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Abstract

While traditional Saudi Arabian courtship is rigidly structured according to Islamic codes of conduct, Saudis over
the past decade have increasingly turned to unconventional means, e.g., matrimonial websites, to find and court a
potential spouse. Using qualitative semistructured interviews (N = 36), the analysis of the data revealed four main
categories that demonstrate the reasons behind Saudis joining matrimonial websites: more opportunities, freedom
from the limitations of offline interactions in Saudi culture, personal reasons, and encouragement.
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1. Introduction

Saudi Arabian culture is considered the most conservative in the Islamic world; cultural norms and religious values
are so intertwined that it becomes difficult to distinguish between them (Al-Lily, 2011; Al Azmi et al., 2012; Al-
Duhaish et al., 2014; Mirah, and Masa'deh, 2014; Darawsheh et al., 2016; Alnajrani et al., 2018). Following their
religious beliefs regarding the importance of protecting people from seduction, Saudis maintain gender segregation
in all aspects of their daily lives, and it is considered one of the pillars of Saudi society. Such segregation between
genders is also in line with Arabic norms, which tend to equate family honour with the honour of men’s sisters and
daughters. Therefore, Saudi society restricts direct interactions with unrelated members of the opposite sex. While
it is considered a normal practice in Western societies, having a friendship or romantic relationship with a member
of the opposite sex is highly unacceptable in conservative Saudi Arabia. The only acceptable form of relationship
between unrelated members of the opposite sex in Saudi Arabia is marriage. This may explain why most marriages
in Saudi Arabia are arranged marriages (Al-Romi and Al-Saeg, 2004) and why mate selection is considered a
family and community affair between two families, rather than between partners (Hamon and Ingoldsby, 2003).
With the advances in online connectivity, virtual platforms offer innovative spaces that facilitate the establishment
and development of interpersonal relationships, thereby increasing and enhancing social interaction worldwide
(Bargh and McKenna, 2004). They have opened the possibility of cross-gender communication between unrelated
people in gender-segregated societies such as Saudi Arabia (Madini, 2012). These online settings include forums,
chat rooms, social media platforms, and Saudi matrimonial websites (Al-Saggaf and Weckert, 2004). Among these
virtual spaces, matrimonial websites have become increasingly attractive to Saudis because they help them find
potential spouses in an unconventional way (Al-Saggaf, 2013).

Matrimonial and dating websites have become increasingly popular in recent years (Al-Saggaf, 2013), and a
considerable number of people have gone on a date with a person they met through a dating website (Sprecher,
Schwartz, Harvey, and Hatfield, 2008) or found a spouse via a matrimonial website (Al-Saggaf, 2013; Magableh
et al., 2015). Non-Muslim scholars tend to use the concepts of dating, mating, and matrimony interchangeably to
convey finding a partner. However, matrimonial sites differ from dating sites. Matrimonial websites offer users a
relatively safe setting to meet other marriage seekers and communicate with them concerning the possibility of
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finding a spouse while maintaining their religious commitments. However, most dating websites provide dating
opportunities that may not lead to marriage. Thus, not all users of dating websites are searching for a potential
spouse; some may be searching for a boyfriend or girlfriend. Dating websites focus on “dating or enabling two
persons to meet and engage in mutually agreed upon social activities.” In contrast, matrimonial sites focus on
“bringing together two people who have a serious intention of getting married” (Al-Saggaf, 2013: 176). For these
reasons, it is best to use “matrimonial” when talking about Muslim users and “dating” when talking about non-
Muslim users. Mating could refer to both Muslim and non-Muslim users. Both dating and matrimonial websites
provide access to a significant number of user profiles. These profiles can include pictures, written biographies,
and short video clips. People can interact with one another via e-mail prior to meeting in person. Another feature
of these websites is the ability to search for specific criteria in a potential partner (e.g., ethnicity, religion, height,
body type; Whitty, 2008). These features allow for users to make comparisons between profiles. Unlike in an
offline environment, impression formation in the online dating setting starts before the couple physically meets.
Users consider their profiles résumés through which they attempt to market their “best” selves (Heino, Ellison,
and Gibbs, 2005). Therefore, individuals may spend a considerable amount of time creating attractive profiles that
will generate a positive impression on viewers. As a result, aspects such as screen name, profile photo, personal
information, personal preferences, and description are heavily edited to provide the best impression possible. In
other words, users tend to put a great deal of effort into creating flattering profiles (Whitty, 2010).

Through these matrimonial websites, Saudis can, perhaps for the first time, access the profiles of thousands of
potential spouses. This process is significantly different from the traditional courtship practice, in which the first
impression of a potential spouse is normally formed through the parents’ or a matchmaker’s description of the
candidate’s personality and physical attributes (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Al-Anzi, 2009; Bajnaid & Al-Saggaf, 2017,
Bajnaid & Elyas, 2017; Bajnaid & Elareshi, 2018). The first direct interaction in the traditional courtship process
also takes place at a later stage in the presence of the female’s guardian; this is when the couple and their families
decide whether the marriage is suitable. However, by constructing their own online profiles on matrimonial
websites, Saudis control the impressions they wish to leave on a future spouse, and they can be selective regarding
the attributes they wish to reveal. According to Walther (1996), due to its asynchronicity, this online setting allows
users to be strategic by lessening the potential partner’s access to undesirable attributes, because they can form,
manage, and modify their self-presentation more consciously than in initial face-to-face meetings. This paper
provides an in-depth description of the actions Saudi marriage seekers follow when looking for spouses through
matrimonial websites. Based on data collected from interviews, this paper details the model of the Saudi courtship
process initiated online. The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 presents the research methodology used
in this study. Section 3 states the data analysis. Research results are presented in Section 4. Section 5 concludes
the paper.

2. Research Methodology

This research aims to provide answers about the Saudis’ script of the courtship process; thus, the participants were
interviewed about the scripts they followed as they moved toward marriage with a potential spouse. Because the
targeted sample comprises Saudi users of matrimonial websites living in Saudi Arabia, their geographic dispersion
makes it difficult, if not impossible, to interview them in person due to the economic costs and time, especially
given that the current study has a fixed timeline and budget. To avoid these limitations, the researchers conducted
online interviews with participants using Skype. This program allows researchers to conduct interviews with high-
quality voice and video over the Internet (James and Busher, 2009). The current study benefited from online
interviews by extending access to the participants in comparison with offline interviews. Online interviews through
Skype offer a safe, comfortable environment for both the researchers and participants. It could also be argued that
online interviews present the opportunity to provide richer information regarding participants’ attitudes, beliefs,
and perceptions than face-to-face interviews, as some research suggests that people feel more confident and have
higher levels of self-disclosure in online discussions (Joinson, 2001). It should be noted that most of these studies
focused on discussion of computer-mediated communication in general and anonymity in particular; however,
online interviews still have a certain degree of anonymity. The major limitation for online interviews is the absence
of social cues (James and Busher, 2009). When face-to-face communication is not possible, it is essential to
determine how it affects participants’ knowledge construction and how researchers “can be sure about the
authenticity and identity of online contributions beyond what they are told by their participants” (Hammersley,
2006: 8). However, the authenticity and identity of the current sample are assured, as they are members of a
matrimonial website that required identity verification prior to joining.

2.1 Interview Questions

The current research uses a semistructured interview because it enables researchers to explore the phenomenon
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under investigation from the research population’s perspective. A major advantage of this method is that it allows
the interviewees to clearly communicate with participants and overcome ambiguities during the interview (Wojnar
and Swanson, 2007). It also allows for collecting in-depth data due to flexibility in the data collection process
(Silvermann, 1993). Unlike unstructured interviews, semistructured interviews enable the researcher to use
instructions to guide the interview process. They also enable him or her to obtain reliable and comparable
qualitative data that assist in identifying the similarities and differences between participants’ responses. This also
aids in forming a deep understanding of the phenomena because the interview questions are prepared in advance;
thus, the researcher is prepared and appears competent when conducting the interview. It also enables participants
to express their views in their own terms. As stated earlier, the goal of this study is to gain a detailed understanding
of the courtship script of Saudi users using matrimonial websites to answer the main research question: What is
the script Saudi users follow when trying to find a potential spouse through matrimonial websites?

2.2 Pilot Study of the Interview

A pilot study was conducted with ten volunteer Saudi members of a matrimonial website (five males and five
females), aged between 21 and 57 (mean = 34.30 years, SD = 12.77). The pilot study was conducted prior to the
main study to identify any questions that could have been ambiguous or made participants uncomfortable. A pilot
study also helps in forming operational procedures and discussing emergent problems prior to conducting research.
For instance, throughout the pilot interviews, the researchers found that the interview question “Describe in detail
the steps you followed when you moved from the website to other modes of interaction until you got married with
a potential spouse” needed to be clarified because it was not clear to the interviewees whether they should also
talk about the other communication methods they used until they met their potential spouse in person. Thus, the
interview question was modified: “Describe in detail the steps you followed when you moved from the website to
other modes of interaction with a potential spouse, up to the point of getting married.”

