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How can Saudi Arabian start-ups be benefited with Social Media?
I. Introduction
Today, the growth and success of any business rests on its ability to attract and retain customers towards its brand (Singh and Khan, 2012). However, that is only half of what is said about the success strategy. In order for a company to be commercially successful, it must not only attract customers, but also retain them. 

Customer retention or brand loyalty is hard to achieve unless a company knows its consumers well. The trickiest part is that consumer preferences are dynamic and they are increasingly becoming selective in their purchase decisions (Clark, 2015). Therefore, tracking consumer behaviour efficiently and engaging into conversations with the customers are becoming less a fad and more a necessity for all companies today, especially start-ups. To that end, many studies (Cox, 2012; Neti, 2011; Arca, 2012) have also established the significant role social media plays in boosting businesses, particularly the ones that are low on funds and yet need visibility in a crowded marketplace. 

The role of social media in bringing profits for Saudi Arabian start-ups is, however, a less studied and discussed area and that is precisely why it has been chosen as a topic of interest for the current research project. Success stories of alreadyestablished and recognised Saudi start-ups will be analysed in the report to understand how start-ups can benefit from the various social media channels. Practically, in an age of digitisation and mobile addiction, it is impossible to be successful ignoring these significant customer engagement forums like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp or YouTube.

II. Project Aims and Objectives
This report aims to understand how Saudi Arabian start-ups can benefit from the power of social media, given that Internet and social media penetration is considerably high in Saudi Arabia among other Middle Eastern countries (The Online Project, 2015; Alarabiya, 2016). As a starting point, these two following statistics acted as triggers to this research topic and led to the research questions presented here in this report: 

i. Internet and social media penetration in Saudi Arabia is at 93% (Alarabiya, 2016) but 

ii. Only 15% Saudi Arabian businesses have an online presence (Elmasry, et. al., 2016). 

This gap in the two reported percentages above indicate that there is a lot of unexploited potential in the social media domain that Saudi Arabian start-ups are yet to tap into. 

This report will investigate what can be done to close this discrepancy by studying some of the topmost promising start-ups in Saudi Arabia and by reading through various e-books, journals, websites, articles and publications on the topic. The country's social media-oriented consumer trends will be studied and then those observations applied to real success stories of the top Saudi start-ups in order to gain a holistic understanding of how Saudi start-ups can benefit from social media.
III. Project Topic
Of all that mankind has achieved over the past few centuries, the Internet and more particularly the social media on the Internet, has by far been one of the biggest and most cultured revolutions in a world of increasing competition and technologies (Bassi, et. al., 2015). It has connected people like never before and have changed the way people do business in today's world (Johansson, 2016). This project specifically explores the benefits of social media engagement for start-ups in Saudi Arabia. 

IV. Scope
The foremost intent of this report is to discover the current state of affairs in Saudi Arabia and abroad with regard to social media use in businesses and how that can help start-ups in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, the scope of this project is to study how the topmost promising start-ups in the country use social media, in the context of Saudi consumer behaviours and social media habits across the leading social networking platforms -- Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube. Thus it will help us understand how these trends can be leveraged by the start-ups in the country to their business advantage. 

The scope of this report does not include investigating qualitative research techniques like focus group discussions or conducting interviews with people and adopting quantitative techniques like analysing responses from surveys and questionnaires. Instead, the findings and observations purely rest on the varied literature review -- both the primary research conducted online for this report and some secondary research sources. 

V. Research Questions & Rationale

A report by Elmasry, et. al. (2016) discusses how Middle Eastern countries have made great strides in terms of digitization and social media behaviours. Statistics from several other reports and studies like the Arab Social Media Report (2015) or the social media trends from Go Gulf (2016) all point to the exponential penetration of social media in the lives of people residing in Middle Eastern countries; for example, 81% of the Arabians believe that social media has made it easier for them to connect to other people and more than half of the people in the Arab countries use social media to connect with people. Saudi Arabia is no different. According to The Online Project (2015), Saudi Arabia is the most active Middle Eastern country on social media platforms. However, Elmasry, et. al. (2016) observed that despite all the progress, Middle Eastern countries are still lagging far behind international standards in terms of business digitization. Opportunities are high, but companies are yet to exploit the strengths of social media to the fullest. In that context, the main research questions for this report are:

· What are the significant social media trends and consumer behaviours in Saudi Arabia?

