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ABSTRACT: Over the past two decades, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has executed 
one of the most comprehensive and sustained government transformation programs in the 
world, anchored in visionary leadership, organizational redesign, digital innovation, and 
citizen-centric service excellence. Unlike many nations that pursued technology upgrades 
without structural or cultural change, the UAE adopted a holistic transformation 
architecture that simultaneously addressed organizational culture, organizational learning, 
leadership, knowledge management, and agile mindset, supported by multiple forms of 
Intelligence. This paper presents a meta-analytical review of how the UAE evolved from a 
traditional bureaucratic public sector into a fully integrated, digitally enabled, agile, and 
high-performing government system ranked among the top globally in competitiveness, 
ease of doing business, innovation, and government effectiveness. The authors employ the 
Tessema Pillars of Organizational Transformation and Agility framework and the 
Tessema Multiple Intelligence Framework (TMIF) to analyze the UAE's government 
transformation journey. The five pillars, Leadership, Knowledge Management, 
Organizational Learning, Intelligence, and Culture, unified by an Agile Mindset and 
grounded in Organizational Sustainability, provide a comprehensive theoretical lens for 
understanding how the UAE achieved systemic transformation. The TMIF framework, 
encompassing Intellectual Intelligence (IQ), Emotional Intelligence (EQ), Spiritual 
Intelligence (SQ), Social Intelligence (SI), and Cultural Intelligence (CQ), reveals how 
these intelligence dimensions operated synergistically to enable navigation of complexity, 
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stakeholder engagement, and sustained commitment across two decades of transformation. 
The UAE's success demonstrates that sustainable transformation requires not only 
technical and structural changes but also sophisticated development of human intelligence 
capabilities at individual, team, and organizational levels. Given the nation's unique 
multicultural context, where Emiratis represent a minority among residents from over 200 
nationalities working in peace, the government created an environment grounded in 
spiritual values, cultural Intelligence, and social cohesion, demonstrating the seamless 
integration of people, technology, and process to build a twenty-first-century model 
government. The analysis reveals that the UAE's achievements resulted from balanced 
development across all five organizational pillars, supported by high-level Intelligence across 
all dimensions, creating virtuous cycles where improvements in one area amplified benefits 
in others. This integrated approach explains why the UAE model proves more sustainable 
and comprehensive than transformation efforts in nations that neglected human 
intelligence factors or focused narrowly on single dimensions of change, offering valuable 
lessons for governments and organizations worldwide pursuing sustainable transformation 
in complex, rapidly changing environments. 

KEYWORDS: Government transformation, organizational transformation, Tessema 
Pillars, Multiple Intelligence Framework, digital government, UAE government, agile 
mindset, organizational sustainability, cultural Intelligence 
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Introduction 

The United Arab Emirates, established in 1971 as a federation of seven emirates, 
has undergone rapid development driven by strategic governance and economic 
diversification (UAE Government, 2010). By the early 2000s, it became clear that 
the next phase of national development required more than infrastructure and 
economic growth. The nation needed a high-performing, agile, and digitally 
enabled public sector capable of supporting a knowledge economy (Denhardt & 
Denhardt, 2015). In response, the UAE launched an ambitious transformation 
agenda centered around government modernization, organizational excellence, 
digital government, innovation economy, service quality, and public value creation 
(Prime Minister's Office, 2013). Early reforms focused on improving government 
efficiency, reducing bureaucratic duplication, and establishing strong central 
governance bodies (Hood, 1991). These efforts laid the foundation for the later 
digital revolution that would fundamentally reshape how government served its 
citizens and residents. 

Several structural challenges made transformation essential. First, increasing 
service demand driven by a growing population, economic expansion, and global 
aspirations created pressure for faster, higher-quality services (United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2020). Second, fragmentation across 
ministries and emirates led to siloed systems that delivered government services, 



SCIENTIA MORALITAS  |  VOL. 10, NO. 2, 2025 

	

38 

resulting in duplication, inefficiency, and inconsistent citizen experiences 
(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2015). Third, economic diversification goals required the 
public sector to become more efficient, innovative, and digitally mature to support 
the shift toward a knowledge-based economy (UAE Government, 2010). Fourth, 
global competitiveness expectations drove the UAE to aim for rankings among the 
top nations in global competitiveness, innovation, and ease of doing business 
(World Economic Forum, 2020). Finally, aspirational leadership, particularly the 
vision of Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, emphasized excellence, 
innovation, and the future as core principles of governance (Prime Minister's 
Office, 2013). These drivers collectively accelerated the UAE's move toward an 
integrated transformation model that would address not just symptoms but the 
fundamental structure of government operations. 

 
Problem Statement 

Governments across the world are entering an era defined by volatility, rapid 
technological disruption, and rising citizen expectations, yet many public 
institutions remain encumbered by bureaucratic architectures designed for a vastly 
different historical moment. As service demands escalate and societal challenges 
grow more intricate, traditional models of governance struggle to generate the 
efficiency, responsiveness, and systemic coherence necessary for modern public 
administration. Fragmented digital systems, siloed decision-making processes, 
rigid organizational cultures, and insufficient investment in human-capital 
development continue to impede the ability of governments to operate as adaptive, 
learning-oriented institutions. At the same time, the drive toward sustainable 
organizational development is impeded by a persistent disconnect between high-
level reform rhetoric and the underlying systems, leadership capabilities, and 
cultural norms that determine whether transformation endures or collapses under 
its own complexity. This widening gap between the demands placed on 
contemporary governments and their institutional readiness to meet those 
demands reveals a critical dilemma: How can public institutions evolve into agile, 
knowledge-rich, intelligence-driven systems capable of sustained effectiveness? 
Addressing this mismatch is no longer optional; it has become a defining 
governance challenge of the twenty-first century. 
 
Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this commentary is to illuminate, through critical synthesis and 
conceptual analysis, how integrated systems development approaches can 
strengthen sustainable organizational development strategies within government. 
By examining how large-scale public-sector transformation efforts succeed when 
they harmonize structural reform, digital modernization, organizational learning, 
and human-centered intelligence development, the paper seeks to elevate the 
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conversation beyond narrow reform initiatives and toward truly systemic change. 
This inquiry is intended to provoke deeper reflection on what it means for a 
government to become a resilient, future-ready institution, one capable of 
continuous adaptation, innovation, and citizen-centered value creation. Through 
theoretical integration and interpretive commentary, the paper highlights the 
strategic importance of aligning leadership vision, cultural transformation, learning 
ecosystems, and agile mindsets to close the enduring gap between institutional 
aspiration and operational reality. Ultimately, the purpose is to underscore why 
governments must reimagine transformation not as a series of disconnected 
projects but as a holistic, long-term developmental trajectory anchored in 
sustainable systems thinking. 
 
Nature of the Inquiry 

This paper adopts a commentary-style inquiry to contribute a persuasive and 
forward-looking perspective to global academic dialogue on public-sector 
transformation. Commentary papers play a uniquely generative role in the 
scholarly ecosystem because they surface connections across bodies of knowledge, 
challenge entrenched assumptions, introduce cross-disciplinary insights, and 
articulate new conceptual directions for future research. By synthesizing lessons 
from contemporary government transformation experiences and existing peer 
reviewed research,  with broader theoretical debates in organizational 
development, systems thinking, and public administration, this commentary aims 
to enrich academic and policy conversations about how governments can thrive 
amid complexity. The inquiry emphasizes the profound importance of examining 
not only structural and technological reforms but also the human-intelligence, 
cultural, and learning-oriented dimensions that ultimately determine whether 
transformation is sustainable. In doing so, the commentary positions itself as a 
catalyst for rethinking how scholars and practitioners conceptualize the future of 
effective governance, highlighting why integrated, systems-based, and human-
centered approaches must move to the forefront of global academic discourse. 
 
