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This paper presents preliminary findings from a longitudinal qualitative PhD study on the information 

needs of Saudi female international students (SFIS) studying in Australia, and the search and information 

channels they use for seeking daily and academic information. More specifically, the study aims to 

explore and describe how the information needs and preferred sources of SFIS may change once they 

arrive in Australia. Using an exploratory research approach, data were collected in June 2015 through 

five semi-structured interviews.  Preliminary findings drawn from a grounded theory analysis showed 

that the students’ information needs and the information sources they used prior to their arrival, changed 

once they arrived in Australia. Before leaving home, the majority of students prioritised information on 

Australian culture and possible discrimination. Following their arrival, university administration and 

English fluency needs took precedence, and this trend remained until the last stage of their study. The 

students found that their English fluency in accessing university information presented more of a 

challenge than accessing day-to-day information, which was often available in both Arabic and English, 

or could be translated online. Further, Saudi relatives with Australian residency assisted students with 

their information collection in Australia. Recommendations to universities include greater attention to 

translation services especially when designing information portals, and reassessment of campus 

assistance and support services given to international students to enhance their academic experience. 
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Introduction 

Recent advancements in communication and technologies have changed not only the way international 

students communicate with their remote families, but also how they access and seek information 

(Alzougoul et al. 2103). Given the fact that many of today’s international students have grown up using 

technology such as computers, mobile phones, and the Internet (Prensky 2001), the need to understand 

how international students seek information to satisfy their information needs becomes crucial 

(Alzougool et al. 2013). Recent studies on the information seeking behaviour (ISB) of international 

students reveal that students rely on a wide range of online sources to meet their information needs 

(Alzougool et al. 2013). Among the various online information sources, using search engines such as 

Google was cited as the most preferable way in which students started their information seeking activities 

(Morris & Teevan 2012). More recently, social technologies (also known as “social media”) such as 

social networking and media- sharing sites were also identified among the many sources international 

students use to seek and discuss information about health, trends, events and news about their home 

countries (Binsahl & Chang 2012; Chang et al. 2012; Sin et al. 2011). Examples of social websites which 

were also used as a source of information include social-networking sites such as Facebook, micro-blogs 

such as Twitter, and media-sharing sites such as YouTube (Saw et al. 2012).  

 

Recent studies also found that international students differ with respect to their information needs and 

information seeking strategies and tend to use various websites depending on their needs (Alzougool et 

al. 2013; Sin & Kim 2013). Saw et al. (2012) reported Facebook as a source for academic information for 

their study’s participants, whilst Binsahl and Chang (2012) found in their study that Facebook was used 

by their study’s participants only for news. Therefore, researchers identified the need for more research 

on international students and their daily information needs, especially with regard to particular influences 

related to a student’s nationality (Sin & Kim 2013; Kim 2013; Chang et al. 2012).  

 

In response to this need, this paper investigates questions related to the way in which SFIS conduct 

everyday life research, what type of information needs they have, and what information sources and 

practices they use to fulfil these needs. The study also aims to identify any changes that may happen in 

the students’ information needs and ISB over time and across cultures. As part of an ongoing research 
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study, this paper presents the initial findings from five semi-structured interviews of Saudi women, who 

were students in Australia in June, 2015.  

 

Regarding the study context, there are three main motivations for conducting this research on Saudi 

female students. Firstly, with the expected increased growth in the number of international Saudi female 

students (SFIS) who are culturally unique, there is an increasing need to understand their information 

needs and ISB; this is expected to be different from other international students (Binsahl et al 2015). 

Secondly, Binsahl et al. (2015) attribute the lack of studies on Saudi women students to the highly 

gender-segregated culture of the Saudi society, which makes it particularly difficult for male researchers 

to conduct studies on this group of students. In fact, many researchers describe Saudi women as the 

‘hard-to-reach population’ (Al-Kahtani et al. 2006; Al-Saggaf & Williamson 2004).  Finally, the primary 

author of the paper is also an SFIS herself, which presented some unique opportunities for better 

engagement with the study’s context. Being from the same cultural context, the primary author of this 

paper was able to enjoy optimum access to the selected participants, interviewing in both Arabic and 

English, as well as having a better understanding of the participants’ cultural and social values.  

However, there are also possible limitations and biases – therefore, working with the other authors of the 

paper countered possible limitations and biases and ensured continual unpacking and interrogation of key 

concepts where necessary and possible. Therefore, exploring the information needs and information 

seeking strategies of SFIS offers a good opportunity to explore the phenomenon being investigated in this 

study. 

