West Chester University
Digital Commons @ West Chester University

Anthropology & Sociology College of Arts & Sciences

4-201S8

Mediatization in the Arab World: A Cross-Cultural
Comparison of New Media Use

Julie B. Wiest
West Chester University of Pennsylvania, jwiest@wcupa.edu

Nahed Eltantawy
High Point University

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/anthrosoc facpub

b Part of the Communication Technology and New Media Commons, and the Social Psychology
and Interaction Commons

Recommended Citation

Wiest, J. B., & Eltantawy, N. (2015). Mediatization in the Arab World: A Cross-Cultural Comparison of New Media Use. Online
Journal of Communication and Media Technologies, S(2), 120-142. Retrieved from http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/
anthrosoc_facpub/31

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the College of Arts & Sciences at Digital Commons @ West Chester University. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Anthropology & Sociology by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ West Chester University. For more
information, please contact wcressler@wcupa.edu.


http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/anthrosoc_facpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/cas?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/anthrosoc_facpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/327?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/430?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/430?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/anthrosoc_facpub/31?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/anthrosoc_facpub/31?utm_source=digitalcommons.wcupa.edu%2Fanthrosoc_facpub%2F31&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:wcressler@wcupa.edu

o f MA Online Journal of Communication and Media Technologies
HT Volume: 5 — Issue: 2 April - 2015

Mediatization in the Arab World: A Cross-Cultural Comparison of New Media Use

Julie B. Wiest, West Chester University of Pennsylvania, USA
Nahed Eltantawy, High Point University, USA

Abstract

New media (including online and cellular technologies) are being embraced around the
world, and younger people have led the way in their adoption. These technologies have
spread particularly quickly in the Middle East as a result of innovations in satellite, cellular,
and Internet technology. In addition, the Arab Spring was a major milestone for new media
adoption in the Middle East and helped define appropriate uses for these technologies.
Although they have been used for activism and expression, evidence suggests that these are
not (or perhaps are no longer) the primary uses of these technologies among young Arabs.
Drawing on the concept of mediatization in an analysis of surveys of American and Arab
young people, this study explores cultural influences in recent online and cellular technology
use in the Arab world, as well as cultural consequences of the increasing adoption of these
technologies. In particular, it identifies and explores similarities and differences among the
two groups regarding ownership of devices, online and cellular activities, and frequency of
these activities. Findings reiterate the prominence of new media in the Arab world and
suggest a continuing influence of traditional values, as well as an increasing influence of

Western culture.

Keywords: cell phones, Internet, mediatization, new media, United Arab Emirates, United
States
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New media (including online and cellular technologies) have become ubiquitous in much of
the world. Looking first at the United States, about 85 percent of Americans'are Internet
users, and nearly all (96 percent) Americans ages 18-29 use the Internet (Rainie, 2012).
About 88 percent of U.S. adults own a cell phone, and those ages 18-29 are the most likely to
use their cell phone to access the Internet as well as the most likely to own a smart phone
(Zickuhr & Smith, 2012). When it comes to social media, about 69 percent of U.S. Internet
users use those services, including about 92 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds (Rainie, Smith,
Schlozman, Brady, & Verba, 2012).

Other Western nations appear to have similar levels of new media adoption. The Pew
Research Center (2011) examined digital communication within 21 nations, finding similar
levels of Internet, cell phone, and social media use in the five Western nations that were
included in the study (Britain, France, Germany, Spain, and the United States). In non-
Western countries, cell phone ownership is particularly widespread: Of the 16 non-Western
nations surveyed by the Pew Research Center (2011), approximately half or more of those
populations use cell phones (from 48 percent in Pakistan to 95 percent in Jordan and Israel).
But social media use varies more in non-Western nations. More than half of Israel’s
population use social media services, for example, compared to about half in Russia, one-
third in China, one-quarter in Japan, and less than one-tenth in India (Pew Research Center,
2011). In nearly every country around the world, however, young people are more likely than
middle-aged and older people to use online and cellular technologies (Pew Research Center,
2011).

