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Abstract

This study examines the role of digital media in shaping political engagement
and democratic participation in Oman, particularly within the context of Vision
2040 reforms. Digital platforms, especially among youth, have become key spaces
for civic dialogue and public expression.

Employing a mixed-methods approach, the research combines a national
survey of 500 Omani citizens (ages 18-45) with 20 in-depth interviews with
policymakers, activists, and media professionals. It explores how platforms
like Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp influence political awareness, civic
participation, and citizen-state interaction.

The findings reveal strong links between digital media use and increased
political awareness, civic activity, and trust in e-government services. Yet,
challenges such as uneven internet access, limited digital literacy, surveillance
fears, and self-censorship hinder broader engagement.

Guided by Political Participation Theory, Public Sphere Theory, and Uses
and Gratifications Theory, the study offers practical recommendations to foster
inclusive digital participation. It calls for improved access, legal protections, and
future research on the evolving role of digital technologies in governance.

Keywords: Digital Media, Political Engagement, Democratic Participation,
Oman, Civic Engagement, Social Media, E-Governance
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Introduction

The rise of digital media has reshaped political communication and civic
engagement worldwide (Mellor et al., 2011). In the Sultanate of Oman, social
media platforms have become vital arenas for public discourse and political
interaction, particularly amid the ongoing reforms aligned with Oman Vision
2040 (Ministry of Information, Oman, 2023). This study examines how digital
platforms are influencing political connectedness and civic participation, focusing
on the interplay between social media, digital journalism, and e-governance tools
in bridging the gap between citizens and the state (Al-Farsi & Al-Mukhaini, 2022).

Oman’s increasing internet penetration—especially among its youthful,
digitally active population—creates new opportunities for civic expression
and informal political dialogue (Arab Barometer, 2021). These developments
align with national goals to promote transparency, accountability, and inclusive
governance.

This study investigates how digital spaces are reshaping traditional political
behaviors and creating new participatory channels. It also addresses regulatory,
legal, and infrastructural constraints that may limit the democratic potential of
digital engagement in Oman (Wright & Mohamed, 2021).

Research Problem and Justification:

Oman is undergoing a period of socio-political transformation driven by
Oman Vision 2040, which emphasizes transparency, public participation,
and governance reform (Ministry of Information, Oman, 2023). Despite these
developments, political participation remains limited by traditional hierarchies,
centralized decision-making, and cautious public expression (Al-Harthy, 2021).
While digital platforms are increasingly used for civic dialogue, there is a lack
of comprehensive research on how these platforms foster political connectedness
and democratic engagement within Oman’s distinctive political culture.

This study addresses a critical gap in the literature on digital political
participation in Oman by offering empirical insights into how citizens—especially
youth—use platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp for civic expression
and informal activism (Al-Rashdi, 2020; Salem, 2022). It also explores structural
barriers such as limited digital literacy, access disparities, and regulatory
constraints.

Given Oman’s evolving governance landscape, understanding the role of
digital media is essential for evidence-based policymaking. The findings can
inform national strategies aimed at broadening civic engagement, particularly
among younger and underserved populations, and contribute to culturally
grounded democratic development



Arab Journal of Media & Communication Research

Research Questions

This study is guided by the following research questions:
1. How does digital media usage influence political awareness among Omani
citizens?
2. What is the relationship between digital literacy and civic engagement through
digital media in Oman?
3. To what extent do digital platforms promote democratic participation and
enhance citizen—state interaction?
4. What challenges limit the effective use of digital media for political engagement
inOman?
5. How do citizens’ perceptions of e-governance services affect their trust in
public institutions?

Based on the literature and theoretical frameworks, the study proposes the
following hypotheses:

H1: Frequent social media use is positively associated with higher levels of
political awareness among Omani citizens.

H2: Greater digital literacy leads to increased civic engagement via digital
platforms.

H3: Preference for platforms such as Twitter and WhatsApp increases the
likelihood of participating in online political discussions.

H4: Positive perceptions of e-governance effectiveness are linked to higher
levels of trust in public institutions.

Literature Review

A growing body of global research highlights the transformative role of digital
media in political participation and civic engagement. In semi-authoritarian
contexts, digital platforms have been shown to facilitate political expression
and mobilization, as seen during the Arab uprisings (Howard & Hussain, 2013).
Within the Gulf region, platforms like Twitter and Instagram have become crucial
tools for youth-driven discourse and informal activism (Salem, 2022).

In Oman, the literature remains limited but is expanding. Al-Farsi and
Al-Mukhaini (2022) note that e-governance initiatives are contributing to
transparency and participatory governance. The Arab Barometer (2021) reports
a positive link between digital media use and political awareness among young
Omanis. Al-Rashdi (2020) further identifies social media as a key channel for
civic expression, especially among youth.

