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Abstract. Culture is arguably an important consideration when designing 
websites because it influences users’ needs and expectations as they come to the 
site. Ten government websites from Egypt were evaluated in 2010 and 2014, 
before and after the break of the Arab Spring. By utilizing Hofstede’s model of 
cultural dimensions, the objective is to identify whether cultural-specific design 
elements have changed over time. The results suggest that the designs of these 
websites have changed and that they did not fully reflect design characteristics 
inferred from Hofstede’s model.   
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1 Introduction  

As the Web has emerged and evolved as a distinct media form in past years, so has 
the challenge of investigating it as an object of study by researchers from different 
social, political and cultural backgrounds [21].  

Culture is considered one of the attributes affecting the usefulness and usability of 
websites [18, 22], therefore several studies have attempted to investigate it in relation 
to Web design [3, 4, 10, 13, 14, 15]. The influential cultural model of Geert Hofstede 
[7, 8] has been utilized at length to examine cross-cultural Web design. In his model, 
Hofstede assigned comparative scores for 50 individual countries and three regions on 
five cultural dimensions. These dimensions comprise: Power Distance, Uncertainty 
Avoidance, Individualism/Collectivism, Masculinity/Femininity, and Long/Short-
Term Orientation.  

In the case of the three regions, one of which is the Arabic-speaking region, several 
countries had been grouped together based on the assumption of having similar 
cultural traits. The Arabic-speaking region comprised Egypt, Lebanon, Libya, 
Kuwait, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. This group has been 
frequently used in cross-cultural interface design studies to different extents [3, 4, 25]. 
However, little attention has been given to these countries individually to examine 
whether or not they reflect the design characteristics inferred from Hofstede’s model. 
In this exploratory study, we focus our analysis on Egypt to investigate how the 
design of its websites has changed over the course of four years between 2010 and 
2014, a period marked by social and political changes in Egypt.    
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2 The Internet in Egypt  

According to Internet World Stats [9], there were almost 30 million (35.6% of the 
population) Internet users in Egypt in 2012, an increase from the 12.5 million users 
(16% of the population) in 2009. Egypt has made extensive use of Internet and 
Communication Technology (ICT) in schools and universities, and ICT literacy 
programs are well integrated into education at the primary, secondary and higher 
education levels in order to reduce the digital divide [1].  

Loch, Straub, and Kamel [12] noted that cultural obstacles to the diffusion of ICT 
in the Arab world, including Egypt, are significant, but there are many factors that are 
encouraging as well. They argued that if cultural beliefs and attitudes toward 
technology were better understood, then the technology itself, and more specifically 
the Internet, might be better adapted to the behavioral patterns of the adopting 
country, rather than the traditional approach of force-fitting the culture to the 
technology. 

The series of political demonstrations and protests in the Arab world which started 
in Tunisia in December 2010 have affected that region in general, and Egypt in 
particular. On 25 January 2011, thousands of people in Egypt took to the streets 
demonstrating against corruption and failing economic policies in their country [5]. 
The Egyptian protests that led to the resignation of President Hosni Mubarak were 
organized through a complex network of ICT which mostly used Twitter and 
Facebook. During this political unrest, access to the Internet was shut down on 27 
January for almost a week, preventing Egyptians from accessing websites, sending 
and receiving email, or using other online services [24].   

3 Egypt in Cultural Web Design Studies 

Cultural similarities and differences in Web design have been discussed at length in 
the literature. However, Arab countries, including Egypt, have received limited 
attention in this research area [10]. For those studies that included Arab countries, 
especially those using Hofstede’s model of cultural dimensions, revealed that these 
websites reflected to different extents Arab culture on the Web based on the 
characteristics that are inferred from the dimensions.   

Zahir et al. [25] selected national Web portals also from two countries, Egypt and 
Morocco. Their results showed that websites from Egypt had a strong focus on the 
Egyptian culture, reflecting a high Power Distance characteristic. While websites 
from Morocco had a good presentation of women’s issues and non-Islamic reference, 
relating to the Masculinity and Power Distance dimensions respectively.  

Callahan [4], analyzed a total of 20 interfaces from the group of seven Arab 
countries included in Hofstede’s model in her study of cross-cultural differences in 
the design of university websites. Although the number of websites from each country 
was not specified, the results pertaining to the Arab countries overall suggest that 
most of the design elements on their interfaces match their description on Hofstede’s 
cultural dimensions.  
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In a study conducted by Marcus and Hamoodi [15], the researchers analyzed 
Arabic educational websites from Jordan, Egypt, and the United Arab Emirates 
aiming to determine whether or not the websites reflect Arabic culture. The results of 
this study show again that most of the design elements on these interfaces correspond 
to their characteristics on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions.  

