witnessing a significant slowdown as a 
result of the pandemic; the signs of the economic crisis have emerged 
at the global level. Whereas, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
projections indicate that global economic activity will shrink in the 
year 2020 by 4.9%, the economies that do not have a strong private 
sector will suffer intensely. 

Global economy
(Rate of change)

2.9

2019 2020 2021

-4.9

5.4

Therefore, countries, companies and individuals began to take resolute 
measures to mitigate the effects of this crisis.

As governments 
have become keener on activating digital and technical 
solutions that increase productivity and continuity in various 
sectors. Governments will strive to create a more sophisticated 
technical infrastructure that meets the requirements of the 
expected digital transformation.

Reference: International Monetary Fund (June 2020)

Estimation
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For Companies: 

They face challenges that make it difficult to survive the pre-
pandemic situation, and they must keep abreast of change and 
take advantage of the opportunities of the digital economy. 
Companies should develop their processes and business models, 
and engage technology to improve the customer’s digital 
experience. They will also have to improve the digital work 
environment and find alternatives to traditional methods of 
running a business. Such as relying on virtual meetings to save 
transportation, travel, and meeting space costs, and reduce hours 
for working from the office and replacing them with working 
remotely.

For individuals: 

The demand for online shopping will also increase, with the 
multiplicity of channels and options in this field, and the spread 
of digital payment methods and the delivery of orders.

As for travel, it will return, but it may not be the first choice for 
business. Rather, it will be mainly for tourism. 

In light of the precautions of personal distancing* and restrictions 
on transportation and movement, it is unknown when they 
will cease completely, some of the common methods of 
entertainment, such as activities of large gatherings like; concerts, 
sports matches, cinemas, etc., will become more restricted than 
ever. This may push individuals and families towards digital 
entertainment methods, such as applications for broadcasting 
soap operas and movies, individual or group electronic games, 
and others.

* The term “Personal distancing” is used instead of “social distancing” in this report. 
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Expert opinion

Ahmad Alsuwaiyan
Deputy Minister - Technology & Development
Ministry of Finance

“Possibly, further emerging technologies would lead to an 
autonomous ministry”

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about many changes. In this 
article, we will look at the pandemic from a technological angle as 
well as ask the question of whether technology alone is enough 
post COVID-19. 

Let’s picture our lives before the pandemic for a second. We 
would happily go to work in the morning, maybe have coffee 
with a colleague, chat about our current tasks that need to be 
done, possible issues with other colleagues, bosses or suppliers. 
We would laugh, complain or just talk. Within 5 minutes, we knew 
what was going on at work, in other peoples’ lives and the rest of 
the world. We would then go and possibly, make manual or online 
payments or do other tasks such as finding new leads or business 
ideas. On special occasions, we would take a trip with work 
colleagues or organize small celebrations to strengthen team 
spirit at work.

As soon as people understood the severity of the COVID-19 
disease, most employees were asked to work from home. Now, 
with the abrupt onset of the pandemic, the coffee break was 
gone, no more face-to-face chats, or any quick catch-ups. 
This is where videoconferencing comes in. We do not just need 
automation and digitalization, we also need technologies such as 
collaboration suits to fill this vital part of the business and ensure 
proper continuity of business.

If you have little time for communication, would you rather write 
an email or just quickly call someone? Having the possibility to 
be on videoconferencing helps save time, no more commuting 
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to meetings or finding meeting rooms. It can be used to enrich 
relationships among employees and foster team spirit. 

Additionally, it can reduce the negative psychological impact 
of working remotely. It brightens our spirit to talk to someone 
and thereby makes us more productive. Possibly, further 
emerging technologies would lead to an “autonomous ministry”. 
Here the plan is for new technologies to deliver financial 
transactions without direct human supervision. However, this is 
an ambitious goal. Likewise, new products for e-marketplace and 
e-government will be launched soon, as well as an automated 
financial claim process for contractor and agent services.

