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Presentation  

“Asbar Council”, “Asbar Center for Studies, Research 

and Communications” was established on 1994, and 

“Asbar World Forum” was established on 2016. Both of 

which constitute a key part of the scientific and intellec-

tual work we do. Asbar World Forum” is an annual con-

ference we sponsor, concerned with international de-

velopment, our work includes relevant lectures, meet-

ings, workshops to continue throughout the year follow-

ing the conference. This is because, we believe, “Asbar 

Council” represents a pioneering and unique experi-

ence, whether in its kind or in its engagement with peo-

ple from all backgrounds in Saudi Arabia.   

Besides work on ground via its annual forum, Asbar al-

so use technology and online spaces for its intellectual 

activities. More than 90 Saudi intellectuals use a 

WhatsApp group to discuss current affairs on a weekly 

basis. These 90 experts, who are the group’s members, 

participate in supporting and enriching Asbar’s events. 

Those members belong to several scientific specializa-

tions, and they also came from diverse intellectual 

backgrounds including university professors, media pro-
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fessional, economists and young Saudis, who share the 

passion about their country’s development.  

The idea of the WhatsApp group developed during As-

bar’s first year, and, late, it turned into an institutional 

achievement has its vision, message and objectives. 

The WharsApp group has its own statute and adminis-

trative regulations to govern its content and activities. A 

board of directors with regulated missions and authori-

ties, supervises the group’s affairs, conducts its work 

and sets its plans. This board of directors consists of a 

head, Secretary-General, a supervisory Board of fifteen 

members, and it has six working committees to manage 

its various publications, the most prominent of which is 

the “Monthly Report” in the form of a book reviewing the 

prescribed issues discussed during the month (Of which 

45 books have been published so far).  

The group members speak about the important strategic 

and developmental issues in Saudi Arabia, so as the 

Forum focuses its attention on the themes of sustaina-

ble development, and what is included in the paths of 

Vision 2030, its approaches and manifestations. It may 

sometimes resort to discussing national or regional mat-
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ters. The report (and the book) are available to decision-

makers and the public on the website, which was creat-

ed specifically for publication of the Asbar’s outputs. 

Anyone can download the book for free.  

Asbar has social media accounts on Twitter and Face-

book, it also has a YouTube paltform, which has all the 

events filmed and downloaded to watch by those inter-

ested in what we do. Our most prominent guests are 

ministers, ambassadors, experts and officials. This 

study, which will discuss our engagement with officials 

and our publication’s conclusions, is prepared by Dr. 

Ibrahim bin Abdul Aziz Al Bayez (From King Saud Uni-

versity) who is specialized in Media, Communication, 

Information Technologies with reference to the Saudi 

cultural context. He is also a member of the Forum and 

a member of the Supervisory Board for more than one 

session, which qualifies him to combine between the 

academic methodology, observation and personal co-

habitation of Asbar. Therefore, I believe it to be a distin-

guished and praiseworthy study, and I thank Dr. Al Ba-

yez for his work and documentation of Asbar’s 

achievement. Asbar is a pioneering and unique experi-

ence, institutionalized, well-structured, and sustainable 

in its growth through the past four years).  
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Thanks also to those who participated with us in Asbar, 

supported the work we do, and thanks to those who 

worked in management of the Forum and to all its 

committees, and to those who were faithful to it and to 

its message, and also to those who left it temporarily or 

permanently due to their circumstances. Thanks to our 

colleagues at Asbar Center for Studies, Research and 

Communications who organize the Forum’s events, ac-

tivities and outputs. Thanks to those who will browse the 

contents of this valuable book, which we will work on 

updating by the virtue of the latest developments. 

Dr. Fahad Al-Orabi Al-Harthi  

President of Asbar Council 
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Introduction  

The Internet has brought a lot to the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia, but mainly it made it easier for those who share 

interests to communicate, exchange ideas and opinions. 

The arrival of smart phones and social media platforms 

has allowed people to exchange text messages, imag-

es, audio and video clips. Then, we started seeing av-

erage citizens publishing serious and comic views, pop-

ulist discourse, misinformation and rumours.  

In the light of this technical transformation, Asbar Center 

for Studies, Research and Communications launched 

several initiatives. Asbar’s aim was to employ digital 

technologies to support intellectual engagement with 

current affairs in Saudi Arabia. This is reflected in the 

fact that Asbar uses WhatsApp group as its main plat-

form to reach its members. Its members, usually elites 

with professional and managerial experience in public 

and private sectors, discuss a wide range of issues.  

In October 2015, I was honoured to join the Forum; I 

knew its idea and its work mechanisms, as well as its 

management style. After several participations and fol-
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low-up of the issued monthly reports, including a docu-

mented record of what was going on, I was convinced 

that this initiative deserves to be documented and de-

fined as an exceptional communication case study. As-

bar is a unique case in which communication and tech-

nology are strategically used to spread and exchange 

knowledge. From this perspective, I spoke with His Ex-

cellency Dr. Fahd Al Orabi Al Harthy, the President of 

Asbar Center for Studies, Research and Communica-

tions and the director of the Forum. I proposed my idea 

of writing a descriptive study about Asbar to document 

the first three years since its launch in April 2015; so, as 

it may be the core for further quantitative and qualitative 

studies of this experience. He agreed, so we wrote this 

study focusing on Asbar as a model that utilize commu-

nication technologies and messaging platforms to cre-

ate cultural and intellectual forums. 

I would like to take the opportunity of concluding this 

study to express my thanks and appreciation to Dr. 

Fahad Al Orabi Al Harthy; for accepting the idea, and for 

his direction to the Public Relations Department at As-

bar Center to help in providing the study’s data, as well 
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as I express my thanks and appreciation to Mr. Hadi Al 

Olayani (Director of Public Relations at Asbar Center) 

for his effort and excellence in the data collection and 

input, and his patience with me as I had many requests 

and queries. I would like also to thank the distinguished 

sisters and brothers who attended meeting of the first 

draft presentation of this study for their comments and 

proposals, from which I benefited greatly, they are: Dr. 

