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Abstract

The impact of SNSs is tremendous on every aspect of life and people irrespective of region, gender
and age are using it to get connected with their families and friends around the globe. This study
aims to highlight the highly used SNSs across the Arab Gulf States comprising Iraq, Kuwait, United
Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia. The database of Stat Counter
(http://gs.statcounter.com) was selected for tracing the use and growth of SNSs in this region. The
findings show that the three most used SNSs in the Arab Gulf region are: Facebook, Twitter and
YouTube. It is observed that Facebook is the leading social networking site used in the region until
now, but Twitter is fast gaining market. Twitter is becoming popular among users and giving a
tough competition to Facebook in almost all countries of the region except Iraq. In 2013, it has
moved to 1st position in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, replacing Facebook. However, in some coun-
tries like the UAE and Qatar, Facebook is still going strong. The paper concludes that the intensive
use of social media among citizens’ of the Arab Gulf countries indicates that the internet has the
potential to be a multivocal platform through which every segment of the society can have their
voices heard. With limited availability of published literature in the field pertaining to the usage of
social media by the people of the Arab Gulf countries, the paper aims to understand the practice,
implication and importance of social media networks in this Muslim dominated region.
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1. Introduction

The internet has revolutionized the economy and above all our society. It has become a natural, background part
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of everyday life. Today, the internet magnitude is thousand times more than what it was a decade ago. It is esti-
mated that as of March 2014, about 40.7% (2937 millions) of the world population are using the internet [1].
The evolutions of the social web and mobile technology have changed the way people use the internet. These
two innovations coupled with powerful internet and networking technologies have created a global environment
by drawing people of the world closer and closer together [2]. People started using internet applications like
email, chatting, messaging, etc. to remain in touch with their friends and family around the globe. This extensive
mesh of social interactions is termed as social networks, which gradually became a powerful tool for communi-
cation and managing social relations.

A social networking is an online service, platform, or a site that focuses on building and reflecting of social
networks or social relations among people, who share interests or activities. Social networks encompass the in-
teractions among different individuals, members of a community or members across different communities.
Each individual in this social network is represented as node and the communications represent the links among
these nodes [3]. Boyd and Ellison [4] defined social networking sites as “web-based services that allow individ-
uals to 1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, 2) articulate a list of other users
with whom they share a connection, and 3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others
within the system”. According to White [5], SNSs can be defined as any web-based applications that allow
people to connect, communicate, and collaborate with one another. This is generally done through constructing
individual user profiles and allows users to share information and join networks based on geographic location or
interests. In short, a social network service essentially consists of a description of each user, his/her social links,
and a range of additional services. Most social network services are web based and provide a means for users to
communicate over the internet, such as email and instant messaging.

Today SNSs have become a social and cultural phenomenon among a large number of internet users. Ac-
cording to the Global Digital Statistics 2014, 26% of the world population are currently using social media.
They are mainly used to connect people with each other in a variety of ways, including dating and meeting oth-
ers with common interests and sharing information. They help to develop relationships that transcend age, race,
social, culture, political and geographical barriers [6]. Arora [7] has rightly stated that the greatest impact of
SNSs can be well understood by the ever-increasing number of people joining them all over the globe. There are
hundreds of SNSs world over with various affordances, supporting a wide range of interests, activities and prac-
tices. The main purpose of these sites is to connect individuals, based on common language or shared racial,
sexual, religious, national identities or shared interests, political views and activities. These sites also vary in
their extent to which they incorporate new information and communication tools, such as mobile connectivity,
blogging, and photo/video sharing, etc. [4]. The popularity of each social networking sites changes according to
the features/services provided by that site in comparison with other sites. Furthermore, because of the fact that
each social networking site has different features and functionalities, people tend to register with several social
networks to satisfy different needs [8]. Table 1 lists the nature and growth of some of the popular Social Net-
working Sites.

Social Media in the Arab Gulf States

The literature search in this study indicates that new social networking sites are constantly popping up while the
existing ones changing. The future of this area of the internet looks brighter. Though some argue that internet
mediated communication is an “impoverished and sterile form of social exchange compared to traditional face to
face interactions” [9]. Many studies have shown the opposite, that these sites actually improve communication
between people [3] [4] [10] [11]. As Luo [12] rightly asserted that “the internet’s social aspect remains a sig-
nificant driver of content and connections today”. Hempel [13] and Dwyer [14] found that people use social
networking sites to maintain existing relationships and develop new ones. They claimed an increase in their so-
cial productivity and reported the use of social networking sites to re-establish connections with lost friends and
families.

