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Abstract
Social media can benefit migrant communities in various ways since the sense of belonging and social inclusion have
increasingly been facilitated by online participatory activity over the last decade. However, participating in social media
requires not only physical thresholds such as access to internet‐connected devices but also intangible assets such as lin‐
guistic skills, education, and time. As these resources are not equally available to all members of society, social media
adoption differs depending on the users’ positioning. Within the intersectional framework, we explore how social circum‐
stances influence the social media use of female migrants from Vietnam. Research on migrants’ social media use rarely
focuses onmigrants’ multilayers of identities and intersectionality, nor does it zoom in on different (in)voluntary migration
routes within Asia (in contrast to South–North migration). Our case study focuses on two groups of Vietnamese female
migrants: those who had migrated to China but returned to Vietnam; and those who married Taiwanese men and still
live in Taiwan. Seventeen female migrants were interviewed about their migratory experience and social media use. Our
empirical data reveal that the social media use patterns of the Vietnamese female migrants are impacted by their inter‐
sectional identities of being female, (returned) migrants of a specific social class, ethnicity, education level, and age group.
Their use is steered by different motivations and often limited by social positioning but only seldom are social media used
as a channel to raise public awareness or to express migration‐related issues.
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1. Introduction

Social media can bring both advantages and disadvan‐
tages for users from diverse backgrounds all around the
globe. In particular, when it concerns migrants, commu‐
nication technology can provide them with new oppor‐
tunities to simultaneously engage in the public spheres
of the sending and the receiving countries, enforc‐
ing their sense of belonging in both places (Marlowe
et al., 2017). However, varying access levels to techno‐
logical devices and social media create different reali‐
ties for different social groups. Lack of access means

being less informed, and subsequently, having less
social power (Jakubowicz, 2007; van Dijk, 1995). Social
media’s powerful reach is a double‐edged sword that
can enhance social cohesion and inclusion of different
groups. However, it can also deepen and reinforce social
inequalities, “creating an uneven landscape of access
which can be influenced by economic status, literacy and
education levels, language barriers and age” (Kennan
et al., 2011, as cited in Marlowe et al., 2017, p. 88).
However, whenmigrants are studied, they are often clas‐
sified in rigid legal categorisations, and the wider con‐
text such as class, gender, ethnicity, and marital status
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is ignored in understanding their movement (Erdal &
Oeppen, 2018).

Similarly, scholarship on migrants’ social media use
rarely focuses on the migrants’ multilayers of identities
and migratory experiences that shape and inform such
use.Media scholars have identified how socialmedia use
can contribute to the lives of female migrants (An et al.,
2020; Wu & Phung, 2017), but as yet, studies have not
focussed on how differences, such as social and eco‐
nomic position, gender, age, ethnicity, digital literacy,
amongst migrants influence their use. How does the
migrants’ position in the host society foster or dissuade
their social media participation? Is their migratory moti‐
vation a factor of influence? And do themigrant’s gender
and the gendered roles in their residing location impact
their use? In sum, how domultiple identities such as gen‐
der, class, race, ethnicity, and others affect the outcome
of their social media participation? Vietnamese female
migrants (VFMs) to East Asia present an interesting case
study because of their diverse migration routes, the mul‐
tifaceted dimensions of their migratory experience, and
the (intra‐Asia) hierarchical power relations between the
host society and themselves. Anchoring in the concept of
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Yuval‐Davis, 2011), we
unpack and compare the complex identities of the VFMs,
whomigrated to either China or Taiwan, and analyse how
their positionalities influence their social media partici‐
pation and the social inclusion in their residing location.
In doing so, this article contributes to the intersection of
media, migration, and gender research in an understud‐
ied geographical region (Piper & Lee, 2016). We argue
that social media can weaken social cohesion to a cer‐
tain extent because the VFMs’ varied social positionings
and physical locations can limit their social media par‐
ticipation. At the same time, social ties in real life and
the women’s own agency can also counter some bar‐
riers created by social media’s ecology. Obviously, the
use of smartphones and social media can also facilitate
migration during the journey and after the arrival at the
host country to keep in touch with the home nation
(Eriksen, 2020).

In our study, 17 in‐depth interviews conducted
with VFMs give voice to their narratives and provide
insight into their choices regarding social media use.
The collected data further the understanding of different
migrant groups’ social media adoption, i.e., the VFMs to
East Asia. Additionally, the article answers Huang’s (2020,
p. 78) call to extend scholarship beyond the “linear and
one‐way migration from less developed to more devel‐
oped countries” and explore female migration in the
South–South pattern, which has developed significantly
lately (Cheng, 2021; Grillot, 2011).

