Soo-yeon Hwang Keeping Social Ties
Away from Home

Being Virtually Together across Continents
through Instant Messaging

With the advent of the internet, living abroad no longer means being
disconnected from one’s native culture; people can read up-to-date news
about their hometown on the web, watch broadcast programs in their
home country through real-time video streaming services, search for var-
ious contents on the internet in their native language, and communicate
with others who share the same cultural background through online forums
and chat rooms. By keeping virtual contact with their native culture, peo-
ple may retain and reinforce their native socio-cultural norms even when
they are not physically a part of their home place.

This paper reports the findings of a study whose purpose was to find
out whether people actively maintain connections to those from the same
native culture through the use of instant messenger (IM). IM provides a con-
venient and inexpensive way for people to have real-time long-distance
communication with their friends, family, and colleagues on the internet.
Hence, this study was designed to explore IM’s potential for helping peo-
ple to keep their social ties to their hometown community and maintain
their cultural identities while they are away from home. A survey of Kore-
an students who grew up in Korea and came to study in the United States
was conducted in 2006 to learn about their usage frequency of IM and
other communication tools, and the influence of geographical proximity
on the composition of their IM social networks. The data reveals that
one’s social network is no longer confined to the boundaries of physical
distances, and IM helps people to maintain frequent social interactions
with distant contacts at a global scale.

Instant Messaging and Virtual Social Ties to Home
The internet helps to bring people with shared interests or causes togeth-
er globally and locally. According to the Pew Internet & American Life Pro-

ject’s survey in 2001, 84% of internet users have chosen the internet to con-
tact or get information from a group, and 49% of those who used the in-
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ternet for such purposes said that the internet helped them to connect with
others with similar interests." The study also reported that 26% of inter-
net users have used it to strengthen their ties to their local communities
by e-mail or other means. This suggests that communicating online and
offline are not mutually exclusive: people use both modes of communica-
tion interchangeably when interacting with others. In other words, peo-
ple’s social networks are no longer confined to their neighborhood and
kinship ties in close physical proximity,” but can reach out across the
globe by means of the internet.

Still, Scholte argued that as the world becomes more globalized and
people are more exposed to foreign cultures, they strive harder to pre-
serve their own national identities.” What Matei and Ball-Rokeach found
from focus group interviews of ethnic neighborhood residents in Los
Angeles supports Scholte’s argument in an online environment — people
made most of new online social ties with those of the same ethnicity." In
addition, they found:

During the discussion, a Korean woman said that she found it difficult
to make friends when she first came to the United States. E-mail was for
her a natural way to contact Korean friends who live far away. In her own

3 5

words, through e-mail “it seems like they live close to me”.

This is an interesting quote because scholars contend that e-mail is a
lower-bandwidth, less-rich communication medium than face-to-face com-
munication because nonverbal cues are lost in text conversations.’ Yet,
e-mail seems to have sufficed for the Korean woman in the above quote to
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fill the gap in her face-to-face social bonding in the new country. Matei
and Ball-Rokeach’s observation is worth further exploration, especially as
richer communication technologies such as IM with integrated voice and
video chatting capabilities become available.

IM differs from e-mail in that conversations flow almost synchronous-
ly and most IM applications are equipped with enhanced multimedia com-
munication features. In addition, IM chats are similar to telephone calls
in that both are mostly used for real-time conversation comprised of rel-
atively short messages; yet, they differ in that IM chats cost virtually noth-
ing as long as one has internet connection and access to a computer,
whereas telephone calls incur additional charges for lengthy calls and long-
distance services. Moreover, the presence-awareness feature of IM allows
one to initiate instant conversations at both parties’ convenience. Hence,
IM has good potential for those who communicate frequently with long-
distance contacts.

IM has become a popular communication medium in the last several
years; the Pew Internet & American Life Project found in 2004 that 42%
of American internet users used IM, and the overall IM population grew
by 29% since 2000.” Although the results indicated that e-mail was still
the dominant form of online communication, 24% of the IM users said
that they used IM more frequently than e-mail. The IM usage rate is even
higher in the younger generation: In 2001, 74% of online teenagers were
IM users.” Considering that ICQ), the first mainstream IM software, was
introduced only about a decade ago in November 1996, communicating
over IM is quickly becoming a part of people’s everyday lives.

The proliferation of IM as an everyday communication technology
brings the following question: When physical distance and communica-
tion cost is no longer a barrier, what would happen to the communication
networks of the IM users who grew up in one cultural context and then
moved to live in a new cultural context? According to social influence
theories, people’s attitudes and behaviours are affected by those of others
in the same communication network:” In other words, the composition
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of one’s network would inform the person’s cultural orientation. Tradi-
tionally, people create more social ties with those in close physical prox-
imity, so the amount of time one has been physically away from home would
influence the composition of one’s social network; however, geographi-
cal distance becomes meaningless when communicating online."

Therefore, this study was designed to see whether those who are away
from home actually use IM to keep their social ties to those living in
their hometown, and whether the geographical distribution of their IM
contacts change depending on how long they have lived in the new place.
The following research question and hypothesis were generated to explore
these questions.

RQ: Compared to other communication media such as telephone,
postal mail, e-mail, and personal websites/blogs, do people use IM
frequently to communicate with those in their home country?
HP: The longer an IM user has lived in the new place, the more
contacts in the new geographical location would have been accumu-
lated, resulting in less percentage of IM contacts located in the IM
user’s home country.

