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Abstract

Social media has become a central arena for informal learning and civic participation,
yet its capacity to convert exposure into meaningful sustainability engagement remains
uncertain. This study examines the role of social media in enhancing awareness of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) among Arab youth and explores how digital
platforms function as spaces for informal learning. A cross-sectional quantitative survey
was administered to 370 respondents aged 17–45 across several Arab countries (primarily
the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, and Algeria—countries selected because they
are among the region’s most digitally connected societies and jointly represent the Gulf,
Levantine, and North African sub-regions), measuring social media usage patterns, levels of
SDG awareness, and forms of digital engagement; the data were analysed using descriptive
statistics and inferential statistics (Pearson correlations, t-tests, and one-way ANOVA) that
tested four hypotheses derived from an integrated research model. The findings show that
visually oriented platforms, particularly Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok, dominate youth
media consumption, and that social media is the leading source of SDG-related information
for the majority of respondents. However, engagement remains largely passive, confined to
viewing, liking, and resharing content, revealing a persistent gap between awareness and
active participation. The hypothesis tests confirm this pattern: SDG awareness is strongly
associated with digital engagement (r = 0.71, p < 0.001), whereas breadth of platform
use plays only a marginal role (r = 0.11, p = 0.044) and membership in sustainability-
focused online groups confers no significant awareness advantage. Drawing on Uses
and Gratifications Theory and Knowledge Management Theory, the study introduces the
Digital Awareness–Engagement Conversion Model (DAECM), which conceptualizes the
staged transition from digital exposure to engagement and advocacy. The results underline
the need for interactive, localised, and youth-centred digital strategies that can translate
passive awareness into sustained sustainability action. Given the non-probability sampling
design, the findings are interpreted as exploratory.
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1. Introduction
Sustainability, defined as economic prosperity in harmony with social justice and

environmental protection [1], has assumed a leading position on the global development
agenda. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) provide a global blueprint for confronting interconnected crises such as
poverty, inequality, climate change, and the erosion of peace. With the rise of digital tech-
nologies, and social media in particular, the circulation of sustainability-related information
has become increasingly pivotal for raising awareness and mobilising public engagement
around these issues [2,3].

Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, Twitter (X), Snapchat, and YouTube have been
transformed into powerful instruments for mobilising communities, sharing information,
and enabling collaboration among government bodies, NGOs, youth groups, and civil
society [4]. Above all, these platforms transcend political and geographical boundaries,
creating online spaces where people convene to discuss, debate, and act on sustainability
issues. As the Media Development Investment Fund argues, independent and participatory
media “drive progress towards the SDGs by providing access to information (Target 16.10)
and a platform for citizens’ voices” [5].

Youth, in particular, hold significant potential for advancing sustainable develop-
ment. Young people in the Arab world are among the most intensive users of digital
communication, which positions them firmly as actors capable of shaping sustainability
narratives and practices [6]. Across many contexts, young people have used social media as
sites of learning, mobilisation, and innovation around the SDGs. Evidence from Malaysia,
Southeast Asia, and the Philippines underscores the importance of youth engagement in
e-participation, policy advocacy, and community-based projects [7,8].

Yet, for all its promise, several studies indicate that young people’s engagement with
sustainability content tends to be superficial. Users frequently encounter sustainability
messages but rarely move beyond shallow forms of interaction, such as liking or resharing,
without deeper reflection or activism [6]. These raise pressing questions about the role of
social media in sustainability literacy, the depth of understanding among young people,
and the translation of awareness into action.

A growing body of empirical work emerging from the Arab university context points to
a paradox: although youth use social media intensively, this exposure does not necessarily
translate into deep sustainability awareness or engagement. Studies reveal widespread use
of platforms such as WhatsApp, Instagram, Snapchat, and Twitter (X) alongside differential
trust and selective information checking, indicating that mere digital exposure is insufficient
to generate meaningful engagement with the SDGs [9,10].

Recent empirical studies from the Arab region reinforce this picture and provide the
immediate context for the present study. Surveys of Arab university students show that
social media have become their primary source of climate-change information, although
trust in, and verification of, such content varies considerably [10]. Comparative evidence
from secondary-school students in the UAE and Lebanon reveals uneven levels of SDG
awareness across national contexts [11], and a study of Iraqi university students reports
only moderate familiarity with sustainable-development concepts [12]. Research from
Algeria demonstrates that visually driven platforms such as YouTube and TikTok now
shape how young people encounter public-affairs content [13], while evidence from Saudi
Arabia indicates that social media messages are most persuasive when they are visually rich
and socially endorsed [14]. Analyses of the COP28 digital campaigns similarly document
the growing sophistication of institutional sustainability communication directed at Arab
audiences [9]. Collectively, these studies confirm both the centrality of social media in Arab
young people’s information environment and the persistent shallowness of their sustain-
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ability engagement, underscoring the need for the systematic, multi-country assessment
undertaken here.

As digital ecosystems play an ever-larger role in shaping knowledge and behaviour,
understanding how Arab youth access, interpret, and engage with SDG-related content
becomes increasingly important. This study addresses that need by investigating the
contribution of social media to raising Arab youth’s awareness of the SDGs. Drawing on
Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) and Knowledge Management Theory (KMT), social
media are conceptualized both as a need-fulfilling communication space and as an open
knowledge-sharing system.

This research contributes to the scarce literature on digital sustainability communica-
tion in the Arab region by offering empirical insights into online platform use, awareness
patterns, the influence of institutions and influencers, and engagement practices. It also
advances a new theoretical model, the Digital Awareness–Engagement Conversion Model
(DAECM), that outlines the pathways through which digital media saturation may translate
into deeper engagement and lasting change.

This study seeks to identify the role of social media in promoting the SDGs among
Arab youth by addressing the following research questions:

• RQ1. To what extent are Arab youth aware of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs)?

• RQ2. To what extent do individual and institutional social media platforms contribute
to raising Arab youth’s awareness of the SDGs?

2. Literature Review
2.1. Youth Engagement and the Sustainable Development Goals

Engaging young people is central to realising the SDGs. Young people, who account
for more than 40% of the world’s population, are fundamental actors in social change,
innovation, and sustainable development [15]. Nevertheless, Acosta et al. [16] argue that
decision-making privileges tend to be reserved for adults rather than youth, denying the
latter a voice in sustainable governance. Studies across Africa, Asia, and Europe stress the
importance of empowering young people through education, participatory governance,
and digital inclusion if this group is to contribute effectively to the SDGs [17–20].

Mulero et al. [15] found that embedding SDG-focused materials in formal education
positively influenced the awareness and behavioural change of secondary-school students.
Similarly, Borojević et al. [21] reported that young people in the Western Balkans scored
highest on SDGs related to poverty and hunger reduction and access to health care, suggest-
ing a humanitarian emphasis within their sustainability values. These results underscore
the significance of both formal and informal learning in nurturing sustainability-focused
attitudes [22,23].

2.2. Social Media as a Catalyst for Sustainable Development

The digital age has reshaped the production, distribution, and consumption of knowl-
edge about sustainability. Social media outlets constitute a dynamic forum for information
sharing, civic engagement, and environmental activism. Singh and Singh [4] argue that
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter (X) are effective in mobilising col-
lective action, raising awareness, and facilitating multi-actor collaboration around the
SDGs [24,25]. Through features such as hashtags, live sessions, and interactive posts, users
become participants in rather than spectators of sustainability communication [26]. The
communicative power of these platforms is amplified by their multimedia affordances:
studies of news websites show that the strategic combination of text, image, video, and
infographics strengthens audience attention and comprehension [27]. More recently, institu-
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tional climate-communication campaigns have begun to deploy multimedia and artificial-
intelligence-assisted tools to shape engagement, as evidenced by analyses of the COP28
digital campaigns [9], while the alignment of advertising formats, digital payment systems,
and environmental, social, and governance (ESG) criteria demonstrates how sustainable
value can be created within social-media ecosystems [28,29].

