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Abstract  

The COVID-19 lockdowns profoundly reshaped the banking landscape, presenting unique 

challenges and opportunities for financial inclusion across the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 

countries. As physical bank branches closed their doors, the region witnessed a surge in digital 

banking adoption, driven by the need to maintain financial accessibility and ensure economic 

continuity during unprecedented disruptions. This paper explores the transformative effects of the 

pandemic on the banking sector, focusing on its implications for financial inclusion in the GCC. It 

evaluates how digital banking innovations, regulatory adjustments, and public-private 

collaborations helped bridge financial access gaps while exposing existing vulnerabilities, such as 

limited digital literacy and uneven technological infrastructure. Through a qualitative approach 

that synthesises case studies, policy and literature analyses, the research delves into key questions: 

How did lockdowns accelerate digital banking adoption in the GCC? What measures can further 

enhance financial inclusion in the region? Findings reveal that while the lockdown catalysed the 

digital transformation of the banking sector, challenges such as technology accessibility for 

underbanked populations and cyber risks persist. Recommendations highlight the need for 

tailored financial literacy programs, enhanced digital infrastructure, and inclusive regulatory 

frameworks to ensure that all segments of society benefit from the digital banking revolution. This 

study contributes actionable insights for policymakers, financial institutions, and stakeholders 

aiming to advance financial inclusion in a post-pandemic world, positioning the GCC as a 

regional leader in equitable and innovative banking practices.  
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound and disruptive impact on the global economy, with 

the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries being no exception. As nations around the world 

implemented lockdowns and movement restrictions to curb the spread of the virus, the banking 

sector has played a critical role in ensuring economic stability and continuity. In the GCC region, 

where the economy is heavily reliant on hydrocarbon exports, the pandemic has exacerbated 

existing challenges and highlighted the importance of financial inclusion (Yu et al., 2021). 

The lockdowns imposed during the pandemic have significantly disrupted traditional banking 

operations, forcing financial institutions to rapidly adapt and innovate. Branches were closed, and 

customers were encouraged to utilise digital banking services, leading to a surge in the adoption 

of online and mobile banking platforms (Zaccara and Battaloglu, 2023). This shift has underscored 

the importance of digital infrastructure and the need for financial institutions to invest in 

technological capabilities to meet the evolving needs of their customers. 

Financial inclusion is a crucial aspect of economic development, as it enables individuals and 

businesses to access a range of financial services, such as savings, credit, and insurance. In the 

GCC region, financial inclusion has been a priority, with governments and financial institutions 

working to expand access to these services, particularly among underserved populations (Agenor 

et al., 2018). 

The GCC countries, with their diverse socioeconomic conditions and high reliance on remittances, 

face unique challenges in achieving financial inclusion. For example, the region's large expatriate 

workforce, which often includes low-income individuals, may have limited access to formal 

financial services (Mabkhot and Al-Wesabi, 2022). Additionally, cultural and regulatory barriers, 

such as the requirement for a national identification card or a minimum balance, can further 

hinder access to financial services for certain segments of the population (Alquliti, 2022). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated these challenges, as lockdowns and economic 

disruptions have disproportionately impacted vulnerable groups, such as low-income individuals 

and small businesses. In this context, the banking sector's ability to adapt and provide accessible 

financial services has become even more critical in ensuring financial inclusion and promoting 

equitable economic recovery. 

The objective of this study is to explore the impact of lockdowns on banking operations and 

financial inclusion in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. The study emphasis on two 

key questions: 1) How did lockdowns reshape banking in the GCC? and 2) What opportunities 

and challenges arose for financial inclusion? 

The study aims to highlight the relevance of digital banking adoption during this period and its 

implications for underserved populations. The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly disrupted the 

global economy, and the GCC region has not been spared. Lockdowns and social distancing 

measures have forced banks to adapt their operations, leading to a surge in the use of digital 
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banking services (Ghani et al., 2022). This shift presents both opportunities and challenges for 

financial inclusion, which is a critical component of sustainable economic development 

(Gutiérrez-Romero and Ahamed, 2021). 

