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This study used the Spiral of Silence (SOS) and Uses and Gratifications
(U&G) framework to examine the influence of religion on offline and online
expressions of opinion about women in the Kuwaiti military. A self-administered
questionnaire was completed by 652 university students in Kuwait. Data were
analyzed using Multiple Linear Regression (MLR) to identify predictors of opinion
expression in offline and online settings. Predictor variables included fear of
social isolation, internally and externally driven religious fears, religiosity, and
media use behaviors. Our results revealed culturally oriented factors, including
fear of social isolation and externally driven religious fear, predicted avoidance of
expressing opinions in offline contexts. On the other hand, personality-oriented
factors, including personal religious inclinations, “social use of religious media,”
and frequency of occasions spent using the X platform, triggered the expression
of opinion on the topic in the online context. The results are discussed in
terms of the influence of online media in an Arab and Muslim culture. The
influence of online media can have a liberating effect in a “solid” and “static”
religious public opinion climate. This study suggests that when online discussions
regarding women issues are circulated offline by people, the discussions can
have transformative effects on the restrictive culture.
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1 Introduction

Recent cultural changes worldwide demonstrate that a study relating public opinion
to religion is relevant, even in Western societies. Religion can no longer be confined to
the private sphere or roles serving personal and subjective needs (Mosher, 1989). In an
increasingly cosmopolitan world, where immigrants pour into Western nations and start
contributing to politics, isolating religion from public life is no longer possible. Chaudhry
and Gruzd (2020) noticed an increased use of religion and religious rhetoric by people
commenting on social media about various social issues. Eckstein and Turman (2002)
argued that Western education needs to stop trying to suppress religious voices because
religions provide the moral and ethical frame of reference for many people’s judgments
about social dilemmas. Carter (1993) argued, “The religions, for all their arrogance and
sinfulness, can often provide approaches to the considerations of ultimate questions that a
world yet steeped in materialistic ideologies desperately require” (p. 273).
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Open criticism of religion in the arenas of public opinion can
be life-threatening, especially in many Middle Eastern nations.
Criticism or ridicule of Islam can lead to violent crime (Ahmad and
Younas, 2021). Ahmad and Younas (2021) stated, “People are not
only openly condemned, threatened but are also killed for voicing
their opinions when it comes to highly controversial and sensitive
religious issues” (p. 212). Among the Pashtun people of Pakistan,
young people silenced their negative opinions about Islam on social
media for fear of isolation and physical harm (Ahmad and Younas,
2021). The centrality of Islam to public opinion in the Middle East
is evident in the many cases where religious communities provide
opinions on leadership and mobilize people around certain matters
of public concern. Such cases are related to violent demonstrations
against satirical cartoons of the Prophet Muhamad and the burning
of the Holy Koran in Europe (Chaudhry and Gruzd, 2020; Fladmoe
and Steen-Johnsen, 2017).

In Kuwait, a Middle Eastern country, the announcement by the
Minister of Defense that women were to be recruited for military
service is a case that illustrates the central role of Islam in public
opinion. The Minister’s announcement triggered an intense public
debate and backlash from the religious community. Conservative
members of parliament initiated a parliamentary inquiry into the
Minister’s reasons for the policy change. To avoid a vote of no
confidence, the minister issued a statement pointing out that the
recruitment of women would follow the dictates of a religious
edict (fatwa) issued by the Kuwaiti Council for Fatwa and Legal
Legislation. The fatwa mandated that female recruits be separated
from male recruits in military camps, that women be assigned
only to medical and ancillary units, and that they be excluded
from military drills and tasks involving weapons and other military
equipment. In addition, the ministry stated that it would require
the consent of the direct male guardians of female recruits.
Many women’s rights activists argued that these restrictions were
backward and violated the country’s constitutional articles on equal
rights (Human Rights Watch, 2023). The minister’s capitulation
is an example of the continuing influence of religion on public
opinion in Kuwait.

The current study relates religion to public opinion. The spiral
of silence (SOS) theory proposed by Noelle-Neumann (1977)
serves as the theoretical framework of this study because this
theory explores issues of opinion expression and public opinion,
the main interest of this study. The SOS theory examines the
formation of public opinion and its influence on the likelihood
that individuals will speak out on controversial social issues. In her
seminal work, Noelle-Neumann (1977) argues that social control
influences individuals, particularly those who see themselves as
representing a minority view or opinion on an issue. This group
tends to remain silent about their opinion because they fear social
isolation (FSI) and the social sanctions the majority may impose to
maintain social consensus.

By relating religion to SOS, this study contributes to the
literature in two ways. First, it responds to calls from SOS scholars
for “a more macroscopic focus” (Scheufele and Moy, 2000, p. 3)
where determining “cultural and social conditions in a society”
(Donsbach and Stevenson, 1984, p. 15; El-Dabt et al., 2025)
influence the silencing of opinions in public debates. Western
perspectives on SOS generally emphasize the role of people’s
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personality and psychology over culture (Croucher et al., 2014).
Second, the study follows a call by Noelle-Neumann (1991) to
associate SOS with religion; “In theology and philosophy, its (SOS’s)
application might be in moral philosophy, where actions arising
from humans’ social nature are subject to a new assessment”
(Noelle-Neumann, 1991, p. 282). However, Noelle-Neumann made
this claim as early as 1991; only a few studies link SOS to
religion (Alkazemi, 2015). Only a few scholars (e.g., Alkazemi, 2013;
Croucher et al,, 2014) have attempted to examine this area.

This study addresses a controversial issue in public opinion
in Kuwait, the recruitment of women into the military, by
examining the influence of four sets of predictors on the likelihood
of people expressing an opinion offline and online. The first
predictors include religious predispositions (social and personal
religious beliefs and religious rituals). The second consists of the
theoretical components of SOS (FSI and the congruence of personal
opinion with that of the public). The third set relates to media
usage (frequency of exposure to religious media content, use of
X’s media platform, and the “individual” and “social” Uses and
Gratifications (U&G) reasons for using religious media content).
The fourth group of predictors is the concepts of internally and
externally driven religious fears that influence the likelihood of
expressing opinions. Since every society and culture consensually
institutionalizes the views and behaviors of its people (Scheufele
and Moy, 2000), it is not sufficient to examine the social control
mechanisms of SOS only in the West.

1.1 A religious contextualization of women
recruitment in the military

The social setting of this study is the state of Kuwait, where
Islam is the most salient cultural predictor of attitudes and beliefs
(Al-Kandari et al,, 2022). Of the 5 million people living in Kuwait,
all are Muslims, except for about 300 Christians. The Kuwaiti
economy is mainly driven by oil and is a constitutional monarchy
(CIA Factbook, 2022).

Several articles of the Kuwaiti constitution emphasize respect
for Islamic jurisprudence in social and legal matters. Article 2
states, “The religion of the State is Islam, and the Islamic Shari’a
shall be a main source of legislation.” The constitution also states
that the government protects religious freedom as long as it is
“in accordance with established customs and does not conflict
with public policy or morals” (Kuwaiti Constitution, 1962). In
many situations, the government uses the “conflict” clause to
restrict religious freedoms by arguing that Kuwait must “protect
the heritage of Islam.” Although the government generally does not
interfere with religious practices, there are reports that it delays
and/or prevents the construction of houses of worship for the
Kuwaiti Shia minority and expatriate members of other religions
(U.S. Department of State, 2021).

Women were granted the right to vote in 2005. Before that,
Kuwait’s Islamist members of parliament had used conservative
religious interpretations to prevent women’s political participation.
“The Islamists continued to argue that a woman’s primary
and divinely ordained role was to be a wife and mother,
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and was forbidden by religious teachings to become involved
in politics” (Meyer et al., 2007, p. 294). In 1985, political
Islamists succeeded in rejecting a bill granting women the
right to vote by using a fatwa from the Ministry of Islamic
Endowments and Islamic Affairs, which stated that “The nature
of the electoral process befits men, who are endowed with
ability and expertise; it is not permissible for women to
recommend or nominate other women or men” (Olimat, 2009).
This persisted throughout the 1990s; “(W)omen’s rights would
decrease due to the backlash coming from the increasingly
powerful Islamist/tribalist blocs in parliament who used religion
and tradition as justifications for their resistance” (Meyer et al.,
2007, p. 295).

The controversy over the recruitment of women by the Kuwaiti
military has divided public opinion since the Minister of Defense
first announced the plan in 2017. The debate intensified in 2021
when the new defense minister stated that enlisting the first group
of women was planned for the future (Human Rights Watch,
2023). The conservative religious community submitted fatwas
arguing that the move was against Islam because it encouraged
women to mingle with men, that it unnecessarily violated the
divine order of gender roles, and that it was unnecessary as long
as there were ample unemployed men suitable for conscription to
perform military duties (Abdulgafar, 2018). Other clerics argued
that women were not physically suited to strenuous military
duties and that service in the military’s ancillary, administrative,
healthcare, and medical branches was more suitable (Alasidan,
2018). However, women’s rights activists argued that military
recruitment was comparable to women joining the police force, a
necessary and constitutional step toward gender equality (Alkhaldi,
2021).