The Arab world, in particular, has embraced new media. Although government control and
censorship of traditional forms of mass media continue in the Middle East, innovations in
satellite, cellular, and Internet technology are helping unlock the media environment. The
number of Internet users in the region has grown rapidly, especially during and since the
Arab Spring, and is expected to reach 100 million by 2015 (Ghannam, 2011). Despite this,
there is national variation in Internet adoption, with about half of those in Israel using the

Internet, one-quarter in Jordan, and even fewer in Lebanon and Egypt (Pew Research Center,

! American is used throughout to refer to residents of the United States of America.
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2011). Although it is one of the smallest Middle Eastern nations in terms of population
(Central Intelligence Agency, 2012), the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is an Internet adoption
leader in the Arab world, with about 70 percent of its population online (World Bank, 2011).
Cell phone ownership also has increased in the Middle East, with the majority in several
countries (e.g., Jordan, Lebanon, and Egypt) reporting that they own a cell phone and
regularly use it to make phone calls and send text messages (Pew Research Center, 2011).
With increasing access to Internet and cell phones, a growing number of Middle East
residents use social media services (Pew Research Center, 2011; Salem & Mourtada, 2012).
Facebook is the most popular social media service in the Arab world, with about 45.2 million
users (about 12 percent of the region’s population), which is almost triple the 16 million Arab
users in 2010 (Salem & Mourtada, 2012). Twitter also is rapidly gaining in popularity, with
nearly 2.1 million users (Salem & Mourtada, 2012). When considering population size, the
United Arab Emirates leads the Arab region in Facebook users, while Turkey leads for
Twitter (Salem & Mourtada, 2012).

It is clear that new media are being embraced in many nations around the world and that
younger people have led the way in the adoption of online and cellular technologies. Of
interest here is the rapid spread of new media within the Arab world and the potential social
and cultural implications. Comparing online and cellular technology use in the United Arab
Emirates and the United States will not only contribute to knowledge in this area, but it also
may suggest evidence of social and cultural change within the Arab world. Findings also

could have important implications for other non-Western cultures.

Literature Review

New Media in the Arab World

Online and cellular technologies have provided new opportunities for information sharing,
personal expression, social networking, and activism, especially in regions like the Middle
East, where these activities traditionally have been limited in the public sphere (Al-Jenaibi,
2011). Even before the Arab Spring, scholars suggested the important role these technologies
were playing for social and cultural change. Al-Saggaf (2006) explored the potential for
online technologies to foster civic engagement in the Arab world by examining readers’
comments on a popular television station website. Studying Internet use in Palestine,
Aouragh (2008) suggested that the technology has altered the tactics of activists and
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strengthened social and political agency among citizens. Mohamed (2011) explored the ways
in which Egyptian bloggers helped transform traditional journalism, enhance activism, and
expand the public sphere. Finally, several scholars have studied the ways in which Arab
women use blogs (Elsadda, 2010; Monteiro, 2008) and email (Al-Hail, 2005) to challenge

prevailing socio-cultural norms in the region.

The use of these technologies for social and political activism has been the subject of many
studies since the Arab Spring, when their use increased dramatically in the region, with most
concluding that they were an integral force in launching and sustaining the revolutions (e.g.,
Al-Jenaibi, 2011; Al-Momani, 2011; Alqudsi-ghabra, 2012; Eltantawy&Wiest, 2011;
Iskander, 2011; Russell, 2011; Salem & Mourtada, 2012; Wall & El Zahed, 2011; Weber,
2011). The impact was not just felt in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya: After examining new media
trends in 22 Arab countries immediately after the Arab Spring, Mourtada and Salem (2011)
concluded that new media played a vital role in “mobilization, empowerment, shaping
opinions, and influencing change” (p. 24) in the region and would continue to play a

powerful role in political and economic developments there.

