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Foreword

The transition from higher education to the
workforce s a significant milestone. It shapes the
trajectory of individual lives and the
competitiveness of global economies. In Saudi
Arabia, that transition now carries even greater
importance. The Kingdom’s ambition through
Vision 2030, to build a knowledge economy
powered by human capability, has placed higher

education at the center of national transformation.

Thisresearchis the product of adeliberate
collaboration between Pearson and Amazon Web
Services. Pearsonbrings decades of experience
inlearning science, curriculum design,
credentialing, and assessment. AWS brings direct
insightinto how Al is deployed inside the
organizations that graduates are entering, and the
skills those organizations now require. Together,
we set out tounderstand how higher education
and the workforce are aligningin an Al-driven
world.

Across six countries, we listened to 2,711learners,
educators, university leaders, and employers.
SaudiArabia stands apartin what the datareveals.
Itisthe one marketin our study where high
institutional investment, high learner confidence,
and high employer satisfaction with new
graduates move in the same direction. That
alignmentisrare, anditis worthrecognizing.

It does not mean the workis done, because
frictionremains. The pace of Al at work continues
to outrun the cadence of the classroom, the
demand for Al-ready graduates continues to
outpace their supply, and awareness of therules
has yet to mature into trust. These are the
questions every marketis navigating. Closing
them will require more thanwhat a single
organization can deliver alone: shared evidence,
common standards, and sustained collaboration
between those who drive learning and those who
shape work.

SaudiArabia’s highereducation systemis doing
what few others have managed. We hope this
report contributes to that momentum.

Tony Lteif
Global Revenue Officer ELL and Saudi Country
AmbassadorforPearson

Valerie Singer
General Manager
AWS Global Education

Reduce friction. Build the bridge.

Alreadinessis not owned by higher education orindustry alone.
Itis built — orbroken —inthe transition between them.

Read the fullreport: pearson.com/ai-readiness
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The social contract between highereducationand
the workforce has always been structured by a key
principle: highereducation (HE) institutions will
equip graduates withworkforce readiness. Across
the globe, therapidintegration of Alinto
workplacesis outpacing the adaptive capacity of
highereducation presentinginstitutions with a
critical choice. They must eitheraccelerate the
cadence of curriculum transformation orrisk
graduating cohorts of students who are not
properly equipped forthe Al-enabled workforce.
The distance betweeninstitutionalintent and
graduate outcomesremains one of the most
consequential challengesin education today.

For SaudiArabia, this challenge carries particular
urgency. The countryisundergoing one of the
most ambitious economic transformations of any
nationin the world. Vision 2030, launched by
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salmanin 2016,
provides afundamental reimagining of the Saudi
economy. Centralto thatvisionis arecognition
that Alis a competitive necessity. Based onan
analysis of the relationship betweenlaborand
production, itis estimated that use of generative
Al to supplement work activities could help unlock
USD133.6 billion of productive capacity across the
economy.'The national Strategy for Data and Al,
launchedin2020,%2set an explicit goal of making
SaudiArabia one of the world’s leading Al nations
by 2030. The Human Capability Development
Program, one of Vision 2030’s core pillars, places
the development of an educated, skilled, and
globally competitive Saudiworkforce at the heart
of the national agenda.® Consequently, higher
educationin SaudiArabiais being actively shaped
to drive Al-enabled change.

SaudiArabia occupies aunique positiononthe
global stage. The national context helps explain
much of what the datainthisreportreveals. Inthe
accompanying cross-market AlReadiness
report,* SaudiArabiais categorized as aHigh
Velocity Strategistinview of anumber of patterns
that surfaceinthe dataset. Itis a market where Al is
treated as core to the mission of HE institutions,
backed by substantial, state-led investment
designed to synchronize educational programs
with national goals. However, evenin a market
where 88% of HE leaders characterize their
institution’s Alinvestment as significant or
moderate, frictions persist. These frictions are not
unique to SaudiArabiaand are presentin every
high-performing ecosystem. Understanding and
addressing themis both aninstitutional concern
and anational strategicimperative.

'Access Partnership (2024) The economic impact of generative Aluse: The future of work in the Kingdom of SaudiArabia. Available at: https://accesspartnership.com/
reports/the-economic-impact-of-generative-ai-use-the-future-of-work-in-the-kingdom-of-saudi-arabia (Accessed: 20 May 2026).

2The establishmentandlaunch of the SaudiData and Artificial Intelligence Authority (SDAIA) and its three sub-entities: 1) the National Centre for AI(NCAI); 2) the National Data
Management Office (NDMO); and 3) the National Information Centre (NIC) hasusheredinsignificantregulatory developmentimpacting the emerging-tech ecosysteminthe

country.

3SaudiVision2030 (2025) Human capability development program. Available at: https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/en/explore/programs/human-capability-development-

program (Accessed: 20 May 2026).

*https://www.pearson.com/en-gb/power-of-learning/ai-readiness.htmil
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Thisreport examines what this means across the full ecosystem from higher education to work in Saudi
Arabia. Thisresearch synthesizes survey andinterview data along with secondary research tointroduce the
Al Readiness Friction Framework.4The evidence shows that successis notrandom, butit clusters around six
compounding friction points that enable progress precisely when speed matters most:

( Al Readiness Friction Framework )
4 )
Pace Friction ConnectionFriction
The widening gap between the speed of Weak feedbackloopsbetween
Al-drivenworkplace change and the educationand employers, reducing
slowercadence of curriculumand alignment betweenworkforce needs
institutional decision-making. andlearning design.

- J
4 )
- e Governance Friction

Capability Friction ) ,
) The absence of clear, practical guidance
Ueseniaelivane e ieiey translating Alaccessintoresponsible
capability, limiting consistentintegration ) lting insh !
of Alintolearning experiences. governed pracltlcel, resu tinginshadow
Aluse that carriesriskinto the workplace.
- J
4 )
Experience Friction Skills Friction
Adisconnect betweenaccesstoAltools Misalignment between the capabilities
and structured opportunities to practice, graduatesdemonstrate and the applied
apply. anddemonstrate real-world judgment, adaptability, and collaboration
capability. employersrequireinAl-enabledroles.

-

J

“The findingsinthereportare based onasurvey of 402 stakeholdersin SaudiArabia, comprisinglearners (n=302), HE leaders (n=50), and employers (n=50). Given the sample
sizesinvolved, the datashould beread as directional patterns across the market. Where cross-market comparisons are provided, these draw on the total global sample of

271 respondents across allmarkets.
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These frictions reinforce one anotheracross education and workplace systems. Rather than prescribing
one-size-fits-all solutions, this framework enables leaders to diagnose where frictionis most acute in their
contextandtargetintervention atroot causes rather than symptoms.

What follows is a snapshot of contemporary indicators in Saudi, with guidance to support every university,
regardless of its current status, to synchronize its Al readiness pathway with speed.

Chapterl

examines how fast Alis transforming the education-to-work pathway in Saudi Arabia, where
university responses are in need of development, and what the most consequential
misalignments are between university priorities and employer expectations of a graduate’s
experience and skills. It concludes with a consolidated portrait of the Al-ready graduate.

