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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This study examines how m-government contributes toward women'’s Capability approach;
empowerment and the legal requirement for male guardians’ m-government;

permission has been lifted. Interview data from 30 women analysed empowerment; women;
using Sen’s Capability Approach suggest that independent use of  Saudi Arabia
m-government empowers women by allowing them to obtain a driving

licence, and passport for themselves and their children. This enables

them to work, study, travel and make decisions about their children’s

health and education. Nevertheless, personal, social, and environmental

factors that hinder the use of m-government services for empowerment

remain; notably, traditional religious and cultural values, resistance by

male guardians, as well as technical issues, internet connectivity and

lack of digital literacy skills. To the best of our knowledge, this is the

first study that addresses how Saudi women make use of the

opportunities created for them by the m-government and the barriers

that impede their access to these opportunities and makes significant

theoretical and practical contributions.

1. Introduction

With the development of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), electronic govern-
ment (e-government) and mobile government (m-government) have been adopted by countries
to provide services to citizens in more efficient ways. The use of ICT and mobile technologies in
everyday life has also served as a means by which the government of a country delivers its services
and distributes vital information that allows citizens to participate in political, social and economic
activities and m-government is even more flexible as people can use government service 24/7 via
their mobile phones (Ahmad & Khalid, 2017).

In spite of the large amount of literature on e-government (e.g. Hsieh et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2011),
and m-government (e.g. Xiong et al., 2022), far fewer focus specifically on the Middle East and North
Africa region (MENA) (Alharbi et al., 2020). The majority of these studies relate to the acceptance and
adoption of m-government, while ignoring women'’s perspectives and how their wellbeing is
affected by such initiatives (Abubakar & Dasuki, 2018; Alonazi et al., 2020). Scholars have suggested
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that m-government use by women differs from that of men. For example, it has been argued that
women do not benefit from m-government as much as men (Abu Bakar et al., 2017).

In addition, in countries such as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), women are further disadvan-
taged due to the country being a traditionally conservative and patriarchal Muslim country where
male guardianship, gender segregation, female honor and male-dominated practices are highly
regarded (Samargandi et al., 2019). In relation to this, today there is controversy about whether mar-
ginalized groups, like women, are empowered by m-government or not (Gaur & Avison, 2015), and
scholars have argued for more research on women'’s experience of m-government (Almaiah et al.,
2020), particularly in countries where Islamic culture strongly defines gender roles (Alotaibi et al.,
2016).

Research in this field is not only relevant but also timely, particularly within the context of the KSA,
where the recent relaxation of the wilayah (male guardianship) system has removed the requirement
for women to obtain permission from their male guardian for many public activities. Saudi Arabia
holds significant influence in the MENA region and has allocated substantial resources to provide
its citizens with m-government services (Alssbaiheen & Love, 2015). Against this backdrop, we
seek to address the research question: ‘How do women empower themselves using m-government
services in the KSA, and what factors enable and hinder this empowerment process following the
relaxation of male guardianship?’ This question is particularly critical. Just having the right to
access m-government service does not necessarily lead to empowerment, as there may be several
factors that might create obstacles to this process. It is thus important to understand whether
and how Saudi women do use such m-government services, and whether such independent use
supports their empowerment.

To address our research question, we draw upon Sen’s capability approach to explore how the
use of m-government by women in the KSA has provided them with freedoms to participate in
socio-economic activities and be empowered. We also explore the contextual factors that
influence their abilities to utilize m-government to enhance their freedoms to be empowered.
Our focus on the KSA, as a traditional Muslim country that has issues with gender equality due to
its religious doctrines presents a unique and compelling case for investigation. This is especially
so as the Saudi government has recently implemented reforms based on its Vision 2030 to diversify
the economy and create more socio-economic opportunities for women (Vision 2030, 2020).

The paper is organized as follows. First, we provide a literature review of the relationship between
m-government and women'’s empowerment. Subsequently, we provide an overview of the concept
of women’s empowerment. This is followed by a discussion on the notion of wilayah, the male guar-
dianship system. We then introduce our theoretical lens, Sen’s capability approach. This is followed
by a presentation of our methods, our analysis and findings. We then present our discussion section.
We then conclude our study and provide recommendations for future research.

2. Literature review
2.1. M-government and women’s empowerment

Research on the relationship between mobile phones and women’s empowerment has seen signifi-
cant growth. Several studies have highlighted how mobile phones serve as instruments for women’s
empowerment. For instance, Nguyen and Chib (2017) emphasized the role of mobile phones in
empowering Vietnamese brides by facilitating self-improvement in education and work. Similarly,
Svensson and Wamala Larsson (2016) found that mobile phone usage helped reduce women'’s
dependence on men, and others highlight that mobile phones facilitate women’s economic capabili-
ties (e.g. Abubakar & Dasuki, 2018) and that they can be used to improve pregnant women'’s
maternal health literacy and information capabilities (Dasuki & Zamani, 2019). Other studies have
expanded their focus beyond just mobile phones to explore m-government. M-government
enables women to voice their concerns regarding government services and find income-generating
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opportunities through online government portals (Lwoga & Chigona, 2020). Thus, m-government
can potentially empower women by providing access to health, financial, and educational infor-
mation, thereby enhancing their income, health literacy, and education (Abubakar & Dasuki, 2018;
Nguyen & Chib, 2017; Svensson & Wamala Larsson, 2016).

However, mobile phones and m-government alone may not fully address women’s empower-
ment needs, as various obstacles such as age, literacy, lack of resources, religious beliefs, poor infra-
structure, and societal position hinder their potential (Nyemba-Mudenda & Chigona, 2018). This
necessitates further studies on the notion of agency and empowerment in women's lives to
advance our understanding of the role of ICTs in women'’s lives (Masika & Bailur, 2015; Trauth,
2013). Within the MENA context, there is a scarcity of gender studies on women using m-govern-
ment, particularly in the KSA. Existing studies often overlook gender-based differences and empow-
erment, focusing more broadly on adoption and implementation issues (e.g. Alonazi et al., 2020;
Alotaibi & Roussinov, 2017).

Furthermore, studies that acknowledge a gender gap in m-government adoption in the KSA pre-
dominantly utilize quantitative methods, which may not fully explain how and why Saudi women
use m-government and its impact on their empowerment in a society characterized by significant
social limitations (Moussa & Seraphim, 2017). Thus, this study aims to extend the conceptualization
of m-government beyond design, access and implementation issues, and toward understanding
how m-government can enhance the social, economic and political participation of Saudi women,
ultimately leading to their empowerment. To do this, we first need to conceptualize the notion of
women’s empowerment. This is addressed in the following section.

2.2, Women’s empowerment

Empowerment for women entails having the opportunity to freely make decisions without external
pressures and to contribute to social change (Tasnima & Md Syed, 2024). One of the United Nations’
primary Sustainable Development Goals is women's empowerment (UN Women, 2021). However,
achieving this goal does not have a single clear pathway, partly due to the lack of a clear conceptu-
alization of what ‘women’s empowerment’ encompasses (Nguyen & Chib, 2017).

For instance, the European Institute for Gender Equality (n.d.) defines it as the ‘process by which
women gain power and control over their own lives and acquire the ability to make strategic
choices,” while Janghorban et al. (2014, p. 226) describe it as ‘a change in the circumstances of a
woman'’s life, which enables her to raise her capacity to manage a more enriched and rewarding
life.” Some scholars argue for focusing on access to education, healthcare and employment oppor-
tunities when striving for women’s empowerment (Stavrou et al., 2015). Thus, despite continuous
redefinition, emphasis has persisted on non-economic aspects, particularly women’s agency
(Donald et al., 2017). This approach to women'’s empowerment aligns with Sen’s Capability Approach
(CA), which conceptualizes agency as the freedom to responsibly achieve what someone has good
reason to value, such as the ability to apply for ID on a par with men, and sees it as central to the
process of empowerment (Sen, 1999).