4 Methodology  

4.1 Web Genre Selection 

Following the reasoning and usage of government websites in the study conducted by 
Zahir et al. [25], this study focused on government websites for two reasons. First, 
they are primarily intended for a particular culture or nation, rather than the 
worldwide Internet community. Second, websites catering to the needs of distinct 
cultural groups can be expected to have as one design goal the reflection of the  
socio-cultural, technological and economic characteristics of their intended cultures.  

Ten government websites from Egypt were first evaluated in December 2010 and 
then in January 2014, before and after the spread of the Arab Spring in that country.  

4.2 Analysis  

This study employed the content analysis method, described by Krippendroff [11, 
p.18] as “a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts 
(or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use”. The unit of analysis is the 
home page of each of the selected websites, because it is argued to be the most 
important page on any website, getting more page views than any other page [17]. 
The analysis focused on the graphical, organizational, and navigational elements 
which were related to Hofstede’s model of cultural dimensions [2, 14, 19].   

 

Fig. 1. Ministry of Higher Education, 2010. http://www.egy-mhe.gov.eg/ 
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This study, however, has a few limitations. First, only websites from Egypt were 
analyzed, which limits the comparison between countries that were affected by the 
political unrest in the Arab region. Second, the results might be influenced by the type 
of website chosen for analysis, as noted by Barber and Badre [3]. Third, the small 
number of websites included in this study might not have produced significant 
differences between the design elements over time.  

 

Fig. 2. Ministry of Higher Education, 2014. http://www.egy-mhe.gov.eg/    

5 Results  

The content analysis of the 10 government websites from Egypt from 2010 and 2014 
generally showed a change in the design elements and visuals inferred from 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. Out of these websites, there were five that have been 
completely redesigned, as can be seen from the examples in Figures 1 and 2.    

Table 1. Design elements associated with Power Distance   

Dimension Design element 2010  2014  

Power Distance Social models 30 % 0 % 

 Restriction to access 0 %  1 % 

    

 Images of officials  
   vs. citizens  
   vs. mixed 

26 (M=2.6, SD=2.9) 
20 (M=2.0, SD=2.5) 
3 (M=0.3, SD=1.0) 

18 (M=1.8, SD=2.3) 
34 (M=3.4, SD=6.3) 
3 (M=0.3, SD=1.0) 
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5.1 Power Distance  

High Power Distance in Web design is manifested in the presence of social models 
(national and/or religious), explicit and enforced restrictions to access information, 
and prominence given to officials [14]. As can be seen in Table 1, the results showed 
a drop in the number of social models and the number of images of officials presented 
on these websites, but a slight increase in having restrictions to access information. 

5.2 Uncertainty Avoidance   

Web interfaces with high Uncertainty Avoidance are described as being simple with 
limited choices and a restricted amount of data [14]. This dimension is reflected in the 
menu structure, number of links, and presence of news. As Table 2 shows, menu 
structure and presence of news remained unchanged in 2010 and 2014. However, 
there was a drop in the total number of links between 2010 (M=78, SD=44) and 2014 
(M=66, SD=29).  

Table 2. Design elements associated with Uncertainty Avoidance  

Dimension Design element 2010  2014  

Uncertainty Avoidance Simple menus 30 % 30 % 

 Presence of news 100 % 100 % 

5.3 Individualism/Collectivism 

In Web design, interfaces with high Individualism will depict more images of 
individuals rather than groups [14] and provide site customization for the users [2]. 
Table 2 shows an increase in the number of websites which provide customization 
options for the users, as well as a noticeable increase in the images of groups on these 
websites.  

Table 3. Design elements associated with Collectivism 

Dimension Design element 2010 2014  

Collectivism Customization 20 % 30 % 

    

 Images of groups 
   vs. individuals  

18 (M=1.8, SD=2.1) 
38 (M=3.8, SD=3.6) 

21 (M=2.1, SD=2.7) 
35 (M=3.5, SD=5.5) 

5.4 Masculinity/Femininity 

Masculinity in interfaces is reflected in using images of men versus images of 
women, using animated images [14], and keeping a count of site visitors by using a 
visitor counter [19]. Table 4 shows that there was an increase in the number of 
websites with a visitor counter, but a drop in the number of images of men (versus 
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women or mixed images). On the other hand, there was an increase in the number of 
animated images from 2010 (M=9, SD=13) to 2014 (M=13, SD=15). 