 

The paper is organised as follows: a summary of literature on related research involving international 

students’ ISB is presented first. This is followed by a discussion on the experiences of Saudi female 

international students in Australia. The research questions and methodology are described, and the results 

are shown. A discussion of the findings concludes the paper.  

 

Literature Review  

Information is a fundamental need, and international students are confronted with the need for 

information related to: university requirements as well as the host country’s customs, work, educational 

systems, and daily lives. Effective information acquisition is crucial as it contributes to a smoother cross-

cultural adjustment process (Sin & Kim 2013). However, despite the many online and offline Australian 

sources provided to international students, Alzougool et al. (2013) found that some international students 

still prefer to refer to their home country sources rather than international or local websites. Esfahani and 

Chang (2012) reported students’ cultural backgrounds as influential in visiting students’ information 

seeking behaviour. This finding was supported by Kim (2013) who found that Korean students from a 

collectivist culture preferred some information in a visual form, whilst the more individualistic nationals 

from the United States’ preferred text. In Australia, Hughes (2013) noted there was also an imbalance in 

international students’ ability to access literal information; however, there were also fluency-related 

difficulties regarding critical analyses of such text. Therefore, unless there is understanding on how 

international students from diverse backgrounds fulfil their information needs, it will be difficult to 

develop strategies that meet and also influence the expectations and needs of these students (Song 2004).  

 

Consequently, with the aim of extending the literature on international students’ information seeking 

behaviour, this study explores the information needs and ISB of SFIS - a group of international students 

who are culturally and socially different from other international students (Al-Hazmi & Nyland 2010; 

Binsahl & Chang 2012). In May 2015, the Saudi Gazette (2015), citing the Ministry of Education, stated 

that in 2014 there were 35,537 Saudi women studying overseas; 3,354 studying a bachelor’s degree, 

15,696 a master’s degree, and 3,206 were PhD candidates. Of these, 1,445 were located in Australia and 

New Zealand. From the day of their arrival, Saudi women find Australia is a multicultural country with 

secular jurisdictions and a liberal society. Hall (2013) explained that Saudi Arabia is a conservative 

Islamic country, with the Qur’an as its constitution and a jurisdiction based on Shari’ah (Islamic Law). 

Unlike other international students, Saudi women are restricted from publishing their photographs on the 

Internet, or indeed on paper (Binsahl & Chang 2012). Hall (2013) explained that, whilst women over 45 

years of age may travel abroad without guardian permission (Bacchi 2015), social pressure is such that 

according to the Saudi culture, no woman can travel without her guardian (also called Mahram). A 

precondition of taking up a study scholarship is that women agree to be accompanied by their guardian, 



and this usually means that a male member of their family accompanies them; this accounts for the 

number of dependents in Australia (Saudi Gazette, 2014). 

 

By studying in Australia, SFIS also move from the text-based and exam-based education system 

currently in place in Saudi Arabia (Oshan 2007), to a research and web-based system whereby 

technologies such as wikis, blogs, and social networking sites (SNS) are integrated into the curriculum 

through online learning systems (Kennedy & Judd 2010). In contrast to western college students who 

started using computers during early childhood (Jones & Madden 2002), until 2004, female Saudi 

students were not granted internet access in public university computer labs (Harden & Al Beayeyz 

2012). Saudi female students may therefore lack the skills that students from the most advanced countries 

have in applying these technologies to their information seeking strategies. Moreover, in Saudi Arabia, 

Arabic is the national language and for Saudi students, learning English can be a greater challenge than it 

is for other international students, such as those who speak Roman or Germanic languages, because the 

differences in Arabic and English are so stark (Hyen 2013).  This consequential language barrier leads to 

difficulty adjusting not only to the educational system (Heyn 2013) but also to the challenge of obtaining 

everyday information; this has the potential to adversely affect students’ cross-cultural adaptation 

(Binsahl, Chang & Bosua 2015). 

 

There is ample research on Saudi students’ initial responses to open societies such as North America, 

Europe and Australia (Midgley 2009; Al-Hazmi & Nyland 2010; Clerehan et al. 2012; Lefdahl-Davis & 

Perrone-McGovern 2015). These authors report on the academic and social challenges resulting from the 

transition from a highly gender-segregated culture to a new, mixed and open environment. However, due 

to language forms, assistance is also required for basic day-to-day necessities, such as identifying 

neighbourhoods where halal food and appropriate accommodation is available, finding transport, and 

making friends (Smith, Nayda & Rankin2011). Young women students are especially impacted by an 

open society, given their position in Saudi Arabia under Islamic law (Al-Zahrani 2010).  

