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Usage of Social Network Sites amongst Saudis: Why do
Saudi University Students Have Multiple Facebook
Accounts?
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Abstract—This study, undertaken as part of a wider study of
Facebook usage in Saudi Arabia, uses a self-report survey to
understand Facebook usage by Saudi university students. The
participants were 372 students (188 male and 184 female) at one
university in Saudi Arabia. The study sorts to understand
gender differences and the reasons why students have more
than one Facebook account and what this says about Saudi
culture. The study has revealed significant issues that
contribute to the current knowledge of social network sites in
Saudi Arabia.

Index Terms—Social media, social network sites, facebook,
online communication, Saudi Arabia, university students.

. INTRODUCTION

According to Arab Media Social Report (2012) the
number of Facebook users in the Arab world has
approximately tripled in the last 2 years, increasing from 16
million users to 45 million users. Youth (between the ages of
15 and 29) continue to make up around 70% of Facebook
users in the Arab region, a number that has been holding
steady since April 2011. Saudi Arabia makes up 50% of
Facebook users in the Gulf region, second only to Egypt.
Despite its popularity, there is relatively little theory-driven
empirical research available to address this new type of
communication and interaction phenomena in the Arab
countries in general and in Saudi Arabia in particular.
Therefore, this study, undertaken as part of a wider study of

Facebook usage in Saudi Arabia, tries to fill a gap in this field.

The study used a self-report survey to investigate the reasons
behind having more than one Facebook accounts.

Specifically, this study aimed to understand, why some
Saudi university students have multiple accounts, how such
students differ from those who only use one account and the
different approaches of male and female students to
Facebook account holding.

Il. METHODOLOGY

Participants ~ were  recruited  from  scheduled
communication course classes in the Fall\Winter semester of
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2011\2012. Permission was obtained from instructors prior to
visiting the classes. A script to introduce the study,
explanations of the consent process, and recruitment
followed. The survey took approximately 30 minutes to
complete. Students completed and returned the survey in
class at the time of recruitment.

A cluster sampling methodology was used, with
stratification according to gender. The communication
course which all students attended is divided into 50 sections
each having 30 students. Sections comprise either all female
or all male students. Fourteen sections were randomly
selected to take part in the study; seven female and seven
male sections. From the 420 completed questionnaires; 372
students (188 male and 184 female) indicated that they are
users of Facebook. Participant ages ranged from 18 and 22
years (Mean = 19.45 years, SD = 1.24).

I1l. RESULTS

A. Reasons for More Than one Facebook Account

Of the 372 respondents, 310 (83.3%) reported having one
Facebook account and 62 (16.7%) had more than one account:
43 (11.6%) had two accounts, 16 (4.3%) had three accounts;
3 (0.8%) reported having four Facebook accounts. For those
respondents that had more than one account, the
questionnaire asked them to select from five reasons for
having each Facebook accounts. The
frequencies/percentages of these reasons are presented in
(Table I). Where possible, the -Otherll reasons were grouped
into categories and are also presented in the table.

For the first account, the primary reason given was to
—communicate with everyonell (n = 33, 55.0%). This was
followed by -communicate with familyll (n =12, 20.0%), and
—establish hidden relationships from the societyll (n = 5,
8.3%). The top reasons given for having a second account
were —for romantic relationshipsll (n = 11, 18.3%), -to have
freedom in revealing opinionsll (n = 10, 16.7%), to
—communicate with (real) friendsll (n = 10, 16.7%), and -For
playing games onlyll (n = 7, 11.7%). For the third account,
the top reasons were —for romantic relationships (n = 6,
31.7%), —as a fake friend to my main accountll (n = 3, 15.8%),
and for issues relating to the account, such as hacking,
backup, wanting a newer account, etc. (n = 3, 15.8%).

B. Facebook Usage Differences between Multiple and
Single Account Holders

Independent samples t-tests were calculated to evaluate
differences in 11 Facebook usage factors. These factors are:
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emotional outlet and advice, correspondence with friends,
information gathering, share current activities, romantic
relationships, purchase and education, investigate others,
entertainment, find information levent/group,
correspondence about shared interests and for family
matters). The analyses were conducted using an uncorrected
alpha level and with Bonferroni corrections to protect against
elevated Type | error. The factors displaying significant
mean differences between the groups are shown in (Table I1).

TABLE I: REASONS FOR HAVING MORE THAN ONE FACEBOOK ACCOUNT

described below. Respondents with multiple accounts had
higher mean scores than those with single accounts on the
following factors: —For emotional outlet and advicell, -For
purchase/educationll, —-Entertainmentll, and -To correspond
about shared interestsll. Those with one account had higher
mean scores than the respondents with multiple accounts on
the factor score entitled -To correspond with friendsll.

