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Abstract

Vision 2030 is often narrated as an infrastructure story: fibre, cloud, compute, capital.

This article argues it is, above all, a leadership story — and specifically, a story

about inspirational motivation as a mechanism of organisational transformation.

Drawing on a decade of firsthand experience across Accenture’s public sector practice,

STC’s national digital programmes, and sovereign advisory engagements, the author

examines how the behaviours identified in the transformational leadership literature

— vision articulation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised consideration —

manifested as operational decisions, cultural interventions, and structural reforms

inside Saudi ICT organisations between 2016 and 2026. The argument is not nostalgic.

It is architectural: understanding what inspired people to change at the pace required

by a national mandate is the precondition for replicating that change elsewhere.



The Hook: Vision 2030 Did Not Transform Saudi Arabia. Leaders

Did.

In January 2016, a royal decree announced a national programme that would diversify

the Saudi economy, reduce oil dependency to below 50 per cent of GDP, and digitise

the public sector within a decade. The international commentary was largely sceptical.

The structural targets were ambitious by any standard. The timeline was, by academic

consensus on institutional reform, optimistic to the point of implausibility (Rogozhin

2021).

What that commentary missed was not the policy. It was the people inside the organisations

who were handed the mandate to execute it — and what it took to move them from

procedural compliance to genuine conviction.

I know this because I was one of the people asked to move them.

Between 2016 and 2026, I occupied different vantage points inside the Saudi ICT trans-

formation: as a Managing Director within Accenture’s Gulf practice, advising ministries

and national champions on technology strategy; and subsequently as a senior executive at

STC, Saudi Arabia’s largest telecommunications operator, delivering programmes that

were not merely commercial but constitutionally aligned with the Kingdom’s digital sover-

eignty agenda. What I observed across both roles — and what my dissertation research

into inspirational motivational leadership in Saudi ICT organisations now gives me the

vocabulary to describe — is that the variable most consistently separating successful

transformation programmes from stalled ones was not capital, not technology stack, and

not project methodology. It was the quality of the motivational signal that leadership

transmitted to the people being asked to change.

Steel-Man Counterpoint: Transformation Can Be Mandated

Without Inspiration

The strongest opposing argument runs as follows: Saudi Arabia’s transformation succeeded

— to the extent that it did — not because leaders inspired their organisations, but because

the policy environment removed the option of non-compliance. When the National Digital

Transformation Unit mandates cloud-first architecture for all government entities, when

SDAIA legislates data localisation, and when the Saudisation quota is enforced through

commercial licensing conditions, transformation is not a cultural event — it is a regulatory

inevitability. Inspiration is a luxury narrative imposed retroactively on what was, in
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practice, enforced compliance.

This argument has structural merit. Regulatory compulsion is a real accelerant, and it

would be intellectually dishonest to exclude it from any credible account of Saudi ICT

transformation. Organisations did move because they had to.

But compulsion explains velocity. It does not explain variance. Across comparable

organisations operating under identical regulatory conditions, with equivalent capital

access and technology procurement, the transformation outcomes diverged significantly —

in delivery quality, in talent retention, in the depth of capability that remained after the

consulting engagement concluded. The differentiating variable, consistently, was leadership

behaviour at the level of the programme office and the executive sponsor. Specifically,

it was whether those leaders could articulate a vision that made the transformation feel

meaningful to the individuals executing it, rather than merely mandatory. Alessa (2021)

identifies this capacity — vision articulation as a mechanism of alignment — as the

foundational behaviour of transformational leadership. In the field, it manifests as the

difference between a programme that people work on and a programme that people believe

in.

Technical Deep-Dive: What Inspirational Motivation Actually

Looks Like in a Government Programme Office

The academic literature on transformational leadership identifies four components —

idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualised

consideration (Alsalman 2025). In the context of a national digital transformation pro-

gramme, these are not abstractions. They have operational signatures.

Vision Articulation as Architectural Instruction

In 2017, I was leading a digital strategy engagement for a Saudi government ministry

navigating its first cloud migration. The technical architecture was sound. The procurement

was funded. The timeline was approved. The programme stalled for eleven weeks because

the mid-tier management layer — the directors and deputy ministers whose operational

cooperation was essential — did not understand why the migration was happening in

terms that connected to their professional identity.

The intervention was not a technology briefing. It was a vision narrative: a structured

articulation of how cloud-native infrastructure would change the ministry’s capacity to

serve citizens, reduce processing backlogs that had accumulated over years of legacy system
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debt, and reposition the ministry’s data as a sovereign asset rather than an operational

liability. Adam (2015) describes this as “articulation of a compelling vision” — the

leader’s ability to translate an abstract strategic directive into a meaning-bearing story

that individuals can locate themselves inside.

The programme resumed within two weeks. Not because the technology changed. Because

the people changed their relationship to what they were being asked to do.

