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ABSTRACT

This is a methods paper that draws from our fieldwork
experiences of conducting qualitative research in Saudi
Arabia where we used interviews and probes to understand
ageing people’s experiences. The aim of this paper is to
present insights gained about conducting qualitative
research in Saudi. We present a range of the cultural
considerations that shaped the design of the fieldwork and
highlight opportunities, challenges, and issues that we faced
when conducting interviews and deploying research probes.
Influences of social-cultural practices and religion
presented interesting challenges for recruitment, conducting
cross-gender communications, and how participants
reported  their  experiences. This  paper  offers
methodological considerations that include the influences of
local culture, gender, religion, etc. We also discuss how we
shaped our fieldwork tools based upon considerations of
local cultural and religious contexts. In particular, we
highlight the usefulness of probes in traversing cultural
boundaries when conducting fieldwork in Saudi Arabia.
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CROSS-CULTRUAL HCI RESEARCH

In recent years, HCI has extended its Western-centric focus
through efforts such as Cross-Cultural Design, HCI for
Development (HCI4D) and ICT4D [16, 24, 39]. Despite
this, some researchers, for example [22], have highlighted
the fact that current HCI research methods are still not
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culturally universal and stressed the need to adopt, tune and
even develop new methods when conducting fieldwork in
different cultural contexts. Ways to explore, interact and
design technologies with people who live in non-Western
contexts require a degree of translation that must consider
local culture, gender, religion, education, politics and
environment. For example, van Rijn, et al. [36] noted that
when researching East Asian participants, researchers
should work hard on establishing a level of trust with these
participants as this will encourage participants to more
freely express their views and feelings. In Kenya, Oyugi, et
al. [31] discussed, among other factors, how pointing out
problems or failure to execute tasks in usability studies may
cause ‘face-loss’ to the evaluator and/or participants. Here,
they introduced ‘Harambee’, a usability evaluation method
that reduces evaluators’ presence by pairing participants.
However, we found very little guidance as to how to
conduct HCI research in settings such as Saudi Arabia,
where its religion and particular cultural values so heavily
influences social norms and people’s everyday lives and
practices [25].

RESEARCHING THE EXPERIENCES OF AGING SAUDIS
This methods paper draws from our fieldwork experiences
of conducting qualitative research in Saudi Arabia to
understand the experiences of ageing people. This paper
focuses on insights gained when using qualitative methods
to understand the experiences of ageing Saudis. The aim is
to highlight some of the opportunities, challenges, issues,
and cultural considerations that influenced our approach,
the design of the research tools (interview and probes) and
how they were deployed. In particular, we highlight the
power and effectiveness of probes to elicit values, views
and desires, especially of older female Saudis.

We begin this paper by exploring HCI research and the
types of research methods that are commonly used when
conducting research in Saudi Arabia. Then, we describe this
fieldwork — recruitment, designing research tools for the
fieldwork and their deployment. We reflect on our approach
and the use of tools during the fieldwork and offer a range
of insights into the usefulness of social media as a probe
activity. We end the paper by discussing some of the
opportunities, challenges and considerations for researchers
wishing to conduct fieldwork in Saudi Arabia.
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HCI RELATED WORK IN SAUDI ARABIA

Our search through various databases did not reveal a lot of
HCI research conducted in Saudi and in the Middle East.
From what we found, most of the work are related to efforts
to design culturally-centred web and applications in e-
government [2, 3], e-banking, [10] e-learning systems, [9,
26] and other academic and commerce sites [4, 32]. Despite
their interests on cultural-centred issues, they did not
provide insights with regards to cultural considerations
when conducting research in Saudi. However, Abokhodair
and Vieweg [1] did discuss difficulties when conducting
fieldwork in the Arab Gulf, citing issues such as the
participants’ heightened concerns for privacy and a
reluctance to talk to strangers. Similarly Alsulami and
Atkins [12] hinted at older Saudi’s privacy concerns when
discussing barriers to their adoption of Ambient Assistive
Living technologies. With the exception of Abokhodair and
Vieweg [1], we did not find much guidance as to how HCI
fieldwork could be conducted in Saudi.

On the other hand, disciplines such as the social sciences
and gerontology do offer some insights and guidance into
how we may conduct fieldwork in Saudi as well as
approach and work with older participants in Saudi.

RESEARCH METHODS USED IN SAUDI ARABIA

Social scientists and gerontologists were found to
commonly use largely distributed self-administrated data
collection methods, i.e. surveys and questionnaires. The
main reason is because of the challenges associated with
privacy and cross-gender communication in Saudi [37].

Privacy to Saudis extends beyond personal boundaries to
one’s community as a whole. This means that one is
protective not only of one’s personal privacy but of others
within the community. This includes preventing or limiting
discussions of personal life and views with ‘strangers’ [1,
37]. This maintenance of privacy is further heightened
when communication is conducted with a non-familial
individual of a different gender [1]. A number of papers
(e.g., [7, 34]), used by ‘foreign’ health professionals as a
cultural guide when working in Saudi Arabia, have noted
that cross-gender communications male-to-female
conversations (and vice versa) - are often mediated through
a proxy, i.e. a chaperon/guardian. Traditionally, this
chaperon/guardian is a male relative who is tasked with the
role of maintaining this privacy.

