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ABSTRACT
In recent years, the number of students studying abroad has been increasing rapidly. 

As such, they may need more information for their cultural adaptation or daily life 
use from diverse channels or sources. By conducting focus group discussions, this 
study focuses on examining the use of social media and its usefulness in everyday-
life information seeking (ELIS) among international students at the University of 

and information about friends for socialization emerged as key in their ELIS on 
social media. What is apparent, however, is that international students view  the 

life needs. 

Keywords: social networking site, online communication, information seeking, 

INTRODUCTION
As the economy develops and the conception of education changes, more and more students 

the host country and other people in the host country, all international students encounter 

of the host country, and certainly a strong sense of homesickness as well. To help them 
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of the host country. In addition, access to the latest news or information about their home 

environment. Therefore, gratifying the need for information seeking is essential, as it helps to 
secure a sense of belonging (Williamson & Roberts, 2010) and ensure a smoother and easier 
cross-cultural transition (Shoham & Strauss, 2008).

Generally, students, as do others,  acquire everyday-life information through a wide 

forms, which are typically restricted to the place of performance and limited in reach, social 
media is more robust as it serves to connect people across time zones and geographical 
boundaries via online common platforms, and are able to connect users who have the 
same interests or questions to share their lessons, opinions or experience by gathering and 
exchanging information, and giving feedback. The trend of utilizing this new media among 
students seems to be increasing daily, particularly among the students at higher levels of 

students living and studying overseas, through this platform, they can acquire or share 

the new environment and culture. 

students with the average ratio of 1:10, one of the highest proportions of international 

students from about 160 nations, studying in public and private higher education institutions 
as well as international schools (The Sun Daily

small number from Europe. 

a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic country. Therefore, it can be assumed that international 

acquire information through a wide range of sources, channels and platforms. However, 

among students seems to be increasing daily, particularly among the students at a higher 
level of education. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

between the students’ culture and the new culture increases the likelihood of intrapersonal 
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a lack of communication and interaction with local people may exacerbate cultural shock 

International students typically face challenges in adapting to the new environment. 

internal sense of well-being and how students cope with stress. The second one refers to 

Besides that, when moving to a new country, one of the most stressful issues for new students 

on the long-distance support of their families to help them cope with the new environment 

everyday contexts. The main categories of these questions are academic, transportation, 

to help them cope with the challenges they have experienced and resolve these issues with 
the help of information gleaned from their search.

international students: information needed, the environment and the seeker (personal factors) 

common behaviour among international students. As for the current study on everyday-life 
information seeking (ELIS) needs of international students, it is noteworthy that students also 
consider school and university to be essential to their social lives (Agosto & Hughes-Hassell, 

their new environment and tackle their daily problems in school and otherwise.
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(2010) found that international students experienced three main adaptation issues, namely 

of Lin’s study (2002) found that the advent of social media is improving communication and 

can be called a strategy and an outlet for broadcasting, while social networking is a tool 

media have audio and visual capabilities consisting of web-blogs, wikis, social bookmarking, 

capabilities to promote synchronous or asynchronous interactions and communication”. 
Generally, social media is computer-based technology that facilitates the sharing of ideas, 
thoughts, and information through the building of virtual networks and communities. Thus, 
this new media have the ability to improve regular communication channels.

and changes the way people search and obtain information. Another study examined the 

2004). Using social media can help international students adapt faster to the new country 
based on their environmental conditions, sociological factors, and psychological dispositions. 
social media helps facilitate adaptation and connecting with their new country and their home 

students’ ELIS in U.S. and results indicated that the main information categories for daily 

international students. However, only SNS were examined, not other social media.

ever larger number of users rely on social media for news, web searches, and entertainment 
or simply for spending time (Giannakos et al., 2012). Social media has provided people 
with convenient and rapid access to a wealth of useful information, such as breaking news, 
e-commerce, online shopping, references, or constructing and preserving their social circles, 

another for entertainment and private expression, checking public opinion, and seeking and 

in politics. Users frequently forward and share political news stories with friends, and often 
express their support for political candidates or parties through social media comments and 

and greater political awareness about their rights.
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because social media platforms are very useful in spreading information rapidly to a large 

are inclined towards using forums, social networks, microblogs or blogs, photo/video sites, 
and other platforms for purposes such as exchanging opinions, keeping in touch with friends, 

Using social media, people can now get a great deal of direct and up-to-date information. 

and that this media have altered people’s information seeking habits. The study showed 
that people have started using social media for a variety of information needs, such as 
breaking news, commerce and business, online references such as dictionaries, socialization, 
or making travel plans, as well as shopping, searching for medical information and advice. 

media platforms are be likely to be repositories for sports, weather, news, entertainment, 
retail advertising, commentaries, and so on.

