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How Journalists from Egypt and the UAE Interact with Their Audiences
By Andreas Straeter | andreas.straeter@uni - dortmund.de 

Abstract
Driven by the political upheavals in the Arab world in 2011, the media in Egypt and the United Arab 
Emirates are on their way to finding new ways to deal with their audiences. This study explains why 
it is important to create journalistic transparency, more openness and a first, if flimsy, form of media 
accountability in the Arab sphere. Initial signs suggest that both Emirati and Egyptian media have 
drawn some first findings from the upheavals of the Arab Spring. This study draws some parallels 
between the “old” Arab sphere (Egypt) and the “new” Arab world (United Arab Emirates) to generate 
knowledge in an exploratory manner. Twelve journalists and media professionals from both countries 
were interviewed between November 2011 and May 2012. 

Introduction
In journalism as well as in disciplines like politics, economics, and consumerism, transparency has 
become highly valued. Globalization, the Internet, and the first generation of digital natives are 
working as engines in this process. On hotel rating platforms, for example, transparency can be 
regarded as a business - promoting argument - or as the contrary. In any case, transparency creates 
accountability and reliability. 

These findings are transferable to journalism, especially in a digital world. Transparency prospers in 
a linked medium, for you can literally see the connections between the final draft’s contentions and 
the ideas that informed it. Paper, on the other hand, is a poor transmitter of links. You can look up 
the footnote, but that’s an expensive, time - consuming activity more likely to result in failure than 
success. The present era can be described as the Age of Links, and transparency is the “embedded 
ability to see through the published draft“ (Weinberger, 2009).

In a wired world of global connection and social networks, it seems almost impossible to suppress 
discussions and debates, to manipulate recipients or to censor information. Media users all over the 
world have received easier access to a fast, free and ubiquitously accessible discourse on the media 
and their contents via social media and Web 2.0. 

Nevertheless, Arab journalists have to work within completely different conditions than their 
colleagues in the Western world. With the help of occasional self - censorship, they try to protect 
themselves against the regime, especially in Egypt. But despite the constraints, Arab journalists try 
to work as transparently as possible; they may be contacted by e - mail or telephone and receive 
feedback, comments and advice from their viewers, listeners, and readers.

Definition of journalistic transparency
The U.S. media scholars Stephanie Craft and Kyle Heim (2009) situate the debate on transparency in 
an interdisciplinary global discourse. They characterize the notion of transparency across all disciplines 
as “availability of information and as a disclosure of it.” The U.S. political scientist Ann Florini (2002) 
describes transparency as the opposite of secrecy and confidentiality. She raises transparency to a 
desirable standard in a world of global integrity: “Secrecy means deliberately hiding your actions; 
transparency means deliberately revealing them. This element of volition makes the growing 
acceptance of transparency much more than a resigned surrender of the technologically facilitated 
intrusiveness of the Information Age.” 

The business analysts Don Tapscott and David Ticoll (2003) consider transparency from the 
perspective of economics and approach the concept in their first general definition: “Transparency is 
information about an organization that is available to people or other organizations.” They describe 
transparency as an “Engine of Greatness,” a force for innovation and future, and they rely on models 
of success among other platforms like eBay, where transparency and rates make sense. 

Momoh, Tony (2010). Journalism in Nigeria, So Far, How Well? Lagos: Media & 
Law Development Centre.

Newsom, Doug and Wollert. A. James (1988). Media Writing. California: 
Wadsworth Publishing Company.

Okoye, Innocent (2012). “Political Reporting” in Specialized Reporting: A Global 
Trend in Media Training. Tayo Popoola (ed.). Lagos: Nigeria Union of Journalists, 
Lagos State Council.

Omu, I. A. Fred (1996). “Journalism in Nigeria: A Historical Overview” in 
Journalism in Nigeria, Issues and Perspectives, Olatuji Dare and Adidi Uyo (eds) 
Lagos: Nigeria Union of Journalists, Lagos State Council.

Peden, William & Adrienne Koch (1944) (eds.). “The Life and Standard of Thomas 
Jefferson” cited in Popoola’s “UBE and the Mass Media: Striking a Golden Acord,” 
in Journal of Nigerian Languages and Culture, Vol. 5, March 2003, Owerri: Imo 
State University.

Popoola, I.S. (2003). Nigeria’s Fourth Republic: A Media - Military Contraption” in 
International Review of Politics and Development. Ilisan - Remo: Dept. of Political 
Science, Babcock University. 

Popoola, I.S (2005). “A Survey on the Impact of Internet on Newspaper and 
Magazine Production in Nigeria” in African Journal of Economy and Society Cape 
Coast; Department of History, University of Cape Coast, Ghana.

Popoola Tayo, (2003). “Mass Media Communication Practitioners and 
Mobilization of Nigerians for Political Participation” in POLIMEDIA Media and 
Politics in Nigeria, Ikechukwu Nwosu (ed). Enugu: ACCE Nigeria Chapter.

Popoola Tayo, (2007). “2007: Mass Media and the Quest for Peaceful 
Electioneering,” a paper presented at the Faculty of Social Sciences workshop on 
“Road Map to Peaceful Elections in 2007” held at Lagos Airport Hotel, Ikeja.

Popoola, Tayo (2009).  Public Relations, Advertising and Promotions, An 
Introductory Text. Lagos: Corporate Lifters International.

Popoola, Tayo (2012) “Reporting Boko Haram and Related Terrorist Acts” in 
Specialized Reporting: A Global Trend in Media Training. Tayo Popoola (ed). 
Lagos: Nigeria Union of Journalists, Lagos State Council.

Uyo, Adidi O. (1987). Mass Communication Media: Classification and 
Characteristics. New York: Civiletis International.

Whitney, C. Frederick (1975). Mass Media and Mass Communication in Society. 
Iowa: Wm C. Brown.



42 Middle East Media Educator 43

Methodology
Comparing the United Arab Emirates to Egypt is appealing, as these countries are quite different even 
though they are both part of the Arab world. The discrepancies relate not only to the media systems, 
but also to the political and cultural development of the two states (Hahn/Alawi, 2007; Hermann, 
2011). Both states possess media - science relevance, particularly since they boast reference media 
with an impact throughout the Arab World like Abu Dhabi TV and Al Arabiya in the UAE, and Al Ahram 
and Al Akhbar in Egypt (Rugh, 2004).

As communication science has no systematic knowledge about journalistic transparency instruments 
in the Arab sphere, knowledge and results in this study are generated in an exploratory manner 
by using a qualitative method. Twelve Arab journalists were interviewed with semi - structured 
qualitative guidelines, some in person, some via telephone or Skype. In either case, it was important 
to create an open atmosphere for conversation. 

Results
One of the most obvious results is that there tends to be more openness toward innovative 
transparency instruments in the UAE than in Egypt. To strengthen their market position, the Emirates 
media use Twitter and Facebook to suggest credibility. A journalist working for Al Arabiya in Dubai 
says, “I think that Arab media have learned a lot of lessons from the Arab Spring.”

A journalist from Abu Dhabi points out the importance of the Internet and how journalists should deal 
with it. “The Internet will increase pressures on conventional media organizations to be transparent 
and clear, and not to hide information,” he says. “Audiences have other ways to obtain information 
and are able to bypass traditional channels. If you don’t watch out, you would be left behind . . . 
Online media are the future communication platform on which all traditional media will converge. If 
you don’t join the bandwagon, you will be the loser in this technological transition.” A journalist from 
the Egyptian newspaper Al Akhbar adds: “What you hid is going to be there. People want to have 
communication, so they start to communicate.”

The flare - up of journalistic transparency can be seen in the political context of the impact of the Arab 
Spring. These two phenomena have a consequence in common:  all citizens are able to voice their 
thoughts. Transparency in terms of making editorial processes public seems only peripherally present 
because both countries need time to develop the idea of social participation - and the idea of a self - 
reflective journalism. 

A journalist working for the Abu Dhabi - based newspaper The National reflects: “There has been a 
major change . . . Not just for stories, but . . . for journalism itself. There is now a higher connection 
between the people and journalists . . . They can comment everything I have written.” There has been 
a major change in the ways media deal with their audience, she says. “Everything is now available 
to everyone. They can comment whatever they think.” In the end, these comments lead to more 
intensive conversations with journalists and authors.

In comparing print and TV media in terms of journalistic transparency, it is striking that print engages 
much more in the use of transparency instruments than TV, although a general statement is hard to 
find in this context. Each medium should be analyzed on its own regarding transparency. 
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From the perspective of media economics, transparency in journalism can be regarded as a strategic 
option of trust to retain recipients and to stabilize the media brand (Meier, 2010; Evers/Eberwein, 
2011). Despite the high potential of transparency, journalists are often afraid to use tools to 
create transparency and publicity. Their ambition has never been to disclose how and under what 
circumstances a journalistic contribution has arisen (Meier/Reimer, 2011).

In comparison to the term “accountability,” the concept of transparency does not implicate the effect. 
In previous studies on the subject, a clear - cut delineation between instruments of transparency and 
the method of “media accountability” was missing (Fengler et al., 2011). The difference lies in the 
definitions, especially in the fact that transparency instruments themselves are descriptive, while 
“media accountability” is normative. The ethically desirable establishing of trust is not implied in the 
description of transparency instruments.

Craft and Heim (2009) describe “accountability” as the result of transparency and believe that 
transparency instruments ultimately help establish trust in the media: “This implied linkage among 
readers’ ability to witness, to evaluate, and, therefore, to trust, indicates the valued role transparency 
plays in facilitating journalistic accountability.”

A categorization of transparency tools
In journalism, various instruments for creating transparency can be found. Journalism scholars 
distinguish between journalism - internal and journalism - external instruments (Evers/Eberwein, 
2011; Bettels et al., 2011). Internal instruments like the byline, deep links, or additional information 
are classified as transparency tools created by journalists themselves and that occasionally lead to 
more information on the editorial department, journalistic work, sources, and editorial decision - 
making (Bettels et al., 2011). External instruments like media journalism, academic research, blogs, 
media criticism in social networks or online comments also lead to a certain form of transparency 
(Fengler, 2008; Eberwein et al., 2012).

Moreover, the study distinguishes between simple and innovative instruments. Simple transparency 
instruments are easy to install and require little effort  -  for example, the byline, information on 
the author or the opportunity to comment. Innovative instruments at a higher level include self - 
reflection in blogs, descriptions of the news production process, or editorial blogs.

Transparency as a form of “window dressing”
Transparency in journalism should be considered more complex than one - sidedly positive, since a 
closer inspection illustrates pitfalls, First, the effectiveness of many transparency instruments has 
not yet been proven empirically (Craft/Heim, 2009) because the field of research in media science 
is relatively new. Second, some of these instruments can also have a slightly illusionary effect and 
can be installed for publicity and marketing reasons (Fengler et al., 2011). They tend to contribute to 
transparency by their very nature although this is not intended. The tools are implemented mainly for 
business reasons to stabilize the media brand.

“Good PR for the journal, but little transparency for the reader,” says Susanne Fengler, a German 
professor of international journalism. As a result, there is merely an “illusion of inclusion.” 
Consequently, many accountability instruments simply lead to an increase in publicity, and, according 
to the Dutch media expert Yael de Haan (2011), “seem to be more a form of window dressing than a 
true attempt to restore trust in their performance.” 

The idea of full transparency in the media and everything connected to them, such as audience 
participation, is still in its infancy in the Arab world (Lahlali, 2011). The news channel Al Jazeera was 
a pioneer in introducing call - in talk shows with participatory elements (Miles, 2005). Elsewhere, it is 
mentioned that the Internet could lead to spreading and compacting political discourse in the Arab 
sphere (Hafez, 2009). According to the social scientists Mahjoob Zweiri and Emma C. Murphy (2011), 
social media open a new world of dialogue and conversation in the Middle East.
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Are Lebanese J-schools Graduating Functional Illiterates?
By Magda Abu-Fadil | magda.abufadil@gmail.com

I’m disheartened, but not surprised, by comments from media executives who believe journalism 
schools and media programs in Lebanon are turning out functional illiterates. It’s a familiar refrain. 
Editors, publishers, producers, web hotshots and countless others regularly complain that graduates 
come with inadequate job skills and are ill prepared to meet the challenges facing journalists today. 

Depending on the institution in question and the resources available, would-be journalists often fall 
short of market needs because their universities denigrate the profession and don’t place enough 
emphasis on what students should learn, as opposed to what their professors know (or knew from 
way back when) and impart, based on antiquated curricula.

The same applies to working journalists who need, but lack, regular training to ensure their 
knowledge and skills are up to snuff.

How do we prepare young people and train journalists for an honorable and misunderstood 
profession? We don’t stop with a university degree. We continue learning.

Journalists are like emergency room doctors who treat and save patients, work on tight deadlines and 
can’t afford to make mistakes. If they do, the results can be catastrophic.

We need media literacy programs in schools, solid media education, constant training, perseverance, 
patience, an enterprising spirit, and willingness to see and think outside the box. Unfortunately, 
critical thinking is not automatically factored into school and university curricula because many 
teachers refuse to evolve, thereby rendering a great disservice to our charges.

A global study (http://www.pearson.com/news/2012/november/pearson-launches-the-learning-
curve.html) conducted by the Economist Intelligence Unit includes a new Global Index of Cognitive 
Skills and Educational Attainment, which draws on existing data from the international OECD-PISA, 
TIMMS and PIRLS assessments, as well as information on literacy and graduation rates.

I wasn’t surprised to find Finland and South Korea topping the list of high performers, with Hong Kong, 
Japan and Singapore close behind. Tragically, no Arab countries figured into the equation.

There’s also the notion that teachers know best, that learning is a one-way process. Nothing could be 
further from the truth.

Only recently have schools in some Arab countries jumped on the media literacy bandwagon; others 
depend on individual school initiatives. The more prosperous the institution, the more likely it is to be 
willing to experiment and venture into new learning models. It’s going to be a long haul before more 
institutions are fully on board.

Academic Requirements
There is a disconnect between what is taught and what the market needs. The skills needed to 
function in a fast-paced, technologically transformed world amid a cacophony of languages and 
cultures are lacking.

It’s rare to see Arab professors visiting news organizations to learn what they really need, and then to 
fashion programs and curricula accordingly, while maintaining high professional academic standards. 
Somehow the mix of academics with the right background and experience in media, not to mention 
integrated digital multimedia, seems a luxury at best.

In post-civil war Lebanon, for example, courses need a major overhaul. Its public university’s faculty 
members are woefully underpaid. Classrooms and labs are poorly equipped, and newsrooms are 
wishful thinking. In fact, regular student newspapers and magazines are not the norm. Students in 
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the state-run Lebanese University’s graduating class are usually required to produce a publication 
as a final project. So there’s little room for initiative, creativity and follow-up of students by faculty 
members or advisers, if any exist.

Radio and/or TV studios are also hard to finance and maintain. They’re capital-intensive, which is 
understandable, but with miniaturized digital equipment, the undertaking shouldn’t be so difficult. 
Yet there’s little support for ensuring their availability, since the journalism major is not considered as 
desirable as medicine or engineering.

Where broadcast media facilities do exist on campuses, their supervisors fall short of providing 
students with adequate professional journalism and news training. There is more focus on production 
and entertainment than on good writing, editing and packaging of information for multiple platforms.

The introduction of online journalism courses has also been rather slow - almost an afterthought - 
and few faculty members appreciate the importance or impact of social media and how they can be 
integrated into the news gathering process. It’s no wonder, since so many journalism faculty members 
are not regular bloggers and find engagement with their students through social media “something 
for kids to do.” In October 2008, Hugh McGuire wrote a brilliant piece, “Why Academics Should Blog” 
(http://hughmcguire.net/2008/10/26/why-academics-should-blog), that is just as valid today as it was 
then.

Academics also have trouble deciding classroom sizes, since attendance  is optional for many subjects. 
Unfortunately, class sizes are often imposed on them, so quality control flies out the window.

On a trip to France to speak at two events, I met a media professor who had been tasked with 
establishing a partnership between her institution and the Lebanese University, whereby Lebanese 
students would follow (and be granted the requisite diplomas) through the License, Master and 
Doctorate (LMD) track. But the project was set back and frozen because of bickering and sectarian 
infighting on the Lebanese side. It went nowhere fast. 

Private universities are not faring that much better in terms of learning outcomes, and employers 
continue to complain of substandard graduates whose command of Arabic is flimsy (even at 
institutions where it is the language of instruction), and whose knowledge of their supposed mother 
tongue is almost nonexistent where English or French is the language in which courses are taught. The 
journalism curriculum at Lebanese University is primarily in Arabic, with a smattering of courses in 
French and/or English; at most private institutions the main language of instruction is either French or 
English, with a few Arabic-language courses.

What’s more pathetic is the sorry state of general knowledge, or the lack thereof, which is acquired 
through extensive reading, listening, watching, observing and browsing. Editors, publishers and 
producers I meet regularly complain that journalism students know little about the country in which 
they live, much less about the world.

