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THE INVISIBLE POWER OF MEDIA
AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY:
EXPLORING THE KAZAKHSTAN KIDS’
DIGITAL GAME INTERACTIONS IN THE U.S.

The motivations for online communications can be unique in their nuances. For instance, many
people pass time online to idle away hours, satisfy vital needs, show social presence, or be helpful to
others. The author of the research analyzes digital media interactions of her two sons in the U.S., the
country that represented a new cultural space for these boys. The goal of this study is to examine the
role of media and communication technologies in the process of building effective relationships between
Kazakhstani children and their peers in the U.S. The study aimed to solve the following theoretical and
practical tasks: a) using the framework of Grounded Theory, develop an exploratory understanding of
why Kazakhstani kids communicated with their peers in virtual space rather than in the physical realm;
b) identify and showcase the role of media and communication technologies for Kazakhstani boys in
building relationships with American peers via an analysis of their online interactions in digital games.
Using observation and in-depth interviews, the author studied how online space helps children from
Kazakhstan open the door to offline communication.

This auto-ethnographic research investigation contributes to the Uses and Gratifications Theory by
enriching the scholarly conversation with interdisciplinary arguments in the context of the role of media
and technology in intercultural communication. The study revealed that American children were more
likely to be online after school. Therefore, the often-common way for Kazakhstani children to get the
“access keys” to “exciting dynamic communication” with school friends in a new cultural setting was
primarily possible only through the Internet. The results of this study offer a fresh understanding of chil-
dren’s online interactions and the role of digital media and communication technologies in the success-
ful integration of children into a new environment. These unique findings represent the practical value
of the study.
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Meama xdHe KOMMYHMKaLLMSI TEXHOAOTUSIAAPbIHbIH, KOPIHOEMTIH KyLUi:
Ka3aKCTaHAbIK 6ararapabid, AKLLI-Ta AM>KMTAA OibIHAQPMEH

e3apa apekeTTecy acrekriAepi

OHAaMH-KOMMYHMKALMSIFA AEreH KbI3bIFYLLbIAbIK, ©3 epekKlleAikTepiHe Kapai 8pTYpPAi OOAybI
MYMKIiH. MbICaAbl, Ken aaam yakbIT 6TKi3Yy YLiH, eMipAIK KaXeTTiAiKTepiHe Kapai Hemece aAeyMeTTiK
GEACEHAIAIK, MaAaAbl AYHMEAepMeH BeAICy CHMSKTbl cebenTepMeH OHAaMH emipre yakbIT apHanAbl.
3epTTey XKYMbICbIHbIH aBTOPbl 63 YAAAPbIHbIH AKLLI-Tarbl, 9FHM >KaHa MBAEHW OpTaAaFbl, AMXKMTAA
KOMMYHMKaLMs TaxxipnbeciH Taapanabl. 3epTTeyaid Makcatbl — KasakcraHablK, 6ararapabiH, AKLLI-
Tarbl KypAaCTapbiMeH TUIMAI KapbIM-KaTblHAC OpHaTy GapbICbIHAAFbI MEAMA KOHE KOMMYHUKALMSIABIK,
TEXHOAOTUSIAAPABbIH POAIH aHbIKTay. BbyA peTTe aBTOp KeAeCi TeOpMUSAbIK >KoHEe MPaKTMKAAbIK,
MIHAETTEPAI aAFa KOSIAbL: a) AEPEKTEPAI TAAAQY HETI3IHAE «TEOPUSIHbI Heri3aey aaictemecit» (grounded
theory) naiaasnaHa oOTbIpbIN, Ka3aKCTaHAbIK, GaAaAapAbiH, HEAIKTEH ©3 KypAaCTapbiMEH  LibiHaibl
KEHICTIKTE eMeC, BUPTYaAAbl BAEMAE KAPbIM-KATbIHAC >KacaFaHblH TYCIHAIPETIH 3KCMepUMEHTAAAbI
MAESIHBI KAABINTACTbIPY >X8He Herizaey; b) undpAabik, onbiHAAPAaFbl GararapAblH, ©3apa GaAaHbIChIH
HaKTbl MbICAAFa aAbIT, MEAMA XKOHE KOMMYHMKALMSABIK, TEXHOAOTMSIAAPAbIH aMepPUKaHABIK, 6ararapMeH
KapbIM-KaTblHAaC OPHATYAaFbl POAIH kepceTy. ABTOpP UMMPABIK OMbIHAAPAaFbl 6ararapAblH ©3apa
GaiAaHbICbIH TaAAAM OTbIpbIN, GaKbIAAy >K8He TepeH CcyxbaT 8AiICTepiH NaiAaAaHbIM, BUPTYaAAbl SAEM
Ka3akCTaHAbIK, 6ararapra ophAaiH-KapbIM-KaTbIHACKA XKOA alllyFa KaAai bIKMaA eTeTIHAITIH 3epTTeAl.
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ByA >XYMbICTbIH, FbIABIMU KYHABIAbIFbI — aBTO-3THOrPAUSIAbIK, TAaAAQY «MAAAAAHY >KOHE KaHaraT-
TaHAbIpy Teopusicbl» (Uses and Gratifications Theory) caaacbiHAaFbl MEAMA MEH TEXHOAOTMSIAAPAbIH
MBAEHMET apaAblK, KOMMYHUKALUMSIAQFbl POAI TYPFbICbIHAQ MOHAPAAbIK, 3€PTTEYAEPAIH AaMybliHA YAEC
KOCaAbl. 3epTTey 6GapbiCbiHAQ aMEPUKAHABIK, OaAaAapAbIH MEKTENTEH KeMiH >KMi OHAAMH KEeHiCTikTe
6oAFaHbl aHbikTaAAbl. CoHAbIKTAH KasakcTaHAbIK, 6aAaAap yuliH >kKaHa MOAEHM OpTaAa MeKTernTeri
AOCTAPbIMEH «KbI3bIKTbl XXOHE AMHAMMKAAbIK, KOMMYHUKaLMSFa» KOA YKETKI3YAiH KeH TapaFaH ToCiAl
KebiHece FaraMTOp apKblAbl FaHa MYMKiH 6OAAbI. BYA )KYMbICTbIH MPaKTMKAAbIK, MAHbI3AbIAbIFbI — 6aAa-
AQpPAbIH OHAQMH-KOMMYHMKALIMS aPKbIAbI )KaHAa OPTaMeH eTeHe »KaKbIH apaAacyAa UM pAbIK, MeAMA MeH
KOMMYHUKAUMSIABIK, TEXHOAOTUSIAAPAbBIH, POAI TypPFbICbiHaH OYA 3epTTey HaTMXKeAepi KaHa Keskapac
YCbIHAABI.

