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Abstract 

Drawing on in-depth interviews with the young adult children of South Korean transnational 

families in Canada, this chapter explores how the family is reimagined in the mediated, mobile, 

transnational communication between family members. In the chapter, the smartphone is 

examined as an assemblage involving earlier media forms and experiences and is thus 

contextualized in relation to other information communication technologies (ICTs). In addition, 

the present study addresses the popular use of the Korean-developed communication app, 

KakaoTalk, among the transnational family members. Furthermore, it explores how the 

smartphone engages with the preexisting norms of family communication. The research offers 

insight into how family interaction is technologically mediated across transnational contexts 

while questioning the technologically deterministic perspective that overestimates the role of 

mobile technologies in transnational virtual families. 
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As mobile information communication technologies (ICTs) enhance the connectivity of the 

family across transnational contexts, forms of family interaction, which were conventionally 

based upon geographic proximity, seem to be increasingly diversified. In particular, transnational 

mobility via ICTs enables the “virtual togetherness” of the family (Bakardjieva, 2003; Wilding, 

2006). Transnational communication via mobile technologies has been reported as an essential 

mode of family communication amongst various transnational families. Given that the family 

and household have been considered a foundational unit of the appropriation of new technologies 

(Silverstone & Hirsch, 1992), the transnational reformation of family interaction requires media 

researchers to rethink the process of technology appropriation. ICTs may no longer be simply 

domesticated in the family as a locality-based unit, but rather integrated into the process in which 

the family is reorganized beyond locality.  

The transnational family may not be a novel phenomenon. However, the accelerated 

process of pursuing overseas education has recently led to a recognizable increase in the 

transnational migration of members of Asian middle-class families (Abelmann, Newendorp, & 

Lee-Chung, 2014; Finch & Kim, 2012). In particular, the precollege overseas education of 

children has emerged as a significant driving force of recent transnational migration in middle-

class families in Asia. South Korea (hereafter Korea) was one of the Asian countries in which the 

precollege study-abroad phenomenon grew quickly throughout the 2000s. The annual number of 

precollege Korean students attending school overseas—mostly in English-speaking countries, 

such as the United States (US), Canada, and New Zealand—increased nearly fourfold between 

2001 (7,944) and 2006 (29,511) (Korean Educational Development Institute, 2013). What may 

be even more significant than the actual figure is the fact that an increasing number of middle-

class Korean families are considering their children’s precollege study abroad as a probable 

option (Finch & Kim, 2012). The Korean phenomenon of education-driven transnational families 

can be explained by a combination of two kinds of “social fever”: the traditional “education 

fever,” which defines education as the central duty of the family and educational credentials as 

an crucial component of the family’s social status (Seth, 2002), and the recent “globalization 

fever,” evident since the mid-1990s, which leads Koreans to reap the benefits of acquiring 

English skills and an overseas education (Park, 2011). In this respect, the emergence of these 

overseas-education-driven transnational families implies the reworking of traditional family 

values in the transnational context. Sending their children to the West for precollege study is thus 

seen as one of the emerging “family-based strategies responding to globalization and educational 

ambition” (Finch & Kim, 2012, p. 489). 

The phenomenon of transnational families involves not only the flow of education-

seeking children and their parents but also the transnational mobility of the ICTs that families 

use when on the move. The need for constant, mobile, and mediated communication between 

transnational family members may facilitate the extensive appropriation of emerging forms of 

ICTs, such as the smartphone and its apps. Like many other Asian countries, Korea has 

witnessed the rapid diffusion of mobile ICTs over the past two decades. In particular, the 

smartphone as one of the most recent forms of personal mobile ICT has been so popular among 

Koreans that, in the 2010s, the country’s smartphone penetration rate has been constantly ranked 

within the top five in the world (Yonhap News, 2013). The extensive use of the smartphone, 

which is not only a form of mobile telephony but also a platform for various Internet-based 

communication and computing tools (Madianou, 2014), may reconfigure the ways in which the 

family is connected, organized, and imagined. Moreover, this reconfiguration may be even 
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further enhanced when ICTs are appropriated by transnational families (Madianou & Miller, 

2012). 