· What are the most used social networks for Saudi Arabian consumers?

· How can Saudi Arabian start-ups generally benefit from these trends and leverage the power of social media?
· What have the already successful Saudi start-ups from last year done well in the social media aspect to be successful?
VI. Methodology

The methodology for this research report is a literature review that has a two-pronged approach -- (i) to explore how the topmost promising Saudi start-ups are using social media in the context of social media trends and behaviours among the Saudi Arabians (what is the most used social network, etc.) and (ii) to analyse and discuss how the other start-ups in the country can use these social media behaviours to their advantage and add adequate mileage to their brands.

The literature review will be conducted in two phases:

· First, the trends and statistics on social media penetration and consumer behaviours in Saudi Arabia, along with the topmost social platform, will be researched and studied.

· Second, the current state of affairs in Saudi Arabian start-ups with regard to their social media usage, identifying the potential opportunities that lie ahead of them, will be researched and studied.

An understanding of social media trends in Saudi Arabia is achieved mainly by:

· reading through The Online Project report 2015.
· analysing the numbers presented in the Go Gulf 2016 statistics and Global Media Insights.
· browsing through Saudi Arabian websites like the Arabnet.com, Alarabiya.net, Middle East Business Review, Arab News, etc. and;
· reading through journal articles and other articles related to the topic.

Once the first phase of the research is complete, the research would move on to discuss the three topmost Saudi start-ups of 2016 as per the Forbes ratings, and explore how they used social media in their journey to make a mark in consumer psyche. A fourth start-up from Saudi Arabia will also be discussed which secured the 3rd position in the most prestigious MIT Enterprise Forum (MITEF) Arab Start-up Competition. These discussions will lead us to know how social media engagement benefitted them, thus providing direction to future start-ups in the country of 32 million people (Worldometers, 2017). This would also help us arrive at the areas of opportunities for other start-ups in the context of Saudi Arabian consumer behaviours and trends, thereby connecting the dots.
E-books, journals, news articles and websites acted as sources of both primary and secondary research for this report. Reliable Arabic websites, reports and statistics pertaining to social media in Saudi Arabia were the main sources of information for the analysis and findings presented in this report. There are no real person(s) interviewed or surveyed to arrive at the conclusions mentioned at the end of this report.
To gather information about the extent of social media penetration in the Saudi Arabian society and the opportunities that create for the country's various start-ups, a primary research is conducted online from the sources mentioned above. This primary research then led to secondary research sources and offered helpful insights on the project topic. Finally, the primary and secondary research findings are put together in perspective and analysed to arrive at the answers to the research questions. No real person of any company was contacted or asked to comment upon.

VII. Literature Review
The main objective of this report is to understand the current level of social media usage in Saudi Arabia start-ups and then place it in the context of Saudi Arabian social media behaviours to analyse the gaps in practice and recommend improvements. To that end, the literature review will progress from a macro to a micro focus in the model of an inverted pyramid.