2.3 Administration of the Interviews

The criterion to determine the sample size for a qualitative data analysis is that the number of cases must be large
enough to achieve saturation, meaning that the data become repetitive and contain no new categories or emergent
themes after a certain number of cases have been analysed (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Most qualitative researchers
aim to collect enough qualitative data to achieve saturation, which may require as few as 10 or as many as 60 cases,
depending upon the quality and quantity of the data available for each case (Small, 2009). Green and Thorogood
(2009: 120) recommend that a minimum sample size of 20 is usually necessary to achieve saturation in an interview
study: “the experience of most qualitative researchers is that in interview studies, little that is new comes out of
transcripts after you have interviewed 20 or so people.” To recruit the required number of participants, those who
indicated their willingness to participate in this study received participant information sheets and consent forms
via e-mail to read, sign, and return to the researchers. Of 47 people who indicated their willingness to participate,
36 participated in the study. In the study sample, there were 19 males and 17 females, aged between 18 and 65
(mean = 34.20 years, SD = 9.32). Interviews were scheduled via e-mail. All interviews were audio recorded.

2.4 Analysis of the Interview Transcripts

According to Braun and Clarke (2006: 79), “thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting
patterns (themes) within data. It minimally organizes and describes data set in rich detail.” Thematic analysis
enables the researchers to work closely with qualitative data to generate themes that reflect a deep understating of
the data that is manifested as a narrative description of the users’ experiences. There are six phases in conducting
a thematic analysis: “familiarizing [the researchers with] the data; generating initial codes; searching for themes;
reviewing themes; defining and naming themes; and producing the report” (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 87-93). Based
on these systematic steps, concepts were established. Then, from these concepts, categories were determined that
formed the basis for creating a model of Saudi courtship scripts.

3. Data Analysis

This paper aims to answer the following research question: What is the script Saudi users follow in trying to find
a potential spouse through matrimonial websites? This research illustrates the stages of the Saudi courtship process
initiated online. Indeed, Figure (1) illustrates the model of stages of Saudi courtship that involves the use of
matrimonial websites. This model comprehensively describes variations the steps towards getting married using
one of these sites. The overall process can be divided into ten general stages, discussed in detail in the following
sections. Each of these stages comprises a series of decisions on the part of the potential couple.
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Figure 1. Model of Saudi Courtship

The first stage, (1) in the upper-left region of the model, indicates that marriage seekers are likely to spend more
than a year to make up their mind to join matrimonial websites. They take into consideration a number of factors
that differ from one person to another: a. more opportunities, b. freedom from restrictions, c. personal reasons and
e. encouragement. Once the decision is made to begin utilizing a particular website deemed appropriate using the
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criteria outlined in stage (2), they register and then create an attractive profile in stage (3). The model shows that
marriage seekers often use more than one website to expand their pool of potential spouses. This is described by
the intersections among groups (circles), as each group represents a certain website, while the elements of the
groups are the registered marriage seekers. In addition, a brief description of how and what a profile should contain
is illustrated in the top-right of the model, which is zoomed in from a profile's element as an example. In stage (4),
a site search engine (basic or advanced) is used to look for serious candidates for marriage. The retrieved search
results are usually large and contain many unfavorable profiles, which are filtered using a well-honed list of
preferred characteristics in stage (5). With the small group who fits the wish list, the marriage seeker begins the
process of communication, which raises subsequent complex decisions. The process of communication, stages (6-
10), heads either to drawing up a legal marriage contract or to terminating the relationship and returning to the
search stage (4). The colored lines, ranging from blue to red in the model, represent the level of communication
and to some extent the level of attraction between the likely couple. For example, in stage (6), blue and green lines
are a low-level connection, representing the initial request to connect that can be confirmed or denied. Early
conflicts here always end the connection.

In the next stage (7), communication between potential partners becomes deeper, as each one begins discovering
more traits in the other used to make the crucial decision to continue or terminate the relationship. Communication
at this stage is usually carried out using private message feature provided by the matrimonial website. Arriving at
stage (8) a potential couple wants to investigate more satisfying ways of interacting. Therefore, they need to take
a major leap of faith to take further actions and to involve the bride's family in the relationship. This stage tends to
be the most difficult one because an intermediary could bungle the process or an authoritative member of the
bride's family might oppose it. This would then lead to terminating the relationship. However, if all previous stages
go well, the groom or a representative is expected to make a phone call asking for the bride's hand in marriage. It
is clear that the process up to stage (8) is a relatively new method of finding and contacting a potential spouse.
Despite this, the remaining stages are essentially identical with the traditional method of Saudi courtship. The
investigation and then legitimate look stages, (9) and (10), become more formal. All of the details regarding the
marriage are expected to be discussed and committed to in advance, before the signing of the marriage agreement.

4. Research Results

According to Simon and Gagnon (1986), a script is a mental map that guides individuals’ behavior in a potential
situation. It consists of a set of actions, learned and culturally enhanced throughout individuals’ lifespan.
Individuals depend on symbols and descriptions to comprehend their roles in diverse contexts. Contacts that
routinely occur are conceived as a determinate sequence of events on which behavior is predicated. Individuals
form expectations of behaviors in a setting prior to entering it. To aid in further understanding, grounded theory is
also utilized to assist in constructing the emerging model of the Saudi online courtship script. This section displays
the steps Saudi marriage seekers take when they use matrimonial websites: deciding to join a matrimonial website,
choosing a specific matrimonial website, creating a profile, matching, making decisions, initial and mutual contact,
involving the potential bride’s family, traditional investigation and legitimate look, followed by preparing for the
marriage. Each step includes the criteria they set and the factors that affect their decision-making.

4.1 Deciding to Join a Matrimonial Website

The first stage that marriage seekers go through is making the decision to join matrimonial websites or to stick to
the traditional methods. The interviewees explained that they spent this duration in observing matrimonial websites
and thinking of whether it was worth it to take the next step, weighing the costs and rewards. The rewards that
they could gain from joining these sites can be explained in light of the notion of “intrapsychic scripts” that stems
from script theory. The intrapsychic script delineates individuals’ goals, expectations, and desires, which aids in
understanding why Saudis join Islamic matrimonial websites.

This research uncovers four main categories that illustrate the reasons behind joining matrimonial websites:
looking for more opportunities, overcoming the limitations of offline interactions in Saudi culture, personal reasons,
and encouragement.

4.1.1 Looking for more Opportunities

More than the two-thirds of the sample confirm that they are straying from traditional methods because they did
not find a suitable spouse that way. Digging in-depth to understand these cases, interviewees stated that online
matrimonial websites open new horizons that give users more opportunities to find and be exposed to their matches.
Men express that they were tired from knocking on the doors of families of potential spouses and they were
disappointed not to find a suitable spouse. For example, (M14) said “My mother and I have knocked at more than
25 houses’ doors so far. You know this is our tradition. Your mother or your sister starts to search and asks her
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circles to find you a suitable wife. Everyone has a different opinion about what “suitable” means. Thus, we start
our trip by hearing other women’s descriptions and when we hear that one girl has characteristics similar to what
I am looking for, my mother and I visit her family’s house. However, I get tired.”

This is not the only (M14) case; most of the men’ interviewees have similar stories. (M07), for instance, stated,
“When you do not have a young sister in our community, this means that you will struggle to get married. Sisters
in their 20s or even 30s make your mission to get married possible and mostly successful. They usually have wide
circles of female friends and colleagues, which mean that they have more choices for you. They also can understand
your needs more than your mother. I told my mother that I cannot run from one house to another anymore to search
for a wife.”

Female interviewees, on the other hand, reveal that their role in Saudi courtship is a reaction to men’s actions,
which means that they need to be exposed to others as a marriage option. Being in a small community with limited
circles of relatives and friends makes it difficult for Saudi women to be found. For example, (F12) stated, “I stayed
at home after I graduated from high school. Most of my classmates in high school went to universities. One of
them is still in touch with me but really I do not think that I will get married through the traditional method, as
maybe I am suitable for someone but he does not know about me”. (FO8) was more explicit and said, “You need
to be exposed and known. Nobody knows about you if you keep yourself within your small circle. You cannot
knock on a man’s door and propose marriage to him. A matrimonial website keeps you more visible to the opposite

t2]

SeX .

The second reason for joining a matrimonial website in this category is to find an alternative to the family and
tribal circle. This reason was highly applicable to male participants. More than 60% of the men agree that
matrimonial websites assist them in going beyond their narrow circles. Male interviewees highlight that traditional
methods usually come with limited choices. For example, (M16) stated, “Most of women in my family circle are
not suitable for me. I am looking for an educated woman who has at least a bachelor’s degree. Searching through
matrimonial websites give me more options”. Looking for more choices and specific characteristics were a concern
for some male interviewees. Other participants stress that they want to be free of certain customs and traditions.
(M06) indicated that “limited your search within your family circle means that you have to follow some traditions
and customs even if you do not believe in them”.

