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CHAPTER IV

The Internet and Friendship Seeking:
Exploring the Role of Online
Communication in Young, Recently
Immigrated Women'’s Social Lives

Assumpta Ndengeyingoma

Introduction

F riendship seeking and relationship seeking are part of the devel-
opmental tasks that accompany adolescence. Several studies
show the importance of these relationships for social and personal
development.! The continuity of these relationships can be complex:
friendships, dyads, or groups can develop from childhood, some of
which can later become confidant relationships. Within the context
of immigration, youth can become physically separated from their
once-close friends. This can prevent friendship relationships from
developing into confidant relationships, as these relationships are
typically consolidated by physical presence.

The sociocultural contexts in schools in an immigrant child’s
host country offer the opportunity to develop friendships and
romantic relationships. But racism, discrimination, prejudice, and
stigmatization can also emerge in school environments. For example,
native-born Canadians, immigrants from the same country as immi-
grant youth, or immigrants from different cultures and ethnicities
can make intimidating comments aimed at immigrant youth regard-
ing their ways of dressing, behaving, or speaking. This can occur
face-to-face and also through online communication. All of these
factors can constrain the ability of immigrant youth to make friends.
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A trend has been observed where young immigrant women
tend to seek friendships within online environments.? The aim of
this chapter is to identify the factors associated with the use of the
internet in friendship-seeking from the point of view of six teenage
girls who immigrated to Canada’s capital region. For the purposes
of this paper, the “internet” refers to online social spaces used for
communicative purposes, including social networking sites.

Context

Immigration is a key issue in modern societies. In the last five years,
Canada has welcomed between 248,748 and 280,688 immigrants per
year.? The reasons behind these immigration journeys are diverse.
Some people migrate for economic reasons, others as part of govern-
ment-managed family reunification programs, while others are refu-
gees or migrate to join family members who have already established
themselves in the new country. The immigration experience is often
accompanied by considerable material, familial, and cultural losses
for the immigrant, in addition to the stress of being confronted with
new physical and social realities.* Newly immigrated people must
rebuild their social networks to obtain the social support they need,
but they may be faced with social exclusion in relation to their race,
ethnicity, language, religion, or label as an immigrant. However, it
should be noted that the immigration experience can have different
impacts upon different people, depending on their age and social
location.

As researchers such as Laursen, Wilder, Noack, and Williams
point out,® a sense of belonging to a group that is separate from
their parents is a priority for adolescents, allowing them to develop
their own value systems, to define themselves, to identify goals,
and to mature into adults. For youth between 12 and 18 years of
age, interaction with peers is an important element contributing to
social and cultural development.® Studies show that peer affiliation
and peer acceptance present certain challenges for recently immi-
grated youth. These challenges can be related to relationships with
peers or within the family dynamic. With regard to peer affiliation,
the cultural diversity of a host country like Canada offers recently
immigrated youth the opportunity to develop friendships with peers
from all backgrounds. But Berry, Phinney, Sam, and Vedder also
report that immigrant youth can face discrimination in a variety of
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host countries, including Canada.” Gariba conducted focus group
interviews and survey questionnaires with Ghanaian and Somali
youth residing in Toronto regarding their perceptions of barriers to
labour market access. Participants reported a number of incidents
in which they experienced discrimination.® Perceived discrimina-
tion also affected participants” feelings of community belonging, as
well as feelings of belonging to society in general. Through surveys
administered to Chinese American adolescents, Juang and Alvarez
report that participants’ perceived discrimination can lead to a
variety of physical, social, and psychological consequences, includ-
ing feelings of solitude, anxiety, and somatization.” Their analysis
concluded that negative family interactions exacerbated the effects
of perceived discrimination, while positive interactions buffered the
effects of greater perceived discrimination.!

