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responsible for coordinating government and sectoral programs. These together 

with the intention of working in partnership with the private sector, the 

commitment to engage with all the stakeholders, and the interest in government 

responsiveness, accountability and transparency, all suggest a desire to create a 

reformed system of governance based on strategic state capabilities and an 

enabling relationship with the citizens (Joyce & Rasheed, 2017).  

The Saudi population is embracing the support for a change to sustainable 

economic, social and environmental reforms including women’s participation, as 

well as bringing about a new valuing of human capital within the country’s 

economic system. However, the challenges for sustainable development and 

strategic transformation stretch beyond public administration of public services to 

involve civil society. 

Strategic transformation is achievable through the creation of long-term 

strategic visions backed up by the government’s increased ability to implement 

policies for the benefit of the country. In the face of constraints and challenges, 

the country’s leaders are determined to pursue the country’s sustainable and 

strategic transformation to create a society for Saudi citizens that is prosperous 

because of a diversified economy and a society that has happy citizens who are 

satisfied with their lives.  



Table 4 indicates that the Saudization strategy demonstrated mixed results, 

both succeeding and failing. The factor that contributed to this was the decision-

makers’ non-consultation with all the stakeholders involved. In the case study of 

Food Security and Dwindling Water Resources, the combination of factors 

enabled the agricultural sector to achieve self-sufficiency but failed to protect the 

Kingdom’s dwindling water resources. The Fishing sector case study shows 

failure because of delivery chain problems. The Mowaten case study has shown 

mixed results, in terms of government support and without a timetable until the 

government can support Mowaten, taking into account the downfall in oil prices. 

The Privatization case study demonstrates mixed results – successes and 

challenges  

8.0 Discussion 

The five case studies illustrated above indicate the Saudi government’s quest 

for a sustainable and diversified economy for the benefit of the Saudi society to 

uplift the standard of living of its citizens and enable them to achieve a happy life. 

The motivation of the public sector, notably the civil servants, to improve their 

capabilities and credibility will result in great improvement in the private sector. 

The Saudi economy is being driven by the government’s vital role in creating 

employment, education, healthcare and foreign direct investments. These create 

healthy competition in both public and private sectors, which stimulates the 

economy. Capable and effective civil servants mean an improved private sector 

business environment. 

Fiscal context matters for success. The launching of the Citizen Account 

Program (Mowaten) by the government in 2017 was a success on the part of the 

government’s safety net programs, yet challenges are inevitable due to concerns 

about the increasing population and the downfall of government revenues. The 

question is: for how long can the government maintain Mowaten for locals, taking 

into account the volatility of oil prices? The ambitious housing program (Sakani) 

to provide citizens with affordable housing needs transparent rules and regulations 

for the benefit of all the stakeholders.  

Mobilizing support. The government’s non-consultation with all stakeholders, 

which resulted in their lack of participation, has weakened the SME private sector. 

Privatization is taking off, albeit slowly, and is one of the key pillars for the 

success of the government’s diversification program. The government is trying to 

shift the massive expense to the private sector because the infrastructure requires 

a huge amount of capital that is not available to the government. 

9.0 Conclusion 

Through Saudi Vision 2030 the Saudi state is changing from being 

bureaucratic to strategic. It involves setting up a Center for Performance 

Management of Government Agencies, and a strategic management office, 



public sector by lowering the number of government employees, keeping in mind 

the number of public sector employees is about 1.3 million and nearly half of them 

work in the education sector, which had a total budget of SR192.0 billion in 2018, 

compared to 228 billion in 2017. 

7.0  Lessons from Mini Case Studies 

Table 4 illustrates each mini case study’s strategies and their status, whether 

they are succeeding, failing or have mixed results.  

Table 4 

Lessons: Comparative Analysis of the Mini Case Studies 

Case Study Strategy Status 

6.1 Saudization Strategy 

Saudization is the Saudi 

nationalization scheme to 

increase the employment of 

Saudi nationals in the private 

sector. 

Mixed results: succeeding and 

failing 

6.2 Food Security & 

Dwindling Water Resources 

With the support of the Saudi 

government, granting 

ownership of farm land to 

citizens including giving loans 

and subsidies ranging from 

machinery and fertilizers to 

support for export product, or 

ranging from machinery to 

fertilizers, and support for 

export produce 

Mixed results: succeeding and 

failing 

6.3 The Implementation of 

Saudization in the Fishing 

Sector 

(MEWA) requires every fishing 

vessel in the Kingdom's waters 

to have a Saudi national aboard. 

Failing 

6.4 Citizen Account Program 

(Mowaten) 

Government to provide 

thoughtful cash grants to Saudi 

citizens; the scheme began 

registration in February 2017, 

and money was paid at the end 

of 2017. 

Mixed results: succeeding and 

failing 

6.5 Privatization of 

Government Sectors 

The privatization program 

targets the privatization of 10 

key sectors in the first phase: 

health; housing; education; 

labor and social affairs; energy, 

industry and mineral resources; 

municipalities; transport and 

aviation; environment, water 

and agriculture; Haj and 

Umrah; and communications 

and IT. This is being labelled as 

action under the Vision 2030 

strategy.  

Mixed results: successes and 

challenges 



According to H.E. Minister of Labor and Social Development Dr. Ali bin 

Nasser al-Ghafis, 10.6 million Saudi citizens have benefited from this program. 

The Saudi population in 2017 was 20.4 million; the total eligible is 52%. Saudis 

received money at the rate of SR 938 per month as an average support per 

household, according to Al Arabiya (21 Dec. 2017). To date, the Saudi 

government has disbursed SR 27.5 billion ($7.3 billion) as its first cash support 

program for its Citizen Account Program for 12.1 million Saudi beneficiaries 

registered in the program. The Saudi government has allocated a budget of SR 

32.4 billion ($8.64 billion) for the program in 2018. 

6.5 Mini Case Study: Privatization of Government Sectors 

Introduction 

Saudi Arabia is taking action to privatize state assets on a massive scale. The 

scope of this is extensive: the privatization program targets the privatization of 10 

key sectors in the first phase. They are health; housing; education; labor and social 

affairs; energy, industry and mineral resources; municipalities; transport and 

aviation; environment, water and agriculture; Haj and Umrah; and 

communications and IT. This is being labelled as action under the Vision 2030 

strategy.  

Privatization in this scope is the transfer of ownership of specified assets or 

services from the government to the private sector. The transfer of ownership can 

be done in several forms, e.g. (not exhaustive) full/partial assets sale, IPO, 

management buy-out, PPP (BOT, concessions or outsourcing), according to Saudi 

Vision 2030. 

Constraints and Obstacles 

The execution is slow. 

One of the main challenges facing privatizing government or state-owned 

institutions is the multi-dimensional challenge of economic, social, political and 

national security. Some government institutions when privatized do not have 

alternative jobs for the civil servants. Furthermore, there is a risk in privatizing 

state-owned institutions. For example, there is slow privatization of government 

sectors, notably Saudi Aramco, where the government published the IPO in 2018 

but it was rescheduled to 2021. This was also the case in the wave of privatizations 

that swept Latin America in the 1980s and 1990s, as governments sold off 

everything from airlines and energy producers to utility providers, which left 

hundreds of millions of citizens stranded, too poor to participate in the expanding 

market economies (ibid). 

Successes 

In May 2018, Saudi Arabia’s Capital Market Authority (CMA) approved the 

listing of 30.23% or 13 million shares in the National Company for Learning & 

Education. This is aligned to Vision 2030 by improving the performance of the 



They are concerned that the decision might not succeed in achieving its goals due 

to Saudi fishermen’s lack of proper training and qualifications. 

Successes 

Saudization has perhaps been noteworthy for setbacks rather than successes in 

the retail sector and the fisheries industry.

6.4 Mini Case Study: Citizen Account Program (Mowateen) 

Introduction 

The Mowaten program aims to reduce negative effects of the implementation 

of Saudi Vision 2030, and is part of the KSA’s social safety net. Due to the 

downfall in the price of oil in 2015, the Saudi Fiscal Budget went into deficit.  

The government has introduced a Citizen Account Program (Mowaten) to ease 

the burden of Saudi nationals on the incoming high prices on basic utilities and 

commodities coupled with value added tax (VAT). The government initiative is 

to ease the fiscal budget and lessen expenses on subsidies. 

