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Abstract

There are mainstream research focuses on how social mediaaffect people’slives,
the presentstudy explores how people use social media when confronted with life
changing eventsor circumstances, especially when living overseas. Being exposed to
a new livingenvironmentin Australia, many young adults from other countries are
faced with a range of challenges. These may include cultural barriers, language
limitations, employmentdifficulties, and academic pressures. The interpersonal
relationships of young adults and theirtechnological mediations shift as they

experience life changes.

Drawing from long-term ethnographic research among young adults who moved
from mainland China to Australia for further education or employment, | argue that
social mediaare crucial in assisting young adults to navigate theirlife transitions.
However, this plays out differently depending on the type of relationship and social
context (friendship, love, family and work). | propose that with the affordances and
the integrated communicative environment that polymedia (Madianou & Miller’s
2013) provides, young adults living overseas presentthemselvesand theirlife
changes to diverse groups of peopleindifferentwaysin order to mediate different
types of ongoing relationships. This thesis contributes to the scholarship of
interpersonal relationships and social media studies by exploring the digitally

mediated communication of young adults going through life changes.



Chapter 1: Introduction

The mobility of young adults

Huiyun arrived in Melbourne with four suitcases to start a new life’. On the
flight, she jotted down a to-do-list in Australia. She was confident that she
would do really well in her Master’s course and she was looking forward to

running into Mr Right in this beautifulcity.

Huiyun is one of countless Chinese youngadults who went overseasfor further
education.? In recent years, with globalization and the social changes that are
happeningin China, more and more of Generation Y (/\ & J&, Balinghou), born 1980-
1989, are inspiredto travel abroad to pursue furthereducation or to obtainforeign
work experiences (Xiang & Shen 2009; Zweig, Changgui & Rosen 2004). In 2014,
approximately 694,400 mainland Chinese students were studying abroad with the
top three destination countries being the United States, Japan and Australia

(UNESCO Institute for Statistics 2014).>

International students from China are of critical importance to the Australian higher
education sector. According to the statistics of the Department of Education and
Training,* in 2015 there were 136,097 Chinese students studyingin Australiaon a
studentvisa. Australiahas the highest percentage of international students (27

percent) in the world. According to the 2016 statistics of the Ministry of Education, a

! The ‘newlife’ hererefers to ‘studyandlivein a new country’.

?In order to preserve anonymity, all of the participants’ names in the thesis are pseudonyms.

All of the participants’ interview transcripts and social media posts shown inthe thesis are translated
by myself.

? http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/international-student-flow-viz.aspx

* https://www.education.gov.au/news/australia-attracts-international-students, accessed on 19
January 2017



total of 554,179 students paid infull:the Chinese students accounted for nearly 1/3

of these.

Indeed, Chinais currently the largest exporter of international students. There are a
number of push and pull factors explaining this large number of mainland Chinese
pursuing theirstudies overseas (Solimano 2008). From the push perspective,
increasesin Chinese householdincomes enable the children of a greater number of
familiesto experience overseas education. In fact, international educationis now a
dominant trendin Chinese society. Many Chinese parents view overseas education

as advantageous, for the exposure of their children to foreign languages and cultures,
as well as for the access it providesto the higher education of those countries.
Chinese parentsfeel that these possibilities also offertheirchildren advantages in

theirfuture competition for employment (Yang 2007).

Moreover, changes in government policies have resulted in more positive attitudes
towards international education. In the case of the pull factors, information on the
tuition fees of host countries, livingexpenses and livingenvironment (i.e., whether
the host country has had a natural disasteror not; or whethersafety isan issuein
the host country), and the state of international relations between the host country
and the Chinese government, have a significantinfluence onthe decisions of parents
concerning the education choices of theirchildren. In makingthese choices, parents
also take into consideration which places their friends and relatives recommend for
studying overseas. In some cases, eventhe social links of parents to a foreign
country are a key factor. ‘Most of my friends and my neighbours have been studying

overseasor have been planning to study overseas, which inspired me and also



encouraged me to go to a differentcountryand [...] therefore here |l am’, says

Huiyun.

International students livingina foreign country must independently face a new
environment, a new culture and new challenges. Personal safety, mental health, and
legal disputes are commonly encountered by international students. These problems
largely stem from the use of a foreign language, difficulty of integratingintoa new
society, cultural shocks, and differentliving habits. Social media provide
indispensable communication platforms forinternational youngadults in adapting to
overseas study and life, as well as for maintainingand expandinginterpersonal

relationships.

Staying connected while mobile

The mobility of Chinese young adults leads their parents to use social media inorder
to keepin touch with them. Many Chinese parents create theirown Sina Weibo and
WeChat accounts after theirchildren have travelled overseasas they want to have
access to theirchild's updates. Given the increased numbers of Chinese young adults
travelling overseas, the worldwide trend of studyingand working abroad is affecting
not only the lives of young adults and theirsocial mediabehaviour, but also the

social media practices of theirfriendsand relatives:

The first thing| [did afterl] arrived at my homestay was to ask for the Wi-Fi
password, then | was able to tell my Mum on WeChat that I’d arrived (in

Melbourne) safe and sound. (Xinyi, 21)



With the rapid development of information technology, people have become closely
connected through the Internet, with many people linkingtheir physical lives and
online lives. Young adults often write updates on theirsocial media pages. They
comment on their daily livesincluding physical and mental activity such as their
thoughts, theirfeelings and their understandings on social events and social
phenomena, suggestingthat the two basic motivations of usingsocial mediaare

belongingand self-presentation.

Young adults studying or workingin foreign countries strongly desire to be
connected with theirold and new communities, and to presentthemselvesto their
communities by sharing information with theirfollowers who may or may not be
their ‘real friends’, but nonetheless share common interests or common friends
(Nadkami & Hofmann 2012; Seidman 2013). The vast majority of international
students stay globallyinterconnected through the use of email, VOIP (i.e. Skype) and
social networkingsites such as Facebook and Weibo (Herold & Marolt 2011). Social
mediarepresenta modern digital collection of the opinions of young adults, because
they reflect and exhibit the young generation's views of life and the worldin general,
which are shaped by theirown life experiences while atthe same time

simultaneously shapingtheirownlives.

At differentstagesin theirlives, expected and unexpected life changesimpact upon
a person’sInternet habits (Anderson & Tracey 2001). While many researchers in
various disciplines analyse how social mediareflectand affect the livesand opinions
of young adults, very few have investigated the impact of life changes on the social

media practices of young adults (Kwak et al. 2010; Williams, Terras & Warwick 2013).



Therefore, in my research, | propose to study how young adults who are confronted
with life changing events or circumstances use social media. The focus of my
research is on Chinese youngadults who are currently pursuing further study or who

are working in Australia.

Main strands of social media research

With the rapid development of digital mediatechnologies, social media platforms
have emerged one after another. | use the term ‘social media’ in thisresearch
broadly as ‘the sitesand services that emerged during the early 2000s, including
social network sites, video sharing sites, blogging and microblogging platforms, and
related tools that allow participants to create and share theirown content’ (boyd

2013, p. 6).

Microblogging platforms refer to social media platformsthat allow users to share
short real-time information within 140 characters intext, picture, videoand other
multimediaforms. The earliestand most famous microblogging platformis Twitter
which is originally created by a US company. Weibo is more than a microblog, for it
combinesthe features and functions of Facebook and Twitter. WeChat has been
developed furtherfrom Weibo. WeChat not only has the feature of private message,
i.e.the one-to-one chat, it also has group chat and Moments-whichis called Pengyou
Quan (AH /< 8l), and the direct translationis Friends’ Circle. WeChat Moments enable
people to make text posts or text posts combined with uploaded photos, or short
video posts. Unlike the 140-character limit of Weibo posts, WeChat Moments’ text
posts are free of word limit (McDonald, 2016; Wang, 2016). An individual isable to

access another individual’s Weibo posts evenif he or she is not a Weibo user. Unlike



Weibo, WeChat requiresreciprocal following. WeChat Moments can only be
accessed by people who are on one’s WeChat friends’ list. In addition, when posting
on one’s WeChat Moments, one has four options of deciding who can see their posts,
i.e.to share one’s Moments to the Public (All friends), Private (Just me), Share List

(Justselected friends) or Do not share list (Exclude selected friends).

The most popular platforms that my participants frequently use are Facebook,
Weibo and WeChat. Based on theirusing habits, | made a detailed comparison

among Facebook, WeChat and Weibo, please see Table 1.1:



Differencesinmy | Frequency of use Followers Purposes of use Language Openness Unigue functions
participants’ uses
Social media platforms

Facebook The least frequently | Startthe account with 1) Make local friends Both English Facebook users. | Users have to use a

used platform. the aim of making some | 2) Practice English and Chinese separate software —
foreign friends but 3) Out of curiosity versions are Messenger, for private
some participants may available. Messages.
end up having more
Chinese friends than
foreign friends on
Facebook.

WecChat The most Friends and families. 1) Daily interaction Both English WecChat 1) Drift Bottle
frequently used Also able to subscribe with friends, partners | and Chinese followers only. 2) People Nearby
platform. to subscription and families versions are WeChat 3) Shake

accounts. 2) Work related available. Moments has 4) Red Packet
communication the function of | 5) Transfer
3) Information seeking setting different | 6) Wallet (pay bills,
and sharing audience utilities, mobile top up,
groups. public services and etc.)
Weibo The less frequently | Friends and some 1) Information seeking | Both English Everyone on the | Weibo users canrepost
used platform. celebrities, i.e. Big V. and sharing and Chinese Internet. another’s posts but on
2) Social interaction versions are WeChat Moments there
3) Entertainment available. is no ‘repost’ button.

Table 1.1: Table of comparisons among Facebook, WeChat and Weibo




In my research | am not focusing on the functions of a specificsocial media platform,
rather, | am taking social media platforms (for instance, Facebook, Twitter, Weibo
and WecChat) as a whole, to study my participants’ social media practices. The
information that my participants obtain on social media;the content that they make
and distribute; the rich stories that are behind those contents; and the relationships
that my participantsaim to adjust and manage through their social media practices

are the main focus of my research.

The content that people distribute on social media can be dividedintotwo
categories, one iswhat they see and hear; the other oneis how they feel and think.
Traditional media used to be the main choice for people toget information, but now,
more and more young adults are turning to social mediato obtaininformation.
Therefore to study the content that they make and distribute and the relationships
that they try to manage on social media, it is useful to understand how social media

is related to different aspects of society.

Facebook and Twitter are mostly studied by Western scholars, while WeChatand
Weibo are mostly studied by Chinese scholars, although the theories and methods
usedin the research are common or interlinked. Also as scholars preferto focus on a
specificplatformto carry out their studies, it is unpractical to study literatures about
social media platforms separately hence there are so many differentsocial media
platformsand there isn’t sufficient space to introduce all of the relevantacademic
studies about each of the platforms here. In addition, as Twitter and Weibo do not
require reciprocal followings and they are more likely to be used in a public way, |

decidedto splitthe review on social mediaresearch intwo parts. The first part is a



broad overview of research articleson social media, in five key areas that emerged
from the literature: politics, education, business, communication and entertainment
(Cheong & Lee 2010; Kwak et al. 2010; Williams, Terras & Warwick 2013). | will
discuss each of these five areas inturn in the next section. The second part is a
review on social media and interpersonal relationships. Alsointhe following
chapters | will review studies specifically on Facebook, Weibo and WeChat together
witha themedtopicin each chapter, i.e. friendships, romanticrelationships, parent-

child relationships and work-related relationships.

The first areais social mediainrelationto political communication and government
(Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan 2012; Wigand, FDL 2010). Some research examines election
campaigns: for example, the Swedish election campaignin 2010 (Larsson & Moe
2012) and the general electionsinthe Netherlands (Vergeer & Hermans 2013) in
2010. A growingnumber of scholars explore theirown countries’ current
governmental social media practices. Golbeck, Grimes & Rogers (2010, p. 1612) find
that the US Congress use Twitter to disperse information and to report theirdaily
activities. Similarly, Liu (2013) and Ma (2013) examine how differentlevels of
Chinese governmental social media organize their e-government communication
with citizens on Weibo. Ausserhoferand Maireder (2013) provide an early study
examiningthe interrelation of individuals, Twitter topics and theirconnection to

political participation on Twitter.

Another popular research focus is education, from both a teaching point of view and
a learning point of view. Ebner and Reinhardt (2009, p. 2) claim that ‘microblogging

can be seenas a completely new form of communication that can support informal

10



learningbeyond classrooms’. Gao, Luo and Zhang (2012) and Domizi (2013) argue
that microblogging has the potential to encourage the class participation of students,
theirstudy engagement, and their reflective thinking, as well as collaborative
learning. Dayter (2011) requires studentsto tweet commentson theirreadingsin
her experiments shows that educators alwaysinclude Twitter as a means of class
participation. Furthermore, there are a number of studies of social mediain
educationfor new literacy (Gillen & Merchant 2013), language learning (Lomicka &
Lord 2012), teachingChinese politics (Sullivan 2012), nanotechnology (Veltri 2013),

pharmacotherapy (Wang et al. 2013), and drama education (Wotzko 2012).

| classify the third research stream as social media in profit and non-profit
organizations and marketingfor business usesand commercial promotions. Chelmis
and Prasanna (2013) and Schondienstet al. (2011) both carry out empirical analyses
of social media behaviourin enterprises. In China, the way social mediais used for
businessisstudied by Chen (2012) and Zhang et al. (2010). Coyle, Smith and Platt
(2012) pointout how companies’ social media responses to consumer problems
impact on brand promotion. In contrast to Coyle et al (2012), Lovejoy and Saxton
(2012) shedlight on the Twitter practices of large non-profit organizationsin the
United States. They reveal *three key affordances of updates, namely, ‘information’,

‘community’, and ‘action’.

A fourth research stream concerns itself with communication. A large number of
social mediastudiesfocus on social presence and social interaction (Dunlap &

Lowenthal 2009; Fischer & Reuber 2011; Hughes et al. 2012). Others highlightthe

> The original source calls them functions but arguably these would be better characterised as
affordances.

11



role of social mediain the transmission of rumours (Liao & Shi 2013; Schmierbach &
Oeldorf-Hirsch 2012), the relationship between social mediaand social change in

China (Lu & Qiu 2013), and Twitterspammers (Yang, Harkreader & Gu 2013).

Finally, some scholars (Schedl 2012; Bennett2012; Lee & Goh 2013) explore social
practices in the entertainmentfield through a range of case studies. They observe
the social media uses of musicians, movie stars and other celebrities (Sched| 2012).
By keepingintouch withtheir fans on social media platforms, celebrities can reveal
more information to their fans when they launch their new albums or new movies;
they can eveninvolve theirfans intheir new creations (Bennett 2012). For example,
after the death of Michael Jackson, many fans used Twitterfor ‘spreading of
rumours, expressions of hatred, and spam, also occupied a large proportion of

tweets’ (Lee & Goh 2013).

Social media and interpersonal relationships

From the mid-2000s, there was a boom inthe development of social network sites,
these days usually referredto as ‘social media’. Boyd and Ellison (2007) argue that
‘what makes social network sites unique is not that they allow individuals to meet
strangers, but rather that they enable users to articulate and make visible theirsocial
networks’. Nancy Baym (2010) identifies seven key variables —interactivity, temporal
structure, social cues, storage, replicability, reach and mobility —for understanding
personal connections through digital media under different contexts, and for both

communication and maintenance of relationships.

Since 2007, privacy concerns around social media have become a popular research
topic. Much of the debate concerning privacy is inregard to how much you should

12



reveal of your personal life. Parents’ invasions of their children’s privacy online have
also attracted attentionfrom researchers. More recently, the study of Kanter, Afifi
and Robbins (2012) exploresthe effect of having a parent on Facebook. They
conclude that it does not resultin perceptions of greater privacy invasions, but
rather it is associated with decreasesin conflictin the parent—child relationship.
Prior to the parent joining Facebook, if the parent and child had a more conflicted
relationship, thenthe parent's presence on Facebook enhances the child's closeness
with the parent. This finding corresponds partially with my discussionin Chapter 5
‘Friending your parents’. Moving on from parental to romantic relationships, in 2010
Gershon studied which medium people employedto break up with someone. She
emphasizesthe moral consequences of switching mediafrom one to anotherfora
specificpurpose, which in her study is disconnecting or dissolvinga romantic

relationship.

Gershon’s emphasis on the individual’s choice of mediumis also one of the
dimensions that Millerand Madianou’s (2013) theory of polymedia highlights. Miller
and Madianou argue that the theory of polymediaisabout how users exploitdigital
affordancesin order to manage theiremotionsand their relationships. In other
words, the social act of an individual’s choice of a shift from one particular medium

to another actually constitutes that social relationship.

Today, with the proliferation of digital media technologies, youngadults living
overseas have numerous options for stayingin touch with theirfriends and families
back home. Which media affordances they choose and which social media platforms

they usein order to contact a certain individual is a reflection of how they
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experience atype of relationship and, more importantly, how they want to manage
this relationship. Millerand Madianou (2011, 2013) developedthe theory of
polymediaby studying transnational families, mainly focusing on the parent—child
relationship. In my own research, | apply polymediato examine and theorize the
interpersonal relationships of young adult migrants with their friends, lovers, parents,

customers and potential employers.

To date, many researchersin differentdisciplines have analysed how social media
reflectyoung people’slivesand opinions based on theirdifferentacademic
backgrounds and perspectives. However, very few researchers, with the exception of
De Choudhury et al. (2013), touch on the impact of a major life eventon people’s
social media behaviour. By studying the impact of childbirth on the tweets of new
mothers they demonstrate that after people experience alife event, people’s social
media practices change as well. They find that approximately 15 percent of new
mothers show significant changesin theironline activity and emotional expression,
and show linguisticchangesin their social media posts. De Choudhury et al. (2013)
demonstrate that young mothers’ social media practices change as they experienced
childbirth. However, my study aims to develop further.| am looking at the two-way
relationship betweenlife changes and social mediawith a focus on how people use
social mediato helpthemselvestoredirect theirinterpersonal relationshipsandto
live through life changes. | use an ethnographic approach in order to account for
these changes within a complex and nuanced context. My study generates new
insightsinto how people’s social media practices change when facing the challenge

of livingina new sociocultural environment.
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By beingexposedto a new livingenvironmentin Australia, young adults from
different countries are faced with a range of challenges such as cultural barriers,
language limitations, employment difficulties, academic pressures, etc. The
interpersonal relationships of young adults, and theirtechnological mediations,
change as they experience life changes. Drawing from long-term ethnographic
research among mainland Chinese youngadults who moved to Australia for further
education or employment, | argue that social media are crucial in assistingyoung
adults to navigate their life transitions, howeverthis plays out differently dep ending
on their types of relationships and social contexts (friendship, love, family and work).
This thesis makes an important contribution to the scholarship of interpersonal
relationships andsocial mediaby studyingthe digitally mediated communication of
young adults duringlife changes. The theoretical approach combines Goffman’s
(1959) theory of self-presentation with Madianou and Miller’s conceptual frame of
polymediato propose that with the affordances and the integrated communicative
environmentthat polymedia provides, youngadults living overseas are able to
presentthemselvesandtheir life changesto different groups of people inorder to
mediate different types of interpersonal relationships which in turn are affected by

theirlife changes as a result of movingoverseas.

Life changes

In everyindividual’s life, there are at least four main life changes: birth, life
transitions, life interruptions and death. From the time we are born, we learn how to

talk, walk, sing, dance and etc. In modern urban societies, we then go to school and
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some of us pursue further education at universities, TAFE institutions® orgraduate
schools. After that we transfer from tertiary education to the job market. These
milestones are rites of passage that mark each individual’s traditional life stages,
although within different cultural and social contexts there will be some different
rites of passage as well (Van Gennep 1960). However, associated with these rites of
passage there are always unpredictable and uncontrollable life events, which
interruptour lives,i.e. disease, loss of family members, accidents, etc. (Massimi,
Dimond & Le Dantec 2012). Itis not only ‘bad’ eventsthat interruptour lives.
Sometimes eventhe ‘good’ things can interrupt/disturb the blueprint of our lives; for
instance, fallingin love with someone and deciding to marry before finishing high

school.

There isa large amount of research on life changes, most of it from medical and
psychological perspectives (Engberget al. 2012; Rahe 1979; Rahe & Arthur 1978;
Smith, Johnson & Sarason 1978). Turfboer (1975) and Lin et al. (1979) look at life
changes specifically through the lens of stressful life events. Others, such as Cowan
and Cowan (2000), study a specificlife eventfrom the viewpoint of examining what
happensto a couple’srelationship whenthey have theirfirst baby. With the
increasing popularity of the consumption of the Internet, research has started to
draw attention to the relationship between stressful life eventsand the use of the
Internet (Leung 2006; Li et al. 2010). It has beenshown that the use of the Internetis
closely associated with stressful life events as people turn to the Internetfor mood

managementand social compensation.

® TAFE is short for technical and further education. TAFE institutions provide training in fields suchas
finance, hospitality, tourism, construction, engineering, visual arts, ITand etc.
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Leung (2006, p. 204) findsthat ‘stressful life events are significantly associated with
the consumption of the Internetfor mood management (such as entertainmentand
information seeking) and social compensation (such as recognition gaining and
relationship maintenance) motives’. More recently, Li et al. (2009) and Li et al. (2010)

analyse the relationships between stressful life events and problematicInternet use

among adolescentsand college students.

Within the context of life events and social media, De Choudhury, Counts and
Horvitz (2013) explore the impact of a major life event, such as childbirth, on the
mood of new mothers and their behaviouras reflected by their Twitter posts. They
examine the impact of childbirth on the new mothers’ Twitter posts with three social
media-centricmeasures: patterns of activity, emotional expression and linguistic
style. Theirresults demonstrate that after people experience alife event, theirsocial
media practices show significant change. In contrast to the quantitative research
methods of De Choudhury, Counts and Horvitz (2013), | adopt an ethnographic
designfor a differentresearch participant group. | am researching on a group of
young adults who experienced a more complicated life change which is moving from

China to Australia.

A working definition of ‘life changes’

‘Life changes’ isa highly complex and ambiguous notion. | define ‘movingto
Australia’ as the major life change for the participants in my ethnographicstudy. This
major and overarchinglife change encompassesa variety of more specificlife
changing events, such as starting a new intimate relationship, breaking up, being

separated physically fromyour parents, or failingan exam.
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As my project unfolded, | focused on four types of interpersonal relationships that
has changed along with young adults’ social media practices as a result of going

through a range of life changes associated with living overseas, namely:

1. friendship

2. romantic relationship

3. parent-child relationship

4. work-related relationship

My research goes beyond the social media surface to explore the philosophical roots
of the interrelationships between social media practices and life changes, by looking
at my participants’ interpersonal relationships with the lens and culture specificities

of Confucianism (Yum 1988; Ho 1995; Hwang 2001).

As Ho & Chiu (1998, p. 353) argued that ‘the strategic units of analysis are not the
individual orthe situation alone, but the person-in-relations (focusingona person in
differentrelational contexts) or persons-in-relation (focusing on personsinteracting
within a relational context)’, therefore when | study my participants life changes and
theirsocial mediapractices, | pay close attention not to separate the self from the
persons-in-relation, and | have developed a pyramid model of self and significant
others (parents, friends, employers and lovers) on the basis of my empirical research.

(See page 228 in Chapter 7 for a detailed discussion of this model).
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Figure 1.1 The pyramid model of self and significant others

(parents, friends, employers and lovers)

Research questions

As a Chinese international student myself,  have noticed changes to my social media
practices related to the impact of moving overseasto Australia, that | have foundto
be extremelyinteresting. Eventhough Twitter and Facebook are blockedin China,
information still does flow among netizens (Hughes & Wacker 2003; Lu & Qiu 2013),
as no one can actually stop the transmission. When | was in China, | did not feel | was
blocked from the outside world, as | could always obtain some informationon
Twitter and Facebook through the updates of the microblogs of some Chinese
international students. As| pursued my PhD study in Australia, | began to feel that |
was not only experiencingabig change in my life butthat it also provided a chance

for me to open a window for my family and friends towards different sources of
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information and knowledge. So, after | moved to Australia, whenever|saw some
interesting news on Twitteror Facebook, | would tell my parents about it whenwe
chatted on videoand | would also | share it on my Chinese social media pages. Since
coming to Australia, | have checked Weibo much more frequently than| used to,
because | feel that Weibo is the most convenient way for me to keep up-to-date with
what my friends have been doingas well as to catch up with Chinese news. |
gradually noticed that my social mediapractices had significantly changed since
movingto Australia. And, by observingthe social mediaactivity of other students |
realized that my case was reflective of a larger pattern of changes in the use of social
mediaamong Chinese international students. Many students feel very lonely when
they study abroad so they spend more time than before on Weibo, postingand
reposting about their livesin foreign countries. Some of them would even take
screenshots of the interesting pages of Facebook or Twitter and share them as

pictures on Weibo with audiencesin China. This became the basis for my study.

This study fillsasignificantgap in the literature about social media by applyingan
ethnographic approach of participant observations and interviewsto a group of
Chinese youngadults, aged from 20 to 40, who have moved to Australia to either
pursue a further education or be employed. The aim is to investigate the role social
media play when people are confronted by life changing events or circumstances.
The findings of this study will be of value to both Chinese and Australian

governments, educational institutions and businesses.

As this review of the literature on social media and life changes shows, many

researchers focus on the role of the Internetin the social and academic transition of
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first year college students; however, less research is undertaken on the role of social
mediain the lives of graduate students as they transition towards further education
or employment. Evenlessis understood about the huge life changes associated with
studying and workingin a foreign country and the profoundinfluencesthese life
changes have on the social media practices of young adults. Thus, my aim is to fill in
this gap by carrying out a study on the impact of life changes on the social media
practices of young adults. My research participants are young Chinese adults who
are currently pursuingfurther study at Master’s or PhD level orwho are currently

workingin Australia.

This study contributes to the understanding of the complex relationship between life
changes and social media practices. | ask, how do social mediainteract with people’s

life changesand how do people’slife changes affect theirsocial media practices?

My research questionsare aimed at the intersection of three key areas: social media
studies, interpersonal relationships and life changes studies, with a focus on life
changes associated with studyingand working overseas. Specifically, my questions

are:

1. When confronted with a life change, in what ways, if any, will people’s social
mediapractices change? For example, are there changes in daily routines or patterns

of social media activity? And, how do these reflect people’slife changes?

2. When people’ssocial media practices change, does this affect the social media

practices of theirfriends and familiesas well?
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Most of the existingresearch on social mediaand China focuses primarily on how
Chinese people in Chinause social media (McDonald 2016, Wang 2016), whereas my
research aims to look at how Chinese people outside China use social media. To
explain the dynamic relationship between social mediaand life changes, | examine
how life changes are affectingthe way people choose and use social mediato deal
with their personal relationships. Life changesinfluence people’s personal
relationships, and social mediahave become the platform where people present
theirlivesand interact with theirsocial networks. | aim to explore not only the
differencesand commonalitiesin the use of social mediaby young people before
and after going overseas, but also how young people mediate theirrelationships

through their experiences ondifferentsocial mediaplatforms.

Before | started the research, | assumed that moving overseas would affect people’s
social media practices in simple ways such as changing platforms, increasing or
reducing the frequency of using social media, following diffe rent groups of friends,
or postingin differentlanguages. However, my ethnographic fieldwork hasyielded a
rich set of data, which has led me to a better understanding of how interpersonal

relationshipsinfluence the way people use social mediaduring life changes.

Life changes impact on interpersonal relationships. Moreover, life changes change
people’s social media practices, and interpersonal relationships change social media
practices. Interpersonal relationships change along with life changes. Therefore, to
investigate the impact of life changes on social mediapractices, | suggest that we
should study the changing interpersonal relationships reflected on people’s social

media practices.
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Figure 1.2: Mutual relationships between life changes, social media practices and
interpersonal relationships (author)

Before examiningthe impact of life changes on social media, we should acknowledge
that all these life changes affect people’sinterpersonal relationships. Itis unwise to
study the changes in people’s social media practices inisolation, without
understanding how people are engaging with differentlevels and dimensions of
interpersonal relationships. This study explores how people employ social mediato
get through life changes associated with moving overseas while managing changing

interpersonal relationships.

Thesis outline

Afternine months of fieldwork studying 188 young Chinese adults aged from 20 to
40 years old livingin Australia for further education or for employment, | found that
a life change is not just about a single individual. Infact, a life change influences
people who surround the individual, or people who have connections with this
individual evenina geographicallyisolated situation, such as parents, old friends and
partners back in China. | identified fourtypes of interpersonal relationships from my

fieldwork, namely friendships, intimate relationships, parent—child relationships and
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work-related relationships. Understandingthe role that social mediaplay in dealing
with four types of relationshipsis of great importancein helpingyoungadults adjust
to life changes inan unfamiliar place with a different cultural and social context. An

outline of the rest of the thesisisas follows.

Chapter 2, ‘Research process’, outlinesthe ethnographic approach | apply to my
fieldworkand how | employ digital ethnography as a method to investigate the social
mediapractices of my participants through online observations. The fieldwork was
conducted in Melbourne in 2014, for a period of nine months from March to
November. My research participants are young Chinese adults who use social media,
and who share at least one common life change, whichis the experience of moving
from China to Australia. In this chapter, | present my research process in three stages,
namely ‘stage one: planthe fieldwork’, ‘stage two: conduct the fieldwork’, and ‘stage

three: write up the research’.

Chapters 3 to 6 of the thesisare organized around the four keyfindings, which |
explore to considerthe impact of life changes on the social media practices of young
adults in certain aspects, namely: (i) friendships, (ii) romanticrelationships, (iii)
parent-child relationships, and (iv) work-related relationships. The following four

chapters explore each of these themes.

In Chapter 3, ‘Sharing your life with friends’, | explore how moving overseas affects
young adults in aspects of their daily life presentations online. Building on Goffman’s
‘presentation of self’ (1959) and Bernie Hogan’s (2010) study which extends ‘self-
presentation’ into ‘exhibitions’ and ‘performances’, | argue that with the practice of

presentingdailylife online, young adults help themselves get through a series of life
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changes associated with living overseas and integrate with local culture both online

and offline.

Chapter 4, ‘Reachingout for romance’, explores three waysin which young adults
use social media to begin or maintaintheirromantic relationshipsonline: (1) trace
back and play back, (2) a show of affection on social media, and (3) seekingadvice
and support. Chambers (2013) provides an overview of digital dating and romance,
including jealousy and stalking online. Takinginspiration from her work, | discuss
three ways in which young adults collect information about their potential partners
online, ‘showing off’ and ‘over-communicating’ (Goffman 1959) to theirfriends how
much they love each other via social media, and seekingadvice and support when

they are confused about their relationships.

Chapter 5, ‘Friendingyour parents’, examines an ‘invisible’ relationship. Unlike a
romantic relationship, which is quite visible online, the parent—child relationship
normally takes place behind the scenes. Many scholars find that young Chinese
adults living overseas are ‘looked after’ by theirparents in mainland China (Hao &
Bonstead-Bruns 1998; Chao 1994). Buildingonthese studies, | argue that young
adults living overseas use social media to alleviate the concerns of their parents
about their lifestyles, by presenting positive images online to show that they are

engagingin responsible behaviour (Vitak 2012, Hogan 2010).

Chapter 6, ‘Working it out’, explorestwo case studiesto examine how Daigou
businessisbeingconducted on social mediaand how young adults plan their careers

by collectinginformation on social media.
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Chapter 7 addresses my triangle model of self, interpersonal relationships and life
changes by combiningfive principles: self-presentation, polymedia, co-presence,

social comparison theory and collective decision-makingtheory.

The final chapter, Chapter 8, summarisesthe thesisand discusses the major
contributions of the research. | also examine the limitations of the research and

propose possible future work.

In this chapter, | have introduced the background and the context of my research,
and | have provided a review of my research discipline and an outline of the thesis.
Now, | will move on to Chapter 2, introducing my ethnographic fieldworkin terms of

its planning, conduct and analysis.
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Chapter 2: Research process

Introduction

| undertook fieldworkin Melbourne for a period of nine months from March to
November2014. My research participants were young Chinese adults who use social
media, and who share at least one common life change, whichis the experience of
moving from Chinato Australia. While most of my research participants livedin
Melbourne, a small number of them livedin Sydney, Canberra, Adelaide and
Wollongong. | have applied an ethnographicapproach to conduct my fieldwork,
which included fourresearch methods: questionnaires, in-depthinterviews,
online/offline participant observations and focus groups. These were all aimed at
gathering basic demographicdata and information on the social media practices of
my research participants and their life changes before and after they came to

Australia.

First, | will provide a brief overview of the specificethnographicapproach that has
guided my inquiries: social media ethnography. Then, to explain my research process
chronologically, | present my methodologyinthree stages: the first stage of planning

the fieldwork, the second stage of conducting the fieldwork and the final stage of

writing up my research.

Social media ethnography

As Fetterman (1989), Hammersley and Atkinson (1995), O'Reilly (2008, 2012), Horst,
Hjorth and Tacchi (2012), Postill and Pink (2012), Boellstorffetal.(2012), Boellstorff

(2015), Hine (2000, 2015) have argued, to do ethnographyis to understand social
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phenomena by observingand participating within the context where they occur. Itis
important in this study to observe and to understand the changes in the social media
practices of young adults both online and offline caused by life changes withinthe
context of moving overseas. For this reason, | have used an ethnographic approach

to the research.

According to Geertz, ‘What a proper ethnographer ought properlyto be doingis
going out to places, coming back with information about how people live there...not
loungingaboutin libraries reflectingon literary questions’ (1988, p. 1).
Ethnographers work inductively, engagingin ‘ground-up theorizing’ — a process open
to new questionsand lines of theorization as the fieldwork unfolds (Postill & Pink
2012). In this spirit, | endeavouredto build rapport with my research participants by
involving myselfin theirdaily lives; we went shopping, had dinner, watched movies
and studiedin librariestogether. By doing this, | made my participants feel relaxed
when| interviewed them. | recorded what they said on a voice recorder. They
trusted me and generously shared their personal stories with me. They did not treat
me as a bored researcherbut as a patientfriend who is always ready to listen to
them whenthey complainabout their pressures, share some anecdote s and talk
about how they handle the life changing experiences of graduation, their internships,
and the ups and downs in theirintimate relationships through the usage of social

media.

The rise of digital technology has led classical ethnographic research in a new
direction: organizingthe settings of the current research field as multi-sited, froma

physical location to online digital sites (Coleman 2010; Garcia et al. 2009; Horst,
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Hjorth & Tacchi 2012; Marcus 1995; Postill & Pink2012). Murthy (2008) reviewed
four new emergingtechnologiesinrelation to ethnographicstudies: online
guestionnaires, digital video, social networking websites and blogs. He stated that ‘a
balanced combination of physical and digital ethnography not only givesresearchers
a larger and more excitingarray of methods, but also enablesthem to de-
marginalize the voice of respondents’ (Murthy 2008, p. 837). One year later, Garcia
et al. (2009, p. 52) published a paper inwhich they showed ‘how the online
environmentrequires adjustmentsin how ethnographers define the setting of their
research, conduct participant observationand interviews, obtain accessto settings
and research subjects, and deal with the ethical dilemmas posed by the medium’.
Most of my participants are international students (Bachelor, Master and PhDs), they
were worried that | may know their teachers and supervisors, and therefore at first
they hesitated toshare their personal stories with me, especially when talking about
theirexperiences atschool. Alsowhen havinginterviews they could decide what to
talk about or not, but when | observe their online posts, they couldn’t cover anything,

they are all out on display.

Before | conducted my fieldwork, | have applied for ethics application. | have asked
my participants to sign the ParticipantInformation and Consent Form before
attending my research. In the PICF | have talked about how | would treat the

participants and how | would ensure the participants’ confidentiality.

In order to look at the impact of life changes on social media practices from different

dimensionsandto triangulate the data more objectively, |employed fourkey
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research methodsin this study: questionnaires, in-depthinterviews, focus groups,

and participant observations (both online and offline).

Stage one: planning the fieldwork

Aftersuccessfully completing the milestone of confirmation, | started planning my
fieldwork while also applyingforethics approval from my university. Buildingon my
research proposal, | splitmy plan of fieldworkintothe following three parts:
research sample, multi-sited research fields (both online and offline) and research

methods.

The participants of this research were young Chinese adults livingin Australia. At first,
| also plannedto include Japanese and Australian young adults in the research
sample, since | could take advantage of my Japanese language skillsin speakingand
writing, but considering that this is ethnographicresearch, what really matters is not
the numericsize and scale of the sample of research participants, but rather the
depth and richness of the actual materials collected from the participants
(Fetterman 1989; Amit2003). More importantly, | neededto spend time with my
participants, to observe theireveryday habits to achieve a deeperunderstanding of
theirlife information (O'Reilly 2008, 2012; Hine 2000). The aim was not to make
cross-cultural comparisons; rather, | wanted to know how young Chinese adults
manage their use of social mediaat a critical timein theirlives, as they become
gradually more independentfrom their parents and start facing major life decisions.
As a Chinese international student myself, it was also easier for me to gain access to
the Chinese communityin Australia. For these reasons | decided to focus my study

on Chinese youngadults who came to Australiarather than on young adults from
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other countries. As a native Mandarin speakerraised in mainland China, | am very
familiar with the Chinese cultural background and cultural nuances. Beingable to
understand and joinin most of the ‘language games’ (Wittgenstein 1953) played by
fellow Chinese, | was able to analyse both the social mediafeeds of my participants

and our interview conversations with relative ease.