Given the context, the present study explores how the smartphone is incorporated into the 

communication practices of transnational families. Drawing on empirical data in the form of in-

depth interviews with the young adult children of Korean transnational families in Canada, the 

study examines how the family is reimagined in the mediated, mobile, transnational 

communication between family members. While the study primarily addresses transnational 

families’ use of smartphones, the smartphone here is not simply defined as an isolated and 

entirely new form of technological object. It is analyzed as an assemblage involving earlier 

media forms and experiences and is thus contextualized in relation to other ICTs. The 

smartphone, especially through its various apps, enables users to reengage with various media 

practices (Gardner & Davis, 2013). In this regard, the smartphone reifies “remediation” (Bolter 

& Grusin, 1999) processes in which the memories of earlier media are inscribed. The feature of 

the smartphone as a technology of remediation illustrates how technology use becomes a 

complicated process involving various places, users, expectations, and practices. Based on the 

awareness of these features of smartphone technology, the present study examines how the 

smartphone is adopted by transnational families in relation to other ICTs. In addition, the study 

addresses the popular use of the Korean-developed communication app, KakaoTalk, among the 

transnational family members.2 Furthermore, it explores how the smartphone engages with the 

preexisting norms of family communication. The research offers insight into how family 

interaction is technologically mediated across transnational contexts while questioning the 

technologically deterministic perspective that overestimates the role of mobile technologies in 

transnational virtual families. 

Literature Review 

The emergence and popularization of mobile ICTs has led to attempts to explore the 

process and meaning of technology consumption in everyday life. Cultural studies-inspired 

media ethnographies have provided a vivid picture of the cultural appropriation of emerging 

technologies (e.g., Hjorth, 2009; Horst & Miller, 2005; Lim, 2005; Madianou & Miller, 2012; 

Wallis, 2013). In particular, cultural research exploring the “domestication” of technology 

(Silverstone & Hirsch, 1992) has engaged with a contextualized framework in which technology 

use can be understood as a dynamic and dialectic process between technology, users, and 

contexts (e.g., Lim, 2008). The domestication approach—which often draws on qualitative 

research methods, such as in-depth interviews or observation—examines technology in relation 

to the non-technological aspects of users’ lives (Haddon, 2011) and thus challenges the 

prevailing technologically deterministic perspective on new technology (Silverstone, 2006).  

Haddon (2011) underscored that, despite the growing number of empirical studies, the 

domestication studies that have largely been developed in the European contexts have, until 

recently, rarely addressed non-Western contexts. Thus, Asian-based research on technology 

domestication is relatively scarce, with the exception of studies that have been conducted in 

Japan (Ito, 2005; Takahashi, 2010), Korea (Yoon, 2003; Jin & Yoon, 2014), China (Lim, 2005; 

Wallis, 2013), and throughout Asia (Hjorth, 2009; Lim, 2008; Lim and Soon, 2010). In addition 

to its Western-oriented empirical focus, the domestication approach has been minimally 

extended to transnational contexts with only a few exceptions (e.g., Bonini, 2011; Madianou, 

2014; Madianou & Miller, 2012). Thus, the understanding of technology domestication appears 
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to still rely, to a great extent, on “methodological nationalism” (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002) 

and fails to capture a vivid picture of the emerging transnational, mobile, ubiquitous media 

landscape of the family.  

The studies of transnational families’ ICT use can also be identified in terms of their 

theoretical focus; that is, it is within a sociocultural or technological context that such studies 

frame how the family uses emerging technologies. A group of scholars, who are relatively 

socioculturally oriented, has paid more attention to the role of the social and cultural contexts of 

transnational family life in technology use (e.g., Clark & Sywyj, 2012; Elias & Lemish, 2008; 

Hoang & Yeoh, 2012; Madianou, 2014; Pearce, Slaker, & Ahmad, 2013; Parreñas, 2005; 

Wilding, 2006). According to these studies, the transnational family’s pattern of and ability to 

engage in transnational communication via ICTs are influenced by factors such as family 

members’ working conditions and available media resources (Hoang & Yeoh, 2012), cultural 

norms (Clark & Sywyj, 2012), premigration histories of media use (Wilding, 2006), and 

generational differences (Elias & Lemish, 2008).  

In comparison, another group of scholars suggested a relatively technology-oriented view; 

they argued that technological features significantly affect how transnational families use ICTs 

and the types of ICTs they prefer (e.g., Francisco, 2013; Vancea & Olivera, 2013). The authors 

claimed that transnational family relationships tend to be renegotiated by new media’s 

technological features that enable or constrain certain aspects of communication. In particular, 

the technological infrastructure available to the users at the macro level (Vancea & Olivera, 

2013) or particular technological affordances of new ICTs, such as their visual components 

(Francisco, 2013), can enhance the intensity and frequency of transnational family 

communication. Furthermore, ICTs’ ability for time–space compression empowers migrants or at 

least enables them to cope with isolation derived from their marginal social position and 

separation from their left-behind family members (Uy-Tioco, 2007).  