Pabian and Pabian [6] contend, however, that despite its promise, social media re-
mains underused as a systematic knowledge-management tool. Their large-scale survey
showed that while young users frequently encounter sustainability content, they engage
with it mainly at a surface level, liking or sharing rather than creating original narratives
or building analytical argumentation. This gap between discovery and deep involve-
ment signals the need for strategic frameworks that maximise the educational role of
social media.

At the same time, a balanced reading of the literature must acknowledge that social
media are not unambiguously benign for sustainability communication. A substantial
body of work shows that the same platforms are used to challenge sustainable behaviours
and to portray sustainability initiatives as misleading or fraudulent. Lyon and Mont-
gomery [30] demonstrate how social media both expose and amplify accusations of cor-
porate greenwashing, while Seele and Gatti [31] show that greenwashing allegations—
whether substantiated or not—erode the credibility of legitimate sustainability messaging.
Anti-sustainability and climate-sceptic narratives likewise circulate widely online, compet-
ing directly with SDG-related content for young users’ attention. These counter-currents
imply that exposure to sustainability content on social media occurs within a contested
discursive environment, a consideration taken into account in the interpretation of the
present findings.

Earlier studies by Kumar and Aggarwal [2] likewise established that social media
drives sustainability through eco-friendly marketing, paperless communication, and e-
campaigns, while Al Sheikh and Al Serhan [3] highlighted the role of digital media in
advancing sustainable development in the Arab world. Taken together, these findings
indicate that social media functions both as a communicative infrastructure and as an
educational ecosystem linking individual actions to global sustainability targets.

2.3. Institutional and Educational Drivers of SDG Awareness

Educational institutions play a fundamental role in shaping young people’s perception
and understanding of sustainability. Zamora-Polo et al. [32] found that university students
possess a fair awareness of the SDGs, especially environment-related goals, and emphasised
the need to incorporate sustainability knowledge into curricula [12]. Likewise, Saha and
Kayal [33] observed that although many higher-education students had never heard the
term “SDGs,” they nonetheless participated in sustainability-driven activities across social
media platforms. Carpenter et al. [34] similarly documented the multiple roles that social
media play in promoting sustainability within higher education.

De Luca et al. [35] extended this reasoning by examining how institutions and firms
use social media to support the SDGs [36]. Their cross-national study found that con-
tent linked to Gender Equality (SDG 5), Climate Action (SDG 13), and Partnerships for
the Goals (SDG 17) generated the greatest stakeholder involvement. In Southeast Asia,
Mohd Yusof et al. [7] linked citizen empowerment with SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and
Communities) [37].

These findings highlight the importance of both institutional communication and
student-led digital initiatives in establishing sustainability as part of public common sense
and in translating awareness into concrete action.
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2.4. Transnational Networks and Global Youth Collaboration

Beyond the nation-state, transnational youth networks (TYNs) have been identified as
key vehicles for advancing the SDGs through public diplomacy and collective advocacy [16].
These networks harness digital platforms to connect young leaders globally, enabling them
to share information, organise action, and shape international policy agendas. Similarly,
Mohd Yusof et al. [7] and Tuan Ismail et al. [38] note that online spaces have become the
modern, interactive settings in which a new form of “digital citizenship” can be practised
by young people [39].

Through these transnational and regional partnerships, social media shifts from
being a mere communication mechanism toward becoming an empowerment site that
helps youth co-construct solutions to environmental and social problems. This is directly
aligned with SDG 17, which centres on partnerships and the involvement of youth in
global development.

2.5. Social Media and SDG Awareness in the Arab Context

A small but growing body of research has examined sustainability communication in
Arab societies specifically. Al Sheikh and Al Serhan [3] highlighted the potential of digital
media to advance sustainable development across the Arab world, and Alqawasmi et al. [10]
found that social media play a central role in shaping climate-change awareness among
Arab university students, albeit with uneven levels of trust and information verification.
Abou Okdeh [11] compared SDG awareness among secondary-school students in the
UAE and Lebanon and documented marked cross-national differences, while Salman
et al. [12] reported only moderate awareness of sustainable-development concepts among
Iraqi university students. Studies of Algerian youth show that visually driven platforms
such as YouTube and TikTok have become primary arenas for encountering public-affairs
content [13], and evidence from Saudi Arabia confirms that visually rich, socially endorsed
content is the most persuasive format for young Arab audiences [14]. At the institutional
level, analyses of the COP28 digital campaigns illustrate how organisations in the region
increasingly deploy multimedia and AI-assisted tools to foster engagement with climate
and sustainability agendas [9].

Nevertheless, these Arab-context studies remain fragmented. Most focus on a single
country or on a single issue (typically climate change), rely on student samples, and stop
at describing awareness levels without modelling the pathway from digital exposure to
engagement. In particular, no study to date has compared the contribution of individual
versus institutional social media platforms to SDG awareness across several Arab countries
simultaneously. The present study is positioned to address precisely this lacuna, which
also explains its regional—rather than single-country—focus.

2.6. Synthesis and Research Gap

Across global contexts, the reviewed studies converge on the view that social media
enhances SDG-related awareness, participation, and advocacy [4,6,35]. However, they also
reveal persistent challenges, including superficial engagement, limited knowledge transfer,
and unequal access to digital resources [2,17].

Despite extensive research across Western, Asian, and African regions, a clear gap
persists in understanding how Arab youth, among the world’s most digitally connected
populations, use social media to acquire, interpret, and disseminate knowledge about the
SDGs. Few studies have empirically examined the comparative effectiveness of individ-
ual versus institutional social media platforms in shaping SDG awareness in the Arab
world [11].
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More precisely, the gap addressed by this study is threefold. First, a geographic–
contextual gap: despite the Arab region containing some of the world’s most digitally
connected youth populations, systematic multi-country evidence on how they use social
media to learn about the SDGs is still lacking (Section 2.5). Second, a comparative–analytical
gap: the relative contribution of individual platforms (personal accounts, influencers,
youth-led initiatives) versus institutional platforms (official pages of governments, NGOs,
universities, and international organisations) to SDG awareness has not been empirically
examined in the Arab context. Third, a theoretical gap: existing Arab-context studies are
largely descriptive and atheoretical, offering no integrated model of how digital exposure
is converted into engagement. Addressing these three gaps jointly constitutes the rationale
and the intended contribution of the present study.

This research addresses that gap by investigating how Arab youth engage with social
media to understand and promote the SDGs, using a quantitative approach that links
digital participation with levels of sustainability awareness and knowledge dissemination.

2.7. Theoretical Framework

This research is grounded in two complementary theoretical bases:
Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT). Initially developed in communication re-

search, UGT assumes that people actively seek out media to satisfy needs for information,
entertainment, or social connection. For the Arab youth examined here, social media serves
not only as a means of entertainment but also as an instrument for information gathering
and self-expression around global challenges. Singh and Singh [4] and De Luca et al. [35]
find that the interactive affordances of social media comment sections, multimedia sto-
rytelling, and influencer campaigns fulfill youths’ needs for engagement, belonging, and
civic participation.

Knowledge Management Theory (KMT). Developed by Nonaka and Takeuchi [40],
this framework focuses on the creation, transfer, and exploitation of knowledge within
social and technical systems. Applied to sustainability, it implies that social media constitute
a digital “knowledge ecology” in which tacit awareness can be converted into explicit
knowledge and shared across networks [6]. This view aligns with Mulero et al. [15]
and Borojević et al. [21], who identify education and cooperation as key mechanisms for
transforming awareness into governance.

Integrating these models, the present study frames social media as a need-satisfying
communication space and a knowledge-management hub that jointly shape how Arab
youth relate to and advocate for the Sustainable Development Goals.

