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Cities have become the 
principal engines of economic 
growth, innovation, and 
investment. Yet the factors 
that determine urban 
competitiveness are evolving. 
While infrastructure, 
connectivity and scale remain 
essential, they are no longer 
sufficient. 

Forward
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Increasingly, the most competitive 
cities are those that most effectively 
translate investment, governance, 
and ambition into lasting economic, 
social, and environmental outcomes. 
At KPMG, we are committed to 
helping shape the future of cities and 
places. Through our work with 
governments, city authorities, 
infrastructure owners, businesses 
and investors, and our collaboration 
with organizations including the 
World Economic Forum and UN 
Habitat, we see first-hand that 
competitiveness is shaped less by 
individual projects and more by how 
effectively entire urban systems 
perform. The challenge is no longer 
simply what cities build, but how 
effectively they convert capabilities 
into productivity, innovation, 
resilience, and quality of life.

This publication introduces KPMG‘s City 
Competitiveness Framework, providing a practical 
lens through which leaders can better understand 
the capabilities that underpin long term 
competitiveness. The framework moves beyond 
individual rankings to explore how governance, 
the economy and business environment, and the 
living environment interact to strengthen long 
term competitiveness.

Riyadh provides a compelling case study. As one 
of the world‘s most ambitious urban 
transformation programs, it offers valuable insight 
into how sustained investment, institutional 
reform and strategic leadership can strengthen 
competitiveness over time. While this paper 
focuses on Riyadh, the questions it explores are 
relevant to cities across the world.

We hope this publication contributes to the wider 
conversation on urban competitiveness and 
supports leaders in creating cities that are more 
prosperous, resilient, and inclusive for 
generations to come.

Lisa Kelvey
Global Head of Infrastructure and Transport 
KPMG International 
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Cities have become the primary 
arena of economic competition. 
They compete not only for 
investment, businesses and talent, 
but also for innovation, 
productivity, sustainability and 
quality of life. As urban economies 
continue to generate an increasing 
share of global output, the 
competitiveness of cities has 
become a critical determinant of 
national prosperity, social progress 
and long-term resilience.
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Historically, cities built competitive advantage 
through scale and physical assets. Infrastructure, 
connectivity, access to capital and the ability to 
attract people and businesses were often the 
principal drivers of growth. While these factors 
remain important, the nature of urban 
competitiveness is changing. Across the world‘s 
leading cities, success is increasingly determined 
not by the assets a city possesses, but by how 
effectively it converts those assets into economic 
performance, innovation, opportunity and 
improved outcomes for residents.

This shift can be understood as a question of 
conversion capability: the ability of a city to 
translate investment, policy, infrastructure and 
institutional capacity into productivity, business 
dynamism, talent development and quality of life.
Cities with similar levels of investment or 
comparable ambitions often achieve very 
different results. The diwfference increasingly 
lies in the effectiveness of the systems, 
institutions and capabilities that connect inputs to 
outcomes.

Against this backdrop, Riyadh presents one of the 
most significant urban transformation stories 
globally. As the capital of Saudi Arabia and the 
centerpiece of Vision 2030, the city is undergoing 
a profound economic, institutional and urban 
transition. Riyadh today serves not only as the 
Kingdom’s administrative center, but also as its 
principal platform for diversification, investment 
attraction and long-term economic growth.

The scale of this transformation is substantial. 
Riyadh generates approximately half of Saudi 
Arabia’s non-oil GDP, is home to an estimated 7.5 
million residents and continues to attract 
increasing levels of domestic and international 
investment. The city hosts more than 600 
multinational regional headquarters, is supported 
by a significant pipeline of infrastructure and 
urban development projects and operates within 
one of the world’s most advanced digital 
government ecosystems. Together, these factors 
position Riyadh as one of the most consequential 
cities to observe in the evolving global discussion 
on competitiveness.
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Yet the importance of Riyadh extends beyond the 
scale of its ambitions or investments. The city 
provides a unique opportunity to examine how 
institutional strength, economic reform and 
long-term investment can be translated into 
durable competitive advantage. Like many rapidly 
transforming cities, Riyadh exhibits a dual-track 
profile: strong performance in areas such as 
governance, digital capability, economic scale and 
public safety, alongside ongoing efforts to 
strengthen human capital, innovation capacity, 
sustainability and broader livability outcomes. 
Understanding how these strengths and challen-
ges interact is central to understanding the city‘s 
future trajectory. 

This paper applies KPMG‘s City Competitiveness 
Framework to assess Riyadh‘s competitiveness 
profile across three dimensions: governance, 
economy and business environment, and living 
environment. Drawing on publicly available data, 
international benchmarks and recognized urban 
performance indicators, the framework provides 
a structured lens through which to assess the 
capabilities that underpin competitiveness and 
the factors most likely to influence future 
performance.