Thus, participants with only one account used it primarily
for the most popular reason, which was to communicate with
friends. Participants with more than one account had more
varied reasons for using Facebook, and used their secondary
and tertiary accounts for these purposes. A sizeable
proportion reported separate accounts for communication
with family and with friends, indicating a desire to keep these
communications separate. A smaller proportion of
respondents reported having separate accounts for real and
virtual friends, indicating that these relationships may not
overlap in the types of communication. Note that none of the
t-test results would have been statistically significant if the
Bonferroni correction had been applied.

C. Gender Differences in Reasons for More Than One
Facebook Account

The reasons that students gave for having more than one
account were compared for males and females using Fisher‘s
Exact Tests. This showed whether the distribution of reasons
given differed according to gender. Fisher*s Exact Tests were
used to analyse the relationships rather than chi-square tests,
because chi-square tests are most accurate if there are few or
no expected cells less than 5. As shown previously (see Table
1), there were numerous reasons given for having more than
one account, and some of the cell frequencies were less than
5. The results are shown in (Table I11).

TABLE Ill: DIFFERENCES BETWEEN MALES AND FEMALES IN REASONS FOR
MORE THAN ONE FACEBOOK ACCOUNT

Reasons Account 1 Account2 | Account3
(n =60) (n =60) (n=19)
Communicate with everyone 33 (55.0%) -- 1 (5.3%)
For playing games only -- 7 (11.7%) 2 (10.5%)
For my romantic relationships - 11 6 (31.6%)
(18.3%)
To have freedom in revealing -- 10 1(5.3%)
my opinions (16.7%)
As a fake friend of my main - 2(3.3%) 3(15.8%)
account
Other Reasons Account 1 Account2 | Account3
(n=60) (n=60) (n=19)
Communicate only with family | 12 (20.0%) 1 (1.7%) -
Establish hidden relationships 5 (8.3%) 4 (6.7%) --
from the society
Communicate only with my 3(5.0%) 10 -
friends (real / offline) (16.7%)
Communicate only with my 1(1.7%) 4 (6.7%) --
virtual friends
Issues related to account 4 (6.7%) 3(5.0%) 3(15.8%)
(account age, hacked account,
back-up account, etc.)
Work account 1 (1.7%) 1 (1.7%) --
Entertainment 1(1.7%) 1 (1.7%) 1(5.3%)
Communicate with friends -- 1(1.7%) 1 (5.3%)
abroad
To show others I*'m important -- 1 (1.7%) --
Because friends have more than - 1(1.7%) --
one account
To see what main account looks - 1(1.7%) -
like
For annoying friends -- 1 (1.7%) --
To join unacceptable Facebook - 1(1.7%) -
groups by Saudi society
To have an account in English 1(5.3%)

Note. Two respondents declined to answer this questlon Top three reasons
for each account are in bold.

TABLE Il: SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES IN USES OF FACEBOOK FACTORS,
ACCORDING TO WHETHER THE RESPONDENT HAD ONE OR MULTIPLE

Males Females Statistic
Accounts
N (%) N (%) Chi-square
Main Account
Communicate with everyone 21 12 (44.4%)
(63.6%) 2
Communicate with family | 4 (12.1%) | 8(29.6%) | X ‘f"“l‘i‘f)'
Establish relationships 4(12.1%) | 1(3.7%) p=-
Other 4(12.1%) | 6(22.2%)
Second Account Males Females Statistic
For romantic relationships 10 1(3.7%)
(30.3%)
To havg freed_om in 9 (27.3%) 1(3.7%) = 1652 (3),
expressing opinions _ b= 001
Communicate with friends 4 (12.1%) | 6(22.2%)
Other 10 19 (70.4%)
(30.3%)

FACEBOOK ACCOUNTS
One Multiple t-test | p-value
Factors account accounts value
(n=310) (n=62)
M (SD) M (SD)
For emotional outlet and 211 2.33(0.89) | 1.977 .049
advice (0.80)
To correspond with friends 3.52 3.24(0.99) | -2.228 .026
(0.88)
For purchase and education 1.69 1.90(0.89) | 2.030 .043
(0.73)
Entertainment 2.82 3.08 (0.82) | 2.023 .044
(0.93)
To correspond about shared 3.07 3.36 (1.12) | 1.971 .049
interests (1.00)

Note. Only significant differences at p < 0.05 are shown. Using the
Bonferroni correction, the alpha level adjustment would be 0.05/11 = 0.005.
At this alpha level none of the comparisons would be statistically significant.

