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Table 1: Statistics on Saudi Arabia 

 

World Health Organization –WHO. (2014). Saudi Arabia: health profile 

 

Table 2: Statistics on Canada 

 

World Health Organization –WHO. (2014). Canada: health profile



INVESTIGATING HEALTH MEANINGS OF YOUNG SAUDI WOMEN                  75 

 

Table 3: Saudi Arabia: Selected Health Indicators 
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Appendix A 

Western Ethics Approval 
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Appendix B 

King Abduluziz University Ethics Approval 
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Appendix C 

Recruitment Flyer 

FEMALE PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR RESEARCH STUDY 

We are looking for volunteer Saudi undergraduate female students to take part in a study of  

Investigating the Meanings of Health for Young Saudi Women 

You would be asked to take part of focus group discussion (8 to 10 participants per group) to reflect 

on your personal life to further discuss how you define health, describe a healthy person and if you 

have experienced facilitators or obstacles to maintaining your health and well-being. 

Your participation would involve attending two focus-group sessions,  

each session will be about 60 to 90 minutes long. Focus groups will be held at King Abdulaziz 

University. Refreshments provided. 

In appreciation for your time, you will receive  

a simple token gift (e.g. a lanyard, ID holder, pen or pencil from the University of Western Ontario) 

For more information about this study, or to volunteer for this study,  

please contact:  

Tagreed Alnajjar 

Faculty of Health Sciences 

050-076-5598 or  

Email: talnajj@uwo.ca 

This study has been reviewed by, and received ethics approval  

by the Graduate Studies and Scientific Research at King Abdulaziz University. 
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Appendix D 

Letter of Information  

 

Project Title: Investigating the Health Meanings of Young Saudi Women 

Principal Investigator: Lilian Magalhaes, PhD, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of 

Western Ontario 

Letter of Information 

 

1. Invitation to Participate 

You are being invited to participate in this research study exploring Saudi 

women’s meanings of health. In order to better understand the root causes of 

prevalent diseases among Saudi women, there is a need to explore women's 

health beliefs. Because you are a young Saudi female and you may encounter or 

witness diverse health experiences, you may be able to provide information that 

will help us to understand Saudi women’s health and health needs to further 

develop programs that serve this population.  

2. Purpose of the Letter 

The purpose of this letter is to provide you with information required for you to 

make an informed decision regarding participation in this research. It is 

important that you are aware of what the research involves. Please take the time 

to read this carefully and ask questions if you would like to understand some 

part of it better. You should feel free to ask any questions you may have at any 

time.  
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3. Purpose of this Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the meanings of health of young Saudi 

women in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. In addition, the study will explore the thought-

process behind their way of defining health concepts such as self-care, life style 

and health practices. The study’s purpose is to provide understanding regarding 

how Saudi women value health and view being healthy and to explore the 

facilitators and barriers that occur in daily routines that encourage or prevent a 

woman to lead a healthy life.  

4. Inclusion Criteria 

Females who are Saudi citizens, resident of the city of Jeddah (where the 

research is being conducted), and enrolled as an undergraduate student at the 

University of King Abdulaziz are eligible to participate in this study. 

Participants will either be married or unmarried females from different 

economic, personal, social, and educational backgrounds. The age of the 

participants will be 18 years or older, as this is considered adulthood. 

5. Exclusion Criteria 

Females students who are non-Saudi citizens, not registered as undergraduates 

of the intended university, or who are faculty and staff members of the intended 

university are not eligible to participate in this study. 

6. Study Procedures 

If you agree to participate, you will be asked to take part in two sessions of 

focus-group interviews (8-10 participants per group). It is anticipated that each 

session will be approximately 60 to 90 minutes in length. The interviews will be 
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conducted on campus (room location will be determined later). During the 

interviews, participants will be asked to reflect on their personal lives to discuss 

how they define health, describe a healthy person and how they view themselves 

when it comes to health in relation to other aspects of their lives. They will be 

asked if they have experienced facilitators or obstacles to maintaining their 

health and well-being.  