Via the Citizen Account Program (Mowaten) the Saudi government is to 

provide thoughtful cash grants to Saudi citizens. Registration on the scheme began 

in February 2017, and money was paid at the end of 2017. The cost will increase 

and compensation payments will be gradually reduced to between SR 60 and 70 

billion in 2020.  

Constraints and Obstacles 

The challenge facing the Mowaten program is the ability and capability of the 

government to keep financing the program. The Saudi budget statement in 

November 2018 stated that the government’s expenses had risen by 21% year-on-

year in Q3 2018, to a total of SR 231 billion (AlTurki, 2018). Current expenditure, 

the lower economic growth-enhancing element of government spending, was up 

24% year-on-year, mainly as a result of higher “social safety nets”, which rose by 

158% to SR 28 billion, due to payments under the Citizen Account Program. 

With the ever-increasing young population and the downfall of the 

government’s income, it will be a challenge for the government to maintain the 

safety net program. ‘This is coupled with a shortage of housing. According to the 

survey of the General Statistics Authority (2018), the percentage of Saudis 

owning and inhabiting their own houses was 59.92% in 2010 compared with 

2016, when it was 63.18%. 

Successes 

Through the Citizen Account Program (Mowaten), the Saudi government was 

able to identify the number of Saudi nationals who needed assistance with the 

rising cost of basic utilities and commodities and the imposition of VAT.  



Solutions to Food Security and Conservation of Dwindling Water resources 

An alternative to agricultural investment abroad is to create a public company 

that is jointly owned by the public and the investors. The government can 

withhold taxes from these public companies provided the land is not leased to 

these companies but owned by them. This is a solution that will benefit everybody 

– the investors, host government and local people.

The Saudi government should create a long-term contract with Saudi investors 

who have invested abroad and provide them with cheap finance and barter trade 

agreements with them to guarantee a sustainable food supply in Saudi Arabia. The 

Saudi government should act as a facilitator/protector between Saudi investors 

and the host country. 

Successes 

Saudi Arabia’s quest for a sustainable agricultural sector has been 

unprecedented. It has surpassed most of the Arab region’s food production. 

However, although Saudi Arabia achieved self-sufficiency in food and 

agricultural products, in 2016, the Saudi government issued a law that all wheat 

requirements had to be imported, to conserve dwindling water resources. 

6.3 Mini Case Study: Fisheries Sector Saudization Scheme 

Introduction 

MEWA aims to encourage young Saudis to venture into the business of fishing. 

As required by Saudi Vision 2030: 

We will continue to build safe and sufficient strategic food reserves, to better guard 

against emergencies. Aquaculture will be promoted, as will strategic partnerships with 

countries blessed with natural resources such as fertile soil and water reserves. In Saudi 

Arabia, the use of water in agriculture will be prioritized for those areas with natural 

and renewable water sources. We will also continue to collaborate with consumers, food 

manufacturers and distributors to reduce any resource wastage.  

The implementation of Saudization in the fishing sector is dated 30 September 

2018. On this date, the project (“Fisherman”), overseen by the MEWA, requires 

every fishing vessel in the Kingdom's waters to have a Saudi national aboard. 

There are more than 15,000 fishing boats operated by individual fishermen in the 

Kingdom. A number of Saudi fishermen have expressed their concern about this 

new project. They say the project might cause a crisis in the fishing sector and 

make it difficult for them to pay outstanding installments to the Agricultural 

Development Fund (ADF) (Writer, 2018). 

Constraints and Obstacles 

A number of Saudi fishermen have called upon the ministry to study the project 

well before requiring all fishing boats to have a Saudi fisherman on board; they 

are worried that the decision is not based on realistic studies of the fishing sector. 



6.2 Mini case study: Saudi Arabia’s Food Security and Dwindling Water Resources 

Introduction 

In recent years, due to the Saudi government’s prohibition on wheat 

production, local farmers have switched to fodder production but it consumes far 

more water than wheat. Thus, in 2018, a law was passed to stop fodder cultivation 

and the majority of fodder requirements will be imported. The drawback is that 

small farmers will be most affected as they have less capacity and capability to 

import fodder products due to the high cost of importation and the legal 

paperwork. This law came into effect in November 2018, when cultivation of all 

fodders was stopped and the sector was open to importation. However, farmers 

can cultivate wheat for a total of 50 hectares with the issuance of a permit through 

the Ministry of Environment, Water and Agriculture (MEWA). Irrigation 

equipment will be metered to monitor water usage.  

MEWA issuance of rules and regulations is for the effectiveness and 

sustainability of the agricultural sector. Yet, at the same time, small farmers will 

have a hard time due to the new policies – either they will survive or they will go 

out of business and will be forced to migrate from their rural villages to cities to 

find a better livelihood. 

Constraints and Obstacles 

An issue with agricultural investment abroad arose when small Saudi private 

agriculture companies investing abroad entered into an investment with minimum 

support from the government. Additionally, there are no laws governing 

investment in foreign agricultural land should problems arise about what laws to 

follow, should it be domestic laws or international investment contracts, etc.  

For example, in an article published by Arab News – a Saudi newspaper – in 

2015, investors accused some Ethiopian government officials of robbing them of 

their land and equipment. Mohammed Al-Shehri, who leads a body of investors 

in the African country, claimed that certain Ethiopian officials falsely accused 

him and others of criminal activities so that they could confiscate their property. 

Al-Shehri was quoted as saying in a local publication that the alleged corruption 

was rife in certain areas, with some investors imprisoned and accused of forgery, 

and not allowed to bring their equipment back to Saudi Arabia. He said that all 

farming operations of Saudi citizens in Ethiopia had come to a virtual standstill 

six years after their inception, adding that Ethiopia had failed to live up to 

promises made to investors. Al-Shehri said that 50% of Saudi investors in 

Ethiopia had left the country, some leaving behind their farms and others selling 

them. He added that many did not want to return there because they feared being 

framed for crimes they had not committed. He further said that the investors had 

contacted the foreign ministries of both countries but had not received a response 

about the allegations. Saudi investors were facing similar problems in other 

countries, including Sudan, he claimed (Writer, 2015)  



jewelry sectors should have been completed by now; however, the scheme failed 

because Saudis receive higher salaries than foreign workers and are not willing to 

work long hours, unlike foreign workers. 

In order to assist and provide support to the unemployed youth, the government 

created the Hafiz Program. This is an employment program providing 

Employment Support (ES) services as well as financial assistance of up to 2,000 

SAR monthly in order to support and enable the job search. These significant 

benefits are intended for active job seekers with a desire to gain knowledge and 

skills on their way to finding employment. Financial support, provided for a 

period of one year, may ease the financial strain of unemployment and allow job 

seekers to fully focus on finding work (https://www.taqat.sa/en/web/guest/hafiz-

searching-for-employment). With the Hafiz program, most of those who 

registered to benefit from the program were women.  

 In the USA, unemployment compensation is paid by the state to unemployed 

workers who have lost their jobs due to layoffs or retrenchment. Unemployment 

compensation is meant to provide a source of income for jobless workers until 

they can find employment. Policies vary by state, but unemployment benefits will 

usually pay eligible workers up to $450 (SR 1650) per week (Writer, 2018). 

Constraints and Obstacles to Saudization 

Saudi nationals are not willing to take a low-paying job or work long hours 

compared to foreign workers. However, some Saudi job seekers lack the 

experience and training to perform high-paying jobs. The social notion embedded 

in Saudi society is that Saudi workers work less than their foreign counterparts. If 

true, then this needs to change, for example, by creating job opportunities for 

Saudi nationals to prove their talents.  

Successes 

One of the government’s successes is the strict enforcement of Saudization in 

the retail sector for mobile phones and accessories. Currently, all sales staff and 

owners are Saudi nationals and the business is thriving in this sector. This is a 

result of government drive and personal site visits to shops by the proper 

authorities to strictly enforce the Saudization of this part of the retail sector. 

For example, the Center for College Affordability and Productivity in 2010, a 

research group in Washington, underscores growing public concerns about the 

availability of good jobs and the value of college education. The study, which is 

based on 2010 Labor Department data, says the problem is that the stock of 

college graduates in the workforce (41.7 million) in 2010 was larger than the 

number of jobs requiring a college degree (28.6 million). That explains why 15% 

of taxi drivers in 2010 had a bachelor’s degree vs. 1% in 1970. Among retail sales 

clerks, 25% had a bachelor’s degree in 2010, whilst less than 5% did in 1970. 



concerns. The introduction of the first comprehensive bankruptcy law in August 

2018 was designed to encourage foreign and domestic investment in private 

businesses. The move is also seen as providing a boost for competitiveness and 

jobs, and paving the way for the transfer of knowledge and skills as part of a drive 

to modernize the economy. 