Al Jazi Al Shobaki, Ms. Amal Al Moalami, Dr. Hamed Al 

Sharari, Dr. Khaled Al Ridaian, Eng. Khalid Al Othman, 

Dr. Khalid bin Deheish, Dr. Riad Najm, Mr. Abdullah Al 

Dweihi, Dr. Abdullah Al Assaf, Dr. Abdullah bin Saleh Al 

Hamoud, Dr. Abdullah bin Nasser Al Hamoud, Dr. Mo-

sad Al Mahya and Dr. Nouf Al Ghamdi.  

Ibrahim Al Beayeyz, PhD 
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Preface  

Asbar Council 1 is essentially a WhatsApp Group, that 

its members are Saudi Arabian academics, intellectuals, 

consultants and officials from various scientific back-

grounds. In the WhatsApp Group, they discuss public 

affairs with all its political, economic, social, media and 

educational pillars, as well as its local, regional and in-

ternational approaches. They found in WhatsApp appli-

cation an opportunity to establish a platform for dialogue 

and exchange of opinions, within the adherence to rules 

and procedures that seek to objectivity and scientific 

methodology.  

This initiative emerged in April 2015, during an event 

hosted by Asbar Center to celebrate the completion of a 

contractual study project. The aim at the beginning was 

to maintain a communication channel among project 

team via a WhatsApp group, but the group quickly be-

came unprecedented intellectual project, producing 

monthly reports documenting the group's dialogue and 

deliberations on developmental topics, and making it 

available on the internet.  



Dialogue in virtual space  

 

 

 

14 

Asbar Council, every week, chose an issue to be its 

“Weekly Issue”, around which the dialogue begins with 

a paper to be written by a member, followed by a com-

mentary paper or two papers to be written by the se-

lected members, and this is followed by opening the 

door to interventions with opinions, information and 

comments that enrich the debate on the issue at hand 

from various dimensions. The dialogue ends with pro-

posals and recommendations. The Forum devotes forty-

eight hours named as ‘the exclusive period for dialogue 

on the weekly issue’. It starts from 1 pm every Sunday 

and lasts until 1 pm on Tuesday. Interventions during 

this exclusive period are only concerned with the issue, 

and after its completion, the time will be available for 

dialogues, discussions and interventions, whether on 

the issue or concerning any other subject, in which one 

of the members participates, including serious and in-

formative comments on the news, and on current 

events.  

The papers of the weekly issues, subsequent interven-

tions, deliberations and recommendations made to a 

series of monthly reports. This WhatsApp group used to 
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be named as “Asbar Council” which later was changed 

to “Multaqa Aspar” on 19 March 2017 to avoid conflict 

with the “Asbar World Forum”. Asbar World Forum is 

another project of Asbar Center for Studies, Research 

and Communications available to all interested and 

wishing to peruse them in PDF format, which it can be 

downloaded from the Forum website. Asbar World Fo-

rum is an annual event held by Asbar. All Asbar initia-

tives deserves a descriptive study to be defined there-

with, a methodology that goes beyond the typology of 

administrative reports, and is based on statistical read-

ings, analyses and conclusions give rise to more ques-

tions than answers. This is what this descriptive study 

seeks, which has been divided into six sections:  

1. In its first section, the study explains the initiative 

idea, its development within a cultural context, its 

available outlets, its growing importance in Saudi 

Arabia, and within a technical context on communi-

cation and informatics techniques in the Saudi socie-

ty. The study will also looks at the project within the 

current status of Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICT) in the Saudi society, and how it 
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has contributed in opening alternative channels for a 

dialogue main stream media have failed to accom-

modate.  

2. The second section is on the procedures and mecha-

nisms mentioned in the “Forum System” and “Week 

Case Regulation”, which has made the initiative idea 

turns into a cultural project based on institutional 

work and kept it away from improvisation, and its 

mission and objectives clearly defined, and stating 

the roles and responsivities of the Forum's chair-

manship and Supervisory Board, and laying down 

the discussion rules and procedures.  

3. The third section presents the Forum membership in 

terms of its requirements and responsibilities. It also 

provides a statistical presentation of members de-

mographic data: gender; age; educational qualifica-

tions and specialties; and professional and experi-

ences.  

4. The forth section is a descriptive study of the topics 

discussed in the Forum during its first three years. It 

has statistical tables of these topics cases were pre-

sented, classified as per its fields and percentage, 

with indicators of total and average number of partic-
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ipants, and reference to top headlines with higher 

percentages in each field. 

5. The fifth section presents results of the descriptive 

study of the monthly reports series issued by the Fo-

rum during the first three years since its inception, 

reaching thirty-seven reports. The presentation here-

in includes size of these reports in terms of the num-

ber of pages, and the amount of interaction with 

them in terms of reading and downloading from the 

Forum website on the Internet.  

6. The last section if the sixth combined with the conclu-

sion and inferences that could be derived from this 

initiative. This section shed light on the importance of 

promoting the dialogue culture in Saudi Arabian so-

ciety, its potential influence, and the cultural and 

cognitive potential outcomes of that. 
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Cultural and ICT Context of the Forum:  

Dialogue in Saudi Society  

Dialogue is a social phenomenon associated with hu-

man existence. It is the appropriate approach in civilized 

societies to address political, economic, social and intel-

lectual issues and crises, and the ideal alternative to 

violence, exclusion and abolition that have failed in 

overcoming conflicts and disputes. The importance of 

dialogue has grown as a result of globalization and de-

velopment of information and communication technolo-

gies. It has been difficult for local culture to resist com-

munication, and influence by other cultures.  

As the rest of Arab societies, Saudi Arabia has wit-

nessed various declared and non-declared cultural and 

intellectual trends, including religious and nonreligious. 

However, due to historical, political, cultural and social 

considerations, dialogue was not on the list of national 

priorities. 

Internet applications have opened up alternative and 

unprecedented media and communication outlets in 

many countries; the Arab region is not an exception. 

New terms and terminologies have been introduced 
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such as new media, alternative information, citizen 

press, and other terms that refer to the end of main-

stream media monopoly of opinion and expression out-

lets. New communication channels gave its users and 

followers opportunities for access to information and 

opinions that were not available to before and have cre-

ated forums for dialogue and expression neither main-

stream media nor official cultural institutions were able 

to accommodate. The beginning was with the chat 

rooms, followed by forums and blogs, and finally came 

the social platforms: Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, 

LinkedIn, and many more. 