 

The focus-group interviews will be audio-recorded.  To take part of this study 

you are required to agree to be audio-recorded during the two focus group 

discussions you are participating in. The purpose of audio recording is to 

produce a written summary of the group discussions for research purposes only 

(e.g. data analysis) and will not be used publicly. There will be a total of 24 to 

30 volunteer undergraduate female students in this study. 

 

7. Possible Risks and Harms 

The possible risks and harms to you include emotional disturbances and upset 

due to reflecting about your experiences with health and healthcare in Saudi 

Arabia. In such cases the focus-group discussion can be stopped at any time to 

determine whether or not you are fine and want to continue in the study. 

8. Possible Benefits  

You may not directly benefit from participating in this study but information 

gathered may provide benefits to society as a whole. The knowledge developed 

from this study will build a better understanding of Saudi women’s health 
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beliefs, contribute to the paucity of literature, which lacks women’s health 

perspectives and inform practitioners, policymakers and public.  

 

9. Compensation 

Research participants will receive a simple token gift (e.g. a lanyard, ID holder, 

pen or pencil from the University of Western Ontario) for your participation in 

this study. If you do not complete the entire study you will still be compensated 

for your engagement in the study. 

 

10. Voluntary Participation 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Refusing to participate, 

refusing to answer any questions or withdrawing from the study will not impact 

you in any way (e.g. academic status, health care access, etc.). 

  

11. Confidentiality 

Although we will strive to maintain your confidentiality this cannot be 

guaranteed and this is mainly because of the nature of focus group interviews. . 

You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any questions or withdraw from 

the study at any time. To ensure the confidentiality of individual data, you will 

be identified by an identification code known only to the researchers and 

recorded in a master sheet, which will be kept separate from the data collection 

forms. This code is only going to be used to ensure completeness of data 

collected. No personal identifiers will be stored.  Consent forms and other print 
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documents will be sorted in a locked carry-on suitcase until return to Canada 

where it will be kept in a lockable cabinet located in Elborn College room 2835 

at University of Western Ontario. All transcribed data will be unidentified, 

stored in a password protected and encrypted encoded laptop file. 

The research records will be shredded and destroyed after 5 years as appropriate. 

All data collected will remain confidential and accessible only to the 

investigators of this study and the translator who will translate the data from 

Arabic to English, who will be under a confidentiality oath. If the results are 

published, your name and identification will never be used. If you choose to 

withdraw from this study after taking part in a focus group discursion, your data 

will be removed and destroyed. 

 

12. Contacts for Further Information 

If you require any further information regarding this research project or your 

participation in the study you may contact: 

Lilian Magalhaes, PhD (Principal Investigator) 

Associate Professor, University of Western Ontario. School of 

Occupational Therapy & Occupational Science Field, Health and 

Rehabilitation Sciences Graduate Program, Faculty of Health Sciences 

Western University, Elborn College, Rm 2533 

1201 Western Rd. London ON, N6G 1H1 Canada 

Tel: 519 661-2111 x80476  

Email: lmagalha@uwo.ca 
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OR 

Tagreed Alnajjar (Student researcher) 

University of Western Ontario, Elborn College, Rm 2584   

Tel: 

In Saudi: 050 076-5598 

In Canada: 519 697-7018 

Email: talnajj@uwo.ca 

 

If you have any question about your rights as a research participant or 

the conduct of this study, you may contact The Office of Research Ethics 

at Tel: 519-661-3036; Email: ethics@uwo.ca 

 

13. Publication 

If the results of the study are published, your name will not be used. If you 

would like to receive a copy of any potential study results, please provide your 

name and contact number on a piece of paper separate from the Consent Form 

and give it to the researchers. 