Chapter2

shifts the analysis to four dimensions of the Alreadiness divide: the scale and focus of
university investmentin Al; faculty capability as the primary vehicle for graduate Al readiness;
the relationship betweeninstitutional behaviorand student confidence; and, the governance
challenges created whenrules and practice are misaligned.

Chapter3

details the AlReadiness Friction Framework consisting of six points at which the education-to-
work transition most consistently breaks down. Thisincludes a friction-based analysis of the
Saudimarket’s specific readiness profile.

Takentogether, the evidence points toward the considerable progress Saudi Arabia has made in delivering
the Al-ready graduatesitisinvestingin to produce, while also highlighting the specific challenges hindering
full realization of this ambition.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia 6



Chapter 1: The landscape of Al-
driven education-to-work

transformation

The accelerating pace of Al-driven
change andinstitutional response

Stakeholdersin SaudiArabia are inlittle
doubt about the pace of Al-driven
change. Seventy-two percent describe
this change as ‘extremely’ or ‘very’ fast,
above the cross-market average of 67%;
thisview is strongest among HE leaders at
78%. Moreover, 70% of all Saudi
respondents expect this pace to
accelerate overthe next two years.

What distinguishes Saudi Arabia from most other
marketsis that thisurgencyis matched by
institutional confidence. Across markets, only
24% of stakeholders believe universities are
keeping pace withmost orall Aldevelopments. In
SaudiArabia, that figureis significantly higher. HE
leaders have the highest level of confidence with
62% stating that they believe theirinstitutions are
keeping pace withmost orall changes, compared
to 32% across markets. Additionally, nearly half of
employers (48%) agree, farahead of their global
peers at 28%. This alignment between the pace of
change andinstitutional confidence s, in

part, consistent with the level of

coordination of national investment

behind the country’s Al

transformation.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia

The perspective of Saudilearnersintroduces an
important note of caution. While HE leaders and
employers are broadly confident, nearly a quarter
of Saudilearners (23%) believe universities are
falling behind. Although this proportionis lower
than the cross-market average, it still signals that
student experienceis not fully aligned with
institutional ambition. The distance between
leader confidence andlearnerexperienceis an
important facet of today’s education-to-
workplace transition that will be coveredin greater
detail laterin thisreport.



The evolving value of higher
education

Few stakeholders question the value of auniversity educationin SaudiArabia. There is overwhelming
consensus across all stakeholder groups that Al makes a university education more essential, not less. HE
leaders are the most likely to hold this view, outpacing their peers in other markets. Saudiemployers are
alsomore likely than their peersin othermarkets to believe inthe increasing value of auniversity education.
Infact, students are the most likely group to question the value of a university degree, althoughthey do so
atlowerrates thantheir UK or US peers.

Views on the importance of university education

Saudi Arabia Cross-market average

HE Leaders ([ 68% 5%16%| +20pts

employers (EC 22% 67% 3%19%| +Tipts
M Less Don’t
Esosreential Nochange Essential know

Q. Which of the following statements is closest to your view about higher educationin the context of Al:

o Aldevelopments make university education MORE essential - graduates need the deep knowledge and
human skills that higher education provides

o Aldevelopments make university education LESS essential - practical skillsand experience mattermore
thanformaldegrees

o Aldevelopmentshaven’tchangedtheimportance of university education?

While the conceptual value of adegree s high, the demand fordemonstrable, job-ready Al capability is
higherstill. The ideal foundation, according to 72% of HE leaders and 44% of employers, is acombination
of aformal education with practical Al skills. Isolated pathways, of either purely formal education or purely
practical skill experience, find significantly less traction. Ultimately, the demandis foran evolution of the
degree framework, ratherthan an alternative toit. And, the university continues to be seen as the institution
best placedto develop the compound skillset that an Al-enabled economy demands.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia 8



Connecting the Al-ready Saudl
graduate with the workforce

Although the university remains a vital foundation
for careerreadiness, the perception of why itis
valuableis shifting. The current moment presents
highereducationin SaudiArabia with a historic
opportunity tolead in equipping graduates with
the compound skillset that employers value.
Delivering on that role requires clarity about what
employers need. In SaudiArabia, alignmentis
closerthaninmost markets, butitis notyet
complete.

HE leadersin SaudiArabia are highly confidentin
the quality of graduates that they are producing.
This confidenceislargely echoed by the labor
market. Approximately 90% of Saudiemployers
say graduate workplace readinessis much or
somewhat better thanit was five years ago,
substantially above the cross-market average of
60%. Moreover, half of those employersrate
recent graduates as excellent, the highest
employer satisfactionrate in the study. Across all
skilldimensions measured in the study, Saudi
employersrate recent graduates as excellentata
rate higher than employersin any other market.
The breadth of this alignment between
institutional confidence and employer
experiencein SaudiArabia suggests that the
country’sinvestment modelis translatinginto
verifiable graduate outcomes.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia

However, this confidence does not always
translate into clarity about which skills employers
most value. Although there is general agreement
betweenHEleaders and employers that a
blended skillset is what the workforce demands,
the two groups are not fully aligned on the
relative ranking of capabilities and skill
competencies. SaudiArabiais the only market
where functional Al tooluse ranks as an
employer’s top skill priority. In contrast, HE
leaders underestimate the value of this skill to
the workforce, prioritizing adaptability and
innovative thinking as more vital.

Saudiemployers share the cross-market view
that communication and collaboration skills are
among the mostimportant graduate skills,
ranking them as the second in their hiring
priorities. Yet, Saudi HE leaders, like their global
peers, underestimate this as amuch lower
employer priority thanit actuallyis. Instead,
SaudiHE leaders believe that employers
primarily value ‘adaptability’ and ‘creativity and
innovative thinking’. Inreality, Saudiemployers
rank both of those skills considerably lower than
HE leadersincorrectly assume.



Key competencies for Al-ready graduates: employer vs educator views

Perspective |Priority1

HE Leaders Altooluse

Overall

Employers

Al Human
skills skills

Priority 2 Priority 3
Humanjudgment + Al

Adaptabilit
capabilities daptability

Communicationand
collaboration skills

Humanjudgment + Al

Adaptability capabilities

HE Leaders Adaptability

Saudi

Innovative thinking Altooluse

Arabia

Employers Altooluse

Communicationand

. , Alrisk awareness
collaboration skills

Q. HE Leaders: Based onyourunderstanding, which THREE of the following are MOST IMPORTANT to employers hiring

graduates today?

Q. Employers: Which THREE of the following are MOSTIMPORTANT when hiring graduates into your organization

today?

Questionaskedamong HE Leaders & Employers

Aswith othermarkets, aninternal divergence
within Saudi HE institutions may be contributing
to this picture. Across the study, educators and
administrators have reported different views of
what employers need. Forexample, educators
tend to prioritize Altooluse and communication,
while administrators are more likely to emphasize
adaptability and human Aljudgment. Where this
internal divide is unresolved, institutions risk
operationalizing a skills profile that fails to reflect
employerdemand.

