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Abstract 
This study explores the experience of Indonesian domestic workers in using smartphones to 

maintain family intimacy. By conducting in-depth interviews with 20 Indonesian domestic 

workers in Taiwan and observing their Facebook activities, this study examines the intricacy of 

smartphone use in transnational mothering and distant marriage while highlighting the gender 

power dynamics in the family. Partly due to its relatively recent emergence, smartphone use for 

transnational mothering has not been systematically investigated. While Indonesian domestic 

workers have been included in several studies on this subject, their unique sociocultural 

characteristics have not been sufficiently and independently examined. 

The findings suggest that smartphones are an indispensable instrument for family intimacy 

among domestic workers. Voice calls and text messages via mobile application such as 

WhatsApp and LINE are the most preferred modes of communication. Their communication 

practices are often conditioned by their employers; however, in general, they enjoy freedom to 

use smartphones for communication. Perpetual connectivity of smartphones gives the domestic 

workers the perception of co-presence with their children in virtual environment which enhances 

the warmth of their relationship and allows domestic helpers to fulfil their spiritual duties as 

Muslim mothers by providing religious guidance to their children. 

Smartphones are also used for spousal communication although the frequency is often dictated 

by the wives or their employment circumstances. Based on Goffman’s concept of spoiled 

identity, this study argues that Indonesian domestic workers face social stigma during their work 

as live-in maids and device various strategies in order to cope with their living condition by 

using smartphone activities for impression management, including with their husbands by 

selectively share their life stories. This study further posits that the intensive networked 

interaction via smartphones during feminized migration does not only serve as a site for the 

reproduction of normative gender roles. Instead, it is also a venue where these gender norms are 

challenged and reconstructed constantly. This study highlights the elements of control, 

empowerment and coping strategies of Indonesian maids to renegotiate their position within their 

communities during feminized (and stigmatized) migration.  

Key words: transnational family; smartphones; migrant domestic workers; stigma; impression 

management. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

 
1.1. Research background  

Migrant domestic workers are a unique group of labor as their migration is strictly controlled by 

both sending and receiving states: their stay is temporary and they are not eligible to citizenship.  

Legal restriction also limits the frequency of visits to their home countries and they are unable to 

act as sponsors for their family or relatives to visit them where they work (Lan, 2016). These 

conditions increase their dependency on communication technologies to retain strong ties with 

their families and other social groups in the home countries (Madianou, & Miller, 2011).  

Indonesia is one of the largest migrant-exporting countries in the world with more than 4.7 

million Indonesians live and work overseas, most of which perform domestic work such as live-

in maids and geriatric care givers (BNP2TKI, 2015). Indonesia is also home to the largest 

Muslim community in the world, accounting for 13 % of world’s total Muslim population. Of 

250 millions of Indonesia’s total population, 88% follow the teachings of Islam (Pew Research 

Center, 2017). Indonesia, with about 210,000 people in Taiwan, is the leading supplier of 

migrant workers to Taiwan, followed by Vietnam, Thailand and the Philippines, according to a 

government official report (Taipei Times, 2015). 

Nearly 15 percent of Indonesian migrant workers are employed in the manufacturing and 

construction sector, 80 percent work as domestic helpers, and between 3 percent and 4 percent 

are employed as ship crew members (Taipei Times). 

For Indonesian domestic workers, Taiwan is the second most desirable destination, behind 

Malaysia, thanks to comparatively higher salary and the lower rate of migrant abuse (BNP2TKI, 

2015).  

During the migration, Indonesian helpers do not completely sever their network with people in 

their origin communities. Instead, they resort to various means of connection in order to preserve 

their relationships while working abroad. For migrant helpers who are married with children, this 
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networked communication becomes significant as it serves as an opportunity to reconstitute their 

presence in within the families. Furthermore, as a result of advancement in ICTs, especially 

mobile phones, domestic helpers can partially resume their parenting roles from a great distance 

– a concept academically referred to as “transnational parenting” (Parrenas, 2005). Scholars have 

documented that mobile phones have become the most important communication device for the 

domestic helpers to maintain connectivity and relationship with their close-ties in the home 

countries (Lin & Sun, 2010; Thompson 2009).  

 

While numerous studies have examined various structural and personal factors affecting 

domestic helpers’ use of mobile phone activities with family in the home countries (Madianou, 

& Miller, 2011; Lin, & Sun, 2011; Ryan, Sales, Tilki, & Siara, 2008; Thompson, 2009), none of 

past research has examined how technological features of smartphones might affect the 

communication processes among transnational families in the context of migrant helpers’ 

socioeconomic status. 

 

 

1.2. Research purpose 
This proposed study is to explore the smartphones activities among married Indonesian domestic 

helpers in Taiwan. Specifically, this research delves into the ways in which married female 

migrant workers utilize various smartphone-based activities to maintain bonds of family 

relationship in the home country. The impacts of smartphones on various familial ties are 

examined independently including mother-children, spousal and intergenerational 

communication. 

 

A great number of studies have explored migrant workers’ use of ICTs (Uy-Tioco, 2007a & b; 

Qiu, 2008) and their impact transnational parenting (Benitez, 2011; Hoang, & Yeoh, 2012; 

Madianou, & Miller, 2011; Leifsen, & Tymczuk, 2012).  Some have demonstrated the roles of 

transnational communication in maintaining intimacy with close ties (Madianou, & Miller, 2011; 

Fresnoza-Flot, 2009, Parrenas, 2005, Ryan, Sales, Tilki, &Siara, 2008; Thompson, 2009), while 

others have focused on general ICTs (Law & Chu, 2008) or mobile phones feature (Lin, & Sun 

2010; Roldan, 2009; Strom, 2002; Yang, 2008) that migrant workers use to achieve 
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communication goals.  There is relatively little literature focusing on the prevalent use of 

multifunctional smartphones for transnational communication among migrant workers. 

 

The significance of this study therefore lies on its contribution to the understanding of how the 

features of smartphones and activities that they facilitate revolutionize the processes of 

transnational communication to preserve familial bond with children, husbands and parents. The 

subject of this study is Indonesian migrant workers in Taiwan who are married with children. As 

a result of Indonesian Muslim culture, the dominant power of husbands over wives is likely to 

influence long-distance marriages and transnational mothering. The qualitative interviews will 

allow us to understand the intertwined processes of smartphones-transnational parenting within a 

broader sociocultural framework by taking into account the power status of migrant helpers 

within the family. 

 

Another gap in the literature is in terms of diversity of research subjects. Most studies investigate 

the experiences of Filipino domestic helpers in using mobile phones to maintain their close-tie 

relationship (for example, Madianou, & Miller, 2012; Fresnoza-Flot, 2009), and little focus is 

placed upon Indonesian helpers whose family dynamics is heavily influenced by Muslim culture 

and husbands tend to control these women’s choices. The former earns the living overseas and 

are mostly treated as the glory of the family, while the latter is criticized as playing the slave 

roles as domestic helpers in foreign land. To fill the void, this exploratory research aims to 

answer the key research question about smartphone use in the context of transnational 

communication mediated by the power dynamics between Muslim husband and wife which may 

possibly influence their distant martial relationship and mothering.  

 

In sum, the interplay between the distinct sociocultural aspects embedded in Indonesian families 

and the mechanisms of smartphone-mediated transnational marriage and parenting will be 

scholarly valuable additions to the current literature on mobile-mediated transnational 

communication with close-ties. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

 
This chapter elaborates the existing literature relevant to the research topic: Indonesian domestic 

helpers and smartphone-mediated transnational communication with families.  The first section 

explains Indonesian migrant workers and their differences from other migrant groups previously 

studied in similar contexts. The second section highlights past studies on ICTs and transnational 

parenting while pointing out the gap in the current literature. A specific body of knowledge on 

mobile phones and migrant workers will also be discussed. The last section will present Muslim 

culture in Indonesian and possible implications on the smartphones users’ experiences. 