2. FemaleMigration from Vietnam to China and Taiwan

The VFMs in this study migrated to China and Taiwan
for various voluntary and involuntary reasons, yet their
experience cannot be described as just one or another

but should be understood on the spectrum of voluntari‐
ness and involuntariness. Forced and voluntary migra‐
tion exists as a continuum of experience, where the
“voluntariness’’ fluctuates, and the labelling is problem‐
atic because it cannot capture the concept compre‐
hensively (Erdal & Oeppen, 2018). The continuum of
migratory experience of the VFMs to China is illustrated
through their journey: They voluntarily wish to migrate
for better employment opportunities—but not for mar‐
riage purposes. Understanding this wish ofmanywomen
from rural areas, especially the young and naïve, human
traffickers deceive them by promising a good “clean” job
in China (not involving prostitution) and later sell them
to brothels or Chinese families looking for wives for their
sons. The VFMs’ voluntary position becomes involuntary
once they find out that they will remain in China and be
forced to marry or engage in sex work.

On the other hand, the VFMs to Taiwan in this study
sought tomigrate primarily for marriage, which for many
was the result of mutual love, but for some, the legit‐
imate ticket to improved employment prospects and
economic stability. Even though these were “voluntary’’
decisions, many migrated to Taiwan because they had
no better choice at home. Arguably, their social circum‐
stances compelled them to marry transnationally, so
some level of “involuntariness” is embedded in their
“voluntariness.’’ Thus, these two groups possess differ‐
ent levels of agency at different points in their migration
and (re‐)settlement process, continually moving on the
spectrum between the passive and active, voluntary and
involuntary extremes. In this study, the VFMs who went
to China returned to Vietnam and underwent a differ‐
ent (re‐)integration process than those who migrated to
Taiwan. As Vijeyarasa (2010) pointed out, this reintegra‐
tion process is largely influenced by the Vietnamese gen‐
der norms and hegemonic discourse about female emi‐
gration, resulting in the re‐stigmatisation of returnees.
Both groups are VFMs, but their migration motiva‐
tions differ and conflate at several points. By recog‐
nising and analysing these different kinds of subjectivi‐
ties, we can avoid “attributing fixed identity groupings
to the dynamic processes of positionality and location
on the one hand and the contested and shifting politi‐
cal construction of categorical boundaries on the other”
(Yuval‐Davis, 2006, p. 200). This study includes both
routes to demonstrate, on the one hand, that the VFMs’
projects of belonging are situated and multi‐layered
(Yuval‐Davis, 2011) and, on the other hand, that inter‐
sectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) can influence each individ‐
ual’s social media use, according to the VFM’s position‐
ing in their specific context. As an analytical framework,
intersectionality offers a comprehensive understanding
of a person’s identity through the combination of social,
political, and cultural identities and how such amalgama‐
tion results in discrimination or privilege in a person’s life.
The next sections briefly describes the migration trends
and contextualise the VFMs’ multiple identities and the
oppression dynamics that some face.
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2.1. Vietnamese Female Migration to China

China ended its one‐child policy in 2016 because of the
social consequences it caused, namely abandonment
of baby girls, gender‐selective abortion, a skewed sex
ratio, a growing number of bachelors, and an ageing
population (Foundation Scelles, 2019; Lhomme et al.,
2021). With a surplus of approximately 31.64 million
men (Lhomme et al., 2021), female trafficking from
South‐East Asia (SEA) and Vietnam to China has become
prevalent in recent decades (Foundation Scelles, 2019,
p. 456; Stöckl et al., 2017). However, there is limited
data because of its irregular patterns and unregistered
movement. Vietnam reported 9,142 trafficked persons
from 2006 to 2015 (Van Nguyen et al., 2020), and
between 2008 and 2016, 8,366 trafficked persons have
since returned to Vietnam (International Organization
for Migration, 2016), although the real number could
be much higher. An estimated 80% of trafficked cases
are to China (Blue Dragon, 2021), and there are immea‐
surable undocumented Vietnamese marriage migrants
(Su, 2013). The Chinese Xinhua News Agency indicates
that there are over 100,000 VFMs married to Chinese
men (Wei, 2020). Although we acknowledge that female
migration to China is not always related to involuntary
trafficking and can involve loving relationships, the first
group of participants in this study consists of VFMs who
returned to Vietnam after a forceful, unhappy migratory
experience in China.

2.2. Vietnamese Female Migration to Taiwan

The success of Taiwanese family planning has brought
the fertility rate down to one of the lowest birth rates
in the world, about 1.2 births per woman (Worldometer,
2020). Due to the societal progress that made Taiwanese
women remain single longer to strive for careers in the
cities, Taiwanese men from rural areas have difficulty
finding a life partner (Bélanger & Wang, 2012; Wang,
2010). Hence, Taiwan has attracted VFMs as marriage
migrants through commercial matchmaking since the
early 90s. “Globalisation and unequal economic devel‐
opment between countries are the major forces driv‐
ing these international marriages” (Wu & Phung, 2017,
p. 380). However, in the last decade, education and eco‐
nomic exchange between Vietnam and Taiwan has diver‐
sified the backgrounds of the VFMs who emigrate to
Taiwan. Nowadays, Vietnamese women and Taiwanese
men can meet organically in professional and educa‐
tional settings, resulting in marriages of choice. The total
number of VFMs in Taiwan, as of January 2021, is 155,942
(Ministry of Interior, 2021), and they remain the largest
group of marriage migrants from SEA in Taiwan (Cheng,
2021). The second group of participants in this article
includes VFMs who have married Taiwanese men and
currently reside on the island.