Extensive literature exits detailing the myriad ups and downs associated with social media across the globe
[15]. As far as the Arab world is concerned, usage of social media has been extensive, yet there is very little
current, comprehensive and accurate accounting of social media use is available [16]. According to the Arab
Social Media Outlook 2014 [17], Social media is actively competing with conventional media as a primary
source of news for millions of Arabs. Nearly 71 million Arabs reported using social media by the end of 2013
out of a total of 135 million individuals using the Internet. Studies have revealed that new technology has
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Table 1. Population and growth rate of social networking sites.

SNS Name Year Created Created by Active Users Description/Focus Areas
1184 Million . A
Facebook 2004 Mark Zuckerberg (Jan. 2014) General social networking site
. 232 Million Mobile social networking site,
Twitter 2006 Jack Dorsey (3an. 2014) Micro-blogging
YouTube 2005 Chad Hurley, Steve_n Chen and 1000+ Million Video hosting/sharing site
Jawed Karim
. - Discovery engine, social
StumbleUpon 2002 Garrett Camp and Geoff Smith 40 Million networking
MySpace 2003 Chris DeWolfe and Tom Anderson 36 Million General social networking site
(Oct. 2013)
Linkdin 2002 Reid Hoffman 259 Million Businessand
Professional Networking
- 300 Million . .
Google+ 2011 Larry Page and Sergey Brin (Jan. 2014) General social networking site
Pinterest 2010 Ben Silbermann, Paul Sciarra and 20 Million Visual discovery tool
Evan Sharp
. 230 Million Social networking site,
Tumblr 2007 David Karp (Jan. 2014) Micro-blogging
reddit 2005 Steve Guffman and Alexis Ohanian 114'9. Million Social news, social networking site
(April 2014)
Orkut 2004 Orkut Buyukkokten Dissolved General social networking site

Source: www.wearesocial.sg, January 2014.

granted the citizens of the Arab world access to new sources of information [18]. Earlier used merely as a tool
for social networking and entertainment, social media now infiltrates almost every aspect of the daily lives of
millions of Arabs, affecting the way they interact socially, do business, engage with government, and take part
in civil society movements [19].

The influence of social media has been felt in the recent political uprisings in the Arab world. In both Tunisia
and Egypt, the tools of social media played a crucial role in mobilizing [8] [16]. Whether it is Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube, Google or Blogs, they all have found themselves central to the uprisings in an unprecedented way.
Researchers have claimed that social media has promoted a more open ideology [20], a strong social and politi-
cal bond [21] and serves as a means of communication and exchange of ideas [22] and as a platform facilitating
political dialogue [23] across the Arab world. However, a number of critics of social media across the world ar-
gue that the role of social media has been exaggerated [24]. Still, many believe that social media played an
integral part in the political uprisings of the Arab region [25].

Although Arabs have rapidly adapted new technologies to their needs, online privacy concerns are highly
sensitive issues in the Middle East, and in some cases protective actions have been taken [26]. However, studies
show that increasing censorship and government regulations have actually fuelled the growth of social media in
this region [27] [28].

2. Research Problem

We have entered into an era where library professionals need to keep track of every new innovation. Social me-
dia, due to their huge capabilities to support connection and communication, have received much attention by
researchers, educators, students and even ordinary people. Library professionals need to know the best SNSs
used mostly in their respective countries and elsewhere. This study aims to solve this problem by unfurling the
highly used SNSs across the Arab Gulf States.

3. Scope and Objective of the Study

The study is intended to evaluate the use and growth of social networking sites among Arab Gulf States, com-
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prising Irag, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. The data related to 2011,
2012 and 2013 are taken for analysis.

4. Methodology

In order to achieve the above stated objective, database of StatCounter (http://gs.statcounter.com) was selected
for tracing the use and growth of SNSs in the Arab Gulf States. StatCounter is a web traffic analysis tool, used
primarily for computing usage share of websites. The data as such gathered were thoroughly analyzed and com-
pressed for the necessary information.

5. Data Analysis and Discussion
5.1. Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia, the 2" most populated country in the Arab Gulf States, rank 6" as far as the number of internet
users is concerned (Table 2). The users were mainly using Facebook in 2011 (90.42%) and 2012 (61.17%) but
in 2013 trend changes and Twitter dominated the market (60.4%). Twitter was having a meagre share in 2011
(2.85%) and 2012 (20.46%) but it gained a huge market in 2013 with a 39.94% jump during 2012-2013. Face-
book has lost its market share considerably from 61.17% in 2012 to 35.68% in 2013. YouTube gained some
market in 2012 (16.7%) in comparison with its little market share in 2011 (4.66%) but declined in 2013 (2.74%),
yet retained 3" place. StumbleUpon and NowPublic also have lost their market share since 2011, while the for-
mer is still used by a few people; the latter is out of the market in 2013. However, some other SNSs like Tumblr
and Google+ have shown their presence in 2013 which were not in the market in 2011. Figure 1 offers vivid
details.