Saudi society was not far from these changes, thanks to 

the high penetration rates of communication technolo-

gies and its application. Internet forums have taken re-

markable role in the information exchange and for-

mation of opinions on the issues raised therein, and 

emerged therein a marked amount of intellectual and 

cultural variation and diversity. When internet forums 

disappeared, social media platforms became dominant 

on the public opinion scene with all its details and politi-

cal, economic, social, sports, artistic and media issues. 
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Despite the discrepancies in estimating the number of 

social media accounts in the Arab region, there is an 

agreement on the high penetration of social media in 

Saudi Arabia; 29% of all active Twitter accounts in Arab 

countries, and more than 32% of all tweets issued by 

Twitter accounts in Arab countries. This presence was 

remarkable both locally and internationally. Twitter is 

perceived as a virtual space in the absence of a real 

public space – for dialogue on socially and religiously 

sensitive social issues. This has grabbed international 

media attention who anticipated that it will contribute in 

social change in the foreseeable future. 

WhatsApp is one of the fastest growing social media 

platforms. During its first four years, the monthly aver-

age number of active accounts worldwide reached 419 

million, compared with 145 million for Facebook and 54 

million for Twitter. Due to its ease of use and multilin-

gualism, the monthly average of individual uses of this 

platform reached 3,500 (outgoing and incoming) mes-

sages, 40 pictures, 13 audio messages, and 7 video 

clips. WhatsApp has become on the list of preferable 

social media platform in the Arab world. A number of 
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surveys have shown that 84% of social media users in 

the Arab world have WhatsApp subscription. The rate 

rises to 91% in Saudi Arabia, making it the highest 

country in the world. 

WhatsApp messaging has become a prominent feature 

in Saudi society. Its contents included social messages 

(greetings, congratulations, prayers, sermons and med-

ical tips and suggestions) audio and video clips. 

WhatsApp groups have grown rapidly and have turned 

into incubators and fertile grounds for rumours and fab-

ricated news. There is much talk about its random 

spread. 

Serious initiatives with interest in public affairs have ap-

peared against this randomness and negativity in 

WhatsApp groups. Some can be characterized by its 

spontaneity and simplicity like an initiative by a group of 

young people who formed a WhatsApp group named 

“News of Abu Arish”, in which they discuss issues relat-

ed to the government services and communicating with 

officials about it. They are keen to present their town in 

a positive way, and to refute rumors and fabricated 

news. Other initiatives are more organized in its rules 
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for dialogue, choice of topics and acceptance of group 

members. Among these is “Elite Culture and Information 

Group" which stated in May 2013. Its members include 

a homogeneous group of government officials, media 

professionals and intellectuals of both genders. Their 

dialogues deal with issues of public interest, intellectual 

and cultural topics according to a specified weekly pro-

gram. The group's management published the dia-

logues during the first year in a book titled “Harvest”, 

and was sent to the Custodian of the Two Holy 

Mosques and senior government officials. The idea of 

the annual book was replaced by a periodic electronic 

journal named “The Elite”, three copies of which are 

available on the group's website. 

There is another group named “National Issues” which 

started in March 2015. According to video clip about the 

group, it seeks “to provide the best for our dear home-

land and help our leadership through the high-end dia-

logues that turn into developmental initiatives and pro-

jects”. The group has 240 members, and its dialogues 

addressed 75 topics, and have organized more than 

131 seminars. Other than the news published on the 
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group's website, there is no documentation of these dia-

logues or events. 

boThere are many chat groups on WhatsApp. As much 

of this growing number, the debate has arisen about its 

importance and feasibility. There are those who consid-

er it as a healthy phenomenon as a more convenient 

alternative to direct meeting, which saves the partici-

pants the time and effort, and overcomes the barriers of 

time and space. To them technology has opened the 

door for dialogues on matters that the media, official 

and semi-official institutions were unable to absorb. 

However, there are those who do not look at it in a posi-

tive way, to them it lacks essence of face-toface meet-

ings and its importance in persuasion, delivery of the 

message and the desired goal, as well as the time re-

quired for writing, which may be delayed for many 

hours; which may have difficulty in concentrating to 

convey the idea. Therefore, they continue to consider 

this virtual space as a time waste not serious. 

I hope this study will contribute in opening further dis-

cussion on the role of technology in social dialogue on 

public affairs, and document an initiative that illustrate 
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the necessity reconsider labeling new communication 

technologies as just "new media"; but alternative media. 

The added value of this study is that it confirms Saudi's 

ability to adopt technology and use it in their social dia-

logue that can contribute in enhancing developmental 

efforts. 
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Asbar Council :  

Institutionalizing Dialogue in Virtual Space  

Founders of Asbar Councilhad specific sustainable 

goals and purposes from the forum since its launch. The 

sustainability aspect is seen in Asbar Councilsurvival 

and continuity in a way that is institutional. This is 

stemmed from the Forum's structure and its contempo-

rary weekly issues, which arrange dialogues and ex-

change of discussions and opinions, as well as in the 

regulation governing the selection and management of 

the weekly issues.  

These administrative rules, which is sustainable in its 

manner, contributed to the success of Asbar and ena-

bled it to issue more than forty reports until the date of 

preparing this study. These reports included monitoring 

dialogues and discussions of more than 200 issues in 

public affairs whether its political, economic, social, cul-

tural, educational or media affair. In the second month 

after its launch, Asbar adopted a regulatory body titled 

“Forum regulation” and underwent a series of adjust-

ments and improvements. The system consists of a 

preamble and nine articles, begins with definitions of the 

vocabulary and terms contained therein, and continues 
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to determine the general framework of the Forum, its 

management, membership, mechanism of work, prod-

ucts, controls of dialogue, responses and comments, 

and ends with “Article nine” on the support of Asbar 

Center for the Forum by the necessary offices and ser-

vices.  

Asbar Center for Studies, Research and Communica-

tions is not a scientific or professional association or 

organization with an independent legal body; however, it 

is close to be an initiative of social responsibility. Article 

Nine of the Forum System stipulates on that “Asbar 

Center for Studies, Research and Communications shall 

provide all necessary needs of the Forum members, its 

working committees and teamwork which fall within 22 

See Annex No. (1) Asbar shall provide logistics includ-

ing offices, meeting rooms and all services they need”.  