2.3. Intersectionality of Vietnamese Female Migrants

Marriage migration from Vietnam to China and Taiwan is
highly gendered (Bélanger & Wang, 2012; Blue Dragon,
2021; Cheng, 2021; Grillot, 2011); this female migra‐
tion flow is crucially affected by gender structures, cul‐
tural systems, and national power relations between the
countries: Certain Taiwanese men wish to marry women
from a poorer country to feel “superior” (Bélanger
& Wang, 2012) and similarly, numerous Chinese men
seek wives who are submissive, docile, and obedient
to maintain the gendered dynamics (Lhomme et al.,
2021). Confucian tenets are deeply rooted in Vietnam
(Vijeyarasa, 2010); these tenets are also highly appre‐
ciated in China and Taiwan. These two destinations
also attract female migrants from Vietnam because of
so‐called marital hypergamy (Bélanger & Wang, 2012).
Since Chinese/Taiwanese men in rural areas and with
few financial resources struggle to find a local spouse
who is interested in marrying “up,” they resort to looking
for partners from countries with lower economic power,
where the “bride price” is deemed cheaper (Bélanger &
Wang, 2012; Lhomme et al., 2021).

VFMs’ intersectional identities, particularly gender,
class, origin, and ethnicity, construct the power structure
and inequalities that determine and impact their migra‐
tory experience and their social media participation, as
will be shown further. Firstly, VFM’s migratory experi‐
ence is gendered because of the female deficit in China
and Taiwan. The VFMs were able to migrate because of
their female biological ability to perform reproductive
labour and the necessary social reproduction to main‐
tain and regenerate society, e.g., childrearing, house‐
work, and sustaining familial and kinship ties (Constable,
2009; Piper & Lee, 2016). Secondly, intermeshed with
the gender aspect, the age of the VFMs is also an impor‐
tant attribute since their movement was to boost pop‐
ulation growth in the destinations. Hence, they often
migrate and are only welcomed while being of childbear‐
ing age. Thirdly, their social background,which ultimately
ties to class division, guides their migration motivation.
Many VFMs come from less developed areas without
employment prospects. Hence, migration to a wealth‐
ier country means opportunities for economic improve‐
ment. Migrating involves using resources that are not
equally available to all, so in the cultural context of
Vietnam, where migration for women is often related to
marriage, transnational marriage migration poses a logi‐
cal pathway for VFMs to go abroad. However, as “people
are not scattered randomly along the different axes of
power of different social divisions” but “tend to concen‐
trate in a specific location of another one” (Yuval‐Davis,
2006, p. 200), the areas where the VFMs come from
are often located in rural and mountainous terrains
of Vietnam where a large number of ethnic minorities
are concentrated. Here, different axes of power emerge
between the two groups: For VFMs migrating to China,
ethnicity presents a dimension in their social difference,
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as over 60% of trafficked women in Vietnam are from
ethnic groups (Blue Dragon, 2021), while these groups
account for only 15% of the Vietnamese population; for
VFMs migrating to Taiwan, most belong to the Kinh eth‐
nicity (85% of the population) and often originate from
southern Vietnam. The local kinship tradition of valuing
both maternal and paternal sides as a social expectation
acts as a driver and duty for them to migrate in search
of better living conditions not only for themselves but
also their family members (Tang et al., 2011). These two
groups of VFMs each hold distinctive social particulari‐
ties, yet both undergo forms of oppression because of
gender subordination, racial hierarchy, and class division,
situated within particular social norms and local belief
systems. Other studies have shown that power works to
suppress female migrant groups through manifestations
in policies (Bonjour & de Hart, 2013; Cheng, 2021), social
and legal stigmas (Huang, 2020; Vijeyarasa, 2010), and
female body commodification (Bélanger & Wang, 2012;
Wang, 2010). The significance of intersectionality lies pre‐
cisely in criticising how power works through multiple
layers and affects collectivities and communities differ‐
ently (Yuval‐Davis, 2011).

3. Social Media Use and Social Cohesion

Social media as a form of communication plays an impor‐
tant role in connecting and maintaining transnational
linkages in personal, familial, and professional relation‐
ships. A variety of social media platforms have bur‐
geoned to cater to their respective customer bases and
have become critical communicative technologies for
individuals to feel connected and like they belong, espe‐
cially amongst “migrant communities whose lives are
often characterised by multi‐scalar relations and attach‐
ments across multiple forms of identity” (Marlowe et al.,
2017, p. 87). For people from migrant backgrounds, a
sense of belonging can be forged through localised social
interactions, which are increasingly online nowadays,
and can enhance the social cohesion of the society to
which they migrate. As the media stands guard to social
power (van Dijk, 1995), with the major shift to digital
communication, access to social media becomes funda‐
mental in being heard and included in the wider society.
Constructing and maintaining social cohesion becomes
inherently synchronous with social media usage.