On the other hand, most female respondents disagree with the statement that they joined a matrimonial website to
find an alternative to their families and tribes. Female interviewees explain why most of the female participants
found this statement to not be applicable to their case: finding someone from their own extended family or tribe
makes them feel more secure about the relationship. (F13), for example, said, “Finding more choices through a
matrimonial website does not mean that you have to avoid your extended family. I prefer to find someone from
my extended family, because we can ask about him and know from relatives about his background. This makes
me feel safe and comfortable about my future life”.

Some women state that having a partner from your family or tribe means that you have something in common,
even if it is only traditions and customs. (F06) stated, “I did not join the matrimonial website to find an alternative
tribe to my tribe, but to have wider options. I believe that finding a spouse from me tribe increases the compatibility
between me and my future husband, as we will have common traditions and customs. Even if some of these
traditions are weird, we will have the same weird things to practice”.

Few women agreed with the statement that they used matrimonial websites to find alternatives to their tribes,
because women traditionally cannot get married to men outside their tribe. (F17) explains, “In Saudi Arabia, some
tribes restrict women’ marriages to people who have a tribal origin in general, which means that they do not accept
men of Hadari origin. Other tribes classify people who belong to tribes into two types; Qabily with high position
or 220 and Khadiry or 110. This classification is based on the extent to which a certain tribe has a well-known
origin. That means they do not accept men from Khadiry origin to marry their women. Some tribes make their
women exclusive to the men from their tribe”. This quotation explains why some women do not believe that they
use matrimonial websites to find alternatives to their tribes and families, as straying from the tribe could lead to
divorce.

4.1.2 Overcoming the Limitations of Offline Interactions in Saudi Culture

Hyperpersonal theory contributed to the debate in the Computer Mediated Communication literature regarding the
lack of information and social cues in online relationships by highlighting the positive side of asynchronous
communication with limited social cues (Walther, 1996). However, this research reinvestigates that argument and
examines the extent to which it is applicable to conservative (Shannak, and Obeidat, 2012), Islamic cultures. The
results reveal that Saudi users joined matrimonial websites to circumvent the restrictions on offline interactions
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between sexes. Almost all of the participants, representing (90%) of the men and (93%) of the women, believe that
matrimonial websites enable them to overcome cultural and social restrictions, such as the possibility for both men
and women to directly search for a potential spouse, the possibility for direct interaction between sexes, and the
possibility to find information about a potential spouse to help determine their compatibility. All of these factors
assist in understanding why Saudis choose to use matrimonial websites.

4.1.2.1 Searching Directly for a Potential Spouse

The majority of the sample agrees or strongly agrees that they use matrimonial websites because they want to
search for a spouse by themselves (69.5%). Direct search by marriage seekers is a huge shift in Saudi’s courtship
process, not only because it removes the mediator role in the searching process but because it empowers both
parties in the relationship to direct and manage this vital step by themselves. (M19) stated, “I feel that matrimonial
websites provide me something... it is a kind of power that enables men and even women to search by themselves”.
In addition, matrimonial websites convert women’s role from reactive, waiting to accept or reject men’s proposals,
to active, at least in the searching process. Some participants believe that this feature of matrimonial websites
might show how traditional courtship is starting to lose some of its collective attributes. For example, (M09)
explained, “It is well known that courtship in our society is a family matter rather than an individual matter. When
each relationship party starts searching alone, that means there is a huge transition in Saudis’ courtship process”.

This transition does not necessarily mean that individuals have complete freedom in this step, as some families
even get involved in the online search process for their son or daughter. (F10) stated, “I really appreciate the fact
that matrimonial websites’ search engines enable me to find potential spouses by myself. However, I prefer to
search with my family”. (M03) also confirmed this idea: “Although I have the chance to search by myself, I prefer
to search with my sisters as I trust their point of views”. A few stated that the involvement of their families in their
search process is interfering; as (F15) stated, “I have the opportunity to search by myself but my family’s questions
made me feel that they are watching every single step of my searching process”.

4.1.2.2 Direct interaction between Sexes

Almost all of the participants agreed that matrimonial websites make interaction with the potential spouse possible,
as well as easier and more comfortable. The literature review clarified the difficulty of interacting with the opposite
sex in Saudi society. It illustrated in detail the nature of gender segregation and societal restrictions on approaching
unrelated women, which make direct interaction difficult or impossible. These constraints led almost all members
of the sample to believe that matrimonial websites are an attractive channel with rich information in comparison
with offline interaction (Madini, 2012). (MO05) stated, “A matrimonial website provides me with information
directly from the main source, my potential spouse. Every single action makes me feel that I am interacting directly
with my spouse without a moderator. I value the reaction and silence of the potential spouse and consider them as
well as valuable information”. (F04) added, “Assuming that you had a chance to interact directly offline with a
potential husband, he could not see any of your facial cues because of the hijab. He also could not make eye contact
with you, as this is considered an inappropriate behavior in our society. Therefore, I do not think that you will have
someone who says that offline [interactions] have richer information than online settings”.

Almost all of the participants also agree or strongly agree that online matrimonial websites enable them to provide
more information about themselves. By combining this response with the previous responses, it can be said that
the Saudi participants believe that matrimonial websites enable them to send and receive more messages and
information than in an offline setting. This result contributes to the heated debate regarding the (lack of) social
cues in online settings. While hyperpersonal theory altered this debate with the idea that a lack of social cues could
be considered a positive side of online settings, as users can be selective in their self-presentation (Walther, 1996),
the current result reveals that people from conservative cultures believe that in their cases, the offline setting is the
one that lacks social cues. This is especially applicable when it comes to the relationships with the opposite sex.
The current research also contribute to the hyperpersonal theory by considering the role of the “message” in online
setting and highlighting the differences between the exchanged “message” in Saudi context on one hand and the
Western context on the other hand.

4.1.2.3 Examine the Compatibility between Two Parties

There is no way in Saudi traditional courtship to examine the compatibility of the relationship with a partner unless
the marriage contract has been signed. Meeting up or having a cup of coffee in a public place are socially
unacceptable (Le Renard, 2008). This might provide an explanation why almost all the participants believe that
matrimonial websites enable them to have more time to examine the compatibility of a potential spouse. The
chance to have a conversation with a potential spouse before marriage is highly valued by Saudi participants. For
example, (M11) said, “In my last marriage, the family of my ex-wife did not allow me to talk to her even after the
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Milka ceremony. They told me you can do whatever you want with her once the marriage celebration has finished.
However, in a matrimonial website, I can overcome such obstacles”. This is also applicable for women; for
example, (F16) stated, “I am an educated female who cannot support going through the very traditional courtship
process. You know some may say, ‘How can you talk to a stranger and have a chat with him?’ ‘How does your
family accept that?’ ‘It is really a shame’. I really do not care as long as I am using a website to know the extent
to which we are compatible to be a husband and a wife”.

Saudi users are benefitting from the asynchronous features of matrimonial websites, which give them more time
to examine the possibility of compatibility with a potential spouse. They also believe that this feature provides
them the opportunity to view other members’ profiles or reply to their messages in their timeframe. All of this may
explain why Saudi users of matrimonial websites perceive this alternative method of finding a spouse to be more
effective than the traditional offline method.

4.1.3 Personal Reasons

The third main reason for using matrimonial websites is related to personal issues. These issues include: age-
related pressure, body image concerns, and potential judgment about looking for a second wife. The interview
answers reveal that the dominant reason female participants resort to a matrimonial website is fear of their age,
which makes sense with the age range of women in the main sample. According to the participants, a Saudi woman
starts fearing being too old when she turns 23. For example, (F02) stated, “The Aunousah ghost (an Arabic
expression for a spinster) is the main fear for a Saudi girl even if she is under 25. The question sticks in her mind
whether she will get married or not... You know, in our society, women in their 30s are not as desirable as women
in their 20s. If you are getting old from a Saudi perspective, you should lower your expectations when looking for
a husband. You may even agree to be a second wife”. (F11), a 26-year-old woman added, “In my family, I am the
first child. This puts a lot of pressure on me, especially when men started to ask for marrying my young sister. I
feel that I am getting old and that I should find a way to be known and visible in our society so potential spouses
can find me”.