As noted, in addition to peer affiliation, family dynamics can
also pose a challenge to friendship formation for newly immigrated
youth, who can experience difficulty seeking out friendships due
to family-related constraints. For example, Ahn, Kim, and Park’s
research with Korean American youth (9o percent of whom had
parents born in Korea) revealed a child-parent gap in terms of adher-
ence to traditional cultural values, which in turn related to parent/
child conflict (particularly with respect to marriage and dating)." In
Mexican American immigrant families, parental control in relation
to friendships and socializing has been found to be accentuated for
girls more than for boys.!? This phenomenon can also be found within
the general population, a finding that is often more pronounced in
Eastern cultures than in Western cultures.’®

Because of these factors, immigrant girls can find it hard to
make friends. Searching for friendship online becomes a possible
solution to the peer and family-related constraints that recently immi-
grated youth may face. While it is generally known that adolescents
like using technology to communicate, specific challenges may be
faced by some recently immigrated youths due to material or societal
disadvantages." Communication technologies could allow immigrant
youth to reach out to their peers while bypassing potential challenges
imposed by parental control and the social discrimination they may
feel, as internet communication via online social media has unique
characteristics such as cultural and linguistic diversity, interactivity,
anonymity, and accessibility.!® These potential advantages of online
social communication can assist immigrant youth,'® as well as youth
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in the general population” in articulating the various social chal-
lenges they may face.

The objective of this article is to identify the factors that lead
to the use of the internet as a tool in searching for friends, as told
by adolescent female youths using their migratory experiences as
a starting point. A better understanding of neighbourhood, socio-
cultural, and familial barriers could contribute to reflections about
the eventual role that people who interact with these youths, such
as immigrant welcoming agencies, educators, health care workers,
and parents, could play in supporting young women as they seek to
establish themselves in Canada.

This article revisits data that was previously published in which
I conducted semi-structured interviews, self-recordings and follow-
up interviews with twelve refugee youth aged 13 to 18 years old, who
had recently immigrated to Canada from five different countries in
Sub-Saharan Africa and were living in the city of Gatineau, Quebec.
The goals of this study were, first, to identify recently immigrated
youths” perceptions of their migratory experiences and, second, to
identify potential factors that could influence the development of
their personal identities. This study employed Bronfenbrenner’s
Bioecological Systems Theory as a theoretical framework within
which four dimensions of personal development were explored:
proximal processes of social interaction; the person in development;
the context of the person; and the factor of time.!”® In brief, the study
concluded that immigrant youths” abilities to self-criticize, religious
beliefs, complicated migratory trajectories, interactions with peers,
family dynamics, and intercultural proximity facilitated the develop-
ment of these youths” personal identities, although, in some cases,
these factors also became restrictive to their development.”

Manesse’s comparative concept analysis of experience was
retained to operationalize the concept of a migratory experience
within the context of this study. This philosophical conceptualiza-
tion was selected because it regroups several characteristics of an
experience. Thus, a migratory experience is operationalized as a
mental as well as a physical activity, and is considered to be associ-
ated with an individual’s personal signification to their perceptions
as they express themselves from their own definition of their reality,
lived or observed.?’ Unexpectedly, my participants brought up online
communication repeatedly, indicating that there may be ways to
support immigrant youth through social media and other forms of
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online community building. This chapter is an initial attempt to lay
out my findings in this regard and suggest areas for further research.

Methodology

Participant Characteristics and Selection

This study took place in the Outaouais region, located in the south-
west portion of the province of Quebec, which is part of the national
capital region of Canada. According to the regionalization of immi-
gration policy published by the Ministry of Immigration and Cultural
Communities of Quebec, the Outaouais region places third in the list
of Quebec regions that receive the most refugees who are selected
and supported by the government.?! Geographically speaking, this
region offers the opportunity for recently immigrated adolescents
to interact, whether through work or social or school activities, with
youths in the neighbouring province of Ontario, whose principal
language is often English. This reality can augment the challenges
complicating immigrant youths’ integration into their new cultural
environments, as youths can perceive that they must adapt simulta-
neously to the cultures of both Quebec, which is more French, and
Ontario, which is more English.