Sen argues that the ‘extensive reach of women’s agency is one of the more neglected areas of
development studies, and most urgently in need of correction’; he further noted that ‘an adequate
recognition of political, economic and social participation and leadership of women’ to be a critical
element of the capability approach (Sen, 1999, p. 203). Kumar et al. (2020) argue that examining
women’s empowerment in the Global South necessitates moving beyond economic factors to
examine how women utilize the opportunities available to them and how this contributes to their
social welfare. They suggest utilizing the concept of agency and capabilities from the capabilities
approach to understand extreme gender inequalities in those countries and explore the women's
perspectives on the restrictions they face in freely expressing themselves (Kumar et al., 2020).

In line with this, we use Sen’s conceptualization of empowerment as the theoretical foundation to
explore women’s empowerment in a patriarchal and traditional Islamic society. We focus on the
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capabilities available to women to be empowered and live a valuable life as a result of their increased
use of m-government services in the KSA following the relaxation of wilayah, the male guardianship
system, which is discussed in the following section.

2.3. The concept of wilayah - the male guardianship system

In Saudi Arabia, the male guardianship system (wilayah) has become the subject of significant inter-
national attention in recent years with the focus on how this system inhibits women'’s basic rights
(Alshahrani, 2018). Traditionally wilayah has been seen as upholding the injunction from the Holy
Quran (4:34) Allah created men to be the protectors and supporters of women who should obey
Allah and their husbands devoutly and preserve their chastity (which is their husband’s property) in
their husband’s absence. However, wilayah is an interpretation of what it means to support and
protect women and allowing women agency over their own affairs is not necessarily in contraven-
tion of Islam (Ghafournia, 2017).

Wilayah is part of the traditional norms and values of Saudi society where a man acts as the pro-
tector and guardian (Walia al’amr) of his daughter, sister, wife and in some cases his mother. In line
with this customary practice, guardians provide women with approval to interact in the public
sphere, and, until recently, a guardian’s permission was legally required for a range of activities,
such as accessing government services, obtaining work, opening a bank account, enrolling for
higher education, accessing health care services, traveling and enrolling children in school (Alshah-
rani, 2018). However, Saudi law emphasizes that the concept of wilayah should not be seen by men
as an excuse to dominate women (Human Rights Watch, 2016) and wilayah has been experienced by
many Saudi women as an institution that limited their freedom (Bunch, 2022).

Following the introduction of new regulations and modernizing reforms forged by King Salman to
advocate for the freedom of Saudi women, the male guardianship system has been relaxed. The regu-
lation, Supreme Order No. 33322, issued in 2019, announced that government organizations were
obliged to provide services to women and men on an equal basis, and that government officials
should not ask for proof of the guardian’s permission, except when expressly stipulated by state regu-
lations. This regulation is considered to be a historical landmark that heralds empowerment for Saudi
women, and has the potential to transform restrictive social customs and practices (Alshahrani, 2018).

In light of this regulation, government agencies have made efforts to review procedures related
to obtaining guardian approval and have either amended their procedures or abolished approval
requirements. These agencies have also been instructed by the government to provide transpor-
tation to women seeking services as an indication of their commitment to gender equality
(HRCSA, 2021). Resolution No. 684 of 2019 eliminated the necessity of obtaining the permission
of a guardian to travel abroad, and Royal Decree No. M/134 (30 July 2019) gives women and men
equality regarding the requirements for obtaining passports (UNDP, 2019).

Empowering women by eliminating the need for approval by their male guardians is a positive
move toward equal rights for women in the KSA. It suffices as proof that such reforms can contribute
toward gender equality following the provisions of international law and Shari'ah (Alshahrani, 2018).
However, these changes are very recent, and little research as regards whether the reforms are func-
tioning properly in empowering Saudi women has been conducted (Alnufaie & Beghum, 2021). In
our study, we utilize Saudi women's voices as a means of examining how their use of m-government
services contributes to their empowerment within this period of reforms. Next, we explore how Sen’s
Capability Approach acts as a framework for understanding the empowering opportunities afforded
by m-government services.

2.4. Sen’s capability approach

The Capability Approach (CA) framework focuses explicitly on the social changes that improve indi-
vidual wellbeing as well as their agency (Sen, 1999); we thus consider it suitable for the context of our
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study. The CA emphasizes the opportunities that people have to improve their wellbeing over those
opportunities to acquire wealth, as being central to their happiness and supportive of development.
There are two central constructs in the CA framework: capabilities which are the freedoms that
someone has to achieve their goals (opportunities); and functionings, which are the actual ‘beings
and doings’ that the person values (achievements) (Sen, 1999, p. 18). In relation to this, Alkire
(2005) argues that it is more important to focus on the opportunities (capabilities) people have
rather than their achievements (functionings), because having choices is more valuable for their well-
being and development.

Commodities, like goods and services, are means for a person to improve their wellbeing and they
are thus central to the CA. There are three types of conversion factors (conditions that allow
someone to use the commodities to achieve their goals): environmental conversion factors, like
climate and infrastructure; social conversion factors, like social norms, public policies and power
relations; and personal conversion factors, such as age, gender and level of education (Robeyns,
2005). Therefore, a person’s achievements are based on their choices from among a number of capa-
bilities, which are influenced by the above conversion factors (Zamani, 2017). Another central aspect
of the CA is that it emphasizes the difference between agency and wellbeing; the former being the
freedom someone has to set and pursue their own interests and goals, while the latter relates to their
quality of life (Robeyns, 2005).

The contribution of ICT to human development has been examined using the CA as an evaluative
framework (Zheng & Walsham, 2008). The CA has also been applied within the e-government
context. Adaba and Rusu (2014), for instance, investigated how an e-government initiative impacted
the facilitation of e-trade in Ghana and demonstrated that it gave businesses and individuals the
opportunity to make import and export declarations electronically, which in turn positively impacted
the freedom of job creation. McGrath and Maiye (2010) also applied CA concepts to evaluate the
Nigerian government’s implementation of an electronic voter registration system to facilitate citi-
zens' participation in elections. Their results revealed that the system enhanced citizens’ freedom
to participate, but the sustainability of the developmental potential was impeded by conversion
factors such as lack of trust and insufficient knowledge-building activities.

To date, not many studies have used the CA framework to assess m-government initiatives,
especially from a gender perspective. One of the few studies in this area focuses on women'’s use
of telecentres in rural Tanzania, and findings indicate that telecentres may well facilitate women
building their socio-economic and political capabilities, but equally may prevent others due to con-
version factors and individual decisions made, thus resulting in different development outcomes
(Lwoga & Chigona, 2020). Building on such studies, we employ the CA approach to investigate
the use of m-government services by Saudi women.

3. Methods

The aim of the study was to explore and understand how Saudi women use m-government services
post the relation of the male guardianship system and the relationship between such use and their
empowerment. Our objective therefore, following Gregor’s classification of theories (Gregor, 2006)
is to provide a thick description of the phenomenon of interest (women’s empowerment), and identify
the conditions under which (boundary conditions) this is achieved (conversion factors, contextual con-
ditions). We thus adopted an inductive research approach, following the constructivist paradigm that
conceptualizes phenomena like women'’s empowerment, as constructed by women through a range
of experiences and interactions (Allen, 2011). This includes becoming aware of government services
available to them, negotiating the use of the services and experiencing positive changes to their lives
as a result. We carried out interviews in January 2021 with 30 Saudi women to explore their experi-
ences of using m-government services and these services’ contribution to their empowerment. As a
Saudi citizen, the lead author was able to use snowball sampling by asking her contacts to participate
and then recruit others. Potential interviewees were contacted by email and asked simply whether
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they used, intended to use, or did not intend to use, m-government, and an equal number from each of
these groups was asked if they would consider being interviewed. via Zoom. We took care to recruit
women of a range of ages, educational level, marital and employment statuses, and ensured that all
interviewees were mobile phone owners, users of m-government, and over 18 (see Table 1). The
demographic details for each participant are shown in Appendix 2.