However, the aforementioned theoretical –sociocultural or technological–  foci of the 

studies of transnational families’ use of ICTs are not necessarily mutually exclusive. They have 

been articulated with each other in a few recent studies that apply the technology domestication 

approach in a more contextualized way (e.g., Madianou, 2014; Madianou & Miller, 2012). For 

instance, Madianou and Miller (2012) addressed the social context of media users and 

technological affordances in equal measure. While focusing on technological affordances to 

explore how particular media forms facilitate certain communication patterns, Madianou and 

Miller (2012) did not ignore the sociocultural context in which technology is adopted, utilized, 

and negotiated.  

In addition to the need to acknowledge both the sociocultural and technological aspects of 

transnational families’ technology use, the expansion of the empirical scope of media research is 

required. In particular, the literature on the topic has failed to address a wide range of rapidly 

emerging technologies and various migrant populations. Above all, seemingly due to the 

temporal gap between academic research and lived media culture, scholarly literature has not 

included an extensive exploration of the use of smartphones and their apps in the transnational 

context. Moreover, as the majority of recent studies of transnational families’ media use tends to 

address low-income migrant workers and their families who are left behind (e.g., Francisco, 

2013; Hoang & Yeoh, 2012; Madianou, 2014; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Parreñas, 2005; Uy-

Tioco, 2007), middle-class families’ ICT use in transnational contexts is relatively under-

researched, with a few notable exceptions (e.g., Andreotti, Le Gales, Fuentes, & Javier, 2013). 
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Given the current state of the research into transnational families’ use of ICTs, the present 

study articulates the sociocultural and technological aspects of ICT use while moving beyond a 

one-dimensional explanation of technology consumption. In addition, the study’s focus on 

young, education-driven migrants from middle-class backgrounds will be a valuable addition that 

expands the empirical scope of the literature on transnational families’ use of mobile technology. 

Methodology 

The data analyzed in the present chapter is derived from qualitative interviews with 38 

young Koreans whose families are separated across transnational contexts. The interviews, which 

constitute a large project on migrants’ use of ICTs in Canada, were carried out in three Canadian 

cities in the province of British Columbia and Ontario—Vancouver, Kelowna, and Toronto—

between February and July of 2014. The participants, who are presented under pseudonyms in 

this chapter, were aged between 19 and 27 at the time of the interviews and had moved to 

Canada at the average age of 15. About two-thirds of the participants (n=25) were separated from 

both parents, who remained in Korea, while the remainder (n=13) were living with their mothers 

in Canada. The majority of the participants initially entered Canada as international student visa 

holders, and 14 respondents acquired permanent residency at the time of entry or later. 3   

The interview questions focused on how the young-adult children of Korean transnational 

families narrated the process of the adoption and appropriation of smartphones, especially in 

relationships with their family members. Among the data, those particularly focused on 

smartphone use for family communication were analyzed. To acquire a better understanding of 

the process of technology appropriation, the respondents were asked to address their present and 

past media practices, especially for family communication, throughout their migrant lives in 

Canada. Thus, they were given opportunities to narrate and contemplate both their past and 

current experiences. Although such a process relies on participants’ personal memories and may 

consequently involve certain bias and selection, the reconstructed stories themselves seemed to 

meaningfully reveal how their transnational media experiences were retold from their current 

perspective.  

Given the aim of the research to explore mobile communication in transnational families, it 

may have been helpful to conduct interviews with all the family members rather than with the 

overseas children only. However, due in part to the practical difficulties encountered when 

attempting to gain access to all family members living across transnational contexts, the research 

focused on the young-adult children’s present and retrospective narratives regarding their 

communication with their overseas family members. Despite this limitation, the participants’ 

narratives do reveal how their families’ media practices are described and reconstructed, 

although primarily from the perspective of children who use smartphones extensively. 

The examination of interviews, which were recorded and transcribed, involved different 

phases. The initial coding processes identified repetitiously emerging patterns, and this step was 

followed by focused coding practices that enabled the empirically based generation of a 

theoretical perspective (Charmaz, 2006). Furthermore, through the interpretive and reflexive 

reading of the transcripts, the implied meanings of what the respondents said were identified and 

further situated within the sociocultural contexts of the respondents as middle-class transnational 

youth (Mason, 2002).  
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Connected Presence in Transnational Families  

Transnational families, whose members have to maintain long-distance relationships, tend 

to adopt and test various forms of ICTs and have thus been described as relatively heavy users 

and early adopters of new technologies (Madianou & Miller, 2012; Parreñas, 2005). For the 

younger members of these transnational families, who had to cope with prolonged separation 

from their parents, always being online seemed to be the default position for family 

communication (Madianou, 2014). For this reason, a few respondents even felt more comfortable 

with mediated interaction with their parents than they did with face-to-face interaction. Ara, a 