i. Why Social Media

The term 'social media' is used to refer to the entire gamut of online technology tools that help people connect effectively with each other over the Internet for sharing information and keeping touch (Social Media Booklet, 2013). For businesses, this would mean connecting the brand with its potential customers (Neti, 2011). The author observes how consumers can get to know about the company's offerings on social media platforms, engage in dialogue with the company, or decide to explore the brand and its products further deep by visiting their website. So, marketing a company or its products/services on social media provides immense mileage and visibility to a brand, if done appropriately and consistently. Since it is a low-cost and low-staff tool, observes Neti (2011), start-ups are more likely to turn to social media platforms for driving their marketing initiatives.
According to the study by Arca (2012), the primary benefits of social media are brand exposure, leads generation, understanding consumer preferences/ gathering feedback, traffic targeting, market studies, competitor monitoring, etc. Cox (2012), on the other hand, stresses on the relationship building aspect of social media. She discusses how start-ups can interact with customers on social media to understand their needs and thus create long-lasting relationships. The better the relationship, more profitable the engagement. Cox (2012) also establishes how the start-ups, after initial kick-off, can engage its existing customers to do a word-of-mouth marketing for the brand on social media platforms. Such marketing techniques are considered extremely effective in winning future customers.
ii. Social Media -- Saudi Arabian Consumer Behaviour & Trends
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The wave of digitization and social media marketing have been particularly astronomical in the Middle Eastern countries with cross-border data flow increasing 150 fold, connecting the region to the rest of the world (Elmasry, et. al., 2016). The authors noted how many Middle Eastern governments have launched their targets around digitization in the coming few decades. For example, the Saudi Arabian Vision 2030 or the Saudi Arabian National Transformation Program 2020 are all focused on reaping higher benefits from the power of the Internet, social media and digital networks. 

Going by the Go Gulf (2016) statistics, Saudi Arabia is the world's 7th most active country on social networks at a rate of seven accounts per user and 5 tweets per day for every average Saudi person. 91% of Saudis use WhatsApp for networking and communication, followed by Facebook (80%), Twitter (53%), Instagram (43%) and YouTube (40%). 
Other channels like SnapChat is also quite popular in Saudi Arabia (The Online Project, 2015). However, it has been also observed that Saudis are voracious consumers of online videos and the main video-sharing channels are Facebook and Instagram, not YouTube (Baghdadi, 2015; The Online Project, 2015). Although YouTube is perceived as the main video-sharing platform, highest video [image: image13.png]Active Social
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engagements in the country are seen on Facebook and Instagram. In fact, as noted The Online Project (2015), engagement achieved through each Facebook video is twice that received on an YouTube link. A social experiment conducted by The Online Project Team with Omar Hussein, a communication consultant, revealed that Facebook is giving a tough competition to YouTube in terms of video viewership.

The Arab Social Media report (2015) found that 55% Saudi Arabians use the social media for networking purposes (see figure below). Other reasons like photo-sharing, video-watching, information-gathering was secondary to networking. In the survey conducted in this report, social media emerged as the "life enhancer" for most Arabs, who cannot imagine life without it. This report also categorised companies based on their level of social media adoption -- "change embracers" were companies mainly from the Arabian Peninsula and "late adopters" existed primarily in the rest of the Arabic regions. Saudi Arabia falling in the Arabian Peninsula is, therefore, one such country where companies embraced change and engaged in social media marketing already. 
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Indeed, even the report by Baghdadi (2015) echoes similar thoughts. It mentioned that today's Saudi Arabian media and communications platforms are dominated by various social media channels. This indicates high engagement rates of an average Saudi, which actually generate lucrative opportunities for companies, especially those low on funds as they can reach more and more people with very little investment. The author also traced an interesting trivia whereby Arabic was found to be the most used language in social media, 7.5 times more popular than English.
iii. Most Popular Social Channels

Facebook and Twitter are the two most popular social platforms in Saudi Arabia. Interesting trends and statistics gathered by Baghdadi (2015) are:

· Facebook is the most popular site for networking/ engagement in Saudi Arabia with over 11 million users by 2015. 

· Instagram had 8.8 million active users by 2015 and an average Saudi posted about 12 times in a week on Instagram.

· Twitter users in 2015 surpassed Instagrammers in the same year with 80% growth and over 9 million users.

· Even in terms of YouTube usage, Saudi Arabia exhibits highly optimistic statistics for small companies to take advantage of. In 2012, Google declared Saudi Arabia as the world's leading country in the number of YouTube views per capita. 
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Even in 2016, the trends go in favour of Facebook and Twitter, followed by Instagram and others (Global Media Insights, 2016). GMI statistics also noted that Twitter penetration is the highest in Saudi Arabia, compared to other countries of the world. Evidently, social media has emerged as a major force in Saudi today.