Based on internationally recognized insolvency standards, the new rules have 

been drawn up to offer protection to creditors such as banks, as well as stricken 

companies that seek to wind up their affairs in an orderly manner, thereby 

shielding themselves from arbitrary seizure of their assets. 

Policies, rules and regulations were enacted in order to attract foreign direct 

investments and private sector participation in diversifying the Saudi economy.  

6.0 Mini Case Studies 

In the mini cases, the case is introduced, constraints are examined, and 

successes identified. There are five cases: Saudization Strategy, Saudi Arabia’s 

Food Security and Dwindling Water Resources, Fisheries Sector Saudization 

Scheme, Citizen Account Program (Mowateen), and Privatization of Government 

Sectors. The cross-case discussion points to some early lessons about the factors 

important in implementation of Vision 2030. 

6.1 Mini case study: Saudization Strategy 

Introduction 

Saudization or the Nitaqat system in Arabic is the Saudi nationalization scheme 

to increase the employment of Saudi nationals in the private sector. This is one of 

the KSA’s policies and is implemented by the Saudi Ministry of Labor and Social 

Affairs, and it aims to give Saudi nationals a fair opportunity in the private sector 

and reduce the country’s reliance on foreign workers. 

In an effort to provide Saudi nationals with more employment opportunities in 

the private sector, the government has released a list of sales activities in the retail 

sector that are strictly for locals only. This comes as part of the Kingdom's efforts 

to nationalize its workforce and reduce its reliance on foreign labor. Effective 

from September 2018, the 12 retail sectors are: Watches, Eye-wear, Medical 

equipment and devices, Electrical and electronic appliances, Auto parts, Building 

materials, Carpets, Cars and motorcycles, Home and office furniture, Children's 

clothing and men’s accessories, Home kitchenware, and Confectioneries.  

However, according to Labor Minister Mufrej Al-Haqbani in 2016, Saudi 

Arabia’s Saudization program has failed in some sectors due to a lack of 

coordination between government authorities monitoring the initiative (Al-

Qahtani, 2016) . 

The planned Saudization in the private sector and health sector has been slow. 

For example, the Saudization of the fruit and vegetable market, limousine and 



 Privatization Program

 Saudi Character Enrichment Program

 Fiscal Balance Program

5.0  Stakeholders’ Contribution to the Success of the Vision 

 The private sector contribution to the Vision

 Non-government organizations and professional institutions/associations

 Chamber of Commerce

The Saudi Vision 2030 aims to enhance ways of interactive and responsible 

participation through information technology and ways of listening to the 

opinions of citizens as a means of improving policy development and making it 

more responsive. One of the elements of participation is the private sector, which 

is defined as “the part of a country's economic system that is run by individuals 

and companies, rather than the government. Most private sector organizations are 

run with the intention of making profit” (Rouse, 2018). The private sector is one 

of the key stakeholders in the process of policy development, particularly in 

relation to economic policy, and close coordination between the government and 

the private sector is necessary for the success of economic elements of the Vision. 

Additionally, a non-governmental organization (NGO) is any non-profit, 

voluntary citizens' group which is organized on a local, national or international 

level. Task-oriented and driven by people with a common interest, NGOs perform 

a variety of services and humanitarian functions, bring citizens' concerns to 

governments, advocate and monitor policies, and encourage political participation 

through provision of information. Some are organized around specific issues, such 

as human rights, environment or health. They provide analysis and expertise, 

serve as early warning mechanisms, and help monitor and implement 

international agreements. Their relationship with offices and agencies of the 

United Nations system differs depending on their goals, their venue and the 

mandate of a particular institution. 

The main representative bodies of the private sector are chambers of commerce 

and industry throughout the Kingdom. Apart from the private sector committees 

within the chambers, there are no independent sector organizations in the 

Kingdom that represent the interests of certain peoples, such as industrialists, 

financiers or organizations that can coordinate sectorial training standards and 

initiatives as in some developed countries (e.g., Switzerland or Germany). 

5.1 Foreign Direct Investment 

Saudi Arabia’s leadership, the National Center for Privatization and Public 

Private Partnership, introduced economic policies that paved the way to attract 

foreign investments as well as local capital to address potential investors’ 



Review 

mechanism 

Program Chairman presents Vision team inputs along with the 

quarterly and annual reports to SMC 

Review 

frequency 

Quarterly – quarterly report 

Yearly – VRP Plan and annual reports 

Source: Saudi Vision 2030 Strategic Objectives and Vision Realization Programs 2016 

Accordingly, the government has developed Vision Realization Programs 

(VRPs) to deliver against strategic objectives. These programs were designed to 

achieve Vision objectives every five years; currently there are 12 VRPs, namely: 

Figure 1 Vision Realization Programs 

Source: KSA Vision 2030 Strategic Objectives and Visual Realization Programs 

 Enriching the Hajj and Umrah Experience

 National Transformation Program

 Public Investment Fund

 National Industrial Development and Logistics Program

 Financial Sector Development Program

 Lifestyle Improvement Program

 National Companies Promotion Program

 Strategic Partnerships

 Housing Program



revealed a sharp increase in the number of women being employed in teaching 

and non-teaching positions.  

Periodic assessment of employees is a very common practice in both private 

and public sectors. In most countries, this appraisal is annual and is conducted 

within a specific legal framework. The process is usually referred to as the Annual 

Performance Report or the Annual Appraisal Program.  

There are a number of steps in the annual civil service appraisal: specifying the 

employee’s work objectives and performance to be used in their evaluation; 

appraisal of the employee based on their fulfilment of these objectives, and their 

personal and professional qualities; overall assessment of their performance; 

setting of their work objectives for the next appraisal period (Al-Hamdan, 2014). 

Additionally, Beschel, et al. (2018) state that the five key factors to successful 

public sector performance innovation are institutional capacity building, 

incentives, transparency, technology, and political leadership.   

There are important challenges for the Saudi civil service in learning how to 

further develop the strategic capabilities and enabling capabilities needed to steer 

strategic transformation and enlist the support of civil society (including the 

business community). The challenges arise in many different forms including the 

forms of dilemmas and paradoxes. For example, it is often suggested that 

economic growth is ordinarily a cause of environmental damage and that there is 

a trade-off between the two. Thus, governments may intervene to act responsibly 

in relation to the environment but this may then get neutralized or overwhelmed 

by the negative consequences of economic strategies. 

4.0  Organizational Arrangements and Tools of Vision 2030 

Implementation 

Saudi Vision 2030 teams have been established to provide advice and support 

delivery. 

Table 3 

Saudi Vision 2030 Teams: Main Roles and Responsibilities 

Function 
Vision teams provide a consultative function that represents the private 

sector view and impact on citizens 

Vision team 

composition 

Vision teams are comprised of private sector representatives and topic 

experts on the respective L1 objectives 

Scope 

Provide non-binding recommendations to program committee: plan of 

Vision Realization Programs (VRP), and quarterly and annual reports 

Provide ad-hoc advice to the Strategic Management Committee (SMC) 

and program committees 



is biased towards the economic and business dimension in life, but nevertheless it 

provides an interesting perspective on the institutional structures of different 

countries. In fact, it appears that among a group of MENA countries, Saudi Arabia 

has a relatively high quality rating for its institutional environment (although 

slightly lower than the ratings of the UAE and Qatar). It would also appear that 

there is some degree of correlation between the degree to which countries have 

long-term strategic visions, government capabilities for alignment and 

coordination, and effective policy-making by civil servants on one hand and 

higher quality institutional environments on the other hand. If this correlation is 

real (and not spurious), then it is possible that the constitutional and institutional 

factors may facilitate the development of a more strategic and long-term approach 

to national development. 

Table 2 

Institutional Frameworks and Strategic Government Capability 

Country 
Strategic Government Capability 

(Average rating for 2012 and 2016) 

Ratings of Institutional 

Environment (2012-18) 

[Higher scores indicate 

higher quality] 

Algeria Low 3.3 

Bahrain High 4.9 

Egypt Low 3.6 

Kuwait Low 4.1 

Oman High 5.1 

Qatar High 5.8 

Saudi Arabia Medium 5.1 

Tunisia Medium 3.2 

UAE High 5.7 

Notes: 

1. Ratings of Strategic Government Capability (long-term vision, alignment and integration, and policy-
making) based on computations using IPD data published by the French Government. 