With the development of social media ethnography, participants no longer needto
be physically located in one single research site (Marcus 1995; Sade-Beck 2004,
Postill & Pink 2012; Horst & Miller 2012). | was located in Melbourne when |
conducted my research but my participants were not physically located in the same
city. They were scattered geographically. With a small portion of them livingin
Sydney, Canberra, Adelaide and Wollongong, | decided to choose Melbourne as my
main research fieldsite. Itis worth noting that | never feltisolated from my research
participants. Eventhough we were not located in the same place, we were always
connected viasocial media. The social mediasites of my participants were important
components of my field sites (Hannerz 2003; Hine 2007). | used these social media
sites as spaces where | could observe my participants online as well as gain more
insightsinto theireverydaylives. These sites allowed me to observe my participants
across differenttime periods andin different spaces. It meant that | did not need to
be geographically and temporally locatedin the same place as my participants. Also
these social mediasites provided me with a relaxed place to ask my participants
about their posts. | could leave comments under their posts or send them private
messages to seek answers to my questions. In addition, | could make my own posts

on those social media sites. | aimed to make my participants feel that they could
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observe my posts anytime they wished and | was always happy to discuss about my
posts withthem as well. The relaxed communication environment and the trust
communication patterns we created together enriched my research with more

detailed materials.

On the basis of the social media habits of Chinese youngadults, and because it was
easy to observe and interact with my research participants, | identified the following
three social media platforms as my primary online field sites: Sina Weibo, WeChat
and Facebook (Herold & Marolt 2011; CNNIC, 2014). Initially, | had plannedto use
Twitter as well but | found that very few of my participants used Twitter actively.
Although many of them had a Twitter account, they seldom checked it or updated it.
For this reason, | decided to exclude Twitterfrom the online observation field sites.
From March to November 2014, | carried out a nine-month online observationon
these three social media platforms. | took screenshots of the posts and reposts of my
participants and later organized these screenshots together with my field notes. |
also interacted with my participants quite often on these three social media

platforms by commenting, liking and reposting their posts.

Followingthe guidance of researchers such as Millerand Slater (2000), Coleman
(2010), Postill and Pink (2012), Boellstorff etal. (2012) and Creswell (2013) for
conducting my fieldwork, as stated earlier, | decided to employ four research
methods: questionnaires, semi-structured in-depth interviews, focus groups and
participant observations. Animportant advantage of employing four research
techniquesisthat it provides a way to triangulate the data and thus providesa broad

snapshot as well as a nuanced and chronological approach that enablesthe
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identification of the impact of life changes on social media before and after coming
to Australia. In the following section, while reviewing my fourresearch methods, |

presenthow | conducted my nine-month fieldwork.

Stage two: conducting the fieldwork

In March 2014, the RMIT Human Research Ethics Committee granted me permission
to conduct fieldwork. To ensure that all the research participants were fully
informed and willing to participate in my research, each of themwere givena

consent form to sign. It was writtenin both English and Chinese.

The original impetus for undertaking research on life changes and social mediafor
my PhD came from my own experiences of studying overseas while using social
mediato stay connected with my friends and familiesand to help me adjustto
differentlivingand cultural environments. Therefore, when | carried out the
fieldwork, | was not only presentas an ethnographicresearcher who was an outsider
but also as an insider with similarexperiencesto those of my research participants,
that is, as a Chinese international student pursuing further education in Australia.
The merit of my doublerolein the fieldwork was that it made my research
participants feel relaxed and thus brought them closer to me. As a result, | was able
to collect more detailed and reliable materials fromthem. They considered me a
peersince we were inthe same age group and theytold me theydid not fear that |
wouldjudge their online behaviourin the way that an olderschool educator may
have done. During the entire process of interviewing and participant observation,
they were generousin sharing theirstorieswith me, eventhose about the hard

times (Gillham 2005; Johnson 2002).
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Afterl received approval from the ethics committee, | started recruiting my research
participants. To ensure diversity of participantsin the sample, | adopted three
strategies (Silverman 2013). The first was based on my personal social network
where a call for volunteers was posted on the homepages of my personal social
mediaaccounts. The second strategy involved handing out questionnaires to
students at a Master’s class and a third-yearclass at the University of Melbourne.
These were relativelylarge classes with sizes of 200 and 400 studentsrespectively
but | only handed out questionnairesto Chinese students who were willingto fillin
the questionnaire. The third strategy for selecting participantsinvolved snowball
sampling whereby participants who responded to the questionnaires and attended
the interview were asked to nominate additional potential participants (Biernacki &
Waldorf 1981). In total, | have delivered roughly 300 questionnaires both online and
offline, including the questionnaires that | physically handed out in person and the
ones that | sent out via emails and social media. As a result, | collected 186 effective
questionnaire answers. But in total, the number of my participants is 188, since
there were two participants whodidn’t fillinthe questionnaire, but have agreed to
attend my interviews. Therefore the total number of participants who contributed to
this research is 188. In addition, | conducted 44 in-depthinterviews, held twofocus
groups, and observed 37 participants during nine months of participant observations
—among which | followed 21 accounts on Sina Weibo, 31 on WeChat, and 17 on

Facebook, as summarisedin Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1: Distribution of research participants

When | first started the fieldwork, | did not prepare a formally designed
guestionnaire. Instead, | sent prospective participantsa simple and informal
guestionnaire tofill out online, which resembled a personal information form. The
aim was to collect the participants’ personal information: name, gender, age, etc.,
and their preferences forattending eithera focus group interview or a one-on-one

in-depthinterview.

Afterl conducted eightinterviews | reflected on how the interviews went with the
participants. | noticed that the first ten to fifteen minutes of each interview were
spent on ‘breakingthe ice’, introductions, and gathering basic information from the
interviewees, such as: Do you use social media? Which social mediaplatform are you
using? | realized that these tento fifteen minutes could be used more productively if
| had gathered more information about their social media habits beforehand. In

addition, some of the research participants keptasking me questions such as: ‘Are
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you seriously doingresearch at PhD level? Why aren’t you usinga scientificmethod?
Where isyour questionnaire? How can you do scientificanalysis by just talking and
hanging out with me?’ As none of my participants had conducted nor participatedin
ethnographic research before, it was not surprising that they were unfamiliar with
ethnographic research methods. Boellstorff etal. (2012) suggest that ethnographers
should be open to modify methods and research questions to respond to
unexpected encountersinthe fieldwork. Following theiradvice and in response to
my participants’ perceptions of a scientificresearch approach, | decided to extend
my initial informal questionnaire into a more formally designed questionnaire, with
the aim of savingtime for in-depth discussions duringinterviews and attracting more
potential research participantsinto my ethnographicinterviews and participant
observations, as well as of collecting demographicdata from a larger sample pool. |
wanted more credibility asa researcher with my participants. | designed the
questionnaire in Chinese firstand then translated it into English. Even though it was
a short questionnaire with only 13 questions, the process of designingand revising
the questionnaire took a long time. It included the choice of questions, the style of
the questionnaire, the choice of the range of numbersand the order of the
questions, the understanding of the language of social mediaand so on (Oppenheim
2000; Stone 1993; Willis 2004). Before settlingon the final version of the
guestionnaire, | also sentout trial questionnairestoa small group of participants to
ask for feedback as a pilot study. After 19 revisions, partlyin response to the
expectations of what social science research should look like, | was finally satisfied
with the final version (see Appendix 3 for the English version, and Appendix 4 for the

Chinese version).
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Once | had designed the questionnaire, | asked the potential participants to fill out
the questionnaire before attendingthe in-depthinterviews. It contained questions
about key informational characteristics including education, working status, social

media usage preferences, frequency, etc. (Creswell 2003).

Characteristics of participants

In total, | have deliveredroughly 300 questionnaires both online and offline,
includingthe questionnairesthat | physically handed out in personand the onesthat
| sent out via emails and social media. As a result, | collected 186 effective
guestionnaire answers. The total number of participants was 188, since there were
two participants who didn’tfill in the questionnaire butagreed to be interviewed. To
identify important demographiccharacteristics underlyingthe social media
behaviourof young adults who have moved from Chinato Australiafor eitherstudy
or for work, | identified the following seven main variables from the questionnaires:
1. Gender; 2. Age; 3. Location; 4. Duration; 5. Education; 6. Enrolment status and 7.
Work status (see Figures 2.2 to 2.6 respectively). Each of these seven factors
representone question fromthe questionnaire (see Appendix 3for the English

version, and Appendix 4 for the Chinese version).

In this study, to identify the impact of life changes on social media practices as a
general and common phenomenon rather than beingdriven by one gender’s using
habits, | made an effortto approximate a genderbalance. Fortunately, and
surprisingly,among the 186 effective questionnaire answers| collected, there were

94 males (51 percent) and 92 females (49 percent).
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Figure 2.2: Age of participants

As this study mainly focused on the social media changes of young Chinese adults
before and after moving to Australia, Figure 2.2 providesthe age distributions of the

participants inthe sample. The modal age is 24.

While conducting the fieldwork | was livingin Melbourne, "thus the majority of the
participants | recruitedin the study were located in Melbourne. Only 18 participants
who filled out questionnaires online livein othercities, with 2 participants from
Sydney, 4 from Canberra, 5 from Wollongongand 7 from Adelaide. Among these 18
participants, | interviewed 12 of them by telephone oronline by video. When | went
to Canberra to attend a participant’s graduation ceremony, | also conducted a focus

group discussion face to face with the four participantslocated in that city.

" The survey respondents andinterviewees overlapped. Not all of the survey respondents attended
the interviews. Alsonotall of theinterviewees filled inthe questionnaires. Therefore | prefer to name
them as participants.
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Figure 2.3: Number of years participants spent in Australia

Figure 2.3 illustrates the numberof years my participants have spentin
Australia. The largest group of young adults who participatedin this study
have spent more than 2 years but fewerthan 5 years in Australia whenthey

filled out the questionnaire.
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Figure 2.4: Education level of participants
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Figure 2.4 displays the education levels of the participants. Most of the young

adults who participatedin my research were pursuing tertiary study in

Australia, which corresponds with theirenrolment status (see Figure 2.5) and

work status (see Figure 2.6).

B Full time m Part time © Not enrolled

2%

5%

Figure 2.5: Enrolment status of participants

H Full time M Part time

66%

Figure 2.6: Work status of participants

(NB. 40 hours or more per week is ‘Full-time’ and less than 40 hours is ‘Part-
time’)
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Building on the demographicdata collected from my questionnaire respondents, |
carried out 44 in-depthinterviews, 2focus groups and spent nine months in
participant observations both online and offline. Inthe followingsection | lead you

through my ethnographic fieldwork.

Ethnographic approach

Interviews

The total number of my main interview questions was 20 (shownin Appendix 1 for
the Englishversion, and Appendix 2 for the Chinese version). It was formed by four
sets of questions which were:ice-breaking questions, social mediaexperience
guestions, questions regarding life changes after coming to Australia, and questions
relatingto reflections on life changes and personal social media practices (Gillham
2005). | adhered to my proposed questionsand inthe meantime, | made sure my
questionswere also flexible enough torespond to the conversation and interests of
the interviewees (Spradley 1979). Before each interview, | studied carefully the
guestionnaire filled out by each interviewee as well as his or her online social media
activity. To reveal a deeperinsightinto the impact of life changes on the social media
practices of my participants, inaddition to the mainlist of 20 interview questions, |
was prepared to ask another 5 to 10 ‘customized’ interview questions based onthe
responses of my interviewees tothe questionnaire. Furthermore, to keep the
conversations open-ended, with the aim of extracting more detailed information, |
utilized probes as sub-questions as needed (DiCicco, Bloom & Crabtree 2006;

Johnson 2002).
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To ‘breakthe ice’ at the beginning of each interview, | started the conversations with
guestions such as: ‘Do you like Australian food? ‘Can you understand Aussie English?’
‘How did you come here? Was it by train or tram, or do you live close by?’ | would
also start by commenting on today’s weatherin Melbourne and then follow the flow.
| asked my participants to compare the weather in Melbourne with their hometown
in China, which naturally led themto talk about theirlife changing experiences

before and after coming to Australia (Jack & Anderson 1991; Johnson 2002.).

Minichielloetal. (1995) discuss numerous techniquesforcarrying out a successful
in-depthinterview. Making eye contact is one of them. However, whileitis easy to
rememberwhat the textbook says, when do you putitinto practice? | have been
struggling with making eye contact with my participants at the same time as taking
down every piece of important information. During the first few interviews | noticed
that as the interviewees were sittingin front of me, wheneverthey saw me writing
while they were talking, they would either slow down or totally stop and wait for me.
They were curious about what part of their responses | was writingdown. | wanted
to improve the quality of the interviews, and to keep the flow of our conversations
smooth, so | practised taking shorter notesand if possible | prepared the interview

transcripts immediately aftereach interview.

As for the choice of locations to conduct the interviews, | normally provided some
optionsand thenlet the participants decide where to meet. | always made sure that
the place we both agreed on was safe, convenientand comfortable for the
participants and importantly, not too noisy. Two institutions became my favourite

interview sites as well as my participant observationsites. The first was the

42



University of Melbourne, where | handed out most of the questionnairesand
conducted most of the interviews discussed above. Students feel safe and are
familiar with beingon campus, and also have more flexibility with theirtime. The
other was the State Library of Victoria.| would meet with participants on the lawn in
front of the State Library. The State Library of Victoria, as one of the most famous
landmarks in Melbourne, is easy to find and is also close to both the Melbourne
Central stationand a tram stop. Since RMIT Universityislocated across the road
from the station, at La Trobe Street (shown in Figure 2.7), after the interviews |
normally offered to show my participants around RMIT. Conducting interviews atthe
university and library, where the place itselfissecure, public, and peaceful and has
the authority of knowledge, helped make my participants more respectful of my
research. They feltthat they were contributingto the wellbeing of international

young adults by truthfully sharing their own experiences and stories.
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Figure 2.7: A map of my main field sites®

Focus groups

My research participants share one common life changing experience, whichis

moving from Chinato Australia. Many of themare studyingat the same university,

therefore they have eitherdirect or indirect personal connections. This makes them

more co-operative wheninterviewedinafocus group. Migration was always an

important topicin the interviews and many of the participants liked to raiseit in the

conversations. They were curious to learn whetheror not | was planningto apply for

a permanentresident (PR) visa. Some shared good news with me, for example, that

they had recently obtained the PR visa. Others told me that they had beentrying

8 https://www.google.com.au/maps/@-37.8091063,144.9637819,18.13z, accessed on 3 April 2017
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hard to obtain a visa for over five or six years. Beingable to stay in Australiaor not
has had an influence ontheirchoices of partners and careers. Those that were
intendingto stay would have to study for another degree or diplomato ensure that
they collected the required pointsin accordance with Australian PR policy. The
discussion about having a migration plan isimportant in relation to my participants’

career aspirations and development. | will address these matters in Chapter 6.

Holding focus group interviewsis advantageous because | can collect information
which some of my participants may be hesitantto provide duringone-on-one
interviews (Stewart & Shamdasani 2014). Furthermore, withina group, people are
more inclined to talk freely as they are discussingthe subject with their peersand
not just with me, the interviewer. Howeveritisalso important for me to keepin
mind that as the intervieweras well as the group leader, | need to control the
situation and encourage all of the participants to share their stories (Cameron 2005;

Fontana & Frey 1994).

I held two focus groups with four participants each. | acted as the group moderator
to lead the discussion and to make sure our conversations stayed on track. For
example, one day | held a focus group with four students who were about to
graduate the nextday in Canberra. They went to the same university and were good
friends. Because they were very excited about theirgraduation ceremony, during the
group interview they could not stop discussing what they were planningto do after
theirgraduation. | saw the situationand | totally understood their feelings. Although
the interview was hard to control due to theirexcited discussions about graduation, |

was not upset; instead | regarded it as a wonderful opportunity to gather some
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interestinginformation about what youngadults planned to do with theirsocial
mediaaccounts before and after a big life event. I tried to lead the interview by
asking questions such as ‘Are there any plans for your social media pages considering
tomorrow is a bigday?’ ‘Are you planningon posting some photos of you wearing
your gown?’ ‘Will there be any big social media announcement about your
graduation?’ ‘What are you goingto do after your graduation, start to work or apply
fora PhD?’ The group interview turned out to be very informative. Atfirst, my
participants were very surprised when | asked them if they had any plans for their
graduation ceremony on the social media, and then they had a lively discussion
about their plans. During the discussion, | noted down their ‘social mediaplans’. The
next day, after their graduation ceremony, | compared their ‘social media plans’ with
theiractual social media practices. It is interestingtolearn how young people are
celebratingtheirlife events such as graduation and synchronizing theirbig events
with their digital platforms. They posted many photos of themselves wearinga gown
and a trencher cap and standing with theirfriends and familiesin theirfavourite
spots on campus. As one of my participants said, ‘| neverliked this campus as much
as | do now’. We also had many discussions on theircareer aspirations and possible

future plans. | explore these matters furtherin Chapter 6.

Participant observations

As | builtup rapport with my participants, | commenced the offline participant
observation. | asked my participants to decide where and when they would be happy
to be observed and shadowed: at a library, at workplaces, or using publictransport

(DeWalt & DeWalt 2010; McDonald 2005). When permitted by my participants, |
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quietly observed and shadowed theirdaily routines. This included observing what
they were doingwhen they started to logonto SinaWeibo, whentheywould have a
coffee break while scanning through their WeChat Moments, and how, with the
purpose of posting many beautiful photos on their Facebook Timelines, they would
plan for a one-day trip on the weekend. | shadowed them when they went shopping
and evenwhen they took a tram, train or bus. Giventhat my presence could affect
my participants’ behaviour, | shadowed them many times until they did not get
nervous by my followingthem. During my observations, | sometimes quickly jotted
down a few points on my notebook leaving gaps to fill inlater; othertimes | texted
my field notes on my mobile, or voice recorded it on my way back from my

observations (Sanjek & Tratner 2015).

Alongwith the regularobservations| set up with my participants, | also ‘went with
the flow’. | walked along Swanston Street and followed groups of Chinese young
adults, no matter where they took me. | visited RMIT’s international student
information centre, the library, the career centre, student service, the banks on
campus, Melbourne Central station, local supermarkets (Coles, Woolworths and Aldi),
cinemas and shopping centres (shownin Figure 2.9). Through this process, | focused
on the daily lives of these young international adults and achieved a better

understanding of how my participants live in Australia.

Giventhe general social media practices and habits of Chinese young adults as
reflectedintheirquestionnaire responses, lidentified three popularsocial media
platforms as the online observation field sites for my research (Herold & Marolt 2011;

CNNIC, 2014; see previous chapter). These consist of: Sina Weibo, WeChat and
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Facebook. The total period that participants were observed online and offline was
nine months from March to November2014. For WeChat, | observed 31 participants'
accounts, while on Facebook this number was 17. Sina Weibo enable usersto set up
differentgroups for their followingaccounts. You can name your groups and if you
put some of your following accountsinto a group labelled as Special Focus (45541 5
1E Te Bie Guan Zhu), a special following group set up by Sina Weibo, you will be able
to get all of these accounts updates wheneveryoulog on and theirupdates will be
prioritized to display on your homepage and the Sina Weibo app wouldsendyou a

pop-up notice or an alert to your mobile.

In order to observe 21 participants' updates on Sina Weibo, | categorized theminto a
Special Focus group to make sure that | wouldn’t miss theirupdates and also
wouldn't be distracted by my personal following accounts’ posts when| conducted

online observations during the fieldwork.

As argued by Postill and Pink (2012), ethnographers should understand the making
of social media ethnography through concepts of routine, movement, and sociality in
relationto the Internetas an ethnographicsite. Since the aim of thisresearch is to
conduct research on the impact of life changes on the social media practices of
young adults, | neededto have a well-rounded understanding of theirsocial media
behaviourboth online and offline. Consequently, the parallel dimension of online
observationis as fundamental as offline participant observation (Boellstorff et al.
2012; Hine2008). As well as observing my participants, | alsoanalysed all the
information that | had collected. Thiswas a combination of both online and offline

observation, which meant | tried to connect their posts with their individual
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personalities and their offline practices. According to Boellstorffetal., ‘a virtue of
participant observation and other ethnographic methods is that they allow us to
treat data as culturally situated: the value of the data is linked to the contexts of its
collection’ (2012, p. 160). The combination of online and offline observations can
provide more detailed and precise information about participants’ social media
practices before and after life changes. | keptdetailed descriptive and reflective field
notes inorder to build a record of what the participants did with their social media
accounts. | included what | had observed and reflected about from theironline

activity.

It was difficultto identify all the participants' updates, as sometimes people would
delete their posts soon after they had posted them or leave only some days online
before beingremoved. | discussed this phenomenon with my participants inthe
interviews because of my personal experiences of deleting my own posts and finding
out that my commented posts on my friends’ pages disappeared when | went back

to look for theirreply to my comments.

Participant Zhang told me that he posted twenty times the firstweekhe arrivedin
Melbourne, but later he deleted most of these posts. The reason was that ‘I didn’t
want to feel like amonkeyin a zoo... letting people look at me and judging my life
from my WeChat Moments’. Another participant, Zhou, deleted all her posts about
her stay in England on both Weibo and WeChat, since she had a break-upand a
tough time since that time. She told me that she wanted her Melbourne lifetobe a
new start for her. But she said that she regretted having deleted all her British life

posts when we discussed this during the interview.
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Doing online observation requires patience for feeling and observing the participants,
who are remotely co-present (Ito & Okabe 2005). In other words, | was spending
time with them by logging onto my social mediaaccounts, but | was physically
invisible. Inthe meantime, | observed my own social media practices regularly as
welland | kept both descriptive and reflective field notes. | was participatingas an

insiderin my research by observing, reflectingand re cording online behaviour.

The process of observing my participants’ online behaviouras both a neutral
outsideras wellasan insider helped me to collate many case studies of people’s
social mediapractices. As | read my participants’ posts | feltas if | was talkingto
them. Ifthe posts were funny | could see my participants laughing. By the same
token, if the posts were sad stories, | could see them crying. As | read the words that
they had writtendown, | felt] was having a conversation with them again. As an
international student myself, | could understand theirloneliness, theirupsand
downs: the excitement of livingina new environment, the loneliness and
homesickness duringthe local holidays; the expectations from parents and the
motivationsthat drive us when livingabroad. | used my own social media practices
and overseas living experiences as possible norms and as a reference forpossible
discussiontopics for my interviews. Forinstance, | have deleted my posts on Weibo
and WecChat after posting them for a few days, | thought this may occur to others as
well, sol brought this questionin the interviews and also payed attentionto see
whetherthey have deleted any posts| have already seenonline. Inaddition, the
reflectionon my own practices and experiences provided me with a better

understanding on my participants’ practices. Auto-ethnography was not my focus
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but | did draw on itin so far. | was able to study my participants’ practices not as a
total outsiderbut an insider with an object view. When observing an international
student studying and working overseas, a researcher may see the studentas an
individual, but what the researcher may not seeis that behind this individual there is
support from the parents. In a Chinese cultural context, every young adult living

overseasis like a kite flying highinto the sky with a string held by their parents.

By conducting online observations, | was able to study my participants’ posts, and
later on in theinterviews we were able to discuss the meanings of those posts. We
talked about both the content they posted online, and the topics they had not
posted online. | explored how my participants dealt with theirrelationships with
theirfriends, parents, partners and potential employers. | connected the results of
my observations with interview questions to collect more precise and objective
material (Creswell 2003). As Skinner (2013, p. 218) says ‘[T]he prominentfeature of
my ethnographicinterview was that it took place within the context of long-term
participant observation..” Whenever| reviewed posts or updates from my
participants | triangulated their posts with theirinterviews and questionnaire
responses withinthe context of my observations. The combination of online and
offline observations provides more detailed and reliable information about
participants’ social media practices before-and-afterlife changes, since people easily
forget or neglectchanges in theirdaily routines or living habits as they move to a
new place. | observed them not only posting, but also examined what they were
doing while postingtheirstatus, and after they posted, how their posts were

reposted or commented on by other followers. | was physically co-present with them
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both online and offline. During the period of online observation, | activelyinteracted
with my participants online as well. For instance, | posted somethingon purpose to
check how much attention| could get from my participants, or | frequently reposted

or commented under my participants’ posts.

Stage three: writing up the research

By doing interviews researchers are able to collect useful information which cannot
be easily observed through participant observations. During my ethnographic
fieldwork, interviews allowed me to double check my assumptionsabout what | had
observed about my participants’ social media practices online. However, the pitfalls
of interviews are that they only provide information that has been filtered through
the interviewer’s point of view. Interviewers can easily ignore the fact that they may
have influencedinterviewees toanswera questioninthe way they want. To address
this issue, firstly, | managed to frame interview questions using neutral language and
to find different ways of asking the same question to cross-check my participants’
responses; secondly, | got to know my participants very well overthe nine months of
fieldwork. As a result, the analysis from the interviews was a natural extension of my
observations and participationin the online spaces. Lastly, | actively sought the

detailsand complexitiesininterviews (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995; Skinner2013).

Allthe 44 interviews and the 2 focus groups were conducted in Mandarin. The
interviews were between forty-five minutesand three hours. | spenttwo hours on
average after each interview fillingin the gaps that | had leftin my field notes, and
approximately anotherfour to six hours transcribing the interview recordings

(Alvesson 2010; Anderson & Jack 1991). | listened to the recordings many timesto
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make sure that | was not leaving out any important information, and then|
translated the Chinese transcripts into English. For the data collected fromthe 186
guestionnaires, | made use of EViews and Excel software to sort and categorize the

data.

According to previous ethnographers, some data analysis can be analysed before the
whole fieldworkis complete (Boellstorff etal. 2012; Le Compte & Schensul 1999),
therefore | started coding interviews before I finished my fieldwork. | coded each
interview two or three times. | selected the most frequently mentioned keywords
and then categorized them with labels. | put differentthemes and categories onto
different colours of post-it notes, and wrote post-it notes, which were stuck onto the
floor.1 moved these post-it notes to find connections betweenthem, and | also drew
a mind map to help make the picture clearer (Berger 2013, 2015). | have includeda
few examples of my analysis process in the following figures. Most of my analysis
manuscripts are writtenin Chinese (my native language), but | kept some keywords
forin English abbreviations as | took the note, i.e. LC for life changes, SMP for social
mediapractices, YA for young adults. | always use my participants’ real names when
taking notes and analysingthe data, because | findit easierto recognize the
individual whenlooking at their real namesand to reflect on the scenes of their
interviews and the observations| have conducted with them.To keep my
participants anonymous, | used mosaic to cover half of theirnames in the following

example pictures of my data analysis.
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Figure 2.8: Examples of my mind maps

Figure 2.9: Examples of my categorizations for different themes and topics
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Figure 2.10: Examples of raw material selections for different topics and chapters

On the basis of the coding, | searched for the keywords on my participants’ social
media pages and then took screenshots of the posts of which mentioned orwere
related to these keywords. Then | categorized these keywordsinto differentthemes.
Since my research focuses on the changes in the social media practices of my
participants before and after they experienced alife change, when | observed their

social media pages, | not only observed their current posts, but also wentto check
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theirposts before they came to Australia. The analysis of changes ineach
participant’s social media practices is combined with the analysis of my online
observation materials, theirinterview transcripts, and the answers in their
questionnaires. | triangulated and cross-referenced these information sets (Postill
2006). After organizingand categorizing my ethnographicfieldwork materials, four
main themes of my participants’ social media practices emerged (friendship,
romance, family, work). These illustrate how the participants are usingsocial media
to navigate life changes associated with living overseas as well as dealing with
interpersonal relationshipsinanew context. | frequently referred back to the
interview transcripts and field notes while choosing quotes and writingindividual

chapters.

Perception of life changes

During my fieldwork, as a conversation opener, | always ask my participants ‘if | say
“life changes” what comes up in your mind? Looking back at the recent five years,
what do you think isyour biggest or most impressive life change?’ Up to 90 percent
of them would say coming to Australia isthe biggestlife change they have everhad
so far. | followed up by asking ‘has coming to Australiachanged you in any way?’ In
brief, most told me that they had become more independent, open-minded, mature
and tolerant. Below is a typical response that illustrates the kinds of life changes the

participants spoke about in response to my question:

Well, after coming to Australia, | became more independent. | started doing
my own laundry, | cooked for myself, and | even got a tutor job at the uni...

My mum neverimagined that | would be able to do a part-time job while
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studying full-time. She even worried that | might not be able to live here by
myself. My dad thought that my mum should come to Australia to look after
me... now, | can show themthat | can live on my own. My parents are so

proud of me. (Dali)

Dali is one of the many participants who moved overseas who regards his biggestlife
change as becoming more independent because of the move. Participants manage
to show their parentsthat they are able to look after themselvesand that they can
live by themselves asadults. In Chapter 5 ‘Friendingyour parents’, | provide a more

detailed discussion of my participants’ relationships with their parents.

A large group of participants told me that they feel they have become more open-
minded after coming to Australia, since they got to know more people and have
experienced more things that challenge theirtraditional values. Huiyun is an

example of that group:

Huiyun: ‘For me, | think | have become more open-minded and tolerant.
Behavioursthat | couldn’tstand before, | have become OK with them now. |
mean, | won’tbehave like those people, but| somehow understand them and
| realize that each of us has our own mind and we have a right to make our

own decisions.’

Xinru: ‘Can you give me some examples of the behaviouryou mean?’

Huiyun: ‘Tattoos, piercings on the nose, tongue, or eyebrows...’

The reasons for studyingabroad can be quite diverse. Another participant, lvy, told
me she was a ‘hidden child’, i.e. the second child in her family, which broke the rule
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of China’s 1990s one-child policy. Shelived her childhood stayingas ‘invisible’ as

possible. She spent most of the time playingat home rather than going to the parks
and gardens in the neighbourhood with her eldersister. Her parents tried to protect
her from unnecessary gossip and sent her overseas to study in Australiaearlyin high

school:

Well, coming to Australiawas a life changing event, but | don’t think
migration from Chinato Australiaitself has changed me that much. | believe
it was the people Imet and the experiences | had after coming to Australia
that really changed me... or affected me. To be honest, while | may have
changed a bit, a very close friend who also came to Australiafrom China, she
has changed a LOT! Seeinghergradually change after coming to Australia
was a big life change for me. | witnessed the whole process of her changing
from a very shy and humble girl to a successful and proud young lady. BUT -
here comes the ‘but’ - she shouldn’t overdo it. She has become too proud...
evenarrogant. As her friend, | feel sorry for her. BUT - here comes another
‘but’ - since she isa very smart person, she finally noticed the problem
herself. She has realized that although she is proud of herself she should

always stay humble. (Ivy, a Master’s student)

Ivy has a unique view of life changes. Instead of goingthrough all the ups and downs
herself, she takes the experience of observing herbest friend’ s life changes as her

biggestlife change or ‘life lesson (— /™43 HIZ0I), as she names it.

Unlike Ivy, Zhixiang’s perception of a life change is more concrete. He regards his
experiences of doing a Daigou (fXJ%) business as a life changing event. Daigou (1XJ%)
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is roughly translated as ‘to shop on behalf of others’ (to be like a purchasing agent),
which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. Zhixiangisa very shy person; he
is not good at talking with strangers. However, thanks to his Daigou business, he
pushes himselfto talkto people he does not know but who may become his
potential customers, and he proactively practises communicating with staff at shops

and post offices. | will talk about Zhixiang’s case in more detail laterin the thesis.

Conclusion

In this chapter, | have introduced my ethnographic fieldwork step by step through
planning, conducting data collection and analysis, and writingup. | have reviewed
how social media ethnography guided my fieldwork and | have also reflected on my
research methods of interviews, focus groups, participant observationsand

guestionnaires.

In the following chapters, | investigate the changes in my participants’ social media
practices, particularly in terms of the content they have shared, the people they

have interacted with and how all these changes have worked together to help my
participants cope with the four main types of interpersonal relationships: friendships,
romantic relationships, parental relationships, and work-related relationships. In the
next chapter, | start with an investigation of how young adults share their lives

overseas with friends on social media.

59



Chapter 3: Sharing your life with friends

Introduction

Chinese traditional culture is broad and profound and continues to influence
everyday communication includingthe use of social media. Yum (1988, 2007) argued
that Chinese patterns of Chinese communication are influence d by Confucianism
which inturn isunderpinned by two of the most important principles of humanism
(jen) and propriety or etiquette (li). Yum observed that “there is a need to study
Eastern perspectives on communication” (1988, p374). Social relationships continue
to underpin communication in China. Social relationships may be thought of as a
series of concentric circles so that interpersonal communication spreads outward
through the circle of kinship and social acquaintance, the innermostlayeris the circle
of immediate family, and outward in turn is the circle of relatives, close friends, and
acquaintances, work colleagues and so on. Social media has shifted this pattern,
howeverthe Confucian principle humanismstill deeply influences social media
communication. Chinese young adults’ start theirsocial mediajourney with their
peerson QQ, Renrenand then move furtheron to Weibo and WeChat. The first
group of people who joinedin theirFriendslistare theirpeers,i.e. classmates, peer
friends and then comes their parents, family members, and colleagues, clients and

bosses.

Social etiquette cultureisa very important part of it, and it has a profound impact on
the people'shuman relations. Yum (1988) points out that Confucian ethics and
morality provide the foundation for etiquette in East Asia. Social etiquettein

traditional culture originatedin traditional China, which has a huge function of
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maintaining politics, society and family. It has strong moral and ethical
characteristics. Chinese traditional social etiquette includes the etiquette of the
monarch and minister, the etiquette of the elderand the younger, the etiquette of
the peersand the etiquette of men and women. These social etiquettes at different
levels have very strict social rules and customs. The primary doctrine of
Confucianismis ‘jen’, whichis usually understood as the tender feelingin people's
communication, which emphasizes ‘li’, i.e. ‘courtesyisreciprocal’. As a philosophy of
humanitiesand social relations, Confucianism plays an important role in influencing
interpersonal relations and communication modes (Yum 2007, Hu et al. 2006). | now
turn to mainstream USA social mediaand communication scholar, Sherry Turkle
whose work examines how social mediais influencinginterpersonal communication
to provide an additional frame for unpacking the data from my digital ethnography
with regard how my participants used social mediato communicate with their

friendshipcircles.

Sherry Turkle, social mediascholar, stated ‘I share thereforel am’ in her Ted Talk.? It
is this phrase that motivates the title of this chapter, because her catch phrase sums
up the reasons why social mediaare so important to the participants in my
ethnography. For young adults living overseas, posting their daily life online isthe
most convenient way to tell the friendsand family that they left behind what they
are doing in the host country and how they are gettingalong with the new living
environment. When people want to share something, for example some progress

that they achievedin theirstudy or work, they do not know to whom they can send a

? Ted talk: Connected, butalone? by Sherry Turkle.
https://www.ted.com/talks/sherry_turkle_alone_together
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message. They want others to learn about theirachievements, but sendinga
message or callingsomeone seems harder than sharing ‘the good news’ on their

WeChat Moments or Facebook Timeline.

Turkle (2012) has argued that people are turning conversationsinto connections.
When they want to talk to someone, they do not know whoiis available to talk to
them and how they can start a conversation. By contrast, makinga post or updating
a status on social mediais much easierto do. My participants told me that when
they want to share a piece of good news, they would first post somethingon their
Moments and would wait to see who comments on it or wholikes it. If someone
responds they become aware of who is online, which means they may be available
to chat with them. ‘Modern loneliness’ makes people present more about
themselvesonline, thisisan expression used to describe the awkward phenomenon
that nowadays, with hundreds of contacts in our mobiles, we hesitate to contact a
friendin personto talkto and to share things about our lives. We may look ‘rich’
with the number of friends we have online, but we are actually very ‘poor’ as regards
the number of real friends with whom we can share our good news and bad newsin
a phone call. We have more friends online, and we stay ‘alone together’ (Turkle
2012). However, social media helpinternational studentsand workers to stay

connected with theirfriendsand families when they are living overseas.

Social mediashorten geographical distance and enable people tocommunicate and
presentthemselvesonline. Presenting oneself online has become an important
consideration for the international studentsand workersin my ethnography.

Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical approach is frequently applied to research of social
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mediaas a useful tool for understanding the online presentation of self (Papacharissi
2002; Schau & Gilly 2003; Marwick 2005; Boyd 2007; Robinson 2007; Boyd Boyd &
Ellison 2010; Marwick 2011a). Hogan (2010) and Zhao et al. (2013) have extended
Goffman’s ‘presentation of self’ (1959) into the concepts of social media ‘exhibitions’
and ‘archives’. Greengard states that ‘today thereis an increasing desire to use
online social media as a way for archiving life experiences and reflection on identities’
(2012, p. 15). Buildingon these studies, | argue that through the practice of
presentingone’s dailylife online, youngadults help themselvesto get through a

series of life changes brought about by living overseas, while at the same time, they

manage to mediate their friendships through online communication.

People’s perceptions and understandings of life changes are different. Life changes
build on each individual’s own life experiences. In contrast to the deep discussions
about people’sthoughtson ‘life changes’, the way young adults present theirlife
changes onlineismuch easierto observe and to understand, which iswhy | use the
term ‘mirroring life changes’ for the following section where | provide a set of
snapshots of what my participants presented of their new life on social media after
coming to Australia. | propose that life changes are observable and mirrored in the
way my participants use social media. The changes are exhibitedintheirsocial media
use where they create online archives of their changing identities (Greengard 2012)
and their experiencesasinternational students. Inthe nextsection, | examine these
changes in greater detail. The chapter then follows up on how, and in what format,

theirlifeis presented and exhibited online. Finally, the chapterexamines why young
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adults living overseas are presentingthemselves and sharing theirdaily lives with

theirfriendsonline.

Mirroring life changes

When people present theirdaily life online, they present what they wear, what they
eat, where they live and how they travel. This can be described by a Chinese idiom,
Yishizhuxing (1< & 11T, clothing, food, shelterand transport). There is a clear
performative dimension operatingin someone’s daily posts of Yishizhuxing because
you make decisions about which aspects of your daily life to reveal and what

impressionyou wish to create. Zhao et al. (2013, p. 4) observe that:

Consistent with Goffman [7] the performance regionis where users make
decisions about creating and managing content for current self-presentation

needs. The content is usually targeted to or associated with contexts and

audiencesrelevantto the moment.

The relationship between content of posts and the context as identified by Zhao et al.
(2013) was somethingl neededto consider carefully in my study of the effect of life
changes on the social mediause of Chinese international studentsin Australia. In my
ethnography, what emerged through my online observationsis that young adults

living overseas generally postand repost within four themes:

1) lifestyle (i.e.food, transportation, parties, etc.)
2) emotional content (i.e. homesickness, culture shock, etc.)