Despite the evidence that Arabs, particularly younger residents, used new media for activism
and expression before, during, and after the Arab Spring, other studies have found that these
generally are not their primary uses of these technologies, especially recently. An analysis of
new media use among UAE college students one year after the Arab Spring (Wiest &
Eltantawy, 2012) indicates that this group mostly uses the Internet and cell phones for social
purposes and that interest in using new media for activism or for gaining or sharing political
knowledge is extremely low. Another study of UAE college students (Ayyad, 2011) found
that their primary reasons for accessing the Internet were for social and entertainment
purposes and to locate information for their studies or about current events. Also studying
UAE college students, Sokol and Sisler (2010) found privacy concerns regarding Internet use,
despite their widespread use of online technologies, and these concerns tended to be highest
among those most lacking in social power. Studying Arab Americans, Muhtaseb and Frey
(2008) found that information-seeking was the most salient motive for using the Internet.
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Cultural Influences in New Media Use

Although no studies were found that compare new media use between Americans and Arabs,
a number of studies examined cultural influences in the ownership and uses of online and
cellular technologies. Shuter and Chattopadhyay (2010) found cultural differences in text
messaging norms — or what they call “textiquette” — between Americans and Indians. Indian
participants preferred to send and read received text messages in private settings and while in
the company of significant others (i.e., family members or a romantic partner), while
American participants preferred to text in public settings and while in the presence of
insignificant others (i.e., strangers/acquaintances or friends) (Shuter & Chattopadhyay, 2010).
Sreekumar’s (2011) study also found that cell phones were mostly used as a means for
collective communication among fishers in Kerula, India. Campbell (2007a) found more
tolerance of cell phone use in public among American and Swedish participants compared to
participants from Japan. In a different study, Campbell (2007b) found that Japanese
participants were tolerant of cell phone use in a classroom but not on a sidewalk or bus, while

Taiwanese participants were tolerant of cell phone use in a theater, restaurant, and classroom.

Leonardi (2003) found that U.S. Latinos drew on cultural values regarding good
communication to evaluate the usefulness of cell phones, computers, and the Internet. In
general, participants indicated that cell phones can facilitate the kind of contact that is
necessary for good social relations, while they found the impersonal nature of computers and
the Internet to be damaging to interpersonal communication (Leonardi, 2003). In his study of
cell phone use among young Latinos in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Mexico, the United
States, and Uruguay, Albarran (2009) found that only the U.S. participants preferred using
cell phones to share social information with friends, while participants in the other five

countries preferred face-to-face communication.

Barray and Bouvier (2011) found differences in Welsh and UAE students’ use of Facebook,
which they attribute to a cultural dissimilarity in communication preferences. The Arab
students indicated a preference for using Facebook as a means for collective communication
(e.g., they preferred to post messages on “walls,” rather than send individual messages) or to
reach out to the world, while the Welsh students tended to view Facebook as an extension of
their offline social life and used it to maintain personal relationships (Barray & Bouvier,
2011). Similarly, Vasalou, Joinson, and Courvoisier (2010) found differences in motivations
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for using Facebook and time spent with the service among participants from the United
States, the United Kingdom, Italy, and France. And Barker and Ota (2011) found cultural
influences in social networking service use among Japanese and American young women:
The Japanese women were more likely to restrict their communication to a select group of
friends and preferred more privacy and closeness in their correspondence compared to the

American women.

Several scholars have suggested that new media can lead to cultural and social change.
Wasserman (2011), for example, theorized about the possibilities presented by cellular
technologies for encouraging political participation and democratic debate within Africa.
Harp, Bachmann, and Guo (2012) explored the ways in which activists in China, Latin
America, and the United States use new media for mobilization. Lin and Tong (2007)
examined texting among young people in Hong Kong, concluding that the cellular
technology is contributing to gradual change in the traditional gendered communication
patterns among that group. Specifically, the scholars found that, via text, young men were
more willing to express their emotions and inner thoughts with their friends and that young
women were more willing to take on active and expressive social roles, especially those
involving activities more traditionally associated with men, such as initiating a romantic
relationship (Lin & Tong, 2007).

In sum, a number of scholars have explored the role of culture in uses of and attitudes about
online and cellular technologies, as well as the role of these technologies in facilitating
cultural and social change. Of particular interest in this study, several scholars have examined
the role of these technologies in the Arab world, especially as they helped sustain the Arab
Spring revolutions, yet few have examined uses of these technologies in the contemporary
Arab world or factors affecting observed patterns of use. This study, guided by the theoretical

framework explained next, helps fill that gap.