However, several studies also emphasize ongoing challenges. Wright and
Mohamed (2021) discuss the dual nature of digital platforms as spaces of
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empowerment and control, particularly in highly regulated media environments.
In Oman, self-censorship and restrictive laws such as the Cybercrime Law
continue to limit open political dialogue. Al-Abri and Al-Badi (2023) caution that
while social media campaigns may influence public sentiment, they often fall
short of effecting policy change due to institutional barriers.

Other scholars examine the relationship between social media and institutional
trust. Al-Hajri (2023) identifies this dynamic as shaped by digital literacy and
perceptions of government responsiveness. Al-Khalili (2022) notes the influence
of digital content creators in shaping political narratives and prompting policy
responses.

Despite these insights, existing literature tends to focus on urban, educated
youth, overlooking rural populations and marginalized groups. The long-term
impact of digital activism on institutional reform also remains underexplored. This
study addresses these gaps by including diverse demographic groups and critically
examining the link between digital participation and political transformation in
Oman.

To interpret these dynamics, this research draws on several theoretical
frameworks, including Public Sphere Theory, Uses and Gratifications Theory,
and Political Participation Theory. These models help contextualize how digital
platforms operate as informal civic arenas, why citizens engage with them, and
how they may reduce barriers to participation.

Theoretical Framework

This study draws on four interrelated theoretical frameworks to analyze how
digital media shapes political connectedness and democratic participation in
Oman’s evolving socio-political landscape.

Public Sphere Theory

Originally developed by Habermas (1989), Public Sphere Theory conceptualizes
the public sphere as a space for rational-critical debate among citizens. In digital
contexts, this has evolved into the idea of “networked publics” (Papacharissi,
2022), where platforms like Twitter and WhatsApp enable alternative civic
dialogue, especially in environments where formal participation is limited. In
Oman, these platforms serve as informal arenas for public deliberation.

Uses and Gratifications Theory

This theory (Katz et al., 1974; Ruggiero, 2020) views media users as active
agents who engage with content to fulfill informational, social, or expressive needs.
In the Omani context, where traditional media often restricts political discourse,
citizens turn to digital platforms for political expression, identity formation, and
community engagement.
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Political Participation Theory

According to the Civic Voluntarism Model (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady,
1995), civic engagement is shaped by resources, motivation, and mobilizing
networks. Digital media lowers participation barriers by increasing access to
information and reducing logistical constraints. For Omani citizens—especially
youth—these platforms offer new avenues for political involvement beyond
traditional structures.

Digital Participation Theory

Building on Van Dijk (2020), this framework emphasizes informal, digitally
driven participation as a response to limited formal avenues. It highlights the
role of digital literacy, access, and trust in shaping engagement. In Oman, such
participation often manifests through spontaneous actions like hashtag campaigns,
petitions, and group discussions.

Together, these frameworks provide a robust lens to interpret the dynamics of
digital engagement, illustrating both its democratic potential and the structural
limitations that persist in hybrid political systems.

Table 1. Summary of Theoretical Frameworks, Concepts, and Research Variables

F;[z‘al:reng:v):)i'k Core Concepts Key Variables Relevance to Study
. - Use of social media Explains how digital platforms
Pulzllllfeiehere Negx?glé?gcgﬁgshecs’ for political discus- function as alternative spaces for
¥ sion political engagement
. . . Interprets why individuals engage
Uses & Gratifi- Motivated media Platform preference, : ; .
cations use, needs fulfillment frequency of use with specific platforms for political
expression
" o o . Highlights how digital media
Political Par- | Accessibility, mobili- | Civic engagement, . se 1 s
ticipation zation, civic action participation levels reduces barriers to political in-
volvement
Digital Partici- Informal g)_alftlcl— E-governance use, Frames how (ﬂlgltall)tool; enable
ation ipation, digita digital literacy grassroots, issue-based civic
P inequality involvement

Source: Developed by the author.

Having outlined the theoretical foundations, the next section defines the key
concepts that underpin this research. Clarifying these terms ensures consistency
in interpretation and measurement throughout the study.
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Key Concepts and Definitions

This study relies on several core concepts that guide the analysis of digital
political engagement in the Omani context:
6 Oman
The Sultanate of Oman represents a hybrid political system shaped by tribal
traditions and consultative institutions such as the Shura Council. Current
reforms under Oman Vision 2040 emphasize transparency, governance, and civic
inclusion—creating fertile ground for examining digital political behaviors.
o0 Digital Media
Refers to internet-based platforms and mobile apps that enable content creation,
sharing, and interaction. This includes tools like Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp,
and Facebook, which dominate political dialogue in Oman.
0 Political Engagement

Encompasses both formal and informal activities through which individuals
express political interest, including voting, online discussions, activism, and public
debate. Digital platforms lower access barriers and enable broader participation.
6 Democratic Participation
Involves active involvement in governance processes aimed at inclusivity,
transparency, and accountability. In digital spaces, this includes online
consultations, campaigns, and engagement with public institutions.
60 Civic Engagement

Refers to individual or collective action addressing public issues. It includes
volunteering, advocacy, and digital activism—especially via social media in the
Omani context.