3) newencounters (i.e. sightseeing)

64



4) interpersonal relationships (i.e. romanticrelationships, parental relationships
and work-related relationships)

These four themes generally referto the life changes they have gone through after
moving overseas. As Zhao et al. (2013, p. 5) argue, ‘it was important to keep data on
their profile relevant, bothin the sense of content and temporal relevance’.
Therefore, participants living overseas post content that can mirror theirnew life
changes as well as their new understandings about personal relationshipsand life
experiences. The followinganalysis discusses the top three themes: 1) lifestyle, 2)
emotional content and 3) new encounters; the fourth theme of interpersonal

relationships will be discussedin the following chapters.

1) Lifestyle

Many participants started cooking after they came to Australia. They frequently
presenttheir own cookingonline with the aim of showing how much they enjoy it.
They have discovered that social media can be a platform where they can
demonstrate their cookingskillsand provides encouragementto keep learning new
recipesso they are able to betterlook after themselves asinternational students
residingina foreign country. Most of them did not cook when they were in China, as
they lived with their parents, and their parents would do the cooking. They werein
the process of acquiringa new life skillinresponse to the changes to their lives once
they became international students livingin Australia. In this context, itbecomes an
advantage if a young adult isable to cook. The development of cooking skill in

response to their lifestyle changes became a popular topic for social media postings.
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Figure 3.1 belowisa screenshot of what Liming, one of the participants in my
ethnography posted on his Weibo homepage about his newly acquired cooking skills
in response to his life changes as an international student. Liming came to work in
Melbournein 2012. He very seldom cooked when he was in China as his wife always
cooked for the family. After his company sent him to work overseas, he started
learning how to cook. Figure 3.1 is a photo of the dumplings he fried. He didn't make
the dumplings by himself; instead, he bought them frozen. All the cooking he had to
do was to boil and fry the dumplings. When | asked him why he posted this photo,
he told me that after a day’s work, he feltrelaxed and satisfied eatingthe dumplings
that he fried for himself. The post was like a reward, encouraging him to work hard
and ‘cook harder’ (Ryan & Deci 2000). He tried to present himself as someone who

could look after himself and was a fast learner of new skills.

SRR , WERY. . .
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Figure 3.1: ‘Fried dumplings for my dinner, they taste so nice...’

Like Liming, most of the participants in my ethnography started to cook for
themselves after coming to Australia. They occasionally cooked for theirroommates

as well, and they liked to share differentrecipes. Some of theirroommates were
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from other countries, therefore it was a good opportunity to try different cuisinesas
well as to have more topics to talk about, which isalso a good chance to practice oral
English. Cooking was a common theme and a great conversation starter. Some
participants were staying with other Chinese international students or workers, and
they held dinner parties on weekends and invited theircolleaguesandfriends to try
theirhometown specialties. Again cooking food became a topic for conversations.
Through these cooking experiences, my participants were able to stay within Chinese
ethnicgroups as well as to engage with other cultural groups to expand their

understandings of people from different cultural backgrounds.

In my ethnography | found that cooking becomes a great way for an individual to
make new friendsand get more involved ina new community. The experiences of
cooking with foreigners also facilitate cultural exchanges as well as language learning.
Social mediaplays an important role in communication about cooking. It enablesthe
communication to last much longer than the eventitself - a happy and easily
forgotten dinner party. Communication about cooking encourages the sharing of
recipes and cooking methods and techniquesinorder to become a bettercook. The
young adults in my study use social media to keep a more consistentrelationship

with their cooking partners and even developinto more enriched relationship.

Anotherlifestyle theme forsocial media posts that emergedin my ethnography was
transport. Access to appropriate transport is important for adjustingto a new living
environmentwhenliving overseas (Bohon, Stamps & Atiles 2008). Ivy, the Master’s

studentwe met earlier, said that when she took a train home, she observed what

local people wore to obtain a sense of Melbourne’s taste in fashion. Another
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participant, Yunbang, came to Australiaten years ago and was workingin Melbourne
when he participatedin the research. He foundit enjoyable taking publictransport
to work. He posted photos of trains and trams in Melbourne as well as humorous
anecdotes of his train trips. He wanted the people he interacted withto see what he

saw. Figure 3.2 belowisan example posted on his WeChat Moments.

<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 3.2: ‘On my way home today there was a guy standing next to me
talking quite loudly on his phone, | turned to look at him, “eh... | have an

antidote, do you want some?”’

Another participant in my ethnography, who also posted about transport was Cunli,
a thirdyear PhD studentin Melbourne. Before his wife Mingzhu came to Melbourne,
he posted quite frequently on his social mediahomepages. The way he explainedit
was that he had too much spare time and wanted to share his daily life with Mingzhu
in China. One day, Cunlireposteda post from hisfriend on Weibo, shown as Figure
3.3 below. His friend was sitting on the Route 86 tram and heard a bang. He then
made a joke about the tram saying that it may have been crashed into by another
vehicle. Ironically, when he got off the tram he noticed that this had actually

happened.

<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 3.3: ‘Rear-end, really!’

From my observations, most of my participants spend their spare time hanging out

with their Chinese friends. They get togetheron traditional Chinese festival s or

68



birthdays, or have dumpling parties and cook some Chinese dishes. On special
occasions, such as Halloween, Easterand Christmas, they would celebrate with their
local friends. They told me that posting about Western events and parties on their
social mediais a way of archiving theirhappy memoriesin Australiaas well as
showingtheir friends a different cultural experience. However, sometimes it causes
misunderstanding. Although my participants are studying and workingreally hard in
Australia, the relatives who have been left behind occasionally take these posts as

evidence that they are partying all the time instead of working hard at university.

| observedthat duringthe final examination period, students’ social mediaaccounts
are full of photos of piles of books and papers, late night study at the library, praying
for a pass, etc. Student participants told me that whenthey are tired of studying,
they would post something online to encourage themselves while, atthe same time,

showingtheir parents and peersthat they are studying:

When I’'m tired or bored, | take a break and have a quick scan of my Moments.
| know my friends are posting lots of stuff about how hard they are studying
for the exams. | actually enjoy those posts, because seeing my friends
working hard encourages me to keep studying hard as well. (Xiaming, amale

Master’s studentin Melbourne)

Similarly, Hongmei points out that duringthe exam season, her Weibo and WeChat

Moments have become her ‘study-petrol-station’. Thisis translated directly from
Chinese when she says of ‘2% 2] 1yl %% (Xuexijiayouzhan)’, meaningaplace where

she gathers inspiring pep-talk, justlike a car get filled up at a petrol station:
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| always tell myself, look, yourfriends are all preparing for exams, and
everyone isworking hard to attain theirdreams. | should keep up with my
work, | should stop complaining about how difficultitis, and | should bear in
mind why | came to Australia. (Hongmei, a female Master’s studentin

Melbourne)

Hongmeiwants to work in Australiaas a banker. Sheis a very hard-working student
and has made a very detailedlife planforherself. Hongmei uses social mediato
collectthe information that she needs, and to obtain emotional support and

encouragement. She does not use social media for entertainment.

Many researchers have investigated online self-presentation (boyd 2007, 2008;
Schau & Gilly 2003; Seidman 2013; Bareket-Bojmel etal.2016). Most people wantto
receive positive feedback after presented themselves. My participants reported that
to avoid the influence of the negative feedback they began to use group settings and
inside jokes, coded messages, lyrics that indicate a background story, which has been
studied as ‘social steganography’ (boyd & Marwick 2011; Oolo & Siibak 2013; boyd
2014), to make sure that their posts and presentations are somehow free from
judgement. Inaddition, some are fed up with the rule of ‘think twice before posting’,
they choose to shut downtheir Moments. | think they are creating a more relaxed
and burden free ‘out of sight, out of mind’ online environment. They only keep

WeChat for necessary one-to-one communication.

2) Emotional content

‘Posts about feeling homesick’
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Many international students experience loneliness because of relocatingto an
unfamiliarplace, as well as being isolated from their own cultural and linguistic
setting (Sawir etal. 2008). Sometimes my participants miss their families and
hometowns, and from time to time they reveal theirhomesicknessin posts on social
media. To show theirhomesickness, they post photos of their hometowns, photos of
the collegesthey graduated from, and old photos of them with theirfamilies.
Qingkai, a PhD studentin Melbourne, misses his hometown very much. He posts
very often about his hometown’s beautiful scenery and unique culture. Qingkai is
from Yunnan Province, one of the most beautiful placesin China, but not as famous
and popular as Beijing, Shanghai and other well-developed places. Considering that
the new Chinese friends he made in Melbourne may not familiar with his hometown
and they may have no ideahow beautiful hishometownis he always seeks chances
to make posts like thisabout hishometown, as a way to introduce to more people
about his ‘place of pride’ for both the marvellous natural view and the unique

cultural traditions.

Figure 3.4 belowisan example of his posts on Weibo showing his homesickness. A
friend of Qingkai posted that she feelsveryrelaxed while sunbathingin her
hometown. Qingkai reposted her post with a line commentingas ‘missingthe

sunshine inmy hometown’.

His followers forwarded his post and also left comments about their homesickness.

Readingtheir comments, Qinkai realized that he is not the only one who is homesick.

<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 3.4: ‘Missing the sunshine in my hometown...’
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Livingoverseas does not only bring feelings of homesickness, butalso the joy of
livingina new country for these young adults. This is exactly like what Xiaofang, a
PhD student in Melbourne, posted on her WeChat Moments in Figure 3.5. The image
on the left was saying ‘l walked past my favourite song’ with hashtag #One of the one
hundredthings that | love about Melbourne#. The other image on the right was
presenting the beautiful and peaceful scenery that took her breath away. In Figure
3.6, Xiaofang posted how she encountered a thunderstorm withouttaking an
umbrellawith her. She complained a bit more in the comment to her friends, saying
that Melbourne’s weatheris variable and unpredictable like a baby’s face — one
second itissunny the nextsecond it will pourwith rain. Also by presenting how
much she enjoyslivingin Melbourne, Xiaofang releases herhomesickness and guides
herselfto focus on livingin the presentrather than missingthe past. From Xiaofang’s
story, we can see avery clear picture of the dual presence in Australiabut also in
China. Sheis standing on the land of Australiaand making posts of Australian
scenery on Chinese social mediain order to help herselffocuson the present lifein

Australiainstead of missingher hometownin China.
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Figure 3.5: Posts of beautiful things that Xiaofang loves in Melbourne
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Figure 3.6: ‘Forgot umbrella again... | don’t understand Melbourne’
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Figure 3.7: ‘80 days left before | go back to my motherland...”

‘Posts about counting down the days’

When Katy was close to finishing herundergraduate studyin Melbourne, she found
it hard to leave as she had beenlivinginthe city for four years. She used a mobile
app, Days Matter, as shown in Figure 3.7, to count how many days she had left
before she would go back to China. She took a screen shot of her Days Matter when
there were 80 days left. Katy posted the image on her WeChat Moments with the

following description:

Today | attended my last class as a student! Although | have beenlongingto
go back to China, as the days here get fewer| have started feelingsadder. It

is definitely noteasyto leave a place where | have been livingforfour years.
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Katy told me that she missed her home very much when she was studying in
Melbourne. Katy was also quite sure that after she finished herdegree and returned
to China, she would miss Melbourne very much. Haiging, a Master’s student, shared
the same feelingand thoughts. He summarisedit as ‘people missthe place where
they suffered’. By saying he had ‘suffered (52 7 shou ku)’, he meant he had

experienced alot of challenges.

Some young adults post things on theirsocial media without intendingto create any
specificimpression onothers. They just want to put their feelings and thoughts out
there no matter how theiraudiences will perceive those thoughts. As the Swedish
proverb says, ‘Shared joy is a double joy; shared sorrow is half sorrow’. They embed
theiremotions and feelings of homesicknessin theironline posts to motivate and to
empowerthemselvestoembrace the life changes and challenges associated with

movi ngoverseas.

‘Posts about sympathy-seeking'

Keywords such as, ‘Yl (Gudu)’ ‘51 % (Jimo) ‘DL (Gudan)’, meaning ‘lonely, alone’
in English, are typical of the ‘K ZZ& MY (Qiu Anwei Tie)’— sympathy-seeking posts.
Participants post theirstatus updates with expressions meaningor includingthe
above ‘lonely’ keywords as well as other keywords, for instance, ‘3¥:47 (Beishang)’
‘it (Nanguo)’, meaning ‘sosad’ ‘unhappy’ on their WeChat Moments, Weibo or

Facebook, so as to gain sympathy from their friends and followers onthe platform.

They will also attach a picture or two to emphasise the ‘sad’ and ‘lonely’ atmosphere.
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These types of posts are designed to elicit sympatheticresponsesfrom family and

friends.

‘Posts about music’

Yufeng, a PhD student in Melbourne, told me that after she broke up with her
boyfriend she felt very sad. She did not want to tell people that she had broken up
with her boyfriend and was heart-broken. She keptlisteningto sad love songs and
could not stop sharing those songs with others on her WeChat Moments. She was
hoping someone could also listento the songs she was listeningto and feel the same
as what she was feeling, ‘Listen what | listento, and feel what | feel’. Figure 3.8

below is one of the posts about music that Yufeng made.

<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 3.8: ‘The female singer’s gi of middle-jiao is quite strong’

A friend of mine texted me after| shared about five songsin three days. She
asked me what was going on, why | was sharing all these sad love songs [...] |
didn’twant to tell her the truth at first, so | joked that | was justinthe mood
of listeningtothem. She stopped me and said, ‘l guess you broke up...
because | have done the same... you will get through it. Cheer up, listento

some bright and happy music, you will feel better.” (Yufeng, a female PhD

studentin Melbourne)

Sharing music on WeChat as a solution of dealing with broken-up reflects how life
changes influenced on people’s social media practices. Yufeng’s case is onlyone

story behind the ‘Posts about music’. Other participants have varied reasons for
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sharing music on their WeChat Moments. Below are the key points | sorted out from

the interview transcripts.

1. Itis such a great song therefore | want more people to know about it.

2. The lyrics of the song really describe my feelings at the moment. | want to
share my feelings but find it hard to describe in my own words therefore |
choose to share the song instead.

3. Just to share something on my Moments to let my friends know that ‘I am still
there’!

4. |saw others share some songs, butthose songs are too ‘low’ for my taste. |
have a much ‘higher’ and better taste of music... so to share a song or two of
my favourite is to show my friends my taste (of music).

5. Simply to draw attention from the person | had a crush on.

6. | believe music represents one’s personality, likes and dislikes. ‘Great minds
think alike’ therefore I’d love to share some music and wait to see who will be
attracted to my taste of music and who will share the same mind with me.

7. Itis easier for me to come back to my Moments to find all the music | like
later on.

8. Next time when| goto a concert, | know who may wantto go with me.

9. ..well, Moments is like my digital musical diary, where | store my ups and
downs through music... Perhaps one day in the future, when | want to review
my feelings and stories in the past, | will be able to go through my Moments

and listen to that music and to feel the ‘Yesterday once more’.
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The function of sharing music on WeChat Moments brings unique features beyond
postingtextual and virtual content. It enables people to share their feelingsand
thoughts through sound and lyrics. However Moments is not the only way my
respondents shared music. | noticed that my participants reported that they share
theirfavourite songs with their partners and among their friends through private
messages on WeChat. The meanings and feelings asong conveys are differentfroma
text message or a photo. Young adults want to exchange theirreal-time feelings

when listeningto a specificsong or music.

Some participants even exchanged their playlists with theirbest friends or lovers to
show how close they are. They want theirfriendsand loversto listentothe same
music as they do, enjoy the same style of music and experience the same emotions
as they listen to the songs. This mirrors widersocial practices amongst Chinese
young adults. Also by sharing one’s playlist, young adults are able to sing many songs
togetherwhen they go to Karaoke shops in a group. Being able to sing a song

togetheras a group is one way of showingtwo individuals’ closeness.

‘Posts about feeling unwell’

Itis said that when living overseas you cannot afford to be sick. You must look after
yourself. Even when sick, you must still cook and do everythingforyourself. Young
adults, who have been well taken care of by theirparents in China, must look after
themselves whenthey go overseas. Many participants said that they were worried
about getting sickand did not want to go to hospitals. Part of the reason isthat they
findit difficultto explain theirsymptoms in English. They often have to look up

medical terms beforehand, in order to communicate with the doctors and nurses.
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They feel quite sorry for themselvesif they are sick, therefore posting about their
situationonline isa way of tellingtheirfriends that they need care and attention. In
the meantime, most of them do not want their parents to get too concerned, so

normally they block their parents from seeingthat ‘Posts about feelingunwell’.

A few days after he arrived in Australia, Liming, who works in Melbourne, posted on
Sina Weibo about having a toothache and asked what he could do to feel better. His
friends back in China respondedto his question with a lot of caring words. Boyd
(2010) has also observed this social phenomenon of adjusting posts for intended

audiences:

On social networksites, people’simagined—or at leastintended —audience
is the list of Friends that they have chosen to connect with on the site. This is
where participants expectto be accessing their content and interacting with
them. And these are the people to whom a participant isdirecting their

expressions. (Boyd 2010, p. 44)

In other words, people postin order to interact with and impress peopleinone’s
friend’slist. 1 found numerous instances of thisin my ethnography including Liming’s
appeal for sympathy for a toothache when he first arrivedin Australia. A further
example of this kind of post identified by Boyd (2010) is Xiaofang. The cute injured
kitten shown in Figure 3.9 below represents Xiaofang, who sprained her ankle and
posted it on her WeChat Moments to tell her friends that she could not go outside
today. The reason for choosing such a cute kitten as a form of self-presentationisto

obtain lots of sympathy and likes. Xiaofangsaid,
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I’d rather not post my poor injured angle there [...] too ugly|[...] no one would
want to look at a photo like that. You see the cute cat? Her cutenessis much
more attractive than a person’sinjured angle. Besides, | don’t want my
friends comment to say how reckless | was. | need someone to comfort me

not to educate me!

She did not want to show the photo of herinjury as she thought that it was not
beautiful tolook at and she thought that the photo of her injury would not attract as

much attention and expressions of sympathy as the cute kitten would.

{GRE 20145118238 £%8:40
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Figure 3.9: ‘Ankle sprain Day 1~ going out having fun is not an option any

more, can only stay home and reflect on myself~’
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3) New encounters

Aftercoming to Australia, many participants face new life experiences. When coming
to present these new life experiences, some participants found that a tension exists
between showingtheirexcitinglife in Australiaand having to avoid lookinglike they
are ‘showing off’ or being boastful. These participants have mentioned a bit about
the needto find a balance intheir interviews, and that dependingon the audiences
of theirposts, it is difficult to find this balance.Some audiencesinterpreteverything
positively while some don’t. The ‘negative’ audiencesinterpret participants’ posts of
excitingmomentsin Australiaas a way of showing off and sometimes even make
‘jealous’ or envious comments under the posts. To avoid such comments, some
participants simply post the ‘facts’ about them trying new things and making new
challenges without any commentary about their feelings. Forexample, they start
going to a gym. They post a great deal on social mediaabout themselves working out
at the gym, such as photos of theirmuscles and photos of themselves lifting weights.
These kinds of postsappeal to their friends back home, since most of the
participants did not go to a gym whenthey were in China. Ivy, a Master’s student in
Melbourne, posted a photo of the screen of the running machine after she had run
5.16km (see Figure 3.10 below). For a similar reason, she posted ‘Please monitor me!’
By posting status like this, participants want theirfriendsto urge them to keep doing

the exercises.
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Figure 3.10: ‘Please monitor me!’

Many participants try to self-presentasan energeticpersonwho keeps doing
exercisesand staying fit; they employ a self-enhancement strategy intheironline
presentation (Sedikides 1993; Paulhus et al. 2003; Seidman 2013). Buildingon
previous studies, Bareket-Bojmel etal. (2016, p. 791) summarise that enhancement
status updates are composed with one or more of the followingattributes: ‘(a)
presentation of the selfin a positive manner (behaviours, attributes, attitudes, and
feelings), (b) presentation of the selfin a socially desirable manner, (c) self -
promotion designed toimpressan audience with one’s competence or talent’. This
aligns with my observations of the participants in my study as well. There were a
number of participants who use a reading app called MintReading, which encourages

readers to share on their WeChat Moments as a way of signingin (]~ Da Ka). This
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attractive reading app encourages theirreaders to keep reading only 10 minutes
each day and in 100 days readers will be able to finish four English books. Also, ifa
readeris able to keepsigningin on WeChat Moments for 80 days, he or she will
receive paper books (worth 200 RMB) deliveredtotheir homes. Figure 3.11 below s
an example of a sign-in photo of MintReading posted by a female participant. She
has been reading on MintReading for 119 days, and she has read 153,000 words so
far. Her dailysign-in posts have inspired many of her friends to joinin MintReading.
Checkingthrough her Moments for the past four months, you can only see her
MintReading sign-in posts. She didn’t post anythingelse. ‘It isamazing to see that |
could stick to reading English books every day for four months. With this

perseverance, | feel like nothingisimpossible.lam capable to face any challenge’.
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Figure 3.11: ‘Sign-in MintReading’

Most new encounters are not unexpected, as itis well known that living overseas

involves speakinga foreign language, meeting new people, eating new food, and
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experiencing culture shock. However, by posting some specificnew encounters that
happen inthese young adults’ daily lives, positive images of these young adults
working hard to improve themselves and facing challenges can be created, which in
turn is a useful way of self-promotion and staying motivated as Bareket-Bojmel etal.

also noted (2016).

Watching moviesina cinemais not new, but watching English-language movies
withoutany subtitlesisexcitingandis a topic worth posting about for some Chinese
young adults. They post photos of the tickets, selfiesinthe cinema, and group
photos in front of movie posters. Many Hollywood films are released earlierin
Australiathan in China, so young adults who work and study here have the
advantage of watching a new movie earlierthan theirfriendsin China. They post
theirthoughts and comments on the movies on their social media platformsand try
to avoid a spoiler. If it were a great movie they would say somethinglike ‘strongly

recommended’, suggesting that theirfriendsin China should watch the film.

In addition, participants share many photos and texts introducing some interesting
Australian events, days, and activities. Some examples are Zombie Walk, Prosh Week
(naked running week) at the University of Melbourne, and the No Pants Subway Ride,

which isshown in Figure 3.12 below, as reposted by Qingkai.

<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 3.12: Reposts of the No Pants Subway Ride
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Figure 3.13: ‘This is what we call harmonious co-existence between man and

nature’

Figure 3.13 above is an example of another post by Qingkai, which provides a picture
of himself workingina room whena pigeonflewinand landed on the desk nextto
him. Most of my participantsfindit quite surprising that birds in Australiaare so
‘involved’ in people’s daily lives. ‘You can see them everywhere! They can be found
inside an underground train station, flyingthrough a shopping centre and even
standing on the table looking at your chips while you are eatingat a food court. This
time the bird becomesinterestedinthe computer! Hahahaha’, said Qingkai. Again,
the differences of livingin another country are used as a topic for social media posts

in order to attract attention.

Anotherinterestingphenomenon | observed from my participants’ online activity is
that some of them will post somethinglike, ‘I made a big decision. | hope | won’t
regretitinthe future.” Or, ‘Wish me good luck.” The person appears to be asking for

attention and encouragement, but when some of their friends ask, ‘What
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happened?’,and ‘What’s that big decision?’ they simplyignore those questionsand
do not reply to them. | asked participants why they behaved like thisand discovered
three main reasons from their responses:first, they were justin the mood for
posting, and they did it for self-encouragement, it did not matter what theirfriends
commented about it; second, they were hopingtheirintended audiences would read
theirposts and get the message they wanted to convey, which is what boyd talks
about and calls ‘Social Steganography’,i.e. ‘usinglyrics, in-jokes, and culturally
specificreferencesto encode messagesthat are functionally accessible but
simultaneously meaningless’ (2014, p. 66); third, whenthey postedit they did not
thinkabout any follow-up questions thattheirfriends might ask, and they did not
want to reveal the reason why they posted such a status. Therefore, ignoring their
friends’ comments was the simplest way of dealingwithit. However, if theirfriends
sent them a private message to ask what had happened, they would then tell them
the truth. People post somethingon purpose to seek attention as a different kind of
self-presentation. They look forward to someone among their friends paying more
attentionto them. In some cases, they wanted to attract a certain individual’s

attention or interest.

Participants posted photos of theirfood, theirnew outfits, or beautiful scenery they
had taken with a mobile phone while they wandered around the city or wentto
parties with theirfriends. They were like tourists, always reminding themselvesto
take photosinorder to document what they were doing. | found it intriguingto
observe how my participants discussed with their friends what they should post

whenthey went out together. A conversation like the following would arise:
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‘[...] thislooks funto post! We should post it.’

‘Yes, you go ahead, post it, I’'m, ready to LIKE your post.’

Even whenthe participant sat in a cafe with a group of girlfriends, the girls would
guite oftentake photos of fancy food and post the photos to their Moments on
WeChat. Then the group would start to Like and comment under that specific post.
Instead of talking to each other face to face, they preferred to make comments
under each other’s posts as a silent but unique way of communication. They would
sit togetherto post about theirfood and happy get-togethertime. People always
would seemvery busy with their phones; they kept checking theiremailsand
WeChat to avoid embarrassment when they are togetherwith theirfriends - friends
who they want to meetand talk to. | asked them why they did not talk to each other
and why they held their mobiles as a shield from making eye contact with their peers.
They told me it is awkward if you and your friend looked at each other and do not

know what to say.

Therefore, even whenthey are physically co-located with their friends they still want
to get online and keep the online co-presence as well. They preferto hold
conversations both physically and digitally. Forexample, they enjoy sharing the
moment of having coffee both physically and digitally and making comments to each
other online as well. Itis apparent that smart phones make access to social media
much easier and more convenientindaily life. Social mediaon smart phones
reshape the social space-time system, the corporeal proximity is not necessary for
communications and interactions and the time of these communications and

interactionsis not dependentonthe location of the communication partners
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(Andrade 2014). Through smartphonesand social media, people are enabled to
communicate co-presently with each other both online and offline. Thisisan
example of self-presentation where online and offline co-presence becomes
entwined. This could well be an emergent norm for social interaction and is worthy
of further investigation, however, thisis beyond the scope of my current

ethnography.

If one of my participants was going to post a group photo, he or she has the
responsibility to choose a photo in which no one lookstoo bad or too good. If a
participant posts a photo where he or she looks betterthan the others in the photo,
the others may start complaining. Thisis alsoan example of collective production

where the perceived value of the online performance is subject to negotiation.

Young adults use social media to record their life changes, to attract attentionfrom
theirfollowers, todisplay their success and failures and to ask for help and get
motivated. They normally assign theirfollowersinto different groups to make sure
that theircertain posts could only be viewed by a certain group of people. There are
participants who have had unfriendly experiencesin Australia, butthey don't want
to regard those experiencesasissues of racism and as far as | observed none of them
posted anything about it. They preferto treat those unfriendly experiences as small
probability events. On one hand they think that they may just met some unfriendly
people, while onthe other hand they don’t want their parents in China worry about

them in Australia.
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Different platforms, different presentations

The ways that participants post on Facebook, Weibo and WeChat vary. This relates
to the different motivations forusingthe three social network sites. Quan-Haase and
Young (2010) find three key motivations for using Facebook, which are peer pressure,
social connectivity, and curiosity. From the interviews, many participants told me
that after coming to Australia, they started using Facebook: mainly because they
were curious about Facebook, as it was blocked in China. In addition, they wanted to
see how the locals communicate with theirfriends and families on Facebook. Finally,
they wanted to stay connected with theirforeign friends, as most of their non-
Chinese friends are users of Facebook. Figure 3.14 below is what Liming posted on
his SinaWeibo homepage when talking about his Facebook experiences. Before
coming to Australia, he has heard many discussions about Facebook and the
restrictions on accessing Facebook in Chinamakes him even more curious about it.
He created his Facebook account the second day he got access to the Internetin
Australia. Although Facebook has a Mandarin version, Liming prefers to use the
original Englishversionso as to fully ‘experience’ Facebook. His Facebook experience
was not as fun as what he expected. Liming posted his experience reporton his
Weibo page, ‘the page layout of Facebook is quite simple, SinaWeibo possesses all
the features Facebook has and it has even more functions’. Liming very seldom uses
Facebook eventhough he now works in Melbourne. Since most of hisclients are
Chinese and he has very few local friends therefore he mainly uses WeChat and

Weibo for his day-to-day social networking.

89



o L. T AP 8 o o s Some RO | I\ A ki thooam ariman WV
W&z MM S Facebook , EilFacebook IR ETHERW , CERMEMRAEEE

7 ABTREIMES
/2% (B,

Figure 3.14: ‘I registered for Facebook out of curiosity; | find that the page
layout of Facebook is quite simple, Sina Weibo possesses all the features

Facebook has and it has even more functions.’

In contrast, Lanlan find Facebook brings a lot of joy to her daily life oversea. Lanlan
lovestraveling, she has beentravelingto many countries: Canada, USA, Greece,
France, Italy, England and etc. Instead of joininga tourist group, Lanlan prefersto
travel by herselfand at her own pace. Wherevershe travels, she loves making
friends with the local people. She always exchanges her Facebook account details
with her new friends, and thenthey can keepintouch with each otheron Facebook.
‘I check my FB every day and get my daily dose of inspiration from my friends
globally. Thanks to FB, | don’t have to worry about losing contact with those great
people | metin those wonderful places’. Lanlan not only checks her friends’ posts on
a daily basis she also frequently shares details about her life on Facebook, esp ecially
whenshe travelsto a new place. She enjoys uploading group photos with her new
friends on Facebook and tags each personto keep Facebook as her ‘me mory book’

or personal archive.

When | asked Harris, a Master’s student in Melbourne, who was makinga choice
between Weibo and WeChat, which platform he preferred, he told me that he
always used the two platforms at the same time, combiningtheirfeaturesand
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functionsto double-checkinformation. ‘Weibois convenient for getting updates
about breaking news, while WeChatis more useful for personal communication’, he
reported. In addition to the functional differences between these two platforms, the
contact lists of Friends participants interact with are differentas well. On WeChat,
most of the people onthe Friendslistare the user’s actual friends or acquaintances,
which means people who have a close tie with each other. In contrast, Weibo, where
anyone isable to follow any account, is opento a much broader audience than
WeChat. Afterobservingand analysing my participants’ online Weibo activity, |
found that only a few of my participants regularly update their original posts. Instead,
most of them just repost some funny jokes and some cute and lovely pictures of
animals or GIF images. When people use social media, they take into consideration
the potential audience. Thisis what | observedin my ethnography. Audienceisan

important consideration for, as Marwick claims:

[...] the networked audience combines elements of the writer’s audience and
the broadcast audience. It consists of real and potential viewers for digital
content that exist within a larger social graph. These viewers are connected
not only to the user, but to each other, creating an active, communicative
network; connections between individuals differin strength and meaning.

(Marwick 2011a, p. 129; alsosee Haythornthwaite 2002; Boase et al. 2006)

| watched the social aspects of networked audience at play out inthe timelines of my
participants’ social mediatimelines. | observed that Chinese youngadults seek to
conduct differentself-presentations onvaried platforms with theirtargeted

audiencesand the potential broadcast audiencesin mind. My participants realize
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that their posts on Weibo could be viewed by not only theirfollowe rs butalmost
anyone on the Internet, they become much more careful in making theiroriginal
posts. They have to think twice before making their own voice beingheard by their
friendly followers as they are consideredif their voices are misunderstood and
misused by some unfriendly Internet users. Young adults living overseas are seeking
a social connection or bond (Westcott & Vazquez 2016), therefore they continuously
presenttheir life experiences, emotions, feelings and thoughts on social media,
where potential readers and listeners are connected. It isan invisible bond that ties
togetheryoung migrants with theirfriends and families back in Chinawho always
‘listento them’ and who are always connected with them. They were looking for

connections and as Scheff stated:

[...] the degree of connectedness, is both cause and effect of most emotions.
Human beings needto be connected with others as much as they needair to
breathe, a social oxygen. Interactions such as comments, likes, retweetsare
not simply a dialogue betweentwointerlocutors, but a performance of social
connection before a broader audience. (Scheff 2011, p. 348; also see Boyd

2010, p. 6)

On WeChat Moment, people are able to see other people’s comments, but the
difference from Weibo and Facebookis that, people could only have access to see
the common friends’ comments. Therefore the behavior of commentingand the
content of the comment, to some degree, show the closeness of the two friends. My
participants regard this as a performance of emotions and social interactions.

Comparing with commenting on Weibo and Facebook, they paid more attention
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when commenting on theirfriends’ WeChat Moments, as they are aware that their

common friends would read the comments.

The self-presentation of young adults online changes along with theirdifferentlife
stages, thisis reflected notonly in the content of their self-presentation butalsoin
the platformsthey choose to presentthemselves. Forinstance, some people post
more often when they start a new romantic relationship, whereas some people
reduce theironline presentations afterthey start working. However, the choice
platforms also changes along with one’s life stages, for instance, after some
participants moved to Australia, they started to make posts on Twitter and Facebook.
Besides, some of them would choose to use Tinder after they experienced a
miserable break-up and decided to move on by looking for some new dates. To some
extent, the decisionto use a specificplatform initselfisalso one kind of online self-
presentation. Justlike the old saying goes, ‘birds of a featherflock together’,
different platforms gather different groups of people and represent differentideas
and concepts towards working, living and socializing. The discussion ab out
participants’ social media practices and theirinterpersonal relationshipsincluding
theirromantic relationships, parental relationships and work-related relationships

are presentedin Chapters4 to 6.

Conclusion

My research participants presenttheir daily life online as a way of communicating
with their friends back in China. They try to maintain theirfriendshipsfroma
distance, as they are not able to have ‘offline activities’ such as hanging out in a cafe,

attendinga concert or playinga basketball game which they used to do with their
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friends before coming to Australia. As Millerand Sinanan (2014, p. 128) conclude
after reviewingthe anthropological and sociological literatures, friendship generally
has three dimensions. Firstly, itis ‘recreational’; secondly, itis ‘built on choice and
autonomy’; and thirdly, it is ‘a key site for self-identification and development’,
because friendship ‘teaches us and shows us how to view ourselves’. Faced with new
livingenvironments and culture shock, Chinese youngadults studyingabroad
gradually gain a new identity and embrace new values. They notice that after coming
to Australia their posts attract more attention from the new friends they make
overseas than theirold friends. Common knowledge of similar living experiencesis
important in understanding each other’s posts between friends. Millerand Sinanan
(2014) further explainthis. When friendship evolves following migration, it becomes
‘crucial as knowledge-based and support networks’. Therefore, after moving to a
new country, young adults have the needto expand their social networks and
receive support from knowledge-based friendships. Instead of making new friends
from a distance, they prefer friends who share the same location and similarliving
experiencesastheydo. This appears to have resonance Boyd’s finding that ‘many
people are unmotivated to interact with distant strangers; their attentionis focused
on those around them’ (2010, p. 13). Yet for my participants, friendsinhome
country are not total strangers, but acquaintances who are geographically distant.
However, with the longer stay of my participants in Australia, the more distant they
feel fromtheir old acquaintances in China and therefore the less content they can

share with them since the common topics they have become lessand less.
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To overcome distance, a number of my participants, aware of this issue, have
managed to allocate time to keep their friendships dynamic by occasionally voice
callingtheir oldfriendsin Chinavia WeChat. They introduce theirexperiencesand
challengesin Australia, while theirfriendsintroduce changes in the lives of their
familiarcircles back in China. In addition, Moments on WeChat is a helpful place for
them to start a conversation, i.e. it is easierto pick up a conversation by saying, ‘Hey,
| see your holiday photos on Moments, they are gorgeous! Where did you go? Tell

me more about your fun trip’!

In this chapter, | have explored how moving overseas affects young adults’ self-
presentation online by studyingtheir posts through three main themes: lifestyle,
emotional content and new encounters. | have concluded that young adults
encourage themselvesto adjust to new life changes through the practice of
presentingtheiroverseasliving experiences onsocial mediaand interacting with
theirfriends online to both maintaintheir old friendships as well as to expand new

social networks overseas.

When young adults living overseas travel back to theirhome countries, they
unintentionally play the role of culture transmitters, which means they will bring
back new cultures and introduce new customs to their friends and families athome.
That isthe time when new culture is exchanged and introduced back to their home
countries. But with social media, now this process speeds up. Young adults living
overseas share the culture shocks they experiencedimmediately with theirhome

countries’ friends and parents through their daily communication on social media,
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eitherby updating posts or by chatting online. Social mediaspeed up the integration

and introduction of new cultures with old cultures.

In the following chapter, | move from friendships tointimate relationshipsto

examine how young adults reach out for romance while living overseas.
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Chapter 4: Reaching out for romance

Introduction

‘How did you meet your girlfriend?’

‘We met online.”

‘But how?’

‘I knew her before | came to Melbourne. It was social media that connected
us... We used to live in different cities in China. | wasin the north and she was
in the south. We got to know each other on a chat group online. It was a
group for students who were about to go to study overseas. The aim of
joining that chat group was to meet more people who were planning to go to
the same host country ... and that was how | met my girlfriend. We were both
applying to study in Melbourne... After we arrived here, we finally met in

person and our relationship worked out quite well. | think we were very lucky.’

This is justone of the many stories | heard from my research participants talking
about how powerful social media are in connectingthem with their friendsand
partners across time and space (Boyd 2008, p. 92). This chapter explores how young
adults, who are exposedtoa range of life changes associated with living overseas,
manage their social media practices online as a way of eitherreaching out for a

romantic relationship or maintaining a long-distance relationship.