“Mediatization” of Culture and Society

Although the concept of mediatization has been used in various contexts to characterize
media influence (e.g., Schulz, 2004; Thompson, 1995), Hjarvard (2008) proposed a clearer
conceptualization that may be used as a theory of media influence on culture and society.
Hjarvard (2008) explained his concept of mediatization as a process of highly modern
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societies such that mass media can no longer be conceived as separate from cultural and
social institutions. To say that society and culture have become mediatized is to say that
“social and cultural institutions and modes of interactions are changed as a consequence of
the growth of the media’s influence” (Hjarvard, 2008, p. 114). The process is twofold: Media
have both “become integrated into the operations of other social institutions” while also
having “acquired the status of social institutions in their own right” (emphasis is original)
(Hjarvard, 2008, p. 113). Hjarvard (2008) suggested that one consequence of mediatization is
that social interactions begin to take place via the media.

Because it is linked to modernity, mediatization is primarily a development of highly
industrialized — and mostly Western — nations during the latter years of the 20th century
(Hjarvard, 2008). However, mediatization is affecting more and more nations as globalization
progresses (Hjarvard, 2008). Chen (2012) examined the rapid development of new media
around the world and argued that the speed at which online and cellular technologies have
spread has “resulted in the inability of traditional values to keep pace with the new cultural
values produced by new media” (p. 4). Singh (2010) agreed, arguing that the “threads which
bind the cultural identities are being replaced with new, alien, textured, colorful, attractive
but weak threads of new media” (p. 89). This suggests that Western culture — spread through
new media — is being integrated into non-Western cultures more quickly and with less

resistance than in the past. This may be especially true for younger generations (Singh, 2010).

There is evidence that these technologies have accelerated the dissemination of a heavily
Western dominant global culture in the Arab world. One example of this is the continued use
of Western languages in text messages and Twitter messages despite the introduction of the
Arabic keyboard in 2000. Salem and Mourtada (2012) found that Arabic is the preferred
language of Facebook users in seven Arab countries — Yemen, Palestine, Libya, Iraq, Egypt,
Saudi Arabia, and Jordan — but English is still the preference for about 20 percent to 45
percent of users in those countries. English is preferred by majorities in Oman, Bahrain,
Kuwait, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Lebanon, and Somalia, and French is preferred by
majorities in Mauritania, Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia, and Comoros (Salem & Mourtada,
2012). Haggan (2007) found that most text messages sent in Kuwait are either typed in
English only or some combination or English and Arabic, with only 27.4 percent of messages
sent in Arabic only. In addition, Daoudi (2011) suggests that globalization has led to the
development of an “e-Arabic,” or an adaptation of the Arabic language specifically for new
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media that borrows from Western languages and incorporates Western online communication

styles, including the use of emoticons.

Methodology

Research Questions

Based on the studies and concepts just reviewed, we seek to explore cultural influences and
implications in the adoption of new media by examining similarities and differences between
young Arabs and young Americans in their uses of online and cellular technologies.
Therefore, we pose the following research questions:

RQ1.: Is there a relationship between online and cellular device ownership and nationality?
RQ2: Is there a relationship between online and cellular activities and nationality?

RQ3: Does the frequency of online and cellular activities vary by nationality?

Data Collection

To compare the uses of online and cellular technologies among young Arabs and young
Americans, we compiled a unique dataset using data from two separate surveys asking about
uses of and attitudes about online and cellular technologies. The first survey was designed
and administered over the phone from June 26 to September 24, 2009, by researchers with
the Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project (see Lenhart, Purcell, Smith,
&Zickuhr, 2010). The researchers composed a representative sample of 800 teenagers living
in the continental United States. The full survey and SPSS dataset are accessible via the Pew

website.