1.2 Spiral of silence (SOS)

SOS is a theory that focuses on individuals’ fear of being
isolated if they express minority opinions and on the effects of
self-censorship on public opinion (Noelle-Neumann, 1977, 1991,
1993; Noelle-Neumann and Petersen, 2004). SOS argues that the
spiral begins when a commonly held opinion on an issue dominates
public discourse. Much of the SOS research focuses, in particular,
on discourse in the news media. As an opinion becomes more
prevalent, the audience begins to perceive this opinion as that of
the majority. Those who hold different views begin to sense that
they are in the minority and start to remain silent for fear of being
isolated. As a result, the supposed majority opinion dominates the
public discourse even more, encouraging those who see themselves
in the minority to remain even more silent. What follows is a
spiral in which the perceived majority opinion appears more and
more frequently in public discourse, and other opinions appear
less and less often. This spiral progresses gradually as the majority
opinion occupies more space in the news media and other arenas
of public discourse (Scheufele and Moy, 2000). Noelle-Neumann
explains that the silencing effect of fear of isolation will occur
for all but a few “avant-garde” or “hardcore” individuals who
will express their accurate opinions even in the face of possible
isolation (1993, 2004).
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According to SOS scholars, individuals look for clues about
popular opinions in public discourse (Donsbach and Stevenson,
1984, p. 7). The news media is a particularly important source of
clues about public opinion. People whose opinions do not match
these cues remain silent and do not express their views. The views
presented in the media and other forms of popular culture do
not have to be the actual majority opinion for the cues to have
a silencing effect as long as the audience perceives them as the
majority (Donsbach and Stevenson, 1984). In contrast, people
will express their opinions more freely if they find that they are
congruent with the majority. When the media reports positively
and frequently on an issue, people tend to believe that the issue
enjoys broader public support and are, therefore, more likely to
express their opinions freely, while negative comments in the media
have the opposite effect (Noelle-Neumann, 1977, 1991, 1993).

1.3 Research questions and hypotheses

1.3.1 Religiosity and opinion expression

The few available SOS studies that link SOS to religion
indicate that religiosity correlates with the likelihood of expressing
an opinion. Croucher et al. (2014) found that individuals in
the United States who reported higher levels of religiosity were
more likely to express an opinion on an election, even in
socially incongruent opinion climates. Ho et al. (2013) found that
individuals who strongly believed religion would guide them in
life were more willing to justify their opinions. Alkazemi (2013)
also found that religiosity correlated positively with willingness to
communicate about religious topics.

Kuwaitis often reported higher levels of religiosity than
Americans (Abdul-Khalek and Lester, 2003; Abdel-Khalek and
Lester, 2012), which supports the suggestion that commitment to
religion strongly influences the expression of opinions by Kuwaitis.
Recent SOS studies in Kuwait examining the expression of the views
on gender segregation in public schools (Al-Sumait et al., 2021) and
the inclusion of women in the police force (Al-Kandari et al., 2022)
suggest that Kuwaitis are more or less likely to express an opinion
on a particular policy depending on their religious stance. These
studies generally argue that individuals committed to religion feel
obligated to defend Islam or cover the problem with a religious
point of view (Al-Kandari et al., 2022; Al-Sumait et al., 2021; Dashti
et al, 2015). The studies also argue that religious dogmas make
people feel morally right while others are wrong. These are the
“avant-garde” or “hardcore” that Noelle-Neumann (1993); Noelle-
Neumann and Petersen (2004) identified, the outspoken people
who are willing to defend their religious views even if they are in
the minority. As a result, the following hypothesis is posited:

H1: Religiously committed individuals are more likely to express
their opinions about Kuwait’s recruitment of women into
the military.

1.3.2 FSI and opinion expression

According to SOS, the fear of social isolation (FSI) contributes
to the stifling of opinions (Noelle-Neumann, 1977, 1991). People
look for cues about the prevailing views in their environment to
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assist them in deciding whether to speak out because “(t)he effort
spent in observing the environment is apparently a smaller price
to pay than the risk of losing the goodwill of one’s fellow human
beings, of becoming rejected, despised, alone” (Noelle-Neumann,
1993, p. 41). A majority imposes social control to maintain social
cohesion, which “must be constantly ensured by a sufficient level of
agreement on values and goals” (Noelle-Neumann, 1991, p. 158).

Cultural repression and people’s history of negative interactions
(Neuwirth et al., 2007) contribute to avoiding expressing opinions.
SOS studies indicate that the FSI negatively predicts opinion
expression (e.g., Burnett et al., 2022; Chaudhry and Gruzd, 2020).

At the Kuwaiti cultural group level, there have been several
cases of Kuwaitis being coerced by family members and society
in general to convert from Islam to other religions. In January
2021, a well-known TV journalist and presenter posted a video on
Snapchat declaring his conversion to Christianity. Reactions to his
conversion on social media were mixed. While some supported
his freedom to think and choose, others publicly prayed for his
return to the Islamic faith. The majority said he was a sinful
apostate who deserved damnation. Occasionally, during non-
Muslim religious holidays and events, Kuwaiti religious clerics
warn ordinary Muslims that the celebration of such events is
prohibited by religion (U.S. Department of State, 2021). The
reactions of some conservatives against free speech and expression
can instill fear in those thinking of expressing anti-religious
opinions. For example, in a survey of 1,050 Kuwaitis, Gengler
etal. (2021) found that specific dimensions of religiosity positively
predicted the endorsement of honor violence perpetrated by men
against female relatives in cases of adultery. Half of the respondents
favored such violence, a third favored the introduction of laws
to punish adulterers, and interestingly, women respondents had
similar attitudes to men.

At the level of Kuwaiti institutions, the perceived repression
emanating from national institutions can contribute to the fear
of social isolation. Al-Kandari et al. (2021) referred to types of
institutional-driven fear in which institutions of authority use the
law to bolster a repressive culture that suppresses opinions critical
of Islam. Kuwaiti law criminalizes the publication and broadcasting
of content that denigrates Allah, Islam, or any of the prophets. The
law allows ordinary citizens to press criminal charges against any
person who defames Islam or harms public morality. Occasionally,
the government has arrested, interrogated, and prosecuted social
media activists for speaking out against Islam. In 2021, authorities
arrested a Kuwaiti citizen for blasphemy because he criticized Islam
and praised secularism in his tweets. Many local social media users
expressed delight and applauded the authorities for the arrest, and
encouraged the ministry to do the same against anyone who insults
Islam (U.S. Department of State, 2021).

As the issue of women recruitment in the military is strongly
influenced by a conservative Islamic viewpoint (Alkhaldi, 2021;
Human Rights Watch, 2023), it is to be expected that individuals
fear the isolation of others if they express opinions that are not
compatible with the Islamic viewpoint on this issue. Therefore, the
following hypothesis is posited:

H2: The FSI will negatively predict opinion on the military
recruitment of women in Kuwait.
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1.3.3 Internally and externally driven religious
fears and opinion expression

In matters concerning religion, Muslims may fear not only
social isolation but also direct divine retribution for expressing
opinions that are not based on religion. Expressing opinions
contrary to Islam can make one feel sinful and guilty if one
believes it will lead to God’s wrath and punishment in one’s
lifetime or the afterlife. In a study, Wyatt et al. (1996) surveyed
causes of opinion stifling among Americans, Israeli Jews, and
Israeli Arabs. They found that the Israeli Arabs, more than the
others, suppressed the expression of their views on issues that
conflicted with their religious principles. The present study adopts
the concept of “internally-driven religious fear,” which corresponds
to “repercussions for expressing opinions that violate religious
dogma” (Al-Kandari et al., 2021, p. 315).

In contrast to religious fear based on internal guilt, the
present study introduces an “externally driven religious fear”
operationalized as the repercussions for expressing an opinion
that may be deemed baseless by a religious community. The
consequences of this fear include social punishment by others
who would shame one for expressing views that contradict
religious teachings. These punishments include castigation, social
disapproval, and being labeled a heretic. This fear can be a stronger
predictor of suppression of opinion than an internal fear because
the latter is based on self-evaluation and a discrepancy between
one’s opinion and the teachings of the religion to which one
belongs. On the other hand, external religious fears result from
knowing that the public knows that one’s opinion does not align
with religious teachings and that one will be judged and possibly
punished by others. Accordingly, the following is explored:

H3: An external religious fear is more likely to negatively predict
the expression of opinion about the military recruitment of
women in Kuwait than an internal religious fear.

1.3.4 Religiosity and opinion congruency

Scheufele and Moy (2000) refer to SOS as a “theory of social
perception” (p. 6), as perceptions of one’s surroundings determine
decisions about speaking up or remaining silent. According to
Laluddin (2016, p. 20), “The search for an outside enemy or
exaggeration of the presumed danger the enemy force may not
actually pose not only maintains a group’s structure, but it also
strengthens it against the danger caused by relaxation of energies or
internal dissension.” To maintain the status quo in the Arab public
opinion, religious authorities have long portrayed Westernization
and globalization as tools of hostile outsiders who target and seek
to harm Islam and the Islamic way of life. The conservative religious
community emphasizes Western support for women’s rights in
Muslim societies to get people to adhere to conservative religious
interpretations of women’s issues (Tripp, 2006).