Online dating has beenstudied by many researchersfrom different perspectives

including psychology, information technology, marketing, and customer
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management (Finkel etal. 2012; Gibbs, Ellison & Lai 2010; Heino, Ellison & Gibbs
2010). By comparing personal advertisements on American and Chinese dating
websites, Ye (2006) concludesthat culture plays a significantrole inthe style of self-
presentation ads on dating websitesandin the selection of prospective mates.
People’s self-description onthe dating websitesis based on their conventional
culture-bound romantic beliefs. Their posts reflect what they think are the most
valued qualitiesin mate selectionintheirculture. When it comes to messaging, Xia
et al. (2014, p. 1) findsthat, ‘malestendto look for younger females while females
put more emphasis on the socioeconomicstatus (e.g.,income, education level) of a
potential date’, which supports theories of social and evolutionary psychology (Buss
1989; Eagly & Wood 1999; Luo & Klohnen 2005). In 2010, Gershon studied how
college students in the United States break up in mediated ways and disconnect over
new mediain the Web 2.0 age. My study expands upon her work to explore new
directions. In this chapter, | look at how young adults start or maintain a relationship
through mediated practice on social mediain the context of having the life change of

movi ngoverseas.

Building on studies of modern Chinese dating culture and online dating behaviour, |
explore the role that social mediaplay in helpingyoung adultsfind sexual partnersin
the differentlivingenvironmentresultingfrom living overseas (Zheng 2013; Zhou
2012). | argue that young adults adjust their social media practices to meet their
needsfor relationships whenthey move to live overseas. They use social media to
eithermaintain a long-distance relationship, orto search for new potential partners

online. Understandingthe development of my research participants’ identities and
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social networks after they move overseasto pursue tertiary educationin Australiais
keyto exploringthe role that social media play during a life change. Gomes et al.
(2014, p. 5) reveal that there isa ‘correlation between identity and social networks
where individualsina network have common singular, multiple, or overlapping
identities’. With the mobility of international students and the constant exposure to
different cultures and ideas, it has become difficult to identify asimple individual or
group identity. This has had an important influence on how young Chinese adults

living overseas reach out for romance and maintain relationships.

| suggest that after young adults move overseas, the experience of livinginanother
country impacts on the way theyinteract with social media, especially when starting
or maintaininga relationship. Youngadults studying or working overseas are more
likely to turn to social media for help to find and maintaina relationship whetheritis

long-distance or not.

My study differs from other studies about online dating in one key respect. Previous
researchers have focused on how people date online, and especially their dating
behaviouronline. By contrast, my study sheds light on not only theironline dating
practices but also the motivations and reasons behind their practices based on my
ethnographicfieldwork. Inaddition,  have examined theirdaily practices on social
mediawhich provides a background contextto situate theirneeds and aspirations

for romantic relationships when dealing with life changes overseas.

linitially analysed the transcripts of the interviews | had conducted as a part of my
ethnography and observed carefully how my participants respondedto my questions

about romance and relationships. By coding the interview transcripts using these
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expressions as keywords, patterns about how young adults using social mediato
presenttheir loneliness and theirlongings for romantic relationships emerged. I then
cross-referenced these patterns with data from my participants’ social mediafeeds. |
categorized these patterns into three types: ‘vague posts’, ‘midnight selfie posts’ and
‘screenshots of TV dramas or movies posts’. These posts aim to draw attention from
one’sfollowers, sendingout signals like ‘1 am lonely and | am looking forward to a

romantic relationship’.

Vague posts

The first pattern | foundis deliberately ‘vague’ posts. Participants write something
very vague or ask questions on their posts in which they are addressingto their
future partners or someone they have a crush on. Figures 4.1 and 4.2 are two
examples of such ‘vague’ posts from my participants’ posts. Figure 4.1 is a picture of
a popularad of traveling-‘cross the world with you together’ as shownin Chinese
characters— ‘FE /R IX M Y. In the post, the participant asked a question
under the picture— ‘Who will accompany me on my journey?’ It’sa similarsituation
with the example presented as Figure 4.2, the female participantimplicitly
expressing herwishto live with the person she admires. She hopes that the person
she admires will see this post and get her message. These posts are designed to elicit

reassuringresponses from the person towards whom they have romantic feelings.

<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 4.1: ‘This ad is very popular recently. Who will accompany me on my

journey?’
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Figure 4.2: ‘It would be wonderful if we could live in the same city, at least, we

may have the opportunity to come across somewhere in the city.’

Midnight Selfie posts

At midnight, some participants would post a selfie ormany selfiesontheir social
mediaaccounts to show that they stay at home alone. They desire to draw attention
from their followersandto have someone to chat withthem. Normally these posts
are updated at midnight because this is the time when most of the people have
some spare time scanning through their social media before going to bed. According
to my participants they are more likely to start a private chat with someone who

commented on theirselfie posts at midnight.
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Screenshots of TV dramas or movies posts

Many participants like to take a screenshot on the scenes of a TV drama or movie
that they have recently watched and then post it on their WeChat Moments and/or

Weibo.

Figure 4.3 showsthat one of my participants posted on her WeChat Moments witha
screenshoton a very popular Chinese movie called, A Chinese Odyssey ( { K1 P4t
Z AMFEE) ), togetherwith a few sentences claiming that she really wants to
have a romantic relationship. Posts like this could serve as a conversation opener
where participants and their followers can start to chat by sharing their opinionson
the drama or movie, move on to talk about theirdreams and lifestyles, and gradually
switch to talk about love and romance.

<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 4.3: ‘I really want to have a romantic relationship...’

These posts function as a way of saying things they would otherwise find difficultto
say. The linesinthe scenesthey screenshotseemto express how they feel and what
they think so they treat it as a method to expresstheirthoughts and feelings.
Participants thinkit is an easy way to start a chat with their ‘followers’ —notonly
referringto the literal meaning of followers ona platform but also referringto the

people who are fond of them and who they are fond of.

Compared with creating original content of romantic beliefs and thoughts, young
adults tend to prefersharing and posting popularmemes and famous lines because

original content may be interpreted as drawing from theirdirect personal romantic
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experiences whereas popularmemes and famous lines may simply imply that they
agree withthe content while at the same time widely advertise the audience about
theirromantic availability. Romanticrelationships are a mixture of both online and
offline interactions. People who are engaged in a romantic relationship normally
look forward to physical interactions; even people who have a long-distance
relationship normally have promises of future physical proximity (Jansson 2015;
Caughlin & Sharabi 2013). Dating online is part of the maintenance of the romantic

relationship.

| found four key ways in which social media help young adults to address various
challengesinstarting and keepingrelationships. First, in dealingwith a smaller pool
of prospective partners, young adults turn to social media to make more friends.
Second, social media helpyoung adults track their potential partners’ digital
presence online when they know nothing about each other. Third, social media
provide a good stage for young couplesto show theiraffection by interacting with
each other online regardless of whethertheyare livingin the same place or
physically apart. Finally, whenyoung adults living overseas seek advice on their

relationships, many of them prefer to search for relationship experts on social media.

‘Shengnv % %’ phenomenon

Before | go through these four key waysin detail, | will introduce the pressures of
findinga partner and getting married with which my participants have been
constantly faced. In the era of pre-modern China, most marriages in Chinawere
arranged by parents or eldermembers of a family (Croll & Croll 1981; Xiaohe &
Whyte 1990). Nowadays, although the freedomto marry for love has become
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socially acceptablein China, Chinese parents and senior family members still have a
strong influence on people’s marital choices (Pimentel 2000; To 2013). Many of my
participants related how they felt pressure from their parents and relations about
suitable marriage partners. After graduating from universities, many of them were
expectedto have a stable relationship with a suitable marriage partner before

reaching theirlate 20s.

For instance, every time Zijun, a PhD studentin Melbourne, goes back to Chinato
celebrate the annual Spring Festival with his family, he is forced to answer questions
about his love life. As he recalls, ‘the most frequent question my family relations ask
is whetheror not | have found a girlfriend. By saying family relations, | mean my
parents, my grandparents, and some extended family members like my aunties
whom | probably only see once a year.” Compared with Zijun, female participants are
faced with even more pressure, not only from their parents but also from society. A
recent phenomenonin China called ‘left-over women’ (Shengnv, % %) has gradually

attracted scholars’ attention (Cai & Wang 2011; Cai & Tian 2013; Ji 2015).

In 1990, unmarried women aged 25 and over accounted for only 1.04% of the total
number of womenin China. According to the sixth censusin 201010, the unmarried
rate among young women aged 25-29 rose to 21.62%. But the data alsoshow that
the unmarried rate of women decreases rapidly after the age of 30. Unmarried
women aged 30-34 account for only5.35% of allwomen, and only 1.75% of 35-39
age group. This shows that ‘leftovergirls’in China tend to marry late rather than

remain unmarried for life. In 2007, The Ministry of Education of the People’s

1% http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/pcsj/rkpc/6rp/indexch.htm
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Republicof China included ‘Shengnv %] %’ as one of the new terms in the ‘Country’s
Official Lexiconin 2006’. ‘Shengnv % %’ refers to women who are of marriageable
age but remain unmarried. Typically, highly paid, university educated women ‘of a
certain age’ (intheirlate 20s or in their 30s) are tagged as ‘left-overwomen’. The
late marriage of womenis not onlya Chinese social phenomenon. InJapan there is a
similarsaying called ‘3S woman’ - Single, Seventies and Stuck. Many scholars have
investigated reasonsfor the ‘left-overwomen’ phenomenonin countries such as
China and Japan from the perspectives of gender inequality and the rise of feminism
under the cultural context of patriarchal society (Fincher 2016; Gaetano 2014).
Fincher (2016) argues that the ‘left-overwomen’ phenomenon was mediated
through the state mediadiscourse in China. By urging well-educated womento
marry, the state aims to improve the ‘quality’ of the population as well as maintain

social stability by helping more men find wives.

One of my participants, Tingting, relates that her relations are concerned that she

willend up as a ‘left-overwoman’:

My grandma has tried very hard to convince me not to do another degree
when | finish my Master’s Degree. She keeps telling me stories like how her
nextdoor neighbour’s granddaughter got married last month, or how a friend
from her dancing club welcomed a new son-in-law last weekend[...] you
know, stories like that. I’'m under a lot of pressure. Pursuing further
education overseas is not easy. | want my family members to understand and
| hope they can support me withmy dream. | know they are just thinking of

what’s bestfor me, but | wish they would take my wishesinto consideration.
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Like Tingting, a Master’s studentin Melbourne, most of my female participants have
finished aBachelor’s degree at the very least, and have experienced this type of
social pressure. When they reflect on their experiences of studyingand living
overseas, many of them are worried that they will be labelled ‘left-overwomen’ if
they keep focusingon their studies or theirwork. Meanwhile, their parents and
grandparents are constantly remindingthem to be careful ‘not to become a left-over
woman’ whenthey return to China by comparing them to the daughters of their
friends and neighbours who have already settled downin a happy ‘in-time’ marriage.
With popular posts and short videos on ‘left-overwomen’ spread on WeChat
Moments and Weibo, social media reinforces existing sociocultural conventions and

norms in China around marriage.

In China, marriage is not only the basis for gaining social status and social recognition,
but also for clan reproduction. Marriage can also provide a safety net. In the case of
relatively lagging social security system, marriage is also a safety barrier for obtaining
various survival and development resources, relieving social pressure and resisting
social risks. Faced with the pressure of getting married ‘in-time’ and not being
labelled as ‘left-over’, Chinese youngadults feel the urge to find a partner even
whenthey are living overseas. In the following sections, I shed light on the four key
ways | identified from my fieldwork about how my participants use social media to
proactively reach out for romance or manage theirromantic relationship froma
distance. | also outline some of the reasons that emerged from my ethnography as

to why studyingoverseas adds to the pressure to find romance and marry ‘in-time’,

and how this affects the use of microblogging and social media.
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A smaller pool of candidates

When young adults from Chinastudy or work overseas, they often leave behind their
family and social networks and move to a new settingwhere they have to
communicate in a foreign language, take care of theirfinances, find accommodation,
etc. (Grinberg & Grinberg 1989; Sawir et al. 2008). Beingexposedto a new living
environmentin Australia, these young Chinese find themselves movinginsmaller
social circles compared with those they had back home. This reduces the possibilities
of finding suitable marriage partners and friends. My analysis of the conversations
with research participants reveals six key factors shaping this process: being away
from the old social circle, gender imbalance, language limitations, cultural barriers,

employmentwoesand mobility of friends. These six factors are explained below.

Young adults turn to social media online in order to access a larger pool of potential
partners. To reach out for a relationship online is both distance and time
independent, which means that when people are dating online, geography and
differenttime zones are not necessarily barriers to the relationship. Youngadults can
find potential partners who may not be livinglocally orin the same time zone. In
addition, on social mediawhere there are people from different cultural
backgrounds and interest groups, young adults are able to contact anyone who

attracts them withoutthe limitation of having to work or study in the same place.

Away from the old social circle

Many of my research participants said that after coming to Australia, they missed

theirfriends and families. Most of theirformer school friends are still in China. My
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participants argue that their social circlesin China constitute valuable social capital
and that they builtthem themselves. Beingaway from their old social networks, they
are quite lonely, as they have no friendsin Australiawhen they firstarrive. When
looking for a prospective partnerthey preferto start with someone they already
know. These young adults find themselvesina situation where there is a smaller
pool of candidates, which makes it more difficultforthem to start a relationship

(Granovetter 1973).

When | interviewed Haiging, a Master’s studentin Melbourne, he told me the

following:

Before | came to Australia, | neverworried about finding my future partner
because you know you can always find someone eitherfrom your circle of
friends or from your parents’ circle of friends... You went to your parents’
friends’ places for a party then you got to meettheirchildren... Then, you
started dating [...] It was so simple! After| came to Australiato pursue my
Master’s degree here, | felt totally isolated from my old circle of friends.
Although we still keepintouch with each other online, itis not the same. |
don’t have any old friends here. On weekends, | can’t spend time with them
as | did before. | had to start all over again here, first by making friends and

later havinga girlfriend.

Haiging is not the only one of my participants who is missing his old friends. Many
other participants had similarissues. For instance, Nannan is a PhD student studying
in Sydney. Although she enjoys doing research and tutoring, she sometimes misses

her old school friends. She has a large circle of friends back in China —more than 70
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classmates in her primary school and another 60 in her high school, and up to 100
classmates at university. Nannan’s school friendsin China are the basis of her social
networks. By giving examples of how many school friends she has, Nannan provides
a more specificidea of how big a Chinese young adults’ social group can potentially
be. These social connections allowed Nannanto develop awide range of contacts by
beingintroducedto the friends of her school friends, which gave her the opportunity
to have a larger pool of potential boyfriends. This was of great importance and
convenience for Nannan, as she was able to figure out whom she was fond of and
therefore itwas easierfor her to look for a prospective boyfriend in China. After
Nannan came to Sydney, her social circle of close connections shrunk. She has left
her school friends and therefore she cannot attend parties and events with them
until she travels back to China on school holidays. This means that only a few of her

school friends remainin touch with her on social media.

Weiss suggests that ‘social networks provide a base for social activities, foroutings
and parties and get-togethers with people whom one has much in common’ (1973, p.
150). Another participant, Baoyu, who started workingin Melbourne in 2013,
confirms Weiss’s insight. He thinks his childhood networks provide him with an
important source of social activity where he might be able to meet his future partner,

especially when attendingevents such as a school reunionin China:

When we all graduate from university, we sometimes have class reunion
parties at differentschool levels. If you are single you can always find
someone among your old school friends during these class reunion parties.

They are very well qualified ‘candidates’ if you are trying to find a boyfriend
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or a girlfriend. You have known these people since you were a child, you have
memories together, and you spent the most valuable school time together.

(Baoyu, a worker in Melbourne)

Like Nannan, Baoyu couldn’t attend these school reunion events after he moved to
Melbourne. He was worried because he leftthe social networks he was familiar with

and he had to builda new networkin Melbourne.

Moving overseasis the one major life change that all my participants share. This life
change means that most of themare apart from theirold social circles. Many of
them are not skilled in buildinga social circle in the new circumstances because the
old social circle back in China was formed organically through different education
levels. This meansthat when they graduated from a university, they had classmates
from primary school, high school, and university. Potentially, they may also have had
more friendsif they had actively participatedin school clubs and events. Beingaway
from a familiarsocial circle is difficult for young adults because if they want their
social life back, they have to re-build a new circle of friends all over again on their

own.

Gender imbalance

Some of the young adults in my study complained that the major they appliedto
study was dominated by one gender. Majors such as science, engineeringand
information technology are dominated by male students, while accountinghas a

majority of female students. Arkoudis et al. (2013) argue that classrooms are
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important social networking places, therefore sittingina classroom dominated by

one genderlimits my participants’ opportunities of finding a date:

‘If you really want to have a boyfriend, dress up and go out. You can’t just
lock yourself up infront of your desk’, this was what my roommate
recommended. My roommate isa Chinese girl who has beenlivingin
Australiafor sevenyears... Well, consideringI’m surrounded by girls at
university and share a flat with other female students, it’s harder for me to
meeta boy. | guess|’d better follow heradvice and socialize a bit more...but

it’s quite challenging forme because I’'m not a party girl. (Xinyi)

Xinyiisa student majoring in accounting, which is usually a female dominated major,
and therefore she rarely gets to meet the very few male studentsin her classes. Also,
what compounds the problemis that she prefersto share a flat with femalesfor
safetyissues. In Xinyi’s situation, she does not have many chances to make male
friends during or after school and she findsit challengingto socialize at parties.
However, by using social media, Xinyiis able to get to know more boys even though
she isstudying accounting and lives with other girls. For example, aftershe joined a
group chat on WeChat (made up of some 300 studentsin total), she was able to
friend many Chinese male students who are all undergraduates and studying
different majorsin different universitiesin Melbourne. Xinyi found it safer to make
new friends this way, since any student who wants to jointhe group needsto have
an invitation from the group owner; without an invitation one could not getinto the

group chat.
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Language limitations

While it may appear that living overseas presents many more opportunities tofind
romantic entanglements with people from diverse cultural backgrounds, the reality

is often different. Language can be a barrier.

Researchers such as Bochner, McLeod and Lin (1977), Elsey (1990), and Ledwith and
Seymour (2001) have identified thatthe most obvious challenge foryoung adults
living overseasisthe second language they have to live with. A large numberof my
research participants mention that they are very concerned that their poor Englishis
not helping them make friends with local people. Most of my participants who
attend classes at universitiesin Australiaare disappointedto find that itis hard to
make friends with Australian students, considering that they had expected to make
many friends with Australian students before coming to Australiaand thisis similar
to the findings from a study conducted by Gomes et al. (2015). During the interviews,
when | heard my participants saying that making friends with the local studentsis
hard, | asked a follow-up question, ‘How about working with the local students? Will
group projects help you work with the local students?’ Ye Quan, an undergraduate
male student in Melbourne, said that doing a group project provoked the most
sufferingthat he has everhad here. He could not find a group and he hates group

projects.

Not only do undergraduate students complain about group projects but many

Master’s students have the same problem with theirgroup projects:
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The others will be happy to have you in a group underthree conditions. First,
you are reallyawesome in this subject. Second, you have a good personality
plusyour Englishis not too bad so you can work with them. The last is that

you are their friend. (Jun Yang, a male Master’s studentin Melbourne)

Ledwith and Seymour (2001, p. 1301) conclude from their research that the major
concern of local studentsis ‘the impact that group work would have on grades and
assessmentgenerally and they feltthat they were more likely toachieve high marks
in monocultural groups’. So, when students are form a group to finish their
homeworkitis a two-way selection. Local students will choose an international
student on the basis of theirlevel of English and theiracademic performance, while
the international students will preferto be includedina group with people who are

patient, listento them and who are doing wellinthe subjecttoo:

Although| have beenlearning English ever since primary school in China, this
is my firsttime livinginan English-speaking country. From the result of my
I[ELTS test, my listeningand readingare pretty good. | thought English should
not be a big problem for me, but the first two weeks after| arrived in
Melbourne, | could hardly understand what the staff were talking about in
the cafes. Their English sounds weird to me... Later on, my friends told me

that it was Aussie English. (Meilian, afemale Master’s student in Adelaide)

Ivy, who is doing her Master’s study in Melbourne, found it quite confusing at first
whensomebody said ‘Ta’ to her in a shop. She didn’t know how to respond. Because
most of the English words she learnt before she went overseas were from textbooks,

an expressionsuch as ‘Ta’ ishard to findin a regular English textbookin China. After
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travelling overseas, lvy said she has been surrounded with the real daily English,
‘living English’. When using slang in a conversation, itis easy to make my participants
confused and then they start doubting their English language ability. It does not
mean that their Englishis not good, they just need a longertime to become

accustomed to Englishin Australia:

You see, I’'m able to understand what our lecturers are talking about at
university and I’'mable to chat with my local friends, but my Englishis still not
good enough and not ‘local’ enough for me to get a part-time job here[...] |
totally understand. If | was the boss, I’d preferto hire someone who | can
easily talkto, rather than a foreign studentto whom | have to explain
everythingat least twice with simple expressions. (Katy, an undergraduate

studentin Melbourne)

Because of language limitationsitis very hard for my participants to have close
friends with local Australian people and non-Chinese residents. Thus, they limit their
circle of friends to the local Chinese community and therefore make the pool of their
potential partners even smaller, since they can only look for a date among the local
Chinese people. However, there are some young people who have tried to improve
their English through theirsocial media practices on Facebook. They post in English
on Facebook as a way of practicing their written English. Besides, they are more
active ininteracting with their friends on Facebook. They make a point of postingin

English, even with Chinese friends.
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Cultural barriers

Language and culture are thoroughly entwined. Young Chinese livingin Melbourne
see learning English well as a bridge to the culture of Australiaand othercountries.
My participants are looking forward to forming romantic attachments with people
from different cultural backgrounds, but they find it challengingto understand

people from diverse cultures as well as to let them understand Chinese culture.

Many of my participants said that it took only a short while for them to become
accustomed to the new livingenvironmentin Australia, but as time went by they
experienced some unpleasant events caused by misunderstandings. In most cases,
they blamed those misunderstandings on their poor English and bad communication
skills. However, the more | got to know their stories, the more | came to the
conclusionthat although the misunderstandings may have been caused by
communicating ina second language, the difficulties were often rooted in people’s
cultural backgrounds and different understandings of social contexts (Brody 2003;
Holland & Quinn 1987; Lange & Paige 2003; Street1993). Due to the barriers of
language and culture, young adults lose confidence in communicating with local
people or other international people. This affects theirwillingness to expand their
social circlein a new livingenvironment. In contrast, on social mediapeople can
choose to follow people who have the same cultural background, which makes it
easierto communicate with them. One of my participants, Yanggang, who is a PhD

studentin Melbourne, told me the following story:

My boss said | should be more active at the group meeting. When we discuss

a projectat a group meeting, most of the time I’'mvery quiet. But evenif |

115



don't say anythingat the meeting,itdoesn’tmean | don’t have any ideas or
I’'m not engaging with the project. It’s just that sometimes| worry that if | say
something | may make the others who are in charge of the project
embarrassed, which | certainly don’t want to do. After the group meetingl
discussed my ideas with colleagues, but, of course, my boss wouldn’t know

that.

The misunderstanding with hisboss is related to the Chinese cultural imperative of
being humble and Zhongyong (")), not to behave too obtrusively, especiallyin the
workplace. Zhongyong (")) refers to the Confucian moral standards, it originates
from human nature. It means that whenthere are no emotionssuch as joy, anger,
sadness, etc. in the heart of a person, itis called ‘the middle’ (Zhong, #'). When
emotionssuch as pleasure, anger, sorrow and joy occur, we always use the state of
beingto control our emotions, that is, harmony. The state in which the heart is not
affected by any emotions and remains calm and peaceful is the true face of all things
in the world (Yao 2014). Dachuan, an undergraduate studentin Melbourne, had a
similarproblem with hisgroup projectat university. When he gave a presentation
for the group project, he got stressed about what his group members had done
rather than showing off his own industriousness. Unfortunately, this confused his
lecturerwho thought he was a freerider and therefore gave himthe lowest mark in

his group. Later, he finally got the chance to explain theissue clearlyto his lecturer.

Participants like Hongmei (a Master’s student), who is very shy and lacks self-
confidence, find it difficult to participate in a group discussion. Hongmei wanted to

joina discussion, butshe did not know how and whento getinto the conversation.
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Compared withthe local students, who talk very fast, Hongmei was nervous and
reluctant to interrupt theirconversation. She wished that the local students would
stop talkingfor a second and give her an opportunity to share herideasand opinions
since they were having a group discussion. Similarwith Hongmei’s experience,

Xianping, who isa PhD student, also has difficulties joining a conversation:

Whenever| want to joina conversation, no matter whetheritis at a party or
at my workplace, | rephrase my first sentence again and again in my mind. |
want to figure out a way that | can get into the conversation without being
rude. | reallydon’t know how to jumpinto a conversation in English. | miss
the time when| was in China. It was so easy to join people’s discussions and
start chatting withthem. Here in Australia, evenyou are invited to the party

as a guest, you have to figure out a way to join people’s conversations.

Zhibin, who isan undergraduate student in Melbourne, has had the unpleasant
experience of beinglaughed at by his classmates because of hisbad English
pronunciation. ‘I know my English pronunciationisn’t perfect, but they shouldn't
make fun of me. They should know that I’'m trying to live in their country; I’'mtrying
to communicate with themin their language. My Chinese pronunciationis perfect,
but how many of them can speak Chinese?’ Thisissue has bothered himfor a while,
everytime he wants to say somethingat class. ‘People may say that a laugh means
no harm, but it hurts my feelings’. Zhibin told me that when he led group discussions
with foreign students at his universityin China, he asked his group members to take
turns talking about theirideas. His group members would always patiently listen to

the foreign students sharing their opinions and speakingin Chinese. Young adults
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living overseas are far from home, and they can easilyfeel lonely, isolated and even
abandoned. As they are not confident with their English, they become very sensitive

and fragile.

During the interviews, participants who have beenlivingin Australiafor less than
two years told me that when working or studying with Australians, they are always
concerned about cultural differences. Some participantstry to spend more time with
the localsto become integrated into Australian culture, but others choose to stay
closer to the local Chinese community. This phenomenonto a certain extent has

limited theirsocial circles.

Another participant, Xuening, a third year undergraduate student majoringin
business, told me that after he created his Facebook and Twitteraccounts, he
followed the social mediaaccounts of a few lecturersin hisuniversity. When| asked

why he was interested in hislecturers’ social mediaaccounts, Xueningsaid:

| don’t mind if they teach me or not, | just want to follow their Facebook
accounts to have a closer look at their personal lives. | want to know how my
Australianlecturers are livingwhen they are not at the campus. But not every
lectureraccepted my requestto be a ‘friend’. That makes sense as well. If I'm

a lecturer, | may want to keep my personal life from my students.

Aftermoving to a new country and livingin a different cultural context, it is not easy
for young adults to understand the culture and to become integratedintoitina
short period of time. But, with the help of social media, young adults can observe

how local people live theirlives. Young people linterviewed reflect on theirsocial
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media practices on Facebook as one way of learningthe local culture. On Facebook
they are able to find out how local people celebrate theiranniversaries, vacations,
home parties and they think by reviewing people’s posts about local news, it is also a
fun way of learning about people’s opinions on certain issues. Social mediaare like

prisms; they reflect people’s colourful cultural lives.

Employment woes

Having a part-time job isa way to expand your social circle, as it helpsinternational
studentsto get out of the daily routines of student life - lectures, libraries, and dining
hall. A few participants who think they can maintaina good balance between their
work and leisure time preferto have a part-time job. The reasonsare verysimple.
One of the most common reasons isthat by undertakinga part-time job they can get
to know more people outside theiruniversity, and they can look more closely at
Australiaby working in itrather than being protected behind the university’s walls.
But, with the job market becoming more and more competitive and with fewer
available positionsand more candidates, many international students have difficulty

findingajob:

Recently, it has become very difficultforus to finda job in Melbourne. Even
local graduates don’t find it easy. The job market is getting tough, not to
mention the ‘hidden job market’. | am just a student; Australia is totally new
to me, and | know nobody here. How am | supposedto find a job through my
personal network? Many jobsrequire a PR (permanentresidency), which |
don’t currently have, but to be honest, the reason | want to get ajob is that

gettinga job isone of the possible ways| could apply for a PR. | have sent out
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many CVs, and one day | received a phone call from a company, which | had
appliedto weeks earlier. I think | totally ruinedit, because | didn’trealize it
was a phoneinterview until he hung up. Besides, the HR representative who
called spoke too fast and the signal was not too good [...] Anyway, | didn’tget

the job. (Katy, an undergraduate studentin Melbourne)

The difficultyinfindinga jobin Australian companies and shops limits my
participants to working inlocal Chinese communities. This situation furtherlimits my
participants’ circle of friends, as they are focused only on a small group of local
Chinese people ratherthan on local Australian people or people from other
countries. My participants told me that they don’t want to feel like they are still
livingin China by having social networks with only Chinese people in Australia, and
they look forward to getting to know people from differentindustries. On social
media, people can make friends with people who have all kinds of careers, as it
doesn’t matter which company or institution you are working for. In Chapter 6,
‘Working it out’, there will be a more detailed discussion about how young adults

use social media to cope with getting a job.

Mobility of friends

Young adults studying or working overseas commonly stay for a short period inthe
country of their destinationif theyare not applying for a permanent residentvisa. In
Australia, PhD students normally have a three to four year program; Master’s
students, a one to two year program; and for Undergraduate students, it is generally

a three-year program. People who work as expatriates usually have five-year
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contracts. This situation makes it hard for young adults living overseas to have

‘stable’ friends, because they are constantly moving around and travelling abroad:

When it comes to the end of a semester, | will be sad. My friends are leaving
me. | have been studyingin Australiafor sevenyears. When | finished high
school in Brisbane, | movedto Melbourne. My friends held a farewell party
for me. They were my first group of friends in Australia. When | started my
Bachelor degree, | was very proactive in making new friendsin the university.
| had a great time with all my friends. But then, when graduation came, many
of my Chinese friends either decided to go back to China or applied for
further study in a third country. Very few of them stayed in Australia. Anyway,
they all left me. We were good friends for three years, and they were like my
family. When | started doinga Master’s degree, | became more careful about
making new friends. | did not want to be hurt. | feltuncertain and unsure of
my friends. You have no ideawhat are they going to do or where they are
going to go. It’s not their fault, | know, as they can’t decide by themselves. It
dependson where the jobs are, which tertiary institutions are going to accept
them, what their parents want them to do [...] That’s how things like that
work [...] Now, | want to make sure that a person isgoing to stay in
Melbourne before decidingwhetheror not I’'m going to make friends with

this person. (lvy, a Master’s student in Melbourne)

Ivy says she feels ‘uncertain and unsure’ of her friends. When young adults live
overseas, they are keento have a highly mobile life as they are prepared to travel to

a third country for study or for work (Gomes 2015). One of my participants explains
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that many of her new friendships were temporary. She says that while social media

helps her stay in touch with new friends, the relationships are oftentransientand

shallow:

When | was working part-time at a cafe in my neighbourhood, most of my
friends were the staff who were working at that cafe. Later on, | movedto
another suburb because the transport there is more convenient. But,
unfortunately, | gradually lost ‘contact’ with my friends from that cafe. By
saying | lost contact, | mean we didn’thang out any more, and we became so-
called ‘Facebook friends’, which means we only ‘hang out’ on Facebook, like
commenting on each other’s updates. I’'m busy with my schoolwork, and they
are busy with theirlivestoo. What can | complain about? (Katy, an

undergraduate studentin Melbourne)

Along with Katy’s life change, some of her strong ties, such as her old neighbours and
colleagues, laterbecame weak ties. Katy spent lessamount of time with her old
neighboursand colleagues owingto the moving of her residence; and devotesless
emotion comparing to her daily greetings and communicationsin the old time
(Granovetter 1973, p. 1361). Actually withoutthe connection on social media, these
weak ties may even downgraded to the absentties. Social mediathereby enable the

maintenance of one’s weak ties.

Everyone is the centre of his pluralisticsocial network, and at the same time he is a
part of the social network of others. Social interaction is no longeran actual localized
group or community based interaction, but a networked connectionamong

individuals, conducted both online and offline (Rainie & Wellman 2012).

122



For young international students, factors such as the length of the program they are
studying, the work they are doingand the neighbourhood they are stayingin are
very important in keepingsocial circles stable and secure. However, with friends of
high mobility and flexibility, itis hard to maintain a face to face friendship, notto
mention a romantic relationship, if both parties can’t stay inthe same place for the
long term. In contrast to this, friendship online is mobile and flexible. Although
people are physically apart, they can still feel connected viathe Interneton social
media. In the following sections | will explain how my participants use social media

to maintain theirrelationships.

Trace back and play back

There isa magic button. Once you click on it, you start friendingand connecting with
the outside world. You open yourself up to welcome people you are interested to
know and friends who you want to be involved with and whom you want to connect
to your life. Whenyou start travelling to a foreign land, you are physically far away
from your previous local friends. You don’t want the physical distance between you
and your previous friends to become a barrier to your relationship, and therefore
you desire to build a virtual connection with them on social media. By readingthe
posts of your friends online, you seek to understand the living status of your friends,
and you compare the ups and downs of their lives with your own ups and downs

(Sawiret al. 2008; Weiss 1973).

Many participants told me that they search for accounts, which are located in
Melbourne or Australiain order to follow more people who are currently livingin

Melbourne. With the ‘Nearby Function’ and ‘Add a Location’ in the mobile WeChat
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app, Sina Weibo and Facebook, it is much easierto search for people whoare inthe
same location. My informants do not ask all of these new friends to go out socially;
rather they mainly check their updatesto gather more information about livingin
Australia. However, for some followers who happento bein the same university or
evenin the same school, they will try to send private messages to chat withthem

and seek the opportunity to get to know themin person:

Leaving my old circle of friends has made it hard for me to find a girlfriend. So
| started to use social mediato look for a prospective partner. | often post
something on my Weibo with the location function on, inthe hope that girls
who are close to my location will notice my posts and then notice me.

(Haiging, a male Master’s studentin Melbourne)

When | go out to have lunch or dinner| always provide a check-in of the
restaurant on my Weibo and Facebook accounts. | carefully write my
comments on the food, the service and the atmosphere of the restaurant. |
want to find a boy who has the same taste as | do. | enjoy trying different
foods and visiting different restaurantsand if | have a boyfriend we can try all
these wonderful cuisinesin Melbourne together. (Xinyi, an undergraduate

female studentin Melbourne)

In general, most of my research participants will try to remain withintheirown
comfort zone, but that may furtherrestrict their social circle, whichis small, and
affect theirselection of romantic partners. Social media helpsyoung adults who are
living overseasto ‘reach out’ for new possibilities of more friends and partners, to

increase their current pool of candidates but at the same time keep those young
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adults ‘safe’ and relaxed behind the screens of their devices. By using WeChat
People Nearby function, people are able to search for other users who are around
them within certain metres, from 100 metresto up to 5 kilo metres or even further,
dependingondifferent personal settings. Although thisfunctionis available in China,
my participants reflect that they almost neverused this function until they wentto
Australia. Since they are aware of that most of the WeChat users are Chinese,
therefore whenthey firstarrive at a new country and want to make some Chinese
friends, People Nearby function come up to their minds. By making new friends with
strangers on social media, young adults build up weak ties to help them get to know
the new place and to integrate with new communities. These weak ties may develop
into strong ties as they find more and more common topics in theircommunication

or get more engaged through online and offline activities (Granovetter 1973).

Many participants | interviewed do not believe that using Weibo for findinga
boyfriend or girlfriendis online dating. They think social mediaare platforms with

many possibilities forthemto explore:

Afterwe exchanged our Weibo account names, | was so happy. | couldn’t
wait and | followed him on Weiboimmediately. | was very excited to visit his
Weibo homepage, and | have read and tracked down all of his posts. | paid
attentionto his posts especially hisrelationship updates and his hobbies.

(Katy, an undergraduate studentin Melbourne)

To some extent (see mydiscussionin Chapter 3 of self-presentation and social media
uses), Weibo is like a stage where people can present theirskills and abilities to the

world (Goffman 1959; Hogan 2010; Chen etal. 2011; Gao, Q et al.2012). People can
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use Weibo as a fairly equal and open platform to show their talents to the world
simply by uploading and posting photos, videos and voice recordings. If a person
thinks he or sheis very good at dancing, posting a clip of themselves dancingis much

more convincingthan justclaiming that he or she is a wonderful dancer.

On Weibo, you can embed different kinds of media formats in one post: for example,
music, videos and images. You do not needto open the link with a new window. You
can view all these mediaformats in one window, which saves a lot of time and
trouble. This feature has the advantage that many people can watch a post
consisting of multimedia presentations straight away. Participant Nancy makes good

use of Weibo when she finds someone sheis interestedin:

If I’'m interested insomeone | may check his homepage to see if he has
shown some skills or talents on Weibo; and if he does, | would also check out
how many comments or likes he has got, to see how popularhe is. | know I’'m
not employingsomebody, but| do want to date a talented guy. (Nancy, a

female PhD studentin Melbourne)

However Nancy alsoexplained:

I’m a very shy person. | do not talk to strangers. But if | have read his posts, |
have a clearer understanding about what he is interestedinso | am able to
identify aninterestingtopic and be more confidentabout starting a

conversation with him. (Nancy, a female PhD student in Melbourne)

For Nancy, social mediais like a personal ‘private life resume’. She believes that she

can seeinto the other person’s life and personality online. At the very least, she has
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benefited froma ‘private life resume’, as she has been provided witha window
through which to observe someone’s life comfortably online. Atthe very least, she
has benefited froma ‘private life resume’, as she has been provided witha window

through which to observe someone’s life comfortably online.

In examining the self-disclosure involvedin online dating, Gibbs, Ellison and Lai (2010)
claim that people use social mediato presentthemselvestothe audience, but at the
same time the audience needsto see some ‘evidence’. Establishing romantic
relationships online with strangers who are outside of familiar networks means there
is no way for people to vouch for others and people want to make sure that their
potential partneris not a liar. In discussing the reliability of online self-disclosure, by
analysingthe online survey data of 3,535 users of a German datingsite, Schmitz,
Zillmann and Blossfeld (2013) investigate aninteresting question — ‘Do women pick
up liesbefore mendo? One of the keyresultsthey findis that ‘women are more
likely to misrepresenttheir physical attractiveness; while men are more likely to
misrepresentinformation on marital status, intended relationship, and height’

(Schmitz, Zillmann & Blossfeld 2013, p. 52).