These plans are ambitious because they require a lot of machine 
learning in order to replace the final human judgement that we 
would otherwise apply. Decisions such as whether or not this is 
the right payment, right contractor or agent service carries a lot 
of responsibility. Therefore, we need to put a lot of trust into the 
developer team for such products or applications. All together 
intelligent technologies are needed in order to replace human 
presence and judgement. In addition, with or without COVID-19 
these technologies are must-have!
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Expert opinion

David Panhans
Partner and managing director in Boston Consulting Group 
(BCG) in the Middle East

“There is no specific prescription for recovery, and each country 
has its situation”

After COVID-19 pandemic recedes, circumstances will be a 
combination of positive and negative effects, and there will be 
no single way of recovery, as each country has its considerations. 
Each crisis passes through three stages: control, fighting, and the 
new reality. According to the multiplicity of recovery scenarios, the 
current situation of the crisis refers to the U-shaped curve, (1) which 
is the most likely scenario. While everyone agrees that, the L-shaped 
curve (2) is not among the preferred options, support packages and 
control and fighting efforts to achieve recovery, will contribute to 
the scenario of the U-shaped curve (1). The decline of global demand 
during the pandemic is not considered as a decrease in demand but a 
delay in demand.
The adoption of technology requires a strong infrastructure through 
the presence of widespread optic fiber networks, in addition to 
extensive coverage of the fifth-generation network. Data should be 
utilized to take proactive and precautionary measures and achieve 
business intelligence. The widespread adoption of technology 
requires the provision of secure services to encourage customers to 
adopt the technology. Some sectors like mining, oil, and gas require 
customized technology solutions based on specific technologies 
such as the Internet of things (IoT). Finally, the integration and 
interdependence of technologies and services is the final step to 
ensure the proper adoption of technology.
Current circumstances provide the opportunity to adopt technology 
in many fields such as e-learning for children, remote working, 
e-shopping, and other fields where adoption of technology is spread. 
This will lead to an increase in demand for cybersecurity, so the new 
reality would be able to deal with cyber-attacks. 

1- After a considerable decline, the growth remains at the lowest levels for many months before rising again. 
2  The worst-case scenario, considerable decline and the growth never rises.
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During crises, opportunities arise. From the amidst of the crisis caused 
by COVID-19 virus, challenges have emerged and needs and problems 
have arisen that require creative solutions. Golden opportunities 
have been created for entrepreneurs and investors in many areas 
such as health care, financial instruments, education, supply chains, 
entertainment, culture and others. 

If we will not commercialize* such opportunity, we will lose it and will 
not economically benefit from it. An example for better making good 
use of opportunities in the event when the problem of a huge increase 
in the number of patients infected with the virus has occurred and 
led to increasing pressure on hospitals and medical equipment, some 
entrepreneurs have succeeded in seizing the opportunity and built 
platforms and applications to accommodate such increase and enable 
communications between patients and doctors who examine them 
remotely.

In the Kingdom, coinciding with the closure of stores and the curfew, a 
need arises for home delivery of groceries and food. 

Turning the Crisis into Opportunity

14 
26

Has licensed So, number of home 
delivery platforms 
reached 

Numbers of home delivery applications have increased and 
as a result, the Communications and Information Technology 
Commission  (CITC) in the Kingdom:

platforms during the 
crisis

1- Source: CITC 
*Term “commercialize” refers to transforming the opportunities into commercial business models. 

(1)
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As a result of the high volume of demands, home delivery applications 
have increased the number of drivers; which has created job 
opportunities for many citizens.

Platforms have found opportunities to diversify their services and 
not to be limited only to catering, food and meals but to be extended 
to include new options via many applications for receiving orders of 
pharmacies medicines.

It has been noted that some ready-to-wear stores have been 
transformed into e-shopping along with home delivery service. This 
constitutes a radical change in this kind of business that was not 
expected before. 

Since most of schools and universities around the world have been 
closed due to the crisis, programs and applications that enable 
performing lessons and lectures online have attracted many schools 
and universities around the world to use their platforms and benefit 
from advantages and services provided by these platforms. Many 
education companies have promoted their programs that provide 
smart new tools to help students in their remote study during the 
closure of schools such as the advanced translation tools and the 
smart calendars. 



30

New Reality after COVID-19 Pandemic

Bandar Alkhamies
Deputy Minister - International Economic Affairs
Ministry of Economy and Planning

“We’ll think more carefully about how to spend money, design 
homes, use means of transportation and implement hygiene 
practices”

As we witness the fourth industrial revolution (robotics, AI, AR, VR, big 
data, IoT, blockchain and the like) we are coming closer towards the fifth 
industrial revolution. The 5IR responded to the dehumanization of the 
fourth industrial revolution with more tech for purpose and inclusivity.