Each interview lasted approximately 45 min and was conducted online owing to COVID-19 restric-
tions. The authors appreciate that sampling may be biased toward more technologically literate indi-
viduals as it was performed online. Participants gave informed consent and had the purpose of the
research explained to them before the interview. Confidentiality and anonymity were preserved, by
replacing interviewees’ names with pseudonyms and removing any identifying information. The
interviews were all conducted in Arabic and then translated to English, and the transcribed data
were uploaded to the Nvivo12 software package for further analysis. The interview guide (cf. inter-
view protocol in Appendix 1) was informed by the CA framework and divided into three sections:
demographic details; perceptions about the opportunities and empowerment afforded by using
m-government services; and the factors influencing their use of m-government services.

The interview guide was explicitly created to address the research questions and also to encou-
rage the women to speak freely through the use of prompts, the perceived impact these m-govern-
ment applications had on their lives, and their relevance to their lived experience, all of which are
elements of the CA (i.e. what they are capable to do and be, and how these capabilities were or
were not achieved). At 30 interviews, no more new insights were emerging from the data and we
were able to fully describe the resulting concepts, so no further interviews were conducted
(Hennink et al., 2017).

We conducted thematic analysis following the method of Braun and Clarke (2006) and being sen-
sitive to the CA concepts. This entailed reading the interview transcripts carefully to identify any
ambiguities and to list all the topics discussed by the women as codes. We then merged these
codes into wider categories, searching out themes that identified the uses of m-government services
by the women, the opportunities afforded by the use of these services, and the factors influencing
their use. Lastly, the authors reviewed and agreed on the themes to ensure that the analysis accu-
rately reflected the focus of the study and to address any conflicts. Table 1 provides a description of
our participants’ characteristics, while Table 2 offers an overview of our data analysis.

Table 1. Participants’ demographic information.

Demographics Frequency (n=30) Percentage
Age

19-25 3 10
26-35 9 30
36-45 12 40
46-55 4 13
56-65 1 3
66+ 1 3
Education

Bachelor 18 27
Masters 2 7
PhD 2 7
No education 2 7
Secondary education 5 17
Post-doctoral 1 3
Marital Status

Single 9 30
Divorced 8 27
Married 10 33
Widowed 3 10
Employment

Unemployed 12 38

Employed 18 60
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Table 2. Overview of data analysis — adapted from Polyviou and Zamani (2023).

Stage Description of activities

1. Familiarization Review of interview transcripts, reading line-by-line, anonymization of transcripts, theoretical
memoing (to identify initial codes and themes).

2. Coding Preliminary coding to identify m-government use cases, opportunities and barriers. Coding
remained within cases (i.e. each transcript was coded separately).

3. Themes Cross-case analysis (i.e. examined same/similar codes across transcripts) to identify potential

patterns, similarities, differences across participants, whether any new themes emerge and
saturation check.

4. Review and Definition of The three authors reviewed the identified themes, to achieve a consensus in terms of

Themes interpretations, and against the relevant literature to identify similarities/differences. Themes

were then merged together where needed (e.g. not substantially different from each other,
overlapping), or split (e.g. low meaning cohesiveness).

5. Write up Representative quotes were extracted to compile the chain of evidence for the study (tables,
vignettes), theoretical memoing (from stage 1) were used to build up interpretations and
descriptions of findings.

Note: While Stages 1-5 appear as linear, in reality the analysis process was iterative (moving continuously between and across
Stages 2-5) until the final findings stabilized.

3.1. Ethical considerations

The researcher informed the participants about the research aims, objectives and any risks or
benefits that might be incurred by participation. The consent form was provided to the participants
via email, they were asked to read, sign and return it before conducting the online interviews.

All personal data such as names were anonymized for all participants. To deal with the issue of
harm, prior to the interviews taking place, the researcher confirmed that the participant had the
full right to withdraw from the interview if she felt unsafe or unwilling to continue and all her
data would be immediately destroyed. Potential interviewees were informed that there would be
questions regarding male guardianship in relation to using government services. The researcher
also ensured that the interviews were conducted at a time that was suitable for the participants.
Efforts were made to ensure there was no undue pressure put on the participants to conform to
the researchers’ needs. Application 036816 was submitted to the University Ethics Review Board
who reviewed the project and gave approval. On the Saudi side, the PNU Institutional Review
Board [IRB Log Number: 20-0503] judged the project ‘exempt’ from the need for special ethical
approval.

4. Findings and analysis

To examine the contribution of m-government services to Saudi women’s empowerment, we
applied the CA concepts of commodities, capabilities and conversion factors. Yesser, the IT
program during which government services were developed, and Absher, the mobile application
that acts as a gateway to government services, can be considered as the commodities that poten-
tially provide opportunities to women, which in turn can lead to their empowerment. A summary
of our findings can be found in (Alotaibi et al., 2016).

4.1. Commodities

In Saudi Arabia, Yesser (which means ‘make it easy’ in Arabic) was launched in 2005 as an IT program
to develop e-services that could link different ministries and make certain that all Saudi government
agencies had their own websites. Many ministries have since launched websites, such as the Ministry
of Education, the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Health. A key aim of Yesser is to lessen the
digital divide in the KSA and transform it into a digital society by providing information electroni-
cally, thus improving government services' response times and providing ease access to services
and information (Yesser, 2016). The Absher app, the official mobile application that provides
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access to government services to all citizens was introduced in 2015 and is available in Arabic and
English. It was designed with the security and privacy of user data in mind, so that users can safely
transact online, like updating and renewing visas for their employees, looking for a job, reporting
cybercrime or applying to attend the annual Hajj Muslim pilgrimage. Absher is also a gateway to
160 services, such as renewing passports, applying for residency, obtaining driving licences and
ID documents. More than 11 million Saudi citizens were using Absher in 2020 (Ministry of Interiors,
2020). Thus, Yesser and Absher App are two key commodities women in KSA utilize to enhance their
capabilities which in turn leads to their empowerment.

4.2. Capabilities

Many Saudi women welcomed the new changes around wilayah and the government’s acknowl-
edgement of Saudi women having full rights to participate in society. One participant expressed
her feelings at being able to act independently:

| can manage my affairs, open a bank account or have a SIM card in my name. It is a step in the right direction.
Now Saudi women can walk with their heads held high as a result of this landmark decision.

The practical application of the relaxation of wilayah came together with the launch of the afore-
mentioned applications, Absher and Yesser (commodities), supporting the government’s m-govern-
ment initiative. Our analysis revealed that women identified four key opportunities (capabilities)
provided by m-government that led to their empowerment that were previously unavailable to
them. These are discussed next.

4.3. Freedom to enhance education

Some participants discussed how they had previously been prevented from traveling abroad to
further their education because their male guardians refused to grant them permission. In the
past, the strict guardianship system gave male relatives the authority over a woman'’s ability to
study abroad, often using this power to impose conditions or deny opportunities altogether.
However, the lifting of these restrictions, combined with the introduction of m-government services,
has opened new freedoms for Saudi women. The Absher mobile platform provided access to edu-
cational services and resources that were once gatekept by male guardians, allowing women to inde-
pendently manage their academic aspirations without external interference.
For example, one participant shared her experience of securing a scholarship through Absher:

To get promoted as a lecturer in the university, | wanted to obtain a PhD. However, my uncle kept refusing to
give consent and said that | must marry first. With the new system, | simply applied via the app, where | was able
to upload all my documents and track my application on my own without any family member’s approval.
Recently, the scholarship was awarded, and | will start my PhD in October. It has always been my dream to
be called ‘doctor.’