2.8. Linking the Literature to the Current Study

Cumulatively, the reviewed literature makes a strong case for the transformative
role of social media in unlocking youth engagement within the framework of sustainable
development. Earlier studies [4,6,35] provided evidence of the effectiveness of digital
platforms for sustainability knowledge dissemination and civic engagement. Nevertheless,
this work has been conducted primarily in Western or Asian settings, leaving the Arab
region largely unexplored.

Building on these findings, the present study treats Arab youth as a distinct target
group whose digital behaviour and socio-cultural context may yield different perceptions
of sustainability. It considers both personal and organisational social media platforms and
compares their impact on SDG awareness. In doing so, it operationalises the UGT premise
that audiences use information to seek understanding and form identities, alongside the
KMT premise that explains how awareness is created, disseminated, and converted into
sustainable practice.
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Therefore, in addition to filling a geographic and contextual void, this study makes
a theoretical contribution by integrating a communication and knowledge-management
approach into the analysis of SDG awareness among Arab youth.

It is anticipated that the findings will inform policymakers, educators, and sustainabil-
ity communicators about opportunities to use social media as a platform for meaningful,
youth-led sustainable development in the Arab world.

2.9. Proposed Research Model and Hypotheses

Synthesising the theoretical framework (Section 2.7) and the empirical evidence re-
viewed above, this study proposes an integrated research model, illustrated in Figure 1.
The model conceptualises SDG awareness as its central construct. Grounded in UGT,
motivated media use is expected to generate informational gratifications: the more inten-
sively young people use social media, the greater their exposure to, and awareness of,
SDG-related content [4,35]. The model further distinguishes two supply-side channels of
sustainability content—individual platforms (personal accounts, influencers, and youth-led
initiatives) and institutional platforms (official pages of governments, NGOs, universities,
and international organisations); in the present study, engagement with the institutional
channel is operationalised through membership in organised, sustainability-focused online
groups and communities [11,35]. Grounded in KMT, awareness is in turn expected to be
converted into engagement: users who hold explicit knowledge of the SDGs are more
likely to share, discuss, and act upon sustainability content [6,40]. Finally, consistent with
prior evidence of demographic variation in sustainability literacy [15,32], demographic
characteristics (gender, age group, educational level, and country of study) are modelled as
grouping variables.

Figure 1. The proposed integrated research model linking social media use, SDG awareness, and
digital engagement. Note: Solid arrows represent the hypothesised relationships (H1–H3); the dashed
box and arrow denote demographic group-ing variables (H4). Colours are illustrative only.

Accordingly, the following hypotheses were formulated and tested:

H1. The intensity of social media use is positively associated with Arab youth’s awareness of
the SDGs.

H2. Arab youth who are members of organised sustainability-focused online groups (institutional
platforms) report significantly higher SDG awareness than non-members.
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H3. SDG awareness is positively associated with digital engagement with sustainability content.

H4. The level of SDG awareness differs significantly across demographic groups (gender, age group,
educational level, and country of study).

3. Materials and Methods
This study adopted a quantitative, descriptive approach, complemented by inferential

hypothesis testing, to assess Arab youth’s awareness of, attitudes toward, and behaviour in
using social media to promote the SDGs. A quantitative descriptive design was selected
because it allows data to be generalised statistically across a large, geographically diverse
population and provides insight into broad trends [4,41]. Following the approach of Pabian
and Pabian [6] to the study of sustainability knowledge management among young people,
this design supports a systematic exploration of how social media can foster awareness of,
and engagement with, global development goals.

3.1. Population and Sampling

The study population comprised Arab people aged between 17 and 45 years from
various Arab countries, with diverse educational levels and backgrounds. Respondents
were drawn primarily from the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Jordan, and Algeria, together
with a smaller number from other Arab states (see Section 4.4). These countries were
selected because they are among the region’s most digitally connected societies, they jointly
represent the Gulf, Levantine, and North African sub-regions, and they were accessible
through the research team’s academic networks, which provided the initial recruitment
seeds. Although international bodies frequently define youth as ages 15–24, broader opera-
tional definitions are common in the region: the African Youth Charter, ratified by several
Arab states including Egypt and Algeria, defines youth as ages 15–35 [42], and a number of
Arab national youth strategies extend the category further. The term “youth” is therefore
used here in this extended regional sense; as reported in Section 4.1, more than 70% of
respondents are under 35 years of age, and older respondents (35–45) were retained in
order to capture the wider digitally active young-adult population. The implications of
this choice are acknowledged in Section 6.2. Because participants were geographically
dispersed and naturally embedded in digital environments, a snowball sampling approach
was adopted. This method, widely used in the literature on digital engagement and sus-
tainability communication [4,6], began with Arab university students in higher-education
institutions, who were then invited to share the survey link across their networks of peers,
colleagues, and followers, allowing the sample to grow organically. Recruitment proceeded
in two stages: seed participants were first approached through university mailing lists and
official student social media groups in the participating countries, and each respondent
was then invited, at the end of the questionnaire, to forward the survey link to peers within
the target age range. Only complete responses from respondents aged 17–45 residing in
Arab countries were retained for analysis.

A total of 370 usable questionnaires were obtained. This sample size approximates the
384 respondents recommended for a 95% confidence level with a ±5% margin of error [43],
indicating that the achieved sample is statistically sound for exploratory descriptive re-
search at this scale. Krejcie and Morgan’s [43] table indicates that 384 cases are sufficient for
an effectively infinite population; the 370 usable responses obtained here therefore reach
96.4% of that benchmark. Because snowball sampling is non-probabilistic, no formal a
priori power analysis was conducted; instead, the sample was benchmarked against this
widely used criterion, and the resulting constraints on generalisability are acknowledged
explicitly in Section 6.2.
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3.2. Data Collection Instrument

A structured online questionnaire was used to collect data and was disseminated
through social media platforms popular among Arab youth, including Facebook, Twitter
(X), Instagram, Snapchat, and WhatsApp. The questionnaire was designed to measure
participants’ familiarity with the SDGs and their engagement with sustainability-related
messages on social media.

The instrument comprised two main parts:

• Part one focused on participants’ demographic data, patterns of social media use, and
self-reported knowledge of the 17 SDGs.

• Part two assessed the contribution of social media through personal accounts, influ-
encers, and youth-led initiatives, as well as organizational platforms such as the official
pages of governments, NGOs, universities, and international organizations, to raising
awareness of SDG-related challenges and encouraging engagement.

All questionnaire items were fixed-choice and rated on a five-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The instrument captured respon-
dents’ perceptions of the informational, educational, and behaviour-change potential of
social media with respect to the SDGs.

The items were developed and refined from established measures employed in prior
research on sustainability communication and digital engagement [6,32] to ensure both
conceptual relevance and cultural appropriateness for an Arab audience.

3.3. Development of the Measurement Items

The measurement items were developed in three steps. First, an initial item pool was
generated from validated instruments used in prior research on sustainability communi-
cation, SDG literacy, and digital engagement [4,6,32], covering three domains: patterns of
social media use, awareness of the SDGs, and the perceived contribution of individual and
institutional platforms. Second, the items were adapted to the Arab context by adjusting
platform examples, institutional references, and wording to reflect the media environment
of the participating countries. Third, the items were critically reviewed and refined by
the author team—senior faculty specialised in communication and media studies—to
ensure the clarity, relevance, and cultural appropriateness of each item before full deploy-
ment; the internal consistency of the resulting scales was subsequently verified statistically
(Section 3.5). The final instrument comprised the two parts described in Section 3.2, with
all attitudinal items rated on a five-point Likert-type scale.

3.4. Measurement of SDG Awareness

Participants’ awareness of the SDGs was measured with a five-item Likert scale
similar to those applied in previous studies on sustainability literacy [32]. The items
assessed awareness of the SDG framework, familiarity with specific goals, and the perceived
importance of sustainability actions. Scores ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly
Agree), with higher scores reflecting greater awareness and understanding of the SDGs.