2. Institutional Environment ratings taken from Global Competitiveness Index data contained in
reports produced by the World Economic Forum (2012—2018). 

3.0  A Key Factor in Government Effectiveness –Saudi Arabia's 

Civil Service 
According to Al-humaidi (2014), the latest civil service employment figures 

released by Saudi Arabia revealed a sharp rise in the number of female civil 

servants, including more women than men being employed in public sector jobs 

during 2014. The statistics published by the Saudi Ministry of Civil Service also 



 

The following definitions have been taken from the World Bank website: 

“Government Effectiveness captures perceptions of the quality of public services, the 

quality of the civil service and the degree of its independence from political pressures, 

the quality of policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility of the 

government's commitment to such policies."  

“Regulatory Quality captures perceptions of the ability of the government to formulate 

and implement sound policies and regulations that permit and promote private sector 

development." 

 "Percentile rank indicates the country's rank among all countries covered by the 

aggregate indicator, with 0 corresponding to lowest rank, and 100 to highest rank. 

Percentile ranks have been adjusted to correct for changes over time in the composition 

of the countries covered by the WGI.” 

In summary, much of the previous history of public governance around the 

world suggests that major planned change cannot rely solely on pre-programmed 

moves but requires a capacity for strategic steering and experimentation to 

achieve long-term visions and values (Joyce, 2015) 

 
2.0  Saudi Arabia’s Public Governance  

The constitution of a country is an important factor influencing its governance 

processes. During the reign of Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd, decrees were issued to 

modernize all major laws in Saudi Arabia and introduced the Basic Law of 

Governance, the Provincial Councils Law and the Shura Council Law. Saudi 

Arabia is an absolute monarchy in which the executive and legislative powers are 

exercised by the King and the Cabinet. The Shura Council (Consultative Council) 

was established to give advice to the King and the Cabinet with respect to issues 

of governance, public policies and decision-making. King Abdullah (2005 to 

2015) maintained the status quo in the country while making reforms. One of his 

major reforms was to establish the Allegiance Committee, a body responsible for 

determining succession to the throne of Saudi Arabia. It was formed on December 

7th,2007 and one of its intended functions was to appoint a Crown Prince once a 

new King of Saudi Arabia succeeds to the throne.  

The constitution, both in terms of its design and practice, could, arguably, 

matter for its effects on the institutional environment that forms part of the context 

for the long-term national development of a country in terms of economic 

prosperity, natural environment, and social outcomes (including quality of life and 

people's welfare). Some of the effects of a constitution might, therefore, be 

captured in the ratings of the institutional environment of individual countries 

produced in World Economic Forum reports. These ratings apparently rest on a 

whole host of factors including property rights, ethics and corruption, undue 

influence, public sector performance, and security (e.g. business costs of crime 

and violence, organized crime, reliability of police services). As can be seen, this 



The Vision defined future sustainability largely in economic, social and 

religious terms, and said little about environmental sustainability. 

Since Vision 2030 had many continuities with plans and visions of the past, it 

might be argued that it is the “means” and not the “ends” that might prove of most 

significance in the years between 2016 and 2030. In fact, public statements made 

by key Saudi ministers at Davos 2018 showed that they were highly aware of the 

need for greater government capabilities in order to make Vision 2030 a success. 

In particular, they publicized the need for greater attention being paid to inter-

ministerial cooperation. At a roundtable discussion, Mohammed Al-Jadaan, Saudi 

Arabia’s Minister of Finance, talked about the work of ensuring greater alignment 

within the government: “We have one target and we know where we are going” 

(Burgess, 2018). Of course, there is much more to alignment with Vision 2030 

than ministers acting with more attention to inter-ministerial cooperation. That is, 

there needs to be coordination and collaboration generally within public 

administration and it needs to be dynamic in the face of various problems and 

changing pressures. Thus, there needs to be an alignment of the actions of public 

authorities generally with Vision 2030. There needs to be a qualitative change in 

how the process of policy-making and implementation is carried out to ensure that 

policies in line with Vision 2030 can be made to work, and to work effectively. 

For example, civil servants need to approach policy formulation with a degree of 

flexibility of a kind implied by an experimental mind-set, ready to learn from 

implementation, and ready to refine and adjust policy ideas to ensure success. 

There needs to be a habit of monitoring and evaluation by civil servants so that 

strategies and policies can be corrected when they are not working as intended. 

And there needs to be a recognition that the plans for the implementation of Vision 

2030 may have to be adjusted as circumstances change so that the intentions of 

the long-term vision can be sustained. If greater alignment is achieved during 

implementation, then the government’s capacity will have been successfully 

increased (see Table 1). 

Table 1 

Saudi Arabia's Percentile Rank in Worldwide Governance Indicators 2012-2016 

Governance 

Indicator 
Percentile Rank 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Government 

effectiveness 
58 58 62 60 63 

Regulatory 

quality 
56 55 54 54 56 

Date Source: World Bank 2017, 

Table Notes: 



Saudi Arabia’s Sustainable Development and Strategic 

Transformation: Executing Vision 2030 

1.0 Introduction 
Governments around the world now set their sights on economic success, a 

good natural environment, and better social outcomes. This is also true in the Gulf 

States. At a recent meeting of the Saudi-Emirati Co-ordination Council in Jeddah 

in September 2018, Mohammed Al Gergawi, UAE Minister of Cabinet Affairs 

and the Future, said that the UAE and Saudi Arabia share a common vision on 

many issues: “The two countries are taking deeper, stronger and strategic steps to 

bring about happiness and prosperity to their peoples.” To achieve progress in 

such outcomes, there are calls for good public governance processes. These 

depend on more than the strategic capabilities of the civil service. The ability of 

the government to mobilize stakeholders, including members of the business 

community, is also now seen as essential for good governance.  

For the last four decades, Saudi Arabia has undergone a transformation from a 

Bedouin to a modern, developing economy, characterized by a growing 

diversification of production and income, mainly oil revenues. In 2016, Saudi 

Arabia’s leaders launched “Vision 2030”, demonstrating a strengthening of 

national leadership commitment to development through long-term strategic 

visions. Based on introductory remarks in the strategic vision statement, the long-

term aspirations for the nation were strongly focused on economic transformation 

and embraced the long-term development of human capital, the empowerment of 

women, and the religious life of the country (Salman, 2016). 

The key points are as follows: to reinforce and diversify the Saudi economy; 

develop the world’s largest sovereign wealth fund; expand into global markets; 

transparent and accountable government agencies; and provide education, 

employment and health services for all. “Our Vision is a strong, thriving, and 

stable Saudi Arabia that provides opportunity for all. Our Vision is a tolerant 

country with Islam as its constitution and moderation as its method.” 

The introduction signaled a strategic intent to alter the essential resources of 

the Saudi economy, in a transition process moving away from oil and towards 

people as the key resource (ibid, page 6): 

Our country is rich in its natural resources. We are not dependent solely on oil 

for our energy needs. Gold, phosphate, uranium, and many other valuable 

minerals are found beneath our lands. But our real wealth lies in the ambition 

of our people and the potential of our younger generation. They are our nation’s 

pride and the architects of our future.  



Abstract 

Saudi Arabia had espoused national strategic changes for more than a decade when, 

in 2016, it launched Vision 2030 and plans for transformation away from oil into a 

diversified economy. The study in this working paper is an investigation into the nature 

and consequences of the Saudi state pursuing this long-term vision for national 

development. If successful, the economic and social life of Saudi Arabia will be 

transformed. Given, also, that at the national level ‘the country aspires to bring about a 

situation of’ new political and economic inclusiveness for women, as well as to bring 

about a new valuing of human capital within the economic system of Saudi Arabia, the 

challenges relating to sustainable development and strategic transformation stretch 

beyond public administration of public services to involve political life and civil society. 

This practical paper will make use of the concept of the ‘delivery chain’ as a core 

aspect of its framework to investigate experiences and cases of strategic intervention to 

strategically transform the country’s economic and social situation to one of sustainable 

development. This concept will be employed to make sense of and investigate the 

critical phenomena that link strategic intent at one end of the chain through a 

transformed economic and social reality at the other. In other words, the delivery chain 

concept will be deployed to analyze the delivery of the long-term vision of national 

development for Saudi Arabia. 