Concerns related to the body are also part of the personal reasons to use the sites, including having a specific
concern regarding one’s appearance, having dark or black skin, being overweight, or having a disability. Apart
from disability, it seems that women with dark skin or weight issues are unlikely to be successful in the Saudi
marriage market. This result emerged from both men and women. For example, (FO7) stated, “Though Saudi men
do not have white skin and they mostly have olive skin, they really do not like women with black skin. They accept
olive and bronze colors as well. But, they really do not like black skin. Maybe you can find someone who likes
this color but they are really rare. One of my reasons to be here is to find someone who likes my skin color, as the
matrimonial website has a wide pool of people, which increases my chances”. Reviewing the preferred color in
men’s profiles confirms this idea, as more than 60% prefer white skin. Heaviness is another concern; the
description boxes of women’s profiles included sentences like “While I have some extra kilos, I am a funny girl”.
(F03) added, “You know in the early days of the Arab people, they liked heavy-weighted girls. They even wrote
poems to describe how pretty they were. Nowadays, heavy-weighted girls should follow a diet to be in-shape and,
thus, to be more acceptable by men in our society. This does not mean that there is no one who would like a heavy-
weighted girl; you may find some but not that much”. These findings are in line with a Russian study conducted
by Sahib, Koning, and Witteloostuijn (2006) that reveals that being slim is an important trait sought in women in
the Russian marriage market.

One of the interviewees had a concern regarding her attractiveness. She stated (F14), “I have a concern about my
appearance... especially my nose, as I feel it is a bit big and I really do not know whether men will like my face
or not”. Another female interviewee (F05) introduced herself as having disability. She stated, “I am here looking
for a man who accepts me as a disabled woman, even if he has any type of disability”. Such a finding could be
explained in light of the concept of “premarital bargaining” proposed by Murstein (1970) in his stimulus-value-
role theory to account for the matching process commonly observed among real partners. He indicates that people
who have similar levels of physical attractiveness are more likely to select each other in the dating market.

An interesting additional reason emerged among men related to finding a second wife. Some men indicated that
they are looking for a second wife from a matrimonial website because they do not want to disclose this matter to
their family or friend circles. (M15) explained, “I am looking for a second wife and I do not want that to be known
at this stage. Relatives and friends may blame me and discourage me from going ahead with this step. However, I
am really planning to do it”. Some men justify this step by stating that they are looking for children, as they waited
a long time to have children from their first wives.
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4.1.4 Encouragement

Others’ stories were a motivation to join matrimonial websites. Nearly two-thirds of the participants in the main
sample agree or strongly agree that they have heard success stories about people who used matrimonial websites
to find a spouse. This indicates that there are success stories among Saudis who used matrimonial websites and
that they are willing to tell their stories. However, interview answers reveal that those couples who successfully
get married using a website often fabricate a story to tell their relatives, following the acceptable norms within
their circles. For example, (M13) shared, “One of my friends told me that his invented scenario for his relatives is
that his sister met his spouse in one of her friends’ marriage celebrations and asked for her family”. This scenario
was repeated in male and female interviewees’ answers, which means that some Saudis feel that finding a spouse
through a website is stigmatized. They normally disclose the real story to their close friends. That means that the
traditional cultural script still has influence among Saudis and some of them may resort to inventing a meeting
scenario in line with that script. Viewing online dating as stigmatized matches the results of American studies that
show that early online daters did not inform others that they used these websites to find a mate (e.g., Wildermuth,
2004), though recent studies show that such stigma has decreased (e.g., Smith and Duggan, 2013).

4.2 Choosing a Matrimonial Website to Join

After making the decision to join a matrimonial website, users start the process of choosing which matrimonial
website to join. Interviews reveal that the participants compare matrimonial websites based on certain criteria,
similar to a checklist process. Each member has his/her own criteria to filter out undesirable websites. Though
personal criteria usually vary from person to person based on their intrapsychic scripts, common themes were
repeated by interviewees surrounding looking for a reliable site and checking the types of members and site
features.

4.2.1 Looking for a Reliable Site

Interviewees stated that they compare different matrimonial websites to find reliable sites, based on the religiosity
of the site, website reputation, and verification process.

4.2.1.1 The Religiosity of the Website

The impression that users get when they visit a matrimonial website for the first time is very important. Participants
were looking for signs such as a verse from the Quran or a saying by Prophet Mohammed, peace be upon him.
(MO8) stated, “When you first see a quote from Quran or the sayings by Prophet Mohammed, you can say that this
is the first sign that makes you start to consider a website as a respectable one. I know it is not enough but it is still
an indication”. (F09) added, “It is important for me to find a statement from a website’s owner that they follow
Islamic instructions”. Some participants believe that these kinds of signs are superficial and could be abused by
some sites. (M17) explained that “swearing by the name of the God in the registration process, or posting a quote
from Quran or the sayings by Prophet Mohammed, or even including some Islamic instructions within the terms
and conditions are not actual signs of the religiosity of a website. The design of the website is the one that you can
judge”. While they belong to an Islamic culture, Saudi users of matrimonial websites seem highly aware that some
users may abuse the terms and conditions of the websites even when they fit well with Islamic rules.

Many participants agree with (M02) that the availability of women’s photos and the facilitation of relationships
outside of marriage are the most real indicators of religiosity. (M12) said, “When you visit a matrimonial website
and you do not see women’s photos, you can say ‘yes’ this is the right place that follows religious instructions’”.
(FO1) stated, “Many websites claim that they are for Saudis and when you visit them, you can tell from the front
page that they cannot be for Saudis, because they display a number of women’s photos. I believe it is impossible
for Saudi women to display their photos in such a way, because they have to conceal them following our religious
instructions and traditions”. Previous studies among Saudis online reveal that not only in matrimonial websites but

also in social media websites, women tend to use symbolic photos instead of their real ones (Aljasir, 2015).
4.2.1.2 Reputation of a Website

Interviewees indicated that the reputation of a website is very important. They were aware that all their disclosed
information would be saved and seen by an agent. Therefore, they are eager to deal with the right place. (M12)
stated, “T usually start with Googling a website to see what people say about it. I found rich forums with people’s
experiences and reviews”. Other interviewees confirm that forums are considered an important source to find out
about a website’s reputation. (F16) added, “You cannot trust what you find in certain matrimonial websites’ reviews
and success stories. They can easily delete negative reviews. However, many forums provide more reliable
information”. (F03) said, “I read a newspaper report that sheds light on some foreign matrimonial websites that
claimed to be suitable for Saudis and then blackmailed their users. Therefore, I resorted to the forums to see
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people’s reviews”.

Another indicator interviewees discussed is the sites’ advertisements. They believe that the number and type of
ads provide an idea about the extent to which this agent is reliable. (M18) explained, “Sometimes you feel that the
agents of a matrimonial websites do not really care about the matchmaking service. They only concern about
gathering a huge number of members and offering anything that could attract people to be on their websites. The
platforms of these websites are usually crowded by ads and sometimes you find inappropriate ads”.

4.2.1.3 Verification Process

Even though many Saudi matrimonial websites make users promise that their only intention is to find a partner to
marry according to Allah and his prophet’s rules, as well as promising to be honest with other users, themselves,
and Allah, the interviewees believe that these steps are not enough. Some of them believe that this step is not even
appropriate. (F15) said, “Day by day, we find people abusing others through these websites despite the fact that
they had sworn that they had no intention to deceive people. I believe that maintaining this part of the registration
process is abusive to the Islamic religion itself and to the God’s name”. (M04) added, “There are new techniques
that could be used for verification instead of using the name of God and his Prophet peace be upon him”.

The interviewees trust websites with a multiple-step registration process more. (F07) said, “When finding a website
with only one or just simple steps, you know that this website does not care about the authenticity of its members.
I found one website that does not even send a verification email”. (M01) added, “Verification steps are really
necessary, such as email verification and mobile phone verification steps. I hope that these websites are accredited
by the government and even require ID verification to activate the registration of their members”.

4.2.2 Checking a Website’s Members

Saudis look for two main points when choosing a matrimonial site. The first is that a site has a large pool of
members, which increases the opportunity of finding a potential spouse. The second is that a site has desired
spouses from a user prospective. (FO8) said, “In order to choose a website, I view users’ profiles and also use the
search engine to see whether a website has people I like or not. Sometimes, I find just one or two profiles that fit
my preferences. This makes me think of other websites which have more profiles”. (M06) provided more details:
“For example, I am looking for a Saudi girl who has white skin and is in shape. I will check a website using the
search engine; if I find many profiles where female users describe themselves as heavy with dark skin then it is
better to find another website”.

4.2.3 The Website Features

Basic features such as emails, last seen notifications, a section for new members and free subscription options
were the most important to interviewees, who believe that some advanced features may ruin a site. According to
(M02), “I believe that online chat is not a good feature to have in matrimonial websites. From my experience,
websites with online chats usually gather people who are looking for having a relationship or friendship.
Meanwhile, restricted websites usually gather people looking for getting married only”. Many interviewees
confirm this idea and believe offering unrestricted connection is inappropriate. (F13) said she preferred “a more
simple, basic, and appropriate website”. Such a finding is totally different from Western and East Asian online
daters, who appreciate features that facilitate the communication between two parties through online chat or other
methods (e.g. Farrer and Gavin, 2009; Jha and Adelman, 2009; Lee, 2009). However, some Western online dating
websites take a similar approach and restrict users’ access to other members. According to Long (2010),
“eHarmony does not allow to browse profiles of other members, and it only sent a handful of matches for review
at a time”.