Literature review 

The banking sector plays a crucial role in managing economic crises, as evidenced by numerous 

studies. Masciandaro and Romelli (2018) highlight the importance of central banks as supervisors 

during times of crisis, noting their ability to mitigate the impact of disruptions and maintain financial 

stability. Similarly, Baron et al. (2021) found that banking crises can occur without widespread 

panic, emphasising the need for proactive measures by financial institutions to navigate turbulent 

periods. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented a unique challenge for the banking industry, as 

lockdowns and social distancing measures have significantly disrupted traditional banking 

operations. In this context, the ability of banks to adapt and provide uninterrupted services has 

become paramount. GCC countries, with their heavy reliance on the oil and gas industry, have 

been particularly vulnerable to the economic shocks of the pandemic, underscoring the 

importance of a resilient banking sector (Banna et al., 2022). 

The rise of digital banking has been a significant trend in the GCC region, even before the 

pandemic. Alansari and Al-Sartawi (2021) explored the role of IT governance in enhancing e-

banking services among GCC-listed banks, highlighting the importance of technological 

advancements in improving customer experience and operational efficiency. The COVID-19 crisis 

has further accelerated the adoption of digital banking, as lockdowns and social distancing 

measures have forced both banks and customers to embrace online and mobile banking 

solutions. 

Adrian and Mancini-Griffoli (2021) provide a comprehensive overview of the emergence of digital 

money, including the rise of mobile payment platforms and the potential impact of central bank 

digital currencies (CBDCs). In the GCC context, the increasing popularity of digital banking has 

been driven by factors such as the tech-savvy nature of the region's population, the availability 

of robust digital infrastructure, and the strategic initiatives of governments to promote financial 

inclusion and digital transformation (Banna et al., 2022). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on financial inclusion, particularly in 

developing economies. Lockdowns and economic disruptions have disproportionately affected 

vulnerable populations, leading to a widening of the financial inclusion gap. In the GCC region, 

where financial inclusion rates have historically been lower compared to developed economies, 

the pandemic has presented both challenges and opportunities (Banna et al., 2022). 

The shift towards digital banking has the potential to enhance financial inclusion, as it provides 

access to financial services for underserved communities and individuals who may have limited 

access to traditional banking channels. However, the success of this transition depends on factors 
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such as digital literacy, infrastructure development, and the availability of affordable digital 

financial services (Adrian and Mancini-Griffoli, 2021). 

The GCC countries have made significant strides in promoting financial inclusion in recent years, 

with initiatives such as the development of digital payment ecosystems and the introduction of 

regulatory frameworks to support financial innovation. However, the COVID-19 pandemic has 

highlighted the need for further efforts to ensure that the benefits of digital banking are accessible 

to all segments of the population (Banna et al., 2022). 

One of the key challenges facing the GCC region is the need to address the digital divide, 

particularly in terms of access to digital infrastructure and financial literacy. Governments and 

financial institutions must work collaboratively to develop targeted strategies that address the 

unique needs of underserved communities, such as low-income households, small businesses, and 

rural populations (Alansari and Al-Sartawi, 2021). 

One of the key barriers to financial inclusion in the GCC countries is digital illiteracy. Despite the 

region's advancements in technology, a significant portion of the population, particularly the 

elderly and low-income groups, lack the necessary digital skills to access and utilise digital 

financial services (Parvin and Panakaje, 2022). This digital divide has been further exacerbated by 

the COVID-19 pandemic, as lockdowns and social distancing measures have forced a rapid shift 

towards digital banking and financial services (Ozili, 2020). 

Another structural challenge is the lack of adequate financial infrastructure, particularly in rural 

and remote areas of the GCC. Many communities in the region lack access to basic banking 

services, such as physical bank branches and ATMs, hindering their ability to participate in the 

formal financial system (Niankara, 2023). This issue is particularly prevalent among expatriate 

workers and low-income populations, who often face barriers in accessing mainstream financial 

services. 

Regulatory hurdles have also been a significant obstacle to financial inclusion in the GCC. The 

region's financial regulatory frameworks have traditionally been focused on ensuring the stability 

and soundness of the banking sector, with less emphasis on promoting financial inclusion 

(Qamruzzaman, 2023). This has resulted in a complex and often restrictive regulatory environment 

that can be challenging for new financial service providers, particularly those targeting 

underserved populations, to navigate. 

In response to the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, governments and central banks 

in the GCC have implemented a range of policy measures to promote digital adoption and 

financial inclusion (Emara and El-Said, 2021). One of the key initiatives has been the acceleration 

of digital transformation efforts, with many central banks introducing regulatory sandboxes and 

other supportive measures to encourage the development of innovative digital financial services. 