Another participant recounted how her male guardian used his authority to extort money from
her, demanding payment in exchange for permission to attend university - permission that was
never granted. This exploitation left her feeling trapped and unable to pursue her education.
However, with the relaxation of guardianship rules and the introduction of the Absher app, she
was able to secure university admission independently:

Two years ago, my uncle, who is against women having a formal education, asked me for a large sum of money
as a condition of allowing me to enrol in a degree program, but he never approved or signed my documents. But
now, with the new system, | could easily apply for university admission without anybody’s knowledge. Recently, |
got my admission and started my programme in nursing and will be finishing in 2024, God willing.

In sum, m-government services and the relaxation of male guardianship laws have significantly
empowered Saudi women to pursue their education independently. These has provided them
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with the opportunities to secure scholarships and university admissions on their own terms. As a
result, many women are now able to achieve their educational goals and advance their careers,
fulfilling long-held aspirations that were difficult to attain.

4.4. Freedom to self-identify

Before the introduction of Absher, Saudi women faced significant challenges in managing their per-
sonal affairs independently, particularly when it came to obtaining crucial identification documents
like passports and national ID cards. Historically, in the case of national ID cards, women were not
permitted to register independently. Instead, they were often listed under their male guardian’s
national ID, effectively tying their identity to that of a male relative. This system not only limited
their autonomy but also reinforced the notion that a woman'’s identity was secondary to that of
her guardian.

However, the relaxation of the wilayah (guardianship) system and the introduction of Absher,
have dramatically have significant impact on women'’s ability to identify themselves. Women can
now independently apply for their national ID cards and access a wide range of government services
without requiring male guardian approval. As one participant noted:

This is definitely a step in the right direction. | can now manage my own affairs online on my mobile. With my
new digital ID card, which | applied for recently, | have been able to open my own bank account and also order a
new SIM card in my own name.

This enabled the women to be financial independent where they not only save and managed their
finances but also engage more actively in social and economic activities.

Also, the ability to independently acquire an e-passport has further expanded women'’s freedoms,
granting them the ability to travel, conduct business, or pursue educational opportunities both
within and outside the country. For instance, another participant shared:

| was never able to travel abroad with my kids because my male guardian was completely against it and refused
to sign the documents. Now, | applied and obtained a new passport for myself and the children using the app
with no stress. As soon as the lockdown is eased, we're taking a holiday in Dubai.

Some participants expressed a sense of satisfaction in their ability to now manage their own lives
as showed in the quote:

Being able to access services through my mobile phone has allowed me to keep my affairs strictly private and
confidential, as no one else can open my phone. This is what true independence feels like. | feel independent,
comfortable, and safe, with everything | need close at hand.

Some women also mentioned that they were now able to register independently to attend
Islamic pilgrimages such as the Hajj in Makkah and do not need permission or to be escorted by
a man. As Islam requires such an attendance once in a lifetime, this is a significant empowerment
for Saudi women.

The ability to independently obtain identification and manage personal affairs using their mobile
phones has marked a significant shift in the lives of Saudi women. No longer reliant on male guar-
dians to validate their identity or grant permission, women are now empowered to take control of
their own lives. This change has not only expanded their freedom of movement and access to essen-
tial services but has also resulted in sense of pride and self-reliance.

4.5. Freedom to engage in economic activities

Saudi women have also gained significant advantages using Absher, which now allows them to inde-
pendently apply for a driving license — a change that has provided economic freedoms to them.
Before these regulatory changes and introduction of Absher, women were often dependent on
their male guardians or foreign male chauffeurs for mobility, which came with significant financial
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burdens. The cost of hiring a driver was expensive for many, forcing women to lose out on many
economic opportunities outside their homes.

For instance, one participant shared her experience on the impact of these changes on her
business as shown in the quote:

| sell traditional beauty products. Before, | could not always get to my clients due to the high cost of transpor-
tation and had to seek permission every time from my male guardian. However, now | have officially registered
my business on the Ministry of Commerce website, without needing anybody’s permission, obtained a driving
license, and bought a car. So now | can save money and easily visit customers and attend business conferences.

Another participant highlighted the economic freedoms that comes with having a driver’s license.
She mentioned that the ability to drive allowed her to register as a taxi driver through a government
website, offering her services specifically to female clients. This opportunity enabled her to generate
income independently, without relying on others:

Thank God for Absher. | am a divorcee with no source of income and depended on my male guardian. Some-
times he did not provide the financial support | needed. With Absher, | was able to get a driving license and
secured a car loan. Now | work as a taxi driver and earn money to support myself.

In addition to these driving-related opportunities, Absher also provides a platform for women to
further their professional goals. The app includes features that allow women to upload their CVs
and search for employment through the m-government service. This functionality provides them
access to the job market, thus helping them to secure employment and build careers independently.
In addition, women made use of apps such as Jaddarah (a platform provided by a Saudi company
specializing in providing manpower and endorde by the Saudi Ministry of Labour). One widow com-
mented that she had obtained work this way ‘in order to get a job that would increase my income for
the sake of my children.’

4.6. Freedom to independently manage, care for family and voice concerns for their
safety

Applying and having a national ID card has impacted the lives of Saudi women, enabling them to
engage in various essential family activities independently, such as registering births and deaths,
and enrolling their children in schools. One participant shared how having a national ID card and
accessing it via her mobile phone resolved several issues linked to male guardianship:

Before, there was nothing to prove that they were my children, but now there is a new family record attached to
my ID card, so | can change my children’s school easily. Back then, registration was in the name of their father [a
male guardian], and only he could apply to schools for them. That has changed now.

In recent years, the government has taken significant steps to ensure that women have the same
rightsas men in legal and family matters, including the ability to file a case and testify in court. A new
statute concerning family law has been enacted, which guarantees equal gender rights in family
matters. This includes giving both parents equal rights to open bank accounts, enroll children in
school, make health decisions, or travel with their children. Women can now prove their motherhood
through family records, empowering them to take an active role in their children’s lives. As one par-
ticipant explained: ‘As a mother, | can now access my children’s records on the and follow up on their
curricula, homework assignments, and results for the whole academic year via the Ministry of Edu-
cation app using just my ID number.

For many divorced and widowed women, the ability to acquire a national ID card with their chil-
dren listed on it has been beneficial to them, preventing ex-husbands from using school enrollment
as a means of control. One widowed participant shared her experience:

Under the old system, the children’s uncle would be their wali [guardian] and be responsible for them. | could
not interfere with this. Even school registration, applying for their papers, opening their bank accounts, and
registering them for university had to be done by their uncle. With the new change, | am now solely responsible
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for my children. Before my husband died, he was in a coma. At that time, a woman could not act without a guar-
dian. When | tried to deposit money in my older son’s account, the bank told me that | was forbidden to do so
without the written consent of their father. Imagine how it would have been after their father died? It feels better
now because | am responsible for them - not their uncle.

Participants also noted that they now feel empowered as mothers because they can easily change
their children’s school and enroll them in other activities, such as gyms via the absher app - tasks
that were previously the sole responsibility of the father. They emphasized that:

Registration for school, health care services, and all kinds of services are accessible through mobile apps from the
comfort of your home.

The empowerment of women through these changes also provides them with the opportunity of
accessing medical care as well. Since women can now use Absher independently from their male
guardian, they are able to book hospital appointments for themselves and their children, access
medical records, and provide consent for treatment when necessary. Moreover, they can easily
consult doctors through health apps, a particularly valuable service during the COVID-19 pandemic.
One participant mentioned:

The Ministry of Health has just announced a 24/7 hotline to answer questions about various diseases, which is an
excellent step and was very helpful to me personally because | cannot leave my home for prolonged periods. So,
viewing medical instruction videos and having online consultations comes in handy.