Interviewees consider websites that provide both free and paid services a good choice as they can benefit from
free services, and if they willing to pay, they can benefit from paid services. Paid services include making a profile
more visible and having access to offline matchmakers. No Saudi website provides personality tests or auto-
matching features. Asking interviewees about this result reveals that, because women prefer waiting for men to
start the action, paid services offer their profiles more visibility to men than free services.

4.3 Creating a Profile and Describing an Ideal Match

The third step of the courtship script is to create a profile on a matrimonial website. While previous studies that
investigated creating profiles in online dating websites examined self-presentation (e.g. Whitty, 2008) and the
interaction between users and the websites (e.g. Long, 2010), this study is concerned with impression formation
and mate preferences. This includes how the sender constructs the profile and how his/her perceptions as a receiver
affect his/her intrapsychic script of building an ideal profile. It also includes Saudis’ preferences in a potential
spouse and the extent to which they resemble or differ from those described by Buss and Schmitt (1993). The study
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combines quantitative and qualitative data to explore the personal scripts of Saudi users, beginning here with
impression formation and mate preferences.

4.3.1 Impression Formation

One of the main reasons for using hyperpersonal theory in the current study is that it provides an explanation of
impression formation in Saudi matrimonial websites based on the written text in online settings, given that Saudi
matrimonial websites restrict displaying photos in users’ profiles. It also assists in explaining the role of
communication components (i.e. sender, receiver, channel and feedback) in the impression formation process
(Walther, 1996). The research proved that the online channel conveys more information and rich messages than a
traditional courtship setting. As the Saudi matrimonial websites restrict displaying members’ photos, the written
text and available cues are considered the main source of self-presentation used to form an impression. The
qualitative study examined the criteria for forming a favorable impression when Saudi users create their profiles.

4.3.1.1 Comparison with Other Users’ Profiles

Before creating a profile, users start by comparing profiles of their gender, and then the opposite gender. They
stated that they examined the impression they obtained from others’ profiles and observed the description boxes
of profile creators and the boxes describing their preferred attributes in a spouse. (FO1) explained, “I went through
more than 30 women’s profiles to see what they include and how they present themselves. Description boxes are
different. Some of them are short and some are long. However, the selection of the words and the presentation of
the attributes were my main concerns. I even turned to men’s profiles and checked out at least 10 profiles and took
some ideas from them”. Some participants state that observing and comparing profiles is a very important step.
They look for the profiles of people with similar characteristics to see how they present themselves in an effective
way. (M11) stated, “Browsing members’ profiles that have similar attributes and preferences in their future spouse
is very important. When I viewed members’ profiles I took notes, as some of them reminded me of further
important attributes that I should look for in my spouse. I also learned how to leave a good impression through my
own profile”.

4.3.1.2 Respecting Social Norms

The research reveals that Saudi users, as strategic receivers, believe that respecting social norms is important when
filling in the blanks about the profiles of other members in matrimonial websites. The interviews confirm that and
clarify the extent to which Saudi users try to remain within traditional social norms. Women were more concerned
about being in line with traditions and presenting themselves in an acceptable form to leave a favorable impression.
(F04) stated, “As a woman on a matrimonial website, you need to be very careful. The content of the profile
includes words, faces and full stops that provide a meaning. This meaning should not cross the lines drawn by our
society or provide an unfavorable impression. These issues are part of your reputation and how people see you”.
Another female, (F06), added, “Explicit family name is considered too much information to provide; even though
men like to know more about their potential wives, they do not accept having such information in their profile”. It
seems that women are concerned with how Saudi men perceive what they present in the profile and what is
acceptable and not acceptable. Unlike Western online dating users who look for attractive names when searching
for a potential mate (Whitty and Buchanan, 2010), a male participant (MO08) clarifies Saudi men’s point of view
when browsing women’s profiles: “You are searching for a wife. She is not a girlfriend. She is the mother of your
future children. You need someone who respects our traditions and norms and someone who takes care of her
reputation. Thus, sexy names or sexual indications in the description boxes are highly unacceptable”. Most of the
interviewees shared this opinion. This is to say that men care more than women about the behavior of other
members being in line with the social norms when searching for a suitable spouse.

4.3.1.3 Privacy Concerns

Saudi users were aware of the importance of protecting their privacy. Their concerns fell into two types, protecting
their privacy from the agent and from other site members. They believe that even though there are some respectable
matrimonial websites, there is no clear accreditation process for these websites from government agents. This
means that their information could be abused and they do not know who exactly is responsible for their information.
Such a concern could also apply to other online settings. Several costs have been identified as the result of
disclosing such information. Gross and Acquisti (2005) identify three such costs, involving the hosting site, the
user’s friends, and third parties. The hosting site, in this case the service providers, can easily access users’
information and collect data about them. Members of the website can misuse disclosed information, which could
lead to online stalking, bullying, stigmatization, identity fraud, criminal charges, and sexual predation. Finally,
third parties, from hackers to governmental agencies, can access a user’s information for their own purposes with
or without the hosting site’s direct agreement.
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(M14) stated, “Even if we agree that a certain website is a respectable one, we cannot grantee that this website will
not be hacked. We need to take care of our information when we create our profile. We need to reserve some
information for our safety”. The second type of privacy is protecting private information from profile viewers.
Interviewees’ main concern there is being identifiable. For example, some participants working in the educational
or military sectors stated that they do not want anyone from their workplaces to identify them. Women fear being
identified by one of the members of their family circle.

As Saudi matrimonial sites warn members, especially women, against providing personal contact information in
their profiles. Participants respect the need to state this within the terms and conditions of the site but believe not
all members adhere to it.

4.3.1.4 Missing Information is Tempting

Completing all the required and non-required information in the profile and filling in the blank boxes with long
description were not favorable from interviewees’ points of view. They believe that it looks boring and nobody
would read all of these things. (M04) stated, “Some members fill all the boxes with long descriptions. I really do
not like these profiles and I do not even try to read what they have written. I feel tired even from the look of the
profile”. Interviewees also believe that a member needs to hold some information back for the coming steps.
Concealing some information in a way that attracts readers’ attention is also a means of leaving a desirable
impression. Female interviewees emphasized this more than males. (F09) stated, “You need to conceal some of
your background information to attract viewers’ attention and make them read your profile. You then make an
opportunity for your potential spouse to discover you and your personality gradually”. From interviews, it seems
that Saudi women compensate for the lack of photos in their written text without defying traditions, emphasizing
their sexuality or providing too much detail about their body shapes. This finding is to some extent in line with
hyperpersonal theory, as it assumes that online receivers fill in missing information with their imaginations
(Walther, 1996).

4.3.1.5 Peer Confirmation

Saudi users were selective in their presentation of personal attributes. The interviewees stated that they tried to be
accurate in their self-descriptions and not deceive profile viewers. (F14) explained, “I understand that if I
exaggerate in describing myself, I will disappoint someone who asks for me when he gets to know me in person.
Therefore, it is better to be yourself but to provide [information about] yourself in a reasonable way”. Most of the
participants, men and women, stated that they show someone their profiles or the information they aim to display
in the profile to gauge the extent to which these attributes represent themselves. (M18) stated, “I really do not like
to disclose that I am on a matrimonial website but I have written my attributes on a paper sheet and showed it to
one of my friends to give me his opinion. He made some modifications on what I wrote”. (F12) stated that she
consulted one of her very close friends to check the accuracy of her profile and get suggestions in presenting
herself in a favorable way.

4.3.2 Mate Preferences
The qualitative data in this research clarify the following result:
4.3.2.1 Commitment and Moral Characteristics

One of the important factors that men and women look for in a spouse is morality and commitment. Male
interviewees expressed their concerns about potential spouses’ previous relationships, which arise from Arabic
norms and customs. This may explain why morality and commitment were the most important factors for Saudi
men. (M12) explained, “We are in a marriage process. That means we are looking for a spouse that protects our
honor. She is our Ired and Sharf. Therefore, I am keen to state the importance of chastity and loyalty when writing
about my spouse’s attributes”. (M01) added, “I hope that I find a spouse who had not had a previous romantic
relationship. We are in a segregated community and I really worry about the girl that had challenged these norms
and had a previous relationship with the opposite sex”. This statement is in line with what has been explained in
the literature review, that the only acceptable romantic relationship between men and women is a marriage
(Aljuhani, 2005). On the other hand, women’s understandings of morality and commitment were more focused on
the extent to which the potential spouse would respect the marriage. They link men’s religiosity, willingness to
invest, and desire to have children with his level of commitment. Therefore, they state these attributes in their
profiles.

