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Abstract
This research in progress explores the use of Social Technologies (ST) by Saudi female international
students (SFIS) in Australia. More specifically, this study aims to investigate how SFIS use these sites
for their information seeking activities. While research into the use of social technologies in higher
education is gaining more momentum, there remains a dearth of research that aims to understand the
potential of using social technologies for everyday life information activities. By facilitating
communication between users, ST enables the rapid and easy exchange and dissemination of
information. Derived from literature on ISB and ST use, this research in progress paper proposes a
conceptual model that predicts factors that impact on SFIS’ use of ST in general and as a source of
information over time and across cultures. Understanding these factors would aid university service
providers and system designers in developing effective social media applications that meet the
increasing challenges of a diversified society.
Keywords: Social Technologies, Everyday Life Information Seeking (ELIS), Saudi Culture, Saudi
Female International Students (SFIS).

1

INTRODUCTION

A recent report by Australian Education International shows a rapid growth in the number of
international students enrolled in Australian institutions (375,000 students in 2005 to 526,932 in 2013)
(AEI 2013). During their transition, international students as transient migrants face a number of
challenges that could affect both their academic and cross-cultural adaption success. Academic and
social challenges such as culture shock, homesickness, loneliness, and unfamiliar learning styles have
been extensively investigated (Komito 2011, Neri & Ville 2008, Sawir et al. 2008). Recent studies
also indicate that ineffective information seeking or the inability to fulfil information needs can cause
challenges in terms of cross-cultural adjustment to a new environment (Chang el al. 2012, Sin & Kim
2013). The importance of helping these students fulfil their information needs has been emphasized by
many scholars (Alzougool et al. 2013, Sin &Kim 2013). To better support international students in
their information-seeking-behaviour (ISB) before coming and during their stay in Australia, Australian
service providers and governments have established a number of online and offline information portals
(e.g. the Study Melbourne Website) (COAG 2010). However, international students do not access
these websites widely (Alzougool et al. 2013). Researchers attribute the ineffective use of information
provided to international students via various portals and websites to the lack of understanding how
international students seek and use information (Alzougool et al. 2013, Chang et al. 2012).
In everyday life, international students encounter a wide range of information needs. Researchers
classify these needs into academic-related and non-academic information or as ‘Savolainenen’
(1995:266) called “Everyday Life Information Seeking (ELIS). The latter refers to information
associated with daily living including lifestyle information e.g. shopping, finance-related,
accommodation, health, legal information etc. Alzougool et al.’s (2013) study on international
students’ ISB revealed that during their stay in their host country, international students rely on a wide
range of information sources. Information seeking has been studied in some Information Systems (IS)
and library science literature, and has been found to occur through various online platforms. Among
the various information sources used to search information, the Internet is nearly always the source
most often used when seeking information (Griffiths & King 2008, Majid & Fai 2012). Using search
engines such as Google was cited as the most preferable way students start their information seeking
activities (Morris & Teevan 2012, Morris et al. 2010). More recently, social technologies (ST) such as
social networking sites, media sharing sites and others have provided a new and potentially powerful
platform for international students to use when seeking information (Sin & Kim 2013). Of all social
technologies, Facebook was cited the most useful channel to find and discuss information about
health, trends, learn more about their host countries, establish and maintain relationships, and stay
informed about events that occur in their home countries (Binsahl & Chang 2012, Sawyer 2011, Sin et
al. 2011). Therefore, given the fact that most ISB models were developed prior to the rise of social
technologies, there is a need to look at ISB models in the face of newer social technologies.
Research on international students’ ISB reveals differences in the way international students access,
share and seek information. Two main reasons for different ISB patterns among international students
are: 1) cultural differences which not only affect the way they obtain their everyday life information
(ELIS) (Jeong 2004, Sin & Kim 2013, Yeh 2006) but also an individual’s preferred sources of
information (Chang et al. 2014, Komlodi & Carlin 2004, Saw et al. 2013) and 2) differences in the
internet environment where international students come from (Mehra & Bilal 2013). It can be argued
that some international students come from stricter and more censored online environments where the
accessibility to information sources is controlled by the government (Binsahl et al. 2015). Therefore, it
is difficult to assume that those students show similar ISB practices as international students who
come from more open Internet environments. Therefore, unless there is an understanding of how
international students from different backgrounds access use and seek their everyday life information
(ELI), it would be difficult to enhance their ISB (Chang et al. 2014, Sin & Kim 2013) and meet the
expectations and needs of students with diverse backgrounds (Song 2004).
In addition, a recent study by Chen (2010) showed that over time and the longer an immigrant stays in
a host country, the more likely there might be changes in his/her ISB. Therefore, we propose that by