 

Despite many challenges, time builds confidence, and students reported a change in their attitudes 

towards some cultural aspects, such as studying in a mixed environment (Al-Hazmi & Nyland 2013; Hall 

2013). Lefdahl-Davis and Perrone-McGovern (2015) reported that the majority of their study participants 

became used to the new freedom of travelling, readily visiting public places, and exploring new 

disciplines and fields of knowledge. This aspect of growing confidence formed part of this research, 

where the research questions followed the type of information that study participants sought before and 

after their arrival in Australia, and the media used to obtain it.  

 

To the best knowledge of this researcher, there is no published research focusing on information needs 

and ISB of ISFS. While international students’ ISB and information needs have been investigated by 

many scholars, most of these studies were quantitative and focused on academic and research information 

seeking activities (Liao, Finn &Lu 2007; Earp 2008; Korobili, Malliari & Zapounidou 2011). Little 

attention has been given to examine how international students obtain information about everyday life in 

general, and in particular, via social technologies. Moreover, most of the literature on international 

students’ ISB has been conducted on Asian students, who constitute the largest group of international 

students (Sin & Kim 2013; Sin et al 2011). Thus, the results cannot be generalised to other international 

students from different cultures. Researchers found that students from different cultures show different 

information needs (Komlodi & Carline 2004; Kim 2013). Consequently, in response to the increasing 

need to conduct more studies on the ISB of international students from different cultures, this study aims 

to fill the gap by investigating information needs of SFIS and the sources they refer to when they seek 

their information.  
 

Research Questions  

This study addressed the following research questions.  

1. What are the information needs of SFIS prior to and following their arrival in Australia?  

2. Which online and off-line sources do SFIS use for solving their information problems? 

 

Methodology 
Given the exploratory nature of the study, a qualitative research approach was followed. A semi- 

structured interview method was followed in order to construct a profile of the students, which included 



their information needs, research practices and websites and apps necessary to obtain the desired 

information based on students’ day-to-day experiences and perceptions (Mehra and Bilal, 2013).  

 

In June 2015, five Saudi female students studying in Melbourne agreed to voluntarily participate in one-

on-one interviews. During the interview meeting, participants were first asked to fill a background 

questionnaire. Each participant then participated in an initial face-to-face interview and was also asked to 

fill a daily diary log over a period of two consecutive weeks (14 days in total) to record tasks and 

activities they do every day in relation to their daily information seeking activities. Questions used in 

interviews ranged from general questions on the students’ information needs and sources prior and after 

their arrival to Australia to more in-depth questions related to the changes in the information needs and 

ISB of SFIS over time and after their transition to Australia.  

Participants were given the chance to answer the interview questions in Arabic or English, as they 

preferred. Interview responses were recorded, translated if necessary, and transcribed. To assure 

participants’ confidentiality, each participant was assigned an identifier for analysis. Transcripts were 

then sent to the interviewees to confirm the transcribed answers represented exactly what they intended. 

The transcribed data were then coded in three phases of analysis: open, axial, and selective, using Corbin 

and Strauss’s (2014) grounded theory approach. Emerging themes were categorised using Neuman’s 

(2006) labelling template. In addition, descriptive statistics generated from the background questionnaire 

provided a quantitative assessment of the participants’ social media experiences (Mehra & Bilal2013).  

 

Of the five study participants, three were studying the English language, one was completing a Master’s 

degree and the remaining participant was a PhD candidate. At the time of conducting the interviews, one 

participant was a long-term resident (7 years) in Australia, two had been residents for more than 18 

months, and the remaining two participants reported they had arrived some 10 months ago. Two 

participants had family responsibilities, as outlined in Table 1 below.  

  

Table: Participants' profiles 

 
Participant Study level Family 

responsibilities 
Discipline Length of residency 

A Intermediate 
English course 

Yes Social 
studies 

Less than a year  

B Advanced English 
course  

No Business  2 years 

C Advanced English 
course 

No  Arts Less than a year 

D Postgraduate 
studies 

No Education 2 years 

E PhD candidate  Yes Health 7 years 

 

Results  

Themes emerging from the data concerned: 1) changing information needs following arrival in Australia 

from Saudi Arabia 2) preferred information sources and 3) changing information seeking strategies. This 

section presents the three themes. 