 

2.1. Indonesian migrant domestic workers 
Besides the Philippines, Indonesia is the main exporter of workers in Southeast Asia and one of 

the largest countries of origin for international labor migration. State-regulated international 

labor migration in Indonesia dates back to 1979 when the export of 100,000 labor migrants over 

a period of five years was included in the national development plan. Today, according to 

government statistic, there are approximately 4.7 documented Indonesian migrants in over 48 

countries (and many more undocumented) (BNP2TKI, 2015). The female migrants are mainly 

employed as domestic workers in the private sector in Southeast Asia and the Middle East and as 

caregivers and nurses in Japan, Europe and the Middle East (Lan, 2016). 

 

As noted above, the Philippines is another major labor-sending country in Southeast Asia. 

Transnational communicative practices among Filipino migrant community has been extensively 

studied before while their Indonesian counterparts have received much less scholarly attention. 

This research argues that it is of a great significance to conduct a research in which Indonesian 

migrant community is independently studied as the distinct sociocultural aspects embedded in 

their migration might potentially affect the ways in which they communicate with their families 

using various internet-based mobile applications on smartphones. 
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First of all, Indonesian migrant domestic workers are different from the Filipinos in regards to 

the initiation of their migration. There are several gender-specific characteristics in the (regular) 

migration process in Indonesia: Women who intend to work abroad require the written consent 

of a male head of the family and there is a general attitude of patronization by government 

institutions and agencies (Rother, 2017). 

 

Second of all, unlike Filipino migrant domestic workers who are considered the pride of family 

owing to their financial contribution, Indonesian women who decided to leave the country for 

domestic work were often compared to slaves and considered as sources of embarrassment for 

national pride, including by high rank government official and Indonesian president, Joko 

Widodo (BBC Indonesia, 2017; Strait Times, 2015). In Indonesia, their status as maids in foreign 

countries is represented in two different ways: the official government’s notion of them as “the 

hero of GDP” (pahlawan devisa), and the popular stigmatization against them as exploited 

victims of labor abuse (Chan, 2014). The former has been largely criticized as government’s 

propaganda of using labor exportation as a means of escape from sluggish economy, and the later 

has persisted in the society resulting in migrant women being placed in different positions on 

gendered moral hierarchy – narratives that imply which migrant workers are heroes who deserve 

media attention; which migrants are unfairly abused and deserve state protection; and which 

migrants partly deserve their tragic fates (Chan). 

Past domestic helpers’ mobile research primarily focuses on helpers from Philippines. However, 

they are different from the Indonesian helpers cultivated by Muslim culture. Migrant helpers 

from Indonesia generally belong to the group with low symbolic capital (Lan, 2008). The 

majority of them have only completed middle school (BNP2TKI, 2015). Their social standing 

suffers greatly when deciding to work as maids overseas largely due to the social stigma attached 

to the profession of overseas maids (Chan, 2014). In comparison, many Filipinas came fairly 

well-equipped for their new lives in the ‘global city’ and a role as migrant organizers: They 

speak English fluently, hold university degrees and may even have gained experiences as 

political organizers during their time at university. The Indonesians, on the other hand, come 

predominantly from poor rural areas, possess limited to none English skills and rarely have 

experience in political organizing (AMC, 2007). Their low capital in terms of education, 
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language and politics make Indonesian migrant domestic workers a unique group of respondents 

in this research area. 

 

According to Erving Goffman (1963), social stigma can take forms in three types. First, 

abomination of the body (physical deformities) such as disabilities, scars and obesity. Second, 

flawed personal characters and traits such as harmful addiction, teen pregnancy, criminal record, 

unemployment, working low wage jobs and staying in abusive relationships. Third, tribal 

stigmas which concerns racial groups and religions that are considered inferior to that of one’s 

own. 

Adopting Goffman’s definition, it is obvious that migrant domestic workers face the second kind 

of stigma: imperfection in individual characters that the society deems weak, embarrassing and 

demeaning. These Indonesian helpers’ decision to work as maids in foreign land is regarded by 

their society as overseas slave despite their sacrifice for families and money power. Drawing on 

Goffman’s management of spoiled identity, these domestic workers can be understood as the 

group of people whose identity is spoiled and blemished because of their occupation. Their 

social class in Indonesia is situated at the bottom of the hierarchy. 

Following the increase in their income, their social status is likely to follow suit as they have 

chances to make up for their lack of symbolic capital in form of education with economic capital 

and various forms of cultural capital (e.g., taste, manner, and social network) to renegotiate their 

social identity (Bourdieu, 1987). However, due to geographical separation, their attempts to 

reconstruct their social identity can only be done through online communication technologies 

during migration, since regular return visits are legally impossible. In this situation, their 

encounter with their families in digital world is laden with intention to foster carefully curated 

self-images in order to justify their migration amidst vicious stigma. 

Erving Goffman proposes the dramaturgical model of social interaction, a sociological 

perspective that uses metaphor of theater to explain the process of impression management 

(Goffman, 1959). Impression management is a salient process in social interaction by which 

individuals create and maintain desirable impressions of the self in the minds of others (Leary, 

1995). This concept was first conceptualized by Goffman in 1959. Although the initial 
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conceptualization only concerned Face-to-Face (FtF) interaction, following the prevalence of 

computer-mediated communication, this concept has been used in social interaction in the virtual 

environment (for example, Chen, 2010; Papacharisi, 2002). The settings in which the interaction 

occurs range from organizational spaces (Westerman & Tamborini, 2006; Westerman & 

Westerman, 2010) to personal and romantic encounters (Becker & Stamp, 2005; Ward, 2017). 

Goffman’s dramaturgical model and impression management concept can be used to understand 

Indonesian domestic helpers’ smartphone communication and interactions with families in the 

home country. 

Returning to Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective, the process of creating favorable self-images 

is much like putting on a show, the actors leave out unpleasant parts and strive to generate 

favorable responses from their audience. Goffman further argues that each actor has off-stage 

and on-stage area. The off-stage area is where the actors prepare and polish their stories in the 

absence of others while the on-stage area is where they deliver the performance in the presence 

of others. In the case of migrant domestic workers dealing with social judgment, the off-stage 

area is their daily life on the real world, where they perform work that is often considered 

demeaning without those whose perception they wish to control such as families and friends. 

Their on-stage area is the networked interaction with their close-ties where they display only the 

beautified sides of their lives. The on-stage and off-stage performance can be applied to further 

analyze Indonesian helpers’ smartphone-mediated family interactions.  

 

2.2. Power dynamics in Muslim family and transnational communication 

Marriage and family life form the central focus of most Muslim families. Muhammad, the 

Muslim prophet, said in a hadith (i.e., a collection of sayings or teachings of Muhammad) that 

“Marriage is half of one’s religion.” Thus, for the Muslim believers, getting married and having 

children represent a major task of adulthood (Barise, 2005). Solidarity, loyalty, and respect for 

traditional ways of doing things are characteristic of Muslim families across the world (Abdul- 

Rauf, 2007). Marriage, in essence, is an ultimately sacred union upon which the life goals and 

purposes as well as life-changing decisions of husband and wife are centered (Haddad, Moore, & 
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Smith, 2006). Muslim couples feel a social and religious responsibility to preserve their marriage 

at all costs, especially when children are involved. 

As discussed in previous section, the preservation of family intimacy and the fulfilment of the 

parenting responsibilities in the case of transnational families are dependent on ICTs-mediated 

transnational communication since frequent visit to the home country is severely restricted by 

legal limitations (Fresnoza-Flot, 2009). Unique to Muslim families, however, the normative role 

expectation of “mother nurtures, father disciplines” (Parrenas, 2005.P. 331) might be too 

simplistic. Husband and wife become one holy union where the husband is the imam or the 

representation of God in the family. Because the husband is the gatekeeper to the family, the 

domestic caring including child-nurturing practices are conducted by the wife but within the 

context of husband’s authority (Haneef, 1996). Therefore, it is important to examine how this 

power hierarchy is played out during the wife’s migration period. 

