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PRIMER ON SAUDI FINTECH 
(Engineering the Fintech Framework…)1 
 
In the latter half of 2023, during a span of just a few months, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) 
became home to two very noteworthy tech “Unicorns”—both hailing from the fintech sector and 
focused on variations of the buy-now-pay-later (BNPL) business model.  

The two fintech unicorns were, of course, Tabby and Tamara, both of which are illustrative for 
purposes of this note and the Saudi fintech ecosystem more generally.  

THE CASE OF TABBY AND TAMARA 

On September 30, 2023, Arab News published an article revealing that Tabby, a regional forerunner 
in the BNPL space, had been recognized as a tech unicorn (i.e., valued at more than US$1 billion).  

In addition to discussing Tabby’s status as a newly minted member of the fintech elite, the piece also 
noted that the company was moving its headquarters from the UAE to the KSA in preparation for its 
initial public offering (“IPO”) on the Saudi Stock Exchange (Tadawul).2   

A few months later, in a December 18, 2023 piece titled, “’We Got Funded!’ Saudi Arabia-Based 
Tamara Becomes the Kingdom’s First Homegrown Fintech Unicorn,’” Entrepreneur Middle East 
reported that Saudi-local startup Tamara was being heralded as the Kingdom’s “first homegrown” 
fintech unicorn, with the reference to “homegrown” obviously alluding to the fact that Tabby’s roots 
are in the UAE.3  

In any event, Tabby and Tamara open a window on the state of the fintech ecosystem in terms of 
investor sentiment, market maturation, and, to some degree, market opportunity.   

The two companies are similar in several ways, including that both are venture-backed tech 
companies, each with a worthy cohort of “smart money” investors behind them, including local, 
regional, international, and sovereign wealth fund investors.  

 
1 To recap, this is the second installment of the series of notes and comments comprising our “Primer on Saudi Fintech,” 
which focuses on the multifaceted development of the fintech ecosystem within the KSA, arguably, the GCC’s ascendant 
tech hub. In our introductory piece, we considered the meaning of “fintech” as applied under the Financial Sector 
Development Program (FSDP) and how that definition fosters the achievement of the aspirations and objectives of the 
ecosystem itself. We also considered a bit of the general evolution of fintech thus far and its potential for the future. In this 
part of our exploration of the Saudi fintech ecosystem, we examine (i) the institutions (“players”) that are erecting the 
foundation of the fintech ecosystem, (ii) two companies currently thriving within the ecosystem, and (iii) the progress that 
the Kingdom has achieved so far.  

2 Saudi Tadawul Group 
 
3 Tamara lands $1 billion valuation with $340m Series C funding, led by SNB Capital and Sanabil Investments, making it the 
first Saudi fintech unicorn startup, https://tamara.co/en-SA/tamara-series-c 

https://tamara.co/en-SA/tamara-series-c


 

      
 
  ARTICLE • JULY 2024 

 
2 

Beyond that, Tabby and Tamara also seem to demonstrate that there’s currently a healthy market 
appetite willing to support the development of a thriving fintech ecosystem within the KSA and the 
broader GCC.4 Moreover, as Tabby and Tamara are both BNPL products, the current interest in this 
sector also speaks to the robustness of the consumer credit markets in both KSA and the UAE.  

With all that being said, for some commentators, what is most intriguing about the case of Tabby and 
Tamara has less to do with them becoming fintech unicorns than it does with Tabby deciding to 
relocate its headquarters from the UAE to the KSA.  

Query what other ecosystemic reasons Tabby may have had for electing to make such a move. 

What was the overarching enticement? 5 

It’s difficult to answer that question with certainty beyond what’s in their press release.  

However, one thing we can surmise from this case is that “intangible” factors likely were key decision 
points as well.  

Such intangibles often involve peripheral (i.e., non-core) “beams” providing indirect support to the 
fintech ecosystem—e.g., golden visa programs, tax relief, access to government contracts, etc.  

These intangibles can be just as important to the overall viability of such ecosystems as sandboxes 
and experimental labs. 

Although we are still very early in the march to Vision 2030, if the success of Tabby and Tamara is 
indicative of the future of the KSA fintech ecosystem, then this bodes well for the future. 

