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Building Virtual Bridgesto Home:
The Use of the Internet by Transnational
Communitiesof Immigrants

By Celene Navarrete A. and Esperanza Huerta
ABSTRACT

For decades transnational communities of immigrhate used various forms of communication
to maintain ties with their places of origin. Traational communities of immigrants are creating
and enhancing virtual spaces for (re)creating aacht@ining a SOC across national borders. This
paper explores the concept of sense of virtual conity in transnational groups of immigrants.
We review research from different disciplines taerstand how the Internet is shaping the ability
of dispersed national groups to create, presergieeatend their SOC in virtual spaces. The theory
of SOC applied to virtual communities provides ttane of reference in which this phenomenon
is analysed. Based on our analysis of the liteeatue argue that the unique characteristics of
communities of immigrants—such as shared historestural values, experiences, common
country of origin, and offline interaction—shapeethature and dynamics of their interactions
online. Social, political and economic implication$ the offline/online interaction are also
addressed for the host and home society.

INTRODUCTION

The use of the Internet as infrastructure for comityuinteraction has caught the attention of
researchers for more than a decade. Previous cbseareals a special interest in the study of
how computer-based technologies provide the settorgthe traditional characteristics of
physical communities to emerge onliné. In online communities face-to-face (F2F)
communication and social relationships among pgpeids do not always take place before the
formation of the virtual community. However, resgarshows that online communities that
combine characteristics of F2F and virtual commation can be more sustainaBlélybrid
virtual communities(a recent term referring to groups that overlagirtioffline and online
communication) have been proposed as a surfacieggshenon that deserves careful analysis.

Transnational communities of immigrants (TCIs) didnge an example of traditional
physical communities that have recently startedige the Internet for community interaction.
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The term Transnational Community of Immigrants (TB4s been defined in different ways.
For the purposes of this study we will refer to@l &s a dispersed group of individuals from the
same nation who maintains a sense of togetherr@sssageographical bordefsAlthough
migrants can be geographically dispersed aroundglbige, it is also common to find ethnic
enclaves of migrants (or migrants from the samentgy region or town) in urban areAs.
Because F2F interaction is possible in TCls, wé seiler to Virtual Transnational Community
of Immigrants (VTCI) as dybrid communityof interestwhere participants use off-line and
online channels of communication to nurture theiial ties® and their interests concerning life
abroad, and their home country or geographicabredi

This paper shows that existent research in Onlo@@unities Studies and Transnational
Studies provides enough evidence to argue that €qierience community-like feelings and
behaviours in online settings paralleling thoseleysical communities. Moreover, we contend
that the unique characteristics that these commesnitisplay offline are reproduced online and
shape their virtual sense of commuriily.

In this paper we draw from past theoretical andigogb research to investigate whether
the Internet provides the context in which the ueigcharacteristics of TCls converge to
facilitate the interaction of participants in a VIT&d shape the resulting virtual sense of
community. The theory of sense of community (SG@plied to virtual communities*
provides the framework to analyse the online irtigoas of TCIs. This paper is organized as
follows: First, we describe the characteristicenminigrant communities and the different uses of
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTsd@ by these groups. Second, we use the
theory of SOC to analyse the interaction of peopl®TCIs. Finally, we provide conclusions
and recommendations for future research; we alsmuds alternative theoretical frameworks that
could be used to investigate this phenomenon.

TRANSNATIONAL COMMUNITIESOF IMMMIGRANTSAND ICTS

A sense of community (SOC) has been defined asfémsting that members have of
belonging, a feeling that members matter to onghenaand to the group, and shares faith that
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members’ needs will be met through their commitmesgether®® . In TCls, emotional
attachment to the place of origin is central fog tonstruction and maintenance of a SBC
Being far from home increases the need of communityat. According to Sonf' emotional
attachment is based shared histories, experiencesydcommon country of origirCommunity
settings in the host country (e.g. social and caltevents, sporting clubs, and churches)
provide the context for shared histories and expess to converge. For instance, Smith studied
how Mexican immigrants in Chicago sustain their StB@ugh the extension of their traditions
in the United States. The community distributeceoidpes of a pageant contest held in Chicago
among the members of the community in the UnitedeStand in their hometowns. This event
(the pageant contest) is an extension of a sintikdition in their hometown in Zacatecas,
Méxicol

Historically, information and communication techogies (ICTs) have played a central
role’’” in the maintenance of an emotional connectioméohiome country. “[T]echnology [has]
made possible for migrants and their children toehaimultaneous participation in their
communities of destination and origit” Previous research shows how technologies such as
telegraph, telephone, fax, and radio have beentaserhintain cultural, political and social links
to the home country. An illustration of this is tbase of a Mixtec community (an indigenous
group from Southern Mexico) in California. This cmumnity maintains connections to their
hometown in the state of Oaxaca through “Linea Ahiea bilingual radio show transmitted in
the United State® Similarly, the community of Mexican immigrants Brooklyn, NY use
conference calls to discuss the progress of dewedop projects in their hometown with
Municipal authoritie$!