The objective of this paper is not to produce 
another ranking or determine where Riyadh 
stands according to any single measure. Rather, it 
seeks to examine the conditions that enable 
cities to create and sustain competitive advan-
tage over time. By focusing on the relationship 
between capabilities, performance and outco-
mes, the analysis aims to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of Riyadh‘s current 
position and future prospects.

More broadly, the paper explores a challenge 
increasingly faced by cities around the world. As 
competition for talent, investment and innovation 
intensifies, urban leaders must look beyond 
individual projects and isolated performance 
indicators. The critical question is no longer 
simply what cities build, but how effectively they 
translate ambition into measurable economic, 
social and environmental value.

Riyadh‘s experience offers valuable insight into 
that challenge. Its ongoing transformation 
provides an opportunity to observe, in real time, 
how a city seeks to convert institutional strength, 
economic scale and reform momentum into 
lasting competitiveness. And what lessons that 
process may offer for other cities pursuing 
similarly ambitious futures.

Omar Alhalabi
Partner, Head of Economics and  

Public Policy Advisory 

KPMG Middle East
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Summary

Across the world, the cities pulling 
ahead are not those that invest the 
most, but those that convert 
investment into results most 
effectively – turning reform, 
infrastructure and capital into 
productivity, innovation and 
quality of life. This conversion 
capability is what KPMG‘s City 
Competitiveness Framework 
measures, and Riyadh is among its 
clearest live examples.
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Riyadh’s next chapter will be defined less by what it builds 
than by how well it converts what it has already built.

Turn major investments 
such as Green Riyadh and 
the metro into real, 
everyday improvements for 
residents and businesses.

Align how the city’s 
systems work together – 
education with labor-
market needs, transport 
with land use – so strong 
institutions produce strong 
combined outcomes.

Strengthen the path 
from education into 
high-productivity work 
and align skills with the 
sectors driving growth.

Turn major investments 
such as Green Riyadh 
and the metro into real, 
everyday improvements 
for residents and 
businesses.

In little more than a decade, Riyadh has built the 
institutional, digital and economic foundations of 
a competitive city. Its next phase will depend not 
on how much more it builds, but on its 
conversion capability. Assessed through the 
framework, Riyadh emerges as a city of decisive 
strengths and slower-moving gaps and the 
distance between the two is where its 
competitiveness will be decided.

Its economic and institutional base is strong. 
The city sits in the top tier globally on 
economic scale, with solid positions on 
public safety, business environment and 
fiscal resilience – capabilities few fast-
growing cities can match.

The gaps are in people and place. Education 
ranks in the lower third worldwide (64th of 
81 on PISA), talent and innovation are 
mid-field, and environmental performance is 
constrained by an arid climate and a car-
dependent urban form.

The pattern is one of sequencing, not 
ambition. Riyadh is building a knowledge 
economy faster than its skills base and 
urban fabric can mature – a strong 
institutional and digital chassis whose 
engine of productivity and livability has yet 
to catch up.
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04Methodology

This paper presents KPMG’s 
perspective on Riyadh’s 
competitiveness, drawing on 
publicly available data, leading 
international benchmarks and 
expert inputs and KPMG’s City 
Competitiveness Framework.1

1This paper also draws on perspectives from market experts, including 
Dr. Martyn Davies (Head of City Competitiveness from the Royal 
Commission of Riyadh).
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A three-layered framework to assess 
competitiveness of Riyadh, based on 
publicly available secondary data:

Mouse hover on the topics to find out more.
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2KPMG, Blueprint for Livable Economies: Unlocking Livability 
Through Place-Based Business Cases https://kpmg.com/xx/en/
our-insights/transformation/blueprint-for-livable-economies.html

How the framework works
The framework draws on publicly available 
city-level indicators sourced from leading 
international benchmarks, government 
datasets and recognized urban performance 
indices. Indicators were selected based on 
three criteria:

The analysis is anchored in a simple premise: city 
competitiveness is defined not by the assets a 
city holds, but by how effectively it converts 
reform, policy and investment into economic 
performance and results. For Riyadh, this 
conversion capability is the central lens of 
assessment – and the basis of KPMG’s view on 
what distinguishes cities that announce ambition 
from those that realize it. The framework was 
built through a structured synthesis of prominent 
global measures of city performance, competiti-
veness, talent, innovation, governance and 
livability. KPMG reviewed the dimensions that 
recur most consistently across these benchmarks 
and organized them into a common architecture 
that can be applied more coherently to fast-trans-
forming cities. 

This structure is complementary to the Blueprint 
for Livable Economies , a city transformation 
framework developed by KPMG. While the 
Blueprint sets out the outcome logic for urban 
transformation – linking economic, people and 
place, and systems outcomes – this city competi-
tiveness framework translates that logic into a 
diagnostic lens for assessing city performance.