5.2. State of Qatar

Qatar being 6™ highly populated country in the Arab Gulf region, rank 1% in the number of internet users. Face-
book has almost dominated the whole market by maintaining 1 position for all the three years. Although it ob-
served a little decline in its market share in 2012 (76.48%) as compared to 88.23% in 2011 but again increased
to 83.65% in 2013. However, it has lost more than 4% market share since 2011 due to Twitter. The market share
of Twitter increased consistently from a meagre 2.7% in 2011 to 4.79% in 2012 and 10.67% in 2013. YouTube
was the 2" most used SNS in two consecutive year with 4.08% (2011) and 14.76% (2012) market share, but it
has lost its market in 2013 (2.35%) and placed in 3" position after Twitter. StumbleUpon and reddit have lost
their market share since 2011 (Figure 2).

5.3. Sultanate of Oman

Oman is the 4™ most populated country in the Arab Gulf region and rank 5" as far as the number of internet us-
ers is concerned. Facebook has maintained the top spot for all the three years, but its market share is constantly
declining from 89.89% in 2011 to 61.38% in 2012 and 52.79% in 2013. This is due to increase in the market
share of Twitter from the mere 2.29 % in 2011 to 14.2% in 2012 and 39.39% in 2013. Facebook has lost almost
37% market share to Twitter since 2011. YouTube gained some market in 2012 (20.46%) as compared to 4.08%
market share in 2011 but declined drastically in 2013 (3.66%) and moved to 3™ place after Twitter. While
StumbleUpon and LinkdIn have lost their market share since 2011, some other SNSs like Pinterest, Tumblr and
Google+ have shown their presence in the market in 2013. Figure 3 provides a lucid view of the whole discus-
sion.

5.4. State of Kuwait

Kuwait being 5™ highly populated country in the Arab Gulf States, rank 3" in the number of internet users. Like
Saudi Arabia, the users in Kuwait were mainly using Facebook until 2011 (84.54%) but trends have changed
ever since and market share of Twitter skyrocketed from negligible 6.56% in 2011 to 34.95% in 2012 and
64.18% in 2013. Since 2011, while Facebook has lost about 52% of its market share, Twitter has gained over
57% user population and achieved 1% position replacing Facebook. YouTube gained some popularity in 2012
(10.91%) in comparison with its small market share in 2011 (4.59%) but again decreased to 1.6% in 2013, yet
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Table 2. Internet usage in the Arab Gulf States.

Arab Gulf States f;(;)luzlaégr)] Iggi;ﬂﬁgg%i%e % of Internet users Rank in Arab Gulf region
Qatar 1,951,591 1,682,271 86.2% 1
Bahrain 1,248,348 961,228 77.0% 2
Kuwait 2,646,314 1,963,565 74.2% 3
UAE 8,264,070 5,859,118 70.9% 4
Oman 3,090,150 2,101,302 68.8% 5
Saudi Arabia 26,534,504 13,000,000 49.0% 6
Iraq 31,129,225 2,211,860 7.1% 7

Source: Internet World Stats.

Growth of SNSs in Saudi Arabia
100

90.42

920
80
70
60
50

% of Users

40
30
20

10

0

| Facebook | Twitter | YouTube StumbleUpon NowPublic| Tumblr | Pinterest | Google+ | Others |
(2011 9042 | 285 | 466 | 122 | 045 | | | 035

| il |
m2012| 6147 | 2046 | 167 | 057 04 [il031 ] | 039

B e e s ] b * A s e = Eocul L tadr i =
w2013 " ss.ea] [« s0s | 274 | L0 ¢ | Wit 28 SRR S 2

Figure 1. Annual growth of SNSs in Saudi Arabia.

90 & § Growth of SNSs in Qatar

80
70
60
50

40

% of Users

30
20

10

0

Facebook | Twitter | YouTube StumbleUpon reditt = Tumblr  Pi

m2011] 8823 | 27 | 408 | 2985 | 049
\m2012) 7648 | 479 | 1476 135 0.59
(%2013 8365 | 1067 | 235 | 03 | 084

| =
o
o

Figure 2. Annual growth of SNSs in Qatar.