6 E-Governance

The use of digital technologies by the state to deliver services, promote
transparency, and foster citizen participation. Platforms like Omanuna and
Baladiyeti exemplify this shift in Oman.

6 Social media

A subset of digital media focused on user-generated content and interaction.
In this study, platforms like Twitter and Instagram are analyzed as virtual public
spheres for civic discourse.

With the core concepts established, the study proceeds to outline the
methodological framework employed to investigate the research questions. The
following section details the design, tools, and procedures used to gather and
analyze data
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Methodology

To explore the relationship between digital media and political participation
in Oman, this study adopts a mixed-methods design combining quantitative and
qualitative approaches (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). This design allows for
comprehensive analysis by triangulating survey data with in-depth stakeholder
insights.

Research Design

The study follows a sequential explanatory approach: an initial quantitative
phase using structured questionnaires was followed by a qualitative phase
involving semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2016).

Population and Sampling

The target population includes Omani citizens aged 18 to 45, reflecting the
most digitally active demographic. A stratified random sampling technique
ensured representation across gender, region (urban/rural), and socio-economic
status (Etikan & Bala, 2017). The final sample consisted of 500 survey
respondents and 20 interviewees.

Data Collection
6 Survey Instrument

A structured questionnaire was designed to capture demographic data, digital
media usage, civic engagement behaviors, and perceptions of e-governance. Items
included Likert-scale statements and open-ended questions. A pilot test (N = 30)
confirmed strong reliability (Cronbach’s o = 0.85) (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).
The questionnaire covered four domains:
Demographics: Age, gender, education, occupation, location.
Digital Media Use: Frequency, preferred platforms, content types.
Civic Engagement: Participation in online discussions, activism.
E-Governance Perceptions: Trust, transparency, and responsiveness.

o A W=

Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 stakeholders—policymakers,
journalists, digital activists, and academics. A thematic guide ensured consistency
while allowing flexibility to explore emerging insights (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
Topics included:

The role of digital media in political awareness.

o  Challenges to online political participation.
o  Effectiveness of e-governance platforms.
o  Regulatory impacts (e.g., cybercrime laws).
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Each interview lasted 45—60 minutes and was transcribed with participant consent.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS (v26). Methods included
descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, t-tests, ANOVA, Pearson correlations, and
regression analysis (Field, 2018).

Qualitative data were coded thematically using NVivo, following Braun and
Clarke’s (2022) framework.

Ethical Considerations

The study followed ethical guidelines from the Oman Research Council
and APA (2017). Participation was voluntary, with informed consent and data
confidentiality strictly maintained.

The application of this mixed-methods approach generated both quantitative
and qualitative insights into digital political engagement in Oman. The results are
presented in the following section

Findings

9.1. The Characteristics of the sample:

The survey included 500 Omani citizens aged 18 to 45, selected to reflect
diverse demographic backgrounds across gender, education, occupation, and
region. A stratified random sampling approach ensured balanced representation
from both urban and rural areas, enhancing the generalizability of findings.

Urban vs Rural Distribution Gender Distribution Age Group Distribution

35 and above

Rural

Female

60.0% 70.0%

Male

Urban
Under 35

Figure 1: The sample characteristics

The figure 1, presents the urban-rural, gender, and age group distribution
of the research participants (N = 500), offering a snapshot of the sample’s
representativeness and diversity.
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6 Urban vs. Rural: 60% of respondents resided in urban areas, while 40% were
from rural regions. This distribution highlights potential differences in digital
access and engagement across geographic contexts.
6 Gender: The sample included 52% male and 48% female participants, allowing
for gender-sensitive analysis of digital media use and political participation.
6 Age: A majority (70%) of respondents were under 35, with the remaining
30% aged 35-45. This skew toward younger citizens aligns with broader regional
trends showing youth as the primary drivers of digital civic activity.

Overall, the demographic profile reflects a digitally active, youth-dominated
population that is well-positioned to engage through digital platforms, making it
ideal for examining informal civic behaviors and evolving political attitudes.

Uses of digital media in political engagement and democratic participation
This section examines four key dimensions of digital political engagement
among Omani respondents: frequency of political content consumption, preferred
platforms, participation in online discussions, and perceptions of e-governance.