This will involve identifying stakeholders and their interrelations. This is essential to 

an understanding of how the Saudi civil service, its partners and citizens are cooperating 

to bring about national transformation. We will be looking for evidence that the strategic 

changes that are emanating from the Vision are irreversible and sustainable. We will be 

looking for sustainability in relation to economic, social and environmental 

interventions. 

 A key concern for this analysis will be to understand the challenges for the Saudi 

state of the inevitable problems of strategic transformation and sustainable development. 

The strategic transformation to be confronted lies in the ability of Saudi leaders to 

understand the problems of national development and their ability to steer and refine 

interactions between their strategic interventions and contextual factors (especially, 

factors such as global economic development and climate change). The challenges of 

sustainable development arise in many different aspects of national development and 

are embedded in dilemmas and paradoxes. For example, it is often suggested that 

economic growth is ordinarily a cause of environmental damage and that there is a trade-

off between the two. Thus, governments may intervene to act responsibly in relation to 

the environment but this may then get neutralized or overwhelmed by the negative 

consequences of economic strategies. Is sustainable development a result of the state 

dealing with such issues intelligently and strategically? The case studies contained in 

this study will be vital in exploring the strategic transformation and sustainable 

development. They will also be used as the main method in understanding the successes 

and failures of societal changes attempted within the framework of the long-term Vision 

for the Saudi society. 

Keywords: Saudi Vision 2030, Sustainability, Sustainable Development, Strategic 

Transformation, Governance 
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massive, overarching, and ambitious strategic plan for the KSA. This paper 

recommends that the Saudi public service agency must be ready to embrace new 

strategies including serious games to aid them design and develop tools to reach 

out to the citizens. Public administrators, security agencies can save time and 

resources by educating and informing citizens through serious games.  

In many instances, experts speak to the public using professional jargons and 

statements loaded with statistics that do not make any sense to the less informed 

and educated citizens. What conventional and social media to the KSA citizens is 

just one method of reaching out to the public. In contrast, serious games are 

educative, entertaining and are focused directly to the minds and thoughts of 

stakeholder groups. These features make them appealing to stakeholder and other 

groups. Serious games are problem solving by their very nature. The strength of 

serious games is that they are interdisciplinary, and are crucial for decision-

support and foster co-creation of ideas. Serious games can be played by a wide 

range of stakeholders working towards realizing the goals of any particular 

project. Similarly, serious games can be used to address inter-agency rivalry or 

inter-organizational infightings often arising from lack of understanding or siloed 

thinking. The success of the Vision 2030 is possible when people and other 

stakeholders feel it is their own Vision and in the interest of future and better 

KSA.  



Proposed serious games for hajj and Umrah Purpose 

Haramain neighborhood roads navigation 

games 

To guide drivers from neighboring countries and 

other road users on traffic and Saudi transport 

system  

Games on Islamic historic sites around Makkah 

and Madinah 

To introduce pilgrims and visitors to the 

knowledge of the KSA’s other Islamic cultural 

and civilizational heritage systems. 

Virtual games on other Saudi potential tourism 

and recreational sites 

To introduce pilgrims and visitors to the 

knowledge of the KSA’s tourism and recreational 

attractions within and around Haramain. 

Games of support for the disable and vulnerable 

persons  

To teach users of places of worshippers on the 

priority walk ways, wheelchairs paths, and 

support chairs.   

Signage system games To teach visitors directions of toilets, stairways, 

close and exit directions etc. 

Conclusions 

When King Salman bin Abdulaziz asserts that he would work with his Saudi 

subjects to realize the goals of the Vision 2030 and the wider national 

development, it invariably means public agencies would assist him in delivering 

that goal. One of the best ways of supporting the government is for all its agencies 

and public servants to devise means of engaging and educating the citizens, 

residents and visitors that may have roles in making the vision a success. In this 

regard, this paper underscores the significance of serious games as alternative and 

overarching tool of informing, educating, and engaging Saudis and non-Saudis 

alike towards supporting and perfecting the Saudi Vision 2030. 

In the 21st century public participation and engagement have assumed leading 

roles in governance, planning and implementation of sustainable development 

programs and in particular their strategic plans. Thus, this paper particularly pays 

attention to identifying the role of serious games in strengthening public 

acceptance, support and direct participation in the process of realizing the 

objectives of the Saudi Vision 2030.  The field of public participation is receiving 

more attention through widening research, innovation, and practice in the field of 

public engagement. Across many countries, mistakes are made during projects 

takeoff and these are mostly due to lack of the use of effective and innovative 

public engagement strategies.  

More often than not, failure of strategic plans is accompanied by loss of 

resources, time and public anger or dissatisfaction. On the other hand, the success 

of every strategic plan depends on how much trust and confidence the public have 

in it - and the Saudi Vision 2030 is not an exception. The Saudi Vision 2030 is 



process of concept design of serious games in order to cater for their relevant areas 

of interest and experiences. 

Procedures for Organizing Serious Games at Community Level 

There are certain steps usually followed in designing and in the conduct of 

serious games for wide range of stakeholders at community level. Following 

Ornetsmüller et al. (2018), the process of executing serious games involves three 

steps which include: game information, resources, and mechanics. Under game 

information, designers need to explain the title of the game, which may include 

its acronym. There is also need for statement of research objective, player 

objective, target audience and number of players. For the second, resources 

include any items to be used in the game and these may include for example 

boards, maps, room space, stationery, etc. On the other hand, mechanics are the 

rules governing the game procedures and these may include how many rounds of 

discussion, timing, recording of proceedings and moderation. 

Examples of Application of Serious Games in Saudi Vision 2030 

There are plenty of areas within the multiple objectives of the various programs 

under the Vision 2030 under which serious games can be applied to engage and 

educate the Saudi citizens, civil servants, policymakers, and investors. Thus, 

Table 1 below identifies some examples of engagement areas transcending 

various programs – National Transformation Program, Quality of Life Program 

and the Privatization Program. Thus, issues bordering on sustainability, 

investment climate, urbanization, infrastructure, revitalization of Hajj and Umrah 

experiences, environmental sustainability, and gender and youth participation are 

given due consideration in the examples given in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Some examples of serious games application for enhancing Hajj an Umrah 

Proposed serious games for hajj and Umrah Purpose 

Access to places of worship in the Haramain Teach people the basics of mosques design and 

formations, gates, Tawaf, Sa’y areas, Rawdah, 

and Salaat rows, Imam standing points etc. 

Hajj and Umrah rituals serious games class 

rooms 

An integrative game with virtual sheiks and 

simulation of the acts of the worship. 

Saudi visa and entry rules games Familiarise users with entry rules and regulations 

of KSA immigration and criminal codes. 

Sanitation  games Teach and engage people on personal hygiene 

and sanitation of sites during Hajj and Umrah. 

Security and Safety games Teach users on tips for safety and security during 

stampede or security breach. 



 

problems continue and many among them even escalate in the most disturbing 

manners. Then, it is possible to see their escalation with an increase in the number 

of pilgrims’ influx. As such, series of serious games have cogent roles to play in 

engaging and educating prospective pilgrims and visitors. Serious games can be 

designed to entertain and educate foreigners and citizens alike on the general do’s 

and don’ts in the KSA’s holy sites and cities. 

Types of Serious Games for Supporting the Saudi Vision 2030 

This paper suggests two modes of serious games namely: specific and general 

serious games. What is called here general serious games are those computer 

applications to be designed by apps designers and developers for mobile phones 

and other hand held ICT devices. These are free, online and combine text, audio 

and video outputs. The proposed games are to be co-designed by multiple 

stakeholders for the purpose of entertaining and educating Saudis about the basic 

tenets, directions and ethos of the Vision 2030. The games are to be open access 

for all age groups and sexes and should be suitable for all levels of education. 

They should also be in Arabic with options for other languages especially those 

of the high number pilgrims-sending countries.  

On the other hand, the Specific Serious Games are focused on engaging 

particular group of stakeholders e.g. fishermen, date palm farmers, tour agencies 

and operators, women entrepreneurs. Specific games can be played online and via 

smart phone. For some issues, specific serious games can be played on many 

platforms such as boards, maps, and through round-table negotiations, and drama 

options. In the case of Hajj and Umrah, specific games can be developed on 

simulations of correct and incorrect activities for visitors and pilgrims to play to 

educate and entertain themselves. 