These two challenges make qualitative research in Saudi
highly problematic [1, 21]. Although researchers have
reported these challenges’, surprisingly little have been
discussed as to how to mitigate these challenges.

Heightened privacy concerns impact significantly on the
recruitment of participants for interviews. Some
researchers, e.g. [1, 30] have tried to mitigate this by using
snowballing sampling method. This method relies on
recruited participants to recommend others for the study,
acting act as gatekeepers who provide contact points to
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other potential participants. On the other hand, Al-Saggaf
and his colleagues turned to online technologies to provide
a sense of anonymity to their participants in a number of
qualitative studies, e.g. [5, 6]. They used online forums and
instant message software such as MSN for interviews.
While they found that female-male segregation is enforced
in physical spaces, online cross-gender communication may
be acceptable. Interestingly, Al-Saggaf and Williamson [6]
noted that the anonymity of online communication was key
to allowing participants to open-up, speak-out and express
themselves in their own words. However, this ‘freedom’,
does not necessarily extend to online technologies such as
social networking sites (e.g. Facebook) where users are
expected to identify themselves[1].

In short, there is a lack of reports about culturally sensitive
methods and tools that can be used when conducting
qualitative research in Saudi Arabia. Research involving
older people, for instance, did not elaborate on how
illiterate volunteers participated in the quantitative studies
or how cross-gender communication was mediated beyond
being conducted in hospital or institutional settings in
qualitative research. Thus, when designing our fieldwork,
we drew what we could from these limited sources. More
importantly, we relied upon the first author’s understanding
of the local culture.

The first author, Soud, was born and raised in Saudi Arabia.
He spent the first 18 years of his life in Saudi before
moving to Australia to pursue further studies. Soud is
bilingual and he is accustomed to the traditions of everyday
life in Saudi. He is currently a PhD candidate where he is
exploring ways to design digital technologies to support
older Saudis to age-well. Living away from Saudi for 8
years, except for occasional short visits, has given Soud
some ‘distance’ and sense of being a ‘familiar outsider’
when he returned to Saudi to conduct this fieldwork.

THE FIELDWORK

This fieldwork is the first phase of an ongoing larger
research project that aims to explore ways to design
technologies that can support older citizens in Saudi Arabia
to age-well. The focus of this fieldwork is to develop deep
and rich understandings of aging Saudis, their experiences,
aspirations, values and particular circumstances as well as
situations. To do this, we chose to use open-ended
interviews and some research probes. This paper only
reports on the methods and tools used in the fieldwork as
well as the methodological challenges and issues when
conducting fieldwork with older Saudis.

Participants

We recruited 14 Saudi individuals to participate in the
study: 6 females and 8 males, aged from 55 to 71, eight of
whom were couples. Participants came from different
socioeconomic backgrounds and various tribes. In Saudi,
there are variations in the traditions and spoken dialects
from one tribe to another. We conducted the study mainly
in Jeddah with the exception of POl who lives in Makkah
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aka Mecca and P13-14 who are in Riyadh. As we will
explain later, we chose to conduct the fieldwork in the
western region of Saudi as segregation laws are more
relaxed. Table 1 presents a summary of the participants,
including demographic details. Participants’ names have
been anonymised.

We were particularly interested in participants who were 55
years of age and older, physically and mentally active,
literate, and live at home. The rationale behind this age
brackets is because Saudis can apply for an early retirement
at the age of 55 [19]. Other researchers researching ageing
Saudis have recruited participants as early as 50 years old,
citing that this is a ‘/ife stage where persons would begin to
reflect about the ageing process and start to prepare for
retirement [23]. We recruited literate participants, because
the probes used in this fieldwork involve some reading and
writing. We recruited individuals living at home because
generally, older Saudis live with their families in the same
household and prefer informal home care [8, 29].
Snowballing sampling method was wused to recruit
participants, starting from our own social circle of friends.
As Mytton, et al. [30] note, “In Saudi Arabia [...] snowball
sampling has to be used in a lot of quantitative research
because in Saudi culture, it is either difficult or impossible
for a stranger to gain access to any household”. Even
Saudi researchers, e.g. [1], reported similar challenges in
gaining access to participants whom they do not know
personally. This form of personal referral helps generate a
sense of trust in participants because this referral somehow
provides a personal vouch for the researcher. Furthermore,
this form of chain referrals also grants the investigator
“insider or group member” access [13].

Soud prepared invitation letters, information sheets and
consent forms, written in formal Arabic. Even though he is
fluent in Arabic, these documents were proof read by
various native speakers to ensure clarity, consistency and
the correct use of words and grammar. Then, Soud
contacted his friends to see if he could recruit their parents
in the study. Friends were given envelopes that contained
invitation letters to participate in the research and
information about the research. The information included
the research aims, general descriptions of the research
process and how people could participate. During this
initial recruitment phase, we recruited three couples and
one male participant. These initial participants and their kin
then helped referred other potential participants to us.

