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Cyber-Feminism and Facebook: A Comparison between the activities of Arab
Women Organizations in Egypt, Lebanon, and Tunisia
Amira Hosny'
Communication Consultant at United Nations Industrial Development

ABSTRACT

Not only do social media platforms provide a venue for self-expression and networking, but they
also provide minorities, activists, and social/political entities with unprecedented organizational
capabilities The present study adopts a comparative approach to analyze how specific organizations
of women’s rights in the Middle East and North Africa use their social media platforms for the
purposes of cyberfeminism. The Facebook pages of three organizations for women’s rights in
Tunisia, Egypt, and Lebanon were content analyzed to answer the research questions. To cross-
validate the content analysis results, in-depth interviews with 12 advocates of women’s rights from
those countries were also conducted. The results showed that the Facebook pages of the selected
organization had a similar agenda even though they function in three different countries.
“Combating violence” was a recurring theme in those pages, which shows a coherent agenda of
those organization that resonates with the emerging global cyberfeminism. Those pages provide a
window to advocate for women’s rights against violence and harassment towards women without
focusing on local or national cases.

Keywords: Cyber-feminism, Cyber-Activism, Gender Equality, Women’s Empowerment

Cyber-Feminism and Facebook: A Comparison between the activities of Arab
Women Organizations in Egypt, Lebanon, and Tunisia

Over the past decade, a noticeable development in the computing power and storage
space allowed internet-based communication to be more interactive. This has also allowed
diverse groups to express their opinions, share experiences and become more active. Since
2010, such internet-based tools and applications have promptly transformed how
information is consumed and produced (McClure, 2010).

The Internet’s embedded ability to cause actual social change has been recognized
by many for years since it contains diverse types of content (visual images, text, videos and

audio), all on one platform (Hamdy, & Conlin, 2013). This may cause radical social
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changes that may be more intense than those caused by either radio or television (DiMaggio
etal., 2001).

Not only has the Internet provided an interactive platform that facilitated
dissemination and consumption of information, but also, according to Wheeler, created a
venue for women’s empowerment since women’s independence, confidence and value are
facilitated through internet (Hamdy, & Conlin, 2013).

Noticeable scholars’ attention has been given to social networking services (SNS) use and
utilization in the US. However, relatively scarce research has been conducted on the
utilization of SNS in the Arab countries (Harden & Beayey, 2013). Hence, this study
focuses on SNS employment in women’s rights organizations in the Arab countries. This
research focuses on women’s rights organizations in post-colonial Arab countries in the
Middle East and North African (MENA) region, such as: Egypt, Lebanon and Tunisia. The
three countries have witnessed an evident magnitude of political turbulence and have
experienced Arab spring revolutions allowing a “fourth wave of feminism.” The study aims
to investigate the diverse messages posted by women’s organizations in those countries
and their interactivity on Facebook—the most used SNS platform in the MENA region and
to fill the literature gap in this area.

Literature Review

Facebook in the Arab Region

The significantly increasing user base of Facebook and Twitter in the MENA region has
prompted the importance of using social media platforms as a communication tool. In 2018,
the total number of active social media users was around 3.2 billion, representing 42% of

the world’s population and 80% of Internet users.
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In Europe, there are 448 million social media users, or a penetration rate of 53%,
while in Asia-Pacific, there are approximately 1.8 billion, with a penetration rate of 42%.
In the Middle East region, where growth is highest between 2017 and 2018 (39% compared
to the estimated global average of 13%), 52% of the population uses social media, or 130
million people, compared to 35% of the population in North Africa, or 82 million people
(Ghorfi, T., & Hatimi, I. E., 2020). Globally, females represent 61% of Facebook users,
which makes females the main users, who are worthy of more scholarly attention

(Mansour, 2015).

The Internet and Contemporary Feminist Intervention
According to Susan Luckman, an Australian feminist scholar, utilizing information
technology mediation towards broad-minded social ends has been trending with the turn of
the 21 senttury. Cyberfeminism has been the most well-known avenue for such
technological intervention (especially the Internet) that has mediated structures of power
and facilitated the contemporary feminist intervention to environments that usually
intimidate feminists’ points of view (Luckman, 1999). Hence, feminists who are employed
in the information technology industries have supported that the Internet is a vital social
institution that requires female’s attention (Luckman, 1999).

The introduction of information and communication technology (ICT) has provided
a convenient platform not only for women, but also for organizations and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) as well to tackle issues that have been overlooked or
ignored by the mainstream media to reach a larger population that mainstream media might

have been unable to access previously. It is undeniable that the Internet has successfully
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brought women’s views and news to the public domain, having websites that exclusively

and specifically target women (Sandys, 2005).

Fourth Wave Feminism

As previous scholars have supported the notion that the internet and SNSs are worth
studying to further unravel their dynamic and continuously changing influence for
feminists, this section sheds light on a factor that is believed to be a crucial catalyst for
Cyberfeminism in the Arab world.

Over the past couple of decades, the Arab region has experienced instability and
turbulence where previous autocratic hierarchies were collapsing and former alliances were
being separated through the series of “Arab Spring Revolutions” that have occurred in a
number of Arab countries. Such turbulence has made multicultural feminism salient as
such unstable situations have given women’s rights movements an opportunity to bring
their desires forward and create what is known as “The Fourth Wave Feminism” (Stephan,
2014). Tunisia and Egypt have been among these Arab countries that experienced the most
intense turbulence, which makes them of great interest for this research.

Lebanon experienced a year of turmoil during 2005 as the “Spring Revolution” or
“Cedar Revolution” erupted in March. As for Tunisia, it was December 17, 2010 when
Mohamed Bouazizi, a street vendor, set himself on fire (Landorf, 2014). Last but not least,
Egypt was among the countries that experienced intense turbulence, and women played a
significant role through SNSs and digital media. The protests erupted in Egypt during the
formerly known to be “Police Appreciation Holiday” on January the 25", that was
afterwards known to be “Day of Rage” after its mobilization and organization through “We

are all Khaled Said” Facebook’s page (Landorf, 2014).
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Theoretical Framework

Cyberfeminism

Like cyberactivism, cyberfeminism is a term used for the feminist theory that seeks to
overcome the differences of power that has excluded females from the mostly masculine
digital sphere. Cyberfeminism has permitted women to overcome any obstacle that may
act as a controlling factor by providing cyberspace that can be easily accessed and used
(Stephan, 2013). Cyberspace has been particularly made suitable for women’s activism
since it has limited cultural and institutional norms and nontraditional spaces (Vogt &
Chen, 2001). The internet is one of the few media channels that is accessible to minorities
and women’s activism with Facebook users exceeding 800 million globally (Stephan,
2013).

During the early 1990s, Cyberfeminism was the target of both criticism and critical
analysis from those interested in new technology and its interconnections with gender
specifically in the internet realm that is emerging as “mass media” (Paasonen, 2011).

In her article “Revisiting Cyberfeminism,” Paasonen (2011) argues that the
definition of Cyberfeminism was problematic and was never clear nor concrete. This
allowed activists, scholars and artists interested in new media technology and the related
gender issues to use the term “Cyberfeminism” interchangeably with feminist studies done
on new media. According to Paasonen, this makes “much lost in such a conflation.”

Since there’s controversial literature of the Cyberfeminism theory and its
fluctuating appearance since its emergence in 1990, this study will focus on using the
Cyberfeminism framework to investigate its existence on Facebook, which is the most used

SNS in the Arab world.
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Global Feminism

Global feminism, which is also known as Transitional Feminism, appeared when the need
to generate a feminist argument in relation to the discussions about globalization that have
been continuous since the 1990s (Cullen, 2013; Dubois, 2005). Global feminism examines
the effects and impact of globalization on women’s issues (Cullen, 2013). One of these
effects is the tendency of feminists to politicize women’s issues that go beyond national
borders (Cullen, 2013; Mendoza, 2002). Cullen also highlighted that global feminism is
similar to global journalism theory that surpasses any geographical boundaries during the
globalization era we live in now.

Cullen also pinpoints that an apparent way of global feminism is utilizing SNSs
such as Facebook and Twitter to create global unification and gradually demolishing
national identity, believing that it will help create a community closer to utopia.

Agenda Setting

As the political turbulence in Iraq emerged, the media fixated its coverage on the
war and that was apparent through the US media outlets as the war coverage dominated
the media boosting the war salience (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). This supported the notion
that the media tells us what to think and draws our attention to the topics it only sheds light
on. McCombs and Shaw conducted a study in 1972 to examine Lippmann’s agenda-setting
theory using the 1968 presidential elections and tested the correlation between public
agenda and media agenda. The results showed that there was a correlation between the two
elements to support agenda setting over selective perception (Bryant & Oliver, 2009). Most
results have emphasized how media practitioners affect what we choose to see and how we

see it. This includes social media content creators as well. In other words, agenda setting
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suggests that media can direct the citizens’ attention to certain issues or topics if given
greater weight in media. Consequently, this can create consensus among the audience to
perceive how vital these issues are (Moon, 2008). This will eventually lead to the
encouragement of citizens to solve certain problems and overlook others through “civic
engagement” (Moon, 2008).

Since agenda setting is directly related to the public agenda and public opinion, as
well as directing and shaping the salience of topics and issues that can empower women,
this makes the theory relevant to the present research. The research will examine the
frequency of topics concerning women and investigate if content creators on the Facebook
pages of women’s rights organizations’ pages are amplifying and focusing on certain
topics to set an agenda and to direct the audiences’ attention towards certain issues or not.
This means that if a certain category of women empowering topic has been given greater
weight in comparison to the other topics this will eventually mean that the public opinion
has been directed in a certain way to overlook other topics that may be salient as well as
crucial to empower Arab women in reality.

Based on that theoretical framework, the researcher attempts to answer the
following research questions:

RQI1. In which way are both Global Feminism and agenda setting influence the content of
Facebook pages of the selected organizations in all three countries?

RQ2. Which of the three countries uses Facebook as a venue for Cyberfeminism the most?
RQ3. Which of the women’s rights organizations utilize Facebook as a form of activism

most effectively?

Method
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This exploratory study analyzes the Facebook pages of the organizations of women’s
rights in Egypt, Tunisia, and Lebanon. and examine Cyberfeminism on these platforms by
using content analysis and in-depth interviews.

Content analysis was employed to investigate three main realms of the posts on
those selected pages: i- the purpose of the post or the topic it tackles, ii- the users’
interactivity with the posts, and iii- the use of interactive features such as photos, videos,
hashtags, mentions and links present or absent.

On the other hand, qualitative in-depth interviews were used as a supplementary to
the content analysis to give more insight on the research questions. This was done through
interviewing 12 advocates of women’s rights.