Approaches for Designing Serious Games for Saudi Vision 2030 

Regardless of the type or platform to design serious games, it is imperative for 

serious games designers and developers to consider the following approaches: 

a) Interdisciplinarity  

b)  Co-production 

Serious games are best developed when designers are drawn from different 

disciplinary and practitioner backgrounds. Designing any online or smart phone 

based games requires computer programmers. However, depending on the nature 

of problem at hand, many other experts are needed in the design of such games. 

In designing stage drama-based serious games or negotiation round tables would 

equally require input of other practitioner and disciplinary experts. 

On other hand, the success of any type of serious games depends on the extent of 

involvement of a wide range of stakeholders in its designing process. 

Policymakers, practitioners, and community members must be involved in the 



intergroup negotiations in addressing urban and land use planning, decision-

making process, and involve use of selection of assorted materials (Ornetsmüller 

et al., 2018; Susskind, 2017). 

Serious Games: Design and Application Areas for the Saudi Vision 2030 

The current paper proposes the application of serious games as a tool for 

engaging the public in all the programs related to the KSA Vision 2030. 

Nevertheless, the paper singles out one of the 12 programs for realizing the vision 

which is: Enriching the Hajj and Umrah Experience. Indeed, one of the strategic 

goals of the Vision is to “increase capacity to welcome Umrah visitors from 8 

million to 30 million per year.” Against this backdrop, it is important to highlight 

the key challenges associated with the current Hajj and Umrah experiences and 

possible complication of these challenges going by the anticipated or envisioned 

explosion in the number of pilgrims. Many prospective pilgrims and visitors to 

the KSA need to understand the rules and regulations before and during their 

arrival in the Kingdom for the purpose of Hajj, Umrah or other reasons.  Some of 

the common challenges associated with foreign visitors include but are not limited 

to the following: 

1. Human trafficking, illegal migration and visa overstay

2. Smuggling of illicit drugs narcotics and contravene products

3. Overcrowding during peak periods

4. Blocking of pathways inside and outside Haramain, Mina and Muzdalifa

5. Security and safety threats

6. Poor sanitation and hygiene

7. Avoidable Stampedes

8. Avoidable mixing of sexes

9. Missing children and aged people

10. Misplacement or loss of personal belongings

11. Spilling of zamzam water

12. Heat stroke

13. Overuse/misuse of smart phones

14. Ignorance in the use of holy sites and related structures

15. Use of sacred sites for Sharia non-compliant activities

For all of the above, single serious or multiple games can be designed and 

developed for the identified issues. There is no doubt that the Saudi security 

agencies and the Presidency General of the Two Holy Mosques are working 

tirelessly to address all the problems identified above. However, most of the 



in many spheres of life (“Serious Games - Master's Programme, 60 credits,”, 

2019). Many courses on serious games are available under many academic 

program in a few other universities in Australia, Denmark, Netherlands, Norway, 

and in few other countries.  

In the United States, serious games are being used by its leading universities 

for studies on community participation and projects planning and management. 

For example, at the Department of Urban Studies and Planning of the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), a group of scholars are 

championing the use of role simulations or serious games as tools to engage 

communities in the decision-making process for projects development. In the 

words of Lawrence Susskind, an urban planner and sustainable community 

projects designer: “some independent professional technical professional should 

not decide for communities what happens.”-  (Susskind, 2017). In the MIT, a cross 

section of students are taught to sit around a table to play some roles assigned to 

them and are informed about the role they play in making complex decisions. On 

the other hand, the Harvard Law School has a Program on Negotiation and this 

involves the use of serious games in group decision-making where focus is on 

unanimity rather than just to bear majority (Harvard Law School, 2014). A good 

example of serious games in the North America is the Mercury Game designed at 

the Harvard University to train students on environmental research for 

environmental negotiations and policy decisions (Stokes & Selin, 2016).  

In the field of public administration, the Institute of Public Administration at 

the University of Delaware in the United States has developed Complete 

Communities, a serious games for community engagement strategy that brings a 

wide range of stakeholders on a game table where community members are 

engaged in planning projects and processes of community feedback systems 

(Institute for Public Adminstration, n.d.). The focus of the project is mainly 

participatory land use planning and hence it involved exposing citizens to projects 

proposal maps (“Complete Communities,” 2019). The use of serious games in 

designing sustainable land use planning in rural areas of developing countries is 

also becoming a case of a success story (Ornetsmüller, Castella, & Verburg, 

2018). Serious games also to be instructive in co-designing conservation 

strategies for conflicts ravaged protected ecosystems (Perrotton, de Garine-

Wichatitsky, Valls-Fox, & Lepage, 2017). The above example in particular is very 

relevant to the current move and drive by the Saudi Institute of Public 

Administration (IPA) to support implementation of the Saudi Vision 2030 through 

manpower development. 

The most traditional platform for playing serious games are mobile phones or 

personal computers, commercial game play shops. These typical serious games 

are used for self or group entertainment and instructional uses. On the other hand, 

some serious games are based on role simulation and use of boards, large scale 

screens, maps, paper, and range players. Role play serious games are essential for 



safe and cost-effective means of skills and attitude acquisition (Bellotti, Kapralos, 

Lee, Moreno-Ger, & Berta, 2013).  It reported that the US Army uses serious 

games for tactical and strategic training to expose its members to real world battles 

through simulated war scenarios (Yusoff et al., 2009). A few years ago, some 

scholars suggested that, being technological platforms, serious games provide 

vast opportunities for researchers and developers to explore more and more 

application areas (Stapleton, 2004). Serious games trickled down to education and 

other disciplines and fields of practice and interest to scientists, technologists, and 

policymakers (Schollmeyer, 2006). In the context of the objective of this paper, 

serious games constitute great potentials in engaging and educating citizens and 

visitors to realize the myriad programs under the Saudi Vision 2030.  

With regards to its application areas, a quite number of studies reported that, 

serious games are used for rehabilitation of patients (Burke et al., 2009); medical 

personnel training and capacity building (Graafland, Schraagen, & Schijven, 

2012); and vaccination administration (Ohannessian, Yaghobian, Verger, & 

Vanhems, 2016). They are also used for promoting public knowledge on culture 

and heritage (Anderson et al., 2010; Mortara et al., 2014; Zielke et al., 2009) in 

the same fashion they are used for problem-solving, collaboration and formal 

trainings (Arnab et al., 2012; Sánchez & Olivares, 2011). Other application areas 

for serious games include the design of artificial transportation systems (Rossetti, 

Almeida, Kokkinogenis, & Goncalves, 2013); urban planning (Poplin, 2012) and 

in influencing public behavior change and raising public awareness (Rebolledo-

Mendez, Avramides, de Freitas, & Memarzia, 2009; Tanenbaum, Antle, & 

Robinson, 2013).   

Serious games are strong tools of participative science and are integral part of 

public engagement (Radchuk, Kerbe, & Schmidt, 2017). Recently, they have 

become important tool in citizen science and knowledge co-production. They are 

tools with capacity for input-process-outcome framing where capability, 

instructional content, intended outcomes take a leading role. The attributes of 

serious games vary from across issues and problems at hand. For instance, they 

were used to address conflicts between farmers and herdsmen where stage drama 

was used as tool for conflict resolution in rural areas of Guinea Bissau (Sani and 

Barckhausen, 2017). 

In a related vein, many western universities are playing leading roles in the use 

of serious games to solve societal problems, develop concepts or deepen 

understanding of critical issues affecting societies. As example, in the United 

Kingdom, there is a Serious Games Research Group at the University of 

Westminster where some board games were converted into android supported 

games to simulate London Riots of 2011, drone attack and others (“Board Games 

to Mobile Games,” 2019). There is also Serious Games Institute at Coventry 

University in the UK. Similarly, the University of Skövde in Sweden offers a 

Master degree program in serious games with aim to consolidate its applications 



 

 

Figure 2 

The National Transformation Program is itself a microcosm of the Vision 2030 in that it covers 

directly or indirectly most of other issues covered under the Vison as a whole. 

The most critical of all the programs is the National Transformation Program 

which addresses 37objecives out of the total 96 under the Vision 2030 (Figure 2) 

and up to 433 initiatives (see Saudi Vision 2030, 2016). There is no doubt that 

each objective hinges on the amount of active support that it enjoys from the 

citizens, the public service, and other institutional stakeholders. Indeed, that is 

where the role of citizens’ science is robust. As mentioned in the introduction, 

serious games hold great potentials in leveraging the Vision 2030. 

