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Abstract

:

In the evolving landscape of information dissemination, the importance of social media has become crucial. This is especially apparent in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, where we observed social media integration into different parts of daily life, yielding myriad impacts. The present study investigates the effects of social media on the communication dependency of Emirati individuals who engage with these platforms, further leading to communication with friends, family, and professional connections in the post-pandemic era. Based on the media dependency theory, this research gathered data from 385 respondents that were further analyzed by using Partial Least Square-Structural Equation modeling (PLS-SEM). Results showed that Emirati users widely rely on social media for communication and interactivity. It is further found that social media use is significantly linked to communication with friends and families among the study respondents. Finally, the use of social media for professional communication also remained significantly related, indicating social media as a potential source of communication among Emiratis in the post-pandemic era. Thus, the broader agreement remained towards the role of social media as an agent to sustain socialization even after the disease outbreak. It is concluded that as we progress, both individuals and organizations must adopt the potential benefits of these platforms while also effectively managing the challenges they bring. Improving digital literacy and adaptability will be crucial for effectively navigating this growing communication environment.
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1. Introduction


The evolving terrain of communication and information patterns indicates an increasing dependence on media platforms in the future. This dependency is especially attributed to social media, which brings forth multiple positive aspects. While it is true that social media also has negative characteristics, the definite benefits cannot be overlooked. This is especially evident in the post-pandemic era, where social media has emerged as a universal conduit for information dissemination, communication, interaction, education, and entertainment (Adekoya and Fasae 2021). As Li et al. (2019) highlighted, social media platforms were key in promoting different aspects of our lives during and after the pandemic. Precautionary measures, i.e., social distancing and the temporary closure of numerous institutions, led to physical distances bridged by social media for communication. As we transition back to normality, social media facilitates remote interactions on both educational and professional fronts. Traditionally, educational institutions have served as hubs for academic growth, social development, and interpersonal skills acquisition. However, in today’s landscape, educational institutions depend on physical and virtual resources to support educational activities and encourage social interactions among students and instructors. As noted by Bozzola et al. (2022), today, social media and social networks are present in nearly every household, serving as valuable resources for individuals of all ages. The internet has become essential for connecting people and maintaining social activities. Social media platforms offer a range of communication techniques, whether through written or visual means on the internet, facilitating connections and enabling instant interactions.



Likewise, akin to societies worldwide, Emirati culture places a significant dependence on social media for the growth and development of students during the pandemic (Youssef 2020). Thus, there is a growing dependence, particularly among the younger generation, on social media platforms for different purposes, including communication, information acquisition, and education. This increased dependence signifies notable shifts in Emirati society, both at a comprehensive societal level and within individual social spheres. According to Al Hosany et al. (2021), the preventive measures implemented to impede the spread of COVID-19 also impacted family and social gathering dynamics in the United Arab Emirates. Even after the pandemic’s initial outbreak, these patterns persisted, with virtual resources becoming the preferred mode of interaction over face-to-face meetings. In response, scholars have concurred in supporting the use of social media to improve communication and promote social interactions. It is widely recognized that social media is important in strengthening individual connections. Through virtual meetings, phone calls, video chats, and the like, Emirati society is further knit together, facilitating stronger familial bonds and an increased engagement in social issues (Aouadi 2021). Further, these social media patterns indicated an increased dependency on social media for professional communication purposes that further led to the normalization of them as a routine life process (Castillo De Mesa et al. 2019; Matook and Butler 2014). As noted by Abeza et al. (2019), social media has appeared as a crucial tool for professional communication, reshaping the way individuals and organizations communicate within the business landscape. Online platforms provide a dynamic space for networking, fostering professionals to connect, share insights, and develop valuable relationships, allowing for the exchange of industry knowledge, job opportunities, and collaborative experiences.



According to Alolyan (2015), social media has revolutionized how we communicate and connect. With physical distancing measures during the pandemic, people turned to platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to keep social ties. Virtual meetings and online events became the norm, enabling individuals to partake in activities they once did in person. This shift assured a semblance of normality during challenging times and expanded the reach of social interactions beyond geographic boundaries that also expanded during the post-pandemic era. As a result, social media platforms have altered from mere entertainment hubs to necessary tools for strengthening social bonds and fostering a sense of community. Thus, this research also examined the role of social media in changing the social life patterns of Emirati society. Notably, this research is based on empirical and theoretical gaps. One significant gap in this research lies in the particularity of the context under study. While it aims to investigate the role of social media in changing social and professional life patterns in Emirati society, there is a need for more comprehensive studies focusing primarily on the dynamics of Emirati culture and how it interacts with social media during the post-pandemic era.



