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INTRODUCTION 

Between 1950 and 2019, the number of international students worldwide increased from 107,000 to over 5.3 

million, and more than half of this growth was in the last decade (Shields, 2013, p. 610; UNESCO Institute for 

Statistics, 2019). In this trend, Australia is one of the main destinations, holding 637,415 international students 

as of June 2020(The Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020, p. 1). This group has injected 

over $32.4 billion a year into Australia’s economy since 2017 (Ferguson & Sherrell, 2019, para. 1). However, 

as humans, rather than merely a link in the education industry, the scholarly attention to their experience is 

insufficient. Scholars have noted that the disengagement of international students could have negative 

impacts on their physical and mental health (Khanal& Gaulee, 2019; Jakubowicz, 2010). Therefore, it is 
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critical to profoundly explore and understand international students’ experience in Australia and find 

effective methods to improve it.  

Central to the study on this issue is international students' social inclusion (Paltridge, Mayson, & 

Schappe, 2012, p. 31). Researchers have identified some common impacting factors such as language 

barriers, educational difficulties, self-awareness, discrimination, and financial difficulty (Smith & Khawaja, 

2011; Ashong & Commander, 2017; Mwangi, 2016; Sano, Ahn, & Li, 2013). However, the fast development 

of social media in recent years has profoundly reshaped this field (Martin & Rizvi, 2014, p. 1017). On the one 

hand, social media has greatly changed international students’ life pattern by creating a virtual and 

diasporic living space where people could connect with multiple, geographically distant and culturally 

distinct worlds (Hossain & Veenstra, 2013, p. 2697).On the other hand, it does not only have a direct impact 

on international students' experience but also influence other impacting factors. For example, Kanoh (2016) 

finds that social media influences user’s self-awareness, which further impacts an individual's engagement. 

Therefore, different from traditional impacting factors, social media exerts acomprehensive impact on 

international students' social inclusion. However, there has not been enough research examining the 

relationship between social media and international students’ social inclusion. Moreover, the extant studies 

on the impact of social media are controversial. Some scholars believe that social media is effective to 

promote social inclusion (e.g., Sin & Kim, 2013; Park et al., 2014), while others argue what social media 

creates is the illusion of connection, and in reality, it decreases the actual human interaction (e.g., Hassan, 

2019; Lovink, 2011). Therefore, it is necessary to conduct an empirical study in Australia's specific context to 

examine the actual role of social media in this process. 

From this, this project proposes the primary research aim:  

To explore the role of social media in shaping international students' opportunities for social inclusion in 

Australia.  

The research aim is pursued within the context of Chinese and Indian students in Australia's university. 

Chinese and Indian students are selected because they are the first and second-largest international 

student sources in Australia (The Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 2020, p. 1). More 

importantly, many similarities and otherness exist in their backgrounds (Rüland & Michael, 2019, p. 186-193). 

For example, Indian students have access to international social media before coming to Australia, while 

most of the international social media are forbidden in China (Crampton, 2011, p. 28), which implies the 

different usage habits of social media between Indian and Chinese students. Besides, although Hindi in 

Devanagari script is India’s official language, English is widely used in business and official purposes (Puri, 

2018, p. 343). As a result, Indian students will be more proficient in English than Chinese students before 

coming to Australia. Such differences also exist in the customs, values, politics, and culture, which create a 

valuable and content-rich comparative context for this research. Moreover, Gunawardena and Wilson 

(2012, p. 54) state that international students should not be treated as a homogeneous group because the 

differences within the cultural groups could lead to different behavior patterns. Therefore, a comparative 

study could provide a more refined understanding of different groups, which helps stakeholders take more 

targeted measures to deal with international students' issues.  

    The significance of this study lies in three intended outcomes. The first one, on a theoretical level, is to 

identify the role of social media in influencing international students’ social inclusion, which contributes to 

clarify the debate in the literature. The second intended outcome is to present the experience of different 

international student groups, which will enrich literature in Australian context and set the ground for the 

elaborative study on specific groups in the future. The third intended outcome, on a practical level, 

contributes to a more mutual understanding between international students and Australian society, which 

could benefit international students' mental and physical health (Lubkin & Larsen, 2006, p. 97) and promote 

social stability and prosperity (Yanicki, 2015, p. 125). 
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   This thesis consists of an introduction, four chapters, and a conclusion. The next Chapter—background—

first discusses the theoretical underpinnings of social inclusion and social media. Then, it examines the 

literature in Australia's context. Further, based on the understanding of the core conceptions and existing 

studies, the literature gaps are identified, and the research question is put forwarded accordingly. Chapter. 

2 present the research design and the methodology. It justifies the employment of the multi-grounded 

theory (MGT) to address the research question. Then it proceeds with the theoretical and procedural 

description of instruments to collect, present, and analyse data. Chapter. 3 present the result of this study. 

The main categories are identified with the theoretical coding system and presented in visual diagrams. 

Chapter. 4 is the discussion, where the key findings are thematically analysed, and the research limitations 

are discussed. Finally, the conclusion chapter first clearly presents the answer to the research question. 

Then, it discusses the implication and purposes the further research agendas. 

 

Chapter 1: Background 

1.1 Social inclusion and international students 

 

An important understanding of social inclusion lies in the difficulty of drawing a universal definition. In the 

report of World Social Situation, United Nations (2016, p. 17) emphasises that "No single global, goal-setting 

agenda can adequately address the multiple dimensions of inclusion, particularly given the diversity of 

circumstances around the globe." Ruth Lister (2000, p. 41) takes Germany and Sweden as an example to 

illustrate this issue. She states that compared with other European countries, the relatively generous social 

security and the active labour market policy in Germany and Sweden markedly reduced the 

unemployment's exclusionary influence. As a result, even under similar long-term unemployment, the 

unemployed's feeling of inclusion in these two countries is much better than other European countries. 

Besides the national level, social inclusion is also a very subjective feeling (Davey & Gordon, 2017, p. 235). 

Angus Stewart (2000, p.66) argues that the praxis of social inclusion points to the realisation of personal 

good life, while the conception of good life varies from person to person. Therefore, a perfect model of 

social inclusion is illusory. 

That said, many scholars and organisations have tried to give definitions. For example, Liz Sayce (2001, 

p. 122) defines social inclusion as a virtuous circle of improved rights to participate in the social and 

economic world. She tries to abstract the conception and leave room for interpretation. By contrast, United 

Nations (2016, p. 20) take a descriptive approach, defining social inclusion as "the process of improving the 

terms of participation... on the basis of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, religion..., through enhanced 

opportunities, access to resources, voice and respect for rights."Although in different expressions, both 

definitions highlight the importance of “participation” , which is indicated as the manifestation and result of 

social inclusion. Moreover, as stated above, it is unreasonable and impractical to draw a universal 

standard of social inclusion, so the specific standards of social inclusion should be generated from the 

targeted groups and therefore an abstract and results-oriented definition is more appropriate. From this, 

this research follows John Gray's(2000, p. 23), who defines social inclusion as a situation that "people fully 

participate in the society." Under this guidance, this research generates the specific dimensions of social 

inclusion from the participants' opinion by asking them, "What is your definition of social inclusion?" and 

"What factors do you think influence your participation in the host society?" 

International students refer to students who travel from their home countries to study in a different one 

(Flair, 2019, p. 1). To understand their experience in the host country, social inclusion has become a 

significant perspective (Paltridge, Mayson, & Schappe, 2012, p. 31). Smith and Khawaja (2011) systemically 

reviewed inclusion models as applied to international students worldwide, and identified five main 
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difficulties that obstacles international students to get included, including language barriers, educational 

difficulties, loneliness, discrimination, and financial difficulty. Besides, other factorssuch as cultural 

differences (e.g., Ashong & Commander, 2017), race (e.g., Mwangi, 2016), job opportunities (e.g., Wang, 

X., Wang, C., & Wang, J, 2019), and lacking family supports (e.g., Sano, Ahn, & Li, 2013) are also mentioned 

in the literature. However, it is less noted that the current citizenship system is a primary cause of 

international students’ difficulties. Tran and Hoang (2020, p. 599) find that international students are usually 

treated as important economic subjects and human capital by the host country, but there is not a 

coherent and coordinated mechanism to protect their rights entitlements and well-being, which makes 

them vulnerable citizens. Similarly, Robertson (2011, p. 2211) identifies the complex system of international 

students’ role in Australia as student-migrant-workers and argues that this system is essentially exploitative. In 

a broader context, Lister describes this situationas"conspiracy against outsiders", where the control of 

transnational population and the welfare entitlement are increasingly exclusionary. As the system tends to 

gloss over diversity and does not take good responsibility for social and economic policy of justice and 

redistribution towards transnational population, the newcomers are naturally marginalised (Lister, 2000, p. 