Serious Games as Game Changer in Eliciting Public Participation 

Serious games may be considered as game changers in public participation and 

engagement for the Vision 2030 due to a number of factors. One, it goes beyond 

informing the citizens but it may also involve and educate visitors including 

prospective pilgrims. Secondly, serious games are very practical in nature, they 

are simulations of reality or what can be real and thus expose players to problems 

and solutions on their phones. Thirdly, people can translate their experiences from 

screens to real world spaces. Fourthly, serious games are easy to be used to pass 

ideas and knowledge to citizens and pilgrims since both citizens and pilgrims 

display high sense of smart phone utilization. Fifthly, serious games are simple 

and can be played by individuals – young, adults, and old. In order to stress the 

importance of serious games, the next paragraphs explore the scientific literature 

to underscore the relevance of serious games in research, policy and development.  

By definition, serious games are set of entertaining activities which in the 

opinions of Yusoff, Crowder, Gilbert, & Wills (2009) and Djaouti, Alvarez, 

Jessel, & Rampnoux (2011) are designed to engage users to contribute towards 

achieving set objectives. Serious games are game changers because they serve as 



of social media, trust in government and identity are key drivers of Saudis e-

participation although there is much to be done. For instance, as at 2011, Saudi 

Arabia ranks 58th in the world and 4th in the Gulf for e-government readiness while 

its online service index ranks into world’s  no. 75th (Alfarraj, Drew, & Alghamdi, 

2011). It is encouraging that all the major Saudi public agencies operate websites 

that are accessible to citizens (Alasem, 2015). Another interesting thing is that the 

Saudi e-government program (Yesser) provides a manual to support citizens 

utilize open source data (Yesser, 2014). At the moment, there are many sectors 

such as Hajj and Umrah for which websites are being designed although there is 

still room to improve such services for the pilgrims (Al-aama, 2008). 

Indeed, the people and the government of Saudi Arabia need to do more in 

order to meet the targets of the Vision 2030. The situation on ground suggests that 

some envisioned programs are similar to challenges being addressed by the SDGs. 

For instance, in spite of the recent improvements, there remains a sizable disparity 

in water, sanitation, and hygiene utilities between the 13 Saudi provinces (Gazzeh 

& Abubakar, 2018). As such, researchers have stressed the need for the Vision 

2030 to address such regional disparities in the provision of infrastructure in Saudi 

cities and towns (Abubakar and Aina, 2016). 

The tripartite aim of the Saudi Vision is to turn Saudi Arabia into a vibrant 

society, with a thriving economy, and a nation that is Ambitious. The Saudi 

Vision 2030 thrives on 96 strategic objectives that are to be implemented through 

12 different programs (Figure 1). 

Figure 1 

Vision 2030 thrives on 12 key programs and each has objectives, sub programs, and activities 

managed by different public agencies 



Again, most of the programs of the vision have been realized by some countries 

within economic and social rankings with Saudi Arabia. Hence, it is possible for 

the KSA to replicate their progress and avoid their mistakes.  

Sometimes it is important to recognize that KSA differs significantly from its 

less complex and smaller sized neighbours. Saudi Arabia has huge geographical 

and cultural assets most of which have permanent and premier status.  With an 

approximate land area of 2,150,000 square kilometers, it roughly covers 80% of 

the total area of the Arabian peninsula (Gazzeh & Abubakar, 2018). Unlike all 

other countries in the Gulf, Saudi Arabia has a long stretch of coastline that 

borders the Red Sea from its west, and its eastern coastal areas bordering the 

Arabian Gulf. Its political geography is inequivalent of that of other Arab 

countries as it shares land or sea borders with all countries in the Gulf and other 

nearby countries such as Jordan, Iraq and Egypt and the Republic of Sudan.  

The vast oil reserves of the Kingdom has made it a major player in international 

and regional energy trading and politics as it hosts about 20% of the world oil 

reserve (Khalifa et al., 2018).  But not many people are aware that there are 

deposits of gold, silver, iron, copper, zinc, manganese, tungsten, lead, Sulphur, 

phosphate, soapstone and feldspar in the kingdom. It is also home to attractive 

sand dunes and picturesque rock formations, valleys, gorges and oases of high 

tourism and recreational potentials. Culturally speaking, the kingdom has a gift of 

the irreplaceable Islamic cities and sites of Muslim pilgrimage. This is also a 

permanent spiritual, cultural, economic and political asset of the kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia. The country is also home to many archeological and historic and heritage 

sites of immense global cultural value. While these assets are at the core of the 

Vision 2030, it is imperative to look at the potential assets that the current Saudi 

population holds. 

The 2010 census figures put the population of KSA at 27.56 million with an 

annual growth rate of 2.7 and 83% of the population is urbanized (Gazzeh & 

Abubakar, 2018). Half of this population is comprised of youth aged between 15 

and 34  years (Khalifa et al., 2018). This makes KSA a typical country with youth 

bulge challenges. On the other hand, women constitute more than 45% of the 

Saudi population and have a literacy rate of 79% and through their enterprises 

they are in control of about US$ 12 billion (Nieva, 2015). According to AlSayyari 

& AlBuhairan (2018), a typical Saudi youth spends a lot of time on the internet 

or playing video games. As a whole, KSA is a country with a very active social 

media by about 60% of the population (Albawardi, 2018). The fact that the Saudi 

population is internet savvy, it is an opportunity for engaging its public through 

serious games to participate in shaping polices and decisions to actualize the 

programs of the Vision 2030. 

There is already strong grounds to engage the Saudi citizen through e-

government project.  Persaud, Kindra, & Alrashedi, (2015) observed that the use 



 

Saudi citizens use such platforms of face to face to meet with their rulers to 

demand for services and infrastructure or lodge complaints.  

In 1977, the Decree no. 49 for the Saudi civil service was promulgated to 

regulate public service in the kingdom (UN DESA, 2004). On the other hand, 

training and development of public servants were assigned to the Institute of 

Public Administration, an organization established via Royal Decree of April 10, 

1961.  

It was only after the Gulf War that the government in the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia introduced the Saudisation policies. The aim of the Saudisation agenda is 

to reduce the country’s  overdependence on foreign workforce and to work 

towards improving career development for the Saudi nationals (Madhi & 

Barrientos, 2003). Indeed, the Saudisation policy is a child of the Saudi Ninth 

five-year development plan which aims at rapid and radical transformation of 

education and training to strengthen and update skills and participation of Saudis 

in both public and private sectors of the economy (Baqadir, 2013).  

Some figures released by the International Labor Organization (ILO) as used 

in Baldwin-Edwards (2011) suggested that as much as 35.3% of the Saudi 

population is employed by the Saudi public sector. Indeed, this is high compared 

to some countries in the Gulf. Recently, more reforms are being introduced which 

include those promoting participation of female citizens. 

Thus, the Saudi public sector is undergoing modernization and optimization 

through public sector innovations witnessed in various public sectors. For 

instance, Saudi public health is witnessing transformation in terms of 

infrastructure upgrading, research for policy support, quality assurance and 

service delivery (Al-Borie & Sheikh Damanhouri, 2013). Nevertheless, the 

citizens need to have more say on the quality of service delivery. As in many 

countries, public service is also gradually shifting to the internet based e-

government. It is reported that Saudi citizens have since started utilizing these 

platforms to receive information and services (Alanezi, Mahmood, & Basri, 

2012). The e-government services involve a number of intermediaries – 

businesses and citizens playing crucial role in e-governance in Saudi Arabia (Al-

Sobhi, Weerakkody, & Kamal, 2010). 

Saudi Vision 2030: Strengths and Opportunities for Public Participation 

The birth of the Saudi Vision 2030 is almost long overdue. All its preceding 

national development plans carried some of the inherent weaknesses that kept the 

country stacked in slow pace of transformation. The Vision 2030 is more focused 

and forward looking agenda that projects post-oil vibrant kingdom.  There are 

many reasons-why and driving forces upon which the Vision can leverage its 

success and scorecards. For instance, the Vision is encircled by some global 

development initiatives such as the UN SDGs which also targets year 2030. Some 

of the indicators and targets of the SDGs are in consonance with the Vision 2030. 



engagement as an important political and social dosage that can move the Vision 

2030 forward.   

