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Higher Education - in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia - has 
gone through various stages in which the universities adopted 
temporary strategies addressing mainly community needs and 
availing university education for secondary school graduates 
interested in pursuing their university education. Needless to 
say that higher education in the Kingdom was addressing - as a 
major priority - the question of admission of secondary school 
graduates to these universities. Hence student admission was a major concern of 
all universities, including King Saud University. Consequently matters like:-

- student admission and related 

- the numbers admitted 

- seats offered in lecture halls  

- recruitment of appropriate teaching faculty took most of the university's con-
cern.

Now with around 23 universities (government and private)  in the Kingdom and 
an ambitious scholarships’ program - namely the Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques’ program - which raises a good opportunity for these universities to think 
- more clearly – of drawing  subtle competitive strategies capable of qualifying 
them for international repute ; particularly in this 21st  century characterized by a 
fierce competitive race for international fame emanating from the ability of nations 
to excel themselves in pursuit of attaining the greatest and most important resourc-
es – namely the human factor. That is why all – including universities – sacrifice 
and strive in the hope of attracting internationally –reputed faculty, researchers and 
professionals and investing in them as well admitting high quality students.

The status quo of higher education in the Kingdom, dictates on King Saud Uni-
versity to opt for an ambitious, subtle comprehensive future strategy capable of 

Strategic Plan for King Saud University 2030
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6

allowing the university to attain its future aspirations!  The university is well aware 
of the importance of strategic planning and its impact on developmental issues; 
that is why it has started the “ King Saud Strategic Plan “ Project  through which 
the university draws its future plan in the hope of being a pioneer and attaining 
international fame in respect of the educational process, research and community 
service.

This Project is intended to push the university to international status character-
ized by Knowledge Economics and Investment in the human brain! Through this 
project, the university hopes to adopt communal and international partnerships 
through which it can achieve its visions and fulfill its future aspirations leading to 
distinctive international fame.

The University Strategic Plan has to take into account:

- the university's global status

- its strong infrastructure

- supportive budget

- distinguished highly qualified experts from internationally reputed universi-
ties and institutions.

King Saud University should set out for itself a future strategy capable of putting it 
among competitive national and international universities. Through such a strategy 
the university should adopt specifications of international universities character-
ized by financial stability and resources sufficient to support their needs. The uni-
versity should also have programs – strong enough to attract students, researchers 
and distinguished faculty at the national and international levels. The plan should 
be flexible and realistic enough to achieve all KSU aspirations. The plan should be 
directed to qualify the university as an attractive source of work and study as well 
as being a pioneer university playing a leading role in the next 20 years towards 
achieving international distinction as well as in the production and generation of 
knowledge, with a graduate able to create a work opportunity supporting national 
economy. The university is expecting the strategic plan to contribute to improv-
ing the internal efficiency of the university as well as securing the quality of its 
throughput. The plan should also build on the university as an environment at-
tracting distinctive caliber as well as attaining the requirements of assessment and 
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academic accreditation at the national and international levels.  At this juncture, it 
gives me great pleasure, to invite all colleagues - faculty and employees - and my 
sons and daughters the students as well as those concerned of my country nationals 
and community elites to cooperate and communicate with the strategic plan team 
and pass their comments, recommendations and views – which no doubt build 
strongly on drawing the university strategy; since they all share the same future. 
I am also inviting them to pass their views, comments and participations through 
the workshop groups and seminars conducted for this purpose as well as through 
the internet. 

May I also urge all to grasp this opportunity and make strategic planning a way and 
means of life to build a knowledge community, planning their lives on strategic 
grounds. Summing up we should all be proud of being affiliated to this profound 
and esteemed university as well as being founders of life and history looking for-
ward to the university playing a leading role in the next 20 years in the production 
and generation of knowledge with our sincere gratitude and respect for all those 
who contributed in the development of the university.

Prof. Dr. Abdullah Abdurrahman AlOthman

 Rector, King Saud University 
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Strategic planning has become an essential cornerstone of mod-
ern management in any organization. Indeed, with the increasing 
challenges that face both public and private institutions, level-
based planning (i.e., short-term planning), which is commonly 
used in many organizations, has become ineffective nowadays 
without a strategic vision. In other words, it is of essence for 
higher education—and of major universities in particular—to 
adopt long-term strategic plans. Thus, there is no doubt that the tremendous support 
that Saudi universities have (with King Saud University in particular) stems from the 
authorities. This support is led by His Royal Highness, Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques, and His able trustee, the Crown Prince, both of whom have had a profound 
impact on the direction of the University towards long-term strategic planning.

King Saud University was the first to adopt long-term strategic planning through 
its 2030 University Strategic Plan. This plan maps out the road the Univer-
sity will pursue towards its set goal of becoming a world-class university. The 
plan is also designed to help the University reach its ambitious goals of build-
ing a knowledge-based society and achieving excellence in innovation and 
quality—all accomplished in a timely, efficient, and cost-effective manner.

The keen monitoring and guidance of the University Rector has resulted in the 
completion of the first phase, which comprises the preparation of the plan and 
the commencement of the project implementation plan. With the completion of 
the first phase, we are no doubt in great need of the efforts and cooperation of all 
the University units, staff, and the rest of the University stakeholders who share a 
vested interest in our future. This cooperation is essential to the University’s suc-
cess in its continuous developmental endeavors towards international leadership.

Dr. Hamad M.H. Al-Sheikh
Vice Rector for Development & Quality

King Saud University
9

A Word from Vice Rector for Development & Quality
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King Saud University believes in the importance of review-
ing and monitoring its progress from time to time. Due to ex-
istence of global competition in higher education institutions, 
in attracting the best researchers and professors, graduating 
talented students and achieving creativity leading to inven-
tions in order to build knowledge based society.

 Also the rise in number of universities in Saudi Arabia which 
can provide university education for secondary school graduates, and the realiza-
tion of the need and importance of contributing towards knowledge-based econ-
omy tributary of national economy. King Saud University has realized the need 
to re-examine its current status, and adopt a futuristic strategic plan to determine 
what must be done to achieve the world class university ranking.

In recognition of the importance of community partnership in  building knowledge 
based society His Excellency the Rector Prof. Abdullah Al-Othman has establish a 
working team of faculty members from university to prepare the University’s stra-
tegic plan for the next twenty years (see the list of Strategic Plan Team Members’ 
Names). 

Strategic planning team has worked for a year and a half to prepare the strategic 
plan of King Saud University, where the current situation analysis and the bench-
marking comparisons were made from a number of distinguished universities and 
monitored some of their best practices. Through these intense processes the strate-
gic plan of the University 2030 has been developed.

To enable effective partnership in building the future of the university strategic 
plan team started to interview a number of people through personal interviews and 
workshops consisting of more than six hundred person, from different social lev-
els, and different groups. University strategic planning team directed by University 
President has had the honor of meeting many of the government officials, the team 
also met with many decision-makers at state and private sector, the team also met 

A Word from Strategic Planning Team Leader  
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with graduates and university students and staff. The interviews have been the ba-
sis for the views of given figures, as well as express the effective partnership with 
all levels of society and gathers necessary support for the plan in order to facilitate 
the implementation process and to have everyone inside and outside the university 
as real partners and actors in it. 

The team came up with the support of leaders of the university, who sponsored 
the project and gave them the necessary time for the contribution of the university 
community and the various users to publish the vision of the King Saud University 
until 2030a as “ To be a world class university and a leader in building the knowl-
edge society “ in the light of the university’s mission. The strategic plan team also 
adopted nine strategic objectives for the strategy to bridge the gap between the cur-
rent and desired situation by 2030. These nine strategic objectives hopefully will 
lead the university to gain access to global leadership and excellence in building a 
knowledge society.

Prof. Salim Said Al-Qahtani 
Strategic Planning Team Leader  
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King Saud University, the Kingdom’s largest and oldest higher education institu-
tion, enters the next decade facing a rapidly evolving national and international 
landscape.  In particular, we face specific challenges:

- Upholding our public mission to educate the youth of the Kingdom, while also 
ensuring an outstanding education for each student,

- Ensuring our graduates are sufficiently grounded in academic theory, while 
also mastering the application skills demanded by the Saudi, regional, and 
global job market,

- Maintaining the richness and variety of our academic offering, while also at-
taining global recognition in select disciplines,

- Achieving excellence in teaching, while also building distinctive research ca-
pabilities,

- Advancing undergraduate education, while also bolstering graduate education 
to the benefit of the Saudi society,

- Pursuing the global trends of interdisciplinary research, while also attaining 
excellence within disciplines,

- Enabling an inclusive environment based on meritocracy and equality irre-
spective of gender, while also respecting Saudi social traditions and norms

- Serving the social and economic needs of the Kingdom, while also being rec-
ognized as a global contributor to the knowledge economy

For all the reasons highlighted above, it is clear our future development requires 
the guidance of a sound and coherent strategic plan, to clarify and affirm our 
ambitious goals and to craft a way forward, ensuring that we have the appro-
priate focus, initiatives, capabilities, and processes to successfully achieve our 
goals.

1. Introduction
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In early 2008, Rector Abdullah Al Othman appointed a Strategic Planning Com-
mittee, charged to prepare a 2030 20-year Strategic Plan for King Saud Univer-
sity by April 2009. Chaired by Dr. Salem Al Qahtani, Professor of Business Ad-
ministration, and overseen by Dr. Hatim Abo Al Samh, Vice Rector of Quality 
and Development, our committee included 17 male and female members repre-
senting various faculty and colleges. Since its formation, the committee has met 
regularly and collaborated closely with administrators, faculty, students, staff, 
alumni, and public and private sector leaders to develop the Strategic Plan.

KSU’s Strategic Plan outlines the main challenges facing the University in the 
coming years, strategic objectives and recommendations to address these chal-
lenges, and an action plan for implementation.

This introductory chapter sets the stage for the Strategic Plan and comprises 
five sections: 1) key external trends facing KSU; 2) important tradeoffs defining 
KSU’s future; 3) KSU’s strengths; 4) KSU’s mission, vision, and values; and, 5) 
methodology of the Strategic Planning exercise.

Key external trends facing KSU

Several external forces and trends define KSU’s environment today, in particu-
lar: a) Saudi school outcomes; b) Saudi demographics and job market needs; c) 
changes in Saudi’s higher education sector; d) the entry of international brand 
universities in the region; and e) a desired shift in the Kingdom towards the 
knowledge economy. Understanding these trends and their impact is critical 
context for shaping KSU’s strategic plan.

Saudi school outcomes

The low student skill attainment in Saudi during school has a significant influ-
ence on the caliber and pace of university offerings. For example, in a 2007 
international math and science study of 8th graders (TIMSS1), Saudi ranked 54 
out of 56 countries and regions in math, and 51 out of 56 countries and regions 
in science. Furthermore, 80% of Saudi 8th graders displayed ‘little to no math 
skill’ in TIMSS 2007, an identical showing to Saudi’s performance in TIMSS 
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2003 (indicating little to no improvement in student outcomes over the interven-
ing four years). The implication for all universities within the Kingdom is that 
they bear a critical burden to upgrade entering student skills in math and sci-
ences to a level appropriate for university coursework.

Saudi demographics and job market needs

- Large youth population:

 Saudi Arabia is at a critical juncture with regards to its youth population. Over 
40% of Saudi’s national population is below the age of 15; indicating that the 
Kingdom’s higher education sector must have the capacity and quality to meet 
the needs of this burgeoning age segment. 

- High youth unemployment despite strong demand for highly-skilled labor:

Labor market surveys indicate that 30% of Saudi youth (between the ages of 
22 and 30) are unemployed, with many lacking the skills required by the job 
market.2 As a result, a minority of Saudi nationals are employed in professional 
services (e.g. engineers, doctors), with over 80% of the workforce in these high 
value-added professions being expatriates. Over the next 10-15 years, the King-
dom faces the challenge of producing Saudi graduates with the skills required to 
meet the job market needs, particularly in these high-value added professions. 

Dramatic changes in the Saudi higher education sector

Over the past few years, Saudi Arabia has witnessed a dramatic change in the 
tertiary education landscape. The increasing focus of the Kingdom’s government 
leadership on education, with special emphasis on higher education, along with 
a prosperous economy, has led to a substantially larger budget for the education 
sector (USD 32 billion in 2009 vs. USD 25 billion in 2007), representing 25.7% 
of the 2009 government budget.  Not only is this the highest sector allocation 
in the Saudi 2009 government budget by a wide margin (healthcare and social 
development is second, with an allocation of 11%), but such high spend on edu-
cation is unprecedented on a global level.3 For higher education in Saudi, this 
expenditure has translated into the expansion of existing universities and the es-
tablishment of new ones. Today, the burden of teaching Saudi public youth has 
spread across more than twenty three public and private teaching universities in 
the Kingdom.  The implication for KSU is that an opportunity and responsibility 

book Eng big slides.indd   21book Eng big slides.indd   21 31/7/10   01:00:0531/7/10   01:00:05



22

exists to differentiate itself within Saudi’s higher education sector. 

The entry of international branded universities into the 
GCC region

Higher education has become global with universities increasing their interna-
tional presence so as to expand their faculty and student bodies, and to have a 
global teaching and research agenda. The GCC has been no exception, with dis-
tinguished global universities entering the GCC at unprecedented rates over the 
past years. For example, Qatar has attracted institutions such as Cornell Medical 
School, Carnegie Mellon, and Georgetown, while the UAE has attracted Lon-
don Business School, The Sorbonne, New York University, and INSEAD. The 
implications for KSU lie in both how to collaborate with the regional branches 
of these global institutions, as well as how to compete for students, faculty, and 
funding.

Desired shift in the Kingdom towards the knowledge 
economy

Oil has obviously driven Saudi Arabia’s industrial growth over the past decades, 
producing great wealth for the Kingdom and lifting the living standards of our 
people.  While oil will continue to play a defining role in the Kingdom’s for dec-
ades to come, the national leadership has clearly signaled the importance of the 
knowledge-based industries (e.g. professional services, healthcare, engineering, 
education) for the Kingdom’s future.  Not only is this intent demonstrated by the 
high spend on education overall (as noted in section C above), but also by the 
advent of Saudi’s six economic cities (which are largely focused on knowledge 
industries to generate over 1.3 million jobs for the Kingdom) and the launch of 
the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology (a globally unique 
post-graduate institution with a $10 billion endowment).  The implication for 
KSU is that it must deliver graduates and research that can fuel the Kingdom’s 
knowledge industry agenda.

Collectively, these five external trends frame KSU’s environment and are an 
anchor in our thinking of the role that KSU must play in the Kingdom.

Important trade-offs defining KSU’s future

The need for a sound and coherent strategic plan at King Saud University is 
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driven by profound challenges and tradeoffs facing the future of our institu-
tion:

- Upholding our public mission to educate the youth of the Kingdom, while 
also ensuring an outstanding education for each student: 

Achieving academic excellence requires that we only admit top-performing stu-
dents. On the other hand, being a publicly funded university implies that we 
cannot become as selective as to fail in our public mission. We need to strike 
a fine balance between excellence and access, ensuring that a KSU education 
remains within the reach of every deserving student.

- Ensuring our graduates are sufficiently grounded in academic theory, 
while also mastering the application skills demanded by the Saudi, region-
al, and global job market: 

Our graduates must have mastery of both the theoretical knowledge required 
for their professions, and application and soft skills (e.g. problem-solving, com-
munication, leadership, teamwork) required to succeed in today’s job market. 
Feedback from employers indicates that we are particularly falling short on the 
latter. We must ensure that our students acquire such application and soft skills, 
without diminishing their theoretical underpinning.

- Maintaining the richness and variety of our academic offering, while also 
attaining global recognition in select disciplines: 

The breadth and variety of our academic offering is, in part, what makes our 
institution unique. However, no institution can excel evenly at every discipline. 
We must achieve a ‘good’ standard in each of our disciplines and maintain our 
comprehensive program offerings, and then accelerate excellence in a small 
handful where we can achieve global distinction. While we need to ensure that 
these selected disciplines have the support and resources they require to thrive, 
we must also continue to retain academic breadth and balance.

- Achieving excellence in teaching, while also building distinctive research 
capabilities: 

Our increasing focus on research has translated into an abundance of research 
initiatives.  Although this is vital to achieving our goal of becoming a globally 
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recognized university, it must not divert us from focusing on our core teaching 
mission and continually assessing and upgrading our capabilities to support stu-
dent learning.

- Advancing undergraduate education, while also bolstering graduate educa-
tion to the benefit of the Saudi society: 

Increasing our research focus implies that we expand our graduate base. This, 
however, should not result in diminishing the quality of our undergraduate edu-
cation. In parallel with building our graduate capabilities, we should continue to 
enhance and progress our undergraduate instruction.

- Pursuing the global trends of interdisciplinary research, while also attaining 
excellence within disciplines:

 None of today’s complex ‘problem areas’ can be solved in the confines of tra-
ditional academic departments – the future lies increasingly in collaboration 
across disciplines. However, before we can excel at interdisciplinary work, we 
must first achieve excellence in the individual disciplines we pursue. 

- Enabling an inclusive environment based on meritocracy and equality irre-
spective of gender, while also respecting Saudi social traditions and norms: 

KSU aspires to become a role model for how to foster a merit-based environ-
ment that rewards high performers and ensures a single-standard for both males 
and females alike, while being sensitive towards the Saudi cultural setting with 
respect to genders.

- Serving the social and economic needs of the Kingdom, while also being rec-
ognized as a global contributor to the knowledge economy:   

 As a leading public university, KSU has an obligation to serve the local commu-
nity and to contribute to advancing Saudi into the global knowledge economy. 
This requires that KSU graduates students who are able to serve the community 
and advance the country, while also conducting innovative research that has 
global relevance. 

Throughout the Strategic Planning exercise, we heard 4000+ voices discuss the 
above tradeoffs, and we analyzed literally hundreds of KSU facts and figures to 
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shed further light on the implications.  We found eight facts to be particularly 
expressive about the challenges that KSU faces and so we outline them below 
(please refer to Chapter 3 for the comprehensive diagnostic facts):

- KSU has 111,000 total students today, relative to a maximum of ~45,000 stu-
dents at the top 80 universities of the world (including public institutions).

- KSU’s students are 90% undergraduate and 10% graduate, relative to ~50-50 
at benchmarks.

- KSU’s faculty spend 16% of time on research, relative to 30-35% at bench-
mark universities.

- KSU’s funding per student is $15,000 (of which 97% is public funds), relative 
to $30,000-45,000 at benchmarks (of which 30-50% is public funds).

- 15-20% of 1st and 2nd year KSU students have a failing GPA (below 2.0), 
relative to 2-5% at benchmark universities.

- Critical academic and administrative decision rights lie outside of KSU in oth-
er government bodies, whereas leading public universities around the world 
hold these decision rights within the institution to enable greater flexibility of 
operation.

- 70% of KSU alumni perceive that they lack practical experience and skills 
when they enter the job market (this perception is equally held by employ-
ers).

- Over 60% of the different stakeholder groups we surveyed (students, facul-
ty, alumni, staff) felt that KSU’s reputation was average or weakening in the 
Kingdom.

Despite the significant challenges implied by these eight facts, we must empha-
size the tremendous good intent that stakeholders nonetheless express towards 
KSU. The overwhelming majority want KSU to be successful in pursuing teach-
ing and research excellence, and believe that, with the appropriate strategic di-
rection and execution, KSU has remarkable potential to shape the future of the 
Kingdom.  The Strategic Planning Committee has adopted this sentiment as its 
mindset for writing the plan that follows.
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KSU’s strengths

As we navigate the trade-offs and challenges defined in the previous chapter and 
define our future path, our strategy must reflect and build upon the historical 
strengths of KSU:

- 50 years of history and a pioneer in higher education in the Kingdom:

Since its inception in 1957, KSU has played a pioneering role in the higher 
education sector in the Kingdom. Starting with being the first university in 
Saudi Arabia to, most recently, establishing the first university private endow-
ment program in the Kingdom, KSU aspires to always be a beacon for higher 
education institutions in the Kingdom

- A large number of influential alumni: 

We have over 180,000 alumni, many of whom occupy influential and leader-
ship positions in the Kingdom both in the Government and the private sector. 
These alumni are a source of strength for testing whether the University’s di-
rection is consistent with the needs of the Kingdom, growing our endowment, 
and enabling job opportunities for our graduates.

- Significant government support: 

The Kingdom’s leadership has set education as one of its top priorities. Within 
higher education, KSU continues to enjoy significant support and special at-
tention as the largest and most prestigious university in the country.  The re-
cent visit of King Abdullah to our campus to lay the cornerstone for several 
strategic projects worth SAR 14 billion only affirms strong leadership com-
mitment to the success of our institution, as well as amplifies expectations for 
our progress and delivery.

- A comprehensive academic offering: 

The breadth and variety of our undergraduate program offering, ranging from 
Electrical Engineering to French Literature, makes KSU an attractive choice 
for many high-school graduates and gives our institution an edge in attracting 
students over other public and private universities in the Kingdom. 
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- A large base of Saudi faculty: 

 KSU has over 5,000 full-time faculties, of whom ~65% are Saudi. Through-
out our history, we have attracted the most accomplished researchers and aca-
demics in the Kingdom, many of whom have been educated in the West. No 
educational institution in the Kingdom can boast a larger concentration of 
local talent than KSU. 

- A local and global network: 

KSU has built significant partnerships and relationships with locally lead-
ing industrial players and global higher education institutions. In 2009, KSU 
signed a memorandum of understanding with SABIC for the establishment 
of a plastics application development center within the Riyadh Techno Val-
ley project worth $100 million. Through its International Scientific Twinning 
Program, KSU has begun to create alliances with leading international uni-
versities, signing agreements with institutions such as University of Illinois, 
Harvard School of Public Health, Indian Institute of Technology, and National 
University of Singapore.

KSU’s Mission, Vision, and Values

KSU’s strategic plan must reflect the aspirations of internal and external stake-
holders.  Over time, KSU’s aspirations have evolved significantly – at its con-
ception, KSU aspired to become the first institution of higher education in the 
Kingdom, and to create an environment of higher education learning for Saudi 
citizens.  In other words, the emphasis was on access to higher education in 
the Kingdom.  Today, in an environment of 23 public and private universities 
in the Kingdom, stakeholders articulate a much more sophisticated aspiration 
for KSU, and which is anchored in quality, namely to become a national and 
global model of teaching and research excellence.  The majority of stakehold-
ers believe that KSU must continue to be the pioneer of higher education in the 
Kingdom and become the first research-based university, playing a pivotal role 
in Saudi’s knowledge economy. This is not to say that KSU should shirk its 
teaching role; rather, that it must simultaneously deliver teaching and research 
excellence at both a national and global standard.
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This aspiration is embodied in the following statements of KSU’s mission, vi-
sion and values:

- Mission 

- To provide distinctive education, produce creative research, serve society and 
contribute in building the knowledge economy and community through learn-
ing, creative thinking environment, the optimal use of technology and effec-
tive international partnership

- Vision

- To be a world class university and a leader in building the knowledge society

- Values

   Based on our Islamic and cultural values, we uphold:

- Quality and excellence: 

We measure ourselves according to challenging criteria, honoring high ambi-
tions and the pursuit of distinctiveness through our commitment to the highest 
intellectual standards in teaching, learning and innovation

- Leadership and teamwork: 

 We remain committed to promoting individual and institutional leadership roles 
that drive social development upholding professionalism, responsibility, and in-
novation.

- Freedom of inquiry: 

  Rigorous and honest intellectual exploration is fundamental to our academic 
traditions, and it is reflected in all the dimensions of our scholarly activities.

- Fairness and integrity: 

We abide by the principles of social justice, equal opportunity and cultural di-
versity, consequently holding the members of our community to the highest 
standards of honesty, respect, and professional ethics.
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- Transparency and accountability: 

 We remain committed to expose our thinking and ideas for society and scholars 
to judge our contributions to global knowledge, and we hold accountable every-
body in our community for respecting and upholding our values in all forms of 
their scholarly activities.

- Lifelong learning: 

  We are committed to lifelong learning inside and outside the KSU community, 
enhancing continued intellectual growth and welfare of the society.

Methodology

KSU’s strategic planning process was designed to be highly participatory. 
Throughout this process, KSU’s Strategic Planning Committee was committed 
to having all external and internal stakeholder groups contribute to the under-
standing of the challenges facing KSU and the development of the strategic 
objectives and initiatives.

The strategic plan had three major phases: a) diagnosis of current performance 
relative to aspirations and best-practice; b) development of strategic objectives 
and recommendations; and, c) development of an implementation plan to real-
ize the strategy. 
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Understanding the current state of KSU began with conducting workshops and 
a SWOT analysis with KSU faculty and students on both male and female cam-
puses. This initial analysis led to a set of hypotheses that guided the more inten-
sive effort of the Strategic Planning team to assess where the university stands 
today in terms of its inputs and outputs (see Exhibits 1 and 2).
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To this end, the Strategic Planning Team analyzed student, faculty, and financial 
data, conducted interviews with internal and external stakeholders, and bench-
marked the performance of KSU against a carefully selected set of universi-
ties. 
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Input from internal and external stakeholders:  

The Strategic Planning Team reached out to over 4000+ internal and external 
stakeholders including KSU leadership, Dean’s Council, students, faculty, staff, 
alumni, and key private and public sector leaders (Exhibit 3). The input of these 
stakeholders was gathered through a combination of one-on-one interviews, fo-
cus groups, workshops, and online surveys.

Review of KSU documents and data:  

The Strategic Planning Team reviewed key KSU documents throughout the 
work, ranging from university policies, to admissions and graduation data, to 
financials and accreditation reports. 
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Benchmarking and best practice analysis:  

In order to understand how KSU compares against leading international univer-
sities and to draw on the experiences of relevant universities, we benchmarked 
a set of global universities and interviewed leading higher education experts 
(Exhibit 4).

In particular, the Strategic Planning Team filtered 500 universities to arrive at 
10 benchmark universities. The 500 universities are ranked in the most widely 
used Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU), by Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University, and was analyzed using a broad set of criteria, with the selected 
benchmark universities respecting at least one or more of the criteria: 
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- World leadership in research and teaching: 

Defined as universities ranked in the top-40 of the ARWU ranking. Ration-
ale: Given that KSU aspires to become a globally leading research-based uni-
versity, it will need to draw best practices from globally leading public and 
private universities who have reached achievements consistent with KSU’s 
aspiration. 

- Significant evolution into leadership positions over relatively short period 
of time: 

Defined as universities that have achieved a significant improvement in over-
all rankings over a short period of time (over the past 10-15 years for Ameri-
can universities, and over the last 5-10 years for international institutions). 
Rationale: The consistent and regular improvement journeys experienced by 
these universities are role models for the type of transformation that KSU 
hopes to achieve.

- Multi-site universities achieving excellence: 

Defined as universities that have campuses that are of significant size and geo-
graphically disperse. Additionally, these must be universities that are listed as 
part of the top 100 universities of the world. Rationale: Multi-site universities 
that have achieved excellence can help King Saud University learn how to 
operate effectively across its own multi-site campuses.

- Successful restructuring of their portfolios and innovative approach: 

Defined as universities that have successfully achieved significant change pro-
grams, such as reducing the number of departments, dramatically simplifying 
their governance structure, promoting interdisciplinary research, or imple-
menting key strategic priorities. Rationale: The approach of these universities 
can help KSU learn how to effectively implement a transformation program 
and organize itself for success.

The ten benchmark universities selected using the criteria described above 
represent multiple geographies.  The team gathered best practices from these 
universities through interviews with the senior teams of these universities, 

book Eng big slides.indd   34book Eng big slides.indd   34 31/7/10   01:00:2531/7/10   01:00:25



35

press searches, campus visits, and discussions with external higher education 
experts. A brief description of each university is provided below.

- MIT: 

Excels in fostering student entrepreneurship and strong ties with industry. It 
also has a set of innovative programs that build bridges with high school stu-
dents and teachers to ensure that high school graduates are university-ready. 

- Harvard: 

A university with an esteemed heritage, currently reforming its undergraduate 
education to keep pace with skills needed in the job market and taking steps to 
enable interdisciplinary work through creating a separate campus.

- The University of California System: 

Constitutes a multisite university with a three-tier system involving research-
based universities, teaching universities, and community colleges. The sepa-
rate campuses loosely co-operate with each other to ensure that their activities 
are complementary. 

- The University of Southern California:  

USC has significantly raised the standards of its undergraduate education 
through preparatory schools and global recruitment, while focusing on the 
needs of their community. It has also launched innovative fundraising efforts 
to resource its research agenda. 

- Oxford University:  

Oxford undertook an ambitious streamlining of its complex internal organiza-
tion structure, as well as launched a set of initiatives to promote research and 
to increase funding.

- Cambridge University: 

Cambridge is known for its excellence in teaching and feeding a world-class 
pipeline of graduate students into research. It also holds the largest endow-
ment outside of the US.
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- Tokyo University: 

The leading national Japanese university which recently (2006) changed its 
status from public university to semi-privatized. The quality of home-grown 
human capital is significant and it is a role model of university excellence 
outside of the West. 

- The National University of Singapore:

Sparked by Singapore’s economic needs, NUS has moved towards research 
since the 1990s and is now one of Asia’s leading universities. It has also grad-
ually become more autonomous from government through the development of 
a performance contract (whereby NUS commits to delivering certain outputs 
in return for greater freedom from government over key decision rights).  

- Tsinghua University: 

Tsinghua is the leading public university in China.  The government has made 
significant investment in its infrastructure and has strongly emphasized the 
internationalization of its faculty. It has also built strong ties with local and 
global corporations and institutions. 

Other institutions were also benchmarked for a particular discipline relevant 
to KSU (e.g. Indian Institute of Technology, University of Melbourne, McGill 
University, National Institute of Education, INSEAD, and Indian School of 
Business). 

The overall intent of the benchmarking effort was to balance the understand-
ing of international best practices with KSU’s reality and the Kingdom’s cul-
tural uniqueness so as to arrive at an appropriate set of aspirations for KSU.  

Lastly, a set of guidelines has supported the Strategic Planning Committee 
throughout the process, and which are important to highlight:

- We only highlight interview quotes when they are reflective of consistent 
themes across multiple interviews. As such, although quotes in this document 
come from a unique individual, they reflect a sentiment shared by many we 
interviewed.

- In addition, quotes, by their nature, reflect a perception of reality (which at 
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times, may not be fully consistent with facts). We have sought to highlight such 
quotes nonetheless because they exemplify the communication and mindset 
challenges KSU will face as it implements new initiatives and policies. 