During recruitment, we did not initiate any direct contact
with potential female participants. Instead, we relied on
their kin to mediate negotiations. This is because Saudi
males are socially responsible to provide for and ‘protect’
their female family members [11]. As noted earlier,
protection can include mediating non-familial cross-gender
negotiations.
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No Sex | Age Education Industry Marital Status
P01 F 60 Primary Housewife Married
P02 M 58 Postgraduate Electrical Engineering Married
P03 M 62 Secondary Customer Service Married
P04 M 71 Undergraduate Education Married
P05 M 60 Undergraduate Accounting Married to P06
P06 F 60 Undergraduate Education Married to P05
P07 F 67 Undergraduate Education Widow
P08 M 71 Primary Commerce Married to P09
P09 F 63 Undergraduate Education Married to PO8
P10 M 55 Primary Project Management Married to P11
P11 F 55 Postgraduate Education Married to P10
P12 M 65 Undergraduate Banking Married
P13 M 62 Undergraduate Economy Married to P14
P14 F 55 Postgraduate Education Married to P13

Table 1. Demographics of the participants

However, this does not mean that older female participants
lack autonomy. In fact, being older in Saudi, regardless of
gender, comes with greater authority, autonomy and
respect. An older person’s needs and demands are often
prioritized over others [34]. At the conclusion of the initial
interview, we exchanged contact information with the
participant so that they could communicate directly with us
directly throughout the 10-day research period.

Research Design
Next, we introduce the research timeline and describe the
interviews and our design and use of research probes.

Overall timeline

For each participant, the research spanned over 10 days.
The aims of day 1 were to introduce the research to the
participants, conduct the first interview, and present as well
as explain how to use the probes. This included getting to
know the participants, answering any questions they might
have, and signing consent forms prior to the interview.

We also presented, introduced and explored the probe pack
with the participants. We took card to explain the contents
of the instruction sheet that accompanied the probe pack
which details how they can use the various artefacts in the
pack as well as answering questions they might have. On
day 2, the researcher made contact with the participants
using WhatsApp (a popular instant messaging application
on smartphones) to check if they have any questions,
especially with regards to their use of the probes. For
female participants, this marked the first direct
communication between them and the researcher without
the presence/mediation of their chaperons. A week later
(day 8) we picked up the probe pack from the participants.
The analysis of each returned probes inspired a set of
questions which we used as a guide to explore and clarified
participants’ experiences further in a final short interview
which took place on day 10.

Interviews

Semi-structured interviews have been used widely in ageing
research to explore lay perceptions of older adults ageing
experiences, e.g. [14, 15, 28, 33, 35]. While these
publications provide ideas and guidelines on how to
conduct research with older people, these were conducted
in the West. For example, Brandt, et al. [15] noted that
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older adults (at least in Scandinavia) do not view
themselves as ‘elderly’ or ‘senior citizens’ and thus such
terms should be avoided when recruiting participants prior
to the interviews. Given the lack of guidance, we
approached our interviews by being very mindful of local
practices, social conventions, and above all to be respectful
at all times.

We conducted face-to-face semi-structured interviews using
a set of open-ended questions. The interviews lasted
between about 40 — 90 minutes. 12 interviews were
conducted at participants’ homes. Another one was
conducted in the participant’s office and one more in a
mosque. Our questions sought to elicit a range of
information, including the participants’ background, their
everyday activities, their state of health and if they receive
any care, their social participation, their sense of self and
identity, and their use of technology. The interviews were
conducted in vernacular (informal) Arabic, despite the fact
that the invitation letter, consent form and information sheet
were all written in formal Arabic (also known as Modern
Standard Arabic). Formal Arabic is not used as an everyday
spoken language but mainly used in written documents and
public speeches. Communicating in vernacular Arabic
allowed our participants to answer questions and express
their views and feelings more freely.

However, informal spoken Arabic can vary according to the
person’s tribal backgrounds and spoken dialects. Thus, we
were careful to use commonly understood words when
interacting with participants. At the same time, we were
mindful in how we frame and ask questions, so as not to
inadvertently offend the participants. For example, asking
questions about the role of domestic maids in participants’
homes might offend them because they might misinterpret
this to allude to the fact that they are lazy. So, prior to the
interview, we carefully checked the interview questions
with many native speakers of different dialects and from
various tribes to ensure that the questions and the language
used are not only understood by the participants but also
were not inappropriate.

At the same time, we were aware of a number of factors
that may impact face-to-face communications. Firstly,
conducting interviews with non-familial female participants
is a challenge. Religious practices and cultural expectations
heavily guide the norms around social and day-to-day
interactions. Non-familial cross-gender communication, is
considered culturally inappropriate and thus male-to-female
conversations are often mediated through a chaperon who is
an immediate male relative [11]. Consequently, participants
may behave differently or offer answers that are not
necessarily of their own volition [7]. Secondly, Hawamdeh
and Raigangar [21] note the ‘common distinction’ between
the public and private self to Middle Eastern people. They
found that participants, regardless of their gender, might
respond to interview questions according to what is
“socially-desirable” rather than their actual beliefs. This
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means that it can difficult to ascertain if participants are
really telling you the truth. Furthermore, investigating the
daily experiences of older people includes understanding
their domestic spaces and their interaction with others such
as live-in ‘foreign’ maids. Accessing such information in
some cases can be considered by participants as an invasion
of their privacy. As we will discuss next, we decided to use
probes to help elicit and capture the particularities of
people’s contexts while mitigating some of these
challenges. To an extent, the probe data were also used to
provide some triangulation to the interview data.