Transformation Architecture of the UAE 

The UAE transformation model is built around four mutually reinforcing layers 
that work in concert to create sustainable change. The first layer focuses on 
organizational transformation as the foundation, encompassing structural, 
cultural, and governance redesign (Kotter, 2012). This foundational layer ensures 
that the basic architecture of government is sound and capable of supporting more 
advanced initiatives. 

The second layer emphasizes digital transformation as an accelerator, 
deploying technology platforms that enable seamless, fast, and intelligent public 
services (Smart Dubai Office, 2017). This layer builds upon the organizational 
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foundation to multiply effectiveness and reach. The third layer involves regulatory 
transformation as an enabler, creating legal frameworks that support digital 
identity, electronic signatures, cybersecurity, and open data (UAE Government, 
2019). Without this legal and regulatory infrastructure, even the best technology 
and organizational structures would fail to deliver their full potential. 

A fourth layer, culture and leadership transformation, runs across all three 
primary layers, driving behavioral change and sustainability (Schein, 2010). This 
cultural dimension ensures that transformation is not merely a series of technical or 
procedural changes but represents a fundamental shift in how government 
employees think, act, and serve. This layered design ensures that transformation is 
holistic, measurable, and sustainable, rather than merely technological (European 
Foundation for Quality Management, 2020). Each layer reinforces the others, 
creating a system where improvements in one area amplify benefits across the entire 
government ecosystem. 
	
Restructuring Ministries and Agencies 

Over two decades, the UAE reconfigured government entities to eliminate 
duplication, create agility, and align institutions with strategic priorities (Ministry 
of Cabinet Affairs and The Future, 2020). Examples of structural reforms include 
the creation of new ministries, such as the Ministry of Happiness, the Ministry of 
Tolerance (Ministry of Tolerance and Coexistence, 2017), and the Ministry of 
Artificial Intelligence (Ministry of Artificial Intelligence, Digital Economy, and 
Remote Work Applications, 2017), each reflecting emerging national priorities. 
Consolidation of overlapping services, such as the digital unification of the Justice 
and Courts systems, eliminated redundancy and improved service consistency. 

The establishment of specialized authorities, such as Smart Dubai (Smart 
Dubai Office, 2017), the Telecommunications and Digital Government Regulatory 
Authority, and various government service entities, created focused centers of 
excellence with clear mandates. Shifting certain government functions to semi-
autonomous agencies provided the flexibility needed to operate more like private 
sector organizations while maintaining accountability to government objectives 
(Denhardt & Denhardt, 2015). The result was a leaner, more dynamic government 
structure better able to adopt new technologies and respond to changing citizen 
needs. 

 
The Tessema Frameworks - Theoretical Foundation 

Why Use the Tessema Frameworks 

Organizational transformation requires a research-driven, structured 
understanding of how institutions build the capabilities needed to navigate 
complex and rapidly changing environments. Drawing on fifteen years of rigorous 
research, multiple peer-reviewed publications, two dissertation studies, and 
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practical work with global organizations, Dr. Dereje Tessema developed two 
integrated frameworks that together provide a holistic foundation for 
transformation: The Tessema Pillars of Organizational Transformation and 
Agility and The Tessema Multiple Intelligence Framework (TMIF). These 
models offer a comprehensive lens for diagnosing transformation readiness, 
analyzing progress, and guiding sustainable change across diverse organizational 
settings. 

Unlike traditional transformation models that focus primarily on structural, 
technological, or process changes, the Tessema Frameworks explicitly integrate the 
human dimensions of transformation: personal, cultural, emotional, social, and 
spiritual Intelligence. This human-centered perspective is essential because no 
transformation can succeed without understanding how people think, behave, 
collaborate, and respond to change. The TMIF framework, in particular, highlights 
why transformation efforts often fail: they overlook the intelligence factors that 
drive decision-making, adaptability, motivation, and collective resilience. Validated 
across government, corporate, and nonprofit contexts worldwide, the two 
frameworks demonstrate the interdependence of leadership, culture, organizational 
learning, knowledge management, Intelligence, and agile mindset as core drivers of 
sustainable transformation. Their integration reflects a systems-thinking approach, 
emphasizing that transformation outcomes emerge not from isolated interventions 
but from the coordinated development of multiple capabilities working in synergy. 

Together, the Tessema Pillars Framework and the Tessema Multiple 
Intelligence Framework provide leaders with a robust, comprehensive roadmap for 
building resilient, adaptive, and sustainable institutions. Their unique combination 
of structural, cultural, cognitive, and emotional perspectives makes them especially 
suited to the demands of modern organizations, environments defined by volatility, 
rapid technological change, and the need for continuous innovation. By grounding 
transformation in both capability development and human Intelligence, the 
Tessema Frameworks offer a reliable and scalable methodology for guiding long-
term, systemic change. 

A brief overview of the two frameworks is listed below. 

The Tessema Frameworks for Organizational Transformation and Agility 

At the center of the Tessema approach is the recognition that transformation is 
not a sequence of isolated initiatives but a continuous, multidimensional process 
shaped by interconnected internal capabilities. The five pillars, Leadership, 
Knowledge Management, Organizational Learning, Intelligence, and Culture, 
form the essential architecture for sustainable transformation (Tessema, 2025b). 
These pillars work together as an adaptive system, activated and strengthened by 
an Agile Mindset that promotes experimentation, responsiveness, iterative 
improvement, and comfort with ambiguity (Denning, 2018; Tessema, 2025a). 
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Figure 1. The Tessema Pillars of Organizational Transformation and Agility 
Source: Tessema (2025b) 

 
This agile orientation ensures that each pillar functions dynamically and supports 
long-term organizational sustainability, which serves as the foundation of the 
model (Tessema, 2025a). 
	

1. Leadership: Leadership is the driving engine of transformation. Research from 
transformational leadership theory emphasizes that leaders must craft a clear 
vision, mobilize resources, and sustain momentum during uncertainty (Bass & 
Riggio, 2006; Burns, 1978). In Dr. Tessema's model, leadership extends beyond 
individuals at the top; it includes leadership coalitions, mid-level champions, and 
distributed leadership structures. Effective transformation leaders demonstrate 
strategic foresight, emotional Intelligence, political acumen, and the ability to 
balance innovation with operational stability. Their influence shapes culture, 
drives learning, and ensures alignment across the institution (Tessema, 2025b). 
	

2. Knowledge Management: Knowledge management involves the systematic 
capture, organization, and use of organizational knowledge to support decision-
making and accelerate transformation (Davenport & Prusak, 1998). It requires 
integrating explicit knowledge, documents, processes, data systems, with tacit 
knowledge embedded in employee experiences. Communities of practice, 
knowledge repositories, cross-functional learning, and after-action reviews allow 
organizations to learn from their work and avoid repeating mistakes. During large-
scale transformation, knowledge management is essential for coordination, 
institutional memory, and dissemination of best practices (Tessema, 2025b). 
	

3. Organizational Learning: Organizational learning reflects the capacity to 
adapt, unlearn outdated practices, and embed new behaviors. While knowledge 
management emphasizes structure and processes, learning focuses on human 
behavior, feedback, and cultural conditions that support innovation (Argyris, 
1991). Learning organizations encourage psychological safety (Edmondson, 



TESSEMA, AL-HAJERI, DEREJE & ASEFFA: Building a Sustainable Government 

	

43 

2019), problem-solving, inquiry, and double-loop learning that challenges 
underlying assumptions (Argyris & Schön, 1996). This capability determines 
whether change is sustained or whether old habits re-emerge once pressure 
declines (Tessema, 2025b). 
	