- This document presents a unified, comprehensive strategic plan for KSU as an 
institution. As such, it does not address school and department-specific issues, 
but rather cross-cutting institution-wide dynamics.  All schools, colleges, and 
departments should take this Strategic Plan as the anchor for designing their 
own strategic plan, consistent with that of the institution.

- As recommendations from the diagnostic emerged, they were grouped into 
relevant strategic objectives supported by key initiatives.  Criteria for select-
ing the objectives and initiatives are explicitly expressed at the beginning of 
each section. 
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World-class universities appear in a number of configurations. Not only may 
they be public or private, but they may be large or small, from Princeton (with 
6,000 students) to the University of Michigan, at Ann Arbor (38,000 students). 
The one feature that stands in common, however, is their academic distinctive-
ness in selected disciplines.  As KSU embarks on a journey to raise its quality, it 
is helpful context to outline the common components of a ‘great research-based 
university’, with regards to both outcomes and inputs.  As KSU seeks to raise the 
quality of its teaching and research, these elements will provide a constant re-
minder of the accomplishment thus far, and a guideline for the journey remaining. 

Outcomes

Ultimately, the outcomes of a university are the acid test of its success. These 
outcomes can be measured in terms of the university’s overall institutional repu-
tation, and its teaching and research effectiveness. The accompanying catego-
ries are outlined in the exhibit below.

2. What a great university looks like
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Institutional reputation

The institutional reputation of a university is reflected in how it is perceived 
at the national and international level relative to peer group.  National and lo-
cal reputation is certainly the strongest measure of success for any institution. 
While internationally recognized comprehensive rankings such as the Shanghai 
Jiao Tong ARWU and the Times Higher Education Supplement provide an ob-
jective and respected assessment of comprehensive research institution’s inter-
national standing, these rankings are incomplete in their nature; and reflect a 
one dimension perspective of what great university look like, often mimicking 
existing top institutions in the West. The mission of a university, based on the 
needs of the community it tries to cater is a much stronger reflection of success 
and reputation. Institutions such as KAUST have taken a non-traditional ap-
proach, addressing stakeholder needs and, most unlikely to be ranked interna-
tionally.  Their success will truly be measured by the impact they have on their 
national constituents.   Surveys and interviews with key local stakeholders (e.g. 
employers, applicants) provide a view of where an institution needs to stand and 
actually stands nationally.  Equally important are the levels of satisfaction of 
internal stakeholders (alumni, students, faculty and staff) about their experience 
at the institution, as they strongly influence perceptions of future generations.

Teaching effectiveness

A university’s ability to advance the learning and skills of its students is defined 
as teaching effectiveness. In particular, three types of skills are critical to stu-
dent readiness for employment and/or progression to advanced degrees: 1) Hard 
skills, referring to mastery of discipline content; and, 2) Soft skills, referring 
to application skills and intrinsic skills such as problem-solving, critical think-
ing, leadership, teamwork, and communication; and, 3) Language skills (e.g. 
English and mother tongue). The extent to which an institution is successful in 
developing these skills constitutes its ‘value-added’ to students. This, in turn, is 
reflected on the job market as stronger graduates commend higher salaries; and 
place much more quickly in prestigious positions.

Research effectiveness

Research effectiveness tends to be more readily measurable than teaching effec-
tiveness.  It is defined as the ability of faculty and graduate students to produce 
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high quality, relevant research, as reflected in the number and impact of patents, 
publications, and citations based on objective international standards. In addi-
tion, other signs of research effectiveness are research partnerships with indus-
try or higher education institutions, indicating that a university is highly sought 
as a research partner.  Although the quality of an institution’s research is greater 
than the sum of all faculties’ outputs, indexes like the Hirsh-index can allow 
institutions to assess the output of individual researchers, their relevance and 
prominence on the international stage, in addition to the more standard awards 
and recognition such as Nobel prizes.  

Inputs

Achieving the outcomes described above requires a “no compromise” approach 
on inputs, and a constant evolution towards a more effective and efficient in-
stitution.  These inputs can be grouped into four sections, each with respective 
subcategories: People, Teaching and Learning, Research, and Governance and 
Management.
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People → Faculty 

A university is defined by the caliber of its people, specifically its students, 
faculty and staff. The environment that a university creates to foster their high 
performance and enable their full potential is critical. For the faculty, these in-
puts comprise four elements:

- Quality of faculty: 

What do universities do to attract, select and cultivate the best candidates to 
join their faculty?

- Career path and development: 

What tracks do universities have to ensure faculty excel in both teaching and 
research? 

- Support and accountability: 

What support is provided to faculty to deliver high performance? How do the 
institutions monitor performance and set up the right incentives to perform?

- Faculty equality: 

Are all faculty judged and promoted under a uniform set of conditions and 
criteria?

Each of these four elements is addressed in turn below.

Quality of faculty

Ensuring that an institution recruits high quality faculty requires implement-
ing a set of best practices along three dimensions. 

- Identifying the needs of the institution:

World class universities match their strategic priorities with their recruitment 
needs, where they lack teaching and research capacity or capability.  Often, 
a committee takes in account succession planning, areas of weakness for the 
department and identifies top targets – young faculty or senior faculty – to at-
tract their institution.  
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Attracting top candidates:

Attracting candidates to match the identified needs require communicating a 
unique, attractive value proposition through widely circulated journals, head 
hunters, as well as formal and informal networks.  Communication an attrac-
tive value proposition financial and other environment benefits enables uni-
versities to fight for talent within their own institution..  

- Selecting the best candidate for the institution:

Great universities conduct a thorough process in selecting candidates, geared 
at identifying strong potential in teaching and research, typically through peer 
academics’ assessment.  In all cases, the assessment carries several in-person 
interviews with a committee, accompanied by a specialized (research) and 
general (teaching) lecture or presentation.
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Research indicates that compensation is currently “a global game” with a ma-
jority of universities offering compensation around 80,000 USD for assistant 
professors. At the same time, faculty are offered highly valued perks (e.g. 
housing allowance, medical plan), showing a real commitment from the uni-
versity. NUS is an example of a best practice university who has been able to 
adapt its recruiting practices and be able to select candidates from a sizeable 
pool through a sophisticated process that makes the Dean of the college ulti-
mately responsible for ensuring that the search is a truly global one. The proc-
ess has two phases: the short listing and the selection itself. In the short listing, 
process at least 3 thorough references are collected and there is an assessment 
of the relevance and potential of the candidate’s publications. For the 4/5 can-
didates that make it through the next stage, there as an in-person interviewing 
process which includes several interviews and lectures

Emerging universities augment their recruitment efforts very significantly. 
They recruit junior faculty and senior professors from top international uni-
versities on a part-time basis through a highly competitive value proposition. 
Junior faculty are typically attracted through the opportunity to hold positions 
that would be typically beyond their reach in more established universities, 
such as lead of a research group.  Senior faculty are often attracted to the 
university through a combination of excellent benefits, and the ability to truly 
shape their own research agenda with the resources needed to succeed in the 
new venture.  Senior professors such as Gavriel Salvandy of Purdue University 
have been attracted to Tsinghua to be able to lead the turnaround of a specific 
department. They are able to spend 50% of their time at Tsinghua, while hold-
ing their position at their home institution.  For the purposes of ramping up 
capabilities quickly, universities also form partnerships with other universities 
and attract visiting faculty through formal collaborations and more informal 
programs. 
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For the purposes of ramping up capabilities quickly, universities also form 
partnerships with other universities and attract visiting faculty through for-
mal collaborations and more informal programs. NUS has, for the purposes 
of ramping up quickly its capabilities in certain priority departments used a 
similar tactic. It has formed partnerships with other universities and attracted 
visiting faculty through formal collaborations and more informal programs to 
virtually every college.

Career path and development

Universities display common themes in the management of the performance 
of their faculty, once they have joined the institution. Tenure and promotion 
tracks are designed based on the university and its faculty’s needs. 
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- Criteria for promotion:

typically include measurably high performance in research (2-3 papers in in-
ternational journals, satisfactory teaching performance from a combination of 
student survey and senior faculty’s assessment).  Criteria do vary for each ten-
ure level, requiring increasing demonstration of leadership in research groups 
and cross-university projects. Administration roles in departments and col-
leges are commonly required as faculty become more senior.

- Evaluation process:

normally involves committees of senior faculty with at least one external mem-
ber with extensive input from specialists in the evaluated professor‘s field. 
There are several instances when a significant review of the performance of 
faculty is carried out. Typically, there is a yearly “directional” appraisal done 
at the department level which advises faculty on their status. On a three-year 
basis, faculty’s performance (including tenured faculty) is reviewed using a 
thorough committee process with external input. Depending on the outcome 
of the review, dismissal or tenure of the faculty member can occur.

- Time to tenure: 

is typically greater than 5 years. Additionally, in world-class universities, ten-
ure is typically not guaranteed for all professors and it is a fairly selective 
process. In leading universities, 25-60% of assistant professors are not award-
ed tenure, depending on the institution. 

Performance can only be ensured if faculty potential is nurtured through dedi-
cated time to teaching and research that is in line with the strategic goals of 
the university. In world-class research institutions, faculties dedicate 30-37% 
of their time to research, 20-25% to teaching and 17% to other non-academic 
activities.  In addition, the leverage of PhD students to support teaching and 
research is a common practice throughout all universities considered. These, 
in most cases constitute a large part of the teaching staff and the primary driv-
ers of research efforts, with professors leading the work of PhD students. 

Support and accountability

Universities also provide adequate learning and development opportunities 
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to continuously improve their skills, focus on research and build worldwide 
networks through professional development opportunities, including funding 
for conference attendance (on average up to 5), sabbatical allowances (usu-
ally 1 year for every 3 years), visiting professorships and further skill building 
seminars and workshops. 

Additionally, universities throughout the world provide specific support for 
the development of their young faculty through a dedicated special treatment 
that provides them with:

- Start-up funds:

for their research, as they may not be able to access research funds straight away

- Mentorship from senior faculty: 

who become responsible in their careers

- Workshops and seminars: 

to support and transmit new teaching methods and approaches

- A reduced teaching load: 

(for instance 70% of time dedicated to research at NUS), that enables faculty 
to develop fast research skills that at what is often the most creative part of 
their careers.

Equality of opportunities 

In most universities top universities considered, career tracks are usually based 
on a mixture of teaching and research.  Recent research by the Carnegie Foun-
dation for the Advancement of teaching has suggested the actual existence of 
3 flavours of excellence for faculty :

- Investigation: 

Howard Hughes Medical Institute investigator Karel Sbovoda’s use of micro-
scopy helped to change the way scientist look into the brain; he does not teach 
but alumni from his laboratory are now professors at Harvard, MIT, UCLA, 
Imperial College, Friedrich Miescher Institute, INSERM*, Massachusetts 
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General Hospital, Duke University, etc. 

- Education: 

Stanford University Professor Sheri Sheppard investigated engineering educa-
tion as the head of a multi-million dollar National Science Foundation grant, 
and as a result revolutionized engineering curricula with the development of 
“mechanical dissection”, a practical lab on design for undergraduates, now 
used in more than 30 universities.

- Practice: 

Before becoming Professor of Practice at Harvard Graduate School of Edu-
cation, Thomas Payzant served as teacher in the states of Massachusetts and 
Washington, and later as superintendent of schools in Boston, San Diego, 
Oklahoma City, Eugene, and Springfield; he was also appointed to the US 
Ministry of Education by former President Clinton

The diversity of these tracks also reflects the student’s needs for adapting 
learning to their styles, but also the field they are studying in.   As such a new 
variation from the traditional research track has emerged, taking in account 
different preferences both for faculty and students.  Investigators typically 
spend a majority of their time in research, with a reduced teaching load.  Often 
their teaching loads are limited to elective courses, or graduate courses, train-
ing the next generation of students that will carry their research forward.  Edu-
cators typically spend a majority of time teaching.  These are often professors 
with established research excellence but have not shifted to inculcate their 
knowledge to new generation of undergraduate or graduate student.  Although 
they have not abandoned their research activities, their performance will be 
assessed in majority in teaching.  Finally, the practitioner track, often found in 
schools of business, medicine, education brings a deep industrial and practical 
knowledge to their classes.  These are experienced professor with clinical or 
practical experience able to transmit industry rich knowledge to their students.  
Over the last few years, many American schools have evolved from the tra-
ditional research/teaching track to adopt a more flexible approach, including 
Harvard Medical School, Wharton business school and others.
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For all permanent faculty regardless of their background, with a pay that is 
based on seniority and merit, with equal opportunities for promotion, award of 
tenureship, as well as access to senior academic leadership positions. This is 
crucial for ensuring that a university is able to attract and retain great faculty, 
whatever their background may be.   Universities such as MIT have estab-
lished specific roles in ensuring faculty equity in their institutions. 

People → Students

Admitting high quality students is a key driver of great outcomes in a univer-
sity. For public universities throughout the world who have a duty to educate 
the public, striking the right balance between size and quality is a particu-
lar challenge.  Nevertheless, high-performing universities display two major 
common elements
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- Rigorous admission criteria to ensure quality of incoming students.

- Provision of awards, incentives and programs for their best students. 

Admission selectivity and criteria

For world-class public universities, the admissions selectivity and criteria 
challenge is particularly complex.  Their role to train the masses is often in 
tension with the quality of students they aspire to admit.  Nevertheless, a ma-
jority of public universities apply rigorous admission criteria and are selective 
in their admission. Criteria include:

- Academic performance in high school or equivalent

- Standardized tests (e.g. SAT)

- Outstanding performance in any academic field of study

- Special talents or achievement e.g. languages

- Interviews conducted by alumnus or faculty

- Essays, letters of presentation

- Recommendation letters

Naturally, these criteria are used in combination to identify students with most 
aptitudes and potential to succeed in the chosen discipline. World recognized 
public universities are also selective, with the support of their government 
who provide viable and relevant alternatives for non-admitted students. 
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Incentives and awards

Globally, universities support students ‘needs-blind’ through a number of in-
centives. These incentives range from scholarships to attract the best students, 
as well housing and tuition.  Often, the funds are obtained directly though 
endowed scholarships.  Additionally, universities such as NUS are able to pro-
vide distinctive propositions for students through specific “Honors Program”. 
In NUS’ case, this is a highly selective program with differential courses and 
opportunities for the students that enroll in it.
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People → Administrative Staff

Support staff is an important constituent of successful universities. They often 
are 2 or 3 times larger than the size of the faculty and administration they sup-
port. As in any institution they must be treated fairly and be provided with a 
clear career path. Three principles govern the way staff members are treated at 
great universities

- Hiring process: 

that allows flexible matching of requirements to people, with faculty ultimate-
ly deciding what support staff they want in their teams. 

- Leverage of contract in hiring and staffing: 

so that non-performing staff can have their contract discontinued. While this 
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is a challenge, especially within public universities, many public institutions 
are shifting away from the civil servant model.

- Support, benefits and performance management: 

It is typically challenging to provide an attractive environment that motivates 
and retains high-quality staff. However, the best universities manage to do 
precisely this through providing a sophisticated professional development and 
high quality benefits. Professional development must include sophisticated 
performance management and a clear career progression path (when avail-
able). MIT and Stanford both constitute very good examples of how this can 
be done.

Great universities fulfill their mission of educating through great pedagogy 
(curricula, teaching methods, and a customized experience for students) and 
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great teaching and learning environment supporting teaching and learning.

Teaching and learning->Pedagogy

Higher education Institutions are making a constant effort at improving their 
curricula and teaching methods.  Curricula across the world are evolving to-
wards being more integrated with industry needs, offering greater opportuni-
ties for independent and team work, as well as entrepreneurial activities and 
work experience. A good example of this trend is provided by the recently 
revamped Electrical Engineering curriculum of NUS:

Universities train their faculty in dedicated “teaching academies” in order to 
achieve the outcomes and behaviors required. These efforts have the develop-
ment of the students’ experience directly in mind, especially in the develop-
ment of their soft skills. They have a combination of compulsory basic skills 
trainings and voluntary additional trainings. 
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Additionally, great universities ensure that students have a rounded experi-
ence through the provision of exchange programs, industrial placement, extra-
curricular activities supported by the university.  Universities throughout the 
world have developed one-to-one exchanges with international counterparts 
as well as joining in wider common frameworks, such as the Erasmus pro-
grams.

Programs such as NUS’ University Scholars for high achievers further tai-
lors the student experience, including extra opportunities for industrial place-
ments.
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Teaching and learning->Environment

Beyond the purely academic, the student experience is complemented and 
improved through adequate counseling and guidance, a great environment in 
terms of learning resources and infrastructure; and excellent student life in 
terms of extracurricular activities.

Counseling is an integral part of a university’s mission to help students transi-
tion to adult life. It has two main components: academic advisory and career 
advisory.

The University of Pennsylvania provides a great best practice in its academic 
advisory offering, providing a strong remedial path as well as focusing on pre-
ventative elements.  Career counseling is, by all means a standard throughout 
universities, NUS provides a great example.
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While there is only limited distinctiveness found in infrastructure, it is true 
that adequate student laboratory facilities, lecture rooms, libraries and compu-
ter rooms are a prerequisite for the attraction of students of high caliber and 
for giving them adequate opportunities.  Universities spend variable amount 
of resources on ensuring these resources are world-class, based again on their 
stage of development and priorities.
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Finally, extracurricular activities are important parts of the student offering. 
While there are great variations here as well, a majority of universities finan-
cially support a diversity of student societies, including sports, subject-based, 
political, etc. These provide excellent development opportunities in skills that 
are complementary to those fostered in the purely academic setting.

Research->Environment

Beyond the quality of faculty and graduate students, high quality in research is 
achieved firstly through an optimal research environment with the right levels 
of support for the activity of the research in terms of resources and infrastruc-
ture. Additionally, excellent research is often done through collaboration, hence 
the importance of external connectivity with other universities and industry; 
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and of internal connectivity across departments within the institution itself.

The second significant lever for the development of high-impact research is 
the quality of the university graduate program. Graduate students are typi-
cally large contributors to the research output of the university through their 
integration in research groups. Furthermore, they constitute the future of the 
institution’s faculty, and are in effect faculty-in-training.

The universities benchmarked provide faculty with the right support mecha-
nisms for the activities of the faculty through the provision of specialized re-
sources, equipment and programs. These include:

- Analytical teams formed by high-quality technicians that help faculty in the 
performance of statistical and other numerical analysis. 

- IT: centralized helpdesk and applications support, including specialized ap-
plications.

- Research procedures specialists: assist and coach academics in the develop-
ment of research projects proposals, the editing for academic publication 

- High-quality administrative assistance with travelling, scheduling, organiza-
tion of conferences, etc.

World-class universities also have world-class facilities for research and facul-
ties have access to ample research funding (of an average of $88,000 a year). 
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Multidisciplinary research constitutes a clear aspiration for truly innovative 
institutions. Stanford, for instance, has designated 4 research areas as its prior-
ity, all of them multidisciplinary, in order to produce the next set of important 
discoveries. Cutting-edge research increasingly requires inter-institutional 
collaboration; universities such as NUS have set up 8 agreements for research 
with other leading universities in the world in order to boost its potential. 
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Research-> Graduate Programme

Looking at the top universities as per the ARWU or the THES rankings, their 
graduate proportion increases with higher ranking.  Research excellence is 
this, an integral part of what makes a university distinctive. The quality of the 
graduate program and its depth also allows faculty to have additional leverage, 
when it comes to teaching assistance and research.  Increasingly, a number of 
institutions are shifting the focus of their graduate programs not only to train 
future academics, but also experts that will be worked in non-academic set-
tings, in the industry for instance.  
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Governance and management > Governance and Leadership

Great universities are governed in a manner that supports their activity. This 
involves having a careful location for decision-rights, which is especially 
complex in the case of public universities where government can play a pre-
ponderant role in public universities governance. In addition, if the govern-
ance model is to be effective, it requires sustainable funding through diverse 
sources, adequate prioritization of efforts and world-class management. 

Whereas there are several different models of a world-class university in terms 
of governance and leadership, there are certain principles that apply to all of 
them.  Given that KSU is a public university, we focus here specifically on 
governance arrangements of leading public universities around the world:

- Excellent public universities have managed to excel through entering per-
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formance-based agreements with their governments, while retaining inter-
nally many of the relevant decision-rights.

- The organizational structure is simpler with few reports at the Vice-Rector 
level. The overpopulation of administrators at the top and the government 
intervention often leads to the lack of dynamism in the processes of the uni-
versity.

- Department and colleges have been combined to break down walls and en-
courage cross discipline interactions and research.

Decision-rights

There are varying degrees of centralization in universities observed, with each 
specific to the socio-political context of their institutions.  Nevertheless, there 
are trends common to many of the world top-class research institutions, even 
in the public setting, in emerging markets. The common themes lie around the 
following:

- Most of the benchmarked universities, including public universities place 
operational decisions, such as faculty appointments, student admission level 
and management of research grants at the level of schools or departments.

- Strategic decisions such as budget and strategy approvals, senior leadership 
appointments are made at the institutional level (e.g., with the rector or in-
stitution leadership). In public universities, some of these strategic decisions 
lie usually outside the university at the government level of through a Board 
of Regents.
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Organisational effectiveness

Benchmarked universities have few departments and fewer schools. More im-
portantly than the number, a growing trend has emerged where several uni-
versities have broken down walls between departments and combined schools 
under larger umbrellas (e.g., Oxford, USC and Korean universities). The lower 
number of larger schools and departments enables increased interdisciplinary 
collaboration; increased research quality of research as the broader, larger en-
tities have more critical mass; reduced duplication in offering and increased 
economies of scale by sharing elements of the curriculum and other services.
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These smaller set of schools and departments are also combined around a few 
number of broad disciplines varying depending on the history and circum-
stances of the university. Nevertheless, a common thread does emerge.

- Arts and Humanities are often combined with science in American universities.

- Engineering schools encompasses engineering, architecture and Computer 
Science.

- Medical Sciences contain all direct and allied programs.

- A unique School of Education.

- A comprehensive business school.
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Top team organization

For administrative leadership, most universities benchmarked have created 
specific positions at the level directly underneath the rector (n-1 level) such as 
a Provost, a Treasurer, a PR Manager, a Resource Development Manager and 
a General Counsel (Legal affairs). Additionally, depending on their strategic 
priorities, universities adapt their organizations to their goals through the crea-
tion of other dedicated positions. 
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Beyond the specific administrative positions aligned with university priorities, 
benchmarked universities tend to manage the span of control of their leader-
ship maintaining less than 35 reports at the n-2 levels.

External stakeholder involvement

With regards to the external stakeholders, the situation is different for public 
and private universities. The most relevant stakeholder for public universities 
is the government. The role the government plays ranges from that of a funder 
(through the provision of per capita funding per student) to that of a tight con-
troller (e.g., deciding on the appointment of the president and senior leader-
ship) across the different models for public universities. Nevertheless, most 
high performing universities have obtained a significant degree of autonomy 
from the government (e.g., fund allocation, personnel decisions).
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Several public universities including Tokyo University and NUS have fol-
lowed a gradual path towards gaining autonomy from the government. In the 
case of NUS, this involved a gradual path starting in 1991 when they were 
very much an integral part of the government to a full corporatization in 2006. 
The increased autonomy has also been coupled with greater levels of account-
ability through a performance contract. 

The involvement of other non-governmental external stakeholders is increas-
ingly relevant for universities, as they try to increase their relevance for socie-
ty at large, become more interweaved with employers, have external oversight 
upon their management or raise additional funding.

Leading universities (including public) typically are governed by boards (trus-
tees or regents) or similar entities with members who in a majority of cases are 
external to the University, typically business or academic leaders.  In the case 
of public institutions, they are often known as Board of Regents, but have lim-
itations in their effectiveness due to the political nature of their nominations. 

Other ways of engaging external stakeholders include the set-up of advisory 
boards at the institution or faculty level which, while not being decision-mak-
ing bodies support other aspects of the universities’ activity including devel-
oping curricula in order to make students more employable and bringing re-
search closer to industry needs.
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Governance and Management->Funding and resources

In order to support the operations of the University, great universities have 
developed solid economic foundations of their own that enable them to have 
a diverse, stable and flexible funding source. UC-Berkeley, for instance, de-
spite its public status, is able to consistently have 73% of its funding coming 
from private sources. Virtually all leading universities have developed an en-
dowment, attracting donations from alumni and other donors, which ensures 
enduring and flexible sources of funding. There are common threads in top 
universities along the following 3 dimensions:

- Sources of funding.

- Organizational model for funding.

- Funding allocation.
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Sources of funding

Research-intensive universities, including public ones currently have a mix-
ture of public funding and private funds (>50% for both Berkeley and NUS).

These private funds come from a variety of sources, including gifts, endow-
ment returns and contracted research.  In particular, and in order to convert 
their fundraising efforts into funds that provide a steady and stable source of 
funds over time, universities around the world have developed very significant 
endowments (of up to $35 billion in the case of Harvard), which they typically 
raise through a combination of centralized and faculty-level entities and which 
they manage through independent companies that provide the returns of their 
investments to the university.
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Whereas endowment-building has been a common activity for some time in 
the US in line with wider cultural philanthropy, this practice is now spreading 
worldwide.

Funding management

Leading universities have a single development office responsible for institu-
tional fundraising to ensure alignment, focus and strong coordination across 
its different fund-raising activities.  However, in universities with a high de-
gree of decentralization, the different schools, programs and departments are 
also active in fundraising efforts which can be a means of involving faculty in 
fundraising or tapping a significant allegiance of alumni and the public to the 
schools rather than the university.  
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Nevertheless, In order to oversee their endowment, nearly all universities have 
created independent management companies where the universities have lim-
ited say on the management of assets, beyond the setting up of the structure 
and policies.  Endowment management companies are usually sophisticated 
asset managers with some of the highest returns and are able to generate be-
tween 10-17% annual return on their investment, with 6% on average dedi-
cated to funding projects and the rest re-invested in the fund itself. 
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Allocation of funds

Fundraising efforts are often targeted around specific projects built around 
areas of allocation. Two key trends emerge in fundraising allocation:

- The development of needs or merit-based scholarships.

- The targeting of funds at priority areas  of teaching and research.

Leading private American universities are developing large scale funds to as-
sist every undergraduate student who is of sufficient caliber to enter the uni-
versity, but may not be able to afford it. At the same time, graduate students’ 
tuition, widely available, is based on merit alone. Additionally, as universities 
try to make themselves relevant to the society around them and the wider 
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Higher Education landscape becomes globally competitive, they are special-
izing in a reduced number of priority areas in which they can become distinc-
tive.  For instance, Stanford launched the Stanford challenge to support six 
core initiatives ranging from human health, to K-12 education and encourag-
ing overall interdisciplinary research areas.

Although substantial differences exist across high-performing and fast-im-
proving universities, common threads to exist around the concept of perform-
ance and quality measurement.   This is not only reflected in rankings but also 
in the mission a university aims to accomplish.  Excellence should really be 
measured in the context of needs of the country, not the context of a ranking. 
In any case, rankings always reflect excellence in the status quo, and a univer-
sity seeking to jump out ahead to the future will not be recognized in today’s 
world, but rather in tomorrow’s evolved world. Learning from today’s suc-
cesses, but also understand the greatness will have to be built on some unique 
competitive advantage will only enable university to harness the right creativ-
ity to exploit that advantage.
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As KSU prepares to embark on its ambitious journey, it must thoroughly under-
stand the starting point for its journey and how its current performance will affect 
the way forward.  With this in mind, in this chapter we focus on drawing up an 
assessment of KSU’s outcomes and inputs and using this as the basis for develop-
ing a compelling case for change.  This approach is in line with the National Com-
mission for Academic Accreditation and Assessment report for KSU, which states 
that “criteria for assessment must include inputs, processes and outcomes with a 
particular focus on outcomes”. 

Over the last few years, KSU’s outcomes have improved significantly as dem-
onstrated by a confluence of events:

- A number 1 ranking in Asia in the Webometrics rankings, measuring the uni-
versity’s extensive web presence.

- Extensive amount of support from its very influential alumni community, evi-
denced by KSU’s ability to raise over USD 1 billion endowment in the King-
dom, a first in the history of any institution within the country and region.

- 86% of KSU alumni believe that they emerge with strong hard skills (core 
subject knowledge) upon graduation, serving them well in the job market.

- A momentum around accreditation, and the sense of openness and collabora-
tion between KSU colleges and departments (mentioned over 20 times in the 
SWOT workshops with faculty) during the accreditation process.

There are nevertheless several reasons why KSU must continue striving for 
excellence over the coming years, as the diagnostic findings outline.

SWOT Workshops

As preparation for the detailed diagnostic, the Strategic Planning Committee 
ran several SWOT workshops with university leadership, teaching commit-

3. Diagnostic of KSU’s current performance
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tee, alumni, students and staff, in both the men and women’s campuses. The 
SWOT workshop revealed that a common thread ran through the responses of 
all stakeholders.

- Strengths: These included strong government attention to KSU and finan-
cial support; an esteemed reputation built on a long history as the premier 
university of the Kingdom; a large and highly qualified Saudi faculty; a wide 
range of undergraduate fields for specialization; and leadership determined 
to promote and improve the university. 

- Weaknesses: These included a large number of students resulting in un-
wieldy processes; a mismatch between staff positions and skills; cumber-
some administrative processes and bureaucracy; outdated teaching methods 
and curriculum; and a severe lack of research funding and infrastructure, 
particularly on the female campus.

- Threats: A steady stream of staff and faculty moving or looking to move to 
other institutions or the local private sector; a lack of deep relationships be-
tween KSU and external institutions; a mismatch between what the market 
needs and what graduates are taught; and the emergence of global higher 
education institutions in the region.

- Opportunities: These include a propitious financial environment to support 
KSU’s drive for an endowment, strong partnerships with private sector, and 
several scholarship programs for graduate students.

With this foundation in place to frame the strategic planning exercise, a com-
prehensive diagnostic was launched in summer 2008 to examine KSU’s per-
formance along the outcomes and inputs framework.
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Outcomes.

A university’s quality manifests itself in three main outcomes: institutional 
reputation; teaching effectiveness; and research effectiveness. The following 
section examines KSU along each dimension.

Institutional reputation

At the international and national levels, KSU can improve its reputation for 
teaching and research. Although it has achieved 292nd ranking (1st in Asia) 
on the Webometrics ranking (measuring the depth of a university’s web pres-
ence), KSU is currently unranked in the most comprehensive international 
rankings of higher education quality (Shanghai, Times Higher Education).  