Trying to help out
As a member of a committee of experts advising UNESCO on journalism education, I have been 
promoting our findings across the Middle East/North Africa region with the idea that they can be 
adapted, based on the context in question.

We produced a book titled Model Curricula for Journalism Education (http://www.unesco.org/
new/en/communication-and-information/resources/publications-and-communication-materials/
publications/full-list/model-curricula-for-journalism-education) for use in institutions worldwide. It 
is available for download as a PDF file in nine languages. I hope we can update it to better meet the 
needs of journalism schools worldwide while fully appreciating the daunting task at hand.

We came up with a list of courses designed to develop competencies in each of three levels of 
journalism education: a pre-university non-degree diploma, an undergraduate university degree in 
journalism and a master’s degree. Skills, capacities and knowledge in a journalism curriculum, at any 
post-secondary level, are built on these foundations:

1. The ability to think critically, including comprehension, analysis, synthesis and evaluation of 
unfamiliar material.

2. A store of general knowledge of one’s own country and the world, in contemporary and 
former times, including understanding of important political, economic, social, cultural and 
scientific mechanisms.

3. Basic knowledge of research methodology, including arithmetical skills, computer skills, basic 
statistics and surveying methods, and an introductory understanding of the philosophy of 
evidence.

4. The ability to write competent narrative and explanatory prose.

5. Basic understanding of journalism’s role in local, national and international political processes 
and its relation to democracy.

6. History of journalism, from the earliest newspapers to contemporary digital journalism.

7. Introduction to news media ownership, organization and competition, and to journalism as a 
profession and practice.

We proposed these courses:
1. Introduction to reporting and writing. 

2. In-depth reporting and writing, including data-driven journalism (formerly CAR) and other 
research methods.  

3. Specialized reporting and writing, in fields like politics and government, economics, business 
and finance, science and technology (or science and environment, or science and health), 
arts and culture, social issues (development, gender, human rights, public health, deprivation, 
identities, race, ethnicities, religion, minorities, child issues, violence), sports, international 
affairs, conflict and war, education and labor.

4. Broadcast reporting and writing  for radio and television.

5. Online/multimedia journalism and digital developments.

6. Media law.

7. Journalism ethics.

8. Journalism issues, including news media organization, ownership and competition.

9. History of journalism, including examples of best practice.

10. Studio/newsroom internship in print, broadcast, multimedia/online journalism.

One area not given adequate attention is the learning of languages, as well as sensitivity to cultures 
and ethnic diversity. Journalists must be able to ask questions and understand answers in a second 
language. It is imperative that they be fluent in two or more languages, and it is a disservice to 
students who will have to work in a globalized, multilingual environment not to be immersed in 
language courses. Unfortunately, command of languages is not accorded the same importance as 
acquiring technical skills, and the errors journalists make based on their ignorance of languages are 
unforgivable.

Are Lebanese J-schools Graduating Functional Illiterates?
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On another front, many journalists I have encountered operate as if they know it all and, through their 
ignorance, misinterpret and miscommunicate information. Teachers have an obligation to infuse their 
students with doses of modesty and humility.

Journalists must also have highly developed observation skills to notice and remember things. They 
must remain observers and resist the urge to become players in stories they are covering - a principle 
they regularly overlook.

Training Requirements
Since much of my time is spent in training, I try to help reporters, editors and managers in print, 
broadcast and online media in the Arab Gulf to North Africa (and beyond) improve their operational 
skills. It’s no easy task, since the Arab world is not monolithic and there are cultural, regional and 
linguistic differences even in the common classical Arabic. So I familiarize journalists with the latest 
developments in their specialties and conduct workshops and seminars that provide journalists with 
the tools they need in their daily work to upgrade and update their knowledge.

Nothing is taken for granted in editing exercises - basics of grammar, spelling and easily confused 
words. In Lebanon, a Francophone country, people assume French spelling is correct, when the 
English way of writing people’s names could be the right way.

Countries change shapes and names; leaders come and go. It’s part of evolution, or devolution. But 
journalists don’t always worry about these details and instead regale us with major writing failures. 
So I try to drill into them the importance of history and geography, citing Philip Graham, the late 
publisher of The Washington Post, who said: “Journalism is the first rough draft of history.”

We also go over media laws and ethics in every workshop and mini-course. Plagiarism, accuracy, 
balance, fairness, context, conflict of interest, privacy, the handling of minors, diversity and avoiding 
stereotyping are musts in any training.

Tied to context is hype - when one blows things out of proportion or gives them undue attention. We 
see a lot of that in Lebanese media, where issues tend to take sectarian overtones and everything is 
so highly politicized.

Not to be overlooked is mathematics. We have to deal with numbers and statistics, but reporters are 
not always taught and trained to think along the lines of data-based journalism. There’s a natural 
aversion to figures, charts, surveys and the like, so detailed information involving statistics can be 
misinterpreted.

Thinking visually is another requirement I emphasize. A complex multimedia, integrated, converged 
journalistic world needs pictures, video, sound or a combination thereof in a cross-platform 
environment, which people in traditional media can easily miss. 

But visuals must match content and context, another area given short shrift. Journalists working for 
Arabic-language newspapers regularly handle photos from international news agencies that may 
not have an Arabic or translation service.  So, if they’re not well versed in English, French, Chinese or 
whatever, they may write captions backwards and mismatch people’s names and titles with their real 
positions in the picture lineups. The devil really is in the details.

While online journalism is helping redefine the profession, there’s also fascination with community or 
citizen journalism, in which average citizens provide information to outlets or create their own media 
and cover their communities’ affairs in more detail than traditional media do.

On another level, journalists today cannot always distinguish between their public and private 
personas in the use of social media and the ways they incorporate these vehicles into their coverage. 
That, too, is an area work on from various angles in our training workshops.

But perhaps a very elementary issue is the need to differentiate between hard news and editorializing. 
It’s a fine line that Lebanese journalists often cross, to the detriment of their credibility. When 
confronted with the charge, reporters have told me it’s part of the culture, it’s become standard 
operating procedure, it’s required by their news organizations, or any variation on this theme. Media 
have been accused of inciting violence, have been tagged as encouraging racism, have ignored 
diversity and have distorted facts.

Hence the importance of serious professional training as part of journalists’ growth and development.  

To that end, I suggest that training programs include:

1. Reviewing the basics in reporting, writing and editing.

2. Photography. 

3. Training in, and updating of, online/digital skills, including blogging and social media.

4. Training in media ethics, history, geography, and mathematics.

 5. Sensitivity training.

6. Upgrading of language skills.

Inadequate preparation of journalists is not limited to Lebanon but cuts across the board in most of 
the Middle East and North African countries I’ve visited, or whose media professionals I’ve trained.

Which brings me full circle to the issue of journalism curricula and training programs that need major 
revisiting, and faculty members and trainers who should also undergo major recycling, updating and 
upgrading of their own skills. It is unrealistic to expect students and trainees to benefit from teachers 
and trainers who have not worked in newsrooms, acquired years of field experience or evolved with 
the times. And yet that’s what many of our journalists face today

This is a never-ending and exhausting process. But if journalism schools and programs are turning out 
these functional illiterates, a lot of the blame rests with  the institutions and teachers.

Are Lebanese J-schools Graduating Functional Illiterates?
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Journalism Education in Ethiopia:
A Case Study of Bahir Dar University

Pramod Saran Bhatnagar | psbhatnagar111@hotmail.com		

Abstract
This paper examines the journalism curriculum offered by the Department of Journalism and 
Communications (JoCo) in Bahir Dar University (BDU) in Ethiopia in the context of global trends of 
journalism education and stakeholders’ expectations.  It paints a picture of what JoCo education 
should look like in Ethiopia

Introduction

After the fall of Ethiopia’s military government in 1991, the right to freedom of thought, opinion and 
expression was written into the Constitution, and the First Press Law (No. 34/1992) was promulgated. 
This led to rapid growth in private press and mass media establishments (Birhanu, 2009).

Most journalists then had no formal training in journalism and mass communication (PMC, 2006). 
Journalistic practice was poor, mainly because journalists were underqualified. Shimelis (2000) 
interviewed 31 journalists in Ethiopia, of whom only 5 percent had bachelor’s degrees and 43.five 
percent had no previous media experience. 

The Ethiopian Mass Media Training Institute (EMMTI) pioneered a formal training program at a 
postgraduate diploma level in 1996.  Since then, journalism education has expanded to other 
universities in Ethiopia: Bahir Dar (2003), Addis Ababa (2004), Mekelle (2004), Dilla (2006), Wellega 
(2007) and Jijiga (2007).  All offer education in journalism at the B.A. degree level. Some private 
universities and colleges – Unity University, Rift Valley University College and New Generation 
University College – now also offer journalism courses. 

The expansion of journalism education in Ethiopian universities is a response to the critical shortage 
of formally trained journalists (PMC, 2006). This paper examines BDU’s JoCo curriculum in light of 
continuing discussions about how journalism education and training at the university level is meeting 
industry needs in Ethiopia.

The BDU Department of JoCo began in 2003.  In 2008, a needs assessment was conducted to review 
the curriculum at the behest of the Ethiopian Ministry of Education. All universities throughout 
Ethiopia (Zelalem, NAC 2008). The “new” curriculum is a three-year B.A. program in journalism 
and communication.  It aims “at producing professional journalists who are intellectually rigorous 
and critical of mind, respect fundamental rights, are tolerant and respect diversity in society, are 
committed to social justice in theory and practice, and are dedicated to integrity and high ethical 
standards empowering them to use interpersonal and technically driven communications in a multi-
cultural world.”

The other aim of the department is to train qualified public relations officers and communication 
specialists (BDU JoCo curriculum profile, 2008). 

The UNESCO Model Curricula for Journalism Education for Countries of Developing and Emerging 
Democracies provided a framework for developing a set of questionnaires that were administered 
to stakeholders.  As follow-up, the stakeholders – students, teaching staff, media practitioners and 
relevant officials in Bahir Dar – were interviewed to obtain a picture of what they think universities 
should be offering to journalism students. 
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Seventy-six people from different fields of journalism were interviewed and given the questionnaires. 
The 20 media practitioners interviewed included a newspaper editor, Hessan Osman of Tana Times;  
the program deputy head of the News of Amhara Mass Media agency, Mazmur Ahwaz;  the head of 
Amhara Television, Mekeha Engdayehu;  the head FM Radio and Theme coordinator, Birfukan Atinkut; 
and 16 reporters and editors from print and broadcast media. Five government communications 
officers were also interviewed. In addition, 16 journalism teachers and 35 students were consulted. 

The discussions were held in one laboratory room with two groups of third-year (20) and second-
year (15) journalism students at BDU in May and June 2011, near the end of the academic year. The 
students gave suggestions on the courses they had taken. 

Literature Review 
Media courses in Ethiopian universities are offered in various programs.  For instance, at Addis Ababa 
University (AAU), media-related subjects are offered in the Institute of Language Studies and the 
departments of theater arts, education, and political science and international relations (PMC, 2006). 
Graduates of these programs are usually employed in the Ministry of Information and established 
Ethiopian private presses. However, many media professionals see this multidisciplinary model as arid 
(Boylan et al., 1988) and filled with “useless theory” (Kamps, 2004).

Industry-academic collaboration: Third World countries face economic problems and unemployment. 
Institutions of higher learning should assist economic development by integrating vocational 
education (Amare, 2009). Education should act as an instrument for dealing with a nation’s problems 
(Taba, 1962). Universities need to work in collaboration with the society lest they be useful only to 
elites (De Burgh, 2003).

Considering journalists’ role in serving public interest, their education must strike a balance between 
the academic and professional aspects (Starck, 2000). A bachelor’s degree in journalism that balances 
industry-specific practical courses with the liberal arts can produce graduates who write informed 
articles and make authoritative comments about their surroundings (Mencher, 1994). Journalism 
must intigrate other fields of knowledge into its own. “The ‘subject matter’ of the journalists’ activity 
is precisely that which forms the content and subject matter of other fields of knowledge, much as in 
philosophy” (Cohen, 1992). 

Theory and practice balance: Graduates should have a balanced approach, with intensive practical 
training and adequate theoretical knowledge of the liberal arts, as recommended in many UNESCO 
documents, seminars and conferences (Communication Training in Africa: Model Curricula, 2002; 
UNESCO, 2005; 2007).  University journalism education should be a negotiated enterprise (Starck, 
2000). Walter Lippmann, after graduating in political science, proved an excellent opinion writer. 
Lincoln Steffens, who had employed him to help in his magazine, said: “Give me an intelligent, college-
educated man for a year, and I will make a good journalist out of him” (Winship, 1988). 

The UNESCO Model Curricula for Journalism Education for Developing Countries and Emerging 
Democracies (2007) places journalism curricula into professional practice, media studies, and arts 
and sciences courses. The balance for a three-year degree program is at 40, 10, and 50 percent 
respectively. This is a generic model that can be adapted according to each country’s needs (Singh, 
2008). By analyzing the descriptive nature of the courses (Adam, 2001; De Burgh, 2006; Print and Web 
Journalism Department, AAU, 2008) in this model, it can be inferred that 40 percent of practical and 
60 percent of academically inclined courses is an apt balance for undergraduates. 

Convergence and specialization: One hotly contested topic among journalism educators is media 
convergence (Castaneda, et al, 2005). “Converged journalism indicates reporting news for multiple 
media platforms - television, newspaper, the Internet and radio” (Huang et.al, 2004).  

Rapid changes in technology, the economy and media ownership have made convergence a 
revolutionary form of journalism globally (Quinn and Filak, 2005). A U.S. national survey (1998-2002) 
revealed: “Sixty percent of journalism schools had adapted their curricula or developed new courses 
to prepare for convergence” (Huang quoted in Quinn, and Quinn-Allan, 2005). 

Many criticize convergence as helping “media conglomerates expand their market share’’ (Macdonald, 
2006). News is subordinated to revenues, advertisers and consumer preferences, and newspaper 
companies are run by corporate boards of directors and chief executives sharing a ‘‘commitment to 
shareholders and stock value, not news and readers’’.

Social relevance: Curriculum development has to encompass social needs. The media’s public-service 
role is a necessary support to democratic society (French, 2006; UNESCO, 2007).  Journalists should 
“serve the society by informing the public, scrutinizing how the power is exercised, stimulating 
democratic debate, and aiding political, economic, social and cultural development” in an informative, 
educative and entertaining manner (UNESCO, 2007).                                                                                                               

African context: Wimmer and Wolf analyzed 19 African journalism curricula and found that they were 
“largely Western in their outlook” (cited in Skjerdal and Ngugi, 2007). Journalism education in Africa is 
criticized for its dependence on Western textbooks and ethics (James, 1990). Curriculum development 
for education in Africa follows Western models and practices of colonial days, far from the African 
point of view (Salio-Bao, 1989).  This undervalues “Africa’s insistence on the indivisibility of person and 
community” and hampers development (Amare, 2009).

The curricula of Ethiopian universities, too, are dominated by Western ideals of education, neglecting 
indigenous knowledge (Amare, 2009). The training programs sponsored and delivered by international 
organizations could have their own impact. From 1991 to 1999, there were training programs for 
Ethiopian media practitioners, all by Western organizations: the Thomson Foundation, the British 
Council, the USIS Media Training Project, and Friedrich Ebert Stiftung of Germany (Shimelis, 2000).

Recognizing service to society as the basic goal of journalism, the curriculum of journalism education 
has to base its premises on the contextual political and social theories and themes (French, 2006). In 
general, the media landscape and other general contexts in which the journalism curriculum is to be 
implemented must be assessed and considered (UNESCO, 2005).

In a workshop organized by UNESCO and the African Council for Communication Education to develop 
model curricula for Africa (Cape Town, November 1996), the participants reiterated (Boafo and Wete, 
2002) that:

1. African journalism courses should discuss the development problems facing the countries. The 
curricula must equip graduates with intellectual competence and technical skills to comprehend the 
situation. Students need to be grounded in basic social sciences, particularly economics, politics, 
sociology, history and cultural studies, to understand African and global conditions.

2. The curricula should include courses on traditional African communication systems and intercultural 
communication, be gender-sensitive and include gender-related courses. Journalism programs also 
need to include at least one indigenous language and national development should be the forward 
thrust of these countries’ policies (James, 1990).

Development journalism: There is high interest in Africa in adopting development journalism 
(Skjerdal 2009). Wimmer and Wolf, after analyzing 19 African curricula, found that most programs had 
incorporated development journalism (DJ) in different forms (Skjerdal and Ngugi, 2007). 

The concept of DJ began in the 1960s by taking development and improvement of people’s lives 
as its core principles. Shah (1996) notes the idea was associated with “independent journalism 
that provided constructive criticism of government and its agencies, informed readers how the 
development process was affecting them, and highlighted local self-help projects.” 