2017 statistics indicate a similar popularity -- Facebook and Twitter lead in terms of highest average number of fans/followers and highest response rates across all social platforms (SocialBakers, 2017). 
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In Saudi Arabia, Facebook users use the platform mainly for sharing photos (59%) and then for video engagements (22%), holds the SocialBakers Report (2017). And 90% of the users, according to the report, provide reactions (likes, love, angry. etc) as manifestations of their engagement. For Twitter, most of the engagement actions demonstrated are retweets (42%) and then likes (29%). 
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5th most visited website in the country is Twitter and an average Saudi tweets 5 times in a day (Go Gulf, 2016). In the entire MENA region, Saudi Arabia has the maximum number of Twitter users, noted Go Gulf in keeping with the GMI stats. 
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In terms of social chat networks, WhatsApp leads the way with 27% usage ahead of Facebook messenger (20%), Skype (14%) and SnapChat (13%). 

iv. Social Media Addiction of Saudis
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The general population of Saudi Arabia being youthful and adventurous, they are voracious consumers of new technologies, driving the smartphone market growth significantly high. As GMI (2016) noted, the youthful Saudis' tremendous mobile addiction has not only reduced the use of desktops and laptops by 17%, but has also pushed smartphone usage up by 19%. Growth in smartphones, tablets and other mobile devices have been one of the primary reasons behind the countrymen's social media addiction. 

The stats to the right clearly indicate how much pro-mobile the Saudi population is -- out of the 11 million active social media profiles, 10 million are accessed through mobile devices (GMI, 2016). This means that 91% of the country's social media users find it easier to engage through their mobile handsets. This, in effect, opens up a sea of opportunities for businesses who are keen to create a customer base, that is, mostly the Saudi Arabian start-ups.

v. Quick Look: Top Saudi Start-ups

As social media engagements grew in Saudi Arabia, the fresher entrepreneurs of the country also started to acknowledge how social media is beneficial for business growth, content generation and product promotion (Dwivedi, et. al., 2016). They have been quick to recognise the benefit potentials in social media and have modelled a social media-centric business that is in constant touch with its consumers either through Facebook, Twitter or some other network. Their success stories lend enough food for thought to the country's other start-ups.
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The Saudi start-ups that have secured the top three positions in the Forbes 2016 listing of the '50 Most Promising Saudi Start-ups' are PayTabs, UTURN and C3 Films. Of these, the latter two belong to the Entertainment and Media industry, whereas the first company is part of the financial services sector. There is a 4th start-up studied for the purposes of this report -- B8ak, which is a home-maintenance delivery company. All these 4 companies come from different industries, but have been successful start-ups, thus indicating that all of them might have something in common that helped them succeed. What they have done, practically, is exploiting the current wave of social media and mobile addiction of the Saudis to boost their businesses.

PayTabs: An online payment process tool, this start-up markets itself under the smart tagline 'simple and trusted payments'. The entire business idea and execution is hinged on the social Internet activities of the Arabs, saving them from financial frauds, bank hassles and long waits -- they can buy and sell through this tool, transact through their websites or social media accounts, generate invoices periodically even without a website, etc. -- all in a quick and reliable way (PayTabs website). Recently they have launched a unique offering, the eStore, allowing free-of-charge product selling on social media. PayTabs also has an active Facebook and Twitter account that regularly interacts with its customers.
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As Dwivedi, et. al. (2016) observed, use of these social platforms help companies target and reach both existing and potential customers and engage with them. PayTabs has been doing just that and has thus topped the list of start-ups in Saudi.