Kuwaits culture resists change and restricts the flow of
new ideas (Hofstede, 2022; Nydell, 2018). This culture can
make people feel that religion is an obstacle to expressing
critical opinions toward the religious community (Dashti et al.,
2015). Occasionally, Islamist members of parliament pressure
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the Kuwaiti government to censor liberal voices that challenge
prevailing conservative opinions. In recent years, Islamist members
have conducted a parliamentary interpellation against a Kuwaiti
Minister of Information and then removed him from office by
a majority vote in parliament. The opposition claimed that the
minister had allowed the exhibition of secular and anti-Islamic
books at the Kuwait International Book Fair (Algahtani, 2020).
Some conservatives have pressured the government to ban the
media from disseminating information about or symbolically
supporting non-Muslim events. In recent years, Kuwaiti authorities
removed a Christmas tree and a Roman statue from a shopping
mall after opposition from conservatives grew on social media.
The detractors claimed that such displays challenged Islamic
norms (U.S. Department of State, 2021). These cases show that
maintaining the status quo and upholding prevailing religious
public opinion can influence individuals’ expression of their views.

Regarding the SOS concept of opinion congruence about
religion, Chaudhry and Gruzd (2020) argued that a negative
personal opinion about a religion or religious belief causes
individuals to silence their views on topics with religious overtones
in public. About the topic of the satirical religious cartoons of the
Prophet Muhammad published by the French magazine Charlie
Hebdo, Fladmoe and Steen-Johnsen (2017) found that individuals
silenced their opinions when they perceived their views to be
incongruent with the dominant social positions on the religious
issue. Accordingly:

H4: The perception that personal opinion congruency with that
of the public will positively predict a person’s opinion about
Kuwait’s military recruitment of women.

1.3.5 Religious media uses and gratifications

This study relates SOS to U&G because people depend on
media to receive cues about public opinion distribution on an issue
(Al-Kandari et al., 2022). Earlier theories of mass communication
assumed that the audience has only a limited influence on
the effects of the media, positing that audiences passively and
unconsciously absorb media messages and are influenced by their
direct effects, whether they want to be or not. In contrast, the
Uses and Gratification perspective views audiences as active and
instrumental actors who extract the most rewarding psychological
and social benefits from the media. The instrumentalization of
audiences supposedly results in the filtering out and filtering
messages that regulate and condition the media’s influence on
people. From this point of view, the mass media are seen as neutral,
objective, and ineffective. They can only convey media messages
to an audience whose use and participation determine their effects
(Palmgreen et al., 1985).

This study integrates SOS and U&G to provide two alternative
frameworks that may influence opinion expressions differently
regarding a public opinion issue. SOS refers to the social influence
on individuals' opinion expression while U&G is an audience-
centered perspective that looks at how individuals have the ultimate
control over their use of media, which indirectly influences
their ways of opinion expression. For example, previous research
suggests that people who use media mainly for information and
more likely to feel they are informed about issues. This makes
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them more expressive of their opinions about different issues (e.g.,
Al-Kandari et al., 2022).

The early wave of research linking U&G to religion aimed to
identify the motivations behind people’s use of religious media.
It states that people use religious media for entertainment,
information and value-oriented purposes (Drumbheller, 2005),
passing time, learning and self-enhancement (Ratcliff et al., 2017),
and ministering, spiritual enlightenment and information seeking
(Brubaker and Haigh, 2017). The second wave explored factors
that predict religious media usage, such as dissatisfaction with
secular media (Abelman, 1987), one’s religious denomination and
level of faith (Woods et al., 2016), degrees of religiosity (Brubaker
and Haigh, 2017), and religious maturity (Retpitasari and Oktavia,
2020). The final wave linked U&G to media engagement activities,
such as the frequency of logging into Facebook for intense usage
(Brubaker and Haigh, 2017) and the extent of online activity
participation (Bentley, 2012).

Despite the value of these endeavors, previous research largely
limits religious media to serving personal psychological motives
and needs, except Brubaker and Haigh (2017), who found that
Facebook faith content served the social function of ministering.
This research reinforced criticisms previously leveled at early
applications of U&G to secular media that the approach neglects
the social roots of media usage (Cooper, 1997; Reimer, 1997). It
also failed to link religious U&G to macro-social and political
effects. Finally, it predominantly reflected a Christian perspective
on religious media use.

Even though people of different faiths can obtain many similar
religious satisfactions from the media, differences arise due to other
religions’ social, political, and ideological functions. Ayatollahy
(2008) discusses the fact that Christianity and Buddhism focus
more on the personal morality of the individual, while Islam and
Judaism influence the lives of their followers through their religious
jurisprudence; “Islam does not concern itself only with the personal
relationship between man and God but also with the relationship
between man and society” (Ayatollahy, 2008, p. 36). He maintains
that “Islam emphasizes that the relationship between man and God
is contingent on the fulfillment of the believer’s social duties” (p.
36). Shahba and Hammam (2005) also argue, “(f)or the Islamic
tradition there is no sharp division between the spiritual and the
material worlds. For Muslims, the concepts of din (religion) and
Dunya (the world) are interwoven” (p. 3).

The present study is based on the U&G study by Al-Kandari
(2011) on Muslims’ television usage, which divides the motives
for using religious media into “individual” and “social.” The
“individual” use is operationalized to reflect a personal usage that
connects a person with Allah, acquires religious knowledge and
information, comes closer to ones religion, and perceives the
prophets as role models. On the other hand, “social” use connects a
person to society. It refers to using religious media to discuss faith
with others, preach, and defend the religion against critics.

Examining this categorization in the context of Samuel
Huntington’s notion of the Clash of Civilizations suggests that
future wars and international tensions will be between Muslims
and Westerners due to cultural differences. Al-Kandari (2011), for
example, found that “individual” use predicted clash negatively,
while “social” use predicted it positively. To explain the results, the
study posited that “individual” use reflects a peaceful and spiritual
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person who aligns themselves with faith toward virtuous inner
goals. Such a person avoids politically controversial and divisive
religious judgments that divide others into “Us” vs. “Them.”
Conversely, “social” use consists of religiously committed users
who preach religion and defend it against secular attacks. They are
examples of Noelle-Neumann’s “hardcore”—ideologically oriented
people who see religion as the solution to life’s ills. In this context,
the following is to be expected:

H5: The “social” use of religious media will more positively
predict the expression of opinion about the military
recruitment of women in Kuwait than the “individual” use
of religious media.

1.3.6 Religiosity and online opinion expression

Online SOS research in the context of opinion expression
has led to contradictory results. However, the consequences can
be explained theoretically from the “liberating” and “silencing”
perspectives (Park, 2015). The “liberating” perspective states that
online media liberates people from concerns about social isolation
while undermining the influence of the climate of opinion on the
judgment of expression. Research has found that the influence of
the climate of opinion on expression is weaker online (Ho and
McLeod, 2008) and that online media can mitigate and reduce
conflict and create a diverse public climate of opinion (Schulz
and Roessler, 2012). The diversity of opinion enables individuals
to seek like-minded people to identify with and share opinions,
which reduces the fear of being alone (Schulz and Roessler, 2012).
Online “echo chambers” and “filter bubbles” (Pariser, 2011) allow
individuals to select the people with whom they feel safe to
share opinions. On the web, the existence of dominant majorities
with differing views is masked because “algorithms inadvertently
amplify ideological segregation by automatically recommending
content an individual is likely to agree with” (Flaxman et al,
2016, p. 299). Concealing one’s identity on web applications can
increase ones sense of security and safety, which contributes
to expressing unpopular opinions (Matthes, 2013). In contrast
to offline contexts, where verbal and non-verbal communication
make up interpersonal speech and communication, the absence of
communicative cues online boosts self-confidence and removes the
burden of public judgment (Ho and McLeod, 2008).

However, the “silencing” perspective suggests that an online
environment influences the expression of opinions in the same way
as offline environments. Many people transfer their social circles
from the offline world to the online context, making them cautious
when expressing socially offensive opinions (Pang et al., 2016).
Moreover, through the intensive use of social media, people learn
which statements lead to the loss of followers, which equates to a
climate of opinion (Al-Sumait et al., 2021). People try to hide their
political leanings online or avoid being critical of widely shared
topics to prevent social isolation from people who “unfollow” them
or online groups they dislike (Williams and Nida, 2011).