 

This letter is yours to keep for future reference. Thank you in advance for 

considering your participation in our study.
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Appendix E 

Consent Form 

Project Title: Investigating the Health Meanings of Young Saudi Women 

Study Investigator’s Name: Lilian Magalhaes, PhD 

I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to me and 

I agree to participate and agree to be audio-recorded during the focus group discussion. All 

questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 

Participant’s Name (please print): ____________________________________________ 

 

Participant’s Signature:  _______________________________________________ 

 

Date: _______________________________________________ 

 

 

Person Obtaining Informed Consent (please print):  _______________________________ 

Signature: _____________________________ 

Date: ________________________________ 
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Appendix F      

Refreshments and Token Offered During Focus Groups  
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Appendix G 

Focus Group Questions 

1. Let’s do a quick round of introductions. Can each of you tell the group your first 

name or a pseudonym if you want to?  

2. I am interested to know your thoughts about health and well-being. What comes 

to your mind when I say health? 

a. What is good health for you? 

b. What is important to you regarding health? 

3. How would you define health, in other words, if you had to explain health to 

someone, how would you do that? 

a. What does "being healthy" mean to you? 

4. How do you know when you are healthy? And the opposite? 

5. What are the characteristics of a healthy person?  

a. How would you describe a healthy individual? 

b. Could you think of a healthy person you know?  

6. How would you describe the similarities and differences between the way you 

view health and your family (mom, dad or siblings) or friends would view it? 

a. What did you learn or hear about health when you were growing up? 

b. Could you tell us who is your health role model if you have any and how 

often do you follow their lifestyle or advice? 

c. What do you do if you get sick? 

7. How would you describe any measures to maintain a healthy lifestyle? 

8. What facilitators occur in your daily routines that encourage you to be healthy? 
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9. What barriers occur in your daily routines that prevent you from being healthy? 

a. Could you tell us about a challenge you have experienced regarding your 

own health or someone you care for? 

10. What (if any) official health messages have (had) you experienced/received? For 

example, what have you been told about health by public authorities? 

11. How do you think your culture defines health? 

a. What are your thoughts of maintaining a healthy lifestyle within culture 

(family, society)?  

i. How do you think is this similar or different from other cultures? 

12. How do you see the evolution of health beliefs and practices? In 20 years from 

now, how to you think things will be? 

13. Would you like to add anything else? Would you have a message to others about 

this topic?
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Appendix H 

Confidentiality Agreement 

Name of the researcher: Dr. Lilian Magalhaes 

Topic title: Investigating the Meanings of Health of Young Saudi Women  

I………………………………………, agree with the following statements: 

I understand that I will maintain the privacy and confidentiality of all accessible data and 

understand that unauthorized disclosure of personal/confidential data is an invasion of privacy. 

I will not disclose data or information to anyone other than those to whom I am authorized to do 

so.  

I will access the data only for the purposes for which I am authorized explicitly, which is 

translation of the data from the Arabic language to the English language. On no occasion, will I 

use project data, including personal or confidential information, for my personal interest or 

advantage, or for any other business purpose.   

I understand that where I have been given access to confidential information I am under a duty of 

confidence and would be liable under common law for any inappropriate breach of confidence in 

terms of disclosure to third parties and also for invasion of privacy if I were to access more 

information than that for which I have been given approval or for which consent is in place. 

 

Translator name: ……………………………… 

Signature: …………………………. 

Date: ……………………… 
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Appendix I 

Field Notes Summary 

King Abdulaziz University 

King Abdulaziz University (KAU) is in the city of Jeddah in a southern district named 

Al-Sulaymaniyah. Some statistics pertaining to KAU were obtained from the research services 

unit on Dec. 7th 2015. Like other universities and schools in Saudi Arabia, KAU is segregated by 

sex; thus, there are two campuses each serving one sex. The following information pertains to the 

women’s campus at KAU. The academies on the main university campus employ 1916 female 

facility members and 1516 female administrators and technicians. The total number of female 

university students is 55,599, including both BA (full-time, part-time, distance learning) and 

graduate students. In comparison to the male campus, a total of 68 465 male students were 

currently enrolled. KAU encompasses 37 colleges and these colleges are organized into 139 

divisions. Studying at any public school like KAU is free for Saudi citizens and children of Saudi 

women and each science student receives a monthly incentive worth of 990SAR (~345$CAD) and 

each social science student would receive 850SAR (~295$CAD). This incentive is offered to full-

time students starting the first day of university and continues until graduation. 