 

Theme 1: Change in focus of information needs after arrival in Australia  

This theme describes the changes in the topics of information the participants needed and sought from the 

point they decided to study in Australia until they were established as a university student. This theme 

was chosen to address the research objective of identifying any changes in the participants’ information 

needs over time and across different cultures. All participants reported changes in the topics their 

searches focused on their search before and after their arrival to Australia. The following sub-themes 

describe the participants’ search focus: 1) before/prior to arrival in Australia and 2) following/post arrival 

to Australia.  

 

1.1: Focusing on information about Australia prior to arrival 

The majority of participants (80%) said they prioritized searching for attitudes of Australians towards 

Islam. They were more concerned about the effect their dress and lifestyle might have and possible 



resulting discrimination, than academic issues. Participants reported that their educational needs were 

managed by either their educational agent or by a relative residing in Australia. Other concerns included 

matters associated with living in Australia, such as locating accommodation, arranging finance, and 

settling in children, which in some cases was the responsibility of the Mahram (male guardian). 

Participant E (PhD candidate) said:  

 

“After I decided to study in Australia and before I travelled . . . the most important thing . . . was to 

get information about Australia’s lifestyle, culture and Australian’s perception about Muslims, as I 

was afraid about religious discrimination . . . Information about (living) expenses (were) also 

important . . . accommodation information was not important as I relied on my brother.” 

 

1.2: Focusing on academic and general information post-arrival. 

University life was challenging in identifying ancillary courses for research skills and English fluency for 

all participants and accessing neighbourhood services such as public transport and family needs. 

Participant A with children explained: 

 

“After I arrived Australia . . . and started my English course, I searched for information on improving 

[my] English (fluency) . . . finding childcare for my son and other information, like public transport 

was also important for me.” 

 

However, the majority (80%) described finding academic information, such as how to accomplish their 

study tasks, more complex than accessing day-to-day information. The majority of participants identified 

their limited English skills as an obstacle in gathering academic information, both in terms of online and 

personal communications in Australia. Participant B cited her reluctance to keep asking for assistance 

from educators, so she directed many queries for information to friends. She said: 

 

“I think finding academic information was more difficult than finding daily information. For daily 

information I can just search Google or ask friends in my own language . . . But for academic 

information, (you need good) English . . .and as my English (fluency is low) it was difficult . . . Of 

course, with Google you can search using Arabic but the sources suggested were not good as  . . . 

(searching) in English. Your assignment is in English . . . so you need to search in English.” 

 

The majority (4/5) also attributed the difficulty of finding academic information to their limited search 

skills resulting from the Saudi educational system. Participant A described the transition to the Australian 

educational system as challenging and said: 

 

“Unlike in Saudi where all the academic materials are given to us by our teacher, here (in Australia) I 

have to depend on myself and do a lot of search for everything starting from the class timetable till the 

assignment structure.” 

 

Participant E (PhD candidate) was an exception who found searching and accessing daily information 

more difficult than accessing academic information. She had a very good level of English and had been 

studying in Melbourne for about 7 years:  

 

“I think daily information was more difficult . . . to find than academic information where (the) 

language centre or supervisor and academic online websites . . . But daily information . . . it was 

difficult to trust people’s answers the first time and instead you (kept searching) until are confident 

you have the right answer”. 

 

Theme 2: Preferred information sources  

This theme addresses the second research question of this study that aims to identify participants’ 

preferred sources of information. All participants indicated that they limited their information search to a 

few online websites, asking friends and family and using social media. The sub-themes here include 

reliance on: 1) the Web, 2) friends and family and 3) social media for information. 

 

2.1: Reliance on the web for information. 

Prior to departure to Australia, all participants used search engines, with Google being nominated as their 



preferred search engine. Participants described their use of Google as the first step when they wished to 

seek any information.  

 

Four out of the five interviewees reported using the Mubtaath website1 prior to their arrival as a source 

for searches related to everyday life. Participant A noted that this website was a social hub where 

information was available from Saudi students already in Australia. Through these channels, consensus 

answers to requested information became clear. Participant A described the relationship between Google 

and Mubtaath by saying: 

 

“Prior to my arrival, I used to check Mubtaath every day. It is the first option suggested by Google to 

any question I asked about living and studying in Australia.” 