SaudiHE institutions are investingin building
graduates who have strengthsin Al execution
and are well-regarded by employers.
Nevertheless, the specific capabilities that
employers rank most highly after functional tool
use are the kind of relational, strategic, and
ethical skills that are prioritized in theirview of the
optimal Al graduate. Addressing this skills gapis
essentialin translating the workforce demands
of Vision 2030 into full graduate Al-readiness.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia 10



Saudiemployersrecruit from a
limited pool of qualified graduates

Saudiemployers’ assessment of recent
graduatesis positive overall, with strong
appreciation fortheiradaptability, functional Al
tool proficiency, as well as their enthusiasm and
motivation. These employers’ concerns are more
practical. Most frequently cited are limited
experience, weak application skills, and
insufficienthands-on Altooluse. Whenlooked at
together, these deficiencies point to a pattern of
Saudigraduates who arrive with strong
foundational knowledge and enthusiasm, but
limitedin their ability to apply that knowledge to
aprofessional context.

These concerns, however, are smallerin Saudi
Arabia thaninalmostany other country. Against a
cross-market average of 41%, only 24% of Saudi
employers cite the theory-practice gap as a
hiring barrier.®Instead, the top hiring gap cited by
Saudiemployersis the limited availability of
suitable graduate candidates, the highestratein
the study. Ina market where employer
satisfaction with graduate readinessis high, the
primary constraint on talent acquisitionis
quantity ratherthan quality.

Thisisreinforced by learnerresponses. Saudi
studentsreportamong the highest rates of Al
coverage in their curriculum of any market
surveyed, with one-third (34%) receiving
extensive orregular Alinstruction compared to
one-fifthinthe US and the UK (21% and 19%). But
coverageis not the same as practice. Saudi
students are |least satisfied with the extent of
structured, authentic, workplace-relevant
practice with Al tools in the context of their
education.

Addressing this frictionrequires more than
accesstoAltools orintegration into university
curriculum. The kind of authentic, work-
integrated learning that graduates need, and
employers demand, is only possible when
institutions and employers co-design this
capability together. In SaudiArabia, where the
infrastructure forindustry partnership is more
developedthanin other marketsin the study, the
conditions for this partnership already exist. The
taskis to activate them more systematically and
atscale.

SThisdivergenceis,inpart, due toindustry partnerships withcompanies like AFI Robotics. Foundedin AlIKhobarin2020 and focused onroboticinspectiontechnologies for
the energy sector, the company entered aformaljoint venture with King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals (KFUPM)in 2022, embeddingitsresearch teamwithin the
university’s Interdisciplinary Research CenterforIntelligent Manufacturing and Robotics. Students andresearchers co-develop advancedrobotic systemswithamandate to
servethelocalenergy sector- amodelofindustry-HE co-designthathas beenrecognized with KFUPM’s Vision to Venture Award.

https://www.zawya.com/en/press-release/companies-news/afi-robotics-drives-industrial-innovation-by-empowering-saudi-youth-100jx86a

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia n



Comparative ranking of Al ready skills by Saudi stakeholders®

Q. Fromthislist, please select the THREE you believe are MOSTIMPORTANT for graduates to be considered Al ready

. Learners HE Leaders Employers
Ability to work effectively alongside P
Al systems
Understanding of AlI’sImpacton o
their specific field of industry
Ability toidentify where Al can o
create value or solve problems
Knowledge of responsible and .
transparent Al practices
Awareness of data privacy and PY
security issues
Understanding of ethical e
considerationsin Aluse
Emotionalintelligence and o
interpersonal skills
Communicationand collaboration ©
skills
Adaptability and continuous o
learning mindset
Complex problem-solving abilities - 9
Creativity and innovative thinking q -
Understanding of Al bias, fairness @ -
and limitations
Critical thinking about Al o
recommendations and outputs
Ability to evaluate and verify Al _ e
outputs foraccuracy
Skillsin prompting orinstructing Al Py
tools to get goodresults
Ability to use Al tools effectively @
Understanding of how Al o —
technologies work
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

¢Q2_7:Belowisalist of differentknowledge areas, skills, and capabilities that might be considered part of being “Already” as a graduate entering the workplace. From this
list, please select the THREE you believe are MOSTIMPORTANT for graduates to be considered “Already”.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia 12



A portrait of the optimal Al-ready
graduate

Alis not only about coding and programming. Whether you come from business, the
humanities, or any other social sciences discipline, you can still benefit from the
opportunities Al offers without being a core programmer. You can generate insights,
visualize data, develop forecasting and prediction models, and analyze human
behavior, all without coding. Applied Al is everywhere, eveninlaw. The key is to raise
this awareness”

ProfessorTanzila Saba, Prince Sultan University, Riyadh

As universities struggle to keep pace with the changes driven by the Al-enabled workplace, the readiness
of graduates to enter the workforce is atrisk. The term Al Readiness s increasingly used but rarely defined
with consistency across the education-to-workforce spectrum. Drawing on ourunderstanding of the
demands of employers, the strategic priorities of HE Leaders, and the current behaviors of today’s
students, we have constructed a portrait of the ideal Al-ready graduate as a practical brief for what Saudi

Arabia’sinstitutions are expected to produce.” Foracontemporary graduate, Alreadinessis amultifaceted

construct that combines:

’Forafulldiscussion of the optimal Al-ready graduate framework, see Pearsonand Amazon Web Services (2026), Chapter1.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia
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1. Functional Proficiency

This set of skillsrepresents the type of human-in-
the-lead aptitude that employers demand. From
day one, graduates must arrive functionally fluent
inworkplace-specific tools. They are able to
apply Altechnologies directly to professional
workflows with the ability to enhance their
contribution productively. In SaudiArabia, 42% of
learnersreport that Altool useis currently covered
extensively orquite alotintheirstudies. Nearly
three-quarters of studentsreport using Al for
research frequently orvery often. These figures
compare favorably against other marketsin the
study. Saudiemployersrate effective Altool use
astheirtop priority in hiring, but only 17% of
current Saudilearnersreport that they have
achieved ahigh level of skillin the absence of
extensive university training.®

- J

3. Ethical Stewardship

2. Strategic Intelligence

This set of skillsrepresents a graduate’s ability to
move beyond being a user of tools to a strategic
operatorwithinabusiness context. Thisranges
fromidentifying precisely where Aladds value to
anunderstanding of its potentialimpact, a skill
that 40% of Saudi employers todayreportis of
highimportance whenhiring.? They will have an
appreciationforhow Al can be deployed as
something more than a productivity or efficiency
shortcut withamacro-levelunderstanding of how
Alimpacts anindustry vertical to transform
workflows. In SaudiArabia, while HE leaders place
emphasis onfunctional Altooluse, Saudi
employersreport that the ability to combine
humanjudgment with Al skillsis among the most
important and leastreliably presentin graduates.