Research on the expression of opinion in Kuwait also provides
inconclusive results. It shows that fears related to public opinion
predict offline and, to a lesser extent, online expression (Al-Kandari
et al, 2022) and presence (Moharrak et al, 2025). One study
found that fear of legal persecution and fear of being ridiculed by
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others have similar effects on the suppression of certain opinions,
both online and offline. Similarly, public opinion on platform X
suppressed expression in both contexts (Al-Kandari et al., 2021).
Another study found that a broader religious attitude toward an
issue influenced opinion avoidance offline but not online (Al-
Sumait et al., 2021). A study on the inclusion of women in
the Kuwaiti police found that a broader religious attitude leads
to opinion suppression offline and online. At the same time,
personal characteristics such as outspokenness augmented opinion
expression online and offline (Al-Kandari et al, 2021). Given
the lack of solid confirmation of the influence of offline and
online contexts on opinion expression in Kuwait, the first research
question is posed:

RQ1: What are the factors (theoretical SOS components, religious
predisposition, and religious media usage) that best predict
the offline and online expression of opinion about women
military recruitment in Kuwait?

2 Method

2.1 Population and sample

The population of this study was university students at Gulf
University for Science and Technology, Kuwait. The number of
students at the university is estimated by 5,000. A self-administered
questionnaire that took about 15 min was filled out by a sample
of 652 students who received extra credit for their contribution.
To secure responses from students of diverse disciplines, the
questionnaire was completed by students enrolled in general
introductory courses in social studies, cultural studies, language,
math, and the natural sciences. The questionnaire was originally
written in English and then translated into Arabic to mitigate
fluency in English from being a confounding variable in the
research design. A university student sample suits this study’s
purpose as the demographic frequently accesses online media.
Hence, they are more exposed to new ideas representing various
ideologies and perspectives on politics, society, and life (Hasanen
et al., 2014). Furthermore, they are more likely to be open to new
trends than older Kuwaitis, who tend to be more conservative
(Abdulrahim et al., 2009).

2.2 Dependent variables

This study consisted of two criterion variables: online and
offline willingness to express an opinion. Both were introduced to
respondents as a hypothetical scenario reflecting an incongruent
opinion climate setting, adopted from Willnat et al. (2002). The
scenario was constructed to reflect six characteristics to validly
measure speaking out (Scheufele and Moy, 2000); they are: “cross-
national differences, public exposure, anonymous public, size of the
public, survey data, and moral loading” (p. 15). “Cross-national
difference” refers to the fact that about 70% of the population
of Kuwait are non-Kuwaiti citizens, suggesting a diverse public
holding different outlooks. Regarding “public exposure;,” Kuwaitis
can view hundreds of satellite television channels (Abdulrahim
et al., 2009), and the Digital Global Report (2022) indicates that
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internet penetration is around 99% of the total population, while
social media penetration is around 93%. Those data suggest a great
exposure to issues of public affairs. As for the “anonymous public,”
the hypothetical scenarios this study presented to respondents
asked them to imagine themselves in a gathering that included
unknown people. Regarding the “size of the public,” the question
did not indicate a specific number of individuals at the gathering,
but one could infer that a typical gathering comprises ten to
twenty individuals in a Kuwaiti cultural context. As for the “survey
data” and “moral loading,” this study is based on a questionnaire
connecting an issue about women to religion. As previously
discussed, women’s issues can fall under the umbrella of moral
problems in Arab and Muslim cultures.

Respondents were given a hypothetical scenario to measure
their willingness to express an opinion offline, including people
they did not know who expressed contradictory views. Then, a
question followed: their willingness to express an opinion and
consider the situation. The item read: “Imagine you are in a social
gathering and do not know most people there. A group of people
start discussing the issue of female recruitment as officers and
soldiers in the Kuwaiti military. How likely is it that you will express
your opinion if the views of most of the people in the gathering are
different from your own?” The wording was adapted for the second
scenario in the online context to reflect an online scenario. It read,
“Now imagine that the issue of female recruitment as officers and
soldiers in the Kuwaiti military is being discussed or being posted
about on X platform. How likely will you express your opinion
about the issue if most people on X platform’s views differ from
yours?” For both of the previous scenarios, respondents expressed
their willingness to express their opinions utilizing a five-point
scale ranging from “Extremely Likely;,” coded as 5, to “Extremely
Unlikely,” coded as 1.

2.3 Predictor variables

This study included four main sets of predictor variables.
Religious and socially related predictors included five variables.
All of them were constructed using indices of four items. Fear
of social isolation was adopted from Ho and McLeod (2008),
internal religious fear from Al-Kandari et al. (2021), and religiosity
and religious rituals from Krauss et al. (2007). The external
religious fear was constructed from items reflecting the fear
of communal reprisals. For all predictors, except for religious
rituals, respondents expressed their attitudes to statements using
a five-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Agree]” coded
as 5, to “Strongly Disagree,” coded as 1. Religious rituals were
assessed using an ordinal five-point scale indicating a frequency
for performing various religious rituals ranging from “Always,” 5,
to “Never;” 1. Table 1 includes item wordings and Cronbach alpha
reliability scores for each variable in the Confirmatory Rotated
Factor Analysis.

The second predictor included religious media variables.
Individual and social use of religious media was adopted from
Al-Kandari (2011). Each contained an index of five survey
items. Respondents indicated their attitudes toward the statements
employing a five-point Likert scale of “Strongly Agree” 5, to
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“Strongly Disagree,” 1. The frequency of exposure to religious
media per day was another predictor. To report their answers,
respondents choose from the following options: “Always,” coded as
5, “Often,” 4, “Sometimes,” 3, “Rarely,” 2, and “Never,” 1.

There were also items about opinion congruency. Respondents
indicated levels of correspondence between their own opinions
about female military recruitment and those of (1) the majority
of individuals in Kuwaiti society (current society’s opinion
congruency with that of the respondent), (2) the majority of
individuals in Kuwaiti society in the future (future society’s opinion
congruency with that of the respondent), (3) the media coverage
of female military recruitment (media coverage congruency with
the perception of the respondent), and (4) the majority of people
on X platform (X platform opinion congruency with that of the
respondent). For all items except media coverage, respondents used
a bipolar scale of 1-10, where 1 reflected “Very dissimilar to mine”
at 1 end and 10 as “Very similar to mine” at the second end.
Respondents reported their evaluation of media coverage using a
bipolar scale of 1-10, where one reflected “Very negative” and 10
“Very positive.”

X platform variables were another set of predictors. For the
frequency of daily X platform use, respondents indicated their
average usage employing a five-point scale ranging from “Always,”
5, to “Never;” 1. Respondents indicated whether they included their
real names and personal pictures on their X platform account
profiles for the X platform profile variable. The nominal options
of inclusion were: “Yes, both (my real name and personal image),”
coded as 4, “Only my personal image,” 3, “Only my real name,” 2,
“I do not post either;” 1. Lastly, gender was the only demographic
item in the study. Respondents indicated themselves as a “Male,” 1,
or “Female,” 2.

A Confirmatory Rotated Factor Analysis was conducted using
the Principal Components for extraction based on an eigenvalue
value of at least 1 and Varimax rotation for all previous predictors
made of indices. The procedure was meant to group items
composing each factor (predictor variable). The factor analysis
extracted seven factors, accounting for 67% of the total explained
variance (Table 1).

2.4 Profile of the respondents

The sample comprised 652 respondents, 381 (58.5%) male and
271 (41.5%) female. 81 (12.4%) reported they did not use the X
platform, 104 (16%) used it rarely, 208 (31.9%) sometimes, 137
(24%) often, and 122 (18.7%) always. 82 (12.6%) said they included
neither their real names nor personal images in their account
profile, 125 (19.2%) included only their real name, 32 (4.9%) only a
personal image, and 323 (49.4%) both. The respondents were more
willing to express their opinions offline (M = 3.38/5, SD = 1.37)
than online (M = 2.65/5, SD = 1.50). Concerning the respondents’
perceptions of opinion congruency, the statistics were as follows:
opinion congruency with the society (M = 4.24/10, SD = 2.37),
with the future (M = 5.62/10, SD = 2.65), with the media (M =
5.56/10, SD = 2.53), and on X platform (M = 4.89/10, SD = 2.54).
The data indicates that the issue of women working in the military
divides society and hence is suitable for a SOS study where opinions
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TABLE 1 Confirmatory rotated factors analysis of indices of the predictor variables.