  

None of the participants used online Australian sources before their departure due to their limited English 

fluency skills and inability to use these skills to follow links, even if known. The majority was not even 

aware of these services available online. Only one participant, the PhD candidate, reported using online 

academic websites, such as ResearchGate and Google Scholar:  

 

“For academic information related to my research, I prefer to use academic online sources such as 

the medical search engine ‘Pub med’ and ‘Google scholar’. In ‘ResearchGate’, I found that most of 

the questions I want to ask were already asked by most researchers and already answered by 

professional academic and professors. I used it as a source of information on . . . statistical analysis”. 

 

2.2: Reliance on friends and family for information.   

Participants also reported gathering information from relatives and friends on conditions in Australia, 

particularly Melbourne, before leaving for Australia. Participant B remarked that a relative living in 

Australia was her primary source of information, rather than an online search. Further, the relative’s 

friends welcomed participant B into their group. 

 

Participant E, who had lived in Australia for seven years, was the only interviewee who reported issues 

on arrival in Australia: 

 

“For the first . . . few weeks, I remember how difficult it was for me and my brother to find 

accommodation . . . we didn’t have any friends here”. This participant mentioned that the pair did not 

know that accommodation was advertised online, so they walked from building to building asking 

people for accommodation, which was time-consuming. The interviewee said that integration for 

Saudi students into Melbourne life was now far easier than before.   

 

Two participants also referred to a particular Saudi educational agent “Masiratna”2 who facilitated 

access to university offers. Participant C said this agent was a student in Australia and attended the same 

Saudi university, and therefore knew what was acceptable to the Ministry, met the Saudi university’s 

course requirements, and facilitated entry into an Australian university English course.  

 

Once established in Australia, participants used mobile phones or the online tool, WhatsApp, to 

communicate with others and access information. 

 

2.3: Social media as a source of information. 

Participants’ information channel selections broadly followed the rise of international trends in 

communications. The move to Australia accelerated their adoption of the most efficient media to gain 

information to solve immediate problems: finding accommodation, integrating into established Saudi 

student groups, and solving complex administrative university matters. Social technologies such as 

WhatsApp, Twitter, YouTube, and Snapchat were preferable sources of information for the majority; 

however, social media was only considered appropriate in relation to non-urgent information. For 

                                                      
1 Mubtaath, (Arabic website name), means “A Scholarship Student”. Created by Saudi scholarship this website aims to help new 

students find all the information they may need during their scholarship experience.  
2 Masiratna is an education and training-counselling agency that offers Saudi and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) students 

outstanding opportunities to study in Australia.  It is the first educational agent, managed and owned by a Saudi scholarship 

student in Australia.   



instance, in the case of the need for immediate information. All participants reported searching Google or 

asking a knowledgeable friend using voice contact. Issues such as the delay in getting response from their 

friends was a major cause dissuading them from using social media.  Participant E considered the delay 

in getting responses to her inquiries through WhatsApp an issue that discouraged her from using this 

platform when needing information. For participant E, using WhatsApp was useful only for casual 

matters, such as children’s entertainment or to manage time-zone differences between Saudi Arabia and 

Australia. 

 

Participant C, the only interviewee who actively used social media (Instagram and Twitter) prior to 

leaving Saudi Arabia, reported that her Instagram account was set up to be in touch with or contact a 

Saudi individual who lived in Australia who could help with information when required:  

 

“Her account was popular as she always posted pictures and valuable information about what we as 

Saudi females would need in Australia. In her account I found information about Australian public 

transport, Halal restaurants, and tourist places ”.  

 

Once established in Australia, interviewees described WhatsApp and Snapchat as instrumental in keeping 

in touch with family and friends, predominantly the former. Further, the use of different social media 

sites evolved over time among the Saudis. Surprisingly, they collectively dropped Facebook, whilst a 

minority (40%) kept on using Twitter. When students were asked about the reasons they stopped using 

Facebook, the majority reported the following reasons(in order of importance): their friends’ 

discontinued use of Facebook; dissatisfaction of SFIS with this platform and the recent introduction of 

new social media applications, such as Snapchat and WhatsApp,. Interestingly, SFIS described 

WhatsApp and Snapchat as being more attractive, more private and easier to use than Facebook. 

Therefore, the majority reported frequent and daily use of WhatsApp, Snapchat, Instagram and YouTube. 

WhatsApp and Snapchat were mainly used to communicate with close friends and family members, 

while YouTube was used for entertainment (such as watching movies) and academic purposes (watching 

videos on how to improve their language). Instagram and Twitter, on the other hand, were used as a 

source of social and political news. Participant D described her social media use as a source of 

information and said:  

 

 “I prefer different [social media websites] for different information needs. If I am looking for news I 

prefer Twitter. Twitter is the most popular source of news in my country . . . Instagram is the source of 

general information such as . . . fashion and food. YouTube is my preferred source for videos . . . to 

improve my language skills. There are many Arabic and English videos that help”. 