- J

4. Critical Human Skills

This set of skillsinvolves a graduate’s ability to
serve as an ethical filterand arisk mitigation
manager foremployers, focusing on safety,
integrity, and the ethical deployment of
technology. More than half of SaudiHE leaders
report that ethicsis extensively coveredin
curricula, while only 1in 8 Saudilearnersreport the
same. Across markets, the specific ability to
critically verify Al outputs is cited as a significant
weakness by employers whorankit as graduates’
weakest competency. However, more than
one-third of Saudiemployersrate today’s
graduates’ in this skillcompetency as excellent. In
SaudiArabia, 86% of learners are aware of their
university’s Al policies and 84% report confidence
intheircompliance, among the highestratesinthe
study.

- J

This set of skillsrepresents agraduate’s
competency to provide what no Almodel can:
humanjudgment, creative thinking, collaborative
and emotionalintelligence. Whereas Al automates
execution, the Al-ready graduate possesses the
relational and cognitive capabilities to bring
purpose and direction. They will bring an
adaptable, agile mindset ensuring they remain
relevant as the pace of change accelerates.’o"
More than half of Saudiemployers (58%) state
that critical human skills are equally valuable to
functional Al proficiency and nearly half (46%)
rank communication and collaboration as their
top requirement for hiring graduates.

8Q3_4R1:HowtouseAltools effectively: Towhat extent are each of the following coveredinyouruniversity studies? By this we mean taughtin the context of youracademic

programyvs anyindependentlearningyoumightdo separately.

?Q3_8EMP: Which THREE of the following are MOSTIMPORTANT when hiring graduates into your organization today?
'9Stanford University Institute forHuman-Centered Al (2026) Al Index2025: State of Alin 10 Charts, 12 March. Available at: https://hai.stanford.edu/news/ai-index-2025 -

state-of-ai-in-10-charts [Accessed: 12 March 2026].

TOECD (2025) OECD Skills Outlook 2025: Building the Skills of the 21st Century for All. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI:10.1787/26163cd3-en. [Accessed: 24 March 2026]
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The Optimal Al-Ready Graduate”

Key capabilities and skill competencies

Functional Al Proficiency

Ability touse Al tools
effectively

Skillsin prompting or
instructing Al tools ®

Critical Human Skills

Adaptability and continuous
learning mindset

Communicationand
#® collaborationskills

Understanding of how Al
technologies work

- J

Ethical Stewardship

Critical thinking about Al
recommendations/outputs

Ability to evaluate and verify Al
outputs foraccuracy [

&

Optimal Al-Ready
Graduate

Creativity andinnovative
thinking

Complex problem-solving/
emotionalintelligence

- J

Strategic Intelligence

Ability toidentify where Al can
createvalue

Understanding of Al'simpact
® onaspecificindustry

Understanding of Al bias,
fairness, and limitations

Data privacy and ethical
considerations

-

This portraitrepresents aconsolidated vision
that runs from matriculated student to
workforce-ready graduate. Buildingamore
effective path fromthe classroomto the
workplacerequires alignment on these core skill
competencies. Farfromrendering university
educationobsolete, the advent of Al reaffirmsits
criticalrole in fostering the technical, strategic,
ethical, and adaptable talent the workforce
expects.

Critical thinking about Al
recommendations/outputs

Ability to work effectively
alongside Al systems

\_

However, developing the Al-ready graduateis at
risk due to compounding frictions across the
education-to-work ecosystem. Saudi graduates
are strongestinfunctional Al proficiency and
where investment, coverage, and engagement
are most aligned. The greatest distance between
current Saudi graduate ability and the ideal
composite skillsetis in areas of strategic
intelligence and critical human skills. These are
the areas where sustained co-designbetween
universities and employersis most required. The
chapterthat follows examines the institutional
conditions that are shaping this outcome.

2N.B. Some key skillcompetencies are essential across more than one domain of capability. Forexample, critical thinking about Alrecommendations/outputsis a core skill
requiredto generate strategicintelligence as wellas to performas an ethical steward of Altechnologies.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia 15



Chapter 2: Progress toward
institutional Al readiness:
investment, faculty capability,
graduate confidence and
governance

As Saudiinstitutions and learners continue to adapt to a shifting technologicallandscape, the datareveals
apicture thatis different from other marketsin the study. Unlike those markets which face significant
challengesinterms of underinvestment, SaudiArabia faces specific second-order challenges that emerge
whenfoundationalinvestment has been made and where there is still a distance betweeninstitutional
ambition and optimal graduate outcomes. The focus of ouranalysisin this chapteris on four dimensions of
institutional readiness: the scale and focus of Al-investment; the capability of faculty as the primary vehicle
forgraduate Alreadiness; the relationship betweeninstitutional behaviorand student confidence; and the

challenge of Al-governance even where awareness of policy is high.

Institutional investment; scale,

focus, and friction

SaudiArabia’s HE institutional leadersreport a
climate of highinvestment and strategic
commitment thatis unmatched in this study.
Nearly half of SaudiHE leaders characterize their
institution’s Alinvestment as significant, whichis
more than double the cross-market average. A
further 40% describe theirinstitution’sinvestment
as moderate. Intotal, 88% of SaudiHE leaders
regard Al as eitheramajor orimportant
institutional priority. Only 12% describe
investment as limited or minimal, a figure that
contrasts sharply with the 37% of US HE leaders
who say the same. And does thisinvestment
adequately meet the challenge? According to
92% of SaudiHE leaders it does, with nearly
one-third also describingitas more than
adequate. Thislevel of confidence ininstitutional
commitmentisunmatched by leadersin Malaysia,
the UK, and the US.

But the scale of the investment only tells part of
the story. Equally importantis where that
investmentis directed. In Saudi Arabia, the
investment profile is distinctive. Like in many
markets, faculty training and professional
developmentiswhereinvestmentis highest. What
sets SaudiArabia apart most from other marketsis
the priority placed on computinginfrastructure
andindustry partnerships. Infact, investmentin
industry partnershipsis 20-points ahead of the
cross-market average. SaudiHE leaders
recognize theirinstitutions forinvestinginboth the
internalimprovements and broader ecosystem of
external connections that arapidly changing
Al-enabled workforce demands.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia 16
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Unlike in other markets, Saudileaders do notrank
budgetary resources as a primary constraint to
better preparing graduates. Nordo SaudiHE
leaders cite inadequate computing
infrastructure as a barrier (4%, compared with a
cross-market average of 21%). Instead, the
barriers that Saudi HE leadersidentify as
greatestinclude insufficient faculty Al expertise,
whichis compounded when coupled with a
stated difficulty of keeping pace with the speed
of Al developments. Evenwith robustinvestment
and established industry partnerships, one-third
of Saudileaders cite unclear orchanging
employer expectations as achallenge. The
velocity of Alinnovationis exerting a pressure on
HE institutions that requires bothreal-time agility
as well aslong-term strategy.