Further, this study employed the Media System Dependency Theory as its theoretical framework, indicating a literature gap regarding the application and validation of this theory within the Gulf region, especially in the context of the United Arab Emirates. Further, this investigation addresses a significant gap in the literature by focusing especially on the Emirati context, recognizing that cultural nuances and societal norms play an influential role in shaping social media usage patterns. Focusing on the specific population, the research can uncover insights that may not readily apply to other cultural contexts. Also, by investigating dependency and communication practices, the study takes a comprehensive approach, acknowledging that these two constructs are intricately linked to social media usage. This dual focus adds depth and richness to the research, allowing for a more complex understanding of how social media impacts these aspects of Emirati society. The theory’s significance in exemplifying the relationship between individuals and media systems has yet to be extensively tested in this cultural and social context. Thus, there is a need for empirical research that investigates the relevance and applicability of the Media System Dependency Theory in comprehending how Emirati society depends on and interacts with social media platforms, specifically after the COVID-19 pandemic.



Social Media Usage: United Arab Emirates in Focus


Social media has acquired immense popularity in the UAE, becoming an essential part of people’s daily lives (Elbarazi et al. 2022). Online platforms like WhatsApp and Instagram have become indispensable for many, making it difficult to imagine life without them. For professional purposes, these platforms hold even greater importance as they form a critical component of their business strategies. They allow enterprises to generate revenue and connect with a global client base cost-effectively (Radcliffe et al. 2023). Today, 99% of the UAE’s population are internet users, which amounts to 10.07 million individuals out of a total of 10.17 million.



Regarding social media usage, a staggering 98.99% of the population, equal to about 9.7 million people, are active users. This suggests a widespread integration of social media into the daily routines of the majority. The collective count of individual and professional social media accounts reaches a significant 10.73 million users (Global Media Insights 2023). Individuals in the UAE spend around 2 h and 50 min per day on social media platforms on average, highlighting their significant role in everyday life. Recent data also indicates that WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, and TikTok emerged as the top three most preferred platforms. Around 3.95 million UAE residents indicated that their main motive for using social media is to strengthen connections with family and friends, highlighting the platform’s crucial role in promoting personal relationships (Global Media Insights 2023). Notably, the user base for WhatsApp in the UAE stands at 6.73 million, closely followed by Facebook with 6.65 million users and Instagram with 6.21 million users as of 2023. These data collectively show the profound effect and extensive reach of social media within the UAE’s digital landscape.





2. Review of Literature


2.1. Media Dependency


The media dependency theory supports this research as a structured framework for analyzing how mass media impacts audiences and the dynamic interchanges between media, audiences, and societal systems. Figure 1 illustrates the explanatory framework of the current research, and Table 1 provides the operationalization of key constructs in the current research study. It was initially outlined by American communication scholars Sandra Ball-Rokeach and Melvin DeFleur in 1976. The theory explains the impact of media use on the audience’s behavior and further explains the social changes on the whole. During the current era of digitalization, social media has significantly reshaped the landscape of the social communication process, and its long-term effects are intricate and not easily defined. According to Ivan and Hebblethwaite (2016), active engagement on social media can lead to interactive experiences, such as connecting with like-minded individuals, communicating with family members, raising awareness about important issues, learning from reliable sources, building, and sustaining professional relationships, and creating meaningful content. Viewing media as a communication system places it at the core of society (Bengtsson et al. 2021), as individuals, organizations, and social systems depend on it for critical information. However, Qi (2019) argued that excessive engagement with social media platforms can potentially harm academic performance. It highlights that while social media provides a platform for connectivity and information sharing, it can also serve as a source of distraction, leading to reduced focus and productivity in academic tasks. Also, strong social connections through platforms can amplify the impact of social media on task performance. This implies that close relationships within the online sphere may amplify both positive and negative consequences of social media use. In another study, Yilmazsoy et al. (2020) highlighted the detrimental effects of incorporating social networks, specifically WhatsApp, particularly for young students. As noted, while social networks can serve as practical tools for communication and collaboration, they can also introduce distractions and potential privacy concerns in an educational context. Thus, excessive use of social networking platforms can divert students’ attention from their studies, leading to decreased focus and academic performance.



Media dependency theory also explains the interdependence between individuals and the media, determining the impact and power of the media. The theory of media dependence can also be applied to the fact that as professional complexity and confusion expand, the role of the media system in society becomes more important (Vangelisti 2012). This applies to both short-term and long-term social improvements. In times of increased uncertainty, i.e., during disasters or major social events, users tend to rely more heavily on social media for information and communication processes. The increased importance of people’s concerns and needs leads to a greater reliance on the media for services that can help alleviate uncertainty. Users depend more on the media because it is expected that the mainstream media platforms will provide important and unique information necessary for understanding community happenings. In this regard, media dependency theory explains the direct and indirect impact mass media has on the behavior of audiences and social media users (Subramanian 2017). Here Chambers (2013, p. 13) also highlighted the role of social media in facilitating communication between transnational families living in other parts of the world. As noted, migrants depend on different digital platforms to stay connected with their families.



Consequently, the rates of social media adoption and use among immigrants are higher than the other users. Social media is designed to promote social relationships in a digital environment. They offer online services that help individuals create communities with people they may not be acquainted with in their usual social and professional circles but who engage with them over the internet (Ghareb et al. 2018; Moh’d Zakarneh et al. 2021, p. 35). Thus, the review of the literature helped to hypothesize that:



H1. 

Social media has a significant influence on media dependency among Emirati users.