Locally, interviews private and public sector leaders reveal that KSU gradu-
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ates are facing increased competition in engineering and business from local 
institutions such as King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals.  Most of 
these stakeholders indicate that KSU’s reputation for higher education excel-
lence in the Kingdom has declined over the years as it has had to contend with 
greater pressures on student enrollment, budget constraints, faculty recruit-
ment, etc.  These same stakeholders nonetheless have strong goodwill towards 
KSU, and aspire that it play an iconic role in reshaping the higher education 
landscape of the Kingdom over the next 20 years. 

Internal satisfaction levels are low.  An overwhelming majority of students 
(71%), faculty (61%) and alumni (59%) surveyed feel the university has an 
average to weakening reputation. In addition, 43% of faculty, 26% of students, 
and 42% of staff are dissatisfied with their experience at KSU. Nonetheless, 
despite these feelings of dissatisfaction, the vast majority of faculty (98%), 
students (83%) and staff (91%) feel pride for KSU’s heritage. In short, while 
KSU’s internal stakeholders truly care about their institution, they face daily 
administrative and academic challenges that cause concern about how KSU 
can deliver the teaching and research quality that it aspires.
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Teaching effectiveness

KSU’s graduation rate is low relative to international institutions, with a high 
frequency of failure for early tenure students.  A majority of respondents in 
surveys5 and interviews also pointed to a lack of readiness to enter the market 
place, particularly due to a lack of practical experience, and weak language 
and soft skills. The SWOT workshops we conducted strengthened this asser-
tion, highlighting concerns raised by alumni about the lack of readiness when 
it comes to language and computer literacy skills. Additionally, interviews 
with alumni, students, faculty and employers clearly also pointed towards the 
lack of readiness to enter the marketplace or even to pursue graduate stud-
ies.

- 69% of faculties feel KSU students are only somewhat prepared or not pre-
pared to enter the market place.  Similarly, 65% of KSU alumni feel that they 
were not prepared for the job market.
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- 86% of alumni feel that they have strong core knowledge and hard skills 
upon graduation, serving them well as they search for employment in the job 
market

- Nevertheless, these same KSU alumni unanimously perceive themselves as 
lacking soft skills upon graduation. 70% of KSU alumni perceive that they 
lack practical experience and skills when they enter the job market, 43% 
indicate a lack of oral communication skills, and 30% a lack of written com-
munication skills.

- Finally, 62% of KSU alumni perceive themselves as having poor English 
language skills upon graduation.  As the world globalizes, these graduates 
have to compete with both local and international students, and their lack of 
English skills significantly hinders their ability to find quality employment 
in high demand fields.
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As further validation, KSU’s accreditation report states that “a priority to con-
siderably strengthen the quality of learning and teaching (…) is to make all 
curricula responsive to the needs, professions and to the expectations of a 
modern knowledge society”. The SWOT workshops reinforced this sentiment, 
where faculty, students and alumni alike believe ‘market relevance’ to be a 
core improvement area for KSU’s teaching agenda.

Research effectiveness

Research effectiveness can be broken into two separate types of outcomes: 
those related to academia and those related to industry. These outcomes 
highlight the important role of external perspectives in assessing whether KSU 
delivers quality and relevance in its research outputs. 

Beginning with academic outcomes, KSU can improve its performance.  While 
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individual exceptions exist, The KSU faculties on an average have few pub-
lications and citations relative to benchmarks. KSU’s faculty produces fewer 
publications (0.2 publications per faculty) than benchmark universities (2-4 
per faculty member), and have only 2.9 citations per paper (relative to 7-14 at 
benchmark universities).  

The SWOT workshops all highlighted the fact that despite a concentration of 
quality Saudi and non-Saudi faculty at KSU, their research output was below-
par.  KSU faculty highlighted root causes during the SWOT workshops as 
well, including a heavy teaching load, poor financial and support environment 
for research, large administrative burden, and poor links to external institu-
tions (we analyze these variables later in this chapter).
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Nevertheless, with the number of twinning programs that the University is 
putting in place (over 30), there is clearly potential to leverage these relation-
ships to raise the quality of research and build research capabilities at KSU.  
These twinning programs will allow KSU to increase its international pres-
ence, leveraging best practices and capacity internationally.  By establishing 
international campuses (e.g. University of Toronto), KSU will, in the short 
term, increase capacity and leverage best practices in those institutions. The 
relationship with the University of Toronto, for instance, will allow KSU to 
establish a remote laboratory with the support of a world-class, recognized 
institution where faculty from both schools will interact and contribute to the 
research excellence of the University.

As far as the industry outcomes are concerned, their performance can also be 
improved: In effect, KSU’s faculty produces fewer patents annually (less than 
5 annually) than international benchmarks set by universities in both developed 
and emerging economies (between 22 at NUS to 158 at MIT annually).  Recent 
efforts to create a unified patent program will be supportive, allowing the univer-
sity and the Kingdom as a whole to have clear and consistent patent regulations. 
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In summary, KSU’s outcomes in institutional reputation, teaching effective-
ness, and research effectiveness can be improved to better match the expecta-
tions of the most prestigious and largest university in the region. Stakeholders 
are unanimous that doing so will enable KSU to play a tremendous leadership 
role for the greater good of the Kingdom. 

Inputs 

Setting the right internal conditions in a university facilitates successful out-
comes. To this end, we examined the following four input dimensions:

- People – A university is only as good as its faculty, staff and students are.  
This dimension covers faculty, students and staff across quality, develop-
ment and accountability dimensions. 

- Teaching and learning – This is the heart and soul of any educational in-
stitution. This dimension reviews the current state of the pedagogy, and the 
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teaching and learning environment.

- Research – Fostering quality research requires a supportive environment, 
faculty and infrastructure that ensure collaboration across disciplines and 
geographic boundaries, and adequate amount and quality of graduate student 
support.

- Governance and Management – The organization, structure, governance, 
and funding of a university are critical to its smooth operation.  A lack of 
clarity often leads to the loss of accountability and bureaucratic processes 
for students, faculty, and staff; and, the lack of sufficient funding results in 
suboptimal investment in teaching and research excellence.

The section that follows describes KSU’s performance along each of these 
dimensions in turn.

People → Faculty 

KSU has over 5,000 full-time faculties, of whom ~65% are Saudi. No edu-
cational institution in the Kingdom can boast a larger concentration of local 
talent than KSU. Moreover, KSU has the highest concentration of Western-
trained faculty in the Kingdom.

However, students and alumni poorly perceive KSU faculty at present. Spe-
cifically, alumni are dissatisfied or extremely dissatisfied by the overall ed-
ucation received (59%), teaching style (76%) and overall quality of faculty 
(45%).  Current students highlight good quality of teaching (75%), but a mi-
nority express praise about faculty dedication to teaching (34%) and teaching 
effectiveness in transmitting skills or knowledge (39%).  Improving the qual-
ity of faculty and their instruction is therefore fundamental to raising KSU’s 
reputation with students.

The root causes of this sub-optimal performance lay largely around four major 
dimensions:

- Ability to recruit quality faculty;

- The level of support provided to new and tenured faculty to achieve quality 
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teaching and research outcomes;

- The process by which KSU manages performance and ensures the account-
ability of its faculty;

- The access to development, research, leadership and reward opportunities.

1- Ability to recruit quality faculty, KSU has difficulties generating interests 
for its postings (less than 5 applicants per posting vs. 20 at NUS).  The sala-
ries and benefits offered are often 50% lower than those offered by bench-
marked universities, while the time allocated to research is low (16%) when 
compared to benchmarked institutions (30% at MIT, 37% at Berkeley). The 
majority faculty’s time is spent is teaching (40%) and administrative tasks or 
consulting efforts (44%).  The SWOT analysis conducted with faculty fur-
ther suggests that expatriate faculty is particularly by KSU’s offering.

KSU’s current recruiting process suffers from several deficiencies:

- Hiring priorities are based on teaching needs, created either because of a new 
course or the retirement of a faculty member. They do not take in account 
areas of priority for the school, nor the need for a research agenda.   The 
SWOT workshop with faculty highlighted the lack of clear recruitment poli-
cies and procedures.

- Job postings, once approved by the Ministry, are communicated to depart-
ments within KSU and other Saudi universities, and are mostly limited to 
local advertisements. As such, a small pool of potential candidates is made 
aware of the posting. Ideally, KSU would proactively reach out to relevant 
faculty from around the world for the posting.

- The applications are most often assessed by a department committee that has 
limited transparency on the overall recruiting process, and whose main cri-
teria for selection is based on the undergraduate studies record (GPA>3.75) 
and research portfolio.  Although most hiring is done based on the teaching 
needs of KSU, teaching experience is not a criterion for selection. Addition-
ally, formal interviews are rarely conducted to assess the candidates’ fit with 
the University.

- Once candidates are selected, there is little active follow-up to ensure that the 

book Eng big slides.indd   95book Eng big slides.indd   95 31/7/10   01:02:0631/7/10   01:02:06



96

selected candidates will actually join KSU.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should implement internationally ac-
cepted best practices in recruiting, and adopt temporary measures to attract 
visiting faculty in order to support current Saudi faculty, particularly those 
who are junior.

In addition, KSU’s current entry-level salaries are 20-50% lower than the av-
erage salaries offered by the top Universities for Saudi faculty. Expatriates’ 
salaries can be an additional 30% lower depending on the college.  Benefits 
such as housing and meal allowances are not available to KSU faculty, a com-
mon practice in institutions worldwide.  The low salary was also a commonly 
cited reason in the SWOT workshops for the lack of competitiveness when 
hiring faculty at KSU.

The new Saudi faculty incentive will help close the compensation gap, but it 
has not taken into account the following dimensions:

- Salary increases and bonuses are not pensionable;

- Faculty is not provided with the right  support, infrastructure as well as the 
overall environment and infrastructure for achieving high quality research 
and patents;

- Even if all the incentives are achieved (which would be rare), the offer still 
falls short by 15% compared to international standards;

- The incentive scheme does not provide adequate perk packages;

- The minimum teaching load required for being eligible for the  teaching por-
tion of the bonus at 14 credit-hours is too high to support quality research, 
representing between 30 - 40 hours of teaching and preparation every week

- Non-Saudi faculties are not eligible.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should institutionalize internationally 
competitive compensation, leveraging the new incentive scheme.
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2- The level of support provided to new and tenured faculty to achieve 
quality teaching and research outcomes is low. Junior faculty is often left 
to its own devices, with a heavy teaching load and no formal mentors to sup-
port this important transition in their careers.  Despite the creation of a Skills 
Development Deanship that provides seminars to faculty, there is still much 
to be done to systematically support faculty with appropriate mentoring.  For 
example, benchmark universities engage in the following practices:

- Oxford, MIT and NUS provide their faculty with start-up funds to build their 
capacity and capabilities; acquire relevant books, journals, and basic equip-
ment.

- New faculty at benchmarked universities such as Oxford, Harvard and USC 
provide compulsory teacher training at their Teaching Academy and have 
in-class observation by faculty. Additionally, at Oxford, junior faculty is as-
signed a formal mentor responsible for providing career advice at regular 
intervals.

In contrast, early professors at KSU are given an additional teaching load, 
rather than allowing them to capitalize on the momentum created through their 
PhD thesis and to focus on research. Universities such as NUS, Cambridge 
and Stanford, by contrast, provide a reduced teaching load so that faculty has 
time to make a solid research contribution in their discipline.

Strategic implications for KSU: KSU should implement an early career prop-
osition that enables the development for newly hired faculty.

For tenured faculty, professional development opportunities at KSU are over-
all very limited.  There are few and untargeted trainings on offer for faculty; 
external conferences are subject to long and tedious approval processes; and, 
although sabbaticals for research are supported by KSU, this is not widely 
known by faculty.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should create greater professional de-
velopment opportunities for its faculty by establishing a Teaching Institute, 
enabling attendance of key conferences in the discipline, and promoting sab-
baticals for completion of major research.
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3- The process by which KSU manages performance and ensures the ac-
countability of its faculty:  Great improvement is needed by KSU on this 
dimension -- KSU has not instituted an internationally benchmarked perform-
ance management system for its faculty and does not make it accountable 
for its research and teaching outputs. At KSU, career progression is almost 
automatic; it takes only 3 months to be tenured vs. 6-8+ years at benchmark 
institutions. Newly hired Assistant Professors often achieve tenure in their 
first three months of joining, automatically, without consideration for perform-
ance.  The promotion to Associate Professor and Full Professor often hinges 
on the quantity of single author research papers, with little consideration for 
the quality or the impact of the publication. The actual performance of teach-
ing is also not measured, and it is assumed to be of an acceptable standard with 
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the reward being assigned automatically. All these issues were highlighted by 
faculty during the SWOT workshops, further highlighting the strong need for 
improvement.

At most benchmarked universities, the path to tenure can take 8 years or more 
and at most 75% professors are awarded tenure after a lengthy and systematic 
process. Moreover, these processes and guidelines are extremely rigorous, and 
based on the quality of research and teaching output as evidenced by peer (in-
ternal and external) and student reviews.  
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Additionally, research on faculty performance by Ernest Boyer6 has estab-
lished that traditional tracks “one-fits-all” for researchers and teachers does 
not leverage the aptitudes of faculty and does not address the needs of stu-
dents. At KSU, as in many other universities around the world, the one track 
system has reached its limitations.

- The one-size-fits-all approach rewards a dual focus on research and teaching, 
a model that has been largely unchanged over the last 70 years

- The model is heavily reliant on research output as performance measurement 
and creates no motivation to innovate in teaching and learning

- It does not take in account practical experience as the main quality of a pro-
fessor in many professional subjects such as medicine or business

- Students can’t benefit from excellent teachers as much as from excellent re-
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searchers, as the skill of being an excellent teacher is not recognized.

A number of universities are beginning to diversity faculty tracks, offering dif-
ferent specializations across the research-teaching continuum. For example:

- Investigation: 

HHMI7 Investigator Karel Sbovoda’s use of microscopy helped to change the 
way scientist look into the brain; he does not teach but alumni from his labora-
tory are now professors at Harvard, MIT, UCLA, Imperial College, Friedrich 
Miescher Institute, INSERM*, Massachusetts General Hospital, Duke Uni-
versity, etc. 

- Education: 

Stanford University Professor Sheri Sheppard investigated engineering educa-
tion as the head of a multi-million dollar NSF* grant, and as a result revolu-
tionized engineering curricula with the development of “mechanical dissec-
tion”, a practical lab on design for undergraduates, now used in more than 30 
universities.

- Practice: 

Before becoming Professor of Practice at Harvard Graduate School of Edu-
cation, Thomas Payzant served as teacher in the states of Massachusetts and 
Washington, and later as superintendent of schools in Boston, Sand Diego, 
Oklahoma City, Eugene, and Springfield; he was also appointed to the US 
Department of Education by former President Clinton.

Universities such as Harvard have now started to adapt their faculty tracks 
to address these differences.  This is particularly true in faculty of Medicines 
around the world that requires researchers, clinicians and educators to train 
their future graduates.
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Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should introduce performance based 
tracks where tenure is granted after a rigorous performance evaluation and 
support is provided to achieve the right balance of research and teaching time, 
according to the profile and skills of the faculty member.  The new path is 
subject to world-class review and performance management criteria on an 
ongoing basis.

4- Access to development, research, leadership and reward opportunities. 
Non-Saudi faculty at KSU currently represents ~35% of its overall academic 
body.  Additionally, 27% of the faculty is female. An international and diverse 
faculty body can be an additional source of strength and diversity for a univer-
sity so long as the treatment of all faculty is equalized. KSU has experienced 
some challenges in this regard:

- Salary differentials at the University can vary from 30% less (Medicine) to 

book Eng big slides.indd   103book Eng big slides.indd   103 31/7/10   01:02:1831/7/10   01:02:18



104

50% more (Engineering) compared to Saudi faculty. This difference is driv-
en more by a need for expatriates due to scarcity of Saudi talent in a given 
college, rather than strategic needs or quality of faculty.

- Expatriates, unlike local Saudis, are on 1-year renewable contracts and can-
not achieve tenure.

- Expatriates and females are not allowed to lead departments, colleges or 
centers even if they are in reality driving the particular initiatives

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should adopt equality of treatment for all 
members of its faculty, irrespective of nationality or gender.

People → Students

KSU currently has ~111,000 students, one of the largest student populations of 
any university worldwide.  Its sheer size means that providing education suit-
able for the variety of interests and abilities of students is challenging. In this 
section, we review the quality and quantity of the current student body. 

Over 10% of the ~637,000 higher education students of the Kingdom are at 
KSU.  Over the last few years, the total size has grown steadily at an approxi-
mate rate of 3% per annum, reaching over 63,000 students in 2007.  Taking 
into account the recent colleges and schools that have been added to KSU 
(e.g., Ministry of Health Colleges), KSU’s students rise to 111,000 in 2007.
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Students and faculty alike perceive the current student population as too large. 
Faculty point to two specific issues: 45% of faculty feels class sizes are too 
large; and 55% feel the total student body size is too large.  Students, at 48%, 
feel that there isn’t enough faculty members to enable effective learning. 
And the student to faculty ratio, much greater than the benchmark in certain 
schools, has been further proof of the unwieldy numbers. During the SWOT 
workshops, all stakeholders highlighted this as a weakness and as a significant 
threat to the future of the university, and the whole landscape of higher educa-
tion in the Kingdom.  
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The sheer number of students thus represents a challenge for KSU. This is 
further complicated by the variability in the quality of students. The variability 
in quality is evident in the huge range in the Qiyas scores. And the weighting 
of 30-40% given to the Qiyas scores in the admission criteria as compared 
to the overemphasis on the Thanawiya scores (with a weighting of 60-70%) 
further exacerbates the problem since less discriminating admission criteria 
will only increase student quality variance. This holds implications for faculty 
(who must contend with students of different skill levels in their classrooms) 
and university resource management (resources are wasted as seen by KSU’s 
higher than benchmark freshman and sophomore failures rates of 15-20%, and 
on-time graduation rates of only 55%).
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There are identified best practices that can help guide KSU and the Kingdom 
in reducing student failure, as well as supporting each and every student with 
a tailored higher education fitted to their capabilities and needs.  Internation-
ally, the California State Higher Education system presents a best-in-class 
tiered model.  As per this model, the top 12.5% of high school graduates are 
guaranteed admission to one of the top research-focused universities of the 
University of California system (e.g., Berkeley, UCLA).  The next tranche of 
students are admitted to teaching-focused universities (California State), and 
the remainders are admitted to vocational schools (e.g., community college). 
The State supports each tier with proportional funding per student whereby 
the top tier (i.e., the). 
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University of California institutions) receive three times as much funding per 
student as the community colleges, while the second tier (i.e., the California 
State Colleges) receive twice as much funding per student, as the community 
college.

KSU’s Health College is itself an example of how stringent criteria for admis-
sion results in higher performing students over the course of their academic 
life. The Health Colleges place a higher weight on Qiyas and a placement 
exam (Tahsili) relative to the grade-inflated Thaniwaya.  As a consequence, 
KSU’s Health Colleges have 0% failure relative to a KSU average of 22%, and 
dropout rates are considerably lower than the KSU average.
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Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should review its admission criteria and raise 
its admission bar, using the available Qiyas, Thanawiyas and Tahseely scores, 
heavily favoring the more discerning Qiyas, as well as college-specific placement 
exams. It should also seek to provide students not accepted to KSU with a viable, 
tailored alternative that suits their skills. The accreditation report also recom-
mends that more clarity be introduced in the setting of student criteria and enroll-
ment.

People → Staff

The quality of the support staff at any organization will directly affect its 
performance. They are the backbone of the institution. At KSU, 12,000 staff 
members support faculty, administrator and students in all the activities per-
formed to ensure that the institution functions smoothly and efficiently. 
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Surveyed staff indicate that they are relatively dissatisfied, that their motiva-
tion levels are low (70% feel unmotivated) and the system does not reward 
performance (50% feel unrewarded for their performance). Interviews and 
SWOT workshops with staff further revealed that they do not feel empowered 
or motivated due to four main reasons:

- Low salaries: 

85% of staff feel they could be better paid in the external environment, but 
remain at KSU due to the job security that comes with being a civil servant.

- Poor performance management: 

KSU staff report that they feel little incentive to improve performance. More-
over, 70% express that high performance is not rewarded in the university. 
Additionally, under the civil servant model, there are no disincentives for poor 
performance. 

- Lack of a professional development: 

Staff report that they have no professional development opportunities (e.g. 
training, performance feedback) to improve their skills. 

- Mismatch of current abilities with job description: 

The lack of motivation and morale of the current staff has led to a mismatch 
between their abilities and their roles.  
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Low staff morale has resulted in faculty and students being dissatisfied with 
campus and support services.  46% of students are unhappy with the adminis-
trative support and the quality of campus services, while 40% of faculty is also 
dissatisfied with the level of technical support they receive.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should provide professional develop-
ment opportunities and promotions to staff commensurate with their skills 
and performance.  To enable more effective performance management of staff, 
KSU should explore obtaining staff through short term contracts rather than 
tenured hire. 

Teaching and learning → Pedagogy

The readiness of students for university fundamentally shapes the extent to 
which a university can build upon their skills and accelerate their progress.  In 
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the case of Saudi Arabia, average student skill during school is low and this 
has had a significant influence on the caliber of students opting for university.  
In 2007, an international mathematics and science study8 of 8th graders re-
vealed that KSA high school students overwhelmingly demonstrated below 
benchmark levels of skill (little or no skill) in mathematics (82%) and science 
(48%).

As a result, when students of this caliber enter KSU, they find the transition 
hard to achieve.  A majority of the KSU students surveyed found their entry 
challenging and cited a broad set of issues, from levels of preparedness to 
academic workload as reasons.  Surveyed faculty identified skill gaps in the 
following areas:
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- In soft skills such as problem solving (61%), decision making (52%), time 
management (68%), and written (65%) and oral communication (50%).

- In hard skills revolving mostly around English (72%) and mathematics 
(41%).

During the SWOT workshops, all stakeholders, and particularly alumni, raised 
the lack of university readiness and soft skills as an important issue. KSU’s re-
cent introduction of the preparatory year (whereby students are given foun-
dation courses in core hard and soft skills before beginning their university-
level studies) has started to address these gaps -- 64% of faculty and 55% of 
students agree that the preparatory year has helped improve the quality of stu-
dents. The accreditation report also commends this initiative while highlight-
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ing the following areas for improvement (these areas were echoed by students 
and faculty in interviews): 

- A lack of program-specific foundation courses (except for the Health col-
leges) hinders the academic progression of students in core knowledge.

- Lack of proactive career and academic counseling (due to limited participa-
tion in such events by core KSU schools) leads to students being ill-informed 
about the academic choices and alternatives open to them.

- High variance in quality of incoming students dilutes the benefit for higher 
performing students.

- Limited reinforcement of acquired soft (teamwork, problem solving) and 
hard (English) skills in KSU degree programs post-preparatory year dimin-
ishes the positive benefits of the preparatory year program by graduation.
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- Lack of a base-lining in foundation courses (English, Mathematics, IT) makes 
it difficult to objectively measure the success of the preparatory year. 

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should create a 3-track preparatory 
year program, with a mandatory placement exam for entering undergraduate 
school.

It would be premature to make any kind of assessment of the preparatory year 
since it is resent in its implementation, but the relative strength of its offering 
identified by faculty, students as well as the accreditation report is a source of 
hope and a core capability KSU can build on.  That being said, KSU students 
emerging from the preparatory year program still face the same curriculum 
of the degree programs as their predecessors. The accreditation report has a 
clear perspective on this matter: “the range of study skills planned within the 
Preparatory Year will need to be linked to and continually reinforced through-
out the rest of the curriculum through appropriate support services. (…). The 
strong English preparation (…) will need to be continued through the under-
graduate years”. 

In addition, the current undergraduate student population feels relatively dis-
engaged with the university experience.  Whether it is about creating a work 
ethic (44%), or about thinking critically (64%) or developing alternative so-
lutions (53%) to problems, these students overwhelmingly feel that the KSU 
faculty does not teach them the right skills to succeed in the marketplace.  And 
as we outlined in the section on outcomes of teaching effectiveness, alums 
face gaps in core skills to succeed in the market place. The accreditation report 
further opines that “there is a need for graduates to be better in communicat-
ing, better in researching and better at applying their knowledge and skills to 
solve problems creatively. Both the employers and alumni reported that KSU 
is falling behind its competitors in terms of technical skill levels as well as 
in generic job-related skills”. Specifically, employers have highlighted these 
same aptitudes, in addition to their lack of English and communications skills, 
as key weaknesses that KSU should address in its core programs.
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Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should ensure that the skills taught dur-
ing the preparatory year (English, soft skills) are developed further through 
the curriculum of all its academic programs. The accreditation further recom-
mends the development of a comprehensive Learning and Teaching plan to 
support transition points for students, and skill-building for faculty.

Teaching and learning → Environment

The learning environment in a university extends outside the classroom and is 
a core element of the university experience. 

Overall, surveyed students perceive the quality of the KSU’s environment as 
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poor along the following three crucial dimensions, as identified through inter-
views and during the SWOT workshops.

- Career counseling and guidance (64%);

- Learning resources and infrastructure (53% in classroom equipment, 45% 
classroom space).

- Learning environment and overall student life.

In particular, career counseling and guidance is underdeveloped as a service 
at KSU, as emphasized by the accreditation report. 94% of surveyed KSU 
alumni did not receive help in finding a job upon graduation, and over 60% 
had great difficulty in finding their current position. Many of these graduates 
are employed outside their field of studies. 
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The accreditation report observes: “No comprehensive system of advising ap-
pears to exist with students’ needing to initiate an advising contact.”

Through interviews with alumni and students, what emerged was that the root 
cause of this issue is the weakness and quality of the current career service 
offering. A majority of students surveyed identified clear weaknesses in the 
career services at KSU:

- Only 8% of student feel they receive good career advice;

- 8% feel they receive help in finding employment;

- 7% feel the university has real connections to the industry;

- 8% feel they receive adequate support in applying for positions.

book Eng big slides.indd   120book Eng big slides.indd   120 31/7/10   01:02:4431/7/10   01:02:44



121

As most benchmarked universities revealed, a strong career counseling serv-
ice with clear ties with employers is necessary to ensure the employability and 
visibility of a university’s graduates.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should strengthen its career counseling 
offering by building stronger ties between programs and industry, while help-
ing students improve their interview skills and supporting them in their job 
search.

The additional dimension on counseling is around academic advice.  Since 
the quality and aptitudes of students at university vary significantly, there will 
inevitably be students that will require support at one or many points of their 
university life. Given the high failure and dropout rate, as well as a stagger-
ing 52% transfer rate, it is imperative for KSU to support students in their 
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academic life.  Many models exist around most universities, from the very 
personalized person to person mentoring system to a remedial program for 
probationary students. The students we surveyed at KSU were mostly una-
ware of any kind of academic advisory offering; and those that had actually 
used the services did not find them useful. 

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should provide an advisory program, 
and make it compulsory for high risk students (e.g., probation students).

Surveyed students and faculty seemed to arrive at similar conclusions about 
the infrastructure and learning resources: The current campus environment 
is not conducive to a great university experience. 52% of students and 60 % 
of faculty are dissatisfied with the campus infrastructure. Faculty interviews 
pointed to a lack of group study areas, poor infrastructure in general and a 
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campus configuration that did not support collaboration. Faculty specifically 
highlighted the class environment as a weak point of KSU during the SWOT 
workshops, specifically the size of the class, and equipment. The accreditation 
report also makes this observation as did students during the SWOT work-
shops.

Overall, students are dissatisfied with the quality of services they receive at 
the University.  The complaints range from the quality of IT services (37% 
dissatisfied), to internet connections to the overall infrastructure. The situation 
is worse on the women’s campus. Women currently occupy the old male cam-
pus of Oleisha and Malaz.  The survey responses are on average 20-30 point 
worse on all dimensions of the hard infrastructure compared to their male 
counterparts.  During the SWOT workshops, female also raised issues related 
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to infrastructure more often and more consistently than their male counter-
parts.  A new female campus is currently being built to address these issues at 
an investment of SAR 7.5 billion.

A deeper dive in specific services such as the library also highlights some is-
sues both from the administrator as well as the student perspective.  Although 
the KSU library has a large collection, several issues that were highlighted 
during the interviews and surveys:

- Many collections and publications require longer-term subscriptions, outside 
the current budgetary scope of the one year they currently have. Administra-
tors highlighted this as an example of the need to improve the predictability 
and sustainability of funding.
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- Faculty interviews highlighted additional issues with a lack of completeness 
of the collection and the slow responsiveness of the library staff for book 
requests; 50% find the collection incomplete

- Only 23% of students additionally felt that the collection was satisfactory, 
and supportive of their academic needs.

Strategic implication for KSU:  KSU should continue its commitment to im-
proving campus infrastructure and providing more sustainable funding for the 
library, while simultaneously aligning library strategies closer to the needs of 
the colleges.

When it comes to extracurricular, the accreditation report finds that student 
extracurricular activities across KSU are limited. In comparison the bench-
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marks, KSU has few student societies relative to the literally hundreds at 
benchmarks. 

Extracurricular are an important part of the student experience, and can serve 
as a excellent medium for reinforcing aptitudes learned in class, or developing 
new ones, including leadership, teamwork and communication skills. 

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should provide a framework which will 
help students to launch and run campus clubs within the cultural context of 
the Kingdom.

Lastly, the learning environment, particularly with regards to interactions be-
tween students and faculty, is critical to effective student learning. Only a mi-
nority (23%) of students interviewed and surveyed, as well as several faculty 
members, think of KSU as an environment of mutual respect. 
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Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should launch an end-of-semester stu-
dent review of faculty administered independently, incorporate results at the 
end of the semester review into the faculty yearly review, and create an em-
powered judicial faculty committee at the college level in charge of resolving 
cases raised by students related to violations of their rights

Research → Environment

Hiring high quality faculty and providing them with the right incentives to 
perform is not sufficient for ensuring that the expected outcomes take place. 
The right conditions are crucial for creating an environment that encourages 
research. 

- A thriving research environment with adequate support, connectivity with 
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the external world and collaboration are key conditions to ensuring the high-
est quality of output.

- A thriving graduate program is necessary to provide succession, but also 
to support researchers with their teaching loads as well as supporting their 
research.