Table 2: Uses of digital media for political information, engagement and participation
among the study sample

Frequel'lcy of social Daily Several times Weekly Rarely, Never Total
media use for a week
political information 220 150 80 35 15
Platforms used for | (X) Twitter Instagram WhatsApp | Facebook Other
political engagement 250, 200 150 50 20
Participation in Frequently | Occasionally Rarely Never
online political
discussions 180 200 90 30
Perception of Very Effective Neutral, Ineffective Very'
e-governance Effective Ineffective
effectiveness 70 180, 150 60 40

Table 2 provides a snapshot of how Omani citizens (aged 18—45) use digital media for political purposes.

1. Frequency of Social Media Use for Political Information

A significant portion of respondents (220) reported consuming political content
on social media daily, with another 150 doing so several times a week. Only
a small minority engaged rarely (35) or never (15). This indicates that digital
platforms serve as a primary source of political information for most participants.

2. Platforms Used for Political Engagement

Twitter emerged as the dominant platform (250 users), followed by Instagram
(200) and WhatsApp (150). In contrast, Facebook (50) and other platforms
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(20) had limited political usage. This suggests a preference for microblogging
and visual communication tools in political discourse, aligning with youth-driven
platform trends in the region.

3. Participation in Online Political Discussions

Most respondents engage in political discussions online at least occasionally:
Frequently: 180 respondents, Occasionally: 200, Rarely: 90, Never: 30. This
indicates that approximately 76% of participants take part in digital political
dialogue to some extent, reflecting a robust informal engagement culture.

4. Perceptions of E-Governance Effectiveness. Perceptions varied:
Effective: 180, Very Effective: 70, Neutral: 150, Ineffective: 60, Very
Ineffective: 40. While half the sample rated e-governance positively, a significant
portion expressed skepticism or ambivalence—highlighting a gap between citizen
engagement and institutional trust.

These findings affirm that digital platforms play a central role in political
awareness and discourse in Oman. However, trust in government-led digital
services remains uneven, suggesting the need for greater transparency and
responsiveness.

Political Awareness and Information Access

The study found that digital media plays a central role in raising political
awareness among Omani citizens, particularly youth. Platforms such as Twitter,
Instagram, and WhatsApp have become key sources for accessing political
news, discussing national issues, and staying informed in real time.

A notable example occurred during the 2023 Shura Council elections, when
hashtag campaigns and digital commentary surged across Twitter, encouraging
voter participation and publicizing candidate agendas. Participants reported
feeling more informed about the electoral process and the positions of individual
candidates due to widespread online content.

These platforms enable users to bypass traditional media filters and engage
directly with political narratives, fostering a more immediate and participatory
information environment. The real-time nature of social media also allows for
dynamic interaction and peer-to-peer exchange, which enhances political learning
and awareness.

Overall, digital tools are instrumental in making political information more
accessible, particularly among younger, tech-savvy populations.
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Civic Engagement and Informal Participation:

Digital media has become a vital channel for informal civic engagement
in Oman, enabling citizens to express opinions, mobilize around causes, and
participate in public campaigns outside formal political processes. Platforms
like Twitter and Instagram are frequently used for awareness-raising, digital
petitions, and grassroots advocacy.

A prominent example is the 2021 environmental campaign in Dhofar, which
gained traction on Twitter and Instagram. The campaign, which called for stricter
plastic waste regulations, generated widespread public discussion and eventually
prompted a response from the Ministry of Environment. This illustrates how
digital activism can influence public policy through sustained online pressure.

Interviewees emphasized the growing popularity of WhatsApp groups and
local online forums, particularly in smaller communities where traditional town
halls are less common. These digital spaces offer residents a platform to discuss
municipal concerns, share local updates, and organize neighborhood initiatives.

While formal political participation remains moderate, such informal, digital-
first forms of engagement are on the rise—demonstrating a shift toward more
decentralized and participatory civic behavior facilitated by accessible technology.

Platforms Used for Political Engagement
250}

200

150

100

Number of Respondents

501

Twitter Instagram WhatsApp Facebook Other
Platform

Figure 2. Platforms used for political Engagement

Figure 2 illustrates the number of respondents who use various social media
platforms for political engagement. Twitter is the most utilized platform, with
approximately 250 respondents, followed by Instagram with around 200. WhatsApp
comes next, used by about 150 respondents. Facebook lags significantly behind
with only 50 users, and the “Other” category is the least used, with fewer than 25
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respondents. The data suggests that microblogging and image-sharing platforms
are preferred for political interaction over traditional platforms like Facebook.

E-Governance and Citizen-State Interaction:

The Omani government has expanded its e-governance infrastructure,
introducing platforms such as Omanuna and Baladiyeti to deliver services
and gather citizen feedback. These tools are intended to enhance transparency,
improve responsiveness, and foster more inclusive governance.