Absher also enables women to report inappropriate or abusive behavior. For instance, one intervie-
wee explained how she had used Absher to report a man who insulted her while she was driving. She
explained that she had been able to have the matter resolved through her mobile phone

When a male driver insulted me and called me names because | was driving, | immediately took a video and
copied his number plate, then | reported the case. The case was dealt with and he was fined and asked to
make a formal apology to me.

Being able to voice these concerns have empowered women by making them feel safer as there is
redress from violations. Other women mentioned that the Absher system could also be used to
report instances of institutions, as well as individuals, being discriminatory toward them thus
enabling them to voice their concerns about how they had been treated as women.

4.7. Conversion factors

This section addresses how women'’s ability to generate capabilities from their independent use of
m-government is influenced by conversion factors. The analysis of the interview data revealed that
the relaxation of laws relating to male guardianship (a social conversion factor) allowed women to
build capabilities using m-government services, but the lack of other conversion factors (social,
environmental, personal) appear to inhibit their abilities to generate capabilities that will lead to
their empowerment.

4.8. Social factors

While the introduction of m-government services in Saudi Arabia has empowered many women
to take charge of their own lives and affairs, social and cultural factors continue to shape how
these technologies are perceived and used. Some participants in our study reported that the
use of these services conflicted with their religious beliefs and traditional values, which in
turn influenced their willingness or ability to use the m-government services. For some of the
women, the use of m-government services is seen as contrary to their religious values, particularly
when it involves activities that they believe are inappropriate for women. One participant
expressed her concerns about the requirements of these services, such as revealing her face for
identification purposes:



12 (& N.H.ALOTAIBIET AL.

Using the system is not only against Saudi customs and traditions, but it isn't permissible from a religious per-
spective as it involves mingling with men, not to mention the fact that you have to show your face for the photo.
Women like me believe that a woman exposing her face is against the rules. | cannot take off my nigab (veil) for
the photo and expose my face for men to see.

This sentiment underscores the ongoing tension between modernizing reforms and deeply rooted
cultural and religious norms. For some of the women who adhere to conservative interpretations of
Islamic principles, the act of revealing one’s face to strangers, particularly men, can be a significant
barrier to using digital services, even if these services are designed to facilitate their independence
and access to resources. Additionally, there is a segment of Saudi women who continue to uphold
traditional views regarding male guardianship, believing that respect for their male guardians is an
essential part of their identity. These women feel that it is necessary to seek their guardian’s per-
mission before engaging in activities such as using m-government applications. This perspective
highlights the importance of cultural continuity and the deep-seated belief in maintaining traditional
gender roles, even in the face of government reforms that aim to empower women. As one partici-
pant explained:

Respect for her male guardian and asking for his permission is certainly an integral part of every Saudi woman'’s
identity. The first thing is to respect our customs and traditions, and the second is we were brought up to respect
our men. In the era of new applications, many things have become easy and made our lives easier, but I still need
to ask permission, especially for a passport and traveling.

This statement illustrates how the shift toward greater autonomy for women through digital services
is met with resistance from those who view these changes as potentially undermining established
social norms. For some, the convenience offered by m-government services does not outweigh
the perceived need to maintain the traditional structures of authority within the family. In other
cases, the opposition to using m-government services comes not from the women themselves
but from their male guardians. Some women expressed their frustration with the limitations
imposed on them by their guardians, who refuse to grant permission for activities such as applying
for a passport or traveling abroad. This resistance often stems from the belief that managing inter-
actions with government entities is a man'’s responsibility, while a woman'’s role is to focus on home-
making and taking care of the children. One participant shared her experience:

My husband feels that women should only concentrate on their duties as homemakers and views this decision
(to allow women to conduct their transactions) as an encroachment upon his male authority, but I'm all for it
because | support anything that empowers women.

This quote reflects the broader societal expectation that men are the primary decision-makers in
matters involving public or official affairs, while women'’s roles are confined to the private sphere.
For women who wish to take advantage of the new opportunities presented by m-government ser-
vices, this mindset can be a significant hurdle. In some situations, the opposition from male guar-
dians is not just about maintaining authority but also about jealousy and control. Some men fear
that if their wives or daughters gain more independence through education or the ability to
travel, it might lead to situations where other men could interact with them or make advances.
This possessive attitude can result in women being denied access to opportunities that could
enhance their personal and professional lives. One participant detailed her struggle with this
situation:

My husband refuses to let me take up a scholarship as it means traveling while he is at work and he would not let
me go out alone because of jealousy. He feels other men might see me or make advances to me. He still believes
in the male guardianship law and despite the law reform, he made it clear | could not go. | cannot apply for a
scholarship or request a driver’s license. My husband is very jealous.

This narrative demonstrates how the intersection of traditional beliefs and personal insecurities can
restrict women'’s access to the very tools designed to empower them. Despite legal reforms and the
availability of m-government services, some women remain trapped by the cultural norms.
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4.9. Environmental factors

While m-government services in Saudi Arabia have opened new avenues for women to access
important government resources independently, environmental factors such as technical issues
and poor internet connectivity have posed significant challenges. These factors can hinder the effec-
tiveness of these services, making it difficult for women to generate the desired capabilities that can
lead to their empowerment.

A common issue reported by participants was the tendency of m-government apps to ‘freeze’
during peak usage times. This problem often requires users to repeatedly log in and out, consuming
valuable time and creating frustration. For many women, this technical barrier reduces the efficiency
of using these services, as they must wait for the apps to function properly in order to complete their
tasks. One participant shared her experience with these technical difficulties: ‘I often experience
technical problems with the Absher app, probably because of the heavy traffic and technical pro-
blems like a slow internet speed and frequent hangs, you can’t do what you want within the allo-
cated time limit." This quote illustrates how technical glitches can become a significant barrier,
especially when they occur during high-demand periods when many users are trying to access
the service simultaneously. For women who are already balancing multiple responsibilities, these
delays can be particularly disruptive.

Another factor compounding these issues is poor internet connectivity, which further exacerbates
the problem of app freezes. Many participants noted that their experience with m-government ser-
vices was negatively affected by slow connection speeds, which caused them to frequently restart
the app in order to complete their transactions before the session timed out. This situation was par-
ticularly frustrating for those in areas with unreliable or slow internet. As one participant explained: ‘I
think it depends on the speed of the internet at your home. Most complaints are about the internet
being so slow that the app wouldn’t open or that there are frequent down times.’

Participants also mentioned that slow internet speeds made it difficult to download or open files
within the app, which added to their frustration. One woman explained how these technical pro-
blems reduced the convenience of using the service

The details in the Absher application need to be clearer and more concise. The internet connection is sometimes
slow; this can interrupt downloading files. Although these applications are very efficient and convenient, | face
some difficulties, such as slow download speed and navigating through pages.

Additionally, some participants attributed the frequent freezes and glitches to the continuous updat-
ing and enhancement of the apps itself. One participant remarked:

‘The continuous updating of the app, that is, the process of adding features makes the application freeze a lot.’
The delays in accessing government documents or completing applications due to technical difficulties on
Absher has resulted in missed capabilities for education or employment.

4.10. Personal factors

The use of m-government services among Saudi women to enhance their capabilities are signifi-
cantly shaped by personal factors, especially those related to digital literacy. Women with limited
education or inadequate digital skills often find it challenging to fully engage with these services.
For example, a 74-year-old participant expressed deep frustration with her inability to use m-govern-
ment services due to her lack of education, stating: ‘If | were younger, | certainly would have learned
how to read and write, but it is too late for that now, and for this reason, | cannot use m-government.’