moving to a different Internet environment and culture, international students may show different ISB
because of the transition. However, it is unclear how this change happens and what are the factors that
directly impact on any possible changes. The existing literature on ISB provides only limited
understanding of the phenomenon. This is because many existing ISB models and frameworks tend to
focus on a single point of time (Al Muomen at al. 2012, Wilson 1999). Hence, there is a gap in the
literature in understanding the impact of transitional experience across cultures and Internet
environments on international students’ ISB and ST use. Saudi female international students (SFIS)
present an interesting case study for exploring how transition may impact on the ISB experience of
such a transient population. Justifications for conducting the study on SFIS are further provided in
Section 1.2.
Consequently, this longitudinal qualitative study aims to contribute to the literature on international
students’ information seeking by exploring how a new and different segment of transient migrants
who are culturally unique, obtain their everyday-life information in general and via ST in particular.
More specifically, the study aims to develop a conceptual model identifying the factors that affect
SFIS’ ISB and ST-use as a source of information when moving between two vastly different contexts,
both in terms of the Internet environment and the cultures. So, this research in progress paper asks the
question: "What factors impact on Saudi female international students' use of ST as an
information source over time and across cultures?" To answer this question, this study adopts the
Decomposed Theory of Planned Behaviour as the lens to identify the factors that may lead to changes
in SFIS’ information seeking habits and preferences when moving between two different cultural
contexts and over time. Understanding SFIS’ information needs and information-seeking behaviour
via social technologies may help universities’ admissions and service providers in developing systems
and services to meet the increasing challenges of a diversified society. Findings of this study will also
allow information providers (e.g, librarians) to target appropriate communication channels for
engaging SFIS (Saw et al. 2013) and contribute to a smoother cross-cultural transition (Kim et al
2011).
The remainder of this report is organized as follows: We start by giving justifications for conducting
the study on SFIS. Next, we give a brief overview on related research done in international students’
ISB and ST use. After that, the conceptual model for this study is proposed in Section 2.
1.1

Why Saudi Female International Students (SFIS)?

Over the past six years, Australian educational institutions have witnessed an increasing number of
students arriving from Saudi Arabia to extend their graduate studies in Australia (234 students in 2004
to 8515 students in 2011) (Alqarni 2011). This increase in numbers is due to the unprecedented
initiative taken in 2005 by King Abdullah Bin Abdul-Aziz who, for the first time in the Saudi history,
launched a foreign scholarship program titled the “King Abdullah Bin Abdul-Aziz Scholarship
Program (KASP) (Shepherd & Rane 2012). Of all Saudi students studying in Australia, Saudi female
students constitute 60.6% (Australian Education International 2011).
It is possible that SFIS’ ISB and ST-use have some commonalities with other international student
groups, but a focus on the experience of this group is almost absent from published literature in
Australia and elsewhere. This absence can be attributed to the fact that before the KASP initiative,
most of the Saudi scholarship programs were directed to male Saudis due to cultural reasons (LefdahlDavis & Perrone-McGovern 2015). Until recently in Saudi Arabia, Saudi women were expected to be
“fully committed to her family and home,” and were rarely encouraged to study abroad (LefdahlDavis & Perrone-McGovern 2015). The last reason supporting the lack of studies on Saudi females
can be attributed to the highly gender-segregated culture of the Saudi society. This makes it difficult,
especially for male researchers, to conduct studies on this student group of student who are described
as “the hard to reach population”(Al-Kahtani et al. 2006).
There are significant differences between SFIS and female students of other nationalities (Al-Hazmi &
Nyland 2010, Binsahl & Chang 2012). One difference is that SFIS in Australia are sponsored by
KASP rather than self-funded. Thus, they have less concern about “finding accommodation,
employment and struggling with course fees” (Al-Hazmi & Nyland 2010: 2). In contrast to Sin and