The framework provides a diagnostic lens to 
assess system-level performance across three 
dimensions: governance, economy and business 
environment, and living environment supported 
by eighteen parameters that capture the institu-
tional, economic, social and environmental 
conditions most commonly associated with city 
performance. The framework is designed as a 
diagnostic lens rather than a scoring model, 
enabling a structured assessment of strengths, 
constraints and emerging competitiveness 
drivers across cities.

The framework is not intended to generate a 
composite competitiveness score or city ranking. 
Instead, it provides a structured lens through 
which performance can be assessed across 
multiple dimensions and compared against 
prevailing global benchmarks.

Where city-level indicators were unavailable or 
inconsistent across cities, national-level measu-
res were used as proxies, particularly in areas 
such as educational outcomes, institutional 
quality and environmental performance. While 
these proxies provide useful directional insights, 
they may not fully reflect city-specific conditions 
and should therefore be interpreted within the 
broader context of the analysis.

This approach is designed to strengthen objecti-
vity and comparability rather than create another 
ranking. It relies on transparent third-party 
datasets, triangulates across multiple established 
benchmarks and places equal emphasis on 
outcomes and conversion capability. How 
effectively a city turns reform, policy and invest-
ment into economic performance and everyday 
lived results.

Relevance to urban  
competitiveness

Consistency and reliability of 
underlying data sources

Availability across a broad set  
of international cities M
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The next era of urban 
competitiveness will be shaped 
less by what cities build and more 
by what their institutions enable. 
The strongest cities will be those 
that translate bold ambition 
into greater productivity, shared 
prosperity and long-term resilience.

Jeff Merritt,  
Head of Urban Transformation, World Economic Forum
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The new logic of urban 
competitiveness
Urban competitiveness is increasingly determined 
by system performance, not asset accumulation 
alone.

In an earlier phase, cities competed primarily 
through physical scale: ports, airports, roads, 
business districts and the capacity to absorb 
capital and people quickly. Today, those assets 
still matter, but they are no longer sufficient. The 
harder competitive test lies in the systems 
beneath them: institutional quality, regulatory 
clarity, human capital depth, innovation capacity, 
liveability and resilience.

That shift is visible across the benchmarks that 
now shape global city perception. 
Competitiveness indices increasingly place 
weight on productivity, business climate and 
governance quality. The common message is 
clear: cities are judged less by what they own 
than by how effectively they translate assets into 
opportunity, performance and trust.

For that reason, competitiveness can be 
understood as a city’s “conversion capability,” its 
ability to translate investment, policy, and 
infrastructure into productivity, opportunity, and 
higher quality of life.

The trajectories of leading global cities illustrate 
this capability. Singapore transformed itself from 
a trading port into a knowledge and innovation 
hub through decades of investment in education, 
public administration quality, and long-term 
industrial policy. 

Copenhagen and other Nordic capitals moved 
from being efficient industrial cities to global 
benchmarks in livability and green growth by 
embedding environmental performance and 
social inclusion into their economic models. Seoul 
and Shenzhen evolved from manufacturing and 
assembly centers into technology and design 
powerhouses on the back of human capital 
upgrading, R&D ecosystems, and strong state–
business coordination. In each case, 
infrastructure and scale were necessary, but not 
sufficient; the decisive gains came when cities 
built the capability to continue reinventing 
themselves.

The GCC provides a concentrated regional 
example of how this new competitive game is 
unfolding. Dubai and Abu Dhabi built early 
advantage through connectivity, commercial 
openness and infrastructure. Doha followed with 
investment-led expansion and a stronger services 
and knowledge base. Riyadh enters this field 
from a different starting point: as the political and 
administrative center of Saudi Arabia, now being 
recast into a diversified metropolitan economy. It 
is one of the clearest regional examples of a city 
trying to move rapidly from scale and state 
capacity toward a more complex model of 
competitiveness built on institutional 
performance, private-sector dynamism, talent 
quality and urban experience.

The principles outlined above provide a useful 
lens through which to assess Riyadh’s 
competitiveness. The city combines institutional 
strength, economic scale and reform momentum 
with a set of emerging challenges common to 
many rapidly transforming urban centers. 
Examining Riyadh through this framework helps 
identify both its current advantages and the 
factors likely to shape its next phase of 
development.
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Riyadh’s global profile
Riyadh today functions as both a capital city and a 
central component of Saudi Arabia’s economic 
transformation. The city generates roughly half of 
the Kingdom’s non-oil GDP, making it the primary 
locus of diversification away from hydrocarbons 
and the main staging ground for Vision 2030’s 
economic ambitions. This concentration of 
non-oil activity; finance, professional services, 
logistics, retail, construction, hospitality, 
emerging creative industries, means that 
Riyadh’s success or failure disproportionately 
shapes national outcomes. In practical terms, the 
Kingdom’s vision of a more productive, 
innovation-driven, globally connected economy 
will rise or fall with Riyadh’s ability to compete 
with its regional and global peers.