The six participants in this study were recruited through
Accueil-Parrainage Outaouais (APO), a non-profit organization
whose mission is to welcome immigrants and refugees who settle in
the Outaouais region. Participants were selected through purposive
sampling. Inclusion criteria specified that participants must identify
as being teenage refugees who originated from Sub-Saharan Africa;
be between the ages of 13 and 18; have lived in Canada for less than
five years; be living in the Outaouais region; be able to speak, under-
stand, and read French; and have parents who understand and read
French. The diversity in the participants’ regions of origin added
to the richness of the data, making it possible to gather different
migratory experiences.

For this specific study, all participants were female. Each had
lived in refugee camps for between ten and fourteen years. Half of
the participants currently lived with both of their parents, two par-
ticipants resided with only their mother, and one participant lived
with her older brother. Participants had between four and eight
siblings. Ethical approval for this study was obtained through the
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research ethics committees at the Université du Québec en Outaouais
and the Université du Québec a Trois Rivieres. Informed consent was
obtained from all participants and their parents.

Data Collection
This study used phenomenological methodology in order to take
into account the natural context of the participants, their expression,
and their frame of reference in relation to their experiences. The
chosen data collection methods allowed the researcher to return to
the participants to validate the meaning that the researcher gave to
their experiences. This study used two different methods of data
collection: (1) two types of interviews, including semi-structured
interviews and semi-structured interviews based on the technique
of meaning explanation (see below); and (2) self-recordings. These
methods are complementary and can permit the understanding of
different representations of a similar phenomenon,22 as well as the
comparison of participant perspectives and the triangulation of
data.”®

An initial semi-structured interview explored with partici-
pants their perceptions of their migratory experiences. In this study,
individual face-to-face interviews lasted thirty to sixty minutes.
Interviews were conducted in French and were carried out either in
the home of the participant or in a research office. Five categories of
questions were explored:

1. General data (e.g., do you work?).

2. Pre-migratory experiences (e.g., can you think of any expe-
riences in or aspects of your country of origin that have
impacted your life? If so, which ones? Do you share these
events with anyone among your friends or family?).

3. Significance of the social context and its role in identity
development, including questions about sense of belonging
to Canada or Quebec, proximal community belonging, ethnic
group belonging and family life (e.g., how do you find your
neighbourhood? Can you describe it? Do you participate in
activities related to your community of origin?).

4. Family life (e.g., are there situations where you think that
your family members don’t understand you? What do you
do to make yourself understood in these situations?).
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5. Feelings of unity and coherence in relation to adolescence,
life objectives, personal power, and identity experimenta-
tion (e.g., what motivates you in life? Who is your favourite
musical artist? Why? Do you use the internet to get to know
other people? Are there ways that you learn through your
friends when online?).

Audio self-recordings allowed participants to present and express
their points of view and feelings relating to information they
considered to be significant. Self-recording was explained to par-
ticipants during the initial interview, and all participants were
presented with the materials required for self-recording. The
events could be from their home, school, or work environments.
The events could be socially, culturally, academically, or emotion-
ally significant, but they were not instructed that they must report
a specific type of event. Rather, they were asked to identify infor-
mation they considered significant, and to summarize and record
these events over a four-day period, including two weekdays and
two weekend days. They were asked to note their observations
regarding these events, including the different ways in which these
events can or could have been managed, and to provide an expla-
nation of the course of action they took in order to deal with these
events. As this method does not offer the possibility to engage in
a deeper discussion to understand the reasoning behind partici-
pants’ expressed emotions or actions, it was followed by a second
individual interview.

This second semi-structured interview was based on the
technique of meaning explanation (TME), which aims to explore
more deeply participants’ descriptions of their lived experiences.?*
In this study, the TME interview draws from the nine processes
as proposed by Petitmengin: question raising; focusing attention;
returning attention from “what” to “how”; moving from a general
representation to a singular experience; retrospectively accessing a
lived experience; drawing attention to the different dimensions of
experience; deepening the description of a phenomenon to the level
of accuracy required; deepening the description of characteristics
other than those of a temporal nature of living; and encouraging the
subject to describe phenomenon in his or her own words.?
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Data Analysis

The analysis of conceptual categories was the method chosen to
analyze the data gathered in this study. A conceptual category is
defined as a textual production presenting itself in the form of a brief
expression, permitting the identification a phenomenon that is appar-
ent through a conceptual reading of research material.?® Analysis of
conceptual categories is carried out in two stages: vertical analysis,
which is the analysis of all the data collected with one participant,
and horizontal analysis, which is the comparative analysis of the
data from all participants.?”