Although social media and digital communications
present an exciting new reality of connectivity for
migrant communities, the question of access and subse‐
quent inclusion into the (online) society has been raised
by previous research (Jakubowicz, 2007; Marlowe et al.,
2017; van Dijck, 2013). Firstly, scholarship has pointed
out that online communities are often based around
a shared ethnicity or particular social group (An et al.,
2020; Willem & Tortajada, 2021; Wu & Phung, 2017),
so it is unclear whether social media can facilitate inter‐
actions beyond limited circles and create linkages that
are socially cohesive within a new community. Secondly,

uneven access to digital technologies and social media
resources can enhance the “digital divide” (Dekker &
Engbersen, 2014) and amplify the existing social divisions
within society (Marlowe et al., 2017). Various attributes
such as gender, ethnicity, linguistic skills, class, and
media/digital literacy can act as direct or indirect barriers
to, or enhancers of, the online space for many (Dekker &
Engbersen, 2014; Le & Nicolaisen, 2021; Marlowe et al.,
2017). Thirdly, the sense of belonging generated by social
media for migrants is to be understood in terms of their
situated positions. All these critical questions need to be
taken into account when examining the nexus of social
media use andmigrant communities: Several factors and
overlapping identities determine the use habits of the
social groups under discussion.

In the context of VFMs in Taiwan, where the quality
of life is deemed better than in Vietnam and access to
the internet and digital devices is extensive, it is linguis‐
tic skills that tend to present a barrier to participation in
the public sphere. Apart fromwomanly duties of bearing
and rearing children, VFMs and marriage migrants from
SEA also have to spend extra time studying Mandarin
in evening classes, if their husband and in‐laws allow
(Hsia, 2015). This might give the impression that VFMs
who have returned to Vietnam from China would have
an easier time reintegrating without the language bar‐
rier, but they face a different kind of dilemma. Social
stigmaequates themigration ofwomenwith prostitution
(Vijeyarasa, 2010), making it difficult for them to return
to their place of origin. Some VFMs are denied member‐
ship of the local community because they are believed
to have “prostituted themselves” in China (Ng et al.,
2021). Furthermore, as social media adoption and mean‐
ingful use are deeply class‐based in Vietnam, most citi‐
zens present in this online space are younger, educated
urbanites (Le & Nicolaisen, 2021), in contrast to many
VFMs who come from rural areas with less education.
Thus, understanding the VFMs’ adoption of social media
requires one to appreciate their gendered, racialised, and
classed social relations of their specific positions.

4. Method

We conducted qualitative in‐depth interviews to gain
insights into the VFMs’ social media use and the fac‐
tors that influence their frequency of use. Seventeen
Vietnamesewomen agreed to participate: 12 VFMs resid‐
ing in Taiwan and 5 in Vietnam. The discrepancy between
the two groups is due to the difficulty of accessing
the VFMs to China, as their migratory experience had
been traumatic and the NGO that cooperated with the
study could only provide a limited number of contacts,
those they deemed stable enough to be interviewed.
We acknowledge that the choice of this particular NGO,
one which assists returnees, may have influenced the
profile of the participants for this study; however, this
was the most appropriate way to conduct the research
since the NGO acted as an extra screening layer to
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minimise distress for participants. Empirical data for this
group is extremely limited and difficult to gain access to
(see also Stöckl et al., 2017), hence the limited sample
size. However, the data is rich: The women from both
groups have diverse backgrounds and were different in
age, socio‐economic situation, employment status, and
education level (Tables 1 and 2).

All interviews were conducted by Linh Le‐Phuong,
who is a native speaker of Vietnamese. The phone and
face‐to‐face interviews lasted between one and a half to
six hours, where five VFMs in Taiwan invited the inter‐
viewer to stay longer at their restaurant/home to allow
the interview to be held while the interviewee was work‐
ing. The participants’ daily activities were observed, and
toward the end of the interviews, once trust was built,
the answers became more extensive. Before interview‐
ing the participants, the interviewer also “added” them
as “friends” on their respective social media platform
to develop a positive relationship necessary for trust‐
building (DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).

The VFMs to China were recruited through an NGO
in Vietnam that worked with survivors of trafficking.
The VFMs to Taiwan were recruited through the existing
social network of Linh Le‐Phuong: Once a key gatekeeper
participant was identified, the rest of the sample was
selected using snowball sampling. Five cities in Taiwan
(Kaohsiung, Taichung, Taipei, Tainan, and Taoyuan—

cities with a relatively high number ofmarriagemigrants)
and one city in Vietnam (Hanoi) were selected for the
interviews between October 2019 and February 2020.
The Ethics Committee of KU Leuven University approved
the study’s ethical protocol on 4 October 2019 (Dossier
No. G‐2019 09 1749).

The interviews were semi‐structured with generic
and specific questions. Before asking about the VFM’s
experience with social media, the author asked about
their background and migration journeys. The next part
concentrated on the current situations and VFM’s future
aspirations. These two parts acted as a “warm‐up” sec‐
tion before the questions about their social media use.
Finally, the participantswere asked to describe any issues
they might have had when participating in social media
and if such platform(s) could be the space for them to
voice collectively as a community of (returned) female
migrants. Because the women’s own narratives were
essential, we examined their understanding of the topic
and the reasoning behind their actions. A compensa‐
tion of VND 500,000 (20 euros) was offered in appreci‐
ation of each participant’s time and effort. This was not
revealed before the interviews to avoid it being the sole
motivation for participation which may have resulted in
biased answers.