For example, the Central Bank of the UAE has launched the Digital Payments Taskforce, which 

aims to drive the adoption of digital payments and enhance financial inclusion across the country 
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(Parvin and Panakaje, 2022). Similarly, the Saudi Arabian Monetary Authority has introduced the 

Fintech Saudi initiative, which provides regulatory support and capacity-building programs to help 

fintech companies expand their reach and serve underbanked populations. 

Furthermore, several GCC countries have implemented targeted financial inclusion programs, 

such as the provision of basic bank accounts and digital wallets to low-income individuals and 

expatriate workers. These initiatives have been crucial in ensuring that vulnerable populations 

maintain access to essential financial services during the pandemic (Niankara, 2023). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on the financial inclusion landscape in the 

GCC countries. On the one hand, the rapid shift towards digital banking and financial services 

has opened up new opportunities for underserved populations to access financial services (Ozili, 

2020). The increased availability of mobile banking, digital wallets, and other fintech solutions has 

the potential to bridge the digital divide and reach previously unbanked individuals. 

However, the pandemic has also exacerbated existing challenges to financial inclusion, 

particularly for those who lack the necessary digital skills or access to digital infrastructure 

(Qamruzzaman, 2023). The economic disruptions caused by the pandemic have also 

disproportionately affected low-income groups and expatriate workers, further limiting their ability 

to participate in the formal financial system. 

Moving forward, it will be crucial for policymakers in the GCC to continue their efforts to promote 

digital adoption and financial inclusion, while also addressing the underlying structural barriers that 

have hindered progress in this area (Emara and El Said, 2021). This may involve further investments 

in digital infrastructure, targeted financial literacy programs, and the development of more 

inclusive regulatory frameworks that support the growth of innovative financial services. 

Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic has underscored the critical role of the banking sector in 

managing economic crises and supporting financial inclusion. In the GCC region, the shift towards 

digital banking has the potential to enhance access to financial services and promote greater 

financial inclusion. However, the success of this transition will depend on the ability of governments 

and financial institutions to address the challenges posed by the digital divide and ensure that the 

benefits of digital banking are accessible to all segments of the population. 

Methods 

The research employs a qualitative methodology to explore the impact of COVID-19 lockdowns 

on the banking sector and their implications for financial inclusion within the Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) countries. This approach integrates a synthesis of case studies, policy reviews, and 

literature analyses, providing a comprehensive framework for understanding the challenges and 

opportunities posed by the digital transformation of banking during the pandemic. The 

methodology focuses on capturing nuanced insights into the region’s banking landscape, 

specifically addressing how digital banking innovations and regulatory interventions shaped 

financial accessibility amidst unprecedented disruptions. 
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Case studies were selected to highlight diverse scenarios across GCC countries, offering a 

comparative perspective on digital banking adoption and its implications for financial inclusion. 

These case studies examine the responses of banks, policymakers, and customers to the 

challenges posed by the lockdowns, with particular attention to the integration of public-private 

collaborations and the deployment of innovative financial technologies. Additionally, policy 

analyses were conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of government interventions and 

regulatory frameworks in bridging access gaps and promoting equitable banking practices during 

this period. 

The analysis incorporates thematic coding to identify key patterns and trends, such as the 

acceleration of digital banking, the persistence of technological barriers for underbanked 

populations, and emerging cybersecurity risks. By aligning qualitative data with a contextual 

understanding of the region’s socioeconomic and technological infrastructure, the research 

provides actionable insights into enhancing financial inclusion. It underscores the need for tailored 

financial literacy initiatives, investments in digital infrastructure, and inclusive policies to ensure that 

all societal segments benefit from the digital banking revolution in a post-pandemic era. 

Result and Discussion 

Financial Inclusion and Banking Operations: GCC Countries’ Perspectives 

The rapid adoption of digital banking services during the lockdown period presented new 

opportunities for financial inclusion in the GCC countries. With physical branches closed, banks 

were forced to rely on digital channels to reach their customers, which opened up access to 

financial services for those who previously had limited or no access (Ghani et al., 2022). 

One of the key advantages of digital banking is its ability to reach remote and underserved areas, 

where traditional brick-and-mortar branches may not be feasible (Gutiérrez-Romero and Ahamed, 

2021). This is particularly relevant in the GCC region, where a significant portion of the population 

lives in rural or semi-urban areas. By leveraging digital platforms, banks can now offer a range of 

financial services, including savings, credit, and payment solutions, to these previously 

underserved communities. 