Results

The results of this study demonstrate that recently immigrated
youths describe the process of seeking friendship as part of a particu-
lar experience in a variety of well-defined contexts. This builds on
previous qualitative research by the same author that demonstrated
that seeking new friends is essential to the personal development
of recently immigrated youths.?® The three contextual categories
identified in relation to friendship-seeking in this study are neigh-
bourhood context, sociocultural context, and family context. Each
of these contexts poses certain potential problems for immigrant
girls seeking to make friends. Unexpectedly, all of the participants
found online communication to be a valuable way to overcome the
barriers encountered in each of these contexts, which are expanded
upon below.

Neighbourhood Context within the Experience of Friendship Seeking
The results of this study demonstrate that immigrant youths living
in comparatively quiet neighbourhoods associate these neighbour-
hoods with difficulties in forming ties with local youth because face-
to-face contact is practically impossible in certain neighbourhoods.
As explained by F1 (14 years old), who had lived in Canada for two
years: “I arrived here in the month of November. You don't really
see people. Here people are in their houses, I don't even know my
neighbours.”? The participants found that they must often stay inside
their houses. The concept of staying at home and being confined to
a defined space was very different from participants’ lives in the
countries where they lived prior to coming to Canada, where many
participants were used to being outside most of the time.
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The feeling of being confined to the house, reported by several
participants in this study, was more often associated with exerted
parental control than it was with the “quiet neighbourhood” phe-
nomenon. Comparatively quiet neighbourhoods do not facilitate the
development of friendships for recently immigrated girls because
they offer fewer opportunities for social interaction, especially if
the young girl comes from a country where winter does not exist.
Without knowing how to practice any winter sports, these girls often
end up staying indoors for approximately four months, which does
not facilitate face-to-face interactions with other youths. This type
of situation can lead to internet communication becoming the most
viable option for socializing.

For some participants in this study, the fact that their schools
were located far from their neighbourhoods also increased the dif-
ficulties they experienced in forging relationships. Living in Quebec
was a decision made by their parents; to study in Ontario was a deci-
sion made by participants. Since their studies prior to their arrival
in Canada had been in English, and Quebec laws (with very limited
exceptions) require that youth studying in Quebec study at French-
language institutions,® participants chose to study in Ontario rather
than lose a year of schooling that would be required to adapt to a
change in the language of their education. This situation resulted
in fewer students living in the same neighbourhood as their school.
Online communication was found to be a valuable way to overcome
this physical barrier.

The participants in this study often described the school envi-
ronment within the context of friendship-seeking. However, little
was generally reported with regard to the geographical location of
schools, how geographical barriers can impede the development of
friendships, and how online spaces can help to overcome geographi-
cal barriers. The results of this study suggest that if the school is
located far from the neighbourhood where the recently immigrated
youth resides, then this may add to their difficulties in developing
friendships, as there are fewer classmates living in their neighbour-
hood. Online communication may help youth to overcome physical
barriers to communicate with school friends and other peer groups.

The participants indicated that communication within the
experience of seeking friendship is facilitated by the frequency and
ease of access to the internet. Prior to immigrating, none of the par-
ticipants had had access to the internet and, at the time of the study,
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none of them reported owning a laptop or a smartphone. However,
all of the participants said that they used the internet regularly. They
had internet access at home, and there was a desktop computer either
in their room or in their siblings” rooms. This accessibility allowed
them to stay online in their bedrooms for a long time. The motives
for using internet communication revolved most often around rein-
forcing real-life friendships, or searching for romantic relationships
with people who shared the same values, as well as for advice as to
the best course of action for different life situations.