Sample

Facebook is the main communicating outlet to be studied since it played a
prominent role in the Arab Spring, which led to the fourth wave of feminism. This
eventually made Cyberfeminism and global feminism on Facebook worth investigating.
More precisely, three official Facebook pages will be chosen, each one represents a
women’s organization in each country studied. The content analysis begins as of the first
post in each page published by the administrators in the year 2015 and ends with the last
post in the same year. It has been stated that ever since the “Arab Spring” in 2011,
thousands of women throughout the region have played a noticeable role in combating
traditional gender roles and ending dictatorships. This has helped to revive Cyberfeminism,
especially during the year 2015, which is considered crucial for online feminist activism

and Cyberfeminism (Matos, 2017).
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The posts are examined through content analysis according to these elements:
comments, replies, likes, tags, special features used (videos, pictures, and GIFs). A total of
193 posts have been selected as a sample through using systematic random sampling. The
three Facebook pages that are investigated and which belong to Arab women’s
organizations are: “The National Council for Women in Egypt” (NCW) a page for Egyptian
women’s organization; “KAFA (Enough) Violence and Exploitation,” a page for Lebanese
women’s organization; and “Gameyat Nesa Tunisyat (in Arabic), or “Femmes
Tunisiennes,” Association of Tunisian Women” a page for Tunisian women’s organization.
It is worth noting that the Tunisian Facebook page has less posts and will generate less
results in comparison to the Egyptian and the Lebanese pages since the internet penetration
and number of internet users were less than Lebanon and Egypt during the year 2000. The
pages were selected based on the fact that they were the verified Facebook pages with the
highest number of likers and followers in each country.

As for the interviews, they were conducted with intellectuals such as the scholars
who have authored gender studies, recent or previous practitioners, and activists who have
experience or knowledge of the realm of women’s rights and may be members of women’s

rights organizations.

Unit of Analysis and Operationalization

The unit of analysis in this study is the posts published by the pages’ administrators
and all their components (likes, comments, special features), which may contain content
that will function as indicators to investigate the presence of Cyberfeminism and Global

feminism to be compared among the three women’s rights organizations.
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Feminism. It is the greater and broader goal of altering and challenging “gender relations”
that undermine women in comparison to men (Ferree, & Tripp, 2006).

Cyberfeminism. Cyberfeminism includes “cyberactivism” which refers to the online
feminist civic engagement as well as the historical feminism, which evolved and has
become more adequate to meet the transformed conditions of the Information Age (Eudey,
2012).

Global Feminism. It is the examination of the impact and effect of the globalization wave
on women'’s issues (Cullen, 2013).

Post. Facebook Wall Post is a facility offered by Facebook for corporates or organizations
with fan pages to exercise their engagement with and respond to their users and fans
(McCorkindale, 2010). A Facebook post may contain different media types such as a text,
photo, video, link or other content which facilitates more online engagement and gives it
media richness or more “vividness of online content” encouraging users to interact by
liking, sharing or commenting (Luarn, Lin, & Chiu, 2015). A post may be an
entertainment post, informational post, remuneration post containing special offers to
attract users. It may also be a social post that is intended to elicit interaction with users
through questions or statements that grant an opportunity for further responses on the post
(Luarn, Lin, & Chiu, 2015).

Like. “Like” is a blue button that was introduced to Facebook in 2009. It has become a part
of Facebook users’ daily routine to express engagement. There are six different types of
likes: emotional liking, socially responsible liking, social performative liking,

informational liking, routine liking, and low-cost liking. Most users believe that such likes
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help in promoting causes and for that, it may be considered a form of humanitarian support
and civic engagement (Brandtzaeg & Haugstveit, 2014).

Comment. Is considered a form of online engagement exercised by the users to express
their opinion or voice their complaints. The more the number of comments on a post, the
stronger the indication of the post’s impact or success is, since it is an indication that users
invested time to interact with the post and share their opinion (Luarn, Lin, & Chiu, 2015).
A comment may be by the page’s admin or the organization controlling the fan page in
order to respond to and sustain conversations with users. The organization will be
considered unresponsive from the user’s standpoint in case of not responding to a user’s
complaint. (McCorkindale, 2010).

Hashtag. Is commonly used in social networking sites to indicate a shared context of topics
or events. It may indicate the spread or the popularity of the idea using the following sign
“# 7 prior to the topic (Ma, Sun, & Cong, 2012).

Mention. Tagging or mentioning other users through social networking sites in content
disseminated to a large audience started in late 2006 on Twitter and in 2009 on Facebook.
It is the action where users of SNSs adopt the “at” sign “@” followed by a particular
username as a representation of that user’s profile as a method to refer public posts to
specific users (Savage, Monroy-Hernandez, Singer, & Hollerer, 2013).

Video. 1s an interactive multimedia that usually comes in “Flash Video” format since it has
interactive capabilities, is smaller in size and easy to share and use on the web (Godwin-
Jones, 2007). A video is added to a post usually to boost interaction and help make the post

content more vivid (Luarn, Lin, & Chiu, 2015).
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Photo. Is a visual imagery employed as a form of a symbolic creation for Facebook users’
world or identity or a visual imagery of the message a Facebook admin may want to convey
(Mendelson , & Papacharissi, 2010). The photos may be shared, liked, labelled or tagged
and are considered a “performative element” provided by Facebook to facilitate
connectivity, communication, presentation of self or voicing opinions (Mendelson , &
Papacharissi, 2010).

Event. Is a post created by the page admin or the organization moderating its fan page to
promote an event, provide information about it and have the chance to contact the members
who marked themselves as attending which gives an opportunity to create relationships
(Evans, 2010).

GIF. “Graphic Interchange Format” is a digital file format that is considered a key tool for
communication in digital cultures. It was introduced to the web and started to become
ubiquitous during the late 1990s (Miltner, & Highfield, 2017). Numerous levels of
meanings may be contained in a single GIF due to their symbolic complexity of having
infinite “looping repetition” making it an ideal digital communication tool that may be
posted, shared or liked on Facebook (Miltner, & Highfield, 2017).

Link. A link comes from a referral system that contains a classified arrangement for
classifying and categorizing web pages that the system reclaims from the World Wide
Web. Each link is assigned to a web page that is in a specific classification. Links are also
called “URL’s” (Goodman, 1999). Links may be included in Facebook posts and facilitate
online engagement. They, also, give the post more online vividness since they provide

additional information (Luarn, Lin, & Chiu, 2015).
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Economic Empowerment. For women, economic empowerment may be resembled in
perceiving the economic resources as a source of supremacy and power. Hence, it
advocates methods that may influence the allocation of assets in the family, society or
community as a whole with the aim of improving women’s ability to create wealth and
improve her social status (Kapitsa, 2008). Economic empowerment may, also, be perceived
as the significance of women’s access to assets and economic resources rather than their
allocation only (Kapitsa, 2008). Economic resources may be in the form of income which
facilitates the access of other societal resources like: decent work, high quality education
that allows the formation of public opinion later on (Kapitsa, 2008). Ambassador at the
NCW Mona Omar has indicated that economic empowerment is simply getting the means
to earn money in order to be independent and make a living (personal communication,
October 24, 2017).

Political Empowerment. Dr. Manal Maher El Gamiel, Parliament Member, has stated that
political empowerment may be defined as helping or enabling women to be capable of
playing a meaningful role in the political realm and to own the capacity and tools that may
efficiently equip them to play that role (personal communication, October 24, 2017).
Socio-economic Empowerment. Dr. Marianne Azer the assistant professor and the director
of the Information Center at the National Telecommunication Institute, assistant professor
at Nile University and a former assistant minister of communications for strategic
initiatives, has indicated that socio-economic empowerment may be simply explained in
working on changing the existing stereotype of women and adjusting the mindset of the
culture to accept women in more dominant positions, situations and jobs (personal

communication, October 24, 2017).
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Health Empowerment. Health empowerment may be defined as a concept where individual
competencies and strength, proactive behavior to social change and social policy, and
natural helping systems are linked and it must be accompanied with knowledge. In the
healthcare domain, empowerment is linked to “determinant of improved health status,”
while powerlessness is associated with “ill health” (Camerini, Schulz, & Nakamoto,
2012).

Educational Empowerment. Is working towards empowering the learning environments to
give learners options in their learning process that can help them resolve any limitations or
problems. Consequently, this will allow them to build personal meanings that may help
make these individuals more independent and more competent decision-makers (Saye,
1997).

Combating Violence. Violence against women has become a global issue. It comes in
diverse forms such as: stalking, sexual assaults, violence in intimate relations, trafficking,
and any violation that harms the women’s psyches or bodies. Combating violence comes
in the form of working towards hindering the previously mentioned and any other form of

violent practices (Htun, & Weldon, 2012).

Findings and Discussion

All three selected organizations come from post-colonial countries. which creates a
relatively similar political environment. Finally, all of them have had the usage of
Facebook precisely by women boosted during the year 2015. Ever since the “Arab Spring”
in 2011, thousands of women through the region have played a substantial role in

combating traditional gender roles and battling dictatorship. This helped to revive
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Cyberfeminism, especially during the year 2015 which is considered crucial for online
feminist activism and Cyberfeminism (Matos, 2017). The three Facebook pages
investigated included: 42 posts from “The National Council for Women in Egypt”

(https://www.facebook.com/ncwegyptpage), a page for an Egyptian women organization:

128 posts from “KAFA (Enough) Violence and Exploitation”

(https://www.facebook.com/KAFALebanon), apage for a Lebanese women organization;

and 23 posts from “Gameyat Nesa Tunisyat, Association of Tunisian Women, or Femmes
Tunisienne” (https://www.facebook.com/femmes.tunisiennes/), a page for a Tunisian
women organization. The three pages have been selected according to their engaged fan
base, that is measured by the number of page likes, in comparison to other women rights
organizations’ pages of the same country. The list of organizations was compiled through
contacting professors and activists in the three countries. The Egyptian National Council
for Women in Egypt has around 781,000 likes on its page, the Lebanese KAFA has around
129,100 likes on its page and the Association of Tunisian Women page has around 10,300
likes. The content analysis investigated the posts selected according to systematic random
sampling throughout the study period that included every third post out of all posts
published by the administrators of the page in the year 2015. Each post has been examined
to know the purpose of the post in order to know the topic tackled and reach a conclusion
whether the topics tackled by the pages’ administrators are impacted by global feminism
or not and to examine if each page separately focused on a specific category of topics which
might suggest that there is agenda setting. The post is further investigated through its users’
likes, shares, and comments to measure their interactivity on the page and reach a

conclusion regarding which users have utilized Facebook as a venue for Cyberfeminism


https://www.facebook.com/ncwegyptpage
https://www.facebook.com/KAFALebanon
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the most. Finally, the post comments, replies, and special features posted by the
administrators will be examined to identify which page is the most efficient at encouraging
the usage of Facebook as a tool for fruitful exploitation regarding the Cyberfeminism
aspect.