We designed the second survey using many of the same questions asked on the Pew survey
so that we would be able to easily compare results. Our survey was administered online from
February 28 to April 28, 2012, and completed by 179 undergraduate students at four
universities in the United Arab Emirates: University of Sharjah (private), American
University of Sharjah (private), Zayed University (private), and United Arab Emirates
University (public). (Recruiting participants mostly within private institutions helped to draw
a more representative sample of Arab young adults, as public universities in the United Arab
Emirates only admit UAE nationals.) We gained access to the students through university
instructors with whom we had established contact. The United Arab Emirates was selected as
an ideal site for accessing young Arabs for three major reasons. First, although most of its
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residents are Arab and Muslim, it also has a diverse population in terms of nationality and
includes many Arabs and Muslims from neighboring countries (U.S. Department of State,
2011). Second, the United Arab Emirates is more balanced than most other Arab countries in
terms of the ages and gender of new media adopters (Salem & Mourtada, 2012). Third, a
large majority (about 90 percent) of online and cellular technology users in the United Arab
Emirates prefer to use English in their communications (Salem &, Mourtada 2012), which
helped ensure that respondents would feel confident and comfortable with our English-

language survey.

Sample

The final sample includes 979 teenagers and young adults: 800 American and 179 Arab. The
American sample includes more male respondents than female (53.6% male), and the Arab
sample is heavily female (73.3% female), making the combined sample nearly even (51.1%
female). The apparent gender imbalance of the Arab sample is consistent with the population
of college students within the United Arab Emirates (Abdulla & Ridge, 2011), though
inconsistent with the largely male composition of the United Arab Emirates and most of the
Arab world (Telhami, 2003). Although the American sample includes respondents ages 12-17
and the Arab sample includes respondents ages 18-26, the samples are more comparable than
it may appear. First, the American sample skews older (i.e., most of the respondents are 15-
17 years old), and the Arab sample skews younger (i.e., most of the respondents are 18-22
years old). Further, Lenhart et al. (2010) found that American teens and young adults use
online and cellular technologies in extremely similar ways, except when it comes to Twitter,

which American young adults are more likely to use than American teens.

Analysis

The final dataset is composed only of variables that were included in both separate surveys,
and each variable was tested separately. In total, there was one independent variable (the
grouping variable nationality — either Arab or American); 30 dependent variables (five
addressing device ownership, 16 addressing online activities, and nine addressing frequency
of online activities); and two control variables (gender and age). Therefore, each of the three
research questions contained multiple hypotheses for testing (see Table 1). We were
interested in relationships between the independent and dependent variables, but because the
sample sizes are uneven and the Arab sample is not normally distributed, we used
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nonparametric statistics for analysis. (The one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test revealed
that none of the variables from the Arab sample is normally distributed. However, this may
indicate unusual population characteristics, as the data appear comparable to national
composition data and data described in related literature.) For variables measured at least at
the ordinal level, the Mann-Whitney test was used to investigate differences in responses
between the Arab and American samples. For variables measured at the nominal level, chi-

square tests were performed. Results are compiled in Table 1.

Results

Significant differences were found between the samples for nearly all dependent variables.
For Research Question 1, four of the five testing hypotheses were supported. There were
significant relationships between the samples regarding ownership of cell phones, personal
computers, game consoles, and portable gaming devices, but not for MP3 players. Nearly all
Arab respondents reported owning a computer (99.4%) and a cell phone (98.3%), while
68.5% of the American sample reported owning a computer and 78.1% a cell phone. In
contrast, the American respondents were more likely to own game systems: 80.5% reported
owning a game console (compared to 53.5% of Arab respondents) and 51% reported owning
a portable game console (compared to 34.3% of Arab respondents). The two groups were
close on MP3 player ownership, with 81.3% of the American sample and 75.6% of the Arab

sample owning the devices.