Sociocultural Context within the Experience of Friendship Seeking
Sociocultural context is associated with participants’ lived experi-
ences in their school environments, as well as within their local
neighbourhoods. As noted above, half of the participants reported
living in the province of Quebec but studying in the province of
Ontario, approximately twenty minutes away by bus. Participants
reported that the school environment offered intercultural proxim-
ity, that is the opportunity to interact with peers from countries
different from their own country of origin, and also intracultural
proximity, that is interactions with peers from their country of
origin.®

They therefore had the opportunity to develop friendships as
well as romantic relationships with other immigrant peers. Several
participants reported a sense of ease in making friends in such a
multicultural environment. As stated by F3 (16 years old): “I have
friends from several cultures: Romanian, Chinese, Mexican. I can
learn a lot from their cultures.”

Some participants also mentioned that they can face stigmati-
zation on the basis of their countries of origin or the colour of their
skin. As F5 (16 years old) recounted, “I am told that girls from my
country boast too much and talk too much, but I tell them that I am
not that type of girl.” In order to avoid a discriminatory reaction,
four participants stated that they do not reveal their country of origin
most of the time, or that when they do reveal it, they specify that
they grew up in another country. Often they choose to say that they
are from lesser known countries. F6 (15 years old) explained, “I have
African friends who say that they come from the Caribbean islands
or that they are born in Europe. They don't like to say that they come
directly from Africa because people will ask them if they have lived
through war or poverty, etc.”
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The sociocultural contexts in schools also offered the opportu-
nity for participants to develop romantic relationships. Four out of
six participants mentioned that they would like a serious relationship
with a boy from another culture; one said that she was currently in
such a relationship and another said that she did not currently know
what kind of relationship she wanted, as she was focused on finish-
ing her secondary studies.

Several participants preferred intercultural romantic relation-
ships, a preference that can potentially be related to participants’
tendencies to question relationship- and gender-related customs
and stereotypes from their countries of origin. All six participants
described that they were generally unfamiliar with customs from
their countries of origin because they had grown up elsewhere. F2
(15 years old) explained:

In the culture of my country of origin, there are some very
strange things that they call customs. For example, the women
in my country of origin must stay at home and cook and clean
while the man does nothing. Once they arrive here, the women
must work, but they must also do all the house tasks alone,
cooking, looking after the children and their homework, all
while Mister does nothing, or watches television and says that
it’s their custom.

F4 (17 years old) stated:

Culture from where I come from, I find it very difficult. The man
tells you what to do and you must obey without discussion. If
your husband dies, you must marry his brother. I do not want
to enter into a relationship where I would have to apply these

customs.

However, there were two participants who mentioned that, even if
they would prefer an intercultural relationship, they would nonethe-
less enter a romantic relationship with a boy from their country of
origin, provided that he was born or raised elsewhere and that his
parents did not adhere to conservative cultural traditions or customs.
The context behind this is that the participants in this study have
virtually never lived in their country of origin because they were
either born in a refugee camp or in a country that is not the country
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of origin of their parents. They used the internet and socializing with
peers from the same cultural background as themselves to learn more
about their culture, as well as observing their own family dynamics
within that culture.

According to the participants of this study, maintaining an inter-
cultural relationship is not easy. They reported being the targets of
degrading statements from peers from their countries of origin who
hold conservative belief systems and who reflect traditional cultural
views regarding relationship-related customs, where intercultural
relationships are often condemned or discouraged. Participants
described being told face to face that they were sellouts or cowards for
maintaining intercultural relationships; they also described receiving
e-mails that threatened to reveal their relationships to their parents.
In this instance, online communication opened girls up to judgement
from their peers and was a means of monitoring their behaviour for
the purposes of discipline/conformity to traditional cultural expecta-
tions of relationships. This intimidation can occur both online and in
person. Since an intercultural relationship may be accompanied by
intracultural intimidation, participants felt that belonging to a group
was necessary for protection from such intimidations.

Just as participants recounted that their peers could condemn
their intercultural relationships, they reported that their parents
could similarly disapprove of these relationships. Because of this,
most participants did not dare to reveal their relationships to their
mothers. As F1 (14 years old) explained:

I have a Jamaican boyfriend. My mother does not know it! She
will tell me that I've lost my head, that I am young, that I must
learn that trying to live in a culture that is not your own is very
difficult. If she knew, she would never let me leave our house.
It’s my choice; I think that in life we need someone to listen to
us, someone to love us.