Probes

Just like Graham, et al. [20], we used probes as a form of
capturing device to generate accounts that represent
participants’ lives and to bring invisible items, such as
actions and emotions, forward. Mattelmaki [27] defined
probes as ‘a collection of assignments through which or
inspired by which the users can record their experiences as
well as express their thoughts and idea’. Probes allow a
desirable minimal external influence on participants’ action
compared to different research methods [18, 20]. We chose
probes to supplement our interviews because we are aware
of the potential cultural sensitivities and challenges
surrounding the use of interviews. While probes have been
previously used to elicit older people’s views and
perception (e.g. [17, 38]), we have not found any reports of
its deployment in Saudi Arabia.

Our probe pack consisted of a diary, a map, and a set of
postcards (see Figure 1). We have designed the probes so
that participants have a number of tasks to complete over
the span of seven days. The diary contains “how to use”
instructions on the front cover and the contact details of the
researcher at the back cover. At the beginning of each diary
entry, participants were provided with a printed ‘mood
scale’. Participants were instructed to first rate their mood
before completing the diary entry. If they wished, they
could also provide further details about how they were
feeling. Each entry is also preceded by printed instructions
of ‘tell us about your day’. Participants were told that they

2UTS
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<] — 1
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Figure 1. The probe pack including the diary, a few examples
of postcards and a folded map.
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could report their activities in any way they felt
comfortable. Besides writing, they could also draw, record
messages on their phones, or even create photo collages.

Postcards contained printed instructions for participants to
complete different tasks for seven days. They included
activities whereby participants had to take photos, for
example, a place where they spend much of their time and
something they value the most; use stickers to map places
of interests, such as places that they like, avoid and
socialise, as well as drawing their family tree and naming
any technologies they have used during the day. Being
culturally aware of Saudi people’s heightened concerns
about the sanctity of privacy, especially of their own homes
[1], we decided not to include a disposable camera in the
probe pack. This is because participants may feel that they
have limited control over what they capture or inadvertently
capture since they cannot review, edit or delete the content.
For example, it may not be appropriate to share
photographs of adult females who are not fully or partially
covered. Furthermore, the use of disposable cameras meant
that the researcher (instead of the participant) would have
possession of the photos. As an alternative, we asked them
to take photos using their own phones, sharing what they
deem to be appropriate.

Besides the diary, postcards and maps, we also encouraged
participants to share their daily activities with us through
various online social media apps using their smartphones.
We know from local experience that many older people use
smartphones. In particular, many have adopted social media
apps such as WhatsApp, Twitter, Facebook and Snapchat
because they often record voice messages and share photos
and videos with friends and loved ones. These are amongst
the most popular apps in Saudi. We have included the
researcher’s WhatsApp number in all printed materials.
Participants were told that if they wish, they could take
photos and record audio/videos to share with us. The use of
these chat apps allows participants flexibility in self-
reporting and have full control over the content they share.

Finally, the design of probes was based on our
understanding of the local culture and contexts. The design
of the probes was simple, attractive and consistent. The
instructions were written in simple formal Arabic in a right-
to-left format. We used various icons in the cover page of
the diary as triggers to the different activities participants
can talk about, such as going to the mosque, eating habits as
well as physical activities. We also included icons that
represented people such as family, friends and others to
capture social interactions. We ensured that chosen icons
are not revealing in any way and do not show the female
body. Overall, we were mindful of our participants when
designing the probes. The choice of words, the type and
number of tasks, the freedom to choose alternative forms to
complete these activities, etc. were explicitly designed to
ensure that participants were accorded respect and a sense
of authority as much as possible.
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REFLECTIONS ABOUT THE FIELDWORK
In this section, we reflect and discuss the complexities of
conducting fieldwork in Saudi Arabia. This includes
reflections about the recruitment and interview processes,
participants’ use of probes and how they used social media
to document and share their daily activities.

Recruitment

The use of snowballing sampling method was generally
effective. Being recommended conferred us, the
researchers, a degree of trust to potential participants. This
method provided access to a number of participants.
However, as we explain next, this recruitment method was
not always smooth sailing.

Referrals of potential participants

We found out that a number of potential participants only
agreed to participate in the research as a favor to the person
who vouched for us. However, when we turned up to their
homes, we found that these potential participants did not
really know what the research was about even though they
had been given the invitation and associated documents
about the research from the referrer. As a result, we had to
spend time introducing and explaining the nature of the
research and its merits, hoping that they would want to
actually participate in our research. In fact, one potential
participant dropped out after this initial meeting.

While referrals were useful in helping us gain participants,
referrers are not always mindful of the fact that the referred
person may not meet the research selection criteria. In one
instance, we were referred to a person who did not fully
meet the selection criteria. However, we did not turn the
person down. This is because, in Saudi culture, turning the
person down will be seen as a sign of great disrespect to
both to the referrer and the referred person. On this
occasion, we proceeded with the interview this particular
person and gave him the probe pack we brought along.
However we did not include the data collected.