Table 4. Design elements associated with Masculinity  

Dimension Design element 2010  2014  

Masculinity Visitor counter 20 % 30 % 

    

 Images of men 
   vs. women 
   vs. mixed 

45 (M=4.5, SD=4.3) 
7 (M=0.7, SD=1.3) 
5 (M=0.5, SD=0.7) 

38 (M=3.8, SD=3.4)  
8 (M=0.8, SD=2.2) 
13 (M=1.3, SD=2.1) 

5.5 Long-/Short-Term Orientation 

The content of Web interfaces with long-term orientation (LTO) focuses on patience 
in achieving results, and on using cultural markers such as national colors. Web 
design elements that reflect this dimension are site searching tools such as search 
engines and site maps, frequently asked questions, and national colors. 

Table 5. Design elements associated with Long-Term Orientation  

Dimension Design element 2010  2014  

LTO Search engine 50 % 80 % 

 Site map 60 % 70 % 

 FAQ 30 % 20 % 

6 Discussion and Conclusion   

Culture is arguably an important consideration when designing websites because it 
influences users’ needs and expectations as they come to the site, thus has been 
discussed at length in the literature [3, 6, 13, 14, 15]. However, Arab countries, 
including Egypt, have received limited attention in cross-cultural web analysis [10].  

Egypt was one of seven countries Hofstede included in his influential model of 
cultural dimensions. As a group, these seven countries scored high on the Power 
Distance (80), Uncertainty Avoidance (68), and Masculinity (52) dimensions, while 
scoring low on the Individualism (38) dimension. The only dimension that does not 
have any score for these countries is Long/Short-Term Orientation.  

Ten government websites from Egypt were first evaluated in December 2010 and 
then in January 2014, before and after the spread of the Arab Spring in that country. 
The results of this exploratory study generally showed that Web design elements and 
visuals which relate to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions have changed over time.   

As a country with a high score on Hofstede’s Power Distance dimension, we would 
expect Egypt to have frequent use of social models, restrictions to access information, 
and images of officials. This was not the case either in 2010 or 2014 for all these 
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elements. However, there was a 12% drop in the number of images for officials 
compared to a 25% increase in the number of images for citizens.   

Scoring low on Hofstede’s Uncertainty Avoidance, we would expect Egypt to have 
more frequent use of simple menus, presence of news items, and relatively low 
number of links. News items were present on all 10 websites, but simple menus were 
not prominent. However, there was a drop in the total number of links between 2010 
and 2014.  

As belonging to a collectivist culture in Hofstede’s model, websites from Egypt 
would be expected to show low customization (i.e. font size, color, etc.) and have 
more frequent images of groups rather than individuals. While the increase in the 
number of websites with customization options was not significant, there was a 6% 
increase in the number of images of groups on these websites, compared to a 3% drop 
in the number of images of individuals. 

Egypt is described as having a relatively masculine culture in Hofstede’s model. 
Therefore, we would expect its Web interfaces to have frequent use of visitor 
counters, images of men and animated images. The increase in the number of 
websites with a visitor counter was insignificant. However, there was a 10% drop in 
the number of images of men from 2010 to 2014, compared to a 14% increase in the 
number of images of mixed gender. On the other hand, there was an increase in the 
number of animated images from 2010 to 2014. 

Although Egypt does not have a score on Hofstede’s fifth, Long- vs. Short-Term 
dimension, it was interesting to find that there was an increase in the number of site-
searching tools such as search engines and site maps, but a slight decrease in the use 
of Frequently Asked Questions.  

Other studies that examined Egypt [4, 25] have suggested that most of the design 
elements match their description on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, including high 
Power Distance, Collectivism, high Uncertainty Avoidance, and Masculinity. This 
study on the other hand, confirms the findings of our previous research [10] which 
suggest that websites from Egypt do not fully reflect the characteristics inferred from 
Hofstede’s dimensions. Moreover, it shows on the one hand that the reflection of 
Power Distance and Masculinity is decreasing, while on the other hand the reflection 
of Collectivism is increasing.     

The differences in the results could be attributed to: (i) the fact that other studies 
had included Egypt as part of a composite group rather than individually; (ii) 
difference in website genre, or (iii) the small number of websites included in all these 
studies. The much wider question remains as to how the events in Egypt have affected 
the country’s cultural reflection on the Web, if any.  

The study results and limitations imply the need for further research. Future 
investigation will focus on the remainder of the countries from the group of seven, as 
well as other Arab countries excluded from Hofstede’s model. In addition, websites 
from another genre than government will be included in order to yield more 
meaningful results and to produce valid comparisons across genres.  

With the fundamental social and economic transformations that are taking place 
within Egypt, and with the Web becoming more global and more sophisticated in its 
design [20, 23], future studies need to focus on longitudinal examination of websites 
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from Arab countries. This kind of research is important in order to investigate 
whether cultural reflections on the Web are changing, and how they are changing over 
time. Designers would potentially benefit from this kind of research, especially when 
it comes to incorporating cultural considerations in the design of websites in a rapidly 
changing online environment.  
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