Also, the case of Tabby and Tamara also suggests that there is something about the Saudi fintech 
ecosystem and the manner in which it has been engineered/constructed that is achieving success now 
and will continue to drive future success. We explore this notion further in the next segment.  

ENGINEERING THE SAUDI FINTECH FRAMEWORK… 

How do we know when a product, a system, an ecosystem, or anything for that matter is fit for 
purpose? In the first instance that question turns on whether it meets its underlying design blueprint. 
If so, then we ask whether, under a controlled environment, it performs as per specifications. 

 
4 The investor composition in Tabby’s unicorn financing round was a healthy mix of regional and international participants, 
notably Aron Ventures (Singapore), Mubadala Investment Capital (UAE), PayPal Ventures (US), PayPal Ventures (US), Saudi 
Technology Ventures (Saudi), and Wellington Management (US). Tamara’s unicorn financing round was likewise a healthy 
mix of institutional investors, notably Saudi National Bank Capital (Saudi), Sanabil Investments (Saudi), and Shorooq Partners 
(UAE). 
  
5 The intent here is not to compare and contrast the UAE and Saudi fintech ecosystems. That is well beyond the scope of this 
note. However, one point of curiosity that we can only determine in hindsight is whether Saudi’s recently implemented 
Regional Headquarters (RHQ) Program may have been a compelling factor that tipped the scales in Tabby’s ultimate decision. 
And if so, will the RHQ continue to be a potential enticement for other regional fintechs to set up in the KSA? 
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We know from experience in a broad array of sectors that the manner in which the system, product, 
structure, etc., is engineered is indicative to some degree of its likelihood of success—i.e., whether it’s 
fit for purpose.   

In the preceding section, we concluded, at least implicitly, that the Saudi fintech ecosystem is yielding 
success by several metrics. But, because we are assessing an entire “ecosystem,” we must thoughtfully 
consider whether such successes (i.e., milestones) are systemic or merely circumstantial. 

ORIGINS… 

As previously discussed, fintech was just an initiative at the inception of the FSDP. Later, fintech was 
elevated to its own pillar within the FSDP. From there, the essential elements of the fintech pillar were 
articulated as the “national fintech strategy,” (“Fintech Strategy”) which is set forth in the 2022 fintech 
charter (“Fintech Charter”).  

The Fintech Charter articulates the process by which fintech is to be undertaken and sets forth the 
design and engineering scheme behind the development and construction of the ecosystem.  

Beyond that, and just as importantly, the Fintech Charter also served a fact-finding and benchmarking 
function in terms of the existing ecosystem as compared to “international standards,” including in 
terms of Saudi’s decisions as to the manner and degree to regulate certain types of fintech solutions. 

The FSDP is, of course, primarily driven by the Saudi Central Bank (SAMA). In addition to the 2022 
Annual Report, SAMA publishes a yearly update to the report, which includes a milestones scorecard. 

FIVE PROMINENT PLAYERS & ELEVEN STRATEGIC INITIATIVES… 

The Fintech Strategy comprises six “transformational drivers” which are further broken down into 11 
strategic initiatives, each of which is intended to bolster some aspect of the Kingdom’s fintech 
ecosystem and the fintech strategy. 6 

You may also recall that in the first installment of this primer we discovered that in terms of its 
ultimate success, the Fintech Strategy is measured against two very important metrics; namely,  

1. the number of fintech companies in the ecosystem, and  
2. the share of non-cash transactions shares of the economy.  

Notably, of the 11 initiatives discussed below, all of them are recognized as the increase in the number 
of fintech companies in the ecosystem (i.e., #1), while the initiative concerning “implementing and 
activating the Open Bank Practice in the Kingdom” is the only one of the 11 that is also described as 
supporting the share of non-cash transactions shares of the economy (i.e., #2).  

Responsibility for each of the 11 strategic initiatives is parceled out amongst five prominent public 
sector players in the Saudi fintech ecosystem, specifically: the Capital Market Authority (CMA) (1 
Initiative); Fintech Saudi (4 Initiatives); Ministry of Communications and Information Technology 
(MCIT) (2 Initiatives); Saudi Central Bank (SAMA) (3 Initiatives); and the Small and Medium Enterprises 
General Authority (Monsha’at) (1 Initiative). 