TyiiH ce3aep: UMMPAbIK MeAMA SKOHE TEXHOAOTUSIAAD, OHAAMH-KOMMYHMKaumsi, KasakctaH, AKLLI.
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HeBnanmas BrAaCcTb MeAMA U KOMMYHUKATUBHBIX TEXHOAOTUIA:
umcpoBbie Urpbl KaK MHCTPYMeHT 3D peKTUBHOro 00LLEeHU St
AAS Ka3axcTaHckux aeteit B CLUA

MoTuBbI AASI OHAQMH-KOMMYHMKALMIA MOTYT ObITb YHUKAAbHbIMKM B CBOWMX HioaHcax. Hampwumep,
MHOTME AIOAM MPOBOASIT BPEMS OHAQMH MO TakMM MOBOAAM Kak MPOCTO MPOBECTU BPEMS, YAOBAETBO-
PUTb >KU3HEHHbIE NMOTPEGHOCTH, MPOSIBUTH COLIMAABbHYIO aKTUBHOCTb, MAM ObITb MOAE3HbIMU AASI ADYTUX.
ABTOP AQHHOIO MCCAEAOBAHMS AHAAM3MPYET OMbIT LIMMPOBbLIX KOMMYHMKaLMIA CBOMX CbiHOBeN B CLLIA,
T.e. B HOBOM KYAbTYPHOM MPOCTPaHCTBeE. LleAblo AQHHOrO MCCAEAOBAHUS SIBASIETCS BbISIBAEHME POAU
MeAMa U KOMMYHWKATMBHbBIX TEXHOAOIMI B Mpouecce nocTpoeHms 3h(eKTVBHbIX B3aMMOOTHOLLEHMIA
KasaxcTaHCKmx aeten co ceepcTHukamm B CLLIA. AaHHas pabGoTa npecAeAOBaAa pelleHue CAEAYOLLMX
TEOPETUYECKMX M NMPAKTUYECKMX 33aAa4: a) UCMOAb3YSI METOAOAOMMIO 0OOCHOBAHUS TEOPKM HA OCHOBE
aHaAM3a AaHHbIxX (grounded theory), cchopmyAnpoBaTtb 1 060CHOBaTb 3KCMEPUMEHTAABHYIO MAEIO O TOM,
noyemMy KasaxCTaHCKMe AeTU OOLLAAMCh CO CBOMMM CBEPCTHMKAMM MMEHHO B BUPTYAAbHOM MPOCTPaH-
CTBe, a He B (hm3nueckoM; b) Ha mMpuMepe aHaAM3a MHTEpaKLUMI AeTel B UMGPOBbIX Mrpax nokasaTb
POAb MeAMAa M KOMMYHMKATMBHbBIX TEXHOAOTMIA B MOCTPOEHMM B3aMMOOTHOLLEHMIA C aMePUKAHCKMMM
AeTbMU. MCroAb3ys MeTOA HaBAIAEHUS 1 TAYBUHHOTO MHTEPBbIO, HA MPUMEPE aHAAM3A MHTEPAKLMIA
AeTel B UMMPOBbIX Mrpax, aBTOP M3YUMAQ, Kak BUPTYaAbHOE MPOCTPAHCTBO NomMoraeTt AeTam m3 Kasax-
CTaHa OTKPbITb ABepb K ohhAaliH-06LLEHMIO.