For Research Question 2, 15 of the 16 testing hypotheses were supported. More Arab
respondents reported using the Internet (99.4% compared to 91.6%), email (99.4% compared
to 69%), social networking services (87.4% compared to 74%), and Twitter (70.1% compared
to 8.2%); visiting virtual worlds (15.2% compared to 8.2%); creating or working on an online
journal or blog (43% compared to 13.2%); remixing online material into an original work
(59.3% compared to 20%); sharing an original work online (70.9% compared to 40.1%);
searching online for uncomfortable health information (72.6% compared to 16.6%);
searching online for health, dieting, or fitness information (85.1% compared to 30.2%);
searching online for information about current events or politics (81.4% compared to 63.8%);
and using the Internet on a personal computer (99.4% compared to 93.4%), personal game
console (34.6% compared to 24.7%), personal portable gaming device (39.4% compared to
19.4%), and personal cell phone (92.6% compared to 26.9%). The only area in which no
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significant difference was found was in online purchasing, with similar percentages of both
groups reporting purchasing items online (54.1% of the Arab sample and 49.3% of the

American sample).

For Research Question 3, eight of the nine testing hypotheses were supported. Nearly all of
the Arab respondents reported using the Internet at least daily, with 92% reporting use several
times a day (compared to 37.1% of American respondents) and another 5.7% reporting use
about once a day (compared to 27.3% of American respondents). In all other areas, however,
the American respondents reported more frequent use than the Arab respondents, including
frequency of posting comments to a friend’s blog (53.5% reported “every day,” compared to
12% of the Arab sample); frequency of adding comments to a friend’s picture (82.6%
reported “every day,” compared to 16.6% of the Arab sample); frequency of posting
comments to a friend’s page or wall (86.6% reported “every day,” compared to 24.7% of the
Arab sample); frequency of joining groups on a social networking service (42.3% reported
“every day,” compared to 19.6% of the Arab sample); frequency of sending a bulletin or
group message to a group of friends (50% reported “every day,” compared to 17.1% of the
Arab sample); frequency of sending instant messages or text messages to a friend through
social networking services (58.6% reported “every day,” compared to 36.1% of the Arab
sample); and frequency of sending private messages to a friend within social networking
services (70.1% reported “every day,” compared to 23.8% of the Arab sample). The only area
in which no significant difference was found was in the frequency of cell phone use to
browse or update social networking profiles: Most of the Arab respondents and all of the

American respondents reported doing this every day or several times per week.

Discussion

These results suggest similarities between young Arabs and young Americans regarding uses
of online and cellular technologies, as well as important differences. Caution should be used
in evaluating some of these results, however, as some of the significant relationships found
may be at least partly attributed to differences between the samples. For example, age
differences between the two groups likely explain differences in computer and cell phone
ownership. In addition, group differences at least partly explain the enormous difference
observed in Twitter use (70.1% of the Arab sample reported using the service, compared to
just 8.2% of the American sample). As mentioned previously, Twitter use is one area in
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which American teens and young adults differ, with American teens less likely than
American young adults to use the service (Lenhart et al., 2010). Lenhart et al. (2010) found
that about one-third of American young adults use Twitter, which is perhaps a better
comparison for our Arab sample, albeit still representing a large difference in use between the
groups. Findings from other studies (e.g., Salem & Mourtada, 2012) suggest that new media
adoption during the Arab Spring may have fueled an enormous growth in Twitter use in the

region.

Four findings should be emphasized because of their unique contributions to the literature.
First, the study results indicate that young Arabs and Americans are participating in similar
online and cellular activities, but Americans’ participation is more frequent, especially when
it comes to activities that are primarily social in nature. The Arab participants also engage in
social activities online (commenting on a friend’s blog, photograph, page or wall; joining
groups on a social networking service; sending group or personal messages via a social
networking service; and using cell phones to browse or update social networking profiles),
but not as frequently as the American participants. The Arab participants, however, reported

more frequent Internet use overall.

Second, although the Arab participants used online and cellular technologies for social
purposes, they appear less likely than the American participants to use them for private or
personal connections. This is consistent with findings from previous studies of online and
cellular communication patterns of more collectivistic cultures (Albarran, 2009; Barray &
Bouvier, 2011; Leonardi, 2003). In general, the Arab participants preferred to use the Internet
and cell phones mostly for information-seeking, which is also consistent with previous
studies (Ayyad, 2011; Muhtaseb & Frey, 2008). This may indicate discomfort with private or
personal communication because of cultural taboos or privacy concerns (Sokol & Sisler,
2010). It also may indicate fear of the consequences of such communication in a region with
a long history of government control and censorship of expression. Despite recent changes,
the United Arab Emirates has among the lowest levels of Internet freedom in the Middle East
(Salem & Mourtada, 2011).