4.3.2.2 Typical Partner Roles
Male interviewees continue to prefer a spouse willing to carry out the typical Saudi female role, highly valuing
home-oriented women with housekeeping skills. (M16) explained, “I would really love to find a spouse that can
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take the house responsibilities; from taking care of the children to good cooking”. Good cooking recurred many
times in male interviewees’ answers. Some male interviewees showed their tolerance of performing these tasks to
show that they can cooperate with their partners in such duties. On the other hand, women preferred partners with
high earning capacity who can take care of the family expenses. This is a typical male role in Saudi culture that
derives its legitimacy from Islamic instructions. Men are obligated to take responsibility for family expenses even
if wives have their own incomes. Some female interviewees stated that they do not mind sharing family expenses
with their husbands. Interviewees’ answers indicated that traditional male and female roles remain priorities for
Saudis. However, some of them showed their tolerance toward assuming other roles, women more than men.

4.3.2.3 Religiosity and Respecting Traditions

Initially, the dress code in Saudi Arabia obligates women to wear hijab (Madini, 2012). The most common hijab
type among Saudis covers the face. However, there is a trend among Saudi women to cover their hair without
veiling their faces. Saudi men were more concern than women about potential partners having a religious look and
varied in their preferences between covering faces and wearing modern hijab. (M05) stated, “It is very difficult to
marry a woman that does not wear Nigab. All my family’s female members cover their faces. I do not know how
I could go out with a woman that does not cover her face. Neither my family nor my friends would accept that”.
Another man, (M13), stated, “I hope that I can find a wife who is an open-minded and uncovers her face. I do not
want her to not wear the hijab at all, no, but to wear it without covering her face. My family does not interfere in
such decisions”. From participants’ answers, it seems that social norms control the type of hijab preferred. On the
other hand, religiosity from Saudi women’s point of view is about behaviour and not only appearance. Many
women stated that they wrote in the preferences box in their profiles that they want a husband who fears God and
takes care of Islamic obligations. Reviewing the interviewees’ profiles confirms that men write about religious
appearance and female write about religious behavior, with both indicating the importance of praying every day.
This result fits with the findings of a study by Badahdah and Tiemann (2005), who conducted a content analysis
of online personal advertisements for Muslims living in America, and with the results of Mishra, Monippally, and
Jayakar’s (2013) study examining the sexual strategies of Indian Muslim men and women in online matrimonial
advertisements. All confirm that users of Muslim matrimonial websites look for a spouse with religious attributes.

4.3.2.4 Other Attributes

Some attributes were mentioned by interviewees, such as body attributes, age range, and geographic area. Men
were more likely than women to mention specific body attributes such as body type, skin color, and beauty. The
most repeated skin color sought by men was either white or light olive, and a slim or medium build were also
among their preferences. Reviewing profile description boxes through the content analysis confirms that these are
desired attributes among Saudi users. A few women also stated that they want a good-looking partner. Some men
indicated that the location of their potential partner is important, justifying that by stating that they are in an online
setting and may find someone suitable for them from a distant geographic area. Therefore, they believe it is
important that their potential spouses know that they cannot move from a certain city because of their work or
extended family.

4.4 Matching

Buss and Schmitt’s (1993) theory was a suitable base to explain the strategies Saudi men and women follow when
they write their preferences about a potential spouse. After completing and setting the profile to be viewed by other
members, marriage seekers start the process of finding their match. While the matching process in Western
websites either entails auto-matching after completing certain steps and tests or manual matching by the members
themselves through site features (eHarmony.com, 2015), Saudi matrimonial websites do not have an auto option.
They mainly depend on search engine features. According to script theory, each member has an intrapsychic script
about the attributes of a potential spouse (Simon and Gagnon, 1986), and in the search process, he/she calls upon
a certain image of a desirable partner based on the seeker’s shopping list.

Interviewees stated that they either use normal or advanced search engines, or subscribe to a paid package that
provide them more chances to find their matches by making their profiles more visible on the site. (M07) stated,
“The general search engine is helpful in accessing available profiles that match your own criteria. It consists of the
following items: nationality, living country, age range, relationship status, and the order of the results. I always
keep the nationality and living country items on the Saudi Arabia setting. I set the range for the age to be between
20 to 25 years old and select single in the relationship status’s bar. I also set the order of the results bar to the latest
online members”. In the general search engine, the main criteria among Saudi members are the age range,
relationship status, and the order of the results. Based on script theory, the criteria made available by the site are
considered within the cultural script, which may affect the search and match process of the members (Simon and
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Gagnon, 1986). Interviewees stated that they play with the available options in the general search engine and filter
out undesirable results by changing the age range or reordering the results to see new subscribers. When members
engage more in searching process they use the advanced search engine. (F10) explained, “The advanced search
engine includes more criteria; the city, marriage type (i.e., if a woman accepts to be a second wife or the only one
and if a man wants a first wife or a second one), weight, height, skin color, qualifications, and income”. Although
some criteria are more important than others, users started with the general search engine at the first stage and then
moved on to more details with the advanced search engine.

Men’s first two important criteria are within the “spouse attributes box” (i.e. paternity confidence and commitment),
which means that they cannot set the advanced search engine based on them. Therefore, the most important criteria
they need to set are related the age and the level of attractiveness, and then they move on to profiles to see which
ones match their shopping list. On the other hand, women’s first criteria are within the advanced search engine
options (i.e. ability and willingness to invest), which means that they can search directly for the income criteria
and qualifications.

4.5 Making Decisions

At this stage, decision-making becomes intertwined with the search process. Marriage seekers either keep the
profile for further examination and contact or eliminate it. The decision is based on meeting their criteria and the
impression they get from the profile content and self-presentation. Members have their own list of deal breakers
that clearly contradict with their intrapsychic script. While filtering mechanisms on Western dating websites start
with judging members’ photos (Whitty, 2010), members attributes are the available alternative and the first thing
to be examined by Saudi users. The list of deal breakers varies from user to user. For example, (M19) states, “The
age range and relationship status is very important. I eliminate the profiles that stated that the member is above 28
old. I also eliminate divorced and widowed women from my list”. (M10) stated, “I like the white skin and slim
body. These attributes are very important to me. Therefore, I eliminate black and dark skin and the heavy-bodied
members”. (M09) also said, “One of my deal breakers is to have a low level of education, such as profiles of the
members with middle school or even high school degrees”. Women’s deal breakers have some overlap with men’s.
For example, (F05) stated, “I am 34 years old and I do not mind if I get married to a divorced man, but one of the
important criteria for me is that he does not have children from his previous marriage. Therefore, I eliminate
divorced men with children”. (F17) said, “I start by eliminating men who are looking for a second wife. I cannot
accept being a second wife”. Women interviewees stated that they also eliminate profiles that indicate their
potential matches do not have a career or are currently unemployed.

The second step in eliminating matches is based on the impression users get when viewing profiles. They creatively
judge the personality by filling in the blanks from their own point of view by examining the content, language,
and available cues (Walther, 1996). Interviewees make it clear that they are looking for marriage, which means
that respectable members would not put any sexual indications into their profiles. (M15) stated, “It is highly
unacceptable to find a profile that contains inappropriate indications, such as providing too many details about
sensitive body parts, talking about intercourse, or even joking about these things”. Male users perceive some
indications of feminine attributes as inappropriate as well and consider them light sexual indications. They do not
consider it a way of obtaining attention but an unacceptable violation of traditional norms. Women also see sexual
indications as inappropriate and eliminate such profiles. (F02) said, “If you see a profile with sexual indications
and select it for further communication, then you have no one to blame but yourself if he starts abusing you”.
While it seems that, from Saudi men’s perspective, sexual indications are related to the match’s level of seriousness
and readiness for commitment, Saudi women link it with the possibility of abuse. However, both men and women
agree that this red flag is enough to eliminate a profile. This result contradicts with the findings of Western online
dating research that reveal that sexy photos and names are acceptable as long as they are not exaggerated (e.g.,
Whitty, 2010). Users examine word selection and what users sought to convey and make their decisions based on
their own criteria to reject or keep the profile for the coming step. (M03) said, “When you read the profile and
think of the words and ideas a member uses, you can decide whether to eliminate the profile or keep it. Sometimes
you feel confident and you have a clear decision that you are going to eliminate this profile and sometimes you
keep it for further investigation”. (FO1) added, “I think the structure of the sentences, the choice of words, and the
style of delivering the ideas affect your decision. You feel confident either to pass on the profile or keep it”. It
seems that users perform their own analysis based on their culture, background, and desires to form positive or
negative impressions towards certain profile.

4.6 Initial Contact and Establishing Mutual Connection

At this stage, users have a number of profiles that they aim to pursue with further contact. The research reveals
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that men initiate the action by contacting their potential spouses more than women do. Interviews complement this
finding and reveal that when women are interested in a certain profile; they add it to their favorites list, which
shows the man that they are interested in him. This subtle action is a sign women prefer to send rather than directly
initiating the connection. Waiting for the man to take action or even pay fees to be seen are in line with the
traditional Saudi courtship script. As a woman in Saudi traditions should wait for a man to ask for her (Al-Khateeb,
2008), it seems that this norm has been conveyed to online settings as well. Interviewees agreed that the form of
the first contact is important in leaving an impression on the potential partner. Therefore, they prefer gradual and
mutual contact. (M17) said, “I prefer to start by adding the profile of a woman that I initially like to my favorites
list and wait until she visits my profile or becomes online. Then, I start sending her private messages”. Users prefer
the timing of first messages to be early; however, when they start mutual communication, interviewees have
different opinions regarding the timing of messages. Some of them believe it is asynchronous communication and
the receiver can reply in his/her own time. Others believe that the relationship is still in the first stages and so it is
better to be careful about timing.