HayuHasi LEHHOCTb AaHHOWM pPaboTbl 3aKAIOYAETCS B TOM, YTO AQHHbIA aBTO- THOrpacryuecKmii
aHaAM3 BHOCUT BKAQA B Pa3BUTHE MEXAMCLMIAMHAPHBIX UCCAEAOBAHMI B 0OAACTUN «TEOPUM U3BAEYE-
HUS MOAb3bI U yAoBAeTBOpeHus» (Uses and Gratifications Theory) B KOHTEKCTE pOAM MEAMA U TEXHOAO-
TUIA B MEXKYAbTYPHOM KOMMYHMKaumn. Kak BbISICHUAOCH B XOAE MCCAEAOBAHMS, aMEPUKAHCKME AETU
MOCAE LUKOAbI Yallle MPUCYTCTBOBAAW B OHAQMH-MPOCTPAHCTBE. [103TOMY, 4acTO pacnpoCTpaHeHHbIM
CNOCOBOM MOAYUMTD «KAIOUM AOCTYMa» K «3aXBaTbIBAIOLLEN AMHAMUYHOM KOMMYHUKALMM» CO LUKOAbHbI-
MW APY3bSIMM B HOBOWM KYAbTYPHOW CpeAe AAS Ka3axCTaHCKMX AeTel BbIAO MPeXAe BCEro BO3MOXKHO
TOAbKO uepe3 MHTepHeT. [NpakTnyeckas 3HaUMMOCTb AQHHOM paboTbl 3aKAIOUYAETCS B TOM, YTO Pe3yAb-
TaTbl AQHHOIO MCCAEAOBAHMS NMPEAAAralOT CBEXMI B3rASA HA OHAQNH-KOMMYHMKALMM AeTel M Ha POAb
LUMppOoBbIX MEAMA M KOMMYHMKATMBHbBIX TEXHOAOIMI B YCMELLHON MHTErpaLmnmn AeTel B HOBYIO CPeAy.

KAtoueBble cAaoBa: UMpoBble MEAMA M TEXHOAOT MM, OHAAMH-KOMMYHMKaLmg, KasaxcraH, CLLA.

Introduction

The diffusion of information and digital innova-
tions led to the emergence of diverse online plat-
forms and diverse online “playing” places. Internet
created the digital networked spaces for lovers of
computer games thus creating new layers of affor-
dances within this digital medium.

Earlier studies of media and communication
focused on children’s interaction with online com-
puter games in the context of addiction to online
games, social isolation, dependency on communica-

tive technology, and the threats of violent content
that some games may contain. For example, schol-
ars Gross, Juvonen, and Gable (2002) investigate
the interconnection between teenagers’ online time
spending and perceived negative effects gained
from such exposure. However, in recent years the
research paradigm is gradually changing.

Today, while being “alone” in a physical room,
players are now allowed to be “together” online, and
thus play collaboratively in virtual spaces. Suddenly
and unexpectedly, online games emerged as rich so-
cial worlds (Ducheneaut et al, 2006), to which every
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player enters with his or her unique perspectives, ex-
pectations, and gratifications.

More researchers join this fresh scholarly con-
versation exposing unique motivations and mean-
ings children assign to online communication and
computer games in the networked society. How-
ever, few studies seem to explore deeply why and
how digital users construct meaning in their online
interactions.

Therefore, in this autoethnographic study us-
ing the Constructivist Grounded Theory approach,
the author aimed to investigate the nuances of on-
line interactions of her children, by observing how
her boys, aged 10 and 12, make sense of this virtual
“playing” space. She aims to explicate the meanings
they assign to their online communication and play-
ing in this digital social space.

This exploratory pilot study has three central re-
search questions:

RQI: What interactions do kids experience in
digital engagement with their peers online while
playing a game? And what meaning do they assign
to each interaction?

RQ2: How do they experience those online in-
teractions and communications? What range of
emotions do kids experience when engaging with
their peers online while playing the game? How do
these emotions help these kids to make and maintain
new social connections?

RQ3: What is the role of digital media and com-
munication technology for Kazakhstani boys in
building effective communication with their peers in
the new cultural setting?

The significant findings of the study revealed
that the Kazakhstani boys, young digital users, were
utilizing online games as a stage for seeking ways to
gain access to social interaction in the offline world
and to find ways to spend time excitingly. They
were using digital games to obtain opportunities for
“exciting” communications with their school friends
after school time. Interestingly, playing “together”
was more important to them than just playing.

Literature review

In the mid-2000s, scholars (Baym et al 2004;
Haythornthwaite, 2005) researched how media in-
fluences the communication intensity and dynamics
of connectivity between people. Baym et al (2004)
looked at how college students communicated by
comparing their interpersonal online, face-to-face,
and telephone interactions. The first study, done via
analyzing communication diaries, looked at how
much time college undergraduates spend talking,
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i.e. communicating via the internet, face-to-face,
and telephone. Then using a survey, the scholars
looked at how much internet the students used with-
in local and long-distance social groups compared
to other media forms. The results of the study sug-
gested that the Internet was less frequent than face-
to-face communication, the Internet was used nearly
as often as the telephone, and online interaction was
on almost the same level as telephone calls and face-
to-face communication. Overall, the scholars found
that while the use of the Internet was positively
acknowledged as a model of interpersonal combi-
nation, face-to-face remained dominant back then
(Baym et al, 2004).

Meanwhile, Haythornthwaite (2005) suggests
that people, who are closely connected, use more
media to communicate than those who are hardly
related. While exploring how the Internet stimulated
connections, she suggested several implications re-
garding the role of media in the dynamics of rela-
tionships between people including the following:
a) media use is an important factor in controlling the
intensity of the relationships in a given network; b)
adding media use can serve as a good invisible ac-
tivator in the weak ties; ¢) changing the medium of
communication can disrupt current vulnerable bond
networks (Haythornthwaite, 2005).