45-46). 

Another important perspective to understand social inclusion is its relationship with social exclusion, 

which provides a way to understand how social media intervenes in this field. Initially, the concept of social 

inclusion is based on that of social exclusion (Wilding, 2009, p. 161). Two conceptions share all the main 

dimensions (Stewart, 2000, p. 55). However, social inclusion is not merely a mirror image of exclusion (Díaz & 

Doolin, 2016, p. 406). A primary difference lies in the initiative. According to Burchardt (1999, p. 229), "An 

individual is socially excluded if ...... he or she would like to so participate, but is prevented from doing so by 

factors beyond his or her control."It could be seen that social exclusion indicates a situation that is out of 

control of the subject to it. However, social inclusion highlights not only the chance and capacity but also 

the subjective willingness (Stewart, 2000, p. 9). The distinction between these two conceptions reveals an 

important feature of social media’s intervention in this field, namely empowerment. Social media is a 

representative of Web 2.0, characterised by user-generated content, participatory culture, and 

interoperability (Humphreys, 2016, p. 17). Compared with the traditional information flow, where users are 

merely receivers, Web 2.0 enables users to react actively (Darwish, A., & Lakhtaria, 2011, p. 196). Before the 

digital age, newcomers usually have to abandon their loyalty to their state of origin and adapt themselves 

to the local society (Papastergiadis, 2012, p. 46). However, social media offer alternative and personalised 

pathways through which people could achieve the mode of inclusion that they desire (Zhao, 2017, p. 166). 

Therefore, social media enhances the subjectivity of social inclusion and leads the study of social inclusion 

into a new stage.  

1.2 The intervention of social media 

 

'Man is born free, and everywhere he is on Facebook' is how Graham Meikle modifies Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau's famous line ('Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains') (Meikle, 2016, p. 1). In today's 

world, social media has permeated in almost every corner of people's lives (Hassan, 2008, p.viii). However, 

do social media only mean Facebook?  

In the extant literature, various definitions of social media follow the axis from narrow sense to broad 

sense. In the narrow sense, social media is equal to social network sites (SNS), which emphasises the public 

or semi-public communication within a bounded system (Boyd, & Ellison, 2007, p. 211). Meikle (2016, p. 6) 

follows this view and defines social media as 'the networked database platforms that combine public with 

personal communication.' In the broad sense, Cooper (2019, para. 3) argues that any application that 

allows users to create a profile and build a friend list should be considered as social media, where 

multiplayer online games, online forums, and streaming media are included. Aichner and Jacob (2015, p. 

259) conclude thirteen types of social media that resonate with Cooper's argument. Obar and Wildman 
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(2015, p. 2) draw an inclusive definition that social media is a series of interactive computer-based 

technologies that promote the creation or sharing of contents, ideas, interests, and other forms of 

expression through digital communities and virtual networks. In this research field, scholars have proved 

that besides SNS, other digital services such as online video games, streaming media, and digital news 

media all play important roles in shaping international students' experience (Zhang, Eyerman & Goodman, 

2017; Byun & Lou, 2018; Astarita& Patience, 2020), so a definition in the broad term could be appropriate 

for this research. 

According to the literature, there are two main features of social media’s intervention in this field. Firstly, 

compared with the traditional impacting factor, whose impact on international students is onefold, social 

media exerts comprehensive impacts on international students. For example, Elega and Özad (2017) find 

that social media directly promotes the communication between international students and local people 

in Cyprus, while Zhao (2019) finds that social media changes the intimacy between Chinese students and 

their families, which further influences their engagement in Australia. That is, social media does not only 

directly influence social inclusion as an independent factor, but also have indirect influences through other 

impacting factors. Another feature is the connection across time and space (Frouws et al., 2016; Dekker & 

Enberson, 2014; Baldassar et al., 2016; Papastergiadis, 2012). Nedelcu (2012, pp. 2-3) states that social 

media increases the intensity of transnational exchanges and activities and creates a ubiquitous 

communication system that allows people to connect with multiple, geographically distant and culturally 

distinct worlds to which they identify and participate on a daily base. By this way, international students 

could keep their original social relationships and lifestyle in the new environment, which reverses the past 

involuntariness of transnational population (Papastergiadis, 2012, p. 46).These two features distinguish social 

media from traditional impacting factors and challenge the traditional perspectives of social inclusion 

study. Therefore, a digital perspective is in need to reexamine social inclusion in today's world. 

1.3 Debate on social media 

 

The significant role of social media in influencing international students' experience is recognised 

worldwide (Forbush& Foucault-Welles, 2016; Yang, Brown, & Braun, 2014; Lee & Ranta, 2014; Sin & Kim, 2013; 

Park et al., 2014; Henze& Zhu, 2012). However, whether it promotes or hinders inclusion is contradictory. For 

example, Henze and Zhu (2012)find that the discussion group on social media help Chinese students 

engage the host society in the United States. Chen and Yang (2015) have a similar finding with them that 

the national digital community built on social media helps international students in Singapore adapt to the 

host society. Besides, Yang, Brown, and Braun (2014) argue that social media is an important platform for 

international students to make friends with local students. Moreover, many researchers identify the crucial 

role of social media in providing daily information about the host society for international students (Forbush 

& Foucault-Welles, 2016; Sin & Kim, 2013; Lin et al., 2012).  

On the contrary, some critics argue what social media creates is the illusion of connection, and in 

reality, it decreases the actual human interaction (Hassan, 2019; Lovink, 2011). Many researchers draw the 

opposite conclusions with researchers above. For example, Park et al. (2014) find that Facebook is an 

effective platform for international students to connect local people. In contrast, Lee and Ranta (2014) 

conduct a quantitative study and suggest that there is no statistically significant correlation between the 

use of Facebook and the connection with local people. A more controversial situation occurs in the study 

of using home country social media. Lee et al. (2011) find that Chinese students in South Korea prefer to use 

Chinese-based social media, which limits their social networks within the Chinese groups. However, Lin et al. 

(2012, p. 435) argue that the more connections international students build with people sharing the same 

culture, the more engaged they feel in the host society. Mikal and Grace (2012, p. 300) have a similar 

opinion with Lin et al. They explain this phenomenon as "continuity provided by a sense of connectedness 

and the consistency of online communities." 
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The controversy could be caused by two reasons, which need to be explored. On the one hand, some 

scholars indicate that the nature of social media is contradictory (Zhao, 2017; Akram& Kumar, 2017; 

Siddiqui & Singh, 2016). For example, Zhao (2017, p. 168) finds that different functions of social media could 

exert opposite impacts on social exclusion. As discussed in section 1.2, the impact of social media on social 

inclusion is comprehensive, so focusing on one or several functions cannot objectively reveal the overall 

role of social media in this issue and therefore a comprehensive perspective is in need. Meanwhile, 

research participants’ background could also affect the result. Gunawardena and Wilson (2012, p. 2) 

argue that different backgrounds of international students significantly influence their behavior pattern in 

the host society. That is, even in the same context, different international students groups could react 

differently. However, less scholarly attention has been paid to the differences of social media's impacts on 

different international student groups. 

1.4 Studies in Australia 

 

With the theoretical conceptions at hand—social inclusion, social media, and the debate on social 

media, this chapter now turns to the Australian context. First of all, the general disengagement of 

international students in Australian society is noted (Arkoudis et al., 2019, p. 799). Pekerti et al. (2020. p. 75) 

identify six main challenges that constitute the disengagement of international students, including the 

language barrier, cultural misunderstandings, and institution’s lack of multicultural resources, stereotypes, 

marginalisation, and racial as well as cultural discrimination. Jakubowicz (2010, p. 12) describes the 

relationship between international students and Australian society as ghosts and hosts, which interestingly 

resonates with Ruth Lister's citizenship theory in section 1.1.  