Journalism Education in Ethiopia: A Case Study of Bahir Dar University
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According to Everett M. Rogers (1962), development communication is an engine of change from 
the traditional to the modern. This approach looks to the mass media as an institutional nexus of 
modernizing practices and institutions, functioning as watchdogs, policymakers and teachers for 
change and modernisation (Shramm 1964).

Ethiopian media: Ethiopia is a federation of more than 80 different ethnic groups and languages, with 
some 200 dialects. After the change of government in 1991, pre-publication censorship was outlawed, 
private individuals were allowed to own presses and press freedom was legally guaranteed (Shimelis, 
2000; Birhanu, 2009). After this followed the emergence of a large number of tabloid newspapers, 
many of them short-lived, as they started without adequate research (PMC, 2006). In 1993 there were 
118 registered private and government newspapers and magazines; in 2008 the number crossed the 
1,000 mark. In 2009 registered private and government newspapers and magazines fell to 113. 

Electronic media in Ethiopia did not mushroom as print did (PMC, 2006). Television remains under 
government monopoly. Radio stations are also under monopoly of the government except for four 
private FM radio stations: Sheger, Zami, Afro FM and Fana. Licenses have been given to two  radio 
stations with national coverage, Fana and Voice of Woyane, and seven community radio stations, 
some which have yet to start (Ethiopian Broadcasting Authority, Yearly Magazine, 2009). A Fana radio 
reporter said: “Our working environment permits little autonomy or originality of ideas if judged 
controversial. Private radio licensing involves a process, and violation of prescribed guidelines may 
lead to cancellation of the license.” 

Online journalism in Ethiopia has yet to take shape (Gezahgn Berhie, JoCo, Jijiga). Little work is 
produced online, according to Mazmoor Ahwaz of the Amhara Mass Media Agency, Bahir Dar, and 
it will take time before “we register in this regard.” Mekonnen Hailemariam and Mogus Abraham, 
teaching Online Journalism at BDU, confirmed that there is scant literature available on the subject by 
Ethiopian writers: “Our interaction with students is based solely on books by Western writers.” 

Official media policy: The government media policy is to practice development journalism. A 2008 
government manual, The Democratic Developmental Media Philosophical Foundations and Missions, 
prescribes the major goals of developmental journalism: “strengthening democracy and sustaining 
development by telling success stories and also exposing development failures through investigation 
and indicating solutions for problems, and creating national consensus on basic issues.”  

According to the government education policy, institutions of higher education are to help promote  
economic development by producing competent workers and good entrepreneurs. The curricula 
of higher-learning institutions “shall aim at enabling the learner to acquire pertinent knowledge, 
independent thinking, communication skills and professional values that together prepare him to 
become a competent professional” (Federal Negarit Gazeta, 2009).

How does BDU JoCo fare?
BDU’s JoCo program prescribes a major in print and electronic media. Elective courses are drawn from 
other departments (BDU JoCo curriculum profile, 2008). Almost all the print and electronic streams 
teach writing and reporting (De Burgh, 2003). Then there are common courses: Online Journalism, 
English for Journalists, and supportive courses like Media Translation, Information Communication 
Technology, Advanced Writing Skills, and Structure of Amharic. These provide skills in language and 
Internet technology, as well as transferable skills for media use.

Vocational and transferable courses are professional, as they train graduates in technical 
competencies. They teach them to report, write, edit and use media technologies, as well as preparing 
students for a career in journalism (UNESCO, 2007).  The following courses are treated as the 
professional/practical part of the journalism curriculum at BDU. 

Print 

1.	 Feature Writing 

2.	 Magazine Production 

3.	 Newspaper Production

4.	 News Writing and Reporting for Print

5.	 Photo Journalism

6.	 Publication Layout and Design	  		  Credit Hours: 17

Electronic

7.	 Broadcast News Writing and Reporting 

8.	 Introduction to Broadcast Media 

9.	 Radio Documentary 

10.	Radio News Production  

11.	Television Documentary 

12.	Television News Production 			   Credit Hours: 16

Common

13.	English for Journalists  

14.	Internship 

15.	Online Journalism  

16.	Spoken English 

17.	 Sophomore English				    Credit Hours: 12

Electives

18.	Information Communication Technology  

19.	Advanced Writing Skills 

20.	 Structure of Amharic / Communicative Grammar	 Credit Hours: 09

Total 54

Journalism Education in Ethiopia: A Case Study of Bahir Dar University
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Thus 54 credit hours out of the 112 total are required for professional courses (48.21 percent). Media 
studies, communication studies and courses from other departments are academic in content. 

Introduction to Journalism emphasizes the philosophical issues and the media’s multidisciplinary 
function. Media Law and Ethics emphasizes legal and ethical issues, as well as media’s socio-economic 
and political role. Survey of Ethiopian Mass Media familiarizes students with the media environment 
in the country. Communication courses including Public Relations, and Advertising and Social 
Marketing are theoretical in approach. 

BDU’s JoCo program also aims to produce communication specialists and public relations officers. Its 
curriculum includes seven relevant courses.  The academic offerings are:

1.	 Advertising and Social Marketing 

2.	 Communication and Conflict Management 

3.	 Communication Theories 

4.	 Development Communication 

5.	 Development Journalism 

6.	 Entrepreneurship 

7.	 Intercultural Communication 

8.	 International Communication 

9.	 Introduction to Civics and Ethics 

10.	Introduction to Communication 

11.	Introduction to Journalism 

12.	Introduction to Public Relations 

13.	Introduction to Statistics 

14.	Investigative Journalism 

15.	Media and Communication Research Methods

16.	Media Law and Ethics

17.	Media Management 

18.	Media Translation 

19.	Public Relations Theories and Practice 

20.	Senior Essay

21.	Survey of Ethiopian Mass Media

Total 58

Thus 21 courses with 58 credit hours (51.78 percent) out of the 112 total concentrate on theoretical 
media aspects and liberal arts. The remaining 20 professional courses share 54 (48.21 percent) of total 
112 credit hours.

Stakeholders’ expectations 
The 25 journalists and 16 academics interviewed expressed a consensus that journalism should play 
its development role, including that of watchdog - for instance, exposing corruption among public 
servants and others in authority.  Gezahgn Berhie from Jijiga University says, “DJ is not limiting 
journalists to writing success stories,” but rather is critical and crucial.

Fourteen stressed that media in Ethiopia should follow and help the government discharge its 
responsibilities in alleviating poverty. Ten noted that the journalists’ role is to provide the truth to the 
public responsibly. Nebieu (FANA Radio) said journalists must report the truth responsibly. Aderaw 
Genetu (BDU) held that DJ be defined in relation to the country’s realities. Although its objective is 
investigative reporting, its primary focus is development. The official policy at the state-owned media 
is that DJ be repeatedly indicated in their editorial policies and training manuals.

How is journalism education at BDU addressing such contexts? 
Biset Ayelew (JoCo), who teaches Development Communication to undergraduates at BDU, contended 
that the course familiarizes students with the role of media in development. However, the prescribed 
outline of the DJ course shows that it only makes students aware of government development 
agendas, being more general with scant specifics. It is only about development models, concepts and 
related issues. Except for the introductory treatment of development communication, how to practice 
developmental journalism generally and its relevance to Ethiopia in particular are not defined.

Teaching approach 
All 41 journalists, media government officials and teachers were asked about the approach to teaching 
in terms of specialization and convergence.

Four journalists and 12 academics recommended that the curriculum strike a balance between 
theoretical and practical knowledge of journalism. Four more journalists recommended that the 
teaching and learning process should concentrate on theoretical knowledge. Teaching and learning 
should focus more on practice, noted 17 stakeholders and three academicians. 

During discussion, 23 journalists and media-related personnel and 13 teachers recommended an 
integrated or converged approach to media education. According to Gezahgn Berhie (JU), technology 
is pushing media jobs to the Internet, and graduates will have better chances of employment. Two 
teachers and two journalists expressed a preference for specialization. Belaynoe Worku and Bisset 
Ayelew (JoCo, BDU) said they thought each medium required specific skills and curriculum should 
provide accordingly. All 35 students in the two focus groups supported convergence because of their 
employment concerns. 

Amhara Mass Media Agency in Bahir Dar employs 130 journalists. According to Mezmur Ahwaz, 
converged university journalism education helps: “Students with university education are well 
informed, pro-active, flexible, and well exposed. To make up for their practical experience, the agency 
organizes a month long pre-service training that helps acclimatize them to new discipline.” 

Regional languages: The multilingual nature of African states makes it important for those facilitating 
development to be competent users of one or more of indigenous languages (James, 1990). The 
existing curriculum includes courses in advanced writing skills in English and Amharic. Considering the 
multi-ethnic and multilingual nature of Ethiopia, such courses are valuable. All 35 students said the 
language courses inspired them to read more related materials. 

Education policy and job creation
According to Ethiopia’s education policy, higher-education institutions should help boost economic 
growth by producing competent civil servants, and entrepreneurs who can create jobs (Amare, 2009).

Journalism Education in Ethiopia: A Case Study of Bahir Dar University
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Creating job demands entrepreneurial ability. Many of the newspapers that mushroomed after Media 
Proclamation No.34/1992 died soon after because of inadequate homework (PMC, 2006). Thus, 
training those who start their own media businesses is important. BDU’s journalism program offers 
an entrepreneurship course, and all 35 students expressed keen liking for it. Entrepreneur course is a 
positive response to the national call.

Multi-disciplinary issues 
Ethiopian higher-learning curricula “shall aim at enabling the learner to acquire pertinent knowledge, 
independent thinking and communication skills, and professional values that help him become a 
competent professional” (Federal Negarit Gazeta, 2009).

In building democratic and ethical culture, Civic and Ethical Studies is among the recommended 
courses to be given across all programs (Ministry of Education, 2005). In BDU curriculum, Civic and 
Ethical Studies is incorporated into an attempt to build democratic and ethical culture, a course 
recommended across all programs of higher learning (Ministry of Education, 2005). The course 
examines many contextual issues. 

Contextual knowledge and curriculum
University media education normally has to be organized with contextual knowledge of journalism 
that emphasizes social, economic, political, cultural, legal and ethical aspects of its practice both 
within and globally (UNESCO, 2007).

BDU JoCo curriculum has Media Law and Ethics and Survey of the Ethiopian Mass Media courses. 
The media law course includes the Right of Thought, Opinion and Expression (Article 29, Ethiopian 
Constitution; Ethiopian Press Proclamation No.34/1992; Ethiopian Broadcasting Proclamation Service 
No.533/2007). The mass media course has the historical analysis of media development in Ethiopia. 

Courses like Development Communication cover such topics as democracy, good governance and 
the media’s role in emerging democracies, etc. Scholars and international agencies concerned with 
Third World issues agree that national development should be the forward thrust of these countries’ 
policies (James, 1990). The course also introduces students to community-based communication 
for development in an Ethiopian context. Other courses like Media Management and Intercultural 
Communication are relevant to the political, cultural and economic contexts of Ethiopia. However, 
turning them into context depends on the teachers’ knowledge and initiative. During discussions, 29 
of the 35 students rated only 50 percent of the academic staff knowledgeable and dedicated. 

Besides general understanding imparted through these courses, students need to know general 
history, politics, economy, philosophy, law, sociology, psychology, statistics, linguistics, religion, 
literature, logic, music, etc. (Katzen, 1975; Adam, 2001; Mencher, 1994). These disciplines prepare 
critical journalists, lay a foundation for specialized journalism and qualify students for postgraduate 
study (UNESCO, 2007). 

In group discussions, 31 students recommended general courses like logic, sociology, psychology, 
economics and history. The curriculum has no such courses. Only the Civics and Ethical Studies course 
introduces Ethiopia’s historical forms, polity structure and Constitution, democracy and human right 
issues. But with two contact hours in a week for only one semester, is it adequate? All 35 students said 
no. 

How to achieve a balanced journalism curriculum? 
The UNESCO Model Curricula for Journalism Education for Developing Countries and Emerging 
Democracies (2007) is designed for journalism schools in developing countries and has a rational, 
practical and workable approach. A generic model, it can be adapted according to each country’s 
specific needs (Singh, 2008).

BDU’s three-year journalism program has 21 academic courses with 58 credit hours (51.78 percent). 
The rest, 20 professional courses, share 54 of the total 112 credit hours (48.21 percent). But theory 
courses in the UNESCO Model Curricula exclude communication studies, public relations and 
advertising, which should be offered separately. BDU’s curriculum has seven communication courses 
with 19 credit hours. If excluded, the academic courses are left with only 39 credit hours (34.82 
percent).  Thus, judged by the UNESCO model curriculum, the BDU composition looks deficient in 
academic content.

The UNESCO model curriculum notes that education with theoretical and practical balance develops 
students’ professional standards, knowledge of media’s role in society and exposure to the liberal arts 
tradition. It aims at producing analytical and critically reflective journalists who also have production 
skills. BDU’s journalism education is short of academic courses, which could be taken from other 
departments.

Scope for Further Research
The analysis has indicated there are courses addressing contextual knowledge. But the adequacy 
of treatment of socially relevant issues discussed in those courses and their appropriateness need 
further investigation. Whether the contextual elements raised in the curriculum are sufficient is 
another concern. 

Excepting the general treatment of development communication, the curriculum does not address 
the role of development journalism. How to practice developmental journalism in general, and its 
relevance to Ethiopia in particular, are not defined. 

UNESCO’s Model Curricula for Journalism Education for Developing Countries and Emerging 
Democracies (2007) is appreciated by many for a practical and workable approach. It has been 
called a generic model that can be adapted according to each country’s specific needs (Singh, 2008). 
It is now six years that the UNESCO prescriptions were issued. It is time to take stock of how the 
recommendations have been adopted and if some need modifications or alterations. Seminars and 
conferences in universities and research studies all over the Third World can provide good feedback 
and help to understand the situation at the grassroots level.   

Journalism Education in Ethiopia: A Case Study of Bahir Dar University
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Abstract
The article examines the role of the laboratory (lab) newspaper in journalism education, emphasizing 
students’ writing skills across the curriculum. To instill requisite technical skills, faculty members 
have incorporated information technology into teaching. Cognizant of the sometimes disparate 
nature of vital resources, campuses have welcomed media convergence in reporting. Meanwhile, 
college media programs have established partnerships with local media such as newspapers to give 
students  opportunities for experiential learning through community service. Thus, young journalists 
learn newspaper decision - making while college media advisers struggle to balance objectivity with 
institutional loyalty. In the meantime, professional journalists render invaluable service by way of win - 
win beneficial residency.

Introduction
College News (2012) applauds the fact that media education programs focus on writing across the 
curriculum. This pedagogical approach is based on the belief that writing is relevant in all courses and 
all disciplines. One justification is the belief that writing is a mode of learning and that  communication 
is important in laying the foundation for acquiring and understanding knowledge. “The widely 
discussed 1975 Newsweek article ‘Why Johnny Can’t Write’ made institutions think strategically about 
teaching students to write well,” said Dara Regaignon, a co - author of Writing Program Administration 
at Small Liberal Arts Colleges, the first empirical study of writing programs at 100 small private liberal 
arts colleges in the United States. 

Learning from this observation, Pomona College in Claremont CA, requires that all first - year students 
take a course called Critical Inquiry, a writing - intensive seminar, during their first semester. The 
seminar is taught by faculty members from various disciplines, rigorously concentrating on writing, as 
well as critical-thinking and analytic skills.

In journalism education, writing skills and writing newspapers are not mutually exclusive. The former 
is the foundation upon which the latter flourishes. Teaching writing through journalism education 
has developed an unwelcoming fever of its own. An anonymous professor wrote of her guilt about 
teaching journalism when newspapers are in decline. In a “Dear Cary” letter to Cary Tennis, Salon’s 
advice columnist, dated March 17, 2009, the professor writes:

The problem is this: I feel like I’m teaching them something that will be as useful as Sanskrit 
when they graduate. I am trying to get them involved in learning the latest technology as well 
as teaching them important writing and life skills, so they will be employable. But every morning 
I read stories about how huge, venerable newspapers will likely be shuttered by the end of the 
year, and it absolutely freaks me out. What the heck am I doing? I feel like I’m a participant in the  
theater of the absurd. 

Dan Reimold (2011) argues that newspapers may undergo a turbulent period but have the capacity to 
reinvent their existence because the tenets of quality writing, reporting and editing will continue to 
yield dividends. He explains his love for teaching this way:

I will always consider myself lucky to teach journalism students a bit about that. The best 
journalism students are not just the future of journalism. They are its present. Don’t be surprised if 
they teach you a few things. And don’t feel guilty about that! The best teachers should always be 
open to learning along the way. 
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David Offer is a retired executive editor of Kennebec Journal and Morning Sentinel in Maine. In the 
2009 article “Wanted: Future journalism students; must read, write, blog,” he writes about a friend 
who reacted to his plan to teach journalism in Alaska. His friend wrote, “You and I have talked about 
the failing newspapers and agree that the Internet is the main reason so many newspapers are 
struggling or shutting operations. The economy and lower advertising revenue are only exacerbating 
the problem.” 