Moreover, the use of mobile banking and digital wallets has the potential to increase financial 

inclusion among low-income and unbanked populations. These technologies can provide access 

to basic financial services, such as money transfers, bill payments, and even microcredit, without 

the need for traditional bank accounts (Ghani et al., 2022). This is especially important for 

marginalized groups, such as migrant workers and women, who may have faced barriers to 

accessing formal financial services in the past. 

Despite the opportunities presented by the shift to digital banking, the lockdown period also 

highlighted several challenges for financial inclusion in the GCC countries. One of the primary 

concerns is the digital divide, where certain segments of the population, particularly the elderly 
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and those in remote areas, lack the necessary digital skills and access to technology to fully utilize 

digital banking services (Kasradze, 2020). 

Additionally, the economic impact of the pandemic, including job losses and reduced incomes, 

has put a strain on the financial resources of many households, making it more difficult for them 

to access and maintain financial services (Gutiérrez-Romero and Ahamed, 2021). This is especially 

true for low-income and vulnerable 

The lockdowns imposed in the GCC countries to curb the spread of COVID-19 had a significant 

impact on the banking sector. Banks were forced to close physical branches and shift their 

operations to digital platforms, accelerating the adoption of online and mobile banking services 

(Alalami, 2021). This transition was not without its challenges, as many customers, particularly the 

elderly and those in rural areas, lacked the necessary digital skills and access to technology 

(Kasradze, 2020). 

To address these challenges, banks in the GCC region implemented various measures to support 

their customers during the lockdown period. This included extending loan repayment deadlines, 

waiving certain fees, and enhancing their digital banking offerings (Abdulla and Ebrahim, 2022). 

Additionally, governments in the GCC countries introduced financial relief packages and 

regulatory measures to support the banking sector and ensure the continued flow of credit to 

businesses and households (Alalami, 2021). 

Despite these efforts, the lockdowns had a significant impact on the financial performance of 

GCC banks. The economic downturn and increased credit risk led to a decline in profitability, with 

many banks reporting a drop in net interest income and an increase in non-performing loans 

(Abdulla and Ebrahim, 2022). This, in turn, affected the banks' ability to invest in new technologies 

and expand their reach to underserved populations. 

Banking Lockdown in GCC Countries: Between Innovations and Challenges   

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on the banking sector, particularly in the 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. As lockdowns were implemented to curb the spread 

of the virus, banks were forced to adapt their operations to meet the changing needs of their 

customers. One of the key trends observed was the accelerated adoption of digital banking 

services (Agur et al., 2020). 

The pandemic has acted as a catalyst, driving customers to embrace digital banking platforms 

at an unprecedented rate. Banks in the GCC region have reported a significant increase in the 

use of mobile banking apps, online banking, and digital payment solutions during the lockdown 

period (Banna et al., 2022). This shift has been particularly evident among previously underserved 

populations, as digital platforms have provided them with greater access to financial services 

(Guerra-Leal et al., 2023). 
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To address the challenges posed by physical branch closures, banks in the GCC have 

implemented various operational changes. These include the expansion of call centre capabilities, 

the introduction of virtual teller services, and the enhancement of online and mobile banking 

functionalities (Higgs et al., 2022). Banks have also leveraged emerging technologies, such as 

artificial intelligence and chatbots, to provide more efficient and personalized customer support 

(Tyagi, 2023). 

The pandemic has also highlighted the importance of robust business continuity plans and the 

need for banks to be agile in their response to unexpected events. GCC banks have 

demonstrated their ability to adapt quickly, ensuring the continuity of critical banking services 

while prioritizing the safety and well-being of their employees and customers (Kasri et al., 2022). 

As the GCC countries continue to navigate the challenges posed by the pandemic, the banking 

sector's ability to innovate and embrace digital solutions will be crucial in maintaining financial 

stability and promoting financial inclusion. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the adoption of digital banking solutions, which have 

played a significant role in bridging the access gaps for underserved populations in the GCC 

region (Agur et al., 2020). Digital platforms, such as mobile banking, fintech solutions, and digital 

wallets, have emerged as critical tools in expanding financial inclusion. 