The method deployed takes both characteristics of
thematic analysis (Fugard & Potts, 2019) and grounded

Table 1. Basic socio‐economic information of the VFMs to Taiwan (n = 12).
Age 25–40 4

Over 40 8

Ethnicity Kinh (majority of Vietnamese) 12

Employment Status Support husband’s family business 1 Only one without an outside job; six support husbands’
businesses while working

White‐collar job 7
Blue‐collar job 4

Education Did not finish high school 2
High school 4
Bachelor degree 5
Master’s degree 1

Table 2. Basic socio‐economic information of the VFMs to China (n = 5).
Age 25–30 4

Over 30 1

Ethnicity Kinh 3
Other 2

Employment Status Self‐employed 3 Combined with pregnancy and childcare
White‐collar job 1
Blue‐collar job 1

Education Did not finish secondary school 1
High school 3
Bachelor degree 1
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theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). As an induc‐
tive method, grounded theory prevents preconceptions
and allows room for new information and insight, while
thematic analysis can “provide a rich and detailed, yet
complex account of data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78).
While the data collection and transcriptions were going
on, thematic analysis was applied to locate the gen‐
eral themes within the answers. Following Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis (famil‐
iarisation with data during the transcribing, initial cod‐
ing, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining
and naming themes, and producing the report), over
500 pages of transcriptions were coded line by line and
categorised into a set of themes and sub‐themes. After
three rounds of coding informed by the theoretical con‐
cepts of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Yuval‐Davis,
2011) and social cohesion (Jakubowicz, 2007), the most
relevant themes were generated and analysed.

5. Findings

Our findings show that all the VFMs use different social
media platforms with a range of frequencies and diverse
goals. The selected platforms are specific to their loca‐
tions, i.e., VFMs in Vietnam use a local version of
Facebook called Zalo while VFMs in Taiwan use LINE, a
popular Taiwanese social networking app. Both groups
use Facebook and other platforms, such as Instagram,
WeChat, Viber, and YouTube, which tend to be less popu‐
lar among these participants. To protect the participants’
privacy, we use pseudonyms throughout this article, and
all quotes have been translated from Vietnamese to
English by Linh Le‐Phuong. Table 3 details the social con‐
text of the interviewees referred to in this article.

Our analysis reveals two emerging patterns relating
to social media use amongst the VFMs that are influ‐
enced by their intersectional identities of being female,
(returned) migrants of a specific social class, ethnicity,
education level, and age group. The VFMs all use social
media for different purposes but seldom as a channel to

express opinions and sentiments about perceived injus‐
tices or opportunities to a wider public.

5.1. Minimum and Reduced Use of Social Media and
Reasons Behind Limited Use

Using social media requires various resources which are
not equally available to all the VFMs, and many factors
can reduce their ability to use social media in a mean‐
ingful way, i.e., for voicing migration‐related issues they
may encounter in their daily lives and/or being included
in the larger communities at their place of residence.
One resource that seems to be particularly scarce for the
VFMs of both groups is time. All of the participants in
the study are employed, one way or another, to different
degrees: Many VFMs in Taiwan also provide support for
their husband’s family businesses while sustaining their
own jobs, and those in Vietnam combine freelance work
with childcare and maternity leave.

Anh‐Lan is a mother of two who works on an ad‐hoc
basis as a Vietnamese language teacher and an inter‐
preter in a Taiwanese court, but she also helps at her hus‐
band’s restaurant in a bustling central district of Taipei.
Contact with Anh‐Lan prior to the interview was rushed
and patchy due to her busy schedule. During the inter‐
view, Anh‐Lan had no problems sharing her perspectives
about her social media use, which, as she described it,
was limited to the minimum:

I don’t have anything updated on my Facebook.
I have it mainly to keep my friends’ contacts and
be reminded of their birthdays [laugh]. It’s useful
that way, like a phonebook with notes….Very rarely
I would post something, but just for people to know
that I am still using this Facebook.

Anh‐Lan adds that she is the primary caretaker of the
two sons, and without explicitly mentioning gendered
responsibility as a wife andmother, she explains her posi‐
tion as follows:

Table 3. Social background of participants referred to in this article.

Age Children Working for Husband’s Business Employed Location

VFMs to China
Le‐Tham 32 1 No Full‐time Small city
Kieu‐Ly 26 1 No Freelance Small city
Khuy‐Cai 29 1 No Ad‐hoc basis Rural area

VFMs to Taiwan
Hai‐Ly 42 2 No Full‐time Taipei City
Anh‐Lan 36 2 Yes Ad‐hoc basis Taipei City
Hai‐Van 36 3 Yes No Taichung City
Tran‐Mac 45 2 Yes Full‐time Taichung City
Tao‐Loan 42 2 No Full‐time Taoyuan City
Hang‐Nga 30 0 No Freelance Taipei City
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I can never take a full‐time job because I need to care
for the boys. Do you know how many rides to school
and extra activities per week there are? And all the
cooking and housework, and the shop. The kids don’t
see me so much in a day, so I prefer not to be on my
phone when they are around. So, tell me, where do
I find the time to be online?