Interviewees generally acknowledged the potential of e-governance, though
perceptions varied. A digital activist from Muscat cited the online consultation
for community park design as a positive example of state—citizen collaboration.
Through this initiative, citizens were invited to submit suggestions digitally, and
several ideas were reportedly incorporated into municipal planning.

However, participants also expressed concerns regarding the depth of
institutional responsiveness. While the platforms are accessible, some users
questioned whether public input meaningfully influences decisions or policies.
Others noted that skepticism and limited trust in government digital services,
especially among rural residents, continue to hinder full engagement.

Overall, e-governance is recognized as a step toward participatory governance,
but its impact is perceived as uneven, highlighting the need for stronger feedback
mechanisms and greater transparency.

Participation in Online Political Discussions

Number of Respondents

= - =

w ~ o N wu
o w o w o

N
vl

Frequently Occasionally Rarely Never
Frequency

Figure 3. Participation in online political discussion

Figure 3 displays the frequency of participation in online political discussions
among respondents. The majority engage either occasionally (about 200
respondents) or frequently (around 180 respondents). A smaller portion participates
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rarely, with roughly 90 respondents, while a minimal number—around 30—never
take part. These findings suggest a generally high level of engagement in political
discourse online, with most respondents involved to some degree.

Challenges and Limitations:

Despite the growth of digital engagement in Oman, several challenges
continue to restrict open political participation online. A recurring concern among
participants was self-censorship, driven by fears of surveillance and potential
repercussions under laws such as the Omani Cybercrime Law. Many respondents
expressed reluctance to publicly criticize government policies on open platforms.

Another major barrier is the digital divide, particularly between urban and
rural populations. Interviewees from regions like Al-Wusta and Dhahirah
reported unreliable internet connectivity and limited digital literacy, which hinder
consistent participation in online civic activities.

Generational differences also emerged. Younger respondents—particularly
those under 30—were more likely to use platforms like Twitter and Instagram for
activism, while older participants were often less familiar or confident with digital
tools for political expression.

Additionally, several users voiced skepticism about whether online engagement
leads to tangible policy change. While platforms facilitate visibility, the lack of
formal mechanisms for translating digital discourse into decision-making reduces
perceived efficacy.

These limitations highlight the structural and psychological barriers that must
be addressed to create a more inclusive, open, and effective digital public sphere
in Oman.

Perception of E-Governance Effectiveness

Number of Respondents
= = = (=
(% ~ o N w ~
o w o w o w

N
8]

0 Very Effective  Effective Neutral Ineffective Very Ineffective
Perception

Figure 4. Perception of E-governance effectiveness
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Figure 4 presents respondents’ perceptions of the effectiveness of e-governance.
The most common view is that e-governance is effective, with approximately
180 respondents selecting this option. This is followed by a neutral perception
(around 150 respondents) and then very effective (about 70). On the less favorable
end, about 60 respondents consider it ineffective, and around 40 view it as very
ineffective. Overall, the data indicates a generally positive or balanced outlook
on e-governance, with relatively fewer respondents expressing strong negative
opinions.

Correlation Analysis:

To explore relationships between key variables, Pearson correlation
coefficients were calculated using SPSS. The results provide empirical support
for the study’s hypotheses:

e Social Media Use and Political Awareness

r=0.68, p <0.01. A strong positive correlation indicates that frequent social media
use is associated with higher levels of political awareness among respondents.

e Platform Preference and Online Political Discussion

r = 0.57, p < 0.01. Those who primarily use Twitter and WhatsApp are
significantly more likely to participate in online political discussions.
e Digital Literacy and Civic Engagement

r=0.62, p <0.01. Higher digital literacy is positively linked to greater levels
of civic engagement via digital platforms.

e Perception of E-Governance and Trust in Institutions

r =0.49, p <0.05. Respondents who view e-governance services as effective
are more likely to express trust in public institutions.

These findings confirm key theoretical expectations: digital engagement
enhances political awareness and participation, particularly when users are
digitally literate and perceive online governance as responsive. However, the data
represent correlation—not causation—and should be interpreted accordingly.

These correlations support the hypothesis that increased digital media use,
when coupled with digital literacy, fosters greater political connectedness and
democratic participation. However, it is important to note that correlation does not
imply causation, and further research is required to explore causal relationships.

The empirical findings offer several insights into how digital platforms
influence political behavior and civic participation. The discussion that follows
interprets these results considering the theoretical frameworks and broader
regional dynamics.
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Discussion

The findings of this study align with broader regional trends showing the
growing influence of digital platforms on political awareness and civic expression.
Similar to Howard and Hussain’s (2013) analysis of the Arab Spring, this research
affirms that digital tools can act as catalysts for civic dialogue, particularly in
semi-authoritarian contexts like Oman.