Twelve in-depth interviews have been conducted as the second research method to
grasp a deeper insight on Facebook as a venue and a tool for Cyberfeminism. It has also
been used to collect professional perspectives on the globalization and the agenda setting
of feminist topics tackled on Facebook and SNSs. Face-to-Face or over the phone
interviews have been conducted with university professors and scholars in the gender
studies realm, activists and members of Egyptian women’s rights organizations. The 12
interviewees have been selected using purposive sampling in the surrounding networks at
conferences attended such as the Arab — US Association for Communication Educators
Conference, or at the university or through referrals collected from journalists and
professors in the gender studies realm. The interviews have tackled questions that helped
add insight to the three research questions in order to support or refute the content
analysis’s quantitative and merely descriptive outcome.

The results show that the topics tackled in the three Facebook pages from the three
different countries are to a great extent globalized or unified. This means that the pages
have tackled a similar, unified or globalized category of topics the most. The study has
categorized the topics tackled in posts into seven categories: the economic empowerment
category, the political empowerment category, health awareness, the socio-economic
empowerment category, combating violence, the educational empowerment and others.

Most posts (75.6% ) on the three pages have tackled the “Socio-Economic Empowerment”
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category. The globalized pattern that has also been noticed across all three Facebook pages
pertains to the “Health” category that has been tackled minimally with a total of 4.1% of
posts belonging to that category. The outcome that the most and least tackled topics has
been similar across all three Facebook pages suggests that all three pages are impacted and
influenced by a wave of globalization supports the theory of Global Feminism which
suggests that the effects and impact of globalization influence women’s issues (Cullen,
2013). The total category of topics tackled in a descending order across all three pages were
as following; “Socio-economic empowerment” with a total of 75.6% posts, “Combating
Violence” with a total of 44%, “Political Empowerment” with a total of 28%, “Educational
Empowerment” with a total of 20.7% posts, “Economical Empowerment” with a total of
18.7%, “Other” with a total of 6.7% and finally “Health” with the least percentage of 4.1%
posts.

In the Egyptian page of “National Council for Women in Egypt” alone, the “Socio-
economic Empowerment” category on top of the agenda, with a total of 81% posts.
“Political Empowerment” comes next representing 66.7% of NCW’s posts, “Educational
Empowerment” follows with 35.7% of the page’s posts, “Economic Empowerment”
signifies 31% of the posts, “Combating Violence” comes with a much lower percentage of
9.5% posts, “Health Empowerment” embodies 7.1% and finally the rest of the posts
representing 4.8% belonging to the “Other” category. Since the majority of posts are
concentrated in mainly the first two categories and the percentages vary greatly in the
concentration of posts’ topics, this suggests that agenda-setting theory applies to this page

since the percentage of posts significantly vary and are far from being equal or close.
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In the Lebanese page of KAFA, “Socio-economic Empowerment” represented
72.9% of the page posts, “Combating Violence” follows with 57%. The percentage of
posts that belonged to other categories dropped significantly to 18% of the posts belonging
to “Educational Empowerment,” 16.4% for “Economic Empowerment,” and then
“Political Empowerment” with 11.7% of the page posts, the “Other” category had 8.6%
of the posts and finally “Health™ signified the least percentage of the page posts to be
merely 3.9%. Agenda-setting, also, applies to the Lebanese “KAFA” Facebook page
according to the prior findings and justifications.

In the third page, “Association of Tunisian Women,” the highest percentage of
posts signifying 82.6% belong to the “Socio-economic Empowerment” category of topics,
followed by the “Political Empowerment” posts with 47.8%, “Combating Violence” with
30.4%. The percentage of posts belonging to the remaining category of topics then drop
drastically to 8.7% representing “Economic Empowerment” and 8.7% representing
“Educational Empowerment.” Unlike the the other two Facebook pages, the “Health” and
“Other” category of topics had 0% of the posts. These results support that agenda-setting
was higher and more intense than the other two pages since distribution of posts among all
categories were diminished. In fact, two categories have been completely overlooked on
the Tunisian page.

RQ2: Which of the three countries uses Facebook as a venue for Cyber-feminism the
most?

This question aims at investigating the level of users’ interactivity across all three
countries’ Facebook pages. This will be implemented through measuring the users’

sharing, engagement, and promotion of the page posts. More precisely, the question
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outcome and results will emanate from the content analysis that measured each post’s

99 ¢¢ 99 ¢

number of “likes,” “shares,” “replies among users” to determine if they are dialoguing, and
“comments by users,” and finally dissecting these comments into three categories: “Users
Pro-Feminism,” “Users Anti-Feminism,” and “Neutral Users.”

The number of users’ “Likes” and “Shares” has been used as an indicator of sharing
and promoting the page as a venue for Cyberfeminism. The like button during the study
period was an indicator of solely promoting the post since the reactions button has been
reinvented only during February 2016 to express other opposing reactions to the post such
as anger and astonishment (Pool, & Nissim, 2016).

The Tunisian page “Association of Tunisian Women” has reported the lowest
number of users’ likes. The like button has showed the Tunisian users to have the lowest
percentage of interactivity and promoting Cyberfeminism through liking the feminist posts
on the Facebook page. 17.4% of the posts on the Tunisian page receive no likes at all and
82.6% of the rest of the posts received (1-499) likes only.

As for the number of “Shares” that has been used as an indicator and a measuring
tool of using Facebook to promote Cyberfeminism, the Egyptian “NCW’s” users have
come second in place in utilizing Cyberfeminism through sharing. 52.4% of the page posts
received no shares at all and 47.6% of the remaining posts received (1-49) shares. As for
the Lebanese “KAFA” page, it has been ranked as the highest page to have users promote
Cyberfeminism through sharing posts. 17.2% of that page posts received no shares, 59.3%
of the posts received (1-49) shares, 21.9% of the posts received (50-499) shares and finally

1.6% of the posts received the highest number of shares among the three pages (500-3000)

shares. Finally, the Tunisian page has the lowest figures representing the user’s utilization
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of the page to promote Cyberfeminism. 87% of the posts received no shares at all and only
13% of the posts received up to (1-49) shares only.

Another segment of the findings to answer this research question and help give
more comprehensive findings and insight is using the number of comments and replies by
users as a measurement tool for the users’ interactivity on the women’s organizations
Facebook page. This will consequently indicate that they have or have not used Facebook
as a venue for Cyberfeminism. “KAFA” the Lebanese page has, like the prior findings,
been ranked as the highest page with the most interactive users giving the highest number
of comments. 84.4% of KAFA’s posts has received comments by users. The Egyptian
“National Council for Women in Egypt’s” page was ranked as the second page with the
most interactive users utilizing the page as a venue for Cyberfeminism. 47.6% of the
NCW’s posts received comments from users. Finally, the least page with interactivity of
comments has been the Tunisian page “Association of Tunisian Women,” which had users’
comments on 8.7% of its posts only. The total percentage of posts for all three pages
together that received users’ comments was 67.4% and only 32.6% of posts for all three
pages did not have any comments. This percentage suggests that users of the three pages
have the tendency and the will to be interactive. This can be boosted through the initiatives
of the page’s administrators. Hence, the last research question will be answering how the
three pages exert effort to utilize their Facebook page for fruitful exploitation.

Findings of comments by users have been made more reliable through measuring
the spam comments and excluding them. The spam comments are comments made by users
to advertise for a certain product, irrelevant comments or posted links to irrelevant pages

or websites. The spam comments have also been insignificant in comparison to the users’
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interactive comments’ figures. “NCW” page has a total of 4.8% spam comments, “KAFA”
has a total of 9.4% spam comments, and finally the “Association of Tunisian Women” had
a total of 0% spam comments.

The comments on each page have been categorized to either “comments promoting
feminism,” or “comments opposing feminism;” these are users’ comments that oppose or
dispute feminism, and “neutral comments,” which neither supported nor opposed the cause.
The comments were categorized to compare between the three pages on how opinionated
the users were and ow they disputed feminist topics. The results show that “KAFA’s” users
are the most opinionated among the three pages with 78.9% of its posts have users’
comments that promote the page’s feminist tackled topics and support them and 35.2% of
the pages’ post have users’ comments that dispute, oppose or counter-argue the feminist
topics tackled by the page. This suggests that “KAFA” has been a platform for users to
voice their opinions and use the page freely as a venue for Cyberfeminism. Similarly,
“NCW’s” page has come second to “KAFA” in having opinionated users as 38.1% of the
posts have users’ comments that are supportive and 7.1% of the other posts have comments
that oppose the topics tackled by the page. The Tunisian page, however, has emanated 0%
of promoting and disputing comments. This has stressed the diminished findings to support
that Tunisian users are opinionated and have voiced opinions on the Facebook page.

One final finding that has been used to further help measuring the user’s level of
interactivity and utilization of Facebook as a Cyberfeminism venue is the count of replies
on other user’s comments among the users. These findings suggest that all three Facebook

pages still have to work on boosting dialoguing among its users. As shown in table one,
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Table 1
Number of Replies to Comments Among Users
Facebook Page The KAFA
replies on Nathnal (Enough) Fe.m.mes Total
comments by users Council for Vlolepce' & Tunisiennes
Women  Exploitation
Nore F 42 70 23 135
% 100% 54.7% 100% 69.9%
F - 54 - 54
149 % - 42.2% - 28%
_ F - 3 - 3
50:99 % - 2.3% - 1.6%
F - 1 - 1
100150 % - 0.8% - 0.5%
Total F 42 128 23 193
% 100% 100% 100% 100%

The table illustrates that The National Council for Women page had no replies by

users on the comments left by other users and this emanated from 42 posts, the KAFA page

showed that there were 70 posts with no replies to comments at all presenting 54.7% of the

total posts studied, 3 posts had 1-49 replies to comments by users and that presents 42.2%

of the total posts studied through content analysis, and only 1 post had 100-150 replies to

comments by users which is 0.8% of the total posts studied, The Femmes Tunisiennes page

had 23 posts with 100 to 150 replies to comments by users and that is a 100% of the total

posts studied through content analysis for this page.
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RQ3: Which women’s rights organizations utilize Facebook as a form of activism
most effectively?

This final research question is to measure and focus mainly, not on the user’s end,
but rather on the Facebook administrators’ side. The findings of this question have mainly
focused on measuring the page’s administrators’ efforts to facilitate making the Facebook
page a more user friendly and interactive platform for users to easily utilize this platform
and become encouraged and have their interactivity enhanced in a sustainable manner. This
has been measured through the percentage of posts by the administrators that has been

disseminated to the audience and contained any special features such as: “photos,”

99 ¢¢ 99 ¢¢

“videos,” “events,” “links,” “mentions or tags,” “hashtags,” and finally “GIFs.”

The second fragment of findings for this research question investigated the number
of “comments” and “replies” and “special features” used by the administrators. This is to
measure if they are not only triggering interactivity but are also trying to sustain it with the
users.