 

However, when the students were asked whether they refer to their institutional social media when in 

Australia, the majority (4/5) said that they didn’t know that their institutions were on social media and 

said even if they had known, they would not refer to them due to their English deficiency and the 

availability of other Arabic and more easily-understood English accounts. The only student who reported 

that she was a follower of her institution’s Twitter and Facebook accounts was the PhD student, who has 

been living in Australia for about 7 years and who described her language skills as ‘very good’. However, 

she described her institutional social media as useless and wasting her time as she couldn’t get what she 

was looking for due to the information overload in these accounts. This made them less attractive to her 

when compared to the institution’s website, which was well-organized and easier to use. 

 

Finally, despite the use of social technologies as an information source for different information, when it 

comes to seeking information about health and spiritual matters, the majority reported using Google or 

asking expert advice (5/5). The majority described Google as the only platform to use when they want to 

ask personal and sensitive information (e.g. health or religious information), due to reasons of trusting  

information, trust in their friends’ knowledge and privacy. Participant A justified her answer by saying: 

 

“For health or religion (sic) information, I prefer to use Google or to ask only experts in these fields 

and I trust that they can give me the right answers. I wouldn't put my question on the social media… 

on social media I have followers and friends who I don’t know personally and can’t trust them or 

their knowledge… therefore, for religious inquires, I prefer to check Islamic websites (e.g. Ahl-

Alsunnah) which are managed by scholars who have the same beliefs as mine.”   



 

Theme 3: Changing information seeking strategies post arrival. 

This theme describes the influence of moving to Australia on SFIS’ information-seeking practices. The 

majority of participants considered the transition to Australia a positive experience that helped them to 

improve their information seeking skills. They reported the reasons for this as follows: 

 

3.1: Better Accessibility   

Most participants described the Australian experience as improving their ability to access information. 

Participant A attributed the change to the numerous mobile Internet plans, which facilitated online 

searching. Participant D said: 

 

“I think after I came to Australia I started to rely more on my mobile. This is because here I can 

charge my mobile and get unlimited access to social media such as Twitter. The Internet speed here is 

also much better than in Saudi … It is much cheaper and convenient than calling.”      

  

3.2: More reliance on online sources.  

Participant E, who had little online experience before coming to Australia, reported asking her peer group 

for information. Additionally, in Australia, she found herself exposed to a wide range of online sources 

and technologies that facilitated her learning and information seeking: 

 

“When I came first here . . . it was the first time to know about Facebook … It was also the first time 

to hear about finding academic articles from Google Scholar … I think by living in Australia, I 

become a digital person … I just Google anything or source it on Twitter or asking my friends on 

WhatsApp.” 

 

3.3: Influence of a Mahram’s presence on information seeking strategies  

Interestingly, for three out of five participants, the presence of their Mahram meant that they had to seek 

more information, not only about their own needs, but also their husband’s (for married SFIS) or 

brother’s (for single SFIS) needs to be able to both settle into Australia. Participant E talked about 

searching on social media accounts – websites and Instagram – for such information due to the presence 

of her Mahram. 

 

“It is a precondition to Saudi females who want to get the scholarship that their Mahram (husband, 

brother or father) agrees to come with them … one of my duties towards him is to help him settle by 

helping him to meet Saudis and finding a car so he can go to his language centre. I searched 

Mubtaath and the Saudi Club in Melbourne and websites and Instagram.”  

 

3.4: Changes in parents’ use of social media 

Interestingly, when participants described their transition to Australia, which is known for its great 

distance from Saudi, they reported changes in their parents’ technological adoption and use. Participant B 

said: 

 

“After my brother and myself moved overseas, my parents started to think of finding the easiest and 

convenient ways to communicate with us … Tango, WhatsApp and even Instagram. I think if we didn’t 

go overseas he wouldn’t think of using technology at all.”  

 

3.5: Changes in cultural beliefs about asking males 

Four participants reported changes in their perception of some cultural concepts, mentioning that they ask 

their classmates when they have any academic questions, regardless of their gender and nationality. 