As opposed to traditional media, social media  provides users with a wider variety of 
media contents and options. In mass communication studies, U&G theory, is considered 
one of the best models for studying the users’ underlying motives for media use (LaRose 

explore factors that contributed to a content-generation online community in the study 

The above-mentioned studies were concerned with the reasons and requirements of 
the media users. If we take reading the news as an example, people are thought to engage 

as entertainment, information skimming, interpersonal communication and information 

entertainment (LaRose, 2006). However, with students trend towards greater sharing in 
social media, as shown in a study in Singapore reveals that their behaviour is motivated by 

important reason why people consume the news is to obtain information.
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METHOD

both postgraduate and undergraduate students’ groups had six participants. The participants 

They will be asked whether they are willing to participate in this research or not. After they 
agreed, their contact number were taken to arrange the date, time and venue for the discussion. 

in the morning while the group of undergraduate students was at night. Both discussions 

minutes. Both discussions were audio recorded with the participants’ permission. Then it 
was transcribed, and shown to the participants for a member-check (i.e. participants verify 

 

FINDINGS

 
Table 1: Focus Group Participants

Postgraduate Nationality Discipline/are of study

China

Iran English as Second Language

China English as Second Language

China Analytical Chemistry

Iran

Iran

Undergraduate Nationality Discipline/are of study

UG1 China TESL

UG2 China Accounting

China Building Surveying

UG4 China TESL

Yemen Engineering

UG6 China Engineering 
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Information Seeking Ways/Sources

level, four of them said that they prefer using the Internet for seeking information online. The 
other two prefers participants stated that they prefer talking face-to-face with friends. As for 
undergraduate students, all six participants usually prefer using online sources, sometimes 

By comparing the top three most important information type for everyday-life use and 
the social media platforms used, the three types of information that were mentioned most 
frequently in the graduate group are information about homes and families, academic and 

about friends for socializing. 

Table 2: Important Information for Postgraduate Students

Top 3 important 
information

Social media 
platforms

Other 
Sources

1 Home & families SNS(QQ, WeChat) Skype

Academic
websites

2 Self-improvement

Academic YouTube
Health Call families

Chinese news

Research articles Library, 

websites
SNS(QQ, WeChat) Calls

4 Sports
(Netease mobile app)

Sina news

Sales

Khabar online, CNN, BBC
Skype, Viber, calls

Home & families Skype, Viber, calls
6 Academic Wikipedia

Home & families Calls
Home country news Yahoo! News, BBC,CNN
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Table 3: Important Information for Undergraduate Students

Top 3 important 
information

Social media platforms Other 
Sources

1

Vocabularies
(academic)

SNS(WeChat)

2 information (news) SNS(WeChat) Bloomberg.com

Academic information Library, human sources, 
online sources 

ACCA) Video sharing (YouTube, Xunlei) Newspapers, books, movie

Weather Yahoo! Weather

News of entertainment 
circle (leisure)

4 Latest news (SinaWeibo)
K-pop news
(leisure)

(SinaWeibo) 

Work & study YouTube

Self-improvement Audio-books, Shareslide.com

Leisure

6 Transportation Human source, online map

Yahoo! News

Human source

Seeking academic information seems like a common information-seeking practice among four 
postgraduate students. It is usually sought by using library sources, Google Books and online 

well. YouTube is treated as a useful source which provides professional academic knowledge 

I think YouTube can be reliable for academic. Because nowadays many universities 
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like writing skills, or presentation skills, so I turn to online sources, YouTube. 

the same usage opportunities and functions in acquiring information. Two students 

(Skype, Viber) and normal calls to know the latest information from home and 
their families. In addition to those channels, the normal calling is mainly used by 

seeking information, the instant sending across time and area restrictions and the 
prevalence makes students inclined to use them. 

Both social media and other sources are used for seeking information about sports 
and friends. In addition to using the Sina news website, the mobile applications 
of news provide the latest news of sports, short videos of basketball matches and 

SNS shows the advantages of instant message and popularity for acquiring latest 
friends’ news and contact with them. 

I use QQ and WeChat to know how my hometown friends are, because most of my 
friends use that. It is easy and convenient to reach them, and I can check their space 
to know what is going on with them and share some news with them. The message 

call them or send them message, which is easier.” 

can check what is going on with my friends, where they went. I can check the photos 
and their notes so that I can give my comments there to give my ideas to them.

are perceived as the more useful source to improve oneself and when faced with health 

Chong (Chinese forum).

important information. However, postgraduates focus more on academic information, and 
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I am very concerned [about] my families. You know my parents are not young any 

check the status and pictures and I know where she went, and how is everything 
going with her.

development. They are active in creating and maintaining good relationships with 
others.

group and talk there.
(UG1)

(UG4)

role among students in seeking information about self-improvement, health, and fashion. 

seek information, the undergraduate students use more social media platforms for seeking 
everyday-life information. Besides that, undergraduate students also use SNS more frequently 
than postgraduate students as well. Sina blog and the microblog Weibo, SNS (WeChat, QQ, 

Types and Reasons of Social Media Platforms Used 
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to do research, they are not relying on social media solely. They also use another platform 
or source such as a library, Google Books and online database as stated below:

video from the top ranked university.