Findings of special features in posts have shown that “KAFA’s” administrators
have used almost all special features the most except for “links” and “events” that have
been used the most by the Egyptian page “NCWE” and then comes “KAFA.” The Tunisian
page “Association of Tunisian Women’ has obtained the second ranking in using all special
features in its posts except for “links” and “events” where it was the least among the three
Facebook pages to use them. The Egyptian “NCWE” Facebook page has used all special
features the least in comparison to the other two pages. However, pioneered by using

“links” and “events” the most. Accordingly, “KAFA’s” figures indicate that it is the page

that demonstrated the highest findings for factors triggering the user’s interactivity
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explaining why the users have the highest level of interactivity in the previous research
question. Pertaining to the Tunisian page the administrators exert more effort than the
Egyptian page’s administrators to trigger interactivity. Yet the level of users’ interactivity
in the Egyptian page surpassed the Tunisian users. This, also, suggests that there is a
possibility for the Egyptian page’s users’ interactivity to surpass the Lebanese page if more
indicators and special features have been used to boost and enhance interactivity.

The total percentage of posts for all three pages together of using the special
features is as follows in descending order: “links” existed in 63.5% of the posts, which
shows that it is the most utilized feature, “photos™ are in 60.7% of the posts, “hashtags”
come third as it is found in 55.6% of the posts, “videos” and “events” are both present in
16.3% of the posts, “mentions or tags” are only in 6.7% of the posts and finally, “GIFs”
are used only in 0.6% of the posts. This reveals that “Links,” “Photos,” and “Hashtags™ are
the most used special features by administrators during 2015.

As for the second fragment of findings for this research question, the number of
comments and replies by the pages’ administrators have been measured to indicate and
compare which pages’ administrators exert effort to sustain the interactivity with users and
not merely to trigger it.

The reported results emanated from a number of comments by administrators have
been surprising since 100% of the posts in the Egyptian and Tunisian pages have
comments by administrators while “KAFA” that pioneered all previous findings come
second to them and has only 93% of its posts with comments by administrators.

However, the number of replies on comments by the administrators have

contradicted the above finding. The Lebanese page has the highest number of replies by
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administrators (25.8% of the posts has replies by the administrators). The Egyptian page
has only 2.4% of its posts with administrator’s replies and finally, the Tunisian page has
no replies by the administrators at all. The replies’ outcome, however, may be considered
insignificant in comparison to the comments’ findings since there has been a total of 95.3%
of posts with comments in all three pages and only 17.6% of the posts in all three pages
have replies by the administrators.

To further measure the magnitude of administrators’ comments and replies to
sustain interactivity, special features used by the administrators have also been measured.
“KAFA” the Lebanese page may have had the least number of comments by administrators
in comparison to the Egyptian and Tunisian pages, but the administrators of the Lebanese
page used special features the most in their comments (30% of the page’s posts contained
special features in admins’ comments and replies). The Tunisian and Egyptian pages have,

however, used 0% of the special features in the administrators’ comments and replies.

Interviews’ Analysis and Discussion

This study depends on the triangulation methodology and 12 in-depth interviews
have been conducted, in addition to the content analysis to get a deeper insight on how
university professors and researchers in the realm of gender studies, activists, members and
employees of women’s rights organizations perceive Cyberfeminism on women’s rights

organizations’ Facebook pages.

Prominence of SNSs’ Role to Empower Arab Women:
An interviewee who was a professor at AUC in gender studies and preferred to stay
anonymous for their safety, has clarified that SNSs have a lot of potential to empower

women especially economically, since Facebook facilitated small businesses for women
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and provided them with a source of income (Professor at AUC in gender studies, personal
communication, December, 2017). This is due to the fact that Facebook has now offered
economic engagement and “GIG Economy is the next big thing” (Professor at AUC in
gender studies, personal communication, December, 2017). Other interviewees have
agreed that Facebook has become a vital platform for women to voice their opinion (Social
media specialist at NCWE, Personal Communication, December 4, 2017), (Advocacy
coordinator at the center for Egyptian women’s legal assistance (CEWLA), personal
communication, December 7, 2017), (Employee at National Council for Childhood and
Motherhood, personal communication, December 5, 2017) ,(Activist, blogger and
journalist, personal communication, March 19, 2018). Another interviewee added that
women also have become more politically involved through SNSs especially after the
Egyptian revolution (Gender studies master’s holder from the university of LEEDS,
personal communication, December 12, 2017). This supports the study’s justification for
choosing countries that experienced a revolution and political turbulence and for the study
period that was post the revolutions and political turbulences.

Other interviewees have another perspective on the importance of SNSs’ role in
empowering women. An interviewee argued that only a certain class of women in Egypt
are being empowered since they have the affordability of technology and that
empowerment comes ascendingly when they influence the less fortunate (University
professor and employee in the media sector of foreign affairs department in NCWE,
personal communication, February 6, 2018). Another interviewee has stated that women
on the SNSs are still being hindered since they face cyberbullying. Maybe it is even “more

vitriol since the predator is masked behind the screen” and that the real main role of SNSs
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would be documentation and archiving (Gender studies master’s holder and employee at
the NGO “Kheir W Baraka”, personal communication, December 20, 2017). Another
interviewee has commented: “I strongly believed in SNS as an empowering tool due to its
reachability.” (External relations specialist at the International Cooperation Department in
NCW, personal communication, December 4, 2017). Finally, a single interviewee has a
perspective about the role of SNSs stating that SNSs has been partially fruitful since a large
segment of the Egyptian women still do not have internet access (Board member in NCW,
personal communication, December 4, 2017).

Special Features’ Effectiveness:

Most interviewees agree that visual special features such as photos, links, videos
and the hashtags were the most effective tool used by Facebook page administrators which
explains why the page administrators of all three Facebook pages in the content analysis
used links, photo(s) and hashtags in 63.5%, 60.7%, 55.6%, respectively. This is the highest
percentage of special features used across the three pages.

Where Egyptian Women’s Organizations’ Stand Virtually

The majority of interviewees have supported the notion that Egyptian women’s
organizations need to optimize utilizing Facebook as a tool for empowering women, which
goes along with the content analysis’s outcome. Hence, according to the content analysis’s
and the interviews’ findings, the Egyptian Organizations need to use more features,
techniques and enrich the content in order to provide an efficiently empowering platform

for the Egyptian women.

SNSs Versus Traditional Media Channels
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The 12 interviewees were divided into half when asked about their insight on where
SNSs stand in comparison to other media channels. five interviewees have not been
completely pro the notion that SNSs as the ultimate platform and channel for empowering
the Egyptian women. “Television and radio still conquer the media landscape in Egypt due
to the fact that they are attractive, ubiquitous, and easy to access” (University professor
and employee in the media sector of foreign affairs department in NCW, personal
communication, February 6, 2018).

Another group of five interviewees has unanimously agreed that SNSs are the
unsurpassed media channel to empower women. “SNSs retain the greatest unexplored
potential and are on the rise.” (Professor at AUC in gender studies, personal
communication, December 4, 2017).

It is apparent that all interviewees including the ones who have specific concerns
about the efficiency of SNSs, unanimously believed in their potential as a platform for
empowerment and voicing women’s opinion.

Egyptian Women Organization’s Content on Facebook

The majority of interviewees have in fact supported the content analysis’s outcome
which suggested that both agenda setting and global feminism have shaped and influenced
the topics tackled in the organization’s Facebook pages. “All topics tackled usually focus
on violence or harassment only. Other issues that are worthy of attention need to have light
shed on it like “marital rape,” “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender” (LGBT), and
emotional violence that has never been mentioned on the Egyptian Facebook pages.”
(Gender studies, master’s holder from the university of LEEDS, personal communication,

December 12, 2017).



Journal of Middle East Media, Vol. 15,2020 31

Challenges Facing Cyberfeminism on SNSs in the Egyptian Women’s Organizations

There has been an unanimous response among interviewees that obstacles existed
and needed combating. “Illiteracy, poverty, and not giving younger generations a proper
chance to utilize the platform and make it more dynamic” (University professor and
employee in the media sector of Foreign Affairs Department in NCW, personal
communication, February 6, 2018). “Cyberbullying, Electronic gatekeeping, and illiteracy
are major hindrances facing organization’s SNSs.” (Activist, blogger and journalist,
personal communication, March 19, 2018). “Sustaining funds for any project and the
negative social norms and customs have stalled the SNSs potential benefits” (External
relations specialist at the International Cooperation Department in NCW, personal
communication, December 4, 2017).
Social Networking Sites in Tunisia and Lebanon

A Lebanese life coach and activist in a political party named “Tayar Al Mostakbal”
(Future Movement) has stated the following in a personal interview on April 16, 2018. “I
think the social media has changed the communication dynamic for women in Lebanon
and has played a vital role in empowering them through voicing their opinions freely in
diverse realms including politics, economics and education.” “Women’s’ organizations
have utilized SNSs to empower women, but I still think the civil society has a bigger role
that is more efficient. There are also challenges that may face the women organizations’
utilization for SNSs such as the lack of funds that organizations may be receiving, the
traditional unprogressive norms and the male-dominant society’s mindset.”

Also, an Egyptian member of the elected supreme council and chief officer of

international relations in the Free Egyptians Party and activist has stated the following
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when asked about the SNSs role in Tunisia in a personal interview on April 18, 2018,
“SNSs have a main role in empowering women in Tunisia given that its ubiquitous, cost-
free, and have provided a platform to openly discuss Tunisian women’s issues, especially
on the political and economic level. Tunisian population is literate to a great extent. Hence,
SNSs have been an efficient platform for the Tunisian women and men to call for gender
equity. The organizations have globally utilized the cost-free platform to diffuse their
notions including Tunisian organizations. However, Tunisian organizations still have a
long way to go for full utilization. In Tunisia, challenges are less than others since the
internet penetration and access to Facebook is growing, but the language may still be a
barrier since they use many languages that not all of them may be aware of.”
Conclusion

Overall, three core findings could be abstracted from this research. First, that global
feminism does apply to all three Facebook pages in the three countries. In other words, the
most tackled topics and the least tackled topics across all three Facebook pages belong to
the same category of topics. This means that all three pages have been influenced by the
same globalization wave that influenced the women’s issues on their Facebook pages.
Furthermore, the same content analysis results that emanated from the investigation of
topics tackled and the measurement of their distribution on these pages have supported that
the agenda setting theory applies to all three pages and has been the most intense in the
Tunisian Facebook page.

The second finding, shed light on the user’s activity on all three Facebook pages
and has compared the level of interactivity which consequently reflected the level of user’s

utilization of the platform as an avenue for Cyberfeminism. All three pages have shown
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that the users are interactive and have a great tendency to practicing, sharing and expressing
feminism on Facebook. However, the Lebanese page demonstrated the highest level of
users’ interactivity, Egypt has come second, and then the Tunisian page.

The Third and final finding has revealed that the Lebanese page pioneered the
results that supported the fact that its page’s administrators exerted the greatest effort to
encourage and sustain the user to fruitfully exploit their Facebook page as a platform for
Cyberfeminism. The Tunisian page has come second to the Lebanese and finally the
Egyptian page.