More recently, the Internet has started to chahgemays in which these groups interact
by providing an integratetridge home?* that overcomes time and distance barriers faced by
these dispersed communities at a minimal cost. iIStgdted uses of the Internet include the use
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of videoconferencing to communicate with the comityuaf origin.?® The characteristics of the
Internet (combining text, image, audio and video) only satisfy the communication needs of
the community but also, as we show in the followsegtion, are useful for the (re)creation,
expansion, and maintenance of a SOC across distdm@®me cases existing TCIs are using the
Internet as a supplementary instrument for commgunteraction (Smith, 2002). However, the
Internet has also been used as a platform for thation of the community itself e.g. India
Network 2 and the Coalition of Haitians for the Advancemehtaiti*®. Technology does not
create a community, however, it is only the comroation means that enables community
members to reach other® In addition, “the Internet sustains the bonds ofnmunity by
complementing, not replacing, other channels dramtion”.?’ The interaction of TCls online
has been studied from different disciplinary pecsipes. We conducted a literature review to see
what these disciplines can bring to the understandf thesense of virtual communiOVC).
Table 1 shows a summary of existent studies abdi@l¥. Research in VTCIs suggests that:
First, VTCIs sites display different levels of sagiltation in the use of Internet-based
technologies ranging from mailing lists (Rao, 1988more complex sites that integrate various
types of technology—such as chat rooms, newsgraus bulletin board® It is evident that
there has been an evolution in the uses of tecggotade by these communities.

Second, virtual communities’ sites are rich in eont In these sites, it is common to find
information about events going on in the communipgrticipants’ stories and anecdotal
information, forums where opinions and ideas almommunity interests are exchandédore
recently, sections dedicated to the organizaticth monitoring of development projects in the
host country and the community of origfhThese electronic environments resemble a “kind of
public square that gather participants from actbes diaspora [and from the community of
origin] for community communicatiort™

Third, grassroots participation and significant ifestations of social capital are
common in the formation and maintenance of the nenlcommunity. For instance, the
construction of virtual communities is commonlytiaied by leaders of the communior by
educated members. In addition, members of the caontynwolunteer to maintain the
technological infrastructure of the community rurgir.
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Fourth, ICTs are fundamental to maintain socialnemtions with the community of
origin. However, the literature makes clear thatCS@hen immigrant groups interact online is
based on a geographically bounded location (comtyanicountry of origin). For example, it is
a common practice across these groups to creatalare community in order to re-establish
contact with other members of the diaspora theyknefore the geographical displacement took
place.

Fifth, VTCls that are based on grounded relatigmsh{pffline relationships) are more
sustainable (Adams, 2004). Moreover, hybrid comtiesisuch as VTCIs that combine both
F2F and computer-mediated communication “would bke @& bond better and share values
more effectively than communities that rely uponlyorone or the other mode of
communication™*

In sum, although TClIs have used different ICTs taintain their ties, the interactive
characteristics of the Internet seem to be helfpi®ge communities to reproduce community-
like feelings and behaviours online. However, if want to fully understand how these groups
manifest a SOVC we need to rely on theories thae timeen tested and validated previodsly.
This is the purpose of the following section.

Table1. Summary of Researchin VTCls

Community | Technological

Authors Study Description Origin Platfor m
Rao (1998) Case study about tHadia Mailing List
development of “India

Network”, an online community
created by a researcher |at
Bowling Green State University
(BGSU) in Ohio, USA. It
describes the technological,
financial and human challenges
faced in the creation of the
online community. India
Network resembles mini India
where people from around the
world meet to share informatign
about life abroad and different
regions in India.
Mitra (2000) Content analysis of messagésdia Bulletin Board
posted in a bulletin board hy
Indians in the United States,
Europe and India. Messages are
classified as general postings
(informational) and national

34 Etzioni & Etzionisupranote26.
% SeeMcMillian & Chavis supranote 11.
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critical discourse (debates abgut
religion, culture, national
identity, and politics). This study
also provides an analysis of the
factors that produce a sense|of
community (or sense of
commonality).

Adams (2004)

Content analysis of the messadtssti
posted in online forums in “Haiti
Global Village”, an online site
that supports the communication
and collaboration of Haitians in
New York, Florida and Haiti
This research emphasizes the
relevance of overlapping offlin
and online community
interactions to reinforce socia
cultural and political links with
the community of origin.

[

—_

Discussion
Forum

Cardenas
Torres (2005)

Case study about an onlin&an Martin de
community that supports theBolafios,
interaction between theJalisco
inhabitants of a small town inMéxico
the north of Jalisco (Méxicq)

and migrants of this community

in the United States. This
research reports the implications

of Internet-based interaction on

the needs of the off-ling
community (e.g. formulation qf

political demands, increased
political participation, planning

and monitoring of development

projects in the homeland).

Online site
includes
technologies
such as chat
room, bulletin
board, guest
book, and
video/audio

applications

SENSE OF VIRTUAL COMMUNITY (SOVC)

The difference between a mere settlement and a cmityris the “sense of community”
(SOC).>® This difference is highlighted in the definitiof @mmunity itself. A community is a
social entity grouping individuals with “affect-lad relationships” and a “commitment to a set
of shared values, mores, meanings, and a shartatitas identity
without an emotional connection is merely that aadnot be considered a community. In this

3 1d.

37 Etzioni & Etzioni supra note 26 at 241.

»n 37

A group of individuals
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sense, the existence of a community is definedhbydelings experimented by its members. The
definition of community above does not imply a gegdnic boundary. Communities, therefore,
do not need to be in the same locafibBifferent types of social entities such as neighbods
and even families do not necessary imply a communit

Recent studies on virtual communities have adoptelillan and Chavis’s definitiori®
to differentiate the SOC that arises from physicaimmunities and virtual communities
Blanchard and Markus (2004) name the latter “Sefd&rtual Community” (SOVC). Just as in
the ph%sical world not all settlements develop aCS@ot all virtual settlements develop a
SOVC.

SOVC has been investigated in different contextanéhard and Markus (2004)
investigated a virtual community denominated bynthees Multiple Sports Newsgroups (MSN).
In their study, Blanchard and Markus demonstrag gh“sense of community” might exist in
some virtual communities similar to the sense oficanity in physical (F2F) communities.