Secondly, the role of social media in Australia’s context is controversial as well. Some scholars argue 

that social media is a significant information source for international students to engage the Australian 

society and an important platform for them to make friends with local people (Gomes et al. 2014; 

Choudaha & Chang, 2012; Lee & Ma, 2012). Gomes et al. (2014) argue that the instant and transnational 

communication enabled by social media provides international students with constant support from 

families and friends in their home country, which help them transit to the new environment. However, others 

argue that social media form a digital enclosure that obstructs international students from receiving 

diversified information and limits their social network within people sharing similar backgrounds (Olding, 

2013; Turner, 2018; Zhao, 2017). The debate resonates with section 1.3, and likewise, the overall role of social 

media and the driven force behind it need to be explored.  

Furthermore, scholars in Australia pay close attention to the parallel and hybrid living space created by 

social media (Sleeman et al., 2016; Martin & Rizvi, 2014; Özad& Uygarer, 2014; Hossain & Veenstra, 2013; 

Binsahl, Chang, & Bosua, 2015). Sleeman et al. (2016, p. 397) find that most international students in 

Australia either keep a close connection with their home country or mix home and host country 

connections. Martin and Rizvi (2014, p. 1018) argue that international students in Australia live in two places 

at once. One is called "back home," which enables a feeling of ongoing connection with the home 

country. The other one is called "out here," which refers to their interaction with Australian society. However, 

the interaction between these two places is syncretic rather than simply hybrid, which forms a complex 

heterogeneous experience for international students in Australia (Martin & Rizvi, 2014, pp. 1019-1022). Qiu 

(2011, p. 103) holds a similar opinion with them arguing that international students in Australia move 

between the digital home country and the Australian society and adapt themselves to the society through 

comparing and negotiating cultural differences. Soong (2016, p. 165) concludes that the prevalence of 

social media makes international students live and flow in a "parallel society" in Australia. 

However, international students' movement in this "parallel society" is not synchronously. Many scholars 

argue that Asian students are less engaged than other groups (Gomes, 2015; Olding, 2013; Weiss & Ford, 
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2011; Yuan, 2010). Gomes identifies three reasons behind this phenomenon. The first reason is connected to 

cultural differences and language. The conspicuous cultural difference between Asian countries and 

Australia is a natural barrier that obstructs the interaction, while international students' inability to speak 

English 'properly' enhances this barrier (Gomes, 2015, p. 528). Secondly, Asian students develop a sense of 

identity as foreign students, which are based on their common experiences as foreigners living in Australia 

(Gomes, 2015, p. 519). Thirdly, he argues that the increasing public racial tension enhances the 

disengagement of Asian students (Gomes, 2015, p. 520). This situation is intensified during the Covid-19 

pandemic. For example, on April 17, 2020, a Singaporean student from the University of Melbourne was 

attacked by a racist on Elizabeth Street (Woolley, April 17, 2020). In summary, cultural similarity and shared 

experience as foreign students make it easier for Asian students to make friends with each other, which, 

however, distance them from Australian society.  

The disengagement of Asian group to some extent indicates the heterogeneity inside international 

student cohort in Australia, but it is not specified enough because according to Gunawardena and Wilson 

(2012, p. 54), each cultural group has a distinctive history in relation to the British education and social 

system as historically adopted in Australia, so different international student groups could react differently 

to Australian society. However, the study on the differences between specific groups is insufficient. 

Particularly, the role of social media in influencing different groups’ engagement is under-researched. To 

address the gaps, Chinese and Indian groups show research potential. Firstly, many scholars find that 

Chinese students mainly use Chinese social media such as WeChat and Weibo, which enhance the closure 

of their community and limit their access to diverse information (Yu & Sun, 2019; Shu & Scott, 2014; Chang et 

al., 2012), while Indian students do not have this problem. Secondly, compared with other Asian students, 

Indian students’ social network seems more diversified. Basu (2016, p. 8) interviewed 41 Indian students in 

Queensland and found that 51 percent of the participants indicated that their friends were a mix of 

Australian and international students, while a similar study shows that this figure for general Asian students 

was 29 percent (Gomes et al., 2015, p. 6). However, it does not mean that Indian students are always well 

included in Australia. Some scholars argue that Indian students are vulnerable to discrimination and 

violence attacks, which tension the relationship between the Indian community and Australian community 

(Rafi & Lewis, 2013; Mason, 2010, 2012; Dunn et al., 2011). Wade (2016, p. 93) finds that 62 percent of Indian 

respondents of India-Australia poll believe Australia is a dangerous place for Indian students. Therefore, 

Chinese and Indian groups, as the largest two international student sources in Australia, have significant 

differences in various domains but also face many similar challenges, which create a valuable and 

content-rich comparative context.  

1.5 Summary and research question 

 

So far, this chapter has been concerned with highlighting the relationship between social inclusion, 

social media, and international students. Theoretically, social media challenges the traditional theory of 

social inclusion, which requires an exploratory research perspective. Three main gaps have been identified. 

Firstly, the specific dimensions of social inclusion should not be decided in advance, but should be 

generated from the targeted groups. However, the opinion from international students in Australia about 

social inclusion is lacking. Secondly, the role of social media and the driven force behind it are not clarified, 

which requires the empirical research to examine its actual impact in Australia’s context. Thirdly, the 

comparative study on how social media influences different international student groups’ engagement in 

Australia is insufficient, while Chinese and Indian groups provide a valuable and content-rich comparative 

context. From this, this research proposes the principal research question, 

What is the role of social media in shaping international students' opportunities for social inclusion in 

Australia? 
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To address this question, this study specifically explores: What are Chinese and Indian students' 

definition and experience of social inclusion in Australia; how does social media influence their social 

inclusion; and what are the similarity and difference between Chinese and Indian students in this process.   

The next chapter–Research Method–will first examines the research approaches and techniques used 

in the literature and select the appropriate method for this research. Then, the research procedure, data 

collection, interview procedure, and data analysis are presented. 

 

Chapter 2: Research method 

2.1 Qualitative research 

 

Quantitative and qualitative methods are both used in this field (Gunawardena &Wilson, 2012, p. 3). 

Compared with the qualitative method, a quantitative method could present a more explicit relationship 

between variables and enable the generalisation of results (Mander, 2017, para. 4). However, many 

scholars question the rationality of employing the quantitative method to study international students' 

experience in Australia's context. Firstly, some scholars argue that the positive outcomes of the quantitative 

method coincide with marketing purposes, which aims at generating marketing strategies rather than 

exploring international students' real experience (Gunawardena & Wilson, 2012; Dalglish, 2006; Rizvi & 

Walsh, 1998). As a result, international students' voices are not well heard, and their real difficulties remain 

unexplored. Another problem is that the quantitative method only measures the degree of agreement on 

topics already known but does not generate new information (Samuel, 1973, p. 31). However, this research 

aims at exploring how social media reshapes international students' social inclusion, so the quantitative 

method is epistemologically inconsistent with social constructivism, and therefore, not appropriate for the 

research aim. By contrast, the qualitative method is exploratory, aiming to collect and analyse non-

numerical data on meaning-making level (Babbie, 2014, p. 304). DeFranzo (2011) emphasises that 

qualitative analysis is an effective method to gain insights into underlying reasons, attitudes, and 

motivations. As this research seeks to explore the role of social media, the attitudes of international 

students, and the reason, motivation, and consequence of the interaction between social media and 

international students, the qualitative approach is appropriate.  