This importance of this reciprocity between the referrer and
referred was highlighted by P03 who insisted many times
over the course of the research that we tell his referrer that
he is participating in our research.

Mediators for participation: Chaperons/Kin

Given that we refrained from direct communications with
potential female participants, we had to explain the aims
and processes of the research to appropriate chaperons/kin
prior to the start of the research. However, at the first
meeting with the female participants, we realised that
although they were happy to participate, most female
participants only had vague ideas about the research. Again,
we had to spend time introducing and explaining the
research and its merits, and answering their questions. In
many cases, a number of female participants felt
overwhelmed and complained about the amount
information that was presented. Perhaps, future researchers
may consider spending more time with the chaperons/kin,
ensuring that these ‘mediators’ understand the research so
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that they can pass on the relevant information to potential
female participants. In addition, handouts containing
summaries of the research could be prepared to be passed
on to the potential female participants.

Interviews
When conducting interviews in our participants’ homes, we
also found unexpected complexities and unforeseen
challenges.

Conducting interviews in busy domestic spaces

While we interviewed one participant at their office and
another in a mosque where he works as a prayer caller
‘Moazen’, most of our interviews were conducted in our
participants’ homes. This is because we wanted to develop
richer understandings of their domestic settings and home
life. Our experiences of interviewing in Saudi homes
differed from the interviews we are familiar with in the
West because Saudi homes are often very busy and filled
with many family members, often present at the same time.

Traditionally, older Saudis live with their family, which
often includes children and grandchildren and other
extended family member (as well as foreign maids). Most
of our participants preferred interviews to take place during
late afternoons, in the evenings, or weekends because they
are often busy during the day. However, we discovered that
this was also a busy family time, with children and many
members of the extended family present. Saudis also often
receive visitors over weekends. As a result, our interviews
often took place in noisy settings with constant
interruptions by various family members or carers. For
example, our initial interview with POl was conducted in
three different guest rooms in an effort to find a quiet spot.
As such, our interviews were often interrupted by various
people. While this might be disconcerting and sometimes
frustrating, we also found the situation to offer great
insights into various social interactions and domestic
activities in a Saudi home.

We found that chaperons or kin were often present, seated
with the participants during the interview. Culturally, these
chaperons/kin saw their role not only as to ‘protect’ female
elders but also to help both male and female elders, such as
by helping to serve the ‘the researcher’ (the guest) coffee
and dates or offering to move a table closer to the
researcher etc. The elderly has an authoritative role in the
household and frequently exercises that role in the presence
of guests. This authoritative role is conferred through age
differences. Following the teachings of Islam, Saudis
strongly encourage the younger to respect the elders, by
attending to their needs and speaking to them politely.

We realised, after the initial interview, that this first contact
is also as much as an occasion to build trust with the
participants, as it is to gather research information.

Initial interview as an occasion to build trust
Day One of the research turned out to be longer than we
expected. This is because the researcher was considered a
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guest and hence, provided hospitality. For example we were
served coffee/tea, sweets and on one occasion even dined in
with the participant and their family. This first meeting is
also, as [21] noted, a part of developing a participant-
researcher relationship, where participants asked about the
researchers’ origin, studies, work and other personal
matters. The researcher did his best to answer the questions
freely and openly in order to develop trust and rapport.

Privacy and asking questions

Chaperons, mainly kin, were always present in the
interviews we conducted regardless of the participants’
gender. As such, our interviews in Saudi homes were hardly
ever conducted in private with the participants alone.
Conducting interviews in busy Saudi homes meant that
besides the presence of chaperons, anyone else could sit and
listen to the unfolding interview. In many cases, more than
two chaperons were present during the interview.

Al-Shahri [7] reported that chaperons can affect
participants’ responses during interviews. However, in
many of our interviews, the chaperons were relatively
younger than the participants. Given that older people in
Saudi have more authority over those who are younger, we
believe that external influences to these participants were
minimal. In fact, one participant (P14) when delivering her
answer to an interview question, actually turned and looked
directly at her younger chaperon, hinting that ‘this is what 1
do and this is how you should do it’.

As stated earlier, our questions were checked prior to the
interview to ensure that they were appropriate. This is
because Saudis in general have a heightened sense of
privacy. However, we were still very careful during
interviews to test the waters as to what might be considered
appropriate during each interview. For example, we did not
know if asking participants about their informal carers
might be problematic as this might be perceived as a private
domestic matter or may lead to misunderstanding as noted
earlier. However, in all interviews, participants felt at ease
answering questions regarding their maids and offered
information as to how they interacted with their maids and
negotiated the day-to-day care duties with them.

When conducting research in the Middle East, Hawamdeh
and Raigangar [21] noted that their respondents had more
difficulties articulating and talking more about their
feelings during interview. They attributed this to the more
conservative aspect of Arab culture. During our interviews,
we also encountered this with two participants (P01, P11)
who were both female participants. For them, direct
questions that inquired into their daily activities or hobbies,
for example, were answered easily, but questions like
“What would consider most important to you as you grow
older?” or “How do you feel about
more difficult. For P11, this may be due to the fact that her
husband (P10) was present, and thus, she was more hesitant
in being more forthcoming. Another reason may be due to
the fact that the interviewer is a male. Finally, it may be due
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to the fact that the interview is the first time she met the
researcher and she has yet to forge trust with the researcher.