The Theory of SOC" identifies four dimensions of SOC: membershipuiefice,
integration and fulfillment, and shared emotionahmection. The dimensions of SOVC and the
social processes contributing to create this fgelne similar to those arising on physical
settings*? However, there are some differences that mighuoctie to computer mediated
communication.

Based on empirical evidence Blanchard and Mdrkusdapted the * McMillan and
Chavis’ theory of SOC. Blanchard and Markus comgdine dimensions arising from their study
to those of the original SOC. They found eviderareliree dimensions: membership, integration
and fulfilment, and shared emotional connectioriedestingly, Blanchard and Markus did not
find evidence of the influence dimension. Howewbgy argue that the mere absence of this
dimension in their study does not imply the lackinfiuence’ on the virtual community. In fact,
they suggest that ‘influence’ might have been abbenause rules might have been set at the
creation of the virtual community and did not néede reinforced. In addition, Blanchard and
Markus found evidence of two additional dimensiondentity and identification, and
relationship with specific members. Figure 1 depittie dimensions of the sense of virtual
community based on the research of McMillan andvizhand Blanchard and Markus.

38
Id.
39 SeeSeeMcMillian & Chavis supranote 11 SeeBlanchard & Markusupranote 10SeeRoberts et asupranote
53.
0 SeeBlanchard & Markusupranote 10.
41
Id.
2 SeeBlanchard & Markusupranote 10.
43
Id.
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Figure 1. Dimensions of Sense of Virtual Community
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Moreover, according to Blanchard and Markus thelystaf SOVC should be context
dependent. In this sense, we argue that the spetifiracteristics of VTCls make them different
from other types of virtual communities. Therefasecial processes and SOVC dimensions will
show characteristics and dynamics particular toMR€ls. For instance, in VTCIs the SOVC is
extrapolated from the SOC generated in the physioaimunity?* Drawing from empirical
evidence from Transnational Studies as well asudirtCommunity Studies, we identify the
factors influencing the dimensions of SOVC anddbeial processes to develop it.

Sense of Virtual Community Dimensions

This section describes the dimensions of the sehgitual community in the context of
virtual transnational communities of immigrants.eThrst dimension, membership, “is the
feeling of belonging or of sharing a sense of peasaelatedness®™ Membership establishes
boundaries to identify who belongs to the commuaitg who does not. According to McMillan
and Chavis'® membership has five attributes. 1) Boundariestifiewho is inside and outside
the group intimacy. 2) Emotional safety refershe protection of group intimacy. 3) Sense of
belonging is the feeling of being accepted by theup. 4) Personal investment refers to the
effort required to become a member of the commubi¥yCommon symbol system refers to the
symbols with a particular meaning for the communi8ymbols help to maintain group
boundaries.

According to Dahan and Sheff€f members in VTCls share “a common background and
heritage, common set of symbols, sometimes a comarguage, cultural values and a history

4 SeeGaved & Mulhollandsupranote 2.

i: McMillian & Chavis supranote 11 at 9.
Id.

*"Dahan & Chaffer supra note 9.
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of common struggles® Joining the virtual community is seen as a committrto the original
physical community?® In this sense, membership to the community isbéisteed not by the
virtual community itself but for its counterpart the physical world. In terms of the ‘sense of
belonging’, if members have this feeling regardihg physical community, they will feel
automatically accepted into the virtual communi@n the other hand, it is unlikely that
participants in the physical community who do neelfaccepted by the group would try to
participate in the virtual community. Also, onlyckl people who have migrated (or are thinking
of migrating) and people with family members whwéanigrated will usually be interested in
joining the virtual community. The VTCI will addregarticular topics only of interest to this
type of community. In that sense, we can say thambership in a TCIl is a self-selection
process.

It is important to note, however, that sharing aamality does not by itself create a
transnational community® and a nation by itself is not a large communitycdnmunity needs
to develop a level of intimacy. The larger the nemibf members, the lower the level of
intimacy>" Moreover, rivalry and differences in the home dogmight be replicated in the
transnational community. According to Sonn, Chikarho migrated to Australia had different
political allegiances in their home country. Thelsoa had different immigration and
socioeconomic backgrounds. These differences leadhé creation of different Chilean
communities in the host countty/

The second SOC dimension is ‘influence’. Influeix“a sense of mattering, of making a
difference to a group and of the group matteringsanembers®? Influence is a bi-directional
concept where members influence the group as wehagroup influences its members. People
feel attracted to communities where they feel havenfluence. For TClIs, people who have an
influence on the physical community would feelatted to the virtual community. In fact, there
is evidence in TCls that people with a great déahftuence in the physical world create and
sponsor the VTCY? Smith further, explains how a Mexican immigranttie US, known as the
“Tomato King”, developed and sponsored a VTCI.

The influence from the group to its members referthe rules for enforcing the desirable
behavior. In virtual communities this influence adamge from subtle to active. For instance,
when Blanchard and Markus did not find evidencéeefings of influence, they speculated that
the influence process might have been active dbeélgenning of the virtual community. Later on,
joining members might prefer to have a chance twime acquainted with the community’s
rules before actively engaging in the communityr tBe other hand, Robéntfound that deviant
behavior could be punished by temporarily or perendlly banishing the offending member.

*®1d at 102.

d.

°0 SeeSonnsupranote 13.

*1 See Amitai EtzioniCommunitarianism in K. Christensen & D. LevingeNTYCLOPEDIA OFCOMMUNITY : FROM
THE VILLAGE TO THE VIRTUAL WORLD 1 224-228 (2003)SeeEtzoni & Etzionisupranote 26.SeeSonnsupranote
13. (discussing the development of a community iwighnation).