Inline with national Al strategies and economic
priorities,” levels of institutional commitment
vary dramatically across the markets surveyed.
However, these divergences clusterinto three
recognizable archetypes, with some markets
sharing broad similarities. As high velocity
strategists, both Saudi Arabia and Vietnam treat
Al as core to theirinstitutional mission, backed by
significant state-ledinvestment designed to
synchronize highereducation with national
development goals.™

Whetherinstitutions move aggressively or
cautiously, they remain challenged by alabor
market thatisinnovating at pace. The implication
isnot simply that more investmentis needed,
thoughin many marketsit clearlyis. Itis that this
investment needs to be more precisely
triangulated for greater effectivenessin bridging
the education-to-work transition. SaudiArabia’s
profile demonstrates both how much that
principleisbeing applied as well as where the
enduring frictions stem from.

SMicrosoft AlEconomy Institute (2025) Global AlAdoption 2025. Redmond, WA: Microsoft Corporation. Available at: https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/corporate-
responsibility/topics/ai-economy-institute/reports/global-ai-adoption-2025/[Accessed 25 March 2026]

“Seemainreportandindividual countryreports forextended discussion of the market friction archetypes.
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Faculty capabillity is a key
determinant of graduate Al
readiness

You can have sophisticated tools, strong infrastructure, and excellent labs, but if people
are not emotionally, mentally, and behaviourally ready, these resources will not achieve
their fullimpact. The first step is to bring people to a stage where they feel at ease and
are prepared to accept change. With this approach, we are already observing a
significant transformation”

ProfessorTanzila Saba, Prince Sultan University, Riyadh

Investmentintools andinfrastructureisundeniably important, but the primary driving force of graduate Al
readinessis faculty capability. If the scale of investment is where Saudi Arabia leads, faculty capability is
where thatinvestmentreveals aninstructive paradox. Saudi HE leadersrate their faculty’s Al capability
more highly than any other marketin the study. Nearly half (48%) describe faculty capability as very strong,
compared with a cross-market average of 13%. In total, 86% rate this capability as strong or very strong,
wellabove the study average of 44%. This exceptional self-assessmentis supported by acomprehensive
program of professional development. Nearly half (44%) of Saudi HE leaders describe faculty training as
extensive and comprehensive, with another 42% reporting regular opportunities. Combined, 86% of Saudi
leadersreport substantial ongoing faculty training. Only Vietham comes close to matching this rate (80%).
By contrast, the US and UK report the lowest levels of comprehensive training in the study, with 25% of US
HEleaders and 37% of UKHE leaders describing it as extensive orregular.
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Perceived faculty Alknowledge and capability

HE Leaders 31% 40%

Brazil 32% 35%
Vietnam 58%
Malaysia 37% 41%

United Kingdom [ 25% 49%
United States 17% 56%
Very ; Very Don’t
. strong Strong Mixed . Weak weak koW

Q. Overall,howwould you assess the Al knowledge and capability of faculty at yourinstitution?
Questionaskedamong HE Leaders

Sample Size: HE Leaders - 452

But the Saudidatareveals a paradox. In a high-velocity environment, where the baris high for success, even
the most capable faculty are challenged by a moving target. Despite leading all markets onreported
faculty capability and training provision, lack of Al expertise is the single most cited barrier to preparing
Al-ready graduates. Faculty development at the pace that Alinnovation demandsiis a friction that requires
investment be coupled with an equally innovative pedagogical strategy. SaudiArabiais already doing more
than mostin terms of educator training, but the nature of the training must continuously evolve alongside
technological developments.
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Institutional capability and graduate

confidence

Inthe Saudisample, higherreportedinstitutional
Alinvestmentis associated with greater student
confidenceinpersonal Alreadiness. And, uniquely
inthis study, Saudi student confidenceis echoed
by employersatisfactionrankings. Saudilearners
report the second highest personal Alreadinessin
the study, with 43% rating themselves as highly
ready versus a cross-market average of 31%. Their
confidenceis alsoreflectedinhow they evaluate
theireducation experience: 71% of Saudilearners
feel theiruniversity is preparing themvery or
moderately well foran Al-enabled workforce, well
above the cross-market average.

Saudi Arabia is the only market in this study where
highlearner confidence aligns with high employer
satisfaction. Fifty percent of Saudiemployers
rate recent graduate hires Al tool use as excellent
whichis the highest single skill ratingin the studly.
Across all eight skill dimensions measured, Saudi
Arabialeads with 44% of employers giving an
average excellentrating, compared with 26% in
the UK, 21%inthe US,and 15% in Vietnam. An
impressive 90% of Saudi employers say graduate
readinessis much orsomewhat bettercompared
to five years ago, compared to a cross-market
average of 60%. Taken together, these findings
suggest acomparatively strong alignment
betweeninstitutionalinvestment, learner
confidence, and employer satisfactionin Saudi
Arabia, representing the greatest degree of
alignment of the education-to-work pipeline
anywhere in the study.

Anessential contributorto learner confidenceis
the degree towhich Alinstructionisintegrated
into the curriculum. Where faculty are most
capable and most actively engaged with Alin their
ownteaching, learners are most confidentand
feelbetter preparedforan Al-enabled workforce.
Nearly one-third of Saudilearnersreport that their
instructors use Alregularly, compared to15%in
the UKand approximately 20% in the US. The
Saudidatais consistent with a strong associative
chainrunning frominstitutionalinvestment to
faculty capability, thento learnerexperience and,
ultimately, to graduate workplace readiness.
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The governance challenge: shadow
Al and the ungoverned student

experience

In most markets, the governance challengeis
obvious;rules do not exist, learnerawarenessis
low, or policy has not kept pace withinnovations
and behaviors. The challengeis different in Saudi
Arabia. The surface indicators of robust
governance are strong with 86% of Saudilearners
aware of theirinstitution’s Al rules. A further 84% of
learnersreport confidence in theirown
compliance with those rules.

Yet, governance frictionis exposedin the distance
betweenlearnerawareness andlearner behavior.
Only 27% of Saudilearners would be fully
comfortable with teaching staff knowing about
their Alusage. The majority of learners (56%) would
be comfortable disclosing their Aluse forsome
tasks but not others, while another17% of learners
are not comfortable with any level of disclosure.
These limitations around trust and transparency
suggest that although governanceis understood,
itisnot fostering a culture of open, collaborative Al
usage.

Like in other markets surveyed, a shadow Al culture
exists. Saudilearners predominantly rely on tools
they have sourcedindependently. Forexample,
46% use self-sourced tools forwriting as opposed
tojust 22% who use the tools provided by their
institution. Despite high awareness of rules, the
reported behavior of Saudilearners suggests that
institutional tool provisionis not keeping pace with
learnerneeds.

Theimpact of shadow Alusage is consequential
and ariskinthe long-term. The habits of ethical
stewardship that students develop during their
educationwill shape how they behavein
professional contexts. Governance frameworks
that fail to cultivate trust, transparency, and
responsible use are insufficient for building
Al-ready graduates. This governance frictionis
one that Saudiinstitutions should prioritize as they
look to bridge the distance from education to
work.