Usually I search articles or papers related to my research from Elsevier. When I 
need to know some items’ general knowledge, I will go to Wikipedia, where I can 

Information seeking also is used for learning, exploring, discovering and 
understanding the world. In addition, seeking information about the local food 
is also a way to explore the world around oneself and meet the basic information 
needs for life. 

You know, we are very far away from home, I really need to know what is happening 
in China. And when I use kind of Netease mobile news app, it post the latest news, 
like economics, top news, health or cars, like everything and it keeps updating. At the 
same time, I can check the news or topic that I subscribed and that I am interested in.

I need to keep myself fresh about the world. So I need news, which can either be 
international, or news from my own country which is China.

(UG1)

 (UG4)

(UG6)

Seeking friends’ latest status and information are motivated by international students’ 
socializing needs. They need to get the news from their acquaintances to connect with and 

both old friends of home country and new friends here is quite necessary.

I usually check my friends’ news to know about them, because my Chinese friends 

QQ, it is convenient for me to contact them and check the latest news because most 
of my friends use that two applications. And the message can be sent to me instantly 
and I can check their space or latest status as soon as possible.
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them and I can give my comments.

group and talk there.
(UG1)

(UG4)

and families. International students are far away from home, they need to know about their 
families, and get psychological communication and support by keeping in touch with them. 

as well.

I need to know about my parents’ health and the latest news about my relatives. 
I want to know how they are doing because they are families. Sometimes when I 

get the suggestions and courage from my families.

I am very concerned my families. You know my parents are not young any more, 

the status and pictures and I know where she went, and how is everything going 
with her.

Sometimes I will check the space to know what she/he is doing recently, and I can 
see the pictures of them.

(UG1)

the personal taste or positive energy guide or future development, students are 

and fashion.

I am a full research student and also a research assistant. Actually I think if I can 



USAGE AND USEFULNESS OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN EVERYDAY-LIFE INFORMATION SEEKING 
AMONG INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS

35

know the current fashion trend.

Life for international students is not only academic. They have their hobbies and their own 
ways to relax.

I love sports, so I usually search every kind of sports news, special basketball. I like 
to watch NBA’s matches, or some short videos. Also, I am concerned of Liu Xiang. 
I want to know whether he can stand up or not to be back to the competition.

I am interested in K-pop news. Because it is too hot and updated so fast, as a trend 
follower, you have to keep yourself fresh.

(UG4)

and message boards (e.g. mobile news’ applications) to acquire the information they need 
for everyday life and the information results sought by social media they perceive are useful 
for them. The 12 international students think that the information sought by social media is 

instance, YouTube for academic information: the students think knowledge is very valuable 
and is something they need to pay for and hard to get sometimes. However, the academic 

ordinary people and the knowledge that is habitually sought after is usually uploaded by 
reputable universities. 

As an aspect of detail SNS utilization in ELIS, these international students utilized SNS 
not only to contact and get news from home and families, or maintaining friendship, but to 

or knowing about the world or leisure as well from the frequency mentioned. It shows that 

capital cultivation, the information source function is increasingly becoming more important 

as being information sources.
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Usefulness of Social Media Platforms 
All the participants stated that the information obtained by using social media platforms is 
useful for them. Some of information useful to maintain a relationship with their family and 

Information about the families and friends sought by social media became a platform for 

and wherever students are, they can use this media to obtain the latest information about 

children. Chinese children also have their own QQ and have their own friends’ circle, 

thing I use QQ is very convenient.

I usually check my friends’ news to know about them, because my Chinese friends 

it is convenient for me to contact them and check the latest news because most of 
my friends use that two applications. And the message can be sent to me instantly 
and I can check their space or latest status as soon as possible.

them and I can give my comments.

that can be shared with other people, including friends. They can subscribe to the news, 
blogs or homepage they are interested in, as well as get news about politics, technologies, 

and easily. They save much more time and energy. The selected social media platforms are 
prevalent and popular. Therefore, it is easy and convenient to access the latest information 
or to reach someone.

my taste and know the current fashion trend.

(UG4)

It’s free. WeChat is free. And then, second one is because it’s important to use, you 
can easily can open it, and talk to your friend. 

(UG1)
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Besides that, as students, this media also useful for background information needs, 

for general understanding, and of course more professional and reliable knowledge 
or information related to academic or professional work.

(UG2)

ranked university. YouTube is really useful for me.

seeking. Therefore, the particular social media platforms provide useful information from 

use social media for information seeking and that social media have the capability to provide 

shows the huge potential of social media platforms in international students’ ELIS.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

to be the most frequently used social media among students and social media show their 

types of academic and visual knowledge for learning, which is similar to the data from some 

needs, self-seeking and entertainment. These motivations to use social media represent the 
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were health, news of one’s home country and entertainment. So far, this is the only directly 

studies found that university students usually use various social media tools or channels in 

preferable social media platforms, such as SNS, social reviews, bookmarking sites and video 

from prior studies in that it suggests possible relationships between the types of information 

those four social media platforms. With regard to preferable usages of social media in ELIS, 

contribute to a smoother cross-cultural transition and adaptation to the new host country 

life use. The study shows that social media platforms, particularly SNS, play a very important 
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