The high correlation between frequent social media use and political
awareness reinforces previous studies in the GCC (Salem, 2022), confirming
that platforms such as Twitter and Instagram serve as important vehicles for
news consumption, discussion, and identity formation among youth. Likewise,
the emergence of issue-specific activism, such as the Dhofar environmental
campaign, echoes findings by Al-Rashdi (2020) on informal, youth-driven digital
participation.

At the same time, the study highlights persistent barriers to open engagement.
In line with Wright and Mohamed (2021), participants voiced concerns about
surveillance, censorship, and legal consequences, which inhibit free expression.
Additionally, rural-urban disparities in access and digital literacy continue to
limit equitable participation.

Although e-governance platforms were generally viewed as useful, their
perceived responsiveness remains uneven. This supports Al-Hajri’s (2023)
conclusion that institutional trust is shaped not only by digital availability, but by
perceived legitimacy and outcomes.

In sum, while digital media has expanded access to political discourse in Oman,
its full democratic potential is curtailed by regulatory constraints, infrastructural
inequalities, and skepticism about institutional follow-through.

The findings of this study contribute meaningfully to the four theoretical
frameworks that guided the analysis.

Public Sphere Theory

In line with Papacharissi’s (2022) concept of networked publics, platforms like
Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp function as alternative civic spaces where
political discourse thrives, particularly in the absence of formal participatory
forums. This is evident in the informal political dialogues observed during events
such as the Shura Council elections.

Uses and Gratifications Theory

Participants actively used digital media not only for information but to fulfill
expressive and social needs. This supports Ruggiero’s (2020) assertion that users
engage with platforms to establish identity and voice in restricted environments.
Platforms like Instagram were used for both advocacy and community-building
around shared civic concerns.
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Political Participation Theory

The study confirms Verba et al.’s (1995) Civic Voluntarism Model: reduced costs
of participation and access to mobilizing networks encourage civic involvement—
especially among young, digitally literate users. Informal activism (e.g., hashtag
campaigns) exemplifies this shift toward decentralized, accessible participation.

Digital Participation Theory

Findings affirm Van Dijk’s (2020) emphasis on informal, spontaneous, and
issue-based digital actions. While formal mechanisms remain limited, digital
tools offer alternative routes for civic voice—albeit within constrained regulatory
boundaries.

Together, these theoretical insights show that digital platforms in Oman are
reshaping political behavior, albeit within a system that encourages symbolic
engagement while maintaining structural limits. The study offers a culturally
grounded framework for analyzing hybrid civic participation in digitally
connected, yet politically regulated, contexts.

In conclusion, while digital media has significantly broadened the avenues for
political participation in Oman, systemic challenges—ranging from regulatory
constraints to unequal access—continue to shape both the inclusivity and
effectiveness of that participation. Addressing these barriers through targeted
policies on access, legal reform, and digital literacy will be critical for realizing
the full democratic potential of digital media in the Omani context.

In summarizing the implications of these findings, the final section reflects on
the study’s contributions, identifies limitations, and offers recommendations for
policy and future research.

Digital Participation in a Semi-Authoritarian Context: Structural
Tensions and Civic Paradoxes

While the findings underscore the growing role of digital platforms in
expanding civic expression in Oman, they also reveal a deeper paradox: high
levels of digital engagement coexist with limited policy influence. This reflects
a broader tension inherent in semi-authoritarian environments, where the state
facilitates certain forms of controlled participation while maintaining tight
regulation over political expression.

On one hand, the Omani government has invested in digital infrastructure
and e-governance platforms—such as Omanuna and Baladiyeti—which support
citizen feedback and transparency. These tools suggest a willingness to modernize
governance and include public voices in decision-making. On the other hand, the
same digital ecosystem is subject to surveillance, restrictive cybercrime laws,
and self-censorship, which significantly constrain the depth and authenticity of
political engagement.
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This duality creates what may be termed a “participatory ceiling”—
citizens are encouraged to engage digitally, but only within certain discursive
boundaries. As a result, while platforms like Twitter and WhatsApp function as
digital public spheres, they often circulate symbolic or issue-specific activism
(e.g., environmental or service-related campaigns) rather than sustained political
critique or mobilization.

Moreover, state-endorsed digital channels are often viewed with skepticism,
particularly among youth and activists who fear data monitoring or reprisal. This
undermines trust in official digital pathways and encourages the use of encrypted
or private channels (e.g., WhatsApp groups) for more candid civic discourse.

These dynamics highlight the need to distinguish between surface-level
digital visibility and substantive participatory agency. Without institutional
reforms to ensure greater freedom of expression, protection from surveillance,
and genuine responsiveness to citizen input, digital participation risks being
performative rather than transformative.

While this study provides comprehensive insights, it is limited by its focus
on digitally active youth and the reliance on self-reported data. Future studies
could adopt longitudinal or ethnographic approaches to explore deeper behavioral
trends and offline implications.