Probes

Our use of probes has led us to explore alternative and
maybe more productive means of data collection. We also
found that the use of probes allowed us to mitigate some of
the challenges we encountered when conducting interviews.

Diaries

At the beginning of each diary entry, we printed a ‘mood
scale’ that allowed participants to first rate their mood
before completing the diary entry. We found that this mood
scale and icons were useful for some of the participants
who had difficulties in expressing their feelings during the
interview (such as POl and P11 whom we discussed
earlier). In the diary activity, both PO1 and P11 were able to
use this ‘mood scale’ to rate, write, and express how they
feel quite freely and easily.

Half of the participants only completed the first few diary
entries. When we asked them about why they did not
complete the other diary entries during the final interview,
they told us that the first few entries pretty much summed
up the rest of their week. They said that they felt like they
were simply repeating themselves by writing further entries.
For example, P02 wrote about his activities and social
interactions in the first diary entry (as shown in figure 2)
and told us that there was nothing much different, save a
few minor variations, for the rest of that week. When we
examined diary entries of those who completed all seven
entries, we found that they similarly echo the ordinariness
and routine nature of these older peoples’ busy everyday
lives.

The use of social media

We encouraged participants to share aspects of their
everyday lives with us using social media technologies such
as WhatsApp. It turned out that participants were very
active in sharing their lives with us through this platform,
revealing the potentials for using social media technologies
when conducting fieldwork in Saudi.

Figure 2. An example of a diary entry by P02
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As noted earlier, the researcher initiated a WhatsApp
conversation with each participant on day two. While
participants were informed of the flexibility of self-
reporting including, taking photos and recording
audio/videos, we found that our participants were more
active in reporting daily experiences through using
WhatsApp than the diaries given to them. When we asked
participants, they told us that writing on the diary was
difficult at times because they have to dedicate time to the
activity. However, they could easily use WhatsApp on-the-
g0, snapping and texting, recording and reporting their daily
lives. Although fragmented, the shared data we received via
WhatsApp did offer rich glimpses into people’s everyday
activities and their changing contexts and environments.

The use of social media in this fieldwork allowed us greater
access to domestic spaces beyond the guest room, where
interviews were often conducted. This technology offer
almost ‘live’ insights into participants’ lives because
messages or media are created and captured just before they
are sent. The use of WhatsApp, in our research gave us a
kind of vicarious snapshots into participants’ daily lives as
it unfolded often close to real time. WhatsApp also allowed
us to engage the participants in bursts of ongoing
conversations, giving us opportunities inquire further about
their current contexts and particular situations.

Introducing flexibility of reporting, including drawing and
use of social media, have given us deep insights into our
participants’ lives. For example, we learned more about
PO1’s hobbies and her passion to gift handcrafted items to
family friends. We discovered that PO1 spends her free non-
social time, crafting pretty door handles among other
things. PO1’s WhatsApp posts as shown in figure 3, led us
to seek out further clarifications about her hobbies and what
they meant to her during the final interview.

The ability to use emoticons afforded certain participants
the ability to express emotion. As seen in figure 4-left, PO1
was sad because her son is travelling overseas to pursue
further studies. She shared a photo of her son’s luggage and
wrote about her son’s departure with a ‘crying face’

Figure 3. P01’s crafted family tree (left) and door handle.
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Figure 4. Left—P01 expressing sadness for her son’s departure,
Right-P01 saying how overwhelming housework is.

emoticon. She also shared a picture of the laundry (right)
and annotated how overwhelmed she was with the
housework. Just like the use of the mood scale, social media
afforded some of our participants opportunities to express
emotions and feeling that might have been difficult to
surface during interviews.

With our participants, we found that once trust has been
established, cross-gender communication and privacy
concerns did not become a problem during online
conversations. This contrasts strongly with physical face-to-
face interviews where there is still a strong barrier during
cross-gender communications. The male researcher could
contact the female participants directly using WhatsApp
without the need for a chaperon to mediate the
conversation. In our research, the use of social media was
also useful in fostering the ongoing development of
researcher-participant rapport.

In our research, we noticed that our male and female
participants used WhatsApp differently. For example, male
participants preferred making and sending audio recordings,
while females preferred taking photos and ‘adjusting’ the
photos before sending them to us. For example, female
participants add texts, apply filters and even add emoticons
as show in figure 5. While we did not explore the reasons
behind the differences in the ways they share media type,
this difference may be related to religious debates around
the sanctity of the female voice. However, this might be just
a pattern we see with our participants. It certainly points to
potential future research to better understand how Saudis
use social media technologies to share media with others.
Such understandings can inform how researchers can
harness these technologies productively when conducting
fieldwork in Saudi.

Chaperon/Kin as ‘co-researcher’

The presence of a chaperon/kin does not necessarily have a
negative impact upon our research. During interviews,
chaperons were listening to our conversations and
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sometimes helped us by reminding participants of stories or
things that they might have forgotten to mention. On other
occasions, chaperons helped participants with completing
their probe activities. For example, P05’s kin recorded an
audio interview with the participant to document their daily
activities and shared it with us, while POl shared her
mapping activities with her daughter who helped her label
the map according to her answers.