2.2 Grounded theory and Multi-grounded theory 

 

Grounded theory was developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 1967, referring to a 

systematic methodology relying on inductive reasoning to construct theories through collecting, coding, 

and analysing data, which is one of the most widely, used qualitative methods (Glaser & Strauss, 2017, p. ix; 

Creswell & Poth, 2007, p. 63). Compared with traditional research methodology, where researchers collect 

and analyse data under a preset theoretical framework, grounded theorists theories data from people 

who experience the phenomenon rather than 'off the shelf (Merriam, 2009, p. 30). However, grounded 

theory is criticised for over-relying on the empirical data and ignoring the established theory and studies, 

which risk "reinventing the wheel" (Goldkuhl & Cronholm, 2010, p. 190). Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 5) stress 

that grounded theory should be generated from data and the established theoretical categories should 

be excluded during the coding process. Nevertheless, Göran Goldkuhl and Stefan Cronholm argue that if 

a theory is developed in isolation, there will be a risk for noncumulative theory development. Thornberg 

(2012, p. 244) also criticises that ignoring established theories and research findings implies a loss of 

knowledge. To address this problem, Goldkuhl and Cronholm proposed the Multi-Grounded Theory (MGT) 

to force researchers to take the method 'grounded' seriously and enhance the research finding's authority 

by capturing and explaining context-related studies and existing theories (Goldkuhl & Cronholm, 2018, p. 
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4). The prime difference between MGT and grounded theory lies in that MGT is not only grounded in the 

empirical data but also grounded in theoretical grounding (existing theory and studies) and internal 

grounding (an explicit congruence of data) (Goldkuhl & Cronholm, 2018, p. 1). Since MGT appears, many 

researchers have employed this approach in many domains (Freeman, 2018; Asadifard et al., 2016; 

Sekeleni, 2017; Ali, Cullen & Toland, 2015; de Leeuw, de Boer & Minnaert, 2018). For example, de Leeuw, de 

Boer, and Minnaert (2018) used MGT to explore students' voices of social exclusion in the Netherlands. In 

their research, Causey and Dubow's self-report coping theory was adapted into five coping categories. 

Besides, Ali, Cullen, and Toland (2015) used this method to study how ICT influences tourism in small island 

developing countries, where they drew eight factors from existing studies to assist categorising data. MGT is 

appropriate for this research because on the one hand this research is exploratory; generating theory form 

participants’ perspective, on the other hand, the relevant studies has developed worldwide, where the 

existing studies and theories has reference value. 

This study refers to the Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) and the categories drawn from previous 

studies to assist categorising and interpreting data. UGT is a way to understand how individuals seek to 

media to meet their needs and lead to gratification (Lariscy et al., 2011). It has been widely used in both 

traditional media studies and digital media studies (Pang, 2016, p. 264). According to UGT theorist 

McQuail's mass communication theory, five categories are selected to categorise social media usage, 

including information achieving, recreation, social interactions/companionship, relief, and escape. Also, 

the frequent categories from previous studies are drawn to assist categorising the dimensions of social 

inclusion, which include social participation; social interaction; economic integration; cultural identity; 

equality; cultural comprehensiveness (Díaz & Doolin, 2016; Paltridge, Mayson, & Schapper, 2012; Stewart, 

2000; "Australian Community Participation Questionnaire," n.d.).  

2.3 Research approach 

 

The research approach primarily relies on the systematic approach of grounded theory proposed by 

Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Corbin & Strauss, 2015), but also include Charmaz's 

constructivist approach in the interview to increase the richness and reflexivity of data (Charmaz, 2006). This 

mixed design is suggested by John Creswell (2007, p. 63). The systematic approach develops a theory that 

explains the context, causal and intervening conditions, interaction, and consequences. Usually, the 

researcher conducts approximately twenty interviews by the constant comparative method (Guest, 

Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). Then, the theoretical coding procedure, including open coding, axial coding, 

and selective coding, is used to identify the core category (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In comparison, the 

constructivist approach is more flexible and focuses on the experience embedded in the hidden networks, 

paying more attention to the feelings, beliefs, values, and ideology of respondents than the method 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 64). Creswell (2007, p. 65) believes such a mixed design could provide a clear and 

logical research process and also increase the richness of data. 

2.4 Participants  

 

Twenty participants are recruited by snowball sampling (ten from India and ten from China, ten 

females and ten males). Snowball sampling is a non probability sampling technique where existing 

respondents recruit future respondents from their acquaintances, which could increase the efficiency of 

the recruitment (Cohen & Arieli, 2011, p. 427). Participants' length of stay in Australia ranged from four 

months to six years, with an average of two years. The participants are from the University of Melbourne, 

Deakin University, University of New South Wales, Monash University, Swinburne University, and Victoria 

University. The degree ranges from bachelor to Ph.D. After the researcher gained ethics approval from the 

Human Ethics Advisory Group (HEAG), the first five participants were recruited through 'Find A Study,' a 

9



Shi Zhang, (2020) Int. J.SSHR. 03(09), 01-33 

 

© GLOBAL PUBLICATION HOUSE | International Journal of Social Science & Humanities Research | 

 

recruitment platform provided by the University of Melbourne. The plain language statement and the 

consent form were sent to them by Gmail. Participants are voluntary, and they are informed of their right to 

view and amend transcripts of interviews and withdraw any data they provided at any point during the 

project. The participants' recruitment was ongoing until the main categories were saturated (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1994). Saturation was reached when further data comparison showed no new categories 

(McMahon, 2018, p. 38). Both Chinese and Indian groups' saturation occurred after the ninth interview, and 

then one more interview for each group was conducted to confirm and refine the saturation.  

2.5 Interview procedure 

 

Because of the Covid-19 lockdown, all the interviews were conducted on Zoom. As the interview was 

semi-structured, in which participants played an active role in the conversation, the interview duration 

varied from thirty minutes to one hour. An interview protocol was designed, which included a series of 

questions about social media usage, opinions about social inclusion, and the social, academic, and 

cultural issues experienced by participants. Before the interview, the participants were required to sign the 

consent form, and then interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed. For protecting participants' 

identity, pseudonyms were assigned to them (CN refers to Chinese participants; ID refers to Indian 

participants).  

2.6 Data analysis 

 

In the open coding stage, the interview was transcribed verbatim, and the data was coded 

synchronously. The researcher read the transcripts line by line, labeled the data, and then grouped them 

into the original categories. In this stage, 61 categories were first identified. The researcher then regrouped 

the categories and identified three main dimensions of social inclusion and four main ways of social media 

intervention. The former includes connection with local people, culture inclusion, and participation in the 

local community. The latter includes information achieving, social interaction, communication facilitation, 

and addiction. Besides, an unexpected factor—subjectivity emerged frequently, which was grouped 

independently. In the axial and selective coding stages, the categories were reorganised according to the 

systematic coding paradigm. The central category—the role of social media in influencing social inclusion, 

was first set up. Then, according to the frequently-occurring principle (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), the 

categories were restructured into context, causal condition, intervening conditions, and consequence 

(Creswell & Poth, 2007, p. 67). Besides, at this stage, the differences between Chinese and Indian 

participants were drawn into an independent group. Diagram 1 shows the coding paradigm. The coding 

process constantly and iteratively continued until the main categories were saturated. NVivo 2020, 

software for qualitative research, was used to organize the data.  
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Diagram 1. Coding paradigm 

 

This research identified four main findings. Firstly, most participants (18 out of 20) thought that social media 

played a positive role in promoting their social inclusion in Australia. Secondly, both positive and negative 

impacts were identified, which resonated with the debate in the literature. Thirdly, an unexpected factor

subjectivity emerged, which provided a new perspective to understand the role of social media in this 

issue. Lastly, Indian students felt more included than Chines

the social media choice and language proficiency. This chapter first presents the conceptions of social 

inclusion generated from participants’ perspectives. Then, in terms of these conceptions, the positive 

negative impacts of social media are presented. In the third section, the unexpected factor

was illustrated. The first three sections are based on the common points of Chinese and Indian participants, 

while the last section elaborates the 

3.1 Conceptions of social inclusion 

 

Chinese and Indian participants share similar opinions about social inclusion. Three main conceptions 

of social inclusion were identified, including: 1) Connection with local people; 2) Cultur

Participation in the local community. Diagram 2. 
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Chapter 3: Results 

This research identified four main findings. Firstly, most participants (18 out of 20) thought that social media 

played a positive role in promoting their social inclusion in Australia. Secondly, both positive and negative 

identified, which resonated with the debate in the literature. Thirdly, an unexpected factor

subjectivity emerged, which provided a new perspective to understand the role of social media in this 

issue. Lastly, Indian students felt more included than Chinese students, which could be largely attributed to 

the social media choice and language proficiency. This chapter first presents the conceptions of social 

inclusion generated from participants’ perspectives. Then, in terms of these conceptions, the positive 

negative impacts of social media are presented. In the third section, the unexpected factor

was illustrated. The first three sections are based on the common points of Chinese and Indian participants, 

while the last section elaborates the differences between them.  