 
6 The “transformational drivers” are categorized as (1) positioning, (2) talent, (3) collaboration, (4) regulatory framework, 
(5) market and funding, and (6) technology. 
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Each of these players has a stated role and manifest objective in terms of ensuring that these strategic 
initiatives are implemented, and “indicators” (i.e., milestones) are met in accordance with the overall 
Fintech Strategy.  

(1) CMA’s Initiative. The CMA owns the mandate for just one of the 11 initiatives, but it is an extremely 
important one. Specifically, the CMA is responsible for regulatory enablement for fintech in the capital 
markets space. The authority is responsible for addressing fintech gaps between the current 
regulatory framework and the market’s ever-evolving requirements.  

(2) Fintech Saudi Initiatives. In this modern era of scrambling names and syntax for marketing and 
brand recognition purposes, when we hear “Fintech Saudi,” we must pause to consider whether that’s 
just a popular marketing term for what we would otherwise assume means “fintech in Saudi” or the 
Saudi fintech ecosystem more broadly.  

And while that may be part of the branding messaging/intent, Fintech Saudi is a real “thing” and not 
just a generic term of reference. 7    

In terms of the initiative, Fintech Saudi is responsible for (i) KSA’s global fintech positioning, (ii) 
nurturing fintech knowledge in the Kingdom, (iii) enabling Fintech Saudi as the market driver, and (iv) 
orchestrating collaboration locally and globally to lead with purpose. These initiatives cover the 
following:  

• KSA Global Fintech Positioning. The goal is to position the KSA as a leading global fintech hub via a 
series of strategic social media and marketing campaigns. These campaigns are intended to be 
multistage and progress gradually in tandem with the growth and development of the KSA’s fintech 
ecosystem.  

In terms of process, a holistic positioning blueprint was first determined via a comprehensive study to 
determine the multistage implementation roadmap.  

To us, this is a clear demonstration of commitment to building a well-planned and forward-looking 
ecosystem. 

• Nurturing Fintech Knowledge in the Kingdom. This involves “upskilling” the existing workforce in 
the financial services industry and training regulators on fintech while building a local workforce with 
digital and future-proof skills of the future through internship programs. This includes providing high-
tech educational programs related to fintech emerging technologies and programming languages. 

• Enabling Fintech Saudi as the Market Driver. The stated objective is to build up Fintech Saudi’s role 
to develop and support the fintech ecosystem in the KSA by enhancing its operating model and 

 
7 Fintech Saudi was launched by the Saudi Central Bank (SAMA) in partnership with the CMA in April 2018 to act as a catalyst 
for the development of the financial services technology (fintech) industry in Saudi Arabia. Its ambition is to transform Saudi 
Arabia into an innovative fintech hub with a thriving and responsible fintech ecosystem. Fintech Saudi seeks to achieve this 
by supporting the development of the infrastructure required for the growth of the fintech industry, building capabilities 
and talent required by fintech companies, and supporting fintech entrepreneurs at every stage of their development. About 
– Fintech Saudi 
 

https://fintechsaudi.com/about/
https://fintechsaudi.com/about/
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capacity, fostering a digital entrepreneurship culture, developing accelerator programs, and 
facilitating knowledge sharing by establishing a fintech panel.   

• Orchestrating Collaboration Locally and Globally to Lead with Purpose. This means collaborating 
with global strategic partners and fintech hubs by launching a program for international strategic 
partnerships between the Kingdom and countries with advanced experience. 

(3) MCIT’s Initiatives. MCIT has ownership of two out of the 11 initiatives: (i) accelerating cloud for 
fintech and (ii) developing emerging technology policies and supporting accelerators:  

• Accelerating Cloud for Fintech. This means accelerating the development of the cloud infrastructure 
in the Kingdom through the introduction of incentives for the provision and expansion of emerging 
technology platforms.  

• Developing Emerging Technology Policies and Supporting Accelerators. This means developing 
regulations (i.e., policies, regulatory frameworks) and financial solutions (accelerators) to support 
emerging technology companies.  

(4) Monsha’at Initiative. Monsha’at owns one out of the 11 initiatives.  