Offer, however, optimistically believes there will always be a job market for gatherers of information 
that people need, who can write it in a manner that people can trust and find interesting. “Clear 
writing will remain basic; the written word is important on the Web as it is on paper. Today’s students 
need to be competent in all methods of presenting news, including print blog, podcast and video.”

Middle East Perspective
At Gulf University for Science and Technology (GUST) in Kuwait,  the mass communications 
department published the first edition of Yoom Afdal, envisaged as a monthly lab paper, in January 
2011. A multidisciplinary unit with concentrations in journalism, visual communication, advertising/
public relations and radio - television, Yoom Afdal afforded students a unique educational experience 
by  enhancing their training in writing and reporting. In the first issue, all but two stories were written 
by students. 

The author’s previous experience includes serving as professor and associate dean for language and 
communication at United Arab Emirates University (UAEU). From 2004 to 2006, he led the mass 
communication faculty in publishing Al Fanar, an English - language campus lab paper. “Al Fanar 
has enabled students to develop superior writing skills by participating in writing across - the - 
curriculum,” said James Ayers, chief operations officer for humanities and social sciences.

In Cairo the journalism and mass communication program at the American University houses The 
Independent lab paper. Founded in fall 2009, The Independent is a weekly that publishes both English 
and Arabic editions. Ray Weisenborn,  a journalism professor who served as the paper’s adviser, 
puts forth a strong argument, recalling his experience and looking forward: “I think the lab paper is 
important. It’s imperative. It’s necessary. And I think that any department that teaches journalism 
should have a functional lab newspaper.” 

Ali Dashti, professor of mass communications at GUST, also holds fast to the principle that journalism 
requires blending theory with practice. Dashti firmly states: “The lab paper is very essential to 
teaching journalism. From my experience, the one important thing we must emphasize is for students 
to acquire practical experience. I think having the lab paper is the most important element of teaching 
journalism.”

Practical Imperative
It is a truism that the absence of a community newspaper deprives residents of vital information they 
need to make decisions about their lives. Shapiro (2003) describes news as “what the people need or 
want to know, whatever interests them, whatever adds to their knowledge and understanding of the 
world around them.” In Shapiro’s opinion, news is a product that is gathered, processed, packaged and 
circulated to readers.

According to Stanley Walker, editor of The New York Herald Tribune in the early 20th century, even 
personal information is important to readers, emphasizing that “in an educational environment, 
students who do well want to read about their progress in the newspaper, and other students want to 
emulate the success of their peers.” 

Carter (2011), who writes for major print and online newspapers, is a lab paper enthusiast who 
understands the “fright” of beginning journalists.  He lists “steps you’ll have to take to 
make that goal a reality”:  amass writing samples, gain experience at any local  newspaper, follow up if 
you hear from the editor, do not expect quick professional miracles, be available, take all jobs you can 

Methodology
Primary and secondary sources were used in addressing the topic. Primary sources included 
journalism faculty members versed in theory and practice within the discipline and with wide 
experience advising college/university lab newspapers. Secondary sources included library holdings, 
newspapers, magazines and select journals. Secondary sources were used for data analysis and 
interpretation. Select journalism/mass communication curricula were examined as well. 

Purpose
The present research set out with a fourfold purpose:

• To determine the future of journalism education in a transitional phase of information technology.

• To identify the practical imperative of the campus lab newspaper in journalism education.

• To highlight the advocacy role of the lab paper within the campus and the local community.

• To bring to light innovative methods in inculcating writing skills in students, particularly in a period 
of constantly changing technology. 

Theoretical Considerations
A number of theoretical considerations came into play as part of the research, with a view to adding 
a hands - on perspective to content learned and taught in the classroom. For instance, the inverted 
pyramid theory was examined in the work of students researching and writing stories for publication; 
the gatekeeping theory underscored the importance of news judgment and significant decision - 
making; and the “news hole” was analyzed as to how the lab newspaper adhered to it. Furthermore, 
the research looked at such aspects as “yellow journalism,” objectivity, fairness, ethics, accuracy and 
bias. Issues of press freedom, including prior restraint and reporting pertaining to campus press, 
provided additional scrutiny. 

Future of Journalism Education
Future generations must be served through journalism, despite recurring worries about the journalism 
industry. Larry Atkins, who teaches at Temple University in Philadelphia Pa.,  states: “In light of the 
decline of newspapers, you would think that college students would be staying away from the field of 
journalism in droves. Thus far, that’s not the case. But will university journalism schools change their 
approach in the way they teach future journalists?” 

The trend in journalism education is to get students out of the classroom and involved in community 
journalism. This is typically characterized by media convergence where students gain experience 
in print and broadcast news production, the Web and digital media. At Temple, students at the 
media center write stories on underreported urban neighborhoods. In fall 2008, La Salle University 
launched a capstone community journalism course that engaged students in multi - media reporting in 
Germantown, Pa.

Students are not on the sidelines. Nor are they entirely abandoning the major. Rashad Mulla, a George 
Mason University student who completed a journalism internship at the Newspaper Association of 
America (NAA) Foundation, wrote from a student’s perspective in 2009.

“Even during these bleak times for the newspaper industry, I am not second - guessing my decision to 
pursue a journalism degree,” he wrote. “The writing, researching and technology skills I am learning 
as a student and an intern will benefit me no matter which career path I decide to follow. It’s not my 
professor’s responsibility to land me a job, only to prepare me as much as possible so that I can land 
one myself.” 
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This opened the gate for questions. What was the board discussing in closed session for several hours 
before reopening the board meeting at 10:30 p.m.? Why was it  passing financial resolutions with 
no prior discussion? When Hewlett looked carefully at the minutes, it appeared the board had been 
discussing financial issues behind closed doors,  a violation of California’s Brown Act, which requires 
public entities to hold open meetings when discussing financial issues.

After further investigation, Hewlett wrote the story, and it was published in The Campanile. Within 
two days of publication, the board held an emergency session and retracted the raises. Within two 
months after the publication of an investigative follow - up  story, the superintendent resigned, 
and within a year, other district officials also resigned. The day after the story was first published, it 
was picked up by The San Francisco Chronicle and The San Jose Mercury News, as well as television 
Channels 4 and 5. Meanwhile, the local press, Palo Alto Weekly and The San Francisco Chronicle, 
published supporting editorials. 

The Palo Alto student lab newspaper had previously been active in carrying out the role of advocate. 
Before 1996, The Campanile pubished an exposé about the ineffectiveness of the counselor program 
at the school; within a few months, it was dismantled and replaced with a “Teacher Adviser” program, 
which still exists and is nationally recognized for excellence.

Wojcicki (2010)  believes in empowering students by giving them the writing skills and tools to express 
their views, and the platform to be heard. She proudly says, “The philosophy . . . is that students learn 
by doing, not by watching. . . . Students get passionate about journalism and writing when they are 
given the freedom to write well and become more interested in the world around them.”

Teaching and Community Service 
In examining the role of the learner versus the role of the teacher, McAdams (2008) makes the case 
that students learn far more by doing than by sitting in a classroom listening to a teacher. This is 
certainly not news, but it is a reality not always accepted.  As McAdams puts it: “The best way to learn 
is by doing. That’s what I’ve concluded, and I know that it’s not earth - shattering  -  but some students 
(and journalists) are dead set on what they think of as ‘being taught.’ They want to sit in a room and 
have someone transmit knowledge to them right there.”  The real challenge in teaching journalism, 
she argues, is coming up with meaningful assignments that will truly test whether the students have 
learned what the teacher has taught them in the classroom.

The best journalism teachers are those who understand that talking is not teaching. Conversely, 
the best journalism students are those who realize that listening is not learning. Good journalism 
education needs teachers who incorporate information technology into instruction. By the same 
token, journalism students need to supplement classroom instruction with practical experience, 
particularly at the readily available campus lab paper or community newspaper. Optimally, knowledge 
and skills and putting that knowledge into practice on the other need to merge and take advantage 
of modern information technology. The lab newspaper is one excellent teacher - learner merger 
environment in which teaching places emphasis on harnessing learned skills to practical settings.

Ron Kochendoerfer, Ohio State University’s director of housing administration, makes the following 
notation on newspaper readership:

Higher education aims to inculcate students into a community and culture, providing them 
with the skills, strategies and context for becoming contributing members of a democratic 
society. I strongly believe providing students with access to daily newspapers provides a 
structure and context for students to transfer classroom lessons into dynamic real - life 
applications . . .   

The Lab Paper

consider every assignment the most important thing in the world, read the paper for which you write 
(and others), and buy or have access to the Associated Press (AP) stylebook. 

Collins (2009), a journalism professor at North Dakota State University in Fargo, recalls his experience 
at The Spectrum, where he trained students in  preparing content accurately, compellingly and quickly. 
Colya Tompkins Lynne, a Spectrum writer, said she learned valuable leadership skills and teamwork 
along with developing journalism skills. “The great thing about a student paper is that it provides 
a nice training ground to make some mistakes and learn from them (with minimal risk),” she says, 
adding:  “Learning how to work and collaborate with other people with different roles (photographers, 
designers, writers, editors) also helps set you up for success in the real world.” The Spectrum instills in 
students the importance of experience in securing that entry - level journalism job.

With young writers in mind, Carter (2008) proposes a formula for writing a newspaper article, feature 
story or press release, all intended to make the writing interesting and easy to read. The lead, Carter 
insists, should typically be the first paragraph. It should provide a clear and concise overview of the 
main point(s) - that is, who, what, when, where, why and how.  This formula conveys to readers what 
they will learn in the article.

According to Brady (2004), a journalism program that teaches the fundamentals should have in place 
a structure to instill multiple journalism skills. In other words, students should be enabled to acquire 
skills that they can apply when working in professional journalism. Journalism skills should consist of 
appropriate levels of experience and know - how. These skills, Brady notes, include production and 
journalistic skills for working journalists and youths. “Journalism education requires transformation in 
our media, our journalism, and our journalism training,” he concludes.

Successful journalism programs have campus newspapers, most with a faculty adviser. The campus 
newspaper staff mainly comprises a few paid student positions, including the editor, production/
layout manager, photographer and sales manager, with volunteers making up the rest of the staff. 
Journalists-in-training must become proficient in English, a skill that is greatly enhanced by the lab 
newspaper.

De Wolk (2000) says, “There’s a new generation out there that would readily accept a new way of 
handling news, and they’re not being served.” Will Bunch, a Philadelphia Daily News reporter who 
writes the popular blog “Attywood,” believes journalism schools need to continue teaching the 
traditional core values of reporting, adding that journalists must report fairly and with integrity. 

Advocacy Role
So much has been said about the impending demise of the newspaper printed on paper. Yet certain 
quarters are not convinced that the day will come when there are no more hard - copy newspapers. 
On June 4, 2009,  The San Francisco Chronicle ran a story by C.W. Nevius with the headline, “Why 
we need newspapers  -  yes, made of paper.” It was about a homeless man who was trying to work 
his way off the street by shining shoes. Just when he had saved enough money for a room, the 
city’s Department of Public Works informed him that he owed $491 for a street vendor’s license. 
So he started saving for that and continued living on the street. After the story broke, complaints 
rained down on the hapless bureaucracy. By that morning, the $491 demand was deemed a 
“misunderstanding” and the homeless man was front-page news, assurance that the hard-copy 
newspaper’s service to community is far from extinction.

In 1996, The Campanile, a lab newspaper in Palo Alto, Calif., published an investigative story that 
made big  news locally and resulted in some significant resignations. The story was about a topic that 
most college journalists would find boring: a school board meeting. However, it became anything but 
boring when student reporter Ben Hewlett uncovered some shocking facts. In reviewing the minutes 
of the meeting, he questioned why the board had reopened a closed board meeting at 10:30 p.m., 
kept it open for only three minutes and passed several resolutions within the three-minute period. All 
the resolutions pertained to salary increases for district office administrators. 
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disadvantaged youth; attended rallies; proposed initiatives such as parks for dogs and their owners; 
written appreciations of country and classical music; rhapsodized about autumn in southern 
Appalachia; pondered the fairness of public funds for a Confederate monument (whereas there is no 
civil rights memorial); and jumped to the beat of breaking news (yet felt the steady rhythm of normal 
everyday life). The practical newspaper experience  students acquire is valuable to their journalism 
education and their aspirations as  journalists.

La Salle University in Philadelphia Pa., works with two local communities, without a newspaper 
Germantown and Mt. Airy, so that students working on the lab newspaper fill a vacuum. Huntly 
Collins, professor and former Inquirer reporter, says, “Ironically, this comes at a time when 
Germantown has lost its community newspaper (The Germantown Courier) and when nearby Mt. Airy 
has lost its paper, the Mt. Airy Express. I would love to see our students help fill the vacuum . . . .” 

First - year students at Northwestern University’s Medill School of Journalism now take “Multimedia 
Storytelling” and “Introduction to 21st Century Media.” In the fall, journalism students at the 
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, take  “Communication, Business, and Entrepreneurship.”

Technology in Teaching
Journalism education cannot go on as usual, and must embrace new technology. Tim McGuire, 
journalism professor at Arizona State University, was standing in front of 13 students in fall 2006, 
teaching “The Business of Journalism,” when his inner voice interrupted. “You dummy,” he recalls 
thinking. “You’re teaching a history course.” Actually, he was explaining the collapse of the print 
classified advertising market. 

That was when he realized that the course was in desperate need of revision. McGuire, a 23 - year 
veteran of The Star Tribune in Minneapolis, needed  re - education himself. He immersed himself in 
Internet business models, started a blog and renamed the course “Business and Future of Journalism.” 
He learned quickly that today’s journalism students do not enroll to hear about “old newspaper farts 
telling them the business is doomed.” 

Schreiner (2010), a freelance writer and teacher who speaks highly of the positive impact of 
technology on instruction, observes that in many classrooms, the dusty, low - tech chalkboard has 
been replaced by sleek, highly interactive technology, with Smart Board being a popular choice. Using 
a Smart Board, teachers create technology-rich lessons that captivate and educate their pupils. 

Elsewhere in Philadelphia, Drexel University is offering global journalism as an undergraduate degree 
program in which students are taught journalism skills they can use globally, and Arcadia University, 
which emphasizes study - abroad programs, recently started the Visual Culture in India Project,  
in which journalism students travel and create multimedia projects that are published in the lab 
newspaper, among other media outlets.

In a Sept. 1, 2009, article titled “Teaching Twitter at J - School,” Liz Weber reported that DePaul 
University in Chicago started teaching journalism students how Twitter can be used in the classroom. 
The course objective is to teach future journalists to sift through all information available through 
Twitter, especially as it relates to uncovering breaking news and verifying the authenticity of amateur 
sources. Alumnus Craig Kanalley, a digital news intern at The Chicago Tribune and founder of the Web 
site Breaking Tweets, teaches the course.

Should Lab Papers Go Online? 
Murley (2009), assistant professor of new and emerging media at Eastern Illinois University, finds it 
hard to believe there are still student newspapers with no online presence. At a recent workshop of 
the Associated Collegiate Press, he asked for a show of hands from students whose newspapers did 
not have web sites. In two sessions, several hands were raised. Although Murley refuses to say which 
schools, he is surprised that a lab newspaper would be without an online presence.

Frank Parker, Sam Houston State University’s vice president for student services, agrees that 
newspapers are a valuable resource for students in his school’s Freshman Leadership Program. He 
requires them to stay informed local, regional and national current events and always tells them that 
they cannot be responsible leaders if they do not know what is happening in the world.

Another truism is that journalism education cannot thrive without meaningful partnerships with 
the industry. Establishing relations is most beneficial to students because it gives them a unique 
opportunity to learn and work under the supervision of experts. Indeed, some journalism programs 
have established mutually beneficial relations with local media designed to improve the quality of the 
lab newspaper and to introduce and/or teach courses in the discipline. 

John Duchneskie, graphics editor of The Philadelphia Inquirer, is a resident professional at the 
University of Missouri - Columbia School of Journalism, where he teaches information graphics. He 
also serves as graphics editor for The Missourian. “If you’re trying to explain process, you’ve really got 
to know it,” he said. “It takes all the skills of a journalist and a lot of technical know - how.” Needless 
to say, students learn much thanks to the industry/journalism program partnership. Professionals at 
The Winston - Salem Chronicle in North Carolina have donated their time as adjunct journalism faculty 
at Winston - Salem State University.

Instruction and Community Journalism
The University of Alabama (UA) encourages students to participate in community journalism, 
otherwise known as “ComJ.” The program enables students to explore new ways to serve 
communities though the evolving practice of journalism and to think critically about the role news 
plays in the community. ComJ students develop writing and editing skills in print, visual and digital 
media, produce and test prototypes for innovations, and complete newsroom internships at the 
acclaimed Anniston Star in just one year.