3.5. Reliability and Validity of the Instrument

Internal consistency of the SDG awareness scale was good, with a Cronbach’s alpha
above 0.80, an acceptable threshold. The final questionnaire also demonstrated adequate
construct validity, as all items loaded onto their intended domains. The measurement
construct was consistent with existing sustainability-literacy measures [4,32], supporting
the appropriateness of the instrument for the study objectives.
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3.6. Inferential Analysis Strategy

Although the present study relied primarily on a cross-sectional descriptive survey
design, the instrument was structured to permit inferential analysis, and, in response to
the reviewers’ recommendations, the revised analysis operationalises this design directly.
Composite mean scores were computed for SDG awareness (four items capturing the
informational and educational contribution of social media to respondents’ knowledge of
the SDGs; Cronbach’s α = 0.88) and digital engagement (three items covering information
sharing, sustained following of sustainability content, and behavioural response; Cron-
bach’s α = 0.80); the item concerning information sharing was assigned to the engagement
composite rather than the awareness composite to avoid content overlap between the two
constructs. Usage intensity was operationalised as the number of social media platforms a
respondent regularly uses, and membership in sustainability-focused online groups served
as the indicator of engagement with institutional platforms. The hypotheses formulated
in Section 2.9 were then tested using Pearson product–moment correlations (H1 and H3),
independent-samples t-tests (H2 and the gender comparison in H4), and one-way ANOVA
with Tukey post hoc comparisons where indicated (H4). The significance level was set at
p < 0.05, and effect sizes (Cohen’s d, η2, and r) are reported alongside each test.

3.7. Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS (version 28.0). Consistent with the
exploratory, descriptive orientation of the study, the analysis relied mainly on descriptive
techniques (frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations) to capture demo-
graphic information as well as patterns of social media use, awareness, and engagement
with the SDGs. This is in line with the methodological approach commonly adopted in
sustainability and digital-engagement studies [4,6], where mapping patterns and revealing
current trends is a central objective. These descriptive analyses were complemented by
the inferential procedures described in Section 3.6, the results of which are reported in
Section 4.14. Descriptive statistics were therefore deemed the most appropriate means of
addressing the research questions and producing a clear profile of how social media shapes
SDG awareness among Arab youth.

3.8. Ethical Considerations

The research adhered to international ethical guidelines. Participation was volun-
tary, and respondents provided informed consent before completing the questionnaire.
All responses were anonymous and confidential, and the data were used solely for aca-
demic purposes.

The study was also guided by ethical principles of transparency and access to infor-
mation, in line with SDG Target 16.10, which affirms public access to information and the
protection of fundamental freedoms under the law [5].

4. Results
This section presents the empirical findings based on survey data collected from

370 participants. The results are organised thematically and reported using descriptive
statistics, including frequencies and percentages.

4.1. Gender and Age Group

The respondent profile is predominantly young: 41.1% are aged 17–25, and a further
29.2% fall within the 26–34 age group, meaning that more than 70% of the sample is under
35 years old. Around one-fifth (19.5%) are aged 35–44, while only 10.3% are 45 or above.
The gender distribution is almost balanced, with 52.2% females and 47.8% males (Table 1).
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Table 1. Gender crosstabulation with age group.

Age Group
Female Male Total

n % n % n %

17–25 77 39.9 75 42.4 152 41.1
26–34 59 30.6 49 27.7 108 29.2
35–44 38 19.7 34 19.2 72 19.5

45 and above 19 9.8 19 10.7 38 10.3
Total 193 100 177 100 370 100

Note. n = 370. Values are frequencies (n) and column percentages (%) within gender. Totals may not sum to 100%
due to rounding.

4.2. Gender and Study Programme

As shown in Table 2, 81.6% of students are enrolled in the social sciences, with a higher
proportion of females (85%) than males (78%). The natural or applied sciences account for
only 18.4%, with males slightly overrepresented (22% compared with 15%). Overall, the
distribution is heavily skewed toward the social sciences.

Table 2. Gender crosstabulation with the study programme.

Study Programme
Female Male Total

n % n % n %

Sciences 29 15.0 39 22.0 68 18.4
Social Sciences 164 85.0 138 78.0 302 81.6

Total 193 100 177 100 370 100
Note. n = 370. Values are frequencies (n) and column percentages (%) within gender. Totals may not sum to 100%
due to rounding.

4.3. Gender and Educational Level

Most respondents (62.7%) are pursuing or hold a Bachelor’s degree, followed by 19.2%
at the Master’s level and 18.1% at the graduate or postgraduate level (Table 3). Males
dominate the Bachelor’s category (70.6%), while females are more strongly represented at
the Master’s (23.8%) and graduate (20.7%) levels. The sample thus reflects a predominantly
undergraduate population with meaningful representation of advanced degrees.

Table 3. Gender crosstabulation with educational level.

Educational Level
Female Male Total

n % n % n %

MA 46 23.8 25 14.1 71 19.2
BA 107 55.4 125 70.6 232 62.7

Graduate 40 20.7 27 15.3 67 18.1
Total 193 100 177 100 370 100

Note. n = 370. Values are frequencies (n) and column percentages (%) within gender. Totals may not sum to 100%
due to rounding.

4.4. Gender and Country of Study

Respondents are concentrated in the UAE (53.5% of the sample), where males are more
represented (62.1%) than females (45.6%). Egypt follows at 21.1% with an equal gender
share, and Jordan at 13.5% with a higher proportion of women (17.1% versus 9.6%). Smaller
shares come from Algeria (5.4%) and other Arab countries (6.6%). The dataset, therefore,
reflects extensive engagement from Gulf and Levantine backgrounds, as well as gendered
differences across countries (Table 4).
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Table 4. Gender crosstabulation with country of study.

Country
Female Male Total

n % n % n %

UAE 88 45.6 110 62.1 198 53.5
Egypt 43 22.3 35 19.8 78 21.1
Jordan 33 17.1 17 9.6 50 13.5
Algeria 15 7.8 5 2.8 19 5.4
Others 14 7.10 10 5.80 24 6.60
Total 193 100 177 100 370 100

Note. n = 370. Values are frequencies (n) and column percentages (%) within gender. Totals may not sum to 100%
due to rounding.

4.5. Frequency of Use of Major Social Media Platforms

Instagram is the most widely used platform (30.9%), followed by Snapchat (20.6%),
with TikTok and Facebook equally important (16.5% each). Smaller shares are accounted
for by Twitter (X) (8.0%), LinkedIn (4.2%), and other platforms (3.1%), as illustrated in
Figure 2.

Figure 2. Participants’ frequency of use of major social media platforms. Note. n = 370. Percentages
are based on the total sample of respondents. Platform labels follow current naming (e.g., Twitter/X).

4.6. Areas of Interest on Social Media

Social issues are the dominant area of interest (16.1%), followed by entertainment
and games (13.4%), cultural matters and art (13.2%), and respondents’ own fields of
specialisation (12.9%). Other sizeable categories include professional development (11.9%)
and lifestyle and fashion (11.4%). Scientific innovation (9.0%), business and commerce
(6.7%), and environmental or sustainability issues (5.5%) are among the least appealing
topics. Taken together, the results indicate that Arab youth gravitate toward social and
cultural content, with environmental sustainability featuring far less prominently among
their digital preferences (Table 5).

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16080233

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16080233


Societies 2026, 16, 233 13 of 28

Table 5. Participants and areas of interest on social media.

No. Area of Interest n %

1 Social Issues 200 16.1
2 Entertainment, Leisure, and Games 166 13.4
3 Cultural and Artistic Topics 164 13.2
4 Field of Specialization 160 12.9
5 Professional and Personal Development Topics 148 11.9
6 Lifestyle and Fashion 142 11.4
7 Scientific Progress and Innovation 112 9.0
8 Business and Commerce 83 6.7
9 Environmental, Sustainability, and Climate Issues 68 5.5

Note. n = 370. Values represent frequencies (n) and percentages (%) of respondents. Percentages are calculated
out of the total sample; totals may not equal 100% due to rounding.