Sometimes participants’ parents approved of intercultural relation-
ships, but with certain conditions attached. F2 (15 years old) said: “My
parents may accept [an intercultural relationship], but not before 18
years old.” F5 (16 years old) explained her own parents’ conditions
for acceptance of an intercultural relationship: “My parents may
accept on condition that he does not spend the night at my house or
myself at his house.”
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Intra- and intercultural proximity offers the possibility for
friendship development within one’s own culture or with other cul-
tures. This is the case in certain schools in the city of Ottawa, such
as those attended by the participants in this study. This proximity
facilitates intercultural friendship seeking for recently immigrated
youths, offering a context within which to compare one’s own culture
to others. While they did not report any discriminatory actions being
taken against them, the participants described having interactions
with immigrant and non-immigrant youth where they recounted
hearing stereotyped or opinionated remarks aimed at devaluing the
differences between their culture and other cultures. This is impor-
tant to consider, since participants in this study expressed that they
could face discrimination in relation to the application of traditional
customs and cultural expectations for relationship and gender per-
formance. When these forms of discrimination do not manifest in
similar ways for members of the cultural majority, it is important to
begin to more fully unpack the discrimination-related experiences
of members of minority populations, including immigrant youth.

For the purposes of this chapter, it is important to note that my
participants valued online communication because it gave them a
way to participate in relationships that might not meet the approval
of family members. At the same time, it opened them up to possible
repercussions when peers used online communication to register
their own discomfort with intercultural friendships and relation-
ships, especially if peers intended to tell parents about relationships
that the girls may have chosen to keep private.

Family Context within the Experience of Friendship Seeking
Participants described that family context could also facilitate or hin-
der their friendship and relationship seeking experiences. Conceptual
categories that related to family context included the difficulty of
communication with family members, liberty to socialize, and non-
parental family relationships, which participants described as being
helpful sources of advice when they felt less comfortable consulting
their parents.

Participants perceived communication with their fathers to be
difficult: as F1 (14 years old) outlined, “Fathers don't listen.” F4 (17
years old) reported a similar experience, stating that fathers “either
don’t take you seriously or they tell you to go talk to your mother.”
F6 (15 years old) similarly recounted that fathers “are there only to
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tell you what’s wrong or to set their expectations.” Since they per-
ceived communication with their fathers to be difficult, participants
mentioned that they would find it difficult to talk to their fathers
about online problems.

All participants found communication with their mothers to
be easier than communication with their fathers, but noted that
they could not speak freely with their mothers about all subjects,
particularly if those subjects involved gender role expectations or
social liberties:

At home, I live like I was in Africa. My mother wishes to remain
Africa[n], so I don’t have a choice. I grew up like this. I think
she says “no” before even listening to me. If I tell her that I'm
going out with friends to a movie, she will tell me that I go out
too often and that that is not good for a girl, that I must learn to
stay home. (F4, 17 years old)

While participants found it easier to talk to their mothers, they did
feel pressure to be model children in their mothers” eyes. A model
child, participants suggested, would minimize her own suffering and
not articulate problems such as online conflict that could potentially
cause parents to feel stress or trauma. As F3 (16 years old) explained:
“Immigrants who come from war-torn countries, the parents have
suffered enough; we don’t have to be adding to that.” Other par-
ticipants also reported that their parents have enough problems to
manage, such as integrating into the Canadian workforce. In favour
of not compounding the problems that they perceived their parents
to be experiencing and to not disappoint their parents, participants
often chose not to tell their parents about their problems. F2 (15 years
old) noted that she understood her parents” hardships and that her
recognition of these hardships was demonstrated by obedience and
not augmenting these problems by adding her own: “It must be dif-
ficult for them to return to do studies, to look for work, to look after
us, etc.”