Unlike Anh‐Lan, who works outside of home sometimes,
Hai‐Van only works for her husband’s logistics business
at home. She is the primary carer for three children
and her parents‐in‐law, who live close by. Hai‐Van’s hus‐
band prefers that she work at home so she can easily
manage domestic tasks. Both Lan‐Anh and Hai‐Van met
their husbands organically, married andmigrated of their
own free will, yet the expectation to perform reproduc‐
tive labour as a woman (Constable, 2009; Piper & Lee,
2016) remains in their cases. As well as time constraints,
Hai‐Van also feels her language skills and origin make
her less able to fully participate on social media. She
explains and compares her position when speaking and
writing Chinese:

When a white person from the US or the UK makes a
grammar mistake and speaks with an accent, people
here say “Oh, that’s cute.”Whenwe [VFMs]make the
same mistake, the locals show a cynical attitude and
say that “It’s incorrect, it’s funny.”

Amplifying the discourse about VFMs in Taiwan,
Hai‐Van’s story reveals a clear social hierarchy in this soci‐
ety where whites are considered “superior others” (Lan,
2011) and marriage migrants, especially the ones from
the “third world,” are inferior (Bélanger & Wang, 2012).
Hai‐Van mainly uses social media for news updates from
friends and family back in Vietnam. According to her,
there is little need to be updated about her Taiwanese
circles because her closed domestic situation does not
foster many external relationships. Her usage reflects
the domestic nature of her everyday life.

Another participant, Hai‐Ly, whose marriage was a
“love marriage” in her words, works as a reporter for the
Vietnamese community in a large radio station in Taipei.
Hai‐Ly’s job allows her to be flexible with childcare, as
long as she has the recordings ready for airtime. She
is a well‐known figure in the Vietnamese community in
Taiwan. As affluent as Hai‐Lymight be, she still thinks that
her linguistic skills are looked down upon by locals:

Our accent and “mouth position” are different from
the Taiwanese. I have been here more than 20 years,
and they still point it out when I speak. So, I ammore
confident using socialmedia in Vietnamese. I still post
in Chinese though, just not as often.

The language barrier, associated with origin and nation,
does recede for some VFMs who have returned to
Vietnam. However, for others, the problem of time, inter‐

twined with social class, is more prominent. After almost
two years in China, Le‐Tham escaped to Vietnam from
the brothel into which she had been sold. Due to the
social stigma that associates VFMs with women who
have taken up prostitution by choice, she first went to
the shelter in Hanoi to distance herself from “vulgar com‐
ments by neighbours” and later moved to work in a fac‐
tory a few hours from home:

I work a 12‐hour shift every day. After coming home,
I can only have a shower and sleep. I have no time to
surf Face[book]….At the textile factory, we have only
Sunday off, when there are a lot of orders, and then
we continue working without a day off. Twelve hours
a day for the whole month or more….They already
allocated the work for the factory staff; I can’t take
a day off. I have to work.

Le‐Tham’s extended working hours is the reality lived by
thousands of garment factory workers in Vietnam who
supply the global fast fashion chain. With such a sched‐
ule, she has no time to consume media products of any
kind. As she works in a different town, she prefers spend‐
ing her free time video calling her teenage daughter who
lives in her natal village, where she cannot stay because
of the “malicious rumours.” Le‐Tham’s poor background
was the reason that compelled her to migrate for bet‐
ter employment: “I was young and naïve, suffering from
bereavement of my late husband who had passed away
just 10 days before my journey,” so she was deceived,
drugged, and sold to a brothel. She speaks of the “lost
years” in Chinawhere she could not generate any income
for herself or her family and is now determined to work
harder to make up for her daughter’s lack of material
means. The “time” factor often came up in the accounts
of many participants. A participant, Y‐Loan invited the
interviewer to her food shop in Taoyuan for the inter‐
view after lunchtime, or “peak hours” as she described
it. Despite this, during the interview, she was continu‐
ously having to prepare the food for the dinner shift and
was cleaning the shop while answering. Similarly, dur‐
ing a video call interview, Khuy‐Cai, a Tay ethnic who
was made to wed a Chinese man against her will but
managed to run away, did all the following: She fed her
two‐year‐old daughter, put her to sleep, collected and
chopped wood, and brought the wood to the house:

If I don’t do this when she sleeps, I have no other
time….My husband works far away; I am a mum and
a dad at the same time. If I don’t work one day, we
don’t eat the next day. So, I prioritise time for work,
childcare, and if any time is left, maybe some time on
Face[book].

The minimum or reduced media usage is not necessar‐
ily limited to the lack of financial resources, as shown in
the cases of VFMs to Taiwan, whose economic situations
are fairly comfortable. Their gendered responsibilities
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(limiting their time) and racial hierarchy situated in
the intra‐Asian power relations (as visible, for exam‐
ple, through differences in linguistic skills at speaking
standard Mandarin) may all hinder their social media
use. Nonetheless, financial means which links to social
class and time availability of the VFMs to China presents
a prominent obstacle for them to participate online.
For them, time is “the money that buys my daughter’s
milk” (Khuy‐Cai); hence, it should not be wasted on
social platforms.

