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Abstract

Virtual Living Room Where the
Whole Family Gathers:

Married Korean's Lived Experiences of

Family Group Chats

Lee, Jee Hoon
Department of Child Development and Family Studies
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of
married adults who interact with their families using a group chat
application. In Korea where families do not have much time to
interact face-to-face due to smaller households and increased
individual social time, family group chats have become an important
tool to interact without meeting face-to-face with family members.
As family group chats are increasingly used to communicate with
one’s extended family and relatives as well as the nuclear family,

group chats can be a tool to understand the family system including
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a wider range of subsystems. In addition, given that interacting with
family members through group chats can be a family practice,
examining this practice can help us understand how married people
experience and organize their families. Lastly, since the symbolic
meaning is based on one’s role, identity, interaction, and context
according to symbolic interactionism, we can understand the role of
group chats in family communication, the context of Korean families
when interacting with family members, and the role or identity of
married people by exploring their lived experiences when interacting
with family members using group chats.

In-depth interviews were conducted with 10 married women and
men who routinely communicate with their children, spouses, parents,
and parents-in—law through the Kakaotalk application, and who had
experienced at least one family group chat. Data were analyzed based
on van Manen's hermeneutic phenomenological method.

The results showed that participants interacted with various family
members such as extended family members and relatives as well as
nuclear family members through group chats. They shared details
about their daily life or discussed family events. Family group chats
were also a place where family members gathered and communicated
comfortably. However, they often were careful about exchanging
messages so as not to lower the quality of family relationships.
Participants also used and constructed family group chats in their
own way. Family members were chosen to be included in group
chats according to the quality of family relationships or conversation
topics. Some family members left group chats when there were
conflicts with other family members. Group chats became a tool for

participants to conveniently interact from a distance instead of
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face—to—face with their family members. However, group chats could
not replace face-to—face conversations or phone calls, as hearing
family members’ voices and physical contact were still considered
important for family relationships.

Family group chats were perceived as the virtual living room
where the whole family gathered in various forms. First, family group
chats were the virtual living room where various subsystems could
gather virtually and keep in touch with family members who were
difficult to meet face-to—face. Second, family group chats were the
virtual living room where married people developed the family
practice of sharing their daily lives and performing their family roles.
Given that group chats were a virtual space, married people
independently organized the space according to family relationships,
such as excluding family members with whom they had
uncomfortable relationships, or they left the group chats when there
was a conflict. Third, family group chats were the virtual living room
where traditional gender roles and patriarchy were evident in the
context of Korean families. Fourth, family group chats were the
virtual living room where the importance of face-to—face interaction
between families for positive family relationships was emphasized in
the era when people cannot live without a smartphone.

This study contributes to the literature by exploring the lived
experiences of married people who interact with family members
using group chats by considering not only parents, children, siblings,
and spouses, but also extended family members such as parents—in
law and relatives. The findings have theoretical implications for
understanding family group chats as a system, and examining how

married people experience family in group chats. The findings also
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shed light on the context of the Korean family, the roles of family
group chats, and the role and identity of married people in Korean

family interactions.

keywords : family group chat, non-face-to-face communication,
family system, family practice, symbolic interactionism,
hermeneutic phenomenology
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