Asbar Center’s responsibilities includes providing finan-

cial and logistical support for its members, “Article four” 

of the regulatory body stipulates on the absolute right of 

the Center “to take the actions and decisions it deems 

appropriate for the benefit of the Forum, and it is the 

owner of intellectual property for this Forum and its vari-
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ous products”, the President and General Supervisor of 

the Asbar has the following powers:  

1- Appoint the Chairman and members of the Supervi-

sory Board and the Secretary General in accordance 

with what he/she deems appropriate.  

2- Dissolution and restructure of the Supervisory Board 

before expiry of its legal term in case it had not per-

formed well; or he/she can extend the period of the 

Board if he/she deems it to be in the interest of As-

bar.  

3- Represent the Forum locally and abroad. “Article 3” 

of the Forum System states that Asbar’s message is 

to “create a socio-cultural intellectual space to dis-

cuss intellectual, cultural, political, social and devel-

opmental issues that concern the Saudi society, the 

Arab world and the world”.  

In order to achieve this message, the Asbar seeks the 

following objectives:  

¶  Spread knowledge of the latest events and social 

affairs.  
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¶ Promote the values of dialogue and exchange of 

views among intellectual and cultural elites.  

¶ Provide specialized cultural and intellectual visions 

on developments and turn them into reference mate-

rial for those who need them.  

¶ Provide scientific and practical recommendations for 

existing problems and provide some initiatives con-

cerning them.  

Supervision of the Forum, follow-up of its performance 

and setting public policies have a supervisory board of 

not less than nine members and not more than fifteen, 

where they shall be selected by the Forum President 

(Asbar Center President) 

Since the date the Forum was launched until recently, 

six sessions of the Supervisory Board (the number of 

their members ranged between 9 and 13) were held, 

and 44 members of the Forum: 29 men and 15 women. 

“Article 4” of the Forum System indicated procedures 

and arrangements for decisions and meetings of the 

Supervisory Board and its functions and powers, includ-

ing: Accepting nominations and applications for mem-
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bership in the Forum, setting controls and rules of dia-

logue, and studying proposals of the Forum members.  

The Board Chairman or a selected member shall con-

tinue to follow-up dialogue at the Forum, to ensure 

compliance with its rules and regulations. The Forum 

has a General Secretariat whose members are named 

in coordination between the Forum President, the Su-

pervisory Board Chairman and the Secretary General.  

The Supervisory Board Chairmanship of the Forum was 

chaired by Dr. Abdullah bin Nasser Al-Hamoud, Profes-

sor of Media at Imam Muhammad Bin Saud Islamic 

University, Dr. Ali Bin Siddiq Al-Hakami, Professor of 

Psychology at King Saud University, Dr. Abdullah bin 

Saleh Al-Hamoud, Professor of Sociology at Imam Mu-

hammad bin Saud Islamic University, Eng. Khalid Al 

Othman, Chairman of Saudi Development Initiative 

Company and Dr. Al Jazi bint Mohammed Al Shubaiqi, 

Professor of Social Studies at King Saud University.  

The Forum adopted a regulation for the week issue, the 

regulations were developed and modified before its final 

version was announced in January 2017, and it is cur-

rently in force. The regulatory paper about the weekly 



Dialogue in virtual space  

 

 

 

30 

issue indicates that ‘the group members are national 

thinkers of various backgrounds, and those with the de-

sire to contribute positively to their society’s develop-

ment through discussion on intellectual, cultural, politi-

cal, social, economic and developmental topics of inter-

est to the Kingdom and the Gulf, especially the Arab 

region and the world in general”. 

The regulation consists of six articles that regulate as-

pects related to the week issue, in terms of its overall 

framework, its selection criteria, and the work mecha-

nisms of the team. According to this regulation, the Su-

pervisory Board shall, at its first meeting, establish a 

teamwork for the case, includes the Forum President, 

the Supervisory Board Chairman, the Secretary-

General, and one or more active members of the Fo-

rum.  

The team shall be responsible for evaluating the pro-

posed topics for the week issue, choosing the appropri-

ate ones, nominating writers and commentators from 

the Forum members, communicating and following-up 

with them until the day on which the issue is put on 

time. One team member is chosen to be the “weekly 
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issue officer”, and executive management of the case, 

including the task of communicating with candidates to 

write the main paper and commentating papers from 

members or guests, and announcing titles and dates of 

cases and following-up collection and tabulation of the 

proposed titles.  

The ‘weekly issue’ team should create a criterion for 

choosing the “week issue”, and what is the appropriate 

topic to be of a developmental strategic national dimen-

sion, with reference to the Saudi society and national 

interest. The ‘weekly issue’ team shall inform writers of 

papers and commentators’ names, the approved axes 

and dates of papers receipt and publication. It also pub-

lishes announcements about the weekly issue’s dates of 

the discussion start and end, names of writers and inter-

locutors.  

Writer of the main paper shall send the paper draft to 

officers from the ‘weekly issue’ team at least two weeks 

before the case date, to be sent to the commentators to 

write their comments and to deliver them within ten days 

from that date. The case team shall quickly review the 

submitted papers within six hours, and the ‘weekly is-
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sue’ officer may then decide to permit the paper or re-

turn to its writer to improve it. In case the main paper or 

comments are not permitted, an alternative issue shall 

be chosen among the issues adopted for that month.  

 “Article eight” in the Forum System determined controls 

of dialogue, responses and comments, including the 

following rules:  

¶ All participations shall be in Arabic, and when a mem-

ber transmit text, a video clip or audible in a foreign 

language he/she has an obligation to write a comment 

in Arabic that clarifies the purpose of publication that 

content in the Forum.  

¶ Avoid exaggeration in all its forms, gloating, unpolite 

criticism are not welcomed.  

¶ Avoid addressing bodies and individuals in their 

names without titles.  

¶ Be aware that the dialogue aim in the Forum is to 

reach useful ideas and visions that contribute in the 

society development, not to violate the religious and 

political constants.  
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¶ Openness to different opinions and respect for others 

regardless of their cultures, beliefs or sects, and not to 

accept insult, defamation and slander to any person.  

¶ Members may respect each other and expecting the 

from everyone. 