ComJ students also take two semesters of coursework at the AU campus in Tuscaloosa, then immerse 
themselves in a three - month professional journalism experience at The Anniston Star. The program 
has an impressive record of job placement. In the first three years of the program, more than 80 
percent of UA journalism graduates were working in journalism full time or furthering their education 
within six months of graduation. 

The teaching newspaper is described as a glorious vehicle for community journalism. In one instance, 
the fellows’ newsroom production class also worked on a special project: Friday - night football as 
an archetype of community culture. The newspaper’s editors and photographers collaborated on 
the team - reporting project in a bid to further improve service to the newspaper readership and 
production goals. 

The fall - semester course load is divided among courses in journalism history, the First Amendment  
and  mass communication theory. The program’s hallmark is a one - credit course,  “Grand Rounds 
in Community Journalism,”  in which The Anniston Star becomes the textbook for scouting the 
departments that showcase the opportunities and frustrations of business, editorial, production and 
administration in the changing media climate.

Because community journalism is the most stable platform for sales, circulation and relationships with 
subscribers, the teaching newspaper prepares students who are trained for success and not fearful 
of the future. They spend time in newsrooms as reporters, photographers and editors. A prospective 
intern submits a statement of purpose and an essay detailing how the internship would contribute to 
the applicant’s journalism education and career objective. The transition from journalism education to 
the teaching newspaper, and then to the news business, is seamless.

Students have interviewed union members on picket lines; learned about volunteer firefighters; 
investigated payday loans; written about threats to close inner - city recreation centers vital to 
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In California, journalism students at College of the Canyons  are still angry about losing their First 
Amendment Rights when their school newspaper, The Canyon Call, was shut down in 2009. One 
editor said the paper was always at loggerheads with the administration. “They would be upset at 
commentaries,” he said. The Signal, a local newspaper, published an opinion piece headlined  “One 
cut schools can’t afford.” It took the position that despite a 31 percent jump in enrollment, the college  
eliminated its award - winning student newspaper. Elsewhere in California, Dominguez Hills College 
and Cerritos College in Norwalk had their papers shut down, although Cerritos was resurrected  after  
mass protests.

Conclusion
While journalism education lays a theoretical foundation, its real meaning comes when that theory 
is actually put into practice, with expressive writing as the backdrop. An opportunity to acquire the 
art of reporting at the lab newspaper is ideal. In fact, successful lab newspapers reflect adaptation to 
information technology or, better still, work within media convergence environments, given that multi 
- skilled journalists are the wave of the future. 

Teachers who are slow in adapting information technology for instruction should acquire the vital 
technical and technological skills so important in training young journalists. A journalism teacher who 
cannot even save a file or attach it  to e - mail using a modern computer is doing a great disservice 
to  students. As one anonymous professor put it, “It’s tantamount to committing a crime against 
the students.” Today’s effective journalism teachers embrace modern media technology and pursue 
faculty development to empower students and  enable them to achieve their fullest potential.

From a teacher’s perspective, journalism education is helping students become more aware of 
current events and develop strong technical skills. But teachers, too, must be trained to incorporate 
news literacy into their teaching. Traditionally, schools have focused on the teaching of fiction, five - 
paragraph essays and poetry, neglecting the teaching of nonfiction or journalistic styles. Since teaching 
is interdisciplinary, the issue needs to be addressed to complement critical writing.

Students should learn theory, but they need to supplement it with practical experience through 
service on campus media such as the lab paper. Meanwhile, successful lab newspapers reflect 
adaptation to multimedia platforms; after all, one medium complements another. Thus students 
should be able to write and report, but they also need the skills to package content for supporting 
media. Competent multi - skilled journalists will continue to thrive. Even newspaper executives have 
noticed the wind of change. For instance, thanks to an $8 million grant from former newspaper 
executive Leonard Tow, journalism programs at Columbia University and the City University of New 
York have created media innovation centers.

The Lab Paper

Editors, including those from prominent metropolitan newspapers, yearn for future journalists 
who possess skills applicable to online publishing. Sean Gallagher, an editor at The Los Angeles 
Times, spoke about “Getting Serious about Your Web Site” at the annual College Editors Boot Camp,  
sponsored by the California College Media. He told participants to try online publishing, adding that 
students should develop skills in database - building, Flash, and other news media tools. “The old 
model of ‘to them’ is dead,” he said. “Now it’s about blogs, Flash, other multimedia presentations.”

Challenging Management
More often than not, the adviser is expected to wear two hats, teaching and producing a good 
product, and protecting the university. The arduous task causes headaches for the adviser and/or 
institution, depending on the balance between them, and whichever way the head that wears the 
hats leans. The arduousness sometimes brings about a rift or even a parting of the ways between the 
adviser and institution. 

Ron Feemster taught journalism and advised the l16 - page bimonthly lab newspaper Northwest Trail 
at Northwest College in Powell WY. He came to Northwest to lead students in writing and reporting 
news. What he did not anticipate was the battle to uphold journalistic standards and values. “I write 
here because what I learned may prove useful to other colleges struggling to find the right role for 
a student newspaper,” he stated in a report. “Good student journalists, like the ones I advised, will 
uncover facts that make college administration squirm. But if a strong press is sometimes a nuisance 
for administrators, a timid self - censoring student paper is an educational fraud.”

One student journalist, relying on public records, investigated the distribution of salary increases among 
non - faculty campus employees. Human Resources documents strongly suggested that top earners, 
and certain favored individuals at the college, were receiving bigger - percentage raises than the rank 
- and - file. Northwest Trail elevated the debate. But in the end, the college administrators blamed the 
messenger. The adviser is frank when he says: “My vision for student journalism seemed inextricably at 
odds with the administration’s view of the college paper. A deep, mutual distrust set in.” 

The cardinal sin of Northwest Trail was not that it broke big stories. Rather, it was the paper’s failure 
to be “positive” and to “support the college.” Feemster heard criticism from faculty members, vice 
presidents, administrative staff and the men’s basketball coach, who  complained in writing that the 
paper was not “on the same team” as his players. “At Northwest, a critical story was a disloyal story,” 
he concludes.

At Craven Community College in North Carolina, a 2005 attempt to resolve debates over a 
proposed policy of prior restraint of the lab newspaper began discussions to outsource The Campus 
Communicator to a private publisher. Craven’s administration made the proposal as a “compromise 
meant to end the dissent and threat of lawsuits” by student journalists. The proposal was to grant 
a one - year license to an outside body that would also be in charge of The Campus Communicator’s 
editorial content. 

It all stemmed from a sex advice column, “Between the Sheets,” in the campus newspaper, which 
gave suggestions to help people deal with their sex lives, including “dancing,” or “stripping” or “role 
playing.” The editor said the newspaper was “flooded” with complaints during the next three days. 
Angry readers also complained to the college administration, threatening to withdraw donations and 
saying they would not send their children to the college. The lab newspaper canceled the column, 
apologized and “made it known publicly that the column would not run again.” An advisory committee 
was set up to “advise the staff on questions related to unprotected speech such as libel, obscenity, 
invasion of a fellow student’s privacy, and matters disruptive to the college educational mission.” 
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Introduction
The Arab Spring brought a lot of attention to the use of social media in the Arab world. Whether social 
media were one of the catalysts or the sole agent of the socio - political movement has been a subject 
of endless debate. Nevertheless, it can be agreed that use of social media has increased in the region 
and is paving the way for enduring changes in all spheres of public and private life. Globally, social 
media are increasingly being used as a marketing tool replacing traditional media.

In the Arab world, however, businesses seem wary of using them. This reticence could be due to the 
negative sentiments created by the use of social media against establishments during the Arab Spring. 
In addition, social media are late bloomers in the United Arab Emirates. The public, as well as firms, 
needs time to warm up to social media.

This paper explores the use of social media  -  in particular, Facebook and Twitter, two of the most 
popular social media in the region  -  as marketing tools by businesses in the UAE.  Restrictions on 
sites like Orkut and VoIP (voice over Internet protocol) systems like Skype may have contributed to 
increased traffic on these social media sites. 

Social media as a marketing tool
Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as “a group of Internet - based applications that 
build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 
exchange of User Generated Content.” The exchange of content and the possibility of interaction with 
other users and the company/brand make social media an ideal tool in marketing. It is this advantage 
that has allowed new media to outperform traditional marketing communication media. Despite 
the low cost of implementation, the output is disproportionately higher, and the possibility of timely 
direct contact with consumers makes social media an attractive option for firms. 

In the last decade, consumers of all ages have increasingly used social media to empower decision 
- making. All aspects of social life, including the consumer facet, have been affected by increasing 
virtual communication. This has led to greater power for consumers through multiple, credible 
information sources within their online network and through virtual advertisements. Customer 
exposure to product/brand information through online channels, both formal and informal, has 
increased staggeringly. Disgruntled voices also reach multitudes of ether friends, who pay more 
attention to them than to formal advertising channels. Customer feedback through the same channels 
resonates to marketers. Today, customer - generated content and buzz have much more value than 
company - created hype. 

Laroche et al. (2013) draw attention to the role of social media in information - sharing and customer 
relationship marketing by boosting brand trust and loyalty. Brand communities generated by social 
media help consumers interact with the product, brand, firm and other consumers, enhancing brand 
loyalty. As mentioned earlier, consumers convey candid opinions to their virtual friends. Researchers 
can collate valuable data from fan pages, number of friends, likes and other virtual interactions. 

However, as Patino et al. (2012, p. 235) point out, accurate demographic information on respondents 
is not always available. Ardent fans can post multiple entries on Facebook and blogs, making it difficult 
to estimate opinions accurately. Lipsman et al. (2010) identify two cohorts of audiences for Facebook 
accounts of firms : “Fans of brands on Facebook (those who have explicitly ‘liked’ a brand)” and 
“Friends of fans,” a much larger group than the first one. But as Brian Wallace, then vice president for 
global digital media and marketing at Research in Motion, cautioned: “A Facebook fan has no value. 
Getting a Facebook fan to do something does” (cited in Creamer, 2010). 



82 Middle East Media Educator 83 The Earning Power of ‘likes’ and ‘tweets’: An evaluation of social media in marketing in the UAE

region, ranging from civic engagement and political participation to business entrepreneurial efforts, 
and social change.” A recent survey by Zarca Interactive and Golin Harris of 444 UAE consumers, of 
whom 51 percent were under age 41, reports that on car purchases only 10 percent said they were 
affected by TV advertisements, 5.4 percent by billboards and 2.7 percent by radio advertising, while 
26 percent based their decisions  on online media. It is an anomaly that the UAE automotive industry’s  
spending on traditional media like TV, radio and outdoor advertising in 2011 amounted to AED 161 
million, while  only AED 24 million was invested in online platforms (Zarca Interactive study reveals 
insights from brand and type preference to color and country of origin choice, 2012).

A comparative study of social media users in the UAE and Saudi Arabia found that logging on to their 
Facebook accounts is the first Internet activity for a majority of UAE users, and 52 percent confessed 
they could not live without Facebook. One - third of users also admitted using  social media during 
office hours (Infographic: Social media usage in UAE, Saudi Arabia. 2012), despite restrictive conditions 
in UAE offices,  17 percent higher than the global average of 37 percent.

But compared to their peers in Saudi Arabia, UAE users were reticent about using social media to 
obtain brand/product information:  the figures are 54 percent for Saudi and 23 percent for the UAE. 
While for 20 percent of Saudi respondents liking or following a brand is linked to buying it, the rate 
is only 10 percent in the UAE. However, 72 percent confirmed that social advertising increased their 
interest in brands or products. Use of social media helps firms develop interest in the brand, creates 
brand familiarity and generates positive word of mouth (Skaff, 2011). 

The study of social networking sites by McKechnie et al. (2012, p. 60) indicates that social media were 
being used in Dubai primarily as a communication tool specifically to “keep in touch” with family, 
not for business purposes. The 26-to-34-age group was recorded as using social media the most for 
building business and relationships (54 percent) and as a key tool for advertising and promotion (69 
percent). Facebook was considered the most secure site. 

Use of social media by firms in the UAE
The marketing activities on social media most frequently used by firms in the UAE have been identified 
“increasing brand awareness; advertising; giving feedback on products or services; promotional offers; 
directing to the organization’s website, and inexpensive reach of potential customers and market 
intelligence gathering” (Al Tenaiji and Caader, 2010). This study also confirms that Facebook and 
Twitter are the most popular social media sites for these marketing activities. The researchers point 
out that the predominant use of social media to advertise “products, services and events” seems to 
deter prospective customers from active engagement with the media.

Research by DLA Piper (2011)  also shows that the main use of social media in the Middle East is for 
communicating with customers, raising brand awareness and marketing. More than half the firms 
used social media to advertise corporate events. Only 41 percent of UAE businesses use social media, 
and even they are not exploiting the benefits.

The digital media agency Grafdom conducted a Social Media Brands Index for the UAE including 100 
social - media - savvy brands and individuals with a total of nearly a million followers. The indices 
show that some industries are more successful at using social media than others. For example, 
Communications and Technology was the most active category, while Real Estate was the least active 
(UAE - social - media - brands. 2011). This may indicate that social media were used more for low - 
involvement products than for high - involvement products.

Identifying factors that inhibit social media use
A survey by Bayt.com revealed that 80 percent of firms in the Middle East are reticent to use social 
media because they fear possible damage to reputation from customer comments. The CEO of Bayt.
com, a company that actively engages in social media marketing and has more than 70,000 Facebook 
fans, commented that customers had many alternatives online to post negative comments. He 

New media gaining popularity in the UAE
New media, including Facebook and Twitter, are growing in popularity the world over as well as in 
the UAE. Facebook broke the 1 - billion - user mark in mid - 2012 (Vance, 2012), while Twitter has a 
half - billion accounts (Lunden, 2012), making these the most popular social media globally. The July 
2012 edition of Arab Social Media Report stated that Facebook had attained 30 percent penetration in 
the UAE (the US penetration rate is 52.9 percent) with 3,293,660  followers, of whom 54 percent are 
between the ages of 15 and - 29 and 46 percent over 30. Twitter penetration reached 3.25 percent, 
with 263,070 active Twitter users, and Arabic continued to be the fastest - growing language on 
Twitter.

A 2010 worldwide survey by Robert Half, a recruitment firm, concluded that “professionals from 
the UAE are among the most active users of social and professional networking sites like Facebook, 
LinkedIn and Twitter”  -  more than their European counterparts. While the global average was 49 
percent, a majority of UAE respondents (66 percent) indicated they were active users of social or 
professional networking sites. “Only respondents from Brazil (75 percent), Spain (72 percent) and 
Ireland (70 percent) were more likely to identify themselves as more active users than those from the 
UAE,” despite high restrictions imposed by employers (UAE professionals active social media users, 
2010).

However, a majority of more than 900 IT professionals questioned in a survey by Gulf Business 
Machines said they had partial or complete social media restrictions at their workplaces. Of these 
respondents, 35 percent stated that they had a complete ban on social media sites, while 33 percent 
said they had partial access limitations; 32 percent said they had no restrictions on social media 
activities (Pascal, 2012). 

Religious and cultural factors and the regulations imposed by the telecom regulatory authority are 
important reasons for reticence in use of new media. These types of websites are blocked in the UAE:

1.	Internet content contradicting the ethics and morals of the UAE, including nudity and dating. 

2.	Internet content containing material expressing hate toward religions. 

3.	Internet content that is not in line with UAE Laws.

4.	Internet content related to gambling. 

(Internet censorship in Dubai and UAE, 2013).

Customers’ use of new media as a marketing tool in the UAE
The role of traditional advertisements in customers’ purchase decision process is rapidly giving way 
to popular social media. A 2010 survey by YouGovSiraj confirms that 80 percent of consumers in the 
UAE used social media to inform their decision - making process (ameinfo.com, 2010).  Of the 750 
individuals surveyed, 41 percent confirmed that they used Facebook and Twitter to interact with their 
favorite brands.

A recent survey of 15,758 respondents in 12 countries by Bayt.com on corporate use of social media 
in the Middle East and North Africa revealed that 46 percent of respondents believed that firms 
were not using social media effectively. An explanation could be seen in the opinions of 82 percent 
of respondents, who said they believed in the potential for negative word - of - mouth. However, 51 
percent confirmed that the firms where they work  use social media; 47.5 percent said they believed 
that use of social media had increased traffic to their company’s website, and 38.2 percent reported 
that fans of their company’s social media were converted into customers (Sahoo. 2012).

Research conducted by Barry and Bouvier (2011) shows that respondents from the UAE said  
“exchanging information” was one of the key motives of Facebook users. The Arab Social Media 
Report (2012) confirms this and adds, “we now see a wider scope of uses for social media in the 
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recommends training staff to handle online interaction with consumers and carefully planning the 
implementation process (Bayt.com, 2012). Firms were also not convinced that engaging with social 
media could affect the bottom line.