On the research environment side, interviews with faculty and benchmark-
ing against international best practices highlighted four areas where KSU’s 
environment can improve:

- Total available funds for research are limited and, on a per capita basis (less 
than USD 19k), are a tenth of those of top universities worldwide. Never-
theless, all stakeholders highlighted during the SWOT workshops that the 
current funding environment is strong and constitutes an opportunity to cap-
ture.

- The allocation of the funding, once the funds have been earmarked for a 
project, is subject to a lengthy 4-6 month process per claim, limited to 50,000 
SAR each time, requiring approval by the Ministry of Finance, which limits 
the actual usability of earmarked funds by researchers.  The exhibit below is 
one example that highlights the difficulties. 
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- The current faculty workload is heavily skewed towards teaching (40%), 
leaving limited time for research activities (16%) ; as seen earlier in the 
measure of outcomes. Additionally, administrative requirements (15%) cause 
a high amount of frustration with existing faculty. At the top research univer-
sities worldwide, by contrast, the load is skewed towards research activities 
(30-37%). An additional phenomenon is the amount of time spent on other 
activities which include consulting work, in which the university does not, or 
rarely benefits.  Interviews with faculty point to the lack of clear regulations 
around these activities, and the additional financial benefits they can reap by 
working outside of KSU. 

- Technical and administrative support for faculty is also limited as compared 
to benchmark universities, leading to a high level of frustration among fac-
ulty over their additional administrative burden.
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Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should launch tailored merit-based 
tracks with a varied balance of research and teaching for faculty while pro-
viding greater administrative and logistical support and demanding higher 
performance.

Research → Graduate program

The KSU faculty lacks the PhD students to leverage for fulfilling teaching 
and research duties; especially compared to most leading research institutions 
worldwide.  Including PhD and Master’s students, the ratio between this ex-
panded definition of faculty to undergraduate students is low (0.07). The lack 
of PhD leverage in fulfilling teaching and research duties is a hindrance on 
KSU’s ability to produce quality research, or improve its teaching approaches.
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Moreover, KSU only offers very few graduate programs, representing less than 
10% of the current student body composition.  Anecdotal evidence gleaned 
from faculty interviews suggests that many students are de-facto part-time. 
There is also a concern around the quality of the graduate students, as few of 
them have gained experience outside of KSU. 

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should raise the number of its quality 
graduate students and programs, to support its aspiration of becoming a re-
search-based institution. The breadth of programs on offer at the University 
can act as a strong foundation from which to build distinctive disciplines.
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Governance and Management → Governance and Leader-
ship

It goes without saying that all the areas of improvement identified across the 
different dimensions will help increase the overall quality of graduates and 
research. Nevertheless, sometimes the most difficult changes are those that 
pertain to the organization and structure of a university.  This is not an exact 
science; various universities around the world have, in similar situations, suc-
cessfully adopted various different models and have found approaches spe-
cific and appropriate for their own contexts.   

This section highlights some common threads across institutions, and provides 
an avenue for addressing the identified needs at KSU.

Campus structure of the university

KSU currently has 18 geographically dispersed campuses, with overlapping 
and non-coordinated departments, and varying quality of students.
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Within each of these campuses, there are 40 colleges and 211 departments, 
of which 19 colleges and 81 departments are located in branches outside of 
Riyadh, with the academic achievement of students generally being worse in 
the branch campuses. The number of departments and colleges are large com-
pared to benchmarks.

Such a campus structure has a major effect on KSU as a whole:

- Strategic and leadership focus is diluted trying to address the unique needs 
of multiple locations and large numbers of students 

- Chances of accreditation for the overall Riyadh campus are lower, because 
the varying quality of students and lack of faculty credentials in remote cam-
puses hinders recognition. 

- Branch campuses also impose a higher managerial and financial burden on 
the main campus as evidenced by a high level of duplication in student of-
ferings to adapt to student needs; difficulty in managing distant campuses 
and maintaining a consistent level of quality; and the increased financial and 
resource impact on shared services.

- Additionally, the local communities risk not being adequately served by the 
branch campuses. As the branch currently reports to KSU and its strategy is 
set by a central governing unit, local communities’ needs and agenda are not 
completely fulfilled by the current branches.

- As the population grows, branch universities will need to gain scale to ac-
commodate a growing student population.

- A reporting relationship to KSU’s central campus hinders the local cam-
puses’ ability to set a strategy that is tailored to its specific needs, while 
simultaneously succeeding in having its voice heard and needs met at the 
Ministry level.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should support the current Ministry of 
Higher Education plan to spin-off non-Riyadh branches into three standalone 
universities. 
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School structure of central Riyadh campus

KSU-Riyadh currently has a large number of schools and departments rela-
tive to other universities, with many of its departments having less than 200 
undergraduate students. 

This fragmentation in the overall offering creates three major issues for the 
University:

- Lack of coordination and collaboration between programs, faculty and re-
search departments.

- Differential employability of graduates due to multiple programs catering to 
the same end market.

- Lack of sufficient management bandwidth and efficiency as the large number 
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of departments leads to an increase in the administrative burden on the fac-
ulty and on the overall university.

Across the world, many universities have experienced similar issues and have 
addressed these issues by breaking down the walls between schools and com-
bining them under larger umbrellas. 

Overall, these universities have been able to capture many benefits as a re-
sult:

- Increase interdisciplinary collaboration between departments and schools to 
solve complex world problems.

- Increase quality of research by focusing on priority fields and areas of 
strength.
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- Increase employability of graduates by focusing on highly demanded fields 
and reducing duplication in curricular offering.

- Increase efficiency in decision-making by pushing down decision rights.

- Reduce overall administrative burden and improve management.

- Achieve higher economies of scale by introducing shared services. 

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should combine colleges under larger 
faculties, and combine sub-scale departments under larger ones. 

Organization structure of the university
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KSU has a large organizational structure directly and indirectly reporting to 
the Rector.  KSU’s Rector has 14 direct reports and his Vice-Rectors have over 
100 reports. Compared to the benchmark, the number of n-2 reports is very 
high.

Based on organizational benchmarks, KSU’s organization is sub-optimal at 
five levels

- Dilution of Rector’s strategic focus due to a  high number of direct reports; 

- Lack of clarity in decision rights, leading to multiple points of accountability 
(as seen further below in this section).

book Eng big slides.indd   139book Eng big slides.indd   139 31/7/10   01:03:1431/7/10   01:03:14



140

- Lack of clarity in roles and responsibilities leading to duplication, inefficien-
cies in task execution;

- Lack of management focus and slow decision making due to the large size of 
the management team;

- Lack of clarity in what the strategic functions of the University are. The ac-
creditation report states that “with constant changes, additions in deanships 
and in functions, there appears to be considerable role confusion”.  Further-
more, the report “recommends a review of the senior management structure 
and the establishment of clear lines of authority and accountabilities”.

Strategic implications for KSU: KSU should optimize its organization struc-
ture and reduce the size of its overhead. 

Beyond the organization structure, KSU’s governance model also hinders ef-
fective and efficient decision making at all levels of the organization. Addi-
tionally, the university functions in a vacuum, away from external stakehold-
ers who could influence it positively in developing its strategy.  

Governance of the female campus

Over the last few years, KSU’s governance evolved to increase female par-
ticipation. However the governance model being followed, especially on the 
women’s campus, has some limitations.  

From the mid-1970s, when the Women’s University Studies Center was first 
established, till today, where Female deans and vice-deans help in the gov-
ernance and leadership of the women’s campus, the role and participation of 
women has evolved and increased. 
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Having said that, women still do not feel they have an equal voice in the run-
ning of the University. The accreditation report highlighted critical needs at 
KSU’s female campus in order to deliver teaching and research excellence.

In addition, half of female faculty surveyed felt that the University practices 
clear gender inequality when it comes to leadership, access to promotions, 
funding and decisions rights.  The accreditation suggest, at the minimum, giv-
ing full Dean titles to the female leadership in both the Malaz and Oleisha 
campus, with similar decision rights as Vice-Rectors.   
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While several issues currently exist in the current governance model of the 
female campus, the core issues lie along three major dimensions.

- The reporting lines of the female vice-deans and department heads are dual 
in nature: administrative to their female superior, and academic to their male 
counterparts. In theory, this delineation should provide enough clarity in 
role definition, but in reality the lines between academic and administrative 
are blurred. For instance, approving a conference budget could rightfully be 
considered either administrative or academic in nature. This lack of clarity 
results in duplication because requests are submitted to both academic and 
administrative superiors. 

- Decision rights for women are often insufficient.  Our interviews with male 
and female faculty highlighted that many decisions that have impact on both 
the male and female campuses are often taken in isolation, without consult-

book Eng big slides.indd   143book Eng big slides.indd   143 31/7/10   01:03:2031/7/10   01:03:20



144

ing the female faculty.  

- Female representation on the university decision making bodies is limited. 
There are currently only 6 women members on the highest council of the 
university, when women represent 40% of the overall student body.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should introduce a new governance 
model for female campus

Decision rights

At KSU, government plays a significant role in operations and strategy. Many 
strategic and operational decisions lie at the level of the Prime Minister, the 
Council of Ministers, the Higher Education Council or various Ministries (Fi-
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nance, Civil Servants, and Higher Education).

All public universities have some level of government involvement, but this 
role is often focused around strategy with little say in the university’s opera-
tions, and most often limited to the ministry responsible for higher education, 
rather than all ministries.

Broadly, the role of government can be categorized in four major role types 
with increasing involvement levels: funder, regulator/funder, overseer and 
tight controller. Although there are no right or wrong models, there is a com-
mon thread emerging from this review: there are no universities worldwide 
that achieve significant outcomes without some level of freedom from govern-
ments. Even a very controlled public university such as Tsinghua has gained 
some freedom to operate in its priority areas (e.g. School of Business).
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Over time, an increasing number of public universities are moving towards a 
more autonomous status, enabling them to gain additional flexibility across 
many dimensions:

- Ability to adequately manage faculty performance by moving away from the 
civil servants model;

- Ability to attract top faculty, and adjust compensation to market rates, to re-
main competitive in a quickly changing global landscape;

- Ability to select areas of scientific focus;

- Ability to obtain long term stability in funding, and bridge the funding short-
fall through varied sources of funding.
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One such example is the National University of Singapore (NUS). NUS fol-
lowed a gradual path to increased autonomy by initially gaining flexibility 
in funding, followed by increased decisional and operational autonomy, and 
finally obtaining an arrangement for full autonomy nearly 15 years after start-
ing the journey.  

The autonomy obtained was gradual, and allowed for flexibility in funding 
sources. This was a clear message to the university to start building ties with 
the industry the university served with their research and students. As this 
model become more prevalent within Singapore and NUS demonstrated an 
ability to govern those private funds, it was granted further autonomy around 
block funding (no items in the budget), and additional predictability in budget 
over time, allowing for a longer planning process. Significantly, a first step 
was taken to make the faculty hiring processes more flexible.  Ultimately, this 
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led to a much more autonomous model along the following five areas: gov-
ernance, funding and finances, student admission, intake planning and human 
resources.  It also led to further decision rights for the university as NUS was 
made accountable for these new rights.
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The additional autonomy for NUS was also supplemented by a greater ac-
countability through a performance contract that enabled the Ministry of Edu-
cation to ensure that the strategic direction taken by the University was in-line 
with the needs of Singapore. It consisted of the following:

- Policy agreement formulated by the Ministry of Education setting the strate-
gic framework and broad boundaries for NUS to continue receiving govern-
ment funding.

- Performance agreement formulated by the University, articulating strategic 
goals and desired outcomes over a 5-year period in terms of research, teach-
ing, community service and organization in return for lifting regulatory con-
trols.

- Quality assurance framework where NUS submits an annual performance 
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progress report and the Ministry validates the University’s performance 
through an external review committee.

KSU is the most centralized of all the universities benchmarked, with deci-
sions lying at the level of Rector or, as seen previously, outside the Univer-
sity’s control leading slower decision making, and restricting the flexibility 
and nimbleness of the university. Centralized decision making typically leads 
to very slow decision making, from most trivial elements to more complex 
decisions.  The following present only a few instances, and is not meant to be 
an exhaustive list:

- Allocation and usage of research grants: Due to decision rights lying at the 
Ministry level, using a grant once it has been approved require multiple 
authorization of 200,000 SAR maximum each time, on a process that can 
take 4-6 months.  Faculty point that a SAR 1,000,000 annual grant is never 
used because the delays in the process don’t allow more than 2 approvals of 
200,000 SAR.

- Approving a conference requires approval from the Ministry, often resulting 
the faculty not being able to the conference because approval takes long.

- Closing, opening and renaming departments required, by regulations, ap-
proval by higher instances.  KSU’s attempts to close obsolete departments 
has been difficult to implement.
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The concentration of decision rights at higher levels of the University govern-
ing structure slow down the process along three major dimensions:

- Control over budget, even on the smallest decisions (purchasing, small in-
creases in salaries);

- Transparency and control over faculty and staff recruiting, leading to long 
lead times for hiring faculty and lack of quality control on support staff;

- Approvals for faculty professional development; since this required Ministry 
level approval the KSU faculty attended only a very few international con-
ferences.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should push decision rights lower down the 
organization. and enter into a performance agreement with Government where-
by it has greater flexibility in decision rights in return for higher accountability.
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External stakeholder involvement

Decision-making at KSU could more fully embrace external stakeholders. 
Outside of the endowment board, which focuses mostly on fundraising activi-
ties, and early twinning programs, KSU does not engage external stakehold-
ers, and as a result is not able to capitalize on the potential positive impact 
these stakeholders could play within its organization. 

- Impartial strategic input for the university direction; providing an external, 
independent perspective of where the University stands.

- External perspective, by providing key contacts, influencing leverage in the 
community and the industry.
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- Sources of fundraising, to support special initiatives.

Compared to benchmarked universities, KSU has limited non-governmental 
external stakeholder influence, even compared to public universities.  

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should establish faculty and universi-
ty level advisory boards to help guide strategic priorities for research and 
teaching.  This is in line with the recommendation of the accreditation report, 
which states that KSU needs to “establish governing boards with a signifi-
cant number of external members who can provide high level policy advice to 
the external members and combine this with planning in the interests of the 
broader community”.

Governance and Management → Funding and resources al-
location

Sources of funding

KSU relies heavily on funding from the Government. In the academic year 
2006-07, 97% of the funds of USD 917m were sponsored by the Government. 
KSU has always been funded by the government; but over the last 18 months, 
the institution has begun an endowment drive to augment its funding and al-
locate it to priorities.  Nevertheless, the level of funding per student is rela-
tively smaller, 50%, compared to leading public institutions worldwide such 
as NUS.  This addresses two types of issues: the public funding per student is 
smaller than those of benchmarks and the private funding is spread too thinly 
across too many students.  

In contrast with other universities, the 3% share of private funding is still con-
siderably low. As depicted in this exhibit, the three benchmark universities, 
UC Berkeley, NU Singapore and Harvard University, get at least 50% of their 
funding from private or industrial sponsors. 

Even if public funding is guaranteed by the Government and is therefore a 
safe revenue stream for KSU, there are some advantages derived from private 
sources of funding. First, it gives KSU more flexibility for decisions regarding 
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fund allocation independent of the perspective of governmental institutions. 
Second, it allows using the money to initiate an endowment fund that could 
ensure long term sustainability through a continuous income stream from en-
dowment investment. Finally, the likelihood of engaging in activities that are 
demanded by the market is increased, which might also have positive impact 
on teaching and research. 

When analyzing the sources of income at the other universities, one can clear-
ly see that there are basically four main sources: 

- Tuition paid by students: variable across institutions worldwide

- Contracted research solicited by the government or corporations; 
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- Gifts for current use made by alumni or corporations: representing 5-10% of 
the total budget

- Income from the investment of the endowment fund: this fund encompasses 
money contributed by alumni, but especially large donations of individuals 
or foundations. These funds can have a volume of about USD 17 billion at 
Stanford or USD 35 billion at Harvard and contribute up to USD 1.2 billion 
to the annual budget.

To raise these funds usually campaigns with high publicity are used. Some 
successful examples are the campaigns launched by Oxford University in 
2008 and ‘The Stanford Challenge” started in 2006 in order to raise USD 4.3 
billion. Until the end of 2007, Stanford had already raised USD 2.3 billion.

KSU’s endowment initiative is commendable as it has raised SAR 1 billion 
over the last year.  It differs from the traditional model of endowment where 
monies are donated from major donors and alumni.  The pledges, in this case, 
will allow the construction of the University Towers, a real-estate development 
project that will generate, over time, rental and other business income which 
will support initiatives at KSU. The ‘University Towers’ project includes 9 
towers along the university main campus. The income for KSU will come 
from leasing the office and hotel space to third parties. The overall budget for 
the ‘University Tower’ project amounts to SAR 3,000m and is expected to 
bring return of 12% annually through the rent. 

Overall, the goal is to raise USD 25 billion (~SAR 90 billion) within 10 years. 
These would be initially invested in three more real estate project close to the 
main campus.

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should diversity its sources of funding in 
order to gain more sustainability and flexibility in the allocation of funding.

Allocation of funding

Besides the question of how to raise funds, their allocation needs to be ana-
lyzed as well. When comparing KSU to other universities the share that is 
spent on research is comparably low.
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While at KSU only 8% of the total budget is spent on research, the benchmark 
universities spend between 23-30% of their budget directly on this purpose. 
Another indicator of the lack of money spent on research is the impact on 
faculty publication. On comparing KSU with the top 10 US universities, we 
find that it is trailing significantly behind the others in terms of numbers of 
citations of their own papers versus citations of the leading universities. This 
is true for all schools and although the School of Medicine performs best, it 
still has more than seven times less cited papers in comparison to the top ten 
US schools. 

To boost their research impact, most universities focus on some priority fields 
such as Stanford does campus-wide in ‘The Stanford Challenge’.  Stanford 
chose to focus on six, mostly interdisciplinary, research areas, such as initia-
tives on: Human Health, Environment and Sustainability, Arts and Creativity, 
International, K-12 Education and other multidisciplinary research across the 
university.

A higher share than research spends in the annual budget of KSU is the allo-
cation of incentives to students. This amounts to 15% of the budget. At most 
leading universities, students have to pay tuition and if money is given to them 
as financial aid, it is done so according to their needs (directly correlated to 
the family income) or based on merit. In recent years, renowned universities 
including Harvard, MIT and Stanford have moved towards expanding their 
financial aid programs so that families of students who have been accepted 
based on their talents, need only to contribute a smaller share to tuition or 
room and board. This extended financial aid is given to students who fall in 
a given family income range, which has been generously set.  In contrast, at 
KSU, every student receives the same amount of incentives (~900 SAR per 
month), irrespective of need or academic performance.
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Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should allocate a higher portion of its 
funding to research, while simplifying the actual process of allocating. It 
should also revisit the allocation of incentives to students and their criteria.

Organization set up

When we examine the organizational set up of the fundraising office at KSU, 
we find that responsibilities are not fully delineated yet. There is not a single 
office in charge of fundraising, but the Rectors, the Vice Rector Knowledge 
Exchange and Tech. Transfer, the Vice Rector Graduate Studies & Research 
and the CEO of Business/Secretary General Endowment simultaneously drive 
all efforts to collect funds. These policies have been perceived as confusing by 
donors and even voices within KSU are demand more alignment on this topic, 
as also outlined in the exhibit.
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At other universities, the fundraising office is usually centralized. For exam-
ple at Stanford, there is the VP for Development, who reports directly to the 
President, in charge of planning, coordinating and managing the procurement 
program for gifts (both current use and for endowment funds). This individual 
works closely with the President, the Provost and the deans to define the re-
quirement of the University. Having the central coordination at some univer-
sities, including Stanford, the department can also initiate fundraising efforts 
(approved by the VP for Development) if there is a high chance of appealing to 
some group, e.g., the Business Schools are usually very good at raising funds 
for themselves.

Looking at US universities with large endowment funds, the fund is usually 
management by a legally independent entity, e.g., Harvard Management Com-
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pany managed the fund for Harvard University. These entities usually consult 
with the university about long term goals and the overall risk of the invest-
ment but have a high profile investment board making the financial decisions. 
Comparing the three universities with the highest endowment funds (Harvard, 
Yale, and Stanford) they have in the past usually outperformed both bond and 
stock market.

As mentioned earlier, KSU recently set up its endowment. This endowment 
will be invested in the ‘University Towers’ real estate project. That space will 
be leased to third parties to generate yearly returns. To administer the real 
estate project, KSU plans to set up a managing entity, which will be separate 
from university with its own bank account. A general assembly including a 
broad range of participants will be in charge of managing the endowment. 
This assembly will be overseen by a ‘board of overseers’ consisting of senior 
experts. The detailed planning of organizational setup is still in progress. 

Strategic implication for KSU: KSU should create an independent body to 
manage and build its endowment. 

Looking forward

The diagnostic has highlighted areas of improvements for KSU along the di-
mensions of a great university. The implications are numerous along each of 
the input dimensions of the “elements of a great university” framework

KSU will need to continue encouraging • quality in its people processes, 
without compromise.

- Attract, develop and provide an environment propitious for faculty to in-
novate and improve the research and students outcomes.

- Attract the best students in the Kingdom and provide them with the skills 
to be successful in job market.

- Provide development opportunities for quality staff to contribute to the 
university.

KSU will need to solidify its • teaching and learning methods.
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- Design curriculum adapted to the needs of the marketplace.
- Support faculty in improving teaching methods in order to embed devel-

opment of soft skills and language for our graduates.
- Tailor our courses to the needs and quality of students. 
- Further strengthen the preparatory year program.
- Support in-class learning with an adequate outside-of-classroom envi-

ronment with stronger career counseling, improved soft and hard infra-
structure, and extracurricular opportunities.

KSU will need to continue building on the current • research environment 
and strengthen the graduate program.

- Provide an internationally competitive funding and an overall support 
environment.

- Adapt faculty management to celebrate the various strengths of faculty 
and address the needs of students in different colleges through adapted 
performance based tracks. 

- Leverage a stronger graduate program, to inspire the next generation of 
Saudi-trained academics.

KSU will need to adapt its • governance and structure to facilitate and drive 
the transformation plan.

- Push decision rights lower in the organization while making each leader 
more accountable for their decision.

- Simplify and clarify the overall organization structure.
- Leverage the strong alumni network and the reputation of KSU by involv-

ing external stakeholders.
- Clarify the female governance model.
- Negotiate a performance contract with the government in order to be-

come more nimble while increasing accountability.

KSU will need to • diversify its sources of funding, to support its priority 
areas and improve the management of its endowment.
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As the accreditation report states, “building stronger and enduring connec-
tions across the various parts of this large and diverse institution will offer a 
much richer, more complex agenda for action and accountability”. At the base 
of this will be the creation of transparency across all relevant dimensions of 
outcomes and inputs. 

At the same time, it is important to realize that no university can become dis-
tinctive on all dimensions all at once. Over time, the journey will hopefully 
take KSU from strength to strength until it displays quality standards across 
all dimensions.

To this end, KSU cannot do everything at the same time, it needs to: 

Prioritize the elements of its change program in order to ensure management • 

focus, but also rally all stakeholders internally and externally around the 
strategic objectives.  These objectives will be, at some level, the pillar of 
the strategic plan.

Sequencing these strategic objectives and their implications for the funding • 

needs over time will also be important since KSU’s awareness of its internal 
and external environments will help achieve all its objectives over time.
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Introduction

The diagnostic section highlighted areas of improvements for King Saud Uni-
versity along the dimensions of a great university. The implications were nu-
merous – several opportunities and challenges. It is the purpose of a strategic 
plan to provide a framework for addressing these implications through a set of 
decisions and recommended actions.  Towards this end, we have selected nine 
strategic objectives that are critical to ensuring King Saud University’s jour-
ney to a world-class research institution.  The following section will present 
the case for each of these strategic objectives, as well as a set of recommenda-
tions supporting them.  Below is a summary of each objective.

- Strategic objective #1 – Good everywhere; Great in focus areas 
(Strengthen our comprehensive university with academic areas of research 
and teaching excellence)

King Saud University offers a wide spectrum of disciplines and areas of study.  
The variety of programs it offers has historically been its strength. Unfortu-
nately, few programs beyond the health disciplines have reached any level of 
national or international distinction. If King Saud University is to achieve its 
aspiration of becoming a leading global university, it needs to achieve two 
goals. First it must improve its performance across all disciplines. Second, 
KSU needs to achieve distinction in a limited set of selected areas through 
increased focus on a few disciplines. 

- Strategic objective #2: Distinctive faculty
 (Attract and develop distinctive faculty)

A higher education institution is only as good as its faculty, and the condi-
tions it creates to drive their performance.  KSU should improve its faculty 
recruiting processes and provide the right environment (funding, support, 
performance management) to drive the expected performance levels.

4. Strategic objectives Introduction
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- Strategic objective #3: Less is more 
(Reduce KSU’s student volume, increase the share of graduate students and 
raise entry requirements)

The size and mix of the student body (e.g., the ratio of undergraduate to 
graduate students) can have a significant effect on overall performance. In 
the case of King Saud University, with currently more than 110,000 students, 
the size is striking. Most of these students are undergraduates. This results in 
management challenges due to the sheer size, difficulty in achieving optimal 
faculty-student ratios, and a student mix not conducive to driving research 
activity. Reducing the number of students to more manageable levels (while 
increasing selectivity based on performance and thus overall student quality), 
and increasing the graduate body must be a priority for KSU.

- Strategic objective #4: Stronger graduates 
(Enable KSU students to learn hard and soft skills throughout their academic 
life)

The quality of graduating students has a tremendous impact on the reputation 
of the institution.  KSU currently graduates many students with weak soft 
and language skills compared to institutions in the Kingdom (and variable 
quality of hard skills).  In order to improve the employability of King Saud 
University students, it is crucial to develop these skills and embed them in 
students’ day to day learning and overall experience. Raising the quality of 
English should be done without compromising the cultural identity of the 
institution.  Along with Strategic Objective #3 strengthening the preparatory 
and core years in delivering a full set of skills will improve the outcomes on 
graduates.

- Strategic objective #5: Building bridges 
(Build bridges among KSU constituencies and externally with local and in-
ternational groups)

King Saud University has already made some progress in connecting to the 
broader community. Still, these worthy efforts are not institutionalized or 
centrally managed and can benefit from a more comprehensive and coordi-
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nated approach. Additionally, KSU will continue strengthening its links with 
the local community and building further bridges internally to improve cross-
institution collaboration and inter-disciplinary research.

- Strategic objective #6: Supportive learning environment 
(Create an engaging environment at KSU for faculty, students, and staff)

The quality of a university experience is not only dependent on the formal 
offering of the academic institution but is also shaped by the environment in 
which the learning and research experience takes place and how the members 
of the academic community engage with the society at large.  It is important to 
note the physical infrastructure of the campus is impressive and will improve 
with the new Female campus construction underway. Still, given high levels 
of dissatisfaction from faculty and students alike in this area, KSU must con-
tinue improving its overall environment, building on existing efforts.

- Strategic objective #7: Sustainable future 
(Build KSU’s endowment and diversity sources of funding)

Leading universities, including public ones, have a diverse set of funding 
sources. In order for KSU to achieve its strategic goals it will need to execute 
several transformation programs, many of which will require significant re-
sources. KSU will need to ensure the right amount and stability of finances 
for these efforts.

- Strategic objective #8: Flexibility and Accountability 
(Create a performance contract between KSU and the government)

In order to drive significant change through its bold strategic vision, King 
Saud University will need to have the ability to make and execute tough 
decisions, act fast and firmly, be responsive to a fast-changing and competi-
tive global knowledge economy, and change many of the current status quo 
processes and systems. This will require a higher degree of freedom than is 
currently available to KSU in governing, operating, and ultimately changing 
itself. This can be achieved through a partnership with the government based 
on funding and more flexibility in return for key outputs and metrics for 
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which KSU can be held accountable. 

- Strategic objective #9: Organizing for purpose 
(Establishing an organization and governance that supports KSU’s goals)

Several issues within the current organization (e.g., complex and large struc-
ture) and governance (e.g., concentration of decision rights) of KSU are lead-
ing to ineffective decision making and inefficient functioning of the Univer-
sity. As KSU embarks on its journey towards becoming a globally leading 
research-based university, the organization and governance of KSU will need 
to evolve to enable better decision making and support world-class research 
and teaching. 

As seen above, strategic objectives are the building blocks of the strategic 
plan; each one addressing either a structural element, an internal or external 
constituent or striving to establish beacons of excellence that will enable KSU 
to strengthen all their programs.  These objectives can be grouped into 3 lay-
ers: 

- The pinnacle: 
Strategic objective #1 represents what ultimately the institution will be known 
for at the end of the 20 year plan.  It defines the need to create discipline areas 
that will serve as beacon of excellence and global recognition while raising 
the quality levels of all other disciplines.
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- The pillars: 
Strategic objectives #2 to 5 recognize the need to specifically raise the quality 
of faculty, students and interactions within and outside the institution. These 
objectives directly drive the pinnacle and KSU’s aspirations as they address 
the inputs that are at the core of research, teaching, and overall quality of the 
institution – faculty, students, and their interactions internally and externally 
with the broader community..

- The foundation: 
In order to achieve all the above objectives, especially the pillars, the in-
stitution as a whole will need to adapt, its organization structure and proc-
esses, improve the overall environment, and secure more freedom to operate 
through a government contract and more funding sources. These objectives 
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cut across all disciplines and enable the pillars, thus contributing to KSU’s 
aspirations in a less direct but not any less significant way manner.

Within each strategic objective, a set of initiatives support the implementation 
and success of the strategic plan.  Three questions guided the choice of these 
initiatives:

- Can KSU act concretely on the initiative (i.e., is it defined specifically 
enough)?

- Can responsible employees and resources within the KSU organization be 
assigned to it (i.e., is it feasible)?

- Does the initiative contribute significantly to achieve the strategic objec-
tive?

The following pages detail the strategic objectives and initiatives.

Strategic objective #1: Good everywhere; great in fo-
cus areas
King Saud University offers a wide spectrum of disciplines and areas of study.  
The variety and comprehensiveness of programs it offers have historically 
been a source of strength. Unfortunately, few programs beyond the health 
disciplines have reached any level of national or international distinction. If 
King Saud University is to achieve its aspiration of becoming a leading global 
university, it needs to improve its performance across all disciplines, while 
simultaneously achieving distinction in an identified set of priority disciplines. 
Distinctiveness in priority disciplines implies that King Saud University will 
need to focus in order to provide special attention in terms of resources and 
management time. This imperative is motivated and explained further by an-
swering the following questions:

- Why does King Saud University need to focus on a particular set of disci-
plines, rather than all of them?