Viewed through KPMG’s City Competitiveness 
Framework, Riyadh’s performance across 
governance, economy and business environment, 
and living environment reveals a city with 
world-class institutional and digital capabilities, 
solid economic fundamentals, but slower-moving 
structural challenges in human capital and 
environmental performance. Illustrative 1 
provides a benchmark view of Riyadh’s relative 
position across the framework parameters, using 
city-level indices where available and national-
level proxies where required. 

The result is a classic two-speed profile: fast-
moving strengths where reform can be 
implemented quickly, and deeper gaps where 
outcomes depend on long-cycle investments in 
people and urban form. This two-speed dynamic 
is not uncommon among fast-transforming cities, 
but its persistence can create structural 
inefficiencies if not addressed.

Table 1: Riyadh’s competitiveness profile 
across the three dimensions of KPMG’s City 
Competitiveness Framework.
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Governance and digital 
performance: A global 
outperformer
Riyadh’s most visible strengths sit in the 
governance and digital performance dimension. 
On digital government, the city and Kingdom are 
firmly within the global frontier. Saudi Arabia 
ranks third out of 193 countries (top 99%) in the 
UN E-Government Development Index, placing it 
alongside digital leaders such as Denmark, 
Estonia, and Singapore. Riyadh also stands 27th 
out of 146 cities (top 82%) in the IMD Smart City 
Index, ahead of many long-established European 
and North American cities that historically 
dominated technology and governance rankings. 
These positions reflect more than just portals and 
apps; they indicate a state that has 
institutionalized digital channels, data-driven 
management, and integrated service delivery  
on a scale.

This digital excellence matters for 
competitiveness in two ways. First, it reduces 
friction for residents and firms; licenses, permits, 
payments, and interactions with government 
become faster, more predictable, and more 
transparent. Second, it signals to investors and 
global headquarters that Riyadh’s institutions can 
implement complex reforms and deliver services 
reliably, a capability that many peer cities are still 
struggling to build. In a competitive landscape 
where administrative speed, permitting 
efficiency, regulatory clarity and transparency can 
tilt investment decisions, Riyadh’s governance 
profile is a structural advantage.

Security and stability reinforce this institutional 
strength. Riyadh consistently performs strongly in 
international safety benchmarks, ranking among 
the higher-performing cities globally on measures 
of personal safety and crime perception. For 
households, this underpins quality of life; for 
firms, it reduces risk premiums and supports 
long-term investment. Relative to many peer 
cities, this combination of public safety, 
institutional reliability and digital government 
contributes to an environment of predictability 
and trust that is increasingly valued by investors, 
businesses and skilled talent.
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Economy and business 
environment: Strong foundations, 
rising trajectory

Across the economy and business environment 
dimension, Riyadh and Saudi Arabia more broadly 
sit in the upper third of global rankings. On 
economic scale, Riyadh ranks 97th out of 1,000 
cities (top 10%) in the Oxford Economics Global 
Cities Index. The business environment tells a 
complementary story: the Kingdom’s rank in the 
Heritage Economic Freedom Index (around 62nd 
out of 184) and in the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Competitiveness Report (around 36th out 
of 141) reflects a business environment that has 
become steadily more open, predictable, and 
market-friendly over the past decade. Regulatory 
simplification, improvements in contract 
enforcement, investment law reforms, and the 
opening of sectors to foreign ownership have 
improved the operating environment for both 
local and international firms.

Within the region, this places Riyadh in direct 
competition with Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Doha for 
headquarters, capital, and talent. Where Dubai 
leveraged first-mover advantages in free zones 
and logistics, Riyadh is now using regulatory 
reform, and sectoral strategies in finance, 
tourism, sports, and entertainment to make a 
compelling business case of its own. The fact 
that Riyadh already anchors nearly half of Saudi 
Arabia’s non-oil GDP means that improvements 
in the business environment do not operate in a 
vacuum they amplify an existing agglomeration of 
firms, talent, and infrastructure.

At the same time, Riyadh’s macroeconomic 
context strengthens its competitive story. Saudi 
Arabia retains high fiscal capacity, low public debt 
relative to many OECD economies, and the ability 
to sustain multi-year investment in infrastructure, 
housing, and strategic sectors. For global 
investors weighing geopolitical risk against 
growth potential, this combination of fiscal 
strength and reform momentum differentiates 
Riyadh from many emerging-market peers that 
lack comparable buffers.
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Living environment: Security 
strength, human capital and 
sustainability gaps
As the city continues to grow, housing 
affordability, accessibility and commuting 
efficiency will become increasingly important 
determinants of resident attractiveness and 
long-term competitiveness. A competitive labor 
market is increasingly defined by its ability to 
enable mobility, participation, and ease of access 
with minimal friction. 