Factors

Factor 1: personal use of religious media (M = 4.40, SD = 0.62)

T use religious media content to increase my religious knowledge 0.800 0.203 0.010 —0.029 0.196 0.255 0.110
T use religious media content to reinforce my connection with my religion 0.762 0.196 0.023 —0.027 0.244 0.221 0.184
T use religious media content to add to my religious information 0.759 0.206 —0.033 | —0.022 0.142 0.304 0.099
T use religious media content to get closer to Allah (God) 0.746 —0.007 | —0.128 0.062 0.121 0.244 0.046
T use religious media content to perceive the prophets and messengers of Allah as role 0.603 0.141 0.053 —0.001 0.226 0.076 0.170
models

Factor 2: internally-driven religious fear (M = 4.21, SD = 0.91)

I fear the punishment of Allah If I express an opinion that differs from the teachings of 0.187 0.839 —0.015 0.079 0.169 0.052 0.028
religion

I think I will be guilty if I express an opinion that disagrees with Allah’s guidelines 0.110 0.820 —0.028 0.152 0.151 0.054 0.061
T will feel sinful if I express and opinion disaccords with Allah’s instructions 0.165 0.811 0.021 0.037 0.077 0.093 0.070
I feel afraid of expressing an opinion that disagrees with my religious instructions 0.101 0.806 0.059 0.195 0.136 0.155 0.031

Factor 3: fear of social isolation (M = 2.39, SD = 0.1.01)

I feel worried if nobody wants to be around me because of my opinion —0.003 0.057 0.853 0.147 0.011 0.057 —0.028
I feel uncomfortable if I disagree with other people —0.046 | —0.015 0.845 0.203 —0.070 0.031 0.046
T avoid telling other people what I think when there is a risk that they will avoid me if they 0.038 —0.041 0.793 0.225 0.023 0.065 —0.057

knew my opinion

I worry about being isolated if people disagree with me —0.062 0.023 0.765 0.327 —0.032 0.034 0.066

Factor 4: externally-driven religious fear (M = 2.89, SD = 1.09)

I will keep my opinion to myself if I feel others may judge my opinion as disaccording with 0.023 0.025 0.214 0.857 0.019 0.040 —0.021
the religion

Sometimes I feel afraid that expressing my own opinion, if it disagrees with religious —0.032 0.162 0.192 0.813 0.137 0.074 —0.008
instructions, may make people form a negative impression about me

Sometimes I avoid expressing my personal opinion if it would make others categorize me as 0.057 0.099 0.244 0.780 0.056 0.074 0.050
secular or liberal

T avoid expressing my opinion if I feel that others may label me as a religiously non-believer | —0.044 0.193 0.260 0.777 0.057 0.059 0.081
Factor 5: religiosity (M = 4.20, SD = 0.72)

I avoid doing something if I am unsure of its religious implications 0.151 0.137 —0.051 0.085 0.820 0.118 0.145
I make effort to obey rules/advice of my religion in my daily life 0.173 0.162 0.017 0.034 0.788 0.186 0.172
I make effort to always follow Islamic instructions in my life 0.207 0.114 0.045 0.079 0.730 0.072 0.108
I make efforts to understand the demands/obligations/teachings of my religion 0.285 0.150 —0.104 0.072 0.712 0.177 0.116

Factor 6: social use of religious media (M = 4.04, SD = 0.69)

I use religious media content to obtain information I can use in discussions about religion 0.204 0.011 0.070 0.084 0.095 0.772 0.133
with others

T use religious media content to tell others what to do when it comes to religion 0.210 0.125 0.084 0.093 0.163 0.710 0.110
T use religious media content to be able to answer the religious questions others might ask 0.160 0.011 0.036 0.023 —0.005 0.696 0.230
I use religious media content to defend my religion when I have to 0.310 0.167 0.046 0.005 0.251 0.553 —0.077
I use religious media content to defend my religion against those who criticize it 0.276 0.258 —0.027 0.101 0.258 0.501 0.065

Factor 7: religious prayers and rituals (M = 14.2, SD = 3.26)

I conduct Qyam Aleel (salat) prayers at least once a week 0.062 0.056 0.033 0.123 0.190 0.266 0.719

I make an ongoing effort to increase the frequency of my non-obligatory (nafil) prayers —0.001 0.087 0.137 —0.028 0.060 0.283 0.718

I practice (salat) religious prayers on time 0.196 0.102 0.035 0.027 0.307 —0.014 0.665
(Continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

10.3389/fsoc.2025.1558439

Factors
4
I frequently donate money to needy people 0.250 —0.033 | —0.178 | —0.013 0.032 —0.020 0.609
Eigenvalue 7.909 4.373 2.314 1.732 1.433 1.320 1.119
Pct. of variance explained 26.36 14.57 7.712 5.774 4.778 4.400 3.729
Alpha (reliability scores) 0.86 0.88 0.87 0.87 0.85 0.80 0.70

Loadings over 0.50 appear in bold.

are expressed or silenced. According to Noelle-Neumann (1991),
“The more clear-cut the majority and the minority are in the climate
of opinion, the more it may be assumed that this will influence the
willingness to speak out or keep silent in public” (p. 262).

3 Results

3.1 Statistical design and analysis

To explore the research question and hypotheses, two Multiple
Linear Regression (MLR) tests were conducted, one for exploring
factors predicting an offline expression of opinion and another
for the predictors of an online expression of opinion. Predictor
variables were entered in the independent box of the MLR test in
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Gender was
entered in the first level, religion-social-related predictors in the
second, and media-related predictors in the last. The logic for this
order was to control the effects of gender and to focus attention
on the influence of the second and third-level predictor variables.
For the second level, religious and social-related predictors were
embedded. Those predictors were the religious predispositions
having a significant influence on the attitudes of Muslims regarding
different human phenomena and the different types of fears (fear of
social isolation and internally and externally driven religious fears).
The last level of MLR included media-related predictors (frequency
of using religious media, individual and social religious media use,
opinion congruency indicators, and X platform use variables).

Finally, opinion expression in offline and online settings as
criterion variables were entered in the dependent variable box of
the MLR separately, one at a time.

3.2 Offline opinion expression

The regression for the first MLR, testing the prediction of
opinion expression in an offline setting, was not significant at the
first level of analysis, which tested only gender [R? change = 0.001,
F change(go, 1) = 0.184, p = 0.668]. At the second level, which
considered gender and religious and social-related predictors, the
MLR was significant [R* change = 0.056, F changeg14, 5) = 7.255,
p = 0.001]. Of all religious and social-related factors, fear of social
isolation (8 = —0.116, p = 0.014) and external religious fear (j
= —0.128, p = 0.009) were negative predictors of offline opinion
expression. Also, religiosity positively predicted an offline opinion
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expression (8 = 0.101, p = 0.026). Finally, when entering media-
related predictors in the last block, the MLR was significant [R?
change = 0.013, F changegos, ) = 1.401, p = 0.001]. At this level,
religious and social-related predictors, fear of social isolation (8 =
—0.106, p = 0.027), and the external religious fear (8 = —0.135,
p = 0.006) remained significant predictors of an offline opinion
expression, while religiosity lost its significance (8 = 0.071, p =
0.148). The outcomes suggested that the more people feared social
isolation from others and communal religious judgment, the more
they were willing to suppress their opinions (Table 2).

3.3 Online opinion expression

In the second MLR, examining the predictors of an opinion
expression online (X platform), was not significant at the first level
[R? change = 0.000, F change sy, 1) = 0.021, p = 0.886], nor the
second level [R? change = 0.017, F change(sz 5y = 1.809, p =
0.109]. However, when considering the media-related predictors
in the last block, the MLR was significant [R? change = 0.045, F
change(sy;, ) = 2.624, p = 0.003]. At this level, religiosity (8 =
0.124, p = 0.022), the social-religious use of media (8 = 0.143, p =
0.010), and the daily average use of X (8 = 0.174, p = 0.001) were all
positive predictors of online opinion expression. The more people
felt they were religious, used the media for social and religious
reasons, and used X daily, the more they were willing to express
their opinions online (X platform) (Table 2).

3.4 Results of the hypotheses and research
question

In response to the hypotheses and research question, the
results that the first hypothesis, which stated that, “Religiously
committed individuals are more likely to express their opinions
about Kuwait’s recruitment of women into the military,” was
partially confirmed. Religiosity was a positive predictor of opinion
expression only in online settings. Individuals who felt more
religious were more likely to express their opinions about the
issue online. As for the second hypothesis that stated, “The FSI
will negatively predict opinion on the military recruitment of
women in Kuwait, it was also partially confirmed. FSI was a
negative predictor of opinion expression only offline. Individuals
who feared social isolation were less likely to express their opinion
about the issue. The third hypothesis, which stated, “An external
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TABLE 2 Multiple regression analyses of the predictors of offline and online opinion expression.