Kim’s (2013) findings where participants identified financial information as the second most
important type of information, this may not be the case with SFIS. Another important factor is that
there is a significant number of Saudi female students in Australia with a chaperone or ‘mahram’ - a
male guardian (i.e. her husband, father or even brother) to whom they have to seek permission for
nearly all activities (Hall 2013). Some SFIS in Australia also have children. Therefore, besides
personal information needs, Saudi females will have other informational needs, e.g. information that
includes finding schools or childcare.
It is impossible to conduct a study on Saudi international students without referring to the effect of the
relatively conservative Saudi culture, which significantly impacts on various aspects of their sojourn
experience. Unlike other international students, SFIS belongs to one of the most conservative and
gender-segregated cultures wherein women are not allowed to communicate with strange males (AlSaggaff 2004). Additionally, while sharing personal information (including personal photos) was
popular among students, SFIS consider sharing and posting personal photos on social media as a red
line that they shouldn’t cross (Binsahl & Chang 2012). This was attributed to the Saudi culture norms
in which Saudi women usually wear either head coverings (hijab) or full body coverings (burqa) and
are not allowed to show their faces or photos to people other than their relatives (Lefdahl- Davis &
Perrone-McGovern 2015). Finally, in Saudi culture, women are expected to remain modest, respectful,
and seldom engage in social interactions with men (Oshan 2007) or discuss sensitive topics (e.g.
politics or health topics related to sex) (Al-Zahrani 2010). Theses cultural norms are predicted to
strongly affect the SFIS perception and use of ST for ELIS. For instance, to comply with their cultural
norms, SFIS may prefer to use offline sources (e.g. asking friends or family) when it comes to specific
personal or health-related information, especially when they have relatives added to their ST accounts.
SFIS also belongs to a country where accessibility to some information sources is blocked for political,
cultural and religious reasons (Al -Saggaf et al. 2008). For instance, in Saudi Arabia, in an attempt to
stop immoral or illegal materials among Saudis (e.g. pornographic material), many medical sites that
have content related to private body parts are blocked (Al-Saggaf et al. 2008). Additionally, in Saudi
Arabia wherein the freedom of expression is limited many online sources such as social media are also
blocked (Al-Saggaf et al. 2008). Recently the Saudi government blocked Facebook and Twitter pages
initiated by Saudi women who were asking for their rights to drive cars. In their Facebook and Twitter
“Women2Drive” pages Saudi women for the first time turned their private complaints about their
rights to drive into a heated public discussion (Dubai School of Government 2011).
In addition to the adjustment difficulties resulting from the transition from Saudi to Australia, recent
studies on international Saudi female’s adjustment reveals the positive or “transformative potential” of
being an international students (Al-Hazmi & Nyland 2010, Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone- McGovern
2015). Recent studies on international Saudi students also show that the longer the students stay in the
host country, the more changes they reported in their attitudes and beliefs towards some cultural
aspects such as interactions with the opposite sex (Alhazmi & Nyland 2013, Hall 2013). Therefore, in
this study, we assume the transition experience to Australia would lead to some attitudinal changes for
these students, which is anticipated to affect SFIS’ISB and use of ST.
However, it is important to note that unlike other international students who may be motivated to
study in Australia with the intention of getting permanent residency, all Saudi students know that their
stay in Australia will be temporary. When they finish their studies they have to go back Saudi unless
they extend their scholarship to get a higher degree (Hall 2013). This means that Saudi students know
that their overseas transition with all its benefits and challenges are just temporary and that the return
to their conservative culture is inevitable. For example, Binsahl and Chang’ participants (2012)
reported changes in the time they spend on Facebook when they return to Saudi. They attributed these
changes to the Saudi cultural and technical environment. Technological barriers (e.g. connectivity) and
cultural norms (e.g.: spending a lot of time with family) were reasons that could reduce the time they
spend on Facebook (FB) back in Saudi (Binsahl & Chang 2012). Finally, the researchers assume that
by returning to the Saudi censored and controlled online environment, SFIS will show different ISB
and ST use than when they are in Australia.