Chinese and Indian participants share similar opinions about social inclusion. Three main conceptions 

of social inclusion were identified, including: 1) Connection with local people; 2) Cultur

Participation in the local community. Diagram 2. Shows the specific factors in each conception. 
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the specific factors in each conception.  
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Social inclusion as connection with local people 

Connection with local people is the most frequent category emerging from the question “What’s your 

definition of social inclusion?” For example: 

ID 6: I guess social inclusion is having meaningful conversations with local people. I guess that's what social 

inclusion is. The feeling that way you can actually talk to them like friends. 

CN 7:I think social inclusion means good interaction with local people. We can learn from each other, help 

each other, and maybe build the life here.  

Such statements reflect that the connection with local people is significant in their understanding and 

expectation of social inclusion, which, however, could also be the most lacking part in their lives. When 

they try to build the connection, local people’s attitude and the language proficiency were identified as 

two main impacting factors. Firstly, participants from both countries mentioned local people’s attitude. For 

example, 

(Q: Have you ever experienced exclusion in Australia?) 

CN8: Yes. I remember a student accommodation I lived. The receptions, they are all local people. But in 

that building, there are many Chinese students. I found that every time when Chinese students go to ask 

them questions, especially for those freshman, whose English is not very fluent, their (receptions) attitude is 

really bad. Sometimes they are very unfriendly and just don't want to answer you and they just ignore your 

questions. That makes me feel very bad when I was at the beginning in Melbourne. So I think it's also a 

reason for why I think there are distance between me and local people. Some of them don't have patient 

to listen to you. Then next time I’ll just leave the big issues to let you know. That is not a health model of 

friendship, I think. 

ID 3 expressed a similar opinion when asked his definition of social inclusion: I would call social inclusion as 

something that you are a part of. Like you are studying somewhere and the people who are already there 

try to welcome you, instead of like maintaining their distance. 

Secondly, language proficiency is believed as another crucial obstacle for participants to connect 

with local people. Particularly for Chinese participants, 9 out of 10 of them considered English as a problem. 

For example, CN6 spoke the most fluent English among all Chinese participants, but he said: 

(Q: What factors do you think influence your social inclusion?) 
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CN6: I think language plays a really big part in this. Like sometimes I am just afraid that I am not making 

myself understood. And then people would just be like, "I don't really know what you're talking." So I think in 

a sense, it creates some kind of fear. 

Although Indian participants generally have a better English proficiency than Chinese participants, 

many of them expressed the similar concern about the language. For example, 

(Q: What do you think are the differences between making friends with Indian and Australian?) 

ID1: ...I really like to point this out that there is sense of hesitation. When I talk to someone who is Australian, I 

have that hesitation, that's mostly language barrier. I feel that because English is my second language, it's 

not my mother tone, no matter how fluent. I can give them English, but at the end of the day, I love talking 

in Hindi. That's my mother tone. So if somebody is Indian and he talks in Hindi, I can talk more openly. 

Social inclusion as culture inclusion 

The second frequent category is culture inclusion. Many participants believed that culture 

comprehensiveness was an important dimension of social inclusion. For example: 

(Q: What’s your definition of social inclusion?) 

CN8: Social inclusion, actually, I'm not an expert of social inclusion. But when I first heard this, what I 

think it's like a culture of inclusion. The degree of inclusion you fall in this unfamiliar society.  

However, participants from both countries indicated the difficulty in culture inclusion. Firstly, they 

recognised the apparent gaps in the lifestyle. For example, 

(Q: What factors do you think influence your social inclusion?) 

ID 5: The culture is very different. The words they use, the slang they use is very different. Like we don't 

use the same slang, even it is also English. And the eating habits are also very different. So you 

cannot get along with the eating pattern. They try to eat some bread or butter in the morning, 

but we try to eat something heavy in the morning. Sometimes it causes problems. It's great 

cultural differences. 

Moreover, the conversation topic is another frequently mentioned issue. Particularly for Chinese 

participants, many of them mentioned the ideological difference behind the cultural difference. For 

example: 

(Q: What factors do you think influence your social inclusion?) 

CN 9 : Maybe the culture and the value. As Chinese, we think that the powerful government is a 

really good thing, but the local students they don't really agree with us, and that is really different 

from us. In my opinion, I just think a powerful government is more suitable to manage such big 
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population. But most of the local student just thinks I am wrong. So sometimes we don’t have a 

good talk.  

Social inclusion as participation in the local community 

Participation is another highlighted conception. For some respondents, participation means belonging 

to a certain group in the host society. For example, 

(Q: What is your definition of social inclusion?) 

CN1: Social inclusion probably means you are socially included in certain group. Or like say, in certain 

community. 

Many respondents believed that participation in a certain group helps them to connect local people 

and understand Australian culture. For example,  

(Q: Why do you like to participate in local activities?) 

ID 7: More opportunity to know local guys, I guess. I was sent to an improvisation workshop once in 

the city. It's part acting. You can do improvisation stuff on the spot, and there were lots of games. 

It's really fun. They were all Australians. It helped me to know them and understand Australian 

culture. Sometimes you have to really go out of your way to understand what is Australian, what 

they like, and so on.  

Besides, CN 6 thought that participation means finding a “place” in this society, which was the start of 

social inclusion. He said, “ Like inclusion means that you have to know your place in the society. Like you 

have a certain place that you occupy. And from that, you can blend into like a broader social, cultural 

aspect of this society.” (Q: What is your definition of social inclusion?) 

Moreover, having a job is also considered as a type of participation.For example, CN3 looked 

enjoyable when describing her colleagues in a local cafe: 

(Q: Do you think having a job helps you engage the host society?) 

CN3: Yes, I think so. I once worked in a local cafe. They're pretty nice, and they do teach you 

different things about Australia. When I am working, they tell me what I should do, but like off 

work, they're always very open to chat all the time. It is a very good way to get involved and to 

know people, and to make them know you as well. It's a true relationship. 

It could be seen that participation is not only a manifestation of social inclusion, but also a promotion 

of connecting with local people and culture inclusion, so it actually plays a primary role in social inclusion, 

which resonates with John Gray’s argument that social inclusion is people’s participation in the society 

(Gray, 2000, p. 23). 

In summary, this research identified three main dimensions of social inclusion from participants’ 

perspective, including the connection with local people, culture inclusion, and the participation in the 

local community. In terms of these three dimensions, the functions of social media identified in the open 

coding stage were reconstructed as positive and negative impacting factors.  

3.2 Positive impacts 
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The positive impacts that social media exerts on international students’ social inclusion is 

comprehensive. Diagram 3 reflects specific factors.

Promoting the connection with local people

Social media promotes the connection with local people in four ways: Providing opportunities to make 

friends, selecting friends, maintaining relationship, and weakening language barrier. Firstly, 

from both countries thought that social media p

community, where they could make friends with local people

(Q:Do you think social media help you engage the host society? Why?)

ID 5: ...For me, there was no medium to connect with people

media, I can find various cultural groups and social groups that I am interested in, where I have 

made many friends with local people.

Secondly, many participants thought that 

sharing same interest, which helped 

(Q: What do you think are the advantages of using social media?)

CN1: ...I am pretty active on Instagram. I posed some of my weekend activi

a girl saw it, and we share

music. So I think probably we could become really good friends. And then she just asked me out, 

said that, 'Do you wanna enjoy liv

Thirdly, respondents from both countries highlighted that social media helped them to maintain 

relationship, especially during the Covid

(Q: How do you think the role of social 

CN6: I think it's easier to connect with people while you stay at home. I think that was the point of 

starting the social media that you don't have to like meet people all the time. Like especially 

during Covid-19, like all of us
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activities for like almost two months. But like social media, the Facebook messenger feature, it 

helps us to stay connected with people by just posting something and like say, ‘hey guys, how 

are you going today?’  

Lastly, many participants thought that social media facilitated their communication with local people. 

For example, 

(Q: Do you think social media help you communicate with local people?) 

ID 7: Yeah, I think they can do that because it's all done digitally. Like if I'm messaging someone on 

Facebook, I use Google translate, which I can communicate my idea by translating it. And 

Facebook can edit the grammar for me also.  

Such statement indicates that social media, embedded in the broader digital translating and writing 

technology, weakens the language barrier. It does not only facilitate the instant communication, but also 

improve their language proficiency in the long term through knowing new words and correcting the 

grammar mistakes. 