Methods
Participants

Participants (N = 26) in this study were Korean students who were
enrolled in US universities and used IM to communicate with their friends,
family, and colleagues both in and out of the U.S. Surveys were conduct-
ed primarily online: invitations to an online survey were posted on e-mail
listservs and community websites that serve Korean student bodies. The
online survey asked the participants about their IM and other commu-
nications tool use, the geographic locations of their active IM contacts,
and demographic information. Participation was entirely voluntary, and
the participants were able to withdraw from the survey at any time with-
out any kind of consequences to themselves.
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Measurement

Whether the participant is a current active IM user or not was meas-
ured by asking whether the participant chatted with anyone during the
past week from the survey date. Comparing the frequency of IM use to
that of other communication tools was measured by asking the participants
to rate the frequency of each of the five communication tools (Telephone,
Letter (postal mail), E-mail, Instant Messenger, and Personal Website/Blog)
on a scale of 1 (rarely) to 5 (often).

As for the geographic locations of one’s IM contacts, the participants
were asked to report only the contacts with whom they chatted at least
once during the past week so that the data is of active members in their
IM social network, not of dormant contacts. Answers to this question were
gathered in an open-ended format, and then coded into four categories
(U.S. local [within about two hours driving distance], U.S. long-distance,
Korea, and other international locations) to measure the percentage of
contacts that were located in Korea and in close geographical proximity
in the U.S. out of the total number of contacts they chatted with in the
previous week.

Results
Participants

Of the 26 participants, 20 were at the doctoral level, 4 were at the
master’s level, and 2 were undergraduates. The average age was 32 (range
from 20 to 42), and the gender distribution was equal (13:13). The par-
ticipants used the internet for 11 years and IM for 6 years on average.
Among the 26 IM users, 22 of them reported that they chatted with at
least one person during the past week from the survey date (9 females
and 13 males), leaving the other four as non-active IM users.

Frequency of Communication Tool Use

Compared to other communication media such as telephone, postal
mail, e-mail, and personal websites/blogs, the overall results showed that
the participants did not necessarily use IM the most frequently to com-
municate with their friends, family, colleagues, and others in their home
country. Rather, e-mail and telephone were the more frequently used
methods of communicating overseas in general (see Table 1).
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1 2 3 4 5 Median
rarely somewhat often of frequency
Telephone 7.7 11.5 23.1 19.2 38.5 4
Postal mail 83.3 8.3 0 8.3 0 1
E-mail 7.7 7.7 19.2 15.4 50.0 4.5
Instant Messenger 16.0 8.0 28.0 28.0 20.0 3
Personal Website/Blog | 32.0 8.0 20.0 24.0 16.0 3
Table 1

Percentage of the reported frequency of communication tool use

Geographical Distribution of IM Contacts

For this part, only the data reported by the active IM users were con-
sidered (n = 22). Between the active IM user’s duration of stay in the
U.S. and the percentage of the user’s active IM contacts located in Korea,
and between the duration of stay in the U.S. and the percentage of one’s
active IM contacts located in close physical proximity in the U.S. (within
around two hours driving distance), both analyses showed that there is
no clear relationship between how long one has lived in the U.S. and the
geographical composition of their IM contacts. In addition, only 9 out
of the 22 active IM users had more percentage of active IM contacts in
their local U.S. community than in Korea, and there was no statistical-
ly significant difference in the duration of stay in the U.S. between those
who had more contacts in close geographical proximity (n = 9; average
duration of stay: 4.35 years) and those who had more contacts in Korea (n
= 13; average duration of stay: 4.82 years). Therefore, the research hy-
pothesis is not supported.

Discussion and Suggestion for Future Research

The first goal of this study was to examine how frequently people use
IM, relative to other communications tools, to interact with their peers and
relatives at home while they were away in a foreign country. Among tele-
phone, postal letters, e-mail, IM, and personal websites/blogs, e-mail was
found to be the most frequently used communication tool, followed by
telephone. Yet, the distribution of responses to IM usage frequency sug-
gests that IM is on its way to become a mainstream global communica-
tions medium, especially considering its relatively short history of con-
sumer exposure.
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The second objective of the study was to check the influence of geo-
graphical proximity on the formation of one’s IM social network. Chat-
ting with more IM contacts living in Korea than with those from the
local U.S. community would indicate the person’s level of exposure to
the native culture and social norms, thus helping the IM user to main-
tain the native cultural identity. Still, according to the proximity princi-
ple in social networks, the longer one stayed in the U.S., the more con-
tacts in the new place one might have accumulated in one’s social net-
work. The result, however, shows that the proximity mechanism did not
work as expected in the composition of people’s IM social networks. Rather,
the Korean students in this study had a higher average percentage of
IM contacts living in Korea, and their duration of stay in the U.S. did
not influence whether they had more percentage of contacts in Korea
or in their U.S. local town.

The overall findings suggest that the Korean students employed IM
to maintain their social ties to Korea while they lived in the U.S. In this
context, IM has a potential for helping people to retain and reinforce their
native social norms and identity even when they are no longer physically
a part of their hometown community. Nevertheless, to fully support the
proposition, the special quality of ties and the structural properties of social
networks that facilitate the maintenance of social norms and identity
would have to be investigated in future research. For instance, the IM con-
tacts located in the U.S. might have been all Koreans, which was not
verified in this study. In addition, Lee, Sobal, and Frongillo noted that when
asking one’s boundary of social network, i.e. the number of close friends
in in-group and out-group, it is also important to ask frequency or inten-
sity of interactions with such contacts because not all out-group contacts
may necessarily share the same amount of attention with in-group mem-
bers."" Also, contacts from different social contexts, e.g. friends, family, or
colleagues, could exhibit different tie characteristics and influence. There-
fore, further studying these multiple dimensions of one’s social network
structure as well as the process of cultural identity maintenance will help
us to better understand the relationship between IM social networking
and retaining cultural identities while being physically away, but being
virtually together.
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