19-year-old undergraduate who had been apart from her father in Korea for five years, described 

how she felt about talking to him via telephone versus in person: “When I call, I tend to talk 

more. It’s more comfortable to talk over the phone rather than talking face to face. That may be 

because we [i.e., my dad and I] have been separated for quite some time.” Ara lived with her 

housewife mother in Vancouver while communicating frequently with her father in Seoul via her 

smartphone. Her face-to-face contact with her father had been limited to once a year or less on 

average. Ara’s lack of face-to-face communication with her father seemed to be supplemented 

with various forms of ICTs. In particular, her father regularly used programs such as KakaoTalk, 

Facebook, and Skype via his laptop, smartphone, or office computer, compared to her mother, 

who did not have her own mobile phone and only used the home telephone.  

The significance of mobile technology was evident, especially to a few respondents who 

had not had their own smartphones until a relatively late phase of their transnational lives. For 

example, Minju, a 22-year-old woman in Toronto who had been living apart from her family in 

Korea since the age of 17, was one of the few respondents who was relatively ill-equipped with 

personal ICTs compared to the majority of the respondents. She did not have a mobile (2G) 

phone or personal computer until her final year of high school and thus had to rely on her 

homestay family’s home computer or telephone for transnational communication during this 

period. Ara was one of a few respondents who did not own their first smartphones until they 

were in their twenties. In addition to the lack of ICT availability, there was insufficient time to 

connect with each other because her parents were both employed full time:  

At first, living overseas was tough … because I didn’t have my family here, and I 

was young. Things [i.e., ICTs] were so inconvenient back then. I called my family 

using the homestay’s house phone. I didn’t have a laptop or a mobile phone at that 

time. In those early days, my mom and dad called me once a month, and we talked 

over the phone for 30 minutes. That was it. I was so lonely. 

The families in the present study adapted to the development of ICTs since they had been 

transnationally separated. The respondents recalled that, especially before adopting smartphones, 

they had initially used landline telephones along with prepaid international telephone cards and 

later Internet-based voice communications (Voice-over-Internet-Protocol [VoIP], also known as 

“Internet phones” amongst the respondents) via home computers or Internet-customized 

telephone handsets. Transnational families’ use of different ICTs prior to the emergence of the 

smartphone was well described by older respondents, such as Chan, a 27-year-old Vancouver-

based man who recalled the early 2000s when he first came alone to Canada as a precollege 

study-abroad student:  

There was no Skype in those days [laughs]. To contact my family [in Korea], I would 

buy and use international telephone cards. I would also email. I used Buddy Buddy 

[an early Korean web-based messenger] with my friends [in Korea], but my parents 

used email only [among Internet-based tools]. Because of the time difference, I 
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couldn’t get responses immediately when using email. Regarding international phone 

cards, they ran out of funds too quickly. Even if I bought a 10-hour card, the 10 hours 

would go by too fast. As far as I recall now, those things were very, very 

inconvenient. […] These days, I use KakaoTalk [for communicating with my 

parents] because my parents seem to feel comfortable using it.  

As evidenced by Chan’s recollection, the smartphone seems to have contributed to considerable 

changes in the ways in which transnational families communicate. The respondents had their 

own smartphones, which had primarily been purchased when they were in their mid- to late-

teens in Canada. The smartphone was incorporated into the rhythm of their everyday lives, as 

Han, a 24-year-old male university student in Toronto noted: “As soon as I get up, I check 

messages on my KakaoTalk. Then, I get music playing on my [smart]phone and get ready to go 

to school while responding to the overnight KakaoTalk messages.” Similarly, Suna, a 24-year-

old female university student in Vancouver, stated, “I use my iPhone anytime and anywhere 

[laughs]. Whenever I’m waiting in line or in traffic, or even when I’m eating … it’s easy to use 

and small to carry. I can carry it wherever I go.” 

The smartphone offered the young people a mediated copresence with the rest of their 

family as well as friends left behind in Korea. The sense of “connected presence” (Licoppe, 

2004) was enhanced by various smartphone apps, such as KakaoTalk, Facebook, and Skype. In 

particular, by exchanging frequent yet brief “link-up” messages or calls (Horst & Miller, 2005) 

on KakaoTalk, the young people tended to maintain their family ties and sense of belonging. 

Several respondents also shared their everyday stories, often along with their selfies and 

emoticons indicating their feelings, with their overseas family members and friends, via 

KakaoStory, the popular add-on for KakaoTalk users. Namjin, a 27-year-old man who had been 

with his mother in Vancouver since the age of 14, used KakaoStory to keep his father in Seoul 

updated about his daily life: “KakaoTalk is easy to use. KakaoTalk has KakaoStory, and so 

people can easily post their selfies, well … with some notes on them. It’s like a good 

combination of texting and Facebook.”  