Posting the right content online and responding to customer posts are other challenges (Sahoo, 
2012). Another factor is the power of social media to inform public opinion and affect the course of 
history, as seen in Arab Spring (Prasanth Kumar, cited in Sahoo, 2012), creating a latent fear of possible 
negative word - of - mouth in new media. There is also reticence in using media to interact online for 
cultural and religious reasons. Added to this are the complete or partial restrictions on use of social 
media in the work place,  reducing the time available to spend on social media for business purposes.

Fewer than half of UAE firms use social media, but their overt use of  them to promote products 
and brand cause customers to distrust the media. Nor are they taking advantage of social media’s 
relatively low cost. Customers also seem to engage less with the media for high - involvement and 
high - risk products like real estate and vehicles, but they use them for less expensive, less risky 
products like electronics and consumer goods.

What’s Next?
Social media are late bloomers in the UAE and are primarily used not for business purposes. As social 
media use catches on among the population, the purposes of use will also become more diverse 
to include the exchange of commercial information. Companies should not hold back, but should 
continue to invest in social media not just money,  but also time and dedicated personnel.

Internal marketing is necessary to educate staff about the importance of interacting with customers 
online sensitively and sensibly. Attempts at overt marketing and creating hype should be contained, as 
they do not build customer confidence. Negative comments should be seen as creative feedback for 
further improvement. Employees need to be trained on legal issues pertaining to use of social media, 
and in dealing with negative feedback. Once customers and firms are convinced of the benefits of 
social media, it will be a win-win situation for both entities.
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Abstract 
The telecom industry has flourished in the last few years: by the end of 2011, 6 billion people 
worldwide used mobile phones. Penetration is greater in emerging and developing nations such as 
China and India, which account for 30 percent of all mobile subscriptions. India had 884 million mobile 
phone users by the end of 2011 - 73 percent of its population. To understand mobile phone use in 
India, the United States and Germany, the authors undertook case studies of several brands that have 
used mobile phones to market their brands and products, comparing the studies and developing a 
framework to allow Indian marketers to use mobile phones for effective marketing.

The authors used the theory of reasoned action as their theoretical framework, as it provided the right 
framework to understand consumer attitudes and behavior effectively. When consumers evaluate the 
brands positively, they develop an affirmative attitude toward mobile marketing, the authors found. 
This result can be easily managed through innovative and engaging strategies. Moreover, the authors 
concluded that Indian marketers need to develop distinct, customized and engaging mobile campaigns 
for the niche set of consumers based on their needs, expectation and desires. 

Introduction
In today’s world, the telecom industry has prominently become the most flourishing sector. By the 
end of 2011, global cell phone penetration reached around 6 billion subscribers, or 87 percent of 
the world’s population. In 2011 sales of mobile handsets increased by 11.1 percent over 2010. Both 
developed and developing countries drove the market. However, developing countries seem to be 
the flavor of the season, as markets in developed countries are reaching a saturation point. China 
and India, the two most populous countries, lead the demand and together hold 30 percent of 
world subscription. With the number of subscribers growing rapidly, both countries are nearing the 
1 billion mark. By the end of 2011, India recorded 884 million cell phone owners,  or 73 percent of 
the population. In 2011, 154 million subscribers were added from the previous year,  which is indeed 
remarkable and impressive. Thus  India is emerging  as the fastest growing market worldwide (Jain et 
al., 2011).

Moreover, with the advent of 3G mobile services, marketers and advertisers are leveraging this direct 
link to reach their customers through mobile marketing via diversified channels, such as SMS, MMS, 
Mobile Web, Internet Marketing and Mobile TV, among several others (Deshpande, 2010). This is 
possible because mobile communication is a reasonable, measurable, interactive and customized 
approach to disseminating  information in the various markets (Pant & Jain, 2012). However, the 
Indian marketers need to home in on mobile phones’ ability to reach the target consumer efficiently  
using creative mobile marketing campaigns.

Purpose of the Study 
The primary objective is to understand the use of mobile phones to market brands and services in 
India, the United States and Germany; the authors used case studies of brands that employ mobile 
phones to engage consumers and influence their perceptions toward the brands. The second objective 
is to compare Indian and other case studies in the hope of proposing a practical framework for 
Indian marketers to employ mobile marketing strategies. Finally, the study proposes to understand 
how consumer attitudes and behaviors are shaped with the help of theory of reasoned action. 
This theoretical framework, along with the lessons learned from the case studies, may help Indian 
marketers develop communication campaigns that strategically target the intended audiences - 
consumers - and effectively market the brands. 
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Method
To understand the status of mobile marketing in India and to compare it with use in other developed 
countries, the authors analyze a series of case studies from India, the United States  and Germany. 
These comparisons help the authors understand the potential of mobile marketing and its use in 
emerging economies such as India’s and position it against developed economies.

The Multiple Case Design method has been used to study how mobile phones can market goods and 
services. Multiple cases have been used to arrive at critical results that help in offering compelling 
arguments (Bonoma, 1985; Eisenhardt, 1989). The primary unit of analysis is the use of mobile phones 
by various companies to market their brands. After surveying different databases such as EBSCO, 
WARC, ABI INFO and PROQUEST, the authors found only 10 cases related to India and 20 cases related 
to developed countries. They discovered there were few studies in India that discussed the role of 
mobile technology in marketing, as mobile marketing is still an emerging area of research.

For this study, the authors chose three Indian cases and five global cases, all of which include the 
elements of mobile marketing, innovation in communication campaigns and consistently positive 
impact on consumers. These cases are Aircel, McDonald’s and Reebok in India and Yamaha, Pizza Hut, 
Domino’s, Volkswagen and Adidas in the United States and Germany.

While the cases are unique in their intent to use mobile technology for marketing, the Adidas case is 
extremely useful in understanding the impact and effectiveness of mobile phones in marketing the 
brand. The parameters that differentiate Adidas from other cases are innovative mobile strategies, use 
of mobile apps across different countries, and integration of mobile technology with other traditional 
media. These selected cases were analyzed to comprehend mobile marketing in the three countries 
by specifically understanding how mobile phones are used to market the brands, the innovations the 
companies used to sell their brands, and their overall impact on the consumers. 

Indian Cases 
Aircel 
Aircel used many innovative strategies - among them location - based services, phone banking, music 
connect for songs, and voice updates on Facebook - to attract young consumers. In 2009, Aircel 
collaborated with different companies and organizations: ibibo.com for social gaming; Apollo Hospital 
for solving health - oriented problems through mobile phones; Blyk for mobile messaging; and Infosys 
for downloading applications on mobile phones. Through these strategies, the company was able to 
generate buzz and engage young consumers in India (“Aircel’s Promotional Strategy: Differentiating 
through Innovation”, n.d.). 

McDonald’s
In 2011, McDonald’s launched McSpicy in India with two special flavors, using traditional and new 
media to promote the brand. Before the launch of McSpicy, Mc Donald’s issued cards to their 
customers that carried Quick Response (QR) Codes for smartphone users, which included the website 
and other promotional campaigns. This helped generate interest among consumers, who were 
strongly attracted to the brand (“Marketing McDonald’s in India,” n.d.). 

Reebok and IPL 
Reebok was the official sponsor for four IPL teams and used mobile communication to enhance the IPL 
merchandise. The objective was to create buzz in the market. It had engagement programs including 
refer-a-friend, send-a-wallpaper and gift-a-jersey. The viral effect was developed, and the jersey 
download rate was 53 percent; located stores, 14.6 % and downloads of wallpaper, 41 percent. Thus 
the company was able to involve consumers in this communication campaign (“Reebok Rides the High 
Waves of IPL,” n.d.). 

Theoretical Framework
The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) was introduced by Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) to understand 
individuals’ behavioral intention. The model (Figure 1) suggests that individuals’ actual behavior 
is determined by their behavioral intention, which  is jointly influenced by the individual’s attitude 
toward the behavior and subjective norms (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). Attitudes indicate whether we 
are excited by something, depending on our own pre - existing notions about the world we live in 
(Severin and Tankard, 2001). The individual’s attitude toward certain behavior includes the behavioral 
belief, evaluations of behavioral outcome, subjective norm, normative beliefs, and the motivation to 
comply. If an individual thinks a certain behavior will lead to a positive outcome, then the individual’s 
attitude toward that behavior will be positive.

The most basic proposition of the TRA is that behavior is determined by behavioral intention, which 
is in turn postulated to be a function of the individual’s attitude toward the act and the social norms 
(Bauer et al., 2005). Whether the attitude toward the act or the social norms exert the greater 
influence on the behavioral intention depends on the individual and the decision object (Ajzen and 
Fishbein, 1980).

Several previous studies have used the theoretical framework of TRA to map out the relationship 
between attitudes, subjective norms and behavioral intention in the case of mobile marketing (Amin 
et al., 2011; Ramayah et al., 2009; Hong et al., 2008; Md Nor and Pearson, 2008). Recent study by 
Schierz et al. (2010) and Tsai (2010) also proved that an individual’s attitude has a direct positive 
relationship with his or her behavioral intention. The finding of this study proves that attitude has 
strong relationship with intention, compared to subjective norm. This outcome is consistent with the 
finding by Ramayah et al. (2009), which used the same approach. In fact, Amin et al. (2011) suggest 
that there is a “relationship between the consumer’s attitude and the observable behavior. Attitudes, 
perceived usefulness of the mobile service, perceived ease of use (behavioral control) and peer 
pressure (subjective norms) influence intentions, which are an antecedent of behavior” (p. 11). 

According to the case study on SMS advertising, SMS in India is an underexplored medium of 
communication and is not being used effectively for mobile marketing. While a communication 
campaign is designed to market a product or service, SMS can be customized to reach the target 
consumer directly and efficiently. However, organizations can provide the “opt - in” facility by which 
the consumers may control the messages (“SMS Advertising”, n.d.).

Figure 1: Model of Reasoned Action Theory Source: Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975
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Eventually Adidas shifted from text messaging to other forms of mobile applications, such as 
ringtones, wallpapers and video games. In 2002 Adidas developed its first interactive mobile campaign 
in Sweden, known as “Colors.” Consumers were supposed to click on the icon to download the 
wallpaper with the Adidas logo. The number of clicks was huge, so the campaign  proved successful. 

In the United Kingdom, Adidas allowed users to download the ring tones on their mobile phones after 
paying a small fee. The company advertised this program on the interactive TV for 10 days. There were 
600,000 downloads from the users. However, the company had small profit, but the program helped 
in creating brand awareness. 

Moreover, Adidas realized that people 12 to 24 are fascinated with video games. The company hired 
a software development firm to develop an arcade - style soccer mobile application, with a download 
fee of 1.99 pounds. There were different levels of play, and users could proceed to the next level as 
they played effectively. Ideally, the game created a comprehensive brand experience for users, as it 
was connected with brand icons like David Beckham. 

Adidas launched a campaign known as “Road to Lisbon “ for the European Cup, which sold a million 
tickets  in 100 countries in 2004. A short film was created, featuring 13 soccer stars in different 
locations. The company promoted this campaign extensively on television, the Internet and mobile 
phones and through this campaign sold 2.5 million Euro 2004 jerseys.

The campaign primarily had three stages: impact, engagement, and activation or action. It had a huge 
impact on the audience, who could download wallpapers and ringtones and buying the company’s 
products. This was the direct impact, Moreover, the company developed a “Road to Lisbon” website 
to support this campaign. It enabled users to download polyphonic music ringtones from Adidas’s 
television advertising. Adidas charged less than US$1 one for every ringtone. Consumers downloaded 
10,000 ringtones in the first month. 

Adidas developed another interactive Java-based mobile application for Euro 2004  known as “Ticket 
Applet,” which users could download  on their mobile phones. It provided  scores of the matches 
played in Euro 2004. In the United Kingdom, this application was also promoted though the website 
football365.com. Additionally, the software was available in five languages. Vodafone also promoted 
this application to its subscribers and encouraged them to use more multimedia messages.This 
software exceeded pre-launch projections, attracting more than 63,000 subsribers.

Another program launched for the sporting event was “Match Centre,” which provided the latest 
scores of all the regional leagues, such as U.K., French, Spanish, Italian and German. This application 
was promoted through the websites. Users clicked on the banner  to reach the instruction page, which 
told them how to enter the text code into their mobile phones. When users entered the code, the link 
was sent to them for downloading. Adidas charged nominal fees for downloading this information, 
which became part of the users’ monthly mobile bill.

The company also provided users with real-time basketball scores and other information about 
basketball on a mobile Java ticker. It used mobile phones as the marketing tool because Americans 
considered basketball very cool and  were very excited to receive this information on their mobile 
phones. Consumers wanted customized and personalized messages that the company sent them. 
Adidas also worked with the mobile manufactures and identified the preferences of the mobile 
features by the target segment. After comprehending all the insights Adidas developed sports tickers, 
games and ring tones for their consumers.

Adidas roped in Missy Elliott, a five-time Grammy nominee and  female hiphop star, to promote her 
own apparel and footwear with Adidas. Mobile technology was used along with other media. As it 
turned out, mobile communication was a very reasonable medium for the company to market this 
concept, as the primary objectives of mobile marketing were to portray product categories, create 
demand, increase retail traffic, and assist consumers in identifying appropriate products,
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5. Global Cases 

Yamaha
Yamaha launched an SMS sweepstakes and WAP as a mobile marketing campaign to engage target 
consumers. Participants could enter the sweepstake and opt for the campaign by sending text 
messages. When participants chose to opt in, the Yamaha Water Craft website was displayed on the 
mobile phone, and information related to race, incentives, promotions, accessories and prizes was 
disseminated. The consumer response was tremendous: users increased by 400 percent; and one 
consumer opted into the sweepstake every eight minutes (“Yamaha Water Craft Case Study”, n.d.).  

Pizza Hut 
Pizza Hut wanted to create a buzz about its new product, the Hershey’s dunker. Pizza Hut collaborated 
with Cox Media and broadcast TV commercials that asked viewers to SMS “HUT.” All consumers who 
sent the text received one free pizza every month of the year, and those consumers who opted in 
twice received additional marketing messages and offers from Pizza Hut. Within two weeks of starting 
its campaign, Pizza Hut received responses from 2,000 consumers, and 54 percent of them opted for 
double opt - in services to receive more benefits  (“Pizza Hut turns to Ping Mobile to generate Buzz”, 
n.d.).  

Domino’s 
Domino’s integrated with Ping Mobile and Cox Media to increase traffic and to enhance brand 
awareness. Television viewers were asked to send an SMS to receive Domino’s coupons on their 
mobile phones. When consumers produced the coupon at the Domino’s outlet, they received a free - 
oven baked sandwich along with the purchase of a new “Legends” pizza. This “Ping Mobile” campaign 
received excellent response: within first few days, 150 consumers sent texts to receive the coupons 
(“Ping Mobile helps Domino’s drive Foot Traffic”, n.d.).. 

Volkswagen
Volkswagen collaborated with the agency Ad Mob to increase awareness of the Volkswagen Golf. The 
primary objective was to involve high - net - worth and tech - savvy German consumers on the mobile 
site, where they could download video and gather information about the Golf car. The company 
used geo - targeting techniques to concentrate their campaign on the German consumers. It was an 
efficient and cost - effective mobile campaign, increasing the click by 1.7 percent and attracting 25,000 
consumers to the mobile site (“Case Study Volkswagen AG,” n.d.). 

Adidas
While each of these case studies is relevant and pertinent to understanding mobile marketing outside 
India, Adidas stands out for its creative and strategic approaches (“The Brand in the Hand: Mobile 
Marketing at Adidas,” 2005).

Adidas wanted to target consumers in the 12-to-24 age range, who use new media extensively for 
instant messaging, downloading music and communicating with their friends. The company launched 
a campaign called “Impossible Is Nothing,” an inspirational and emotional narrative. The company 
adopted an opt - in facility for consumers, along with the 3G technology by which consumers could 
browse the websites, watch movie clips and sports, download music and play games. It helped the 
company give consumers “brands in hand.” 

Adidas collaborated with some regional players to increase brand preference. It integrated with MTV, 
the television music channel, which has a wide audience and global reach that helped Adidas  grow 
further. Adidas entered into MTV programming where the songs and the tones were mixed with the 
mobile applications. Consumers had fun using the applications and dramatically created a viral.
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increase Elliott’s fans, inform them about the creative product lines and help users download the 
content on their mobile phones. Consumers started sharing the information with their friends and 
portrayed Adidas as the cool brand. Finally, Elliott created an outstanding buzz about Adidas, as it was 
also promoted at the different blogging sites.   

Findings
When mobile phone use for marketing brands in the Indian case studies was compared with the other 
case studies, it was noted that while mobiles were used rigorously by Indian consumers, the marketers 
were unable to optimize their potential. It was found that mobile phones were consistently integrated 
with traditional media for communication campaigns, but the integration was not well planned and 
impeded the impact.