If people are honest withtheir online profile information, itis very helpful fortwo
potential partners to get to know each other via online communication before they
meetin person. Meilian, a Master’s student in Adelaide told me what she will doiif

she getsto know her Mr. Mcdreamy’s ( 55 1, Nanshen) Weibo account:

If I can get his Weibo account | will ‘friend” him, and the first thing|’m going
to check is his relationship status because | want to know if he is available or
not. If he posts some photos of himself, it will be perfect, because then | can
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tell from his photos his style of dressing, which brands he likes, what kind of
cafes he likestogo to [...] But | don't like a boy taking and posting too many
selfies. If he overdoesit, | will think he is a little bit self-absorbed. (Meilian, a

female Master’s student in Adelaide)

Like Meilian, Jun Yang reviews girls’ posts and albums to find information about their

daily habits and routines, theirlikes and dislikes:

| like following hot girls (B %k, Lamei). I’'m very interested in checking their
albums. | want to know what kind of girl she is. Is she hot in her daily life as
well? Does she go to partiesa lot, what does she usually do on weekends?

(JunYang, a male Master’s studentin Melbourne)

Unlike Meilianand Jun Yang who focus on people’s posts online, Ivy pays more

attentionto the person’s number of followers:

If I find a guy who has more than 500 followers, orat least he has got more
active followersthan| do, | would think that he must be popular. Either his
writing or his photos must be attractive. | like making friends with someone

who is popularonline. (lvy, a Master’s studentin Melbourne)

This suggests that lvy thinks the ability to make yourself popular online re flects
personal presentation skills and attractiveness. Other participants agree with lvy, as
they regard the number of followers people have on social media as a standard that

shows how popularthey are.

Among the 21 participants | followed and observed on Sina Weibo, the highest
number of accounts followed is 1075, while the leastis 77. The participant with the
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greatest number of followers has 799 followers; while with the one who has the
least followers has 67 followers. Some participants have more followers thanthe
accounts he/she follows. A person who follows less does not mean he/she has fewer
followers. When they start usinga platform, some participants try to follow as many
people as they can with the hope that people who they follow will eventually follow

them back, with the sole aim of making theiraccounts look even more popular.

The awareness about potential readersis an important dimension of using social
media. According to VIckova (1996, p. 89) ‘Personal advertisements are texts, or
rather, pieces of communication, in which the writer (“speaker”) is addressingan
unknown “ideal” reader (“listener”).” Inthis sense, postingon Weibois like postinga
personal advertisementonline. Self-presentationis of great importance in personal
advertisements, since it affectsthe readers’ interpretation and reaction towards the
information the writer wants to convey (Goffman 1959; Rao, Schmidt & Murray
1995). Furthermore, by studying people’s personal advertisements on dating
websites andin mate their partners’ selection strategies, scholars find that online
personal impression managementis affected by preferences aboutthe expected
message receiver. In other words, people try to manage theirself-imagein
accordance with theirpreferencesabout an ideal partner (de Sousa Campos, Otta &
de OliveiraSiqueira2002; Ye 2006; Zanna & Pack 1975). | found evidence of self-
presentation strategies that were developed inresponse to potential readersin my

ethnography. For example, self-presentationisimportant for Xiaofang:

| like people whorun their social media ‘seriously’. | mean, people who put

theirhearts into designingand managing theirhomepage and who are willing
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to spend time interacting with theirfriends. (Xiaofang, a female PhD student

in Melbourne)

Xiaofangindicates the attitude she thinks someone should take towards managing
theirsocial mediaaccount, but she also says that she does not think people should
waste too much time ‘decorating’ their online profile, and they should ‘definitely not
expecttoo much from the reactions of your followers.’ This goes along with boyd’s
finding, ‘conversations happen on profilesand a person’s profile reflects their
engagementwiththe site’ (2010, p. 4). People’s profilesand homepages on social
mediareflecttheir character and are the first things that a followerlooks at. For
Xiaofang, an individual’s homepage is animportant part of her analysis of the
person’sonline presentation, andit allows her to reflect more on the person’s offline

presentation.

On Weibo, one can read threaded conversations. One can also track down the
comments associated with the posts. As Postill (2011, p. 107) discussed ‘threaded
discourse is not monological it is polylogical’, people have toanalyse one’s posts
through different commentsand repliesin order to figure out the thoughts and
emotionsthat one shares on Weibo. This is quite convenientand simple foryoung
adults who are eagerly trying to find out what type of person he or she admires

superficially.

Unfriendingan ex-boyfriend or ex-girlfriend on social media has become a formal
ritual to end a relationship (Gershon 2010a). For example, as a self-presenting
‘exhibition hall’ (Hogan 2010), similarto Weibo, WeChat Moments may record our

various feelings and experiences overthe past few years. Every message we send
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originally reliesonthe special context and emotional experience at that time. But if
others look at the posts we posted a few years ago inthe Moments, the emotional
experience backthen does not last for now, in thisway, we are more likely to be
misunderstood. Therefore young people choose to eitherdelete theirprevious posts
on WeChat Moments and Weibo or set their WeChat Moments as three-day-visible

or half-year-visible.

One participant complained that he has no idea how to chat with his girlfriend online.

| can’t see her face. | can’t analyse her facial expressions. | neverknow if she
is happy with the topic or not. | might have pissed off a lot of people but|
have not realized it because we were chatting online [...] For example, jokes

that I think are totally innocent but may sound unsuitable to my girlfriend.

Without the face to face interaction, this participant finds it challenging to
understand hisfriend’s feelings during the conversations they have through

messagingonline.

Computer-mediated communication and dating

Computer-mediated communication (CMC hereafter) has been debated by many
researchers for overthirty years. Despite the hesitations expressed by some of the
participants in my study, based on Wong’s (2014) and other CMC related research
(Ramirez, Fleuriet & Cole 2014; Tong & Walther 2011a, 2011b), | argue that there are

five advantages that CMC providesto online dating:

1. Online communicationis distance-independent. Young adults living overseas can
chat with their partners who are in differentlocations.
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2. Compared with face to face communication, whichis always synchronous,
asynchronous online communication often does not require the participants to
process the conversationimmediately. In otherwords, typically interlocutors have

time to think before reacting.

3. Online platforms like Weibo and Facebook can reduce the anxiety surrounding
the introductory phase between two potential partners, as each one can review the
other’s profile page to collect some basicinformation like date of birth, star
constellation, hobbiesand so on. Also by reviewing each other’s online profiles and
posts, people are able to pick up some common topics to chat about and therefore

help smooth theirrelationship development.

4. Online datingis likely to reduce dating expenses priorto the decisionabout either
formingor not forming an offline relationship. Instead of constantly going out to
have mealsand other activities that cost money, for instance, shopping, watching
movies and etc. to getto know each other, people could ‘chat it out’” with their

potential partner online.

5. CMC is effective in providing different forms of communication, such as
exchanging photos, emails, voice messages, video chats and the recent popular form
of sexting (Gémez & Meyer 2012; Mitchell et al. 2012; Strassberg et al. 2013), which
gives people multiple opportunities to presenttheir talentand skills, forexample,
writing skills presented by writing emails and creating provoking and thoughtful
posts, sweet and sexy voices presented by exchanging voice messages and doing

video chats.

132



A participant doesn't have to be online at the specifictime that people send a
message, evenif he or sheis displayed as beingavailable online. But, when talkingin
person, you have to give an immediate reaction as the conversation continues,
because your interlocutor islooking as you are looking at him or her. Some
participants do not like pressure or being pushedto give immediate reactionin a

face to face conversation. As a result, they prefer online communication.

Afterreviewing myinterview transcripts and analysing my participants’ storiesin
detail, | will now explore several interesting points resulting from the previous
discussions. Katy, an undergraduate student in Melbourne, told me why she was a

big fan of chatting online:

One of the many reasonsthat | like exploringand finding people to chat with
on Weibo isthat | feel quite relaxed when chatting with my friends or
strangers online. Although Weibois supposed to be a simultaneous media
platform, | don’t have to immediately reply to my friends’ private messages.
Even when my status shows ‘l am online’, I can still do somethingelse offline.
OK, letme put it this way. If a boy asked me ‘Would you like to go out with
me on weekends?’ when we are talkingin person, | would feel quite
embarrassed and pressuredto think in front of him, especially when the
answer might bea ‘No’[...] Inthis case, | would prefer him to ask me by a

private message. (Katy, an undergraduate studentin Melbourne)

The reason Katy likes chatting online is because it is more flexible and relaxed. Other
participants in my study also enjoy their online communication and online social life

via the channels of social media:
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Well, | find that when chatting online, | become more able to talk about
intimate topics with my partner. If we were talking face to face, | wouldn’t be
able to, | mightfeeltoo embarrassed. But online, | feel free to discuss those

topics with her. (Yonggang, a male PhD student in Melbourne)

Yonggang gives us an insight about his self-disclosure in the CMC context of online
communication. Building on previous research (Henderson & Gilding 2004; McKenna
2008), Gibbs, Ellisonand Lai (2010) argue that ‘[...]anonymity, shared interests, and
lack of physical presence may contribute to a greater likelihood to disclose online,
which, in turn, may lead to the developmentof likingand intimacy among online
interactants’ (p. 75), which in Yonggang’s case, except that they are not anonymous,
the other two factors (shared interests an lack of physical presence) both playa part.

Meilian elaborates:

Sometimes, with friends who are not very close, the way we chat onlineis
quite flirty. | mean, | don’t do it on purpose, but you know, when chatting
online, you might ask what the other is doing, and the other replies, ‘1 just
had a shower’, or ‘I’'m gettingdressed’... Well, | find that flirty, because if, late
at night, we talkin person, these kinds of answers would be weird or
inappropriate. But as it isonline, we both know we can’t see each other, we

just answerthe questions. (Meilian, a female Master’s studentin Adelaide)

Like Meilian, many other participants explore the same question, ‘why do | feel
intimate with people withwhom | am not close but withwhom | have been chatting

online for a while?’ Driscoll and Gregg (2008) point out:
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[KInowingfroma Twitter tweet, or a status change or just the habits of long-
term intimacy when certain people or groups tend to go to bed, wake up or
come home from work, and the conversion of such patterns across time
zones, facilitates a different sort of intimacy than the telephone orany kind

of mail (Driscoll & Gregg 2008, p. 134).

A show of affection on social media

If I'm happy and having fun with my boyfriend, | don’t have time to think
about posting somethingon my social media[...] You are havingfun and you
don’t want to be bothered to Photoshop your happy face or be interrupted
from chatting and laughing with your boyfriend to wonder how many people
will like your posts or what they would comment on it. (Lanlan, a female

Master’s studentin Melbourne)

When young adults are involvedina relationship, many like to ‘displayiton the
stage’, which means to show theirintimate relationship online. Social media have
beenrecognisedas a ‘suitable’ place for showing publicdisplays of affection.
Considering most of theirfriends are on their social mediafollowers’ list, itis as if the
audience is seatedin the theatre waiting for a romantic show to start (Goffman

1959):

The moment when | want to use social mediamost is when| feel lonelyand
bad. I’'m here studying in Melbourne all by myself. My boyfriend’s workingin
China. | always hoped that social mediacould make me feel better, butit

turns out most of the time it makes me feel evenworse [...] Too many smiley
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faces up there, everyone seemslike they are having a really wonderful time
with their lovers. But are they really happy? Those smiley faces are actually
big lies! You wouldn’t know that the nextsecond aftershe posted she was

dumped. How couldyou tell? (Bella, a female PhD studentin Melbourne)

Once people start putting theirromantic storiesonlineitis hard to keepit perfectly
honest; people manage to show only the cheerful side rather than the whole story.
Besides, the audience are not easily convinced about all those smiley facesand

happy moments:

| sometimes cry and talk to him on the phone. | saw my friend’s posts, right
now she is having lunch with her boyfriend at the beach. They look super
sweet, and | want that too. Where are you??? When can we have some time

together? (Bella, a female PhD student in Melbourne)

Another participant shared an example of how her bestie’s one post on WeChat
Moments affected her feelings and even caused her to pick a fight with her ‘innocent’

boyfriend who was in China.

| was scanning my WeChat Moments and a photo of a table with five dishes
and two pairs of chopsticks suddenly attracted my attention. | had another
look at the post and realized it was posted by my bestie with one sentence
below the photo, saying that, ‘My sweetheartis the world’s No. 1 best cook! |
am s0000000 lucky to be with him..” Normally | am happy for her but that
day | was just soooooo unhappy and annoyed to see that. | was thinkingwhy

her boyfriend knew how to cook but mine only knew how to eat...itis so
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unfair!!! Her boyfriend can cook for her wheneversheis tired but | have to
look after myself, do all the hard work and the cookingand... everythingall by
myself while having my BOYFRIEND millions of miles away?! | immediately
picked up my mobile and made a phone call to argue with my ‘sour-

heart’...my boyfriend.

Apparently, not everyone is happy to see other people making public displays of
affectionfor theirlovers on social media. From my interviews, participants who are
currently ina relationship are more open to this showing-off phenomenon as they
usually ‘like’ such posts but of course, people’s acceptance and sensitivity towards
the show-of-affection are differentand not everyone is able to distinguish others’
purposes behinds the show-of-affection on social media. Therefore seeing others
showing off affection on social media can cause meaninglessfightsand quarrels
between couplessimply by comparing with other people’s display of love story
(Davies 2014). Recently there is a popular meme online called ‘%I A\ ) 55 AR A&/ % AR
%’ which means ‘someone else’s boyfriend/girlfriend’, to describe the online
phenomenonthat it always seems that other people's boyfriend/girlfriend always

look better than one’s own.

Seeking advice and justice

Studying and working overseasis not easy for any young adult. When young adults
living overseas have trouble with theirrelationships, few of them seek their parents’
opinions. Based on my interview materials, | outline three reasonsfor this behaviour.
First, if they lettheir parents know, their parents will simply suggest that they end

the relationship and start a new one. Second, they don’t want their parents to worry
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about them being unhappy. Third, they try to work out their ownrelationshipissues
as adults without the help or opinions of their parents. Female participants are more
likely to follow relationship experts on Weibo and listen to the advice of expertsin
dealing with their relationship problems. In Chinese dating culture, traditionally girls
are supposed to be more passive when engaged with a romantic relationship. Boys
are supposedto be the positive ‘chaser’. However, on social media, people play by
differentrules, everyone is supposedto be equal when it comes for finding love.
Under this mediaecology, female participants become more willingand active in
presenting not only their love to their partners but alsotheir complaints. On Weibo,

sweetness and bitterness can be expressed side-by-side.

| seldom mention (@) him on Weibo, but | clearly rememberthat the day
before | left China for Australia, we had a big fight. | was so mad at him.Then
| posted a status talking about how sad and mad | was feelingandthen | @
him at the end of my post... Surprisingly, itworked, and he apologised under
my post. Later on, when| calmed down, | deleted that piece of post.

(Xiaofang, a female PhD studentin Melbourne)

Some other female participants have similarexperiences tothose of Xiaofang. They
suggest that since they have common friends with their boyfriends on social media,
if they post something, like complainingabout what theirboyfriend has done wrong,
and mention his name on the post, the boyfriend, havingbeen exposed to the public
online audience, will feel quite pressured and embarrassed, and fearful that some of
his friends will criticize him for beinga bad boyfriend. Inthis situation, the boyfriend

will choose to apologize as soon as possible.
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Conclusion

Having a healthy and stable relationshipisvery important for an international young
adult’s wellbeing. Being far away from local friends and families, young adults can
easilylive an isolated and introspective life. By using social media to reach out for
relationships, young adults can explore new social circles and break through the
limitations of a smaller pool of candidates. With the functional features of social
media, young adults can track their potential partners’ life histories online and
observe theirpartners from many angles. When attempting to maintaina
relationship, youngadults like to show theiraffection online; but they also treat
social mediaas a platform where they can seek advice and justice for controversies

in theirrelationship.

However, itis hard to gain a complete picture of someone’s personality merely by
reading their posts. Not everyone has the same personality online and offline. Some
people may presentthemselves differently online to how they normally behave
offline. In most cases people intend to establish a positive self-image ontheirsocial
media. When commentingon specificissues, people sometimes become more open
and more aggressive online, butthat does not mean these people are aggressive in

theirdaily lives.

Unlike spontaneousinteractions on phone calls and face-to-face communicationin
‘real time’, the computer screen isa shield protecting young adults from
unpredictable embarrassment, pressure, shyness and immediacy (Turkle 2012). One
is able to friend and unfriend anyone on social media and evento pull someoneinto

the blacklistto clear up all the upsets. Young adults, reaching out for a relationship,
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use social media to find out about the history and personal life of their potential
partner with curiosity and affection. They think chatting online can decrease
nervousness and can help them think calmly. Social mediahelp young adults
overcome the anxiety of talkingto the opposite gender. Moreover, most people
preferto discuss deep loving questions online than face-to-face (see McDonald
2016). As mentioned several timesin this chapter, my participants’ dating
experiencesand marital choices have beeninfluenced largely by their parents. In the
next chapter, | will focus on my participants’ relationships with their parents by

starting to look at how they ‘friend’ their parents on social media.
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Chapter 5: Friending your parents

Introduction

‘Slice the fish into even slices, not too thick or too thin, justevenly...and be

careful of your fingers!’

‘Thank you, Mum! Does this look good?’

‘Yes! Now check the water, see if it has boiled. When it has boiled put the fish

in and add some shredded ginger and a teaspoon of cooking wine...”

‘...and keep boiling it until the soup turns white! See, | can cook fish soup now/!

‘Yes, my baby and don't forgetto season the soup with salt and pepper before

you haveit!’

This is the scenario of a daily conversation between one of my participants, Hongmei,
and her mother. The conversationis face to face, but it is conducted onlineviaa
mobile webcam. Hongmei and her mother are thousands of milesapart. Although
Hongmei is currently studyingin Melbourne and her parents are livingin China, she
‘invites’ her mother to the kitchen to give her ‘cooking tutorials’ every time she tries
to cook a new dish. Sendingthe invitationis as simple as starting a video call on
WeChat. Hongmei said, ‘I started my cooking adventure with my mother on the

other end of the camera.’
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Generally speaking, people’s family life involves both mediated and non-mediated
interactions (Clark 2012). The family lives of migrants are dependenton
communication mediasince they are geographically separated (Madianou & Miller
2013). When my participants try to contact theirparents in China, most of those who
have access to the Internet prefer to video chat with their parents online. They can
video chat with each other anywhere and anytime. In the video chat, they show their
parents around Melbourne while traveling by tram, and ask their parents for advice
about choosing fresh vegetables and fruitin the markets. Moving overseas for
further education or for betteremploymentisa major turning point for many young
adults from China. Through the process of this life change, most young adults have
to deal with two types of relationships, intimate relationships and parent-child
relationships. Unlike intimate relationships which are visible online, as discussedin
the previous chapter, the parent—child relationship normally takes place behind the
scenes. Itis invisible but quite observable toa participant-observerlike me whois
given access to participants’ daily life situations. From my observation, | am able to
tell how my participants’ parent-child relationship has beenreflectedintheir day-to-

day social media practices.

Previousresearchers have examined the parent—child relationship from the
perspective of parenting, with a focus on geographically separated families. Many
scholars have studied transnational parenting between Filipino parents who have
migrated and the children they have left behind (Fresnoza-flot 2009; Madianou 2012;

Madianou & Miller 2011, 2013; Parrefias 2001, 2005, 2008; Taylor 2008; Zentgraf &
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Chinchilla2012). Meanwhile, other scholars have examined thisissuein other
countriessuch as Vietnam (Hoang & Yeoh 2012); Mexico (Dreby 2006; Nobles 2011);
Italy (Ambrosini 2015); or Jamaica (Brown & Grinter 2012). Most of these studies,
with the exception of Parrefias (2008) and Waters (2010), who studied the role a
father plays when parentingacross national borders, focus on motheringor

motherhoodin the process of transnational parenting.

In this chapter, | study the parent—child relationship from the child’s perspectiveina
transnational parenting context involving Chinese international studentsin Australia.
| wishto examine situationsin which children are away from their parents and
familiar circumstances as a result of having movedto liveina new environment. |
referto other studiesthat also focus on the child’s perspective in order to make
bettersense of what my participants were experiencingwhen living overseas with
theirparents remainingin China. Smith et al. (2012) explore how college freshmen
stay connected with their parents by using multiple media. They don’t study
international studentsinstead theyfocus on a group of American students from one
single university. However, the results they find are very similarto some of my
findings about how international young adults use multimediatools to stay
connected with the parents theyleft behind. Stewart Titus (2012) study how young
adult children from Jamaica who are studying or working overseas communicate
with the parents leftbehind in the home country. Conclude from the research data,
the author addresses that ICTs have been usedas ‘coping mechanisms to overcome

family separation’ (Stewart Titus 2012, p. 15), which coincides with my study.
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Intense communication via ICTs has enriched family relations by enabling
developmental milestones and social rituals shared as a connected presence
between parentsand children. The concept of ‘remote parenting’ has replaced
‘remote mothering’, referringto parents caring for children while away from home
(Rakow & Navarro 1993; Christensen 2009; Stewart Titus 2012). Unlike the studies of
polymediainremote parentingwhen parents migrated and lefttheir children behind
(Madianou 2012; Madianou & Miller2013; Peng & Wong 2013; San Pascual 2014), |
examine the impact of moving overseas on the relationships of young adults with
their parents back in China. | argue that what developsovertimeis a remotely
conducted, polymediated and mutual caring relationship between the parents who
are leftbehind and their migrant children. Geographical distance and social media
allow parents and the child to develop a more mature and friendly relationship
through friending on social media. They actively seek out various forms of social
mediaincluding WeChat messages, voice call, video chat and etc. in order to create
opportunities forcommunication. In some respects, parents who are leftbehind
communicate with their child who has migrated almost as peers or friends, mutually
caring one another online by sharing information and knowledge of foreign cultures,
dailylife and future plans. In the digital era, geographical distance creates more
opportunities for polymediated communication among separated family members.
Paradoxically, in some cases this can increase the quality and frequency of
communication, thereby strengthening the parent-child bond. By communicating via

multiple mediachannels with a child who has migrated, parents are in effect
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collectinginformation about theirchild’s day to day life ina foreign country. In
addition, most parents ‘friend’ theirchild on social media, and are thus able to
observe theirchild’sonline behaviour. As part of an ongoing process of group

decision-making, parents try to collect enough information to make a strategic

decisiontogetherwith theirchild about the child’s future plans.

This chapter has three sections. The first section discusses the friending relationships
betweenyoungadults who have migrated and their parents. The second focuses on
how parents collectinformation about their child’sforeign life by communicating on
social media. The last section explores how young adults make decisions together

with their parents about their future plans.

Friending and training your parents

Media literacyis an important factor affectinghow my participants, as both a
content producer and recipient, exploit different media affordances when dealing
with differentinterpersonal relationships through online communication. A widely
accepted definition of medialiteracy has been made by Christ and Potterin 1998 as
‘the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and create messages across a variety of
contexts’ (p. 7). In the digital mediaand communication environment, medialiteracy
emphasizes the understanding, comprehension, critique and creation of media
materials (Livingstone 2004; Livingstone & Graaf 2010). Most of my participants
were born inbetween 1980s and 1990s. They are the generation who witnessesthe
developmentof Internetand social media along with their growth.
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In this section | provide an analytical description of how young adults train their
parents to communicate using social media to maintain close family ties based on

my fieldwork. Titus (2012) observed that

The ICTs were being used as coping mechanismsto overcome family
separation. The new connected presence reduced the pain of separation for
adolescentsina foreign country, as most of them were leavinghome and
theirhome country for the first time. Based on the ease of this ICT-enabled
connectivity, there was the potential for sharing emotional and social capital
betweenthese temporaryimmigrants and their families and friendsin their

home country. (Stewart Titus 2012, p. 15)

| found evidence that the participants in my ethnography were trainingtheir parents
in social media because they thought it would be a good way to stay in close touch
through a differenttype of communication. Thisis similarto what Madianou and
Miller (2012) found intheir ethnography that many Filipina migrant mothers and
grandmothers developedtheir medialiteracy skills precisely forthe purpose of being

able to communicate with theirchildrenliving overseas.

Before Tingting, a Master’s studentin Melbourne, left China, she registered two
WeChat accounts for her parents. Tingtinglikes using WeChat and thought it would
be great if she and her parents could stay in touch on WeChat while she was

studyingin Melbourne. Tingting checks her WeChat every now and then, much more
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frequently than she checks her emails or other social mediaaccounts. Tingtingtold

me she trained her mother to use WeChat as well:

| friended my parents on WeChat and then | gave my mum a ‘tutorial’ on the
differentfunctions of WeChat [...] For example, | stayed in my bedroom and
sent a message to my mum on WeChat telling herthat | was hungry. She then
replied ‘come to the kitchen, dinneris ready’, not with a text message but
with a voice message! We also practised doing video chats, voice calls, how
to use Moments (il & [&l, Pengyouquan) to post photos and like each other’s
posts [...] My mum did quite well and she really appreciated that | helped her

pick up new technology. | thinkshe isa fast learner.

Using social mediato stay intouch with friends and families back homeis very
convenientand also very economical compared to making international phone calls.
For many young adults, eversince goingoverseas to work or study, social media
have become the most important connection between them and their parents. Most
of the participantsin this research friended their parents on WeChat before they
wentoverseas, in order to keepintouch withthem. On WeChat, people can

exchange photos, text messages, voice messages, and conduct video chats.

Bellais a PhD studentin Melbourne who also relies on social mediato maintain
family communication. Here are the reasons why her mother prefersto use WeChat

rather than any other media platforms to contact her daughter:
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My mum is a bigfan of voice messages. She doesn’t like texting, because she
thinks that sending voice messages can save her hands from typing Pinyin ($f
). She sends me voice messages on WeChat while doing other stuff, such as

knitting or cooking.

Some participants told me that their parents make posts on their WeChat Moments,
send friends greetings and messagesvia We Chat, but when it comes to contacting
theirchild, for the first place, their parents preferto keep the tradition of making
phone calls. It is not because their parents dislike social media, itis just a reflection
of theirusing habits. According to my participants, some of their parents are simply
used to the practice of making phone calls with theirson/daughter. The parents are
aware that they can make a voice call online viaWeChat but when coming to the
need of talkingto theirchild, the first thing that comes up to theirmind is makinga
traditional phone call. My participants recall that in addition to the time difference
between Australiaand China, they sometimes have classes or work shiftin the
evening, therefore their parentsare not sure when they are available to have a
video chat. Besides when my participants turn off their mobile data or Wi-Fi, no
WeChat message could be delivered tothem, whereas a traditional phone callis able
to reach them anytime. Consideringthe expense of the international phone calls, it is
economically practical to make voice calls via WeChat, hence many parents just
make a very short phone call to set up with their children of the time and date for

theirvideo chat on WeChat.
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The use of WeChat for family communicationis complex and variable. Meilian, who
is a Master’s studentin Adelaide, would prefernotto have her parents on her
friends’ list. She told her parents that they could use WeChat in any way they liked,
but not to try to add her as their friend on WeChat. ‘Instead of WeChat, we use
Facetime. Since we both have Wi-Fi, we can simply use Facetime from our iPhones...
| don't want to make things difficultand complicated’, she said. If her parents
became her friends on WeChat, she feels that theirextended family dynamics would
change. She told me that were she to put her aunts, unclesand siblingson her lists
of friends, “they’d all start sending me friends’ requests...and I’d have to accept
them all... | know they care about me very much, and because I’'m now studyingin
Australiaand we barely see each other once a year, I’'m sure they missme a lot. |
miss themtoo.” In traditional Chinese culture, the extrapolation of kinshipisthe
starting point of interpersonal communication (Ho 1998a, 1998b). Social media
breaks this tradition. Young adults nowadays are able to make friends with anyone
online.Theydon’t needto meet people through the introduction of their relatives.
Introducing by acquaintances is no longerthe only way to make friends. However,
parents and relatives of young people believe that making friends should start with
relatives and family members, so relatives and families are eager to ask their

childrento add them on theirfriend list.

Friending one’s parents carries the risk of being monitored, which is consistent with
Boyd’s findings, ‘itis more socially costly to include these individuals thanitisto

include lessintimate ties’ (Boyd 2010, p. 5).
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Some families have experienced the rapid development of Chinese social media, and
they have used QQ, MSN, Skype, Renren and Weibo. But now most of them have
turned to WeChat to communicate with their family members across the borders.
Although WeChat and other social media platforms provide young adults witha
convenientway to stay in touch with theirfamilies, the frequency of contacting
parents can be quite differentfrom one participant to another. Most female
participants contact their parents on a daily basis, while male participants talk to
their parents once or twice a week. The longerthey have beenlivingin Australia, the
lessfrequently they contact their parents. Weiyong, a Master’s studentin Canberra,

had this to say about the process:

When | had just arrived Melbourne, | talked to my mum almost every day,
and then as | settled down, the frequency of our video chat went down from

once a day to four timesa week, thentwo times, and now only once a week.

Ruisheng, a Master’s studentin Melbourne, considers his academic work to be his
priority. He has figured out a simple but quite efficient way to communicate with his
parents without phoning or video chatting, which isto ‘like’ his parents’ posts on

WeChat Moments on a daily basis:

No matter what my mum or dad posts on their WeChat Moments, | press the
‘like” button. | ‘like’ their posts every day. By doingthat, | feel like we are
saying helloto each otherina very quickand convenientway. When I’'m

busy with my study or my work, | don’t want to be interrupted by phone calls,
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and | normally switch off the Wi-Fi on my mobile so | can fully concentrate on
my work. During little breaks | have a quick scan of WeChat Moments to
check my friends’ updates. By ‘liking’ my parents’ posts on a daily basis, we
don’t needto call each other. They know I’'mstill alive and we follow our

weekly phone call routine, which means | call them once a week.

Some female participants argue that exchanging photos with theirparents is a good
way of sharing theirlife together, considering that they are physically separated and

cannot experience eventstogether:

| love taking photos. One of the reasons isthat | want to show my parents
what | eat, what | wear and what | see in Australia. | don't want them to
worry about me, | want to show them[...] that I’'m doingalright here. | know
my mum misses me a lot, so | try to send her as many photos as | can... | don’t
post photos on my social media, but | send my parents a lot of my selfiesand
photos taken togetherwith my friends. (Hongmei, a female Master’s student

in Melbourne)

My parents send me a lot of photos, especially when they travel with their
friends. | like getting their photos. Although | can’t travel with them, I do
want to share theirhappiness. | want to see that theyare enjoying
themselves with theirfriends. (Lanlan, a female Master’s student in

Melbourne)
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Smith etal. (2012) conclude that when choosinga tool to connect with theirparents,
young adults take into consideration the ‘specificattributes of the conversation —its
purpose, priority, depth and length’ (p. 5). Milleret al. (2016) addressesthat scalable
socialitiesin different social media platforms correspond to greater or lesser privacy
and smalleror larger groups, which represent pre-existing social and cultural norms.
They found that platformsare ‘associated with specificgenres of communication
which people see as appropriate for the group engaged with that particular platform’
(p. 6). Here in this chapter, | argue that even when using one particular platform, i.e.
WeChat, to contact one’s parents, my participants choose to use alternative
functions or features within the platform based on the specificissue (i.e. living
expenses, relationshipissues, academicproblemsand etc.) that theyaim to
communicate with their parents, both the mother and the father or prefer one
parent than the other. It is more like the scalable socialities within the functions of
one platform. Itis a learning process for both the young adults who have migrated
and their parents to figure out the best patterns and modes of communication for
using alternative social mediatools. During the interviews, | asked my participantsto
reflecton how they communicated with their parents before and after moving to
Australia. They realized that moving overseas helped improve their communication
with their parents. When theylived togetherwith their parents, although they had
daily conversations face to face, ongoing conflicts did exist. Going overseas brought

new dynamics to their parent—child relationship. The first dynamicis that of

geographical distance, as young adults are physically away from their parents. The
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second oneis temporal distance, as young adults operate in different time zones
from their parentsand cannot communicate with their parents all day long. The last
one istechnological distance, as young adults use multiple media platformsto
mediate communication with their parents (Smith 2012). Therefore, itis good for
both the child and the parents to mediate theirrelationship froma longdistance
with different social media platforms. Furthermore, the children are transitioningto
adulthood and thisis also contributingto them developing new relationships with

their parents, and social mediais facilitating this change.

For most families, the foundation of the family relationship consists of the provision
of emotional and moral support (Baldassar 2007). Mothers and fathers play different
rolesin parenting, thus the way the participants communicate with their mothers
usually differs fromthe way they communicate with their fathers. Mothers playa
more caring role, while fathers tend to supervise and encourage their children’s
study and work (Cabanes & Acedera 2012; Stewart Titus 2012). Throughout my
fieldwork, | discovered that the topics a young adult chooses to talk about with
his/her mother are differentfromthe onesthey would discuss with the father. It
largely depends on the role their mothers and fathers play in the family. For example,
hereis a compilation of how a number of my research participantstalk to their

mothers:

| complain about how tired/exhausted | am; | ask for a recipe; | talk about my

boyfriend/girlfriend; or | will wait for mum to ask; | talk about what | wear; |
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talk about what | want to buy; | ask what mum has been watching on TV
recently; | ask about my grandparents; | ask for news about my friends; | talk
about what | eat; mum asks if | slept well; mumasks when will | go back

home to China.

By contrast, these are the topics they discuss with their fathers:

| ask for money; Dad asks me about my study; we talk business; | ask my Dad
to do some favour for me, i.e.find a document; we talk about

news/politics/social issues; we talk about my future career.

Young adults who usedto relyon their parents greatly still rely on their parents even
after travelling overseas. They continue to turn to their parents for helpeven
knowingthat their parents are thousands of milesaway. Aftertheytravelledto
Australia, their ‘reliable’ relationships with their parents moved to social mediasuch
as WeChat. When some of my participants are about to cook a meal and are not sure
of the recipe, theyvideo call their mothers and put the mobile aside to let their
mothers teach them how to cook the dish. This is the scenario of Hongmei’s daily
conversation with her mother at the beginning of this chapter. By placing the mobile
where their mothersare able to see them, they try to create an environment of co-
presence. They feel thattheir mothers are actually physically co-present with them

eventhough they are digitally co-present.

During Australia’s winter, the time difference between Chinaand Melbourne is two

hours. For example, when my participants finish at theiruniversities and return
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home and get ready to have dinner, it isabout 7 pm, whichis 5 pm in China. This
means that they are able to have dinner togetherwith their parents by settingup a
video chat and placing the mobile where everyone can see each other. Some parents
like to keep company with my participants when my participants are writing their
assignments. My participant can be writing his/herassignmentwhile his/hermum is
on the webcam doingknitting or watching TV. Some of my participants are happy
about this as they think that this ‘family time webcam’ connection makes them feel
as if they are not living far from their parents. However, a few participants do not
think this is a good idea. They argue that they will miss their parents even more if
they have many conversations which are only digitally co-present as they are still
physically separated. Chambers makes a similarargument (2013, p. 118): ‘webcam

can give the illusion of co-presence and a reminder of separation.’

Mutual caring

To friend your parent on social media can be the first step of accepting your parents
as friends. The process of ‘friending your parents’ makes participants feel that their
parents are similarto their peers, who have to wait for permission to get into their
‘social media world’. Using social mediato stay intouch with parents changes the
dynamics in the parent—child relationship. It makes young adults feel that they are

standing on a stage, on a digital platform, where they are equal to their parents.

There are participants who complained that their parents think when
communicating with their children, they should maintain the so-called parents’
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dignity. Therefore their parents are not very adapted to use social media to
communicate with them. Their parents feel that when communicating with their
childrenvia social media, they are too equal-justlike a normal friend, whichis not
helpful whenthe parents want to have some serious discussions with theirchildren.
Of course, some parents, on the contrary, are more inclined tocommunicate with
theirchildren on social media, and are willingto become friends with theirchildren

in this fashionable and modern way.

Gradually the adjustment to this new style of communication improves the parent-
child relationship by making the relationship more open and mature. Young adults
beginto discuss issues with their parents almostas if they were friends. In particular,
withinthisfriendly environment, parents are able to listen to the deeperthoughts of
theirchildren who are livingina different country. This feeling of equality and
friendly environment—bring new dynamicsintothe parent-child relationship, but
will not change the family power dynamics; may have some influence onit but only
in avery limited period. Take an example from my personal experience: when | first
taught my motherhow to use WeChat, | feltlike | was the boss of the family —1 knew
everything. But that feelingsoon passed. When my mother mastered WeChat and
made her firstvideo chat with me, she reclaimed her crown. Family power dynamic
is much more complicated, it relatesto the parenting style in each household.
Drawing from the Baumrind theory of parenting, there are four parenting styles:
indulgent, authoritarian, authoritative, and uninvolved (Baumrind 1991). To have the

child live overseas and to conduct the parent-child communication based on social
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media, some parents start to adjusttheir parentingstylesalong with this new

experience while othersremainthe same.

| gradually realized through my fieldwork that ‘food and safety’ (rather than ‘health
and safety’) is one of the most fundamental topics that concerns both young adults
who have migrated and the parents that they have leftbehind. First of all, parents
want to know that their child is safe and healthy overseas. In the context of Chinese
culture, when people talkabout health or beinghealthy, the first thing that springs
to mind is food. Thus, in the communication between youngadults who have
migrated and their parents who have been left behind, talkingabout food isalways a
good start to a conversation. ‘Did you eat your breakfast?’ ‘Do you eat regularly?’
‘What did you have for dinner?’ Afterthese initial questions, the parents will
continue and ask, ‘Who did you have dinnerwith? Just by yourself? Where?’
Gradually from food they will move on to academic performance and career paths.

‘Since you got all the nutrition, keep up withyour study!’