2.2. Social Media and Family Communication


In the present day, social media serves as a pathway to the internet, offering multiple opportunities to gain fresh milestones and improve our exposure to different forms of media. Compared to earlier times, communication, information dissemination, entertainment, and interaction routes have become notably quicker, more efficient, and better organized (Joo and Teng 2017). According to research by Ibrahim Zakarneh et al. (2021), social media is crucial in facilitating interpersonal communication and strengthening social capital. It empowers individuals to share their messages with a global audience while allowing them to obtain messages from people spanning the globe. Widely recognized platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram, and others are credited with popularizing the concept of social media, operating as prior mediums for user-to-user communication. Hence, social media encourages communication and interaction and extends its utility to task management services.



According to Procentese et al. (2019), families who use any social media platform to share their emotional triumphs and tragedies regularly can experience social support, emotional connection, and decreased homesickness. Frequent open communication is linked to increased feelings of intimacy and care, making family and friends spent time apart more endurable. Family members can communicate regularly as they show positive communication behavior, including cheerful photographs, posts, cute emojis, conversations, messages, Facebook likes, and GIFs.



Individuals filter their communication to remove serious information concerning distant family members (Joo and Teng 2017). Romero-Abrio et al. (2019) stated that assurances are a crucial part of families’ daily routines. These short calls and messages to greet, share everyday trivia, or ask about trivial things often fulfill a phatic function. Even hearing sound over an open webcam without any direct communication provides a guarantee that the relationship exists. According to Taipale and Farinosi (2018), assurances on social media can take the form of liking posts and commenting about “missing” the individual who publicized them. Some individuals share family members’ images and posts on Facebook to value the other person and their ideas. Based on the cited literature, it is hypothesized that:



H2. 

Social media has a significant influence on family communication among Emirati users.






2.3. Social Media and Professional Connections


Prior research has highlighted that social media serves two primary communication purposes: vertical and horizontal. Vertical communication pertains to interactions between individuals at various hierarchical levels, while horizontal communication generally involves those at similar hierarchical statuses (Chen and Wei 2020). Vertical communication contains information that clarifies team dynamics, accountabilities, and the roles of colleagues within the team. On the other hand, horizontal communication includes task-related information about the team’s activities and progress and informal information that promotes a sense of belonging and unity among team members. Therefore, social media is utilized for both vertical and horizontal communication, and it is also important for effective relationships between colleagues. Social media-based communication among workers provides the social and emotional support required for professional success (Lewis 2014). Interpersonal relationships among employees can be sustained through social media communication. Communication between colleagues cultivates mutual trust, respect, and fellowship, thereby maintaining these relationships. Also, communication between coworkers via social media encourages the reciprocal exchange of information and assistance, maintaining team cohesion (Forsgren and Byström 2018).



Further, in relationships, social media is distinguished by communication between colleagues, indicating employees’ economic, social, and psychological requirements are more likely to be met. According to Derani and Naidu (2016), these social exchanges gradually develop into a shared dedication to work goals and values, eventually improving employee job performance (Froment et al. 2017). Thus, the cited literature helped to hypothesize that:



H3. 

Social media has a significant influence on professional connections among Emirati users.







3. Research Methods


This research is a case study in nature, and the data were gathered via a closed-ended questionnaire from the study respondents. As noted by (Cousin 2005), case studies are helpful in examining a phenomenon in a particular situation or setting. They provide a pathway to have strong insights and generate generalizable results. The survey was distributed electronically, and respondents had the option to respond at their convenience. The data were collected from August 2023 to September 2023. Thus, after gathering the data, the researchers coded it for further analysis by using SPSS and Smart-PLS. However, first, the reliability of the questionnaire was assessed using pilot testing. For the relevant purposes, a sample of 30 individuals was selected using the rule of thumb (Fraser et al. 2018). As shown in Table 2, the Cronbach Alpha values of all the constructs range from 0.707 to 0.790, and the reliability of the questionnaire is affirmed. Table 1 also provides a brief overview of the questionnaire.



3.1. Population and Sampling


The population under study includes residents of the United Arab Emirates, mainly focusing on individuals actively engaged with social media platforms. This includes Emirati nationals and expatriates residing in the UAE. The sampling frame consisted of individuals who have access to the internet and actively use social media platforms within the United Arab Emirates. This includes various age groups, socio-economic backgrounds, and cultural affiliations. Further, the stratified random sampling approach was utilized. The population was divided into strata based on demographic factors, including age, nationality, and level of social media engagement. Random samples were drawn from each stratum to confirm representation across different segments.