Significant differences (at p < 0.05) between the two
groups were found on five of the eleven factors, and are
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There were no differences in the distribution of responses
according to gender for the main account. Both genders
reported using this account to —-communicate with everyonell
most frequently. However, in the second account, the
distribution of reasons varied significantly between males
and females (FET = 29.58, p = .001). Significantly, more
males reported using their second account —for romantic
relationshipsll and -to have freedom in expressing their
opinionsll. More females reported using the account -for
communicating with friendsll, to —for playing games onlyll,
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and to -establish hidden relationships from the societyll.

For the third account, there were no differences in the
distribution of reasons given by gender. However,
qualitatively it can be observed that 50% of males reported
using this account —for romantic relationshipsll. For females,
the two most common reasons for a third account were for
—issues related to accountll (22.2%) and to -For playing
games onlyll (22.2%).

IV. DISCUSSION

The finding that the most frequent uses of the first account
are for communicating with friends (old and new), and with
family is consistent with previous studies [1]-[4]. That is,
when respondents were asked about Facebook use in general,
the main account is used for keeping in contact with friends
and family. The second most frequent use is for playing
games. The present data do not shed light on what kind of
games are frequently played on Facebook. Nor is it clear why
these seven respondents could not play games via their main
account. Because the most common activities on the second
account are the same activities that were common on the main
account, it seems that the second account involves a different
subset of friends. A number of researchers have commented
that a Facebook user might add or exaggerate the number of
friends as a method of making their profile more socially
attractive [5]. The fact that one can manufacture a firm by
creating a Facebook account for this purpose is an illustration
of the flexibility of the cyber images represented in a
Facebook profile. It is also possible that the games use may
load on the factor such as -entertainmentll, but future
research should include questions specific to online games.

Although it is considered a violation of its terms of service,
Facebook states that about 83 million of the 950 Facebook
million accounts in (2012) are additional accounts that users
create besides their main accounts [6]. Because questions
about additional accounts have not been asked in prior
academic research, the present data on these accounts
addresses a new, previously unsearched, topic. That the
respondents were not comfortable using their primary
account to deal with romantic relationships, to freely express
opinions, or to communicate with close friends suggests that
communicating for these reasons involves a different set of
acquaintances. It is possible that a similar finding might have
been found a century ago if researchers had asked, ~-What do
you talk about with family members, with acquaintances, and
with romantic partners?ll It might well have been that social
interaction with family and acquaintances had a different
pattern than communications with romantic partners and
close friends; there might have been more self-disclosure in
social interactions with this latter audience. But, without any
available data, it is not known how much freedom Saudi
young people had to communicate with cross-sex friends 50
years ago.

Although disclosure on Facebook has been previously
researched (e.g., 7; 8; 9; 10), the possibility that disclosure
might differ depending on the Facebook audience has not
been previously researched. Facebook does make it easy to
segregate audiences. There is the capacity to segregate what
is disclosed to —friendsll versus anyone who logs onto the
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Facebook page. Different patterns of disclosure to different
subsets of friends are also consistent with the literature on
self-disclosure in face-to-face social interactions.

Romance-related conversations with members of the
opposite sex did not occur in the absence of family members
in traditional Saudi courtship. The data indicate that a
frequent use of the third account is to focus on romantic
relationships. This can be seen as both a departure from
traditional modes of social interaction with potential
romantic partners and also a need to keep these actions
separate from the non-romantic keeping in touch with friends
that takes place in the main account. Given that there is
evidence of romance-related social interaction on Facebook,
future research should inquire about romance related and
Cross sex communication in face-to-face settings and on the
telephone.

A separate Facebook account does provide a mechanism
by which specific communications such as self-disclosure
can be limited to a targeted audience. That self-disclosure is
greater in certain kinds of relationships (e.g., close friends,
parents, siblings, romantic relationships) is a frequent finding
in social interaction through all media [11], [12]. One
possible direction for future research would be to include
questions about subsets of friends or groups such as other
members of an athletic team, fans of a professional athletic
team or entertainer, computer gamers, friends with liberal or
conservative religious values, etc. Such subgroups would be
interesting for the analysis of both off-line and on-line social
interaction. There is evidence of teenage rebellion in many
cultures. It may be the case that there was some cross-sex
social interaction 50 years ago. These patterns may be
changing as a result of modernization in the Saudi Arabia, in
general, or may be in response to petition options provided by
Facebook on other Internet communication tools that were
not available 50 years ago.