• Determining Financial Support Mechanisms for fintech in the Kingdom. Monsha’at is responsible 
for Identifying the appropriate channels and designing the mechanism that will provide financial 
support and incentives to players in the competitive fintech ecosystem.   

(5) Central Bank (SAMA) Initiatives. SAMA is responsible for three of the 11 strategic initiatives: 

• Implementing and Activating the Open Banking Practice in the Kingdom. The objective of this 
initiative is to strategize, design, and implement Open Banking as a practice in the Kingdom.  

• Enhancing Fintech-related Innovation within the Central Bank. This involves undertaking a 
supervisory role in ensuring financial market stability from the use of data and technology solutions 
(SupTech) to boost capacity and reach; and streamlining operations in support of SAMA’s role quest 
of mitigating risks and maintaining market stability.  

• Regulatory Enablement for Fintech in the Central Bank. Reviewing the current FS regulatory 
framework, and updates as required, to allow fintech to operate more efficiently in the KSA market 
and to enable access for new players, supported by an enhanced sandbox and developed open API 
standards. 

CRITICAL MILESTONES AND ACHIEVEMENT 

We opened this installment of our “Primer on Saudi Fintech” by considering the two BNPL success 
stories, Tabby and Tamara.   

That prompted us to take a closer look at some of the engineering that has gone into KSA’s Fintech 
Strategy and whether the fintech ecosystem had been engineered in a manner that made it fit for 
purpose. 
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If the table below is any indication, then Tabby and Tamara are not outliers in any sense. For its 
achievements so far, it would appear that the KSA fintech ecosystem is indeed well-designed, 
engineered, and constructed to reach the ultimate objectives of the Fintech Strategy. 

  Launch of Fintech Saudi to drive innova�on and collabora�on between 
startups, investors, and other key stakeholders in the fintech 
ecosystem8  

 Regulatory Sandbox Framework established to allow financial 
ins�tu�ons and fintechs to test and launch their products and services 
in an innova�ve and safe environment9 

 7 fintechs approved to operate in the 2018 Sandbox cohort  
  

 Fintechs permited to operate in the 2019 Sandbox cohort 
 Launch of licenses for non-bank financial ins�tu�ons brought the total 

number of companies licensed by SAMA to 14, exceeding the FSDP 
target (3 licensed companies by 2020)10  
 

  11 fintechs permited to operate in the 2020 Sandbox cohort 
 SAMA implemented regulatory reforms 
• Payment Services Provider (PSP) Regula�ons11 
• Consumer Micro Lending Regula�on12 
• Financial Aggrega�on Regula�on 
• Insurtech Aggrega�on Regula�on 
• Digital Bank Guidelines 

  
 17 fintechs licensed by SAMA 
 Mul�ple Regulatory Frameworks issued  
 Debt Crowdfunding Regula�ons 
 Buy Now Pay Later (Guidelines BNPL)  

 
  30 fintechs licensed by SAMA 

 Release of Open Banking Policy13 
 Regulatory Framework goes to always open model 

 

 
8 https://fintechsaudi.com/about/  
9 The Regulatory Sandbox was issued in August 2022 
10 Fintech Timeline - Introduction, Annual Fintech Report. 
11 The Implementing Regulation of the Law of Payments and Payment Services was issued on 24/11/1444 H (corresponding 
to 13/06/2023 G, amended pursuant governor resolution No.(  ٨٨  (ت  ش م /
12 The Rules Regulating Consumer Microfinance Companies was issued pursuant to governor resolution No. (ت  ش م/٨٢) 
dated 13/04/1441 H (corresponding 11/12/2019) 
13 Open Banking Policy issued on 26/05/1442 H (corresponding to 10/01/2021 G) 

2018 

2019 

2020 

2021 

2022 

https://fintechsaudi.com/about/
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CONCLUSION 

As part of the international benchmarking exercise that was conducted to identify key challenges to 
be addressed in the Fintech Strategy to unlock the potential of the KSA market, one such challenge 
was the ability to comply with regulations.  

In the next installment of this Primer on Saudi Fintech, we survey the “universe” of laws, regulations, 
and pronouncements that bring the Saudi fintech ecosystem to life. 

*** 
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