Further, the sample size is selected using the Sample Size Formula for Estimating Proportions (Single Proportion) (Taherdoost 2018), used in statistics to determine the required sample size for estimating a proportion within a population. The relevant formula indicated that a sample size of 385 respondents was ideal for the current research study. However, once the data were gathered, the collected responses were carefully evaluated and calculated. The gathered responses indicated that 70 questionnaires needed to be included or correctly filled in by the respondents. Thus, with the finalized 315 questionnaires, the response rate of 81.8% remained greater than the threshold value of 60.0% (Deutskens et al. 2004). The analysis of respondents’ demographic information showed that most participants (57.9%) identified as male, while 41.7% identified as female. Regarding age distribution, 50.5% fell within the 19–20 age bracket, 13.8% were between 16 and 18 years old, 11.3% were 23 years old or older, and 5.1% were in the 21–22 age range. Also, 70.8% of respondents resided in urban areas, with the remaining 29.2% hailing from urbanized areas. It was further observed that 59.4% of participants reported living with other family members, which encompassed parents, siblings, and close relatives, while 40.6% indicated that they lived independently. Detailed demographic information is provided in Table 3.



The research examines how social media contributes to sustaining the Emirati population’s social activities, particularly targeting college-level students for data collection. Initially, the researcher used a random sampling approach to select a sample of n = 315 students. This approach, known as simple random sampling, was selected to ensure that the study respondents were selected without researcher bias. Further, simple random sampling was employed by providing an equal chance of selection to all possible respondents (Kalton 2011).




3.2. Data Analysis Approaches


The data analysis process for this study concerns using Partial Least Square-Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) to analyze the impact of social media on changing social communication patterns within Emirati society, specifically in the post-COVID-19 era. However, before conducting the SEM, the dataset went through preliminary descriptive analysis, including the calculation of measures, including means, standard deviations, and ranges of the gathered data. These descriptive statistics provided an extensive overview of the distribution and central tendencies of the variables under consideration.




3.3. Missing Value Analysis (MVA)


Further, this research also involved Missing Value Analysis (MVA). As noted by von Hippel (2004), Missing Value Analysis (MVA) provides discernment into the missingness patterns, which is crucial for making informed decisions about handling the missing values during data processing. By identifying whether the missingness is completely random, at random, or not at random, researchers select suitable techniques like imputation or model-based approaches to mitigate the effect of missing data. As shown in Table 4, the missing values in the current data remained under the threshold amount (15) (Josse and Husson 2012), mitigating potential bias. Thus, it is assumed that the data contain missing values that would not affect the results.




3.4. Analysis and Findings


This research is guided by three research hypotheses that are further tested by applying a two-step approach typically used in Partial Least Square-Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), known as “inner model and outer model analysis”. The first step concerns analyzing the inner model’s validity and reliability, including testing the measurement instrument. The second step focuses on examining the relationships between variables asserted by the study hypotheses. Initially, the inner model was analyzed for its validity and reliability. Convergent validity was evaluated to determine the internal consistency among the measurement items of each construct, following the technique suggested by (Chin and Yao 2014). Discriminant validity was also tested to determine the extent to which the study constructs lack correlation with one another (Mello and Collins 2001). Table 5 presents the results of the convergent validity assessment. It was observed that most of the Factor Loads of the measurement items exceeded the suggested threshold value of >0.5 (Carlson and Herdman 2010). Also, the Average Variance Extracted Values (AVEs) surpassed the threshold value of >0.5, signifying that all the items have internal consistency (Social Media Use 0.572, Media Dependency 0.512, Family and Friends Communication 0.520, and Professional Communications 0.551). Further, the construct reliability was also tested, indicating the Cronbach Alpha (Social Media Use 0.754, Media Dependency 0.716, Family and Friends Communication 0.777, and Professional Communications 0.704) and Composite Reliability values also surpassed the threshold value 0.7 (Social Media Use 0.842, Media Dependency 0.806, Family and Friends Communication 0.761, and Professional Communications 0.776). Table 5 represents the results of measurement model assessment.



In order to ensure a good fit of the measurement model, the goodness of fit was tested. According to Chwialkowski et al. (2018), goodness of fit helps to determine the extent to which the measurement model fits well into the expected model. Notably, the loading items having values less than 0.5 or near the borderline of the relevant value were removed. Figure 2 shows the final measurement model of the current research study and Table 6 summarizes the results of Goodness of Fit. Thus, after removing the loading values, the goodness of fit indicated the Standardized Root Mean Square (SRMR) value of 0.172, which is less than the threshold value <0.80. Further, the Non-Fit Index (NFI) value was 0.939, which is between 0 and 1; the Tucker and Lewis (TLI) value remained at 1.737, which is above >0.90; and the chi-square value is 2.74, which is below the threshold value <3.00 (Demler et al. 2015), indicating a good fit for the study.



Additionally, the measurement tool’s discriminant validity was assessed using a two-step criterion method, which includes the Fornel–Larcker scale and Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) (Mello and Collins 2001). The findings showed that the correlation values associated with each construct were distinct, indicating no significant interrelationships (See Table 7). Also, the Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) values were below the threshold value of <0.90 (Shiu et al. 2011). Thus, it is confirmed that there is a presence of discriminant validity among the study constructs. Table 7 presents the results of the Fornel–Larker criterion, and Table 8 presents the results of the Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio scale (See Table 8).