5.2. Moderate to Frequent Use of Social Media and
Economic Reasons Behind It

Our findings suggest that social media platforms are
used more frequently by the interviewees if it is for
entrepreneurial purposes. However, this type of usage
requires more than just basic digital knowledge. For
instance, if a certain platform is used to sell goods, a
basic understanding of algorithms and keyword search
is crucial to maintain and boost sales. Attaining such
knowledge requires time, money, and effort, or in some
cases, financial resources if it implies hiring others. As a
founder of an organisation in Taiwan supporting mar‐
riage migrants in finding jobs, dealing with domestic vio‐
lence, and learning Chinese, Tran‐Mac is awell‐respected
figure in the community:

I use Facebook to post information for the foreign
marriage migrant community. But to be honest, my
assistant helps me a lot with the “fan page” of the
organisation. I barely do any hands‐on things with
the Facebook page; I’m often preoccupied with other
matters that keep the organisation growing, like giv‐
ing talks or interviews like this.

Having a Facebook fan page for her organisation,
Tran‐Mac also uses her personal accounts (Facebook,
LINE) to highlight immigration regulations and share
information with the community. She earns her salary
from the organisation and the Taiwanese govern‐
mental funding, which endorses immigrant spouses.
An Hoa‐ethnic from Vietnam, Tran‐Mac already spoke
Chinese before entering Taiwan, bolstering her partici‐
pation in the public sphere. However, this was not with‐
out difficulty at first. Because of Tran‐Mac’s Chinese pro‐
ficiency, police routinely asked her to be an informal
interpreter for VFMs who could not speak the language.
Yet her abusive ex‐husband did not let her use a tele‐
phone and forbade her to work since he feared that
she would run away, a common stereotype about VFMs
(Tang et al., 2011). Receiving countless beatings and see‐
ing other VFMs in the same position, Tran‐Mac started
her organisation and later a political party for female for‐
eign migrants after her divorce. The fact that Tran‐Mac
was prevented from accessing a phone and social media
can thus be traced back to her position as a woman
whose physical stature meant that her ex‐husband could

overpower her. He felt such entitlement to control her
physically because, in Tran‐Mac’s words, “he bought me
for $4,000.” Sharing a similar situation with Tran‐Mac,
Tao‐Loanwas forbidden to watch TV by her late‐husband
in fear that shewould learn Chinese and run away: “I was
so young and small. Less than 40 kilograms, can you
believe it? Now I am an elephant [laugh]. He couldn’t
beat me now.”

Tao‐Loan now has her own duck noodles shop
and uses Facebook to promote her business after
her late husband died in a car accident while intoxi‐
cated. Tao‐Loan describes the many hurdles to access
Facebook:

Without language, you are really confounded. OK,
I had a phone, but no internet. To get data, you need
to have a contract, which requires your ID, which he
kept away from me. Also, you need money to buy
the contract, where do I find the money? The two
daughters were my full‐time job: many problems,
no solution.

Tao‐Loan married and migrated to lift her birth family
out of poverty. She still regretted not being able to send
money back home during her first few years in Taiwan.
“Filial piety,” a tenet of Confucianism, requiring children
to take good care of their parents, compelled Tao‐Loan
to migrate. Therefore, she was more concerned about
remittance than setting up an internet contract to get on
social media.

Having had a traumatic experience in China, Kieu‐Ly
considers herself lucky because a police officer decided
to engage in a relationship with her despite his knowl‐
edge of her past. This is significant because of the over‐
whelming legal discourse regarding returnees as “socially
evil” people who get involved in sex work (Vijeyarasa,
2010). Kieu‐Ly states that she enjoys makeup and hairdo.
In her words, “beauty makes your husband love you,”
and she tries to stay beautiful “for him,” to keep him
around. The financial support he provided was critical,
allowing her to take the time to learn about e‐commerce
and start her business on social media:

Zalo and Facebook are the main channels that I use
to promote my products and also where the orders
come in. It took me some time to build the business
and learn the tricks of the trade when running adver‐
tisements on these platforms. I was dependent on
my husbandwhen the business started, but now I am
confident I canmake enoughmoney for all the house‐
hold bills.