Conclusion

This study confirms the significant role digital media plays in fostering
political connectedness and democratic participation in the Sultanate of
Oman. Social media platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp
have emerged as central channels for political communication, public debate,
and informal civic engagement. Quantitative results show strong positive
correlations between digital media use and increased political awareness,
civic activity, and trust in government services. Qualitative findings further
highlight how digital platforms support citizen-state interaction and facilitate
grassroots activism, particularly among youth. However, systemic challenges,
including digital inequality, limited digital literacy, surveillance concerns,
and legal restrictions—continue to limit the depth and inclusiveness of digital
participation.

Summary of Key Research Questions and Answers:
6 How does digital media usage influence political awareness among Omani
citizens?
Digital media significantly enhances political awareness by offering timely,
accessible, and diverse content. Platforms like Twitter and Instagram serve as
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key conducive forms for political communication and real-time updates.

0 What is the relationship between digital literacy and civic engagement
through digital media in Oman?

A clear correlation exists: citizens with higher digital literacy levels are more
likely to engage confidently in online discussions, campaigns, and e-governance
services.

0 How effective are digital platforms in promoting democratic participation
and enhancing citizen-state interaction in Oman?

Digital platforms have effectively fostered informal participation and improved
citizen feedback loops with governmental institutions, contributing to more
participatory decision-making processes.

6 What are the main challenges and limitations faced by Omani citizens when
using digital media for political engagement?

Key barriers include fears of surveillance, legal repercussions under cybercrime
laws, inconsistent digital literacy, and limited internet access—especially in rural
areas.

6 How do perceptions of e-governance services influence trust in public
institutions among Omani citizens?

Trust in public institutions correlates positively with the perceived
effectiveness and transparency of e-governance services, which reinforce a sense
of institutional accountability.

Hypothesis Testing Results:

6 H1: Increased social media use is linked to greater political awareness.
Accepted. Strong correlation (r = 0.68, p < 0.01).

60 H2: Higher digital literacy leads to increased civic engagement.

Accepted. Positive correlation (r = 0.62, p <0.01).

60 H3: Platform preference (Twitter, WhatsApp) is associated with higher
political discussion activity.

Accepted. Correlation confirmed (r=0.57, p <0.01).

0 H4: Positive perceptions of e-governance effectiveness predict trust in public
institutions.

Accepted. Moderate correlation (r = 0.49, p < 0.05).

These results collectively underscore the potential of digital media to strengthen
democratic practices by enhancing awareness, encouraging participation, and
building institutional trust. However, to maximize these benefits, Oman must
address challenges such as digital exclusion, legal ambiguities, and public
apprehension surrounding online expression.
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Theoretical Contributions

The study advances understanding within multiple theoretical frameworks. It
affirms the relevance of Public Sphere Theory in interpreting how Omani citizens
use digital platforms to construct alternative civic spaces. It reinforces Uses
and Gratifications Theory by demonstrating how users actively engage with
media to fulfill informational and participatory needs. The findings also support
Political Participation Theory, particularly the idea that digital media lowers
barriers to entry, enabling more diverse forms of engagement. Furthermore, the
study contributes to Digital Participation Theory by highlighting how informal,
spontaneous online actions can substitute or supplement formal participation,
especially in politically regulated environments. The integration of these
frameworks provides a robust, context-sensitive model for analyzing digital civic
behavior in hybrid political systems.

Policy Implications

The findings suggest several actionable insights for policymakers. First,
improving digital inclusion through infrastructure development and digital
literacy programs—particularly in rural and underserved areas—can broaden
participation. Second, revising cybercrime laws and regulatory frameworks
to protect freedom of expression while balancing national security concerns is
essential to foster an open civic environment. Third, expanding and promoting
interactive e-governance platforms can strengthen citizen trust and accountability
in public institutions. Finally, collaborations between civil society and government
agencies can help design policies that reflect the needs and voices of digitally
active citizens.

Future Research Directions

Future studies should investigate the long-term impact of digital political
engagement on formal democratic outcomes, including policy change and
electoral participation. Longitudinal research could explore whether digital
awareness translates into sustained offline activism or institutional reform.
Moreover, the influence of emerging technologies—such as artificial intelligence,
civic data platforms, and blockchain governance—warrants further investigation
in the Omani context. Finally, comparative studies across GCC states could offer
regional insights into how varying regulatory and cultural settings mediate the
relationship between digital media and civic engagement.

48 (January / March) 2025

25



48 (January / March) 2025

26

Arab Journal of Media & Communication Research

References

Al-Abri, N., & Al-Badi, A. (2023). Digital activism and social change in Oman. Middle East Online
Participation Review.

Al-Azri, K. (2019). Social and political change in Oman: The case of internet activism. Routledge.