The living environment dimension, however, 
reveals the structural challenges that Riyadh must 
overcome to fully converge with global leaders. 
On safety and order, the city performs strongly. 
But on human capital and environmental 
performance, Riyadh and Saudi Arabia lag many 
OECD and high-performing Asian cities.

Riyadh has also benefited from significant 
increases in female labor-force participation over 
recent years, reflecting broader labor-market 
reforms and changing workforce dynamics. 

Sustaining this progress and increasing 
participation in high-productivity sectors will 
remain an important source of future 
competitiveness.

In education, international benchmarks such as 
PISA place Saudi Arabia in the lower third of 
participating systems, with performance 
significantly below OECD averages in core 
competencies. This indicates that the pipeline of 
school-leavers entering universities and 
vocational systems is still not at the level required 
for a fully innovation-driven economy. The Global 
Talent Competitiveness Index similarly highlights 
challenges in attracting, growing, and retaining 
high-skill talent relative to leading hubs in Europe 
and Asia. In simple terms, the city’s economic 
ambition runs ahead of its current skills base.

Looking ahead, the competitiveness challenge is 
not solely educational attainment, but the 
effectiveness of the talent pipeline itself. It rests 
on how productively that talent is deployed, how 
closely skills align with the roles a diversifying 
economy is creating, and how readily the existing 

workforce can reskill as industries evolve. 
Indicators such as STEM and technical-vocational 
graduation rates, graduate employability, 
workforce participation, internship penetration 
and alignment between training provision and 
employer demand increasingly determine 
whether cities can convert educational 
investment into productivity gains. 

The same applies to innovation capacity – 
including R&D intensity, patenting, and university/
industry collaboration – where Riyadh ranks 47th 
of 133. As the city diversifies into higher-value 
sectors, these measures will increasingly depend 
on the depth of the underlying talent base and are 
likely to become as important as traditional 
education outcomes in shaping long-term 
competitiveness. This is the core transition in 
Riyadh’s competitiveness model. For decades, 
growth could be created by adding more workers 
to the economy; now, competitiveness depends 
on how productive, adaptable and creative those 
workers are. Riyadh’s universities, training 
systems and firms are being asked to deliver a 
step-change in human capability at the same 
time as the city is expanding physically and 
economically.
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Environmental metrics tell a similar story. On 
Yale’s Environmental Performance Index, Saudi 
Arabia sits in the lower half of countries, 
reflecting challenges across air quality, emissions 
intensity, and ecosystem vitality in a harsh 
climatic context. Indicators such as air quality, 
urban heat exposure, green-space accessibility 
and water efficiency increasingly shape both 
resident experience and business attractiveness, 
particularly in climate-constrained cities. For 
Riyadh, extreme heat, water scarcity, and historic 
car-dependent urban form make sustainability a 
harder equation to solve than in temperate, 
denser cities like Copenhagen or Vienna. 
Initiatives such as the Saudi Green Initiative, 
Green Riyadh, and major public transport 
investments like Riyadh metro and the bus rapid 
transit (BRT) system are designed to change this 
trajectory, but their impact will take time to 
materialize in international metrics. 

A dual-track trajectory for Riyadh
On one track, the city already operates close to 
the global frontier in digital governance, 
institutional capability, macroeconomic resilience 
and public safety. On the other, it still trails 
leading global cities in educational outcomes, 
advanced skills, environmental performance and 
some dimensions of everyday livability. 

Overall, Riyadh has built a strong institutional and 
digital chassis, but the engine of labor-market 
productivity and sustainability has yet to fully  
catch up.

This duality is exactly what makes Riyadh 
strategically important for Saudi Arabia’s Vision 
2030. The capital is already the main locus of 
non-oil economic activity and reform; if it can 
close the gaps in human capital, environmental 
performance and urban quality of life, it has the 
potential to translate its current advantages into 
durable, innovation-driven competitiveness. If it 
cannot, the city risks remaining a high-capacity 
but under-optimized system – strong on 
governance and investment, weaker on the skills, 
productivity and attractiveness that ultimately 
determine long-term success.
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Riyadh’s future competitiveness: 
Challenges and opportunities
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The evidence points less to a single gap than to a small set of structural tensions that will determine 
whether Riyadh’s institutional and investment strengths translate into broader competitiveness gains.

Economic 
cyclicality

Construction  
capacity pressures

Water Constrains

Heat and climate 
exposure

Skills mismatch Education reform, workforce development, talent attraction

Green Riyadh, metro, urban greening

Water efficiency and reuse programs

Supply-chain and workforce expansion

Diversification and non-oil growth

Risk Mitigating factors



Key competitiveness risks  
and mitigating factors
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Taken together, these themes point to a clear pattern: Riyadh’s institutional and digital 
strengths are already established, but its next phase will be determined by how effectively 
those strengths are converted into stronger outcomes in human capital, innovation and 
livability. Read in that context, the framework below is best understood as a prioritization 
lens: it distinguishes between the capabilities Riyadh can already build from, the constraints 
most likely to shape its next phase and the emerging themes that will increasingly influence 
how the city is judged.