°2 SeeSonnsupranote 13.

3 McMillian & Chavissupranote 11 at 9.

¢ Seegenerally Smittsupranote 5.

% Lynne Roberts, et &llooing Till The Cows Come Home. The Search foré&Seh€ommunity in Virtual
Environmentsn A. T. FISHER, C. C. SONN & B. J.BISHOP(EDS.), PHYCHOLOGICAL SENSE OFCOMMUNITY , 223-239
(2002).
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Participants joining a VTCI know the rules of theypical community® Therefore, there
is no need to state the rules explicitly becausenibegs would already be acquainted with
them?®’ For example, participants in the Haitian Studemti®eas forum maintain the discussion
respectful and open-minded because of the inhe@nts in the physical communii.

The third SOC dimension is ‘integration and fuifigént of needs’. These terms are
defined by McMillan and Chavis as the “feeling thraembers’ needs will be met by the
resources received through their memberships ingtbep”>® Two feelings characterize this
dimension: reinforcement and shared values. Reiafoent means that “people are attracted to
others whose skills or competence can benefit tmesome ways®? In VTCIs members can
benefit from past experiences from other members dve already adapted to the host culture.
This experience is evident even on practical isskesinstance, VTCIs can advise its members
on how to send money to their homel&hd.

Shared values refer to the personal values thahedefnd prioritize emotional and
intellectual need¥ In TCls, there is a need for the migrants to kraiwut their homeland. Also,
for the homeland family, there is a need to knowuahheir migrant family?® For instance,
Smith goes no to describe how VTCIs show pictufde® progress of public works that migrant
have funded in their homeland. The process of aefiwhich works to fund and publicly
showing the progress is reached through valuegghmgr community members.

Blanchard and Markus identify the ‘integration afudfillment” dimension with the
exchange of support. This support is manifestealtin both informational and socio-emotional
communications. Blanchard and Markus found thatetkehange of support deals mainly with
issues which can be exposed publicly. More intinmeteds might be addressed privafély.

The last SOC dimension is ‘shared emotional comm@ctShared emotional connection
is “the commitment and belief that members haveezhand will share history, common places,
time together and similar experienc€Emotional connection grows from two sources: sthare
history and interaction in shared events. Membeaksta shared history when they participated
directly on historic events or when they identifigmselves with the historic events (even though
they did not participate directly). Migrants haveshare history regardless of the virtual
community. People migrate from their homeland teeiign countries to have a better life.
Migrants belong to the same culture and maybe #wesame city or local area. Therefore, there
is no need for the virtual community to developnir@cratch a shared emotional connection.
Even generations who were not born in their pardmameland will identify themselves with
migrants®

% Karine Barzilai-Nahon, & Seev NeumarBgunded in Cyberspace: An Empirical Model of SefjiRation in

¥irtua| CommunitiesPaper presented at the Hawaii International Cenfsg on System Sciences (2005).
Id.

8 SeeAdamssupranote 22.

%9 McMillian & Chavissupranote 11 at 9.

1d. at 8.

®1 SeeSmithsupranote 2.

62 See generally McMillian & Chavisupranote 11.

83 SeeSmithsupranote 2

% SeeBlanchard & Markussupranote 10.

8 McMillian & Chavissupranote 11 at 9.

% Seee.g., Sonsupranote 13 (discussing the issue of migrant adapthtio
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However, a shared history is not enough. The se@mti more important source of
emotional connection is interaction in shared evehhe elements of interaction in shared events
are: 1) Amount of contact: number of times intaragtwith the community, 2) Quality of
interaction: positive or negative experiences, Bargd valent event hypothesis: importance of
the event shared, 4) Investment: time, money, erggndedicated to community activities, 5)
Honor and humiliation: attractiveness (or adversspef the community based on its honor (or
humiliation) mechanisms, and 6) Spiritual bond:iglognity.

Evidence of several elements of interaction in etiagvents has been found in virtual
communities. For instance, Blanchard and Markusidoavidence of “emotional attachment”.
That is, the degree to which a member feels atththéhe community. Emotional attachment is
the function of the level of activity the (conceftMcMillan and Chavis’ amount of contact) and
the perception of personal benefit (McMillan anda@k’ quality of interaction). Blanchard and
Markus also found evidence of ‘obligation’, whictaps to McMillan and Chavis’ ‘investment’
element. Obligation is the commitment to activahlgage in community activities. Interaction in
shared events is also present in VTCIs. Physicdls Tr€create local customs in their host
country. For instance, Sonn describes how the @hilommunity in Australia celebrates the
Chilean Independence Day. In addition, VTCIs usgeltihernet to communicate the social events
hold by local communities. For example, Mexican ommities in the US may hold beauty
gueens contests, or patron saint festivities. Thesipal community follows the development of
the contest or festivities through the informatthgplayed on the VTC. Also, Mexican migrants
in the US fund projects for local development ieitrhometown. Migrants can monitor these
projects through the VTCI's web sité.

As mentioned before, Blanchard and Markus founddeswie of two additional
dimensions of SOVC: identity and identification darelationship with specific members. They
argue that the identification with the communitysdébed by McMillan and Chavis refers to the
feeling of sharing the group identity. That is, iyrant will identify with other migrants. Being a
migrant will be the initial step to belong to thenemunity. However, pure virtual communities
lack of F2F interaction; therefore, virtual commynmembers feel the need to develop an
individual identification within the group.