4. Intelligence: This pillar draws directly from Dr. Tessema’s research on 
Multiple Intelligence for Organizational Transformation (Tessema, 2025c). The 
model identifies cognitive, emotional, social, spiritual, and cultural Intelligence as 
critical capabilities for navigating complex change. Cognitive Intelligence supports 
analysis and planning; emotional Intelligence enables empathy and resilience; 
social Intelligence strengthens collaboration and political navigation; spiritual 
Intelligence aligns transformation with purpose and values; cultural Intelligence 
allows organizations to operate in multicultural settings (Ang & Van Dyne, 2008; 
Earley & Ang, 2003). Together, these intelligence domains help organizations 
address both technical and human dimensions of transformation. 
	

5. Culture: Culture represents shared assumptions, norms, and values that shape 
everyday behavior. Transformation requires cultural alignment, which is often the 
most challenging aspect of change (Beck et al., 2001). Leaders must reinforce new 
behaviors, adjust structures and reward systems, and create communication 
patterns and learning environments consistent with transformation objectives. 
Without culture change, transformation results remain superficial and 
unsustainable (Tessema, 2025b). 
	

The Agile Mindset: Unifying the Pillars. Across the five pillars, the Agile 
Mindset operates as a unifying orientation. It encourages decentralized decision-
making, rapid feedback loops, tolerance for experimentation, customer-centricity, 
and resilience in the face of uncertainty (Denning, 2018). Organizations that 
adopt agile principles develop cultures of responsiveness, openness, and continuous 
improvement. For governments and large institutions traditionally shaped by 
hierarchy and stability, this shift represents a significant cultural transformation. 
However, in rapidly changing environments, agility becomes indispensable for 
maintaining relevance and effectiveness (Tessema, 2025a). 
	

Organizational Sustainability: Foundational Layer. Sustainability anchors the 
entire framework and refers to more than environmental stewardship. Dr. 
Tessema defines sustainability as the organization’s capacity to endure and adapt 
while maintaining ethical, financial, operational, and human viability (Tessema, 
2025a). Sustainable transformation involves developing capabilities that continue 
to evolve beyond the initial reforms. It ensures that change is embedded, scalable, 
and aligned with the institution's long-term goals. 
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The Tessema Multiple Intelligence Framework (TMIF) 

To complement the Pillars model, the Tessema Multiple Intelligence Framework 
(TMIF) provides an integrated framework for developing the human and 
organizational capabilities necessary for transformation. TMIF is structured as an 
"inverted wedding cake," with five layers of Intelligence, Intellectual, Emotional, 
Social, Spiritual, and Cultural. 
 

 
Figure 2. The Tessema Multiple Intelligence Framework diagram 

Source: Tessema (2025d)  
	
These forms of Intelligence reinforce one another and operate across individual, 
team, and institutional levels (Tessema, 2025c). TMIF recognizes that 
transformation is not only technical but deeply human. It requires shaping 
mindsets, values, behaviors, and relationships to sustain change. 
	

Intellectual Intelligence (IQ): Supports analytical capacity, strategic planning, 
problem-solving, and evidence-based decision-making. 
	

Emotional Intelligence (EQ): Enables individuals to manage emotions, build 
trust, navigate resistance, and engage stakeholders. 
Social Intelligence (SI): Strengthens collaborative capacity, coalition building, 
political navigation, and influence. 
	

Spiritual Intelligence (SQ): Provides purpose, ethical grounding, and resilience 
during difficult phases of transformation. 
	

Cultural Intelligence (CQ): Supports effectiveness across multicultural contexts, 
organizational diversity, and international collaboration. 
	

Together, these intelligences produce a synergistic capability: no single intelligence 
is sufficient on its own, but all are necessary for comprehensive transformation. 
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Application of the Frameworks 

The combined power of the Pillars and TMIF enables organizations to assess 
readiness, identify capability gaps, build integrated transformation programs, and 
sustain long-term results. They support leaders in analyzing transformation 
initiatives across leadership strength, learning culture, intelligence development, 
agility, and sustainability. Organizations that adopt these frameworks are better 
positioned to manage complexity, motivate stakeholders, and implement reforms 
that endure beyond short-term interventions (Tessema, 2025a; 2025b; 2025c). 
	
Analysis/Discussion: How the UAE government used Tessema's Framework 

The UAE's transformation journey demonstrates exceptional alignment with this 
framework, showing how attention to all five pillars creates transformation that is 
both profound and sustainable. The following analysis examines how each pillar 
and intelligence layer manifested in the UAE experience and how they have 
worked together to produce remarkable results. 
 
Pillar One: Leadership - Vision, Commitment, and Sustained Engagement 

Leadership as the Catalyst for Transformation 

The UAE's transformation is fundamentally leadership-driven, demonstrating the 
critical role of leadership in creating and sustaining organizational change. Unlike 
many nations that rely on multi-party political cycles with frequently changing 
priorities and approaches, the UAE benefits from a long-term continuity of vision 
that enables sustained reform over decades. This continuity enabled leaders to 
align national development with the modernization of the public sector, 
transcending electoral cycles and short-term political considerations. The major 
visions shaping government transformation include Vision 2021, launched in 
2010 (UAE Government, 2010), which aimed to deliver world-class government 
services and position the UAE among the best countries in the world by its fiftieth 
anniversary. This vision prioritized innovation, digital government, and citizen 
satisfaction as core metrics of success. Building on this foundation, the UAE 
Centennial 2071, launched in 2021 (UAE Government, 2021), established a fifty-
year strategy for global leadership that focused on advanced digital capabilities, 
future-ready institutions, and sustainable economic systems. These long-term 
visions served as the strategic north star that guided countless decisions and 
initiatives over two decades of transformation. 

The National Agenda created a system in which ministries were evaluated 
annually against measurable indicators (UAE Government, 2020; Federal 
Competitiveness and Statistics Authority, 2020-2024), fostering a culture of 
accountability and competition that drove continuous improvement. This strategic 
clarity ensured that every government entity aligned with a single cohesive 
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transformation direction, eliminating the fragmentation and conflicting priorities 
that plague many transformation efforts in other contexts. Leadership commitment 
was not abstract but translated into concrete expectations, resources, and 
accountability mechanisms that made transformation real rather than rhetorical. 

Leadership Model and Engagement 

The UAE transformation is characterized by several distinctive leadership 
approaches that demonstrate how leaders can effectively drive systemic change. 
Top-down strategic directives from Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Sheikh 
Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum 
and other leaders directly shaped government performance, digitalization, and 
public service excellence. These directives carried weight and urgency, ensuring 
swift implementation across all levels of government. The clarity and consistency 
of leadership messaging created alignment and momentum that persisted even 
when encountering obstacles. 

Government Accelerators introduced new, rapid problem-solving 
mechanisms in which ministries collaborate to achieve measurable results within 
100 days (Prime Minister's Office, 2015-2024). This approach broke the typical 
bureaucratic pattern of prolonged planning and slow implementation, creating a 
sense of urgency and demonstrating that government can move quickly when 
properly motivated and structured. Leadership personally reviewed accelerator 
outcomes, signaling that these initiatives had top priority and that results mattered. 
Cabinet retreats and annual meetings brought leadership and ministerial teams 
together (Prime Minister's Office, 2015-2024) to set the agenda, evaluate progress, 
and launch cross-government initiatives. These gatherings served as crucial 
moments for alignment, learning, and collective commitment to shared goals. The 
ritualization of these gatherings made transformation review and renewal a regular 
rhythm rather than an episodic event, embedding transformation into the regular 
cadence of government operations. 