The Interviews conducted have added insight into the results, focusing
exceptionally on the Egyptian Cyberfeminism and its potential on SNSs. The majority of
interviews have supported the prominence of Egyptian SNSs and its noticeable unexplored

potential to empower Egyptian women.

Limitations

Since there is a noticeably scarce number of Cyberfeminism Studies in Egypt and
in the MENA Region, further studies should be conducted to further explore this very ripe
region for studying this phenomenon.

This study has used content analysis as its core research methodology to provide
descriptive results of the existence of Cyberfeminism. The study aims at being a launching
point for future build-up studies to be conducted and to investigate Cyberfeminism deeply.
The present study has investigated Facebook only, future studies should target examining

other dynamic SNSs.
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This study has faced a number of limitations. The first limitation has been the
difficulty of compiling a comprehensive list of women’s rights organizations in the MENA
region since most organizations are not officially registered in the government, in
ministries such as the Ministry of Social Solidarity.

Another limitation was that the in-depth interviews were conducted with
individuals of expertise from Egypt only which may be considered prejudiced. Interviews
should have been conducted with more individuals from Lebanon and Tunisia as well. This
was not achieved due to the limited time and resources that could have facilitated access to
the interviewees in different geographical areas if available.

Another challenge was periodicity of posts since systematic random sampling has
been used to carry out the sampling. Some posts also required the coders to go back in
order to comprehend the purpose of the post because numerous posts have been built upon
previous ones that have not been included in the sample. Another limitation is getting a
translator in order to translate the French posts in the Tunisian page. One final limitation
that could have provided a clearer insight on the user’s activity if it did exist, was that in
2015 the study period of the research had features that were not yet applied to Facebook,

such as, the specific time of post and the reaction button instead of the like button only.



Journal of Middle East Media, Vol. 15,2020 35

References

Bryant, J., & Oliver, M.B. (Eds.). (2009). Media effects: Advances in theory and
research. (3rd Edition). New York: Routledge

Coalition of Women’s NGOs in Egypt: National Council of Women Doesn't Represent
Egyptian Women..Call for Rapid Dissolution. (2011, 24 February). Retrieved
from http://nazra.org/en/node/39

Cullen, E. (2013). Feminism and Twitter: A Study of Feminist activity for social change
in the global Twittersphere

DiMaggio, P., Hargittai, E., Neuman, W. R., & Robinson, J. P. (2001). Social
implications of the internet. Annual Review of Sociology, 27(1), 307-336.
doi:10.1146/annurev.soc.27.1.307

Ghorfi, T., & Hatimi, I. E. (2020). Impact of Social Media Usage on MENA Countries
Economy. In Business and Social Media in the Middle East (pp. 77-99). Palgrave
Macmillan, Cham.

Hamdy, N., & Conlin, L. (2013). Women and Social Media in the Egyptian Revolution.
In B. R. Editor (Eds.), Social media go to war: Rage, rebellion and revolution in
the age of twitter (487-501). Spokane, Wash: Marquette Books

Luckman, S. (1999). (En)Gendering the Digital Body: Feminism and the
Internet. Hecate, 25(2), 36.

Mansour, E. (2012). The role of social networking sites (SNSs) in the January 25th
revolution in Egypt. Library Review, 61(2), 128-159.
doi:10.1108/00242531211220753

Mansour, F. (2015). Cyber-activism: Engendering Political Subjects within New Logics
of Resistance in Contemporary Egypt and Yemen (Masters Thesis). Retrieved
from http://dar.aucegypt.edu/handle/10526/4481

Matos, C. (2017). New Brazilian feminisms and online networks: Cyberfeminism, protest
and the female ‘Arab spring’. International Sociology, 32(3), 417-434.
doi:10.1177/0268580917694971

McClure, D. (2010). Statement of Dr. David 1. McClure, Associate Administrator for
Citizen Services and Innovative Technologies, U.S. General Services
Administration. Retrieved from http://www.gsa.gov/portal/content/158009

Moon, S.J. (2008). Agenda-setting effects as a mediator of media use and
civic engagement: from what the public thinks about to what the public does. PhD
Dissertation. Texas: The University of Texas.

Mourtada, R., Salem, F., Al-Dabbagh, M., & Gargani, G. H. A. L. I. A. (2011). The role
of social media in Arab Women's empowerment. Dubai, Dubai School of
Government, 1, 26.

Paasonen, S. (2011). Revisiting cyberfeminism. Communications-European Journal of
Communication Research, 36(3), 335-352. doi:10.1515/COMM.2011.017

Pool, C., & Nissim, M. (2016). Distant supervision for emotion detection using Facebook
reactions. arXiv preprint arXiv:1611.02988.

Sandys, E. (2005). Gender equality and empowerment of women through
ICT. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations Division for the
Advancement of Women, New York, Promote The Goals of The Beijing


http://nazra.org/en/node/39
http://dar.aucegypt.edu/handle/10526/4481

Journal of Middle East Media, Vol. 15,2020 36

Declaration And The Platform for Action September. Retrieved from:
http://www.appropriatingtechnology.org/sites/default/files/w2000-09.05-ict-e.pdf

Stephan, R. (2014). Four Waves of Lebanese Feminism. E-International Relations.
Retrieved from http://www.e-ir.info/2014/11/07/four-waves-of-lebanese-
feminism/

Vogt, C., & Chen, P. (2001). Feminisms and the Internet. Peace Review, 13(3), 371-374

Wheeler, D. L. (2008). Empowerment zones? women, internet cafés, and life
transformations in egypt. Information Technologies and International
Development, 4(2), 89-104. doi:10.1162/itid.2008.00009

Wimmer, R. D., & Dominick, J. R. (2011). Mass media research: An introduction (9th,
International ed.). United States; Australia: Wadsworth Cengage Learning.



Journal of Middle East Media, Vol. 15,2020 37

Use of Social Media by Saudi College Students: Relationship Development,
Maintenance, and Communication with the Opposite Sex

Lisa Chuang ' and Fahad Alzahrani 2

ABSTRACT

Interaction with non-family members of the opposite sex is prohibited in public places in
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). Although communication is allowed between males
and females within families, it is characterized by hierarchy and high-power distance,
creating communication limitations. Since the same restrictions do not exist online, Saudi
citizens can utilize online environments to overcome these face-to-face boundaries. This
survey study takes a uses and gratifications perspective by examining how a sample of
221 men and women Saudi college students use social media for the gratification of (a)
relationship development and maintenance needs with the opposite sex; (b)
communication-interaction needs with the opposite sex both inside and outside the KSA.
The findings indicate that Saudi students use social media to establish relationships and
communication with the opposite sex that may not occur in face-to-face environments due
to cultural prohibitions; however, the extent to which one chooses to engage with the
opposite sex via social media differs according to sex and one’s current country of
residence—inside the KSA versus outside the KSA—and the cultural-social norms within
these environments.

Keywords: Social Media, Saudi Arabia, Sex, Gender, Communication

Use of Social Media by Saudi College Students: Relationship Development,
Maintenance, and Communication with the Opposite Sex

With a population of over two-thirds under the age of 35 (Godinho, 2020), the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) has the highest annual growth rate of social media users
worldwide (Radcliffe & Bruni, 2019). While some studies do exist regarding social media
usage in Saudi society, given the growth and popularity of social media usage within the

KSA, scholarship has not kept pace. Most of these studies examine social media within
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the context of business (Alsajjan & Dennis, 2010; Al-Somali, Gholami, & Clegg, 2009;
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Makki & Chang, 2015; Abed, Dwivedi, Williams, 2015), healthcare settings (Househ,
2013; Bahkali, Almaiman, Bahkali, Almaiman, Househ & Alsurimi, 2015), education
(Alsaleem, 2013; Alwagait, Shahzad, Alim, 2015), social media and Arab revolutions
(Samin, 2012; Howard & Hussain, 2011; Harb, 2011; Ghannam, 2011), and other social
movements, such as the women’s right to drive campaigns (Agarwal, Lim, & Wigand,
2012). While some studies do examine the impact of sex and gender on Saudi social media
usage (Khaddaf, 2010; Alkahtani, 2012; Askool, 2012; Guta & Karolak, 2015; Al-Talhi
& Maarop, 2018), more scholarship is needed regarding the impact of social media on
contact between the sexes. This is particularly important because interaction with non-
family members of the opposite sex is prohibited in public places in the KSA (Alsaggaf,
2015); however, the same restrictions do not apply via ICTs (Alkahtani, 2012). Thus,
social media provides Saudi citizens the ability to communicate with non-family members
of the opposite sex. Furthermore, since communication between males and females within
families is characterized by hierarchy and high-power distance, creating communication
limitations (Guan & Li, 2017), social media can also be used as a tool to open the
communication lines between family members of the opposite sex. Therefore, this study
examines how Saudi college students are using social media to gratify the need to develop
and maintain relationships and interact with the opposite sex. This study takes a uses and
gratifications approach. In particular, we expand upon the traditional uses and
gratifications need cluster of “social integrative” by examining how male and female
Saudi college students use social media for the gratification of (a) relationship
development and maintenance needs with the opposite sex; (b) communication-

interaction needs with the opposite sex both inside and outside the KSA.



Journal of Middle East Media, Vol. 15,2020 39

Literature Review

Social Media Usage in the KSA

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp, and Snapchat were all quickly adopted by
Saudi Arabians in the same year they were released. There are currently 27.8 million
social media users in the KSA. In addition, the number of social media users increased
by 2.1 million (8%) between 2020 and 2021 (Kemp, 2021). Comparatively, in previous
years, data from We Are Social and Hootsuite reveal that social media users in the KSA
grew by 32% from 2017 to 2018, compared to 13% average growth worldwide, making
KSA the country with the highest annual growth rate of social media users for that year
(Radcliffe & Bruni, 2019). In 2018, the KSA reported 9 million Snapchat users, which is
28% of its total population (Radcliffe & Bruni, 2019). Data shows that 52 % of the
population accessed social media in 2018 and this number is projected to reach 53% in
2023 (Statista, 2020).

Although the Saudi government has been trying to close some of the most popular
social media platforms—Twitter, Facebook, and WhatsApp—and dispense harsh
penalties for all content offenders, usage continues (The Economist, 2015). Anti-
cybercrime laws were first established in the KSA in 2007. These laws placed heavy fines
or imprisonment on violations, such as accessing a government network without
authorization, creating programs or websites that a violate Islamic values, and using
websites for fraudulent transactions (Elnaim, 2013). Following the Arab Spring
revolution, in which social media organized anti-government protests rose around North
Africa and the Middle East, the KSA established stricter laws over social media usage

and access. For example, offenders can be publicly named and shamed (Wilkinson,
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2015). In 2017, a new anti-terrorism law increased the range of potential cyber-crimes by
including non-violent acts as forms of terrorism, such as disturbing public order,
endangering national unity, or characterizing the king or crown prince in a way offensive
to religion or justice. Thus, social media users have self-censored in regard to topics such
as politics, religion, and the royal family (Freedom on the Net, 2018; Human Rights
Watch, 2017). Finally, although interaction with non-family members of the opposite sex
is not technically prohibited via ICTs (Alkahtani, 2012), given the current environment
of penalties for social media use that violates Islamic values, one cannot assume that it is
being used for such a purpose. Therefore, more study is needed regarding how social
media is being used to interact with the opposite sex, such as developing and maintaining
relationships, and even dating.