Mobile banking, in particular, has been a game-changer in the GCC countries. The widespread 

availability of smartphones and the growing penetration of mobile internet have enabled more 

individuals, including those in remote and underserved areas, to access basic financial services 

(Banna et al., 2022). Through mobile banking apps, customers can perform a wide range of 

transactions, from account management to fund transfers, without the need to visit a physical 

bank branch. 

Fintech solutions have also played a crucial role in enhancing financial inclusion in the GCC region. 

Innovative fintech companies have developed a range of digital financial products and services, 

such as digital lending, crowdfunding platforms, and peer-to-peer payment solutions, which have 

expanded access to credit and financial services for traditionally underbanked populations 

(Guerra-Leal et al., 2023). 

Digital wallets, which allow users to store, send, and receive digital payments, have also 

contributed to the growth of financial inclusion in the GCC countries. These digital payment 

solutions have made it easier for individuals, particularly those without access to traditional 

banking services, to participate in the digital economy and engage in financial transactions (Kasri 

et al., 2022). 

The increased adoption of digital banking solutions during the lockdown period has highlighted 

the potential of these technologies to address long-standing challenges in financial inclusion. By 

leveraging digital platforms, banks and fintech companies in the GCC region have been able to 
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reach previously underserved communities, providing them with access to a wider range of 

financial services and products (Higgs et al., 2022). 

While the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the adoption of digital banking solutions and 

enhanced financial inclusion in the GCC region, there are still significant challenges that need to 

be addressed. 

One of the key challenges is digital illiteracy, particularly among older and less tech-savvy 

populations. Many individuals in the GCC countries, especially in rural and remote areas, lack the 

necessary digital skills and knowledge to navigate and utilize digital banking platforms effectively 

(Tyagi, 2023). This digital divide can limit the ability of these individuals to access and benefit from 

the financial services offered through digital channels. 

Another challenge is the uneven digital infrastructure across the GCC region. While major cities 

and urban areas may have robust internet connectivity and access to digital devices, many rural 

and underserved communities still face limitations in terms of reliable internet access and the 

availability of digital infrastructure (Agur et al., 2020). This can hinder the widespread adoption of 

digital banking solutions and limit the reach of financial inclusion efforts. 

Cybersecurity risks also pose a significant challenge to the growth of digital banking and financial 

inclusion in the GCC countries. As more individuals and businesses rely on digital platforms for their 

financial transactions, the threat of cyberattacks, data breaches, and fraud has increased (Banna 

et al., 2022). Banks and fintech companies must invest in robust cybersecurity measures to protect 

their customers and maintain trust in the digital financial ecosystem. 

The limited access to digital tools and devices among underbanked populations is another 

challenge that needs to be addressed. Many individuals in the GCC region, particularly those 

from lower-income backgrounds, may not have the necessary smartphones, tablets, or 

computers to access digital banking services (Guerra-Leal et al., 2023). Addressing this digital 

divide will require collaborative efforts between banks, governments, and community 

organizations to provide affordable and accessible digital devices and infrastructure. 

To overcome these challenges and further enhance financial inclusion in the GCC region, a 

comprehensive and coordinated approach is required. This may involve investments in digital 

literacy programs, the expansion of digital infrastructure, and the development of robust 

cybersecurity frameworks to ensure the safety and security of digital financial services. 

Lessons Learned from GCC Countries 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, comprising Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 

Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, have witnessed a significant shift towards digital banking 

during the COVID-19 lockdown period. This shift has had profound implications for financial 

inclusion within the region. 
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One successful example of a digital banking initiative in the GCC is the mobile payment platform 

launched by the Central Bank of the UAE. This platform, known as "UAE Pass," allows users to 

securely access a range of financial services, including account management, bill payments, and 

money transfers, directly from their smartphones (Alkhowaiter, 2020). The adoption of this platform 

has been particularly notable among the unbanked and underbanked populations, as it has 

provided them with convenient access to financial services without the need for traditional brick-

and-mortar banking infrastructure. 

In contrast, the digital adoption and financial inclusion rates vary across the GCC countries. For 

instance, Saudi Arabia has made significant strides in promoting financial inclusion, with the 

country's financial inclusion rate reaching 92% in 2021, up from 84% in 2017 (Niankara, 2023). This 

progress can be attributed to the Saudi Arabian Monetary Authority's (SAMA) initiatives, such as 

the launch of the "Fintech Saudi" program, which aims to foster the growth of the fintech 

ecosystem and drive digital transformation in the banking sector. 