Consistent messaging around innovation and excellence from leadership 
continuously reinforced key themes. Leaders emphasized that "impossible is not in 
our dictionary," that "government must be faster, smarter, and more innovative than 
the private sector," and that "the goal is not to provide services, but to provide 
exceptional experiences." This messaging fostered a shared culture of ambition, 
essential to sustaining transformation over the long term. The repetition and 
consistency of these messages across years and across leaders made them part of the 
organizational identity rather than merely aspirational slogans. 

Future-Oriented Leadership 

The UAE is among the first countries to institutionalize future foresight within 
government structures, demonstrating leadership's role in directing organizational 
attention to emerging opportunities and challenges. This forward-looking 
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orientation goes beyond typical strategic planning to actively anticipate and 
prepare for emerging trends and disruptions. Institutions created for this purpose 
include the Ministry of Cabinet Affairs and The Future, the Dubai Future 
Foundation, the UAE AI Council, and the UAE Council for the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution (Ministry of Cabinet Affairs and The Future, 2020; Dubai 
Future Foundation, 2016; Ministry of Artificial Intelligence, Digital Economy and 
Remote Work Applications, 2017; UAE Council for the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, 2018). 

Tools introduced to support future-oriented governance include scenario 
planning methodologies that explore multiple possible futures, digital twins that 
model government systems and services, big data analytics capabilities that reveal 
patterns and trends, and government foresight labs that experiment with emerging 
technologies and approaches. These forward-thinking structures help the UAE 
anticipate global trends and redesign institutions proactively rather than reactively. 
By institutionalizing future thinking, the UAE ensured that transformation is not 
just about catching up to current best practices but about positioning the nation to 
lead in emerging domains. 

This future orientation reflects leadership's understanding that 
transformation is not a destination but a continuous journey of adaptation and 
improvement. By building permanent structures and capabilities for future 
thinking, leadership embedded continuous transformation into the DNA of the 
UAE government rather than treating it as a finite project with a defined endpoint. 
 
Pillar Two: Organizational Culture - From Bureaucracy to Innovation and 
Excellence 

Cultural Transformation as Foundation 

No transformation is sustainable without cultural change, and the UAE 
recognized this truth early (Schein, 2010; Prime Minister's Office, 2013), building 
a government-wide culture of innovation, agility, and future thinking that ensures 
transformation continues to deepen rather than stalling after initial changes. 
Cultural transformation is the most challenging aspect of any significant change 
initiative, as it requires changing not just what people do but how they think about 
their work and their role. The UAE's success in cultural transformation 
demonstrates that deliberate attention to culture, supported by structures, 
processes, and incentives, can shift even deeply entrenched bureaucratic cultures. 

The traditional bureaucratic culture that characterized the UAE government 
before transformation emphasized hierarchy, rule-following, risk aversion, process 
compliance, and internal focus on administrative requirements. This culture, while 
providing stability and predictability, created barriers to innovation, responsiveness, 
and customer-centricity. The transformation required fundamentally reorienting 
culture toward new values and behaviors aligned with the vision of a world-class, 
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digitally enabled, citizen-centric government (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2015; Hood, 
1991). 

The target culture emphasized speed in decision-making and service delivery, 
excellence as a standard rather than an aspiration, innovation as a regular activity 
rather than exceptional behavior, customer happiness as the primary success metric, 
personal accountability for results, continuous improvement as an ongoing practice, 
and a digital-first mindset that assumes digital approaches as the default rather than 
the exception. Achieving this cultural shift required sustained effort across multiple 
dimensions over many years. This cultural transformation exemplifies how 
organizational culture serves as a crucial mediator between leadership practices and 
sustainability outcomes (Alemu, 2025b; Kantabutra, 2021). 

Building an Innovation Culture 

Key initiatives to build an innovation culture include the UAE Innovation Month 
(Prime Minister's Office, 2015-2024), a national festival that celebrates 
innovation, showcases government prototypes, encourages experimentation, and 
engages citizens in innovation efforts. This annual event raised the visibility of 
innovation, normalized experimentation, and created positive peer pressure as 
ministries and agencies competed to demonstrate innovative approaches. The 
public nature of the event reinforced that innovation was valued and expected, not 
merely tolerated. Innovation Labs in Ministries provided each central ministry 
with dedicated spaces for rapid prototyping, co-design sessions, hackathons, and 
user research workshops. These physical spaces signaled that innovation had 
organizational legitimacy and resources. The labs became venues where standard 
hierarchies could be temporarily suspended, where experimentation failures were 
acceptable, and where ideas could be quickly tested. Innovation became a normal 
activity embedded into regular ministry operations rather than a special project 
separate from real work (Prime Minister's Office, 2015-2024). 

The Government Excellence System, introduced in the early 2000s and 
inspired by the European Foundation for Quality Management model (European 
Foundation for Quality Management, 2020; Prime Minister's Office, 2013), 
reshaped how ministries understood success. Core features included clear criteria 
for leadership, strategy, people, processes, and results, providing a common 
framework for assessment and improvement. Regular performance evaluations 
created ongoing feedback loops, while awards created positive competition among 
ministries and agencies. Ministry benchmarking against global best practices raised 
aspiration levels and provided concrete examples of what excellence looks like. 

The Excellence system pushed ministries to adopt performance-driven 
management approaches that were rare in government at that time. By making 
excellence visible, measurable, and rewarded, the system fundamentally changed 
what ministries optimized for and how they understood their missions. Excellence 
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became part of organizational identity rather than an external requirement, 
demonstrating successful cultural internalization of new values. 

Citizen-Centric Culture 

The UAE is one of the few governments that measures happiness as a key 
performance indicator, reflecting a fundamental cultural shift in how governments 
understand their purpose. Tools include National Customer Happiness Surveys 
that track satisfaction across all government touchpoints, live transactional 
feedback that provides immediate data on service quality, star ratings for 
government service centers that create transparency and competition, minister-
level accountability for poor ratings that ensures leadership attention to problems, 
and redesign of service journeys around customer experience rather than 
administrative convenience. The UAE reframed citizens and residents as 
customers of government services, borrowing heavily from private-sector service 
models. This reframing was not merely semantic but represented a fundamental 
cultural shift in how government understood its role and its relationship with the 
people it serves. Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum articulated the 
cultural shift clearly: "The government must compete with the private sector in 
speed, efficiency, and customer satisfaction." 

This redefinition changed how services were designed, shifting focus from 
administrative convenience to customer convenience. It changed how ministries 
were evaluated, with customer satisfaction becoming a primary metric. It changed 
how employee performance was measured, tying advancement to service quality 
outcomes. Government services became service journeys, not administrative 
transactions, with attention to the complete experience from first contact through 
final resolution. This citizen-centric culture became a cornerstone of the UAE's 
organizational transformation, fundamentally reorienting government from an 
inward focus on its own operations to an outward focus on citizen outcomes and 
experiences. 

Embedding Tolerance, Happiness, and Wellbeing 

Creation of ministries for Happiness, Tolerance, Youth, and Community 
Development reflects the UAE's belief that culture, values, and social cohesion are 
strategic elements of transformation, not soft add-ons that can be addressed after 
core functions are fixed. This attention to social and cultural dimensions 
recognizes that sustainable transformation must address the complete human 
experience, not just technical and procedural elements. 