Since members in VTCIs hold physical and virtuétienships simultaneously, identity
and identification will be different from pure wiidl communities. In VTCIs identifications on
the virtual community will extrapolate from idenditions from the physical communrify
However, techniques for personal identificationhivitthe communities can appear in VTCIs.
For instance, Blanchard and Markus identified sahvieentification techniques such as including
signature files or “a witty quote or pun at the efid post™ Since, communications constraints
are the same in VTCIs as in any other type of &lrtcommunity, it can be expected that
members of VTCIs will use similar identificatiorcteniques.

Finally, the last SOC dimension is ‘relationshifelationship with specific members
refers to the development of relationships thatgwlack and forth from virtual to F2F. In a
VTCI the relationships coexists both online andind Potential members might know each

:; SeeSmithsupranote 5 (expanding on the role of such projectd@xico).
Id.
% SeeBlanchard & Markus supra note 1 at 9.
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other from the virtual communities or from F2F tilaships’® The relationship dimension
impacts the ‘trust creation’ process explained Wwelo

Sense of Virtual Community Processes

Blanchard and Markus explain how SOVC is manifestedugh social processes and
behaviors that the continued production of sociedcpsses leads to a feeling of online
community. That is to say, people initially engame social processes to achieve a goal. The
satisfying feeling generated by the processes eages further participation in the virtual
community. This continued production creates th&/G@hat maintains the virtual community.
Markus and Blanchard identified three social preessthe exchange of support, creation of
identities, and production of trust. These procesalso adopt particular characteristics for
VTCIs. The following is a discussion on how theserial processes function on virtual
communities of immigrants.

The ‘exchanging support’ process refers to thénamge of informational and emotional
communications. Blanchard and Markus found thahevirtual community emotional support
was given privately either F2F or online. Howewaher studies have shown that public forums
are used to exchange emotional supfoRvidence from VTCIs have found that the Interset i
mainly used for exchange of informational commutieca That is, the information posted or
displayed on the web site mainly refers to topi€Ec@mmon interest to members. It can be
expected that emotional information be exchangadaly.””

The ‘creation of identities’ process, as the namggssts, refers to the processes
employed by members to identify themselves witthiea tommunity. As mentioned before, in
VTCIs members’ identity from the physical communityght be extrapolated to the virtual
community. That is, “identities are brought to tietwork (Internet) which help the users to find
their network identity by seeking congruencies tbaisted prior the entry into the virtual
space™® For instance, Mitra found that members of the dndcommunity tend to look for
familiar relationships when they access the bullebard. Moreover, when somebody responds
to such call a new connection is created.

The ‘production of trust’ process refers to thestworthiness assessment that members
do of other community members. Members can leaoutalhe trustworthiness of others by first
hand experience. However, trustworthiness can ladsassessed indirectly through references
from other members of the communtfy.

There are at least two factors that cause peopdetton a trustworthy manner in virtual
communities. When the network established on tiniali community extends to the physical
world members display a trustworthy behavfFor instance, a member on a virtual community
explained that he cared about what he posted bedasisriends (long-term relationships) were
members of the community too. Inconvenient postuignot only affect his relationship in the

% SeeRoberts at al supra note 55.

"t See Amanda Mitra/irtual Commoality: Looking for India on the Intestin D. BELL & B. M. KENNEDY, THE
CYBERCULTUREREADER, 676-694 New York: Routledge (2000).

2 SeeJoyce. Y.M. NipThe Relationship Between online and Offline ComtiamiThe case of the Queer Sisters
26(3)MeDIA CULTURE & SOCIETY, (2004).

3 Mitra supranote 60 at 63.

"4 ROBERTPUTMAN, BOWLINGALONE New York: Simon & Schuster (2001).

> SeeBlanchard & Markusupranote 10 at 65-78.
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virtual community but also his long-term relatiomshwith his friends. That is to say, online
identification will be matched with a person in gloal settings. Therefore, people will be
careful to post trustworthy information. The secdactor is the communication to community
members about meetings held offline. For instamtanchard and Marku&® studied a pure
virtual community in its origins. Eventually, soroaline relationships moved to offline settings.
The online reports of offline meetings publicly peson the newsgroup enhanced the feelings of
trust. The close relationship between the physioaimunity and the VTCI allows greater levels
of trust’” When there is a dense network of social interactie potential costs for negative
behavior increas& A negative behavior from a member in the virtuainenunity will directly
affect his/her reputation in the physical world.eféfore, members are expected to display a
trustworthy behavior.

DIRECTIONSFOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Studying communities should include different Isvef analysis® The SOC Theof{
defines a community from the perspective of anviddial within the community. The theory,
therefore, studies communities at the individuakl&" As such, factors at different levels of
analysis that might influence the SOC have beendef from the theory. For instance, the
‘expected length of community residence’ (ELCR) mige a moderating factor. Glynn found
that the longer people intend to stay in a commyutiie larger their sense of commuriity.
Probably, people who think they will stay for a dpoperiod would be more involved in the
community: they will invest more (e.g. time, money)d therefore will feel a greater degree of
membership and emotional connection. In the oppasiy, people who think they will not stay
for a long period of time might not be interestadrivesting in the community. Rejection from
the community would have none or small effects o rejected member, since he/she will be
thinking to leave the community anyway. In a VTEVen if members decide not to participate
in the online community anymore they will still part of the physical community. Therefore,
rejection from the community will have serious cemqgences. It is important for future research
to investigate how the ELCR affects the SOVC dinmmsand social processes.

Communities can also be studied as a network atiogiships based on the theory of
social capital. This theory has been successfullgduto study physical as well as virtual
communities. Moreover, empirical studies have fowwitlence of the importance of social
capital in transnational communities of immigrafitsthe mobilization of social capital that

°d.