¶ Members may not discuss subjects of worship, doc-

trines, boredom and religions, unless it is allowed by 

the Supervisory Board, with close censorship being 

implemented when discussing these topics by those 

specialised in doctrines, boredom and religions.  

¶ Members shall not publish or adopt attitudes that are 

offensive to religions, doctrines, constants, tribes, re-

gions and races, and to follow a rigorous scientific ap-

proach in the related matters discussion.  

¶ Avoid using holy verses and the Prophet's Hadiths by 

members to support their points while discussing is-

sues. The employment of religion in order to limit the 

debate or the jurisprudential ruling on participation is 

prohibited. This shall not preclude quoting verses of 

Qur'an and correct Hadiths during the general debate 

when this is justified. 
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¶ Members are expected to be committed to Asbar’s 

ethics and intellectual property rights.  

¶ Members are expected to be committed to make con-

tinuous and serious participation in the weekly issue 

discussion and to avoid joking and/or personal con-

versations.  

¶ All members' participation in the Forum shall be pub-

lished in one or all of the Forum’s outputs, unless oth-

erwise requested by the member and the supervisory 

board agreed on that request.  

¶ Participations and conversations that the members 

make will not be removed from the Forum, except with 

their expressive consent.  

¶ Members shall not provide the Forum with content 

from other sources, except with the reference infor-

mation, and the use of different sources shall be only 

in the important cases.  

¶ Members should not post lengthy texts, if necessary, 

they may just put link of the topic.  

¶ Members should respect the legal and moral persons 

for individuals and institutions.  
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¶ Avoid anything that would offend the Forum or one of 

its members.  

¶ The Forum shall not be used for personal conversa-

tions, such as congratulations, condolences, and pri-

vate invitations.  

¶ It is not permissible to welcome new members or the 

new weekly issue writer and commentators when they 

are not from the Forum, as welcome by the superviso-

ry board chairman is sufficient.  

¶ It is not permissible to publish material that is consid-

ered to be property of the Forum outside, except with 

the consent of the Supervisory Board Chairman or the 

Forum President.  

¶ The Forum may not be used for purposes other than 

its purposes, such as: filling out questionnaires, or ads 

and etc., except after prior coordination with the Board 

Chairman. 
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Members of the Forum  

The Forum Membership shall be granted either by nom-

ination of a member or by submitting an application for 

membership through the Secretary-General.  

Nominations or applications shall be submitted to the 

Supervisory Board, and requires approval of its mem-

bers majority, and approval of candidate or applicant on 

the Forum System.  

We take the following considerations into account 

when approving membership requests: 

¶ Diversity of the scientific and intellectual backgrounds.  

¶ Qualitative experience in community-related stud-

ies/work.  

¶ Open-mindedness and accepting the different opin-

ions. 

¶ Our members have good scientific validity and meth-

odological credibility.  

¶ Commitment to participate actively in the Forum dis-

cussions and dialogues. In case a month passes 

without participation, Supervisory Board Chairman 
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shall draw his attention, and in case absence contin-

ues for another month, he/she will be opted out of the 

Forum membership.  

¶ Forum Membership shall be terminated in case of de-

parture by personal wish or in case a decision is made 

by the Supervisory Board, its Chairman or from the 

Forum President to contravene the Forum instructions 

and system. In case the member, whose membership 

expires, wishes to return to the Forum, he shall submit 

his request to the Supervisory Board, with exception 

of those who have already coordinated with the Board 

Chairman to suspend their membership for special 

circumstances.  

The number of Forum members is not fixed; it is varia-

ble by virtue of withdrawals and periodic changes to 

membership. A total of 170 members joined the Forum, 

including those who later left. The number of current 

members - at the time of this study preparation – are 79 

compared to 24 at the Forum beginning in April 2015. 

The number of participants in the Forum dialogues var-

ies from month to month. The number was growing 

steadily during the first ten months of the Forum, since 
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its start in April 2015 with only 24 members on board.  

The number increased to 69 in the tenth report (January 

2016), but it began a consecutive downward starting 

thereafter in uncertainty, so the monthly average of par-

ticipants number was 47, and the difference coefficient 

has not exceeded 18%, which means that there is a 

state of semi-stability in the average number of partici-

pants per month to be 47, and their percentage is about 

59% of the total Forum members.  

Men constitute the largest percentage of the Forum 

membership, where they reached 71% compared to 

29% for women; this is not surprising in the context of 

Saudi society culture, and the lack of women represen-

tation in public affairs. This ratio was reflected in gender 

participation in the Forum dialogues. Whereas, the av-

erage participation rate of men during the first three 

years of the forum age was 77% compared to 23% for 

women; however, this relative decline in women partici-

pation was not consistent, as Figure No. (1) shows. 
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Figure No. (1) 
Members' Gender 

 

 

Age groups of Asbar’s members also varied; 58% As-

bar’s members are mid-aged (between 40 and 59 

years), 25% of whom are either retiring soon or have 

already retired, while these under 40 years old consti-

tute 17% of the overall members’ age classification. As-

bar’s members long years of experience is reflected on 

the diversity of their practical knowledge, 31% of them 

are from the academic community, 22% of them have 

experiences from leading positions in the government 

sector either civil or military sides. The ranks of some of 

them reached the fifteenth rank and excellent grade 
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making them former employees at the government top 

ranked jobs, as for the military personnel ranks some 

members have reached the rank of brigadier and briga-

dier general.  

Some of Asbar’s members have reached decision-

making positions in executive departments in private 

sector, and there are those who have experiences and 

a representation in the media accounting for 13% of the 

group members, including those who are members of 

the Shura Council (current or former members). As 12% 

of Asbar’s members have undertaken advisory mis-

sions, and 4% of whom worked in medicine and law. 

Figure No. (2) 
Members' Age Group 
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The wide range of scientific backgrounds and practical 

experiences of the members enriched the Forum when 

covering its weekly issues. It is noted that 60% of As-

bar’s members are specialized in social sciences, 13% 

came from applied sciences such as math and chemis-

try. Those with degrees in humanitarian and administra-

tive studies were 9%, while 8% of the group members 

were came natural sciences background.  