- What particular areas should King Saud University focus on?

- How should King Saud University achieve excellence in the focus areas?
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Why does King Saud University need to focus on a par-
ticular set of disciplines, rather than all of them?
King Saud University needs to focus its efforts on only a few priority disci-
plines for several reasons:

- Just as in any major transformation program, the resources available to 
King Saud University are limited (especially management bandwidth and 
execution skills). An initial focus on a small number of disciplines to drive 
transformation will ensure effectiveness of these resources and avoid their 
dilution and eventual failure under undue strain.

- Raising the quality of the offering in a limited set of disciplines can serve 
as a beacon to the rest of the institution, seeding an overall improvement in 
quality, creating a virtuous circle of change and transformation.

Successful universities across the world have understood the need for focus 
and demonstrated it in their actions. They have raised funds, recruited and 
entered into alliances, all with a more concerted effort on raising the stand-
ards of selected priority areas. Examples include: 

- The National University of Singapore in conjunction with the Singaporean 
government identified in 2001 three strategic research initiatives in which 
to become distinctive. These were: physical sciences and engineering, bio-
medical and life sciences, and humanities and social sciences. Today, these 
schools and departments are recognized areas of excellence for the institu-
tion.

- The University of Southern California concentrated on four core disciplines 
in their drive between for research excellence (1992 to today): biomedical 
nano-sciences, biomedical imaging, clinical and translational health sci-
ences, future fuels and energy (USC Energy Institute).

- KAUST has identified four major priority areas (so called ‘thrusts’) in its 
launch phase, to build a world-recognized graduate institution: resource 
energy & environment, biotechnology, material science & engineering, ap-
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plied mathematics & computer science.

Beyond the experience of others, interviews with internal and external stake-
holders also surfaced the desire for KSU to choose where it will be distinc-
tive. It is true that most thought KSU should continue to be a comprehensive 
university providing access to a breadth of disciplines for Saudi students. 
However, the majority also indicated that the University should strive for 
truly distinctive performance and that without focus achieving this goal will 
be extremely difficult. 

What particular areas should King Saud University fo-
cus on?
We used a 2-stage process to identify five high-potential priority areas for 
teaching and five for research for King Saud University. 

First, we used a filter through which all the sectors of the Kingdom’s economy 
were passed using the following criteria: a) the growth potential of the sectors 
in KSA, and b) global trends in higher education and what leading institutions 
are focusing on. We then complemented and validated this analysis through 
expert interviews and a literature search to highlight ideas and focus areas 
based on the unique needs of the Kingdom in teaching and research at the 
sector level.  We then measured this long list of sectors against three criteria:

- Demand for Saudi graduates over the next 20 years. This is greatest in 

1- ICT (~90,000 graduates needed), 

2- Management (~300,000 graduates needed), 

3- Healthcare (~83,000 doctors and ~43,000 other health professionals needed),

 4- Education (~200,000 teachers needed). 

- The potential for distinctive local research leveraging the unique char-
acteristics or needs of the Kingdom (e.g., small genetic variations in the 
population enabling a rare environment for studies on genetic diseases). 

- The capabilities of the university compared to other universities locally, 
and how King Saud University can make a distinctive contribution relative 
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to other institutions in KSA. For example, Healthcare (where King Saud 
University is a leader in KSA) and education (where there is no clearly 
distinctive program in the Kingdom) emerge as big opportunities on this 
dimension.

This approach helped us shortlist 5 priority areas for teaching. 

- Healthcare: By expanding the medical training program in partnership 
with leading global healthcare institutions, King Saud University could 
help produce the best doctors in KSA,. This is already the training ground 
for the future leaders of Saudi’s healthcare system, and a focus in this area 
could further propel KSU to a truly distinctive position beyond national and 
regional recognition.

- Education: Highly qualified teachers (‘Master teachers’) trained through 
graduate and undergraduate programs, in partnership with MoE and leading 
global universities could help generate the future leaders of KSA’s educa-
tion system (from principals to ministry employees). The recent and clearly 
stated government focus (including fund allocation and goals of injecting 
thousands of new teachers into the system) support this as a focus area.

- Information and communications engineering: A high-quality program 
should be developed in partnership with leading universities and guided by 
top local employers. As the Kingdom drives towards a more knowledge-
based economy, the need for ICT professionals will increase – not only in 
the ICT sector, but across all sectors as they become more connected and 
automated.

- Finance & insurance: This should be one of the premier programs in the 
Middle East, developed in partnership with the private sector and leading 
global universities. This could lead to intensive exposure to the industry for 
students majoring in Islamic banking. The Kingdom is a regional leader in 
this field where it has an intrinsic competitive advantage. Moreover, un-
dergraduates with finance and accounting skills will be needed across all 
sectors as they mature and become more sophisticated.

- Management: King Saud University should strive, in partnership with top 
international universities, to build the strongest business school in the Mid-
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dle East, and offer both full and part-time MBAs and EMBAs, and continu-
ous education. This will address a gap in management skills that is not cur-
rently addressed by the totality of regional offerings, and provide a program 
that meets the unique local needs (e.g., family-owned businesses).

In research, we identified 5 priority areas, interdisciplinary in nature:

- Education: It would be important to develop suitable pedagogical tools for 
significantly improving education in the Saudi context, especially in the 
science and mathematics arenas.

- Specific areas of healthcare We have identified particular areas in which 
King Saud University can make significant contributions to the Kingdom at 
large, such as diabetes treatment, trauma medicine, and overall wellness.

- Engineering/Petrochemicals: King Saud University should build on 
SABIC’s announced investment in an R&D Institute in Riyadh Techno Val-
ley by entering into a focused partnership for furthering groundbreaking 
research in the petrochemicals sector.

- Engineering/ Water resources development and management: Research 
in areas such as desalination technology and the management of water net-
works would address an increasing global and local need. Moreover, KSA 
is well positioned to conduct this research given it globally leading water 
desalination volumes. 

- Urban Planning: With the significant push for urbanization in KSA and the 
GCC as a whole, KSU can be well positioned to take the lead in research on 
urban planning. The Economic Cities projects, for example, are ambitious 
and unique projects the likes of which are not found elsewhere.

Of the priority areas identified, education, healthcare, petrochemicals, busi-
ness and water management are heavily supported by several of the ini-
tiatives currently being developed in King Saud University, such as the 
Research Chairs and the Centers of Excellence. These bold programs could 
be further built upon to drive the priority disciplines. The exhibits below 
provide an overview of the investments King Saud University has made in 
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these programs and that could be leveraged by the new programs under-
way.
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Additionally, nanotechnology, where the Kingdom as a whole has focused 
its resources, can become an area King Saud University can continue de-
veloping in order to be a part of the next wave of technological innovation. 
King Saud University should, however, take a more holistic look at emerging 
technologies when drawing up the plan to build its next horizon of innova-
tion. While the more urgent focus should continue to be on the priorities that 
directly address a need in the Kingdom or leverage a unique KSA or King 
Saud University capability, King Saud University should also consider the 
following:

- Virtual and augmented reality: Computer generated 3-D environments 
which react to users in a natural way;

- Computer-brain interfaces: Allows control of electronic devices through 
thought or brain pattern detection through invasive or external sensor;
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- Autonomous robots/vehicles: Vehicles and robots that perform tasks com-
pletely autonomously;

- Medical technology (including nanomedicine): Advanced technology 
that supports medical research, diagnostic or treatment;

- Food technology: Advanced technology such as genetically modified crops, 
usage of hormones;

- Quantum computing: Computing based not on binary logic but on spec-
trum logic;

- DNA-based memory and computing: Usage of properties of DNA mol-
ecules for storage or processing of information;

- Polymer memory: Memory technology based on the use of organic poly-
mers;

- Polymer fuel cells: Cells made from organic polymers, forming a bulk het-
erojunction that stores or produces electric current.

It is important, however, to take a thoughtful, long-term view of what will 
provide the greatest impetus to King Saud University. And with this in mind, 
King Saud University should only make investments in these areas if they do 
not interfere with what, at the core, King Saud University needs to do to rise 
in international standings.

The section below dives deeper in each research and teaching areas. 

Initiative 1.1.: Develop areas of excellence – Healthcare

Given the very significant needs of the Kingdom, King Saud University has 
opportunities to make a meaningful contribution in healthcare on three major 
fronts:

- Contributing to the expansion of healthcare provision in the Kingdom by 
training an increasing number of leading professionals and developing re-
search on the expansion of healthcare systems.
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- Tackling the overall wellness of the Kingdom by gaining a better under-
standing of preventive care and lifestyle education and broader issues such 
as parental education for supporting the healthy development of children.

- Conducting distinctive research on specific ailments of the population of 
KSA such as diabetes, obesity, infectious diseases and traumas. 

The major expansion of healthcare in the Kingdom over the next few years 
will require that an additional 1,000 doctors be drafted annually, as well as 
significant numbers of other healthcare professionals. King Saud University, 
as one of the leading providers of healthcare training in the Kingdom, has a 
responsibility to participate in this expansion by incrementally enlarging its 
offering (~10%). However, as important as this expansion in numbers is, King 
Saud University’s value proposition will ultimately lie in successfully training 
individuals to become high-quality healthcare professionals who are able to 
lead the expansion and transformation of the healthcare system in the King-
dom. Hence the focus will need to be on quality rather than quantity.

Furthermore, in order to collaborate fully with the expansion and transforma-
tion of healthcare provision in the Kingdom and contribute meaningfully, King 
Saud University should emulate the practice of universities in the US and help 
create a Public Health School that would contribute to the training of leaders 
and the development of knowledge of Public Health Systems. Thus these are 
far lacking in the Middle East, have a long tradition in countries such as the 
US and universities such as Harvard. King Saud University could partner with 
leading schools in these areas in order to boost its performance quickly. 

King Saud University can also contribute in a meaningful way to research in 
fields that are of particular concern in the Kingdom and this would fit into its 
strategy of tackling the wellness of its population. King Saud University has 
an opportunity to develop and pioneer the appropriate research and training 
for students on issues such as preventive care of lifestyle diseases, parent’s 
education, and dealing with the social consequences of an ageing population 
and other issues that impact the health of its population. Adequately trained 
professionals in Applied Health, Social Sciences, and Physical Education and 
in Medicine will be required and King Saud University can produce distinc-
tive knowledge in this wide field that, while having a strong cultural compo-
nent, has not been sufficiently developed in the Arab world and Saudi. This 
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can build on a joint effort between the newly created Public Health Center and 
the College of Medicine and all the other Health Colleges could provide an 
opportunity for the development of distinctive research. 

Beyond wellness, the treatment of diseases themselves will still be a very im-
portant problem that the Kingdom will need to tackle. For instance, given that 
25% of the adult population suffers from diabetes and that genetic variability 
within the Kingdom is comparatively limited, the development of a diabe-
tes research programme would not only be hugely relevant to the Kingdom 
but would offer genuinely remarkable opportunities for research. Again, King 
Saud University could consider its investment as a partnership with leading 
institutions throughout the world. The Center for Diabetes Research that King 
Saud University has recently pledged to build/support would certainly help 
hugely in this endeavor.

A comprehensive Diabetes Treatment Centre will be able to provide oppor-
tunity for primary research in the identification of genetic motivation for the 
disease as well as develop adequate treatments for it, leveraging the oppor-
tunities given by the genetic homogeneity of the population in the Kingdom. 
It must boast a strong PhD program and be fully involved in upgrading the 
skills of practicing physicians and supporting the prevention of diabetes. Its 
research should be conducted in partnership with a world-leading centre (e.g., 
Joslin Diabetes Centre of Harvard Medical School), with heavy interchange 
of faculty.

Although diabetes is the clearest opportunity in the development of basic re-
search, obesity, infectious diseases and trauma medicine all offer opportuni-
ties for research.

The potential lead partners for healthcare include a number of universities 
around the world, such as Harvard, National University of Singapore, and All 
Indian Institute of Medical Science.

In addition, a number of other partners will need to be considered as destina-
tions of student exchanges and relations with the leading hospitals in the King-
dom will have to be established if graduates from King Saud University are to 
have the early opportunity to develop as professionals at the highest level and 
if the research that King Saud University conducts is to have a direct impact 
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upon the population of the Kingdom. This necessarily includes starting strong 
relationships with King Faisal Specialist Hospital in Jeddah and Riyadh.

Initiative 1.2.: Develop area of excellence – Education 

Education constitutes one of the key challenges that the Saudi society will face 
over the next few years. King Saud University should aim to make a differ-
ence in society by significantly contributing to the development of education 
in the Kingdom.

It must strive to do that by adopting a twofold strategy:

- Produce a smaller but highly capable set of education specialists: teachers, 
principals, etc.

- Contribute to developing a pedagogy specific to the needs of the Kingdom 
that would support education reform.

In order to develop a high quality program in education, King Saud University 
should collaborate with the Kingdom’s Ministry of Education to design a cur-
riculum that is best suited for its students. At the same time, it should collabo-
rate with renowned institutions to develop a truly world-class proposition for 
students. This is particularly important given the high degree of transformation 
required in Saudi’s school system (e.g., in TIMSS 2003 and 2007, over 80% 
of 8th graders showed little to no mathematical skill) and the high demand for 
skilled teachers (40% of current teachers are expatriate and around 200,000 
new teachers are needed over the coming years). King Saud University, while 
not developing an oversized program that would bridge this gap, should strive 
to produce a breed of high quality graduates that would be leaders of educa-
tion in the Kingdom. 

To truly make a relevant contribution, the program should be carried out in 
close partnership with the Ministry of Education, similarly to the Singapore 
National Institute of Education (NIE). The latter selects, funds and provides 
training opportunities for the trainee teachers, as well as collaborates with NIE 
in shaping the curriculum. 

In addition to the opportunities that exist for training high-quality profession-
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als, the challenging state of education in the Kingdom warrants specialized 
research. Stanford made secondary education a priority initiative for fundrais-
ing, with research being its focal point to address similar needs to King Saud 
University. A King Saud University 21st Century Education Centre would of-
fer a high quality proposition in training for teachers at all levels and in rel-
evant pedagogical research tailored to the Saudi context. A proposal for how 
the program could be structured is outlined next.

Partnering with world class institutions such as the NIE , the Graduate School 
of Education of the University of Melbourne, the Ontario Institute for Studies 
in Education, the Institute of Education (University of London), the Teachers’ 
College in Columbia University will allow a quicker ramp-up in quality for 
this centre. The partnership will entail a wide range of collaboration including:

- Participation in the advisory board of the 21st Century Education Centre;
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- Collaboration in the design of the curriculum;

- Sharing of faculty and training of King Saud University’s in-house fac-
ulty;

- Providing students from King Saud University with the opportunity to 
take courses in partner institutions and experience first-hand the excellent 
schools on offer in the areas of influence of the partners.

Initiative 1.3.: Develop area of excellence – Management

Our research indicates that there is a critical need for more management pro-
fessionals. King Saud University can help address this need by:

- Establishing world class, full-time, executive MBA programs.

Employers across sectors have highlighted the need for Saudi managers of 
high-enough calibers to fulfill the growing needs of the economy.  As such, 
a strong business school with a combination of full-time, part-time and ex-
ecutive programs would help to narrow this gap.

A high-quality business school could provide education for these manag-
ers at all stages of their careers. In the case of King Saud University and at 
least for the full-time MBAs, given Saudi’s current context of management, 
it would provide them with the opportunity to have exposure to international 
best practices in management. Experiences such as that of the Indian School 
of Business and the Tsinghua School of Economics and Management suggest 
that these are best incorporated into the curriculum through collaboration with 
leading business schools throughout the world. This can be seen in the exhibit 
that follows.
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Initiative 1.4.: Develop area of excellence – Finance and insurance

Our research indicates that there is a critical need for more workers in the 
banking and insurance sectors since they are large and growing. King Saud 
University can help address these needs by:

- Develop a strong undergraduate business program with strong focus on 
Finance and Accounting to equip graduates with the right wherewithal to 
work in the banking and insurance sectors as well as provide other sectors 
with this critical functional capability.  

The Kingdom is going to experience a severe need for people with banking 
skills, a field where no strong program is currently in place and where em-
ployers have expressed a marked dissatisfaction with their recruits. King Saud 
University could actively contribute to filling this gap in trained graduates by 
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providing a high quality undergraduate program in Finance that would directly 
address the needs of employers through a meaningful curriculum that would 
incorporate several opportunities to work both locally and internationally. Af-
ter four years of this, finance graduates would be ready to enter the banking 
and insurance job market in the Kingdom.

King Saud University should seek partnerships with global and international 
companies such that they are closely involved in the design and development 
of the program and also contribute by providing opportunities for students to 
go on exchanges and internships and for faculty or senior bankers to lecture 
in King Saud University. In accordance with the options outlined, King Saud 
University should consider the establishment of partnerships with a number of 
universities and other Higher Education Institutions that would help it ramp 
up its capabilities. A number of potential HE partners are Harvard, INSEAD, 
Indian School of Business, AU Beirut or Bahrain Institute of Banking and 
Finance. 

Additionally, King Saud University should consider creating a network of in-
dustrial players, specifically in banking, that would help it develop into a great 
school known for providing state of the art training to students. That would 
include a number of the largest banks and insurers in the Kingdom such as Al 
Rajhi Bank, NCB, Samba and SABB and insurers such as Ta’awuniya and 
Ahli Takaful given the emphasis on Finance and Insurance. But alliances with 
all the other major corporations in Saudi should also be further considered to 
provide opportunities for the development of general managers.

Initiative 1.5.: Develop area of excellence – Engineering/ICT

The Kingdom’s ambitions to become a centre of the Knowledge Economy will 
require it to build expertise in ICT. With this aspiration in mind, the College 
of Engineering will need to provide a distinctive and extensive program in the 
field. The graduates of this program will not only help stimulate the buildup of 
the ICT sector, but also address the increasing need for more ICT profession-
als in all sectors to improve productivity and competitiveness as automation 
and decision support systems increase overall industry sophistication. This 
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new program will closely match the needs of potential employers. Most of the 
immediate high value needs will be in ICT services – especially consulting 
and development.  The Saudi economy imports a significant number of expa-
triates for IT services jobs that need to be conducted in the Kingdom. Another 
potential area of focus can be architecture and design as it relates to Arabic/Is-
lamic digital content and locally specific ICT needs (e.g., Arabic online search 
engines). Additionally, the program will aim to enhance the “job-readiness” 
of the students through embedded research projects in industry, international 
exchanges and internship requirements. King Saud University should consider 
forming partnerships with Higher Education Partners such as MIT, University 
of Toronto, or the Indian Institutes of Technology in order to develop a strong 
ICT program. 

In order to shape the curriculum and to foster an environment of collaboration 
with employers and best international practices, the Faculty of Engineering 
should also involve the leading ICT companies in the Kingdom (e.g., SBM, 
ACS) and the other academic institutions that have a distinctive advantage in 
the field. 

Initiative 1.6.: Develop area of excellence – Engineering/Petrochemicals 

Petrochemicals constitute a sector with high potential for growth in the King-
dom and one in which King Saud University is already significantly investing, 
setting up of the SABIC Centre for Advanced Plastics Development in the 
Riyadh Techno Valley. King Saud University should leverage its efforts with 
SABIC and push to become the most relevant R&D Centre in petrochemicals 
in the Kingdom and the region. This should be done through close integration 
and partnership with industry – deepening the relationship with SABIC and 
broadening it to other companies.  Collaboration with partners in HE institu-
tions throughout the world should be pursued with the likes of the California 
Institute of Technology, University of Toronto, Texas A&M, Hong Kong Uni-
versity, and National University of Singapore.
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Initiative 1.7.: Develop area of excellence – Engineering / Water resources 
development and management

The scarcity of water in the Kingdom is only likely to be aggravated over the 
years to come. As a result, there is a growing need for the development of re-
search in areas such as water management and desalination techniques. Given 
the Kingdom’s current status as one of the leading desalination “users” in the 
world, there are opportunities to experiment and optimize this process as well 
as to increase its energy efficiency. Research can extend to the management 
of pipelines and sourcing of water to round out a full water resources research 
program.

King Saud University could develop a strong position in water management 
and desalination technology through the development of joint research ef-
forts with leading institutions throughout the world such as the UCLA Water 
Management Centre. Other HE institutions that currently enjoy a position of 
strength in the science and management of water include MIT and the Univer-
sity of Jordan.

Initiative 1.8.: Develop area of excellence –Urban planning 

With the development of six economic cities (Tabouk Economic City, Prince 
Abdulaziz Bin Mousaed Economic City, Knowledge Economic City, King 
Abdullah Economic City, Jazan Economic City, Eastern Province Economic 
City), the Kingdom is currently undergoing some of the most significant urban 
development initiatives to be found anywhere in the world. 

This has created a pressing need for developing specific knowledge in a wide 
variety of disciplines (from architecture to infrastructure development to urban 
policy), and at the same time one of the most salient opportunities anywhere in 
the world to do scholarly work in urban studies. King Saud University could 
partner with SAGIA or the Economic Cities developers to develop unique 
knowledge that would support their development. The program design can 
benefit from lessons learnt from similar interdisciplinary (e.g., social sciences, 
civil engineering, architecture, ICT for Smart Cities, Law) centers for Urban 
Studies in other leading institutions. For example, the University of Southern 
California’s centre was developed using the city of Los Angeles as its own 
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“urban laboratory”, through the implementation of several research-level pro-
grams and fellowships. 

In addition to local partnerships with the government and SAGIA or the Eco-
nomic cities, King Saud University should consider global partnerships with 
HE institutions such as Harvard, University of Southern California, and Hong 
Kong University who all have strong urban planning programs.

How should King Saud University achieve excellence in 
the focus areas?

Any successful strategy for King Saud University for developing the focus 
areas outlined will need to address the following elements:

- A partnership model that includes other higher education institutions as 
well as private companies that will enable the quick ramp-up of the capa-
bilities of the King Saud University to the highest international standards. 
The nature of these partnerships will vary for research and teaching focus 
areas. For example, for teaching, the partnership should include provisions 
for visiting professorships and exchange student programs at the under-
graduate level. For research, partnerships will focus more on co-leadership 
of research projects with joint laboratory funding and an aligned publica-
tion strategy.

- Faculty excellence achieved through a) a group of faculty of high caliber, 
with wide global exposure who are committed to the performance of re-
search at the highest level in specific areas; b) Defining and measuring fac-
ulty outcomes against high international standards (teaching and research) 
will enable institutions to reward excellence.
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- A select group of students with excellent outcomes - At the undergraduate 
level students should be able to engage in a well-rounded experience that 
will prepare them for a successful career (in areas that constitute priorities 
for teaching). At the graduate level, a distinguished and highly international 
group of students will develop high-quality research work, under the lead-
ership of faculty. Outcome metrics and targets should be set and monitored 
for students. Employment targets, national and international achievement 
awards, as well as progression to international reputable institutions for 
graduate degrees are key dimensions for measurement.

For each of these attributes and for each focus area a set of options exists. 
When selecting the most appropriate option, King Saud University should 
consider several criteria namely a) the ease of operational implementation of 
the option, b) its social and political feasibility and c) the level of impact on 
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King Saud University’s teaching and research excellence. The exhibit below 
describes the range of option that exists for King Saud University using the 
Healthcare focus area as an example.

book Eng big slides.indd   189book Eng big slides.indd   189 31/7/10   01:04:3131/7/10   01:04:31



190

book Eng big slides.indd   190book Eng big slides.indd   190 31/7/10   01:04:3231/7/10   01:04:32



191

Summary
While improvements across the board are necessary if King Saud University 
is to achieve its aspirations, focusing on a small number of disciplines will 
ensure momentum in the short run and long term secure distinctiveness for 
KSU. This section addressed a number of fundamental questions regarding 
KSU’s focus:

- Why does King Saud University need to focus on a limited set of disci-
plines?
Global higher education experience indicates that becoming distinctive in a 
discipline requires concentration of resources and management attention on 
a limited set of disciplines (NUS with its transformation, USC, Stanford with 
its Stanford Challenge). Internal and external stakeholders also strongly sug-
gest King Saud University should define the areas where it is distinctive as 
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an institution.

- What should King Saud University focus on?
Developing teaching and research distinctiveness at King Saud University 
should take into consideration the current needs of and opportunities in the 
Kingdom (e.g., significant spend in a particular area, leadership position in a 
field), the relative strengths and capabilities of King Saud University’s pro-
gram compared to other local players as well as the broader higher education 
trends and next technological horizon. In teaching, King Saud University 
should concentrate on the following disciplines: education, healthcare, edu-
cation, ICT, finance & insurance, and management. In research, King Saud 
University should focus on healthcare, education, water management, petro-
chemicals and urban studies to try and address the current and future needs 
of the Kingdom.

- How should King Saud University achieve excellence in the focus ar-
eas?

King Saud University will need to define its approach for achieving excel-
lence in the different focus areas by choosing from several options on the 
dimensions of a) partnerships, b) faculty – calibre, support, and performance 
management, and c) students – calibre and desired outcomes.  The choices 
will be driven by the level of aspiration in each of these areas coupled with the 
constraints around the likely funding and socio-political acceptance of each 
solution set. 

Strategic objective #2: Distinctive faculty 
If King Saud University is to realize its ambition, it must ensure that its faculty 
is of the highest caliber. All the leading, fast-progressing universities through-
out the world have in common practices related to the recruitment, retention, 
and evaluation of their faculty. Based on the diagnostic of King Saud Univer-
sity’s current processes as well as the analyses of best practices from leading 
universities around the world, there are five key questions that King Saud 
University must pay particular heed to.

- Why does King Saud University need to improve the current environment 
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for teaching and learning?

- How can it recruit the most talented faculty members?

- How can it develop its faculty – building capacity and skills – especially 
younger faculty?

- How should it improve faculty environment and support?

- How should it establish accountability and performance management sys-
tems for faculty?

Why does King Saud University need to improve the 
current environment for teaching and learning?
Indications from comparisons to international benchmarks, external inter-
views, and internal surveys and workshops are that KSU needs to improve in 
both research and teaching. In research, for example, at King Saud University 
in 2007, on average only every third professor was published. If we compare 
that with the practice at leading universities, we find that in that same space 
of time every faculty member had between one and three publications to their 
name. While this is a rough measure given some of the colleges are not typi-
cally research focused, the large gap is an indication of room for improvement 
in quantity of research. On the quality side, one measure of impact is the 
citation share received by the publications of an institution over a period of 
2 years, proportional to their share of publications. In a variety of fields ana-
lyzed (medicine, education, economics, engineering, computer science, and 
agricultural science), King Saud University is behind competitive institutions 
by up to a factor of 130. Another indicator is the number of patents registered. 
Again, in 2007, King Saud University had 5 patents whereas Stanford had 93 
and MIT registered 158 patents. 

The surveys and interviews with faculty members shed some light on the rea-
sons for these outcomes. More than quarter of all faculty members are cur-
rently dissatisfied with the level of support they have received for research. 
An analysis of the time spent by faculty highlights a shortfall in the amount 
of time spent on research as a result of administrative and teaching commit-
ments and lack of required support staff. At King Saud University the faculty 
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spends 150% more of its time on teaching than at benchmarked universities 
and consequently less time on research. Furthermore, there are only 0.66 sup-
port staffs per faculty member available while by contrast at institutions such 
as Oxford and Stanford each faculty member has at least two support staff 
supporting them.

On the teaching side, recent alumni, indicate that they are extremely dissatis-
fied with their King Saud University experience. They generally felt unpre-
pared to join the workforce upon graduation. When asked where the biggest 
gap in skills was most alumni mentioned practical experience, English lan-
guage skills and oral and written communication skills. The feedback students 
gave in the surveys indicates a similar perspective, especially the lack of focus 
on soft skills. 

Upgrading the outcomes of KSU – in both teaching and research – is hence a 
significant need and must begin with improvements on the faculty side. Fac-
ulty is the driver behind university outcomes and therefore needs to be a key 
element of KSU’s strategic transformation.

How can King Saud University recruit the most talented 
faculty members?
King Saud University should bring its recruiting process up to international 
best practice levels by actively managing each stage of the process: setting 
priorities for hiring; managing the selection process, and cultivating the right 
candidates to persuade them to join the University. 

Initiative 2.1: Strengthen faculty recruitment process to match interna-
tional standards
The first step in the recruiting process is to ensure that the right recruiting 
goals are set and communicated. This includes a) align on KSU’s strategic 
objectives and priorities, b) defining hiring needs accordingly (i.e., priority 
disciplines, number of faculty members needed), and c) identifying and com-
municating to the right pool of candidates. Operationally this would mean 
using global advertising, strengthening King Saud University’s participation 
in prominent fairs to attract global talent, and using specialized headhunting 
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firms – by way of example. 

Second, in the selection process, King Saud University should bolster the cur-
rent process to ensure faculty candidates are assessed more thoroughly based 
on their potential for teaching and research outcomes. King Saud University 
should set up objective committees, composed of external reviewers as well 
as King Saud University’s own senior faculty, in order to shortlist these se-
lected candidates. There should be minimum requirements such as number of 
publications in high impact journals, proven teaching abilities and/or industry 
experience. These shortlisted candidates should be interviewed on site, where 
they will have to deliver lectures and present their research in order for their 
capabilities to be correctly assessed. 

Finally, it is crucial that once the ‘right’ candidates have been identified 
and selected, they are convinced to join King Saud University. For this 
to happen,  senior King Saud University faculty members will have to 
take ownership and follow  up with the candidates on a regular basis, 
e.g., through phone calls. One senior faculty member should take sole 
responsibility for following-up with a particular candidate.

To summarize this recommendation for King Saud University:

- Align recruitment goals with strategic needs and communicate them clearly 
to the right target candidate pool

- Use a thorough, rigorous, and objective selection process focused on poten-
tial for teaching and research outcomes

- Follow-up selected candidates by senior faculty of King Saud University as 
part of a comprehensive cultivation program 

How can it develop its faculty – building capacity and 
skills – especially younger faculty?