Completing probe activities

In one instance, however, a participant gave the entire
probe pack to his kin to complete on his behalf. The
authoritative role of older people meant that their wishes
must be met without the need to provide reasons. We were
not able clarify with this participant because we only found
this out indirectly through his kin. Nonetheless, the
participant’s kin, to the best of knowledge, completed the
probes according to his knowledge of the participant’s usual
activities. This reminds researcher who are working in
Saudi, and especially when working with older people, to
be mindful not to rely on probes as their sole or main source
of data. Instead, they should always use different tools to
negotiate various ways to acquire data, and from our
experience, include the use of social media.

In one instance, our deployment of probes did lead to
unexpected confusion.

The expectation of gifts

Following the initial interviews, we introduced the probe
pack, housed inside a box to participants. The boxes were
made of cardboard that obscured the contents completely
from view. We were hoping to see the transition in
emotions that Gaver, et al. [17] noted, from worry to
excitement, as we explained how the probes work. Instead,
we realized that this particular participant — P02 was
slightly disappointed. He actually thought the box was a
present for him. When we brought out the probe pack, P02
jumped the gun and started thanking us for a few minutes
while we were trying, embarrassingly, to tell him that the
box is actually a part of the research. We realized
immediately that we had forgotten the norm of social
courtesy in Saudi, which is to bring gifts when visiting

Figure 5. Participant's use of emoticons, texts and filters



Older Adults and Computers

others, for example, a box of dates or sweets. Of course,
although such courtesies are always appreciated, they are
not expected, particularly when guests visit homes for the
first time. In light of this incident, we ensured that we
brought participants chocolates in our final follow-up
interviews. This reminds future researchers to consider
bringing a small present (often edible) to interviews for
participants, especially if this is conducted in their homes.
This act may also help with the trust building aspect of the
initial meeting.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH IN SAUDI

Traversing boundaries through Social Media

The capacity to collect regular data through using social
media in our research have yielded surprising benefits. This
platform allowed us direct access to communicate with
participants, without the presence of chaperons/kin. Using
social media allowed us to have ongoing conversations,
which provided opportunities to follow up with questions,
receive visual/audio media, clarify media that were shared
with us, and so on. Once trust has been established,
participants, especially females, were able to use social
media to communicate directly with us without having to
use the chaperon/kin to mediate conversations and to pass
on information. Based on our research, we see great
possibilities to explore how social media can be used more
productively when conducting fieldwork in general in
Saudi. We also see the potential in exploring social media’s
potentials for conducting fieldwork in the Middle East
region.

Most importantly, we found that social media was able to
traverse strong boundaries that are particular to cross-
gender communications. Through the use of social media,
female participants in our research were certainly more
forthcoming in sharing their thoughts, emotions and
experiences with the male researcher.

It is, however, important to note that the opportunities
afforded by such technologies for research is likely to be
dependent on the initial meeting and interviews. Initiating
trust through face-to-face communication, whereby
participants get to know more about the research, and the
researcher, and vice-versa is crucial to establishing more
direct communication with female participants through
social media. The task of conducting interviews could be
lengthy and filled with interruptions. Furthermore, the task
of building trust when researching in Saudi often requires
the researcher to be willing to discuss his/her life with
participants.

The researcher’s gender and conducting fieldwork in
Saudi

Being a male researcher in Saudi can present particular
challenges, when conducting fieldwork that involves face-
to-face interactions. This is particularly the case in cross-
gender communications where there is a need for a
chaperon/guardian to mediate negotiations with potential
participants and to be present during face-to-face cross-
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gender communications. As male researchers, we delayed
direct communications with potential female participants
until we have developed a degree of mutual-trust with them,
which began through the first meeting.

However, face-to-face cross-gender communications may
be even more problematic for female researchers. Female
researchers themselves are expected to be accompanied by
chaperons when conducting interviews with males. For us,
we will consider recruiting a female co-researcher in our
future research in Saudi when it is appropriate. However,
communications and social interactions between the two
researchers who are not related to each other and are of the
opposite gender will also be problematic. This is because
segregation laws prohibit non-familial cross-gender social
interactions, especially in public spaces. This will mean that
the researchers will have to meet and work only in private
spaces.

Limitations and further cultural considerations

This study is limited in its scope in terms of the range of
ageing people we recruited in our research. For example, all
our participants are literate and are from the middle-class.
Furthermore, this study was conducted mostly in the
western region of Saudi Arabia where segregation laws are
slightly more relaxed. We can imagine that conducting
fieldwork beyond this region, where cultural norms and
social practices are more strictly observed will pose greater
challenges in all aspect of the research, including the
recruitment of potential participants, particularly females;
types of topics and questions that could be asked, and cross-
gender communications. However, this does also depend on
the type of research being conducted and the tools that are
used.