Intellectual Stimulation and the Saudisation Imperative

One of the structural tensions in Vision 2030 digital programmes is the Saudisation

mandate: the requirement to develop Saudi national talent into roles that, in 2016, were

predominantly occupied by expatriate professionals. The technical skills gap was real. The

timeline for closing it was aggressive. The risk of capability attrition during programme

execution was non-trivial.

The organisations that navigated this most effectively did not treat Saudisation as a

compliance obligation layered onto the transformation programme. They treated it as

an intellectual design challenge — and they communicated it to their Saudi talent as

such. B. Alharbi (2025) identifies a statistically significant positive correlation between

transformational leadership behaviour and AI adoption outcomes in Saudi organisations,

with intellectual stimulation — the leader’s capacity to engage team members in complex

problem-solving rather than task execution — as a mediating variable.

In practice, this meant designing mentorship structures where young Saudi engineers were

not observers of transformation but architects of components of it. It meant treating the

knowledge transfer not as a compliance milestone but as a leadership succession investment.

The motivational effect was measurable: retention rates in Saudi-staffed programme teams

running under intellectually stimulating mandates consistently outperformed comparable

teams where Saudisation was managed as a headcount ratio.

Individualised Consideration at Scale

The limitation of individualised consideration — the leader’s attentiveness to the specific

developmental needs and motivational profile of each team member — is that it appears,

by definition, unscalable. A CTO with 4,000 direct and indirect reports cannot provide

personalised leadership at the individual level.

What I observed across both the Accenture and STC contexts is that scale is navigated

through cascade architecture: the senior leader operationalises individualised consideration
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by designing the conditions in which it occurs at every layer of the organisation, rather

than attempting to deliver it personally. This includes talent review frameworks that

require managers to articulate the developmental narrative of each team member, not

merely their performance rating. It includes succession visibility — making career pathway

transparent so that individuals can see the connection between their present contribution

and their future position. Almalki and Rawah (2025) documents this through the KAUST

Elevate model, in which structured on-the-job development pathways are institutionalised

as leadership infrastructure rather than left to managerial discretion.

The Leadership Pivot: What a Decade of Witnessing Change

Taught Me About Transformation Architecture

My clearest thinking about transformation has never emerged in boardrooms. It has

emerged in the margins of the disruption itself — standing inside a newly digitised

government service centre watching a citizen interact for the first time with a platform my

team built; or sitting with a young Saudi engineer at STC who had just automated their

first network function and had not yet fully understood that they had changed their own

economic trajectory in the process.

Those moments collapse the abstraction. Technology strategy becomes human strategy.

What a decade of proximity to Saudi Arabia’s transformation taught me — and what

my dissertation research has now given me the analytical framework to articulate — is

this: inspirational motivation is not a personality trait that certain leaders possess and

others lack. It is an architectural competency. It can be designed into the operating model

of a transformation programme the same way that governance frameworks and delivery

methodologies are designed into it. The organisations that embedded it systematically —

that treated the motivational architecture of transformation as a first-order design question

alongside the technical architecture — consistently produced outcomes that outlasted the

engagement and the individuals who led it.

The organisations that did not left behind infrastructure without capability, platforms

without adoption, and transformation narratives that the organisation no longer believed

in once the pressure of the mandate relaxed.

Three actionable decisions for ICT leaders executing transformation in the Vision 2030

context:

1. Design the motivational narrative before the technical architecture. The
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vision articulation that makes transformation meaningful to mid-tier management

is not a communication task delegated to a change manager. It is a leadership

deliverable, authored by the executive sponsor, that precedes the programme launch.

2. Treat intellectual stimulation as a talent retention instrument. In a market

where Saudi digital talent is increasingly mobile and internationally competitive,

the organisations that embed genuine complexity and problem-ownership into their

transformation roles will retain the engineers and analysts that others lose to

hyperscaler recruitment.

3. Audit your cascade: does individualised consideration reach below the

C-suite? The question is not whether you as a leader practice individualised

consideration — it is whether your management structure makes it structurally

possible at every layer. Talent review frameworks, career visibility tools, and

mentorship architecture are the infrastructure through which this scales.

The Knowledge Gap: An Open Question for the Room

The research consensus on transformational leadership and digital transformation outcomes

is robust at the organisational level (F. Alharbi and Farea 2021; Parveen and Alshehri

2023). What the literature has not yet resolved — and what my dissertation research is

examining — is the question of institutional persistence: when the transformational leader

exits, how much of the motivational architecture survives?

Saudi Arabia’s ICT transformation has, by design, been leader-dependent in its early

phase. The urgent question for the next decade is whether inspirational motivation can be

institutionalised — embedded in governance frameworks, talent development systems, and

organisational culture — such that it becomes a structural property of the organisation

rather than a function of who currently occupies the executive floor.

I am curious to hear from Saudi ICT executives and programme directors in the room:

in the transformation programmes you have led or observed since 2016, what specific

mechanisms — if any — successfully transferred the motivational energy of visionary

leadership into the institutional fabric of the organisation after that leader moved on?
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