Al-Farsi, S., & Al-Mukhaini, M. (2022). E-governance and transparency in Oman: Opportunities and
challenges. Oman Governance Review.

Al-Hajri, R. (2023). Social media engagement and institutional trust in Oman. Arab Journal of
Political Communication.

Al-Harthy, M. (2021). Civic engagement and the digital sphere in Oman: Emerging trends and future
directions. Omani Journal of Social Sciences.

Al-Khalili, M. (2022). Influencers and political narratives in Omani social media. Journal of Digital
Communication and Society.

Al-Rashdi, K. (2020). Digital media and youth political participation in Oman. Journal of Middle
East Media Studies.

Arab Barometer. (2021). Youth engagement and media use in Oman. Arab Barometer Reports.
https://www.arabbarometer.org

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2022). Thematic analysis: A practical guide. SAGE.

Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods (5th ed.). Oxford University Press.

Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2018). Designing and conducting mixed methods research
(3rd ed.). SAGE.

Dalton, R. J. (2017). The participation gap: Social status and political inequality. Oxford University
Press.

Etikan, 1., & Bala, K. (2017). Sampling and sampling methods. Biometrics & Biostatistics
International ~ Journal, 5(6), 00149. https://doi.org/10.15406/bbij.2017.05.00149

Field, A. (2018). Discovering statistics using IBM SPSS Statistics (5th ed.). SAGE.

Gulf Cooperation Council Secretariat General. (2022). Digital transformation in the GCC states.
Gulf Cooperation Council E-Government Report.

Habermas, J. (1989). The structural transformation of the public sphere: An inquiry into a category
of bourgeois society. MIT Press.

Howard, P. N., & Hussain, M. M. (2013). Democracy’s fourth wave? Digital media and the Arab
Spring. Oxford University Press.

International Telecommunication Union. (2023). Digital development report: Oman country profile.
https://www.itu.int

Karim, K. H. (2020). Digital politics in the Middle East: The impact of digital technologies on
participation and mobilization. Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 56(4), 457-475. https://
doi.org/10.xxxxxX

Katz, E., Blumler, J. G., & Gurevitch, M. (1974). Uses and gratifications research. The Public
Opinion Quarterly, 37(4), 509-523. https://doi.org/10.1086/268109

Loader, B. D., & Mercea, D. (2011). Networking democracy? Social media innovations in
participatory politics. Information, Communication & Society, 14(6), 757-769. https://doi.or
2/10.1080/1369118X.2011.592648

McMillan, D. W.,; & Chavis, D. M. (1986). Sense of community: A definition and theory.
Journal of Community Psychology, 14(1), 6-23. https://doi.org/10.1002/1520-
6629(198601)14:1<6::AID-JCOP2290140103>3.0.CO;2-1

Mellor, N., Rinnawi, K., Dajani, N., & Ayish, M. (2011). Arab media: Globalization and emerging
media industries. Polity Press.

Ministry of Information, Oman. (2023). Oman's digital transformation strategy. Government of Oman.

Norris, P. (2001). Digital divide: Civic engagement, information poverty, and the Internet worldwide.
Cambridge University Press.



Arab Journal of Media & Communication Research

Pallant, J. (2020). SPSS survival manual (7th ed.). McGraw-Hill.

Papacharissi, Z. (2022). Affective publics and structures of storytelling in digital societies. Oxford
University Press.

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. Simon &
Schuster.

Ruggiero, T. E. (2020). Uses and gratifications theory in the 21st century. Mass Communication &
Society, 23(8), 1133—1154. https://doi.org/10.1080/15205436.2020.1811380

Salem, F. (2017). Social media and the Internet of Things: Towards data-driven policymaking in the
Arab world. Arab Social Media Report, 7(1). https://www.mbrsg.ae

Salem, F. (2022). The politics of social media in the GCC: Mobilization and control. Middle East
Digital Policy Journal.

Tavakol, M., & Dennick, R. (2011). Making sense of Cronbach’s alpha. International Journal of

Medical Education, 2, 53-55. https://doi.org/10.5116/ijme.4dfb.8dfd

UNESCO. (2022). Freedom of expression and digital platforms in the Arab region. https://www.
unesco.org

United Nations. (2022). The future of digital government: Enhancing digital participation in the
Arab states. United Nations E-Government Survey.

Van Dijk, J. (2020). The digital divide. Polity Press.

Verba, S., Schlozman, K. L., & Brady, H. E. (1995). Voice and equality: Civic voluntarism in
American politics. Harvard University Press.

Wright, M., & Mohamed, A. (2021). Digital media, surveillance, and civic participation in the Gulf.
Journal of Information and Democracy, 4(2), 112—129. https://doi.org/10.xxxxxx

48 (January / March) 2025

27