According to Selya et al. (2012), effect size (f2) pertains to the extent of the relationship between latent variables in regression-based research studies. It determines how much the dependent variable is expected to change when the independent variable shifts by one unit, holding other factors constant (Samartha and Kodikal 2018). In this regard, an effect size of 0.020 or below is deemed small, 0.150 is moderate, and 0.350 or higher is considered large (Lorah 2018). As a result, the effect sizes for Social Media on Media Dependency are 0.316 (medium), the effect size of Social Media Use on Family and Friends Communication is 1.723 (Large), and the effect size of Social Media Use is 0.226 (medium). These figures demonstrate a robust effect of the independent variable on each dependent variable presented in Table 9.



Further, Coefficients of Determination R2 was assessed to examine the predictive power of the predictor variable. As shown in Table 10, R2 value of Media Dependency is 0.515, Family and Friends Communication is 0.719, and Professional Connection is 0.582, indicating a strong predictive power of the “Social Media” in the current study.



The researchers further examined the predictive relevance of the Q2 measure, employing the cross-validated commonality and redundancy approach. This approach combines information from the study’s measurement and structural models to assess data points that should have been considered when calculating the Q2 values (Purwanto and Juliana 2022). The findings revealed (See Table 11) that Media Dependency had a predictive relevance of 0.063 (moderate), Organizational Innovation scored 0.037 (moderate), and Family and Friends Communication demonstrated a predictive relevance of 0.907 (strong). The predictive relevance of Professional Connection remained at 00. Overall, the predictive relevance of constructs remained acceptable, as suggested by Akter and D’Ambra (2011). Table 11 provides a summary of the predictive relevance of the Q2.



Finally, the path analysis was conducted to examine the hypotheses proposed in the current research study. Table 12 presents the results of hypotheses testing in the current study. First, the proposed effect of Social Media Use on the Media Dependency among Emirati users was examined. Results indicated that the relevant effect in the H1 of the current research study remained significant with the beta coefficients value β = 0.490, t-value = 11.678, and significance value p < 0.000 ***. Further, the H2 of the current research study was tested, proposing a significant effect of Social Media Use on Family and Friends Communication. Path analysis showed the beta coefficient value β = 0.795, t-value = 20.232, and significance value p < 0.000 ***. Finally, the H3 was tested, proposing a significant effect of Social Media Use on Professional Communication among Emirati users. The proposed effects also remained significant with the beta coefficient value β = 0.430, t-value = 6.553, and significance value p < 0.000 ***. Notably, the path between Social Media Use and Family and Friends Communication remained the strongest among all, followed by Social Media Use and Media Dependency, and the path between Social Media Use and Professional Communication remained lowest among all. Table 12 and Figure 3 present the results of path analysis accompanied by Means, Standard Deviations, and confidence intervals.





4. Discussion on Results


As previously mentioned, social media plays a multifaceted role in society. In today’s digital age, individuals have quick access to communication and information at the click of a button. Notably, social media serves as a critical platform for communication and interaction, showing a convenient means to connect with others irrespective of cultural or geographical boundaries (Singh and Signh 2017). Its importance in enabling communication extends across different domains, including education and business, as emphasized by Yousif et al. (2021). This significance has been further highlighted in the wake of the pandemic, where dependence on online resources for communication with family, friends, and peers has become increasingly predominant. Users use social media platforms to reestablish connections, stay informed, and interact with their social circles (Yossef et al. 2022).



According to Sarangi et al. (2022), the concept of media dependency takes on increased importance as digital communication channels resume to play a crucial role in connecting individuals and disseminating information in the post-pandemic era. The dependence on media in the post-pandemic era encompasses different facets of daily life. From virtual meetings and conferences to online shopping and entertainment streaming, digital media platforms have become critical to both personal and professional tasks (Carrigan and Jordan 2022). However, it is worth noting that the global nature of the pandemic necessitated an increased reliance on digital platforms, including social media, for information dissemination, social interactions, and professional connections. For example, a study by Bellmann et al. (2021) examining the role of social media during the COVID-19 pandemic among German DAX companies revealed crucial insights into crisis communication and competence on platforms like Facebook. Furthermore, Politte-Corn et al. (2022) conducted a study regarding social media use and perceived stress during the pandemic, providing an additional perspective. Their research highlights the complex interplay between social media engagement, perceived social support, and stress levels, indicating that the impact of social media on individuals’ well-being can vary significantly based on the context and the support structures in place. Thus, when considering these broader insights, it is essential to note that while some overarching trends may be applicable universally, the unique cultural and societal dynamics of Emirati society may introduce distinct nuances in the relationship between social media, dependency, and communication practices. These factors may include distinct cultural norms, traditions, and values that shape the way individuals in Emirati society engage with social media platforms.