4.7. Online Group Membership

Only a small minority of participants (10.3%) belong to online groups dedicated to
environmental protection, sustainability, or climate issues, whereas the vast majority (89.7%)
do not. This points to extremely low engagement of Arab youth in sustainability-focused
online communities (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Online group membership. Note. n = 370. Percentages are of the total sample; totals may
not equal 100% due to rounding.
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4.8. Membership in Online Organizations

Participants’ membership in online organisations follows a varied but environmen-
tally oriented pattern. The greatest representation is found in UNESCO (16%) and the
World Health Organization (10%), indicating strong trust in global bodies connected
with the SDG framework, particularly in education (SDG 4) and health (SDG 3). Region-
ally based entities such as the Arab Union for Sustainable Development (6%) and the
Arab Union for Youth and Environment (6%) also attract significant, though regionally
confined, participation.

Environmentalist groups account for 44% of memberships, including Climate Change
(4%) and associations such as Friends of the Environment, Pollution and Marine En-
vironment, and Save Nature, each cited by around 4%. This pattern underscores the
intermediary role of environmental protection in fostering involvement with sustainabil-
ity. At the same time, science-focused media organisations, National Geographic and
Discovery Channel (both 4%), show that young people are increasingly drawn to visual,
data-driven ways of learning. Overall, the results indicate that Arab youth are more at-
tracted to global and environment-oriented organisations than to regional or educational
ones (Table 6).

Table 6. Membership organisations.

No. Organization/Online Group %

1 UNESCO 16%
2 World Health Organization (WHO) 10%
3 Arab Union for Sustainable Development 6%
4 Arab Union for Youth and Environment 6%
5 General Information Service 6%
6 Sustainability Ambassadors, UAE 4%
7 Sustainable Development Foundation 4%
8 Climate Change 4%
9 Climate Reality Project 4%
10 Friends of the Environment Association 4%
11 For a Pollution-Free Environment 4%
12 Reducing Environmental Pollution 4%
13 Marine Environment Preservation 4%
14 Keep the University Clean 4%
15 National Geographic Magazine and Channel 4%
16 Discovery Channel 4%
17 Arab Weather 2%

Note. n = 370. Multiple selections allowed; percentages may sum to >100%.

4.9. Nature of Participation in Online Groups

The most common form of engagement in SDG-related online groups is support-
ing pages by liking them (33.3%), followed by posting photos and videos (23.5%) and
commenting on or resharing content (22.2%). In contrast, more cognitively demanding
behaviours, such as writing original posts (11.7%) or actively promoting environmental
and sustainability awareness (9.8%), are much less frequent. This distribution suggests that
most youth involvement is characterised by low-effort, expressive engagement rather than
sustained content creation or advocacy (Table 7).
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Table 7. Nature of participation in an online group.

No. Nature of Participation n %

Supporting the page by liking 133 33.3
Participating by posting photos and videos 94 23.5

Commenting and Resharing 89 22.2
Writing posts 47 11.7

Promoting environmental and sustainability awareness 39 9.8
Note. n = 370. Values represent frequencies (n) and percentages (%) of respondents. Percentages are calculated
out of the total sample; totals may not equal 100% due to rounding.

4.10. Knowledge of the SDGs

With regard to self-reported knowledge of the SDGs, a slight majority (56.5%) re-
port being somewhat knowledgeable about the SDGs, while only 26.5% report having
good knowledge of them. In contrast, 17% report only limited familiarity with the SDGs
(Figure 4).

Figure 4. Knowledge of the SDGs. Note. n = 370. Percentages are of the total sample; totals may not
equal 100% due to rounding.

4.11. Sources of Knowledge About the SDGs

Social media (30.5%) is the most frequent channel through which participants learn
about the SDGs, closely followed by lectures (29.6%). Traditional media such as radio and
television (16.8%) and newspapers (13.1%) are of secondary importance, with books slightly
less used (11.5%). Notably, the questionnaire itself (10.4%) was identified as a source of
information about the SDGs, indicating that participation in the research process served as
a form of experiential learning (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Sources of knowledge about the SDGs. Note. n = 370. Percentages are based on the total
sample of respondents.

4.12. SDGs of Interest to Participants

Arab youth prioritise human-welfare goals, particularly No Poverty (12.9%), Good
Health and Well-being (12.1%), and Zero Hunger (10.7%). Environmental objectives such
as energy conservation (10.2%) and Clean Water and Sanitation (7.4%) received moderate
attention, while goals related to global cooperation and biodiversity (e.g., SDGs 17, 12, 14,
and 15) ranked lowest (Table 8).

Table 8. SDGs that interest the participants.

No. SDGs Frequency %

Eradicating Poverty 208 12.9
Good Health and Well-being 196 12.1

Zero Hunger 173 10.7
Energy Conservation 165 10.2

Quality Education 136 8.4
Clean Water and Sanitation 120 7.4

Decent Work and Economic Growth 98 6.1
Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 91 5.6

Gender Equality 88 5.5
Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions 69 4.3

Climate Action 64 4.0
Sustainable Cities and Communities 57 3.5

Reducing Inequalities 50 3.1
Partnerships for the Goals 30 1.9

Responsible Consumption and Production 25 1.5
Life Below Water 25 1.5

Life on Land 19 1.2
Note. n = 370. Values represent frequencies (n) and percentages (%) of respondents. Percentages are calculated
out of the total sample; totals may not equal 100% due to rounding.

4.13. Perceived Role of Social Media in Promoting the SDGs

Respondents express a high level of agreement regarding social media’s role in SDG
promotion. For example, 87.0% agreed or strongly agreed that social media is a source of
information for understanding the SDGs (42.7% strongly agree; 44.3% agree), and 88.9%
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agreed or strongly agreed that it helps in educating people about the SDGs (41.1% strongly
agree; 47.8% agree), as detailed in Table 9.

Table 9. Role of social media.

Statement
Agreement

SA (%) A (%) Not Sure (%) DA (%) SD (%)

Social media is a source of information for
understanding the SDGs 158 (42.7) 164 (44.3) 41 (11.1) 5 (1.4) 2 (0.5)

Social media helps in educating about SDGs 152 (41.1) 177 (47.8) 32 (8.6) 7 (1.9) 2 (0.5)

We can use social media to know more about the
SDGs 150 (40.5) 188 (50.8) 27 (7.3) 3 (0.8) 2 (0.5)

Social media contributed to my understanding of
SDGs 118 (31.8) 189 (51.1) 45 (12.2) 10 (2.7) 8 (2.2)

I share information about the SDGs through my
accounts on social media 83 (22.4) 180 (48.6) 62 (16.8) 32 (8.6) 13 (3.5)

I prefer reading about environmental issues and
sustainability through social media 111 (30) 201 (54.3) 40 (10.8) 13 (3.5) 5 (1.4)

The contents of social media encourage me to use
environmentally friendly products 109 (29.5) 193 (52.2) 48 (13) 17 (4.6) 3 (3.8)

Social media influencers have an important
contribution to our understanding of SDGs 109 (29.5) 151 (41.5) 63 (17.3) 26 (7.1) 15 (4.1)

Note. n = 370. Responses were recorded on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Not
sure, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly agree). Table entries are percentages (%) for each category. Abbreviations:
SA = Strongly agree, A = Agree, DA = Disagree, SD = Strongly disagree. Totals may not equal 100% due
to rounding.

4.14. Hypothesis Testing

To test the hypotheses formulated in Section 2.9, composite mean scores were com-
puted as described in Section 3.6 (Cronbach’s α = 0.88 for SDG awareness and α = 0.80
for digital engagement; see Sections 3.5 and 3.6). Table 10 summarises the results of the
hypothesis tests, and the following paragraphs report each test in detail.

Table 10. Summary of hypothesis-testing results.