Social Media and Dating in the KSA

Gender segregation is a prominent feature of Saudi society (Elamin & Omair, 2010) and
men and women are separated in various aspects of public life, such as education, work,
entertainment, and shopping. Gender segregation has created two societies—male and
female—and subsequently, minimal communication between genders (Bahry, 2008).
Although many restaurants still separate people into men and family sections, there are
now cafes and eateries where men and women can sit together. One interview subject
revealed that most of his relationship with his girlfriend has taken place online. The couple
traveled to Egypt, where gender mixing is more accepted, in order to meet for the first
time (Brinley-Bruton, 2017). Much of the change to more relaxed social rules (such as
gender segregation) has been brought about by the Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman,

who has pushed for a more moderate version of Islam in an attempt to grow the economy
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and appeal to the 70% of Saudis who are under 30 years old (Chulov, 2017).

Nowadays, with the softening of certain social rules, things once forbidden—
movies, music, theater, men and women mixing public and even dating—has become
more acceptable in certain cities (Northam & Tanis, 2018). In more relaxed cities, like
Jeddah, young adults admit that they are actively dating; however, they usually do not
reveal this to their parents. One interviewee met her current boyfriend on Tinder.
However, she used a picture she painted of herself on her bio rather than her actual photo.
She has since taken her profile down (Northam & Tanis, 2018). Currently, many young
Saudis are meeting via Tinder, Snapchat, Twitter and Instagram (Brinley-Bruton, 2017).

Traditional methods for finding a match have included having relatives choose,
utilizing the service of a matchmaker, receiving suggestions from a friend, or personal
choice (al-Anzi, 2009). However, According to Bahry (2008), due to mobility and
globalization, new alternative methods have emerged, such as social institutions with
religious leader supervision, TV channels, Saudi newspapers and magazines, and social
media. As Saudi society changes, there is a need to examine the influence that social
media has had on these changes, in particular, the influence of social media on Saudi
societal norms in terms of relationship development and maintenance and
communication-interaction with the opposite sex. The intention of this study is to fill this
need through empirical examination of Saudi perspectives regarding how they use social
media and its influence on establishing relationships.

Gender and Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) Usage
Current social media usage stats report the percentage of U.S. adults who use at

least one social media site at 66% male and 78% female. This usage has remained
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relatively stable within the last five years (Pew Research, 2021). However, men and
women tend to use social networking sites for different reasons. While both men and
women tend to use social media to self-enhance (Krasnova, Veltri, Eling, Buxmann,
2017), women use social media for relational uses, such as maintaining close relationships
(Krasnova et al., 2017; Muscanell and Guadagno, 2012), and men tend to use social media
for general information seeking purposes (Krasnova, et al., 2017) and to form new
relationships (Muscanell and Guadagno, 2012). . Kimbrough, Guadagno, Muscanell, and
Dill (2013) found that, “even when men and women have the freedom to act...they still
act in accordance with gender role expectations” (p. 898). This is in accordance with
social role theory (Eagly, 1987), in which men are expected to be more agentic
(independent and task focused) and women more communal (relationship and social
interaction focused). For example, Kimbrough et al. (2013) found that women use
mediated communication (e.g. text messaging, social networking, video chat) more than
men. Similarly, Lin and Wang (2020) found that women place more importance on social
ties and commitment more than men on social networking sites. Furthermore, women are
more concerned with privacy risk than men in regard to information sharing. Lin and
Wang (2020) also relate their findings to social role theory, which posits that women tend
to focus more on interpersonal communications. In addition, men are more assertive
(according to social role theory) and may care less about privacy risks. However, these
studies examine male and female CMC use from a western perspective. For example,
Muscanell et al. (2012) and Kimbrough et al. (2013) use majority Caucasian samples from
U.S. Universities, Lin and Wang (2020) use students from a large university in the U.S.,

and Krasnova, et al., 2017 sampled German students. The following section will examine
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gender and social media use specifically from the KSA.
Gender and Social Media Usage in the KSA

While interaction with the opposite sex is prohibited in public places in the KSA
(Alsaggaf, 2015), there are no specific/formal restrictions via ICTs (Alkahtani, 2012).
Furthermore, Saudi females are more comfortable interacting with the opposite sex when
they know it does not go against societal beliefs (Alkahtani, 2012). For example,

“social media has a positive effect on the collaborations of students, as they are able

to keep their cultural and religious values without physically intermingling with the

opposite sex, which is a requirement of religion and culture” (Alkahtani, 2012, p.

3).

Women, on the other hand, have more concerns about using social media than men
due to social and cultural norms in Saudi society (Askool, 2012). According to Khaddaf
(2010), 68% of Saudi girls do not reveal their family names on their profiles and 32% use
an alias for the Facebook accounts. Meanwhile, 80% of Saudi boys use their real full
names on their Facebook accounts. Saudi women also tend to use photos of their fathers
or a drawing, rather than a photo of themselves for their profiles. Similarly, Guta and
Karolak (2015) found that,

“In the context of the Saudi society, the social media sites, in the absence of the
body and without gatekeepers, brought new ways of self-expression and
identification among Saudi females. They were able to articulate themselves for

whom they think they really are, not whom the society wants them to be” (p. 124).

Thus, the internet offered Saudi women the ability to reshape their offline
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identities by choosing what information to put forth, rather than having their identities
decided for them. However, Guta and Karolak (2015) note that distancing oneself from
ones’ offline “real” identity online, especially gender, is problematic because “doing
gender” is not voluntary but something that is ascribed. Therefore, although the women
within their study chose nicknames and or concealed personal images, they did not
distance themselves from their female gender.

Further studies have found that Saudi women primarily use social media for
entertainment, keeping up to date (e.g. news & current events), and for social purposes
(e.g. connect with family and friends) over business purposes (Al-Talhi & Maarop, 2018).
These findings corroborate with previous studies (Askool, 2012), which found that Saudi
women primarily used social media to maintain relationships with family and friends.
Regarding social media usage, Askool (2012) concluded that, “cultural restrictions have
more impact on behavioural intention than other constructs” (p. 216). For example, family
pressures may also play a role in social media usage.

Family Communication

Interactions between family members are influenced by social relations set by
cultural norms and religion. Traditional Arab family structure is characterized by Sanders
(1983) as the following:

“From an early age, children are taught that males are inherently superior to
females. Respect for masculine authority and seniority is stressed, and children
are expected to show proper deference to their elders. The questioning of decisions

or judgments made by superiors is considered neither permissible nor proper” (p.

459).



Journal of Middle East Media, Vol. 15,2020 45

The national government is at the top of the hierarchy in Saudi society. This is
followed by religious leaders (Imams), tribal authorities, family elders, parents, husband
(for married women) and individuals (Stranger, Alnaghaimshi, & Pearson, 2017).
However, the Arab family structure has evolved over time, influenced by the economy,
globalization, and immigration. More recently, many Arab fathers find themselves
separated from their families, seeking out work in neighboring Arab countries or even in
the west, such U.S. or Canada. This has resulted in changing family structure and
communication patterns (Ahmed, 2012). Current research on Arab fathers in the U.S. have
challenged stereotypes of authoritarian and uninvolved fathers (Krayem, 2016). The shift
in family structure in Saudi Arabia, in particular, can also be attributed to recent changes
in the lifting of driving and traveling (without a male guardian’s permission) bans for
women (Shalhoub, 2019). Although communication between sexes within the family is
permitted, it is often constrained by cultural/social norms. For example, strongly
influenced by cultural pressure to submit to authority figures, Guan and Li (2017) found
that, in conflict, Saudi adult children tend to avoid and accommodate their parents more
compared to their U.S. counterparts. They are also strongly swayed (even on social media)
by the opinions of those in higher positions (Stranger et al., 2017). Furthermore, family
members and friends, rather than strangers, tend to make up the core of Saudi social media
networks (Stranger et al., 2017). However, although communication with opposite sex
family members is permitted, it is often constrained by hierarchical cultural and religious
norms. Although ICTs offer a less inhibited space for communication, do the same
cultural and religious pressures regarding hierarchy and proper communication carry-over

online? This study takes a uses and gratification perspective in order to examine how
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Saudi students use social media to gratify needs of relationship development,
maintenance, and communication with the opposite sex.
Use and Gratifications

According to the uses and gratification approach, the audience or user has agency
and proactively seeks out media to meet their needs, rather than being a passive recipient
of media (Ruggiero, 2000; Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974; Rubin, 1986). There is
some debate within the social science community whether uses and gratifications is an
approach/perspective or theory. Some scholars have argued for its use as a theory
(Ruggiero, 2000; Rafaeli & Ariel, 2008), arguing that the emergence of CMC has revived
the approach as a cutting-edge theoretical approach for which to examine new media.
Uses and Gratifications has evolved since its early days, which focused solely on mass
media consumption, such as watching television or listening to the radio, but did not
specify specific needs types. Later studies, such as Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch (1974)
developed specific typologies, and outlined what has become the traditional five needs
clusters (Rubin, 1986)—including cognitive (seeking information and understanding),
affective (such as emotional or aesthetic interactions), social integrative (seeking status
or belonging), personal integrative (need for confidence and high self-esteem) and
diversion (entertainment). The social integrative need refers to the need to socialize with
family and friends and can include the following motivations, which are some of the most
prominent motivations for social media usage: Socialization and community building
(Rafaeli & Ariel, 2008; Rafaeli, Ariel, Hayat, 2007; Hanson & Haridakis, 2008; Park,
Kee, Valenzuela, 2009; Ballard, 2011), building new social contacts (Park et al., 2009;

Krishnatray, Singh, Raghavan & Arma, 2009) and maintaining current social contacts
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(Dunne, Lawlor, & Rowley (2010). Our study expands upon the social integrative need
by examining how Saudi college students use social media to gratify needs of relationship
development, maintenance, and communication with the opposite sex.

More recently, scholars have reexamined uses and gratifications within the context
of new media (Ruggiero, 2000; Rafaeli & Ariel, 2008; Sundar & Limperos, 2013; Lee,
Ma, & Go, 2011; Rathanyake & Winter, 2018).  Ruggiero (2000) found that the
traditional needs clusters were still valid; however, new media offered new ways to
analyze and apply them, such as examining interactivity, demassification and
asynchroneity of the Internet. Similarly, Moore and Chuang (2017) found that:

“The uses and gratifications approach...is a valid means by which to examine the

motivations and gratifications sought and obtained by users of new media,

specifically online social media platforms and virtual communities. However, the
examination of new needs and motivations is also needed in order to expand the

approach.” (p. 2318).