Promoting culture inclusion 

Social media promotes culture inclusion in two ways. Firstly, the information achieving function enables 

participants to learn Australian culture. For example, 

(Q: How do you think social media help you understand Australia?) 

ID1:I am a very Indian person. I think I'm the most Indian girl you'll ever meet. But at the same time 

when I came here, I realised that I needed to know some Australian things. I searched social 

media and I did this stupid thing like search "top 10 things that you need to know to keep up to 

an Australian person". For example, there is a thing called vegemite that I should eat. It sounds 

stupid, but it is useful. 

Secondly, social media is an open and confluent space where international students could find 

common points with local people, which promotes the mutual understanding between international 

students and Australian. For example. 

(Q: How do you think the role of social media in the culture differences?) 

CN3: I think it's definitely you can find things in common on social media. Like I watch this show and 

they watch it too and I know what’s their opinion on this. And we give “like” to each other’s 

Facebook posts. It's like you are relating issues together, I guess. It's a good way to find things in 

common and open up a conversation a bit more. 

Promoting participation 

In this aspect, it is still information achieving function of social media that comes into play. Social media 

mainly provides two types of opportunity for international students to participate in the Australian society, 

including local activity opportunity and job opportunity. Firstly, many participants indicated that social 

media was an effective information source to find local activities. For example, 

(Q: How do you find the activities?) 
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ID7: Like I follow the local music scene, so I find out about their events here. So social media was a 

gateway of discovering events and related events. Like one of my favorite bands that I listen to 

now, Australian Bush. I discovered all their information through social media... And sometimes I'll 

see what my friends are attending through Facebook. And those events will relate to other 

events. So things like that, it's really useful.  

In this dimension, the significance of university's social media platforms was highlighted. Many 

participants mentioned that university social media platforms were their most important information source 

to participate. For example, ID 5 spoke highly of Monash University’s social media platforms: 

(Q: Do you think your university’s social media help you engage the society?) 

ID 5: Definitely. Just from the social media I found everything. It helps me to know various activities in 

Monash. Through social media, I got to know the gym membership, the table tennis club, and 

other sports club... They have all pictures and characters about the events. They just help me 

know everything. 

Secondly, social media is becoming the most important source of job opportunity. Most participants 

who once worked in Australia (10 out of 13) found their job on social media. Meanwhile, they thought 

social media was much more effective than the professional job-seeking websites. For example, 

(Q: How do you find your job?) 

ID 9: ...I've tried with a couple of platforms like SEEK until it didn't work out for me. Honestly, I got this 

job through a friend who was studying at Deakin. She had posted it on WhatsApp.  

CN3: I spend like a solid one month to find my job on Yiyi (A Chinese job-seeking platform in 

Australia). And I think I handed out like 19 CV, but it's hard to find a job there. 

In summary, as a critical information carrier in today’s world, social media dramatically accelerates the 

information flow and exposures international students to more opportunities to get included in the host 

society. Besides, the continuous, expressive, and instant communication mode makes it easier for 

international students to make friends, select friends, maintain relationship, and promote the mutual 

understanding between them and Australian society. Moreover, the inherent technology advantages 

effectively weaken the language barrier and facilitate the communication. All these features guarantee 

the generally positive role of social media identified in this research, and the participants’ opinion also 

indicates that the positive impact of social media is primary. 

3.3 Negative impacts 

Although most participants from both countries agreed on the generally positive impacts of social 

media in promoting their inclusion, some negative impacts were identified as well. Diagram 4 reflects the 

specific factors of negative impacts. 
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Obstacles in the connection 

When asked “Do you think social media help you connect with local people?”

were identified, including social network enclosure and truthfulness of information. Firstly, participants from 

both countries mentioned that their original social network on social media became an enclosure that 

hinders them from making new friends, particularly for local friends. For example,

CN4: Not really, in my opinion. I think social media is only a tool. It's a easy way to chat with your 

friends, but it's not a friendship provider. Cause in China, we use a lot WeChat. And all my 

also use WeChat. And some of those friends I have known for 15 years... I also download 

Facebook, but I don’t know anyone on Facebook, so I didn't get any friends from Facebook. So I 

think social media just help our communication with our friends, 

Statement like this indicates that the Chinese social media plays a noteworthy role in building social 

network enclosure for Chinese students. This issue will be elaborated in the last section. However, many 

Indian participants also highlighted this problem, even if they use international social media. For example,

ID4: No, I don't mean to agree. Because honestly, I have no idea how it would help me connect with 

local people. Most of my friends are Indian, so I think If you 

impossible to make friends I think. 

Secondly, the truthfulness of information is another obstacle identified under the same question. For 

example,  

ID2: Not really. I think that the element of trust comes into pl

someone knows you by your name

take your connection from there on. But otherwise, in social media, it is very difficult. As a 

stranger, you cannot just message anyo

Also, CN8 thought that the information overload made it impossible to verify the authenticity of the 

information. She explained: 

(Q:What do you think are the disadvantages of social media?)

CN8: ...You cannot just trust it. 

authenticity, it will take lots of your time. 

Culture bubbles 
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Diagram 4. Negative impacts 
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Statement like this indicates that the Chinese social media plays a noteworthy role in building social 

network enclosure for Chinese students. This issue will be elaborated in the last section. However, many 

ants also highlighted this problem, even if they use international social media. For example,

ID4: No, I don't mean to agree. Because honestly, I have no idea how it would help me connect with 

local people. Most of my friends are Indian, so I think If you don't know any local at first, it's almost 

impossible to make friends I think.  

Secondly, the truthfulness of information is another obstacle identified under the same question. For 

I think that the element of trust comes into play. If someone has seen you before, 

someone knows you by your name, and then they know that you can be trusted and you can 

take your connection from there on. But otherwise, in social media, it is very difficult. As a 

stranger, you cannot just message anyone and try to connect with them. 

Also, CN8 thought that the information overload made it impossible to verify the authenticity of the 
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but it's not a friend provider.  

Statement like this indicates that the Chinese social media plays a noteworthy role in building social 

network enclosure for Chinese students. This issue will be elaborated in the last section. However, many 

ants also highlighted this problem, even if they use international social media. For example, 

ID4: No, I don't mean to agree. Because honestly, I have no idea how it would help me connect with 

don't know any local at first, it's almost 

Secondly, the truthfulness of information is another obstacle identified under the same question. For 

ay. If someone has seen you before, 

they know that you can be trusted and you can 

take your connection from there on. But otherwise, in social media, it is very difficult. As a 

Also, CN8 thought that the information overload made it impossible to verify the authenticity of the 

if you want to like verify the 

18



  http://www.gphjournal.org/index.php/ssh/article/view/307                                                                                    Volume 03 || Issue 09|| Sept. 2020 

 

© GLOBAL PUBLICATION HOUSE | International Journal of Social Science & Humanities Research | 

 

Culture bubbles, the phrase used by CN5, is similar to the social network enclosure on social media. It is 

kind of culture enclosure that obstacles culture interaction. Chinese participants attributed it to the choice 

of the content on social media. For example, 

(Q: Do you think you are well included in Australian society?) 

CN5: Not very well...You don't really understand their culture because actually we are browsing on 

different social media. Like we are browsing on Weibo (similar to Twitter), but they are looking at 

Facebook. You don't know what the latest thing on Facebook. So it just means our culture 

bubbles are separated.  

Indian participants also face this problem, but compared with Chinese participants they thought it was 

the culture differences per se that decided. For example, 

(Q: What do you think are the cultural differences?) 

ID7:Indian people will make friends with you based on how many points of similarity you have with 

them. They are more likely to be friends with you if you speak the same language or have a 

similar culture as them...so there's resistance on the start to engage people from other cultures. 

Besides such physical separation, social media also establishes some kind of invisible enclosure, which is 

realised by the algorithm. For example,  

(Q: What do you think are the disadvantages of social media?) 

ID7:...There are algorithms that will track your behavior. They'll keep on feeding you things to distract 

you from finding new things. Like they will find out what you like and keep showing you more of 

that.  

It is therefore to note that not only the choice of the content on social media could obstacle cultural 

inclusion; the algorithm of content recommendation could also disturb users to engage new cultures. 

Addiction  

Besides the functions, a built-in problem of social media—addiction was also considered as a negative 

impact for social inclusion. Firstly, 16 out of 20 participants thought social media costed too much time. For 

example, 

(Q: Do you like social media?) 