As we learned, masks and gloves are necessary for anyone at risk 
with interacting with other people. Medical workers needed gowns, 
masks, face shields and more to shield them completely. For the 
broader community Video conferencing is now a staple in private and 
professional life, remote work has become standard, online shopping 
and food delivery services have boomed. I can imagine using drones 
for (contactless) delivery will soon be the norm. Proper information 
and communications technology (ICT) infrastructure were essential 
to enable medical services working remotely for routine checkups, less 
complex ailments and even preliminary check son COVID-19 related 
symptoms. ICT in medicine has also helped researchers define the 
symptoms of Covid-19, taking data from doctors and their patients 
from around the world. As a result, it was possible to quickly determine 
if someone was likely to have COVID-19 based on a quickly developed 
disease profile. Tools for collaboration across boarders were critical.  
Quarantine during COVID-19 delivered key sustainability messages 
when satellite images showed a significant reduction in air pollution and 
when people saw wild life returning to areas where humans dominated 
There now are stronger incentives to increase efforts towards 
conservation and environmental clean ups, reducing green gas 
emissions and waste.. 

Expert opinion
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At a more macro-scale, there will be more focus on self-sufficiency, 
reliability and resilience of supply chain, for healthcare, medical 
products, as well as for food security. The idea won’t be so much 
about moving centers of production away from their current 
location, but in increasing local capacity wherever possible. The 
cost of the pandemic has been well over 5 trillion USD, and we 
know that for every dollar we could have spent in preventing it, 
two dollars could have been saved. Prevention is cheaper than 
repair or healing.  

A major opportunity the country benefited from was buying up 
undervalued shares in a variety of companies for up to 9 billion 
USD. This has furthered our national investment diversification 
strategy. Then and now, vision 2030 is looking to empower the 
private sector and give it a bigger role in developing the country, 
with more investment opportunities being offered, and our 
investment ecosystem being continuously improved to minimize 
risk and increase the probability of success. This can lead to the 
diversification of our export basket with new goods - virtual or 
material - that we can export. There are investment opportunities 
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia that have not yet been exploited. 
We can consider medical products biosimilar and generic medicine 
manufacturing for export. Many companies will have to adapt to 
survive. As an example, restaurants started delivering ingredients 
for clients to cook a meal at home, and increased reliance on food 
delivery services rather than having clients dine in. Corporations 
noticed remote work was surprisingly effective, so they are 
reducing their commercial real estate footprint to save on their 
expenses. The pandemic has slashed incomes, and more time 
was suddenly available. As a result of that, a sort of a minimalist 
inspiration will take hold in some as we return to normality. We’ll 
think more carefully about how to spend money, design homes, 
use means of transportation and implement hygiene practices. 
Psychological support will be in great demand because of the way 
people, especially the disadvantaged, dealt with being isolated, 
social distanced and restricted at home.
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Alain Bejjani 
CEO of Majid Al Futtaim Holding company

“Technology can have an important role in restoring confidence 
among consumers and become the currency of the future.”

This crisis and the related personal distancing and restrictions on 
movement, may lead people to lose confidence, since they have 
been afraid to meet each other due to fear of infection.

This state may transfer to markets and turns into a crisis of 
confidence in consumption. There should be a rapid action 
to reduce this and increase the confidence of consumers, as 
confidence is the basis of the economic activity. 

Technology may have an important role in restoring confidence 
among consumers, and becomes the currency of the future and 
the medium that enables people to exchange benefits.

In the light of the foregoing, it’s clear that the aspects of daily life 
and business have changed and the world after the pandemic is 
not the same as it was before. However, this does not mean that 
the change is negative, but rather is creating many opportunities 
to accelerate the adoption of technical solutions and support of 
the digital transformation in various sectors and fields.

Therefore, a careful look should be made to the changes that 
occurred and available opportunities to be identified to use them 
for the sake of society and the economy. 
 

Expert opinion
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Technology facing the Epidemic 
and its effects

From the previous examples, we have seen how digital technologies 
have played a pivotal role in confronting the epidemic of COVID-19 in 
many countries. We have also seen vivid examples around the world 
about the use of robots in hospitals to reduce contact with infected 
patients as in China.