This study acknowledges the diversity of Muslim family and their actualization of religious 

values. This means that although Muslim families are typically structured around patriarchal 

authority – in which the husband has responsibility for and control over the family – there is 

wide variation in how patriarchy is played out in Muslim marriages. In some cases, men abuse 

their authority, while other husbands act kindly and benevolently to their wives and children. In 

some cases, the father or husband is the final and unchallenged decision maker, while in other 

families the fathers may counsel with his wife and children when making decisions (Kobeisy, 

2004). 

Traditional Islamic teaching further supports patriarchal authority by requiring complementary 

gender roles (Haneef, 1996). The scope of these gender roles suggests that the man is responsible 

for providing financial support to the family and protecting them from harm. The husband is also 

responsible for protecting family honor and being a good example of faith and right living for his 

wife and children.  

The characteristics of migrant family challenges these supposedly tenacious notions. Regardless 

of what flows across borders, the transfers tend to exacerbate inequality, because they are 

conducted over conduits that favor certain actors' interests over others (Mahler, 2001). The 
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demand of migrant workers comes largely from domestic work, traditionally assigned to female 

migrant workers (Lan, 2016). This engenders inequality in terms of labor migration opportunity 

against men in a reversed fashion compared to that of what Mahler (2001) observed among El-

Salvadorian in the United States. In many cases of migrant domestic workers, the wife 

immediately assumes the roles of breadwinners and often the single wage-earner on which the 

family livelihood depends (Parrenas, 2005). They also have more resources to use 

communication technology. Subsequently, they usually initiate the communication, although 

their family can signal their intention to communicate through “miscalling.” (Madianou, & 

Miller, 2011). The current literature has focused mostly on the communication process between 

migrant mothers and their children in their home countries. However, this proposed study will 

also look into the process that occurs before the phone is handed over to the children. 

The gendered power dynamics have been shown to influence the communication between family 

members separated due to migration. Generally, male family members have a higher degree of 

digital literacy in which case, female family members are silenced in the communication process 

(Kang, 2012).  

This proposed study argues that given the tenacity of religious values in Muslim marriage, within 

which the notions of patriarchal are deeply embedded, the benefits of transnational 

communications are more complicated than who lives where or who has the money and the 

communication device. 

In her study on Filipino migrant families, Parrenas (2005) described one of the implications of 

transnational communication is the impediment of gender reconstruction following women’s 

migration.  

The migration of mothers prompts the rearrangement of households and consequently the 

reconstitution of gender in migrant families. The physical removal of mothers from the 

home, coupled with their higher income contributions to the household, ruptures the order 

of gender in the Filipino family (Parrenas, 2005. p. 331). 

 

She further argued that migrant women’s economic contributions do not necessarily prompt a 



 

 
10 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

reconfiguration of the family’s gender division of labor. Mothers rightfully express their love 

across great distances through transnational communication. Acts of nurturing unfortunately 

counteract the gender transformations initiated by women’s reconstitution of mothering to 

include breadwinning. This is only the case because of the continued rejection of caretaking by 

men. 

This argument was challenged by Madianou and Miller (2011). Migrant mothers view this 

performance of mothering as empowering and as evidence of ICTs ability to reconstitute their 

role as effective parents. Rather than simply seeing this as a confirmation of traditionally 

asymmetrical gender roles whereby the woman does all the caring in addition to her newly 

acquired role as main breadwinner, they argue that the situation is more complex as mobile 

phone communication allows mothers to deal with the ambivalence that is deeply ingrained in 

their decision to migrate, or even prolong migration (Madianou, & Miller, 2011). ICTs-mediated 

transnational communication, therefore, can and should be viewed as something empowering, 

and not a “no-win situation for migrant mothers,” as Parrenas asserted (Parrenas, 2005. p. 333). 

2.3. Transnational communication among migrant families 
The family members of migrant workers, although geographically separated, still maintain strong 

ties with each other throughout the migration period (Bryceson, & Vuorela, 2002). As Parrenas 

(2005) argues in her work on Filipino migrant mothers, mothers separated from their family due 

to transnational migration do not abandon their nurturing roles to their children. In their absence, 

they do not even pass down all their gender responsibilities to other family members left in the 

Philippines. Instead, they not only reconstitute mothering by providing acts of care from afar, but 

also often do so by overcompensating for their physical absence and performing a transnational 

version of ‘intensive mothering’ (Parrenas, 2005, p. 323). 

However, the fact that their structural norm involves sustained geographical distance means that 

transnational families are denied the joy and intimacy of physical proximity (Parrenas, 2005). 

For contemporary migrant families, their efforts to preserve the bonds of emotion between 

family members rely heavily on ICTs, especially mobile phones (Benítez, 2012; Fresnoza-Flot, 

2009; Madianou, & Miller, 2011; Senyureklu, &Detzner, 2009).  
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To maintain family relations, transnational families use a variety of communication strategies 

involving ICTs. In 2011, Madianou and Miller conducted comparative research with UK-based 

Filipina migrants – mainly domestic workers and nurses – and their left behind children in the 

Philippines. Their methodology allowed them to demonstrate that mobile phones have been 

enthusiastically welcomed by migrant mothers who report that mobile phone communication has 

significantly improved their ability to parent at a distance. Their preferred medium for keeping in 

touch with their children is the mobile phone partly because of the emotionality of voice 

communication. They view this performance of mothering as empowering and as evidence of the 

phone’s ability to reconstitute their role as effective parents (Madianou, & Miller, 2011). In a 

study on Turkish immigrants living in Midwest region of the United States, it was found that 

both mobile phones and e-mails are crucial in facilitating communication. However, E-mail was 

demonstrated to be more prevalent among the younger generations (Senyureklu, & Detzner, 

2009). Other than maintaining family ties and interactions, ICTs, especially mobile phones, also 

offer new possibilities for communicative practices among immigrants and their relatives at 

home, including a way to strengthen cultural values, forms of expression and provide affective 

support to the family (Benítez, 2012). While the advancement of communication technology has 

certainly brought positive influences to family members who are separated from each other due 

to migration, its distribution and accessibility are not always equal (Tsatsou, 2011). The access to 

and affordability of mobile phones are crucial for migrant families as they directly influence the 

frequency, quality and directions of the communication.  

The findings of these studies solidify the notion that mobile phone use in transnational 

communication is an asymmetrical process. Expanding from these findings, this study will 

examine how migrant helpers’ use of ICTs, specifically smartphones for family communication 

in transnational context is gendered not only from division of family responsibility (e.g., care and 

earning) and communication ability between men and women, but also from power status 

between husband and wife and socioeconomic situations of migrants’ families in Indonesia. 

Indonesia has shown a remarkable growth rate in the internet front. The growing middle class, 

coupled with government’s plan to develop broadband services through the satellite Palapa Ring 

project, have led Indonesia to becoming the third largest smartphone market in the Asia Pacific, 

behind China and India (Indonesia-Investments, 2016). According to eMarketer (2016), 43% of 
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Indonesian population own a smartphone and the number is predicted to soar to 47.9% in 2019 

(around 92million users). International Data Corporation (IDC) (2016) shows that South Korea-

based Samsung is the market leader in Indonesia's smartphone market controlling a 24.8 percent 

share, followed by Taiwan-based Asus (15.9 percent market share), Indonesia-based Smartfren 

(10.8 percent), Advan (9.6 percent), and China-based Lenovo (6.5 percent). 

 

2.4. Mobile phone use and transnational parenting among migrant domestic 

workers 

Partly because of its relatively current popularity, scholarly attention on the impact of 

smartphone use on transnational parenting has been minute compared to mobile phones and 

other computer-mediated communication technologies such as emails and Instant Message (IM). 

Several studies have attempted to use the concept of virtual co-presence to theorize the intention 

to adopt and further continue the use of instant communication via online network (Baldassar, 

2007, 2008; Horst, 2006; Zhao, & Elesh, 2008).  