A review of the literature shows that despite the expected growth in the number of international Saudi
students in Australia, no research has been undertaken to examine the way in which Saudi Arabian
students’ access and seek information. There are only a few studies conducted on international Saudi
students and focused almost exclusively on the various cultural and social adjustments that adversely
affect international Saudi students’ educational experience in Australia (Al-Hazmi & Nyland 2010,
Midgley 2009). Consequently, the purpose of this study is to fill this gap and contribute to the
international literature on students’ ISB and ST use by examining the use of ST by Saudi women
students who are either currently studying in Australia or have already finished their study and
returned Saudi. Indeed, understanding how SFIS who are from different cultural backgrounds seek and
access information in a host country and the factors impacting on their ISB would help service
providers develop strategies that meet and also influence the expectations and needs of students with
diverse backgrounds (Song 2004) and help them adjust to their new environment (Lin et al. 2012).

2

CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF THE FACTORS THAT AFFECT
SFIS’ ISB VIA ST

This research develops a conceptual model as the result of empirical investigations and assessments of
factors informed by a review of literature on ISB and ST adoption. Literature on international students’
ISB identifies a number of factors that affect their ISB (Esfahani & Chang 2012, Liao et al. 2007,
Song 2004). In their study, Esfahani & Chang (2012) propose a conceptual model predicting the
factors that impact on international students’ ISB. However, the model was built based on an
international students’ ISB literature review and focused on academic ISB via sources other than ST,
which believed to be inadequate when it comes to ISB via ST. Esfahani & Chang (2012) categorized
the factors affect international students’ ISB into three levels of contextual interactions adopted from
Foster’s (2005) ISB model (Internal Context, External Context, and Cognitive Approach) as illustrated
in Figure 1. The model did consider ST use.

Figure 1.

Conceptual Model: Factors affecting international student’s ISB (Esfahani &Chang
2012)

According to Esfahani’s and Chang’s model, the external context refers to environmental factors such
as resources accessibility and time constraints, internal context refers to individual factors related to
student’s level of English, intercultural adaptation and ISB skills. Cognitive approach on the other
hand, includes the factors that impact on an individual’s mode of thinking and willingness to identify
and use information (Esfahani & Chang 2012). In looking at social technologies as an information
source, it has been argued that although the above model broadly informs of the factors that impact
how international students access and seek information; the model doesn’t explain how international
students socialise or seek information in a social networking environment.

Despite the fact that the identified factors in Esfahani & Chang’s (2012) model are applicable to the
current study, when it comes to the use of social technologies as a source of information, it is argued
that the internal context factors, in particular the intercultural adaptation component, is more complex
than presented in Esfahani’s & Chang’s model. This is primarily because, unlike academic ISB, ELIS
includes searching for a wide range of information including sensitive information (e.g. health and
personal information), and the inclusion of factors such as an individual’s information needs (Majid &
Fai 2012), social networks (Chang et al.2014) and cultural norms (Al-Saggaf et al. 2008, Chang et al.
2014) are crucial. Hence, this study proposes that internal or personal factors as suggested by Esfahani
and Chang (2012) need to be expanded when it comes to ISB via ST. In fact, when it comes to SFIS’
ISB and ST use, the internal context needs to not only consider SFIS’ English proficiency level,
intercultural adaptation and their level of skills, but also more closely the Saudi cultural influence,
transition to Australia, SFIS’ social networks and information needs. The aim of this study is therefore
to test these additional factors illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2.

Conceptual Model of Factors that Influence Use of ST as an Information Source

Table 1 below defines the additional factors, believed to affect the use of ST for ELIS by SFIS.
CONSTRUCT
Cultural Influence
Migrant Transition
Social Networks
Information needs
Use of ST
Networking
Information Seeking

Table 2.