Ultimately, the goal of institutional governance
should be to build trust, not throughrule
awareness alone, but through behavioral change.
When rules move from being formulaic or punitive
boundaries to becomingintegral to the
development of ethical stewardship, universities
canfosterthe conditions forstudents to engage
with Al openly, critically, and with the confidence
that will shape their professionallivesinan Al-
powered economy.'”

The broaderlessonis thatinstitutional capability
depends onalignment. Markets where investment,
strategqic priorities, faculty capability, curriculum,
and governance are pullinginthe same direction
are more likely to produce graduates who are
confident and prepared. Where there is friction
(e.g., policiesvs. experience, tools vs. training,
ambitionvs. ethics), learners bearthe cost as they
transition from education to work.

®World Economic Forum (2025) ‘Responsible Alin highereducation: Building skills, trust and integrity’, World Economic Forum, 4 September. Available at: https://www.
weforum.org/stories/2025/09/responsible-ai-in-higher-education-building-skills-trust-and-integrity/ [Accessed 24 March 2026]; Legatt, A. (2026) ‘Here’show college
leaderscanclosethe Algovernance gapin 90 days’, Forbes, 19 March. Available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/avivalegatt/2026/03/19/heres-how-college-leaders-

can-close-the-ai-governance-gap-in-90-days/[Accessed: 19 March 2026].
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Chapter 3: A framework for a
shared direction

The Al Readiness Friction Framework

Bridging the distance between higher education to work, from institutional intent to graduate Alreadiness
isreal, measurable, and widening. The Al Readiness Friction Framework provides a tool foridentifying
where the most consequential interventionslie. Itillustrates where the education-to-work transition most
consistently breaks down. These frictions reinforce one anotherbut are not fully dependent on one
another. Thisreport has outlined how the dynamics that underpin the six frictions operate in compounding
procedural relationshipsimpacting graduate Alreadiness. This diagramillustrates a hierarchy that moves
from macro-systemic drivers toinstitutionalimplementation and finally to individual learner outcomes.

Al Readiness Friction Framework

Pace Friction Connection Friction

The system cannotadapt fast The efforts between employers and
enough to keep up institutions are notinsync

The widening gap between the speed of ‘ Weak feedback loops between

Al-drivenworkplace change and the
slower cadence of curriculum
developmentandinstitutional decision-
making.

educationand employersreduce
alignmentbetweenworkforce needs
andlearningdesign.

Capability Friction Governance Friction

Institutions cannot teach what their Policies are fragmented and fail to

faculty have notlearned .O. effectively guide behavior
Unevenfaculty andinstructorAl D The absence of clear, practical guidance
capability limits consistent and forresponsible Aluse leads to shadow
confidentintegration of Alinto learning adoptionand unmanaged risk entering
SIS, the workplace.
Experience Friction Skills Friction
Accessinthe absence of What employers require and what
application fails to produce applied  — | graduates demor‘vstr'ate are
Al fluency S v fundamentally misaligned

L X . -
Adisconnectbetweenaccessto Al tools — Misalignment betweenthe capabilities
and Istrucéudred opportunitielts to plzjactice, graduatesdemonstrate and the applied
apply,and demonstrate real-wor judgment, adaptability, and collaboration
capability. employersrequireinAl-enabledroles.

Faculty capability defines the extent of a student’s applied experience, while the pace of institutional
investment and transformationinforms the development of effective governance. The frequency and
quality of employerengagement determines how well the curriculum and educational experience reflects
workforcereality. Ultimately, high frictionin any single area willresultin bottlenecks elsewherein the
education-to-workforce ecosystem that begins with globaltechnological shifts and concludes with a
deficitinindividual graduate Al readiness. But these frictions are also discrete and addressable. Reducing
friction at any single point has the potential to generate benefits across the ecosystem.
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Saudi Arabia’s friction profile

No marketis friction free. Saudi Arabia is no exception and has a distinctive friction profile that positions it
as ahighvelocity strategist alongside Vietnam. Saudi Arabia, however, is characterized by strengthsin
investment and national coordination as well as specific challengesin areas that require behavioral change.

Pace Friction: tempered but undeniable

This frictionreveals the structural misalignment between the exponential speed of Alinnovation and the
linear, multi-year cadence characteristic of institutional curriculum design and accreditation cycles.
Seventy-two percent of Saudi stakeholders describe the pace of Al-driven change as extremely/very
fast, somewhat above the cross-market average, and 70% expect this pace to accelerate. However, this
urgencyisaccompanied by institutional confidence. Saudi HE leaders are twice as likely to believe their
institutions are keeping pace withmost orall Aldevelopments (62% vs 32%).

Nevertheless, Saudi HE leaders explicitly cite the difficulty of keeping pace with the speed of Al
development as theirsecond most significantinstitutional barrier, followed closely by rapid evolution of
employer expectations. Eveninamarket withlow connection friction and robustinvestment, pace
frictioncannotbe eliminated. The pace of Alinnovation exerts a permanent pressure that demands agility
alongsidelong-termvision and strategy. Despite moving fast to build strong foundations, Saudi
institutions must continue to keep pace withamoving target.

Connection Friction: aleading example of ecosystemintegration

This area of frictionrefers to the absence orunderdevelopment of feedback loops and partnership
infrastructure betweenindustry and academialeading to misaligned views on graduate Al readiness. This
is SaudiArabia’s most notable systemic advantage. More than half of Saudi HE leadersreport very
frequent ongoinginteractions with employers, and a further 42% report frequent interactions.

At atotal of 94%, SaudiHE leadersreport the highest rate of regularemployer engagementin the study.
More than half of these leaders cite comprehensive formal mechanisms for gatheringworkplace
intelligence, while another 44% cite some formal mechanisms. Industry partnerships in Saudi Arabia are
givennearly double the rate ofimportance of other markets. HE leaders report that they operate with
accessto currentand structured employerinsight. The data suggests that thisresultsin ahigherrate of
employer satisfaction with Saudi graduates. SaudiArabia’s efforts to overcome connectionfrictionare
worth examining as amodel for markets experiencing high connection friction.

Capability friction: aligning professional development with industry demands

Capability friction highlights the uneven distribution of Alknowledge and skills among faculty, which
prevents the consistentintegration of Alinto the studentlearning experience. SaudiHE leadersreport
exceptional strengthin Al capability. 86% rate their faculty as strong or very strong, compared to 44%
across markets. Thisis ostensibly duein part to the extent of ongoing training, with 86% receiving
comprehensive orregulardevelopment. Yet, this does not fully alleviate the high expectation for faculty
Al expertise. Nearly half of Saudi HE leaders cite this as their single greatest barrier to better preparing
graduates.