Mobile phone activities are well-documented in their relations to migrants’ transnational 

relationships. Both text messages and voice calls are crucial for migrants because they allow 

them to build and maintain social support networks within the host country (Law & Chu, 2008; 

Law & Peng, 2006; Strom, 2002) while maintaining ties to the home country (Ryan, Sales, Tilki, 

&Siara, 2008; Thompson, 2009).  Other than that, the diminishing digital gap in terms of 

accessibility thanks to the greater affordability of telecommunications, both for hardware (Yang, 

2008) and air time (Vertovec, 2004), mobile devices seem to be increasingly used by migrant 

workers in adapting to new environments (Roldan, 2009). 

Thomson’s (2009) work on the use of mobile phones among migrant workers in Singapore 

demonstrated mobile phones as a key element in maintaining strong-ties with families and social 

groups during migration. The use of mobile phones for social support depends partially on the 

relative expense of using mobiles in both the host and home countries (for accessing support 

from people there). A mobile phone is an expensive possession for migrant workers, as 

Thompson notes: “On salaries that range from about 250 to 500 Singapore dollars [ US$200–
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400] per month for domestic workers and only slightly more for construction workers, a hand 

phone is often a foreign worker’s most expensive budget item” (2009, p. 368). Nonetheless, a 

combination of economically competitive subscription plans and low-cost handsets led to a 

multifold subscription increase in the decade from 2000 to 2010 in both Bangladesh (from 0.22% 

to 46.17%) and the Philippines (from 8.35% to 85.67%; ITU, 2011). These economic trends 

make communicating with family and friends back home much easier. 

While communicating via mobile phones using prepaid cards can be costly, the diminishing 

digital gap in terms of internet cost increasingly propels internet-based communication to the top 

of preferred communication mode. This notion of affordability is deployed in this study as one of 

the highly potential catalyst that fosters dependency on smartphones. This study further looks 

into the working mechanism behind reduced cost in order to outline the parts that produce effects 

on transnational mothering. In the work with migrant domestic workers in Singapore, Lin and 

Sun (2010) identified three key factors influencing migrant workers’ selection of mobile 

services: cost, ease of use and attractive packages. 

In the case of undocumented Filipino migrant workers in France who are mostly domestic 

helpers, mobile phones are used as the primary means of communication. The typical topics they 

talk about with their children are their children’s education and well-being. Moreover, all 

respondents have made sure that each member of their family possesses a cellular phone and are 

usually the ones paying for the cell phone bills of their children by including this amount in their 

monthly remittance (Fresnoza-Flot, 2009). From this we can understand the significance of 

mobile phones to long distance parenting.  

These findings highlight the pivotal roles mobile phones play in the transnational labor 

migration. However, Madianou and Miller (2011, p. 467) urge us to be “cautious with regard to 

the celebratory discourse” about the potential benefits of mobiles for migrants. beyond the 

narrative of empowerment, there is a complexity to the use of mediated communication that 

arises from ambivalence to their situation as migrants, and specifically as transnational mothers. 

 As the authors put it at the conclusion of their article: 

Filipina mothers justify the prolongation of their migration partly on the basis that mobile 

phones allow them to retain their role as mothers, then we have to start thinking of this 
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use of the mobile phone as potentially both a consequence, but also as a cause of 

migration and globalization (p. 468). 

In the work with female Filipino overseas workers in the United States who are mostly domestic 

workers, Uy-Tioco (2007a) elaborated that the popularity and affordability of cellphones in the 

Philippines coupled with the adoption of the Global System for Mobile Communications (GSM) 

in the U.S. has led to the frequent use of the Short Message Service (SMS) or text messaging. 

This capacity for real-time communication has facilitated the reassertion of mothering, 

mitigating the isolation and dislocation that comes with a transnational family structure (Uy-

Tioco, 2007a).  

 

The pivotal roles of mobile phones for migrant workers have also been highlighted in the context 

of physical and psychological well-being of migrants. Mobile phones have been shown to 

facilitate their maintenance of a sense of closeness and communication with their geographically 

distant social network (Elias & Zeltser-Shorer, 2006; Uy-Tioco, 2007b). Zhao and Elsesh (2008) 

defined virtual co-presence as a communicator’s perception of being with others through digital 

media. This perception emphasizes on the feeling of close togetherness and the sense of physical 

proximity with whom they communicate (Xu, Zhang, & Li, 2011). The feeling of physical 

closeness during social interaction in the virtual world has been shown to increases the level of 

warmth and intimacy of relationships (Walther, & Parks, 2002) as well as the communicators’ 

coping and support-seeking during psychological distress (Feng, & Hyun, 2012). This study also 

adopts this concept to understand the roles of various mobile applications for communications 

across borders between migrant helpers and their families in order to identify the mechanism 

behind their decision to adopt smartphone and to continue using it. 

Lin and Sun (2010) suggest that the FDWs used mobile phones primarily for personal and 

relational uses, which allowed them to reach out to families and friends in the homeland and host 

society. Mobile phones can be used by migrant helpers to improve social and cultural adaptation 

to the host society (Elias & Lemish, 2008), and formation of networks with other migrants (Law 

& Peng, 2006). Given strict control imposed by employers on their use of mobile phones, 

migrant domestic workers in Singapore adopt mobile phones as a subtle, covert, strategic form of 

resistance to employers’ control (Lin, & Sun 2010). The helpers also rely on mobile phones to 
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obtain help in times of emergency (Yang, 2008). Text massaging is the most popular function 

while voice calls are used only for emergencies or special occasions (Lin, & Sun 2010; 

Thomson, 2009)). 

In conclusion, a rich body of literature has examined the roles of mobile phones among migrant 

communities, with emphasis on the facilitation of distant parenting. Cellphone technology has 

empowered migrant women by creating new ways to “mother” their children across time and 

space (Uy-Tioco 2007a). However, asides from the fact that smartphone has not been the 

centerpiece of the study, Indonesian migrant domestic workers have yet to be the research focus. 
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Chapter 3 

Method 

 

 

This exploratory study which employs qualitative in-depth interviews and Facebook observation 

as the main methods of inquiry seeks to answer the following three research questions: 

1. How do Indonesian migrant helpers use various smartphone activities (voice calls, 

SMSes, Facebook and mobile instant messages) to communicate with their children and 

husbands? 

2. How does smartphone-mediated communication influence Indonesian migrant helpers' 

transnational mothering and distant marriage?  

3. How does smartphone-mediated communication between Indonesian domestic workers 

and their husbands influence the power dynamics in the family?  

Qualitative research is suitable for capturing the rationales and emotional and moral parts of 

experiences as this study aims to explore smartphone activities in maintaining intimacy with 

strong-ties in transnational context. This requires establishing relationships and trust between 

researchers and participants (Ryan, 2011).  Although the dominance of qualitative literature on 

transnational families has been criticized for the difficulties in assessing and verifying the 

information found in the studies, qualitative research allows researchers to interact with 

individuals while building relationships and systematically analyzing social phenomena (Carling, 

Menjivar, & Schmalzbauer, 2012). In addition, interviewing is an interaction between the 

researchers and the participants based on trust (Babbie, 2004) for the purposes to understand the 

interviewees’ experiences. Many sociologists have also adopted this method as a social 

interaction that can help researchers understand social phenomena and explore them (You, 

2010). In this study, in-depth interviews enable the researcher to acquire contextual data and 

interact with participants to obtain their views, interpretations, interactions and experiences 
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which are meaningful properties of the social reality that this project sets out to investigate. The 

interview data will be used to answer the three research questions. 