As parents are concerned with their children’s safety, they pay more attentionto the

news of the country in which theirchild is currently living:

If my parents see any Australian news on TV they will bringitupin
conversation... especiallyifitis bad news, for example, an accident. They
want me to stay safe [...] but sometimes, theyjust want to check with me to
make sure that the newsis true [...] | rememberonce my mum said that
before | went overseas she only paid attentionto Chinese newson TV or
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newspapers. After| went to England for my Master’s, she started paying
attentionto what was happeningin England, and now that | have come to
Melbourne, she has become even busier. She has to know what is currently

happeningin Australia. Meanwhile, she also keepsan eye on England.

Interestingly enough, many participants talk about the weatherwith theirparents.
When people are livingin different locations, people want to create a feeling of co-
presence (Madianou 2016; Baldassar 2008, 2016). Temperature is somethingthat

people can builda connection with:

Melbourne has a funny weather. When | video chat with my mum, |
sometimes have to explain why I’'m wearing a coat when my mum saw me

wearingshorts justthe day before.

We want to feel how the otherisfeelingonthe other side of earth, so we talk
about the temperature. If | tell you I’'m freezing cold, you won’t feel too much,
butif | tell youitis minustwenty here, | feel freezing cold, then you will

understand how cold I’'m feeling. You might even feel really cold yourself.

When young adults travel overseasto study leavingtheir parents behindin China,
parenting becomes invisible and remote. Many scholars conclude that Chinese
young adults living overseas are carefully ‘looked after’ by their parents in China
(Chao 1994; Hao & Bonstead-Bruns 1998). However, in my fieldwork | found that
young adults living overseas also look after their parents. They make use of social

mediato alleviate their parents’ concerns about their lifestyle by presenting positive
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imagesonline to show that they are engaging inresponsible behaviours, aswell as
showing how they are paying attention to theirparents’ advice and admonitions.
They use social mediato show that they are being dutiful and respectful children
eventhough they are away from their parents. Moreover, throughout all of these
online interactions, migrant childrenand their parents try to make family decisions
togetherto solve problems such as determining what these young adults are going
to do with theirlives, includingin which country to live, which career path to follow,
and what kind of partner they will marry. This process of family decision-making
‘results from the conflictsin obligation, expectation, and beliefs among family

members’ (Xiaet al. 2004, p. 121).

Young adults who friend their parents on social mediaare allowingtheir parentsto
observe theirsocial mediapractices, so they can communicate and make decisionsin
a shared system (Reiss 1981; Xia et al. 2004). Sometimesthey post certain things to
presenttheir parents with certain information they want to convey to them, as they

know theirparents are reading their posts carefully:

| would not post things like that | feel my course work is very hard, or how
lonely | feel since coming here.| don’t want to make my parents regret
sending me overseas;they have already done a lot for me. | can deal withmy

feelingsand | know I‘ll be alright. (Nancy, PhD studentin Melbourne)

Every time | want to post anything negative, | give it a second thought simply
because my parents are on my friends list...I’"m not scared of them finding
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out what | have done, | just don't want them to worry about me. For example,
after | broke up with my girlfriend, | wanted to have a few drinks with my
friends. | was not going get badly drunk, | just wanted to have some shots.

But if | post a photo of me drinkingtogether with my friends, I’'m pretty sure
that my parents would call me to check what is happening. In theirminds,
they would come up with a terrible story that I’'m on the way to becomingan

alcoholic! (Dawei, Master’s student in Melbourne)

Dawei told me that he once forgot to setup the privacy setting before he posteda
picture of himselfsittingata table together witha number of empty wine and beer
bottles. He was having a party with some friends, so they drank a lot of wine and
beer. However, he thought he would like to make the picture look as if he was the
one who had drunk all the bottles. So, he cleared the table of glasses, platesand
chopsticks, removed other chairs, and made it look as if he was sittingthere by

himself with all the empty bottles:

That was fun! Now time for cleaning...Hmm...not in the mood.

Bottles, bottles, everywhere...it might be cool to show them how much |

drank...hahaha...

Photo, taken! Uploading... Great, now, I’ll hit the post button, and | will be
the guy who drank all these bottles...hold on... | should write somethingto go

with the photo too. How about ‘lifeis hard’ or ‘l am allalone’... Hmm, don’t
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bother, a photo is enough, it says everything...Now | can go on cleaningand

come back to see the comments.

This short vignette describes Dawei’s mental activity after he had a party with his
friends and was about to clear the table. Unfortunately, the picture he posted was
seen by his parents and other relatives, and it took him hours to explainto them that
he was not an alcoholicand that he was simply joking. Nonetheless his parents still
worried about him. When he explained the whole story, his parents warned him to
take down the photo from his WeChat Moments, because the relatives whodidn’t

know the background story of the photo might get a bad impression.

The way that my participants communicate with their parents is also influenced by
theirfriends. They discuss how to meettheir parents’ needs by using social media
with their peers. What are the pros and cons? Should they block their parents or not?
Shouldthey set up a privacy settingto stop their parents from seeingsome negative
posts? Young adults practise such ways of using social mediawith theirboyfriends or
girlfriends orfriendsinitially, and then apply these experiences to their parent—child

communication.

Young adults invent new rules of privacy and boundaries when communicating with
their parents on social media. They avoid topics they do not want to discuss by

selectingan alternative mediatool to help themavoid the awkwardness.

Xinyi, a third-year accounting studentin Melbourne, told me how she tried to hide

her boyfriend from her parents:
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My parents want me to go back to Chinawhen | graduate. So they have
suggested that | shouldn’t have any boyfriend unlessthat boy is willing to
come back to China with me after my graduation. | understand one hundred
percent that they are thinking of what’s best for me. But, you know, when|
saw him, | knew he was the one. ‘Unfortunately’ he isa local student, and he
can’t speak Chinese. | haven’tasked him if heis willingto come to Chinawith
me. To some extent, | know he won’t come to China[...] Anyway, on Saturday
morning, my mum asked me what | was going to do on the weekend. Since |
didn’twant to lieto them, and | didn’t want to hear them lecturing me for
dating an Australian boy either, | chose to send them a message on WeChat. |
textedthat | was goingto see some friendsin the city [...] | was a bitnervous.
| was worried that my mum would ask me to video chat with her. If | did, |
knew she would see through me straight away. She would be able to tell
from my face that I’'m not just going out with some friends...| think my mum
can alwaystellif I’'mtrying to lie to her orif I'm hidinganything. So, | don’t

want her to see my facial expressions...

Xinyi chooses different mediatools to talk about differenttopics with her mother.
She is afraid of the webcam when she triesto hide the truth from her mother. Young
adults livingin Australiaare far from theirfamiliesin China, but they regard webcam
as a way that enablesthemto be togetherwith their parents in the same space and

at the same moment (Madianou & Miller2011, 2013; Miller & Sinanan 2014).
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Unlike other social media platforms, Chinese parentsare more likely to use this
mobile-based social networking application to connect with theirchildren. For
young adults, being connected with their parents on social mediais similarto being
observed and supervised by their parents via an online remote ‘baby monitor’in
theirdaily lives and social lives far across the world. Many participants complain that
if they post anything a little too crazy or negative, their parents will call them asking
what has happened and will tell themthat they should delete such a ‘bad’ postin
consideration of maintainingtheir‘good’ self-image fortheirfuture careers. Instead,
their parents may suggest that they ‘say somethingnice and positive’. To prevent
their parents from monitoring them, or to protect their parents from being
influenced by theirtemporary mood/thoughts/feelings, some participants choose to
set access permissionsto block their parents from seeingcrazy but temporarily real
thoughts. Meanwhile, some participants feel guilty about blocking their parents, so
they identify an easiersolution to the ‘baby monitoring’issue, by just posting good
and positive information on theirsocial mediahomepages. Anotheroption isto
create a familyaccount independently from a daily socializingaccount and use this

account to friend and contact your parents and relatives:

| put my parentsinto a special group, whichis separate from my friendsand
peers|[...] | can basically post anything | like on my Moments, as long as | tick

the correct groups to view it. (Weiyong)
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| simply start a new WeChat account, which | use only for contacting my
parents. Easy and simple, and | won’t get it messed up with my friends.

Familyis family, friendisfriend. (Nannan)

Although physically separated from their families, young adults living overseas use
social mediato develop new familyrituals, such as celebratinga relative’s
housewarming party on a webcam, or celebratingtheir parents’ birthdays by singing
a happy birthday song during a video chat. Dachuan (an undergraduate student)
loves doingvideo chat. He says that when his motherheld her birthday party, he felt
so happy that he was able to send his mother his blessings and best wishes viavideo
chat on WeChat. He thought that his mother was very excited to see him during her

birthday party, eventhough the conversation was conducted via the webcam.

Apart from on-air video chat blessings on special occasions, many young adults also
preferto post theirfestival greetings totheir parents on the Timeline of theirsocial
media account. However, this kind of social mediabehaviour caused some discussion

during the interviews. lvy explained that:

[N]Jowadays, when Mother’s Day or Father’s Day comes up on my WeChat
Moments, | almost always see the photos of the mothers and fathers of my
friends!l just don’t understand. Why do they post their parents’ photos on
theirsocial mediaaccounts? Do their parents know about that? | thought
these days were designed for thanking their parents and for spending more
time with their parents rather than just postingtheir parents’ faces online!
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[...]'m not a bigfan of posting my parents’ photos on my social media
account [...] | don’t think | need to show anyone how much | love my parents.
Instead, | prefer to actually spend some real, golden-family-time with my

mum and dad. (lvy, a Master’s student)

Some research participants think that there are three main reasons to send good
wishesto their parents and upload their parents’ photos online. First, they are afraid
that if they don’t do it, but all of theirfriends are doing it, it will show that they do
not show filial piety to their parents. They don’t want to be judged as not caring
about their parents, since their parents have raised them and have sent them away
to achieve better education overseas. Second, since their parents are on their friends’
list, if they did not post theirmum or dad’s photos, their parents will complainand
say that hisor her friends’ child has been posting his or her parents’ photos. Their
parents would question them. ‘Why don’tyou post my photos? You don’t love me?’
Third, some young adults do feel a little bitsad that they are not with their parents
whenitis Mother’s Day or Father’s Day. They really hope they can be co-present
with their parents. They will post a photo of themselves togetherwith their parents,
i.e.an old family photo or a childhood photo with their parents, to try to make
themselvesfeel connected and co-present with their parents (Madianou 2016;

Licoppe 2004; Baldassar 2008).

But again, | do want to raise the question. Issaying Happy Mother’s or Father’s Day

online important because they can show that they care about their parents as much
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as their friends do or even more than they do? Some participants said that their
parents are blocked from seeingtheir WeChat Moments, but they would still post
‘Happy Mother’s Day’ online. lasked why? They said, ‘Because my friends are able to
see how much | love my mother.” ‘But, your mum can’t see it online, can she?’ ‘Well,
my mum doesn’t care about any online presence, butl do.” According to Hwang
(1999) ‘in additionto the authoritarian moralism of respectingthe superior, filial
piety also consists of an affective component emphasizingthe intimacy between
parents and children’ (p. 179). By posting festive greetings to their parentsonline,
participants aim to emphasize theirlove to their parents as a way of ‘filial
demonstration’ (Ikels 2004). They want to establish the image of themselvesas ‘a

reliable, trustworthy and honourable person’ (Whyte 2004).

A joke that one of my participants told me about Mother’s Day was that he felthe
was reviewingall of his potential mother-in-laws’ photos as he scanned through his
friends’ posts on WeChat Moments. He was analysing whose mum is good looking;
whose mum looks hard to get along with; and of course whose pretty daughter may
not really be pretty but only be pretty as a result of plastic surgery, because her

mother does not look pretty at all.

Very few participants’ grandparents know how to use video chat. So, when their
parents talk to the participants, the parents try to pass on greetings from their
grandparents and vice versa. When Jenny’s grandma misses her, Jenny’s mother

makes a video call withJenny at her grandma’s place so that Jennyis able to talk to
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her grandma. For Jenny, most of the time, video chat is really helpful inrelieving her
homesickness. However, sometimes, itis the contrary. The video chat can make
Jenny miss her family even more as she recallsthat ‘seeingthem get together having

family parties on the other end of the screen brings tears to my eyes’.

McDonald (2016) argues that the presence of parents on social mediawas largely
due to theirage howeveraccording to my ethnography, it is not due to the age, but
the need of usingsocial mediadrivesthe main lead. From my fieldwork, since the
young adults moved overseas, their parents have to use social media to maintain
their parent-child communication. As my participants gradually settle in Australia,
the topics they talk about with their parents changes over time. When they first
arrive in Australia, what they talk with their parents is mostly to complain, or to ask
how to cook a dish, or what they should do with the laundry, etc. As they gradually
settle down, they try to find topics to talk with their parents, and start to ask more
about their families, how their parentsare doingand how theirextended family
members are doing. Festival greetings, academicperformances, future plans,

romantic relationships, food and wellbeing, are the most common topics.

Family decision-making

Quite often, in a conversation about future plans, two topics would crop up:
migration decisions and career paths. The migration decision concerns the whole
family. The role each member playsin the family and theirgoals, values and beliefs
are the main factors that influence the processes of family decision-making (Xiaetal.
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2004). If my participant decidesto migrate to Australia, their parents may even start

thinking about how to take care of the grandchildren (Da 2003).

In a Chinese cultural context, whenyour parents become old, because of
responsibility andfilial piety, the child needs to look after his or her parents.
Migrating to a foreign country concerns both the childrenand the parents. Some of
my participants had neverbeen apart from theirparents for longerthan a week, so
whenthey movedto Australiato study, they had to live as self-reliantadults. Afew
participants told me that they cried very hard the first few days after they had
arrived in Australia. It was really challenging forthem to stand on theirown feetin

such a new land:

The video chat online with my parents is like a family meetingtime...a quite
formal and serious meeting. My parents ask what I’'m going to do after my
graduation. What is my plan for the future? What kind of jobdo | want to
start with? Will | stay in Melbourne and get PR before applyingfor any jobs

[...] questionslike these, which make me feel pressured. | know | should make
a decision about my future but I still feel like | need more time to figure it out.

(Nancy, PhD studentin Melbourne)

Many people told me that when theyvideo chat, especially during or after the exam
season, it feelslike aninterview. Their parents would passionately and constantly be
asking about theirscores, how they were doingin the exams, and was itdifficultor

not? Do they think they can pass the examsor not? For these youngadults, whether
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or not they can achieve good academic scores is closely related to whetherthey can
qualify for a scholarship. From their parents’ pointof view, if their children can

obtain a scholarship, it will definitely lessen the family’s financial burden. Meanwhile,
for some of these young adults, if they want to stay in Australia and apply for a PR,
theiracademic performanceis of great importance. Thus, | analyse academic

performance and future plans together.

When | enquired about the initial reason why my participants came to Australia, they
gave me differentanswers. Some are understandable, while some of the reasons are
totally due to the parents of the participants. In the case of Yunbang’s parents, they

made the decision and senthim to Australia:

| wasn’t a good studentwhen | was in high school. My parents thought if
wentto aforeign country | would have to become more independentand
wouldn’t have much time to messaround so | would probably be more
focused on my study... besides, they thought English was important. Evenif |
couldn't get higheracademic scores, my English would at least be betterthan
that of other students who didn’t get the chance to go overseas...which

would be to my advantage when | start looking for jobsin the future.

Most of my participants’ parents can’t speak English, but they want theirchildto be
able to write and speak English very well, so ‘wanting him or her to be good at
English, at the very least’ is one of the key reasons they decide to send theirchild to

Australia.
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In Fucheng’s case, he doesn’t know if he will migrate permanently to Australia or not,
as he hasn’t made the decisionyet, but he wants to have the different experience of
livingina foreign country. If he likes Australia he will stay here. If not, he will either

go back to China or study or work in another country:

My parents have differentopinions on whetheror not | should stay in
Australia after my graduation. My dad believes thatas | have been studying
for four years in Australiaand | have already built up my social network, | will
have a better working opportunity here. On the other hand, my mother
thinks that as I’'m very shy, it must be really hard for me to start making new
friends. Hence my Englishis not very good. So, she suggeststhat | come back
to China. Me, personally, I’'m struggling as well. On the one hand, | miss my
old friends from high school very much, on the other hand, | have tried hard
to get a part-time job while studying at university. | think that the part-time
job has helped me become more outgoingand | have made quite a few local

friends. (Fucheng, a Master’s student in Wollongong)

There are also some participants who are very clear about what they want. They
plan to gain some livingand studying experiences overseas and then after they
graduate they will go back to China. A number of the participants made the decision
togetherwith their parents. There are differenttypes of family communications. In
most cases, parents are the policy makers for their family. As with governments,

policy makers needto collectreliable informationand analyse and gather data
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before they can make a decision. Parents who are leftat home in China by their
young adult child manage to collect data about theirchildrenthrough all sorts of
communication channels, i.e. children’s posts on social media, phone calls, video
chats, text messages, emails and photos that their children send them. It isnot easy
to triangulate and analyse all this data, so sometimes parents will also ask their

childrendirectly whetheror not they want to migrate to Australia.

One of my participants told me that when she calls her mother, if she starts the
conversation with ‘Mama...” (Chinese for mother) rather than ‘Ma..." (an informal
way of saying mum in Chinese) her mother will straight away ask her ‘How much do
you want this time?’. If parents keep receiving similar phone calls they may come to
the conclusionthat the livingexpensesin this country are too high. They may then
suggest that their child goes to another country. Of course, parents listen to their
friendsto learn about theirfriends’ children’s situations and help make a judgement

about whethertheir own children have been spendingtoo much.

As was discussedin the previous chapter, ‘Reaching out for romance’, Chinese
parents who have a daughterin her late twenties are normally eager for their
daughter to find a boyfriend and settle down. Many participants notice that, once
they tell their parents they are involvedina relationship, the topicof their

conversation with their parents tends to be focused on their boyfriends or girlfriends:

My mum is super interested in my boyfriend. Every time we talk, no matter
whetherit’s on the phone or the video chat, she always asks me about my
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boyfriend. If | tell her that | have a boyfriend, she will then ask me to show
her photos of himand ask me about his background. If | tell her | don’t have a
boyfriend, again, she would start telling me how importantitis to have a

boyfriend at my age. (Xiaofang, a female PhD student in Melbourne)

From the parents’ point of view, a boyfriend or a girlfriend does not justrepresent
an intimate relationship, buta potential ‘factor’ to include in the process of family
decision-making (Hollingshead 1996). A foreign boyfriend or girlfriend may totally

change their child’s decision about staying or not staying in Australia, and this

concerns the whole family.

Conclusion

Thanks to social media, young adults who live overseas don’t have to wait for weeks
and even months to get news from their parents. Compared with the family letters
time, now they can easily connect and communicate with their parents at any time
online and have options to choose between text messages, voice call and video chat.
Young Chinese adults living overseas and their parents back in China develop
remotely conducted, polymediated (inthe sense of using multiple social media
platforms for communication) and mutual caring relationships. Parents stay in touch
with their child overseas and develop their parent—child relationship asa more
mature and friendly relationship through the process of text messaging, photo
exchanging, video chatting, voice callingand Moments sharing. Based on the
information parents have gathered of theirchild’s foreign life experiences, parents
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togetherwith theirchild, make a group family decision about what their childis
going to do with theirlife inthe future, i.e., whetheror not they should pursue
further education overseas, or which career path they should take, or whetheror

not they should emigrate.

Three life changesthat young adults experience afterthey move overseasinclude:
living by themselves, which makes their parents worry about their safety and health;
beingsurrounded by their peers, which make their parents worry about their
romantic relationships and friendships; and study/workin a foreign language, which
makes their parents worry about theiracademic performance and future career

development.

Before moving to Australia, the parenting was one-way, and most of the time itwas
conducted face to face, since most of my participantslived with their parents. During
and after the life changes of moving overseas, as young adults are geographically
separated from their parents, parenting has to be conducted remotely with the use
of devices such as mobile phones, computers and iPads, and with social media
platformsincluding WeChat, Weibo, QQ , etc., on and off the screen. As Millerand
Sinanan (2014, p. 133) have discovered from their research, ‘the widest
generalization from these Trinidadian case studiesisto suggest that webcam
facilitates the transition of kinshipinto more friendship-like modes as children
become adults, while equally facilitatingadrift for some long-term friendshipsinto

something more like the deep concern and emotional support of kinship, although,
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no doubt, there are many exceptions’. Decision-making switches from beingone-
way to mutual, on and off the screen. In the Chinese cultural and social context,
keepingintouch with our parents is a way of showingfilial piety, butitis also a two-

way family commitment (Da 2003).

The relationship between parentsand theirchildrenis not a one-way parenting
relationship, but rather two-way mutual caring, as well as a friendingrelationship. In
some cases, mothers and daughters communicate almost as peers and friends. For
example, a mother will ask her daughter’s advice about herparty dress whenthey
video chat. In contrast, a fatherand son discuss the World Cup via webcam even
whenthey are geographically separatedin two different countries. With the
involvement of social mediain a polymediaenvironment, to some extent, beinglong
distanceis not a burden for family communication. In fact, it generates more

communication and thus strengthensthe parent—child relationship.

As mentioned earlierin the chapter, young adults aim to make a collective decision
togetherwith their parents concerning their future plans for migrationand career
aspirations, which iswhat | will elaborate on inthe following chapter, ‘Working it

out’.

174



Chapter 6: Working it out

Introduction

Starting a career is one of the most important life changes, especially whenyoung
adults such as my research participants complete a degree overseasand are standing
at the crossroads decidingwhetheror not to stay overseasor to go back to their
home country. Before they wentoverseas, they believed that studying abroad could
provide them with more competitive advantages, such as foreign language ability,
communication ability and adaptability. Therefore, onthe eve of graduation, when
lookingfor a job, they will aim to make full use of these advantagesto find the ideal
job. Nowadays, there is a growing emphasis on graduate attributes, which comes
from the increasing demands of business and employer organizations. Graduate
attributesrefer to a diverse range of generic skills, such as logical and analytical
thinking skills, effective communication skills, and personality and ethical values
(Hager & Holland 2006). Often, students intheir final year of study start to give
serious consideration to their employment prospects. Even if they have good
graduate attributes, students may still not be ready for the demands of professional
life. Comingto terms with theirown perceptions of their personal and professional
identities—who they want to become and who they want to interact within their
career life —is a major challenge. Asthey start theircareer, eventhe students who
succeed infinding a job may be uncertain of their professional identities. This may be

further affected by a bad service attitude and disappointment with the working
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environment. Ronfeldt and Grossman (2008) acknowledge that since personal and
professional identities are interwoven, professional education helps and supports

new workers to develop their ‘possible selves’ into a professional identity.

For overseas studentsin Australia, the vital decisionto remain, or whether to return
to China or emigrate to a third country is greatly dependent on whetherthey are
ableto find a job. Giventhe sociocultural differencesin overseas job marketingand
working environments, itis much harder forinternational Chinese studentsto
improve their wellbeing and life quality, find their ‘possible selves’, become
interconnected within professional networks, and develop a professional identity
(Gomes et al. 2014). One of the more common strategies used to develop a
professional identityis through social media (Roman 2014), particularly via one of
the world’s largest professional networks, LinkedIn. Social mediaare drawing
increased attention among scholars across a variety of disciplines, including media
and communication, publichealth, business and economics, etc. Numerous studies
(see for example, Boyd 2007; Baym 2010; Ellison 2007; Haythornthwaite 2002;
Livingstone 2008; Madianou & Miller 2013; Miller2011) examine how new
information technology affects peoples’ lives. However, there is less research
devotedto how social mediaare used inconnecting to professional networks and

how international students develop their professional identities.

Previousresearchersin this area (Richardson & McKenna 2003; Richardson & Zikic

2007; Richardson 2009) focus on studying international experience and academic
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careers. They have found that the professional experience gained from working
abroad has an advantage in an academic career as work-related andinterpersonal
skillscan be developed. However, less attention has been given to the barriers that
constrain an international student’sin hisor her career developmentinthe host
country. Building on Richardson’s work, Al Ariss (2010) shows how Lebanese
migrants in France seek to overcome barriers to their career developmentin four
areas: maintenance, transformation, entrepreneurship, and opting out. While many
researchers focus on how skilled migrants develop theircareerin the host countries,
the career exploration of international studentsis an under-researched area. Thisis

an important area tackled in this thesis.

Career theorists (Hall 1976; Super 1957, 1980) have suggested that people under
normal circumstances will experience four career stages during their careers:
exploration stage; establishment stage; maintenance stage and disengagement stage.
Building on the career stages concept, Cron (1984, p. 43-45) proposed a career
development framework by synthesizing previous research on vocational psychology
and sociology. Cron discussed the fundamental career concerns, developmental
tasks, personal challenges, and psychological needsin each career stage. A brief

summary is as follows:

1. Exploration stage, usually between the ages of 20 and 30. One of the main
concerns at this stage isto find a job where one can learnthe skillsrequiredtodo

the job well and become a contributing member of the workplace. This is a period of
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self-discovery thatemphasizes the establishment of a preliminary professional self-
image. The psychosocial needsinclude peeracceptance, support and a challenging

position.

2. Establishment stage, usually betweenthe ages of 30 and 45. One beginsto make a
conscious commitmentto a specificcareer field and to use skills to produce results
and to develop creativity and innovativeness with the aims of being promoted.
Challengesinclude balancingthe conflict demands of career and family and

psychosocial needsinclude achievement, esteem, autonomy and competition.

3. Maintenance stage, usually around the late thirties to mid-forties. Itis a time of
maintaining what has already beenachieved, while reassessingone’s careerwith
possible redirection. Challengesinclude maintaining motivation and facing concerns
about aging. Psychosocial needsinclude security, reduced competitiveness, and

helpingyounger colleagues.

4. Disengagement stage, the transitioning stage from working to retirement.
Challengesinclude establishing astronger self-identity outside of work while
maintaining an acceptable performance level. One has to adjust self-image and face

the detachment from organization and organizational life.

The concept of career stages is employed here for understandingand exploring my
participants’ career development process. Most of my participants are aged between
20 and 30, which means they belongto the first career stage, which isthe stage of

exploration. Accordingto Cron, thisis a period of ‘discovering required qualifications
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and expectedrewards for success’ as well as ‘self-discovery’ with an ‘emphasis on
establishinganinitial professional self-image’ (1984, p. 44). In this chapter | argue
that alongside the technological innovations, social media bring new possibilities to
international youngadults’ self-discovery during theirexploration stage, offeringa
range of opportunitiesforgathering useful information and developing professional
networks. These technologies help young adults deal with worries and barriers,
while choosingtheircareer paths by ‘triangulating’ their decision-making with their
families and peers. In this chapter, drawing on semi-structured interviewsand
participant observations of 44 young Chinese adults livingin Australia, | develop my
argument in three sections. The first section discusses a recent popular part-time job
among Chinese international students — Daigou (f{J%)) (shoppingfor others); the
second sectionfocuses on my participants’ potential worries and priorities when
planningtheircareers; the last section exploresthe role that social mediaplay during

my participants’ career development.

Daigou

Daigou “/XJ%’ can be roughly translated as ‘to shop on behalf of others’ and isa type
of purchasing agent. Daigou are located mainlyin Australia, the United States, Japan,
South Korea and some European countries. Daigou enterprises normally purchase
luxury goods, infant formulas, health supplements, cosmetics and electronic
products, such as, iPhone & Apple Watch series, electrictoothbrushes, blood

pressure monitors, etc. Normally these electronic products are not difficulttobuy in
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China but whenit comes to a new product, like iPhone & Apple Watch series, the
company would release the new product firstin western countries, i.e. America,
England, Japan, Australia, and then later on in China. Some customers in China prefer
to purchase these new products as soon as they are released and that’s why they
turn to their Daigou agents. These products are sourced mostly from the
manufacturer or a retail store before being packaged and sent to a consumerwho is
based overseas, or to international students. Internships and part-time jobs are the
two main kinds of working experiences. Recently, Daigou has become the first choice
when choosing a part-time job among my participants. According to my participants,
the main reasonsfor starting a Daigou business are: ‘good income, time-saving,
flexible working hours, youdon’t have to stay in one place, you can work anytime
and anywhere using mobiles or tablets to take orders and contact customers on
social media/mobiles.’ Forgirls who love shopping, they enjoy doing Daigou because
they are able to do a lot of shopping ‘officially’ and can recommend good stuff to
theircustomers. They like to share the happiness of buying the ‘good stuff’. Qi ngxue
added one more reason. She said that if you have a friend working as a Daigou agent,
you can learn from the friend about how to do Daigou and can even work together

with the friend.

Many girls conducting a Daigou business preferto pair up with theirfriendsor
boyfriends by renting an apartment together closely located to transportation and
shopping centres. Previous research (e.g. Zhao et al. 2015; Bonetti et al. 2017)

analyse Daigou business from the perspective of e-commerce, economics and
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marketing. Drawing from my ethnographicfieldwork with two participants, Qingxue
and Zhixiang, | presenttwo case studiesto gain insightand understand thisrecent
popular phenomenonand to illuminate how Chinese young adults use social media
as a mediated communication tool to expand social networks and to build up

rapport with consumers and potential customers.

From a shopaholic to a Daigou agent

Qingxue had just started her Master’s program when a friend of mine recommended
that she participate in my research. | hadn’t met her personally before our interview,
but from Qingxue’s WeChat Moments’ posts | viewed heras a very fashionable girl.
On the day of the interview, | recognized her the second she steppedintothe State
Library. She was wearinga white one-piece suit with 7-cm-high-heels and carrying a
high-end handbag. She had dyed her hair blonde and wore a pair of brown contact

lenses. Qingxue considered herself ashopaholic.

Before | started my Daigou business, my crazy shoppinghabit wasted a lot of
money. | bought too many thingsthat | didn't actually need. But now with my
Daigou business, shopping makes money for me... you know, doing Daigou
makes a big difference tome. | don’t ask for spare money from my parents
anymore and it feels soamazing spending money that I’ve earned myself.
Besides, I’'m happy that | could turn my hobby of shoppinginto something

good, into a part-time job...
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Qingxue told me that her Daigou businessis utterly dependenton currency
exchange rates. When she first started her business, she kept an eye on the currency
rates every day. When Australian dollars are cheaper, customers like to buy more
things since they treat the price difference of exchange rates as a discount... The
experience of doingthe Daigou business was a big life change for Qingxue. She has
now realized that earning money is hard work, and that she shouldn’ttake her
parents’ money for granted. Qingxue is savingsome money for her trip to America,
and she has started considering her future seriously. ‘l won’tdo Daigou for the rest
of my life.Ineeda career. I’'m looking forward to visiting the States nextyear... If |
like the country | may then apply to do some furtherstudiesthere’. Qingxue has a
friend livingin Sydney who is also managing a Daigou business. Qingxue said her

friendis her Daigou mentor.

| learned a lotfrom my friend. She taught me some skills, such as bargaining,
customer communication, advertising[...] my friend also introduced me to
some express delivery companies, which was a bighelpto my business. She
has established a steady customer base via WeChat and she has keptin touch
with her old customers as friends. They trust my friend and discuss their
needswith her, for example, asking her what would be a great birthday gift

for their mothers or partners.

Qingxue uses a separate account for her Daigou business. She keeps two WeChat

accounts, one for her friends and family, the other for posting Daigou business-
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related ads and communicating with customers. On holidays such as Christmas Day,
New Year and Chinese New Year, Qingxue offers her customers a special discount.

She also gives gifts to customers who spend a certain amount of money.

Although the majority of Daigou are unauthorised buying agents, they upload
images or videos of popularproducts on their personal social media accounts (for
instance, on WeChat Moments and Weibo) to attract domesticclientsin China. They
then offerto shop for their clientsin-store and post the products to China. According
to a post from ‘Gentlemenin China’ on marketingtochina.comin 2016, potential
consumers ‘will make their choice according to three main things: other buyers’
experience, theirrelations’ recommendations (Word of Mouth, or WOM) and what

they have read from reliable sources (in articles or on social media)’.

Deciding which Daigou to choose is a group decision-making process. Potential
customers collectinformation on a user’s experience of a targeted product and the
quality of Daigou services, both online and offline. Social media play a key role in the
Daigou business, as potential customers are looking for evidence of a reliable
shopper as well as reliable information on the products they are interestedin.
Daigou shoppersare quite close to their customers as the platform they use to
communicate is the same one that they use to connect with theirfriends and
families. Furthermore, they conduct all the conversations surrounding making orders
and bargaining for prices on WeChat, although some Daigou, like Qingxue, may use a

separate account for businessonly.
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Abidin (2015a) conceptualises ‘bloggers’ ‘YouTubers’ and ‘Instagrammers’, as
influencers and demonstrates how influencers appropriate and mobilise fourtypes
of intimacies with followers: commercial, interactive, reciprocal, and disclosive.
Building on Abidin’s fourtypes of intimacies and especially with the focus on the
commercial intimacies, | analyse the social mediastrategiesemployed by Daigou
agents. In a Chinese context, these high-profile microcelebrities and influencers are
called Wanghong (I 4L). Many Daigou try to make themselves become Wanghong.
They make their posts as attractive and popular as possible because the more
followersthey have on social mediathe larger the number of potential customers.
They also spend a great deal of time designingtheirdaily posts with the aim of
includingthe products for sale. Qingxue will sometimes post a selfie, whileinthe
background there are shelves of fish oil capsules, vitamins, infant formulas and
Weetabix. Alternatively, she will upload a video of herself using make-up, step by
step, while patiently introducing the cosmetics she is using from the Jurlique brand.
Qingxue makes the video look like a chit-chat with her besties while actually sharing
her knowledge and experience of usingthese products. She hopes her followers will
like her posts and therefore spread the word for her as well as contact her to buy
these products. Although Qingxue is not sellingherhome-made brand she triesto
set up the image with her followers that the stuff they bought from her, no matter
which brand it is, will has her name ‘on’ it. Her name may not be tagged on the
product, butitis from her endorsementand quite intimate product demonstration

that potential customers will notice this product and get to know and evenwant to
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buy this product. By respondingto her followers’ comments on her social media
posts with commercial interest (Abidin & Thompson 2012), and by introducing a
product inher designedvideos, Qingxue develops more commercial intimacies with

her followers (Abidin 2015a; Abidin & Ots 2016).

Some customers may question the quality of the products Qingxue sells, so she will
sometimesshoplivein stores. Qingxue uses the video chat service on WeChat to
directly chat with the customer, and shop whileinthe store, pickingup tins and
boxes from the shelves. Switching between postingimages on Weibo and making
video calls on WeChat, Qingxue manages to create a sense of co-presence with her
customers. This builds up trust between heras a Daigou agent and her customers.
Abidin (2014, 2015a, 2015b) coinsthe term ‘perceived interconnectedness’ to
investigate the model of communication between microcelebrities (Wanghong, M 21.)
and their followers, which could be employed to understand the impression of
intimacy and ‘a sense of closeness and familiarity’ (Marwick 2011b). The theory of
parasocial interaction was initially formulated from the communication between the
mass media users and the media figures such as celebrities, performers and
presenters (Horton & Wohl 1956; Rubin & McHugh, 1987; Giles 2010). Parasocial
interaction describes a one-sidedinterpersonal relationship in which one person
knows a lot about the other and the other does not exchange such knowledge. The
one-sided relationship between celebrities and audiences or fans (Caughey, 1984) is
by far the most common form of study of such relationship. The idea of parasocial

interaction may be extendedto include the online environment of social media
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platforms, where the users and the mediafigures are co-producing the content and
has developedthe one-to-manyinteraction into one-to-one interaction online

(Stever & Lawson 2013).

| propose that shopping practices from Wanghong (I 41.) Daigou agents bring

parasocial interactioninto a more personal interaction..

Nowadays, through live video streaming, Wanghong (P 4L.) will read out the names
of customers who buy theirown endorsement or recommendation products in the
live videoto encourage more people to buy the products they recommend and
actively give feedback on post-use experience (usually the positive ones) inthe form
of pictures or online posts. In this way, the parasocial interactions betweenthe
celebrities-Wanghong (I 4L.) and the online shoppers have become a more
personalized and uni-directional interaction (Fetscherin & Conway 2011) has also
strengthened a shopper’s brand love and brand loyalty towards a certain brand.
These phenomenahave been studied and theorised by Abidin (see forexample
Abidin & Ots, 2016) who seesinfluencers playingas major role in brand management
through parasocial relations with theirfollowers. She definesinfluencers as
‘everyday Internet users who manufacture themselvesintoa new form of social
mediamicrocelebrity’ (Abidin & Ots 2016, p. 153).

Daigou are not influencers, they rely on direct social connections and relationships
and they follow and reinforce the impacts influencers have on consumption patterns.

Here, my concern is not with influencers but rather it is on Daigou parasocial
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practices and how the participants in my study engaged with theseinorder to

supplementtheirincomes.

From gift shopping to business shopping

In this section, | present how parasocial relations and commercial intimacy may
evolve intoa business model for Daigou agents. Zhixiangis currently studyingfor a
PhD in Melbourne. He has a scholarship and doesn’t have to worry about living
expenses. However, the reason he started doing Daigou is that his mother kept
asking himto buy thingsfor her and her friends, relatives and colleagues. Zhixiang
didn’tenjoy it at firstbut he didn’tknow how to refuse. His mother, a seemingly
kind-hearted lady, didn’t want to disappoint her friends wheneverthey asked her if
Zhixiang could help them buy some health and nutrition products, or skincare
products. Zhixiang understands his mother, but thinksit is unwise to keep buying
‘presents’ for her friends. As Zhixiangsaid, ‘l am not a bank. | can’t afford to keep

buyingthings for my mother’s friends for free.’

One day Zhixiang came up with an idea. If he could start his own Daigou business,
hopefully his mother’s friends would realize that he was runninga businessrather
than beinga Santa Claus figure sending out free gifts. Although he feelsthatbeinga
boy he doesn'tlike shoppingas much as a girl does, thanks to his mother’sinformal

training, he is now at home with skincare and supplementbrands:

| am sure there are potential customers if my mother can spread the word...

so | take photos of the products | buy and write up a few linesto describe
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them and provide the prices. Then | ask my mother to post them on her
Moments [...] basically, her friends are retired so they spend a lot of time
reading posts and reposting things. When they repost my ads, | can see that

my Daigou businessisexpanding.