H Test Statistic p Effect Size Decision

H1 Pearson correlation: usage
intensity × SDG awareness r(368) = 0.105 0.044 r = 0.105 Supported

H2 Independent-samples t-test:
group members vs. non-members t(368) = 0.92 0.359 d = 0.16 Not supported

H3 Pearson correlation: SDG
awareness × digital engagement r(368) = 0.705 <0.001 r = 0.705 Supported

H4
Independent-samples t-test

(gender); one-way ANOVA (age,
education, country)

t(368) = 2.33;
F = 1.38/1.91/2.30

0.020;
0.250/0.150/0.059

d = 0.24;
η2 = 0.011/
0.010/0.025

Partially
supported

(gender only)

Note. n = 370. Composite scores range from 1 to 5. d = Cohen’s d; η2 = eta-squared (values for age/education/
country, respectively). Significance level p < 0.05.

H1 was examined with a Pearson product–moment correlation between social media
usage intensity (the number of platforms regularly used; M = 2.42, SD = 1.21) and SDG
awareness (M = 4.23, SD = 0.65). The correlation was positive but weak, r(368) = 0.105,
p = 0.044; H1 was therefore supported, albeit with a small effect size, indicating that broader
platform use is associated with only marginally higher awareness.
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H2 was examined with an independent-samples t-test comparing members of
sustainability-focused online groups (n = 38, M = 4.32, SD = 0.67) with non-members
(n = 332, M = 4.22, SD = 0.65). The difference was not statistically significant, t(368) = 0.92,
p = 0.359, Cohen’s d = 0.16; H2 was not supported. Membership in organised sustainability
communities was thus not associated with higher SDG awareness, a finding consistent
with the predominantly passive character of group participation described in Section 4.9.

H3 was examined with a Pearson correlation between SDG awareness and digital
engagement (M = 3.97, SD = 0.75). The association was strong and positive, r(368) = 0.705,
p < 0.001, providing clear support for H3. A supplementary multiple regression predicting
engagement from usage intensity and awareness jointly confirmed this pattern, R2 = 0.50,
F(2, 367) = 181.53, p < 0.001: awareness was a strong positive predictor (B = 0.81, t = 18.95,
p < 0.001), whereas usage intensity added no explanatory power beyond it (t = −0.01,
p = 0.994).

H4 was examined with an independent-samples t-test (gender) and one-way ANOVA
(age group, educational level, and country of study). Male respondents reported signif-
icantly higher SDG awareness (M = 4.31, SD = 0.65) than female respondents (M = 4.16,
SD = 0.65), t(368) = 2.33, p = 0.020, d = 0.24. By contrast, awareness did not differ signifi-
cantly by age group, F(3, 366) = 1.38, p = 0.250, η2 = 0.011, educational level, F(2, 367) = 1.91,
p = 0.150, η2 = 0.010, or country of study, F(4, 365) = 2.30, p = 0.059, η2 = 0.025; as none of
the ANOVAs reached significance, post hoc tests were not required. H4 was therefore only
partially supported, with gender emerging as the sole significant grouping variable.

5. Discussion
This section interprets the findings in relation to the theoretical framework and the

existing literature. Overall, the results highlight the complementarity of Uses and Grati-
fications Theory (UGT) and Knowledge Management Theory (KMT). While UGT helps
explain why Arab youth engage with social media (informational, social, and identity-based
gratifications), KMT clarifies how such engagement can enable knowledge diffusion, co-
creation, and, when supported by participatory structures, collective sustainability learning
and advocacy.

5.1. Platform Ecology and Content Preferences

The dominance of image- and video-based platforms reflects Arab youth’s preference
for visually engaging and socially expressive media [14]. This aligns with UGT, as such plat-
forms satisfy needs for interaction, identity expression, and experiential learning [44]. Their
interactive and multimedia features enhance participatory storytelling, positioning them as
effective tools for sustainability communication [5,35]. Evidence on the use of multimedia
in news websites [27] and on multimedia- and AI-assisted institutional campaigns [9]
similarly shows that richer visual formats heighten attention and engagement [13].

From a KMT perspective, these platforms facilitate the transformation of tacit aware-
ness into shareable knowledge. However, their entertainment-oriented nature may limit
deeper learning, highlighting the need for high-quality, strategically designed content to
strengthen engagement and knowledge internalization.

The findings further reveal that social and entertainment content dominate youth
interests, while sustainability-related topics remain marginal. This reflects a global pattern
in which exposure to sustainability content does not necessarily lead to meaningful engage-
ment [6,32]. Consequently, an awareness–engagement gap persists, in which youth display
social awareness but limited environmental engagement.
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Addressing this gap requires integrating sustainability into youth-oriented digital
culture through interactive, localized, and participatory strategies that align with young
people’s interests and media-consumption patterns.

5.2. Community Participation and Engagement Depth

Despite the technical ease of joining sustainability-focused online groups, such groups
may be perceived as less relevant, attractive, or impactful, representing lost opportunities
for peer learning, civic mobilization, and youth-led advocacy in digital spaces.

From a UGT perspective, the findings indicate that Arab youth use social media more
for social interaction and entertainment than for civic or environmental purposes [4,7].
These hedonic gratifications address short-term emotional states but may divert attention
from the deeper, goal-oriented dimensions of digital participation.

From a KMT standpoint, the low number of participants reflects the limited institution-
alization of environmental knowledge sharing in digital ecosystems. Online communities
can serve as important nodes for converting tacit environmental concern into explicit,
shareable, and actionable knowledge [6]. Their underuse suggests that the core processes
of knowledge transfer, socialisation, externalization, and internalisation remain underde-
veloped, constraining collective learning.

These findings echo earlier research that underscores the passive nature of young
people’s digital involvement. Pabian and Pabian [6] showed that social media may increase
the visibility of sustainability issues; likewise, De Luca et al. [35] found that the success of
online SDG communities depends on formal partnerships and key influencers [45,46]. In
the Arab world, civic or political internet use remains episodic and event-driven rather
than sustained.

Notably, the prominence of UNESCO and the WHO highlights the role of perceived
credibility and institutional legitimacy as enablers of engagement. The high level of
membership in environmental organisations (44%) suggests that environmentally oriented
themes are the primary conduit through which sustainability knowledge is disseminated.
However, the limited affiliation with governance- or economy-focused SDG organisations
reveals a knowledge gap in which environmental education advances more quickly than
institutional and economic literacy [15,32]. Comparable institutional dynamics are evident
in how organisations align communication, advertising, and ESG within social-media
ecosystems [28].

The data suggest a hierarchy of engagement in which globally organised initiatives
dominate regional or local ones, probably owing to the visibility, legitimacy, and reach of in-
ternational institutions. The comparatively weak activity around Arab-oriented institutions,
despite cultural proximity, points to a communication and localisation deficit. To encourage
greater regional participation, institutions need to develop locally grounded, youth-friendly,
interactive, and visually driven digital outreach that mirrors the communication styles of
global players.

Even the relatively frequent posting of photos and videos signals identity performance
and aesthetic self-expression rather than political advocacy for sustainability.

Pabian and Pabian [6] noted that liking and sharing can substitute for meaningful
activism, blunting civic consequences. De Luca et al. [35] likewise observed that youth
interaction with SDG-aligned content remains purely symbolic when it is not accompanied
by an institutional feedback loop or participatory structure. Within the Arab region,
Nasrullah [17] found that social-media mobilisation is typically episodic and event-centred,
driven by trends rather than sustained civic participation. The present findings fit this
broader pattern of digital participation among Arab youth: wide but shallow, and rooted
more in social connection than in civic mobilisation.
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The results thus reveal a persistent participation–impact gap, in which high exposure
to sustainability content coincides with low levels of meaningful engagement. This divide
is symptomatic of an attention economy oriented toward symbolic action rather than
reflective participation. In KMT terms, such trends impede collective learning, as social
media remains a broadcasting medium rather than an interactive knowledge ecology.