Riyadh’s starting point is stronger than many 
peers. The city already has institutional depth, 
digital capability and fiscal backing that few 
fast-transforming cities can match. Those 
strengths do not require radical redesign;  
they require sharper conversion into investor 
confidence, business ease and resident 
experience.

The more demanding task lies in the areas where 
outcomes are still catching up with ambition. 
Riyadh’s next gains will come less from adding 
new visible assets and more from aligning talent 
systems with labor-market demand, deepening 
enterprise and innovation, improving livability in 
an extreme climate and spreading data-led 
decision-making more widely across the urban 
system.

Mature capability Maturing capability

Central to Vision 2030
	• Access to data, tools and 

capabilities

	• System junctions and coordination

	• From learning to productivity and innovation

Supporting theme
	• Depth of private-sector and civic participation

	• Sustainability, health and the form of the city
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The next phase of urban 
competitiveness

The analysis presented in this paper suggests 
that Riyadh’s next competitiveness chapter will 
be defined less by the scale of investment 
entering the city and more by the effectiveness 
with which existing capabilities are translated into 
outcomes.

Over the past decade, Riyadh has built many of 
the foundational elements associated with 
competitive cities: institutional capacity, digital 
government, fiscal strength, public safety and a 
growing economic base. These capabilities are 
significant because they are often among the 
most difficult assets for cities to develop. Yet 
global experience suggests that competitive 
advantage is rarely determined by capabilities 
alone. It is determined by how effectively cities 
convert those capabilities into productivity, 
innovation, talent attraction and quality of life.

This distinction helps explain why cities with 
similar resources, infrastructure and ambitions 
often achieve very different outcomes. Across 
global benchmarks, the strongest-performing 
cities are not necessarily those with the largest 
economies or the highest levels of investment. 
Rather, they are cities that consistently align 
institutions, markets, talent systems and urban 
development around a coherent model of growth. 
Their advantage lies in their ability to reinforce 
strengths across multiple dimensions 
simultaneously.

Viewed through this lens, Riyadh’s 
competitiveness story is neither one of 
established leadership nor of unrealized potential. 
It is a city in transition between two phases of 
development. The first phase focused on building 
the institutional, economic and physical 
foundations required to support transformation at 
scale. The second phase, which is now 
emerging, is likely to be defined by the quality of 
outcomes generated from those foundations: the 
productivity of its workforce, the depth of its 
innovation ecosystem, the attractiveness of its 
urban environment and the extent to which 
residents and businesses experience the  
benefits of change.

The significance of Riyadh extends beyond the 
city itself. As one of the largest urban 
transformation programs underway globally, 
Riyadh offers an opportunity to observe how a 
rapidly evolving city can leverage governance 
capacity, reform momentum and long-term 
investment to reshape its competitive position. 
The outcome is relevant not only for Saudi Arabia, 
but also for other cities seeking to navigate the 
transition from growth driven by scale and capital 
to growth driven by capability, innovation and 
human development.

For that reason, this paper should be read less as 
an assessment of where Riyadh ranks today and 
more as an examination of the factors that will 
shape its future trajectory. Competitiveness is 
ultimately not a static condition captured by any 
single index. It is the cumulative result of 
decisions, institutions and capabilities that enable 
cities to adapt, improve and create value  
over time.
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As cities become more complex and 
transformation agendas more ambitious, 
leaders increasingly face a common 
challenge: understanding which capabilities 
matter most, how they interact, and where 
interventions can generate the greatest 
impact. This challenge has driven the 
development of KPMG‘s City 
Competitiveness Framework, which seeks to 
move beyond individual rankings and provide 
a more integrated view of urban performance 
across governance, economic dynamism and 
living environment outcomes. By linking 
indicators to underlying capabilities and 
system-level drivers, the framework offers a 
practical lens through which cities can assess 
their current position, identify areas of 
competitive advantage and prioritize  
future action. 

01

Talent will define the next 
growth frontier

Riyadh’s economy is moving 
faster than its skills base. The 
priority is to strengthen the 
pathway from education and 
training into high-productivity 
employment, reskill the existing 
workforce, and align talent 
development with the high-value 
sectors driving growth.

03

Business depth will 
determine whether  
growth lasts

Riyadh has demonstrated that it 
can attract major institutions, 
investors and global firms. The 
next step is to deepen the 
ecosystem beneath it – SMEs, 
start-ups, universities, investors 
and cultural institutions – so 
growth becomes more 
self-sustaining.

02

Livability will become  
an economic variable

Green Riyadh, King Salman Park 
and the Sport Boulevard are 
major investments, but their 
competitiveness value will be 
realized only when they reshape 
daily life. The test is whether 
they make Riyadh more 
accessible, sustainable and 
attractive to residents, talent 
and investors.