Offline opinion expression

Online opinion expression

B Std error P B Std error P
Demographic
Gender —0.061 0.114 —0.022 0.054 0.141 0.018
Religious & social-related factors
Fear of social Isolation —0.134 0.060 —0.106* 0.027 0.071 0.019
Internal religious Fear 0.041 0.070 0.027 —0.045 0.083 —0.027
External religious Fear —0.168 0.062 —0.135"* —0.138 0.072 —0.101
Religiosity 0.131 0.094 0.068 0.261 0.114 0.124***
Religious rituals & prayers 0.014 0.019 0.033 —0.042 0.023 —0.090
Media-related factors
Congruency in society 0.009 0.026 0.015 0.009 0.032 0.014
Congruency in future —0.018 0.023 —0.035 —0.046 0.028 —0.83
Congruency in media 0.024 0.023 0.044 —0.013 0.027 —0.022
Congruency in X platform - - - 0.016 0.030 0.027
Frequency of using religious media —0.104 0.054 —0.086 0.019 0.065 0.014
Personal religious media use 0.130 0.119 0.058 —0.190 0.139 —0.079
Social religious media use 0.128 0.102 0.065 0.307 0.118 0.143**
Daily use of X - - - 0.254 0.065 0.174*
X’s user profile - - - —0.025 0.057 —0.020
Model significant statistics
R 0.069 0.062
Adjusted R? 0.051 0.035
R? change 0.013 0.045
F change 1.401 2.824

*p < 0.05, *p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

religious fear is more likely to negatively predict the expression
of opinion about the military recruitment of women in Kuwait
than an internal religious fear; was partially confirmed too.
The external religious fear was a negative predictor of opinion
expression in offline settings. Individuals who feared the others
tried to silence their opinions about the issue. The fourth hypothesis
stated, “The perception that personal opinion congruency with
that of the public will positively predict a person’s opinion about
Kuwait’s military recruitment of women”. This hypothesis was
rejected for offline and online settings. The fifth hypothesis stated,
“The “social” use of religious media will more positively predict
the expression of opinion about the military recruitment of
women in Kuwait than the “individual” use of religious media”.
The hypothesis was partially confirmed. Individuals who used
religious media for “social” use were more outspoken about
their opinions in online settings. Finally, regarding the research
question, which asked about the factors that best predicted opinion
expressions about the issue in offline and online setting, the results
indicated that the frequency of use of X platform followed by the
“social” use of religious media were the strongest predictors of
opinion expression.
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4 Discussion

This study examines the influence of religion on opinion
expression. The first section discusses offline and online opinion
predictors on a publicly divisive and moral issue: recruiting women
into the military in Kuwait. The second section concludes by
examining the influence of the online atmosphere on opinion
expression in Arab culture.

4.1 Offline opinion expression

This study found that fear of social isolation predicts
opinion avoidance in offline contexts. This result supports Noelle-
Neumann’s (1977, 1991) theoretical hypothesis that fear of social
isolation is the main reason for not expressing a minority opinion.
The results align with other SOS studies (Scheufele and Moy,
2000). This study also found that externally driven religious fear
and fear of backlash from the religious community negatively
predicted opinion expression. Although fear of social isolation
and externally-driven religious fear negatively predicted opinion
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expression, the effect size for externally-driven religious fear was
larger. This suggests that the fear of reprisals from the religious
community has a stronger influence on the decision not to speak
out than the fear of isolation. This could indicate that religion has a
greater impact on people than cultural conventions and norms.

Similar to previous studies on SOS in Kuwait, internally
driven fear (guilt-driven fear) did not predict avoidance of
expressing an opinion. However, externally driven fear (shame-
driven fear) predicted suppression of opinion. None of the
predictors of religiosity predicted opinion expression in offline
contexts. Similarly, none of the factors for public opinion
congruence (congruence with society’s views at present, congruence
with society’s views in the future, or perceptions of media coverage)
predicted the expression of opinions offline.

Concerning the previous results, Noelle-Neumann (1977)
spoke of public opinion being in a “liquid” and a “solid” state. She
elaborated that (p. 145) “In societies. .. where social change is slow,
no strenuous observation of the social environment is necessary
to avoid isolation: the norms, expected and approved patterns of
behavior, are known as well as the dominant opinions.” She also
argued, “Where opinions are relatively definite and static...one has
to express or act according to this opinion in public or run the
risk of becoming isolated. In contrast, where opinions are in flux
or disputed, the individual will try to find out which opinion he
can express without becoming isolated” (Noelle-Neumann, 1977, p.
145). Noelle-Neumann’s argument can explain why religiosity does
not predict opinion expression.

Compared to Western, liberal, and democratic nations, public
opinion in Kuwait is solid and static, and change is slow. The
prevailing conservative and religious public opinion resists change
and often restricts the flow of new ideas and perspectives (Hofstede,
2022; Nydell, 2018). In such a state, congruence of opinion factors
does not matter to people as they are accustomed to the stagnancy
and are aware of the limits of what is acceptable when discussing
most topics. Accordingly, the results showed that the congruence
of the opinion climate does not influence the willingness to
express an opinion. In addition, the religious dominance of public
opinion, where any defiance of religion is unacceptable, means
that people were less affected by their religious inclinations to
express themselves than in the United States, where the literature
(Alkazemi, 2013; Croucher et al., 2014) suggests that religiosity
predicts people’s expression of opinion. The liquid state of public
opinion in the United States promotes diversity of perspectives
on issues, and people are encouraged to defend their opinions
by any means. In Kuwait, where religion plays a greater role,
religious predispositions may be less critical because public opinion
suppresses other perspectives and ways of thinking. There is no
need to defend and protect something already protected by the
dominant culture.

4.2 Online opinion expression

In online contexts, the influence of fear of social isolation and
externally driven religious fears do not play a role. People were not
afraid of social ostracism or being labeled religious in their social
circles. This suggests that online media provides free channels for
expression where people do not feel pressured by their immediate
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culture or religious community to suppress their opinions. This
discovery is consistent with the “liberation” perspective (Park,
2015). Previous research suggests that online media liberates people
from pressure in offline contexts. The pressure of the opinion
climate on congruence is weak online (Ho and McLeod, 2008)
because people say what they believe regardless of what others
think. Online media soften sharp opinion divisions (Schulz and
Roessler, 2012) because people feel equal online egalitarianism
and do not consider themselves a minority. Diversity of opinion,
finding like-minded people (Schulz and Roessler, 2012), online
“echo chambers” and “filter bubbles” (Pariser, 2011) reduce people’s
concern about being alone, which reduces the fear of social isolation
and reduces the importance of the climate of opinion.

In contrast to offline contexts, where religiosity did not predict
opinion expression, the predictor triggered opinion expression in
online contexts. Again, the distinction between these “solid” and
“liquid” states of public opinion is important (Noelle-Neumann,
1977). Online contexts are liquid enough to contain diverse views
on topics where it is challenging for people to defend their
views. “Social” use of religious media positively predicted opinion
expression in online contexts, but not offline. The diversity of
online opinions encourages different viewpoints, and people use
religious media content to defend their religious beliefs.

The fact that “social” use of religious media rather than
“individual” use of religious media positively predicted opinion
expression is interesting because, in contrast to the American
setting where the U&G perspective on religious media is
centered on Christianity and online content is used for personal
psychological motives (e.g., Brubaker and Haigh, 2017; Drumheller,
2005; Ratcliff et al, 2017), the current study found that
social motives were more important. The U&G perspective has
sometimes been criticized for ignoring these social roots. However,
the “social” use of religious media predicts opinion expression
in online contexts in Kuwait. The “social” use of religious media
implies that people use it to connect with society, discuss their
faith, preach about it, and defend it if necessary. It galvanizes
people who are religiously committed, sometimes dogmatic, and
find religious solutions to their everyday social problems and issues.
They can be hardcore and/or ideologically motivated to express
their views on the military recruitment of women. On the other
hand, “individual” use of religious media refers to people who
use it for personal, psychological, and spiritual reasons, such as
getting closer to Allah and using information from religious media
for their purposes. They are usually peaceful and avoid expressing
controversial opinions to avoid dividing society (Al-Kandari, 2011).

Finally, frequent daily use of the X platform positively predicted
opinion expression. The more people used the X platform, the
more they wanted to express their opinions. Individuals who
engage more in online environments develop an awareness of
online norms of public expression and learn not to offend their
communities so their followers do not vote them out. Thus, they
are essentially “encultured” by the online context and become
proficient in its nuances (Al-Sumait et al., 2021).

5 Conclusion

The fact that this study found that fear of social isolation
and externally driven religious fear negatively predicted opinion
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expression in offline contexts suggests the influence of culture in
offline contexts. The study also found that religious inclinations,
how individuals use media for “social” religious motives, and
daily use of X platforms positively predicted expression in online
contexts. As these indicators are personal in nature, this suggests
that culture has a greater effect in offline contexts and that
personality and individual characteristics are influential in online
contexts. The predictors for the offline opinion expression were
all negative, and those for the online opinion expression were all
positive. This means that the offline culture was restrictive, and
the online culture was generally liberating. The results of SOS
suggest that a rational perspective (Scheufele and Moy, 2000) on
SOS needs to be emphasized when exploring opinion expression
in online contexts. The results also indicate that the standpoint
of conformity (Scheufele and Moy, 2000), which has dominated
the SOS literature, will continue to be productive, mainly in
offline contexts.

The results indicate that social media in collective Arab
cultures can bolster people’s individualistic tendencies and promote
freedom of expression. Kuwaitis can find places to freely express
their opinions online by avoiding their sometimes-repressive offline
cultures. In the long run, online media can encourage a more
expressive population. This can also lead society to transfer online
opinions to offline contexts and enrich social debate.

Finally, like any other social science research, this study has
limitations. It was conducted exclusively among university students
in Kuwait, young people who are usually liberal and open to
change (Abdulrahim et al., 2009) and generally willing to accept
new progressive family roles for women (Hasanen et al.,, 2014).
However, if this study had been carried out on the older, more
traditionally inclined population, religious predispositions would
probably have had a greater influence on the opinions expressed.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Gulf
University of Science and Technology. The studies were

References

Abdel-Khalek, A. M., and Lester, D. (2012). Constructions of religiosity, subjective
well-being, anxiety, and depression in two cultures: Kuwait and USA. Int. J. Soc.
Psychiatry 58, 138-145. doi: 10.1177/0020764010387545

Abdulgafar, M. (2018). Kuwaiti women and the military service. Anadolu Agency,
January 1. https://www.aa.com.tr/ar (accessed November 23, 2024).