Talking specifically about the current study results (See Table 13 for the descriptives), social media use was also found to be associated with changed patterns of communication and media dependency among Emirati social media users. Table 8 presents the descriptives of descriptive data, indicating the agreement among respondents towards their social media use for communication purposes (Elbarazi et al. 2022). First, the study respondents agreed that they consider using social media even when physical communication is not possible and using social media is a part of their everyday routine. They also indicated that they use social media to interact with others and also a pathway to share and receive messages with others. Besides, the respondents also use social media to learn about new phenomena and to begin conversations (M 3.91, SD 0.633). According to the respondents, they prefer relying on social media for building social connections and having professional meetings, and they are dependent on online platforms to build professional relationships. Respondents agreed that they prefer using social media when they need to know more about people in family, friends’ circles, and professional circles (M 3.86, SD 0.549). These findings are consistent with the existing literature (Kim and Kim 2017; Subrahmanyam et al. 2008). Mason et al. (2021) argued that social media use and reliance have even increased after the COVID-19 pandemic. These online platforms not only help the users to stay connected and interact but also help in the decision-making process, as a result. Technology dependency has become inevitable and is further accompanied by several advantages and disadvantages.



Further, the respondents agreed that they like to connect to social media to communicate, and they prefer communicating with others through social media. According to most of the respondents, social media is important in building social relationships, which is why they use social media to build social connections. Respondents also agreed that they frequently check social media accounts to check the online activities among their friends and family, and social media is important to them as it keeps them updated about their friends and family (M 3.94, SD 0.539). Existing literature also indicates similar results, in which the post-pandemic era shows social media use as associated with communication to build and sustain social relationships through communication (Marzouki et al. 2021; Thygesen et al. 2021). Particularly in the Emirati context, Gu (2022) argued that social media has brought about a transformation in the dynamics of communication in the post-pandemic era. Earlier, communication was bound by several limitations. However, the outbreak of the disease accelerated social media platform use, further promoting global proximity among individuals. This paradigm shifts in communication not only introduced novel channels of interaction but also led to a reconfiguration of pre-existing methods.



Finally, most of the respondents agreed with the fact that they frequently use social media to build professional connections and to stay updated about the professional achievements of their colleagues. According to the respondents, they frequently read articles shared by colleagues on social media platforms and leave comments on colleagues’ posts on social media often. Also, they indicated that they use social media to share information about their professional career (M 3.96, SD 0.592). As existing literature also witnessed the increased use of social media for professional communication and business relations purposes (Huang et al. 2023; Kaya 2020; Luo 2021), a similar scenario is found in the United Arab Emirates. The study by Sullivan et al. (2021) further indicated the increased use of social media for professional communication, sustainability, and resilience in the post-pandemic era. As argued, the post-pandemic era has witnessed a surge in social media use for sustainability and stability endeavors. Organizations and professionals are leveraging these platforms to convey information about sustainable practices, environmental initiatives, and resilience-building strategies. Today, organizations amplify their message and engage a broader audience in discussions surrounding sustainable professional practices. Also, social media serves as a dynamic platform for showcasing success stories and best practices, encouraging others to adopt similar approaches. This collective effort towards sustainability and resilience, driven by the extensive use of social media, highlights the transformative prospect of digital platforms in shaping a more sustainable and resilient post-pandemic world.



Theoretical Implications


The research on the role of social media in changing social life patterns within Emirati society addresses critical empirical and theoretical gaps. This study emphasizes the need for more extensive research, specifically focusing on the interplay between Emirati culture and social media dynamics in the post-pandemic era. By employing the Media System Dependency Theory as its theoretical framework, this research contributes to the literature by validating its applicability within the Gulf region, especially in the context of the United Arab Emirates. The study highlights the theory’s significance in explaining the relationship between individuals and media systems, providing useful insights into how Emirati society depends on and engages with social media platforms, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. Also, the accepted hypotheses regarding the effects of social media on media dependency, family and friends’ communication, and professional communication shed light on the complex web of interactions between individuals, social media platforms, and their immediate social circles. This research increases understanding of how social media has become an integral element of communication patterns in Emirati society, affecting the dependency levels on different forms of media. It highlights the transformative role of social media in shaping not only personal relationships but also professional interactions, emphasizing its far-reaching implications for societal communication dynamics. This research highlights the need for a nuanced examination of media dependency in the context of evolving digital landscapes, providing practical insights for scholars and practitioners alike.





5. Conclusions


The current research study showed the profound impact of social media on communication patterns in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) after the COVID-19 pandemic. The data highlights a substantial increase in media dependency, suggesting that social media platforms have become critical sources of information and connection for individuals in the UAE. This increased reliance emphasizes the crucial role these platforms play in sharing important information during times of crisis. Also, this study reveals a notable surge in family and friends’ communication through social media. While physical distancing measures necessitated a change towards virtual interactions, these platforms have proven valuable in maintaining and strengthening social bonds. Notably, individuals have used social media not only for socializing but also as a means to confirm the safety and well-being of their loved ones. It is also found that the professional landscape in the UAE has glimpsed a transformative shift towards remote work and online communication. Social media platforms have appeared as necessary tools in promoting these transitions, providing continuity in professional relationships and collaborations. Thus, it is evident that social media has become an important part of post-pandemic UAE society. As we move ahead, individuals and institutions must accept the opportunities presented by these platforms while also handling the challenges they pose. Strengthening digital literacy and adaptability will be key in navigating this growing communication landscape.