04

Conversion capability will 
determine whether ambition 
becomes advantage

Riyadh‘s next priority is to 
strengthen the delivery 
discipline that turns reform, 
investment and institutional 
capacity into measurable results 
– through clearer performance 
tracking, stronger coordination 
across city systems and a 
sharper focus on outcomes. The 
lesson extends to fast-
transforming cities everywhere: 
competitiveness depends not on 
the scale of ambition, but on the 
conversion capability that turns 
it into lasting value.
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Riyadh‘s future competitiveness will therefore 
depend not only on what the city continues to 
build, but on how effectively it converts its 
considerable strengths into enduring economic, 
social and environmental outcomes. The same 
principle applies to cities around the world. While 
each city operates within a unique context, the 
ability to measure performance consistently, 
understand the relationships between capabilities 
and outcomes and translate strategic ambition 
into measurable results is becoming an 
increasingly important source of  
competitive advantage.

The cities that lead in the decades 
ahead won’t be defined by the 
scale of their ambition alone, 
but by their ability to translate 
investment into lasting economic, 
social and environmental value 
that benefits the people and 
places they serve.

Jeff Merritt,  
Head of Urban Transformation, World Economic Forum

For governments, city authorities and urban 
development leaders, this creates an opportunity 
to adopt a more systematic approach to 
competitiveness. One that combines robust 
measurement, evidence-based prioritization and 
continuous performance management. As cities 
navigate increasingly complex economic, social 
and environmental challenges, frameworks that 
help connect strategy, investment and outcomes 
will play an increasingly important role in 
supporting long-term success. Riyadh‘s 
experience offers valuable insights into that 
journey and, in many respects, illustrates the 
broader questions that ambitious cities will need 
to address in the years ahead.

The cities that define the 
next generation of urban 
competitiveness will not 
necessarily be those that 
invest the most, but those 
that most effectively 
convert capability into 
lasting economic, social and 
environmental value. Riyadh’s 
transformation offers an 
opportunity to observe that 
process in real time.
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Appendix A: KPMG has a structured methodology supported by recognized indicators within its framework.
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Dimension Parameter Illustrative indicators Example sources

Living environment

Living and housing Housing affordability, residential availability Mercer, Numbeo, local statistics

Quality of infrastructure Public transport, accessibility IMD, city data

Sustainable living Air quality, green space, emissions Yale EPI, city programs

Health Healthcare access, health outcomes WHO, national statistics

Education Educational attainment, PISA OECD, Ministry of Education

Safety and security Safety indices, crime perception Numbeo

Economy and business  
environment

Economic vitality GDP growth, employment National statistics

Financial system strength Financial center indicators GFCI, national data

Business sophistication Ease of doing business, HQ presence World Bank, MISA

Culture Cultural assets, events City data

Human capital Talent competitiveness INSEAD GTCI

Innovation Patents, R&D activity WIPO

Technology readiness Digital adoption, connectivity IMD, ITU

Governance

Digital services EGDI, Smart City metrics UN, IMD

Regulatory quality Governance indicators World Bank

Data access and transparency Open data maturity OECD, local data

Government finance Fiscal strength indicators IMF, national sources

City resilience Resilience and preparedness indicators UN, World Bank



Appendix B: Riyadh by numbers

Economic significance and growth

Competitiveness and urban performance

Labor market and workforce profile

Population growth
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Source: Data Saudi

Riyadh population growth
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Indicator Value Source

Share of Saudi Arabia's  

non-oil GDP
~50%

Royal Commission for Riyadh City 

(RCRC), Vision 2030

Population (2023) ~7.5 million residents General Authority for Statistics

Population (2030 Projection) 15–17 million residents RCRC, Vision 2030

Regional Headquarters Licenses 600+ multinational companies
Ministry of Investment, Saudi Press 

Agency

Public investment pipeline Over US$200 billion Vision 2030, RCRC, PIF

Share of national employment
Approximately 25–30% of Saudi 

Arabia's employed labor force
General Authority for Statistics

Indicator Value Source

IMD Smart City Index 27th globally IMD Smart City Index

UN E-Government Development Index 

(Saudi Arabia)
3rd globally United Nations EGDI

Investment in Riyadh metro US$23 billion RCRC

Green Riyadh target 28 m² of green space per resident Green Riyadh

Airport passenger traffic (2025) 40.8 million passengers General Authority of Civil Aviation

Higher education institutions 15+ universities and colleges Ministry of Education

Indicator Value Source

Saudi labor force participation  

rate (Q2 2025)
55.6% Data Saudi

Non-Saudi labor force participation 

rate (Q2 2025)
82.5% Data Saudi

Largest employment sector
Construction  

(1.44 million employees)
Data Saudi

Second largest employment sector
Administrative and support services 

(748,146 employees)
Data Saudiw

Third largest employment sector
Manufacturing  

(708,205 employees)
Data Saudi



Employees by economic activity Notes

During the second quarter of 2025, the economic activities that registered the highest number of employees in Riyadh were 
Construction (1,440,734 employees), Administrative and support service activities (748,146 employees), and Manufacturing  
(708,205 employees).