Like many in similar circumstances, this participant must rely on her male guardian to conduct
government transactions on her behalf. This dependency is not unique to older women; those
with literacy difficulties frequently depend on family members to navigate the apps for them.
Despite desire by the women to access m-government services, these women are held back by
their limited digital literacy. Another participant recounted her experience, ‘I wouldn't know how
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Table 3. Summary of findings using the concepts of the capabilities approach and empowerment.

Commodities Conversion Factors Capabilities Empowerment
Yesser Social Factors Freedom to enhance education ~ Empowered to pursue educational goals and
Absher Traditional beliefs advance careers independently, without
Religious belief external interference.

Cultural Values
Environmental Factors ~ Freedom to engage in economic  Gained economic empowerment through reduced

Reliable internet activities reliance on male guardians and the ability to
connection generate income on their own.
Reliable m-
government app
Robust m-
government
infrastructure
Personal Factors Freedom to self-identify Enabled to act independently in situations
Digital literacy requiring identification, allowing for greater
M-government engagement in various socio-economic and
awareness religious activities.
Freedom to independently Increased autonomy and mobility, facilitating a
manage, care for family and more independent life with redress available.

voice concerns

to use m-government because I'm not good at using modern technology, and my husband does this
for me.

The issue extends beyond digital literacy to also general lack of awareness about the available
services. Many participants, though confident in their ability to manage their own affairs, feel that
they are hindered by their unfamiliarity with technology. One participant noted,

| feel that women are mature and smart enough to be self-dependent and able to manage their affairs. However,
| feel that this [using apps] may be a bit hard for older women because they are mostly not tech-literate like me.

The situation is further complicated by the fact that some Saudi women are unaware of the exist-
ence of government apps and the potential benefits they offer. This gap in awareness underscores
the need for comprehensive education and outreach to ensure that all women, regardless of age or
educational background, can access and benefit from these services. As one participant emphasized,
‘Saudi women need to be made aware [of the apps] as well as acquiring the technical ability to easily
access government services.’

Table 3 summarizes the capabilities and consequent empowerment identified by the women in
the study.

5. Discussion

In this study, we investigated the use of m-government services by Saudi women who, according to
the new law, now have the full right to access m-government without their guardians’ permission.
We adopted Sen’s Capability Approach (CA) to conceptualize women’s empowerment in the Saudi
context. Our theoretical lens formally considers and examines the dimensions of empowerment in
relation to the CA, thus putting forward an integrative approach that enables Saudi women to tell
their story in their own voices and based on their own choices and values. As earlier scholars
have argued, while the CA can be a robust tool for exploring and identifying the range of function-
ings an individual can achieve based on available capabilities (Robeyns, 2005; Zamani, 2017), explor-
ing such functionings from an empowerment perspective can be particularly useful. More recently,
Vannini et al. (2024) have stressed the importance of including the voices of people who are margin-
alized and reporting their lived experiences when focusing on how women used ICT4D to gain
empowerment and challenge inequalities and to note the impact of their feelings and values on
this process. This perspective helps in understanding how a specific socio-cultural context shapes
the process by which capabilities afforded by digital resources, such as m-government services,
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can be supported or hindered by various conversion factors, and how the functionings achieved
relate to different aspects of empowerment.

The study makes a significant contribution by shifting the focus from merely examining the adop-
tion of m-government services to understanding how the use of these services contributes to the
lives of citizens, particularly women, a group generally neglected in ICT4D studies (Lwoga &
Chigona, 2020). Moreover, Vannini et al. (2024) call for more ICT4D investigations in non-Western
contexts in order to challenge ‘established Western paradigms’ as well as addressing ‘deeply
entrenched gender inequalities and power imbalances’ (p. 196). Furthermore, the study makes a
unique contribution that relates to the context of the study itself. This research has been conducted
during a highly significant point in time for Saudi women. The Saudi government is committed to
pushing toward modernization, and the digitalization of government, part of which relates to m-gov-
ernment, is central to this effort. At the same time, it is acknowledged that modernization requires
bringing Saudi women more meaningfully into the labor market and providing them with more
opportunities to be active citizens. A way to achieve this is through the relaxation (and possibly dis-
mantling over the longer term) of the wilayah system. As such, our study offers a detailed description
of the male guardianship system, an institution that has undergone profound changes (Alonazi et al.,
2020; Alshahrani, 2018), and unpacks the concept further to illustrate the impacts of these changes
for Saudi women. We consider this to be significant, as the process is bound to lead to fundamental
changes over the longer term within the KSA, and our study is chronicling these changes in terms of
how Saudi women see them impacting their lives.

Using Sen’s CA as a theoretical lens, the findings of the study have shown that women in the KSA
use m-government services to enhance four individual capabilities, thereby enhancing
empowerment:

The freedom to participate in educational activities. Many of the women have gained edu-
cational benefits through their independent use of m-government services. These findings are
similar to those of Nguyen and Chib (2017), which showed that m-government services provide
educational opportunities for women. In the context of KSA, such opportunities available
through m-government services and the relaxation of the wilayah system have potentially
empowered women to pursue their career and educational aspirations without interference
from external actors. However, we acknowledge that many women may feel unable to go
against the wishes of their male guardian even if they are legally allowed to.

The freedom to engage in economic activities. The use of the m-government services pro-
vided women with opportunities to run small businesses such as taxi services, generate
income, and actively engage in Saudi Arabia’s digital economy. Previous research has demon-
strated that when women have access to income-generating activities, it empowers them to
engage in the national economy and create stable lives for themselves and their families
(Lwoga & Chigona, 2020). Many of the widows and divorced women no longer had to rely on
family members or friends to support themselves. These findings reflect existing literature,
which suggests that the necessity for women to take sole responsibility for themselves and
their families drives them to engage in empowering practices within the local economy to
earn income (Svensson & Wamala Larsson, 2016). In this context, m-government may serve as
a means of empowerment, reflecting the findings of Alonazi et al. (2020) and Alotaibi and Rous-
sinov (2017). However, a recent study of women’s empowerment through education and
employment showed that it is simplistic to consider women'’s increased involvement in the
workforce as a sign of empowerment because such statistics can mask deeper cultural hin-
drances to their agency and inequalities (Alhawsawi & Jawhar, 2023).

The freedom to self-identify. By allowing women to establish their identity on their own, m-
government services help them participate more fully in society, giving them a stronger sense of
ownership, social status and responsibility. This capability is supported by existing research that
highlights how important legal recognition is for empowering women, as it provides them with
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the essential tools to confidently navigate both public and private aspects of life (Fruttero et al.,
2023). Furthermore, the findings of our study show that the ability to self-identify reduces
women’s dependence on male family members, thereby contributing to their overall sense of
autonomy. This reflects the findings of previous studies that highlight the role of self-identifi-
cation in promoting women'’s autonomy and strengthening their agency (Dahan & Hanmer,
2015).

The freedom to independently manage and care for one’s family and voice concerns
about their safety. Using m-government services, women, particularly those who are
widowed or divorced, have been able to assume full responsibility for their households, and
to make decisions related to their children’s education, healthcare and overall well-being
without needing approval from male relatives. This capability significantly alters the traditional
family dynamics, where women often relied on male family members for support and decision-
making. The ability to independently manage family affairs not only empowers women but also
instills a sense of confidence and competence. It enables them to fulfill their roles as primary
caregivers and heads of households, contributing to the stability and security of their families.
The current study found that women made use of m-government to report incidents of abuse.
In their study of the extent to which social media enhanced the empowerment and autonomy of
Bangladeshi women, Klose and Jebin (2024) concluded that women, especially those from the
Global South needed their voices to be ‘amplified’ through. Arguably, being heard is only the
first step and by providing a means to report abuse directly, Saudi m-government services
give Saudi women some measure of redress.

