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n environment conducive 
for innovation is borne 
through a symbiosis where 
technological development 

drives a positive disruption of science, 
balanced by entrepreneurialism and 
commercial vision. This must be 
supported by pioneering and enabling 
government policies. This encourages 
investments to be channeled into human 
capital and governments to actually put 
pen to paper, to drive economic and 
social incentives. But the most important 
ingredient is collaboration between 
the three cornerstones of a sustainable 
innovation ecosystem; academia, 
industry and government. 

A culture of innovation is of course not 
new in Saudi Arabia and the Middle East 
region, where for centuries development 
has been driven by novel approaches to 
meet a demand for constant adaptation 
to a rapidly changing world. Today, at 
the onset of the 4IR, the kingdom’s 
penchant for ingenuity and creativity can 
be pro-actively applied to the context of 
the Vision 2030 and beyond. A successful 
adaptation to 4IR requires sustainable, 
affordable and efficient routes through 
the unchartered territories of the great 
digital transition for the energy industry, 
unpredictable oil prices, talent shortages 
and constantly fluctuating economic 
trends. 

Tough questions need answering. 
How to affordably and efficiently meet 
the 55% rise in the Middle East’s 
energy consumption by 2040, that 
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the BP Outlook anticipates? How to 
leverage R&D policies and incentives to 
spur innovative technologies? How to 
educate the next generation of skilled 
workers to embrace the work of the 
future – i.e. digital fluency? How to 
create effective communication and 
dialogue between industry, academia 
and government, to ensure that they 
all understand and consider their 
respective drivers for innovation and 
the challenges they each face? 

Part of the answer lies in stakeholders 
collaborating through innovation 
partnerships for a more applied 
research approach – efforts that aim 
to answer specific questions – and in 
making associated data and technical 
breakthroughs more transparent and 
accessible. Opaque information may 
result in inefficient allocation of time 
and resources. It is better to collaborate 
on the next step with a credible 
partner that may have carried out a 
similar process recently, or that may 
have valuable input on how to bring 
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Saudi Arabia’s 

ranking in the Global 
Innovation Index (GII), 

with a particularly 
competitive 24th 

ranking in the sub-
category of human 

capital and research. 
The GII encompasses 

126 economies, 
representing 90.8% of 
the world’s population 

and 96.3% of the 
world’s GDP. 
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You cannot produce 

ten patents and expect 
ten technologies; 

the odds of 
commercializing an 
idea are far harder. 

The stronger the R&D 
ecosystem and the 

greater the unity, the 
more favorable the 
chance of success.

1930s
There’s a default 

assumption in the 
Middle East that R&D 

must be publicly 
funded. But science 

was almost completely 
privately funded in 

the 1930s; a time that 
spawned some of the 

greatest scientific 
revolutions in the 

history. The lesson? 
Embrace multifaceted 

finance avenues. 

innovation forward to implementation 
and, as applicable, commercialization. 

Managing risk while challenging 
the status quo also needs careful 
management of change, for example 
when recruiting and integrating 
millennials in the workforce. Equally, 
the experience and wisdom of the 
older generations must be sustained to 
manage expectations, guide progress 
and ensure legal and regulatory safety 
nets are in place through the change 
process. Whatever the generation, there 
must be a sense of ownership and pride 
in an idea to reinforce cultural and 
national pride in pioneering R&D. 

The kingdom has the advantage 
of being able to support a culture of 
innovation partnerships, sound R&D, 
and commercialization more readily 
than other nations. Few countries 
are in a better position than the 
kingdom to quickly leverage on 4IR to 
strengthen its competitive standing on 
the global energy stage. Exciting times 
of innovation and transformation lie 
ahead. ■

A
Exciting times lie ahead. Few countries are in 
a better position than the kingdom to quickly 

leverage on 4IR to strengthen their competitive 
standing on the global energy stage.”

To Spur Saudi’s Innovative Spark –

COLLABORATE
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