On the other hand, if the researcher is a male member of a
local tribe within this region, he may have less difficulties
in gaining access and in building trust with the participants.
Face-to-face cross-gender communications in some of these
regions can be very strict. For example, female respondents
may be required to not only be fully covered but be hidden
from the view of the male researchers, such as behind a
wall. Given that we found our female participants had the
freedom use social media to communicate and share with
the researcher, it would be very interesting to see if this
technology can also help mitigate or even traverse some of
the cultural boundaries encountered in these more
conservative regions.

CHECKLIST FOR FUTURE RESEACHERS

While we have written a great deal about the complexities
of conducting fieldwork in Saudi and have offered advice
for future researchers, we provide a summary ‘checklist’
that may be useful to future researchers considering
conducting fieldwork in Saudi Arabia.

Recruitment
Researchers should use snowballing sampling methods as
this helps to establish trust and allow researchers to gain
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access to potential participants. Researchers should be
aware that referred participants may not be aware of the
actual research and be prepared to spend time explaining
the research and their participation. Researchers should be
careful not turn any referred participants away even though
they might not meet the research selection criteria as this
may offend the referred as well as the referrer. Finally,
researchers are encouraged to rely on chaperons to mediate
communication with female participants prior to the initial
interview.

Interviews

Researchers should be aware of when to use formal and
informal Arabic when conducting fieldwork in Saudi
Arabia. They are encouraged to use commonly understood
used words and be aware of other variations in meaning due
to variations in people’s dialect and the tribe the hail from.
While privacy is perhaps the most important factor to be
mindful of when working in Saudi, there are some
variations in the extent of what is considered appropriate
from one household to another. Here, researcher should
gently test the waters during the initial meeting, to
determine the extent of what is appropriate and acceptable
by the individual participant.

Interviews are not only used as a method to gather
information but also as an occasion to establish trust and
rapport with participants. This is a bi-directional process
which means that the researcher should be willing to
answer personal questions in order to support trust building
with participants. Finally, when conducting interviews in
domestic settings, researchers should be aware of the
potential challenges associated with interruptions, noise and
the lack of privacy. On the other hand, researchers can use
this as an opportunity to observe and capture various social
interactions and domestic activities in a Saudi home.

Probes

When designing probe packs, researchers should always
consider the participants and their local contexts. We
encourage researchers to use mediums that give participants
control of the context whereby data are being captured and
shared. Thus, when designing probe packs to be used in
Saudi, we highly discourage the use of disposable cameras.
Our fieldwork shows the opportunities afforded by
smartphones and social media. Online chat apps are useful
mediums for researchers to initiate ongoing participants-
researcher communications during the research period. This
can also provide ‘live’ insights into participants’ lives.
Finally, researchers are should always consider bringing a
small present (often edible) for the participants when
meeting them for the first time.

CONCLUSION

This paper presents one of the first reports and discussions
of the experiences of conducting qualitative HCI research in
Saudi Arabia. In doing so, it contributes to efforts that
describe, discuss and reflect upon how we might adopt,
tune and even develop new methods or tools when
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conducting fieldwork in different cultural contexts. More
importantly, it presents guidance such as, research
preparations, logistical matters, participant recruitment and
a number of considerations of what to expect when
conducting fieldwork in Saudi households. This paper also
highlights the various challenges that researchers may
expect to face when conducting interviews in Saudi,
exacerbated particularly by people’s heightened sense of
privacy as well as the complexity of negotiating cross-
gender communications.

To the best of our knowledge, this paper also presents the
first report, discussion and reflections of the use of probes
when conducting qualitative research in Saudi. In doing so,
it contributes to and greatly extends how HCI researchers
have thought about and used probes in their research. It
reveals how researchers might be able to design probe
packs (the choice materials, language and content) as well
as activities that are appropriate to the particular socio-
cultural and religious practices in Saudi. Our experiences
with probes is very different from the conception, design
and utility of the original cultural probes by Gaver, et al.
[17]. It also differs from others who have used probes as a
data collection method (e.g. [20]). While cultural probes
have been enthusiastically adopted, adapted and through
this, evolved greatly in terms of its design, utility, and remit
over the years in innumerable HCI research, none has
discussed how probes can be tailored specifically to suit
and meet the local socio-cultural and religious contexts of
Saudi Arabia.

Most interestingly, none of the reports of probe use in
research has highlighted its potential to traverse the strong
barriers of cross-gender communications when conducting
qualitative research in an Islamic country such as Saudi.
Our participants’ use of their smartphone’s camera and
instant messaging apps (e.g. WhatsApp) as part of a probe
activity surprised us because these technologies afforded
opportunities for the male researcher and female
participants to chat relatively freely, often in real time and
without the presence (and potential influences) of a
chaperon or guardian. Such interactions were shown to
provide valuable and complementary data that enriches
what our interview data. At the same time, this fieldwork
reveals the potentials of other digital technologies such
social media to provide similarly effective and productive
means to capture aspects of the everyday experiences of
Saudis and perhaps for those in neighbouring countries.

As HCI broadens its interests and efforts beyond its
traditional focus in Western countries and Western
contexts, HCI researchers need understandings of how they
might be able to work more effectively, productively and
respectfully in non-Western countries. We hope that this
report of our fieldwork in Saudi Arabia can provide an
initial foundation to HCI researchers wishing to conduct
fieldwork in Saudi and even to neighbouring countries that
share similar cultural and religious values.
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