At present, the faculty at King Saud University whether they are senior 
or junior, have very little exposure to international best practices and 
limited opportunities to develop. In order to remedy this, King Saud Uni-
versity should recruit international part-time or full-time young and sen-
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ior faculty to help build the capabilities of King Saud University’s junior 
faculty. King Saud University should complement this with a develop-
ment program that includes faculty exchanges and international confer-
ence attendance. The recommendation below captures these ideas:

Initiative 2.2: Actively build capacity and attract visiting professors in 
each department
King Saud University should recruit visiting professors and young interna-
tional talent from other universities. A typical model for attracting senior fac-
ulty is offering part time positions with 50% of time dedicated to King Saud 
University or lecturing for 1-2 terms while staying the remaining time at their 
former university. Tsinghua University in Beijing has been very successful 
with this model. Young researchers (PhD students or post-docs) can play key 
roles in world-class research groups. The degree to which this practice should 
be adopted across KSU presents a set of options illustrated in the Exhibit be-
low. 
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It is crucial for the long-term sustainability of King Saud University that fac-
ulty members are able to develop their academic careers within the university. 
Beyond attracting international talent to grow capacity and “import” skills, 
King Saud University must ensure that it nurtures the talent of its entry-level 
assistant professors. This involves ensuring that in this most fruitful time of 
their careers they have extra time and funding dedicated to research as well 
as to being able to receive adequate mentorship from more senior faculty and 
formal training in teaching. Teaching Institutes to boost the skills of faculty 
are being launched in universities throughout the world such as Harvard with 
a combination of compulsory basic skills trainings and voluntary additional 
trainings. King Saud University will need to adopt a broad subset of what 
other leading universities are doing to ensure that it develops its faculty ap-
propriately.  This element (training on teaching approach and methodology) 
will be covered extensively under Strategic objective #4. 

How should King Saud University improve faculty envi-
ronment and support for faculty?

Once it has secured the best people for the job, King Saud University 
needs to ensure that it succeeds in enabling their productivity and retain-
ing them. 
Initiative 2.3: Increase benefits and improve support and environment for 
faculty members
The faculty members require that the environment in which they work, and the 
duties they are expected to carry out, are well thought through and in conso-
nance with the general tenor of the university’s goals. This helps them produce 
high-quality output in both teaching and research. To enable its faculty to per-
form at the highest level, a number of key initiatives ought to be taken to have 
an environment that fosters development. These include: 

- Adequate compensation packages, including salary, housing allowance, 
medical plan and relocation of their families; 

- Sufficient research funding for faculty members as well as funding for support;

- Good Ph.D. students to create high caliber research groups for the faculty 
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members as well as to lend support in teaching. 

A prerequisite for any effort at recruiting international faculty to be successful 
is an internationally competitive compensation and perks package. King Saud 
University must do likewise. In order to be able to attract high caliber faculty, 
most universities offer compensation significantly above King Saud Univer-
sity’s current scales. At the same time, faculty members are offered what are 
typically highly valued perks, showing a real commitment from the university 
to its employees. These include a high quality medical plan and housing al-
lowance.

In order to improve research, funding should be made more widely available. 
The process of allocation needs to be improved by smoothening the allocation 
process of research funding and delegating significant powers to the college 
research centers. In order to support research, King Saud University should 
create a cross-school shared services centre with adequate resources such as 
shared facilities, technicians, editors of publications and translators. In addi-
tion, Ph.D. students should be leveraged to support teaching and research, a 
practice that is commonly followed in most leading universities. These Ph.D. 
students, in most cases, constitute a large part of the teaching staff and are the 
primary drivers of the research efforts led by their professors.. Since the qual-
ity and number of Ph.D. students currently in King Saud University is limited, 
King Saud University should gradually strengthen and enlarge its Ph.D. pro-
grams, especially in the focus areas. The following exhibit presents the op-
tions around the extent to which each of these elements can be pushed.
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How should King Saud University establish accountabil-
ity and performance management?
Faculty promotions currently lack transparency and tenure is automatic.  Ad-
ditionally, the various elements of the Saudi incentive scheme promote be-
haviors that push faculty to spread their times between research, teaching, 
conferences and could, in the end, dilute the impact it’s meant to have. In 
order to move towards a performance based system and culture, KSU should 
provide incentives and rewards for good performance, regularly reviewing the 
achievements of its faculty members. These achievements should be aligned 
with the desired outcomes from each faculty member – teaching, research, 
practice (e.g., clinical) or a combination of all.

Initiative 2.4: Design and deploy new faculty tracks
Compulsory ‘merit based tracks’ must be designed for and offered to all newly 
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hired faculty, Saudi or non-Saudi.  Track models vary from institutions to in-
stitutions, but the majority fall under the following 4 types

- Standard track at research universities – This track is most commonly 
found across most top institutions, with few variations.  It consists of 30-
50% of time spent teaching (with the balance mainly focused on research) 
varying based on the status of the professor and his tenure level.

- Research only track – This research only track allows faculty to spend 
100% of their time at university research centers.  In this model, teaching is 
voluntary although faculty can act as guest lecturers/speakers. Finally, their 
role as mentors is emphasized, and part of their evaluation.

- Teacher only track – Up to 100% of faculty time is spent teaching in this 
track.  The requirements regarding teaching method and curricula develop-
ment vary according to academic status.

- Practitioner track – This model is a flexible model where faculty with 
industrial or clinical focus spends 20-30% teaching. It requires a heavy 
industrial or clinical experience.  The remainder of the time is spent on 
professional activities.  This model is particularly popular in medical and 
business schools, where teachers share their time between industry/hospital 
and their teaching roles.

As an institution, King Saud University has design options along these 4 mod-
els. The majority of top institutions mostly rely on the standard research track, 
with a few schools leveraging practical experiences through guest lecturers or 
practitioners.  These design options each have pros and cons, summarized in 
the following exhibit.
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Additionally, there are options on tenure itself.  As discussed earlier, King Saud 
University has almost automatic tenure (for Saudi faculty), with little evalua-
tion once tenure is obtained.  Furthermore, there are no real consequences for 
poor performance, especially in the case of Saudi faculty.  

International universities display a number of common themes in the manage-
ment of their faculty’s performance. Criteria for promotion include measur-
ably high performance in research such as 2-3 papers in international jour-
nals, and satisfactory teaching performance based on a combination of student 
surveys and senior faculty’s assessment. The review criteria are different for 
every stage of a professor’s career, requiring them to increasingly occupy po-
sitions of leadership in research groups and cross-university projects. Partici-
pation in the administrative tasks through leading departments and colleges is 
commonly required as faculty become more senior, i.e., for senior associate 
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professors and full professors. Evaluations normally involve committees of 
senior faculty with one external member and extensive input from specialists 
in the evaluated professor‘s field.

Tenure is only awarded after the committee’s review. For the tenure decision 
similar principles as for the previously mentioned promotion decisions apply. 
These include the assessment of individual research, satisfactory teaching and 
service to the university. 

In addition to promotion and tenure decisions, significant review of the per-
formance of faculty is carried out on a regular basis. Typically, there is a yearly 
“directional” appraisal done at the department level, which advises faculty on 
their opportunities for promotion and status within the university. In addition, 
on a three-year basis, faculty’s performance (including tenured faculty) is re-
viewed using a thorough committee process with external input. Depending on 
the outcome of the review, dismissal of the faculty member is a possibility. 
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Options for tenure and evaluation are shown Exhibit 13 above. The impact of 
a new tenure system on the existing faculty will be unsettling, and a set of op-
tions exist in terms of transitioning the current faculty to the new tracks. 

Evidently, the new track will also need to have benefits; additional support, 
funding, PhD students to support the expected level of performance and allow 
the faculty to reach the highest expected levels of performance. 

Summary
The recommendations for achieving faculty distinctiveness can be summa-
rized as follow:

- Why does King Saud University need to improve the current environment 
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for teaching and learning?
The current output of publication, patents and citations of King Saud Univer-
sity is well below international benchmarks. Feedback from faculty, alumni, 
and students shows great dissatisfaction with the King Saud University fac-
ulty’s instructional style and learning outcomes.

- How can King Saud University recruit the most talented faculty mem-
bers?
Recruitment should be based on strategic needs and communicated to the right 
candidate pool. The selection process should be rigorous and objective, and 
include evaluation of teaching and research credentials plus an independent 
peer review. After an offer is made, senior faculty should follow up to per-
suade the candidate to join King Saud University as part of a comprehensive 
cultivation process.

- How should King Saud University improve its faculty environment and 
support for faculty?
Compensation for faculty should be based on merit and be in line with interna-
tional benchmarks, as should the research funding given per faculty member. 
Ph.D. students should be more strongly involved in teaching and research.

- How should King Saud University establish accountability and perform-
ance management?
Regular evaluation of all faculty members should take place, with decisions 
about tenure-promotion based on merit and timelines consistent with bench-
marks. All faculty should be treated the same irrespective of gender or nation-
ality.

Strategic objective #3: Less is more
The size of a university affects it in a various ways. It can determine the level 
of “community” feel the institution has, and can drive the ability to deliver 
the right level of education and quality of research depending on the ratio 
available resources and funding to overall size. For example, faculty-student 
ratio is often cited as a rough measure of the capacity of teaching available to 
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students. Graduate-undergraduate ratios are roughly indicative of the amount 
of research a university conducts. The size of King Saud University, currently 
more than 110,000 students (predominantly undergraduate), is striking by any 
comparison and was cited by all stakeholder groups as a potential challenge. 
This raises several key questions:

- What is the relationship between the size of a university and its level of 
excellence?

- What kind of impact does the size of King Saud University have on the 
quality of education and the student experience?

Beyond structural changes to the University (e.g., spinning off campuses), 
the only way to reduce the number of students in the longer term is to have 
a higher admission bar for new students. Keeping this fact in mind, there are 
some questions we need to consider around admission: 

- How do leading institutions set rigorous admission processes?

- What challenges result from King Saud University’s current admission 
process and criteria?

- What can King Saud University do to adjust its student body size to be more 
appropriate for its high ambitions for high quality research and education?

- What is the role of international students in undergraduate and graduate 
programs at King Saud University?

What is the relationship between the size of a univer-
sity and its level of excellence?
There is no conclusive evidence proving that larger is better or vice versa in 
higher education. An analysis of the THES rankings, however, illustrates a 
few insights supporting the concerns raised by KSU stakeholders regarding 
its size:

- Of the top 10 universities, none have a student body larger than 20,000.

- Of the top 30 universities, only 3 universities have a student size larger 
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than 35,000.

- Of the top 80 universities, only 2 universities have a student size larger than 
45,000.

Of course, this does not mean that a large University cannot excel in a particu-
lar department or discipline. However, it does suggest a correlation between 
a smaller size for the institution as a whole and the ability to achieve overall 
excellence. In fact, large leading research universities, including public ones 
with strong social obligations to educate, are moving towards reducing their 
student size. For instance, UC-Berkeley has established an upper limit; on its 
latest strategic plan, while NUS has included this criterion in their perform-
ance contract with the government. As for the size of the graduate student 
body, higher ranked universities tend to have a larger percentage of gradu-
ate students. Typically, the top-10 universities have a ratio of 50:50, the ones 
ranked between places 11 and 30 have a ratio of 57:43 towards undergraduate 
students. This trend is even more pronounced for universities between the ranks 
of 31 and 80 with a 65% share of undergraduates on average as seen below.
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What effect does the size of King Saud University have 
on the quality of education and the student experi-
ence?
King Saud University’s current enrolment has recently exceeded 110,000 stu-
dents, making it substantially larger than any research university and one of 
the largest universities in the world. King Saud University faculty, admin-
istrators, and external stakeholders have consistently reported that the huge 
student body could be a major threat to King Saud University’s future success. 
As much as 45% of faculty that participated in our survey spoke of the size 
of their classes as being too large; and even the 55% who didn’t, conceded 
that the undergraduate population is too large. Also, from the student’s point 
of view, 48% expressed the view that the size of the faculty was not large 
enough to enable effective learning. This immense number of students is not 
only overcrowding classrooms and jeopardizing the quality of education, but 
is also increasing the average teaching load per faculty, allowing faculty little 
to no time to spend on research. 

Another indicator that determines the quality of teaching is the funding per stu-
dent. Leading private universities such as Harvard spend more than $ 100,000 
per student; leading public universities in the US such as Berkeley have $ 
47,000; and leading public universities even in emerging economies such as 
NUS have $ 30,000 per student. King Saud University, by contrast, spends on 
average $ 15,000 per student.

How do leading universities set rigorous selection proc-
esses?
The admission processes of leading universities around the world have seven 
common elements. 

- Academic performance in high school or its equivalent;

- Standardized tests (e.g., SATs);

- Outstanding performance in any academic field of study;

- Special talents or achievements, e.g., other languages;

- Interviews conducted by faculty, or alumnus;
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- Essays, letter of presentations;

- Recommendation letters.

Depending on their needs and goals, the weight given to each of these ele-
ments varied. One important metric of the admission process was the accept-
ance rate of the universities: 

- The top private universities in the US such as Harvard, Yale and MIT have 
admission rates between 9 to 13%.

- The top public universities in the US such as UC Berkeley, UCLA and Uni-
versity of Michigan have admission rates between 23 to 50%.

- Top public universities outside the US such as Cambridge, Oxford and NUS 
have admission rates between 25 and 70%.

A great student output begins with great input. Universities use a comprehen-
sive set of criteria, adapted to the field of study to determine which students 
are picked for admission. The higher the quality of a university the more selec-
tive its admission processes. 

What challenges result from King Saud University’s cur-
rent admission process and criteria?
Currently, admission at King Saud University is dependent on a student’s 
Thanawiya and Qiyas scores. For male students, there is a 60% weight on 
Thanawiya and 40% on Qiyas; and for women it is 70% on Thanawiya and 
30% on Qiyas. On scrutinizing the distribution of scores of both tests, it is ap-
parent that the Thanawiya test makes little or no distinction between students, 
whereas the Qiyas test indicates a much more widespread distribution in the 
shape of a bell curve. This suggests that the Qiyas test might be more appro-
priate as criteria for admission. 

The admission of low performing students is also reflected in the high dropout 
rate at King Saud University: 15% in the first year and 22% if the first two 
years are considered. Benchmarked universities dropout rates are as low as 2 
and 5%. The rate of students graduating on time at King Saud University is 
55% while that of international leading universities is between 70-83%. 
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What is also revealing is that at King Saud University there is a marked dif-
ference between the medical colleges and the others, with the latter having the 
lowest dropout rate. Why this is significant is because these are the colleges 
with the toughest admission criteria. It might therefore make a lot of sense 
for King Saud University to use these colleges as role models for King Saud 
University overall.

What can King Saud University do to adjust its student 
body size to be more appropriate for its high ambitions 
for high quality research and education?
King Saud University should reduce its overall student enrolment. This should 
be done with care given the social implications of excluding students from 
the KSU community, but ultimately it will serve the University, the students, 
and the Kingdom well.  Several recommendations to both reduce the size and 
manage the resulting outflow of students in Riyadh and the Kingdom are pre-
sented below.

Initiative 3.1: Transform the existing branch campuses into standalone 
universities
King Saud University has expanded significantly in a number of locations 
over the last 10 years, encompassing more than 18 geographically dispersed 
campuses within the Riyadh Province. In an effort to reduce the size of King 
Saud University and to increase the university’s strategic focus, there is cur-
rently a proposal to transform King Saud University’s non-Riyadh branches 
into 3 standalone universities grouped by geographic location. This initiative 
can bring down the enrolment in King Saud University to the range of 60,000-
70,000 students. The 3 branches are:

- Shaqra University (~18,000 students): Includes branches located in Shaqra, 
Al Qeyah, Al Dawadmi, Dharma, and Afif.

- Al Kharj University (~18,000 students): Includes branches located in Al 
Kharj, Wadi Al Dawaser, Al Aflaj, and Hotat Bani Tameem. 

- Al Majma’ah University (~11,000 students): Includes branches located in 
Al Majma’ah, Al Zulfi, and Huraimla.
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Initiative 3.2: Reduce the size of the student body at the Riyadh campuses 
by increasing student selectivity
The student body at the remaining Riyadh campuses will still exceed 60,000, 
larger than that of any university ranked among the top-80 universities by the 
‘Times Higher Education Ranking for World Universities’. Therefore a further 
reduction in the number of students is warranted.  

 The exhibit above highlights the options and tradeoffs for student enrolment 
reduction within the Riyadh campus.  It is important to note that the final size 
of the university also means a potential to increase the graduate to under-
graduate ratio. To increase its selectivity, King Saud University should use a 
combination of Qiyas, Thanawiya, Tahseely, interviews and a placement exam 
based on the specific needs and requirements of each of its schools. The exact 
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combination of each criterion should be determined by the particular college 
in question, but should be heavily weighted towards the more discerning Qi-
yas scores.

King Saud University should gradually raise the bar for admission (using 
the new combination of admission criteria) to its priority schools (and other 
schools as appropriate to achieve strong performance across the university) so 
as to promote program excellence. This would have a significant impact on 
the number of students admitted. For example, raising the admission bar to a 
minimum of 81 in Qiyas would result in a reduction of the students admitted 
to engineering colleges from 390 to 214.  Additionally, KSU can influence 
high quality students to join the focus disciplines through financial rewards 
and incentives. Options around incentives and admission bar adjustment are 
shown in the Exhibit below. 
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Initiative 3.3: Form advisory committee to analyze higher education ca-
pacity and advise government
Reducing the intake of students at King Saud University will have an impact 
on the overall landscape in the Kingdom.  With 40% of the population under 
15, the needs will increase, and the demands on institutions like King Saud 
University will increase. 

Additionally, the current offering in the Kingdom is not adapted to the wide 
range of students’ capabilities; with few vocational programs.  In California, 
this tier system has effectively enabled the State to tailor education in a simple 
way: a) University of California – top research institutes focusing on quality 
in teaching and research b) California State universities, mostly focused on 
teaching and c) community colleges to provide vocational type trainings to 
the population. This leads to the potential solution of segmenting the universi-
ties in the kingdom into different types each addressing a different need for 
the kingdom. KSU would become a research focused university, while others 
may be better suited to play a role as a teaching university (with some ap-
plied research) or a vocational institute. This “tiering” would also allow KSU 
to increase its graduate student population and become a producer of future 
professors for the increasing number of universities in the Kingdom, thus fur-
ther fulfilling its social duty. Along these lines, options for how to absorb the 
student volume exist for the Kingdom; with King Saud University serving as 
a thought partner to the Ministry of Higher Education in shaping the overall 
higher education landscape (see Exhibit below).
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Initiative 3.4: Build internal capacity at Muzahmiya campus
The concept of tiering as per the model of the State of California described 
above can also be applied within King Saud University. The current ramp-
up of the Muzahmiya campus from 10,000 to 15,000 students could provide 
King Saud University with an internal outlet to tier its offering and support 
the various needs of students.  Furthermore, in the Kingdom, there is a gap in 
post-secondary advancement professional education. The Muzahmiya campus 
could provide an offering similar to Singapore’s polytechnic institutes, offer-
ing a distinctive value proposition for students seeking advanced professional 
education and skills.  It could also serve as an opportunity to consolidate pro-
fessional diploma and associate type degrees on a campus dedicated to voca-
tional and technical type trainings. 
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Initiative 3.5: Expand current graduate offering in each program
Reducing the intake of students at King Saud University will have an impact 
on the overall landscape in the Kingdom.  It will also allow King Saud Uni-
versity to increase its focus on graduate program, and provide faculty with the 
adequate leverage to do quality research and, as well, support them in their 
teaching activities.  This element is especially crucial in a context where King 
Saud University needs to overhaul its teaching methods. Current teaching load 
and size of student body make it difficult for qualified faculty to innovate in 
their classrooms, or even provide long assignment or essay-based exams, as 
they currently lack the support international institutions provide faculty in the 
form of graduate students.  As seen earlier, graduate to undergraduate ratios 
vary between institutions, and within institutions as well.  Leading and estab-
lished universities tend to reach a 50:50 balance, where as leading public in-
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stitution recognize their roles in education the public, and tend to have a 60:40 
undergraduate ratios.  As an emerging institution, NUS has reached, in a 15 
year period, a ratio of 70:30.  King Saud University should at the minimum 
reach a level similar to NUS in its priority research areas, while encouraging 
a review of graduate programs in all departments and understand the need, so-
cietal and institutional, to build graduate studies. This would also allow KSU 
to increase its graduate student population to become a producer of future pro-
fessors for the increasing number of universities in the Kingdom, thus further 
fulfilling its social duty
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What is the role of international students in undergrad-
uate and graduate programs at King Saud University?

All top universities, both public and private, complement their domestic stu-
dent body with international students. In undergraduate education, leading 
universities have a share of international students between 3-14% with an av-
erage around 10%; NUS has 22% international students as part of its student 
body. In graduate education, the percentage of international students is signifi-
cantly higher exceeding 50% at NUS, Cambridge, and Oxford. On average the 
share of international graduate students in leading institutions is 30%. 

The presence of international students clearly presents advantages and disad-
vantages. International students enrich the class environment with their global 
perspective, enable universities to expand their talent sources, present a source 
of funding for the institution and, for graduates and students, their outputs 
remain in the country where the research is conducted.  On the flipside, in-
ternational students take seats away from the local students, and can impact 
the cultural identity of an institution.  International undergraduates may leave 
the country after graduation and the investment made by the institution or the 
country is effectively lost.

Initiative 3.6: Increase international student intake for graduate stu-
dents
Of King Saud University’s undergraduate student body, only 2.5% are inter-
national students and of its graduate student body only about 4% are inter-
national. The case to increase these numbers is clear for the graduate student 
body. However King Saud University must decide what it would consider an 
optimal mix given the potential political challenges and the corresponding 
benefits. 
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Summary

- What is the relationship between the size of a university and its level of 
excellence?
Data suggests an inverse correlation between the size of a university and the 
level of excellence achieved by the university as a whole. Top ranked univer-
sities generally exhibit a smaller student size than lower ranked universities, 
rarely exceeding 45,000 students. Leading universities with stronger research 
focus have high graduate-to-student ratios (50% on average) than comprehen-
sive, less research-focused universities.
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- How is the size of King Saud University impacting the quality of educa-
tion and the student experience?
King Saud University’s significantly large size is negatively impacting the 
quality of education and student experience. Students and faculty have ex-
pressed major concerns around the size of King Saud University and its impact 
on the quality of education, level of excellence, and future of the university. 
Numbers confirm that the size of the student body is diluting the university’s 
financial and human resources and limiting King Saud University’s ability to 
provide a quality education for each student.

- How do leading universities set rigorous selection processes?
A great student output begins with great input. Universities use a comprehen-
sive set of criteria, adapted to the field of study, to select students for admis-
sion.

- What challenges result from King Saud University’s current admission 
process and criteria?
King Saud University’s current admission criteria are not discerning and, as a 
result, many low-performing students are admitted into the University. Both 
students and faculty have expressed major concerns about the unwieldy size 
of King Saud University, and the kind of impact it is having on the quality of 
education, level of excellence, and future of the university. 

- What can King Saud University do to be more in line with global univer-
sity trends with regard to size and quality?
King Saud University needs to reduce its student size in order to be in line 
with globally preeminent universities by raising its admission bar. Spinning 
off the King Saud University non-Riyadh branches into independent universi-
ties will substantially reduce the number of students but that alone will not be 
sufficient to align King Saud University with international benchmarks (King 
Saud University will still have more than 60,000 students). King Saud Uni-
versity will need to further reduce its size by gradually raising the admissions 
bar while finding an outlet for non-admitted students. KSU should work with 
the Ministry of Higher Education to ensure the best outcome for Riyadh and 
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the Kingdom consistent with a new, reduced size for KSU, as well as explore 
using the Muzahmiya campus to absorb some of the excess students.

- What is the role of international students in undergraduate and graduate 
programs at King Saud University?
King Saud University could leverage international students to improve the 
quality of its graduate programs. International graduate students’ research has 
direct impact on the host country and on the reputation of the school locally 
and globally. Attracting international students can provide an international, 
global perspective for both the faculty and student body at the University.

Strategic objective #4: Stronger graduates 
A prerequisite for developing high quality graduates is high quality freshmen.  
Reducing the number of students in the longer term through a higher admis-
sion bar will address some of the deficiencies our graduates’ skill set.  Hav-
ing a balanced focus on hard and soft skills will make KSU’s graduates even 
stronger. One of the key “soft” skills is language. Speaking a global language 
allows students to better adapt to a global job market, as well as an increas-
ingly globalizing graduate studies market.  Offering a curriculum in a global 
language allows the university to attract foreign talent to their institution. Be-
yond language, other soft skills such (e.g., communication, time management, 
ethics) build more market-ready graduates as well as students who can better 
conduct research as part of their graduate program. The key questions to ad-
dress in developing stronger graduates are:

- What are the issues faced by our graduates in the market place?

- In particular for the global language: Why is English a particularly impor-
tant skill for King Saud University graduates and what precedent exists for 
non-Western higher education institutions using English as the language of 
instruction?

- What can King Saud University do to address skill issues identified for its 
incoming and graduating students and strengthen its graduates?
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What are the issues faced by King Saud University grad-
uates on the market place?
Interviews with employers and stakeholders have highlighted a set of issues 
as per the diagnostic.  Although KSU graduates do have strengths in their core 
or technical knowledge, they have areas of improvement in their soft skills.  
Alumni of the university point to weakness in practical experiences, language 
and English skills, as well as written and oral communication skills. Current 
students highlight the current curriculum lacking a focus on soft skills de-
velopment, specifically on the dimensions of developing abilities to problem 
solve, think critically, and work independently.  The weaknesses extend to 
the hard skills, with students often weak in some core subjects such as math 
and science. As identified in the previous section, the input to the university 
is a root cause of this issue. Raising the admission bar will allow a betterment 
of the class environment and the quality of incoming students, but given the 
results of the Kingdom’s graduates in international tests, it is fair to assert 
that KSU will need to continue to actively address the weaknesses of the high 
school students admitted to the university. 

Why English language is particularly important skill for 
King Saud University graduates and what precedent 
exists of non-western institutions using English as the 
language of instruction?
In order to improve the employability of King Saud University students, it is 
crucial to develop English skills in King Saud University graduates and embed 
those skills in their day to day learning and overall experience at King Saud 
University. Student surveys, alumni interviews, and input from key employers 
have all highlighted the criticality of the English language in the work-place 
and its deficiency in KSU graduates. The preparatory year has done a great 
deal towards improving these language skills of the King Saud University 
students. However, upon graduating from the preparatory year and enrolling 
at King Saud University colleges, many King Saud University students could 
potentially lose those language skills if they do not get the chance to continue 
practicing the language in their day to day existence. 
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Leading universities in non-English speaking geographies have taken vari-
ous approaches to their language of instruction.  At one extreme, the National 
University of Singapore has shifted all its teaching to English, while other 
universities such as Tokyo, Tsinghua have selected specific schools as English 
speaking schools (e.g., business schools).  The following exhibit documents 
the different approaches institutions have adopted.

What can King Saud University do to address the issues 
identified in its incoming and graduating students and 
build stronger graduates?
In order for King Saud University to be a competitive university, it will need 
to become more selective in its admission criteria and reduce the number of 
students it admits annually as defined in the previous strategic objective.  It 
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will also need to complement these initiatives by strengthening the current 
student offering in order to better address the needs of its stakeholders.

Initiative 4.1.: Differentiate and strengthen preparatory year among 3 
broad academic areas to increase its impact
Currently only students at the colleges of engineering, computer and informa-
tion systems, architecture, business administration, health colleges, sciences 
and agriculture go through the preparatory year. From next year onwards, King 
Saud University is planning to introduce the preparatory year for the College 
of Education, and College of Languages. King Saud University should con-
tinue to do this, gradually including it in the curricula of all colleges, until 
every King Saud University student has to go through the preparatory year 
program. This is imperative given most high school graduates in the Kingdom 
have poor mathematical and science skills prior to entering university. In fact, 
according to TIMSS 2007 analysis, 82% of Saudi Arabian students had math-
ematical skills below the benchmark (world average is 30%) and 48% had 
science skills below the average (world average is 23%). 

The feeling among students meanwhile is that their high school preparation 
does not equip them to handle university: as many as 60% of them found their 
entry year at King Saud University challenging. Faculty members reinforced 
this message, saying that in their experience a lot of the entry level students 
lacked basic skills in English, time management and writing. In order to align 
King Saud University with benchmarked universities whose undergraduate 
programs have 4 years of college level coursework the preparatory year should 
be considered as an additional year and not as the first of the 4 years of college 
level work. Most of the preparatory year content is focused on skill develop-
ment and pre-college level coursework,

King Saud University should include an element of core foundational courses 
in addition to its broad offering in skill development in the preparatory year. 
There should be a combination of courses that is open to application by eve-
ry student and three tracks (Science & Engineering, Arts & Humanities and 
Health) of core foundational courses that would depend on the particular field 
of study. Students applying to King Saud University would need to apply to 
one of those three tracks, and would get a conditional acceptance in a major 
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based on their performance in the preparatory year placement exam. 

At the end of the preparatory year, students should have a placement exam that 
requires a minimal standard in all of the subjects included, as well as college-
specific exams for the foundational elements of the program. Acceptance to 
university will depend on the particular preference of the student in question, 
his/her performance in the preparatory year and the admissions test result. 

For students who fulfil the preparatory year requirements a summer experience 
prior to the beginning of the first semester of the school year is recommended. 
A set of options exist on some of these dimensions of this recommendation.
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Initiative 4.2: Embed innovative teaching methods throughout KSU pro-
grams (e.g., case studies, problem based and cooperative-collaborative 
learning, student presentations, classroom technology)
As students graduate from the preparatory year program, the acquired skills 
are not reinforced in all colleges. The students effectively lose their skills by 
the time they graduate.  To align King Saud University with best practice in 
benchmarked universities, experiential learning should be practiced through-
out the curriculum and students should be encouraged to register for inde-
pendent work facilitated by faculty. Other benchmarked universities employ a 
variety of teaching styles such as case studies, discussions, face to face feed-
back, problem-solving sessions, role-plays, simulations, and team projects. 
Stronger faculty processes and the introduction of a Teacher’s Academy should 
help faculty deliver a better learning experience.  Additionally, the university 
should require all departments to launch a curriculum review to embed these 
teaching methods within their programs, supplemented by visits to interna-
tional counterparts to bring these methods to King Saud University.

Initiative 4.3: Launch Teacher’s academy to support and develop faculty 
skills
Raising the level of soft and hard skills of our graduates will require a con-
certed effort from all members of the teaching corps.  A culture of continuous 
improvement, supported by a Teacher’s Academy for new and existing faculty 
will ensure the latest teaching methods are used.  Based on Harvard Medical 
School’s Teacher Academy, the KSU Teacher’s Academy will provide basic 
training for all new faculty covering teaching approaches and methods, fol-
lowed by annual refreshers as well specialized trainings (presentations, con-
ferences, etc.)