Limitations and Recommendations


While this study delves into a novel topic, it has inherent limitations. Firstly, the sample for this study was exclusively drawn from the Emirates, potentially limiting the generalizability of the findings to other countries. Future researchers may address this limitation by widening their scope to encompass different regions, yielding more widely applicable insights. Also, this study examined social media as a collective entity rather than focusing on specific platforms for analysis, which also narrowed down its scope. Further studies can adopt a platform-specific approach, focusing on some particular platforms to examine their use and effect on Emirati society and their communication patterns. Lastly, this study is based on a single methodology, including quantitative design. Further researchers can conduct mixed-method studies accompanied by interviews and focused Group Discussions (FGDs) to delimit this limitation further.
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Figure 1. Explanatory Framework of Current Research. 
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Figure 2. Final Measurement Model. 
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Figure 3. Measurement Model of Current Study. 
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Table 1. Operationalization of Key Terms.






Table 1. Operationalization of Key Terms.





	
Terminology

	
Definition

	
Source






	
Social Media

	
Social media is a collection of digital platforms and applications that allow individuals and communities to create, share, and exchange information, ideas, and multimedia content and engage in interactive communication. These platforms foster connections among users through virtual networks, helping them with real-time interactions, content dissemination, and the formation of online communities based on shared interests, affiliations, or relationships.

	
(Aichner et al. 2021; Wolf et al. 2018)




	
Social media pertains to the digital technologies and platforms that have developed beyond their initial role as sources of entertainment and leisure. They have become essential tools for strengthening social bonds and developing communities. These platforms enable diverse interactions, from casual exchanges to more structured forms of communication, affecting and shaping social life patterns differently.




	
Family and Friends Communication

	
Family and Friends Communication is defined as a specific mode of interaction enabled by digital platforms that enables individuals to connect, communicate, and share content with their primary and extended family members and close friends. This type of communication on social media platforms is a virtual expansion of traditional face-to-face or remote interactions within personal networks. It contains activities i.e., exchanging messages, sharing updates, photos, and videos, and participating in group discussions or events that include close-knit social circles.

	
(Borchers and Nils 2021; Trepte 2021)




	
Family and Friends Communication is digital exchanges, messages, interactions between individuals and their relatives and intimate friends online. It encompasses sharing personal updates, photos, and messages, facilitating ongoing connections and interactions within one’s immediate and extended social circles. This mode of communication acts as a virtual extension of conventional face-to-face interactions, providing a convenient and accessible means for individuals to stay connected.




	
Professional Connections

	
Professional Connections are the relationships and interactions between individuals to grow their careers, share industry knowledge, and unite on professional endeavors. These relationships usually involve colleagues, industry peers, mentors, and possible employers or clients.

	
(Chen et al. 2020; Felix et al. 2017)




	
Professional Connections is the web of professional relationships and collaborations facilitated by social media platforms. This includes interactions with coworkers, industry experts, mentors, and possible business partners or clients. Through these digital channels, individuals can exchange industry insights, collaborate on projects, and discover career possibilities.




	
Media Dependency

	
Media Dependency is the extent to which individuals and society depend on digital platforms for information, communication, and entertainment. It encapsulates how social media has become integral to daily life, affecting behaviors, opinions, and social interactions.

	
(Griffiths et al. 2014; Kaplan and Haenlein 2016)




	
Media dependency encompasses the degree to which these platforms serve as important sources of information, means of communication, and channels for entertainment. Media Dependency mirrors the evolving role of social media from a recreational pastime to a rudimentary tool for bolstering social bonds and fostering a sense of community. This concept highlights social media’s transformative effect on a society’s social life patterns.











 





Table 2. Questionnaire Items, Sources, and Pilot Testing.
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Items

	
Items

	
Sources

	
CA






	
Social Media Use

	
Using social media even when physical communication is not possible.

	
(Cheng et al. 2020; Habes et al. 2023)

	
0.771




	
Using social media is a part of my everyday routine.




	
I use social media to interact with others.




	
Social media is a pathway to share and receive messages with others.




	
I use social media to learn about new phenomena and to begin conversations.




	
Family and Friends Communication

	
I like to connect to social media to communicate.

	
(Gu 2022; Maree 2018)

	
0.726




	
I prefer communicating with others through social media.




	
Social media is important to build social relationships.




	
I use social media to build social connections.




	
I frequently check my social media accounts to check the online activities among my friends and family.




	
Social media is important as it keeps me updated about my friends and family.




	
Professional Connections

	
I frequently use social media to build professional connections.

	
(Bozzola et al. 2022)

	
0.790




	
I frequently check social media to stay updated about the professional achievements of my colleagues.




	
I frequently read articles shared by colleagues on social media platforms.




	
I often leave my comments on colleagues’ posts on social media.




	
I use social media to share information about my professional career.




	
Media Dependency

	
I prefer relying on social media to build social connections.

	
(Vanderhout et al. 2020)

	
0.707




	
I prefer social media for having professional meetings.




	
I rely on social media to build professional relationships.




	
I am dependent on social media for relationships.




	
I prefer using social media when I need to know more about people in my family and friends’ circle.