Overall, scholars acknowledge that the Inter-
net offers new alternatives for communication in
nuanced ways (Shlovski et al, 2006; Kobayashi,
2010; Shen and Williams, 2011). The researchers
conducted a national panel survey in 2000 and 2001
to explore how internet use impacts communica-
tion and the social environment. The scholars found
that intensive use of the Internet is linked to a de-
crease in the probability of visiting family or friends
on a random day. Also, the results suggested that
interactions in one medium/space caused the other
channels of communication to be used as well. For
example, physical visits stimulate more email inter-
action and phone calls generate more face-to-face
visits, but email does not lead to any phone calls or
visits (Shlovski et al, 2006).

Scholars Cole & Griffiths (2007) explored social
interactions within and beyond the massively multi-
player online role-playing games. The study looked
at the data collected from 45 different countries and
912 self-selected players. The results suggested that
these games were discovered to be very commu-
nicative environments full of chances to meet new
people. The scholars found that social interactions
played an important role in the enjoyability of these
games. The study demonstrated that online video
games give people the chance to fully express them-
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selves in ways they did not feel comfortable doing
in real life (Cole & Griffiths, 2007).

Similarly, Kobayashi (2010) highlighted the
democratic power of online communities to gener-
ate access to making new connections, or “bridg-
ing social capital” via uniting diverse populations
around common interests and contexts. The author
argues that being free from the limitations of “so-
cial attributes and attitudes” of the offline reality al-
lows online communities to easily interact with like-
minded individuals.

Other scholars (Ellison et al, 2010) turn their at-
tention to how social network users employ different
“communication strategies” to receive benefits from
their social relationships. In other words, the schol-
ars investigated the connection between “social cap-
ital” and specific online communication practices
of BA-level students on Facebook. The researchers
observed who users were communicating with and
what they were doing with their collaboration part-
ners. The results generated three key dimensions of
interaction: a) initiating the relationships; b) main-
taining the ties; and c) social information-seeking
(Ellison et al, 2010).

It is worth noting that the concept of building
“social capital” emerges as one of the central discus-
sion points for studies that look at the relationship
between offline and online communication (Ellison
et al, 2010; Kobayashi, 2010; Skoric & Kwan, 2011;
Shen and Cage, 2013). Scholars define “social capi-
tal” as privileges and advantages the users receive
from their social relationships and social contacts.
These can include such benefits as empathy, and ac-
cess to diverse perspectives, viewpoints, and infor-
mation (Ellison et al, 2010).

Not surprisingly, the scholars found a positive
link between the use of social network sites and on-
line social capital, reinforcing the idea that social
network sites serve as digital instruments for the ini-
tiation and continuance of naturally occurring social
ties (Skoric & Kwan, 2011). Their results suggest
that massively multiplayer online games provide
a powerful virtual space for casual communica-
tion and for experiencing a range of civic engage-
ment among young people in Singapore, thus help-
ing them to build stronger social capital (Skoric &
Kwan, 2011).

Besides pure online interactions, personal of-
fline meetups are also crucial in creating strong
bonds between the members of an online commu-
nity. For example, Shen and Cage (2013) explored
how offline meetups among online community par-
ticipants affected the health and mission of these
communities. They discovered, that by meeting of-

fline these groups strengthened their relationships,
however, the downside of such interaction was that
it was hard for newcomers to join these communi-
ties. In other words, these offline social interactions
were possible at the expense of bridging social capi-
tal (Shen and Cage, 2013).

Discussing the concept of “core networks” is
the focus of another study that explored the size and
diversity of online gaming communities in China,
home to 560 million digital users. The study found
that Chinese online gamers have the largest and
most diverse “core networks” than significant re-
search investigations done in the past (Shen & Chen,
2015). However, it should be noted that this study
was conducted in one homogeneous cultural setting.

Interestingly, the scholarship also looked at
the dimension of age when exploring the impact of
communication technology on well-being (Chan,
2015). The results of the study that explored this
link suggest: a) maintaining strong-tie relationships
becomes crucially important as people age; b) “mul-
timodal connectedness” is beneficial for old people,
but not for younger people, because young genera-
tions have more extensive yet weak-tie networks.
The study was conducted among populations aged
a minimum of 18 and up to 70 years and beyond
(Chan, 2015).

Finally, scholars argue that the outcome of online
communication, be it a specific digital engagement
or playing games online is always unique; while it
could be negative or positive, it always depends on
the determinations, situations, and given circum-
stances of the user (Shen and Williams, 2011).

Filling Research Gap

The case under analysis, an investigation of the
online digital engagement of the two boys from
Kazakhstan in a new cultural setting, is specific for
several reasons. Firstly, the U.S. as a country repre-
sents a new social environment for these children,
because the family arrived from Kazakhstan to the
U.S. for academic purposes in August 2017.

Secondly, the temporarily limited financial re-
sources of the family represent a unique “economic”
state/condition in which these children have limited
opportunities to access physical recreational spaces.
In addition, they no longer have direct physical ac-
cess to their Kazakhstani network of friends and
relatives due to the distance in geographical space
and the time difference between Kazakhstan and the
U.S.

