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ABSTRACT

This study aims to analyze the motives driving Saudi university students’ engagement
with trending topics on the TikTok platform and to examine their relationship with the
normalization of negative behaviors. It focuses on measuring students’ levels of
exposure to trending content, analyzing the nature of their interactions, identifying
associated negative behaviors from their perspectives, and assessing their
susceptibility to behavioral normalization. The study adopts a descriptive—analytical
survey methodology and relies on an electronic questionnaire administered to a
convenience sample of 222 Saudi university students who use TikTok, aged 19-22
years, representing diverse academic and demographic backgrounds. The findings
indicate that Saudi university students constitute a youth group characterized by high
exposure to trending topics, reflecting their academic developmental stage and the
availability of digital time that enables intensive daily use. Engagement with trending
content is primarily governed by moderately strong psychological and personal
motives, particularly self-expression and entertainment, with no significant
association with social pressure or conformity. Interaction patterns were largely
consumption-oriented, marked by passive viewing and limited engagement, alongside
a reduced tendency toward deep participation or content creation. Conversely, the
results reveal a high level of value awareness regarding negative behaviors associated
with certain trending topics, accompanied by a clearly low level of behavioral
normalization, reflecting the resilience of students’ value framework and its alignment
with the Saudi value system. Correlational analysis shows weak positive relationships
between motives, exposure, and interaction levels on the one hand, and limited
susceptibility to normalizing negative behaviors on the other, suggesting a latent
potential for gradual shifts if prolonged exposure and immersion persist without
informed educational and media interventions. The study recommends strengthening
digital media literacy and supporting positive trending content to reinforce the
alignment of students’ digital practices with the value system of Saudi society.
Keywords: Motives for Engagement, Behavioral Normalization, Trending Topics,
TikTok  Platform, Saudi  University  Students.
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