S. Reyaee, A. Ahmed

Growth of SNSs in the Sultanate of Oman
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Figure 3. Annual growth of SNSs in Oman.

retained its 3" position in the market. StumbleUpon has maintained its 4™ spot from 2011 to 2013 but gradually
lost its user base. The other SNSs like reddit, Pinterest, LinkdIn and Tumblr have very few users in Kuwait
(Figure 4).

5.5. The United Arab Emirates

United Arab Emirates is the 3 most populated country in the Arab Gulf region and rank 4™ as far as the number
of internet users is concerned. Facebook has almost dominated the whole market by maintaining 1% position
consistently for the last three years. However, the market share of Facebook witnessed a slight decline in 2012
(76.84%) as compared to 88% in 2011 but again increased to 78.52% in 2013. Similar to other countries of the
Gulf region, the UAE has also shown a significant increase in the user population of Twitter from a negligible
2.72% in 2011 to 6.65% in 2012 and 13.6% in 2013. The data analysis thus revealed that Facebook has lost
about 10% of its market share to Twitter since 2011. On the other hand, YouTube, which was the 2" most used
SNS in the UAE in the year 2011 (4.02%) and 2012 (11.66%), dipped to 3 position in 2013 with its all time
low market share (2.76%). StumbleUpon has, however, maintained its 4™ spot, but lost its market share gradu-
ally from 2011 to 2013. Furthermore, it is evident from the data analysis shown in Figure 5 that other Social
Networking Sites like, Pinterest, Tumblr and LinkdIn have little or no market share in the UAE.

5.6. Kingdom of Bahrain

Bahrain, being the 6™ highly populated country of the Arab Gulf States, rank 2™ in the number of internet users.
The data analysis revealed that Facebook has maintained the top spot for all the three years, but shown a consi-
derable decrease in its market share from a whopping 82.94% in 2011 to 58.57% in 2012 and 54.3% in 2013.
Twitter, the 2" most used SNS in Bahrain with a 10.25% market share in 2011, has witnessed a considerable
market growth similar to other Arab countries and reached to 26.26% in 2012 and 37.81% in 2013. YouTube
gained some market in 2012 (9.67%) from a poor 2.53% in 2011 and moved to 3" position but declined again in
2013 (2.44%). StumbleUpon dipped from 3" position in 2011 to 4™ position in 2012 and 2013. Social Networking
Sites such as Pinterest, reddit and Tumblr have a negligible market share in Bahrain as depicted clearly in Figure 6.

5.7. Republic of Iraq

Iraq, the most populated country in the Arab Gulf States, rank 7" as far as the number of internet users is
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concerned. The percentage of internet users (7.1%) as compared to other countries in the region is very poor. In
Iraq, Facebook has almost dominated the whole market by maintaining 1% spot consistently for the last three
years. However, the market share of Facebook has witnessed a slight decrease in 2012 (86.21%) as compared to
95.26% in 2011 but again increase to 92.39% in 2013. YouTube has maintained its 2™ position from 2011 to
2013. Although, it has increased considerably in 2012 (11.8%), but lost its market share again in 2013 (4.99%).
Twitter and StumbleUpon have a very little market share in Iraq as shown in Figure 7.
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Growth of SNSs in Bahrain
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6. Conclusions

The impact of SNSs is tremendous on every aspect of life and people irrespective of region, gender and age are
using it to get connected with friends, acquaintances, ideological clubs, scientific forums, etc. It can also unite
people with common interests and/or beliefs through groups and other pages, and has been known to reunite lost
family members and friends. The three most used SNSs in the Arab Gulf region are: Facebook, Twitter and
YouTube. It has been observed that Facebook is the leading social networking site used in all the Arab Gulf
countries until now, but Twitter is fast gaining market in this region. Twitter, as evident from the data analysis,
is becoming popular among users and giving a tough competition to Facebook in almost all countries of the
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region except Irag. In 2013, it has moved to 1% position in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, replacing Facebook. How-
ever, in some countries like the UAE and Qatar, Facebook is still going strong. In Irag, Facebook alone has
dominated the market so far. However, the data analysis revealed a very low percentage of internet users in Iraq
as compared to other Arab Gulf States. It is interesting to note that in 2012, YouTube had witnessed an increase
in its market share in all the countries of the Arab Gulf region but decreased heavily in 2013.

The study concludes that the future of social networking sites in the Arab Gulf countries looks brighter as the
new social networking sites are constantly popping up while the existing ones changing. The user population for
these sites are also constantly increasing encompassing people of all ages and social backgrounds.

7. Limitation of the Study

StatCounter tracking code is installed on more than 3 million sites globally. Every month, more than 15 billion
hits are recorded to these sites. As such the data collected do not claim to be the sole representation of the whole
internet user community.
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