A complementary research method in form of Facebook observation is adopted in order to 

enhance the validity and reliability of the findings. The multi-faceted nature of smartphone-

mediated communication calls for independent investigations on the use various groups of 

technological functions such as mobile application for voice calls, instant messages, emails and 

social media in their relations to familial communication. The primary reason for the adoption of 

this supplementary method is to acknowledge that there is a range of dimensions of the social 

world that cannot be satisfactorily captured by written responses to a questionnaire, or verbal 

responses to an interview. This is possible because these familial interactions are observed in a 

setting rather than contrived in an experiment or reported or constructed in an interview. The 

observation of Facebook activities has been adopted by scholars studying the impact of social 

networking sites on relationships (McKinney, Kelly, & Duran, 2012) and collective actions 

among young people (Vromen, Xenos, & Loader, 2014). The employment of Facebook 

observation aims to answer the first and second research questions which touch upon 

technological features of smartphones that influence familial ties across borders. The interactive 

feature of Facebook that allows users to comment, like and share other users’ posts generates a 

comfortable online space for family members, friends and relatives to interact and bond. 

3.1 Data collection  

3.1.1 In-depth interviews 

The primary set of data for this research was collected through in-depth interviews with 20 

married Indonesian women working as live-in maids in Taiwan. The interviews were conducted 

in semi-private locations such as restaurants or cafes for approximately 60-90 minutes each. 

The entire process of data collection took place over the span of three months from May to July 

2017 which coincided with Ramadhan, the Islamic holy month of fasting. Some interviews were 

even carried out during the event of buka bareng (a gathering to break the fast) and the joyful 

celebration of Eid al-Fitr in Taipei Main Station courtesy of the invitation from several 

participants. After the interviewees sign the consent forms (Appendix 2), the entire data 
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collection process was carried out in Bahasa (The official language of Indonesia) and audio-

recorded. The semi-structured interview data was translated into English transcripts verbatim for 

subsequent thematic data analysis. In the interest of maintaining the privacy of the informants, all 

names indicated in the final thesis are pseudonyms. 

Due to the sensitive nature of several interview questions, particularly ones that touched upon 

spousal communication, family arrangement and distant marriage, the respondents were recruited 

on referral basis instead of intercepting them in public spaces. To ensure the variability of the 

samples, the referral was limited to two persons. Following the introduction, the respondents 

were contacted through Facebook or LINE and invited to the interview. This also served as a 

self-introduction through the exchange of Facebook account because the respondents had access 

to personal information of the interviewer found on the Facebook profile prior to the meeting. As 

a result, the respondents were far more willing to show trust and corporation throughout the 

interview in contrast to those in the preliminary data collection in which the informants were 

approached in public places such as parks and Indonesian stores, in which case, they exhibited a 

high degree of reluctance to answer questions they deemed too personal to share with a complete 

stranger. 

3.1.2 Facebook observation  

Asides from the official one-to-one interviews, the respondents have also granted permission to 

this study to surveil their social media activities for the sole purpose of examining the role of 

Facebook in supplementing the benefits of other smartphone activities in family communication 

especially in regards to parenting practices. Other than that, by generating data from the 

respondents’ Facebook activities that are related to care giving practices, this study is able to 

circumvent the limitations of self-reports. 

 

In regards to Facebook observation, the data was collected by identifying Facebook posts and 

activities that can be categorized as an attempt to interact with the children to supply parental 

care such as emotional support and spiritual guidance after their departure from Indonesia. 

Although the relevant data covers the activities that took place since the beginning of the 

migration, most of the respondents have only been active on Facebook as early as 2015. 
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Additionally, the respondents’ photo albums were also a reliable source of data on emotional 

attachment to the children. By reviewing the photo captions, other users’ comments and the 

respondents’ replies to the comments, patterns emerged that suggested the nature of mother-

children interaction on the platform. Finally, this study also looks into the types and 

characteristics of posts that the respondents tag their children in or are tagged by their children.  

From 20 respondents, 19 reported to be active on Facebook. Among them, 12 used Facebook to 

interact with their children over the period of data collection process. A total of 30 Facebook 

posts was collected over the span of three months from the total of 12 participants. The posts 

included photos, comments, replies to comments, Facebook statuses, and tagged posts (quotes, 

blog articles, news articles, videos and events). Most of these respondents do not speak Bahasa 

as their first language, so posts and comments written on local languages, such as Javanese, are 

not included. The data collected includes congratulatory posts addressed to the children and 

comments on the children’s photos. For example, one respondent, Winne, 35, posted on her 

Facebook “Alhamdulillah (praise be to God), mom (I) has always been proud of you two. Chase 

your dream as far as your feet take you.” This was a note to congratulate her sons for passing 

their final examination in middle school.  

3.2 Sample Description 
 

The respondents who participated in this study are 20 married Indonesian women who live and 

work in Taiwan as live-in maids (Table 1). They used smartphones to communicate with their 

husbands and children in Indonesia who also had access to smartphones. All of the respondents 

acquired a smartphone in host country and the average number of year since the initial use is 4.2 

years. The average age of the migrant helpers who participated in this study is 32.2 years old. In 

terms of education background, this study includes a wide range of respondents from middle 

school to bachelor’s degree. Additionally, there are two participants who are currently pursuing 

bachelor’s degree at Universitas Terbuka Taiwan, an open university established by Indonesian 

migrant group in Taipei. All of the respondents identified themselves as followers of the 

teachings and practices of Islam, more specifically, Sunni Islam. While some of the participants 

are first time migrants, some others are serial migrants. 
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There is a diversity in regards to the family structure. Some participants have been married for 

four years while some others have been for as long as 21 years, with the average being 14.75 

years. The age of the respondents’ left-behind children varies from as young as one to 17 years 

old. 14 respondents have left their children in Indonesia under the care of their mother in laws, 

while two respondents trusted their aunts with the duties. The children of the other four 

respondents reside with the respondents’ parents. Among these four respondents, two of the 

husbands live in a different city while the other two work odds jobs that require them to be away 

several days at a time. No respondent left their children alone with the husbands. The large 

number of respondents with children cared for by their mothers in law should not come as a 

surprise as it is a widespread practice in Indonesia for the sons to take care of their aging parents. 

After the son is married, he would live with his wife, children and parents. With the wives, in 

this case the respondents, having left to work in Taiwan, the children naturally remain under the 

care of their father and grandparents. Among the respondents whose children live with the 

grandparents and husbands, primary caregivers are usually the female member of the family 

apparent from their performance of duties such as feeding, cleaning, helping with schoolwork 

and Quran reading, and distributing daily allowance for children’s miscellaneous personal 

spending. This trend is also observed among Filipino migrant helpers whose husbands are often 

voluntarily absent from the children’s daily activities. 

 

Table 1 Interviewees’ profile 

Interviewees 

(pseudonyms) 

Age Education 

(BA = 

Bachelor’s 

degree; HS= 

high school; MS 

= Middle school 

Years 

of 

work 

as 

helpers 

No of 

children 

(age) 

 

Years of 

marriage 

Years of 

smartphone 

use 

Smartphone 

activities with 

family 

(WA= 

WhatsApp; 

FB= 

Facebook) 

Winnie 35 BA (in 

progress) 

5 2 (15; 12) 16 3 WA; LINE; 

IMO; FB 

Lidia 30 HS 3 1 (5) 6 2 WA; LINE, 

IMO; FB 
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Tuti 30 MS 7 1 (3) 4 3 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Ayu 30 BA (in 

progress) 

3 1 (3) 4 3 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Ratna 43 BA 7 1 (17) 16 7 WA; LINE; 

FB; Skype;  

Hilda 28 HS 6 2 (4, 2) 6 5 WA; LINE; 

IMO; FB 

Omi 32 HS 5 1 (8) 12 5 WA; LINE 

Nana 40 MS 5 3 

(17,14,11)  

21 5 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Yanti 31 HS 7 2 (7, 5) 9 6 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Yunes 42 HS 3 2 (16, 13) 20 3 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Jessie 40 HS 2 2 (15, 11) 19 2 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Inem 32 HS 4 1 (3) 6 4 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Teti 33 MS 3 2 (8, 7) 9 2 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Veri 34 MS 6 1 (5) 9 4 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Yana 29 HS 1 1 (2) 10 6 months WA; LINE; 

FB 

Kaye 28 HS 4 2 (12, 8) 15 4 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Sandi 39 HS 6 1 (17) 20 5 WA; LINE; 

FB 
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Nur 40 MS 5 2 (8, 5) 10 5 WA; LINE; 

FB; IMO 

Laila 35 HS 5 1 (8) 9 5 WA; LINE; 

FB 

Valentina 29 BA 7 2 (18, 15)  20 7 WA; LINE; 

Emails; FB 

 

 

3.3 Data Analysis  
 

All interview data was analyzed thematically based on codes which are predetermined in 

research questions or theoretic concepts, or emerged in the data. After revising the interview 

data, some new codes emerged based on the grounded theory approach. 