It was also noted that in India, the communication objectives for the campaigns were very broad, 
whereas in the other two developed economies these objectives were much more focused.  Messages 
in the Western case studies were customized, as they appeared to be very innovative and interactive;  
in India messages were broad and general in content and scope. The authors also observed that opt - 
in facility was provided to Western consumers but not to Indian consumers. Finally, while the impact 
of mobile strategies was high in India, it was more effective in Western countries (See Table 1).  

In the case of Adidas, integrating mobile phones with other media had high impact because the 
integration was done keeping in mind the consumers’ lifestyles, needs and aspirations. Several 
innovative mobile applications were developed to provide a complete brand experience that induced 
excitement and thrill among users, resulted in greater consumer involvement  with the brand. 

The authors propose that Indian marketers needs to utilize the potential of mobile phones and should 
work on the missing links. Indian marketers should focus more on their communication objectives, 
provide opt-in facilities to consumers, develop customized and unique messages, and target niche 
segments of consumers with their mobile campaigns (See Figure1). 

Table 1: Comparison of Cases of Mobile Marketing 

S. No. 	 Parameter	 India	 Elsewhere

1.	 Communication	 Focused	 Very focused
	 objective

2.	 Message	 General	 Customized and creative

3.	 Media	 Traditional and new	 New

4.	 Use of mobile in	 Integrated with the	 Exclusive campaigns 
	 mediamix	 traditional media	 developed only for  	
			   mobile phones

5.	 Target consumers	 General	 Very niche

6.	 Opt - in facility	 Not Given 	 Given

7.	 Impact	 High	 Very high
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Figure 1: Proposed Framework for Mobile Marketing in India

Implications for Mobile Marketing:  
Researchers and industry professionals need to understand that consumers should accept mobile 
marketing as a way of creating a better impact on their mindset. The theory of reasoned action helps 
in identifying consumers’ intentions and behavior to use mobile marketing (Ismail and Razak, 2011). 
The theory states that consumers evaluate the outcome before they develop their attitude and 
behavior. 

The authors found that if the evaluations are positive, then consumers develop an  affirmative 
attitude toward mobile marketing. As seen in the case of Adidas, consumers identified with the brand 
because of  innovative mobile marketing strategies that led to intense engagement with the product 
and affirmative positive attitudes. The authors also identified that consumers’ intentions are closely 
associated with attitude rather than subjective norms. However, if the subjective norm differs, then 
behavior of mobile users also varies.

When consumers are affected by the family norms, they demonstrate conventional behavior toward 
mobile marketing. If marketers associate the subjective norms with the peer group, positive behavior 
toward mobile marketing could be developed. This nature of peer-induced subjective norm was 
observed in most cases, leading to the conclusion that when an immediate reference group is targeted 
with a mobile message, the message’s credibility is intensified. This leads to a higher impact on the 
mindset of the consumer, who is compelled to pay attention to the message(s) mediated through 
mobile phones. This is further simplified by the intrinsic utility of the mobile phones among the young 
consumers.

Indian marketers must develop exclusive mobile communication strategies with advanced mobile 
technology, as Indian consumers extensively use mobile phones. Indian marketers need to identify 
very niche market segment and should create mobile campaigns according to their needs and desires 
for effectiveness.  Indian marketers need to develop new and personalized messages for mobile 
communication so that they can change the attitudes and behaviors of consumer accordingly. Lastly, 
Indian marketers need to increase consumers’ involvement  by including them in the production and 
dissemination of messages via their mobile phones.

Very focused communication objective

Opt-in facility

Very personalized and innovative messages

Extensive use of mobile as a medium

Exclusive niche target consumers
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Section IV. An Arab Model of 
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Abstract 
This research argues for the metamorphosis of an Arab theoretical model of public relations - a 
model unique and apart from Western models - that has grown along cultural lines and continues to 
evolve with new media, social media and the Internet. Past research has examined the development 
of “excellent” public relations according to James Grunig’s Western model. This theoretical 
approach traced the growth of public relations in the Middle East from infancy to its current state, 
including examination of the roles of propaganda, publicity, advocacy and two-way symmetrical 
communication. 

Several studies have called for the founding and development of an Arab theoretical model of public 
relations quite different from a Western model. The Arab model, researchers have argued, has grown 
as a result of cultural differences focusing on ethical standards and political changes caused by various 
instabilities in the region. The application of the Arab model - specifically looking at gender roles as a 
cultural value - was examined from an academic viewpoint. A qualitative study, including case study 
analysis, examined differences between the Western and Arab models, with specific application to 
online learning via distance education.

Introduction
The practice of public relations in the Middle East is often compared to Western theoretical models 
and rated as less “excellent” or modern than American counterparts.  International public relations 
research has focused on James Grunig’s situational theory of publics; unfortunately, it has seldom 
taken into account differences that may play a major role in the political, economic and socio - cultural 
environments in which public relations operates in the Arab world. 

Public relations in the Middle East has continued to grow despite recent incidents that tarnished the 
region’s image.  Since September 11, 2001 (commonly known as 9/11), Arabs and the Middle East 
have suffered from stereotyping or what is called “culturalism” in public relations circles. “The Arab 
World suffered from a huge campaign of accusations, stereotypes and misconceptions. Arabs and 
Muslims have been portrayed as initiators of terrorist acts and responsible for all the ills that target 
the West. The event painted the entire Arab World with a broad brush of terrorism, the region seen as 
a war zone, and Al Qaeda as dominating the region’s perception” (Kirat, 2005, p. 324).

Conversely, the growth of public relations in the Middle East has been fueled by a somewhat vibrant 
economy based on the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) of oil - producing nations. Since the region is 
rich in cultural differences from the Western theoretical model of public relations, several scholars 
have called for an Arab model more appropriate to the Middle East. Vujnovic and Kruckeberg’s 
imperative for an Arab theoretical model of public relations included concern for cultural values:

Much of this process involves communication as a social ritual, rather than communication 
as transmission of information; it involves interpersonal communication, rather than mass 
communication.  It involves relationship building as opposed to persuasion.  Of course, 
much of this process exists traditionally in Arab culture, and these rich traditions should be 
recognized and examined for their utility and value in developing an Arab model of public 
relations to help resolve the plethora of 21st Century issues that threaten global stability and 
ultimately the well - being of all cultures and societies (2005, p. 342).
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The development of public relations in the Middle East has paralleled education and training in the 
profession.  University students are taught the theoretical paradigms used in the professional practice 
of public relations.  University curricula lay the foundation on which “excellent” public relations is later 
practiced.  A case study analysis of higher education in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) - where public 
relations continues to develop rapidly alongside a growing economy - reveals how cultural values, 
particularly gender roles, should be considered in the development of an Arab theoretical model of 
public relations.

With political, economic and cultural challenges so different from the Western models of public 
relations and higher education, the advantages of online and distance learning should be considered.  
For example, the Arab Spring instability revealed opportunities for universities to capitalize on refining 
the curricula to include modules for crisis management, along with the importance of research and 
planning - often excluded from public relations curricula and thus less practiced professionally.  

Zamoum (2012) critically assessed Arab university curricula in public relations/crisis management, 
which  should include “good education, training and qualifications for students” in theoretical 
components, planning components, practical components and an internship component” (pp. 2 - 3).  
Out of 24 colleges of mass communication, Zamoum found in a quantitative survey that only seven 
departments (29.16 percent) “teach crisis management within other courses of public relations,” 
although organizations are subjected to both internal and external crises involving political and 
economic instability, along with cultural differences.

As global instabilities increase, online media continue to grow.  Universities and other educational 
institutions that focus on continuing education for professionals have homed in on the opportunities 
presented by distance and online learning.  This study argues that cultural value differences in the 
Arab world, particularly the role of gender, can be advantageous to the growth of online learning.

Literature review
Researchers often point to James Grunig’s model of “excellent”public relations as the international 
standard, as almost every study based in the Middle East attests.  Few studies have focused on 
the “Arab” model, and none have addressed the cultural value of the roles gender plays in the 
development of public relations theory in the Middle East, which offers unique cultural, political and 
economic challenges.

Evolution of the “Excellence” Model in International Public Relations: James E. Grunig and Todd 
Hunt developed what are known as the four models of public relations: press agentry, “aimed 
solely at attaining favorable publicity for an organization in the mass media” (1993, p.143); public 
information, “similar to press agentry because it is a one-way model that sees public relations only 
as the dissemination of information” (p. 144); two-way asymmetrical communication, “social science 
research to identify attitudes and to develop messages that appeal to those attitudes that persuade 
publics to behave as the organization wants” (p. 144); and  two-way symmetrical, “public relations 
that is based on research and that uses communication to manage conflict and improve understanding 
with strategic publics” (p. 145). Press agentry and public information are both one-way models, 
asymmetrical because they look to change the behavior of the public and not the organization.

Grunig believed that the quality of an organization’s relationship with its publics depends on the 
model practiced. “At first glance, asymmetrical - and unethical - public relations seems to have been 
prevalent in international public relations throughout history, especially during times of conflict. 
Propaganda - defined here as one-sided, usually half-truthful communication designed to persuade 
public opinion - is not a new aspect of warfare or of international politics” (p.147). Grunig attributes 
the international practices of press agentry, public information or two-way asymmetrical models 
to the fact that many practitioners have backgrounds in other areas, such as journalism or politics. 
Two-way symmetrical communication is the most ethical form of public relations and in Grunig’s eyes 
“excellent” public relations.

From Infancy to Adulthood, Public Relations in the Middle East: Educators (Creedon, Al - Khaja and 
Kruckeberg, 1995) date public relations history in the Middle East as far back as “the early leaders of 
Babylonian culture and the ancient Pharaohs who used persuasion to convince others to agree with 
their personal and societal ambitions” (pp. 59-76).  Kirat (2005) says public relations was practiced in 
the Arab world as long as 1,200 years ago, in the Prophet Mohammed’s era, to disseminate messages.  
Public relations promoted Islam in its infancy - a new religion with “a new way of thinking, behaving 
and living peacefully with others” (Kirat, 2005).

The oil industry coupled with OPEC nations - the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE - fueled the growth of public relations. Several 
professional organizations sprang up in the region along those geographic lines. First, the Middle East 
Public Relations Association (MEPRA) was established in Dubai, UAE, in 2000 (Barrage & Sunil, 2004). 
According to the MEPRA website, the not-for-profit organization represents practitioners throughout 
the Gulf region and “endeavors to highlight the strategic role of public relations and help set high 
standards for quality and ethical conduct by all practitioners” (www.mepra.org). 

The International Public Relations Association (IPRA), formed in 1955 and headquartered in London 
with about 1,000 members from nearly 100 countries, has a Gulf Chapter.  IPRA-GCC was formed in 
2003 with the support of Saudi Aramco and has more than 350 members from GCC countries with 
headquarters in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia (www.ipra - gc.com).

Public relations departments and agencies have been around for only about 30 years, “not long 
enough to have a well-established culture of effective, responsible and powerful public relations 
in the Arab World” (Kirat, 2005, p. 325).  In addition, he argues, “public relations is highly tied to 
government institutions and is looked at as a tool of publicity, manipulation and protocol” (p. 325).  
In the private sector, Kirat says, top managers look at “PR as a tool of executing protocol tasks, 
publicity functions and secondary roles. This leads us to raise the issue of poor professionalism 
and the lack of ethics” (p. 326).

Kirat elaborates on what he calls “the current realities of public relations in the Arab World,” where 
the profession suffers from a wide range of “problems, malpractice, and misconceptions” (pp. 326-
27). He lists “drawbacks and problems” that demonstrate that PR in the Arab World “shows that the 
profession is still in the early stage of its maturity and formation” (pp. 327-28) because “most public 
relations departments are characterized as Grunig’s one-way model/propaganda type model.”

The presence of oil helped develop the modern practice of public relations in the Middle East. In 
the UAE - the epicenter of public relations in the GCC today - hundreds of multinational and foreign 
companies established headquarters, “opening their doors to the emergence of the public relations 
industry (2006, p. 255).  “The country has attracted huge foreign investments and has been able to 
be a regional center for trade and business because of its oil resources, open market economy and 
rational management” (p. 254).

The UAE stands at a commercial and cultural crossroads between Asia, Africa and Europe. The seven 
Emirates (Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, Ajman, Umm Al-Quwain, Fujairah, and Ras Al Khaima) emerged 
from British protection in 1971 as a loose federation. Kirat said of public relations in the UAE: “In 
a country where expatriates form two-thirds of the population, and where there are over 160 
nationalities and thousands of foreign and international companies and firms, efficient communication 
and relations between various bodies and organizations in the country are a must” (p. 254).

Much of the profession’s expansion in the UAE came in the 1990s with the growth of the media. The 
UAE has become a regional and international hub for many media organizations, including MBC, 
Al-Arabiya, CNBC, CNN and Reuters. Several havens for the media and the Internet were built, 
including Emirates Media Inc. in Abu Dhabi, as well as Dubai Media City - which attracted more 
than 24 Arab and international broadcasting firms - and Dubai Internet City (Kirat, 2006). The 
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Emirates Public Relations Association (EPRA) was established in 2002 in Abu Dhabi with the intent of 
“developing the profession and setting professional standards and a code of conduct” (p. 257).Kirat 
argued that “liaising with the media is the number one function of public relations” in the UAE, “as 
well as receptions, protocol and social activities, special events, advertising, promotion and public 
service campaigns” (p. 258).

Although Abu Dhabi is the UAE’s capital, Dubai has been called the Manhattan of the Middle East 
because of its phenomenal growth, including one of the world’s largest dry docks, a free-trade zone 
and one the region’s busiest airport. The growth of Dubai’s own international airline, Emirates, has 
contributed greatly to the growth of the profession. The airline, world renowned for top-quality, 
award-winning service, has one of the most extensive, experienced public relations departments 
in the Middle East. The evolution of the Western (primarily American and British) practice of 
public relations has mimicked Dubai’s emergence along socio-economic, educational and cultural 
development lines. Many international, Western-style public relations agencies have selected Dubai as 
their Middle East headquarters.

The public sector also focused on the importance of public relations in the Emirates when it 
announced in 2007 the official launch of A’Sidrah Public Affairs, the region’s first specialist consultancy, 
dedicated to providing government-related communication. “The agency’s mission is to provide our 
partners in the government sector with sound strategies to enhance their communications with key 
stakeholders,” said Mona Al Marri, who chairs Media Services Group (MSG), the parent company of 
A’Sidrah, which she serves as C.E.O. (http://www.ameinfo.com). “Our role is to help those entities 
analyze their internal and external environments, and develop and channel clear messages at local, 
regional and international levels.

The Arab Theoretical Model: Public Relations has entered a new era in the Arab world apart from 
its development in the West, “which is based upon certain assumptions about behavior and cultural 
understanding.  It is not surprising then that such concepts as Broom’s role-models theory, developed 
in the West, do not perfectly explain the profession as it is practiced in Saudi Arabia. Still Broom’s 
models provide a useful general analytical tool applicable across cultures” (Culberson and Chen, 1996, 
p. 254).

A 2009 survey of Middle Eastern journalists found, for example, that “an increasing number of Middle 
East businesses and organizations have adopted public relations as a significant part of their marketing 
mix, and the region has become more PR-savvy” (http://www.middleast mediaguide.com/survey.
htm). The MediaSource/Insight Middle East Journalist Survey 2009 canvassed 219 working journalists 
for Arabic- and English-language print, broadcast and online media in 13 Middle Eastern countries,  
covering several public relations topics, including  press releases, press conferences, PR practice and 
the sources journalists use for stories.

Kirat (2005) argues in his critical assessment of the practice of public relations in the Arab world 
that the profession is still seen as a “tool for the organization to foster its image through public 
information, publicity and propaganda.  Planning and research are badly missing mainly in public - 
sector organizations. In spite of these drawbacks, public relations is the profession of the future in the 
Arab World.  It is growing and expanding rapidly in all sectors of life” (p. 323). 

With the advent of globalization, information technology and the information and digital 
society, organizations whether private or public are giving more importance to their public 
and public opinion. The democratization process is underway requiring more transparency, 
two-way communication and dialogue. Universities and colleges are responding to the new 
demands of the job markets. Schools and departments of journalism, mass communication 
and public relations are mushrooming in the region (p. 325).

Some scholars have even gone as far as to say there should be an Arab model of public relations. 
Vujnovic and Kruckeberg (2005) argue that for Arab culture to keep its identity, organizations should 
practice an Arab model of public relations. This model would begin with the assumption “of the 
moral/ethical validity of Arab culture as well as a corollary respect for cultural traditions that are to be 
valued. A human’s belief and faith in his or her own culture and values is essential to his identity, his 
belief and value systems and, indeed, his very humanness” (p. 340).