5.3. SDG Literacy and Learning Pathways

The data reveal a wide knowledge–understanding discrepancy: most respondents
have some idea of the SDGs but lack analytical or practical knowledge of them. This result
exemplifies what Pabian and Pabian [6] call the “informational illusion,” confirming that
exposure does not equate to literacy. Left unchallenged, social media provide comfort and
familiarity but not fluency in sustainability.

Although general awareness of the SDGs is relatively widespread, comprehensive
or in-depth knowledge is not; only about one-quarter of respondents demonstrate high
familiarity with the SDG framework.

From a UGT and media-effects standpoint, these findings suggest that young audi-
ences’ consumption of sustainability content yields surface-level satisfaction of informa-
tional gratifications without deep cognitive processing or enduring learning [4,7].

Through the KMT lens, the data reveal an incomplete knowledge-transformation
process. Social media support the socialisation and combination phases well, but fall short
at the internalisation stage, where knowledge becomes meaningful for behaviour [6]. Thus,
although digital media are effective tools for dissemination, they have not yet fostered
genuine competence and understanding of sustainability.

These patterns are consistent with international studies highlighting disparities in
SDG knowledge among youth. Zamora-Polo et al. [32] and Mulero et al. [15] note that many
young people are aware of the SDGs but grasp individual goals and their interconnections
only superficially [47]. In the Arab world, social media often serve as a platform for
disseminating rather than co-creating sustainability knowledge [17], with users passively
consuming rather than actively participating.

To raise SDG literacy and shift the focus from passive knowledge to deep compre-
hension, schools and policymakers should embrace interactive, localised, and experiential
modes of learning. Key recommendations include:

• Gamified learning modules on platforms such as Instagram and TikTok that fuse
entertainment with sustainability education.

• Short “micro-learning” campaigns on university and NGO websites that provide brief,
visually engaging introductions to each of the SDGs.

• Influencer partnerships that make global sustainability aspirations locally relevant
and action-inspiring.

The findings show that digital media in general, and social platforms in particular,
are the main gateways to SDG exposure, surpassing conventional mass media and even
traditional educational sources.

Interpreted through UGT, these results indicate that Arab youth increasingly rely on
social media to meet their informational and cognitive sustainability needs. The immediacy,
accessibility, and visual interactivity of digital platforms make them preferred spaces for
encountering complex global frameworks such as the SDGs [4,7]. The closely aligned
figures for social media and lectures (30.5% versus 29.6%) suggest a growing convergence
between formal classroom learning and informal online engagement, working in tandem
rather than in opposition.

From a KMT perspective, this pattern shows that the sustainability-knowledge system
is hybrid. If lectures and books represent codified knowledge institutionalized in organi-
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sations, social media constitute a community-based, dynamic knowledge ecosystem that
accelerates the flow of ideas, socialisation, and peer interaction [6]. Nonetheless, the rela-
tively low orientation toward deep textual sources such as books may indicate that youth
learning remains heavily focused on fast-consumption visual resources at the expense of
analytical depth.

Internationally, a common thread across studies is that digital media are becoming
integral to sustainability communication. Zamora-Polo et al. [32] observe that university
students increasingly learn online rather than from textbooks or lectures. Similarly, De Luca
et al. [35] show that institution-led campaigns on Instagram and Twitter (X) are significantly
more efficient at reaching and engaging youth than traditional outreach. Yet, as Pabian and
Pabian [6] caution, such learning is often superficial because it targets recognition rather
than understanding. Within the Arab world, Nasrullah [17] described social media as a
“substitute civic classroom” that compensates for the limited inclusion of environmental
education in formal curricula.

Two complementary learning pathways, therefore, emerge: social media sparks aware-
ness, while formal education provides structured learning. This combination carries
contradictory potential. The predominance of social media risks promoting fragmented,
shallow learning, while the scarcity of books or academic material signals a deficit in deep
sustainability knowledge. The declining influence of traditional media further reflects a
generational shift toward digital-first learning.

5.4. SDG Priorities and Selective Sustainability Literacy

From a UGT perspective, youth favour SDGs that reflect personal and community
realities, whereas less tangible goals such as partnerships or biodiversity appear less
relevant or accessible [48].

Within the KMT framework, this pattern reveals partial knowledge internalisation
awareness coupled with a limited understanding of complex, systemic issues [6]. Such
selective sustainability literacy [41] is shaped more by emotional appeal and media visibility
than by integrated comprehension.

Consistent with global findings [15,32], youth worldwide and in the Arab region
emphasise humanitarian over ecological concerns [49]. This reflects a human-centric bias
and a gap between social empathy and ecological understanding, indicating incomplete
knowledge transformation under KMT.

5.5. Perceived Role of Social Media in SDG Promotion

Within UGT, social media serve multiple functions: Arab youth use digital platforms
not only for leisure but also as sources of information and value-laden learning [4,7]. From
a KMT perspective, social media functions as a platform for knowledge conversion, en-
abling socialisation and externalisation [40]. However, comparatively low levels of content
creation result in weak internalisation, as awareness does not translate into advocacy,
supporting the “consumption–advocacy gap” identified by Pabian and Pabian [6].

The results are consistent with international evidence [6,7,35]. Nevertheless, the
abundance of passive interaction indicates that people become aware rather than directly
involved, paralleling the global trend toward symbolic activism, or “clicktivism.” At the
same time, the strong consensus on social media’s role in promoting environmentally
friendly behaviour suggests growing behavioural internalisation, as repeated online expo-
sure shapes everyday eco-friendly habits [41].

In sum, social media serve not only as a medium of information but also as a trans-
formative knowledge ecosystem capable of enhancing sustainability literacy, influencing
pro-environmental behaviour, and galvanising youth toward collective SDG action.
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5.6. Situating the Findings in a Regional and Global Context

Read alongside the emerging body of regional scholarship, the present results form
part of a consistent Arab pattern rather than an isolated case. Studies of Emirati and
Lebanese secondary-school students [11], Iraqi university students [12], and Arab univer-
sity audiences engaging with climate-related content [10] report the same configuration
observed here: high social-media penetration alongside broad but shallow awareness, a
marked preference for visually driven platforms, and a humanitarian rather than ecological
emphasis. The dominance of image- and video-based platforms echoes evidence from Al-
geria, where YouTube and TikTok are central to how young people encounter public-affairs
content [13], and from Saudi Arabia, where the persuasive force of social media is strongest
when content is visually rich and socially endorsed [14]. Taken together, these regional
findings suggest that the awareness–action gap documented in this study is structural
across Arab youth contexts and is reinforced by a shared localisation deficit, in which glob-
ally produced content circulates more readily than regionally grounded, Arabic-language
sustainability messaging.

Situated in a wider global frame, the findings both converge with and diverge from
international evidence. The gap between exposure and deep understanding mirrors pat-
terns reported among Malaysian youth, where new-media use advances SDG awareness
without guaranteeing sustained engagement [39], among Spanish university students [32],
and in broader youth samples [15]. Comparative work on educators is equally instructive:
assessments of Ghanaian [47] and Vietnamese [22] teachers reveal that even those formally
responsible for sustainability education often hold fragmentary SDG knowledge, implying
that the literacy deficit observed among Arab youth is not merely a by-product of informal
learning but reflects a systemic weakness in how the goals are taught and mediated. The
distinctive feature of the Arab case is therefore not the existence of the awareness–action
gap, which is global, but its particular drivers: a comparatively weak institutional and
Arabic-language digital presence, a strong humanitarian bias, and an engagement culture
oriented toward expressive rather than participatory action. This comparative reading
reinforces the study’s central argument that closing the gap requires not more exposure,
but better-designed, localised, and participatory knowledge pathways.

5.7. Summary in Relation to the Research Questions

Regarding the first research question, how much Arab youth know about the 17 SDGs,
the results show a modest level of awareness. Most participants reported only partial famil-
iarity, while a substantial proportion claimed fair knowledge. Deeper understanding, how-
ever, remains uneven, with young people showing greater interest in human-welfare goals.