Thirdly, the English language skills of the chil-
dren in this study represent a new layer of richness
of the analyzed case. For the participants of this
study, English is their third language after Kazakh
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and Russian. Although the boys passed the require-
ments of ESOL classes, as non-native speakers they
are continuously in the process of improving their
English language skills both at home and at school.
Thus, the unique economic, cultural, and social con-
text of this selected case makes it a rich example
for investigating how the children of international
scholars construct meaning in their online interac-
tions when engaging digitally with their peers or
when playing games online.

Theoretical Framework and Justification for
Research Investigation

Using the Constructivist Grounded Theory ap-
proach, the author attempted to develop a cohesive
understanding of how the young players from Ka-
zakhstan perceive their online playing in the U.S. A
tentative theory emerged from the data, generated
from multiple observations, and in-depth interviews
with the two young participants, informal analyti-
cal memos, and the concepts that were explicated
from open and focused coding. The author called
this emergent theory “Chasing Friends and Fun in
Exciting Interactions.”

The key findings of the study revealed that the
participants were using online games as a platform
for seeking ways to spend time excitingly. They
were using online interaction and online games to
gain access to “exciting” communications with their
school friends after school time. Interestingly, play-
ing “together” was more important to them than just
playing.

A closer look and analysis of the data revealed
that playing in the “online” mode in the U.S. is
perceived by the participants as having more affor-
dances in terms of spending time with fun. As some
studies indicate (Ducheneaut & Moore, 2004), on-
line games often offer richer emotional experiences,
greater exposure to gaining social skills, and more
room and space for improving their learning and
communication skills.

This exploratory pilot study partially attempts to
fill the gap in the scholarly discourse by adding a
new layer of analysis by exploring perspectives of
this unique case.

Methodology

This exploratory pilot study that was guided by
the Constructivist Grounded Theory had three cen-
tral research questions:

RQI: What interactions do kids experience in
digital engagement with their peers online while
playing a game? And what meaning do they assign
to each interaction?
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RQ2: How do they experience those online in-
teractions and communications? What range of
emotions do kids experience when engaging with
their peers online while playing the game? How do
these emotions help these kids to make and maintain
new social connections?

RQ3: What is the role of digital media and com-
munication technology for Kazakhstani boys in
building effective communication with their peers in
the new cultural setting?

Via conducting interviews and observation, the
author aimed to generate some preliminary data to
retrieve and explicate the meanings that the partici-
pants assign to their online interactions in the online
game setting. Following the traditions of the Con-
structivist Grounded Theory approach theorized by
Charmaz (2006), the author tried to remain open to
any emergent additional data-led questions.

The unit of analysis for this study is the interac-
tions in the online playing of the two child partici-
pants. Their unique time and place context, their past
cultural background, current U.S. social setting, and
the temporality of their presence in the U.S., all of
these collectively represent a unique analytical case.

It is valuable to look at this data because analy-
sis of such cases might generate detailed insights
into how online playing spaces are explored by di-
verse online and offline communities. The findings
of the study can help game designers to have a clear-
er understanding of how their games are used by this
specific population: how young gamers play and
what the affordances of an online playful interaction
mean to diverse users. School educators might use
this data to design better learning spaces by using
online multi-player platforms strategically. Parents
might find it useful in changing their perspectives
toward online games. They may consider adopting
new communication patterns to build better mutu-
ally beneficial relationships with adolescents.

It is worth noting that different people assign di-
verse and distinct meanings to online games. While
for some populations, playing games online means
avoiding physical contact with offline peers, for oth-
ers online interactions may mean the opposite. As
preliminary findings of this study indicated, for our
participants playing games online meant simply fol-
lowing the “bodies” of their friends. In most cases,
after school time their friends were beyond physical
reach: they lived far away and often preferred hang-
ing online. Therefore, the participants of this study
also switched to playing online games. As we see,
different social contexts produce different meanings
of interactions for players with unique life perspec-
tives.
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Therefore, it is interesting to look at how spe-
cific populations of online gamers construct mean-
ing when playing games. Joining the community of
the Fortnite platform offered our small participants
a great opportunity to fulfill two gratifications at
the same time: playing and communicating with-
out leaving home. For the participants of this study,
playing in the online mode was perceived more as
a solution in dealing with the problem of limited
available affordable leisure options.

To explore what experiences online games of-
fered for the two participants (P1 & P2), the author
researched their interactions with and within two
online games: the Fortnite game for Participant 1
(P1), 12 years old, and Roblox for Participant 2 (P2),
10 years old. The author observed and studied their
interactions with and within the games by closely
looking at their online playing and conducting in-
depth interviews with the boys.

Data Collection and Data Analysis Methods

Overall, the data collection process included
the following: a) conducting observation sessions;
b) writing observation jottings; ¢) documenting first
reactions and thoughts immediately after the obser-
vation sessions; d) writing more detailed full field
notes blended with abstract level preliminary analy-
sis; e) updating/correcting interview questions after
observation sessions; f) conducting in-depth inter-
views; g) transcribing interview audio records; h)
reflecting on the transcript data by adding notes to
the transcribed interviews.

During the first observation session, the author
focused on the Fortnite game and Participant 1 (P1).
The author asked him to play the game as he nor-
mally would. While P1 was playing his game, the
second participant was also in the room playing his
own game. We labelled him an offline distractor 1
(OD1) within this observation session.