What appears to be acontradictioninthe datais actually anindicator of the compoundingrelationship
that frictions have on one another. When the standard of what faculty Alreadinessis continuously
updated by technological change, eveninstitutions with robust training programs will continue to
encounterfriction. Capability friction requires both ongoing practical training as well as a continuous
commitment toindustry partnerships that willkeep educators at the cutting edge of technological
development.
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Governance Friction: learner shadow Al usage outpaces policy

This frictionis driven by limitationsintranslating Al tool access into governed, equitable infrastructure and
guardrails. Rule awareness andlearner complianceisreported to be highin SaudiArabia, among the
highestinthe study. However, only 1in 4 Saudilearners are comfortable with teaching staff knowing fully
about their Alusage, with the majority only comfortable with limited disclosure. Further, Saudilearners
report that they predominantly rely on self-sourced toolsratherthan those provided by theirinstitution.
Thisisreflectedinemployerratings of recent graduate hires who cite the overreliance orinappropriate
use of Altools as theirbiggest challenge.

These conditions of a shadow Al culture are smaller thanin some other markets, but are significant given
the scale of governance infrastructure that Saudiinstitutions have implemented. Yet, that governance
infrastructure has not fostered a culture of open, transparent Alusage. High awareness governance
models may be perceived as punitive orrestrictive rather than supportive of ethical, collaborative
application, potentially leading to the long-termrisk of academic integrity violations and the formation of
habits that carry into professionallife.

Experience Friction: enduring disconnect between access and application

Despite extensive investment andinfrastructure in Saudi Arabia, experience frictionis an acute friction
pointinthe country. Saudilearnersreport higherlevels of satisfaction with most dimensions of their
learning experience than theircross-market peers, ranging fromtool access to support and guidance on
Alusage. However,whenitcomesto hands-on practice, Saudilearnersrate this dimensionlowest, with1
in 3 Saudilearners dissatisfied with theirexperience.

Employersin the market say alack of practical applied experience isamong their top three challengesin
hiring graduates. While Saudilearners have good access to tools andregularinstruction, they lack
structured, authentic workplacerelevant practice. Readinessis thwarted when accessisn’t paired with
sandboxes, pilot projects, and work-integrated learning that turns toolusage into applied, work-ready
competency.

Skills Friction: balancing functional Al proficiency with broader capabilities

This areais the downstream manifestation of all preceding frictions. It reflects how systemic constraints
ultimately surface as gapsin graduates’ applied capability at work. In SaudiArabia, this friction manifests
most evidentlyinthe imbalance of functional Al proficiency and the strategic, ethical, and human skills
thatemployersvalue.

Across markets, working alongside Al is the least-taught topic, and although Saudimarginally
outperformsits peers, the gap remains. HEleadersin the country underestimate the value that employers
place on this skill, with an 8—-point gap, while the priority given to communication and collaboration shows
al2-point gap betweenHE leaders and employers. Saudiinstitutions are graduating students who are
functionally proficient, butlacking the strategic andrelationalintelligence that employers expect.
Overcoming this friction will require curricularreform and more robust connections to workplace
environments.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia
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Overcoming Al readiness frictions:

case studiesinaction

Contributors to thisreport have provided useful case studies of how theirinstitutions are overcoming Al
readiness frictions. These innovative bright spots demonstrate that when institutions and employers
embrace shared data, shared uncertainty, and shared accountability, the Al readiness gap begins to close.

Asnapshot of eachis presented below — full case studies are provided in the full report.

()

Pace

Toclose the gap between fast-moving markets and

slow-moving curricula, Fundacao Getulio Vargas
(FGV)replaces periodic curriculumreform with
semesterlyimmersion weeks and executives-in-

residence keeping course content market-current.

B

Connection

To close the feedbackloop betweenemployer
needs and curriculum design, University College
London (UCL) runs the Industry Exchange Network
(IXN), matching live company challenges directly to
students working underjointindustry and
academic supervisionwith 40 to 45 percent of
participating students subsequently recruited by
theirindustry partners.

'—9’ Capability gﬁg Governance
To addressuneven Al capability across the Toreplace fragmented policy with practical
institution, faculty at the University of Pittsburgh guidance, British University Vietnam’s (BUV) Al
run Al Across Disciplines to train colleagues across Assessment Scale (AlS) provides a tiered
subjects and sustain PASTA, a cross-institutional framework shifting focus from policing student
peernetwork forsharing practical integration behaviorto deliberately designing assessments
experience, building the consistent faculty aroundAl.
capability that confident Alintegrationrequires.
To build faculty Al capability across disciplines,
Prince Sultan University addressed the human
dimensionbefore the technical one, treating
emotionalandbehavioralreadinessasa
prerequisite and usinglow-code approachesto
enable teaching staff fromlaw, business, and the
humanities tointegrate Alinto theirown teaching
andresearch.

E__’ Experience % Skills

To convertAlaccessinto applied fluency, Asia
Pacific University of Technology and Innovation
(APU) provides frontier computinginfrastructure
including Malaysia’s first NVIDIA-powered Al
supercomputinglab, and designs assessment
around authentic workplace tasks, creating
structured conditions for students to practice with
realtools onreal problems.

To bridge the gap between Alaccess and applied
competencyinhealthcare, lllinois Institute of
Technologylaunched the Health Tech Talent
Institute, partnering with Leap of Faithto place
studentsdirectly onlive healthinformatics
challenges usingindustry-supplied Al tools.

To move graduates beyond technical proficiency
toward appliedjudgment, lllinois Institute of
Technology buildsits curriculum around an explicit
humans-in-the-lead philosophy, treating critical
thinking, systems thinking, and ethicalreasoning as
equal priorities alongside technical and data skills
- producing graduates with the adaptability and
collaborative judgment employersrequirein
Al-enabledroles.
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Conclusion: Bridging the Al-
readiness divide, frominsight to
execution

Itis always good to move quickly, butitis even better to begin with a deep study: to
understand whether the initiative is feasible, and whether the required resources are
available in terms of infrastructure, software, hardware, and expertise. Sometimes
organizations want to align with national-level strategies, but the realities on the
ground may be different. We must be fully aware of what we need, what we already
have, and how much time implementation will require. Only then can progress lead to
success”

ProfessorTanzila Saba, Prince Sultan University, Riyadh

Al-ready graduates do not emerge by chance. They are deliberately built through an ecosystem designed
to fosterapplied capability. The evidence providedin thisreportis aresource fordetermining whatis
required by institutions, employers, and learners.

What this means for Saudi as a high velocity
strategist

SaudiArabia’s friction profile shows strong investment, limited connection friction, high faculty capability,
and high employersatisfaction. Viewed againstits peers, the country’s profile isinstructive. Vietnam shares
the high-velocity archetype but leads on faculty capability and learner confidence, while Saudi Arabia
leads onconnectionand employer satisfaction. The lessonis consistent across all sixmarketsin that these
frictions are not evenly distributed. The markets making the most progress are those thatidentify their
highest friction points and direct resources accordingly. For Saudi Arabia, this means completing the work
by building trustin governance models, embedding applied experience in the curriculum, and sharpening
the skills signals that employers are sending to higher education.
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To deliver Al-ready graduates at the pace at which the Vision 2030 workforce demands, actionis required
across all six friction points. Use the Friction Framework Self-Assessment Questions* to diagnose where
frictionis most acute inyourinstitution, then prioritize action accordingly.