Third, in addition to using the Internet for information-seeking more than American

participants, the Arab participants were searching for particular kinds of information online:
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mostly information about current events or politics, as well as health, dieting, and fitness
topics. The prevalence of online news-seeking among this group may indicate a continued
mistrust of public sources of information and local media in the Arab world. Despite some
unlocking of the media environment in the Middle East, the UAE government maintains a
high level of control over the local press, and many journalists also practice self-censorship
(El-Baltaji, 2009; Human Rights Watch, 2011). The prevalence of searching for information
on health topics likely reflects the female-heavy gender composition of the Arab sample, as
well as contemporary social problems in the Gulf region such as increasing rates of obesity
and related health problems like cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, and cancer (Moosa, 2002;
Ng et al., 2011).

Fourth, the Arab participants appear to be much more involved in creative activities online,
especially creating or working on an online journal or blog, remixing online material into an
original work, and sharing an original work online. This finding likely can be explained by a
variety of factors in the region, including the growth of Internet access and a general lack of
outlets for personal expression offline. In addition, online piracy is common in the region,
partly due to a lack of awareness of copyright laws, as well as difficulties in their
enforcement (e.g., Al Qasimi, 2011; Al-Rafee & Rouibah, 2010).

Conclusions

There is clear evidence of mediatization in the Arab world. New media have been embraced
by large proportions of the population and have become integrated into public and private
life. Social interactions regularly take place via these technologies, and the technologies serve
as primary agents of socialization and cultural dissemination. There also is strong evidence of
cultural influences in the attitudes toward and uses of these technologies. Much of this
influence appears to be traditional, in that young Arabs’ uses of the technologies still conform
in some ways to traditional values and longstanding social constraints. However, there is
evidence of change. The media environment is opening up somewhat in the Arab world, with
increased opportunities for information sharing, self-expression, and the formation of social
relationships, and this is reflected in the Arab participants’ uses of and attitudes about these
technologies. At the same time, this changing environment also encourages increased
exposure to other cultures. Similarities found between the young Arabs and young Americans

in this study suggest a growing adoption of a global — and primarily Western — culture.
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Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

There are several important limitations to this study that should be considered in evaluating
these findings and embarking on future research in this area. We urge further research to
address these limitations and contribute to better understanding of the influence of the
cultural, historical, and social contexts in the ways different groups use online and cellular
technologies. Expanding knowledge in this area will contribute to understanding the impacts
of new media, mass media, and globalized culture. Based on study limitations, we have four

specific suggestions for future research.

First, this study should be replicated with data drawn from more recent timeframes. The Pew
data is the most recent available that provides a comparable American sample for our Arab
sample, yet those data were collected nearly three years before the Arab data were collected.
More recent U.S. studies indicate that there is likely little difference between American
young adults and teens from 2009 to 2012 in their uses of and attitudes about online and
cellular technologies (e.g., Lenhart, 2012; Smith, 2011; Smith & Brenner, 2012), but further
research is needed.

Second, it would be useful to conduct a similar study using data drawn from the Egyptian
population. Egypt’s revolution was part of the Arab Spring, and Egyptians lead the Arab
world in use of new media for activism (Ghannam, 2011). It would be interesting to compare
young people’s new media use there with use in the United Arab Emirates and the United
States.

Third, future research should incorporate additional variables for analysis. For example, in
their study of youth in Brussels, Mertens and d’Haenens (2010) found an important influence
of socioeconomic status and ethnicity in participants’ access to digital technologies. Our
sample (college students in the oil-rich United Arab Emirates) was likely too homogeneous
on these variables for these data to be meaningful, but scholars conducting future studies

should be mindful of these potential influences.