There isa difference between female and male Daigou agents. This reflects Chinese
ideas about genderroles (see, for example, Hu & Scott, 2016).as well asreciprocity
and family values which | have discussed earlierin Chapter 5. Some customers
prefershopping with female Daigou agents because they think that girls are born
shoppersand therefore more reliable when shopping on their behalf. Females are
regarded as being more careful and skilled at selecting bags and makeup. Qingxue
completed her Bachelor'sdegree in Melbourne last year, so this year is her fourth
year of livingin Melbourne. She is very familiar with all the shopping malls and the
pharmacy retailers, such as My Chemist, Priceline, Chemist Warehouse inthe local
area, and sheis also an experienced driver which makes her Daigou business easier
than those who use public transportation. Many female Daigou agents imply that
they have been using most of the products they are selling. Qingxue said that she
was confident she could shop ‘for good stuff for my customers’ because she really
enjoys shoppingand has ‘the patience to selectand compare goods from different

brands’.

In the case of male Daigou agents, people think they are easyto bargain withand

that they may have the advantage of more scientificknowledge about the products.
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Zhixiang’s experience isagood example. Asa chemical engineer, he feels that people
preferto purchase health and nutrition products from him, as he will be able to spot

‘bullshit’ products: ‘They think | am a scientist’.

| asked Zhixiangif he promotes himself and his Daigou business on his Moments or
any other social mediaaccount. He told me that he does not post anythingon
purpose for his business, but he does post photos and short videos of himself and his
friends havinga great time in Melbourne. Zhixiang wants to show his current
customers on social mediathat heis actually livingin Melbourne. He believes this
convinces his customers that the products they order from him are the real products

that he bought from pharmacies and supermarkets.

Doing Daigou business with social media is one way for young adults to test the
water and to have an opportunity to self-reflectand self-discover what kinds of job
are they interestedin or capable of. Among the Daigou agents are many Chinese
international studentslike Qingxue and Zhixiang. They regard their Daigou business
as a casual part-time job, which helpsthemrelieve some of the financial burden and
keepstheirlife abroad busy. Some students who are managing a Daigou business
findit interestingto put what theylearned at school into practice, especially those

studyingaccounting and marketing-related subjects.

Social media and Daigou

Despite the range of online shopping websites available, e.g. Amazon.com, Tmall and

Tmall Global — many people in mainland China still preferto turn to Daigou for
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shoppingfor foreign brands and products. Unlike shopping from a website, through
WeChat, Daigou agents can interact withand immediately reply to their customers.
They keep theircustomers wellinformed not only with information on the products,
but also with tips on how to use a certain product. They operate like an after-sale
service. The immediate and daily interactivity social media provides bring Daigou
agents more business opportunities. Here is how Qingxue communicates with her

customers on WeChat:

Sometimesifa customeris curious about a product, | will chat with her fora
while on WeChat. Normally | would start with texting, and then send some
pictures about the product, and after a while, if | feel that this customer is
really into the product and may want to buy some, | will then have a voice

call with her directly.

With the different features WeChat offers, Daigou agents and customers have more
options about theircommunication style. That is, both agents and customers can
exchange text messages, share photos, voice calls, voice messagesand video calls,
rather than just sendingout inquiry emailsto a product’s official website or making

phone calls to a customer service.

Also, on a Daigou’s WeChat Moments, you can check the price of the product and
read about the experience of users and userevaluations. If you and your friends
follow the same Daigou, it is much easierto see each other’'scomments under

certain products. As most WeChat contacts are family, friends, and groups of
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acquaintances, it is more like a process of collective decision-making. Before making
a decision to purchase a product, you may ask your friends and listento their
opinionsabout it. You can also check the commentsand evaluations of the product
on the Daigou agent’s WeChat Moments. Having customers on Daigou agents’
WeChat contact lists enables Daigou agents to analyse the characteristics of their
customers because they are mutually followed friends without specific privacy
settings. Daigou agents are able to view their customers’ daily life presentationon
theirMoments as well. Therefore, itis easierfor Daigou agents to provide targeted
product promotion and user-friendly services on WeChat, rather than at a retail

store where the retailerdoes not know the customer.

Planning your career

In July 2014, four of my participants who were pursuingtheir Masters’ degrees at
the Australian National University (ANU) invited me to attend theirgraduation
ceremony. | had neverbeento Canberra before, and | thought it would be a good
opportunity to do a focus-group interview withthem both immediately before and
immediately aftertheirgraduation ceremony. The popular Chinese saying ‘5 VRl 2k
V.’ (biye ji shiye) means ‘graduation equalsunemployment’, sothe career plan

became the main topic of our focus group.

During the interview, when | asked my participants what they were goingto do
tomorrow after their graduation, two of them already had a clear plan, that is, to

start workingin a company or to pursue a further degree. The other two told me
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they hadn’t decided yet because they couldn’t make the decision based upon their
own interests. They had to take policies, families and other things into consideration.
Among the young adults who participated in my study, some have had limited
working hours due to theirvisa status. Al Arisset al. (2012, p. 95) suggest that ‘we
should study migrant careers not simply from structural/ institutional orindividual
perspectivesalone, butas a relational construct that is at the interplay of individual
and institutionsand as a multi-layered and multi-faceted phenomenon.’ On the
subjectof arriving at a career plan, from my analysis of the interview transcripts, |
categorize my participantsinto two groups. One group prioritiseslocation, and the

other prioritises chosen profession.

With regard to the participants in the first group, before they decide on their careers,
they choose to live ina specificplace. They would either decide to stay in Australia,
go back to China, or go to a third country. Givenincreased transnational mobility
(Gomes 2015), some participants are also keento relocate to a different host

country such as America or England. If my participants decide not to go back to China
for work, they must then acquire an appropriate visa to stay in the host country. For
example, if they want to stay in Australia, they have to apply for a certain type of

workingvisa. Most of them would apply for permanent residency. 1

1 Accordi ng to the Australian Government Department of Immigrationand Border Protection, ‘An
Australian permanentresident (permanent resident) is the name givento a non-citizen who is the
holder of a permanentvisa. Apermanentresident can live, work and study without restriction in
Australia’. http://www.border.gov.au/Trav/Life/Aust-1accessed on 6 March 2017.
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Xinyi tells me that even before she came to Australia, she had made up her mindto
migrate to Australia, so she chose to study accounting here. Xinyiis the
undergraduate studentstudyingaccounting in Melbourne mentionedin Chapter 4,
who complainedthat her social network was limited because she isin a female-
dominated profession. Accordingto Xinyi, most of her classmates intendto stay in
Australialong-term. Therefore, they want to work as an accountant after graduation
to make sure they qualify fora permanentresidentvisa (Jackling 2007; Ziguras &

Law 2006).

Participants in the second category put their professional lives first. They don’t limit
themselvestostayingina certain place. Instead, they preferto have a career they
really like. They want to make sure that the educationthey have acquired, the
dreams they have chased and theirinternship and experiences, all help them achieve

theircareer goals.

Yonggang isa PhD candidate in biochemical engineering. From the time when he

was a little boy, he always dreamt of beinga scientist. Every day, as he conducts his
PhD research, he feels closerto his dream. He says heis going to apply for research
fellowshipsinbiochemical engineeringall overthe world. As long as he is able to do

research in alab, he does not care where the lab is located.

Young adults are not makingthese work-related decisions by themselves. They make

a collective decision with their parents, partners and other family members. As

193



discussedin Chapter 5, the parental relationshipisa crucial dimension of the career

developmentof youngadults (Young et al. 2006; Whiston & Keller 2004).

Working it out on social media

In China, some companies demandto see candidates’ Moments on WeChat during
the recruitment process. Xiaofang, who used Weibo for job-hunting, managed to
make her social media posts appealing. She aimed to presentherselfas an active,
hard-working and happy person. She posted photos of herself working with her
classmates as a team to create a self-image as a co-operative person with good

team-work skills.

Xiaofangreposted a post (see Figure 6.1) on her Weibo homepage when she was

looking for a job. By posting and reposting examples like this, she felt motivated and

encouraged every day to send out her resume as she looked for a job in Melbourne.

A year after she participated in my research, she finally got a job in Melbourne.
<Image removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 6.1: Sharing the experience of how to get an offer from Morgan Stanley (HK)

Many of my participants turn to social media for help once they have a clearerplan
of theirfuture career. They hope that the ‘social’ side of social mediacan bring them
some opportunities. Sadly, many of my participants gradually come to realize that
they should use social mediaprimarily to get encouraged and motivated by learning
job-huntingskillsand knowledge shared by others. The connectedness of social

media offers opportunities to expand one’s professional networks, as well as to
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gather job-related information. Itis easy to find out where alumni and classmates
end up working through social media, but itis also easy to feel pressured when
participants see a peergettingahead in the job market. Through informal
conversations, my research participants learn about new companies and
organizations. If somethingattracts theirattention, they may take the nextstep, i.e.
by enquiring about recruitment opportunities. The reason that my participants
realize that they should use social mediato expandtheirprofessional networks as
well as to gather job-related informationis because they could get motivated and
connected through this process. Social media may not be able to get someone a job
but it provides people with lens through which you see other people’s career choices

and working environmentand potentially some recruitment opportunities.

In the recruitment systems of some companies, candidates are asked if they have

any acquaintances in the company. For instance, Jun Yang told me that he usedto
look up his WeChat Moments. If he saw that hisfriends had posted recruitment
notices from their companiesor universities, he would then follow the lead and
submitan application himself.JunYang is aware that since most of his friends

started working only two years ago, they are still new to the company and are not in

a seniorposition. What Jun Yang is really looking forare potential recruitment
opportunities and background information about those companies. At the same time,
he tries to motivate himself by checking which big companies his friends are working

for. During my participant observation with JunYang, as we were sittingon a tram
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going to a job-hunting seminarwhich he had recommended me, Jun Yang quickly

scanned his WeChat Moments and said:

| know that my friends may not be able to help me find a job, but by
wandering around their social media posts, | can collect recruitment
information about their workplace straight away. Sometimes, if ’'m really
interested in working there, | may ask my friends about the working
environment, whetheror not the staff are friendly and how theyfeel about

theirjobs.

People are able to glimpse the daily lives of some professionals through social media.
Helen’sjournalistfriendisworkingin Tianjin, China. They were classmatesin high
school. Aftertheyfinished high school, Helen took the IELTS test and came to
Australiato study accounting at the University of Melbourne. Meanwhile, her friend
sat for the national college entrance examination and got accepted to a universityin
Beijing majoringin journalism. The first time Helen heard that her friend had become

a journalist, she was shocked:

Well, it’s probably because | thinka journalistis someone you see on
television, likeacelebrity. | thought you had to have a pretty face to geta TV
job [...]1 know that journalists work very hard, but until | saw my friend’s post
of herself standingin the middle of a storm doinga TV report, | didn’t have
real empathy for journalists[...] It's weird [...] | feel like people such as

journalists are supposedto be ‘on TV’, whichis far from my daily life [...]
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howeverwhen my friend posted the photo of herself experiencing hardship

as a journalist, | started to care for journalists.

However, not everyone iskeento post about theirjobs. Amy stated that she had
posted nothing about her work eitheron Moments or on Weibo. ‘My job is
confidential...alsoit’s too much trouble to edit a post on Moments, and | can’t be
bothered to interact with people’ were the reasons Amy gave. ‘In my job, I’'m doing

what I’'m supposed to do and | think everyone knows that’.

Certainly, not everyone sharesthe positive side of theirwork. Many people preferto
‘trash talk’ (M:## Tucao) theirjob on social media, if they are sure that their
employerwill notbe readingtheir social media posts. Before | conducted my
interview with Dashan, | believed that no one would find this ‘trash talk’ useful.

However, Dashan explainsitdifferently.

I’m scared of working. I’'m not sure what kind of career suits me. After so
many years of education, | don’t know what skills or abilities | have, or if |
have the qualifications, skills and abilities required by the company. On social
media, | found that most of my friends have complained about theirjobs at
leastonce or twice. That makes me feel relieved. Not everyone enjoys their

work. | shouldn’t be afraid of not liking my work either.

Yunbang posted three images on his WeChat Moments (Figure 6.2). Along with the
image of the dog (posted on 15 July 2014) the firstline reads: ‘Aftera day’s work,

tiredlike a dog’. The one with a crying baby face (posted on 10 August 2014) says, ‘|
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had a very strong desire to travel, but then | counted my annual leave days...’ The cat

image (posted on 24 September2014) says, ‘Off duty!!! F***III Ah!Il

<Ilmage removed due to copyright restrictions>

Figure 6.2: Examples of Yunbang’s posts on his WeChat Moments

People, like Yunbang, who complain about their jobs on Moments don’t necessarily
imply that they dislike theirwork or are not satisfied with the pay. Sometimes they
merely wish to tell their friends how hard they have been working or how much they

have beenthrough to keep their positionsinthe workplace.

Conclusion

This chapter sheds light on two related phenomena. First, on how young Chinese
living overseas use social mediato start their own part-time Daigou business. |
explored why they want to do such part-time jobs, how social mediahelpstheir
businesses, and how theirsocial media practices reflect their life changes. Second, |
used a group interview to examine the fears and worries young adults have about
searching for jobsand planningtheircareer paths. | then extended the analysisto a
discussion of the priorities of young adults when seekingjobs. Arelational ‘core
triangle’ emerged: parents, friends and self. My research participants were trying to
figure out what their parents wanted them to do, how their friends made a living,

whetherthey enjoyed theirjobs, and most importantly, what career to pursue.
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This chapter discussed alternative ways in which young adults use social mediaas a
method to navigate their work needs and to plan their careers based on the ongoing
life changes and the constant changing interpersonal relationships. | argued that
social media offerthe opportunity for young adults to gather more information
about their acquaintances’ workplaces and the workplaces’ potential recruitment
information and career situations of their peers. This sometimesfunctions as
encouragementand comfort and sometimesitturns out to be a distraction. There is
still much ambivalence about the role of social media in planninga career. So far, |
have shedlighton how my participants live through the new life changes associated
with living overseasin terms of four typesof interpersonal relationships (friendship,
love, family, and work), with the help of social media practices. In the next chapter, |
walk through each finding from the previous chapters, and highlight my primary

theoretical contributions to the study of interpersonal relationships and social media.
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Chapter 7: Thoughts on social media, interpersonal relationships and life changes

Introduction

Navigating life changes associated with moving overseas is complicated. Four
themes emerge from my fieldwork with young Chinese adults livingin Australia.
These can be understood as changes infour types of ongoinginterpersonal
relationships (friendship, love, family and work) reflected inthese young adults’
social media practices. Earlierinthe thesis| devoted a separate chapter to each of
these types of relationship: friendship in Chapter 3, romantic relationship in Chapter
4, family relationshipin Chapter5 and work-related relationshipin Chapter®6. In the
presentchapter, | bringthese differenttypes of social relationships togetherto
betterunderstand how people’ssocial mediapractices relate to theirlife changes.
Each of these types of relationship had a clear effect the social media practices of

the participants in my ethnography.

Drawing from both my own fieldwork and a critical reading of the scholarly literature
on social media, interpersonal relationships and life changes, here, | propose a
model of social media, interpersonal relationships and life changes to address the
importance of the role of each of the differentforms of social mediain helping
young adults manage theirinterpersonal relationships when faced with the
challenges of living overseas. | have devisedfive principlesinorderto situate and
theorise my findings withinthe broader fields of social media and digital

ethnography.
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Locating the ethnographic findings in line with five principles

Below | presenta way of thinking about social media, interpersonal relationshipsand
life changes based on five key principles which | have developed from my

ethnography.

The first principle based on my observationsis that social mediaallow Chinese young
adults to share theirlivesin different ways while living overseas. Some manage to
presentthemselvesasa different person, while others wantto show theirfamilies
and friendsin China that they are still the same person, and that life changes have
not changed who they are. This presents a complex problem of self-presentationfor
them whereby they wanted to reveal or conceal differentsides or aspects of
themselvesintheirnew livesto different groups within theirsocial spheres. Actions
that may impress newfound friends can potentially disturb family leftinthe home
country, so my participants spoke about the ways in which they managed different

social mediaplatformsin order to negotiate these different contexts.

The second principle isthat when people presentthemselves online, they constantly
switch mediachannelsand platformsfor different purposes, such as to stay
connected and create a digital co-presence with theirfriends, partners and families.
The phenomenaassociated with digital co-presence have been extensively
researched by Hjorth (2005). Digital co-presence has beenvery important to my
participants’ choices regarding theirdecisions to use particular mediachannels and

platformsincludingwhetherto download or remove applications from their devices.
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The third principle | have identified is that people are not simply switching between
different contemporary interpersonal technologies. Their switching may be viewed
as sets of emergent practices using social media as a way of navigating their
interpersonal relationships, such as friendships, romantic relationships and parental
relationships using the affordances of polymedia (Madianou & Miller 2013). In other
words, theirswitchingbehaviours with social media are constituted by the
challenges of the needto move betweenvarioussocial circles, for example, family,

old school friends and university friends in the new home country.

The fourth principleisthat social media are playinga central role inthe
communication between youngadults and their parents, especiallyinthe process of
making collective decisions (Hollingshead 1996) of young adults and their families’

future plans.

The fifth principle | am proposing has deep resonances with classic social comparison
theory (Festinger 1954). The evidence from my ethnography reinforced the ways in
which individuals and individual families would compare themselves constantly with
what their peersand the children of their parents’ friends are doing on social media,
to collect information and inspiration to adjust theirfuture plans. Social media has
made this desire to compare and situate oneselfinrelation to others more obvious
and more transparent. Inthe followingsections|will unpack the complexitiesand

connectionsinvolvedinthese five principles derived from my ethnography. However
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before | do this | would like to refer to Madianou and Miller’s concept of polymedia

to provide a background framework for my five principles.

In 2012, Madianou and Millerdeveloped anew conceptual frame for interpersonal
communication whichthey termed ‘polymedia’. The terms describes the phenomena
associated with how people utilise various media affordances to manage their social
relationshipsinorder to satisfy different emotional and social needs. Madianou and
Miller (2012) explainand theorise what polymediais by providingexamples from
theirethnographic studies of Filipinoand Caribbean transnational families. The
conceptis grounded in the social practices of culturally specificfamily groups and
sets out to theorise observable phenomena. The contours of polymediadraws from

media ecology, mediation, mediatization and personal connections and digital media.

In contrast to Madianou and Miller, | am not looking at my research participants
solelyas individual social media usersinteracting with other individuals, an approach
known as methodological individualism (Aggasi 2017). Rather my focus is on
describingand analysing the practices of my participants withinthe group dynamics
and social media ecosystems of people livingin Australia. Anotherlayer of
complexity arisesin my ethnography because | am also describing the social norms
and moral concerns of people operating withinthe Chinese social mediaecosystem
wheneverreferringto my participants’ social media practices with their pre-existing
relationshipsin China. My participants were effectively navigating two discrete yet

interconnected ecosystems comprising the various social mediaapplications, both
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Chinese and Western, for example, applications like Facebook operate alongside

Weibo for the participants in my ethnography.

To return to polymedia, Madianou and Millerargued that:

Polymediaisan emerging environment of communicative opportunities that
functions as an ‘integrated structure’ within which each individual mediumis
definedinrelational termsin the context of all other media. In conditions of
polymedia, the emphasis shiftsfrom a focus on the qualities of each
particular medium as a discrete technology, to an understanding of new
mediaas an environment of affordances. As a consequence, the primary
concern shifts from an emphasis on the constraints imposed by each medium
(often cost-related, but also shaped by specificqualities) toan emphasis
upon the social and emotional consequences of choosing between those

different media(p. 170).

In my study | found that the ‘integrated structures’ of different mediainfluenced
how these mediawere used. One of my participants told me that he normally starts
dating on Facebook and breaks up on Twitter. He found the 140-character limiton
Twitter to be especially helpfulfor breaking up, because ‘it’'sover’ looks less
dramatic on Twitterthan Facebook, and he prefers to retain all the good memories
on his Facebook account. As we can see, this participant is not merely switching
platforms— he is choosing different platforms for different purposes, shifting

between different niches of the communicative environment.
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Anotherexample of polymediachoicesinaction isthe case study presentedin
Chapter 5, in which one of my research participants, Tingting, decided whento video
chat or not with her parents dependingon factors such as whethershe neededto
clean her room, hide a bad day from her parents, prepare for her final exams or get
ready to go out with her boyfriend. She told me that although she always wants to
video chat with her mother, once the webcam is on her mother’s CCTV is on as well,
so to speak. Tingting’s mother will ask her to turn the webcam around so that she
can locate her daughter with her own eyes and check her surroundings. Tingingis
worried that a webcam can lead to unwanted discussions, or even quarrels, with her
mother. Through the manipulation of the camera’s field of vision, old power
relations are regenerated whereby a mother can control quite intimate aspects of

her daughter’s life through digital co-presence.

These observations are similarto what Millerand Sinanan (2014) describe from their
fieldwork with Trinidadian transnational families, where the participants reported
that the webcam put people under ‘moral surveillance fortidiness they experienced
as a child’ (p. 36). However, young adults like Tingtingdon’t want to be monitored all
the time by their parentssince theirbedrooms are ‘backstages’ or ‘back regions’ of
informality (Goffman 1956, p. 69-70) where they can be totally relaxed and don’t
want to be bothered with impression management. A parent’s desire to
communicate usingvideoand webcamsto setup a face-to-face synchronous digital
co-presence is perceived by Tingtingas a form of parental control that isno longer

appropriate.
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Reducing channels as a way of communicating

My participants’ individual stories of how they use social mediaare always unique
and specific. | found it helpful to examine their practices with a larger lens of media
ecology (Horst et al., 2012; Ito et al., 2009; Gershon 2010a), mediaideology
(Gershon 2010b, 2010c) and medialiteracy (Livingstone 2004). This broader lens
helped me to realise that there are some common pre-existing social norms and
guidelinesthatwe can tease out from theirpractices. Although my participants have
a similar cultural background, i.e. a Chinese cultural and educational background,
theirdifferent ‘access, analysis, evaluation and content creation’ abilities
(Livingstone 2004) leads to differentlevels of medialiteracy skills. How well they
navigated their polymediadepended ontheirlevel of medialiteracy skills. | borrow
Livingstone’s definition of medialiteracy as ‘the ability to access, analyze, evaluate

and create messages ina variety of forms’ (Livingstone 2004).

The concept of ‘switching media’ has also been approached from different
perspectivesinthe literature. Gershonis concerned with the communication of a
message whereas Madianou and Miller are more concerned with relationship
management. Based on a group of local university studentsin the US, Gershon
(2010a) studiedthe concept of ‘switching media’ by analysing how students break up
a relationship with different media, while Madianou and Miller (2012) researched
Filipinoand Caribbean transnational familiesand developed the idea of ‘switching

channels’ in address how parents overseas communicate with theirleft-behind
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families by exploiting different media affordances and switching between alternative
channels. Although they approach the phenomenon of switching mediafrom
different perspectives, they both look at how a specificindividual manages one
certain kind of relationship through different mediachannels, eitherendinga
romantic relationship or keepinga family relationship. lacknowledge the importance
of theirwork and use it as a starting point from which to analyse my ethnographic

data.

In my study | look at how individuals living overseas use social media practices to
negotiate ‘a pyramid of relationships’ (see Figure 1.1), consisting not only of
romantic relationships butalso of parent-child relationships, work-related
relationships and friendships, whichisa far more complicated and dynamic
arrangement. These relationships can overlap, or become mutually dependentand
interconnected. Building on Gershon’s ‘switching media’ and Madianou and Miller’s
‘switchingchannels’, | discovered that whenindividualsreduce or increase the
number of social media platforms, they are actuallyleavingor (re)connectinga

certain type of relationship. This observationis worthy of furtherresearch.

According to Madianou and Miller (2013, p. 169), people’s communicative intent
affectstheir choice of medium. The way people navigate the environment of
polymediais closelyrelatedto the way they experience and manage their
interpersonal relationships. As an extension to Madianou and Miller’s

conceptualisation of polymedia, | suggest that polymediais not just about switching
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channels and affordances for scalable socialities (Miller et al. 2016), itisalso about
increasing or reducingthe number of channels and affordances for different
purposes. | have interviewed some participants who have downloaded up to 7 kinds
of chat software applications (QQ, WeChat, Viber, Skype, Line, Facebook messenger,
Snapchat) on their mobiles but after a while they deleted more than half of them

and only keptthree or four of the most frequently used applications.

They downloaded all that chat software for two main reasons. One was sheer
curiosity. They wanted to find out what made an app popular and if the software
was well designed. The other reason was that they had a group of friends who
started using the new application, and thus they moved to the new platform. This is
a phenomenon known as ‘the network effect’ (Saxton & Wang 2014). When | asked
my participants why they deleted almost half of them, they told me that they were
not just deletingthe software, but that they were also leaving the group of friends
on it. By reducing theirfrequently used platforms, my participants were actually
making choices between different groups of friends. They may have successfully
attracted some friendsto come to the platformsthat they had joined or they may

have beenled by theirfriendsto a new platform.

In Chapter 5 | discussed the situation whereby parents observe theirchild’s online
activity to gather more detailed information about their child’s daily life overseas.
Parents will also keep an eye on the posts of their own friends and colleaguesif their

childrenare living overseas as well. The process of collectinginformationis an
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exercise in comparison. To explore this phenomenon further, | turned to the work of
Festinger (1954, p. 118) who claimsthat people evaluate theirown opinionsand
abilities by comparing themselves with others’ opinions and abilities. While this work
may be over sixty years old, | found that it still had strong relevance for my research
findings. Many participants are aware of a situationin which their parents say that
they saw one of their acquaintances postinga photo of herdaughter’s graduation
ceremony or receivinga flowerfrom her son-in-law on Mother’s Day, or writing
about how wonderful itwas to spend a weekend togetherwith theirchild. The
parents were engaging ina comparative exercise of filial piety based on social media
posts. Participants experiencingstrongparental pressure tend to sign off the
platform or block their parents so they did not have to sufferthe pressure of
constantly being compared with other people’s online self-presentation and falling

short in terms of publicdisplays and performances of affection for their parents.

Anotherexample of reducing channels as an act of communication as well as
relationship managementis when one of my participants posted on his WeChat
Moments the followingannouncement: ‘From today I’'m shutting down my Moments
to focus on writing my thesis! If you have an emergency, please call me (rather than
message me) !’ Shutting down his Moments was a strategy he employed to pay full
attention to histhesis, whichis called ‘/f] 9%’ (Biguan) in Chinese. Thisis a reference
to an old Chinese social practice. In ancienttimes, some monks would choose to live
in the mountains or somewhere very far from cities to avoid the distractions of social

interactions. Nowadays by signing off social mediaaccounts, people disconnect with
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theirfriends online as a way of seeking Biguan (I4]5%). In other words, old practices
and forms of seekingsolitude and freedom from the distraction of social interactions

without causing offence are reincarnated.

In 1959, Goffman developedadramaturgical approach to understandingthe social
interactions and activities of individuals as performances on the stage of life, which
he explained as ‘the activity of an individual which occurs during a period marked by
his continuous presence before a particular set of observersand which has some
influence onthe observers’ (p. 22). When introducing the concept of impression
management, Goffman argued that individuals project theiridealized image during
the processes of the presentation of self. As social media engage more and more
with the dailylife of individuals, and with the spread of the Internetand mobile
phonesover the past two decades, a growing number of authors have attempted to
use Goffman’stheory of self-presentation to explain online activity using social
media. For example, Robison (2007) coined the term ‘cyber performer’ to name the
people who perform in cyberspace. Boyd (2007, 2008) uses Goffman’s self-
presentation to ground her study on the identity management of teensin networked
publics. Hogan (2010) extends Goffman’s theory and claimsthat on social media,
synchronous ‘situations’ become asynchronous ‘exhibitions’. Zhao etal. (2013, p. 1),
as an extension to both Goffman’s theory and Hogan’s exhibition metaphor, argue
that ‘people experience the Facebook platform as consisting of three different
functional regions: a performance region for managing recent data and impression

management, an exhibitionregionforlongerterm presentation of self-image, anda
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personal region for archiving meaningful facets of life. Further, the users’ need for
presentingand archiving data in these three regions is mediated by temporality’.
This functional analysis of impression managementis an oversimplification of the

complexsocial relations that play out insocial mediaapplicationsand platforms.

People tend to assume that everyone shares the same media ideologies with
themselves and this can lead to misunderstandings. Zhao et al. (2013) did not take
this into account when they proposed the three functional regions for Facebook. |
found directevidence in my ethnography that illustrates my point about the danger
of assumptions about media ideology. Ata casual dinner party that | attended with
my research participants, a young woman asked a young man why he always posts
photos in Jiugongge (JL. B #%, refers to nine photos placed in a squared box, see
Figure 7.1 below) on his WeChat Moments without leavingany message, and why all
the photos are either of the sky or of flowers, with no photos of himself? On WeChat
Moments, the maximum number of photos that can be uploadedinone postis nine.
Many young adults like to reach the maximum number because the photos will then

be perfectly organizedin a squared box.
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Figure 7.1: Example of Jiugongge (J1. & #%)

The male participant’sanswer echoesthe findings of Zhao etal. (2013, p. 1), that for
him WeChat Moments is his ‘personal region for archiving meaningful facets of life’.
He said, ‘l mean nothingby it. | just want to share the beautiful sceneryl seeand |
want to use my Moments as my digital diary. | am too lazy to write a diary, therefore,
if | post there (on WeChat Moments) | will be able to look at them whenever | miss

them.’

However, with the lack of a shared mediaideology, hisfemale friend interprets his
posts as ‘an exhibitionregionforlongerterm presentation of self-image’ (Zhao et al.
2013, p. 1). With the same presentation of the nine photos, my participant’s
motivation for archiving is different from his friend’s interpretation of the exhibition.
To put it another way, the assumptions made about mediaideology can resultin

misunderstandings.

In 1959, Goffman argued that performers co-operate to ‘presentto an audience a

given definition of the situation’ (p. 238), howeverdisruptionssuch as ‘unmeant
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gestures, faux pas, and scenes’ occur sometimesand therefore discreditor
contradict the given definition of the situation. Disruptions during a performance
normally refer to unexpectedinterruptions. They disrupt the expected definition of
the situation, although sometimes disruptions may bring applause from the
audiencesand thus turn a misinterpreted performance into an ‘unexpected’ happy
ending. Self-presentationindaily life must be consideredinspecificcontexts, that is
to say, people will adopt differentimpression managementstrategiesindifferent
situations. Understandingthis point about impression managementcan be
connected to another key concept of Goffman’s (1959): audience isolation. The so-
called audience isolationisthat we do not expectanother personor a group of
people to interrupt without warning when we are presenting ourselvesto one
person or to a group of people. These unexpected visitors may break our established

acting scripts and cause us to panic.

Logically, successful audience isolation requires at least two specificpremises: oneis
that the audience can be identified; the otheris that the audience can be isolated. In
everyday life, these two advances are often controllable, but on social mediathese

two specificpremisesface their own threats and challenges.

Goffman (1956, p. 155) liststhree levels of abstraction which are the consequence of
performance disruptions, namely ‘personality, interaction, and social structure’.

These three levels of abstraction can also be applied to the consequencesofa life
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change and are constantly reflected in my participants’ social mediapractices. Dali

told me how he first met his girlfriend in Melbourne:

When she showed up at the orientation party, my eyes couldn’t move away
from her. For a second, my brain went blank. | didn’tknow what to do. She
was so beautiful and so gorgeous [...] and who would have guessed it but that

party, or | should say her presence at the party, changed my life.

Dali fellinlove with her at first sight. He managed to friend the girl on We Chat and
follow heron Weibo. Dali became a highly active user of these two platforms. He
tried to post on his Moments and Weibo at least twice a day to attract the girl’s
attention. He told me that if he posts anything on his Moments and Weibo, he is
posting for her. He wants the girl to read his posts and like his posts, because Dali
believesthat ‘reading my posts means sheis interested in my life and therefore that
means she cares about me’. The presence of his girlfriend was a ‘disruption’ to his
‘performance’ or behaviourat both the party and on his social media. Although it

was unexpected, itturned out to be a rather enjoyable life change.

As discussedin previous chapters, the consequences of moving overseas not only
affects young adults themselves, but also the people around them, especially the
significantothers (i.e. parents, friends and etc.). Later in this chapter, | present these

diagrammatically (Figure 7.1).

Faced with all kinds of challenges coming from new life changes, young adults use

social mediato helpthemselves getthrough the changes while negotiatingtheirold
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and new interpersonal relationships, with new tiesemerged and the weak ties
becomesstrong ties (forinstance, reconnected with a high school alumni after
coming to Australia) or the strong ties becomes weaker. Again, take the case of Dali.
When he made a point of posting twice a day to attract a girl’s attention, he caught
his parents’ attention. His parents started to question if he was focused on his
studies. To solve the problem, Dali simply registered a new account to use with his
parents. He usesone ‘official’ account for his parents, extended family members and
friends who are not so close; and keeps another active account for his ‘open-minded’
friends and peers. For both Huiyun and Dali, the parental relationship has a profound

influence ontheirsocial media practices.

In the followingsections, | show how the interaction of individualsis reflected
through polymediaand co-presence and how Goffman’s ‘social structure’ can be
understood by employing social comparison theory and collective decision-making

theory.

When a performanceis givenitis usually givenin a highly bounded region, to
which boundaries with respect to time are oftenadded. The impression and
understanding fostered by the performance will tend to saturate the region
and the time span, so that any individual located in this space -time manifold
will bein a positionto observe the performance and be guided by the
definition of this situation which the performance fosters (Goffman 1959, p.

106).
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Goffman talks about a specificspace and time manifold in which an audience
observesa given performance. However, when young adults move overseas, they
are geographically separated from theirfriends and familiesin China. This means
that they are physically locatedin a different space-time manifold. Youngadults are
standing on a foreign stage in a foreign country, leaving their previous audiencesin
the theatre of the home country. With the proliferation of digital media technologies,
social media provide young adultsand theirfriends and families back home with a
brand-new stage, a stage that is digitally online and where different time zonesand
physical distances have collapsed. Having experienced the life change of moving
overseas, young adults perform on the new stage of social mediain front of both old
and new audiences. It isa new stage as it islocated in a foreign country and because
it refersto a widerrange of social media platforms—Facebook, Twitter, etc., which
cannot be accessed in China. When presentingon a new stage, although the
performeris the same person, the presentation may be differentasit dependson
the idealized impression a person wants to presentand what meaningsthe person

wants the audiencesto infer.

Increased frequency of using social media

In Chapter 3, | summarised what emerged from my online observations and said that

young adults living overseas generally postand repost on four themes:

1) lifestyle (i.e.food, transportation, parties, etc.)
2) emotional content (i.e. homesickness, culture shock, etc.)

3) newencounters (i.e.sightseeing)
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4) interpersonal relationships (i.e. romanticrelationships, parental relationships
and work-related relationships)
My analysis of the 186 questionnaire responses showed that young adults use social

media more frequently afterthey move overseas.

Drawing from my statistical analysis of the questionnaire responses, | found that
after movingoverseas, young adults make more use of social media as reflected by
the increasing frequency of accessing social mediavia devices consisting of
computers, smart phones and tablets. In particular, after movingto Australiathe
majority of smart phone usersincreased their use of social mediaand accessed it

more than ten times per day.

Based on Question 10 of the questionnaire (see Appendix 3), the frequency of social
mediausage is measured as the number of times per day on average that
participants in the questionnaire checked and interacted (including browsing,

posting, reposting, liking, commentingand mentioning someone) on social media.

Figure 7.2 below displays the number of participants who accessed social mediaat a
frequency of more than ten timesa day under each of the three devices (smart

phone, tablet and computer) before and after coming to Australia.*?

2 There were 9 participants who claimed that they hadn’t used social media before coming to

Australia, therefore, making 177 the effective sample size for this question.
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Figure 7.2: Numbers of participants accessing social media more than ten times a

day on each of the three devices

The number of participants checking and interacting on social mediamore than ten
times per day has increased on all three devices. After coming to Australia, the
number of participants who used a tablet to access social mediahas more than
doubled. Thisresult is consistent with participants wantingto make greater use of
social mediato maintain contact with family and friendsin China as well as to
develop new social relations and connections in Australia, as happens with freshmen

studentsin the USA (Junco 2015).

They like to share theirforeignlives with friends and familiesleftbehindin China,
and they choose to make different posts on different platforms with different media

genres. The videos and photos people upload to social media platforms show
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evidence of theirdesire to document and share their most ordinary moments ( Berry

2016).

The four themes that emerge from my observations actually overlap in my
participants’ posts. A group of sightseeing photosin Melbourne will be posted
togetherwith a paragraph sayinghow much someone missestheirhometown. The
life change caused by living overseasis complex, and this complexityisinseparable
from an individual’s perception of life and their self-identity. Therefore, astudy of
the social media practices of these young adults should not study theironline activity
as just a performance, but also pay attentionto the nuancesand the background

story behind them.

From co-presence to co-decision making

[t]he full conditions of co-presence [...] are found inlessvariable
circumstances: persons must sense that they are close enoughto be
perceivedin whateverthey are doing, includingtheir experiencing of others,
and close enoughto be perceivedinthis sensing of being perceived. Inour
walled-in Western society, these conditions are ordinarily expected to obtain
throughout the space containedin a room, and to obtain for any and all

persons present inthe room (Goffman 1963, p. 17).

Goffman suggests that co-presence involves two conditions. The firstone iswhen
individuals are able to perceive somebodyin the same space and time, and the

second oneis knowledge that they can be perceived by others (Biocca & Harms
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2002). Co-presenceisa key contributor to a larger concept of presence whichis
defined by Witmer and Singer (1998, p. 225) as the ‘subjective experience of beingin

an environment, even when one is physically situated in another’.