The emphasis on happiness, in particular, signaled that government success 
should be measured not just by efficiency or economic indicators, but by people's 
wellbeing and satisfaction. This cultural statement elevated happiness from a 
desirable side effect to a primary objective of government action. The Ministry of 
Tolerance similarly signaled that social cohesion, mutual respect, and inclusive 
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values were strategic priorities requiring institutional attention and resources. 
These cultural institutions reinforced that the transformation aimed not just to 
make government more efficient but to make society better, creating a sense of 
higher purpose that motivated sustained effort. 

Cultural Shifts Achieved 

Over two decades, the UAE has cultivated a civil service culture that values speed, 
excellence, innovation, customer happiness, personal accountability, continuous 
improvement, and a digital-first mindset. This cultural shift is what makes the 
UAE model truly sustainable. Without changed mindsets and values, even the 
best structures and technologies will gradually degrade as people revert to old 
patterns. With cultural transformation, continuous improvement becomes self-
sustaining as the new culture reinforces and extends the gains from 
transformation. 

The culture shift was evident in how government employees described their 
work, moving from the language of compliance and procedure to the language of 
innovation and impact. It was evident in how services were designed, moving from a 
ministry-centric to a citizen-centric organization. It was evident in how decisions 
were made, moving from risk avoidance to calculated risk-taking to pursue better 
outcomes. It was evident in how success was celebrated, moving from recognition of 
tenure and seniority to recognition of innovation and results. These observable 
changes in behavior and discourse reflected a profound cultural transformation that 
fundamentally altered organizational identity. 
 
Pillar Three: Organizational Learning - Building Adaptive Capacity 

Learning as a Strategic Capability 

Organizational transformation requires continuous learning at individual, team, 
and organizational levels (Senge, 2006). The UAE recognized that building a 
learning organization was essential to sustaining the momentum of transformation 
and adapting to changing circumstances. Organizational learning in the UAE 
context encompassed formal training and development, structured knowledge 
capture and sharing, systematic evaluation and improvement processes, and 
creation of environments where experimentation and reflection could occur. 

Workforce and Capability Development 

No transformation can succeed without people who understand transformation 
and possess the skills to execute it. Thus, the UAE invested heavily in developing 
its public sector workforce through several key initiatives. The Mohammed bin 
Rashid Government Leadership Program and the UAE Future Government 
Leaders Program, focusing on twenty-first-century skills, created a cadre of 
transformation-literate leaders (Mohammed Bin Rashid School of Government, 
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2020a; Mohammed Bin Rashid Center for Leadership Development, 2012-2024). 
These programs went beyond traditional public administration training to develop 
capabilities in design thinking, innovation management, digital literacy, strategic 
foresight, and change leadership. An Innovation Management Masters Diploma 
(Mohammed Bin Rashid School of Government, 2020b), developed in 
partnership with universities, provides deep expertise in innovation methodologies, 
ensuring that innovation was not just encouraged but also supported by a rigorous 
understanding of innovation processes and tools. Mandatory training in artificial 
Intelligence, digital skills, and service excellence ensured baseline competency 
across the workforce (Federal Authority for Government Human Resources, 
2015-2024). Performance-linked career progression created incentives for 
continuous learning and application of new skills. 

Through these efforts, the UAE's public sector workforce became one of the 
most future-ready in the region, capable not only of implementing transformation 
but also of continuously driving it forward. The investment in learning was 
substantial and sustained, recognizing that transformation capabilities do not 
emerge spontaneously but must be deliberately cultivated through structured 
development over time. The learning approach was not limited to formal training 
but also included action learning through Government Accelerators, where teams 
learned by doing; peer learning through cross-ministry collaboration and 
competition; learning from global best practices through benchmarking and study 
visits; and learning from citizens through customer feedback and co-design 
processes. This multi-modal approach to learning ensured that knowledge came 
from diverse sources and was integrated into organizational practice. 

Learning from Failure and Experimentation 

The UAE fostered psychological safety for experimentation through innovation 
labs, regulatory sandboxes, and explicit permission to fail fast. The fail-fast 
approach represented a significant cultural shift in government contexts where 
failure traditionally carried severe career consequences and risk aversion was deeply 
entrenched. By creating protected spaces for experimentation and by celebrating 
learning from failure, the UAE enabled the exploration necessary for genuine 
innovation. Regulatory sandboxes for FinTech, digital assets, blockchain 
companies, and artificial intelligence use cases allowed controlled experimentation 
with emerging technologies (Dubai Financial Services Authority, 2017; Abu 
Dhabi Global Market, 2018). These sandboxes enabled learning about new 
technologies and business models without exposing the entire system to 
unmanaged risks. Lessons learned in sandboxes informed broader regulatory 
frameworks, creating a learning loop that allowed policy to evolve based on 
empirical evidence rather than speculation. 

Innovation labs within ministries provided similar protected spaces for 
experimenting with new service delivery approaches, organizational structures, and 
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technologies. The labs became venues where failure in experimentation was 
reframed as learning, where rapid iteration was possible, and where insights could 
be quickly integrated into mainstream operations. This approach to learning 
through experimentation accelerated innovation and reduced learning costs by 
containing experiments to a manageable scale. 

Systematic Evaluation and Improvement 

The UAE's robust measurement and evaluation system served both learning and 
accountability purposes. The National Agenda's key performance indicators, 
ministerial scorecards, service center ratings, happiness metrics, and performance 
dashboards created rich data about what was working and what needed 
improvement. This data enabled evidence-based learning and continuous 
improvement rather than improvement based on assumptions or political 
preferences. Regular performance reviews at ministerial and cabinet levels created 
structured opportunities to reflect on performance data, diagnose challenges, 
identify root causes, and design improvements. These reviews were learning 
conversations and accountability sessions, creating a sense of psychological safety 
to discuss challenges honestly while maintaining high expectations for 
improvement. The balance between support for learning and accountability for 
results is challenging to achieve, but the UAE's approach demonstrated that both 
can coexist when structures and processes are thoughtfully designed. 

Government Accelerators operated as intensive learning experiences in which 
cross-ministry teams learned to collaborate across traditional boundaries, apply 
rapid problem-solving methodologies, and deliver measurable results within 
compressed timeframes. The hundred-day accelerator cycles created many learning 
opportunities, with each cycle generating insights that informed subsequent cycles. 
The personal review of accelerator results by senior leadership ensured that 
learning from these initiatives was captured and disseminated rather than 
remaining localized knowledge. 

Knowledge Capture from Global Best Practices 

The UAE systematically learned from global leaders in government innovation 
and digital transformation. Benchmarking visits, partnerships with leading 
international organizations, engagement of global consultants, and participation in 
international government innovation networks brought external knowledge into 
UAE transformation efforts. This openness to external learning accelerated 
progress by allowing the UAE to adopt and adapt proven approaches rather than 
inventing everything from scratch. 

The UAE built a sophisticated knowledge management infrastructure to 
support transformation, recognizing that transformation generates enormous 
amounts of information that must be organized, shared, and applied to be useful 
(Alemu, 2025a). Knowledge management involves the systematic process of 
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creating, sharing, using, and managing organizational knowledge and information 
to enhance learning, innovation, and decision-making, ultimately improving 
organizational effectiveness and achieving strategic objectives (Alemu, 2025a; 
Davenport & Prusak, 1998). 

The UAE's approach to external learning was strategic rather than 
indiscriminate, carefully evaluating which practices from other contexts would 
transfer to the UAE environment and which would require significant adaptation. 
This thoughtful approach to learning transfer ensured that borrowed practices 
were contextualized rather than unthinkingly copied, increasing the likelihood of 
successful implementation. The UAE also contributed to global learning by sharing 
its own innovations and hosting delegations from other countries, creating 
reciprocal learning relationships. 
 