It should be noted that during the in-depth in-
terviews, it was challenging to get full, lengthy, and
precise answers to the questions that the researcher
designed because the participants: a) did not some-
times know precisely why they were making the
choices they made; b) had challenges verbalizing
their answers in English. Therefore, they sometimes
asked if they could switch to the Russian language
to respond to the question.

P2 was reluctant to give comments during the
observation session and was very laconic in his in-
terview answers because the researcher felt he did
not feel comfortable sharing his thoughts on the
game and was avoiding any disclosure of his feel-

ings. Since the participant’s mental comfort was
more important than the data collection, the author
centered her attention on analyzing the interactions
of P1 in his Fortnite game setting.

The author aimed to collect as much insight-
ful and detailed data as possible from observation
and interviews. However, the first interviews were
not completely successful in getting thick raw data,
because the children tended to give extremely brief
answers. It should be noted that interviewing chil-
dren requires specific training, mastery, and skills
which, the author feels, she had not yet fully devel-
oped. Some prior specific experience might have
been an advantage in carrying out the interviews in
this study.

In her next methodological steps, the researcher
analyzed her observation’s original jottings, brief
field side comments, full field notes, and interview
transcripts. Then the analysis process continued with
the coding procedure that went through two stages.
In the first stage, the researcher applied line-by-line
coding to define the initial codes from the data. Then
the researcher focus-coded the rest of the data. The
informal side notes on the digital and paper memos
served as additional sources of information to ver-
balize the final codes.

Since coding means being deeply engaged with
what has been said by the participants, the author
tried to formulate gerunds to anchor the focus on
the actions rather than themes, first. Thus, the initial
codes retrieved from the first interview transcripts
included, for example, such codes as seeing maps
and graphics, admiring visual aesthetics, experi-
encing challenges, prioritizing skills, adoring a cos-
tume, being excited about the design of the game,
etc.

Then the author revisited those codes repeatedly
to identify key promising codes for future detailed
elaboration. After the careful analysis of the initial
codes, the author developed a theoretical sensitiv-
ity. She performed it by analyzing the informal
analytical notes and memos, and by exploring what
these initial codes might mean in a bigger context.
For example, the author interrogated the possible
interactions between the actions captured and doc-
umented through observation and the actions ex-
plicated through the initial coding of the interview
transcripts. As Charmaz (2006) noted, researchers
might unconsciously bring their perspectives when
interpreting the data. Indeed, the author admits: that
it was challenging to balance between being too
subjective and staying too objective to grasp the elu-
sive meanings the participants assign to their online

playing.
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Overall, the process of theory emergence was
cyclical: the thought threads developed, grew, and
then dissolved in the memos. The author went back
and forth between initial coding and focused cod-
ing, note taking and then returning to the observa-
tion notes. The analysis was a reiterative process in
which, for example, some promising initial codes
like “playing to learn” brought the author to anoth-
er idea, a reverse one as “learning to play.”

Overall, the process might seem chaotic and
messy, but as Charmaz explains this messiness is a
necessary step in arriving at a theory in the Con-
structivist Grounded Theory approach of data analy-
sis and theory building.

Findings and Discussion

The key emergent theory that appeared from the
analysis of data is that the participants interact with
online games as a way of escaping from a non-excit-
ing offline reality, which is a physical space at home,
to a more exciting online or virtual place, which is
the platform of the Fortnite game. By engaging and
interacting in the online game they symbolically re-
located their “bodies” to the “more exciting” virtual
spaces. The researcher titled this theory “Chasing
Friends and Fun in Exciting Interactions.”

The findings of the study could be outlined in
three main domains:

- Interactions with Visual Design: Experienc-
ing Aesthetic Enjoyment

- Interactions with Peers and Friends online:
Communicating for Fun

- Interactions with Skills: Playing to Learn

Each of these three domains includes multiple
layers for which the participants assign diverse
meanings. In addition, each interaction domain gen-
erates different mixed both enjoyable and negative
emotions for the participants at each level of engage-
ment with the respective layer of interaction. For
example, while a visual design overall might evoke
cool and nice visual pleasures, the inability to buy
these beautiful expensive costumes gave the impres-
sion that the participants felt frustrated because they
could not afford to purchase these in-game outfits.

Similarly, interaction with peers and friends on-
line seemed to bring both joy and anger depending
on the exchanged content and context of the inter-
action. For example, P2 reported feeling satisfied
when he was receiving praise from his friends, and
reported feeling upset when his friends were trying
to teach him some skills. Specifically, P2 said he did
not like being treated as a “noob” which meant a
new inexperienced gamer in their gaming jargon.
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Overall, while engaging with and within “dif-
ferent layers of interaction” of the online game, the
participants experienced rich emotions via 1) seeing
new visual design; 2) performing activities in the
virtual reality; 3) exercising their freedom to cre-
ate experiences online; 4) communicating with their
school friends online; and 5) playing to learn.