Abdul-Khalek, A. M., and Lester, D. (2003). Death obsession in Kuwaiti and
American college students. Death Stud. 27, 541-553. doi: 10.1080/07481180302881

Abdulrahim, M. A., Al-Kandari, A. A., and Hasanen, M. (2009). The influence of
American television programs on university students in Kuwait: a synthesis. Euro. J.
Am. Cult. 28, 57-74. doi: 10.1386/ejac.28.1.57_1

Frontiersin Sociology

10.3389/fsoc.2025.1558439

conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional
requirements. The participants provided their written informed
consent to participate in this study.

Author contributions

AA: Conceptualization, Investigation, Methodology, Project
administration, Resources, Supervision, Writing - original draft,
Writing - review & editing. EF: Writing - review & editing,
Investigation, Resources, Writing — original draft. ARA: Writing
- review & editing, Data curation, Formal analysis, Software,
Visualization. FA: Investigation, Methodology, Validation, Writing
- review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for
the research and/or publication of this article. This publication
was made possible by the support of the AUK Open Access
Publishing Fund.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative Al statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen Al was used in the creation
of this manuscript.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or
endorsed by the publisher.

Abelman, R. (1987). Religious television wuses and gratifications. J.
Broadcast.  Electron. Media 31, 293-307. doi: 10.1080/0883815870938
6665

Ahmad, A., and Younas, A. (2021). Living in digital spiral of silence: a case study of
young Pashtuns. Asian Soc. Stud. Appl. Res. 2,212-221.

Alasidan, H. (2018). Woman and its role in the Kuwaiti military. Alri Newspaper,
January 22. Available online at: https://www.alraimedia.com/article/795845/ (accessed
October 3, 2024).

Al-Kandari, A., Frederick, E., Alkazemi, M., and Sharif, A. (2022). Offline and
online gender differences in opinion expression about women inclusion in the police

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1558439
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764010387545
https://www.aa.com.tr/ar
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481180302881
https://doi.org/10.1386/ejac.28.1.57_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838158709386665
https://www.alraimedia.com/article/795845/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Alkandari et al.

force in the Arab Gulf state of Kuwait. J. Intercult. Commun. Res. 51, 93-113.
doi: 10.1080/17475759.2021.1950810

Al-Kandari, A. A. (2011). Predicting the clash of civilizations: the use
and impact of religious media in Kuwait. J. Media Religion 10, 206-223.
doi: 10.1080/15348423.2011.625268

Al-Kandari, A. A., Frederick, E., Al-Tourah, A. F., Chen, K., and Alfahad,
M. M. (2021). Gender differences in offline and online expression of opinion
about women serving in the Kuwaiti military. Gender Technol. Dev. 25, 311-330.
doi: 10.1080/09718524.2021.1984372

Alkazemi, M. F. (2013). Students’ spiraling silence and willingness to communicate
about religion in the united states: an exploration of the medias role in stigmatizing
religion. J. Religion Media Digital Cult. 2, 1-27. doi: 10.1163/21659214-90000021

Alkazemi, M. F. (2015). Mediating silence: the medias role in silencing
religious dialogue among US Muslims. J. Media Religion 14, 29-45.
doi: 10.1080/15348423.2015.1011989

Alkhaldi, K. (2021). Kuwait: the questioning of the minister of defense for allowing
women recruitment in the military. Alarabi Newspaper, November 1. Available online
at: https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/ (accessed August 9, 2024).

Alqahtani, D. (2020). Free speech in the memory of Saud Alnasser. Al-Qabas
Newspaper. Available online at: https://www.alqabas.com/article/5744537 (accessed
August 19, 2022).

Al-Sumait, F., Frederick, E., Al-Kandari, A., and Sharif, A. (2021). Cultural
influences on opinion expression in an online and offline context. Asiascape Digital
Asia 8,240-263. doi: 10.1163/22142312-bjal0016

Ayatollahy, H. (2008). The role of media in the threats and opportunities of
globalization for religion. J. Media Religion 7, 34-44. doi: 10.1080/15348420701838319

Bentley, J. M. (2012). A uses and gratifications study of contemporary Christian
radio web sites. J. Radio Audio Media 19, 2-16. doi: 10.1080/19376529.2012.667025

Brubaker, P. J., and Haigh, M. M. (2017). The religious Facebook experience:
uses and gratifications of faith-based content. Soc. Media Soc. 3, 1-11.
doi: 10.1177/2056305117703723

Burnett, A., Knighton, D., and Wilson, C. (2022). The self-censoring majority: how
political identity and ideology impacts willingness to self-censor and fear of isolation
in the United States. Soc. Media Soc. 8, 1-12. doi: 10.1177/20563051221123031

Carter, S. (1993). The Culture of Disbelief. New York, NY: Basic Books.

Chaudhry, I, and Gruzd, A. (2020). Expressing and challenging racist discourse on
Facebook: how social media weaken the “spiral of silence” theory. Policy Internet 12,
88-108. doi: 10.1002/p0i3.197

CIA Factbook (2022). Kuwait. Available online at: https://www.cia.gov/the-world-
factbook/countries/kuwait/ (accessed July 23, 2022).

Cooper, R. (1997). Japanese communication research: the emphasis on macro
theories of media in an information based environment. J. Broadcast. Electron. Media
41, 284-288. doi: 10.1080/08838159709364406

Croucher, S., Spencer, A, and McKee, C. (2014). Religion, religiosity,
sex, and willingness to express political opinions: a spiral of silence analysis
of the 2008U.S. presidential election. Atlantic J. Commun. 22, 111-123.
doi: 10.1080/15456870.2014.890001

Dashti, A., Al-Abdullah, A., and Johar, H. (2015). Social media and the spiral
of silence: the case of Kuwaiti female students political discourse on Twitter. J. Int.
Women’s Stud. 16, 42-53.

Digital Global Report (2022). Kuwait. Available online at: https://datareportal.com/
reports/digital-2022-kuwait (accessed September 1, 2022).

Donsbach, W., and Stevenson, R. L. (1984). “Challenges, problems and empirical
evidence of the theory of the spiral of silence,” in Annual Meeting of the International
Communication Association, San Francisco.

Drumbheller, K. (2005). Millennial dogma: a fantasy theme analysis of the millennial
generation’s uses and gratifications of religious content media. J. Commun. Religion 28,
47-70. doi: 10.5840/jcr20052813

Eckstein, N. J., and Turman, P. D. (2002). “Children are to be seen and not heard”:
silencing students’ religious voices in the university classroom. J. Commun. Religion
25, 166-192.

El-Dabt, L., AlReshaid, F., Park, K., AlBuloushi, N., and Al-Enzi, A. (2025).
Sustainable strategic nation branding through sports: leveraging soft power via mega-
event hosting. Front. Sociol. 10:1521396. doi: 10.3389/fs0c.2025.1521396

Fladmoe, A., and Steen-Johnsen, K. (2017). “Willingness to discuss the publishing
of religious cartoons. Spiral of silence in the private and public spheres,” in Boundary
Struggles: Contestations of Free Speech in the Norwegian Public Sphere, eds A.
H. Midtbeen, K. Steen-Johnsen, and K. Thorbjernsrud. (Oslo: Cappelen Damm
Akademisk), 77-108.

Flaxman, S., Goel, S., and Rao, J. M. (2016). Filter bubbles, echo chambers, and
online news consumption. Public Opinion Q. 80, 298-320. doi: 10.1093/poq/nfw006

Gengler, J. J., Alkazemi, M. F., and Alsharekh, A. (2021). Who supports honor-based
violence in the Middle East? Findings from a national survey of Kuwait. J. Interpersonal
Viol. 36, NP6013-NP6039. doi: 10.1177/0886260518812067

Frontiersin Sociology

10.3389/fsoc.2025.1558439

Hasanen, M. M., Al-Kandari, A. A., and Al-Sharoufi, H. (2014). The role of
English language and international media as agents of cultural globalisation and
their impact on identity formation in Kuwait. Global. Soc. Educ. 12, 542-563.
doi: 10.1080/14767724.2013.861972

Ho, S. S., Chen, V. H. H,, and Sim, C. C. (2013). The spiral of silence: examining
how cultural predispositions, news attention, and opinion congruency relate to opinion
expression. Asian J. Commun. 23, 113-134. doi: 10.1080/01292986.2012.725178

Ho, S. S., and McLeod, D. M. (2008). Social-psychological influences on opinion
expression in face-to-face and computer-mediated communication. Commun. Res. 35,
190-207. doi: 10.1177/0093650207313159

Hofstede, G. (2022). Cultural Dimensions. Available online at: https://geert-
hofstede.com (accessed May 22, 2022).