Pillar Four: Knowledge Management - Enabling Informed Action 

Knowledge Infrastructure for Transformation 

Effective organizational transformation requires that the proper knowledge 
reaches the right people at the right time to inform decisions and actions. The 
UAE built a sophisticated knowledge management infrastructure to support 
transformation, recognizing that transformation generates enormous amounts of 
information that must be organized, shared, and applied to be useful. 

Data Integration and Unified Platforms 

The UAE recognized that true digital transformation requires moving beyond 
isolated systems that merely replicate organizational silos in a digital format. To 
address this, the country developed centralized, unified platforms that provide a 
citizen-centered perspective on government services. These platforms enable back-
end data integration, which, in turn, supports informed, knowledge-based 
decision-making. TAMM, Abu Dhabi Government Services (Abu Dhabi Digital 
Authority, 2019), is one of the most advanced e-government platforms in the 
world, featuring over seven hundred services, an artificial intelligence layer that 
personalizes the experience based on user data, life-event-based service journeys 
such as getting married or starting a business, and twenty-four-hour-a-day, seven-
day-a-week availability. DubaiNow offers more than 120 services across health, 
transport, residency, utilities, and education through a single unified interface 
(Smart Dubai, 2018). The Federal Unified Platform aligns ministries and emirates 
into unified federal services accessible from any location. These platforms serve 
citizen convenience and also enable unprecedented data integration, allowing the 
government to understand citizen needs holistically rather than through 
fragmented service-specific lenses. The outcome is a seamless, customer-centric 
digital experience replacing fragmented systems that previously forced citizens to 
navigate multiple disconnected government websites and apps. 
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The integration of data across previously siloed systems created a unified 
knowledge base that enables more informed decision-making, better service design, 
proactive outreach to citizens who may need services, and identification of patterns 
that would be invisible in fragmented data. This represents knowledge 
management at enterprise scale, treating government-wide knowledge as a strategic 
asset rather than allowing knowledge to remain trapped in departmental silos. 

Cloud Infrastructure and Real-Time Analytics 

The UAE adopted a cloud-first government strategy, enabling rapid disaster 
recovery, reduced infrastructure costs, centralized data access, and real-time 
analytics capabilities. Partnerships with Abu Dhabi's G42, Etisalat's cloud services, 
Microsoft Azure regions, and Amazon Web Services strengthened the UAE's 
digital backbone, providing world-class infrastructure and ensuring that 
government technology platforms could scale to meet growing demand. The cloud 
infrastructure enabled real-time analytics, providing decision-makers with current 
rather than historical information. Dashboard systems make key performance 
indicators visible across government, allowing leaders to monitor transformation 
progress, identify emerging problems, spot best practices for replication, and make 
data-informed decisions about resource allocation and strategic priorities. This 
real-time knowledge availability transformed decision-making from periodic 
reviews of historical reports to continuous monitoring and rapid response. 

Big data analytics capabilities analyze patterns across large datasets to generate 
insights that inform policy and service design. Understanding citizen service usage 
patterns, identifying segments with distinct needs, predicting service demand, and 
detecting fraud or anomalies all depend on sophisticated analytics applied to 
integrated data. The UAE's investment in analytics capability transformed data 
from a record of past transactions into a strategic asset for decision-making. 

Artificial Intelligence for Knowledge Generation 

The UAE was the first country to appoint a Minister of Artificial Intelligence in 
2017, signaling the strategic importance it places on this technology. The UAE AI 
Strategy 2031 set goals for predictive services that anticipate citizen needs, 
autonomous transportation systems, personalized education tailored to individual 
learning needs, intelligent energy and environment systems that optimize resource 
use, and AI-driven medicine that improves diagnostic and treatment capabilities 
(Najdawi, 2020). Governments use artificial Intelligence for smart policing to 
predict and prevent crime, traffic optimization to reduce congestion, service 
recommendations to guide citizens to relevant services, fraud detection to protect 
government resources, and immigration processing to balance security with 
efficiency. Artificial Intelligence is embedded across sectors, making the UAE a 
regional hub for AI development and application. 
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AI serves knowledge management by finding patterns humans would miss, 
generating predictions about future trends and needs, personalizing information for 
individual users based on their context, automating routine knowledge work to free 
human attention for more complex problems, and continuously learning from new 
data to improve recommendations and predictions. This AI-enabled knowledge 
management represents the frontier of how organizations can leverage knowledge 
to gain a competitive advantage. 

Blockchain for Knowledge Integrity 

The UAE Blockchain Strategy 2021 aimed to use blockchain for land registries, 
judicial and legal documentation, identity verification, cross-border trade, and 
government transactions (Smart Dubai Office, 2021). Dubai Land Department 
became the world's first fully blockchain-backed government land registry, 
providing a transparent, immutable record of property ownership that reduces 
fraud and simplifies transactions (Dubai Land Department, 2017; Government of 
Dubai, 2025). 

Blockchain serves knowledge management by ensuring data integrity through 
immutable records, enabling transparent sharing while maintaining privacy through 
cryptographic methods, creating trust in records without requiring trust in any 
single institution, and enabling automated execution of agreements through smart 
contracts. This approach to knowledge management addresses the fundamental 
challenge of ensuring that critical information is accurate, trustworthy, and 
appropriately shared across organizational boundaries. 

Knowledge Codification and Standards 

The UAE developed extensive standards, frameworks, and documented best 
practices that codify knowledge gained through transformation experience. The 
Government Excellence Model codifies principles of effective government 
operation. Digital government standards specify technical requirements for 
interoperability. Service design methodologies document approaches to creating 
customer-centric services. Cybersecurity frameworks codify security requirements. 

This codification of knowledge ensures that hard-won insights are not lost 
when individuals change roles, that proven approaches can be systematically applied 
across government, that quality standards are maintained consistently, and that 
new employees can quickly learn organizational knowledge. The codification 
process itself requires synthesizing and articulating tacit knowledge, making it 
explicit and shareable. 

Knowledge Sharing Through Structure 

Cross-government coordination mechanisms serve both knowledge-sharing and 
coordination functions. Executive Councils in each Emirate, the Ministerial 
Development Council, Government Accelerators with hundred-day plans, joint 



SCIENTIA MORALITAS  |  VOL. 10, NO. 2, 2025 

	

56 

task forces such as the Digital Government Council, and shared key performance 
indicators across ministries all create venues and incentives for knowledge sharing 
across traditional boundaries. 

This structural approach to knowledge sharing recognizes that knowledge 
does not flow freely across organizational boundaries without deliberate 
mechanisms to enable sharing. By creating formal structures that bring different 
parts of government together around shared challenges and by creating shared 
metrics that require coordination, the UAE overcame the natural tendency toward 
knowledge hoarding that characterizes many large organizations. 
 
Pillar Five: Agile Mindset, Adaptive, Customer-Centric, and Holistic Thinking 

Agile Mindset in Government Transformation 

The concept of an agile mindset, originating in software development and 
increasingly applied to organizational transformation, emphasizes iterative 
development, customer collaboration, responsiveness to change, and working 
solutions over comprehensive documentation. The UAE's transformation 
demonstrated an agile mindset applied to government modernization, with 
adaptation, experimentation, rapid cycles, and customer-centricity as defining 
characteristics. Government Accelerators exemplify agile methodology applied to 
government problem-solving (Prime Minister's Office, 2015-2024). The hundred-
day cycle creates time-boxed sprints where cross-functional teams work intensively 
on defined problems, deliver measurable results, and then reflect and adjust. This 
approach contrasts sharply with traditional government planning cycles that may 
span years from problem identification to implementation. Examples include 
reducing visa processing time, accelerating company registration, and expediting 
health licensing. The accelerator model demonstrates what rapid public-sector 
innovation looks like when barriers are removed and urgency is created. 

