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Abstract 

This study focuses on the social, political and economic impacts of the King Abdullah 

overseas Scholarship Program (KASP) in Saudi Arabia. Established in 2006, the primary 

aim of KASP is to support the scientific and technological development of the Kingdom of 

Saudi Arabia by significantly enhancing the professional capability of its workforce and by 

establishing strong international scientific and economic networks. KASP is the largest 

student scholarship program ever supported by a nation state, sponsoring over 185,000 

students at an annual cost of almost $US6 billion. 

The aims of this study were to investigate: the social, economic and political impacts of the 

scheme for the recipients and for the nation; the extent to which the Program’s recipients 

and the Saudi nation have received value for investment from KASP; new opportunities and 

challenges for Saudi Arabia that have arisen from the KASP scheme; and in what ways the 

Program might be improved. 

An exploratory case study approach was employed for this study because it allowed a range 

of qualitative and quantitative data to be collected and analysed in order to provide 

important insights regarding the nature and impact of KASP. A descriptive survey of Saudi 

KASP recipients was used for collecting measurable data, while interviews and a focus 

group were used for the purpose of understanding and interpreting the quantitative data 

collected. The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to analyse the 

quantitative data collected through the survey, and the technique of thematic analysis was 

used to identify the major issues and themes to emerge from the qualitative data collected 

through the survey, interviews and focus group. 
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The findings of this study strongly suggest that the nature and outcomes of the KASP 

program can be explained through the interaction of three continua: an Economic-Focus 

Continuum which defines the tension between the traditional internal-focussed economy of 

Saudi Arabia and the desire expressed in Saudi Arabia’s strategic plans to become significant 

participants in the global economy; an Education-Focus Continuum which defines the tension 

between the traditional Saudi teaching and learning focus and the teaching and learning 

approaches and processes that underpin ‘best practice’ in international education; and a 

Cultural Continuum which defines the tension between traditional Islamic/ Saudi culture and 

the ‘international’ cultural and behavioural norms that the KASP recipients will need to 

successfully engage with in their host countries. KASP is designed as a primary driver of the 

international economic competitiveness of the Kingdom, but in so doing, the evidence 

provided by this exploratory case study suggests that it is creating significant tensions and 

challenges for traditional Saudi cultural and behavioural norms as well as for traditional Saudi 

approaches to teaching and learning. The real challenge for the Saudi Government in the 

future implementation of the KASP scheme, then, is: how to achieve the economic and 

educational goals it has set for the country without undermining the cultural and religious 

pillars on which the Kingdom is built. 
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