DEFINITION OF CONSTRUCTS
The extent to which SFIS’ gender-segregated culture influences their use of ST.
The extent to which the transition to a new and different culture will influence SFIS’
use of ST.
The demographic makeup of SFIS offline and ST social networks (e.g. number of
friends and followers, origin of friends, etc.)
The type of information SFIS needs to satisfy a more basic need, that is, to achieve a
goal (Wilson 1977 as cited by Al-Saleh 2004).
The way in which SFIS uses ST.
The way in which SFIS communicate and interact when using ST.
The activities SFIS may engage in when identifying their needs for information
(Wilson 1999, p. 249 as cited by AlMuomen at el. 2012).

Definition of additional factors that are assumed to affect SFIS' use of ST for ELIS.

Propositions:
Based on the proposed model in Figure 2, this study suggests the following five propositions:
P1: The Saudi conservative and religious culture impacts on the way SFIS use social technologies for
networking, seeking and sharing information.
Komlodi and Carlin (2004) conducted a study to examine the differences in searchers’ information
seeking due to their different cultural backgrounds. Referring to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions,
researchers found that information seekers’ culture has a major impact on how they use, find and
evaluate information. Among Hofstede’ five dimensions of cultural differences, Komlodi and Carlin
(2004) considered collectivism and individualism to strongly affect the types of information needs and

the search techniques used. Researchers assume that unlike searchers in individualist cultures,
searchers in collectivist cultures (e.g. Saudi Arabia) where people view themselves as part of a group,
SFIS may prefer to share and seek information from others before accessing computerized systems
(Komlodi & Carlin 2004). Additionally, when it comes to Saudi female’s Internet and technology use,
investigators identify the Saudi gender segregated culture as one of the major factors to affect the
way Saudi women use and share information (Al-Otaibi 2011, Binsahl & Chang 2012, Oshan 2007).
For instance, while the sharing of personal information such as personal photos is common among
social technologies users, SFIS consider this type of information private and unfit to share (Binsahl &
Chang 2012). This was attributed to the Saudi cultural norms of not revealing faces to strangers.
Lastly, coming from a gender-segregated culture, SFIS would be hesitant to seek suggestions and help
when encountering information needs from males. Consequently, we assume that SFIS culture will
have an impact on the students’ ELIS via social technologies.
P2: SFIS’ transition experience to Australia is assumed to lead to an increase in the use of ST for
different purposes including seeking information.
P2 reflects challenges and opportunities that SFIS might face when moving between two vastly
different cultures. It also seeks to explore the impact of the transition between two different online
environments on the students’ ISB and ST use. A recent study on Facebook use of five SFIS identifies
the transition to Australia as a factor to encourage SFIS to use ST (Binsahl & Chang 2012). SFIS also
describe the transition experience to Australia as positive which helps them overcome the accessibility
issues they encounter when they are in Saudi. On the other hand, SFIS considered the transition back
to Saudi negatively affects their Facebook use due to cultural and technical reasons (Binsahl &Chang
2012). Therefore, exploring the effect of the transitional experience on ISB is important because
previous ISB studies tend to take a cross-sectional approach. Consequently, we assume the transition
between the two different cultural and online environments would impact on SFIS’ ISB and ST use.
P3: SFIS’ social networks (offline and online) may impact on their ISB and ST use.
In a study conducted by Gomes et al. (2014) , researchers found that during their stay in Australia,
international students tend to form ‘multiple identity social networks’ (friends) that are not exclusively
made up of international students from their home country. In fact, by studying overseas, SFIS will
have the opportunity of building multiple offline and online social networks. These social networks
can include members from different cultures and backgrounds that may affect the way they seek their
information (Chang et al 2014). It has been argued that international students with large and diverse
social networks are presented with a wide range of information sources than international students
whose social networks made up only of friends from home country (Chang et al. 2014). Based on the
above argument, we assume that SFIS whose offline and online social networks include friends from
different background will have access to a wide range of information sources and thus be able to fulfil
their information needs more easily and quickly. On the other hand, we also assume that SFIS whose
social networks include friends from different background will be less likely to share and seek
personal information due to cultural reasons.
P4: SFIS’ information needs influence SFIS’ use of online and offline information sources.
Studies on ISB suggest a relationship between the type of information an individual seeks and his/her
selection of the information source (Chang et al. 2014, Zhang 2012). For instance, in a study
conducted by Zhang (2012) examining college students’ perceptions on the use of FB for health and
wellness information, the majority considered it as an inappropriate site for such sensitive information.
On the other hand, Binsahl and Chang’s (2012) study participants described Facebook as the best
media channel for political and social information. This difference in perception could be attributed to
the different information types the two groups of students where seeking. Consequently, it is assumed
that they would rely on different online and offline sources for different information types. For
instance, we assume that family and friends would be the most preferable source of information for
personal and health-based information.
P5: SFIS’ English proficiency level, technological skills and demographic characteristics influence
SFIS’ ISB and their use of ST as an information source.