Interactions with Visual Design: Experiencing
Aesthetic Enjoyment

The participants experienced rich emotions from
seeing the visual design, the virtual locations, and
the maps of the game. The analysis of initial codes
from the observation notes revealed that images of
the beautiful ocean or fantastically yellow cornfield,
rich blue skies, or fascinating glider featured in the
game served as a powerful source of positive emo-
tions during their online interactions with the game.
P1’s excited encouragements like “Look at the rain-
bow!” or his enthusiastic singing of “Alllileyleeleey-
leeley!” or joyful manipulation of his pitch up and
down while interacting with the visual elements of
the game were interpreted as signs of enjoyment
from experiencing visual pleasure. Additionally, in
the interview, P1 reported that maps and graphics
are one of the elements that keep him engaged in
the game. “It’s the cool part,” he said. The partici-
pants also reported experiencing rich emotions from
enjoying the perceived “absolute” freedom in creat-
ing their online experiences and having an exciting
time in the digital space. For instance, this online
freedom implied an opportunity to perform dynamic
activities like “jumping, running, climbing, hiding,
dancing, aiming, firing” freely in this digital space.
However, such activities are not always available or
affordable in their offline space and reality. During
one of his online sessions, P1 was singing: “/ am
confident. I am confident.” Experiencing new dance
movements in the game represented an engaging
element for P1. “Look, how it can dance!” he ex-
claimed encouraging P2 to pay attention to what was
happening on the screen. Overall, the online games
brought positive emotions to the young participants
by letting them create their on-screen active lives.

Interactions with Peers and Friends Online:
Communicating for Fun

The boys experienced rich emotions via commu-
nicating with their school friends online in a relaxed,
“gaming”, virtual space. The following is an inter-
esting discovery from one of the author’s memos:

“While thinking of the reasons why participants
chose to play online games in the U.S. and preferred
staying online to playing offline, 1 discovered one
detail. When the participants played offline (soccer,
basketball, or tennis) in the U.S. they were playing



Sh.Kozhamkulova

in most cases alone, without any “physical” friends
who could join them. In contrast, online games (in
the U.S.) often offered “digital” spaces full of digi-
tal “bodies,” “friends,” “peers,” and “strangers.”
Also, as I recall now my observations from our trip
to Kazakhstan last summer, my two participants
spent most of their time playing outside with many
other kids physically present nearby. This discovery
made me think that my participants did not neces-
sarily prefer online to offline; in fact, they rather
chose spaces or gave preference to the places that
offered richer experiences and more interactions
with people, peers, and friends. Thus, for example in
Kazakhstan, the boys were playing offline because
the offline environment was such a space where
they could interact with lots of people. Interestingly,
in the U.S. “online game” platforms were full of
crowds, whereas offline playgrounds were mostly
empty. Thus, one of the reasons why the boys end
up playing more online than offline is the “people’s
presence” factor. They were simply following the
people, their friends, and peers. They were flexible
in switching from online to offline and vice versa as
long as they could find friends to play or hang out
with.”

P1 reported discussing the game with his
school friends. He often made appointments for a
virtual playdate at a specific time. For P1, playing
with other players is an opportunity to learn new
movements and strategies of the game. Playing the
game without his peers, he suggested, creates a
feeling of an “incomplete” experience. Therefore,
he can easily postpone his “dinner time” just for
the sake of catching his friends online. Though P1
has a brother, P2 in this study, P1 prefers to play
with his friends first. For him playing with friends
is a stronger priority. P1 suggested that playing
with friends is temporary, elusive, and therefore
“urgent.” Meanwhile, P1 considers his brother and
his constant availability for playing games on any
day at any time as something that is normal and,
therefore not exciting.

Competing Demands for Attention

Two more reasons might explain why P1 pre-
ferred playing with his friends rather than with his
brother, P2. Firstly, his friends have been playing
the Fortnite game for a long time; therefore, they
are more skillful and experienced and have a richer
choice of digital skins, axes, and guns. P1 reported
learning more from playing with his friends rath-
er than with his brother. For P1, playing with his
peer friends was more challenging. It seemed that
this feeling of challenge brought him positive emo-
tions; therefore, he seemed to perceive playing with

his friends as more exciting than playing with his
brother.

Secondly, playing with his brother was per-
ceived as a burden because his brother, Participant 2
in this study, constantly seemed to expect to be en-
tertained and to be cared about and always seemed
to demand the attention of P1. P2 sometimes felt
isolated when P1 was focused on playing solely
with his friends. Therefore, P1 reported that he felt
he was obliged to invite his brother to his gang in
the Fortnite community. Moreover, there were cas-
es during the observed sessions, when P2 was com-
municating with the friends of his brother, P1. In
some cases, P1 asked P2 to replace him in the game
during the important episodes when P1 needed to
complete an offline errand.

Interactions with Skills: Playing to Learn

These interactions include the actions the par-
ticipants perform to improve their skills. In one of
his interviews, P1 reported that playing the Fort-
nite game is not easy. He suggested that one must
be competent in the skills to survive. In P1’s view
competency in this game included such skills as be-
ing able to predict the enemies’ strategies and move-
ments as well as being able to protect yourself and
survive. “I don’t like when players (opponents) land
on me or my team and start using their guns on us
without stopping,” he said in one of the interviews.
These strong emotions seem to generate the desire
to become more experienced and competent.

P1 plays the Fortnite game with a focused and
deep zeal. He says he wants to train his skills to be
one of the final winners. He perceives this place as
a space for having fun and learning without any re-
sponsibilities. “Fortnite is a game where I can train
my aim and my skills, and “kill” people but don’t
get in trouble.”