Table 2 presents the codes used to analyze the data of interview responses and Facebook 

observation.  

Table 2. Table of Codes 

Codes Definition Source 

Transnational 
mothering practices 

Gift-sending 
Remittances 
Transnational communication 

Fresnoza-Flot, 2011 

Virtual Co-presence The communicator’s perception of being with 
others through digital media Zhao & Elesh, 2008 

Social stigma  Disapproval of a person based on his or her 
characteristics that are considered inferior Goffman, 1963 
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Religious guidance 

Parenting activities with the purpose of 
reaffirming the children’s religious faith and 
guiding them through various religious rituals. For 
example, in Islam, this includes Quran citation, 
Salat (ritual Islamic prayers prescribed five times 
daily) and fasting during the holy month of 
Ramadhan 

-- 

Family power 

dynamics in Muslim 

families 

 

Differences in power and authority of the family 
members. For example, in Muslim families, 
husbands are usually the decision makers for 
major family affairs, such as education, health 
treatments and investment. 
 

Haneef, 1996; 
Kobeisy, 2004 

Impression 
management 
 

The methods a person 
uses to elicit desirable 
impressions from 
others. 

Off-stage area: daily 
life where they live 
without those whom 
they want to impress 
 

Goffman, 1959 
 On-stage area: the 

process of interaction 
with those whose 
impressions they want 
to manage 
 

Normative gender 
identities in Islam 

The traditional notion 
of “father provides, 
mother nurtures” 
(Haneef, 1996) 

Reconstruction of 
normative gender 
roles: The process of 
changing primary 
gender responsibilities 
in the family. For 
example, the wives’ 
role as caregivers to 
breadwinners (Parrenas, 
2005)  

Impediment of gender 
role reconstruction: 
The process of 
resuming some or all 
parts of the normative 
gender roles. For 
example, performing 
intensive nurturing 
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responsibilities after 
taking the role of 
primary provider in the 
family (Kim, 2017; 
Parrenas, 2005) 
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Chapter 4 

Results  

 
 

This section presents the results of the study as well as the analyses of the interview responses 

and Facebook observation. Firstly, the general condition of the respondents’ smartphones use is 

presented, then followed by the answers to each of the research question. 

 

4.1 Smartphone use: frequency and barriers 
The data revealed that migrant helpers strived for family intimacy during their migration. All the 

participants regularly communicated with their families, especially children, husbands and 

parents, which indicated a strong bond between them and their close-ties while working as 

domestic helpers overseas. The in-depths interviews shed light on the dependency upon 

smartphones to facilitate the preservation of these familial ties. For all Indonesian helpers who 

took part in this study, smartphone was almost exclusively the sole mode of constant 

communication as they generally did not have access to personal computers. 

 

Their smartphone-mediated interaction with their children was exceptionally intensive with calls, 

messages, pictures and Facebook activities exchanged throughout the days of the week. 

Although generally impromptu and unscheduled, communication link via smartphones was also 

observed between the respondents and their husbands. The dependency on mobile internet device 

for meaningful family communication is a testament to centrality of smartphones in the 

migrants’ family relationships, especially in parenting at a distance. 

 

There was a general tendency to prioritize mother-children interaction over spousal 

communication. While most respondents reported calling or texting their children every day, 19 

of them stated that although it was important, calling their husbands was not a priority; 

Therefore, the average of the frequency of spousal communication via smartphone was merely 

twice a month with the main purpose being to inform their husbands about the remittances. The 

reasons for the scarcity in the frequency of the spousal communication will be further discussed 
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in the subsequent segment. The Intergenerational communication between the respondents and 

their parents was significant with the frequency of calls ranging from once to twice a week. The 

roles of smartphones, however, was limited by the inadequate digital knowledge of the 

respondents’ parents. Among 20 participants, only 2 reported having parents who were actively 

engaging with them personally using smartphones. In general, the daughter-parent 

communication was either mediated by conventional voice call using prepaid calling card or via 

smartphones with assistance from other family members who live nearby, such as their children 

or siblings. 

 

By comparing the family communication before and after the adoption of smartphone, the 

importance of mobile internet became even more evident. Prior to smartphones, the 

communication between the respondents and their family had been severely limited by the cost 

of calling using prepaid card or the access to the communication device itself. One of the 

respondents, Ida, 30, from East Java, left home to work in Taiwan when her son was only seven 

months old. She recalled the psychological hardship of the separation that she described as a near 

traumatic experience. For the first two months in Taiwan, migrant workers like Ida have not yet 

obtained the alien residence card (ARC) required to subscribe to a mobile internet plan. 

Therefore, to cope with the intense longing to experience family intimacy, they must use prepaid 

card or payphone that could cost them up to NTD700 per month for one or two brief calls per 

week. For those who used prepaid card, the communication was exclusively one-way as it is 

extremely expensive to make long distance calls from Indonesia. Whereas for helpers who opted 

to use payphone, it was often impossible for them to find the time to leave home and use the 

public phone since their primary responsibility is caring for elderly whose mobility, in most 

cases, depends entirely on the helpers’ physical assistance. 

 

4.1.1. The impact of reduced barriers on transnational parenting 

The cut-throat competition in the smartphone market has driven the cost down and 16 

respondents reported buying smartphone as the easiest investment they had made. Several small 

Indonesian-run businesses in Taipei even offer installment purchase systems to accommodate the 

demand for smartphones among Indonesian helpers who have not worked long enough to be able 

to purchase one outright at full retail price. Additionally, Taiwan’s telecommunication 
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companies such as Far EasTone Telecommunications and Taiwan Mobile have launched data 

packages designed and marketed specifically to the communities of migrant helpers from 

Indonesia, the Philippines and Vietnam. The participants reported spending on average NTD500 

for a 30-day unlimited mobile internet data plan. All of the respondents adopted a smartphone 

after they started working abroad which means they acquired digital skills to manipulate 

smartphone features in the host countries. They resorted to different coping strategies to 

overcome the lack of experience and knowledge in maximizing the benefit of smartphone use. 

For example, Nur, 40, bought her first smartphone as soon as she arrived in Taiwan following 

the suggestion of her relative who had been working in the country. She later learned how to use 

it by asking other Indonesian helpers she meets in the park and market during her daily morning 

walk with her employer. 

 

Following the adoption of smartphones, the frequency of mother-children communication 

increased dramatically. All the respondents stated that talking to their children was one of the 

highlights of their daily activities. They usually called their children whenever they had free time 

to ensure the physical well-being of the children such as making sure they have had healthy 

meals, cleaned their rooms and completed their schoolwork. They were also eager to listen to 

their children’s stories and problems that often revolved around the children’s interpersonal 

relationships such as their relationships with classmates, teachers and family members. 

As smartphone-mediated contact was virtually free of charge, the respondents were able to stay 

intimately connected with their children during the critical developmental phases, a situation 

from which they derived satisfaction and sense of spiritual accomplishment. Moreover, for the 

respondents like Winnie and Ayu whose young children were still learning to read the Quran, 

smartphones allowed them to be exceptionally involved in their children’s spiritual development 

by calling them regularly to coach them the Quran recitation and prayers. 

 

4.1.2. Employment condition and smartphone use 

Although it was clear that migrant helpers have benefited from the use of smartphones, there was 

variability in the patterns of their use. The experience of smartphone use among the respondents 

varied depending on their employers. In the absence of uniformity in the laws regulating 

migrant’s freedom to the access to personal communication devices, the employers’ stand on the 
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helpers’ smartphone use can fall under either of the three categories: total prohibition, 

unconditional permission or conditional permission.  