Moreover, this empowerment aligns with existing literature that emphasizes the importance of
autonomy in caregiving roles for women'’s overall empowerment (Svensson & Wamala Larsson,
2016). When women are free to make decisions regarding their families, they are more likely to
engage in practices that benefit their household’s long-term welfare. However, long-term depen-
dence may mean that some women find it difficult to behave independently. Several women in
our study identified that they had obtained support from other women (often younger relatives)
to help them use m-government services. This echoes findings by Diez and Bossio (2024) whose
study of interactions by Peruvian women on social media highlighted the importance of sororidad
(women's solidarity) in providing support and care for each other and as a means of obtaining
their rights.

Lastly, the findings revealed the use m-government by women in Saudi Arabia to enhance their
empowerment is contingent on the personal, social and environmental conditions in which they are
situated. For example, women with limited education or inadequate digital skills often struggle to
engage fully with these services, resulting in a continued reliance on male guardians to conduct
essential transactions. This echoes research by Pei et al. (2024) who found that age was an important
factor for ‘marginalised elderly woman in the Global South’ as they were more likely to have pro-
blems with digital literacy (p. 292). Age is a particularly pertinent factor in the current study as
older Saudi women often struggle with reading and writing, and have issues with digital literacy,
due to the late introduction of compulsory education for girls in Saudi Arabia. These authors
stress the importance of filling the ‘critical gap left by previous studies that treat elderly populations
homogeneously without drawing attention to their gender disparities’ (p. 303) in order to better
understand how such marginalized women can be supported to use ICT4D.

However, his reliance on male guardians is not restricted to older women; even younger women
with limited digital literacy face challenges in independently navigating these platforms. The issue is
further exacerbated by a lack of awareness about the existence and potential benefits of m-govern-
ment services. While many women possess the capability to manage their own affairs, their unfami-
liarity with the technology hinders their ability to take full advantage of these digital tools. These
findings align with existing literature, which underscores the importance of digital literacy in
enabling effective use of ICTs for empowerment (Graf, 2020). Research indicates that tailored
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digital literacy programs can significantly enhance women'’s ability to utilize digital services, thereby
promoting greater social inclusion and economic participation (UNESCO, 2024).

Also, technical issues and poor internet connectivity pose significant challenges to the effective
use of m-government services by Saudi women. These technical barriers not only reduce the
efficiency of m-government platforms but also contribute to a frustrating user experience, which
may deter women from fully utilizing these services (Alotaibi & Roussinov, 2017). This finding is con-
sistent with existing research, which highlights the crucial role that reliable infrastructure plays in the
successful adoption and use of m-government services (Nyemba-Mudenda & Chigona, 2018; Wang &
Teo, 2020). Improving internet connectivity and addressing technical issues within m-government
platforms are essential steps toward enhancing the capabilities of these services to empower
Saudi women. Policy makers need to ensure that prospective users (including women) are able to
use m-government unobstructed so that the benefits of such provision can be maximized. This
means ensuring that such services are easy to use and aligned, as far as possible, to their users’ lit-
eracy levels.

The study also found that social and cultural factors significantly influence the adoption and use
of m-government services among Saudi women. Despite the empowering potential of these ser-
vices, some participants reported that the use of such technologies conflicted with their religious
beliefs and traditional values. For instance, the requirement to reveal one’s face for identification pur-
poses was seen as incompatible with the conservative interpretations of Islamic principles held by
some women. Moreover, the persistence of traditional views regarding male guardianship continues
to shape how these services are perceived and used. Some women believe that seeking permission
from their male guardians before using m-government applications is necessary, reflecting deep-
seated cultural norms and the importance of maintaining traditional gender roles (Alnufaie &
Beghum, 2021). This adherence to cultural continuity, even in the face of legal reforms, demonstrates
the complex interplay between modernization and tradition in the adoption of digital services.

These findings are supported by existing literature, which emphasizes the role of cultural and
social norms in influencing the adoption of new technologies (Robeyns, 2005; Zamani, 2017) and
whether and to what extent these services are perceived as adding value to potential users’ lives
(Choudrie et al., 2021). Moussa and Seraphim (2017) argue that customs and traditions that entail
male control over women can be prohibitive toward women’s empowerment. In our study, we
extend this discussion and show that family values and religious beliefs, functioning as conversion
factors, still exert a strong influence on Saudi culture, whereby deeply rooted cultural and religious
beliefs often result in women limiting their own ability to access the means of empowerment, as
afforded by m-government.

In sum, we have shown in our study how m-government provides opportunities to enhance the
empowerment of women in Saudi Arabia. Using the CA, we argue that m-government is a commod-
ity that women use to generate capabilities they value. These capabilities, in turn, lead to their
empowerment, enabling them to participate in the digital society. However, the generation of
these capabilities is influenced by conversion factors. Additionally, our study makes a contribution
to theory by arguing that the empowerment of women through m-government initiatives cannot
be achieved by the implementation of m-government alone. Instead, it is the intricate interplay
between various factors that truly facilitates empowerment. Our study reveals that at present,
Saudi women are in between being empowered by recent changes in the law and ICT-based govern-
ment initiatives, and being disempowered by tradition and culture. It is therefore of paramount
importance to increase Saudi women'’s awareness of the potential benefits of fully utilizing these ser-
vices while simultaneously preparing society to accept new policies and norms. Access to commod-
ities, plays a crucial role in this dynamic. Additionally, the removal of restrictive laws, which act as
conversion factors, is essential. These legal reforms not only enable the effective use of e-govern-
ment services but also serve as a significant means to women'’s empowerment. Therefore, it is the
combination of accessible resources and supportive legal frameworks that collectively enhance
the potential of e-government to empower women.
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6. Conclusions and limitations

In this study, we use Sen’s Capability Approach to understand how m-government contributes to
the empowerment of women in Saudi Arabia. Our study demonstrates that accessing m-govern-
ment services contributes to women’s participation in economic and social activities that can
result in their empowerment. However, social, environmental and personal factors impede in
some cases their ability to generate capabilities from m-government services and in turn
achieve their desired functionings. While m-government services have enhanced the capabilities
of Saudi women, the strong traditions and Islamic beliefs that continue to impact the way of life in
the KSA mean that it is uncertain whether women will become fully empowered: as shown
through findings, some women oppose the relaxation of the guardianship system as it contradicts
their values and beliefs; others however are supportive, and yet unable to exercise their agency
and take advantage of the capabilities offered via m-government. It is in these latter cases where
we see the reforms not being sufficient to overcome the barriers for those who experience them
as such.

Our study contributes to the literature on women’s empowerment and ICT4D by providing
insights into how Saudi women make use of m-government. To the authors’ knowledge, this is
the first study in this area that looks into women ICT-enabled empowerment in the Saudi context.
Yet, like all studies, ours too, comes with certain limitations. We conducted our study under
severe constraints because of the COVID-19 pandemic. This meant that we were unable to recruit
Saudi women from many different areas and additional walks of life, while our discussions with
them were conducted online. Being able to approach women interviewees on a face-to-face basis
would have been preferrable as it would allow to appreciate cues such as body language, while
our participants were sharing their experiences. This approach also means that it is very likely
that we were able to recruit only the more tech-savvy women.

In addition, our study was designed to provide a nuanced understanding of the lived experiences
of Saudi women immediately following the reforms, rather than producing broadly generalizable
findings or studying changes that transpired over a substantial period of time. Consequently, quali-
tative data was sought and the study was cross-sectional rather than longitudinal. We were careful to
recruit Saudi women from a range of backgrounds, but our intention was not to make any systematic
comparisons between them (e.g. between married/unmarried women, of different socioeconomic
backgrounds). We consider that further probing into these elements in the future could be ben-
eficial. For example, stratified sampling within the context of a longitudinal study could help us
appreciate possible conceptual links between marital and socioeconomic statuses, m-government
use and achieved functionings.