For Arab organizations to thrive, an interpersonal model of public relations “consistent with Arab 
culture promises to provide better answers,” say Vujnovic and Kruckeberg. They suggest using the 
Johari Window model - developed in the mid 1950s by Joseph Luft and Harry Ingram to address 
moral/ethical cultural traditions and values - because of self-disclosure in communication, which can 
be both beneficial and risky. They also argue that the two-way flow of information causes a “battle of 
messages” where understanding of a message can be “limited by the things that are unknown to us 
about each other,” meaning cultural differences and disclosed information. Vujnovic and Kruckeberg 
offer a three-step process of public relations that would help solve many public relations problems:

(a) recognize the importance of professional public relations practice to resolve relationship 
problems with their publics; (b) examine their own history and traditions to develop a 
theoretical foundation to create an Arab model of public relations; and (c) actively practice 
such a model, supporting its practice with high - quality education of the aspirants to 
this professional career as well as continuing education for those engaged in diplomacy, 
corporate public relations and the practice of public relations for nongovernmental 
organizations (p. 342).

Recent studies have outlined an international theoretical model of public relations, which the authors 
call “the circuit of culture, basis for the cultural - economic model of international public relations 
practice” (Al-Kandari & Gaither, 2011, p.268).  In 2007, Gaither and Curtin explained their cultural - 
economic model and how it applied to the development of international public relations theory:

The circuit presents five moments of sites where meaning is constructed: representation (the 
“texts” of a public relations campaign), identity (the segmentation of publics and creation 
of organizational image and national identity), production (the work of public relations 
practitioners), consumption (how publics makes sense of campaign materials), and regulation 
(the cultural values that underlie how public relations campaigns are produced, packaged and 
consumed). (p. 288, Fig. 1)

Al-Kandari and Gaither (2011) applied the model developed by duGay et al. at the Open University 
(1996) as “the cultural - economic model to study Arab culture,” in which “five primary cultural values 
emerged:  commitment to religion, devotion to group, recognition of hierarchical order, resistance to 
change/attachment to history and sense of pride” (p. 268).  They identified these various Arab cultural 
value orientations to “present implications and guidelines for non-Arab practitioners and scholars 
wanting to understand the Arab world” (p. 268). Their study is a step in the direction of development 
an Arab theoretical model of public relations. 

Al-Kandari and Gaither (2011) contended that “relative power, including the nationality of the 
communicator, their role in society, Arabic language skills and dialect and gender” would offer 
“additional insights into the many hidden webs of culture that guide Arab society” (p. 270).  Finally, 
their study sums up why an Arab model of public relations should be different from a Western model:

The cultural-economic model provides a way of viewing Arab culture emphasizing power, 
identity and culture.  By applying the model, it becomes apparent all three factors are 
particularly salient in Arab culture. Power and gender are inherent in the patriarchal structure 
and the Arab social system which favors those with social prestige. Arab identity is fractured 
along religious, tribal and geographic considerations, drawing attention to Arab language and 
history as cultural indicators. The model provides some guiding principles forcing practitioners 
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to carefully examine the nature, function and purpose of public relations practice in the 
Arab world and the relationship among cultural value orientations that might be viewed as 
disparate in the west but are related in Arab culture (p. 272).

Gender Roles in the Development of the Arab Theoretical Model: This study argues that another 
Arab cultural value should be included as a primary consideration in the development of an Arab 
theoretical model of public relations:  gender roles, especially since public relations has developed as 
primarily a female profession throughout the Middle East, especially in the United Arab Emirates.

AlSaqer (2008) examined the role of female practitioners in neighboring Bahrain.  The qualitative 
“open interviews” recommended that Arab women should examine “social and organizational 
reforms, in addition to empowering women to utilize their personality traits, communication 
behaviors and management styles” (p. 77).  Bahraini women, similar in culture and tradition to other 
GCC Arabs, stressed that culture was their main challenge while “talking about cultural stereotypes, 
the cultural influence on the relationships among colleagues, the cultural role of women as mothers 
and the conflict with their roles outside their houses” and “cultural understanding of the experience 
of female practitioners in an Islamic Arab culture” (pp. 78 - 79).

In 1995, 20 female students were admitted into the newly designed public relations major at United 
Arab Emirates University (UAEU) in Al Ain. The program was based on the American model/curriculum 
for undergraduates in public relations (Creedon, et al, 1995). Kirat (2006) noted that public relations 
continues to be a popular major for female students:  “In the academic year 2004-2005, 164 female 
and 90 male students were registered in the PR track in the UAEU” (p. 256).  Creedon, Al-Khaja and 
Kruckeberg (1995) said female students made up about two-thirds of total enrollment in public 
relations programs at UAE universities.

The Development of Arab Public Relations in Higher Education: According to Creedon, Al-Khaja 
and Kruckeberg, higher education has had an influence on the development of public relations in 
the Middle East.  In the 1970s, Cairo University first recognized public relations as an area of study 
separate from journalism. By the mid-1970s at least one Saudi Arabian university, King Saud University 
in Riyadh, had a public relations department, from which more than 150 PR majors graduated from 
1979 to 1988.

In 1978, the first public relations course was offered at UAEU, and in 1993 the first public relations 
degree program was offered (Creedon, et al. 1995). Institutions of higher education continue to grow 
in the UAE, with the establishment of  Zayed University, the University of Sharjah, American University 
in Sharjah, American University in Dubai, the Higher Colleges of Technology (HCT) and Ajman 
University of Science and Technology - all offering education and training in public relations. “These 
universities provided over the years the job market with hundreds of PR graduates.  Enrollment 
in public relations majors in various colleges and departments has increased over the years. This 
reflects the importance given to this emerging profession and the need for professional and qualified 
practitioners” (Kirat, 2006, p. 256).

e-learning in the Middle East: Distance learning is a worldwide phenomenon. This study highlights 
the Middle Eastern experience of this educational tool. In his study Virtual universities for African 
and Arab countries, Dr. Wolfram Laaser presents five different cases of distance learning programs, 
three of which cover Middle Eastern countries. The author starts by pointing out that the Arab 
world could be considered a “late-comer in developing net based educational systems” (2006). The 
research discusses various projects that rely on distance learning and online classes as their primary 
educational tool. Internet and technological access are among the factors taken into consideration 
when studying these projects. The Virtual Arab University “planned to set up regional branches in 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt, the headquarters being in Kuwait.” The article 
concludes by stating, “Arab countries with a common language seem to be ideal candidates for 
distance education and may be even for web-based education.”

In another study, Aisha Al-Harthi (2005) looks at Arab students taking online courses as part of their 
curriculum at American universities. The author states: “Distance education has a short history in 

the Arab world. For many, it has not been visible, even as a back door to higher education. This 
is quickly changing, however, with the escalating need for national higher education.” Al-Harthi 
expoundsexpounds on the field’s progress, including the technological improvements that came with 
time. The third-generation distance education “that uses electronic media is being slowly adopted 
by the previous open universities as well as traditional universities, which until now mainly use such 
technologies to supplement face-to-face courses. In the Arabian Gulf region, they include Zayed 
University in the UAE, Sultan Qaboos University in Oman and the University of Bahrain 
(2005).

Methodology
Public relations scholars gravitate toward quantitative research methods, though Public Relations 
Review, an academic journal, has called for qualitative, “anthropological approaches to public 
relations” that “have the capacity to generate deep understanding into the ways in which public 
relations work negotiates complex relationships within and between multiple shifting organizational, 
socio - political, ethnic cultures in a globalized context” (editorial, 2012, p. 520). The scholarly journal 
devoted an entire special issue or section to ethnographic research methods. 

To delve deeper into the complex relationships between the role gender plays as a primary cultural 
value in the Arab model of public relations and distance learning, a qualitative case study analyzed the 
public relations programs at the national universities in United Arab Emirates: UAEU, Zayed University, 
and HCT. Growth was analyzed along with leadership, student enrollment, and curricula.

This type of qualitative case study analysis is particularly appropriate in following the development of 
public relations in the region from the genesis of the professional at the higher education level where 
processes are studied and formulated to be practiced later in the profession. 

The following hypotheses were tested using a case study analysis: that gender roles are a primary 
cultural value in the theoretical Arab model of public relations, and that Arab culture and environment 
positively influence the use of distance learning tools.

The Case
UAEU and Zayed University are the two oldest of the three government-sponsored institutions of 
higher learning; the third is HCT.  Since these universities admit primarily nationals and some students 
from other GCC countries, it is only natural to wonder: where does the Arab/Middle Eastern cultural 
and theoretical direction lie? How does the cultural focus aim at such a specific targeted audience of 
students? What sort of curriculum promotes those cultural values that must have a profound bearing 
on the student body?

Looking at public relations education in the Middle East, Creedon, Al-Khaja and Kruckeberg studied 
UAEU in Al Ain. They started by surveying public relations practitioners in 65 organizations. In 
1984, when their survey was conducted, the authors found that “only 2 percent of public relations 
practitioners had any formal education in public relations. Approximately 32 percent had a university 
degree, 39 percent had a high school education, 20 percent had not graduated from high school, and 
8 percent had no formal education at any level” (1995).

At the time, hardly any of the practitioners were actually working in a public relations department. 
Actually, “one of the most astonishing findings of the survey was that none of the practitioners 
thought that public relations was a communication function! This result is thought to be related to the 
central issue revealed from survey data - a lack of understanding of the public relations function based 
on a lack of education.”

At the time, the authors established four goals for this new public relations education 
undergraduate program:

1. To prepare students to enter the UAE labor market with a broad range of knowledge. 
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2. To produce students who can adapt to rapid change in governmental, commercial, industrial 
and cultural institutions.

3. To present courses of study oriented toward the future and excite and motivate students.

4. To strengthen cultural traditions of UAEU by preparing students with the full range of 
knowledge appropriate for family, cultural, religious, civic and national values.

In 1993, a committee of five academics took an eight-day trip to the UAE to develop a proposal 
for an interdisciplinary program in public relations. The program “emphasized interdisciplinary, 
liberal arts orientation and suggested that the major be administered by the Department of Mass 
Communication” (Creedon et al., 1995). The program adopted the community-building model as 
well as the two-way symmetrical model as the main theories of public relations studies.

The authors took into consideration the role of women in the public relations industry as well as 
gender separation, given the 1971 elimination of sex segregation in education and workplace law. 
The future of public relations education looked promising, and considerate of cultural differences. 
The curriculum was designed by a heterogeneous body of scholars with clear objectives that 
promised a balanced teaching of public relations focusing on awareness of cultural differences and 
gender roles.

In 2013, public relations education on the undergraduate level has greatly progressed from 
the 1995 version. Public relations programs have advanced and considerably grown at all three 
universities (although the curriculum is not always labeled “public relations”). The College of 
Communication and Media Sciences at Zayed University is now one of 54 programs worldwide 
accredited by the International Advertising Association, and the college is applying for accreditation 
from the American-based ACEJMC (Accrediting Council on Education in Journalism and Mass 
Communication). 

Zayed’s undergraduate bachelor of arts program in communication and media sciences with 
a specialization in integrated strategic communications presents students with an interesting, 
dynamic and multilayered curriculum. Figure 1-1 shows the courses required, ranging from Arabic 
Concepts, Islamic Civilization I & II, and Media and Cultural Criticism to more basic courses like 
Media Planning and Management, Principles of Public Relations, or Advertising.

To say that the curriculum is completely balanced between Western and Middle Eastern theory 
and practice would be misleading. The few first semesters offer some general knowledge on what 
could be considered relevant to the Middle East or culturally aware classes. It must be recognized, 
nonetheless, that there is a clear shift once those requirements have been met: the curriculum is 
identical to most Western universities’ undergraduate curriculum.

Actually, in many cases, Western programs push for the development of more complex and topic-
specific courses usually intended for juniors and seniors. Third-and fourth-year students enjoy a 
more personalized and specialized experience, and teachers increase interest in their specialties.  

At UAEU, the bachelor of humanities and social sciences in mass communication program has a 
similar, slightly more comprehensive curriculum. 

Figure 2 - 1 (Retrieved From http://www.uaeu.ac.ae )

Figure 1-1 (Retrieved From http://www.zu.ac.ae )
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Figures 2-1, 2-2, and 2-3 display three different courses that UAEU offers undergraduates. Only 
three of a total of 46 courses actually contain any sort of direction leading toward a specialization in 
world, Middle Eastern or women’s communication. 

On the graduate level, Dr. Marilyn Roberts, Dean of Communication and Media Sciences at Zayed 
University, states the following in her letter to prospective students of the master of arts in 
communication program with a specialization in strategic public relations:

There is a growing demand in the United Arab Emirates and the Gulf region for skilled 
communication professionals who can advance strategic public relations’ role and 
responsibilities to foster effective communication and actions. The Strategic Public Relations 
master’s degree program is designed to develop skilled strategists, media advisors, and 
future communication managers who assist in developing strong organization - public 
relationships. Students develop skills on how to think more critically, analyze problems, and 
develop solutions to advise and implement programs that help to achieve organizational 
goals. Strategic Public Relations examines a variety of topics such as how new media 
technologies can enhance engagement with important stakeholders. Learning about best 
practices in corporate and crisis communications allows future industry leaders to write and 
communicate with both local and international audiences.

In an address titled “Education for Future Leaders,” Dr. Roberts declares that the study of public 
relations at Zayed University provides “future communication professionals with skills that improve 
organization/public relationship quality and cultivation. Understanding how organizations can 
contribute in socially responsible behaviors and actions is a strong focus of the program. The 
specially designed courses allow students to explore the impact of effective message design and 
evaluation on group/community/organizational culture” (http://www.zu.ac.ae ).

In comparing the curriculum proposed by this program to the project designed in 1995, it is clear 
that the design followed does not take into consideration many factors that were proposed. The 
program is divided into two years, for a total of 36 credits. Classes range from basic courses
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Figure 2-2 (Retrieved From http://wwww.uaeu.ac.ae )

Figure 2-3 (Retrieved From http://wwww.uaeu.ac.ae )

such as Public Relations Principles, Foundation of Communication Studies, and Introduction to 
Communication Research to more specialized courses like Strategic Public Relations, Corporate 
Social Responsibility and Ethics, and an Applied Research Seminar.

It must be highlighted that the course in Cross-Cultural Communication Applications seems to follow 
a more specialized and culturally aware educational format. 

At HCT, the largest national higher education institution in the UAE (18,000 students and a staff 
of almost 2,000), with 17 campuses, the applied communications program “provides a blended 
learning environment which is student-centered and project-based; where practical project work 
is contextualized and supported by theoretical knowledge” (www.hct.ac.ae/programs accessed 
1/11/13). HCT offers a bachelor of applied sciences program in corporate communication at Dubai 
Women’s College. Apparently, this degree, which most resembles a public relations specialization, is 
popular with female students.

Although women have acquired by law equal status to men in education and work, the Emirati 
universities’ web pages are filled with links to women’s campuses and men’s campuses, especially at 
HCT. The same classes are usually taught for both, in separate- but-equal settings. 

Online/hybrid classes are almost nonexistent in the programs, except in Zayed’s graduate program, 
where “faculty members utilize a mix of in-classroom and distance learning instruction that 
demonstrate the flexibility needed to accommodate experienced working graduate students. The 
in-classroom instruction for each course is conducted during two evenings on weekdays over a six - 
week period.” There is mention of some online classes in the master’s program at Zayed.  

Distance learning would seem to make a perfect learning experience in this society, still somewhat 
traditional and aware of gender roles. The Arab model of public relations was designed with 
digital communication in mind. This new model highly emphasizes distance learning, which allows 
students to master computer skills that are not being taught in traditional learning institutions. The 
model also considers gender roles and incorporates techniques that educators can use to overcome 
generic and inappropriate universal use of the Western model.   

In 2013, any communication student, scholar or practitioner surfing the websites of Zayed 
University and UAEU would be very proud. The layout of the websites, as well as ease of access, 
could stand up to the website of any major western institution.

Conclusion
This case study analysis revealed that higher education in the UAE has held to those standards 
set down in 1995, including cultural diversity and focus on gender roles. However, the Western 
model has infiltrated the system although the new Arab model of public relations theory can be 
seen developing in the public relations curriculum at all three universities. Many other institutions 
of higher learning in the UAE are mimicking American or British standards; however, these 
governmental institutions of higher learning seem to lean toward the Arab model, making special 
concessions for cultural concerns including religion, language and the inclusion of women. 

As for distance learning, Zayed University’s master’s degree program in communication with 
a specialization in tourism and cultural communication (note the word cultural) uses online 
courses combined with traditional classroom instruction for a hybrid type of teaching.  In 2012, 
all three universities combined to host the first Global Mobile Learning Congress, which featured 
a symposium on using mobile media-smartphones, iPads, etc. - to carry learning with students 
wherever they go, labeled as the “m-learning revolution.”

This study is a start on research in this ever-growing and changing field. Further research on the 
professional practice of public relations in the Middle East needs to be conducted. A quantitative 
survey method could reveal how practitioners are applying theoretical models, whether Western or 
Arab, and how their education has shaped their public relations practices and roles. Practitioners 
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