In addition, artificial intelligence technologies and big data are being 
used in analyzing the data of the spread of virus and determining ways 
to limit such spread. Telehealth technologies have contributed to the 
examination and diagnosis of population that give the hospitals a 
great opportunity to treat patients of intensive care.

In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, many private hospitals, in addition to 
“Sehha” and “Mawid” applications, have taken the initiative to provide 
telemedicine services such as the medical consultations via video and 
phone calls, the possibility of contacting patients with their doctors to 
follow up their cases at home, obtaining results of analyses through 
phone call or via mobile applications in addition to other services that 
enhance the provision of the services of tele-medical care.
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Eng. Mohammed Alshaalan
CEO - National Digital Transformation Unit

“Robotic services are gaining momentum to perform tasks in 
hospitals by sterilized robots to draw blood for example or in 
rehabilitation for muscle training”

The coronavirus pandemic will have lasting changes on our 
society. Our current system of operation will undergo a digital 
transformation. Technologies that had already been in motion 
are now being put to good use and we have come to depend on 
them. While some markets got shocked due to the pandemic, 
new markets have emerged and are booming. People need 
to start taking advantage of the new opportunities that are 
opening up. The most notable areas that had an expected drastic 
transformation are education, health and e-commerce.

With the education sector, we can see a global schools closure 
effecting students all around the world, so online learning has 
become a new reality for a large number of students. Online 
learning platforms are in higher demand and more than ever 
before. Most of platforms provide not only video classes but also 
chat groups, video calls, document sharing, and online testing.
Higher education in particular is expected to continue with the 
new model of remote learning. However, K-12 general education 
will most likely need to return to their classrooms, once the safety 
of students and teachers is guaranteed, since socialization is 
critical for the development of students at this age stage.

For the healthcare sector, the primary care medical services 
and initial diagnostics and assessments will most likely be done 
virtually through mobile applications and digital platforms. 
Actually, before you get access to a specialist, you might need to 
have a video call with a general practitioner first, or communicate 
with an automated Chatbot, or even talk to a medical robot!

Expert opinion
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Instead of being examined by a doctor or nurse, IoT wearable 
devices will do the initial diagnostics and vital signs readings. 
Those devices will automatically communicate results and 
readings to the doctor via internet or other interfaces.

Clinics will even be virtual for basic health services, consultation, 
and second opinion visits. And by “virtual” we mean 
communicating through an interface like a screen via a written or 
spoken chat.

In addition, robotic services are gaining momentum to perform 
tasks in hospitals by sterilized robots to draw blood for example 
or in rehabilitation for muscle training. With the help of drone 
technology, we are able to deliver not only basic supplies but also 
medical needs to areas that are not easily accessible otherwise.
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The KSA has successfully hosted, for the first time, an extraordinary 
virtual G20 Digital Economy Ministers meeting led by the Kingdom 
this year. The meeting resulted in a statement on the collective 
response to COVID-19 that is summarized in the following points:

Remote meeting programs and technologies provide simultaneous 
translation feature that saves efforts which were previously exerted 
in meetings and, as a result, the language barrier has been broken in 
meeting between speakers of different languages.

Provide communication in a 
comprehensive and affordable way

Accelerate the development of 
potential treatments and vaccines

Exchange best practices nationally

Cooperate to collect and process 
information

Take advantage of the digital solutions 
to enable individuals and companies to 
take part in the economic activity

The importance to have access to 
capital and comprehensive adoption 
of digital technologies

Make communication networks and 
digital infrastructure strong, secure, 
and durable

Facilitate the remote care

Encourage the digital platforms to 
share information

Contribute to monitoring the spread 
of any infectious diseases

Develop digital skills in the companies 
and organizations

Encourage small and medium enterprises 
to adopt the digital solutions

Expand digital capabilities and increase 
broadband communication

Encourage increasing the investment 
in the artificial intelligence researches

Ensure the availability of reliable 
official information for crises via 
digital channels

Ensure that any potential biases in
 the algorithms are addressed

Develop and manufacture the 
necessary medical equipment and 
supplies

Develop  policy options menu as an 
informative resource to the governments 
of G20 countries and others

Communication infrastructure 
and network connectivity

Exchange of data in 
a secure manner 

Research and development 
of digital technologies for 
the health sector

Use of digital technologies 
and solutions 

Secure and trusted 
online enviorment

Business resilience
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Which changes will last?
Having a look at changes occurred in fields of life, business, health, 
education, and entertainment it is clear that many of these changes 
may become a continuous pattern even after the end of the current 
circumstances.