With reference to the educational qualifications of the 

Forum members, 85% of Asbar members had post-

graduate degrees with both Master and Doctorate de-

grees. 15% of Asbar’s members only had a bachelor's 

degree. 46% of Asbar’a members obtained academic 

qualifications from abroad with 46% from America, 21% 

from Europe, 31% from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

(31%) and 3% from an Arab country.  

 
  



Dialogue in virtual space  

 

 

 

42 

Figure No. (3) 
Members' Educational Background  

 
 
 
 

Table (2) 
Members' Educational Background     

Specialization Numbers Percentage 

Media  26 23% 

Sociology and Social Work 17 15% 

Education 13 11% 

Engineering  10 9% 

Public administration and business administration 10 9% 

Economic  7 6% 

Medicine and Health Sciences 6 5% 

Computer and its Applications 5 4% 

Political science 4 3% 

Law / Law 4 3% 

Psychology 2 2% 

Arabic Language and Literature 2 2% 

Accounting and finance 1 1% 

English literature 2 2% 

Comparative Literature and Philosophy 1 1% 

History, Ancient Antiquities and Arts 2 2% 

Persian Language 1 1% 

Agriculture 1 1% 

Natural Sciences (Chemistry, Biology, Geology) 1 1% 

Total 115 100% 
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Forum Issues  

The first three months of the Asbar’s provisional test 

period have passed (April - June 2015), the arrange-

ments for the week issue were not yet made. At that 

time, Asbar was characterized by spontaneity, dominat-

ed by comments and dialogues on current events, or 

commentaries on an idea written by a member. None-

theless in the fourth month (July 2015), the handling of 

weekly issues began to take a bit of organization, by 

assigning a member to write a paper on a specific topic 

agreed upon in advance. Asbar then announced its 

weekly issue idea, in October 2015. The number of 

comment papers varies from case to case, however the 

average length of the main paper is 972 words (approx-

imately 5 pages) and the average size of the commen-

tary papers is 636 words (approximately 3 pages). 

In March 2017, the Forum started to host specialists 

from outside the Forum to write the main paper of the 

case or a commentary paper on it. These are usually 

hosted by their expertise and scientific specialization, or 

by virtue of their functional relationship.  
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There was no director of dialogue, where the Superviso-

ry Board Chairman was the only observer of what is 

going on to ensure adherence to the Forum System, 

however, at the beginning of the third year of the Forum 

(Report 27), a male member and a female member are 

assigned to encourage members to participate by em-

phasizing the weekly issue paper and what it says. 

These two members ultimate goal of to raise some 

questions and comments that urge the papers’ writers to 

elaborate more on their chosen issue, and for other As-

bar’s members to interact and participate in the topic. Of 

course, the task of these two members ends with the 

end of the exclusive period of the weekly issue which is 

two days a week, from Sunday to Tuesday.  

During the first three years of the Forum (April 2015 - 

April 2018), thirty-seven reports were generated, includ-

ed the main papers, comments and discussions of the 

members on the “week issue” presented by the Forum.  

The number of cases included in these reports were 

201 cases, most of it was concerned with the contempo-

rary public affairs in Saudi Arabia with reference to so-

cial, political, media and economic contexts. Some in-
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terdisciplinary issues were also discussed in detail, such 

as the issue of terrorism and historical issues related to 

Saudi heritage. Water conservation was also discussed 

by Asbar’s members, all issues are shown in Table (3).  

Despite attempt to diversify content of the forum, it is 

found that themes that were selected for discussion 

every week were concentrated at four areas (society, 

economy, media and politics). These four themes took 

the greatest share of the number of cases, totalling 113 

cases, more than 56% of the overall discussed issues. 

Additionally, in terms of the number of participants, it 

was 1944 accounting for 55% of the total participants in 

the Forum during the last three years. 
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Table (3) 
Statistics of the Fields of the Issues Addressed by the Forum 

Arranged by its Number and Number of Participants 

Fields Topics Total Participants
1
 in Each 

Field Issues 

No. % No. % Average 
1. Society 31 15.4 517 14.6 17 

2. Economy 28 13.9 452 12.8 16 

3. Media  27 13.4 500 14.2 19 

4. Politics 27 13.4 475 13.4 18 

Total 113 56% 1944 55% 17 

5. Education 18 9 283 8.0 16 

6. Development 16 8.0 282 8.0 18 

7. Terrorism 14 7.0 254 7.2 18 

8. Culture  12 6.0 272 7.7 23 

9. Management 7 3.5 120 3.4 17 

10. Health  3 1.5 51 1.4 17 

11. Sports  3 1.5 61 1.7 20 

12. Military  3 1.5 42 1.2 14 

13. Pilgrimage 2 1.0 60 1.7 30 

14. Judiciary  2 1.0 22 0.6 11 

15. Information 
Security 

1 0.5 23 0.7 23 

16. Archaeology 1 0.5 22 0.6 22 

17. Environment  1 0.5 20 0.6 20 

18. Water 1 0.5 19 0.5 19 

19. Transportation 1 0.5 19 0.5 19 

20. Housing 1 0.5 17 0.5 17 

21. Other 2 1.0 22 0.6 22 

Total 201 100 3533 100 18 

 

                                                 
1
 It means the number of members who participated in the case, and 

not the number of their contributions / interventions in the dialogue. 
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One of the most important features offered by 

WhatsApp application is its easier accessibility. Asbar 

Council took advantage of that to encourage dialogue 

groups without time and space constrains. This is re-

flected to the interactions of the participants around the 

clock (see attached visual analysis). In order to study 

the size and to measure how diverse the forum’s the 

participants are, a sample of their comments were ana-

lysed during a three-month period. It began in the first 

minute after midnight on Friday, February 11, 2018 to 

10:30 pm on Thursday, May 17, 2018. 

The number of participants during this period (91 days) 

reached 13,154, so the average daily number of partici-

pations (comments and clarifications) is 145 posts, with 

6 posts per hour; or a post every 10 minutes. Perhaps. 

this remarkable intensity is what inspired some mem-

bers to describe the Forum as “Active Forum”.  