Initiative 4.4: Raise English skills requirements for graduation
Some English courses must be made mandatory for all King Saud University 
students. English is a skill, like mathematics and science, which students must 
master in order to be successful in their graduate or market.  How much em-
phasis the University decides to place on this particular skill will depend on 
the particular discipline, faculty’s fluency in the language, industry needs in 
the field of study, the impact on the cultural identity of the students, and how 
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much this emphasis will help attract or drive away international faculty and 
students.  A university-wide policy requiring a certain level of proficiency in 
English, variable in each department, will provide flexibility to adopt a wide 
set of measures adapted to a department’s situation (faculty strengths, need 
from market place, current status of student English skills). 

Summary

- What are the issues faced by our graduates on the market place?
Although KSU graduates do have strengths in their core or technical knowl-
edge, they have areas of improvement in their soft and hard skills.  Alumni of 
the university point to weakness in practical experiences, language and Eng-
lish skills, as well as written and oral communication skills.
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- Why English particularly is important skill for King Saud University 
graduates and what precedent exists for non-western institutions using 
English as the language of instruction?
King Saud University graduates currently have weak English skills and are 
less competitive in the job market than graduates of other universities because 
of this. There is a general tendency towards using English in order to attract 
international faculty and students to support program improvement, and to 
enable the institution’s faculty to effectively interact with global peers at con-
ferences and through publications. In programs such as business, all leading 
institutions teach the complete program in English.

- What can King Saud University do to address issues identified for its stu-
dents and build stronger graduates?
In order to address to improve the readiness of new admits, KSU should create 
3 preparatory year tracks (health, science and engineering, arts and humani-
ties) differentiating foundational courses but with common skills development 
component. Additionally, a preparatory year graduation requirements and cre-
ate summer internship/voluntary work program for preparatory year graduates 
should be implemented. To support the skills acquired during the preparatory, 
the existing program curriculum will also need to updates.  A curriculum re-
view in each department aimed at introducing modifications to improve stu-
dent learning should be launch; supported by visits to global higher education 
institutions, bringing relevant teaching methods to KSU. Faculty at KSU will 
be provided support in learning how to be effective instructors and sharing 
best practices. Finally an English level requirement for students should be 
established supported by a provision of intensive language courses and setting 
IELTS test exit requirements (IELTS 6 in Health, Business and Engineering; 
IELTS 5 in all other).

Strategic objective #5: Building bridges
Most leading universities, including public institutions, establish connections 
with external parties. This includes influential business and academic leaders 
and alumni as advisors and other institutions in collaborative relationships. 
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Just as powerful, especially for a large institution such as KSU, building con-
nectivity internally can have significant benefits. Cross-pollination of ideas 
and talent, and performance of interdisciplinary research is enabled by having 
a strong internal fabric. In order to develop the appropriate strategy for con-
necting to internal and external parties, the key questions to consider are:

- How do global universities embrace external input and what benefits do 
they realize in doing so?

- How do global universities encourage interdisciplinary work within its in-
stitutions?

- What can King Saud University do to build bridges internally and exter-
nally? 

- How can KSU make a greater contribution to Saudi society and its sur-
rounding community?

These questions are discussed in detail in the following sections:

How do global universities embrace external input and 
what benefits do they realize in doing so?
Leading universities use a structured approach to stakeholder management in 
order to maximize benefit. Typically, this includes advisory boards, twinning 
programs with peers and partnership with industry. Each of these provides the 
University with a set of benefits described next along with examples of each. 

Advisory boards at the institutional level provide impartial strategic input 
on the direction of the university. They typically include membership from 
leaders in the private sector and government, as well as education experts 
of leadership of other academic institutions. External stakeholders adopt the 
perspective of the overall university, not representing interests of the different 
individual constituents of the university (e.g., students, faculty, staff and par-
ents). External stakeholders also provide an external view on and contacts to 
the non-academic world (i.e., industry and community). Beyond advice, they 
can provide a significant source of funding either through straight donations or 
indirectly by establishing connections and access to the potential donors. Ad-
ditionally, they help build the reputation of the university in the wider commu-
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nity. Examples of leading universities effectively leveraging advisory boards 
at the institutional level are the international advisory board of the University 
of Tsinghua and the board of trustees at the universities of the University of 
California system. 

Advisory boards at the school level help guide teaching and research priorities 
through the provision of an understanding of the fast changing needs of the 
market. They can provide access to internship and employment opportunities 
for graduates. Moreover, they help faculty and students build direct links with 
industry. Tsinghua University School of Economics and Management has a 
large advisory board, consisting of elite business leaders, visionary govern-
ment officials, and renowned scholars from international business and aca-
demic institutions. This advisory board has helped the school establish exten-
sive international links, build up research centre’s, and receive valuable ideas 
for its strategic development.
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Twinning programs are partnerships between 2 or more institutions for the 
purpose of joint research and teaching. They include collaboration on research 
through oversight or joint activities, best practice exchange for both research 
and teaching, student exchange programs and faculty sabbaticals. Examples of 
twinning programs include the NUS-Duke graduate medical program and the 
Erasmus network for student exchange in Europe. 

Partnerships with industry provide insight into industry priorities and trends 
and opportunities for collaboration and technology transfer through applied 
research to help advance the national and global economy. Moreover, they 
provide students with hands-on learning through internships and lectures by 
industry leaders. Outstanding partnerships include the ‘IBM-Stanford Spin-
tronic Science and Application Centre’ and the ‘Nokia Research Centre for 
Mobile Computing at MIT’.
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How do global universities encourage interdisciplinary 
work within their institutions?
Universities have approached the development of interdisciplinary area from 
2 perspectives:

- Build an organizational culture and structure conducive of interdisciplinary 
interaction and support this bottom-up approach by funding competitively 
interesting projects

- Target specific areas that are necessary for the school to focus on and de-
velop distinctiveness

At Stanford University, both approaches live and succeed in parallel.  The Uni-
versity provides, through grants targeted at cross-disciplinary work, the right 
incentives to encourage professors from different department to work jointly. 
In addition, as part of the Stanford Challenge, the University has targeted ar-
eas of distinctiveness; interdisciplinary in nature such as Education Research 
for California bringing together departments of arts, sciences, mathematics, 
physics and the college of Education in order to develop new pedagogical 
methods and tools for the high school system in California.

What can King Saud University do to build bridges in-
ternally and externally?
King Saud University has already made some progress in connecting with the 
broader community. For example, the deanship of Knowledge Exchange and 
Technology Transfer (KETT) is driving connectivity with several initiatives. 
One of them is the twinning program that has established relationships and 
signed MoU’s with various universities that could provide broader research 
and teaching collaboration relationships. Other examples include the research 
chairs and in fact the development of this very strategic plan with significant 
input from the external community. Still, these worthy efforts have not been 
institutionalized and are not centrally managed and so could benefit from a 
more formalized and holistic approach. Below we make 3 recommendations 
towards building stronger ties with community outside of King Saud Univer-
sity. They are:

a) Create an institutional advisory board for King Saud University;
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b) Create advisory boards on the level of schools or faculties;

c) Create an external relations office and strategy;

Initiative 5.1: Create institutional advisory board:
King Saud University should create an institutional advisory board of higher 
education, government, and business leaders. This board will act as an advi-
sory body on global education and business trends, strategic directions and 
options, and the anticipating of new trends. Criteria that should be considered 
include the level of industry ties needed, the expected role of the board mem-
bers and the feasibility of attracting members.

Initiative 5.2: Create advisory board for each faculty: 
King Saud University should create local advisory boards for groups of schools 
(clustered around a discipline or common theme) consisting of local employ-
ers and community leaders and influencers. This board will provide King Saud 
University with an understanding of market needs, feedback on curriculum 
design and adaptation, internship and job opportunities. There are different 
options in terms of the set up of the advisory board at the institutional and the 
schools/faculties level. Criteria that should be considered for deciding on the 
appropriate option include the level of industry ties needed, the expected role 
of the board members and the feasibility of attracting members.
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Initiative 5.3: Create external relations office and strategy: 
King Saud University should establish in all departments, especially in prior-
ity areas, key partnerships with higher education institutional peers. These 
partnerships can improve short term faculty capacity or capability deficiencies 
at King Saud University, offer international exchange programs for gradu-
ate and undergraduate students, provide visiting professorships for new and 
senior King Saud University faculty and offer opportunities to collaborate on 
joint research projects. Currently King Saud University has started develop-
ing twinning programs – but the effort is still in its early stages with loose 
collaboration with approximately 30 institutions. The aspiration would be to 
develop this further into robust relationships with clear and complementary 
objectives across relationships and structured performance management. In 
addition to advisory roles and twinning programs, King Saud University must 
build stronger ties with the business community through the creation of: 
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- Joint training ventures – Multinationals and local companies are constantly 
looking for skilled resources for their Saudi operations. A joint effort to 
train King Saud University students will be a win-win for both the univer-
sity and these firms.

- Knowledge clusters – King Saud University is well positioned to drive 
knowledge and industrial development in the kingdom. The Riyadh Techno 
Valley is one example of an initiative that brings together academic re-
searchers and private companies in a cluster to drive innovation and devel-
opment in various sectors. King Saud University should manage this effort 
and ensure success through focus and alignment with needs of the different 
stakeholders.

- Applied research priorities – King Saud University should continue to man-
age its industry supported Research Chairs.  Ensuring that best practices 
in funding allocation as well as management are implemented will secure 
adequate stewardship of the donor’s funds.

Initiative 5.4: Provide competitive grants to foster interdisciplinary re-
search and programs 
As part of fostering interdisciplinary interactions, King Saud University should 
complement its focus areas (Strategic objective #1) with a more bottoms-up 
approach.  This recommendation focuses on two dimensions

- Provide a central fund for interdisciplinary research requiring at least 3 
different departments to come together and propose an area of applied re-
search that can be relevant for KSU or KSA.  Faculty should be encouraged 
to find additional funding in the private or public sector to supplement these 
funds, and truly demonstrate the market relevance of their research

- Create the KSU Global Leadership in Research series, which promotes 
monthly presentation by faculty and graduate students to the KSU com-
munity. The series should periodically showcase areas of success in inter-
disciplinary.
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How can KSU make a greater contribution to Saudi so-
ciety and its surrounding community?
Currently, despite the prominent space that KSU occupies in Saudi society, 
there is no systematic way to ensure the engagement of KSU students and fac-
ulty with society at large, such as an obligation to work with the community 
in specific projects or with specific groups. KSU should use its institutional 
status as a force that will help develop the fabric of Saudi society and its rela-
tionship with the world at large.

This would enable KSU to give something back to society and KSU members, 
especially students, to become fully engaged citizens.

Initiative 5.5: Engage KSU fully with Saudi society through the establish-
ment a community outreach program
KSU should provide a program that ensures that its members (both students 
and faculty) engage with the Saudi community and make a meaningful contri-
bution to it. This would further enable students in particular to become active 
citizens who are aware of their surroundings. 

In order to ensure formalize the program, KSU should implement a require-
ment of a 2-month summer term dedicated to community service during the 
course of their studies, as well as a commitment to participate in community 
activities throughout their degrees (e.g., 80 hours per academic year dedicat-
ed). Community service for students can take a variety of forms, such as work 
with NGOs, mentorship of school children, work in public interest projects 
and institutions such as hospitals, promoting the understanding of Saudi so-
ciety abroad, etc. The students would be required to provide an account of 
their summer and academic year activities. A committee of dedicated faculty 
should be set up to be in charge of launching and overseeing the program.

Similarly, all faculties would also have an obligation to reach out to the Saudi 
community beyond the University walls. They would have a commitment of 
dedicating two full days a year to these activities. Example activities would 
include lecturing in schools, mentoring school teachers, and contributing with 
specialized knowledge to local communities. While their contribution should 
not be evaluative, it should have some input into the final report.
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Recommendation 5.6: Create a robust career services office 
Beyond the purely academic, the student experience is complemented and 
improved through adequate counseling and guidance, a great environment in 
terms of learning resources and infrastructure; and excellent student life in 
terms of extracurricular activities.  Counseling is an integral part of a univer-
sity’s mission to help students transition to adult life. It has two main compo-
nents: academic advisory and career advisory.  King Saud University should 
strengthen both these advisory services, mirroring the best practices identified 
in the diagnostic at University of Pennsylvania and National University of 
Singapore.  The counseling should provide academic and career related work-
shops, tools to help students assess where their strengths lie and what profes-
sions they may be interested in, while also providing help in preparing for 
interviews, resume writing etc.  As a second component, the career services 
office should also provide a meaningful database of employer information, 
including a job bank for new graduates; as well organize career fairs.

Summary

- How do global universities embrace external input and what benefits do 
they realize in doing so?
Leading universities have a structured and comprehensive approach to stake-
holder management through advisory boards, twinning programs and ties with 
the business community.

- How do global universities encourage interdisciplinary work within its 
institutions?
Global institutions used varied methods to encourage interdisciplinary re-
search.  In many cases the culture of the University or its setup is propitious 
to ensuring such collaboration, but many universities either have a top-down 
approach (setup a centre on a specific topic interdisciplinary in nature) or en-
courage the grassroots movement (setup grants and funds that are only given 
to interdisciplinary ideas; share through internal seminars)

- What can King Saud University build bridges internally and externally? 
Currently, King Saud University has limited interactions with stakeholders. 
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The endowment board is mostly a fundraising board. Employers are providing 
practice opportunities through initiatives like the twinning program and inter-
national institutions have signed MOU’s to establish relationships with KSU. 
However, these efforts are still early in their development and are not fully 
structured. The next step is to develop them further through clarifying objec-
tives and making them contribute to the student and research experience in a 
formalized manner. King Saud University can establish an institutional advi-
sory board, school (or group of schools) level advisory committee and involve 
the business community to guide research. Internally, King Saud University 
can encourage bridges between faculties by a) fostering an entrepreneurial 
environment whereby funds and recognition are made available for distinc-
tive multi-disciplinary efforts; and b) by fostering intramural conferences and 
seminars for faculty and graduate students to attend.  While KSU has an im-
portant position in Saudi society, there is no systematic way through which its 
members engage with it beyond the formal requirements. A formal community 
service requirement for students and faculty should be put in place. It would 
serve the dual purpose of addressing the needs of the community as well as 
making students and faculty more effective Saudi citizens through increased 
social awareness.

Strategic objective #6: Supportive learning environ-
ment
The quality of a university experience is not just dependent on the strictly 
academic or curricular elements that are a part of the institution. It is not just 
about lectures, exams, practicum, research papers and theses. It is also shaped 
by the environment in which the learning and research experience takes place 
and how the members of the academic community engage with each other and 
society at large.

When thinking about its environment, there are two main domains that KSU 
should consider: firstly, the internal environment of the University, which in-
cludes the physical (including technology) infrastructure, the quality of the 
relationships between different members of the academic community, and the 
activities that make this a vibrant community; secondly, the level of engage-
ment of KSU with the rest of the Saudi community and its contribution to it. 
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With these 2 components in mind, the central question that KSU should ad-
dress is:

- How can KSU improve its internal environment for faculty, staff and stu-
dents alike?

How can KSU improve its internal environment?
KSU boasts an impressive physical campus structure as well as major infra-
structure upgrades projects underway (e.g., female campus). Nevertheless, 
faculty and students alike agree in their dissatisfaction with the physical envi-
ronment they work in. According to the surveys done as part of the Strategic 
Planning effort, with 747 student respondents and 557 faculty respondents, 
52% of students are dissatisfied with the campus buildings, while the figure is 
60% in the case of faculty. Similar concerns are raised with regard to the IT 
infrastructure (37% of students dissatisfied), technical equipment (53% of fac-
ulty dissatisfied) and classroom space (45% of students dissatisfied). There are 
also major concerns around the social facilities available, including the quality 
of dining facilities and study facilities. Solving these infrastructural issues is a 
necessary step for KSU to become a world-class university. 

The community at KSU is not as integrated and vibrant as it can be. Students, 
for instance, complain that their voices are not always heard by faculty and 
that they have limited say in the way KSU is run. Similarly, it is often unclear 
to students, faculty and staff alike what they can expect from KSU and what 
their obligations and accountabilities are to the institution, which often leads 
to frustration.

Furthermore, the KSU community still does support students adequately in 
pursuing their interests beyond the lecture room through an adequate student 
life and sufficient extracurricular activities. The number of student societies 
at KSU is the lowest of all the benchmarked universities. As a result, student 
opportunities to explore their interests beyond academic activities and further 
develop their soft skills are scarce. 

From the issues observed, three recommendations arise.
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Initiative 6.1: Launch campus infrastructure review and upgrade
Upgrading and developing the campus infrastructure at large constitutes a 
necessary condition for the development of the University. The most urgent 
needs that the student and faculty surveys point to are:

- The improvement of the quality and equipment of the lecture rooms in a 
way that is prepared to accommodate high quality teaching and facilitate 
the interaction of students. This is particularly acute in the ladies’ campus, 
as high quality technological equipment is required for adequate interaction 
with male teachers.

- The development of libraries and communal areas such as cafeterias, so-
cial and study areas in terms of furnishing, IT equipment and their general 
maintenance levels. These are all necessary for KSU’s ambition to have a 
great learning university with a vibrant community of students, as they en-
able independent work and collaboration.

The prep year facilities already in place provide a great example within the 
institution of what a great building in which to develop KSU’s learning mis-
sion is.

With the 20 year horizon in mind, KSU should ensure appropriate use of tech-
nology to support its development. This should include online availability of 
curriculum/offering descriptions, lecture transcripts and the use of online com-
munication for interaction with instructors and peers. Increasingly, university 
environment and infrastructure include both the physical and virtual. 

Initiative 6.2: Detail student, faculty and staff code of conduct
Universities throughout the world (including several of the benchmarked uni-
versities such as Harvard, MIT, Oxford and NUS) have developed a student 
charter that contains a detailed account of what students can expect from the 
University and what their obligations are in return. This has proven a useful 
and ultimately necessary tool for the development of a healthy relationship of 
students with the university that enables them to engage fully with it. It is also 
useful for setting the expectations of students from the outset and thus ensur-
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ing they receive fair treatment and that frustrations are avoided.

KSU should follow suit and develop a student charter that will outline the rights 
that students have and what they can expect from the University, through the 
creation of an adequate committee of representation. The enforcement of this 
charter should be complemented by the creation of the figure of an ombud-
sperson and an adequate judicial faculty committee at the university level.

In addition, and although the relationship of staff and faculty with the Univer-
sity is for the most part currently regulated by governmental rules, a similar 
charter for staff and faculty should be created over time. This is especially 
relevant given the progressive reform of KSU’s relationship with the Govern-
ment, which will require a new relationship of KSU with its faculty.

Initiative 6.3: Develop extracurricular activities portfolio
A rich student life and, in particular, ample opportunities to participate in ex-
tracurricular activities constitute an important element of the student experi-
ence. The participation in student societies such as sports clubs, debating so-
cieties, discipline-based societies, recreational societies, employment-related 
and societies of other kinds provide opportunities for students, which would 
serve the purpose of firstly, complementing their experience beyond the purely 
academic and providing an opportunity to explore other fields and activities 
of their interest. As they are typically self-managed and involve heavy inter-
action between students they enable the development of soft skills such as 
teamwork, leadership skills, multi-tasking, etc.

KSU should acknowledge the importance of these activities and fully support 
students in the development of such societies, with funding in place to support 
their events, tours, etc., and administrative and infrastructure support (e.g., 
meeting rooms). It should also have a dedicated team of faculty and staff that 
are able to oversee these activities and ensure that they are aligned with the 
University’s goals.

Initiative 6.4: Create a student governing body 
In order to support the student voice at King Saud University, and provide out-
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lets for students to develop teamwork, leadership, oral communication skills, 
while managing the extracurricular activities developed, King Saud Univer-
sity should create a student governing body to represent the student voice 
at KSU and to liaise with KSU leadership on instructional and community 
issues.  The body, under the patronage of the Dean of student affairs would 
be led by students and ensure the student voice is heard on both the male and 
female campuses.

Initiative 6.5: Launch annual environment and infrastructure survey

Students, faculty and staff should be given a chance at the end of every school 
year to appraise their university on multiple dimensions. Incorporating the 
results of this assessment info the faculty yearly appraisal (for the student 
survey) as well as in the refresh of the university strategy would communi-
cate the leadership’s commitment to continuous improvement, while foster-
ing communication between all the stakeholders in the university.

Summary
- How can KSU improve its internal environment for faculty, staff and stu-

dents alike?
Currently, the levels of satisfaction of faculty and staff with the physical in-
frastructure of KSU are low. At the same time, some members of the KSU 
community are sometimes not fully engaged and thus frustrated and the stu-
dent life is not sufficiently rich beyond the lecture room. KSU should make an 
effort to significantly improve its campus infrastructure, provide its members 
(student, faculty and staff) with charters that outline their rights and respon-
sibilities and foster a richer student life through the support of extracurricular 
activities. Finally, KSU should create a student governing body to represent 
the student voice.

Strategic objective #7: Sustainable future
In order for KSU to achieve its strategic goals it will need to execute several 
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transformation programs, many of which will require significant resources. 
KSU will need to ensure the right amount and stability of finances for these 
efforts. KSU has recently started to address this need. It has established sev-
eral research chairs and started its endowment fund. With this context as the 
backdrop, there are 3 key questions for consideration:

- Why should KSU diversify the sources of funding and build an endow-
ment?

- How should KSU manage its funding activities?

We address the general need below. The actual figures and financing required 
will be discussed in the implementation portion of the strategic plan

Why should KSU diversify sources of funding and build 
an endowment?
King Saud University currently gets 97% of it funding from public sources 
and has a budget of about $ 15,000 per student per year. This amount is al-
ready low in comparison with other leading universities (e.g., ~30k at NUS, 
~47k at Berkeley). Moreover, with the significant transformation demanded 
by the new strategic direction, the requirement for funds will increase tremen-
dously. To support this requirement, leading universities have an endowment 
exceeding $ 10 billion and an annual contribution to the budget of $ 500 to 
1,200 million.
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For European universities such as Oxford, endowment building efforts have 
recently been required to diversify their source of funding, which has allowed 
them to meet significant shortfalls arising from public funding limitations. 
Although endowment-building has been a common activity for some time in 
the US, it is a path that has only recently been taken up by universities else-
where. 

Initiative 7.1: Diversify sources of funding by cultivating target donor 
relationships
Diversifying KSU’s sources of funding has several advantages. First, it can 
translate to a larger pool of resources overall. Second, by receiving private 
funds in addition to the government allocation, KSU has a stronger ration-
ale for the increased flexibility it seeks in governing itself. Specifically, KSU 
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will also be able to allocate funds internally independent of the perspective 
of governmental institutions. This enables placement of money to initiate an 
endowment fund that can ensure long term sustainability through a continu-
ous income stream. Sustainability and flexibility will enable the University to 
engage in activities that are better aligned with market demand, which should 
have a positive impact on teaching and research.  An endowment can provide 
KSU with a sustainable stream of funds for financing its operations and spe-
cial projects. Our recommendation is that KSU continues to build this further. 
Since the amount of funding needed depends on the options chosen for the 
previous recommendations, we do not discuss the exact size of the fund in this 
section. We focus on the set up and management of the fund instead. 

Diversifying sources of funding, either for the endowment or for direct fund-
ing of initiatives will require an active setup and a strategy tailored to each 
donor group. Initially, KSU will need to create a potential donor list (students, 
alumni, high net worth individuals, corporations) and establish a relationship 
plan for each major donor group highlighting their funding preferences. Gen-
erally, major donors require active personal cultivation, with a high touch ap-
proach, whereas new alumni and students prefer a broader approach led by 
their peers.  Universities worldwide leverage new alumni to reach out their 
class, or student government and representatives to encourage giving to a 
cause that is dear to them.  Loyalty to a school has to be harnessed early and 
involving current students in fundraising, however small, is crucial (e.g., by 
contributing part of their stipend).  

Once the target groups and plans are completed, KSU will need to execute. 
This will involve outreach, communicating high level vision and strategy, fol-
low-up (e.g., with thank you memoranda and/or information updates to assure 
donors that the University is keeping its promises and making progress against 
its aspirations), and recognition as appropriate for donors. 

Initiative 7.2: Create annual report on how endowment is used, and its 
impact on KSU’s community
Stewardship of funds is a central element of what makes fundraising campaign 
successful and sustained over time.  King Saud University has raised over 
SAR 1 billion and is starting to invest in projects to build a steady source of 
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fund.  As part of demonstrating its ability to manage funds well, and remaining 
accountable to its donors as well as building trust with new donors, an annual 
report describing the endowment, its status, its impact and the recognition of 
major donors should be published.

Initiative 7.3: Start donor recognition program
Finally, KSU should plan events to recognize donors (e.g., galas, public events, 
visit to new KSU facilities, etc) and establish donor-student and donor-faculty 
relationships.  As involvement breeds engagement, increased relationships be-
tween KSU and its donors will only increase the likelihood of future gifts.

Initiative 7.4: Build an organization to support all fundraising activities 
within KSU
KSU today has multiple organizations responsible for fund-raising with little 
coordination across them. There is not a single office in charge of fundrais-
ing, rather the Rector, the Vice Rector Knowledge Exchange and Technology 
Transfer, the Vice Rector Graduate Studies & Research and the CEO of Busi-
ness/Secretary General Endowment simultaneously drive different efforts to 
secure funds. This approach has been perceived as confusing by donors who 
are approached by multiple entities from KSU. At leading universities fun-
draising efforts are usually centralized. For example at Stanford, the VP for 
Development, who reports directly to the President, is in charge of planning, 
coordinating and managing the procurement program for gifts (both current 
use and endowment fund). He works closely with the President, the Provost 
and the deans to define the requirement of the university. Central coordination 
also allows departments to have a single point of contact to go to for initiating 
fundraising efforts. For example, at Stanford, departments or schools (e.g., 
the Business School) can get approval by the VP for Development to pursue 
funding from a specific group of donors. The Business School can then raise 
its own funds.  

KSU should create a single development office responsible for fundraising to 
ensure alignment across its different fundraising activities. It should be cre-
ated at the Vice Rector level and is useful for the purpose of focusing and 
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coordinating fundraising efforts.

In order to oversee their endowment, nearly all universities have created in-
dependent management companies where the universities have no say in the 
management of assets, beyond the setting up of the structure and guidelines 
in terms of policy. These entities usually consult with the university regarding 
long term goals and the overall risk of the investment but have a high profile 
investment board making the financial decisions. The 3 universities with the 
highest endowment fund (Harvard, Yale, and Stanford) have in the past usu-
ally outperformed both bond and stock market.

There are no options around this recommendation since it is a prerequisite for 
successful fundraising and endowment efforts.

Summary
- Why should KSU diversify sources of funding and build an endowment?

Leading universities have significantly higher funding per student compared 
to KSU. This gap is further enlarged by the need to support the initiatives aris-
ing from the strategic plan. Private funds will also allow KSU higher freedom 
in allocating finances to priority areas and will enable its search for a more au-
tonomous governance model. Endowment income can be a significant source 
of funding. It ensures long term sustainability of income and can counter the 
decline or variability of other sources of funding.

- How should KSU manage its funding activities?
KSU should build a central organization to manage and coordinate its differ-
ent funding activities at the Vice Rector level. This will minimize confusion 
with potential donors and enable a holistic approach to fund raising strategy 
and operation.

Strategic objective #8: Greater flexibility; Greater ac-
countability
In order to drive significant change through its bold strategic vision, King 
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Saud University will need to make and execute tough decisions, act fast and 
firmly, be responsive to a fast-changing and competitive global knowledge 
economy, and change many of its current status quo processes and systems. At 
the moment, this is difficult to give the current governance model. As a public 
University, King Saud University receives its funding from the government 
and is thus subject to external control and influence on strategic and opera-
tional decisions. This leads to inefficiencies in its internal decision-making 
and constrains its ability to make significant changes. At the same time, King 
Saud University needs to maintain a relationship and its obligations to the 
government given its public status. Public universities around the world have 
recognized this challenge. They have generally dealt with it through the de-
velopment of a “performance contract” whereby they get an increased degree 
of operational freedom or autonomy and in return are held accountable for 
delivering on certain performance dimensions back to the government. The 
three key strategic questions to address for King Saud University are:

- Why are public universities worldwide seeking more freedom from govern-
ment to operate?

- Why does King Saud University need more freedom to operate? 

- What type and level of accountability does King Saud University need to 
have in return for increased freedom?

- What capabilities will KSU need to strengthen in order to succeed with ad-
ditional freedoms?

These questions are discussed in the next sections.

Why are public universities worldwide seeking more 
freedom from government to operate?
Most public universities have some government influence, usually from the 
Ministry of Education, typically limited to funding and strategic direction set-
ting. In some cases this influence is broader and may impact internal govern-
ance and HR issues. Many leading public universities are moving towards a 
more autonomous status in order to realize increased operational flexibility 
and to transform their performance. Typical developments that characterize 
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this transition include the following:

- From civil service status of faculty/staff to faculty/staff as employees of the 
University because of the lack of adequate incentive for high performance 
in the old model. 

- From bureaucratic and rigid system for appointment of faculty to a more 
flexible system to be able to adjust pay scale to market rates.

- From a vast majority of funds for teaching/research coming from Govern-
ment to the development of independent sources of funding to be able to 
make faster decisions over the use of money.

- From a university governed by the Ministry of Education with public status 
to a university governed by a board of trustees and semi-private status to 
have higher independence in decision making. 

An example is the National University of Singapore, which has followed a 
gradual path, over a fifteen year period, to achieve autonomy. Today, NUS 
enjoys greater flexibility in charting its own direction, making its own financ-
ing decisions, admitting students according to its own criteria, and appointing, 
promoting, and rewarding faculty. The scope of NUS’ autonomy can be sum-
marized around the five areas of governance, funding and financial autonomy, 
student admission, intake planning, and human resources:

- Governance: The university council and leadership are expected to take on 
greater responsibility and ownership of key decisions affecting the univer-
sity. In addition, the university must set clear strategic directions and priori-
ties, and allocate resources effectively.

- Funding and financial autonomy: Although government is to remain the 
principal source of funding, the university is expected to actively seek alter-
native sources of funding to support its priorities. Moreover, the university 
has the ability to decide priority areas of funding and determine tuition fees, 
including the option of differentiating tuitions for different courses. 