However, the majority also emphasized the time and place to ask males by saying “ONLY academic and 

general questions and that ONLY within the class boundary.” 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This paper presents preliminary findings of a study that explores Saudi women’s information needs and 

preferred sources of information. The study also aims to identify any changes in Saudi women’s 

information seeking strategies prior to and after their arrival in Australian. Based on the findings, a 

number of patterns amongst Saudi women regarding their needs and usage of sources to get information 



can be drawn: 

 Saudi female international students’ information needs changed between pre-and post-arrival in 

Australia. Initially, searching focused on fears of cultural discrimination, and upon arrival, this focus 

changed to searching for services and specific information, such as finding one’s way around the 

university’s administration system. There is substantial research on fear of discrimination; Brown and 

Aktas (2012) noted Turkish students, although aspirational about studying in the United Kingdom, 

harboured trepidation by immersing themselves in another society. McClelland et al. (2015) pointed out 

that it is a prime concern of all universities to offer a safe environment to students, especially 

international arrivals, to achieve their potential in positive circumstances.  

 Similar to Chang et al.’s (2014) findings, the participants in this study used multiple sources and 

contacts for information: other persons (e.g. close family and friends), search websites, mobile devices, 

and various social media channels. To gather information on Australia prior to their arrival, the majority 

used family connections, Google, and Saudi websites, such as Mubtaath. No participants used formal 

Australian websites (university or governmental websites) or informal websites (institutional social 

media). Unsurprisingly, this was mainly due to limited English fluency and the many Arabic sources 

available for Saudi students. Similarly, Alzougool et al. (2013) found that international students preferred 

to access pre-arrival information using home country sources, rather than searching in their destination 

country. The conclusion from this finding is that there is advantage in using online translation services to 

search for information in Arabic, and then implement translation of the required information into English. 

There is considerable research attention on such translation services; Al-Rehili et al. (2012) earlier 

produced a program that use voice requests in English or Arabic and produce a translation, including 

pronunciation. Sakr and Hasegawa-Johnson (2013) used a data gathering and analysis program to collect 

the required information in any language and produce it either as text or speech in the selected language.  

 Once in Australia and especially in the first few months after their arrival, participants sought 

assistance for getting answers to their daily queries only through their offline and social media networks. 

Similar to Kim, Lee and Sin’s findings (2011), SFIS use different types of social media as information 

sources for different information. Some of these, such as YouTube and Twitter seem to have emerged as 

important information sources even in academic contexts. However, it has also been found that, despite 

their use of online sources, none of the students reported their use of the Australian websites or social 

media as a source of their daily information. This was attributed to their limited English levels and lack 

of awareness of the wide range of online services provided to international students by their institution.  

Participants in this study thought their institutional website and social media focused only on academic 

information such as that related to courses. In fact, none of them knew that these websites and social 

media were also used to help international students to fulfil their non-academic information such as 

housing and health information. The only student who reported her use of both formal and informal 

Australian websites was a research student who has been living in Australia for a long time (7 years). 

This means that due to her lengthy stay in Australia, the student has gained better research skills and 

language level, which increased her search abilities and knowledge of sources. This finding confirms the 

assumptions of Binsahl Chang and Bosuaet al. (2015), which suggest that students’ length of stay and 

educational level (PhD vs English language level) would influence their information needs and use of 

Australian sources. Additionally, this study suggests the influence of information quality and system 

usability on SFIS’ intention to use their institutional social media. This finding is confirmed by recent 

studies on the factors that influence intentional use of various technologies, such as online learning 

systems (Lin 2007); knowledge management systems (Wu & Wang 2006), and e-commerce (Wang 

2008). 

 In contrast to Sin et al (2011), SFIS considered finding academic information more challenging 

than daily information. One justification for the difference could be the different levels of English each 

group of students had. While the majority of participants in this study were doing an English course, Sin 

et al’s (2011) participants were postgraduate students. This finding supports a call for universities and 

language centres to increase academic support, especially in the early weeks of a course, to ensure that 

students are integrated with the class and capable of contributing to the discussions. Therefore, it is 

recommended to design online and offline academic support services with easily understood language 

and translation features.  

 Further, while daily information related to career and finance was ranked among the most needed 

information by Sin et al’s (2011) study participants who described this type of information as the least 

important. This finding comes in line with Binsahl, Chang and Bosua’s (2015) assumption that finance 

and career information would be of less impertinence to SFIS due to their unique financial status. In fact, 



participants were grateful for their government’s financial support for their education and for family 

members, i.e. funding was not as large an issue as that experienced by other international students (Al-

Hazmi & Nyland 2010). Another reason to justify the difference in information needs between SFIS and 

other international students could be the different future plans to the two groups of international students. 