P5 refers to the relationship between SFIS’ use of ST as a source of information and their
demographic characteristics, English proficiency level and technology skills. Previous studies on
international students’ ISB, identifies students’ low English proficiency as a major challenge that may
cause significant difficulties in finding useful information due to the inability to search local websites
or through word of mouth with locals (Jeong 2004, Liu & Redfern 1997). However, while language
proficiency is identified by many researchers to affect academic information seeking activities
(Andrade 2006, Esfahani & Chang 2012, Liu & Redfern 1997), in the ELIS context this may not the
case. By using social technologies, international students can access, use and share information in their
own language. So that may not be a challenge for them. Additionally, when it comes to online
information seeking, previous studies show that students’ experience with computers and their use of
search engines have an effect on their choice of search techniques to retrieve information from esources and search engines (Korobili & Zapounidou 2011). Consequently, it is assumed that the more
technological skills SFIS have, the more likely they would rely on ST for their information seeking.
Finally, previous studies on ISB and ST use emphasize the impact of an individual’s demographics
(e.g. his/ her age, educational background, marital status etc) on their ISB and ST use (Chang et al.
2014).

3

PROPOSED RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study will recruit 20-30 prospective SFIS and will collect data through a series of two-round oneon-one interviews with each SFIS. Participants will be divided into two groups: 1) SFIS who recently
arrived in Melbourne and 2) SFIS who are about to finish their studies and planning to permanently
return to Saudi. Data collection will include two phases:
 Phase 1: Participants will be asked to participate in a one-on-one interview lasting between 45 to
60 minutes. At the end of the interview, participants will be given a 7-day diary to complete over
a period of one month. This diary will garner richer data on the participants’ everyday experience
(Lakshminarayanan 2010).
 Phase2: Following their 4-6 months stay in Australia or their return to Saudi, the two groups of
participants who participated in the first interview will be contacted to participate in a second
interview to identify any changes in their ISB over time.
While the propositions are useful in guiding the questions for interviews, the Decomposed Theory of
Planned Behaviour (DTPB) as a theory can be a useful lens in looking at the collected data. One
justification to the selection of DTPB lies in the fact that unlike other IS theories (e.g, TAM), DTPB
identifies subjective norms and perceived behavioural control (PBC) as main elements in user
intention to use IS (Ajzen 1991, Taylor & Todd 1995). Given the fact that STs are generally used in
social contexts, the inclusion of factors such as subjective norms seems very important (Kim 2011,
Hsu et al. 2014). In fact, each proposition in this study has an indication to the crucial role DTPB’s
subjective norms and PBC may play in affecting SFIS’ ISB via ST. For instance, while the cultural
influence and social networks can refer to DTPB’s subjective norms, technology skills and English
level can refer to DTPB’s PBC. Therefore, we argue that DTPB is well suited as a lens through which
the collected qualitative data can be analysed.

4

CONCLUSION

This working paper aims to propose a conceptual model of the expected factors that impact on SFIS’
use of ST for their everyday life information seeking over time and across cultures. In the next stage of
this research, empirical data will be collected to understand the way SFIS seek their ELIS and the
factors that affect their use of ST for their ELIS. Identifying which ST are preferred by SFIS for their
academic and non-academic activities will allow service providers to target appropriate
communication channels to better engage these students (Alzougool et al. 2013, Saw et al. 2013) and
help them adjust to new environments (Lin et al. 2012).
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