Finally, the American and Arab samples in this study are uneven. Not only are the sample
sizes different, but the American sample was randomly selected and is representative of its
population while the Arab sample was not randomly selected and is not representative of the
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population of Arab young adults or even the population of UAE undergraduate students. The
use of nonparametric statistics helps account for these issues, but they nevertheless should be

noted in evaluating the results.
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Table 1. Test results

) Test
Testing hypotheses Test -
statistic
RQ1: Is there a relationship between online and
cellular device ownership and nationality?
Hla: There is a relationship between owning a cell _
S Chi-square 37.592**
phone AND nationality.
H1b: There is a relationship between owning a personal )
) ) Chi-square 77.595**
computer AND nationality.
Hi1c: There is a relationship between owning a game _
o Chi-square 54.927**
console AND nationality.
H1d: There is a relationship between owning a portable _
) ) o Chi-square 15.949**
gaming device AND nationality.
H1e: There is a relationship between owning an iPod or )
S Chi-square 2.803
MP3 player AND nationality.
RQ2: Is there a relationship between online and
cellular activities and nationality?
H2a: There is a relationship between using the Internet _
o Chi-square 13.041**
AND nationality.
H2b: There is a relationship between using email AND )
) ) Chi-square 65.979**
nationality.
H2c: There is a relationship between use of social _
_ ) - Chi-square 14.729**
networking services AND nationality.
H2d: There is a relationship between use of Twitter _
o Chi-square 333.225**
AND nationality.
H2e: There is a relationship between visiting virtual )
) ) Chi-square 9.397**
worlds AND nationality.
H2f: There is a relationship between creating or _
) o o Chi-square 58.123**
working on an online journal or blog AND nationality.
H2g: There is a relationship between remixing online ]
o o o Chi-square 77.295%*
material into an original work AND nationality.
H2h: There is a relationship between online purchasing Chi-square 1.127
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AND nationality.

H2i: There is a relationship between sharing an original

) S Chi-square 46.349**
work online AND nationality.
H2j: There is a relationship between searching online _
) ) o Chi-square 160.855**
for uncomfortable health information AND nationality.
H2k: There is a relationship between searching online
for health, dieting, or fitness information AND Chi-square 135.243**
nationality.
H2l: There is a relationship between searching online
for information about current events or politics AND Chi-square 15.774**
nationality.
H2m: There is a relationship between Internet use on a )
) ) Chi-square 9.232**
personal computer AND nationality.
H2n: There is a relationship between Internet use on a _
S Chi-square 5.351*
personal game console AND nationality.
H20: There is a relationship between Internet use on a _
_ _ o Chi-square 17.995**
personal portable gaming device AND nationality.
H2p: There is a relationship between Internet use on a )
Chi-square 240.038**

personal cell phone AND nationality.
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RQ3: Does the frequency of online and cellular

activities vary by nationality?

H3a: Frequency of Internet use varies by nationality.

Mann-Whitney
(grouped by

nationality)

26581.000**

H3b: Frequency of cell phone use to browse or update
social networking profiles varies by nationality.

Mann-Whitney
(grouped by

nationality)

48339.000

H3c: Frequency of posting comments to a friend’s blog

Mann-Whitney

varies by nationality. (grouped by 163557.000**
nationality)

H3d: Frequency of adding comments to a friend’s Mann-Whitney

picture varies by nationality. (grouped by 163440.000**
nationality)

H3e: Frequency of posting comments to a friend’s page Mann-Whitney

or wall varies by nationality. (grouped by 166039.000**
nationality)

H3f: Frequency of joining groups on a social Mann-Whitney

networking service varies by nationality. (grouped by 169683.000**
nationality)

H3g: Frequency of sending a bulletin or group message Mann-Whitney

to a group of friends varies by nationality. (grouped by 167670.000**
nationality)

H3h: Frequency of sending instant messages or text Mann-Whitney

messages to a friend through social networking (grouped by 180542.500**

services varies by nationality. nationality)

H3i: Frequency of sending private messages to a friend

within social networking services varies by nationality.

Mann-Whitney
(grouped by

nationality)

169027.000**

* Significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
** Significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
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