In addition to the pervasive use of KakaoTalk, video calls via Skype on smartphones or 

laptops seemed to enhance the sense of copresence. In particular, smartphones’ built-in cameras 

as well as webcams on laptops were widely used. As observed in recent studies (Francisco, 2013; 

Hoang & Yeoh, 2012), visual technologies are increasingly embraced by transnational families 

who desire to “actually see their family when they are away” (Francisco, 2013, p. 9). For some 

respondents, it was evident, at least during the initial period of their overseas family separation, 

that any single method of mediated communication—voice call, text message, or video 

message—could not fulfill their desire for copresence: “Although I would call my mom and dad 

every day, I still felt somewhat limited. So, I tried Skype as well. Then, the Internet phone … ” 

noted Somi, a 22-year-old woman who relocated to Canada alone at the age of 15. She recalled 

that she attempted to make as many contacts with her overseas family members as possible by 

trying different forms of ICTs while coping with separation anxiety during her adolescence alone 

in Vancouver: “The most difficult thing was … well, I was young and alone. I had been a kind of 

child who was extremely closely bonded with Mom but was suddenly left alone. It was so … so 

very challenging.”  

The popular use of smartphones among the respondents seemed to especially correlate with 

the ever-increasing availability of, and need for, mobile Internet. At the time of the interviews, 

the respondents, with a few exceptions, were accessing the Internet more via smartphone than 

computer. Yuri, a 19-year-old female student in Vancouver, explained while pointing to her 
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smartphone, “This is often more convenient than that [pointing to the interviewer’s laptop]. With 

the laptop, I have to use a mouse, but I can touch the whole screen once with this [i.e., her 

smartphone].”  

Of course, the smartphone did not completely replace or displace earlier ICTs but rather 

coexisted with them (Madianou, 2014). At the time of the interviews, some respondents were 

still using home-based VoIP for family communication—at least at home—because their parents, 

who either had no smartphones or were not completely comfortable using them, preferred VoIP, 

the format of which was highly similar to that of traditional landline phones. Various smartphone 

apps and instant messaging services were often used along with voice calls via smartphones or 

VoIP services. Overall, the communication practice of instant messaging was deeply 

incorporated into the respondents’ family interaction, in which the importance and necessity of 

voice was not necessarily replaced with the practice of text messaging (Horst & Miller, 2006). 

Most respondents used voice calling, text messaging, and video calling supplementally rather 

than relying on a single form of ICT. For instance, text messaging sometimes functioned as a 

signal to arrange voice or video calls (Bonini, 2011). In particular, the smartphone appeared to 

offer a platform for easily switching between different forms of mediated communication. 

According to the respondents, while a few parents were not completely comfortable using 

smartphones, most were using them or at least adapting to the technology. The parents did not 

seem to simply resist or reject emerging technologies. For example, Nara, a 23-year-old woman 

who recently began living with her mother in Toronto after several years of living alone, 

described how her mother was adapting to the smartphone: 

My mom recently switched to a smartphone [from a 2G phone]. These days, I’m 

teaching her how to use it. My mom is very pleased to have a smartphone because 

she can now send Dad [in Korea] photos. Although he lives abroad, they [Mom and 

Dad] can see each other by sharing photos. My mom used to use text messaging 

frequently in Korea [via a 2G phone]. However, when she came to Canada, she 

rarely used text messaging. That’s probably because text messaging is more 

expensive here [than in Korea], and she had to type in English [on her 2G phone in 

Canada]. But, now she can type in Korean with her smartphone, so she began text 

messaging although she calls more. Thus, I usually use voice call [on my 

smartphone] when I contact my mom.  

As implied in the case of Nara’s mother, the smartphone can offer migrants a sense of, and 

resources for, transnational connection, which enables them to move beyond cultural and 

linguistic barriers and reestablish a connection with their home countries.  

Despite transnational families’ enhanced connectivity via mobile ICTs, it is uncertain how 

effectively mediated interaction compensates for the lack of face-to-face interaction. In the 

present study, the sense of virtual togetherness was questioned by several respondents. Mediated 

interaction did not necessarily fulfill the young people’s need for proximity-based emotional ties 

with the family. As some respondents described, mediated family interaction occasionally caused 

miscommunication and created distance between family members. For example, when asked to 

compare communication with her parents via smartphone and face to face, Yuri, a 19-year-old 

woman in Vancouver, noted, “I prefer to talk face to face. It’s difficult to fully express what I 

really want to say via phone calls and texts. However, if I see Mom, I can look her in the face 

and know how she responds.” Moreover, some respondents did not necessarily view mediated 

interaction as being as meaningful as face-to-face conversation. For example, according to Nuri, 

a 25-year-old woman in Toronto, 
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I went back [to Korea] and stayed for about six months last year after graduation. I 

realized why I had been feeling a little empty. It was the family. It was so good being 

there [in Korea] with the family. However, I also realized that I had changed since 

leaving Korea; I thought, I might have a greater sense of belonging to Canada now.  