Almost half (46%) of these participations were done se-

quentially as the interval between them is less than one 

minute, and 40% of them were within ten minutes of 

participation that preceded them. Only 14% of the par-

ticipations took more than 10 minutes for the previous 

participation. The average daily number of participations 
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varies among days of the week, where it rises to a peak 

on Saturday and Tuesday, with nearly 200 participations 

per day and falling to its lowest level on Mondays, 

Wednesdays and Thursdays, where up to 112 participa-

tions per day, to bounce back slightly to close to 150 on 

Sunday and 142 on Friday. 

Figure No. (4) 
Time Gape between Each Post (in minutes) 

 

Figure No. (5) 
The Number of Multaqa Posts During the Week 
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Participations are distributed unevenly during the day-

time, where intensity of participations and interventions 

starts to rise from 15% in the morning (from 6 am to 12 

noon) to 28% in the afternoon (from 1 pm to 6 pm), and 

to peak (36%) in the evening (from 7 pm to 12 pm), and 

then decline to 21%. 

Figure No. (6) 
Posts During Day Time 

 

The Forum issues are not limited to those that are dealt 

with and discussed in the papers and the commentary 

papers via the WhatsApp group. This is because the 

Forum organized a series of periodic meetings in which 

officials and experts from inside and outside the King-

dom are invited to discuss issues of public, political, 

economic and social issues at the local, regional and 

international levels. In such context, ten meetings were 

organized: 
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1. “Global Economy Future, and Its Effects on the Re-

gion”, the meeting guest was Professor Khalid Malik, 

UN expert in community development. (10 August 

2015).  

2. “The challenges of the labor market and the ministry's 

plan to tackle these challenges”, the meeting guest 

was HE Minister of Labor Dr. Mufrag Al Haqbani. (15 

September 2015).  

3. “Housing Issue in the Kingdom”, the meeting guest 

was HE Minister of Housing Mr. Majid Al Haqail. (25 

October 2015). 

4. “Developments in the Situation in Yemen”, the meet-

ing guest was former Yemeni Foreign Minister Dr. Ri-

yad Yassin. (27 November 2015).  

5. “Gulf Cooperation Council”, the meeting was attend-

ed by the Secretary General of the Gulf Cooperation 

Council, Dr. Abdul Latif bin Rashid Al Zayani. (14 De-

cember 2015)  

6. “Sport and Youth Welfare”, the meeting guest was 

His Royal Highness Prince Abdullah Bin Mousaed bin 
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Abdul Aziz Al Saud, General President of Youth Wel-

fare. (7 March 2016).  

7. “The image of the Kingdom and its feed to elites and 

decision-makers in the United States, and the future 

of Saudi-American relations”, the meeting guest was 

Thomas Lippman, an American journalist and writer, 

a member of the Middle East Institute, a specialist in 

the Middle East and Saudi Arabia in particular. He 

wrote previously about this with some of his books ti-

tled as “Inside the Mirage”, and “Saudi Arabia On The 

Edge” (10 November 2016).  

8. “Concerns of Economy and Oil”, the meeting guest 

was the oil expert and economic writer Dr. Anas bin 

Faisal Al Hajji. (22 November 2016).  

9. “The Yemeni Crisis”, the meeting guest was the Min-

ister of Planning and International Cooperation in the 

Republic of Yemen Dr. Mohammed Al Saadi. (6 Feb-

ruary 2017).  

10. “America after Trump and the future of Saudi-

American relations”, the meeting guest was Dr. 

Gregory Gauss, an expert on Saudi Arabia and the 
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Middle East, and a professor of international rela-

tions at Texas A & M University, specialized in in-

ternal policy and international relations of the Gulf 

States. He published the book International Rela-

tions of the Arabian Gulf, in addition to two other 

books and many articles and posts in different 

books. (11 January 2018). 

 

Monthly Reports  

The monthly report series are the most important and 

significant products of Asbar Council. The first version 

of Asbar’s monthly reports was released in April 2015, 

and continued to be released to the present time. Each 

monthly publication contains a full presentation of the 

papers and comments, in addition to the related inter-

ventions and discussions. A team of Asbar Center, 

headed and supervised by a member of the Forum, 

shall prepare the report in terms of drafting, proofread-

ing, designing and direction. The report sizes vary from 

month to month. The first report came in 50 pages, then 

the number of pages increased during the first months 

to reach 421 pages in the sixth month, and then began 
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to decline to 132 pages at the first year end of the Fo-

rum. There is a fluctuation in the number of pages of the 

report according to the number of discussed issues that 

month and the size of interaction and participation in the 

opinion and interventions on the issue. On average, 

however, there were 221 pages of the report, with a 

standard deviation of 67, indicating a degree of variation 

of up to 30%.  

The monthly report has two copies: Paper Copy and 

Electronic Copy. The paper copy is printed within 100 

copies, and some of it are sent to some officials and 

government agencies according to the subjects con-

tained in the report and their importance to those offi-

cials, and the remaining copies are available for distri-

bution at events organized or attended by Asbar Center, 

as well as sent to the members and others. The Elec-

tronic Copy is available in PDF format on the Forum 

website. They are available for browsing, reading and 

downloading. It is also reported and marketed through 

social media platforms through the Forum account, as 

well as member accounts. Statistics from the Forum 

website (August 2018) show that the average number of 
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times the reports were downloaded is 137 times, and 

the average reading count for the report is 1511. 

The production of the Forum was not limited to monthly 

reports, however Asbar Center was keen to make Fo-

rum appears on social media, where a Twitter account 

named after the forum was created in October 2015. 

The number of accountants reached 5800, of which 

84% were men and 16% were women. The largest per-

centage of followers (86%) came from within Saudi Ara-

bia, and the rest is distributed between Kuwait, America, 

Egypt, Britain, UAE, Yemen, Bahrain, Turkey, Oman 

and other countries.  

In its posts, the account focuses on quotes drawn from 

the participants' interventions on the week issue in the 

WhatsApp group, either from members or guests of the 

meeting, or from discussions of members' discussions 

outside the exclusive period of the week issue. The av-

erage number of posts that the account has published 

since its inception has reached 599,000. The account 

also publishes the monthly report of the forum with a 

copy of the report cover and a link to the electronic ver-

sion PDF, where you can view, browse and download, 
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and the average number of impressions per month was 

19,000. The Forum management created a YouTube 

account in September 2015.  