While some scholars have found that uses and gratification is useful in examining how
and why people use new media technologies (Ruggiero, 2000; Rafaeli & Ariel, 2008; Lee,
Ma, Goh, 2011; Moore & Chuang, 2017), others suggest modifying, expanding, and
refining the traditional needs clusters as new needs and affordances have emerged with
new media technologies (Sundar & Limperos, 2013; Rafaeli & Ariel, 2008; Rathanyake
& Winter, 2018).

With further advancement of new media technology, Sundar and Limperos (2013)
propose an affordance-based model (MAIN), rather than a user-centered approach, that

consists of modality—different types of presentation (such as audio or visual), agency—
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user ability to create content, interactivity—affordances that allow making real-time
changes to content, and navigability—affordances that enable users to move throughout
the platform (MAIN), rather than relying on the traditional needs clusters. MAIN
addresses new activities that emerged with new media technologies, such as mobility and
personal identity enhancement, which previous traditional media did not afford. While
Sundar and Limperos (2013) examined an array of new media, such as tablets and cell
phones, Rathanyake and Winter (2018) proposed a typology specifically for studying
social media uses and gratifications by expanding the components of the MAIN model to
apply specifically to the affordances of social media. The MAIN model was expanded to
include Modality—realism and “being there,” Agency—agency enhancement,
community building, bandwagon, and filtering, Interactivity—interaction, activity and
responsiveness, and Navigability—browsing and playing, proposing a typology
specifically for studying social media uses and gratifications. Both of these models take a
medium-related approach to uses and gratifications, rather than a user-centered approach
used by previous studies.

Overall, the uses and gratifications perspective has evolved over time to
accommodate new media technologies and has proven its use in the examination of why
and how people use certain media (Ruggiero, 2000; Rafaeli & Ariel, 2008; Sundar &
Limperos, 2013; Lee et al., 2011; Moore & Chuang, 2017). However, there is a need to
examine the application of uses and gratification not only within the context of new media
but also within the context of culture.

By applying uses and gratifications to Saudi student social media use, we are able to

examine the relevancy of uses and gratifications in the unique communicative
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environment of Saudi culture. In other words, we are able to see how Saudi students are
using social media as a tool to meet their needs of communicating and maintaining and
developing relationships with the opposite sex, which may otherwise not be allowed in
face-to-face environments. In particular, this study takes a user-centered approach and
expands on the traditional need cluster of “social integrative,” which is the need to
socialize with family and friends. Further, the discussion section will elaborate on how
our findings corroborate with recent affordance-based expansions (Sundar & Limperos,
2013; Rathanyake & Winter, 2018) of uses and gratifications and the traditional needs

clusters.

Research Questions

Overall, the literature review reveals similarities between western studies on
female usage of social media and the KSA. Women from both regions tend to use social
media for relationship maintenance (Muscanell & Guadagno, 2012; Kimbrough et al.
2013; Krasnova et al., 2017; Lin & Wang, 2020; Al-Talhi & Maarop, 2018; Askool,
2012). In contrast, men tend to use social networking sites to form new relationships
(Muscanell & Guadagno, 2012). In addition, although social media offers some
communication freedoms compared to that of face-to-face (Al-Saggaf, Williamson, and
Wekert, 2002; Guta and Karolak, 2015); in general, men and women tend to adhere to
certain societal gender norm expectations even within their social media communication
(Kimbrough et al., 2013; Askool, 2012). Therefore, this study puts forth the following

research question:

RQ1: How do male and female students use social media for the gratification of

(a) relationship development and maintenance needs with the opposite sex; (b)



Journal of Middle East Media, Vol. 15,2020 50

communication-interaction needs with the opposite sex?

Furthermore, the Arab family structure has shifted due to the economy,
globalization, and immigration, and many family members are geographically separated
due to fathers moving away for work (Ahmed, 2012) or adult children attaining a higher
education abroad, such as Saudi Arabia, which is the fourth largest sponsor of
international students to the U.S. (Taylor & Albasri, 2014). Furthermore, Social media
use can help people adjust to a new culture or country (Lin, Peng, Kim, Kim, and
LaRose, 2012). Given that most western countries (such as the U.S. and the U.K.) do not
place restrictions on contact with the opposite sex, the following research question is put
forth:

RQ2: How has social media influenced in-country and out-country Saudi
students’ contact with the opposite sex in terms of (a) relationship

development and maintenance; (b) communication-interaction?

Method

Participants

Participants included 221 Saudi students (60.6 % male and 39.4% female). The age
range of participants was between 18 and 40 years old, with 25% between 18-23; 57%
between 24-30; 18% over the age of 30. Although all participants were Saudi citizens,
65.6% were currently living in the KSA, 28.5% in the U.S., 4.9% in the U.K. and 1% in
Canada. Concerning academic level, 50.2% of participants were undergraduate students,
33.5% master’s degree students, 9.5% Ph.D. students and 6.8% other (e.g. diploma/ESL
students).

Procedure
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Surveys were administered via social media channels: Facebook, Twitter,
WhatsApp, Instagram and Snapchat. In addition, the Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission
(SACM) in the U.S.A. distributed surveys via their Facebook and Twitter accounts. The
SACM is one of the specialized agencies created by the Saudi government in 1951 to
administer programs and policies to meet the educational and cultural needs of Saudis
studying in the United States.

Measures

Two versions of the survey were utilized—one in Arabic and one in English.
Participants were asked to select either the Arabic or English version. Only 51 participants
utilized the survey in English.

Screening questions. Respondents under 18 were automatically excluded from the survey.
In addition, since this study focuses on Saudi citizens, non-Saudi citizens were excluded
from the survey. In total, there were 221 participants—218 participants were Saudi citizens,
and three were dual Saudi citizens—2 Saudi Americans; 1 Saudi-Palestinian. All
participants were Saudi students.

Participant Information. In addition to age and nationality, participants were also asked
to indicate their sex—Male/Female.

General social media usage. Five questions asked participants questions about their
general social media usage. For example, how often they use social media per day,
which social media platforms they use the most, what they use social media for, how
frequently they share their opinions via social media; and whether social media has
influenced their perspective of Saudi social issues.

Social media contact with the opposite sex. Twelve questions were asked in total in
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relation to social media contact with the opposite sex, which is comprised of two
variables: (a) relationship development and maintenance (b) communication-
interaction. Six questions were asked in relation to communication-interaction. These
questions asked participants to indicate on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) their level of agreement with each statement, such as: Since I started
using social media networks, I noticed that my ability to communicate with the
opposite sex has improved, and Using social media has made me more comfortable
having conversations with members of the opposite sex. Reliability was measured at
a Chronbach’s alpha level of .83.

Four questions were asked in relation to relationship development and
maintenance. These questions asked participants to indicate on a scale of 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) their level of agreement with each statement, such as: I
use social media to help me have more friends of the opposite sex, I use social media
to maintain relationships with members of the opposite sex, and I use social media to
help me get a date. Reliability was measured at a Chronbach’s alpha level of .80.

In addition, participants were asked to indicate how many friends of the
opposite sex they have because of social media. Participants were also asked to fill in
the blank to the following question: I use social media to get a date with the opposite
sex because I do not want to have trouble with a. my family, b. religious people, c. the
government, d. other, e. not applicable. For all questions, participants were able to

choose “not applicable.”

Results
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The results section will first discuss general social media usage in order to provide
context for how respondents are using social media and what needs such use gratifies.
This will be followed by the results that provide answers for our two main research
questions.

General Social Media Usage

According to our findings, on average, participants use social media 1-4 hours
per day (57.5%), 5-10 hours per day (32.5%), more than 10 hours a day (5%), less than
30 minutes a day (3.6%), and don’t use social media everyday (1.4%). Participants
ranked social media platform usage from most-used to least-used in the following
order: WhatsApp, Snapchat, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Facebook, and Other.
Their reasons for choosing to use social media are: Getting local news (71.5%),
keeping in touch with family (70.1%), maintaining friendships (68.8%), getting
international news (56.6%), searching for a job (37.6%), pursuing research (35.7%),
making friends (33%), other (17.6%), and pursuing romance (11.8%).

In response to whether using social media has affected their point of view
regarding Saudi social issues, 72.4% agree or strongly agree, 14.9% are neutral, 10.8%
disagree or strongly disagree and 1.8% chose not applicable. When asked whether they
share their opinions on social media, 19.9% responded never, while 80.1% share their
opinions at least once a week.

Social Media Contact with the Opposite Sex

RQ1 examined how male and female Saudi students use social media for the

gratification of (a) relationship development and maintenance needs with the opposite

sex; (b) communication-interaction needs with the opposite sex.
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An independent sample t-test was conducted to compare the relationship
development and maintenance and communication-interaction scores for males and
females. For relationship development and maintenance, there was a significant
difference in scores for males (M = 9.63, SD = 4.16) and females (M = 8.38, SD =
3.33; 1 (209.52) = 2.47, p < .05, two-tailed). The magnitude of the differences in the
means (mean difference = 1.25, 95% CI: .256 to 2.54) was small (eta square = .027).
The independent sample t-test demonstrates that males use social media to develop
and maintain relationships with the opposite sex (such as getting more friends of the
opposite sex, to maintain relationships with the opposite sex, and getting a date with
the opposite sex) more than females. For example, 26.9% of males agree to strongly
agree that with social media they have more friends of the opposite sex, compared to
19.5% of females. In addition, 26.2% of males agree to strongly agree that they use
social media to help them have more friends of the opposite sex, compared to just
12.6% of females.

For communication interaction, there was not a significant difference in scores
for males (M = 13.48, SD = 5.19) and females (M = 13.34, SD =4.87; ¢ (219) = .190,
p = .85, two-tailed). The magnitude of the differences in means (mean difference =
133, 95% CI: -1.24 to 1.51) was very small (eta squared = .0001). The findings
demonstrate that males and females do not differ in their communication-interaction
(improved ability to communicate, increased interactions, communicating more
comfortably with the opposite sex) with the opposite sex. For example, on average, a
third of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that social media has helped with their

interaction with their communication and interaction with the opposite sex. Notably
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30% of Saudi students agreed/strongly agreed that they use social media to interact
more freely with the opposite sex due to Saudi tradition restrictions, while 47%
disagreed/strongly disagreed.
Inside versus Outside the KSA

RQ2 examined how social media has influenced in-country and out-country
Saudi students’ contact with the opposite sex in terms of (a) relationship development
and maintenance; (b) communication-interaction. An independent sample t-test was
conducted to compare the relationship development and maintenance and
communication-interaction scores for Saudi students inside versus outside the KSA.