Participants in this study described that their parents often
did not allow them to go out or socialize with friends. Online com-
munications allowed some participants to bypass these restrictions
placed upon their socialization, allowing them an opportunity to
maintain friendships they did not have the freedom to maintain face
to face. For example, F1 (14 years old) stated that, “Since I cannot go



The Internet and Friendship Seeking

out often, at least I chat with my friends every night.” It would appear
that parents are aware that their teenage daughters are using online
communication, as participants described having access to comput-
ers in their home; however, it is unclear whether parents are aware
of the precise ways that their daughters are using these forms of
communication. All of the participants mentioned that their parents
had not had internet access in their country of origin, implying that
their parents were not fully familiar with the intricacies and capabili-
ties of online communication, as they were likely less experienced
themselves with the use of these tools.

While participants did not feel like they could always speak
freely with their parents, they did describe that other family mem-
bers provided a family context wherein they could seek advice or
support. All participants had found a comparatively young person,
but older than themselves, within their immediate or extended family
from whom they could seek advice. F1 (14 years old) detailed that,
“I ask my sister because we're on the same level, we're both young”;
other participants found similar confidants in siblings or cousins.
However, participants mentioned that sometimes there were none-
theless things that they could not tell these confidants for fear of
disappointing them.

It should also be noted that these reported family contexts are
not specific to immigrant populations. Shearer, Crouter, and McHale,
for example, have demonstrated that mothers generally know more
than fathers about their teenagers” activities and are more likely than
fathers to obtain new information, either by actively monitoring their
adolescent or through voluntary disclosure of information by the
adolescent.”> What seems to be different in this current study is the
cohesion within participants’ non-parental family relationships that
allowed for an influential role of an older sister or cousin, who served
as a confidant or sounding board for problems that participants did
not feel they could discuss with their parents. However, it should
be noted (as above) that in order to avoid judgement or to avoid dis-
appointing their sisters or cousins, there were certain limitations
to topics that participants felt they could discuss with these family
members, who were at times considered to be more like advisors and
less like confidants.

In summary, the use of the internet as a method for friendship-
seeking emerged as a commonly occurring conceptual category in
this study, in both an empowering and a constraining manner. This
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suggests that further research is needed to explore the use of the
internet for friendship seeking in neighbourhood contexts, sociocul-
tural contexts, and family contexts.

Conclusion

In the female youth population in general, there are studies, such
as the open-ended survey conducted by Reich and Subrahmanyam,
which report that internet communication is used by some young
women to fill the void that they perceive is left when they cannot
see their friends in person.*® My findings suggest that recently immi-
grated participants may also use online communication to bypass
restrictions on leaving the house or to deflect the judgment from their
peers and parents about their relationship choices. Further research
is also needed to explore how internet communication is used by
recently immigrated youth to reinforce real-life relationships, to seek
out friendships with peers who share similar values, or to clarify
one’s point of view on a situation.

There are also important questions to ask about immigrant
girls’ experiences of online harassment. Communications between
this study’s participants and their parents already faced certain
constraints, for example, when participants limited self-disclosure to
parents for fear of disappointing them or compounding the hardships
their parents experienced. This leads one to presume that a recently
immigrated adolescent girl who is being cyberbullied because she is
in an intercultural relationship will not be likely to report the bully-
ing, as it will also reveal her relationship status to her parents. It is
possible that intercultural cyberbullying could also lead to parents
banning or monitoring the use of internet communication, com-
pounding the isolation that recently immigrated young girls may feel.

The results presented in this study allowed for a discussion of
the potential factors significant to the use of the internet in friendship
seeking, as told by six adolescent female youths using their migra-
tory experiences to Canada’s capital region as a starting point. These
exploratory results suggest three potential areas of focus for future
research investigating the role of the internet in recent immigrants’
social experiences, including neighbourhood contexts, sociocultural
contexts, and family contexts. It would further appear that parents
monitor online interactions less than they monitor offline social
interactions. The role of the internet in the lives of this study’s young,
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recently immigrated participants is highlighted, as it can act as a sub-
stitute for forbidden outings with peers and as a place for socializa-
tion or dating that may be discouraged by others from taking place.
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