On the other hand, Oman has faced challenges in achieving widespread digital banking 

adoption, with only 58% of the population having access to formal financial services as of 2020 

(Niankara, 2023). The Omani government and the Central Bank of Oman have recognized this 

issue and have taken steps to address it, such as implementing regulatory frameworks to 

encourage the development of digital financial services and promoting financial literacy 

programs. 

Governments and central banks in the GCC region have played a crucial role in shaping the 

digital banking landscape and promoting financial inclusion during the COVID-19 lockdown 

period. In Saudi Arabia, the SAMA has introduced several regulatory adjustments to facilitate the 

growth of digital banking. For instance, the central bank has relaxed know-your-customer (KYC) 

requirements for low-value transactions, allowing for quicker and more accessible onboarding of 

new customers (Almashhadani and Almashhadani, 2022). Additionally, SAMA has partnered with 

private sector entities to develop innovative digital payment solutions, such as the "Mada" digital 

payment network, which has contributed to the expansion of financial services in the country. 

Similarly, the Central Bank of the UAE has implemented measures to ensure consumer protection 

and enhance trust in digital platforms. The central bank has introduced guidelines for the 

operation of mobile wallets and digital payment services, which include requirements for data 

security, customer authentication, and dispute resolution mechanisms (Alkhowaiter, 2020). These 

efforts have been crucial in building confidence among consumers and driving the adoption of 

digital banking services during the lockdown period. 

In Oman, the Central Bank of Oman has taken steps to promote financial inclusion through the 

development of a national financial inclusion strategy. This strategy aims to increase access to 

formal financial services, particularly in underserved regions, by encouraging the expansion of 

digital banking infrastructure and the implementation of financial literacy programs (Niankara, 

2023). The central bank has also collaborated with the government to launch initiatives such as 
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the "Oman Digital" program, which provides subsidies and incentives for the adoption of digital 

financial services. 

The shift towards digital banking during the COVID-19 lockdown period has had significant 

implications for financial inclusion in the GCC countries. One of the primary benefits has been the 

increased accessibility of financial services, particularly for the unbanked and underbanked 

populations. The availability of mobile banking and digital payment platforms has allowed 

individuals who previously lacked access to traditional banking infrastructure to engage with the 

formal financial system (Khokhar et al., 2020). This has been especially important in remote or 

underserved areas, where physical bank branches may be scarce. 

Moreover, the digital transformation of the banking sector has also contributed to the reduction 

of barriers to financial inclusion, such as the need for physical identification documents or the 

requirement of minimum account balances. The implementation of digital KYC processes and the 

availability of low-cost or no-fee digital accounts have made it easier for individuals to open and 

maintain financial accounts (Al-Amosh and Khatib, 2022). 

However, the impact of digital banking on financial inclusion has not been uniform across the 

GCC countries. While some nations, such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, have made significant 

strides in expanding access to digital financial services, others, like Oman, have faced challenges 

in bridging the digital divide and reaching underserved communities (Niankara, 2023). These 

disparities highlight the need for tailored policies and interventions to address the unique 

circumstances and barriers faced by different segments of the population. 

The shift towards digital banking during the COVID-19 lockdown period has also presented both 

challenges and opportunities for financial inclusion in the GCC countries. One of the key 

challenges has been the digital divide, where certain segments of the population, particularly the 

elderly, low-income individuals, and those living in remote areas, may lack the necessary digital 

literacy or access to technology to fully benefit from digital banking services (Alkhowaiter, 2020). 

Addressing this gap requires coordinated efforts between the public and private sectors to 

provide digital skills training, improve digital infrastructure, and ensure the availability of user-

friendly digital platforms. 

Another challenge has been the need to ensure consumer protection and data privacy in the 

digital banking ecosystem. As more financial transactions and personal data are being processed 

online, there is an increased risk of cybersecurity threats and data breaches (Almashhadani and 

Almashhadani, 2022). Robust regulatory frameworks and strong cybersecurity measures are 

essential to build trust and confidence in digital banking services. 

Despite these challenges, the shift towards digital banking also presents opportunities for 

enhancing financial inclusion in the GCC countries. The availability of digital platforms can 

facilitate the collection and analysis of granular data on financial behaviour and access, enabling 

policymakers and financial institutions to develop more targeted and effective financial inclusion 

strategies (Niankara, 2023). Additionally, the integration of emerging technologies, such as 
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artificial intelligence and blockchain, can further streamline the delivery of financial services and 

improve the overall user experience. 