	
I prefer using social media when I need to know more about people in my professional circle.











 





Table 3. Descriptive Statistics Regarding Demographics.
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Constructs

	
Variables

	
f

	
%






	
Gender

	
Male

	
183

	
57.9%




	
Female

	
132

	
41.7%




	
Age

	
16–18

	
54

	
13.8%




	
19–20

	
197

	
50.5%




	
21–22

	
20

	
5.1%




	
23 or above

	
44

	
11.3%




	
Locality

	
Rural

	
92

	
29.2%




	
Urban

	
223

	
70.8%




	
Living System

	
Individual

	
128

	
40.6%




	
With Family

	
187

	
59.4%











 





Table 4. Missing Value Analysis.
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Mean

	
Std. Deviation

	
Missing

	
No. of Extremes




	
Count

	
Percent

	
Low

	
High






	
Social Media Use

	
3.9143

	
0.63338

	
0

	
0.0

	
3

	
0




	
Media Dependency

	
3.8693

	
0.54902

	
0

	
0.0

	
4

	
1




	
Family and Friends Communication

	
3.9450

	
0.53913

	
0

	
0.0

	
3

	
0




	
Professional Communictaion

	
3.9657

	
0.59239

	
0

	
0.0

	
2

	
0











 





Table 5. Measurement Model Assessment of Current Research.
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Constructs

	
Items

	
Loads

	
AVE

	
CA

	
CR






	
Social Media Use

	
SMU1

	
0.7886

	
0.572

	
0.754

	
0.842




	
SMU2

	
0.712




	
SMU3

	
0.710




	
SMU4

	
0.762




	
SMU5

	
0.539




	
Media Dependency

	
MDP1

	
0.648

	
0.512

	
0.716

	
0.806




	
MDP2

	
0.763




	
MDP3

	
0.613




	
MDP4

	
0.810




	
MDP5

	
−0.111




	
MDP6

	
0.169




	
Family and Friends Communication

	
FFC1

	
0.546

	
0.520

	
0.777

	
0.761




	
FFC2

	
0.742




	
FFC3

	
0.665




	
FFC4

	
0.102




	
FFC5

	
0.423




	
FFC6

	
0.733




	
Professional Connections

	
PCS1

	
0.447

	
0.551

	
0.704

	
0.776




	
PCS2

	
0.585




	
PCS3

	
−0.022




	
PCS4

	
0.855




	
PCS5

	
0.757








Note: SME is Social Media Use, MDP is Media Dependency, FFC is Family and Friends Communications, and PCS is Professional Connections.













 





Table 6. Goodness of Fit.






Table 6. Goodness of Fit.










	
	Saturated Model
	Criteria





	SRMR
	0.172
	<0.80



	NFI
	0.939
	b/w 0–1



	TLI
	1.737
	>0.90



	Chi-square
	2.74
	<3.00







Note: SRMR is Standardized Root Mean Square, NFI is Non Fit Indexm TLI is Tucker and Lewis.













 





Table 7. Fornell–Larker Criterion.






Table 7. Fornell–Larker Criterion.












	
	FFC
	MDP
	PCS
	SMU





	FFC
	0.721
	
	
	



	MDP
	0.753
	0.716
	
	



	PCS
	0.544
	0.634
	0.742
	



	SMU
	0.795
	0.49
	0.43
	0.756







Note. SMU is Social Media Dependency, MDP is Media Dependency, FFC is Family and Friends’ Communication, and PCS and Professional Connections.













 





Table 8. Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio.






Table 8. Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio.





	Relationships
	HTMT





	MDP <-> FFC
	0.219



	PCS <-> FFC
	0.067



	PCS <-> MDP
	0.385



	SMU <-> FFC
	0.045



	SMU <-> MDP
	0.578



	SMU <-> PCS
	0.581







Note. SMU is Social Media Dependency, MDP is Media Dependency, FFC is Family and Friends’ Communicationz, and PCS is Professional Connections.













 





Table 9. Effect Size (f2) Assessment.






Table 9. Effect Size (f2) Assessment.










	
	f-Square
	Size





	SMU -> MDP
	0.316
	Medium



	SMU -> FFC
	1.723
	Large



	SMU -> PCS
	0.226
	Medium







Note. SMU is Social Media Dependency, MDP is Media Dependency, FFC is Family and Friends’ Communication, and PCS is Professional Connections.













 





Table 10. Coefficients of Determination R2.






Table 10. Coefficients of Determination R2.





	Constructs
	R2
	Strength





	Media Dependency
	0.515
	Strong



	Family and Friends’ Communication
	0.719
	Strong



	Professional Connections
	0.582
	Strong










 





Table 11. Predictive Relevance Q2 Analysis.






Table 11. Predictive Relevance Q2 Analysis.





	Constructs
	Q² Predict
	RMSE
	Size





	Media Dependency
	0.763
	0.903
	Strong



	Family and Friends’ Communication
	0.041
	0.884
	Moderate



	Professional Connections
	0.907
	0.963
	Strong







Note: RMSE: Root Mean Square Error.













 





Table 12. Hypotheses Tes