Nuri, a recent graduate who hoped to acquire Canadian permanent residency in the near future, 

had been communicating frequently with her family members in Korea since her entry into 

Canada at the age of 14. She had been using various smartphone functions extensively, such as 

KakaoTalk, iPhone’s FaceTime, and Skype, to maintain contact with her family on a daily basis. 

However, she noted the absence of her physical proximity to her family as a missing part of her 

adolescence. Nuri’s account implies, while being increasingly taken for granted, the virtual 

togetherness of transnational families maintained by mediated interaction is felt to be incomplete 

when noticeably compared with face-to-face togetherness. This finding echoes the previous 

observation that mediated communication between transnational families involves certain costs, 

such as emotional distance (Lan, 2003). 

Mobile Parenting and Family Norms  

The smartphone was a resource not only for young people but also for their parents. The 

respondents recalled the occasions on which their parents had kept track of the little details of 

their everyday routines. The mobile Internet and various communication apps enabled on 

smartphones appeared to intensify the micromanagement or even surveillance of the users by 

others in networked contact (Madianou, 2014). In the connected presence allowed by 

smartphones, it seemed difficult to opt out of being online continually. Such “mobile parenting” 

or “mediated parenting” has been reported in previous studies (Chib, Malik, Aricat, & Kadir, 

2014; Lim, 2008; Ling & Yittri, 2006; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Uy-Tioco, 2007), although the 

specifics of parenting may be different, depending on cultural contexts.  

Transnational mobile parenting was often the extension of preexisting parental control over 

ICTs during the respondents’ pre-immigration period since they had been allowed, for a 

restricted time, to use the Internet and/or mobile phone. However, since their migration to 

Canada, the respondents had been released, to some extent, from social and parental pressures 

due to their physical distance from their parental homes. Even for those who lived with their 

mothers in Canada, parental control over ICT use tended to be more relaxed than before 

migration. Of course, this does not mean that parental supervision of children’s ICT use 

disappeared in the transnational context. Rather, it seems that the focus of parental monitoring 

with regard to children’s ICT use was transformed from the direct control of ICT use to indirect 

yet mobile control through smartphones (Chib et al., 2014). In this process of mobile parenting, 

preexisting cultural norms seemed to reemerge. 

First, the role of preexisting family norms was observed in obligatory family ties between 

parents and children via mobile communication, which has been addressed in previous media 

studies of Asian families (Lim, 2008; Madianou & Miller, 2012; Yoon, 2003). In particular, the 

use of the Korean-developed popular app KakaoTalk between the respondents and their parents 

appeared to reaffirm the reciprocal yet obligatory process of family interaction. Similar to other 

communication apps, KakaoTalk notifies message senders as soon as the message is seen by the 

receiver, and thus, children seemed to feel obliged to respond promptly to their parents. In this 

regard, KakaoTalk might work as a “parent app” (Clark, 2012) with which parents can keep 

track of their children and thus be assured of their safety via mobile communication.4  Overall, 
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KakaoTalk was extensively used in family contexts, in contrast to other communication apps, 

such as Facebook, which were widely used with networked contacts. KakaoTalk’s circle of 

“Friends”, tended to represent contacts who were highly bound by (physical and emotional) 

locality. Since KakaoTalk allows only those who share their smartphone numbers to be included 

in each other’s contact list, an individual’s KakaoTalk contacts tend to comprise the people 

whom he or she has met in person and can call via telephone at least occasionally. This system of 

a phone numbers-based small circular network seems to distinguish KakaoTalk from some other 

communication apps that tend to accelerate the economy of size. That is, KakaoTalk contacts are 

neither exclusively online nor networked to the public. In addition, the young people in the study 

tended to send their Korean friends and family members KakaoTalk’s various cute emoticons 

and stickers. In response, their parents sometimes, if not often, sent them emoticons as well. For 

the transnational KakaoTalk users, the KakaoTalk-specific emoticon was an essential 

communication tool, which was not simply a supplement to texts. The expression of users’ 

emotions via KakaoTalk’s humorous and cute emoticons seemed to mediate any tensions that 

might occur in distant, mediated communication.  