- Student admission: In 2004, NUS was given the flexibility to determine the 
profile of 10% of its intake using independent criteria and there is scope to 
allow for greater autonomy in student admission over time by increasing 
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this percentage.

- Intake planning: Graduate manpower produced by the university must abide 
with the national output targets to ensure that graduate manpower produced 
meets the needs of the economy. However, NUS now has greater flexibility 
to take in foreign students over and above the output targets on a full-cost 
basis. 

- Human resources: The University has full autonomy over appointment of 
all faculty and determining remuneration packages, including welfare ben-
efits and performance bonuses for all faculty and staff. 

Why does King Saud University need more freedom to 
operate?
Easing the institutional control on King Saud University could potentially re-
sult in greater operational and strategic flexibility. allowing the University to 
better respond to a rapidly changing and competitive environment, something 
that is crucial for King Saud University to achieve if it is to become a globally 
leading university.

Initiative 8.1: Develop a performance agreement with the government
With respect to strategic flexibility, it will allow King Saud University’s stake-
holders (i.e., senior leadership, administrators, faculty, and students) to take 
greater ownership in decision-making and setting the University’s direction. 
Greater ownership will potentially foster a more entrepreneurial and innova-
tive culture that will better position King Saud University to compete in the 
global higher education arena. 

More operational freedom will help King Saud University adopt global best 
practices in areas such as human resources, performance management, and 
procurement and will allow for greater freedom in managing the financial re-
sources of the university. For the ‘level of autonomy’, several options exist for 
KSU. 
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What type and level of accountability should King Saud 
University assume in return for its increased freedom 
and autonomy?
As greater autonomy is granted to King Saud University, the Government will 
need to enhance accountability to ensure that Government funding is well uti-
lized to meet the country’s objectives, while simultaneously providing King 
Saud University with the flexibility to achieve global excellence. It is recom-
mended that King Saud University negotiates higher flexibility with regard to 
operational and strategic decisions while working with the Ministry of Higher 
Education to craft a clear accountability framework in return for lifting direct 
regulations. This accountability is defined in terms of the quantity and quality 
of the outputs from KSU, and the associated reporting requirements. Options 
for levels of autonomy and corresponding accountability are shown in the 
Exhibit below.
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Criteria to be considered when selecting one of the options include the ease of 
implementation, the level of social and political acceptance, the presence of 
capable leadership at university and the impact on the higher education land-
scape in the Kingdom.

What capabilities will KSU need to strengthen in order 
to succeed with additional freedoms?
As a result of the performance contract between King Saud University and 
the Government, King Saud University will take on more responsibility along 
with its autonomy. For example, HR processes can be more sophisticated and 
performance driven, implying the need for gathering performance data. Fi-
nance will need to do increased planning and allocation of funds, at a more 
granular level. Procurement rules can be re-written to optimize delivery time. 
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These potential changes imply new processes and systems. KSU will need to 
build internal capabilities in these departments.

Initiative 8.2: Build KSU’s internal financial capabilities 
As the Government moves towards granting King Saud University additional 
freedom to make the right trade-offs in its needs through block funding, and 
with increased private funding flowing to the institution, the finance and con-
troller department of King Saud University will need to move from managing 
line budgets to strategically allocating funds across the various constituents of 
the University. Capabilities in strategic financial planning and managerial ac-
counting will need to be developed. In addition, finance department will now 
work more closely with the strategic team to ensure the adequate funds are 
available and the right tradeoffs are made.

Initiative 8.3: Build internal HR process capabilities
King Saud University will have additional freedom in defining and manag-
ing faculty tracks, The University will need to ramp-up its human resource 
capabilities to support new salary schemes, bonus and benefits to all faculty 
irrespective of gender or nationality. The new capabilities could be owned by 
the faculty affairs deanship or will need to work very closely with that dean-
ship in order to ensure that faculty processes and environment are constantly 
updated in a competitive world for talent.

Initiative 8.4: Build procurement capabilities 
As the Government moves towards granting King Saud University additional 
freedom in procurement and approval of small and medium purchases, King 
Saud University will need to build capability for managing and reimbursing 
claims that were initially sent to the Ministry of Finance for approval.  A rapid 
turnaround of requests will be required in order to ensure a rise in quality at 
King Saud University.
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Summary

- Why are public universities worldwide seeking more freedom from gov-
ernment to operate?
Leading public universities worldwide are asking for additional freedom to 
operate in order to adapt quickly to an ever-changing educational landscape, 
manage the performance of their faculty and staff, and increase process flex-
ibility in the organization. The National University of Singapore has achieved 
a semi-autonomous status, while maintaining its obligation towards Singa-
pore’s society through a performance agreement with the government.

- Why does King Saud University need more freedom to operate?
Various ministries are deeply involved at the operational and strategic deci-
sion making level with King Saud University and this leads to long processes. 
King Saud University should gradually adopt a performance and accountabil-
ity framework with the government, similar to NUS.

- What type and level of accountability does King Saud University need to 
assume in return for its increased autonomy?
The levels of accountability will ensure that the Government continues to get 
what it requires from King Saud University without the tight controls it ex-
erts today. This includes the quality of education and research as well as the 
number of students that King Saud University admits and/or graduates whose 
education it needs to support in the Kingdom. The level of accountability 
should clearly correspond to the degree of freedom granted.

- What capabilities will KSU need to strengthen in order to succeed with 
additional freedoms?
Key finance, HR, procurement and management processes will be owned by 
KSU as a result of the performance contract and building the internal capabili-
ties in these core departments (HR, finance) will be crucial to ensure smooth 
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transition of processes from government to KSU

Strategic objective #9: Organizing for purpose
Several issues within the current organization and governance of KSU are 
leading to ineffective decision making and inefficient functioning of the Uni-
versity. As KSU embarks on its journey towards becoming a globally leading 
research-based University, the organization and governance of KSU will need 
to evolve to enable better decision making and support world-class research 
and teaching. 

When thinking about how the University’s organization ought to change, KSU 
must reflect upon the following questions:

- What are the issues arising from KSU’s current organizational structure and 
how can they be resolved?

- What is the most appropriate governance model for KSU?

- How can the role of support staff be improved in order to better align it with 
KSU’s goals?

What are the issues arising from KSU’s current organi-
zational structure and how can they be resolved?
KSU’s main organizational challenges arise from the fragmentation of its de-
partmental and school structure into numerous units as well as the abundance 
of management roles at the senior level.

Even after excluding non-Riyadh branches, KSU still exhibits a significantly 
large number of schools (21) and departments (130) when compared to lead-
ing benchmarked universities (average of 11 schools and 73 departments), 
with many departments potentially sub-scale. 

In addition to their excessive number, KSU colleges and departments function 
more like independent silos than a single entity with a unified objective. This 
fragmentation has lead to many issues including lack of alignment on strate-
gies, limited interdisciplinary collaboration across colleges and departments, 
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substantial overlap in program offering, insufficient management bandwidth, 
and lack of efficiency in services. 

Many large universities such as Oxford University, the University of South-
ern California and several Korean Universities are reducing their schools and 
departments by combining schools under larger umbrellas and breaking down 
walls between departments in order to realize benefits such as: increased inter-
disciplinary collaboration, greater focus on strategic areas, higher employabil-
ity for graduates, and reduced administrative burden. 

A simplification of KSU’s organization is a necessary step towards a more ef-
fective structure that is able to support the major transformation on which it 
has embarked. This requires both broader discipline-based structures that have 
the critical mass for their leadership and processes to be effective and efficient 
and a simplified organization at the senior leadership level.

Initiative 9.1: Consolidate complementary colleges into single faculties
KSU could realize similar benefits to those of other universities and resolve 
many issues related to fragmentation of structures by combining colleges un-
der larger faculties. When deciding on how to organize colleges under larger 
faculties, KSU should optimize its structure to align with the following four 
factors: 

- Global trends in faculties/school organization;

- Supporting and advancing KSU’s priority teaching and research areas

- Encouraging interdisciplinary collaboration amongst relevant disciplines;

- Maximizing efficiency and ensuring practicality in using the University’s 
resources.

However, as this is a most sensitive issue for KSU, the answer that will be 
suitable to KSU’s needs will be dependent on how feasibility it is for KSU’s 
internal functioning. Bearing that in mind, an example proposal that optimizes 
the four factors is given by a structure that would involve six faculties, as fol-
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lows:

- Faculty of Arts & Humanities: Arts, Languages & Translation, Arabic Lan-
guage Institute, Tourism and Archaeology; 

- Faculty of Education: Education, Teachers’ College, Physical Education 
and Sports; 

- Faculty of Business and Law: Business Administration, Law and Political 
Science;

- Faculty of Engineering and ICT: Engineering, Architecture and Planning, 
Computer and Information Science;

- Faculty of Science: Biological sciences, Physical sciences;

- Faculty of Health Sciences: Medicine, Dentistry, Pharmacy, Applied Medi-
cal Science, Nursing.
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Once colleges and departments have been combined under faculties, sub-scale 
departments with limited strategic significance should either be merged with 
larger departments or eventually closed down in conjunction with the reduc-
tion of admitted students (as described in strategic objective #2).

The creation of faculties will require adjustment in the institution’s structure, 
as described in the next section.  As a guiding principle, the leadership of each 
faculty should be reflective of the composition and the profile of the student 
body. As certain colleges and groups of schools are male in majority (e.g. En-
gineering) while others are female in majority (e.g. Education). This diversity 
in student mix should be reflected in the composition of the faculty board and 
chair.
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Over the past two years, KSU’s organizational structure has been undergoing 
many changes, resulting in an increased number of direct reports to KSU vice 
rectors (see exhibit above), duplication in functions, and lack of clarity, ac-
countability, and transparency. This, in turn, has lead to much confusion and 
bureaucracy in the day-to-day functioning of KSU

Initiative 9.2: Reduce number of Vice-rectors and Deans 
KSU’s senior management structure should be reconsidered to ensure greater 
focus, more clarity around roles and responsibilities, and increased account-
ability. In addition, senior leadership positions should be dedicated to oversee-
ing core functions (e.g., Academic Affairs, Administrative Affairs, Legal Af-
fairs, etc) and driving strategic priorities (e.g., promoting research excellence 
and graduate studies).
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In designing an optimal organizational structure for KSU, five factors should 
be considered:

- Small number of professional administrators at the senior levels: 7-10 direct 
reports to the rector and few administrators at the N-2 level;

- Clear decision rights and accountability;

- Clear roles and responsibilities;

- Dedicated leadership to drive strategic priorities (e.g., Vice Rectors for Re-
search and Vice Rector for Female Equity);

- Senior leadership positions for core functions (e.g., Vice Rector for endow-
ment, academic affairs...).

In deciding which functions should report directly to the Rector, KSU should 
take into consideration two factors: 

- What core leadership functions should be: Certain senior leadership func-
tions are common across most universities. These functions are of high 
importance and, thus, report directly to the Rector, such as academic affairs, 
administrative affairs, external and public affairs, legal affairs, resource de-
velopment, and endowment management. Other functions are specific to 
certain universities and typically do not report to the Rector such as human 
resources, infrastructure, land and building, and finance. KSU should en-
sure that a Vice Rector is appointed to drive each core leadership function. 

- How to best drive strategic priorities: KSU leadership’s aspiration to trans-
form KSU into a globally leading research university over a short period of 
time translates into a set priorities. The senior leadership structure should 
reflect these priorities to ensure that they are fulfilled.

- Dean of Graduate Studies to recruit graduate students and to promote grad-
uate studies at KSU

- Vice-Rector for Graduate Studies & Research to drive research priorities 
and promote research excellence

- Vice Rector for Female Faculty Equity to ensure equity across gender and 
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promote females

- Associate Vice Rector for Expat Faculty Equity to recruit and develop expat 
faculty and ensure that they receive equal rights

- Vice-Rector for Strategy and Development to support the Rector in driving 
strategic priorities and ensure they are achieved

- Quality manager reporting to the Vice-Rector of Strategy and Development 
to ensure that support services are effectively supporting strategic goals

The role of the Vice Rector for Female Faculty Equity is particularly impor-
tant, as it will help strengthen the relationship between the female and male 
sections and ensure equity along 3 areas

- Enhance communications and collaboration between male and female cam-
puses to improve the quality of education and research

- Empower females with decision making rights and authorities in order to 
enable effective governance of female campuses

- Ensure equity in resources and all other aspects across female and male 
campuses

The accreditation report particularly stresses these 3 dimensions in assessing 
collaboration between male and female campuses and the impact on quality at 
KSU as seen in the exhibit below.
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The accreditation report also stresses the importance of reducing the prolif-
eration of support deanships.  These support deanships drive significant com-
plexity within the institution as accountability and responsibility lines are 
blurred.

Taking this into consideration, a streamlined organization would have 7 strate-
gic direct reports and 20 reports at the N-2 level. The proposed new organiza-
tion would have the structure that can be seen in the exhibit below.
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What is the most appropriate governance model for 
KSU?
Historically, the Female University Studies Centre, established in 1976, was 
governed by the KSU male campus. Overtime, KSU governance has evolved 
to increase female participation, starting with the appointment of the first fe-
male Dean to oversee the administration of the Female Centre in 1985, fol-
lowed by the appointment of the first female Supervisor of the Malaz campus 
in 2001, and most recently the appointment of female vice college deans and 
deputy department heads.  

However, the resulting matrix-like governance structure, whereby administra-
tive and academic reporting lines are separated, has led to the ineffective man-
agement of the women’s campus and is jeopardizing the quality of teaching 
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and research across the University.

The main issues that have been identified are:

- Confusion of decision rights between academic on college dean and admin-
istrative decisions on female campus dean, as these decisions can often not 
be distinguished. The result is that, for any given decision, there is no clear 
ultimate decision-maker.

- An insufficient number of decision-rights for women on academic and ad-
ministrative matters. They are currently often not even consulted on budg-
ets, admissions and women’s campus matters.

- Women are ill-represented in University councils (e.g., Department Coun-
cil, Academic Research Council and University Council).

The National Commission for Academic Accreditation and Assessment 
(NCAAA), under the section on relationship between the male and female 
sections states the following:

- When programs are offered in both male and female sections resources, 
facilities and staffing provisions are offered at comparable levels.  

- Program coordinators in both sections and faculty teaching the same cours-
es  are fully involved in planning and reporting processes and communicate 
regularly about the program through processes that are consistent with by-
laws and regulations of the Higher Council of Education. Given the prob-
lems detected with KSU’s current governance issues, a reform is inescap-
able.

In light of the current challenges and the assessment criteria set by the NCAAA, 
KSU needs to introduce a new governance model to solve male vs. female in-
efficiencies.

Initiative 9.3: Introduce new governance model to solve male vs. female 
governance inefficiencies 
Several options exist to improve the governance of the women’s campus in a 
way that ensures there are clear reporting lines and women have a fair say in 

book Eng big slides.indd   263book Eng big slides.indd   263 31/7/10   01:06:2431/7/10   01:06:24



264

University decisions, particularly in the ones that directly affect them. They 
range from the independent governance model, whereby women have an in-
dependent structure parallel to that of men, starting with the department head 
and all the way up to the Rector, to the fully integrated governance model, 
whereby both men and women have one chain of command with a single 
department head, college dean, faculty chair, and Vice Rector of Academic 
Affairs. These are outlined in the exhibit below.

The criteria for selection of one of the previous options in this highly political 
issue include the ease of operational implementation in practice (as the options 
involve various degrees of collaboration between genders) and the internal 
and KSA-level political feasibility and the level of impact on KSU’s teaching 
and research excellence.  Nevertheless, the mixed governance model present 
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key advantages along the simplicity of its implementation and the gradual 
nature of the improvements it brings to the university and represents a smooth 
transition from the current situation.

The recommended mixed governance model, as seen above has the following 
characteristics and benefits

- A single reporting line for female Vice-Deans and Department Heads to the 
College Dean

- College Deans can delegate authority to Vice Deans

- The current role of Dean of Female Center position will be abolished and 
administrative matters related to the female campus will be overseen by a 
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central facilities manager reporting to the Associate Vice Rector for Main-
tenance and Operations

- Equal status and decision rights for female and male department heads, fe-
male and male Vice-Deans

Initiative 9.4: Simplify KSU’s council structure, membership and govern-
ance
KSUs new organization structure should be supported by a more dynamic 
council structure. Currently, KSU has a council structure that is not conducive 
to effective decision making. The University council has over 60+ members 
meeting weekly and discussing university matters.  The voices of all schools 
are often drowned and depend on the strength each dean.  Additionally, com-
peting agendas can often render large council decision-making obsolete and 
difficult.  Simplifying this structure to ensure the right decisions are made 
at the right levels will require government support.  Finally, the voice of the 
female campus is often unheard as, at KSU, female leadership are only pre-
sented in college councils per invitation and are not always encouraged to at-
tend, and voice their opinions. 

The structure, governance and membership of the new council structure are 
as follows:

- University council: Limited to the Rector, Vice Rectors and faculty chairs.  
Devoted to University wide issues and overall strategic and operational 
matters that impact the university as a whole

- Faculty board: Comprised 4-10 male and female members including all 
male College Deans and female Vice-Deans; At least one of the Faculty 
chairs should be a female
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- College council: Comprised Dean and Vice Deans as well as all male and 
female department head

- Gender specific department councils: Comprised of all faculty and de-
partment head on each male/female campuses

For this model to be successful, a set of decision rights will need to be pushed 
down to the College Deans as well as the Faculty boards.  A detailed assess-
ment of decision rights is in the appendix; the exhibit below summarizes the 
main elements of KSU’s structure and decision rights, taking in account the 
new relationship between the male and female campuses.
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How can the role of support staff be improved in order 
to align it with KSU’s goals?
Currently, KSU has 12,000 staff whose role is to support KSU’s functions. 
They include administrative staff, technicians, cleaners, security guards and 
numerous others who enable KSU to function as an organization and, thus, to 
fulfill its mission.

However, KSU’s support staffs are not achieving this goal in full and, moreo-
ver, feel demotivated that their work is not valued:

Faculty and students alike complain about the work of support staff, including 
tardiness in response, lack of skills or training for specific jobs and of com-
mitment. Moreover, they feel helpless in dealing with these issues as feedback 
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and management mechanisms are limited.

45% of faculty declares itself dissatisfied. 70% of them state that KSU is not 
doing well in promoting the best staff and over 50% do not feel motivated or 
that their work is recognized or rewarded.

Support staffs play an indispensable role in any organization and for KSU to 
achieve its transformational objectives, a high quality, and fully engaged team 
is necessary.

Initiative 9.5: Raise the quality of administrative support staff
The quality of the staff directly impacts the performance of KSU. As such, as 
in any organization, they must be treated fairly and there must be a clear career 
path for them. Four principles should govern the way faculty is treated at KSU:

- Improve the hiring process for staff: A decentralized hiring process that al-
lows flexible matching of requirements to people should be in place, with 
faculty ultimately deciding what support staff they want in their teams. 
Leverage contract based staffing so that non-performing staff can have their 
contract discontinued. 

- Implement a world-standard professional development for all staff: KSU 
should put in place individual development plans for all staff and a com-
prehensive feedback framework. Preferential access should be given to job 
openings across the University.  Staff should be given support in learning 
through the offering of internal courses and the financing of relevant exter-
nal courses. 

- Develop a rigorous performance management system: Implement higher 
merit based salary increases to excellent staff performers and discontinue 
the contracts of non-performing staff. Reward outstanding performance 
through staff recognition programs.

- Ensure an environment of equal opportunities is in place: Ensure staffs are 
treated fairly and equally regardless of their nationality, race and gender 
through the implementation of adequate policy and the creation of an om-
budsperson for staff.
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Summary

- What are the issues arising from KSU’s current organizational structure 
and how can they be resolved?
The high degree of fragmentation of KSU’s structure results in a lack of align-
ment on strategies, limited interdisciplinary collaboration and substantial 
overlap in program offering. The abundance of senior managers eventually 
results in much confusion and bureaucracy in the day-to-day functioning of 
KSU. KSU will have to create faculties that combine several colleges in order 
to have management units of sufficient mass. 

In addition, the senior leadership team must be streamlined to ensure greater fo-
cus, clarity and accountability in management. Fewer senior managers should 
be in place, clear roles should be given to them and there should be dedicated 
leadership to drive strategic priorities (e.g., a Vice-Rector of Research).

- What is the most appropriate governance model for KSU?
The most appropriate model is one that ensures clarity in the reporting lines of 
the women’s campus and gives women a fair say in the university governance, 
unlike the current situation. To achieve this, there are several options, ranging 
from independent governance for their campus to a fully integrated one, each 
designed so that they can fulfil these goals. The option most appropriate for 
KSU will depend mainly on the ease of its implementation and internal and 
external political sensitivity.

- How can the role of support staff be improved in order to better align it 
with KSU’s goals?
The support staff is hindering the agility and effectiveness of KSU. Finally, 
the matrix-like governance structure that governs the women’s campus has 
led to its ineffective management. The processes affecting support staff, from 
hiring to professional development to performance management, should be 
completely overhauled so that they: recruit high quality talent suitable for the 
specific role they are to fulfil, nurture staff’s capabilities through adequate pro-
fessional management and hold them accountable to their performance level.
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The implementation provides a framework that supports KSU’s strategic plan, 
ensures all major initiatives are undertaken, sequenced and monitored ade-
quately in order to enhance the best of KSU’s campus while making the most 
of opportunities that come with new plan. The plan helps each project realize 
KSU’s academic, research and community objectives, while giving the leader 
the flexibility and the responsibility to adapt the plan over the next 20 years. 

To be effective, the implementation program must contain 4 key elements:

- A transformation management program: Dedicate a group of highly re-
spected individuals to own the transformation program

- A progress management: Monitor in the detail the pace of the transforma-
tion to ensure timely progress 

- A risk management program: Anticipate risks and manage them to ensure 
program success, which includes a communication plan that will, at the 
onset, help manage expectations and build a coalition

- A stakeholder management program: Communicate clearly with each 
group of stakeholders to ensure commitment and understanding

Transformation management program
The primary element of a transformation management program is the PMO 
(Program Management Office).  The key task of a Program Management Of-
fice (PMO) is to ensure transparent and effective interaction between top man-
agement and all relevant program levels. To fulfill this task, the PMO should 
compile a number of clearly structured, consistent and transparent reports on 
a regular basis, including status and milestone overviews, risk/issue reports, 
budget report, and a progress report. 

5. Implementation plan
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The PMO can also perform additional functions such as initiative- level target 
setting and providing ad hoc support. The positioning and staffing of a PMO 
depend on the functions that it will perform. Certain best practices can help to 
make the difference between a mechanical accounting exercise and a success-
ful PMO effectively supporting the program leadership and top management.  
The attached document in appendix (Document I) explains, in details, these 
practices and the setup of KSU’s implementation transformation program.  
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Progress management program

A program management by itself cannot succeed, it needs to be supported by 
a system of key metrics to follow and monitor the progress of the implementa-
tion.  The list of KPI should be tiered, concise and helping the leadership track 
the pace of implementation as well as outcomes.  There characteristics of the 
KPI system should be as follows:

- The KPI* system allows to monitor progress and to assign ownership of 
activities impacting key measures of performance

- A series of reports will be used by the PMO to monitor and manage 
progress

- Reports are crafted by different leaders in the PMO and structure to address 
key aspects of the program and present the in the right level of detail to 
ensure efficient monitoring of progress 

- Reports are used not only to show progress, but also to surface issues, risks, 
and budgetary concerns to the right members of the PMO for its resolution 
or escalation

Risk management program
In order to ensure the effective management and completion of each major 
tasks, the project manager and the leadership must actively anticipate and 
mitigate risks.  At the onset of the program, the implementation plan contains 
a set of potential risks as well as mitigation plan for each one of them.  Nev-
ertheless, it is necessary for risk management to a constant part of the agenda 
of the PMO.

- Risk management is an active process that requires allocating time for it at 
each PMO meeting

- The list of risk is dynamic and should be managed by the PMO; new risks 
can appear and old risks can vanish on a weekly basis

- Without active risk management, risks are not anticipated but discovered 
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when it is too late.

Stakeholder management program
Finally, stakeholder management is a core element of the risk mitigation, but 
also to ensure the right pace of implementation and adequate support of the 
university.  Stakeholder management is essential for project success.  A good 
communication plan needs to engage members of the organization and exter-
nal influencers to cooperate and commit to the plan, is tailored and is reflected 
not only in all verbal, and written intervention but also in all behaviors.

Financials
Overall, the various programs of the strategic plan will require sustained in-
vestment over the next 20 years. The following exhibit summarizes the costs 
related to the programs.
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King Saud University, the Kingdom’s largest and oldest higher education in-
stitution, enters the next decade facing a rapidly evolving national and inter-
national landscape.  In this report, we have sought to provide the context in 
which the university will navigate over the next 20 years.  

We have presented, as part of a thorough diagnostic guided both by analysis, 
interviews, benchmarking and SWOT workshops with stakeholders to estab-
lish the key drivers for change and the need to develop King Saud University 
as a beacon of excellence for the Kingdom.

We have drawn from both international and internal best practices to present 
strong initiatives that will help the university meet the needs of the Kingdom 
as well as the challenges it will face in the near and long terms. 

This report makes assertions over 9 strategic objectives supported by 45 initia-
tives:

Strategic objective Initiatives

Good everywhere; 
great in focus areas

1.1 Develop area of excellence: Healthcare
1.2 Develop area of excellence: Education
1.3 Develop area of excellence: Finance & insurance
1.4 Develop area of excellence: Management
1.5 Develop area of excellence: Engineering/ICT
1.6 Develop area of excellence: Engineering/ Petro-

chemicals      
1.7 Develop area of excellence: Engineering/Water  

resources development and management 
1.8 Develop area of excellence: Urban Planning
1.9 Develop future technologies

6. Conclusion
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Distinctive faculty

2.1 Strengthen faculty recruitment process to match 
international standards

2.2 Attract visiting professors in each department
2.3 Increase benefits and improve support for existing 

faculty members
2.4 Design and deploy new performance based faculty 

tracks

Less is more

3.1 Transform the existing branch campuses into stan-
dalone universities

3.2 Reduce the size of the student body at the Riyadh 
campuses

3.3 Form advisory committee to analyze higher educa-
tion capacity and advise government

3.4 Build internal capacity at the Muzahmiya campus
3.5 Expand current graduate offering in each program
3.6  Increase international student intake for graduate 

students

Stronger graduates

4.1 Differentiate and strengthen preparatory year be-
tween 3 broad academic areas to increase its impact

4.2 Embed innovative teaching methods throughout 
KSU programs (e.g., case studies, problem based 
and cooperative-collaborative learning, student 
presentations, classroom technology)

4.3 Launch Teacher's academy to support and develop 
faculty skills

4.4 Raise English skills requirements for graduation
4.5  Develop an Honors Program

Building bridges

5.1 Create an institutional advisory board
5.2 Create advisory board for each faculty
5.3 Create external relations office and strategy
5.4 Create community relations program and strategy
5.5 Provide competitive grants to foster interdiscipli-

nary research and programs
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Supportive learning 
environment

6.1 Launch campus infrastructure review and upgrade
6.2 Detail student, faculty and staff code of conduct
6.3 Develop extracurricular activities portfolio
6.4 Create a student governing body
6.5 Launch annual environment and infrastructure 

survey

Sustainable future

7.1 Diversify sources of funding by cultivating target 
donor relationships

7.2 Create annual report task force to transparently pub-
licize endowment successes and usage

7.3 Start donor recognition program
7.4 Build an organization to support all fundraising 

activities within KSU

Flexibility and ac-
countability

8.1 Develop a performance agreement with the govern-
ment

8.2 Build KSU’s internal financial capabilities 
8.3 Build internal HR process capabilities
8.4 Build procurement capabilities

Organizing for pur-
pose

9.1 Consolidate complementary colleges into single 
faculties

9.2 Reduce number of Vice-rectors and Deans 
9.3 Introduce new governance model to solve male vs. 

female governance inefficiencies 
9.4 Simplify KSU’s council structure, membership and 

governance
9.5 Raise the quality of administrative support staff
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The strategic plan for King Saud University is an ambitious plan, and provides 
an alternative approach for major changes in the way the Kingdom prepares 
and plans its higher education landscape. How well the university and the 
policy community meet this ambition will determine how well we are able to 
prepare our youth to become the next generation of leaders, investigators for 
competitive and global futures. 
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Strategic Plan of King Saud University 2030

No. Name Position College

1 Dr. Hamad M.H. Al- Sheikh General Supervisor of 
Strategic Plan

College of Business 
Administration

2 Dr. Hatim A. Abo Al-Samh. General Supervisor
Of Strategic Plan

College of Computer 
Sciences & Information

3 Prof. Salem Saeed Al- Qahtani Chairman of Strategic Plan College of Business 
Administration

4 Prof. Abdulrahman Abouammoh Team member College of Science

5 Prof. Saad M. Al-Shehri Team member Riyadh Community 
College

6 Prof. Moaadi Mohammed Mod-Heb Team member College of Business 
Administration

7 Prof. Abdulrahman bin Ahmed Saig  Team member College of Education

8 Prof. Ibrahim Ali  Al- Orainy  Team member College of Medicine

9 Prof. Khalid A. Al- Wazan  Team member College of Dentistry

10 Dr. Mohammed M. El- Madany  Team member College of Engineering

11 Dr. Awad Ali. Al-Karni  Team member College of Engineering

12 Dr. Rashid Mohammad Al- Hamali  Team member College of Business 
Administration

13 Dr.  Abdulmalik S. Al-Salman Team member College of Computer 
Sciences & Information

14 Dr. Ibrahim Ali Al-Dubayan General Secretary of  
Strategic Planning team College of teaching

15 Dr. Khalid Al- Abdulrahman Team member College of Medicine

16 Dr. Yousef A. Al- Salloum Team member College of Engineering

17 Dr. Eqbal Z. Darandari Team member College of Education

18 Dr. Hanan AbdulAziz Al- Olayan Team member College of Science

19 Dr. Saada Mohammad Abdullah Al- Orf Team member College of Science

Supporting Team

1 Khalid Ali Al- Ahmari Executive Secretary Strategic Planning Team

2 Bassam Ali Al- Kuzaim Executive Secretary Strategic Planning Team

3 Yasser M Al- Arefi Executive Secretary Strategic Planning Team

4 Ahmed Ali M. Omairah Executive Secretary Strategic Planning Team
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