The total number of written materials published on the 

account were 53 Article, and the total number of views 

was 392 thousand views. The account publishes full 

records (with brief excerpts) of the series of periodic 

meetings in which the Forum hosted officials and ex-

perts from inside and outside the Kingdom to talk and 

discuss with members about issues in public affairs ei-

ther political, economic or social issues, locally, region-

ally and globally, including the previously mentioned 

events such as “The Global Economy Future and its 

Impact on the Region” with the United Nations Expert in 

Community Development, Dr. Khalid Malik, “The Hous-

ing Issue in the Kingdom” with His Excellency Minister 

of Housing Mr. Majid Al-Hawqail, “Developments in the 

situation in Yemen” with HE the former Minister of For-

eign Affairs of the Republic of Yemen, Dr Riyad Yassin, 

and “The Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the 

Gulf” with His Excellency the Secretary General of the 

Gulf Cooperation Council, Dr. Abdul Latif bin Rashid Al 

Zayani, and “Sport and Youth Welfare” with His Royal 

Highness Prince Abdullah bin Musaed bin Abdul Aziz Al 

Saud, the President of Youth Welfare. 
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Figure No. (7) 
Number of Report Pages 
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Figure No. (8) 
Number of times the monthly report is downloaded from the 

Forum website 
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Conclusion: So What?  

The traditional question that comes to mind of many 

people when talking about forums and dialogues that 

has cultural approach is: “So What?”, it is, of course, a 

legitimate and important question, where it has a great 

deal of doubt about the importance of dialogue forums 

and their the desired cultural and social impact.  

The answer to that question may be incomplete in case 

it does not indicate that the modern concept of devel-

opment has gone beyond traditional approaches based 

on the theory of sharing roles between the public and 

private sectors. Asbar is interested in the civil society 

role to growth, which has become an important partner 

in development in all its dimensions and axes: political, 

economic, social and cultural.  

The role of civil society is no longer limited to charity 

deeds and voluntary initiatives, it now includes participa-

tion in decision-making, or at the very least to influence 

inputs and data on which policies and decisions on pub-

lic affairs are based. Civil society is able to convey the 

street pulse, the demands, concerns and needs of citi-

zens, which enable it to contribute seriously and effec-
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tively in correcting the tracks of projects and develop-

mental initiatives. It provides an objective assessment of 

the success degree in achieving objectives, and access 

of services to all segments of citizens targeted in the 

developmental initiatives.  

Participation of civil society is not supposed to be limited 

to institutions and organizations represented in unions, 

federations and associations of different objectives, but 

also includes participation of citizens at both individual 

and collective levels. In this sense, concepts and mech-

anisms of participation have become relevant to all liter-

atures of development and reform.  

The Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the 

United Nations has classified participation in public af-

fairs as consultative and that the government should 

know the views of its citizens when making significant 

decisions in public affairs. Furthermore, Figure No. (16) 

shows, civil society participation takes four basic forms; 

it starts with participation at the local community level. 

This is represented in contributing in activities and initia-

tives implemented by associations serving social goals, 

such as voluntary work and fundraising for charitable 
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and professional associations. The other form of partici-

pation is expression of opinion, it includes writing peti-

tions, contacting with officials, as well as writing press 

articles, participation in dialogue programs in radio pro-

grams on radio and television channels.  

 

Participation can also be seen in elections, including 

voting and voluntary work for electoral campaigns for 

candidates, and in dialogues and discussions around 

Participatio
n in public 
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them formally or informally. In the context of technical 

progress, the Internet has opened new spaces, applica-

tions and platforms for participation, where it provided 

outlets and channels of communication between indi-

viduals interested in public affairs and keen to influence 

it, including virtual forums that have helped to promote 

the participation of various segments of society in public 

affairs. Civil participation is achieved through social me-

dia and messaging platforms to discuss political and 

social issues, publishing personal opinions and com-

ments and following-up websites for politicians and 

government officials, as well as blogs that have made 

freedom of expression possible, publishing articles, ex-

changing views and discussions in various political, cul-

tural and intellectual fields. 

Is it possible therefore to put the question in another 

way, instead of “So What?”, to be “Can Asbar Council 

be considered a form of civil society participation that is 

facilitated by modern communication techniques?”  

“Can Asbar contribute to Saudi Arabia development via 

its usage of a WhatsApp group to exchange ideas relat-

ed to public affairs?”, the answer to such a question will 
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inevitably lead to a debate on the relationship between 

dialogue and development. In other words, does dia-

logue facilitate development, or is dialogue a result of it 

and one of its manifestations? There is evidence to 

suggest that dialogue is a feature of modern civil socie-

ties and a sign of its political maturity. However, the un-

derdeveloped countries are immersed in a political cul-

ture that makes them unable to find the conditions and 

environment required for dialogue. It lacks the institu-

tions that are interested and able to adopt projects and 

initiatives for dialogue in public affairs, in all its political, 

economic and cultural dimensions.  

Nevertheless, it seems that the Internet and the provi-

sion of channels of communication and social media 

platforms enabled those who are interested with the 

public affair of intellectuals and activists to overcome 

the suspicion problems of the dissenting opinion and 

ban it. Here, it may be correct to conclude that the cur-

rent opportunities for dialogue have inevitably come 

from utilization of technologies that is not very much 

censored; thus technologies in this sense helped to 

overcome censorship and it promoted a culture of dia-
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logue. The importance of dialogue in what Asbar Coun-

cil presented is not limited to the community level, but 

can also be considered at the individual level as well.  

Satisfying the individual's need to interact with society 

by communicating and interacting with others, and by 

informative dialogue. Dialogue forums increased indi-

vidual’s knowledge of their society as part of its acceler-

ated scientific and knowledge achievements. There is 

no chance of in improving individuals’ knowledge of 

public affairs issues except through effective dialogue. 

Asbar’s mission is very important because it promotes a 

culture of respect for the other, and an acceptance of 

criticism, and Asbar is, as one member says, “A 

Knowledge platform for interlocutors before others”. 
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http://multaqaasbar.com/

Twitter.com/Multaqa_Asbar

Facebook/MuntaqaAsbar

Youtube.Multaqa_asbar.com/

www.asbar.com 

MultaqaAsbar 

Multaqa_Asbar 

Multaqa_asbar.com 
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