" SeeEtzioni & Etzionisupranote 26.

8 SeePutmarsupraat note 72.

9 See generally, John Hughey, & Paul Sp&awmmunity, Sense of Community, and NetworlsTHOLOGICAL
SENSE OFCOMMUNITY (A. T. Fisher, C. C. Sonn &ISHOP, eds., New York 20025eePatricia Tolan, Fern
Chertok, & Lenoard A. Jason (199®esearching Community Psychology: Issues of TrewthyMethods
Washington, DC: MERICAN PSYCHOLOGICALASSOCIATION

8 seeMcMillian & Chavissupranote 11.

81 SeeHughey & Speesupranote 77.

82 SeeTJ Glynn,Psychological Sense of Community: Measurement aptication34(9) HIMAN RELATIONS
JOURNAL789-818, (1981).

8 See e.g., Anita Blanchard & Tom Horsirtual Communities and Social Capital, 16(3) SOCBEIENCE
CoMPUTERREVIEW 293-307 (1998)SeeHughey & Speesupranote 77 SeeMarleen Huysman & Volker Wulf.,
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occurs through these networks is manifested imptiical, economic and social influence that
transnational communities have in their hometowrt taeir host societ§ In terms of political
influence, a substantial number of transnationahroonities are turning to the Internet to
express their concerns and opinions about polititatters that concern their commurfityThe
economical influence of transnational communities anaterialize in different ways (e.g.
remittances) and has been increasingly discusstiliterature and the press . Social influence
establishes interpersonal ties to assist immigramthe adaptation process to urban life in the
host country’® Social resources such as information about shedteployment opportunities,
health care, and social services are accessedgthitiese social networks. Interpersonal ties
have also facilitated reintegration upon returth community of origifi’ Diverse perspectives
can be used for a comprehensive study of transraticommunities. Expanding the social
capital theory to VTCIs would greatly increase anderstanding of this type of community.
Finally, as all research, studies discussed iniwedivo of this paper might present
methodological limitations that need to be cargfulbnsidered both when interpreting their
findings, and in designing future studies. Firsine studies report the presence of a SOVC, but
lack of a formal approach to examine the presemdeadings of sense of community in online
settings. For instance, R&breports the existence of a SOVC in Indian Netwbrk, he does not
present empirical evidence to support his claimco&d, the main research methodology
employed in the studies reviewed is the case stilfyough this approach is appropriate for the
study of communities a mixed research approactatsanbe used to understand the “overlapping
facets of a phenomenofiflike in the case of offline and online communiti®$n addition, use
of multiple data sources (e.g. off/online intervggwocus groups, offline/online community
observation) to strengthen the validity of a caselysis rare’* Third, to study “how SOVC
develops requires longitudinal observations ofudttsettlements over timé®.So far, empirical
research has dealt mainly with communities at @ifpgoint in time. Longitudinal studies are
needed to understand how the SOVC evolves. Fauhkt of the studies show successful virtual
communities (an exemption is the work by AdamssTitiplies that findings might be biased to
optimistically assume that all TCIs can leveragermation and communication technologies to
create successful VTCIs. Future research shouldaidentify causes of failure.

Social Capital and Information Technology: Curréebates and Research$ocIAL CAPITAL ANDINFORMATION
TECHNOLOGY 1-15 (M. Huysman & V. WULFThe MIT Press 20045eePutnansupranote 72.

84 SeeXochitl BadaMexican Hometown AssociatioBOTIZEN ACTION IN THE AMERICAS (2003)SeeSmithsupra
note 5.

8 SeeDahan & Sheffesupranote 9.

8 SeeSmithsupra5. SeeRafael AlarconThe Development of Hometown Associations in theedrStates and the
Use of Social Remittances in Mexgohttp://www.thedialogue.org/publications/alarcon.pdf

87 SeeDavid S .Massey/nderstanding Mexican Migration to the UnitStates92(6) AJSIOURNAL 1372-1403
(1987).

% SeeV.K Raosupraat note 24.

89 SeeABBAS TASHAKKORI & CHARLES TEDDLIE, MIXED METHODOLOGY : COMBINING QUALITATIVE AND
QUANTITATIVE APPROACHES, 46 43, Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publicatip898).

% SeelIM ORFORD, COMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY. THEORY AND PRACTICE ,Wiley & Sons, New York, (1993ee
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DISCUSSION

This section includes the theory and practice iogpions of this paper in the study of virtual
communities.

Theoretical Implications

The theoretical implications of this research ideufirst, the sense of virtual community in
transnational communities of immigrants is simtiaithe SOC in the physical community. The
interaction between a physical community and aualrtcommunity that is geographically
dispersed but linked by a common history, allowsniers to extrapolate the SOC from the
physical community to the virtual community.

Second, online transnational communities of immgadisplay the dimensions of the
SOVC as described by Blanchard and Markus. Howehese dimensions differ from those
observed in pure virtual communities. That eelings of membershare understood as a natural
consequence of the affiliation with the physicamoounity. Members show their commitment
to the online community based on their shared walltwalues and historyeelings of influence
are experienced in two ways: 1) members who hageesat deal of influence in the physical
community also have an important role in the virtaeammunity; 2) rules in the physical
community influence members’ online behaviour. @evibehaviour in these settings has more
serious consequences than in pure virtual comnasnifiheintegration and fulfilment of needs
are satisfied by the exchange of emotional supfluesed on shared experienceShared
emotional connectiondo not develop from scratch in VTCIs. They are suleof a shared
history (e.g. migration process), and interaction shared events in the physical TCI
Identification is extrapolated from the physical community to thketual community.
Relationship with specific membeasexists both online and offline.