In the respondents’ accounts, many parents—especially mothers—wanted to frequently 

confirm their children’s daily routines from a distance, as also observed in previous studies (Chib 

et al., 2014). Jihee, a 19-year-old female who had been living alone in Toronto as an 

international student for over five years while her parents had remained in Korea, described the 

way in which the smartphone kept her connected to her mother, which, at times, made her feel 

obliged to respond. She explained how her mother kept track of her via the smartphone and the 

popular smartphone app KakaoTalk to ensure that she was all right: 

As usual, one day, my mom sent KaTalk [i.e., KakaoTalk] messages to me and then 

made KaTalk voice calls, but I didn’t answer. When I got back to her two hours later, 

she was wailing. I felt bad, so I try to reply to her quickly these days. [That time,] my 

mom [in Korea] contacted me before she went to bed, but I didn’t know that I got 

those messages because it was daytime here [in Canada], and I was in quite a noisy 

place. My mom said she was worried that I didn’t reply quickly. 

Second, mobile parenting tended to be gendered in its pattern, as the traditional gender 

roles of breadwinning fathers and nurturing mothers were by and large maintained. With the 

exception of a few cases in which both father and mother were employed full time, most 

respondents relied on the financial remittances of their left-behind fathers during their stay in 

Canada. The preexisting mode of gendered parenting appeared in the respondents’ accounts of 

the relatively caring, intimate mother compared to those of the strict, distant father. In particular, 

for the respondents who were separated from their fathers in Korea yet lived with their mothers 

in Canada, the fathers were described as both physically and emotionally distant figures. For 

instance, Yuri, a 19-year-old female undergraduate who with her mother had moved to 

Vancouver six years ago, described how she communicated with her parents:  

It’s not quite necessary to contact Mom on the mobile phone because she is with me 

[living together in Vancouver]. Well, in regard to Dad [in Korea] … he has been 

away for over six years now, so I am no longer likely to talk to him about every 

single detail of my life, which I still talk to my mom about.  

Their emotional distance from their fathers and intimacy with their mothers was especially 

evident amongst several female respondents and their mediated communication with their 

parents. Even for respondents whose parents were both in Korea, their mediated communication 

with their mothers tended to be more frequent than with their fathers. In addition, some 
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respondents preferred to contact their fathers in Korea via written communication using the 

KakaoTalk app or emails, whereas they contacted their mothers in Korea via voice calls along 

with KakaoTalk messaging. Based on a few young people’s accounts, mothers, rather than 

fathers, preferred voice calls via home telephones, smartphones, or Internet phones over text 

messaging. In those cases, the mothers were relatively less comfortable with new technology, 

while the fathers seemed to have high accessibility to various ICTs at work and home. In this 

regard, the fathers were described by most respondents as being “busy with work” or relatively 

“traditional.” As Nuri, a 25-year-old woman in Toronto, stated:  

Dad is really busy all the time […] My dad is somewhat traditional, so he doesn’t do 

much Skype or KakaoTalk […] I often talk with my family [i.e., each of my family 

members via media], but it is rare for all my family members to be together on the 

phone or Skype. [It happens] just a couple of times per year, I suppose.  

Owing to the relative emotional distance between fathers in Korea and children in Canada, 

mothers, whether in Canada or Korea, played a role as moderators of the communication 

between overseas children and other family members. Mothers’ role observed in the present 

study echoes the findings of the previous studies of Korean families’ ICT use. For example, Lim 

and Soon’s (2010) ethnographic study found that Korean mothers used ICTs not only for 

monitoring their children but also for enhancing mother-child bonding, while some mothers 

appropriated ICTs for improving relatively distant father-child relationship commonly observed 

in patriarchal family cultures. As shown in the examples of mediated, mobile parenting in the 

present study, the smartphone, along with other ICTs, served to maintain the bonds between 

separated family members. However, this does not necessarily mean that smartphone-mediated 

communication substantially transform the preexisting cultural norms in which the role of 

parents remained largely gendered (Cabanes & Acedera, 2012; Madianou, 2014). 

Conclusion 

The present study has explored the role of the smartphone in the Korean transnational 

family phenomenon driven by the children’s precollege study abroad. It has revealed that 

smartphone-mediated communication is increasingly incorporated into the Korean transnational 

families’ lives, and thus, always being online becomes the ordinary pattern of communication for 

those families. This chapter’s empirical study contributes to the literature on transnational 

families’ use of ICTs in three key ways.  