 

Total prohibition The last category was occupied by three of the respondents who had 

experienced the total prohibition on smartphone use while working for their previous employers. 

Winni, Lidia and Tuti had all worked for employers who only authorized them to use the home 

phone once a month. Their condition resembled that of pre-smartphone era, where their 

communication with their families was severely restrained and it often led to the feeling of 

isolation and depression. 

 

Unconditional permission The barriers to the smartphones use are usually set by the employers’ 

children therefore those who were granted unrestrained freedom to smartphone use were 

generally the helpers who lived alone with their elderly employers, in which case they had the 

independence and liberty to control their networked communication with families. 4 of the 

respondents belonged to this group.  

 

Conditional permission The majority of the respondents fell under the second category, 

conditional permission. They were permitted to use personal communication devices, but the 

time and manner of their communication processes were profoundly guided by their employers 

or employers’ families. For example, Ayu, 30, came to Taiwan in 2014. She had a three-year-old 

daughter who lived with her aunt in West Java. Although she was not banned from using her 

smartphone, she was only permitted to use it when her employer is sleeping. Similarly, Nana, 40, 

from Riau, had been married for 21 years and has three sons: 17, 14 and 11 years old. She was 

requested by her employer’s daughter not to speak on the phone whenever there were guests 

around. She was, however, allowed to send messages. Another young mother from Central Java, 

Winnie, is 35 years old and had been working in Taiwan for five years. She enjoyed talking to 

both of her sons who were in the middle school throughout the day. She explained that while her 

employer never minded her using smartphone to connect with her family, her employer’s 

daughter specifically asked her not to use earpiece such as headsets for fear that she would not 

hear her employer’s urgent calls.  
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Compared to other migration destinations, Taiwan generally offers much more favorable 

working conditions in terms of the domestic workers’ access to smartphones. In Singapore, for 

example, employers tend to strictly control the domestic workers’ use of communication devices 

for fear of distracting the workers from their responsibilities which consequently results in 

various communication strategies among the workers to resist the employers’ control (Lin, & 

Sun, 2010). Taiwan is also a highly desired host country among Indonesian migrant helpers due 

to the fact that the salary is relatively higher compared to neighboring countries such as Malaysia 

and Singapore. This creates an overall conducive environment that fosters the robust practice of 

transnational mothering supported by sufficient financial resources. Other than that, the nearly 

unrestricted freedom to smartphone for family communication among migrant domestic helpers 

in Taiwan can potentially account for the complex but conspicuous changes in the family power 

dynamics, particularly gender roles, resulted from the higher degree of influence over the family 

online interaction. In other words, due to the perpetual connectivity via smartphones, migrant 

domestic workers are able to constantly and unreservedly exercise control over the household. 

 

The following segment elucidates each research question individually. Under the first research 

question, we will see the logistical and technical aspect of choices: what smartphone features do 

migrant helpers use and under what circumstances do they use them? The second research 

question aims at emphasizing the working mechanism behind the choices that produce effects: 

how do the uses of different portals influence parenting and spousal communication. Finally, the 

last inquiry dissects the power play within migrant helpers’ families and how it alters the 

communicative practices between the family members. 

 

4.2. The use of smartphone activities among Indonesian domestic helpers to 

maintain family communication 

4.2.1. Mobile internet applications for instant family communication  

The foremost benefits migrant helpers reaped from smartphone lied upon the use of freeware 

applications for instant communication. All the respondents reported having downloaded and 

installed two or more mobile applications on their devices to stay in touch with their families. 



 

 
30 

‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

The following table presents the breakdown of the mobile internet tools adopted by the 

respondents to communicate with their children, husbands and parents. 

Table 3. Mobile internet tools adopted by the respondents  

MOBILE APPS USED 

FOR COMMUNICATION 

NUMBER OF ADOPTING 

RESPONDENTS 

WHATSAPP 20 

LINE 20 

SKYPE 2 

FACEBOOK 19 

IMO 5 

EMAILS 1 

Note: Asides from Facebook, a small number of respondents had also installed other social 

media applications such as twitter and Instagram, but none of these apps were used to 

communicate with the family members. 

 

From the numbers presented in table 2, we can conclude that the most prevalent smartphone 

communication tools among the respondents were WhatsApp and LINE. Skype was only used by 

two respondents, both of whom had Wi-Fi installed in their family homes in Indonesia. This 

enabled them to have a more stable connection to use video feature of the call. Only one 

respondent used email, although many others reported ever having created the account but have 

forgotten the usernames and passwords. 

 

Although technically, WhatsApp and LINE occupied a parallel position in terms of the numbers 

of adopting respondents, their significance in transnational communication among the 

respondents differed greatly. WhatsApp was used for every form of networked interaction, such 

as exchanging text messages, making voice calls and video calls as well as sharing pictures with 

the families in Indonesia. It was the application that the respondents relied on the most. In 

contrast, LINE was used sparingly. It was occasionally used to transmit text messages or simply 

exchanging adorable “stickers” and “gif.” However, LINE was shown to be the more popular 

tool to chat with their peers in Taiwan. Many respondents said that the quality of voice call and 
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video call on LINE was inferior to that of WhatsApp, with many of them blaming it on the weak 

mobile internet signal in their hometowns. 

 

Apart from the perceived superior quality of calls when using WhatsApp, another reason for the 

preference given to the apps involves the respondents’ familiarity with the application. 16 of the 

respondents believed that WhatsApp had a higher level of ease of use, when it comes to 

navigating the application. Compared to Skype and Emails, populating existing contacts in 

WhatsApp takes place automatically through synchronization. However, while LINE offers 

similar feature, WhatsApp still leads the pack thanks to its more prevalent widespread use among 

the respondents’ social circles. All of the respondents further asserted that their families were 

much more familiar with WhatsApp compared to LINE. 

 

WhatsApp incorporates various channels to communicate. Many respondents affirmed that due 

to the nature of their communication that was often controlled by their working condition, having 

different modes of online interaction to connect with their families was a compelling reason for 

their dependency on smartphones. For examples, Yanti was a mother of two from Kalimantan. 

Both of her daughters lived with their grandparents. Her younger daughter was five years old and 

had only started the Quran school. Yanti worried that her daughter would not be able to keep up 

with the new morning routine so she called her daughter every morning to make sure she was 

ready for school. Unlike Yanti, other respondents who also had young children starting schools, 

such as Javanese mothers, Veri and Teti, were not allowed to talk on the phone while their 

employers are resting. Therefore, instead of the comfort of a mother’s voice, their children only 

received texts in the morning. 

 

 4.2.2. Modes of smartphone-mediated communication 
Amidst the great variety of platforms on smartphones to communicate with families, the data 

suggested that voice calls and text messages remained the most prominent fashion to 

communicate with families at the home country. Voice call was preferred whenever possible as 

the respondents felt that their children deserve the warmth of their mothers’ voice. Some 

respondents also said that speaking to their family meant they get to speak their native tongue 

which they did not get to do much anymore. This in itself brought a unique kind of psychological 
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comfort and feeling of being close to home. Text messages, however, played a pivotal role in the 

process. As live-in maids, the respondents were not always available to speak on the phone. 

Some employers’ families imposed stringent no-phone rule on the helpers whenever they were 

taking their geriatric employers to regular hospital visit. Out of respect, some respondents also 

chose not to speak on the phone when they are on the dinner table or when the employer’s 

families were around. The respondents’ families were not always aware of this circumstances in 

which the helpers are out of reach. To cope with this situation, many respondents devised a 

communication strategy which involved sending text messages on WhatsApp first to check each 

other’s availability and decided whether to proceed with the voice call or reschedule. Text 

messages via instant messaging service were also more common during birthdays, religious 

holidays as well as when notifying the family about remittances.  