CN6:...sometimes you just don't realise that you've already spent like three hours. Like at the end of 

the day, you can calculate it on your phone. And it tells you how much time you spend on each 

social media platform. And it surprised me every time.  

Although aware of it, participants also indicated that it was quite hard to get rid of social media. For 

example,  

(Q: Do you like social media?) 

ID3: ...We already way too deep inside it. I don't think we can leave it. We are already at a stage that 

there's no way backing off...I don't think it's possible to stay away from it. 
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Moreover, as social media is a multifunctional platform, which does not only enable communication 

but also provide broad ways for self entertainment. Many participants mentioned that they could spend 

hours watching TV shows or playing online video games on social media. ID 10 even realised that 

sometimes he just unconsciously browsed the social media for hours. In this way, the addiction of social 

media reduces the communication opportunity, whatever is online or offline.  

In summary, the negative impacts of social media concentrate on the social and cultural enclosure 

and the addiction. Some opinions oppose the positive impacts above. For example, participants disagree 

about the role of social media in promoting the connection with local people, which is also a focus of 

controversy in the literature. However, the unexpected factor identified in this research—subjectivity 

provides a new perspective to rethink the actual role of social media in this issue. 

3.4 Subjectivity 

In this research, participants from both countries constantly stressed that it was subjectivity that really 

mattered in influencing social inclusion, which was rarely seen in the literature. They usually used words such 

as “personality”, “character”, and “willing” to express this opinion. For example, ID1 told the researcher at 

the end of the interview, “I think we give too much emphasis to social media, while it (social inclusion) is in 

our personalities.”This unexpected factor provides a new perspective to understand the impacts of social 

media and extract its nature from the impacts. For the positive impacts, social media broadens 

opportunities and provides convenience for international students to engage the host society, but many 

participants indicated that the driven force was people’s willingness and personalities. For example, CN6 

highlighted the significance of willingness, 

(Q: How do you evaluate the role of social media in your social inclusion?) 

CN6: I think definitely for me, social media makes me more included. Like I said, social media has a 

lot of functions. You can find many useful information and you can talk to people in private chat. 

But social media is a media, I mean it is still how people use it. If you don't try to expose yourself to 

different kinds of of cultures and stuff, then you're in a way excluding yourself out of this society.  

ID 3 emphasised the importance of personality: 

(Q: What factors do you think influence your social inclusion?) 

ID3: I think it mostly depends on us. Like because we are the one coming to a new country to study, 

right? So I think it depends a lot on how open you are, or like how outgoing you are. Because if 

you decide to stay indoors or watch Netflix all day, I don't think you can get included socially 

anywhere.  

Moreover, participants noted that some negative impacts of social media were de facto caused by 

subjectivity. For example, social network enclosure was identified as a main obstacle by participants from 

both countries. However, when talking about this issue, CN6 argued that it was not social media’s problem, 

but people’s problem. He said, “I feel like it's always about you reaching out. Every friend at beginning is 

new. You can't just sit there and then complain that I'm not having a good time. I'm sure there would be 

people who's willing to help, who's willing to get to know you and also make friends with you. It is you really 

matters.”  

The arguments above, on the theoretical level, refute the technological determinism and highlighted 

the instrumental nature of social media in this issue. The interview transcript shows that the words such as 

“tool”, “instrument”, “method” and “channel” were frequently used by participants when describing social 
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media, which confirmed such arguments. Besides, as participants generally agree on the positive impact 

of social media, social media’s positive instrument nature appeared. Therefore, CN6’s statement could 

conclude social media’s role, 

(Q: How do you evaluate the role of social media in your social inclusion?) 

CN6: I think social media is a crucial and useful tool for me when I am abroad. Because I need social 

media to collect the information of the host city, like Melbourne. And I can make friends and do 

many things with it. I just think it is a great channel for me to get included in this city. 

However, as social media has fully permeated in people’s life and reshaped the communication 

patterns, it should not be considered as merely a passive tool either. The relationship between subjectivity 

and social media will be elaborated in the discussion chapter.  

Furthermore, during the interview, all the participants expressed clear willingness to get included in 

Australian society. This finding provides another perspective to understand the generally positive role of 

social media recognised by participants, which is that the positive willingness motivates them to use social 

media in the positive way. A representative example mentioned in section 3.2 is how ID1 use social media 

to learn Australian culture. As she wants to get included in Australia, she actively use social media to search 

the "top 10 things that you need to know to keep up to an Australian person". In this way, she found it 

useful. 

3.5 Differences between Chinese and Indian participants 

The sections above are generated from the common points of Chinese and Indian participants, while 

this research also found some differences between them. In general, Indian participants feel more included 

in Australia than Chinese participants. 8 out of 10 Indian participants think they are included, while the 

number for Chinese participants was only one. Another two main differences—social media choice and 

language proficiency, were identified as well, which to some extent explained the general finding. Firstly, 

WeChat and Weibo are the most commonly used social media for Chinese participants. Although all the 

Chinese participants use Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube, the percentage of these international social 

media in their usage is very limited. On the contrary, Indian participants use Facebook, YouTube, and 

Twitter most frequently. CN4 thought the ban on international social media in China is the main reason for 

this situation, 

(Q: Do you think you are included in Australia? ) 

CN4: ...In China, we can only use Wechat. I don't have opportunity to use international social media 

until I came to Australia. So all my friends use WeChat. I don't have friends on Facebook. If the 

restriction can be cancelled someday, Chinese students can have a better relationship with 

foreign people. 

Such statement indicates that the long-term rely on Chinese social media locks Chinese students’ 

social network within Chinese group and also makes them lack the experience to use international social 

media, which make it harder for them to develop an internationalised social network in a foreign country 

than Indian students.  

Besides, Chinese participants also mentioned that the political environment in China made it hard for 

them to participate in the conversation on international social media. For example,  

(Q: Why do you prefer Chinese social media?) 
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CN8: ...I have a sense of attachment with them (Chinese friends) because we talk about something 

we are familiar with. But on western platforms, sometimes people talk about some political things and 

the politicians that I never heard before. You know we don't usually talk about political things in 

China, then I just don't know what to say. 

Moreover, she thought the language barrier also played a role in social media choice, 

CN8: When I read news on WeChat, I find it's very easy for me to read. And I only need to spend very 

short time to get the main information. But if I read news on Facebook or Twitter. Sometimes I met 

some new words. Then I need to spend time to check the dictionary. So it's some exhausting. 

In fact, the language proficiency plays a much more crucial role in distinguishing Chinese and Indian 

participants. 9 out of 10 Chinese participants stressed English was a main obstacle for them to get included. 

By contrast, only one Indian participant (ID1) though English was a problem. At this point, a limitation of this 

research should be aware of. Some Chinese students who had agreed to participate refused to take part 

in after knowing the interview would be conducted in English. Although the researcher told them they 

could speak mandarin, they still refused to participate. Therefore, the actual impact of the language 

barrier for Chinese students may be more significant than the result shows. 

Finally, It is noteworthy that Covid-19 may be a disruptive factor in Chinese students' self-evaluation of 

social inclusion. For example, CN10 shared her unbelievable experience of racism in April.  

(Q:Do you think you are included in Australia?) 

CN10: ...Just in April, on my way to Queen Victoria market, three people shout at me and called me 

coronavirus within 20 minutes. The first one is a man, a homeless man, who chased me into the shop 

and calls me corona. And no one helped me, they just look at me. And I have to go quickly because 

he's strong and I'm afraid I will get hurt. And three minutes later on Elizabeth street, the second 

person, an old woman, looked at me and shout very loudly, "go away Chinese corona! Fxxk you!" 

And the third one is at the entrance of the Queen Victoria market. And a lady about 30 or 40 years 

old, do the same thing.  

However, CN10 showed understanding to those people and she believed that most Australian people 

were friendly, even though she felt so frustrated in such racism.  

 

Chapter 4. Discussion 

This research sought to identify the role of social media in shaping international students’ opportunity for 

social inclusion within the context of Chinese and Indian students in Australia. The result suggests that social 

media plays an instrumental role with generally positive effects that helps international students to get 

included in Australia. Moreover, the comparison of Chinese and Indian students indicates the 

heterogeneity of international students in Australia. 