In terms of school hours, the gates open at 7AM, the first class starts at 8AM, and the 

last class ends at 4PM. Classes for second and upper year students end by 2:30PM while first year 

classes can continue until 4PM. The campus library opens at 8AM and closes at 4PM and the 

administration office is open from 8AM to 2PM. Most students leave by 3PM and at 5PM the 

majority of the gates on the female campus are closed; however, one gate is open until 6PM at 

which time security escorts any students remaining off of campus.  
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Entering the University 

There are six gates for the women’s campus and each gate has security personnel who 

organise traffic and make sure only women enter the search room situated between the outside 

street and campus. The search room consists of a large room waiting area, bathrooms, and the 

actual entrance to the campus. In the search room area, women can take off their abay (long veil), 

uncovering their face and hair. At the entrance, there are several female supervisors and security 

escorts that check student ID cards and ensure students adhere to the university regulations 

concerning general appearance and clothing (e.g., short clothes or light clothes that show the 

body’s silhouette). Affiliated and part-time students are not allowed to enter the university except 

through one particular gate on certain days and must also present their university ID card. 

Unless they are a student, no woman can enter the university without a prior 

appointment or a valid reason. When this situation occurs, each visitor must present a government 

identity card, complete a form listing the department and the person they are visiting, and sign in 

and out of the campus. When any woman leaves the university, security checks their ID to make 

sure that no one has entered the university without proper authorization. Female students must 

return their student ID cards after they graduate and prior to receiving their diploma to ensure they 

will not be able to gain access to the campus past their graduation date. 

I was not allowed to enter the KAU campus until I obtained written permission from the 

Department of Graduate Students and Affairs. The authorization was sent to West Gate 2, which I 

was only allowed to enter for period of three months. Although I was not permitted to obtain a 

copy of the written permission for my records, I had to show my Saudi ID every time I passed the 

security guards when I entered or exited the university. 
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Health Unit 

There is a health clinic unit on the women’s campus where all services are delivered to 

and by women. The clinic accommodates a maximum of 100 students and provides primary health 

care, initial detection, non-serious treatments, and dental care. Staff at the health unit also provide 

referrals to KAU’s hospital, which is located in the men’s campus and is within walking distance 

from the women’s campus. Referrals to the hospital include consultations, laboratory analysis, x-

rays, and more advance medical assistance. In the event of a circumstance that needs immediate 

assistance from the university hospital, the women’s campus provides transportation and sends an 

employee to accompany the student to the hospital while contacting her family to meet them at the 

hospital.   

  The policy of absolutely no admittance of men to the women’s campus during regular 

school hours is strictly enforced, with exceptions made for emergencies. Any maintenance that 

requires male workers occurs on holidays, weekends, or after 6PM when no women are on 

campus. However, in case of fire or other serious emergency men can enter the campus as needed. 

  Although men are allowed onto campus to attend to an emergency, the procedures that 

must be followed can delay female students from receiving the help they require. One morning 

while I was sitting outside of building 420 a female student lost consciousness inside the building. 

Female paramedics responded from the women’s health unit, and after assessing the student they 

decided to transfer her to the university’s hospital. The female paramedics contacted the hospital 

and requested male paramedics be sent to transfer the student. Female supervisors and security 

guards then began to evacuate the building and its courtyard. Fortunately, there was a gate near 

this building, as the route between the gate and the building also needed to be evacuated. Students 

were asked to cover up (wear their abaya and cover their hair) and move to another building 
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because the male paramedics were not allowed to enter campus until the building and their path to 

the building was cleared. This process took about two hours from the time the university’s hospital 

was called to the time the student was transferred to the hospital. 

Food on Campus 

Food courts were widely available across campus in various buildings. Other food 

courts were designed as separate buildings just for purchasing and eating food and socialization. 