Although the most frequent uses of Facebook represent a
cyber-version of traditional patterns of social interaction (e.g.,
communicating with friends and family), there are hints that
Facebook is also used to transcend cultural limits on social
interaction, particularly so in the more anonymous additional
accounts. Using Facebook to have freedom in revealing
opinions is consistent with Alsaggaf‘s (2012) argument that
Facebook is a fertile platform for free speech [13]. There is
also the possibility that students with political motives turn to
Facebook as an anonymous platform where they can initiate a
demand or call for change within society [14]. Another factor
that might constitute a challenge to traditional Saudi Islamic
cultural norms might be international interaction with
individuals from other cultures who are not constrained (or
constrained to a lesser degree) by these norms.

The present data set, the first in which additional accounts
was examined, includes some intriguing findings that clearly
establish the need for further research. The present data asked
the respondents about their reasons for creating more than
one Facebook account. But the data do not allow a distinction
between uses on the main account and uses on the additional
accounts. The present data do provide a frequency count for
each of the 11 uses factors for those respondents with only
one Facebook account and those respondents with more than
one Facebook account. The fact that respondents with more
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than one Facebook account had a higher mean on the
"Entertainment” factor could mean (a) the type of person who
creates additional Facebook accounts is the type of person
who whiles away idle moments on Facebook or (b) that the
recreational use of Facebook occurs primarily on an
additional account.

If the recreational activity is taking place on the additional
account, it is not clear why the respondents would need an
additional Facebook account in order to be entertained.
Future research should examine “Entertainment” more
closely by asking exactly what the respondents do when they
entertain online, which leisure activities are best accessed
through the main Facebook account, and which pastimes are
better via an additional account. Online gaming, for instance,
might be enhanced with an online ID unique to gaming
activities.

Again it is not clear why a respondent would create a
separate Facebook account with which to seek an emotional
outlet and advice. One possibility is that respondents would
want to mask their identity to a greater extent when sharing
the relatively intimate emotional outlet issues. Alternatively,
respondents (particularly females) who mask their identity by
withholding an accurate photograph and an accurate name in
their main account might want to identify themselves more
fully to the presumably smaller circle of friends with whom
emotional issues are discussed via Facebook.

If it is assumed that the audience (persons who have been
—friendedll) for the additional accounts is different from the
audience for the primary account, these differences may
reflect that certain activities such as —emotional outlet and
advicell are limited to a different (more intimate) set of
friends. This finding for Saudi university students on
Facebook is consistent with the fact that certain topics in
face-to-face disclosure are more likely for close friends than
acquaintances [11], [12]. The possibility that different
Facebook accounts might be focused on (or limited to) a
specific subset of friends is also relevant to understanding
why respondents with multiple Facebook accounts were
more likely to use Facebook to correspond about shared
interests. Future research should explore the concept of
"shared interests” more precisely. Gamers or political
activists, as examples, might create a separate account for
their gaming or political activism, and then use that
additional account to correspond with like-minded
individuals who share interest in a particular game and/or a
particular political point of view.

Facebook users with more than one account were more
likely to use Facebook for the purchase and education
activities. It is possible that Facebook users who mask their
identity on their main Facebook page might need a more
accurate profile when shopping and corresponding with
faculty and other educational resources. The data comparing
Facebook users with one account and those with multiple
accounts create as many questions as answers. The data from
this study clearly indicates, that interesting things are going
on in these additional accounts which are more than worthy
of further research.

Again, distinctive uses of the second account emerge, and,
because this question has not been asked previously, the
findings regarding multiple accounts are a unique
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contribution of the present study. Further, because there is no
literature on multiple accounts, it is difficult to know how
specific the information is to an Islamic society. That those
females are more likely to use online communications to
establish hidden relationships could reflect the fact that
hidden relationships are easier to maintain in face-to-face
social interactions for men as compared to women. Although
only 15% of the female sample who maintain hidden
relationships online, the fact that there are any women who
maintain hidden relationships at all may confirm concerns
expressed by religious leaders about access to the Internet in
Saudi Arabia [15]. The data showing that females use a
second account for games may reflect that females need to
limit the audience that is aware of their gaming activities.
There is no data on the issue, but it is plausible that gaming
partners would include at least some (and possibly a majority)
male gaming partners.

Saudi males are more likely than females to explore
romantic relationships on Facebook and similar findings
have been found in Western samples [16]. Further, that males
need an online medium to express their feelings may reflect
cultural norms which limit emotional expression for males
[17], [11].
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