The iterative approach to service design, with rapid prototyping in innovation 
labs, testing with actual users, gathering feedback, refining based on learning, and 
launching minimum viable services that are then enhanced based on usage, reflects 
agile principles. This approach allows the government to launch services quickly 
and improve them continuously rather than waiting for perfect solutions before 
launch. The tolerance for launching services that will evolve reflects the agile value 
of working solutions over comprehensive planning. 

Customer Collaboration and Co-Design 

The UAE's emphasis on customer happiness and citizen-centric service design 
reflects the agile principle of customer collaboration. Rather than designing 
services based on government assumptions about citizen needs, the UAE invested 
in understanding actual citizen needs through research, feedback systems, and co-
design processes that involve citizens in service design. 
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Service journey redesign using a life-event approach organizes services around 
citizen needs rather than ministry structures. Instead of requiring citizens to 
understand which ministry handles which function, services are organized around 
significant life events such as getting married, having a child, starting a business, 
buying a home, relocating, or retiring. Platforms like TAMM and DubaiNow 
reflect this approach, presenting a citizen-centered view that makes government 
easier to navigate (UAE Government, 2025; Abu Dhabi Digital Authority, 2019; 
Smart Dubai, 2018). 

Live feedback systems provide immediate data on citizen satisfaction, enabling 
rapid adjustments. The Happiness Meter allows customers to rate service instantly 
at government counters (Government of Dubai, 2021). Collected feedback feeds 
into ministerial key performance indicator dashboards, monthly performance 
reports, and service redesign initiatives. This instant measurement creates 
continuous improvement loops, enabling problems to be identified and addressed 
quickly rather than persisting unnoticed. The close coupling of feedback to action 
reflects agile principles of responding rapidly to user needs. 

Adaptability and Resilience 

Agile mindset emphasizes responding to change over following a plan, reflecting 
recognition that transformation occurs in dynamic environments where 
assumptions may prove wrong, and circumstances may shift. The UAE 
demonstrated remarkable adaptability in its transformation journey, adjusting its 
approaches based on learning, responding to emerging technologies, adapting to 
changing citizen expectations, and maintaining momentum amid global 
disruptions, including the COVID-19 pandemic. The rapid pivot to digital service 
delivery during the pandemic, the quick adoption of emerging technologies like 
artificial Intelligence and blockchain, the continuous refinement of services based 
on feedback, and the evolution from e-government to smart government to digital 
government all demonstrate adaptive capacity. This adaptability reflects agile 
values and ensures that transformation remains relevant rather than becoming 
obsolete before completion. 

Regulatory sandboxes embody agile principles by creating safe spaces for 
experimentation where regulations can be tested and adapted based on evidence 
rather than requiring perfect regulations before innovation can proceed. This 
approach allows regulation to evolve based on learning, reduces regulatory barriers 
to innovation, and creates adaptive regulatory capacity that can keep pace with 
technological change. 
 
Analyzing the UAE's Transformation through the Tessema Multiple 
Intelligence Framework 

As the second wave of analysis, the UAE's government transformation success can 
be profoundly understood through the lens of the Tessema Multiple Intelligence 
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Framework (TMIF), which reveals how different forms of Intelligence, cognitive 
(IQ), emotional (EQ), spiritual (SQ), social, and cultural, operated synergistically 
throughout the transformation journey (Tessema, 2025d). 

At the cognitive level: 

The UAE demonstrated exceptional strategic thinking and analytical capability in 
designing its holistic transformation architecture, integrating organizational, 
digital, and regulatory reforms into a unified framework. The government's ability 
to process complex information, benchmark against global best practices, and 
systematically implement the Government Excellence Model reflected high 
collective Intelligence Quotient (Gardner, 1983, 1999). 

Emotional Intelligence 

Emotionally, UAE leaders exhibited remarkable self-awareness and empathy, 
reframing citizens as customers and establishing happiness as a measurable KPI, a 
manifestation of advanced Emotional Intelligence that recognized the importance 
of human experience beyond mere efficiency metrics (Goleman, 1995, 2006; Bar-
On, 2006). 

Spiritual Intelligence 

The UAE's transformation most powerfully exemplifies Spiritual Intelligence—
the highest form of Intelligence in the TMIF framework (Tessema, 2025d). 
Leaders demonstrated the capacity to hold and pursue a long-term vision that 
transcended immediate political pressures and economic fluctuations, as evidenced 
by Vision 2021 and the ambitious UAE Centennial 2071. This spiritual 
dimension manifested in the government's emphasis on values such as tolerance, 
happiness, and future-oriented governance, creating ministries dedicated to these 
concepts. The leadership's consistent messaging, "Impossible is not in our 
dictionary" and "The goal is not to provide services, but to provide exceptional 
experiences", reflected a transcendent mindset that automatically adjusted thinking 
and behavior toward ambitious goals, often operating at a subconscious level 
among government personnel. This spiritual Intelligence enabled the UAE to 
maintain transformation momentum across two decades despite global economic 
challenges, regional instability, and the inherent resistance to change within 
bureaucratic systems. 

Cultural Intelligence 

Cultural Intelligence operated as a critical enabler throughout the UAE's 
transformation, particularly given the nation's unique multicultural context where 
Emiratis represent a minority among residents from over 200 nationalities. The 
government demonstrated advanced cultural Intelligence by designing services that 
accommodated diverse cultural expectations, implementing multilingual platforms, 
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and creating inclusive governance mechanisms. Leaders operated at Level 4-5 of 
the TMIF Cultural Intelligence scale, automatically adapting their approaches to 
different stakeholder groups without conscious effort. This cultural sensitivity 
extended to international partnerships, enabling the UAE to attract global 
technology companies, learn from international best practices, and position itself as 
a model for other nations. The creation of the Ministry of Tolerance and emphasis 
on social cohesion reflected a deep understanding that successful transformation in 
a multicultural society requires more than technological or structural change, it 
demands cultural wisdom and inclusive vision. 

Social Intelligence 

Social Intelligence served as the connective tissue binding all transformation 
elements together. The UAE government demonstrated sophisticated social 
awareness by understanding the complex web of relationships among ministries, 
emirates, private-sector entities, and citizens. The creation of cross-government 
coordination mechanisms, Government Accelerators, and joint task forces 
demonstrated advanced capacity to manage complex social systems and drive 
collective action. Leaders leveraged social Intelligence to build consensus, manage 
resistance, create positive competition among government entities, and foster a 
shared culture of excellence. The emphasis on customer happiness and real-time 
feedback systems reflected evolving social beliefs that recognized that government 
legitimacy derives from public satisfaction and trust. By integrating all five 
intelligence dimensions, cognitive planning, emotional empathy, spiritual vision, 
cultural adaptation, and social coordination, the UAE achieved a level of 
transformational sophistication that purely technology-driven or structurally 
focused reforms could never accomplish. This multi-intelligence approach explains 
why the UAE model proves more sustainable and comprehensive than 
transformation efforts in nations that neglected the human intelligence factors 
underlying organizational change. 