Social mediaovercome barriers of space and time. They bring people from different
locationsand differenttime zones to the same online space and time. Young adults
living overseasrely on social mediato stay connected with theirfriendsand families
back home. For instance, a participant pursuing his PhD degreein Melbourne video
chats with his girlfriend in Chinaevery day to maintain their five-yearrelationship. It
is not easy to maintain a long-distance relationship. He constantly feels pressured,
because no matter how late he gets home from the lab he will video chat with his

girlfriend, oftenforhours on end.

As Mizuko Ito (2005) has noted, the mobile phone helps facilitate communiti es of
presence. Although social media break the barriers created by differenttime zones,
in real time the time difference still exists. A participant who was conducting

research in Melbourne told me that he feltexhausted every night after he finished a
day in the lab doing an experiment for his research at approximately 10pm. However,
when he went back home he had to video chat with his girlfriend who was working

in China. He was too tired to talk to her, he just wanted to relax and fall sleep (not to
mention that in the summer time, Melbourne time is three hours ahead of Beijing
time). When my participants’ girlfriend wentto bed at 12 am in Beijing, itwas 2 am

in Melbourne. With the time difference between Chinaand Australia, it was very
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difficult for my participants to keep his girlfriend company by video chat every night

and all nighttill she fell asleep.

The girlfriend understood how exhausted her boyfriend was, but she couldn't resist
the desire of having her boyfriend co-present with her online. Theirstory reflects
Chambers’ argument that ‘webcam can give the illusion of co-presence and a
reminderof separation’ (2013, p. 118). Sometimes my participant set up webcam
with his girlfriend while simultaneously watchinga movie on theirown laptops
located intwo different countries across the Pacific Ocean. The girlfriend would ask
him to do a screenshot of the movie to share their most favourite scene together.
However, my participant thought ‘I know it sounds quite sweetbut actually
sometimes| thought it was childish and silly’. Thisis an example of Licoppe’s (2004)
findingthat the connected presence provided by communication technologies

substitutes or compensatesfor a lack of face to face interaction.

Young Chinese adults don't usually make decisions by themselves. Instead, they
make decisionsina dynamic situationin which they collect opinions from their
families and friends. When young adults live overseas, the three characteristics of
polymediaenvironments (visuality, mobility and locative functionality) facilitate
young adults inthe creation of an ambient co-presence (Madianou 2016) with their
domesticfamilies and friends, which allows them to make collective decisions about

theirlives, such as migration or career decisions.
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When young adults plantheir careers, they check their friends’ social mediato
identify possible professions. They are making a group decision online by observing
and analysingtheir friends’ social media posts, and by communicating with their
friendsif they want to know more details about theirfriends’ jobs. Festinger (1954)
argues that an increase in the difference between yourself and another specific
person’sopinionor ability decreases the tendency to compare yourself with that
person. Festinger’s argument explains why young adults won’t compare their career
path with senior professionals, butthey will choose their peersand friends as the
‘role models’ who they constantly compared themselves with. According to
Festinger’s argument, young adults would pay attention to their peers and friends’
work-related postsin order to figure out or at leastto have an image of their peers
and friends’ jobs and at the same time comparing to theirown jobs. This reflects my
findings and providesa useful interpretation of how the young adultsin my
ethnography plannedtheircareers. They were more concerned with comparing
themselves with otheryoung people rather than with people who had succeededin

theirchosen profession.

In Chapter 6, | explored the motivation of shoppersin China who ask Daigou to
purchase products which they have seen being used by celebritiesin entertainment
magazines, TV shows and more often on social media. Abidin (2014, 2015a, 2015b)
researchedthe social mediacelebrity culture in Southeast Asia extensively. More
and more celebrities are taking advantage of sharing their private lives online with

theirfans, and they use social media platforms as a way for selling products and
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servicesthey endorse (Abidin 2014, 2015a, 2015b). Abidin (2014) also found that
ordinary people can become social media celebrities through product endorsements
on social media. This adds to the word of mouth advertising power of social media.
Social mediacelebritiesand influencers are able to use the social networking and
relationship managementaspects of social mediafor selfand product marketing

purposes.

When customers search online for instructions and user-experiences concerning
certain products, they are making a collective decision togetherwith other buyers
online. They won’t make an individual decision of buying or not buying until they
gather enough information online about certain products or services, which have
been presented online by other shoppers or buyersin different mediaformats. In
these cases, the presentation doesn’t have to be about a person, it could referto a
product or service. The affordances of polymediaenable Daigou agents and their
clients to make choices among different mediato exchange information about
certain products or services while managingtheir interpersonal relationships at the

same time.

The pyramid model of self and significant others

There has been an abundance of psychological research on ‘self’ and ‘relationship’in
recent years (forexample, Hibbert, Dickinson & Curtin 2013; Finkel & Vohs 2006). |

referto thisbody of work here inorder to beginto disentangle the four chieftypes
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of interpersonal relationships (friendship, love, family, work) revealed by my

ethnographic research.

Andersonand Chen (2002) argue that ‘the selfis relational — often entangled — with
SO [significant others] and this has implications forself-definition, self-evaluation,
self-regulation and most broadly for personality functioning, expressedinrelationto
others’ (p.619). They define ‘a significantother’ as ‘any individual whois or has been
deeplyinfluential inone’slife andin whom one is or once was emotionallyinvested’
(p. 619). Building on theirstudy of relational self and significant others, and
combined with my fieldwork analysis on the four types of life changesand
interpersonal relationshipsinthe previous chapters, | propose a pyramid of relations
between self and significant others, consisting of parents, friends, employers and

lovers.

=Self

—~
—
- —
—
- -

PAParents. . - -
o S.0.=Signi

Figure 1.1: The pyramid model of self and significant others (p. 19)

(parents, friends, employers and lovers)
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The pyramid model representsthe various links between life changesand
interpersonal relationships. As displayed in the model, the five points of the pyramid
stand for self, friends (Chapter3), lovers (Chapter4), parents (Chapter 5), and
employers (Chapter6). The lines between each of these points represent people
using social mediato connect and communicate with each other, and to navigate
theirinterpersonal relationships. People’s social media practices are closely related
to the way they manage theirinterpersonal relationships, especially when faced with
life changes, i.e. moving overseas, to do with work and romance, and having to cope
with relationships with employers and lovers. Furthermore, the management of

these entangled relationshipsis not straightforward and may create tensions.

This pyramid model captures diagrammatically the dynamic, intertwined nature of
these relationships foryoung Chinese adults, allowing us to understand their social

mediapractices indealing with life changes.

To illustrate this, | will provide an example. Whenyoung adults are out with their
parents at a cafe, the conversation that they have isonly betweenthemselves and
their parents. Young adults know how to behave in front of their parents, and how to
talk to their parents to keep them happy. However, when young people hang out
with their friends, the atmosphere and the content of the conversation will be
entirely different. Whatis appropriate in one context may not be appropriate in
another so that different contexts have different norms that determine how people

should behave.
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Nowadays, an individual’s friends and parents are gathered togetheron the same
social mediaplatform, like two different types of audiencessittingtogetherinthe
same room, watching the same performance, that is, thisindividual’s online activity.
Social mediaplaces people insituations where they have to deal with different types
of interpersonal relationships on one platform. They need to be mindful of their
differentaudiences andinterlocutors and work out strategies to manage their social
mediaenvironments. Danah boyd (2011) has referred to such phenomenaas context
collapse. This has led to different ways of managing social media. Interestingly,
Costa (2017, 2018) findsthatitis not reallya problemfor Facebook usersin Turkey,
since most of them have multiple Facebook accounts to deal with different groups of
friends. Thisis differentfromwhat | foundin my ethnography. | found that it is still
not easy for my participants to keep both their parents and friends happy withinone
conversation or activity on the same social media platform.In the pyramid model,
the square at the bottom, composed by four points of P (parents), E (employers), L
(lovers) and F (friends) are like social media platforms, where different contexts have
collapsed at one platform. This is where polymediacan be a way of navigatingthe

complexity of different types of relationships and social circles.

To see how thisworks in practice, let us examine the case of Huiyun.

Huiyun has listened to her parents and beenvery obedienteversince she was a little
girl. She has a very strong and close relationship with her parents. Aftershe came to

Australia, she met a young Chinese man called Ben. The two of them get along very
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well.On 20 May, known as Chinese Internet Valentine’s Day, > they went out to
celebrate. During theirdinner, Ben said to Huiyun that they should take a selfie
togetherand post it on theirMoments to tell theirfriends and families that they

were dating. Huiyun refused to do this.

| had to turn him down. | didn’t want to, but my parents have told me many
timesthat | shouldn’t share any personal romantic photos online. They won’t
let me to post them[...] Ben was really mad at me. He thought | was scared to
tell my parents and my friends that we were dating [...] That’s not actually
true. | told my parents the first day | decided to date him. | evensent them
photos of him. Ben doesn’tunderstand [...] He says that I’'man adult now, so |

can do whatever| want with my social mediaaccounts. Well, | just can’t.

Before | had this conversation with Huiyun, | had already noted that | couldn’t find
any photos or information about her boyfriend on her WeChat Moments and Sina
Weibo. This led me to think that perhaps she was single afterall, but after the
interview the puzzle was resolved. [t would never have beensolvedif | had only
observed her online activity without interviewing her. Instead of having a happy
celebration on 20 May Day, Huiyun and Ben had an argument over whether they
should post selfies and make theirrelationship publiconline. Because of her close
parental relationship, Huiyun obeys her parents’ wishesregarding her online activity.
However, Huiyun's obedience to her parents is affecting her romantic relationship

with her boyfriend and triggeringtensions. Huiyun’s boyfriend hopesto share a

B0 May’, phonetically the sameas ‘F. (5=wo=l) % (2=ai=love) 1}k (0=ni=you)’ in Chinese.
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photo on the Internetto inform friends on social media that they are dating and
hope to get everyone’s recognition of their relationship. The need to share this
online confirms that he wants to integrate social media into his emotional bond with
Huiyun. But Huiyun’s parents remain silent on this form of publicdisplay, whichis an
example of two differentand incompatible ways to value online impression

management.

A triangle model of self, interpersonal relationships and life changes

Katy used to love rice, but now her favourite mainfood is bread, only bread, after
she has come to Australia. This may simply look like a change of one’s taste, but if we
zoom in, we realize that Katy’s change of taste involves heridentity development as
well as her understanding on western cultures and her desire to integrate into the
new community and the Australian society. Katy has made many new friendsin
Melbourne, mostly local people and international students from other western
countries. ‘...up to 90% of them (new friends) loves bread, | tried to “brainwash”
them with my favourite rice when we hang out in the restaurants, but before |
noticed, | can’t leave bread for a day now. | am “brainwashed and stomach-
washed”...hahaha’ said Katy in her interview. Of course, Katy would not forgetto
announce her big ‘brainwashed and stomach-washed’ news on her social media. It
would be very strange for her to phone hundreds of people tellingthem that she
loves eating bread instead of rice now, where social media provides the best place

for Katy to announce the change in her tastes and her love of a western dietary
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staple. Her newfound love of bread reflects her life changes and becomes a subtle

way of her telling hersocial networks that she is enjoyingthe changes.

She not only posted on her WeChat but also on Facebook since she aware that her
new friends (western oriented) and old friends (Chinese) were mainly separated on
these two platforms. Katy worried a bit about her ‘bread post’ may cause some
arguments in the comments howeverit turned more positively than she expected.
Many of her friends share similarexperience of changingfavourite foods after

movingto a new place or start living with new roommates or lovers.

A life change, like movingand living overseas can also bring cultural shocks, social
context readjustmentto people and as well as affect their identity development,
psychological development, characteristics and interpersonal relationships. These
changes most of time are not superficially visible, they may be very subtle and they
may be expressedinsocial media timelinesin quite symbolicways like Katy’s new
love of bread. Identity, psychology, characteristics, interpersonal relationships,

cultural and social background all affectthe way people use social media.

Social mediaprovides us with a place to observe, compare and become aware of
people’s changesto their lives, the before-and-after, from their posts and other
onlineinteractions. These changes are complicated and intertwined with
interpersonal relationships and otherfactors. In the case of Katy, her posts to social
mediabecome a witnessto her life changes when she announced that she loves

bread now. Her posts also start a new cycle that invites herfriends on social media

229



to comment on the posts and to repost themin order to discuss and reflect similar
life experiences and how these changes have affected them. Her posts have become
conversation starters for her friends. The relationship between life changesand
social media practices is dynamic and cyclical. | propose a triangle model to illustrate
the three-way dynamicrelationship between self, interpersonal relationships and life
changes with approach of people’ssocial media practices. A three-way triangleis a
common way to conceptualise dynamiccommunication and social relationships. The
social psychologistJames Shah’s model (see Figure 7.4) ‘articulates three separate
self-regulatory relationships: how individuals perceive themselvesinrelationtoa
goal, how they perceive themselvesinrelationtoa significantother,and how the
goal and the significant other in question are perceivedto relate to each other’
(2006, p. 388). My modelisan adaptation of Shah’s (2006) model to the specificcase

of social media practices and life changes.

Interpersonal
relationships

Life changes

Figure 7.3 A triangle model of self, interpersonal relationships and life changes
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A Triangular Model
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FIGURE 19.1. A triangular model of self-regulatory relationships.

Figure 7.4 A triangular model of self-regulatory relationships (Shah 2006, p. 388)

Conclusion

My conceptual frameworkis underpinned by polymedia, co-presence, social
comparison theory and collective decision-making theory. | have sought to make a
contribution to the understanding of social media, interpersonal relationshipsand
life changes. | have extended the conceptualisation of polymedia by suggesting that
polymediais not just about using different media or channels for different purposes.
Itis also about reducing or increasingthe number of available channels. People
reduce channels by signing off theirsocial mediaaccounts to disconnectfrom their
friends and families fora certain period of time to focus on working, studyingor

making difficult decisions.
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In closing this chapter, letus return to the five different perspectives that | identified
to develop my model on social media, interpersonal relationships and life changes.
Polymediaoffer many affordances and scalable socialities (Milleretal. 2016) that
allow individuals to switch between different social media platforms and digital
formats to negotiate their ongoing, dynamic relationships within the pyramid model

| proposed. The mobility of new media helps people create co-presence almost
everywhere, whetherthey are co-located (Andrade 2014) or separated. As Hjorth
(2005) addresses, localityisalways in ‘deferral, transition, translation, mediation and
re-contextualisation’**. The combination of polymedia and co-presence allows young
adults and theirfamilies make important decisions togetherwhile beingable to

video chat online.

The final chapter, ‘Conclusion’, reviews the four perspectives of the impact of life
changes on young adults’ social media practices discussed through Chapters 3 to 6. It
also addressesthe methodological and theoretical contributions of the present

thesis, ending with suggestions for future research.

1 viewed 2 March 2017, <http://six.fibreculturejournal.org/fcj-035-locati ng-mobility-practices-of-co-
presence-and-the-persistence-of-the-postal-metaphor-in-sms-mms-mobile-phone-customization-in-

melbourne/>.
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Chapter 8: Conclusion

Introduction

While mainstream research focuses on how social media affect people’slives, this
study explored how people confronted with life changing events or circumstances
use social media to redirect their interpersonal relationshipsand to get through the
life changes. | have conceptualised the relationship between my participantsand the
affordances of social mediaas two-way and entangled with theireveryday lives.
Beingexposedto a new livingenvironmentin Australia, many young adults from
other countries are faced with a range of challenges. These may include cultural
barriers, language limitations, employment difficulties, and academic pressures. The
life changes of moving overseas change the time and space which young adults and
theirfamilies and friends used to share. Young adults’ interpersonal relationships
and their technological mediations shift as they experience life changes. As Miller
and Sinanan argue, ‘technologyis a means but relationships are the end’ (2014, p.

110).

To explore and theorise young adults’ social mediapractices before and afterlife
changes, | have integrated the theory of self-presentation (Goffman 1959) with the
conceptualisation of polymedia proposed by Madianou and Miller(2013). Using a
combination of these two theories, and togetherwith another three principles which
are co-presence, social comparison theory and collective decision-making theory, |

have developed a model of social media, interpersonal relationships and life changes.
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At different stages of life, people intentionally or unintentionally presentthemselves
with a certain image on social media. As mentionedin earlier chapters, young adults
preferto portray themselvesas hard-workingand responsible individuals when they
are searching for jobs, because they think that potential employers may read their
posts. With the proliferation of digital media, young adults switch mediaaffordances
and social media platforms for different purposes of communication and self -
presentation. Polymedia providesacommunicative environmentto navigate
differenttypesof interpersonal relationships online. By connecting these two
theoretical frameworks, | have been able to generate insightsinto my participants’
social media practices about the content they share and the type of polymediated
communication they choose to present, in order to manage differentinterpersonal

relationships.

To examine the elusive links between social media practices and life changes, |
embarked on a nine-month study of young Chinese adults who came to Australiafor
further education and/or employment. | interviewed and observed 44 people to
understand how they changed their social media practices whilst experiencingthe
life changes associated with moving to Australia. To complement the ethnographic
study, | also surveyed 186 respondentsto obtain demographic data on young adults’
social mediapractices in terms of platforms, devices and frequency of use, before

and after living overseas.
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| spent time hanging out and engaging directly with my participants, listeningto their
storiesas well as observing theironline activity. It was not al ways easy to separate
the online and offline field sites as | often found that my participants were physically
co-locatedin cafes and libraries while silently communicating with each other by
sharing photos and comments on their social media viasmart phones. In other
words, the online and offline field sites were oftenintermingled. | also combined the
analysis of questionnaires with semi-structuredinterviews and observations of my

participants.

Key findings

Social mediaenables people overseas to stay intouch with parents and friendsin
theirhome countries, and to help maintain contact with ‘mobile friends’. Butas
these young people experience changesinlife, they make the use of social mediato
maintainthese pre-existing relationshipsinto a broader context. For example, in
Chapter 6, | have discussed that some participants started doing Daigou after they
travelled to Australiaand therefore ‘doing Daigou’ is the new factor that intervene
theiruse of social media in maintainingthe pre-existingrelationshipsthey have —
theirrelatives and friendsin China have become their potential customers. The
changing contexts keep bringingin new factors and in this case, have strengthened

people’s pre-existing relationships.

To recapitulate my main argument, drawing from long-term ethnographic research

among young adults who moved from mainland Chinato Australiafor further
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education and/or employment, | have argued that social mediaare crucial in
assisting young adults to navigate their life transitions. However, this plays out
differently from one relationship and social context (friendship, love, family, work) to
another. This thesis contributes to the existing scholarship of interpersonal
relationships andsocial mediaby focusing on the digitally mediated communication
of young adults going through life changes. My participants were international
studentsand as such were intransition. | was interestedin how theirsocial media
practices were affected by this life change. Most of them were intendingto return to
livein China so | did not classify them as migrants, rather they were Chinese
nationals studying abroad. While my work has potential to contribute to migration
studies, my focus was not on migration and therefore migration studies was outside

of the scope of my research.

To summarise the previous chapters, in Chapter 1 | provided the background and
motivation for this research. | outlined the demographiccharacteristics of young
Chinese adults livingin Australia and theirsocial mediausage. | also presented an
overview of existing studiesinthe areas of social media and interpersonal
relationships. In Chapter 2, | explained my research process and methodologyin
detail. In Chapters 3 to 6, | drew from my ethnographicfieldwork to explore each of
the four main types of relationship (friendship, love, family and work) that |
identified during the course of my fieldwork as being crucial to how young Chinese
adults negotiate theirlife changes while livingin Australia. Studyingis a common

thread that runs throughout these chapters. | have mentionedin each chapter how
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students show their hard-working image, for example, in Chapter 3, | discuss how

students dating cause parents’ worries and concerns and how students find work.

In Chapter 7, buildingon the foregoing chapters, | located my ethnographic findings
in line with five principles. This research has found that people change their social
mediapractices whenthey experience life changes. For instance, participants started
using Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and other social media platforms after coming to
Australia. These platforms are not available in mainland China. Although my
participants’ choices of social mediaplatforms did change along with their
geographical relocations, the ones that they use the most to keep intouch with their

friends and families backin China are still WeChat and Weibo.

When living overseas, young adults use their social network sites to demonstrate
and document their ability to adapt and integrate to theirnew livingand working
environments. They also adopt social media as a toolbox to help them get through
certain life changes, for instance, finding a potential partner, breaking up, or finding
a job. Intriguingly, they seldom noticed that theirsocial media practices had actually
changed. Yet through the interview process, they constantly reflected ontheir social
mediabehaviour, forinstance, on the languages they used to post content,
preferencesinthe accounts theytendedto follow, and the differencesinthe
content they posted and reposted before and after coming to Australia. My

participants gradually realized that changes in theirnew living surroundings had
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indeed meantthat they developed new needs and thus had driven the ways in which

they interacted with Internet technologies.

Major contributions

This study adds to the emergentfield of digital ethnography by settingup online
participant observations alongside in-depthinterviews. Itexpands what it means to
be inan environmentwhere the online and offline are entangled compared with
traditional offline field sites. This research combines analysis of research
guestionnairestogetherwith analysis from interviews and participant observation
material. By triangulating the data collected from qualitative and quantitative
research methods, | have beenable to cross-check and understand more insights
and details which were relevant to investigating the differencesin participants’ social

mediapractices before and after travellingto Australia.

Anotherimportant contribution of thisresearch is in Chapter 7, where | locate my
ethnographicfindingsinline with five principles of self-presentation, polymedia, co-

presence, social comparison theory and collective decision-making theory.

| also extend the understanding of three important theories. First, with regard to the
theory of self-presentation (Goffman 1959), | take the concept of performance
disruptions and apply itto young adults’ self-presentation online after having
experienced life changes. Asdiscussedin Chapter 3, participants post different
content online afterthey move overseas. One of the dominantreasons is that they

want to share the strangeness of the place, culture and experiences with their
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friends and families. Second, | explore how individuals willincrease orreduce their
social mediaincreasingor reducing social mediachannels as a way of polymediated
communication. Participants increase their social media platforms whenthey joina
new group of friends or go looking for new technology affordances, but later on they
will reduce the number of channels when they make the decision to leave a certain
group of friends, or migrate togetherwith the group of friends to join another group
of friends on a different platform. Furthermore, participants may shut down their
social mediaaccounts as a means of shutting down distractions so that they can
focus on their examsor jobs. Third, usingthe case study of Daigou businessin
Chapter 6, | apply the notion of co-presence to understand the rapport builtup on

social mediabetweenthe Daigou agents and their customers.

To illustrate how young adults use social mediato maintain existingrelationships
after movingoverseas, as well as expand theirsocial networksin the new living
environment, | proposed a pyramid model of self and significant others (Figure 1.1, p.
19). This model theorizes how young adults are navigating interpersonal
relationships for differentlife dimensions. When participants deal with new life
changes overseas through social media, they are actually managing interpersonal
relationships with polymedia affordances. The four types of interpersonal
relationships are captured by four chapters in the thesis, which are Chapter 3 on
friendship, Chapter4 on love, Chapter 5 on family and Chapter 6 on work. No matter
how an individual participantis coping with these relationships, a core relationship

triangle exists. The core relationship between self, parents and friends affects your
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understandingand experience of other types of relationships and therefore affects
the way that you manage interpersonal relationships through your social media

practices.

Future research

The research undertakenin this thesisis based on a specificgroup at a specific
location —young Chinese adults studying and workingin Australia. Considering the
ethnographic nature of the study, a small number of participants were recruited for
interviews and participant observations. In total, 44 in-depthinterviews were
conducted and followed up with online and offline participant observations. The
findings may not be statistically significant, but they can certainly be relevantto
other groups of people who have similarlife experiences and are regular social
mediausers. | also undertook some online participant observation on Facebook, Sina
Weibo and WeChat. With the rapid development of social media, new social
networks keep appearing. This research is not focused on studying websites or
platforms, rather it studies the daily practices of people using social media,

especiallyinthe context of experiencinglife changes, i.e. movingoverseas.

Over time, | builta rapport with my participants by engagingand interacting with
them online. Fromthe closeness| developed with my participants, more detailed
material has emergedto add to the research. Also, with the combination of multiple
research methods (i.e. questionnaires, interviews, focus groups and participant

observations), | have beenable to triangulate the data to produce reliable and
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objective findings, although my findings relate to a specificpopulationina particular

social and cultural context.

Giventhe limitations of time and location, | was able to conduct nine months of
fieldwork, mostly based in Melbourne. It would be beneficial to expand the duration
of the fieldwork, and since this research focused on the impact of life changeson
young adults’ social mediapractices, more insights and detail would have been
availableifthe fieldwork had been conducted in two places. The first location would
be where young adults live before they go overseas, and the second location would
be the city in the destination country. In this way, the changes in young adults’ social
media practices associated with the new life changes of moving overseas would be

clearly reflected and recognizedin data captured before and after and after.

In this research, | focus on studyingthe age group between 20 to 40 years old. It
would be interestingto expand the age range and study the social media practices
before and after experiencinglife changes of people from other age groups. People
in differentlife stages have different life changes, forexample, when people are
between 20 and 40 years old, they are more likely to experience such events as
breakups, marriage, the birth of theirfirst child, etc. When people become older,
unexpected life changes such as sickness, death, divorce, retrenchment may happen.
It would be of great significance to study the dynamic interrelationships between life

changes in differentlife stages and social mediapractices.
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More than seventy-two percent of the participants in thisresearch were well-
educated graduate students. The role of education in this research has not been
given much attention. Studying further how education levels affect people’s
adaption to life changes on social media would be another worthy line of future

inquiry.

In addition to education, it would be worthwhile to look at thisresearch from the
angle of cultural studies and migration studies. People from different cultural and
social backgrounds are likely to have differentreactions towards expected and

unexpected life changes, not to mention the way they use social media.

As the number of participants in thisresearch project is small, further insights would
be gained by recruiting more participants. This would be possible with longerhours
of online participant observation. Also the employment of a gender studies approach
would reveal the differences between male participants and female participants’
social mediaactivityand would provide further understanding of how male and
femalesreact to life changes in their social media. Questions of gendered identify
and sexuality which fall outside of the strong heteronormativity of Chinese cultureis

also an area of great research potential.

My research has also raised a number of intriguing questions which could be
investigatedina future longitudinal study (Postill 2012). The experience of living
overseas has a significant effect on young adults. It is not just a two-year or three-

year effect but rather a life-longimpact. The most important concerns people’s ways
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of thinking and theirchoice of lifestyles. Some effects are reflected immediately, for
exampleinthe preference forcertain types of food and fashion, while some havean
impact on culture and thinking styles. These effects may not show up immediately

after an international student finishes their study overseas, but may surface as these

young adults reach a certain life stage and have to cope with challenginglife events.

The current thesisinvestigates how young adults when living overseas use social
mediato navigate their interpersonal relationsin different contexts (love, work,
friends and family). Aninteresting extension of this framework would be to further
study how these young adults readjust when they move back to China. For example,
whenyoung adults live overseas they use social media ina particular way to
maintaintheir romantic relationships from a distance, however, afterreturning to
China and gettingtogether with their partners, social media may create new stress

on their relationships.

Using social mediato communicate with the left-behind families and friends forms
the ambient background, but does this ambient background interrupt young adults
living overseas to integrate with the local community? Isn’tit a constant reminder of

homesick?

Concluding remarks

This research enhances our understanding of the dynamic relationships between life
changes and young adults’ social media practices. It shedslight on how young adults

deal with four types of personal relationships on social media: friendships, romantic
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relationships, parental relationships and work-related relationships. By participating
in the fieldwork, my participants undertook self-reflection on theirsocial media
practices as well. They didn’t realize that they had changed theirviews of social
mediaas well as theirsocial media practices until they were beinginterviewed. Even
after | finished my fieldwork, my participants who had become my friends, still
actively ‘live’ on my Moments. | am accustomed to readingtheir posts every day and
| don’t want to missa moment of their lives. Sometimes, | feel like |am a parent
remotely observing my ‘children’ growingup. They have now concluded their studies
in Australiaand have started a fresh new journey. | am so glad and so grateful that |
can witnesstheirgrowth on social mediaand itis always funto catch up with them
online. Every day they are experiencing new life changes, and some of these life
changes are mirrored on their posts online. Together with the process of postingand
reposting certain messagesand images, young adults living overseas are trying to
use social media as a self-help tool forself-encouragement, self-improvement and
self-promotionindifferentlifestages. Young adults are not justsharing what they
are sharing, they also want others to understand what is behind that ‘sharing’. They
embedtheiremotionsand feelingsintheirposts online to encourage and to

empowerthemselvestoembrace challenges.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 Key interview questions (English)

1. Why do you use social media? How do you benefitfromit? What are you

looking for from any social media?

2. Do youthinkyou are influenced by using social mediain any aspect? Anddo
you think your social media behaviourhas influenced any one around you, like your

parents or your friends? Can you give any examples?
3. Onyour social media, what kind of accounts/groups do you follow?

4. What kind of content do you usually post/repost on your social media usually
before and after coming to Australia? Positive energy, cute pets' photos, funny jokes,
news, social problems, education related, personal relationship, cuisine, fashion,

your personal thoughts towards your life...

5. Afteryou came to Australia did you start usingany new social media

platforms/websites? If yes, what are they?

6. Afteryou came to Australiadid you start to follow some new accounts or
friends on your social media? What kind of accounts are they? Such as Melbourne

city life?

7. Afteryou came to Australia, have there beenany changes inyour dailylife, i.e.
food, clothes, living environment, transportation, entertainment or culture shock?

And do you feel you are influenced by that?

8. If I say ‘life changes’, what comes up in your mind? Looking back at the recent

five years, what do you thinkis your biggest or most impressive life change?

268



9. Do you thinkyour life changes have affected the way you use/interact with
social media? For example, the frequency you check your social media, the content

you post or repost...

10. Afteryou came to Australia, whenyou post anything on your social media,
which language do you prefer to use? Chinese, English or both? Do you use different
languageson differentsocial mediaplatform? For example, you use English on

Facebook whereas Chinese on WeChat Moments.

11. How do you keepin touch with your parents? Do you call them or video chat
with them? What kinds of social mediado your parents use? Do you teach your
parents how to use social media? Do you follow your parents on WeChat and Weibo?
Do you block your parents for certain posts or do you put them in a separate group

from your friends?

12. Ifyou and your parents are mutual friended onyour social media, every time
you want to post or repost anything, do you have to think about your parents and be

careful of the content you are posting online?

13. Do you post selfies or photos with your friends when going out in Australia?

E.g. New food, new restaurants, new scenery...

14. Ifyour friends post something negative on their social media, would you
ignore it or would you comment or even phone them up to check what is going on

withthem?

15. When you first came to Australia, did you increase your use of social media

because you had no friends here?

16. When you read some statements/comments/opinions on Facebook, or when
you watch some videoclipson YouTube, will you tell your internal friends/families

about it, since they don't have access to it? Would you repost it on your social media?
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17. Do you think you have separate characteristics online and offline? For
example, if youare avery traditional person, but you always put crazy and weirdo

stuff on your social media?

18. Do you think social media has helped you or encouraged you with your study
and work? For example collecting useful material foryour subjects on Weibo,
practicing English on Facebook, or keepingintouch with your potential customers on

WeChat.

19. Do you show dating photos online? Do you mutually follow each other? How

do you interact with each other? For example, ‘like’, ‘comment’ or ‘repost’.

20. Are all your social media accounts' names the same? Do you make up
differentusernamesfordifferent platforms? What kind of names are they? Do they

have special meanings?
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Appendix 2 Key interview questions (Chinese)
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A HARIGEN? RS B At MR AR WA ? IR HEACEE 7 it Bl
BRI H A

12, AERAVRAMMR I SCBHEAL SR B HONEF AL, BRI A RARZE AR I
2 DR RE R A Bt REFE RV AR T 36 SE AN O AR R RIS A A A4 7 B
AERR AR L SCEHEL B A A ?

13, RPN 97 I e = % B 4R BCE I3 AL 52 B IR A AR IK 5 g 2
tean “Eriey” R OEmsen”

14, AERARHIIAAE AT A BEARIK 5 Bk 7 — SR LR ST ) YR AR5
B AR BIRNEIL 221 R (2R RS MATTIEE G A S RiE e ?

15, RRISKR BRI IR, A7 50 RO AE I 5 R R SE A 25 b A
FIAL A A2

16. HURELAERE BB P85 0B 1L YouTube E& FISLEEALIR, (R
VR B Y B A BN TER U5 T3 P A Rl T Ry T AT 1 0 524 7 B FE ORI
AT 5 ERe#

17. PRUCNIRLE R E o i) B SR PER AP RS T H SRR — A7 L
WAR S —MBAL G I A E R AR ED AR 2 PN B0 5 5K 0 S0 5 502 B 7R AR
AR EARIK 5 17

18. MRYNHATEARG BA IR IR TAF Egs TR ? e i -4
SRR, TR BRI INE SR, RS RIRRIBIER 2

19. R HIR TR B2 ARFIVR IS NTEAL A WA b 2 FAR G
X WBLE BN Z A7 IR RE S AL AR PRHeECE BAEE R ?

20.  IRPTAHACBAIK S EE R M B A? ERAFRFE AR 4?

AR 5787 A BRI L2
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Appendix 3 Questionnaire sample (English)

Questionnaire
Gender (Male/Female) Age (years):

1. How long have you beenin Australia? Circle one of the following.

O<lyear 1<2years 2<5years 5<10years | 10 or more years

2. How many hours a week do you work in Australiaapproximately? Circle one of the

following.

Full-time Part-time Not working

40 hours or more 0<40 hours 0 hour

3. What degree are you currently undertaking in Australia? Circle one of the

following.

Bachelor Master’s PhD Other (please state)

4. What isyour majorin Australia?

5. What isyour enrolmentstatusin Australia? Circle one of the following.

Full-time Part-time Not enrolled

273



6. (a) Before coming to Australia, what didyou do in China? Circle one of the

following.

Work

Study

Both

Other (please state)

(b) What level of education have you attained in China? Circle one of the following.

High School

Bachelor

Honours

Master’s

PhD

Other (please state)

(c) What was your major in Chinaif applicable?

7. (a) Which of the following social mediado you use? Circle one or more of the

following.

Facebook

Twitter

Renren

Sina Weibo

WeChat

Other (please state)

(b) How many yearsin both China and Australia have you been using social media

as listed above? Circle one of the following.

O<lyear

1<2years

2<3years

3<dyears

4 or more years

8. How many times and on what devices did/do you check and interact (browse, post,

repost, like, commentand mention @ somebody) on your social media per day on

average? Circle one or more of the following.
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(a) Before coming to Australia,

Computer

a.0<5 times per day

b.5<10 times per day

Tablet

a.0<5 times per day

b.5<10 times per day

Smart Phone
a.0<5 times per day

b.5<10 times per day

¢.10 or more times per day ¢.10 or more times per day ¢.10 or more times per day
(b) Since coming to Australia,
Computer Tablet Smart Phone

a.0<5 times per day
b.5<10 times per day

¢.10 or more times per day

a.0<5 times per day
b.5<10 times per day

¢.10 or more times per day

a.0<5 times per day
b.5<10 times per day

¢.10 or more times per day

9. How many times did/do you update your original post (Jifl]) on your social

media per week on average? Circle one of the following.

(a) Before coming to Australia,

0<5 times per week

5<10 times per week

10 or more times per

week

(b) Since coming to Australia,

0<5 times per week

5<10 times per week

10 or more times per

week

10. What percentage of your social media practices on average per weekdid/doyou

devote to the following? (Please add up to 100%)

(a) Before coming to Australia,
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Original post Repost Like Comment Mention (@)

(b) Since coming to Australia,

Original post Repost Like Comment Mention (@)

Would you like to be interviewed by me? If yes, please leave me your email address!

Thank you very much! ©
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Appendix 4 Questionnaire sample (Chinese)

A EE
PR (55 / L&) FERy %
1. JRSRIKFNTE JLEE T 2 35 ML &Ik £ .
0<1 1<2 4F 2<5 4 5<10 & | 10 LAk

2. AR AR A KL TAEZ D/ ? 5 W BL R BT F

g SR ANTAE
40 /MDA E 0<40 /NEsf 0 /NS

3. PRAEJER A F TP 1E Tz P WA 272467 2
AFL fii+- i HAh

4. PR RITL Pz (1 &2t 42

SRR RE 22 AR EWHE B A A7 T MBIk £ .

4 H )5 HePH =2 WA N2

6. (a) R KA 2 B /R AL B A2 TARIE 227 3 BN e Tk #%

TAE = e T HAh
(b) IRAEH EZRAR T LA R MBI A
= PN e o = 2 VA fi - [ oA

(Honours)
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(o) IRAE R FE e iy B b 2 A A2

7. (@) T M LA 18T R B At P AR A B8R 65,

gty Ry AN A Bk e HAib

(b) PRAE A B BRI —HE A 7 2 AL iR ? 15 ML R I TiE#¢.
0<1 1<2 4F 2<3 4F 3<4 4 4 DL F

8. YRV BERIE L LU UM B AR A A AR B i slE Bgh G, AR,
ek, m%, TREEERBI@FEN) ZR? 15U R

(a) AWM LLRT,

L PR BBETHL
a.ffF K 0<5 X a. B’ K 0<5 X a. B’ K 0<5 X
b. %K 5<10 X b. %K 5<10 X b. %K 5<10 &%

c. B8R 10 kL1 cHER 10 kL E cHR 10 kUL E

(b) K HH LA,

LG PR B RETAHL
a.fF K 0<5 X a.fF K 0<5 & a. B/ K 0<5 &
b.%EK 5<10 X b. %} K 5<10 K b. %} K 5<10 &

c. B R 10 kUL E c.BR 10 kUL E c.BR 10 kUL E

9. FIEE R R ILUCIRES CEFNEED 2 15 WL B TUL#%
(a) SR LA,
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BT 5K 8 5 # 10 X fEZ%ZF 10 X

(b) SRIEPN LSS,
BT 51K &8 53 10 X HEZT 10K

10. %M 100% I LIRS, PR R VR A AT 2 B RE T B
Bl > B LA R 253007

(a) SKIIM LLHT,

JE A ¥k 5 R e (@)

(b) RIM LU,

JE A ¥k s Pk 1’2 (@)

WRIEIE R RN Ry, 15 H RIS 77 21 1 11 ©
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