Third, the social processes in VTCIs are also dbffe from those observed in pure virtual
communities. In particular, the dual form of thersounity (physical and virtual) facilitates the
creation of identityand theproduction of trusprocesses. Members bring their identity from the
physical community to the online space. In additimembers assess the trustworthiness of other
members through the extended network of membe@ndroffline. In terms of thexchange of
supportprocess, it can be expected that VTCIs will digpteore informational than emotional
communication. The physical community allows for FF2anteraction where emotional
communication can be held privately.

Finally, this paper enriches the literature on uattcommunities by drawing theoretical
guidance from the fields of transnational studied migration studies.

Contributionsto Practice

Communities of Immigrants have social, economic palitical effects in both the host
and the home count®.From the home country perspective, migrants cae aa effect on the
local political and economical situation. The p@tean of the home country towards its migrants

9 SeeYossi ShainThe Mexican-American Diaspora's Impact on MeXitd(4) POLITICAL SCIENCE QUARTERLY
661-691, (1999).
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is shaped by factors such as reliance on emigemittances® Remittances provide home
countries with funds for local development. Devefemt can be either privatedirected to the
family staying in the home country or to public tihgions®® An online community of
immigrants allows migrants to literally see, thrbygjctures posted on web sites, what has been
done with the funds sent for local development.

The home country has vested interests when itsrelieremittances from its migrants and
will try to enhance in its migrants a national feglof membership. The importance of migrants’
remittances led to countries like Mexico, Israetl dtorea to take active steps to foster the
relationship between migrants and their home cguAtvVTCls are, therefore, a mean to
maintain the ties to the home country to develgemase of solidarity around a shared cultural
heritage. For instance, Mexico created in 199CPitmgram for Mexican Communities Abroad to
strengthen the relationship between migrants angiddeand developed a portal with links to
Mexican VTCls®

The migrants’ economic power influences not onlg ttomeland country’s economic
situation through remittances, but also influenttes political spher& For instance, migrants
can finance political candidates’ campaigns or fayrprofit organizations. Politicians running
campaigns in migrants’ host countries show the migpee of TCIs to homeland countries. The
VTCI's political influence can be seen when puldicums are used for denouncing political
corruption drawing the attention of government ages and forcing authorities to act. For
instance, a Web site from a Mexican community & t/6 denounced how a Mexican agency
refused to act against a person who damaged pofgperty. Members of the VTCI pressed the
Mexican government until the person paid for themages®®® Online communities of
immigrants have the advantage of allowing anonynarraunciation protecting the integrity of
the denouncer.

For the host country TCIs have an economic effé@ls can help migrants in the
adaptation process to their host coutfyEven though the evidence is not yet conclusive, it
seems that when migrants are assimilated to the dmstry their productivity increasé¥
Their assimilation to the labor force allows migsamo contribute to host country economic
growth®® Moreover, the likelihood that migrants become &lisucharge diminishes. In this
sense, the faster migrants assimilate to the resttey the lower the cost to the host country.
VTCIs can help in the assimilation process. Formgxda, a VTCI can inform migrants about

% SeeSmithsupranote 5.

% Seelbarra Mateos, MRemesas y Posibilidades de desarrollo Idi38 B CoTIDIANO 22-30, (2003).

% See Smith supra note SeeTorressupranote 28.
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9 SeeMark Graham & Shahram Khosra®eordering public and private in Iranian cyberspaltentity, politics,
and mobilization 9DENTITIES: GLOBAL STUDIES IN CULTURE AND POWER219-246, (2002)SeeShainsupra
note.SeeSmithsupranote 5.
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192 5eeGeorge J. Borjag;he Economics of Immigration, 32(4) JOURN#HECONOMIC LITERATURE 1667-1717
(1994).SeeGeorge Borjas, & Martha Tienda@he Economic Consequences of Immigratirience 235,645-651
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where to look for jobs and how to improve theirfimiency of the host country’s languatfé.
However, host countries can also see TClIs as atttoenigrants’ assimilation. The relationship
between the migrants and their home country ca® guispicions about the migrants’ allegiance.
Historically, there is evidence of host countriemsidering the cultural heritage of the migrants
to hinder their assimilatiof> When host countries openly reject the culturalithge of
migrants, migrants might feel the need to hidertlieks to their homeland in order to be
accepted in their new socief}f.

TCls also have social effects in both the host #@wedhome country. TCIs contribute to
the well being of all members of the community, sovho migrated and those who stayed
home. VTCIs give members an alternative to keegourch with others in the community
establishing a virtual bridge between the hosttaechome country. The social interaction helps
both parts of the community to participate in eamther’s life. This connection provides
members with a sense of commurlityThe feeling of belonging prevents depression aifsh
assimilation to the host countt}? VTCls display information about events of the gepdically
dispersed community’® Members of VTCIs, therefore, can keep track ofivitis of the
community regardless of their physical location.

The VTCI also serves as a social network complemmgmthysical social networks. For
instance, a woman found her sister, who she hademt in a long time, asking for help in a
public forum of a VTCEX In addition, VTCIs can help to foster understagdinetween
migrants and their children born in the host coun#TCI can show children the problems and
challenges faced by their migrant parents and ttbdaced by their families staying in their
homeland-** However, it is possible that not all social effeof VTCI are positive. For instance,
in a VCTI a member of the community, protected bg ainonymous nature of the postings,
posted an apparently unfounded rumor of inadegsexeial behavior of another community
membert'?> The rumor damaged the reputation and the soclatioeships of the accused
member. The social effect of VTCIs is an area tbatains open for further research.