Currently, many websites of the Saudi public agencies carry the logo of the 

Vision 2030. Similarly, the logo of the Visio is seen on buses and at holy mosques 

and sites. Many universities and public agencies in KSA organize meetings and 

workshops on the Saudi Vision 2030. Thus, an average Saudi citizen, pilgrim, or 

visitor to the KSA is exposed to the vision in one way or the other. Nevertheless, 

what is most important is how much do they know about it, and or how exposed 

and disposed are they to work toward realizing it remains a guesswork. This paper 

emphasizes the use of innovative tools that are simpler and friendly to all 

citizens/visitors and especially young citizens including women and children. The 

paper explores the potentials of serious game as one of the emerging tools of 

engaging citizens in designing and implementing programs and projects under 

Vision 2030. Serious games is one of the most promising variants of citizens’ 

science. It can help policymakers and public agencies in their drive to successfully 

implement the Saudi Vision 2030. 

The main objective of this paper is to identify the potentials of serious games 

in amplifying and strengthening engagement strategies for actualizing the Saudi 

Vision 2030. Contrary to other engagement strategies, serious games are unique 

computer games that are designed for use on smart phone and other mobile 

devices by all users. Serious games are beyond fun and entertainment as the case 

is with most computer games. Serious games stir or steer their users’ attention, 

reflection, contemplation, determination and patience. Recently, their potentials 

are being explored as important tools to engage users and teach them in the way 

and manner and sharpen their thinking, understanding, and mental capacity to 

absorb wide range of social, economic, research, technological and institutional 

challenges. Serious games entertain and educate users while adding to their level 

of critical thinking and behavior change. These features make them suitable for 

instance in educating citizens and pilgrims on the better ways of utilizing places 

of worship. In other words, serious games may provide authorities and personnel 

in ground with ample opportunities to engage and educate citizens and visitors in 

realizing the multiple goals of the Vision 2030.   

The Ecosystem of the Saudi Public Service 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a country whose system of government is 

monarchical and this has been in operation since 23 September 1932 when the 

kingdom was unified into one country (UN DESA, 2004).  Since 1992, the seed 

of public participation was sown through the establishment of majlis shura – the 

consultative council which is derived from Islamic principles of participatory 

governance and decision-making. Other important public participation 

opportunities in Saudi Arabia is through majlis – an open interaction between 

rulers and the citizens at provincial, municipal, district and sub-district levels. The 



On the other hand, the main obstacles to the implementation of envisioned 

strategic plans may include lack  of political will, poor funding, limited public 

support, insufficient capacity of staff, incompatible policies (Kinzer, 2018). In 

addition, political conditionings and uncertainties arising from electoral cycles 

and bankrollers or shareholders’ interests in the case of businesses also hamper 

long term visions (Pierre, 2015). Hence, the search for new actors such as slim 

governments, robust private sector and active media is considered as a strategy 

for driving and realizing people-centered visions.  

In Saudi Arabia, the past decades have seen the introduction of programs and 

policies prominent among them Saudisation policies and development of 

specialized cities and towns, universities and hospitals. Such intervention 

programs were initiated under provisions of various national development plans. 

However, the most remarkable and recent transformative initiative is the Saudi 

Vision 2030. This is an ambitious program that eyes repositioning the overall 

social, economic, and technological outlooks of the KSA. This strategic program 

is not only timely but necessary for the KSA to cope with the emerging challenges 

associated with the age of VUCA –volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 

ambiguity.  

If we look at Sustainability which is one of the critical issues being addressed 

by the Vision 2030, some studies revealed that 52% of Saudi population are 

ignorant of the concept of sustainability (Surf & Mostafa, 2017). This suggests 

that much needs to be done to engage the Saudi citizen on the basic principle of 

the Vision 2030. Indeed, Saudi Vision 2030 has attracted attention of researchers 

from across disciplines such as urban planning, pharmaceuticals, energy and 

infrastructure, information technology, climate change, infrastructure and 

services, road safety, banking and finance, and waste management among others 

(Alaqeel & Suryanarayanan, 2018; Alhawassi et al., 2017; Dahim, 2018; Fallatah, 

2016; Gazzeh & Abubakar, 2018; Groissböck & Pickl, 2018; Jurgenson, Bayyari, 

& Parker, 2016; Mensi, Hussain Shahzad, Hammoudeh, & Al-Yahyaee, 2017; 

Ouda, Rehan, Nader, & Nizami, 2017; Surf & Mostafa, 2017).  

Apparently, the Saudi Vision 2030 has attracted the attention from across wide 

spectrum of professions, disciplines and stakeholders. Hence, the Saudi public 

sector is challenged to subscribe to innovative means of engaging the Saudi 

citizens. Of more interest, of course, is the kingdom’s teaming population of 

young men and women. Half of the Saudi population is under 25 years and 

specifically 4.7 million of the Saudi population are aged between 15-24 years 

(Khalifa, Alnuaim, Young, Marshall, & Popadiuk, 2018). Indeed, the Saudi 

population is information technology savvy, and hence more knowledgeable and 

more engage-able for realizing the goals of the Saudi Vision 2030. The critics of 

the Saudi Vision 2030 see it as a revolutionary blueprint that is too dreamy and 

bulky (House, 2017; Khashan, 2017). While such analysts pay attention to 

political freedom issues and post-oil era, they often ignore role of citizen 



"My primary goal is to be an exemplary and leading nation in all aspects, 

and I will work with you in achieving this endeavor"  

King Salman bin Abdul Aziz 

Introduction 

MacDuff, (2015) defines visioning as “a way to create a unified picture of 

where people want the whole county to go, and hence, where to spend scarce 

public resources.” However, vision and visioning are part of the techniques of 

strategic planning formulated for countries, cities and corporations  (Shipley, 

2000). Thus, essentially visioning is about processes for planning what to become 

or where to be and when or by which time (Stewart, 1993). Visioning is a tool that 

stimulates rapid change, group thinking and openness (Stokke, Boyce, Ralston, & 

Wilson, 1991). More recently academic literature suggests that visioning is tilting 

towards solution-oriented planning and decision-making instrument for 

constructing sustainable futures (John, Keeler, Wiek, & Lang, 2015). This implies 

that visioning programs are essentially about people, and governments working 

to create pathways for attaining sustainable futures. 

One of the key approaches used by strategic planners for realizing their vision 

or plans is the portfolio approach – this approach entails management of multiple 

of entities such as units and departments (Bryson and Edwards, 2017). Thus, 

strategic visions are not crafted by a singular entity – it is a collective endeavor. 

Although the success of plans and vision implementation requires leadership, 

vigilance, inclusion, at the same time the recognition of hard work and 

accomplishments are also key to implementation success (Uzarski and Broome, 

2018). 

On the other hand, sustainability scientists have underscored the need for 

visioneering as an instrument that binds governance, management and monitoring 

of the implementation of visions (Kim & Oki, 2011). Indeed, visioneering is about 

bringing radical changes to achieve an all-inclusive, broad and comprehensive 

public policy shifts in engagement, and shared vision through technology and 

research ( Trujillo and Yenis, 2014). The three phases of visioneering include 

grasping phase - for reaching out to parties of interest; grounding phase for 

reaching vision milestones and stakeholders; and the spreading phase for sharing 

and further development of vision and its implementation (Zech and Andreotta, 

2015). 

In the 21st century, visions are supposed to be: collaborative and fair, 

performance-based, human-centered, holistic and systematic, smart and 

connected, sustainable and affordable, safe and secure, long term, responsive and 

responsible (World Economic Forum, 2018).   



Abstract 

The Saudi Vision 2030 is designed to support fast tracking of the 

transformation of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). One critical criteria for 

measuring the success of this vision is the extent of public engagement in the 

conceptualization, design, and implementation of the Vision 2030. This working 

paper explores the potentials of serious games – a kind of groundbreaking 

citizens’ science tool for public engagement in decision-making processes for 

design and implementation of envisioned programs. The paper identifies the 

possible application areas of serious games in the National Transformation 

Program, Quality of Life Program, and the Privatization Program of the Vision 

2030. Nevertheless, the paper singles out an example of the application of serious 

games as a tool for engaging and enhancing the experiences of the multinational 

pilgrims while visiting the KSA. The special focus on Hajj and Umrah is likely to 

support crowd management, ease usage of worship space, public and personal 

hygiene and sanitation of the sacred mosques and related sites in Makkah and 

Madinah.  

Keywords: decision-making, public participation, transformation, sacred sites 
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