First, given the lack of investigation into smartphones in transnational families, the 

present study offers valuable empirical data on how the smartphone’s technological features, 

such as its enhanced mobility, connectivity, and storytelling functions, allow transnational family 

members to negotiate not only their distant relations but also different options of being 

connected. The smartphone’s role as a platform on which numerous communication apps 

converge seemed to play a significant role in redefining family communication in transnational 

contexts, as it allows its users to switch easily between different communication media and 

methods (e.g., visual, iconic, and textual methods). In the present study, among various forms of 

ICTs and smartphone apps, the Korean-developed communication app KakaoTalk was 

commonly used by Korean transnational families. Through its Internet-mediated voice-calling, 

text-messaging, group chat, and journal-keeping services, KakaoTalk appeared to enable the 

Korean transnational families to be online constantly. The app also contributed to the extensive 

use of smartphones not only by young people but also by their parents.  
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Second, this study’s focus on middle-class transnational families distinguishes it from 

previous studies’ predominant attention to low-wage migrant workers and their left-behind 

families. In contrast to “forced” migrant workers, the middle-class Korean families in the study 

seemed to more willingly engage in family separation in pursuit of the children’s “global” 

cultural capital, which consists of English ability and academic credentials. While the migrant 

workers’ and their families’ mediated communication tended to be significantly constrained by 

relatively poorer material and technological resources (Law & Peng, 2008), the transnational 

children of middle-class background in this study were not similarly encumbered but instead 

manifested cultural negotiation between the mediated, individualized communication practices 

and the conventional, face-to-face practices of family communication. In addition, as most 

respondents—especially those who had been separated from both parents—were able to return to 

Korea for every school vacation or at least once a year, their virtual family togetherness was 

regularly supplemented by face-to-face togetherness, which may be compared with the low-

income migrant families who had to go through prolonged separation.  

Third, the present research offers insights into how the existing framework of technology 

appropriation drawing on domestication theory can be revised. The increasing transnational 

family phenomenon challenges the significance of the physical boundary of the home as the 

everyday place of technology appropriation. For most respondents who spent their adolescence 

at the homestay family’s house or a rented or owned condominium with their mothers, who 

relied on the breadwinning fathers’ remittances from Korea, their physical and emotional 

attachment to the household in Canada seemed tenuous. Partly due to the temporality of the 

home, the transnational young people in this study—especially those who had been separated 

from both parents—tended not to own and use many sedentary, household ICTs, such as big-

screen, satellite televisions, at their residences in Canada; rather, they heavily utilized personal 

and portable ICTs, such as the smartphone. The young people’s fragile attachment to the 

overseas household and the extensive use of mobile technologies implies a complex process of 

technology appropriation in transnational contexts. The phenomenon of transnational families 

involves the highly individualized management of family time, space, and norms, while the 

members’ desire for physical togetherness and conventional family relations, such as gendered 

parenting, are not replaced with virtual togetherness. However, with the emergence of the 

smartphone as a gateway to various modes of communication apps, the individualized mode of 

overseas living and the nostalgic desire for home seem to co-exist.  

The transnational families’ cultural appropriation of smartphones can be referred to as a 

“transnational domestication of technology.” As domesticity itself may be largely dislocated in 

the era of mobile technologies (Morley, 2003, p. 450), the family is reimagined in the moral 

economy of the transnationally mobile household, and in this regard, smartphones seem to offer 

different user strategies. This understanding helps us move beyond the locality-based 

imagination of the family and its technology appropriation. The transnationalization of the 

family itself requires a cross-national understanding of technology and thus “methodological 

transnationalism.” In this regard, the chapter suggests that media studies itself needs to be mobile 

so that transnational media users can be better traced beyond their sedentary nodes.  
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Endnotes 

1 This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 
 
2 KakaoTalk is an interpersonal communication app, developed by a Korean venture company in 2010. 

Since its introduction, the app has been the most popular communication app among Korean smartphone 

users. While KakaoTalk’s was initially recognized as an instant messaging app, its other services such as 

voice calling, group chat, photo sharing, and social media services have also been popular (Jin & Yoon, 

2014).  

 
3 These young people’s acquisition of permanent residency was enabled by their parents being awarded 

Canadian residency through immigration programs such as the immigrant investor program or skilled 

worker program.  

 
4 The parents’ extensive use of KakaoTalk reflects the fact that it has been the most popular app among 

Koreans since its launch as a free smartphone app in 2011 in Korea. The number of subscribers (100 

million) already doubled the Korean population in 2013, which signals the app’s popularity even outside 

of Korea. KakaoTalk has been widely used across generations, which distinguishes it from other social 

network apps, such as Facebook (Kim & Shin, 2013). KakaoTalk’s particular technological features have 

been considered an important factor in its popularity (Clayton, 2013). In particular, among other merits, 

the coexistence of older and newer media forms in its simplistic interface design, which may easily appeal 

to parents, might be an important factor behind the wide use of KakaoTalk among Korean transnational 

families.  
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