This trend indicates that general knowledge of the SDGs is well entrenched, but
specialist or comprehensive knowledge may still be lacking.

In response to the second research question, the role of individual and institutional
social media platforms in promoting SDG awareness, the findings indicate that social media
are the primary means by which Arab youth access sustainability-related information.
Image- and video-sharing platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat, and TikTok had the
greatest impact on exposure to SDG content among young people.

The study also advances the Digital Awareness–Engagement Conversion Model
(DAECM), which systematises these insights and maps the transition from exposure on dig-
ital platforms to opportunities for engagement and action. The hypothesis-testing results
reported in Section 4.14 provide an initial inferential complement to this descriptive picture.

Overall, the results confirm that social media play an underutilised role in promoting
SDG awareness among Arab youth. Opportunities to drive deeper learning, engage-
ment, and long-term advocacy remain largely untapped. These findings point to an
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awareness–engagement gap and the need for more interactive, localised, and youth-centred
digital initiatives.

5.8. The Proposed Digital Awareness–Engagement Conversion Model (DAECM)

The Digital Awareness–Engagement Conversion Model (DAECM) proposed in this
work constitutes a distinctive theoretical contribution, integrating the present empirical
evidence with UGT and KMT as theoretical foundations. The model describes a six-stage
process through which Arab youth discover, process, and act upon sustainability content
on social media. Passive exposure to visual, influencer-mediated content is only the starting
point; subsequent stages involve attention build-up, cognitive activation, and information
translation, that is, the movement from simple awareness toward systematic knowledge.
At the heart of the model lies the Engagement Choice Point, the most critical juncture
identified in the survey data, at which many young people remain confined to consumptive
behaviours such as liking, viewing, or resharing without progressing to participatory
engagement, let alone advocacy. The gap between knowledge and action exposes the
shortcomings of digital sustainability communication to date and signals the need for
more interactive, localised, and youth-oriented measures. The DAECM thus offers a
dynamic, holistic account of both the affordances and the limitations of social media as
drivers of SDG literacy in the Arab region, serving as a reference for the design of future
sustainability-engagement initiatives. In line with the reviewers’ observations, the DAECM
is advanced here as a conceptually grounded framework whose core pathways receive
an initial empirical examination through the hypothesis tests reported in Section 4.14,
which indicate that awareness—rather than sheer exposure—is the pivotal antecedent
of engagement (r = 0.705), exactly as the model’s Engagement Choice Point implies; full
structural validation—for example, through structural equation modelling on larger and
more representative samples—remains a priority for future research.

As summarised in Figure 6, the DAECM conceptualises the staged transition from
passive exposure to active engagement and advocacy.

Figure 6. Proposed Digital Awareness–Engagement Conversion Model (DAECM).

6. Conclusions
This study has shown that social media is a crucial but ambivalent means of advancing

the SDGs among Arab youth. Visual-driven networks such as Instagram, Snapchat, and

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16080233

https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16080233


Societies 2026, 16, 233 24 of 28

TikTok are the main entry point to engaging sustainability content, and most respondents
recognise social media’s value in informing them about the SDGs and environmental issues.
This confirms social media’s status as a leading informal learning space in the Arab world.

Nevertheless, interaction with SDG content remains largely passive. Young people
mostly view, like, or reshare posts, while only a small minority create original content, join
environmental groups, or sustain volunteer action over time. Through the lens of UGT,
social media effectively satisfy informational, social, and self-expression needs. From a KMT
perspective, however, while social media enable dissemination and sharing, information is
not necessarily translated into internalised pro-sustainability attitudes and behaviours.

These tensions produce a persistent awareness–action gap. Arab youth demonstrate
relatively strong knowledge of humanitarian goals focused on human welfare (such as
poverty, health, and hunger) but show limited awareness of long-term, systemic goals
addressing root causes (such as responsible consumption, partnerships, and biodiversity).
This selective literacy mirrors the online framing of sustainability content as well as broader
socio-cultural and economic realities in the region.

A primary contribution of this research is the development of the Digital Awareness–
Engagement Conversion Model (DAECM), which maps how exposure to sustainability
content can, under supportive communicative conditions, become deeper engagement,
knowledge internalisation, and ultimately pro-sustainability action. The model foregrounds
the role of interactive, participatory, and culturally grounded digital pathways in bridging
the awareness–action gap.

Realising the full potential of social media for sustainable development, therefore,
requires a shift away from top-down communication toward youth-centred digital ecosys-
tems. Strategic partnerships among universities, NGOs, international institutions, and
social media influencers can extend reach and credibility, while localised edutainment
formats, campaigns, and digital communities can help young people become recognised
agents of change rather than passive recipients of sustainability knowledge. Because the
study is cross-sectional and non-probabilistic, causality cannot be inferred; the findings
should accordingly be interpreted as exploratory; however, the results provide an initial
guide for longitudinal and intervention research examining how digital socialisation can
drive real progress toward the SDGs in Arab communities.

6.1. Practical Recommendations

Several practical recommendations follow from this study to strengthen the role of
social media in raising awareness of, and engagement with, the SDGs among Arab youth:

• Amplify institutional digital presence. Universities, NGOs, and government bodies
should expand their footprints on the visual platforms (Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat)
most frequented by youth.

• Create youth-targeted sustainability content. Organisations should develop age-
appropriate, visually attractive, and narrative-driven content that communicates SDG
messages more effectively to young audiences.

• Collaborate with influencers. Because influencers strongly shape perceptions of sus-
tainability, partnering with trusted environmental and educational influencers can
keep SDG content top of mind.

• Encourage participation. Digital campaigns should embed clear calls to action that
move young people beyond awareness toward involvement in sustainability groups,
challenges, content creation, and micro-volunteering.

• Embed the SDGs in curricula. Arab universities should incorporate SDG-related
modules or activities to deepen understanding and application.
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• Promote digital literacy and critical-evaluation skills. Strengthening young people’s
ability to evaluate online sustainability content supports meaningful engagement and
reduces the spread of misinformation.

• Scale up regional cooperation. Collaboration among Arab states can amplify sustain-
ability messaging and support cross-border learning and collective action.

6.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has several limitations. Its cross-sectional, non-probability (snowball)
design does not allow causal inference; the observed associations between social media use
and SDG knowledge are correlational rather than causal. Moreover, the sample was drawn
predominantly from the United Arab Emirates, limiting the generalizability of the findings
to other Arab youth. In addition, the snowball procedure is inherently subject to homophily:
because respondents recruited peers from within their own networks, the sample over-
represents socially similar individuals. This is most visible in its educational composition—
all respondents hold, or are currently pursuing, a higher-education qualification—so the
findings cannot be generalised to Arab young people outside higher education, who are not
meaningfully represented in the sample. The sample also spans a broad age range (17–45);
although more than 70% of respondents are under 35 years of age and an extended regional
definition of youth was adopted (Section 3.1), the presence of older respondents means that
the results should not be read as describing youth in the narrower international (15–24)
sense. For all of these reasons, the findings reported here—including the empirical evidence
offered for the DAECM—should be interpreted as exploratory, and a new round of data
collection with broader and more representative samples from each participating country
would provide a stronger empirical basis for the study’s conclusions. Future studies should
employ longitudinal or experimental designs and more representative sampling strategies
to replicate and extend these results.

A further limitation concerns the depth of the statistical modelling. Although the
revised analysis tests the study’s hypotheses through bivariate inferential procedures
(correlations, t-tests, and ANOVA; Section 4.14), multivariate techniques such as regression
or structural equation modelling were beyond the scope of this exploratory study. Future
research is strongly encouraged to apply multivariate and longitudinal models to validate
the proposed DAECM, compare demographic groups, and test the directionality and
strength of the relationships between digital engagement and SDG awareness.
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