Food selections included cheeses, burgers and chicken sandwiches, pizza, French fries, sweet and 

savoury pastries, donuts, ice cream, assorted candies and chips, chewing gum, various types of 

coffee, soft drinks, and pre-prepared fruit cocktails. Most of the food offerings were unhealthy 

options, with very few healthy meals available. The few healthy options advertised were wheat 

bread, low fat sandwiches, grilled chicken, and low fat cheese; however, whenever I ordered one 

of these options I was informed they were temporarily unavailable. Although salads such as 

Caesar and green salads were available, the quality, contents, and packaging of the salads were not 

appealing. For example, the pre-prepared green salad consisted of wilted lettuce, three cherry 

tomatoes, and maybe a slice of cucumber and onion. 

Food courts are open from 7AM-7:30AM and remain open until 1PM-2 PM. There are 

cleaning ladies placed in each food court to maintain cleanliness. Food courts get crowded 

between 10:30AM-12PM, as during this timeframe many students have either a late breakfast or 

lunch and socialise with friends or quickly stop in to grab a drink or food before heading to class. 

Although not university policy, I noticed that faculty members and university staff got priority if 

there was a long line of students; they cut the line and got served before students. This behaviour 

is frowned upon by the university and unnecessary for faculty members as they can send a 

cleaning lady to place their order and bring it to their office. 
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I also noticed that unhealthy food was often delivered to campus. Faculty members, 

other employees, and groups of students ordered fast food and had it delivered to one of the gates 

where the person who placed the order had to meet the delivery driver outside of the gate to pick 

up the order. Then the person who met the driver outside of the gate would go through the process 

of entering campus again, checking in with the women security guards stationed at the gate. I saw 

many orders of McDonald’s, Burger King, Hardee’s, pizza, and other fast food sandwiches like 

shawarma and Al-baik (Saudi fast food restaurant that predominantly serves deep fried chicken) 

brought onto campus. 

Events and Activities 

On Tuesdays from 10AM-11AM there are no classes held on the women’s campus; this 

time is designated for activities held in each department or across departments. Each college’s 

Activities Committee organizes events for this time block for students throughout the year. This 

committee is coordinated by at least two faculty members and several volunteer students. Most of 

the activities are directly related to the specialization of the college itself and other activities are 

generally used to engage with other colleges. They announce these activities by hanging posters at 

the entrances to the college and using word-of-mouth advertising. There were public workshops 

and lectures on family relations, marriage, married life, and other various religious and cultural 

activities. A very popular workshop on campus is the License on Principles of Married Life 

Workshop; it is a three-day workshop with a long waiting list thus I was not able to attend this 

workshop. However, I attended other workshops such as the World Diabetes Day, mental health 

talk, trace Relay and some competitions.  
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There was great variety in the lectures and events held by the colleges’ Activities 

Committees. For example, there was a lecture delivered by Student Services that explored whether 

female students should wear their abays on campus. The speaker (a University employee) 

discussed how female students should not wear abays on campus because not wearing them 

follows social norms set when female students did not wear abays to elementary or high school. 

Also, the speaker added a student should look like a seeker of knowledge and not a person who is 

going to a funeral consolation. Some of the attending students explained they would rather wear 

their abays than carry it in their bag with their books and notes. Another event held was the 

Knowledge Race Contest; it was coordinated with 12 colleges of the university. The competition 

was comprised of a series of questions that tested the general knowledge of contestants. Each 

college was represented by four to five students. Participants had the opportunity to select 

questions from four categories: religion, history, sociology, and science. Two groups competed at 

a time and there were three rounds. The Faculty of Arts won first place, the Faculty of Economics 

and Administration second place, and the Faculty of Science placed third. 

Health-Related Events 

I noticed many events about health awareness were held on KAU’s female campus. 

There was a booth set up for two days to educate students about type 1 and 2 diabetes on World 

Diabetes Day. There was an immediate test for blood sugar level, information about the signs, 

symptoms, and prevalence of the disease, and information on the best ways to manage diabetes. 

Great emphasis was placed on healthy foods choices and the importance of being active. 