4.1 An effective instrument 

The findings of this research refute the technological determinism, which however is popular in this field 

(Zhao, 2017, p. 166). Many researchers explain the issues occurring in international students’ life through 

some function of social media. For example, the “parallel society” mentioned in the background chapter is 
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attributed to the transnational communication enabled by social media (Martin & Rizvi, 2014, p. 1016). 

However, it is important to note that social media does not force international students to live in such a 

“parallel society”, but it is students that chose to maintain strong relationship with people in the home 

country. More importantly, this research finds that not all the international students live in the “parallel 

society. Some participants’ life focus primarily lies in Australia. For example, when asked whether India or 

Australia weights more in the life, ID 6 said, “Definitely Australia. Like no matter how close you are with 

family or friends back home, I guess you end up not being in touch after some time. Because everyone's 

got their own lives right? I live here. I meet people here, and I build my life here.” It is therefore significant to 

note that some students like ID 6 can but choose not to live in the “parallel society”.  

Essentially, those researchers presuppose international students as passive receivers of social media, 

which is theoretically problematic. On the one hand, a critical feature of social media is empowerment, 

which enables users to act at will (Humphreys, 2016, p. 17). On the other hands, social inclusion is a 

subjective conception, which is not only about opportunity and capacity but also the subjective willingness 

(Stewart, 2000, p. 9). Therefore, when using social media to engage the host society, international students 

in reality play an initiative role and social media reflects the instrumental nature. 

However, social media either should not be simply considered as a “neutral” and “passive” tool 

because the reshaping power of social media is prominent (Seth, 2015, p. 1). In today's world, social media 

has widely permeated into almost every corner of people’s life, changing the outlook of life pattern and 

the way people participate (Miller et al., 2016). Again, take the “parallel society” as an example. The 

instant and transnational communication enabled by social media forms a new type of transnational life 

pattern never seen before, which realises some international students’ willingness of keeping close 

connection with the home country. Ketter and Avraham (2012, p. 285) argue that social media essentially 

transforms users from passivity to initiative. Nikos Papastergiadis indicates this transformation in his 

transnational study. He expounds that before the digital age, newcomers usually have to abandon their 

loyalty to their state of origin and adapt themselves to blend in the local society, while the digitisation 

nowadays enables them to choose their lifestyles and reshaped the life patterns in the host society 

(Papastergiadis 2012, p. 46). Therefore, it could be seen that social media is also a way to realise and shape 

the subjectivity. 

In terms of this research, social media significantly accelerates the information flow and broaden the 

interaction opportunities, making it easier for international students to achieve information and expand 

social network. Also, the technological advance helps them to weaken the obstacles in the 

communication. For example, participants from both countries thought that the online translator and 

grammar corrector facilitate their conversation with local people. Therefore, social media generally plays 

an effective role in promoting international students’ social inclusion. Admittedly, there are still some 

negative impacts of social media, but some of them are de facto attributed to the subjectivity. Such as 

how CN6 disproved the social network enclosure on social media in the section 3.4. It is important to note 

that social media does not stop people from making new friends, but on the contrary, it provides more 

opportunities. It is still peoplw themselves that decide how to use it. Christain Fuchs (2017, p. 7) stresses that 

“social” is the nature of social media, which essentially is a tool for communication and creation of 

community.  

To conclude, international students and social media form a interactional system. International 

students’ subjectivity drives the use of social media, while social media has reshaping power on 

international students as well. Also, considering the generally positive effects of social media in promoting 

social inclusion, this research argue that social media plays an instrumental role with generally positive 

effects that helps international students to get included in Australian society. 

4.2 Heterogeneity of international students groups 
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Another main finding is that Chinese and Indian students have significantly different experiences, which 

indicates the heterogeneity inside the general international student cohort in Australia. Gomes et al. (2015) 

argue that Asian students are generally disengaged in Australia. However, this research suggests that the 

research unit should be further specified because even in the Asian group, students from different countries 

could have significant different experiences. According to the findings, Indian students feel more included 

than Chinese students. Two main impacting factors, language proficiency and social media choice, were 

identified. On the one hand, because of the language environment in the home country, Indian students 

have a better grasp on English than Chinese students before coming to Australia, which makes it easier for 

them to engage the local society. On the other hand, the choice of social media also contributes to the 

result. Facebook and YouTube are the most popular social media for Indian participants, while Chinese 

participants largely rely on Chinese social media. As a result, the international social media exposes Indian 

students to the Australian and international social environment more than Chinese students, which provides 

more opportunities for them to get included. Moreover, the reasons of the different social media choice 

indicate further differences in the backgrounds of Chinese and Indian groups. Therefore, even though 

Chinese and Indian students both belong to Asian groups, there are still many differences from the general 

experience to the specific factors between them. Accordingly, it is reasonable to argue that international 

students should not be treated homogeneously and the future research should be further specified. 

Moreover, another noteworthy finding is that participants from both countries all expressed clear 

willingness to get included in Australia, but the result is very different, which indicates that the subjectivity is 

crucial but does not guarantee the result. In other words, the external impacting factors like language 

proficiency and social media use play their roles in this process. This finding resonates with the argument in 

the last section that the relationship between social media and international students is interactional. 

Neither of them is totally passive or initiative. This relationship need to be elaborated in the future research. 

Furthermore, this finding also indicates that although crucial, subjectivity and social media are neither 

decisive but two of all impactors factors, which together decide international students’ complete 

experience. However, the strength of each factor is under-researched. Therefore, the future research 

should focus on these two gaps, which could contribute to a more profound understanding of international 

students’ experience. 

4.3 Research limitations 
 

The first limitation is the representativeness. The small sample cannot represent the overall situation of 

Chinese and Indian students in Australia. Moreover, as different international student groups could have 

different experience, the study on Chinese and Indian groups cannot represent all the international 

students in Australia. Another problem of representativeness is derived from the snowball sampling. The 

method is heavily reliant on participants’ vertically network. The first participants have a strong impact on 

the sample, which could cause bias in the target population (Etikan, et al., 2016, p.1). Therefore, this 

research could be used as a pilot study for the future generalised project. Another limitation occurs in the 

recruitment. As language proficiency is an important impacting factor in influencing international students’ 

engagement, it is necessary to inform participants in advance that the interview could be bilingual, or 

some non-native speakers might be unwilling to participate even if they are allowed to speak their first 

language later. This limitation could filter the participants in terms of the language proficiency. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

This research argues that social media plays an instrumental role with generally positive effects in shaping 

international students’ opportunity for social inclusion in Australia. Social media provides broad 

opportunities for international students to connect with local people, promote cultural inclusion, participate 

in the local community, and facilitate communication. It significantly reshapes the communication mode 

for international students. However, despite the great power, the instrumental nature of social media 

should not be neglected because according to the participants, it is the subjectivity that drives the use of 

social media. Moreover, the differences identified between Chinese and Indian students suggest the 

heterogeneity of international student in Australia, which requires the elaborated study on different 

international student groups in the future. 

The implication of this study lies in four aspects. Firstly, it identified three main conceptions of social 

inclusion in Australian context, including connection with local people, cultural inclusion, and participation 

in the local community. This finding reveals the main aspects of social inclusion highlighted by international 

students in Australia, providing targeted areas for stakeholders to improve international students’ social 

inclusion. Secondly, the heterogeneity of international students reminds government and universities to take 

diversified measures to help different international student groups. Particularly for the university, many 

participants mentioned that university social media platforms are their most important information source, 

so the diversified and elaborated content on the university social media platforms could be helpful. Thirdly, 

this research identified the general positive impact of social media in influencing international students’ 

social inclusion, which responds to the debate in the literature. Lastly, by identifying the unexpected 

factor—subjectivity, this research provides a new perspective to understand the role of social media and 

refute the technological determinism in this field.  

Based on the findings, this study proposed three future research agendas. Firstly, the interactional 

relationship between subjectivity and social media requires further investigation, which could contribute to 

a more profound understanding of social media and users. Secondly, the comparison indicates that 

different groups could have significantly different experience. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct the 

large-scale studies based on the country and region unit to generate the authoritative report of 

international students’ situation in Australia. Moreover, the strength spectrum of impacting factors of 

international students’ social inclusion should be explored as well. All these future research agendas will 

deepen the understanding of international students’ experience in the digital age. 
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