UTURN: An online entertainment network targeted to the Arabs worldwide, this company quickly tapped the Middle East's entertainment void and modelled their business to offer entertainment that fosters local talent, appeals to the young generation, and engages through social media. They produced online shows and lots of entertainment-related video content, which they rolled out on their own YouTube channel (Endeavor). Soon, they spread on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram with all of these video content which gives UTURN thousands of customer engagement points and millions of followers.
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C3 Films: Another innovative start-up from the country is a self-funded media production company founded by Alaa Yoosef Faden and Ali Kalthami in 2011 (Coleman, 2016). One of the many successful projects delivered by this start-up is the Saudi's popular internet television network Telfaz11.tv, attracting the best internet talents of the Arab countries. 

Although C3 Films has a social media presence in most of the leading networks -- Facebook, Twitter, Instagram -- it isn't as active on social media in customer engagement as PayTabs and UTURN. It has only 120 tweets and 4 Instagram posts. Also, the last post on their Facebook page was made in July 2013, almost 4 years ago. 
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Therefore, higher the social media engagement, better the chances of business success, as is apparent from these 3 Saudi start-ups. 

Now let us consider the case of the B8ak, the Saudi start-up to emerge as 2nd runner-up in the prestigious MIT Enterprise Forum (MITEF) Arab Start-up Competition held at the King Abdullah Economic City (KAEC) (Wahab, 2016).

B8ak: Promoting themselves as 'Services at your fingertips', this Saudi Arabian start-up is a smartphone application-based home maintenance service delivery business founded by Khalid H. Al-Hmili, Eyad A. Al-Shabaan and Khaled Hassoun (Wahab, 2016; B8ak website). This start-up has leveraged the mobile Internet usage trend of the Saudis at its fullest potential and offers the convenience of having any household/maintenance needs like plumber or electrician met by just a few clicks on the B8ak app. Launched only in 2015, it is no joke to finish third among 5967 participants by just a year from their beginning, that too in a competition judged by eminent Arab personalities like Prince Saud K. Al-Faisal, executive director of investment policies at Saudi Arabian General Investment Authority (SAGIA) (Wahab, 2016).

B8ak makes an engagement promise on its homepage itself, asking customers to follow them on Twitter for information and service updates (B8ak website). The B8ak innovation thrives on the combined strengths of social media and mobile applications. Although B8ak has Facebook and Instagram presence, their most active customer interactions and brand exposure are conducted through Twitter where they already have 4495 followers. Interestingly, their Twitter account was set up in 2013, two years ahead of its launch (B8ak Twitter). This social media engagement ahead of the official launch must have been done with a purpose. B8ak was quick to exploit the social media benefits.

vi. Social Media Benefits

The Arab Social Media Report (2015) broadly summarized the benefits of social media as:

· Driving business growth and visibility,

· Helping create brand identities, company image, reputations,

· Facilitating low-cost advertising, targeted marketing to large pool of consumers,

· Providing an effective platform to post about upcoming recruitment drives, attract talent and increase job opportunities, 

· Getting to understand consumer behaviours and needs better, etc.

Demers (2016) reported that the attractiveness of social media lies in the fact that it does not require heavy investments; it generally has the low-cost and easy point of entry advantage over other more conventional marketing tools. That is perhaps why start-up companies should focus on social media marketing initiatives to give the brand its much-needed exposure to potential customers. As Sitkins (2016) listed, start-ups can benefit from social media as it helps them:

· Reinforce their brand

· Generate leads with minimum investment

· Improve their search engine rankings and attract traffic to their website

· Interact directly and openly with customers, and

· Distribute relevant content (videos, pictures, news, updates) across multiple channels and engage customers with the company offerings (products, services, etc.).

VIII. Results and discussions

The literature review clearly suggests the colossal rise in social media adoption among the Saudis and their mobile addiction, especially the young population. A large majority of Saudis access social networks through their mobile devices, instead of laptops/desktops. This trend, explains Hubbard (2015), is because the Saudis find freedom of speech on social platforms, especially Twitter, that they otherwise lack in life. They use social media mainly to connect with other people. The most popular social network in Saudi Arabia as of early 2017 is Facebook, although Twitter is becoming increasingly popular as the platform of voicing opinions and a forum for expressing dissent. Unlike other social media channels, observed Worth (2012), Twitter allows Saudis to transgress social limits and debate on various socio-political topics 'collectively and in real time'. The tweets also include opinions on products and services, companies and individuals. Therefore, it is a good opportunity for Saudi start-ups to interact and engage with existing and potential customers. The Saudi social media rage, coupled with their mobile device addiction, presents a ready stage for start-up businesses to base their kick-off in social-media oriented or mobile-app related marketing.