Kieu‐Ly’s strategic navigation to make the best out of
her situation as a young woman allows her to stand
on her own feet. During the video call interview, she
breastfed her young daughter and answered queries
from customers online. Yet, when it concerns using
social media for both activist reasons and employment
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opportunities, the most frequent user is Hang‐Nga. She
has a YouTube channel with a significant number of sub‐
scribers (240,000, as of October 2021), and she also
works as a freelance MC for various Taiwanese shows.
On her YouTube channel, Hang‐Nga makes videos about
her daily life in Taiwan and interviews other VFMs about
their lifestyles. Inspired by her mother’s migration to
Taiwan, she started a YouTube channel to introduce a
different outlook of VFMs to the Taiwanese public; she
attracted so much attention that it became possible to
monetise the content. Hang‐Nga’s content also became
popular among the Vietnamese audience and is subtitled
in both languages. However, her circumstances are dif‐
ferent from other VFMs: Hang‐Nga came to Taiwan to
study at university through the support of her mother
as a domestic worker in Taipei. This sets her apart from
other participants who did not finish high school or had
to learn Chinese on top of their wifely duties as a spouse.
Hang‐Nga’s younger age and freer schedule allow her to
familiarise herself with the latest social media trends to
produce engaging content. Additionally, Hang‐Nga’s hus‐
band is a cameraman, thus her videos often come with
nice effects and correct lighting. Hang‐Nga’s advantages
are education‐ and class‐based compared to other VFMs,
which influences her frequent engagement with social
media: “I accredit my success to my mother’s migration
and hardwork, without which I would still remain a coun‐
tryside girl in the rural village where we come from.”

Hang‐Nga’s case portrays a clear contrasting picture
of how social context can enhance one’s social media
use, from one generation to the next. If her mother had
not become a labour migrant, Hang‐Nga would not have
been able to reach a social class that gave her the priv‐
ilege of time, language skills, higher education, flexible
yet stable employment, and subsequently the frequent
engagement on social media to bridge the VFMswith the
Taiwanese society.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

Returning to van Dijck’s (2013) work, “a culture of con‐
nectivity” is becoming more dominant and social media
is essential to engage socially both online and offline.
With its entry threshold lowering all the time, social
media is deemed to have the potential to build social
cohesion through the inclusion of individuals and inter‐
groups within society (Jakubowicz, 2007; Marlowe et al.,
2017). However, the cases in this study reveal that the
social media use of VFMs is situated and enhanced or
constrained by their various dimensions of difference.
As demonstrated, for some of the VFMs interviewed,
their identities can limit social media participation to
some extent because of the expectation that they per‐
form gendered responsibilities (Constable, 2009; Piper
& Lee, 2016), which reduces time to be online. When
they work and appear to be independent, many VFMs
choose towork in away that gives them flexibility so they
can be readily available to fulfil duties associated with

their female identity. This finding supports the work of
Villares‐Varela (2018), in which she found that migrant
women become entrepreneurs to advance their spouses’
careers while “conforming to class‐based norms of femi‐
ninity” (Villares‐Varela, 2018, p. 109). Additionally, being
physically smaller and easily overpowered also reduces
their access to resources that enable them to be on
social media.Moreover, racial origin puts them in an infe‐
rior position (Lan, 2011; Tang et al., 2011) and subdues
their sense of self when they face ridicule because of
their perceived accent, which leads to them using dig‐
ital platforms less often. When linguistic skills are not
the issue, in most cases, social class restricts VFMs’ avail‐
able time to be online due to the intensive working
schedule that is needed to support a family. This result
reflects those of Bonjour and Chauvin (2018), who con‐
tended that class can greatly influence (post‐)migrants’
everyday practices through its intersectionwith different
aspects such as ethnicity and race. In the same way that
the VFMs’ migratory experience is gendered, racialised,
class‐, and age‐based, their adoption of social media also
reflects these social imprints. That is not to say these
co‐constituted categories can limit the VFMs to partic‐
ipate online and cohere with the communities where
they reside without their agency. In multiple instances,
we show that some of the migrant women interviewed
actually use their positioning to negotiate their social
media use that benefits not only themselves but also
the VFMs’ community and their families. Tran‐Mac’s use
of the Taiwanese government’s funding to sustain her
organisation and hire an assistant to boost their visi‐
bility is a strategy that makes the most out of her cir‐
cumstances. This finding particularly echoes the results
from Cheng’s (2021) article on how Vietnamese immi‐
grant activists navigate and utilise the available fund‐
ing for the endorsement of SEA cultures to support and
empower their community. As migrants or even chil‐
dren of migrants and ex‐migrants, some VFMs find ways
to construct their identities online in their own defini‐
tions and are even able to benefit financially from these
online engagements. As social media platforms develop
and extend their influence from online to offline space,
the VFMs, as users, “‘negotiate’ whether and how to
appropriate them in their quotidian habits” (van Dijck,
2013, p. 6).

Anchored in Yuval‐Davis’s (2011) and Crenshaw’s
(1991) studies on intersectionality, this article argues
that different identities, such as gender, race, ethnicity,
social class, and age, can both enhance and weaken an
individual’s position within society and influence the rel‐
ative use of social media. Some participants (three in this
article), while bound by certain social, cultural, and his‐
torical contexts, were able to overcome the digital divide
to use social media to their best interests and also that of
those around them. In analysing the participants’ adop‐
tion of social media, we recognise that additional inter‐
sections can affect the VFMs’ life, migration, and social
media use outcomes, such as relationship status, digital
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literacy, and religion. Nevertheless, we focus on the
dimensions of difference that are most pertinent to the
article’s argument to reduce analytical complexity while
simultaneously attaining interesting insights. We encour‐
age researchers to include these extra dimensions in
future research on VFMs and migrants in general to pro‐
vide a richer understanding of their social media use.
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