Correspondingly, there was a running competition held between the Faculties of Law, Economics, 

and Science. Three students from each college took part and around 100 students attended to cheer 
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on participants. The Faculty of Law runners won the event, and the Faculty of Economics placed 

second.  

There was also an outdoor event about mental health presented by three professors from 

different faculties. Speakers emphasised how being physically active, eating healthy, sleeping 

well, volunteering, and spiritual peace (faith and religious practices) all positively correlated with 

mental health. A number of social workers and psychological counsellors gave a short talk about 

the mental health services available and how they could be accessed. Less than 80 students 

attended this event; nevertheless, it was engaging as speakers asked questions and gave prizes and 

awards to whomever provided the right answer. I did not know in advance about this event, but 

happened upon it and stopped to listen. Additionally, The Department of Food and Nutrition 

staffed a booth about osteoporosis and educated students about its causes, symptoms, signs, and 

treatment. One of the key tips provided was the recommendation that students need to eat healthy 

food and exercise to reduce their risk of osteoporosis. 

Another public lecture I attended was the Health is the Title of Life lecture, which was 

designed by students and employees. This three-hour lecture was delivered by five speakers, 

including professors and social workers. It began with the question, Are you in good health?” 

Speakers cited the World Health Organization’s definition of health, which specifies that the 

wellness of a person is achieved through a balance of physical, mental, spiritual, social, 

environmental, emotional, intellectual, and professional comfort. Some daily practices were cited 

as important such as personal hygiene, walking, getting enough sleep, and eating healthy food. 

There were strong messages on the importance of eating breakfast, drinking water, spiritual 

practices, proper walking techniques, and ways to reduce time sitting in front of computers. 
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Additionally, eating fast food, drinking soft drinks, and wearing high heels were all described as 

harmful to one’s health.  

General Notes 

It is important to mention that the medical colleges (medicine, medical sciences, 

nursing) are separate from the women’s campus where all non-medical disciplines are taught. The 

women’s medical colleges are located near the university hospital and are thus within the men’s 

campus. Female medical students experience fewer restrictions than the students at the women’s 

campus.   

When female students enter the security room at the gates of their campus, they take off 

their scarves, open their abays, and it is apparent they wear mostly casual clothing. I noticed the 

majority of the students actually keep their abays on but open throughout the day but some 

students place both their abays and scarf in their bag. In addition, every building on campus has at 

least one prayer room, including the cafeteria building. Also, in each of the food court spaces there 

are at least two supervisors or guards who ensure clothing and behaviour guidelines are followed. 

There is absolutely no smoking on campus and it is considered a significant infraction. There are 

no microwaves accessible for students due to safety concerns regarding fire hazards.  

Studying is done mostly at home unless students are waiting to write an exam. The 

public library on campus does not allow undergraduate students to enter the library with any food, 

drinks, personal books, and big purses, bags, and abays must remain outside of the building. 

Students can bring in their phones, laptops, and wallet only. Post-graduate students are not 

subjected to these resections and are given individual or group study rooms to conduct their 
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research. There are at least two security guards at the entrance of the library checking in and out 

students. 

Checking in and out of campus is completed quickly and harmoniously. In the morning, 

students enter the search room, take off their scarves, and open their abays or remove them. Then 

they show their student ID to the security guard to enter campus. Later when students are leaving 

campus, women again enter the search room, show their student ID to the security guard personal 

who then match the students photo ID with their face before leaving the campus again. The 

student then check their phones to see if their driver (family member or private driver) has arrived 

outside. At the same, the students chat with their friends while they close or put on their abays, fix 

their hair and scarves, and walk outside of the campus. I found this practice smooth and efficient; 

the women completed all the above complex personal actions (checking their phones, chatting & 

getting covered) without needing a mirror to check their outcomes. 

I noticed most undergraduate students were very social and talkative. Often when not in 

class, they were in groups chatting and walking together. Birthdays, pre-graduation events, and 

engagements were celebrated with cakes, gifts, and pictures on campus under a tree or on the 

grass. Many young women wore jeans, sport shoes, sunglasses, and often checked their overall 

appearance by fixing their hair and light makeup.
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