Some people were reluctant to e-shop, but now, e-shopping 
has become a normal matter for a large segment of society. It 
will make it easier for shoppers to buy various products without 
having to go to commercial markets and search for stores. 
Shipping and delivery services and applications will spread on a 
large scale to meet shopping and purchase orders.

As for Online shopping habits 

While measures of personal distancing and isolation at homes 
are being continuously applied to all the people including 
employees working remotely “from home” has become the 
prevailing method.

Video conferences have hosted double the number that 
meeting with them takes a long time due to the limited 
meeting rooms or the geographical distancing.   
It is true that, some people have lost their jobs during the 
crisis, but there are indications that dynamics of labor market 
are on their way to change. We are heading mostly to a global 
job market and a new concept of employment that could be 
named “globalization of jobs.”

This means that labor markets will be more receptive to 
the idea of remote working, and that the geographical and 
physical presence of employees in work places is not a basic 
condition for productivity and performance.

As for Labor and Jobs Market
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As a result, recruitment managers in companies can search 
for their new candidates from anywhere in the world and hire 
them to work from home. This will undoubtedly reduce salaries 
and operation expenses in terms of visas fees, transportation, 
and travel allowances and office rents.

Naturally, not all occupations can be performed remotely, as 
there are some occupations in which the physical presence 
at a workplace, is indispensable. Therefore, local labor market 
legislation and regulations remain an influential factor to 
the extent to which globalizing the occupations can reach. 
Besides, the markets that are governed by more flexible 
legislation, will attract more global skills and talents. As for the 
more conservative markets, they will be directed towards and 
investing in the local workforce.

As for the health field

As for the education field

Hospitals will save a lot of time and appointments by providing 
remote medical consultations, which will reduce also the 
risk of infection transmission among patients, since direct 
consultations will be limited to the cases that need direct 
examination or medical analysis.

Remote E-learning and E-education will become a tool 
supporting the traditional education due to the benefits 
gained from the E-learning including online lectures and 
classes which are available for students in a style appropriate 
for them and can be saved and re-watched at any time. 
Besides, the tools of follow-up and communication between 
teachers and students, facilitate answering students’ inquiries 
and educating, teaching and guiding the students in a manner 
facilitating the understanding of the curricula.
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Tareq Abdulrahman Al-Sadhan
CEO - Riyad Bank

“Perhaps it is worth noting how quickly individuals, companies, 
and governments have adopted digital transformation.”

Before the Corona pandemic, we were discussing the strategy 
of branches and automated teller (ATM) locations, and now we 
are discussing the strategy of channels, electronic solutions, and 
points of sale, although the demand for attendance at branches 
is still relatively high as some customers are not ready for the 
digital transformation. 

However, during this period, the demand for the use of digital 
banking channels increased. In the near future, we expect to 
increase the demand for points of sale and e-payment and this 
will greatly reduce the use of ATMs. Moreover, the transformation 
to digital payments fully in the future will have a major role in 
reducing operating costs.

The ability to adapt the work environment from the traditional 
pattern to remote work from home is one of the elements of 
success in the coming period. In Riyad Bank, we have successfully 
transferred more than five thousand employees to work remotely 
in just one week, in an ideal way and with amazing results.

In addition, we have launched weekly awareness campaigns, 
provided visual means of communication for meetings and 
operating tools for remote systems and provided support and 
assistant for employees and creating technical and technological 
conditions. We have increased the employees in some divisions 
to meet the increased demand for digital services. Remote work-
from-home has had a major role in showing the potential of 
employees and increasing their productive efficiency.

Expert opinion
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Ismail Alani, 
Head of Government & Public Sector
KPMG Saudi Levant Cluster

“The government should consider issuing guidance for investors 
such as a Digital Investment Opportunity Map”

The COVID-19 pandemic  has  set  countries  and   their   
governments in an unprecedented, accelerated motion. The 
outbreak has pushed our limits and forced us to embrace 
change which we were naturally reluctant towards earlier. This 
unexpected side effect comes as a gift of nature. We all have to 
be prepared to be more proactive and devise a plan so that our 
countries can move ahead. 