From interviewees’ answers, mutual contact starts with a man introducing himself and receiving questions from
the woman. If the contact was initiated by one party, the other party has the choice to either respond or neglect the
communication based on his/her own criteria. Users indicate that they prefer to check the sender’s profile before
responding to see the extent to which it meets their criteria. If they decide not to continue with this member, then
they either neglect or politely show their rejection. Interviewees showed their concern regarding how to reject
politely. (FO8) explained, “If I found the profile of the member to be not suitable for me, I try to neglect it and the
other member usually understands that. But in some cases they still wait for my response... then I feel ‘Ooh—how
to respond to them.” But, finally I find suitable and polite words indicating that they may find a better match than
me or something like that”. On the other hand, the message’s receiver may decide to go forward. Some participants
stated that in their first days on the website, they were more cautious and neglected many private messages but
slowly they started to be more natural and responded politely.

4.7 Mutual Match

After eliminating undesirable profiles, users keep a small number of profiles for further communication to examine
the possibilities of a mutual match. In this stage, users exchange more detailed information, after assuring
themselves of the seriousness of the other party. Determining the seriousness of the potential partner is the main
concern for both men and women before sharing their private information, to avoiding giving it to the wrong
person. Members use their own skills to examine the level of seriousness of other members. (M04) stated, “You
can distinguish between serious and curious members. Their questions and style of communication lead you to
know the difference”. (F09) said, “Some members add you to their favorite lists and start sending you messages
but you can tell that they are not serious. Serious members are usually straightforward”. Mutual match is an
advanced step compared with the previous one as it includes more information. According to Sprecher (2009), a
“real relationship” cannot be considered to exist unless there is “mutuality” and “interdependence” between the
two partners. Characteristics of this stage are “interdependence”, “self-disclosure”, “investment in each other”,
and “a feeling of couple identity” in order to reach full mutuality.

Although more information is disclosed in this stage than before, it is not identifiable information. For example,
(F12) stated, “I provide some important but general information about myself, such as, ‘I belong to a tribe that
lives in Al-Tayief city.” Such information is important to have an idea about my origin but other members cannot
identify me or my tribe as there are many tribes which live in this city”. According to interview answers, members
provide two types of information: general identifiable information and information related to their personalities
and interests. They feel comfortable when they exchange the same level of information. (F17) explained, “Though
I try to provide general information in the early messages and focus on common things and personality traits, I
feel more relaxed when I provide personal information and I receive the same from other members”. This strategy
of disclosing personal information could be understood in light of social penetration theory which measures the
degree of the revealed information according to its breadth and depth. The breadth dimension represents the
quantity of the disclosed information and the depth concerns with the sensitivity level of the information. In their
social penetration theory, Altman and Taylor (1973) use the ‘onion analogy’ to explain the process of the self-
disclosure. They indicate that people tend to begin with the outer layers as they only disclose basic information
about themselves. When they gain rewards from such disclosure, they start to disclose more inner layers of their
sensitive personal information. Such a process is a gradual process as people do not disclose sensitive information
about themselves from the initial contact. They protect such sensitive information behind outer until they gain
rewards that encourage them to disclose more private information about themselves.

The length of the time is also an important factor to decide whether to continue with the users or reject them.

237



mas.ccsenet.org Modern Applied Science Vol. 12, No.11; 2018

Women stress that they feel more confident when they exchange more messages and take more time. Both men
and women value the benefit of direct communication with their potential spouse, which is not possible in the
traditional courtship script. They assert that they can exchange personal information that enables them to decide
whether the other party matches their desires. When exchanging private messages, the participants indicate that
they take into consideration the feedback they receive from the other partner to adjust their messages to leave a
positive impression. (M10) explained, “When I receive a message, I look to see if the user used smiley faces or
has sense of humor. Based on the user’s style, I reply”. (F11) added, “It is inappropriate to reply to the user who
uses serious tone of writing using a humor style. I believe that the elegant user is the one who tries to modify his
style of writing based on the sender style”. These quotations are in line with Walther’s (1996) argument about the
mutual effect of this feedback on each partner, which reflects the process of “behavioral confirmation”. Behavioral
confirmation defines how the receiver’s impression of a sender shapes how the sender behaves and how that
behavior in turn modifies the reactions of the receiver. Thus, when a sender sends a deliberate self-presentation to
a receiver, the receiver idealizes the sender and replies in a manner that positively enhances this self-presented
personae. Such a process may lead the sender to modify his/her response according to that feedback.

4.8 Involving the Potential Bride’s Family

The next phase after establishing a mutual match is to involve a potential brides’ family. Female  interviewees
move to this stage in two ways, with some preferring to coordinate this step by themselves and others preferring
to have a mediator from their family or friends coordinate this phase. Interviewees from the first group stated that
their families were aware that they were on a matrimonial website and they agreed that it would be appropriate to
take the coordination step. On the other hand, some interviewees from the second group indicated that their families
were aware of their memberships in the site but not in agreement that they start coordinating process by themselves,
preferring a Mahram to coordinate this step. Others stated that their families were not aware of their involvement
in a matrimonial site. Therefore, they prefer to disclose this information to one of their close friends or a close
member of their family to coordinate this step without informing the family about the site.

Before arranging a meeting, men should provide identifiable information, such as their full real name and the
workplace. The next step usually takes place by phone; a man introduces himself to a woman’s friend or family
member or a potential bride herself. The bride’s representatives also introduce themselves after hearing from the
groom about his traits and his readiness to take this step, and they exchange their traditional requirements in
marriage. The woman’s side usually postpones disclosing identifiable information until they are satisfied that the
potential groom fulfils their conditions. Therefore, some interviewees stated that they sometimes terminate in this
step. Otherwise, when they feel comfortable that everything is going well, they provide the woman’s family
information and set the time for the traditional investigation process. (M01) said, “I experienced this step several
times. The woman’s family prefers to first know about you in order to make sure that you are serious and ready
for marriage. Some families are also concerned about some traditions, such as the suitability of the tribe of origin
or dowry or other issues”. (F04) added, “When a potential couple already has concerning answers to the expected
questions to be asked by the bride’s family before moving toward involving them in the process, the coordination
call will then be easy”. Women who coordinate a meeting by themselves stated that they take this step to feel
comfortable that the potential spouse meets the family’s requirements. After that, they either inform their families
by themselves or provide a phone number of one of their family members to the potential spouse to ask for them
and the set the time for investigation. (F14) said, “I had a bad experience, as I found someone that I thought he
was suitable for me but when he talked to my brother by phone he was not ready to answer some questions
regarding our traditions, which made him feel offended. Therefore, I start to make sure by myself that a potential
spouse is suitable and then inform my family”. Female interviewees who have not acknowledged that they are on
the site usually find a suitable scenario for their family to involve them. Men consider this an important step, as it
is the first stage to take place with the potential spouse’s family. The outcomes of the coordination call are either
to pursue the next step if everything goes well or to terminate. From male interviewees’ answers, it seems that the
important reasons that led them to terminate are hearing many conditions and requirements from the bride’s family,
such as a high dowry and expensive requirements for the marriage or the tribe of origin.

4.9 Traditional Investigation Process

This stage is almost identical to the investigation process of the traditional courtship script. When the family
receives the potential groom’s call and agree with him on general issues, they start the investigation process. This
tradition allows them to ask his colleagues and neighbors and people who pray in the same mosque about his
behavior, commitment to attending work and praying in the mosque, and whether he smokes. People are obligated
by Islamic instructions to answer these questions honestly and they are also encouraged to provide their opinions.
Men in this stage do not have any role beyond waiting until they receive the call from the potential bride’s family
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either to allow him to visit their home for the legitimate look or to apologies politely. One of the male interviewees
who successfully moved to the legitimate look (M06) said, “I heard from some of my colleagues that someone
came and asked about me. I realized that these the girl’s family members had started the investigation process.
After ten days, I received a phone call from her big brother. He welcomed me and said “We hope to see you and
your family next week. Is that suitable for you?’”. On the other hand, a female interviewee (F16) talked about her
experience with this stage and said, “My family started asking about the person after my father spoke with him by
phone. Everything was fine. However, when we asked his boss and colleagues about his attitude, they told us that
he was absent for a long period of time and that he lacks commitment to his tasks. My Father told me, ‘If you want
me to go ahead with the marriage process I do not mind, but you may struggle in the future. Maybe he will be fired
from his work.” I prayed ‘Istekharah’ and then said to my father that it is better to reject him politely”. From
interviewees’ answers, the outcomes of this stage are either to advance and welcome the potential groom with his
family or to reject him politely.