Finally, we have been specifically focused within the KSA, which is characterized by its strong tra-
ditions and religious beliefs. As such, it wouldn’t be prudent to extend our findings widely, e.g. within
Western societies, i.e. where contextual conditions are markedly different, to the extent that prohibit
generalizations (Davison & Martinsons, 2016; Gregor, 2006). Yet, we see that our findings can be
applicable within e.g. patriarchal societies, whose contextual conditions are similar to the KSA’s,
whereby generalizations can take place in the fashion described by Walsham (2006, p. 322), i.e. in
the form of ‘concepts, theories, specific implications or rich insights’ within similar contexts.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Interview protocol

Interview Number____ Date of Interview

Code name [l will put a code name for the interviewee]

Thank you for taking part in this interview. | would like to reconfirm that the interview is being audio-recorded
and that everything you say is confidential. Your name will not appear on any documents and only the research
team, which includes me and my supervisors, will see the transcripts. You can ask to stop the recording at any
time and also withdraw from the interview at any time should you wish to.

Do you have any questions before we start? ... ... ....

Interviewee Profile

Age [Are you 18 or over]

Area [In which town do you live?]

Marital status [Married, Single, Divorced, Widowed]
Education [Basic, Bachelor, Master, PhD]

Employment: Employed, Unemployed, housewife
If employed, what is your source of income?

Do you have a mobile phone? Yes/No
If yes;

e What kind of mobile phone do you have? ... ... ... ... ... oo ool s e e

* How long have you been using a mobile phone? ... ... ... ... ... .o
* How often do you use it? Average hours per week: ... ... ... ... .o oo s e il e

o What do you use mobile phones for and why? ... ... ... ... ... .. Ll

1. Saudi women are now able to access m-government services on their own, rather than this being done by
their male guardian. What are your thoughts on this?

Prompts: [If they don’t know, remind them that it was on the information sheet] Do you believe this will change some-
thing? Do you consider this to be for better or worse?
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2. Prior to the interview, were you aware of this change?

Prompt: [If yes] — Have you discussed this with anyone, for example family and friends? Do you mind sharing their views
on this with me?

3. Has this change made any difference to how you use or will be using government services?

Prompt questions: Have you applied or will you be applying for government services by yourself? [If yes] Can you share
with me your male guardian’s attitude about this with me? [IF NO GO TO Q.9]
[IF THEY HAVE APPLIED]

4. Have you already used any of the Saudi government services?

Prompt questions: Did you do this in person or online? If online, did you use e-government services (on computer) or m-
government services (on a Smartphone)?

5. Can you tell me about your experience of using government services online?

Prompt questions: Which services did you use? Would you use them again? Are there other services you would like to use?
Did you find using the services online more useful than visiting government offices? Were the services you used easy to
use?

6. Have the m-government services helped you do something you were not able to do in the past?

Prompt questions: What does this change mean to you? Is there a difference in how you feel? Could you give me an
example please?

[NOW GO TO Q.12]

[IF THEY HAVE NOT APPLIED BUT PLAN TO APPLY]

7. What government services do you expect to use?

Prompt questions: Will you be using these in person or online? If online, will you be using them via a computer, or via a
Smartphone?
Will you now apply for a passport? [If yes]
After getting the passport what will you use it for?
Will you travel outside the country? Will your family allow you to go on your own? Will you use it to apply for scholarship
to study abroad?
Will you now apply for an ID card using m-government services?
Will you now apply for a driver’s license? [If they have a license]
When did you get the driver’s license? and What do you use it for?
Have you applied for your own house/ job?
For applying for health services: Did you apply for health services on your own?
Trade, justice, housing and financial ministries: Did you know that women can now apply for them by their own? Have
you used or applied for any of their services and what did you use them for?
[For employees only] Will you travel abroad if your employers request it?
[For mothers only] Did you register births of your children? Did you use the birth certificate to apply for passports for your
children?
[For divorced or widow women] You can also now register as a co-head of household — Will you apply for an ID family
card? Will you now travel with your children? Will you apply for health services?

8. What do you hope to achieve using these services? What things would you like to do that you weren’t able to
do in the past?

Prompt questions: What will this change mean to you?

Are you satisfied with what m-government services offers?

Availability, communication, easy to use, learning etc.

Can you discuss the various challenges you have encountered in using m-government services?

- If you have encountered any problems, have these affected your interest in using m-government services and its impact
on your lives? How?
« Have you paid anything for using any of the services?
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[IF THEY HAVE NOT APPLIED AND THEY DON'T PLAN TO APPLY (Answered ‘No’ go to Q.3)]

9. Have you ever needed to access government services in the past? What services were these and how did you
access them? [Moved from Q.10]

Prompt: Who accessed the services for you? Do you know how they did that?

10. What would you say are the reasons for not applying to access the government services on your own?
Prompt: [If they find this difficult to answer] Could you apply to access government services on your own if you wanted
to? [If, ‘yes’ ask: Is it something that you would find difficult to do? If ‘no’ ask: Would anyone object to you applying on

your own? If this is the case ask: Can you tell me more about that?

11. Are you unhappy about the new ruling that allows Saudi women to access government services on their
own?

Prompt: [If yes] can you tell me more about that?

12. Do you have any suggestions about how government services could be made more useful to Saudi women?
Prompt: [If they can't think of anything] Can you think of any services that you personally would like to see the Saudi
Government providing?

Do you have any suggestions about how Saudi women could be encouraged to make independent use of
government services on their phones?

Thank you so much for participating in this interview | really appreciate it.

Before we finish, is there anything we have discussed that you would like to make further comments about?
Is there anything you would like to add that has not been covered in this interview?

Do you have any further questions?

Appendix 2. Participant profiles

Participant Age Education Marital Status Employment
P1 26 Bachelor Single Unemployed

P2 53 Bachelor Divorced Housewife

P3 49 Secondary Married Housewife

P4 35 Bachelor Single Employed

P5 35 Bachelor Married Employed

P6 36 Bachelor Married Employed

P7 34 Bachelor Single Employed

P8 30 Master Single Employed

P9 43 Bachelor Married Employed

P10 19 Secondary Single University Student
P11 60 Bachelor Married Retired Teacher
P12 40 Bachelor Widowed Housewife

P13 42 Secondary Married Housewife

P14 37 Non-educated Married Housewife

P15 77 Non-educated Widowed Housewife/businesswoman
P16 41 Secondary Divorced Housewife

P17 45 Master Divorced Employed

P18 34 Bachelor Married Housewife

P19 40 Bachelor Divorced Housewife

P20 30 Bachelor Single Employed

P21 43 Bachelor Widowed Employed

P22 25 Bachelor Single Employed

P23 29 Bachelor + UK fellowship Single Employed

P24 45 Bachelor Divorced Employed

(Continued)
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Continued.

Participant Age Education Marital Status Employment
P25 51 Professor-PhD Divorced Employed

P26 45 Professor-PhD Married Employed

P27 37 Bachelor Divorced Employed

P28 26 Bachelor Single Employed

P29 32 Bachelor Divorced Employed

P30 41 Secondary Married Housewife




	Abstract
	1. Introduction
	2. Literature review
	2.1. M-government and women’s empowerment
	2.2. Women’s empowerment
	2.3. The concept of wilayah – the male guardianship system
	2.4. Sen’s capability approach

	3. Methods
	3.1. Ethical considerations

	4. Findings and analysis
	4.1. Commodities
	4.2. Capabilities
	4.3. Freedom to enhance education
	4.4. Freedom to self-identify
	4.5. Freedom to engage in economic activities
	4.6. Freedom to independently manage, care for family and voice concerns for their safety
	4.7. Conversion factors
	4.8. Social factors
	4.9. Environmental factors
	4.10. Personal factors

	5. Discussion
	6. Conclusions and limitations
	Acknowledgement
	Disclosure statement
	References
	Appendices
	Appendix 1. Interview protocol
	Appendix 2. Participant profiles