Human Rights Watch (2023). A Report. Available online at: https://www.hrw.org/
ar/world-report/2023/country-chapters/kuwait (accessed December 18, 2024).

Krauss, S. E., Hamzah, A., and Idris, F. (2007). Adaptation of a Muslim religiosity
scale for use with four different faith communities in Malaysia. Rev. Religious Res.
49, 147-164.

Kuwaiti Constitution (1962). Available online at: https://www.constituteproject.
org/constitution/Kuwait_1992.pdf (accessed August 2, 2022).

Laluddin, H. (2016). A review of three major sociological theories and an Islamic
perspective. Int. J. Islamic Thought 10, 8-26. doi: 10.24035/jit.10.2016.002

Matthes, J. (2013). Do hostile opinion environments harm political participation?
The moderating role of generalized social trust. Int. J. Public Opin. Res. 25, 23-42.
doi: 10.1093/ijpor/eds006

Meyer, K., Rizzo, H.,, and Ali, Y. (2007). Changed political attitudes in the
Middle East: the case of Kuwait. Int. Sociol. 22, 289-324. doi: 10.1177/02685809070
76571

Moharrak, M., AlReshaid, F., Park, K. M. and Alsaber, A. R. (2025). International
hidden entrepreneurs: concealed partnerships in new venture formation in an
emerging markets context. J. Innov. Knowl. 10:100669. doi: 10.1016/j.jik.2025.
100669

Mosher, D. L. (1989). Threat to sexual freedom: moralistic intolerance
instills a spiral of silence. J. Sex Res. 26, 492-509. doi: 10.1080/002244989095
51530

Neuwirth, K., Frederick, E., and Mayo, C. (2007). The spiral of silence and fear of
isolation. J. Commun. 57, 450-468. doi: 10.1111/j.1460-2466.2007.00352.x

Noelle-Neumann, E. (1977). Turbulences in the climate of opinion: methodological
applications of the spiral of silence theory. Public Opin. Q. 41, 143-158.
doi: 10.1086/268371

Noelle-Neumann, E. (1991). The theory of public
concept of the spiral of silence. Ann. Int. Commun. Assoc.
doi: 10.1080/23808985.1991.11678790

Noelle-Neumann, E. (1993). The Spiral of Silence: Public Opinion-Our Social Skin.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

opinion:  the
14, 256-287.

Noelle-Neumann, E., and Petersen, T. (2004). “The spiral of silence and the social
nature of man,” in Handbook of Political Communication Research, ed L. L. Kaid
(London: Routledge), 357-374. doi: 10.4324/9781410610584-23

Nydell, M. (2018). Understanding Arabs: A Guide for Modern Times. Los Angeles,
CA: Intercultural Press.

Olimat, M. S. (2009). Women and politics in Kuwait. J. Int. Women’s Stud.
11, 199-212.

Palmgreen, P., Wenner, L. A, and Rosengren, K. E. (1985). Uses and gratifications
research: the past ten years. Media Gratificat. Res. Curr. Perspect. 11:37.

Pang, N, Ho, S. S., Zhang, A. M., Ko, J. S., Low, W. X,, and Tan, K. S. (2016). Can
spiral of silence and civility predict click speech on Facebook? Comput. Hum. Behav.
64, 898-905. doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2016.07.066

Pariser, E. (2011). The Filter Bubble: What the Internet is Hiding from You.
Westminster: Penguin Books Ltd. doi: 10.3139/9783446431164

Park, C. S. (2015). Pathways to expressive and collective participation: usage
patterns, political efficacy, and political participation in social networking sites. J.
Broadcast. Electron. Media 59, 698-716. doi: 10.1080/08838151.2015.1093480

Ratcliff, A. J, McCarty, J., and Ritter, M.
media: a uses and gratifications approach. J. Media Religion 16,
doi: 10.1080/15348423.2017.1274589

(2017). Religion and new
15-26.

Reimer, B. (1997). “Texts, contexts, structures: audience studies and the micromacro
link;” in Beyond Media Uses and Effects, ed. U. Carlsson (Gothenburg, Sweden: Nordic
Information Center for Media and Communication Research), 41-59.

Retpitasari, E., and Oktavia, N. A.
usage in teenagers religion. Tribakti J. Pemikiran Keislaman 31,
doi: 10.33367/tribakti.v31i1.985

Scheufele, D. A., and Moy, P. (2000). Twenty-five years of the spiral of silence:
a conceptual review and empirical outlook. Int. J. Public Opin. Res. 12, 3-28.
doi: 10.1093/ijpor/12.1.3

(2020). Preference of social media
17-34.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1558439
https://doi.org/10.1080/17475759.2021.1950810
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348423.2011.625268
https://doi.org/10.1080/09718524.2021.1984372
https://doi.org/10.1163/21659214-90000021
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348423.2015.1011989
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/politics/
https://www.alqabas.com/article/5744537
https://doi.org/10.1163/22142312-bja10016
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348420701838319
https://doi.org/10.1080/19376529.2012.667025
https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305117703723
https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221123031
https://doi.org/10.1002/poi3.197
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/kuwait/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/kuwait/
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838159709364406
https://doi.org/10.1080/15456870.2014.890001
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-kuwait
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-kuwait
https://doi.org/10.5840/jcr20052813
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1521396
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfw006
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518812067
https://doi.org/10.1080/14767724.2013.861972
https://doi.org/10.1080/01292986.2012.725178
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650207313159
https://geert-hofstede.com
https://geert-hofstede.com
https://www.hrw.org/ar/world-report/2023/country-chapters/kuwait
https://www.hrw.org/ar/world-report/2023/country-chapters/kuwait
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Kuwait_1992.pdf
https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Kuwait_1992.pdf
https://doi.org/10.24035/ijit.10.2016.002
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/eds006
https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580907076571
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jik.2025.100669
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224498909551530
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2007.00352.x
https://doi.org/10.1086/268371
https://doi.org/10.1080/23808985.1991.11678790
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781410610584-23
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2016.07.066
https://doi.org/10.3139/9783446431164
https://doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2015.1093480
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348423.2017.1274589
https://doi.org/10.33367/tribakti.v31i1.985
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/12.1.3
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Alkandari et al.

Schulz, A., and Roessler, P. (2012). The spiral of silence and the Internet:
selection of online content and the perception of the public opinion climate in
computer-mediated communication environments. Int. J. Public Opin. Res. 24,
346-367. doi: 10.1093/ijpor/eds022

Shahba, M., and Hammam, M. (2005). Iqra: channel with a mission. Trans.
Broadcast. Stud. 14, 1-10.

Tripp, C. (2006). Islam and the Moral Economy: The Challenge of Capitalism.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. doi: 10.1017/CB09780511617614

U.S. Department of State (2021). Religious Freedom in Kuwait: A Report. Available
online at: https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international- religious-
freedom/kuwait/ (accessed July 8, 2022).

Frontiersin Sociology

14

10.3389/fsoc.2025.1558439

Williams, K. D., and Nida, S. A. (2011). Ostracism: consequences and coping. Curr.
Direct. Psychol. Sci. 20, 71-75. doi: 10.1177/0963721411402480

Willnat, L., Lee, W., and Detenber, B. (2002). Individual-level predictors of public
outspokenness: a test of the SOS theory in Singapore. Int. J. Public Opin. Res. 14,
391-412. doi: 10.1093/ijpor/14.4.391

Woods, R. H., Skarritt-Williams, K., Chan, C., Waters, K., and Agodzo, D. (2016).
Motivations for reading the left behind book series: a uses and gratifications analysis. J.
Media Religion 15, 63-77. doi: 10.1080/15348423.2016.1177343

Wryatt, R,, Katz, E., Hanna, L., and Al-Haj, M. (1996). The dimensions of expression
inhibition: perceptions of obstacles to free speech in three cultures’. Int. J. Public Opin.
Res. 8,229-247. doi: 10.1093/ijpor/8.3.229

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1558439
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/eds022
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511617614
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/kuwait/
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/kuwait/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721411402480
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/14.4.391
https://doi.org/10.1080/15348423.2016.1177343
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/8.3.229
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Examining the spiral of silence in offline and online expression of public opinion on recruitment of women into the Kuwaiti military
	1 Introduction
	1.1A religious contextualization of women recruitment in the military
	1.2 Spiral of silence (SOS)
	1.3 Research questions and hypotheses
	1.3.1 Religiosity and opinion expression
	1.3.2 FSI and opinion expression
	1.3.3 Internally and externally driven religious fears and opinion expression
	1.3.4 Religiosity and opinion congruency
	1.3.5 Religious media uses and gratifications
	1.3.6 Religiosity and online opinion expression


	2 Method
	2.1 Population and sample
	2.2 Dependent variables
	2.3 Predictor variables
	2.4 Profile of the respondents

	3 Results
	3.1 Statistical design and analysis
	3.2 Offline opinion expression
	3.3 Online opinion expression
	3.4 Results of the hypotheses and research question

	4 Discussion
	4.1 Offline opinion expression
	4.2 Online opinion expression

	5 Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Generative AI statement
	Publisher's note
	References