4.10 Legitimate Look

Male interviewees inform their families either earlier, when they start the coordination process, or after the
traditional investigation stage. They need to prepare their family for visiting the potential bride’s family. From
their answers, it seems that when the man has a concern about his family agreeing, he involves them earlier so he
can limit obstacles to the marriage process in the future. Furthermore, coordinating the visit for the legitimate look
takes place after the investigation process. The attendance of the man’s family is very important when he is looking
for a first wife. A woman’s family cannot accept excuses for his family’s absence that day. If the man comes
without his family, they will not allow him to have the legitimate look. (M05) said, “One day, I preferred to go
through this stage alone as I found a girl suitable for me and then informing my family about that. However, when
I arrived at the potential bride’s house, the first question her family asked me was, ‘Where is your family?’ I
explained to them my point of view but they did not accept that. I really started to understand the situation as Saudi
families consider the attendance of the family as a sign of seriousness and feel that the family of the potential
groom should take part of the responsibility”. In the case of a second wife, families are generally more lenient
about family attendance. However, women’s families prefer that the potential groom attend with someone else,
such as a colleague, to share the responsibility with him.

At the day of the legitimate look, the woman prepares herself to be seen by her potential spouse. The man’s
attendees are not allowed to see the potential bride. Therefore, the legitimate look takes place in a separate room
with the attendance of one of her Mahram or the man’s mother or sister. The potential bride might bring coffee or
juice and stay for a short time, generally no longer than half an hour. Traditions vary in the duration and the nature
of this meeting. According to interviewees, many families now allow spouses to sit and talk together for a short
time. After the legitimate look, both families wait for the spouses’ agreement. The next call between families
clarifies the spouses’ opinion and whether to start preparing the marriage requirements or go back to the website.
The marriage preparation goes through the regular process of traditional marriage. When the couples start this
process, they either remove or neglect their profiles. The interviewees said they do not ask their matches to remove
the profile. They understand that they as a couple are usually busy at this stage and they will do that when it is
convenient. Removing the profile was not an issue for interviewees. Such a finding contradicts the Western dating
research that reveals that problems arise between couples if one is discovered to be still actively using the dating
website when the other has taken himself or herself off (Whitty, 2010).

5. Conclusion

This paper has answered the research question regarding the script Saudi users follow when trying to find a
potential spouse through matrimonial websites, providing an in-depth description of the actions and steps these
marriage seekers follow. The analysis of the data uncovers four main categories that illustrate the reasons Saudi
users join matrimonial websites: more opportunities, freedom from the limitations of offline interactions in Saudi
culture, personal reasons, and encouragement. The results also show that Saudi users go through ten distinct stages:
deciding to join a matrimonial website, choosing a specific matrimonial website, creating a profile, matching,
making decisions, engaging in initial and mutual contact, involving the potential bride’s family, making a
traditional investigation and legitimate look, and, finally, preparing for marriage. Each of these stages includes the
criteria the users set and the factors affecting their decision-making. Answering this question contributes to the
literature because it shows the extent to which this relatively new method of finding and contacting a potential
spouse differs from the traditional Saudi courtship method. It also contributes to the online dating literature by
showing the similarities and differences between conservative Islamic users and Western users who use websites
to search for a potential mate. However, an assistant was needed to collect data from female participants during
the interview process due to the cultural specificity. Although asking for a female assistant was necessary because
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it was difficult to collect such data from the female participants directly, the researcher was keen to have a high
level of agreement when conducting the interviews. To maintain the same level of quality, extra effort was required.
The researchers and their colleagues developed specific techniques for asking questions and setting prompt
questions to encourage the participants to talk about the phenomenon. In addition to conducting a pilot study, they
also tried to anticipate the participants’ conditions and their reactions to each question to follow the same
techniques. Consequently, more research is needed to validate the current research findings.

The current research has provided an illustration of Saudis’ use of matrimonial websites by investigating the
sample’s impression formation, mate preferences, and scripts of the courtship process initiated online. The study’s
findings are significant given the scarcity of previous studies examining the usage of Muslim matrimonial websites
and online courtship scripts. The research presented here shows the impressions that Saudi users intended to create
when constructing their profiles on matrimonial websites, the characteristics said users seek in their potential
spouses, and the acceptable Saudi script for courtships initiated on matrimonial websites. Investigating these issues
allowed for the construction of a model of this new form of the Saudi courtship process. Although the results of
this research show that the dominance of social norms and religion has been transferred to relatively new online
ways of finding a spouse, the findings also show that Saudis are currently in a transitional stage, because they have
made decisions and found opportunities that did not previously exist in the traditional Saudi courtship process. It
seems that online connectivity may create new challenges in the future for the conservative, gender-segregated
Saudi culture. The present study contributes to the literature by elaborating upon the Saudi online courtship script,
including an in-depth description of the actions users take when seeking a spouse: deciding to join a matrimonial
website, choosing a specific matrimonial website, creating a profile, matching, making decisions, creatingand
responding to initial contact, getting the potential bride’s family involved, setting up the traditional investigation
and legitimate look, and, finally, preparing for the marriage. The script starts online, which is a massive change in
the Saudi courtship process because it allows men and women to control the process and directly interact with one
another. However, users found ways to attend to social norms and religious factors in this unconventional space.
When moving offline, the courtship script is almost the same as the traditional courtship script. In addition,
although there are numerous Saudis who use matrimonial websites, using these websites seems to be stigmatised,
because some users hide their use of the websites or invent an offline scenario when they successfully get married
through these websites.

Early scholars in the field of computer-mediated communication (CMC) have based their arguments regarding
online relationship development and impression formation on the lack of information and social cues in online
settings compared with face-to-face settings. Cues-filtered-out perspective theorists, for instance, argue that CMC
reduces social context cues and nonverbal cues, the absence of which is said to deter interpersonal formation of
impressions and relationship development. From this perspective, CMC would be anticipated to be less socially
oriented and more impersonal in comparison with offline settings (Sproull and Kiesler, 1986). When comparing
impression formation in offline and online settings among conservative Saudi Muslims, however, it can be said
that the offline setting is the one that lacks social and nonverbal cues between the sexes. This occurs because Saudi
females are obliged to cover their whole body with the hijab, and many Saudi females also cover their faces.
Further, unrelated sexes have limited acceptable offline interaction with each other. Thus, it could be argued that
an online setting could carry more information for Saudis than face-to-face meetings because an online
environment would enable users to have more intensive interaction than face-to-face meetings. Furthermore,
Saudis can construct and shape their own profiles to create a certain impression of themselves as well as to indicate
their preferences in future spouses, which is a relatively new experience for most Saudis. Thus, further research is
required to analyse members’ profiles that could provide a better understanding of the characteristics of those who
choose this relatively new method for finding a spouse. This could be conducting a content analysis to study Saudis’
profiles. This approach would allow researchers to deal with the information displayed on the users’ profiles.
Indeed, previous studies have tended to target the most-visited websites in a field, finding them through the Alexa
website, which provides up-to-date information regarding the traffic rank of websites worldwide according to
category, subcategory, or country; it also analyses the websites’ visitors according to their demographic variables
(Tetali, Bose, and Arif 2013; Tarhini et al., 2017). Consequently, researchers need to validate the current research
findings by longitudinally examining changes over time regarding the use of matrimonial websites.

Because this research was conducted in Saudi Arabia, it was done in Arabic and translated into English. Thus, it
was expected that some translation errors could arise. According to Shiyab (2006), the vagueness related to the
usage of colloquial Arabic, idiomatic expressions, patterns of thought, and linguistic devices that mirror the cultural
background of Arabs cannot simply be translated from Arabic to English. To overcome this linguistic challenge
while taking it into consideration, a back-translation approach was used throughout this study. Liamputtong (2010)

240



mas.ccsenet.org Modern Applied Science Vol. 12, No.11; 2018

states that this approach is usually adopted instead of the single-translation approach in social science research to
lessen the errors resulting from the translation process and maximise the correspondence between the original
language and the targeted language. Thus, the researchers collected and analysed the data in Arabic. Then, the
reported results were translated into English and then back to Arabic. This back-translation approach is based on
the notion of conceptual equivalence that emphasises the equivalence of the ideas at the sentence level and
discourages the verbatim translation of linguistic units (Hilton and Skrutkowski, 2002). Consequently, more
research is needed to validate the current research results.

In-depth research is needed in different Arabian countries, because it might reveal that Saudi matrimonial website
users could be highly strategic in lessening potential partners’ exposure to their undesirable attributes. While
singles and educated users might be more cautious about maintaining their images and de-emphasising their
negative attributes, religious users may present both their positive and negative qualities more accurately. The
negative association between selective self-presentation and religion will possibly be understood considering
Islamic instructions regarding accuracy in the courtship process.
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