
By a considerable margin, Saudi Arabia is the 
scientific leader of the Arab world. It ranks 
just outside the world’s top 30 nations for its 

contribution to high-quality research published in 
journals monitored by the Nature Index, 19 places 
higher than the closest Arab states — though even 
that belies the true scale of the lead it holds (see 
page S62).

This has not always been the case. An upsurge 
in funding for research and development came as 
recently as 2010, and the quantity of research pro-
duced within the country has followed a similarly 
steep trajectory. But the oil money that has sup-
ported this rise over the last decade can no longer 
be relied upon. The price per barrel has tumbled 
since 2014, leaving Saudi Arabia with a budget 
deficit of nearly US$100 billion in 2015.

The Saudi government is looking to its aca-
demic sector to supplement the economy and 
reduce reliance on oil. Universities are being 
encouraged to exploit commercial value in their 
research, with specific targets around patenting 
and start-up companies laid out in the country’s 
science strategy. They do not, however, operate in 
a vacuum: the culture outside these institutions’ 
walls must also change if the policy is to be suc-
cessful (page S75).

Saudi leaders are also taking steps to prepare the 
human resources required in a scientifically-driven 
economy. Large numbers of Saudi students choose 
to study abroad, particularly in the United States. 
But the expensive, government-funded scholarship 
programme that enables this is vulnerable to the 
same falling oil revenues that gave it purpose in the 
first place. To survive, the scholarship programme 
must find ways to prove its value to the  kingdom 
(page S64).

It will be these young people, with ideas and val-
ues that may challenge Saudi Arabia’s entrenched 
conservatism, who must spearhead the country’s 
science-powered economic transformation. At 
present, the country’s young graduates are not ful-
filling their potential — unemployment amongst 
this group is high, particularly for female gradu-
ates. The Nature Index sought out some of the 
women who have thrived in their science careers in 
the kingdom (page S70). Saudi Arabia is a country 
challenging itself to change from the top-down and 
the bottom-up all at once, and its neighbours and 
the wider international community will be follow-
ing its future closely.

Richard Hodson
Supplements editor
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The King Abdullah financial district in Riyadh is a new development in line with the kingdom’s plans to change its economic structure.
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