	• Population and economic indicators represent the 
latest publicly available figures at the time of 
publication.

	• International rankings reflect the most recent 
editions available during the preparation of this 
report.

	• Sources include national statistical agencies, 
international benchmark providers, and publicly 
available government publications.

Employees by economic activity

1,400,0001,200,0001,000,000800,000600,000400,000200,000

Construction

Other activities

Arts, entertainment and recreation

Mining and quarrying

Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation activities

Education

Professional, scientific and technical activities

Accommodation and food service activities

Transportation and storage

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply

Real estate activities

Financial and insurance activities

Information and communication

Other service activities

Public administration and defence; compulsory social security

Human health and social work activities

Agriculture, forestry and fishing

Not specified

Manufacturing

Administrative and support service activities

0
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Source: Data Saudi
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Sources

	- General Authority for Statistics (GASTAT) – https://www.stats.gov.sa 

	- Data Saudi – https://datasaudi.sa 

	- United Nations E-Government Survey (EGDI) – https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb 

	- IMD Smart City Index – https://www.imd.org/smart-city-observatory 

	- World Economic Forum (Global Competitiveness Reports) – https://www.weforum.org 

	- Heritage Foundation (Index of Economic Freedom) – https://www.heritage.org/index 

	- OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) – https://www.oecd.org/pisa 

	- INSEAD Global Talent Competitiveness Index (GTCI) – https://www.insead.edu 

	- Yale Environmental Performance Index (EPI) – https://epi.yale.edu 

	- World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) – https://www.wipo.int 

	- International Telecommunication Union (ITU) – https://www.itu.int 

	- World Bank Open Data and Governance Indicators – https://www.worldbank.org 

	- International Monetary Fund (IMF) Data and Fiscal Monitor – https://www.imf.org 

	- World Health Organization (WHO) Statistics – https://www.who.int/data 

	- Numbeo Quality of Life and Safety Indices – https://www.numbeo.com 

	- Global Financial Centres Index (GFCI) – https://www.longfinance.net/programmes/financial-centre-futures/global-financial-centres-index 

	- United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) – https://unhabitat.org
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KPMG Middle East is a part of the KPMG global 
organization of independent member firms that 
operate in 143 countries and territories and are 
affiliated with KPMG International Limited. We 
provide audit, tax and advisory services to public 
and private sector clients across Saudi Arabia, 
United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Lebanon, Oman, 
and Iraq, contracting through separate legal 
entities. We have a strong legacy in the region 
where we have been established for over 50 
years. KPMG Middle East LLP is well-connected 
with its global member network and combines its 
local knowledge with international expertise.

KPMG serves the diverse needs of businesses, 
governments, public-sector agencies, not-for-
profit organizations, and the capital markets.

Our commitment to quality and service excellence 
underpins everything we do. We strive to deliver 
to the highest standards for our stakeholders, 
building trust through our actions and behaviors, 
both professionally and personally.

Our values guide our day-to-day behavior, 
informing how we act, the decisions we make, 
and how we work with each other, our clients, and 
all our stakeholders. 

Our purpose is to inspire confidence and empower 
change. By inspiring confidence in our people, 
clients and society, we help empower the change 
needed to solve the toughest challenges and lead 
the way forward. 

KPMG’s Impact Plan guides our commitments to 
serving our clients, people and communities 
across four categories: Planet, People, Prosperity, 
and Governance. These four priority areas assist 
us in defining and managing our environmental, 
social, economic and governance impacts to 
create a more sustainable future. We unite the 
best of KPMG to help our clients fulfil their 
purpose and deliver against the United Nations 
Suwstainable Development Goals, so all our 
communities can thrive and prosper.

We are dedicated to helping our clients achieve 
their goals, and advancing sustainable progress to 
ensure that all our communities thrive. 
Empowered by our values, and committed to our 
purpose, our people are our greatest strength. 
Together, we are building a values-led organization 
of the future. For better.

Integrity: 
We do what 
is right

Excellence: 
We never stop 
learning and 
improving

Courage: 
We think and 
act boldly

Together: 
We respect 
each other and 
draw strength 
from our 
differences

For Better: 
We do what 
matters

Our teams work with KPMG‘s Global Cities Centre 
of Excellence, providing access to multidisciplinary 
expertise from across our global network of 
member firms. Together, we bring capabilities 
across infrastructure, transport, government, 
digital, sustainability, investment, and the built 
environment to help governments, cities, 
infrastructure owners, and investors deliver 
integrated urban transformation and create more 
resilient, competitive and liveable places.

About KPMG  
Middle East

KPMG Global Cities 
Centre of Excellence
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