For relationship development and maintenance, there was a significant
difference in scores for inside the KSA (M = 8.53, SD = 3.63) and outside the KSA
(M =10.30, SD =4.13; t (219) = -3.28, p < .01, two-tailed). The magnitude of the
differences in the means (mean difference = -1.77, 95% CI: -2.83 to -.707) was small
to moderate (eta squared = .046). The findings demonstrate that Saudi students living
outside the KSA use social media to develop and maintain relationships with the
opposite sex significantly more than those living inside the KSA. For example, 31.5%
of Saudi students living outside the KSA agree to strongly agree that they use social
media to maintain relationships with the opposite sex, compared to 13.8% of Saudi
students living inside the KSA. In addition, 32.9% of Saudi students living outside the
KSA agree to strongly agree that with social media they have more friends of the
opposite sex, compared to 19.3% of Saudi students living inside the KSA.

For communication-interaction, there was a significant difference in scores for

Saudi students living inside the KSA (M = 12.54, SD =4.78) and Saudi students living
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outside the KSA (M = 15.12, SD = 5.18; t (219) = -3.70, p <.001, two-tailed). The
magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference = -2.58, 95% CI: -3.95 to
-1.20) was moderate (eta squared = .058). The findings demonstrate that Saudi
students living outside the KSA use social media for communication-interaction with
the opposite sex significantly more than Saudi students living inside the KSA. For
example, 50% of Saudi students living outside the KSA agree to strongly agree that
social media has made them more comfortable interacting with the opposite sex,
compared to 28.3% of Saudi students living inside the KSA. In addition, 44.7% of
Saudi students living outside the KSA agree to strongly agree that their ability to
communicate with the opposite sex has improved since using social media, compared
to 33.8% of Saudi students living within the KSA.
Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine how Saudi students use social media to
gratify needs of relationship development and maintenance and communication with
the opposite sex given cultural restrictions on such activity. In particular, our study
addressed two questions: RQ1: How do male and female Saudi students use social
media for the gratification of (a) relationship development and maintenance needs with
the opposite sex; (b) communication-interaction needs with the opposite sex? and
RQ2: How has social media influenced in-country and out-country Saudi students’
contact with the opposite sex in terms of (a) relationship development and
maintenance; (b) communication-interaction?

First, according to our findings, males use social media for the gratification of

relationship development and maintenance needs with the opposite sex more than
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females. Although, social media is being used to establish relationships that may not
otherwise occur in face-to-face environments due to cultural restrictions, according to
Kimbrough, et al. (2013), men and women still adhere to gender role expectations even
when they have the freedom to act. Therefore, even though social media provides an
environment where women may participate more freely (Guta & Karolak, 2015),
cultural/social norms and values may still hold strong. However, there was not a
significant difference between men and women in terms of communication-interaction
with the opposite sex. This may indicate that men and women are communicating and
interacting with the opposite sex at a more equal rate. As previously noted, Saudi
females are more comfortable interacting with the opposite sex when they know it
does not go against societal beliefs (Alkahtani, 2012), such as collaborating with other
students via social media, which does not go against religious or cultural values
because they are not physically intermingling. However, relationship development and
maintenance in our study included items such as “I use social media to help me get a
date/have premarital relationships with opposite sex,” and “I use social media to
maintain relationships with members of the opposite sex.” Thus, women may have felt
more comfortable simply interacting with members of the opposite sex, but not
developing a relationship, such as dating. According to Askool (2012), women have
more concerns about social media than men due to social and cultural norms in Saudi
society.

Second, our results show a statistically significant difference between Saudi
citizens living abroad versus those living within the KSA in regard to both developing

and maintaining relationships with the opposite sex and communication-interaction.
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For both variables, those living abroad had higher scores than those living within the
KSA, indicating a higher use of social media to develop/maintain relationships with
and communicate with the opposite sex. The majority of these students were living
within the U.S. or the U.K. Given that these students are living geographically
separated from their family and friends, it is not surprising that they have a higher use
of social media to develop/maintain relationships with and communicate with the
opposite sex. It is likely that they are using social media to both keep in touch with
friends and family back home and create new contacts in their new cultural
environments. It could also indicate social media being used as a tool for cultural
adaptation. Chi (2015) found that international students with more social relations
within the community experienced fewer difficulties with acculturation. Social media
has also been useful in helping people adjust to a new culture or country (Lin, et al.,
2012). Therefore, it is possible that Saudi students studying abroad are using social
media to not only communicate with friends and family back home, but to establish
new networks of friends in their current cultural environment, including members of
the opposite sex. Communicating with members of the opposite sex, such as new
classmates, via social media may feel more comfortable to Saudi students studying
abroad who may not yet be used to physically mingling with members of the opposite
sex. For example, a study of Saudi graduate students studying abroad found gender-
related differences as one of the main challenges to acculturation, such as American
male students sitting next to Saudi female students (Young & Snead, 2017). Social
media offers a non-physical space for these interactions to occur.

Theoretical Implications
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The findings of this study expand the social integrative need within Rubin’s
traditional needs clusters by examining it within Saudi culture, where interaction with
opposite sex outside of the family is prohibited and interaction within the family is
limited. The social integrative need pertains to the need to socialize with family and
friends. It includes motivations such as community building (Rafaeli & Ariel, 2008;
Rafaeli, Ariel, Hayat, 2007; Hanson & Haridakis, 2008; Park, Kee, Valenzuela, 2009;
Ballard, 2011), building new social contacts (Park et al., 2009; Krishnatray, Singh,
Raghavan & Arma, 2009), and maintaining current social contacts (Dunne, Lawlor, &
Rowley (2010). Overall, our findings demonstrate men and women use social media
to gratify social integrative needs; however, not in all cases—men use social media
for relationship development and maintenance needs more than women, but men and
women use social media for communication-interaction needs at an equal rate. In
addition, Saudi students use social media to gratify social integrative needs; however,
more so under certain conditions—Iliving outside of the KSA. Therefore, the findings
indicate that Uses and Gratifications perspective should be expanded to take sex,
culture and location into account.

Furthermore, Saudi student use of social media to interact with the opposite
sex also points to the affordances of social media that allows for user agency.
Rathanyake and Winter’s (2018) expansion of Sundar and Limperos’ (2013)
accordance based MAIN model expands the factors of Agency, including such items
as: “Social media help me to have real interactions with people although I am not in
physical proximity,” “Social media allow me to freely express my opinions,” “Social

media allow me to freely assert my identity,” and “Social media allow me to have my
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say” (p.377). Furthermore, Rathanyake and Winter (2018) also include community
building, which includes items such as, “Social media help me to be part of a
community that [ would not otherwise have been part of,” and “Social media allow me
to build a network that could bring me social support” (p. 378). From this perspective,
the affordances of social media may allow for more freedom for Saudi students to
interact with members of the opposite sex of whom they would otherwise not have
face-to-face interaction. For women in Saudi society, in particular, not being bound to
physical appearance means they are freer to craft their personas according to how they
see themselves, rather than how society views them. “[Saudi women] were able to
articulate themselves for whom they think they really are, not whom the society wants
them to be” (Guta & Karolak, 2015, p. 124). However, according to our findings,
although the medium provides the tools for the interaction to occur, some may choose
not to engage with the opposite sex for certain types of communication, such as
establishing relationships because of cultural factors, such as Saudi females who tend
to be more comfortable interacting with the opposite sex when it does not go against
societal beliefs (Alkahtani, 2012), such as virtually/non-physically interacting with
classmates. Furthermore, the findings of our study indicate that the location of the
interaction, even via social media, which does not have a “physical space,” can
influence the whether communication and relationship development needs with the
opposite sex are gratified. Future research should examine application of affordance-

based uses and gratification models within the context of culture, sex, and location.

Practical Implications
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The findings of this study also have implications for practitioners. As social
media expands globally, stakeholders should be aware of the impact that its use has on
changing social structures. This awareness can help to appropriately design social
media for certain contexts. According to Choi, Chu, and Kim (2012), design should
take into consideration social interaction needs. For example, Cyworld (South Korean
social media platform) reinforces exclusive relationships consistent with Korean
(vertical collectivist) cultural practices of interacting with more strong ties whereas,
Facebook is more liberal in accepting loose relationship formation. Our study found
that male and female Saudi students tend to use social media to communicate and
interact with the opposite sex more equally; however, women are not as comfortable
using it for relationship development and maintenance, such as getting a date.
Therefore, designers could design social media platforms to focus more on
communication-interaction, such as focused discussion topics, rather than focusing on
developing relationships. Furthermore, acknowledging that Saudi students living
inside and outside the KSA use social media differently could also impact training
provided to Saudi students studying abroad. According to Young and Snead (2017),
there is a need for more support provided by university personnel and professors
during the acculturation process of Saudi students studying abroad. Furthermore,
social media has also been useful in helping people adjust to a new culture or country
(Lin, et al., 2012). Therefore, more cultural training should be provided both during
pre-departure and while studying abroad regarding host country social media practices
and using social media as a tool for both keeping in touch with friends and family back

home and acculturation into the host country.
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Limitations and Future Studies

The limitations of this study leave potential for future studies in this area. First,
participants were asked to self-report their social media usage regarding the opposite
sex. Since interaction with the opposite sex is taboo in Saudi society, although the
survey was anonymous and confidential, it is possible that some participants may have
downplayed their interaction or not wanted to report their interaction due to fear of
negative repercussions. Second, this study specifically examines Saudi college
students and may not be generalized to a larger population of Saudi social media users.
Future studies should use random or systematic sampling in order to be representative
of a larger population of Saudi social media users. Future studies could also follow-up
on those who indicated they are using social media to interact with the opposite sex.
Third, our study does not examine strategies for maintaining relationships on social
media, rather we examine simply whether it is used to maintain relationships and
communicate with the opposite sex. Future studies should examine in which way
social media is used to maintain relationships. Fourth, future studies should examine
the influence of the length of time living outside the KSA. Fifth, with the exception of
survey items that indicate the type of relationship (e.g. dating; family), whether
interactions occurred with family members, friends, or romantic partners is not
specified. Future studies should examine the type of relationship in which the
interaction occurs. Finally, this study focused on the use of social media to gratify
social integrative needs. Future studies should examine the impact of Saudi culture on

other needs.
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Conclusion

Overall, the findings of this study indicate that social media is being used by
Saudi students to establish relationships and communication with the opposite sex
that may not occur in face-to-face environments due to cultural restrictions.
However, this use is influenced by one’s current country of residence, where
establishing and maintaining relationships and communication with the opposite sex
occurs more frequently outside the KSA than inside, and males maintain and develop
relationships with the opposite sex via social media more than females. Thus,
although Saudi students use social media to meet their social integrative needs, they
do not do so in all cases or settings. Therefore, uses and gratifications is in need of
further expansion—social integrative needs should account for sex, current place of

residence, and culture.
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