Video-sharing is also one of their very favourite social media activities in Saudi Arabia. This trend can be particularly helpful for start-ups as they can distribute audio-visual content about their products easily through the various video-sharing channels, which in the Saudi Arabian context, are Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and Twitter. Start-ups like UTURN and C3 Films seem to have exploited this trend.  Particularly UTURN achieved a promising future by purely creating innovative and entertaining videos (Coleman, 2016). These two start-ups also catered to the youthful Saudi population's hunger for entertainment, which has so far been majorly lacking in an average Saudi's life. According to the Endeavor, the government-controlled national broadcasters cannot adequately engage Saudi's young audiences, nor can they nurture Saudi talent appropriately. When entertainment and media start-ups like UTURN and C3 Films fills this void, and that too through social media channels, they become instant successes.

PayTabs also banked on the power of social media and integrated it into their offerings to script their remarkable success. B8ak went a step ahead -- not just social media marketing, their entire business is mobile application-based, thus exploiting the Saudis' social habits to its fullest potential and achieving brand recognition. The Saudi start-ups discussed in this report and their successes point to the many benefits that remain embedded in various social media platforms and that can be used to the advantage of many other Saudi start-ups. What made their success and recognition possible in such a short span is probably the way they integrated social media into their business or engaged with customers/audiences online.

Thus, the research indicates that there is a tremendous growth potential for Saudi Arabian start-ups through the social media channels. More and more consumers are spending most part of their days engaged in some channel or the other, mainly through their smartphones --83% says the Arab Social Media Report 2015. The start-ups can, therefore, exploit this social media addiction of Saudi Arabians and have greater market reach, interact more with customers on the go and understand what their brand is doing well or can do better. Since start-ups can get closer to customers more easily than large-scale firms, they can position themselves well through powerful word-of-mouth marketing too (Cox, 2012). 

Most importantly, start-ups have the advantage of being new, which consumers always are curious to check out (Demers, 2016). They can position their brand whichever way they want through their social media presence. Once this is done consistently across all social media channels, half the job of market entry is taken care of. Gradually then, start-ups can build anticipation around their upcoming products, engage in dialog with consumers through online forums and blogs, understand what they need and then tweak the business accordingly. That's the easiest and simplest way of market penetration, which is particularly relevant for Saudi Arabian start-ups since Saudis are socially active like never before.
IX. Conclusion
The research findings conclude that social media is increasingly becoming popular among Saudi Arabians, embodying immense growth opportunities for the country's start-ups, who are targeting to reach maximum people at minimum cost. Facebook and Twitter are the most popular social networks, followed by Instagram. In terms of social chat networks, WhatsApp leads. And YouTube videos are Saudi favourites too, who love to watch and share videos, especially entertaining ones. 

The potential is huge in the country for start-ups. Many such start-ups have woven astounding success stories in Saudi Arabia. PayTabs, UTURN, C3 Films and B8ak are some of them, to name a few. The way these start-ups engaged with customers online and exposed their brands, which can easily be done through mobile devices, provides enough guidance to the country's other businesses who are planning to launch their brand and get noticed. 

The Saudi Arabian start-ups can particularly focus on video content generation about the brand and its products and then just release it on Facebook, YouTube, Instagram and Twitter. Not only would it advertise about the product and make it known to the masses, but it will also create brand exposure and channelize customers into the website. The Twitter accounts can help them create effective customer engagements, listening to what they want or like. Market targeting and leads generation are easier through social media as well because consumers' behaviours are easier to track and thus shape business. On the whole, possibilities are huge for the country's many start-ups to exploit the power of social media to their advantage and make a mark alongside its established competitors. 
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