In short, the impact of VTClIs in the social, pal#i and economic sphere in both the host
and the home countries should not be underestim&@edntries, such as Mexico, with high
levels of migration, relying on migrants’ remittaschave taken an active role to foster the
development of virtual transnational communitiesimmmigrants. It is still to be determined
whether host countries will see VTCIs as meansetp migrants in their assimilation process or
as a threat to assimilation.

Implicationsfor Public Policy
Host and homeland countries are concerned abouigiranms’ allegiance. Public policy
usually determines whether citizens should be abbto hold dual nationalities, to vote in more

104 SeeCardenesupranote 28.

195 SeeShainsupranote 91.
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than one country, or to fight in an army differérm the host country’s army® However,
public policy changes according to the circumstaran®d vested interests. For instance, Mexico
accepted dual citizenship in 1997 after assesdiegetonomical and political influence of
Mexicans living abroad** Similarly, Chinese migrant's status changed froaitars to patriotic
with a redefinition of the Chinese Public Policy.

Concerns about immigrants allegiance depends om#rabership model embraced by
the host country. There are conflicting models a@nmbership. On one hand, tk#izenship
model argues that a person can only be member of ondyrmation at a tim&® Within this
model, immigrants need to cut ties with their hamel country to get full membership in the
host country}” Countries following this model will see VTCls as @mpediment for full
immigrant adaptation. These countries will discgerahe existence of VTCIls. Governments
might even be tempted to monitor the activitie¥ ®Cls.

On the other handyost-nationalmodelsargue that a dual membership is possible.
When home countries have vested interests oneRkpatriates their membership model will lean
towards the post-national membership model. Migréend to be perceived as citizens who risk
their status and face diversity in the host coutttty

Homeland countries encouraging the relationshipvéet migrants want more than
fostering social ties. Homeland governments attetoptcontrol the influence of TCIE?
Governments are aware of the migrants’ involvenaent influence in the economy and politics
of the home countr{?! For this reason, governments and politicians viardevelop a close
relationship with TCIs to promote the idea thathbatre working towards the same goal,
diminishing the possibilities of TCI open oppositiG® In fact, there is evidence of current
efforts by governments to nurture their relatiopshith migrants through the implementation of
initiatives based on the provision of digital spafer community interactiof?> For example, in
2001, the Mexican government launched/lexicq a public initiative that seeks to bring the
country to the Information Society by reducing theital divide and increasing online access to
information and services related with educationpneeny, health and governméft. This
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initiative among other things included the estddrtient of an online space that supports the
creation and interaction of communities of migrafeésy. forums, chat room, and directory).
Although this initiative seems to hold considergimemise, so far, only a few communities have
become aware of it. The use of ICTs to link TClghim the host country and with their
homeland raises some questions that need to baleoed: What public policies do need to be in
place in order to foster TCls participation in tidispaces provided by the government? What do
governments need to learn from current uses ofaditgchnologies by VTCIs? How do VTClIs
function, develop and grow? How can ICTs be usedéet the communication and information
needs of communities abroad? How do online spadested to migrants can be transformed
into entities owned and managed by the principédrae—-migrants? To what extent can the
government use the Internet to strengthen poligeal economic ties with the members in the
diaspora?

But not only homeland countries have vested intsreslost countries might, for
example, foster VTCI for neocolonialist purposesgtdnts bring back to their home countries
more than money> They bring back “social remittance¥® That is “ideas, behaviors,
identities, and social capital that flow from redeg- to sending- country communitie§”. For
example, governments have actively fostered seoemittances through student's excharfde.
However, people from home countries might distpusigrams sponsored by the host country’s
government; social remittances are more effectiberwthey are delivered through family or
friendship relationship¥? The social remittances communicated through th€gTnight be an
incentive for host countries in favoring the soamluence of VCTIs on their homeland.

Finally, host countries might favor VTCI to facdie the immigrants’ adaptation process.
Homesick feelings are not uncommon on immigrantse $ooner migrants adapt to the host
country the sooner they will join the workfort& Within their TCI, migrants are not stigmatized
persons but accepted community memb&3he VTCI can become a place where migrants can
express their demands and get recognition. VTClhedp migrants to fulfill their psychological
needs without host countries spending resourceseldre, host countries embracing this model
will not consider VTCIs a threat. However, evenugb it seems countries are increasingly
leaning towards the post-national membership mdbeldegree to which a country accepts dual
citizenship varied® Moreover, host countries might establish differpablic policies towards
immigrants from different countriéd®
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CONCLUSION

Since the sense of community can take differemh$oin different communities, sense of
virtual community can also take different formsdifferent virtual communitie$®* We argue
that the specific characteristics of transnaticc@hmunities of immigrants make their virtual
communities different from other types of virtuainemunities. Drawing from past empirical
evidence from Transnational Studies as well asudirCommunity Studies, we evaluated how
the characteristics of virtual communities of imnaigts shape the dimensions, and the social
processes that lead to the development of a sdngetuiml community. Analysis of literature
suggests that the hybrid nature of virtual commesitof immigrants facilitates the
(re)production, expansion and reinforcement of asseof commonality across geographical
borders. In addition, this paper highlights thengigant role of the Internet plays in the lives of
migrants and those who stayed home. Understandatgirtual transnational communities have
unique characteristics can be helpful to groupsinofigrants in using information and
communication technologies effectively to fosternse of virtual community. People
experiencing a sense of community are more salisiith and more committed to the
community. This can significantly contribute to tlseiccessful continuation of the online
community. The challenge for researchers, theeefisrto understand how the diverse forms of
organization of immigrant communities online imp#we life of community members in the host
and home society.
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