The UAE's integration of high-level Intelligence across all dimensions, 
cognitive strategy (IQ), emotional empathy (EQ), spiritual vision (SQ), cultural 
adaptation (Cultural Intelligence), and social coordination (Social Intelligence), 
with systematic attention to all five organizational pillars created a transformation 
model of exceptional sophistication and durability. This explains why the UAE 
model proves more sustainable than transformation efforts in nations that pursued 
technology upgrades without cultural change, or implemented structural reforms 
without developing leadership capability, or attempted to drive change through 
top-down directives without building organizational learning capacity. 
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Outcomes and Lessons from the UAE Transformation Initiative for Building 
Sustainable Governments 

The UAE's comprehensive transformation generated remarkable outcomes across 
multiple dimensions. National-level outcomes include enhanced government 
efficiency, with service delivery times reduced from days to minutes; high levels of 
citizen satisfaction, with happiness rates consistently above 90%; stronger inter-
ministerial coordination through collaborative mechanisms; and improved 
economic competitiveness, attracting increased foreign investment. Digital 
transformation outcomes include the widespread adoption of digital identity 
through UAE Pass, the integration of over 800 services across unified platforms, 
the embedding of artificial Intelligence across government functions, and the 
achievement of 100% paperless government in Dubai. 

Organizational transformation outcomes include widespread adoption of 
excellence frameworks that improve strategic planning and project management, 
successful capability-building with thousands of civil servants trained in future 
skills, and a fundamental culture shift that makes government personnel more 
customer-focused, innovative, and agile. Regulatory and governance outcomes 
include modern data protection laws, updated cybersecurity frameworks, artificial 
intelligence regulations that enable innovation while managing risks, and digital 
signature and identity laws that provide a legal foundation for digital government. 

The lessons for building sustainable organizations, framed through the 
Tessema Framework, are clear and compelling. 
	

First, transformation must address all five pillars simultaneously rather than 
focusing narrowly on one or two dimensions. The UAE's success came from an 
integrated focus on leadership, culture, learning, knowledge management, and an 
agile mindset, with each pillar reinforcing the others. Organizations attempting 
transformation must resist the temptation to focus solely on technology, structure, 
or any other single dimension, recognizing that sustainable change requires holistic 
system transformation. 

Second, leadership must provide clear vision, sustained commitment, and 
personal engagement in transformation over the years, not just months. The UAE's 
long-term leadership continuity enabled patient, persistent transformation that 
built capabilities and cultural change that cannot be rushed. Leaders must 
understand that their role includes not just launching transformation but sustaining 
it through challenges, maintaining resources and attention, removing obstacles, and 
continuously communicating the vision and its importance (Kotter, 2012; Senge, 
2006). 

Third, cultural transformation requires deliberate effort, including structural 
changes, incentive alignment, symbolic actions, consistent messaging, and creation 
of new norms through managed experiences (Schein, 2010). The UAE invested 
heavily in cultural change through excellence systems, innovation labs, public 



TESSEMA, AL-HAJERI, DEREJE & ASEFFA: Building a Sustainable Government 

	

61 

recognition, and leadership modeling, understanding that culture does not change 
through exhortation but through systematic attention to what is measured, 
rewarded, celebrated, and modeled. 

Fourth, organizational learning must be treated as a strategic capability that 
requires investment in training, the creation of learning mechanisms, psychological 
safety for experimentation, systematic evaluation, and knowledge-capture 
processes. The UAE's extensive investment in capability development, its 
structured performance review processes, its innovation labs enabling 
experimentation, and its systematic benchmarking all served learning. 
Organizations must build learning into the fabric of operations rather than treating 
it as an occasional training event. 

Fifth, knowledge management infrastructure must enable data integration, 
real-time analytics, knowledge sharing across boundaries, and informed decision-
making. The UAE's unified platforms, cloud infrastructure, artificial Intelligence, 
big data analytics, and cross-government coordination mechanisms have created a 
sophisticated knowledge management capability. Organizations must invest in the 
platforms, processes, and culture that enable knowledge to flow and to inform 
action. 

Sixth, the agile mindset requires iterative approaches, rapid feedback loops, 
customer collaboration, tolerance for experimentation, and willingness to adapt 
based on learning. The UAE's Government Accelerators, service co-design, live 
feedback systems, and regulatory sandboxes all exemplify agile principles. 
Organizations must create mechanisms that enable rapid iteration, close coupling 
to customer needs, and adaptation based on evidence rather than rigid adherence to 
plans. 

Seventh, engaging multiple intelligences and diverse perspectives creates a 
more robust transformation that addresses human needs holistically rather than 
narrowly. The UAE's attention to aesthetic dimensions through facility design, 
emotional dimensions through a focus on happiness, interpersonal dimensions 
through relationship-building, and systemic dimensions through future foresight 
created a transformation that engaged the whole person and considered whole 
systems. Organizations must broaden their conception of transformation beyond 
rational-technical dimensions to address emotional, social, aesthetic, and systemic 
aspects. 

Eighth, integrating the pillars creates synergies in which the whole exceeds 
the sum of its parts. The UAE's integrated approach meant that improvements in 
one pillar amplified benefits in others, creating virtuous cycles and self-reinforcing 
momentum. Organizations must consciously design for integration rather than 
allowing transformation to fragment into disconnected initiatives. 
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Summary 

The UAE's transformation journey exemplifies how leaders leveraged high levels 
of Cultural Intelligence to navigate the diverse multicultural environment of the 
Emirates, employed Social Intelligence to manage complex stakeholder 
relationships and drive cultural change across government entities, and 
demonstrated Spiritual Intelligence in maintaining a long-term vision that 
transcended immediate political or economic pressures. The UAE’s government 
transformation journey demonstrates that its achievements were not the result of 
excellence in any single initiative or capability, but rather the integrated application 
of the Tessema Five Pillars of Organizational Transformation, leadership, 
organizational culture, organizational learning, knowledge management, and agile 
mindset, working in synergy with the Multiple Intelligence Framework (IQ, EQ, 
SQ, social Intelligence, and cultural Intelligence). By approaching transformation 
holistically, the UAE created a systemic architecture in which organizational 
capabilities and human intelligence dimensions worked together to enable 
sustained progress. This integrated lens reveals that the country's success emerged 
from balanced development across all pillars, supported by an agile, learning-
oriented, and intelligence-rich environment. 

Through this integrated approach, each pillar reinforced the next: leadership 
shaped culture, culture enabled learning, learning generated knowledge, and 
knowledge supported agile responsiveness. These virtuous cycles produced 
systemic transformation that fundamentally redefined how government operates 
and serves its citizens. The result was a government model that consistently 
achieved world-leading rankings in government effectiveness, digital maturity, ease 
of doing business, and citizen satisfaction. The UAE avoided the common pitfalls 
of overemphasizing one dimension while neglecting others by ensuring that cultural 
change, learning capability, knowledge systems, agile practices, and leadership 
commitment advanced in tandem. 

The UAE's experience provides valuable lessons for governments and 
organizations worldwide pursuing sustainable transformation. It demonstrates that 
impactful transformation requires long-term vision, disciplined execution, and 
comprehensive attention to organizational reality, including culture, systems, 
people, intelligence capabilities, and mindset. The journey also shows the 
importance of maintaining momentum through continuous learning, strategic 
adaptability, and the courage to challenge outdated assumptions. By integrating 
emotional, spiritual, social, and cultural Intelligence into leadership and decision-
making, the UAE ensured that transformation remained citizen-centered, ethically 
grounded, and resilient over time. 

Most importantly, the UAE model illustrates that sustainable transformation 
is a human-centered process, powered as much by Intelligence, values, and mindset 
as by policies, technologies, or structures. Multiple forms of Intelligence allowed 
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leaders and civil servants to navigate complexity, collaborate across boundaries, 
adapt learning into action, and sustain change despite challenges. This balanced, 
synergistic approach prevented the distortions that occur when one pillar 
dominates, such as culture without evidence, learning without action, or agility 
without knowledge. By orchestrating all five pillars and all intelligence dimensions 
cohesively, the UAE created a robust, future-ready governance system that serves as 
a global model for 21st-century public-sector transformation. 
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