Mental engagement with the Fortnite game does
not stop for P1 after the game is technically over.
Before going to bed, he often watches screen re-
cordings of random games posted on YouTube by
other Fortnite players. He watches very attentively
how the on-screen avatars are moving, he listens to
the online conversations of these gamers when they
are commenting on their strategies. He watches the
techniques used by these gamers. He seems to be
deeply engaged in this free voluntary learning ex-
perience.

When asked about why he was not giving up
when losing so many times while playing this game,
P1 said he wanted to train his survival skills. He re-
ported that he was learning those skills via direct
interaction in the game. Those interactions included
jumping, running, avoiding enemies, building pro-
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tective walls, and “destroying” houses and furniture.
In one of the observation sessions, when asked about
why he was destroying “things” in the on-screen lo-
cation, P1 said that he had to destroy “things” like
houses or furniture, to build his walls in the future.
Thus, for him, on-screen destroying was perceived
as a non-violent activity and as a normal task that he
must perform to survive in the game.

Technical Noise and Offfine Distractions

While this category is not the dominant one, it
was dispersed within all previously discussed do-
mains of interactions. The technical noise and offline
distractions included such things as a slow Internet
connection, broken mikes or headphones, scream-
ing of Participant 2, online lagging, etc. These dis-
tractions generated some strong emotional reactions
from P1. In one of his interviews, he said he did not
like the level of “foxicity” in Fortnite meaning that
some players, mostly strangers, were playing with-
out communicating their violent actions. This “silent
killing” by the random stranger players within the
game seemed to irritate P1. “/ don 't like that most of
the random people do not talk, and they can’t hear
me.”

This technical inability to communicate effec-
tively because of the limited technical capabilities
of the game seemed to be a major source of dis-
appointment even when playing with his friends:
“Sometimes my teammates can hear me, but for
some dumb and also unknown reason they are not
capable of listening to me, which fails the team and
we get a low rank in the match.”

Finally, during his playing session, which may
include multiple game start-overs, P1 says he does
not notice how quickly time flies in the game. He
manages to “die,” “commit” terminations, to be
born again, and to start this cyclical process all over
again. When he manages to survive, he dances hap-
pily imitating the movements from the screen and
seems to enjoy these brief minutes of rejoice. When
P1 wins, he jumps high in the room exclaiming “/
won! I won!” or “I am so happy!” Interestingly, his
offline home routine is also cyclical but is perceived
by P1 as “monotonous” and “non-exciting” whereas
his online setting (no matter how repetitive or reit-
erative it might seem to the outsider’s eye) stays an
amazing and engaging place to be.

Conclusion
Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) offer a starting
point to establish a bigger picture of major trends

in computer-mediated communication (CMC) from
a uses-and-gratifications perspective in the media
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and communication field. The scholars emphasize
that there is a need for “a clear understanding of
the relationship between the individual user and
the technology.” According to them, a more nu-
anced and detailed understanding will help scholars
understand the effects of communication technolo-
gies better. Thus, the current study can contribute
to the scholarly conversation by focusing on how
my specific population, international children in the
U.S. for whom English is not their first language,
uses specific technology to a) satisfy their commu-
nicational and educational needs; b) negotiate their
identity online; c) enrich their social and emotional
experiences.

The researcher of this study admits trying to pro-
tect her sons by unconsciously creating safe, peace-
ful, and comfortable environments at home thus
isolating them from potential dangers they might
inadvertently face when being outside “home.” For
example, in Kazakhstan, the society is male-domi-
nated, therefore the boys are expected to be brutal
and independent, and boys are expected to fight and
speak curse words and use them when needed. This
game seems to provide such an “excitingly violent”
reality where they get skills that, as Ducheneaut and
Moore argue, “could usefully translate to the real
world” (Ducheneaut & Moore, 2004, p.4).

The findings of this study support the findings of
the study by Ducheneaut and Moore (2005) that on-
line games are more than just “killing” people. It is
indeed perceived more as a place to find “exciting”
experiences and communicate with friends. Playing
meant “learning the competence skills” to the partic-
ipants of this study. They seemed to treat this space
as an extension of their “playground” and “informal
school time,” because they were constantly chasing
after their school friends to share fun and conversa-
tions in the informal non-school setting.

The scholars claim that games are “more than
“mindlessly killing monsters,” the games are also
about being socialized in a community (Ducheneaut
& Moore, 2005) that can offer windows for social
learning. Thus, it could be stated that games are ex-
citing platforms for learning interaction techniques,
acquiring aesthetic taste in visual design, improving
communication skills with peers, and learning how
to deal with the difficulties of life.

P1 plays games every day. It seems to be his
second full-time job after school. He says he feels
guilty for playing this game, but he continues to play
because he seems to be treating this game not just as
he says “one of the million ways to entertain” him-
self, but also as a space for achieving success via ac-
quiring new skills and on-screen experiences. Fur-
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thermore, this study confirms the implications of the
earlier studies (Cole & Griffiths, 2007) that online
space is a “highly socially interactive environment”
that allows building strong friendships and emotion-
al relationships. Additionally, the boys who found
themselves in a culturally new setting were using
online space and online communication in similar

patterns of communicating behavior as digital users
of social networks in a study that identified the three
key dimensions of online interactions (Ellison et al,
2010): the boys were staying in the digital space to
initiate new friendships, maintain current ties and to
seek social information about the shared topics and
contexts.
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