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INTRODUCTION

In 801, Harun Rashid offered Charlemagne a water
clock, the like of which was inexistent in all of Europe
at that time; the King’s court thought that a little devil
was hidden inside the clock. In the 1930s, King Abdulaziz
of Saudi Arabia had to convince his people that the radio
was not the making of the devil and that it could in fact
be used to broadcast and spread the Quran. In 2003, the
Arab region is found to be still lagging in modern
technologies adoption (UNDP, 2003). Thus, in a little
more than 11 centuries, the Arabs were transformed
from leaders to adopters, then to late adopters as far as
technologies are concerned.

The Arab world is taken to mean the 22 members of
the Arab League, accounting for more than 300 million
people with an economy of 700 billion dollars. Al-
though most Arabs practice Islam, they represent less
than one third of all Muslims. The Arab world is often
thought of as economically prosperous due to its oil
resources; yet its total GDP is lower than that of Spain
(UNDP, 2003).

Arab countries share language and culture but differ
in size, geography, demographics, government type, etc.
In terms of spending in and use of IT, statistics portray
the Arab world as far from being up-to-date (UNDP,
2003).

This article raises the question of whether existing
research models are appropriate to explain this delay. If
certain characteristics proper to the Arab culture play an
important role in explaining the delay in IT adoption,
then we anticipate the answer to be that no existing
model is able to adequately study the IT adoption phe-
nomena in the Arab world.

THE ARAB WORLD AND IT

It is a recognized fact that the Arab world lags behind in
terms of IT (Aberdeen, 2001; UNDP, 2003). (See Fig-
ure 1.) In 2001, Ajeeb reported that the number of Arab
Web sites reached 1.24% of the Arab population (Ajeeb,
2001), it predicted that the number of Internet users
would equal 5 million by 2001, and reiterated DITnet’s

March 2000 prediction that Internet users would number
ten to twelve million by the end of 2002. In fact, there were
a reported 8.2 million users by the end of 2002.

To date, no Arab country has been able to develop its
electronic commerce capabilities to the extent seen in
the West.

REASONS FOR THE LAG

The lag can partly be explained by the delay with which
technologies have traditionally reached Arab countries1.
Davison et al. (2000) suggested several other reasons:
a perceived incompatibility between local cultures and
imported technologies, a preference for autonomy and
independence with respect to technology, and a lack of
economic resources to acquire technology.

The first two of are plausible as is it often the case
that IT stumbling blocks occur not because of technical
reasons but rather because of human and social obstruc-
tions. The third reason can be excluded for the six Gulf
countries which claim per capita revenues of nearly five
times the average of the rest of the Arab countries. The
rate of adoption of the Internet for these countries is up

Figure 1. The MENA region is under-performing in
terms of IT spending even when compared with other
developing regions (Source: Aberdeen, 2001)
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to fifteen times that of the rest of the Arab world.
Other factors also explain the low rate of Internet

penetration in Arab nations as compared to the rest of
the world. In these nations, the rate of penetration is
essentially measured based on only one part of society:
men.

The Arab Woman

Two thirds of the 65 million illiterate Arabs are women.
Women make up only 4% of all Arab Internet users
while in Europe women make up 42% on average2. The
UNDP states that the condition of women is one of the
three main factors explaining the current state of eco-
nomic development in the Arab world.

In that more than 40% of women in Arab countries
are denied participation to the technological revolution,
Arab nations are failing to integrate a considerable part
of their human resources in their future economies.

Information and IT

When Arab countries invest in IT, they do so mainly in
hardware. While this may be a characteristic of develop-
ing countries, it may also be viewed as Arabs’ distrust of
anything immaterial. Software on the other hand is
associated with innovation, creativity, and the free flow
of information and knowledge, qualities that the Arabs
have been found lacking (UNDP, 2003). Thus, not only
Arabs are increasing their dependence to the West being
consumers of hardware, they seem to be passive users of
the software and intelligence produced elsewhere.

This issue leads to the tight relationship between
information (and not IT, let alone hardware) and democ-
racy and freedom. If Arab countries are truly “informa-
tion shy” (Henry, 1998), then what information is to be
shared and circulated by IT? Therefore, the Arab does not

see what use he could make of IT and would therefore not
consider it an instrument of development.

Culture

Culture is “[the] collective programming of the mind
that distinguishes the members of one group of people
from those of another” (Hofstede, 1991). For Ibn
Khaldun, 14th century Arab sociologist, man is son to his
habits and his environment, not to his nature and his
moods3.

Hill et al. (1998) claim that the Arab culture is one
of the most complex of the world. It is complex for
several reasons. Though the majority of Arabs are Mus-
lim, many are Jewish or Christian while others are
agnostic and even atheists. Many actions and symbols
assume a particular significance. Often in traditional
Arab cultures a handshake or the spoken word are seen
as more legally binding than a signed contract and the
written word has less significance than in other cul-
tures4.

For Arabs bartering is very different from what the
West calls negotiating. The numerous steps involved in
bartering hold social meanings, the least of which is to
learn about and get more acquainted with the other so as
to build trust in terms of the product quality. Selling and
buying are social acts not replicated by technology.

In his study of Qatari and Emirati cultures, Solberg
(2002) found that “wasta” (social connections and string-
pulling) could be used to lower the level of uncertainty
during business transactions. Even when more direct
means are available, Arabs prefer wasta because of the
human contact it offers. Wasta is a way of life that builds
upon human interactions, a major part of an Arab’s life,
which she or he may not be willing to sacrifice to
technology.

Figure 2b.  …it will continue to represent more than
70% of all IT investments in the MENA region (Source:
Aberdeen, 2001).

Figure 2a. While hardware is projected to represent
less than 35% of all IT investments in the world…
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