The Saudi government managed to respond to the pandemic 
through the agility of the multi-institutional committees 
and the establishment of new services and ways of working, 
including ramping up the healthcare system capacity, digital 
health solutions, supply chains, apps and call centers, and 
stimulus packages. This collaboration agility was rooted in the 
transformational journey of the government under Vision 2030, 
amplified and accelerated by the outbreak of the pandemic.

We need to find our own competitive advantages and capitalize 
on our strengths in them. We see the value of AI as a good 
opportunity, but it is not a commodity between nations. There are 
many benefits for countries in “using” even ahead of “producing” 
such technologies. 

Developing mobile applications and coding will become easily 
achievable through using templates and introducing the 
know-how in college graduation projects. It would be highly 
advantageous to see coding becoming an essential part of the 
education system. 

Expert opinion
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Today’s jobs can be broken into smaller activities to uncover the 
near future best-fit jobs for our workforce. This would simplify 
training in the field of automation, application development, 
and AI, and will directly contribute towards the growth in the gig 
economy and will nurture the entrepreneurship ecosystem. 

A move towards automation and digitalization would be highly 
beneficial. Automation is not considered a great threat to 
Saudi Arabia’s job market as blue-collar jobs can be reduced 
by automation without a major impact on the nationals 
employability, since these jobs are not attractive to Saudi workers 
due to the low wages and career progression. On the other hand, 
automation is expected to create new jobs requiring innovation 
and creativity which fits the national workforce much more. The 
government can adopt quick experimental approaches to drive 
change in transforming services into the digital sphere, and there 
has already been an accelerated and recognized movement 
towards e-services, to provide better citizen’s satisfaction, and 
improve spending efficiency. 

Attracting investors should be a strategic goal to make Saudi 
Arabia more attractive for investors and entrepreneurs. We 
have great impetus to be an investment hub, but we still need 
to do more to fulfill this ambition, especially given the global 
competition over FDI. In essence, we need to provide more proven 
clarity for investors so that they can comfortably adopt a long-
term outlook. 

As a nation, we have success stories in FDI with strategic long-
term investors and we need to ensure that we continue fostering 
an ecosystem which provides maximum clarity and rewarding 
experiences for foreign investors. Government entities need 
to continue their collaborative efforts to reduce thematic 
regulatory pain points for investments in the same admirable 
spirit we witnessed during the COVID-19 crisis. The government 
should consider issuing guidance for investors such as a Digital 
Investment Opportunity Map. This is necessary because, while 
big players have their own advanced market intelligence systems 
to identify opportunities, other players (and especially young 
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businesses where most of the job creation takes place) may 
struggle to find opportunities due to lack of market data and 
intelligence relative to other FDI destinations.

When it comes to planning, the government and private sector 
have different perspectives towards the market. Alignment is 
paramount to foster private public partnership, which ought to 
be a key strategic goal of the country.

The government’s intention is to support the market to create 
jobs for citizens while companies primarily need to focus on 
financial aspects (profitability, liquidity, long-term sustainability). 
A prosperous private sector will contribute to diversification of 
the economy and improve services and productivity. Asset-heavy 
companies will most likely face difficult times whereas asset-
light companies are more agile and may restructure and in some 
cases repurpose their resources to adapt to the evolving market 
situation.

Technology VCs are poised to capture the market opportunities 
and are quite active during this crisis; we could even witness 
better progress compared to the first and second quarters of 
2019. However, sectors that were most impacted by COVID-19 
may continue to suffer and some may take a while to recover. 
That also means that banks may adopt a cautious approach when 
it comes to fresh lending to those entities that are struggling in 
adapting their business models to the evolving market needs.



43

New Reality after COVID-19 Pandemic

Lessons learned from 
COVID-19 crisis 
The Covid-19 pandemic crisis has created new variables and emergency 
challenges that are considered as a real test for the ability of digital 
technology to solve our problems and adapt to the challenges and 
sudden difficulties. The pandemic, with its huge size, has constituted 
a major shock in the light of the existing situation in the fields of 
life, work, health, education, etc. Many countries have succeeded in 
benefiting from their digital readiness and the speedy transformation 
of their various sectors to technology until we’ve observed that 
Covid-19 did in a few weeks what the CEOs, IT managers and digital 
transformation experts could not do for decades.