Pace ﬁ:: Connection

Accelerate the cadence of curriculumand
institutional decision-making through modular
design, stackable credentials, and fasterreview
cyclesthat keep learning aligned with workplace
change. SaudiArabiais already moving fasterthan
most markets, but the challengeis agility as Al
evolves fasterthan curriculum. Industry advisory
boards are adirect mechanism for keeping signals
current.

Capability

SaudiArabia’s HE leadersreport more
comprehensive faculty training than any marketin
the study, yet still cite faculty Al capability as their
top barrierto graduate readiness. The nature of
training must evolve. Faculty development should
connecteducatorstolive industry contexts through
embedded partnerships, secondments, and
employer-hosted professional developmentrather
than one-off experimentation or clinical training.

SaudiArabialeadsall study markets onthe
frequency and formality of employerengagement.
The next stepis deepening thatengagement from
intelligence-gatheringintorobust co-design. Build
ongoing feedbackloops withemployers and
industry bodies so workforce signals directly inform
learning design, assessment standards, and
graduate outcomes. Conduct employer surveys
andneeds analyses.

Governance

Rule awarenessis highin SaudiArabia. The
governance challenge extends beyond visibility
into trust. Effective governanceis about creating
the conditions for transparent, ethical, and
confident Aluse that students will carry into
professionallife. Consult accreditationbodiesin
professional fields for externally validated
standards. Replace punitive orrestrictive
governance with a culture that positions Aluse as an
ethical, positive, shared practice modeled by
faculty andintegratedinto assessments.

Oy

Experience

Thisis the most acute frictionin the Saudimarket.
Theinfrastructure forauthentic, workplace relevant
learning exists, the taskis activating that
infrastructure forappliedlearning experiences.
Move beyond access to tools by embedding
structured, credit-bearing opportunities to
practice, apply,and demonstrate Al capability in
authentic workplace contexts. Co-design
assignments, degree apprenticeships, and
industry-sponsored micro-credentials.

X<

“See also the Optimal Al-Ready Graduate profiledinchapter1of thisreport.

*https://www.pearson.com/power-of-learning/ai-readiness/diagnostic.html
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Skills

Saudigraduates are strongin functional Al
proficiency. The curricular priority is building out the
otherdimensions of the Al-ready graduate:
strategicintelligence, ethical stewardship, and
criticalhuman skills. Institutions that prioritize any
single knowledge area at the expense of others are
not producing the graduates the workforce needs.
Explore the development of a Graduate Al Attribute
Frameworkin active partnership with Saudi
employers.'
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The graduate readiness needed forthe Al-enabled workforce is not for HE institutions alone to determine.
Leaders should prioritize actions that directly reduce friction, rather than adding new layers of strategy or
policy. Start by diagnosing where frictionis most acute in your context; then, prioritize action accordingly.

Q)

Pace

The pace of Al-driven changeinthe Saudieconomy
isamong the fastestinthe world. Move quickly to
diagnose the Al capability needs your organization
isfacingnow. Communicate them to university
partners with specificity, regularity, and
intentionality. Industry Advisory Board participation
isanefficientchannel forthis.

Connection

Deepensystematic, ongoingrelationships with
university partners that extend beyond graduate
recruitment or careerfairs. Provide clear,
continuous signals to education partners about
role-level expectations, validating assessments,
andsharing feedback earlierand more oftenthan
annual cycles allow. Contribute to employer surveys
and skills analyses.

'—9‘ Capability EEE Governance
Supportuniversitiesinunderstanding the practical Communicate what Algovernance looks like inside
implications of Al foryour sector by openingyour your organization and what willbe expected of
organizations to educators. Faculty who are graduates fromday one. Referto accreditation
unfamiliarwith the impact of Alin professional bodieswhere available; contribute where no such
contexts cannotteachitsapplicationcredibly. body exists.

Embed practitioners, share case materials, and
treat faculty development as a strategicinvestment
inthe pipeline of talent and opportunity your
organizationdependson.
z__‘ Experience ;E Skills

Purpose-built co-designed programs are the most
effective way to address the shortage of practical
experience. Work with universities to co-design
and host authentic workplace scenarios. Sponsor
degree apprenticeships. Publish case studies to
supportuniversitiesintheir curricular development
strategies. Thelimits of practical experienceis the
most acute friction pointinthe Saudimarket anditis
onethatemployers areinthe positionto address.

Communicate the specific skills your sectorneeds
directly with universities. The more precisely
employers articulate what Al-ready skills
competencieslooklikeinpractice, the better
institutions candeliverit. Co-design Graduate Al
Attribute Frameworks withinstitutions.
Communicate hiring needs using common skills
frameworksinjob specs and postings.

Meeting this moment in SaudiArabiarequires educators and employers to work together with the same
urgency and ambition that characterizes the country’s national Al transformation. The foundation has been
built; the taskis to remove the remaining frictions and deliver graduates who are fully ready for the Al-
enabled workforce.
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Supportinginformation

Methodology

Thisreportis based onacomprehensive multi-market study designed to capture a 360-degree view of the
Altransition within the highereducation ecosystem. Data was gathered through a mixed-methods
approach, combining extensive quantitative surveying with targeted qualitative insights across six
strategic markets: Brazil, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, the US, the UK, and Vietnam. All fieldwork was conducted
by PSB Insights.

Quantitative survey

To ensure the findings reflect the complexities of the currentlabor market and academic landscape, the
survey engaged three distinct stakeholder groups:

Learners: Undergraduates currently enrolled in higher education, representing a diverse range of
institutional types and academic disciplines, from STEM to the humanities.

Higher Education (HE) Leaders: comprising both Senior University Administrators and Educators. This
includes faculty with 3+ years of experience and responsibility for curriculum development and/or wider
strategic decisions foradepartment, faculty orinstitution and administrators with decision-making
responsibility forbudgets, strategy, and course design.

Employers: Business Leaders with responsibility for strategic decisions and talent strategy. To ensure
relevant data, participating organizations must have hired graduate-level employees within the past two
years.

Learners HE Leaders Employers

Overall 1,955 452 304 2,71

United States 351 101 51 503

UK 351 100 51 502

Brazil 350 100 50 500

SaudiArabia 302 50 50 402

Vietnam 301 50 51 402
\_ Malaysia 300 51 51 402

Fieldwork was conducted via online survey whichran between the 7th and 28th of January 2026.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin Saudi Arabia




Qualitative interviews

To contextualize the survey data, the researchincluded a series of 7 in-depth qualitative interviews with key
leaders andinnovatorsin Aladoption from the Higher Education sector. These sessions allowed fora more
nuanced exploration of the friction pointsin the transition from education to work, and how institutions are
overcoming them, along with the shifting value of the university degree.

The views and opinions expressed by the interviewees during this project are their own and were shared in
their capacity asindividual professionals. These insights do not necessarily reflect the official policies,
positions, orendorsements of theirrespective institutions.

Interviews were conducted through February 2026.
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