In fact, unlike other international students who may be motivated to study in Australia with the intention 

of getting the permanent residency (Gomes 2015) and thus finding career information would be crucial 

for them, all Saudi students know that their stay in Australia will be temporary and as long as they finish 

their studies they have to go back Saudi unless they extend their scholarship to get a higher degree (Hall 

2013). 

 The study’s findings for information search practices of the participants were similar to other 

studies on the information seeking literature of international students (Chang et al.2012; Earp 2008). 

Generally, SFIS preferred to start their search through Google for information, then turned to their social 

networks (WhatsApp) if frustrated (Morris & Teevan 2012). Google was cited as appropriate for locating 

information, university-related or other special-interest information. This also included searching for 

personal (health) or sensitive (religious) information. WhatsApp, Instagram and YouTube supported 

special interest information, such as entertainment and chatting. Scarpino and Alshif (2013) also found 

substantial advantages for Saudis living in the United States in keeping regular contact with home; 

especially WhatsApp, due to its free services. Interestingly, despite the fact that participants in the current 

study considered WhatsApp as the only private technology where they can share their private information 

such as personal photos with their social network, when it comes to asking sensitive and religious 

information, none of the students reported their use of WhatsApp as a source of health or religious 

information.  One major concern was their social network’s knowledge. Several participants commented 

on the need to seek health and religious information only from experts. A finding of Zhang’s study 

(2013) described participants’ lack of trust in their social network’s knowledge about health information, 

which prevented them from using Facebook as a source of health information.  The inappropriateness of 

using social media for asking questions on personal topics, such as health, and religion, was also 

expressed by Morris et al.(2010). 

 There was evidence of trends in social media. For instance, while Saudi women in Binsahl and 

Chang’s (2012) study identified Facebook as an important technology to keep them in touch with their 

friends and get up-to-date information, findings in the current study shows that social trends and 

preferences moved to WhatsApp and Snapchat, which in 2015 dominated both communication and 

information-gathering amongst the Saudis. Factors such as peer pressure and the introduction of new 

social media are common reasons for the change in social media preferences.  Recent studies on the 

factors that affect user’s intention to continue using Facebook suggest the following: the strong influence 

of peer pressure (Al-Debie et al 2013, Kim 2011), users’ satisfaction with Facebook experience (Shi et al 

2010); and the recent introduction of new social media applications (Aljasir et al.2012).  
 Interestingly, when it comes to the impact of the move to Australia on Saudi women, participants 

described how the transitional experience has positively increased their reliance on online sources for 

their information needs, due to better Internet accessibility and the Australian educational system, which 

is described by participants as an online and search-based environment. Additionally, participants also 

mentioned the positive influence of the transition to Australia on their parents’ technological use. In her 

article, Albeity (2014) discussed the potential of having a scholarship student in the family. It seems that 

the transition to Australia impacts the use of social media, not only for Saudi female international 

students, but also for their families. At the same time, SFIS also described the transition to the Australian 

education system more challenging for them. In addition to the language issues, the majority talked about 

the impact of the presence of their Mahram and children, as well as their limited research skills due to 

having moved from being more passive recipients of information to becoming more dependent on their 

own searching for information they needed. This finding confirms the assumptions of Binsahl, Chang and 

Bosua (2015) on the influence of SFIS’ language deficiency, transition to Australia and presence of 

Mahram on their information needs and ISB.   
In summary, although this is a small sample, there are findings that support existing literature arguing for 

the need to monitor social media use by international students so that universities and government 

authorities can target their online administration to provide improved services and support for their 

student ‘clients’ (Alzougool et al. 2013; Saw et al. 2013). Key implications from this study show the 

importance of: 1) providing ‘pre-arrival’ information back to students’ in their home countries; (2) 

working with existing SFIS and familial networks in Australia to provide more essential information, 

including information on settling into a new country; (3) introducing SFIS to Australian host institution 



websites and taking them through the essential sections, assuming they cannot navigate these easily, 

especially if their English fluency is limited, and (4) noting that the patterns of social media use are 

diverse amongst the student population and that not all students will use similar platforms. In terms of 

collaborations between service providers in providing information to international students, the current 

study gives insights into the common sources SFIS use in seeking information during pre- and post-

arrival. In order to increase understanding of Saudi international students' specific information needs, 

Australian service providers are encouraged to collaborate more with Saudi-related sources to improve 

information provision services to Saudi international students. 
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