The COVID-19 lockdown period has accelerated the adoption of digital banking in the GCC 

countries, with significant implications for financial inclusion. While some nations have made 

substantial progress in expanding access to digital financial services, disparities in digital adoption 

and financial inclusion rates remain across the region. 

Governments and central banks in the GCC have played a crucial role in shaping the digital 

banking landscape, implementing regulatory adjustments, fostering public-private partnerships, 

and promoting consumer protection measures. These efforts have been instrumental in driving the 

expansion of digital banking and enhancing financial inclusion during the lockdown period. 

However, challenges, such as the digital divide and the need for robust cybersecurity measures, 

must be addressed to ensure that the benefits of digital banking are equitably distributed across 

the population. Leveraging emerging technologies and data-driven insights can further enhance 

the effectiveness of financial inclusion strategies in the GCC countries. 

As the GCC countries continue to navigate the post-pandemic landscape, the lessons learned 

and the successes achieved during the lockdown period can serve as a foundation for building 

a more inclusive and resilient financial system that caters to the diverse needs of the region's 

population. 

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically reshaped the banking landscape across the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, underscoring the sector's critical role in managing 

economic crises and promoting financial inclusion. The abrupt imposition of lockdowns during the 

pandemic accelerated the transition towards digital banking, highlighting its potential to extend 

financial services to underbanked populations and support economic continuity amidst 

widespread disruptions. This transformation revealed both opportunities and vulnerabilities within 

the GCC banking sector, illustrating how digital innovation can be a powerful tool for fostering 

financial inclusion when implemented effectively. However, it also emphasized the need to 

address gaps in accessibility and infrastructure that may otherwise perpetuate financial exclusion. 

One of the significant takeaways from the pandemic-induced shift was the increased reliance on 

digital platforms to provide financial services. The rapid adoption of digital banking allowed GCC 

banks to maintain operational continuity, ensuring that individuals and businesses could access 

essential financial resources. This pivot towards digital banking holds promises for enhancing 

access to financial services, particularly for underserved populations. Nevertheless, challenges 

such as limited digital literacy and disparities in technological infrastructure remain substantial 

barriers. These issues are particularly pronounced in rural or economically marginalized areas, 

where limited internet connectivity and lack of awareness impede the benefits of digital banking. 
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Addressing these barriers is critical for ensuring equitable access to financial services across all 

segments of society. 

The economic ramifications of the lockdowns were profound, impacting the financial 

performance of GCC banks. The region’s banking sector faced heightened credit risks as 

businesses struggled to sustain operations, leading to increased non-performing loans and 

reduced profitability. This period of economic stress underscored the importance of risk 

management frameworks capable of mitigating credit risks while maintaining financial stability. 

Despite these challenges, the crisis also served as a catalyst for innovation, prompting banks to 

explore new revenue streams and adopt more agile operational models. The integration of 

advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence and blockchain has the potential to 

enhance efficiency, improve customer experiences, and ensure greater transparency in financial 

transactions. 

To fully leverage the benefits of digital banking while addressing its inherent risks, a coordinated 

policy approach is essential. Policymakers in the GCC region must prioritize investments in digital 

literacy programs to empower individuals with the knowledge and skills needed to navigate digital 

financial services confidently. Additionally, expanding digital infrastructure, particularly in 

underserved areas, will be critical for bridging access gaps. Robust cybersecurity frameworks must 

also be developed to safeguard digital financial transactions and build trust among users. 

Collaborative efforts between governments, financial institutions, and technology providers will 

be key to achieving these objectives, ensuring that the digital banking revolution benefits all 

segments of society. 

Looking ahead, the lessons learned from the pandemic offer a roadmap for building a more 

resilient and inclusive banking sector in the GCC. By embracing digital transformation, fostering 

financial literacy, and addressing infrastructural deficiencies, the region can position itself as a 

leader in equitable and innovative banking practices. The development of tailored financial 

products that cater to the needs of diverse customer segments, coupled with transparent and 

inclusive regulatory frameworks, will further support these efforts. The pandemic has provided an 

opportunity to rethink traditional banking models and prioritize sustainability, inclusivity, and 

technological innovation in the design of future financial systems. By doing so, the GCC banking 

sector can play a pivotal role in driving economic growth and enhancing financial inclusion in a 

rapidly evolving global landscape. 
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