Some of the lessons we learned from 
COVID-19 crisis

Investing in the technologies of the 4th industrial revolution 
(4IR), the fast infrastructure of the Internet, the broadband 
and 5G, have effective and fateful returns, directly or indirectly, 
some of which may not be visible at the time, but it may save 
the lives of millions and greatly reduce the negative economic 
impacts. These returns may not appear in traditional feasibility 
studies, because their contingent and unpredictable causes are 
usually hidden in fat-tail distributions and the probabilities of 
black swan events.

This crisis has also revealed the competitiveness and 
power of countries, as the countries that invested in the 
telecommunications infrastructure and broadband and 
established fiber optical networks over many years have been 
able to adapt to this crisis and have maintained the continuity 
of their businesses and services on a wide and varied scale, 
which confirms the correctness of their foresight planning.

Digital readiness is a safe haven in crises1
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2
During the crisis, the global supply chains have faced a 
qualitative shock due to the influence of the pandemic on one of 
the largest exporters in the world, which is China. This has been 
accompanied by the closing of factories and the disruption of 
shipping and supply lines all over the world.
This shows the importance of striking a balance between 
dependency and independency in non-local resources. Despite 
the crucial importance of international trade in the exchange of 
goods and services between countries by benefiting from their 
comparative advantages, it is necessary to rethink of some 
goods, services, and resources critical to national security to 
localize them or secure their source supplies or alternatives.
Furthermore, governments shall ensure the continuity of 
supply chains for digital industries by simplifying customs and 
logistical processes and classifying communications network 
equipment as an essential infrastructure that is dealt with in a 
different manner.

A global huge crisis like Covid-19 is not the first nor will it be 
the last. In this century it was preceded by the financial crisis 
of 2008, and with each crisis, the degree of uncertainty in the 
markets and economies is increasing. It brings all the previously 
laid plans, with their predictions and assumptions, to the shelves. 
This necessitates adopting a model that is more pragmatic, 
flexible, and copes with the state of uncertainty that may live 
with us for quite some time, through establishing a model that 
does not plan for a single future or perspective, but rather 
for more many futures within multiple scenarios that do not 
exclude events that we may think as unrealistic or unacceptable 
from our present perspective.

Resilience and continuity of global supply chains

To sum up, digital readiness is not just a technical luxury held by 
developed countries, nor is it a development enabler that developing 
countries seek, but it becomes a lifeline in crises in addition to their 
importance in life needs.
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Proactive Government3

We may end our report with the title “Proactive Government” 
that reflects the government role in facing the crisis, its 
effectiveness, its response speed, and the type of intervention 
on health, social, economic, and even technology level. The 
response of governments around the world to the crisis has 
varied, which affected the rates and speed of spread of the virus 
and the ability to contain its impact in countries.

This shows the difference between reactive response and 
proactive response. Despite it was a sudden crisis, some 
countries, such as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, responded 
quickly and has issued precautionary measures. It also has 
provided stimulus packages for the private sector that 
exceeded 180 billion Saudi Riyals to mitigate the economic 
impacts of the crisis. The Kingdom’s active digital infrastructure, 
i.e. the broadband and 5G network, and its coverage of all urban 
and rural areas, have absorbed the largest part of the Covid-19 
shock, so it has not affected the functioning and performance 
of government work and services. In addition to the education 
sector, a significant segment of the private sector has digitally 
transformed.

The rapid government response should include encouraging 
investment. Investment is like the oxygen of the economy, and 
during crises and recessions, investors become less appetite to 
inject new investments. Therefore, it is necessary to work on 
stimulating and motivating investment through financial and 
monetary policy tools.

This is extremely important because economic growth is closely 
linked to the extent of the investments that enter the markets. 
The impact of this is not limited to the economic side alone but 
goes further to have social impact by hitting jobs. 
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Nobody expects jobs to grow under slowing or declining 
economy, as jobs are not created from nullity! In recessions, 
people lose their jobs. 

Besides, the Covid-19 crisis urges us once again to work on filling 
the digital gap in societies, and not to forget or leave anyone 
behind or outside the digital coverage, which is something that 
should be on the agenda of proactive governments.

Finally, proactive action needs cooperation at the governmental 
level to use digital technologies, artificial intelligence, and big 
data to form an early warning system (EWS) for crises similar to 
the platform (EPI-BRAIN), which was established by the World 
Health Organization, and on different environmental, climatic, 
financial, security fronts, etc. No one knows what the next crisis 
will be.
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