 

Video call was a new function celebrated by migrant helpers in this study. Video chatting allows 

emotional aspects of the communication to be conveyed through facial expressions and body 

language. For privacy reasons, WhatsApp video call was used usually at night after they had 

completed their work and were ready to retire to their own rooms. The respondents said that 

video chatting with their children brought a great deal of comfort not only because they could see 

their children’s faces but also because they could show theirs to the children. A young mother 

from Kalimantan, Ayu, left Indonesia when her daughter was only a few months old. By the time 

of this study, her daughter was almost four. Ayu’s husband lived in a different province in 

Indonesia so Ayu’s daughter was left under the care of her grandmother. About video chatting 

with her daughter, Ayu explained: 

  “Sometimes I feel bad for leaving her at such a young age. It scared me a little too. What 

if she forgets me? But now I can see her face and she can see mine. At least she can 

recognize me.” 

 

Sometimes due to unfavorable weather condition, their calls on WhatsApp or LINE did not get 

through. To deal with this, nine respondents had purchased prepaid calling cards as back up in 

case of emergency as the conventional phone call sometimes was more reliable. 
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Finally, a lesser well-documented digital platform crucial to parenting in the context of 

transnational family is social media. The relational use of Facebook was crucial for the 

respondents. In this study, only Facebook was taken into account as other social media use in 

family communication was insignificant. 19 of the participants reported being active on 

Facebook. Their level of activeness, however, ranged from posting regularly to merely an avid 

observer of other people’s posts. Family communication on Facebook only covered those who 

are on it, therefore effectively excluding their aging parents and very young children. Out of 20 

participants, 12 have husbands who had a Facebook with varying degree of activeness. By 

observing the respondents’ Facebook use, a perceptible difference between mother with young 

and teenage children became clear. For those with young children who were not on Facebook, 

this platform served as a gallery of parental pride in which they displayed the pictures of their 

children for others to see but they were unable to communicate directly to the children. For 

mothers with children who were old enough to use Facebook, this portal transformed into a 

surveillance tool to keep up with their children’s social development and well-being as well as a 

medium through which they maintain closeness by tagging each other on posts and exchanging 

“likes” and comments. 

 

In general, the respondents used Facebook for three main purposes. First, they tagged their 

children on encouraging and religious posts such as quotes from Islamic leaders or scholars and 

blog articles. Second, Facebook served as stage on which they parade their parental pride of their 

children’s achievements such as graduation and winning a competition. Third, they monitored 

their children’s development through posts and online activities such their Facebook friends, 

whereabouts and their children’s Facebook status. A more detail account on the use of Facebook 

for transnational parenting is presented in the subsequent section. 

4.3. The impacts of smartphone use on transnational mothering and distant 

marriage  

The data gathered from the in-depth interviews and Facebook observation suggests that 

smartphone is the most important device the respondents rely on to perform parenting practices 

and maintain communication with their husbands. Smartphone use is also shown to have 
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different impacts between the two ties. The following section presents the influence of 

smartphone use on transnational mothering and distant marriage.  

4.3.1. Smartphone-mediated communication and transnational mothering  

Smartphone was an indispensable item for all the respondents as it facilitated their dedicated 

parenting embedded in frequent communication and supply of emotional support while being 

geographically separated from their children. Moreover, all of the respondents reported 

smartphones as their most treasured possession. As Ratna, 43, from Madiun, East Java, 

eloquently put it: 

“Without a smartphone, it’d feel like the world is closing down on me. Like I’m being left 

out in the dark while my family goes on without me. Without a smartphone, how would my 

daughter tell me when she is sad? She is a teenager now, what if she needs to go out with 

her friends but my old-fashioned mom wouldn’t let her? In this kind of situation, she 

would call me to ask for my permission instead. It’s time like this, when my daughter calls 

me for little things, that makes me feel… well, I’m still her mother.” 

The interview data showed that the respondents gratefully welcomed smartphones in their daily 

lives and highlighted several ways in which the device had transformed their parenting activities. 

Since the cost of the conversations as no longer dictated by the duration of calls or the character 

count, migrant helpers were able to discuss a dramatically wider range of topics with their 

children. Wati, 42, from Kalimantan, said she had a lot of free time during the day so she calls 

her daughter to ward off boredom while she accompanied her employer to take an afternoon 

stroll in the park. She explained: 

“We can sit there for hours so I get bored. That’s when I would call my daughter and talk 

about everything. Sometimes we even gossip about our neighbors.” 

Santi, 40, from Riau, shared a similar story where she would call her sons only to ask what they 

had for lunch or whether they had fed their pets. She affirmed: 

 “… I mean, it’s like I’m there with them.” 

By using smartphones and mobile internet, migrant helpers were able to partially reestablish their 

presence in their children’s development beyond the manner of phatic communication. As 

mothers, the respondents described these conversations as frivolous yet they serve as a reminder 

of their involvement in their children’s lives which reduces their ambivalence about their 
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decision to migrate. Additionally, 18 respondents said that the most common topic their children 

bring up during the calls was presents and gifts they wish for special occasions such as 

graduations, birthdays and Ramadhan. This echoes the findings from the work of Fresnoza-Flot 

(2009) among Filipino domestic workers in France who often resort to gift-sending to make up 

for their physical absence. From the respondents’ narratives, we can see that the role of 

smartphone is shown to remain dominant in transnational parenting. Even when taking into 

consideration other forms of caring from a distance, such as gift-sending and remittances, 

smartphone serves as the bridge that allows the children to express their wishes and requests, and 

at the same time allow the mothers to deal with their guilt stemmed from their departure by 

promising the fulfillment of these wishes and an overall brighter future for the whole family. 

 

Smartphone access among the caregivers of Indonesian domestic workers’ children  
Similar to the cases of Filipino migrant workers, Indonesian migrant helpers in this study did not 

generally delegate the caring responsibilities of children onto the hands of their husbands. 

Instead, the children were commonly cared for by female relatives such as mothers or mothers in 

law. These female relatives were often financially supported by migrant helpers forming a global 

care chains that implied women from Indonesia worked abroad as care givers and in turn used 

their salary to employ or support other people to care for their children. As a result, the 

communication between migrant helpers and their children was generally not dependent on the 

husband’s availability. There seemed to be a relationship between the age of the children and the 

process of communication. For the respondents’ children below the age of 15 (n= 13), their 

access to a smartphone was limited, therefore, their connection with their mothers was mediated 

by their primary adult caregivers which were their grandmothers or aunts. In contrast, for the 

respondents’ children who had adopted a smartphone (n=7), the parenting practices via 

smartphones were performed directly without the mediatory presence of other individuals. 

 

Virtual co-presence: online familial space  

Smartphone also enhances the intensity of transnational parenting by generating the perception 

of co-presence in online environment. In the past, with traditional mobile phones, the desire for 

family warmth and affection during migration were only assuaged through voice calls and short 

messages with limited characters. Similarly, the expressions of love and care were transmitted 
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mostly by these two means. However, with the advent of smartphones, the respondents were able 

to manipulate various internet-based applications for instant communication that supported a 

wider selection of modes to convey their feelings and emotions, whether on private space such as 

video calls, voice notes and photos sharing, or public space such as social media. Thus they were 

able to reconstitute their presence within the family to an extend that was previously impossible. 

 

Facebook was a particularly substantial tool for the respondents taking parts in this research. 

Among other social media platforms, only Facebook was utilized by the respondents to interact 

in some ways with their children. This interaction took form in tagging each other on posts, and 

exchanging comments and likes. 

 

Facebook serves as a complementary yet crucial channel to parent at a distance. It supplements 

the benefits of other more well-documented means of transnational parenting, namely voice calls 

and text messages. The respondents experienced a unique intimacy with their children when 

using Facebook because they were able to receive real-time updates on their children’s 

whereabouts and social network, ones that the children might conceal when directly confronted 

via direct communication such as voice calls or text messages. In a sense, the use of Facebook on 

mobile device allowed them to partially regain control over their children’s activities by giving 

them the feelings of proximity. 

 

The benefits of using Facebook, however, was influenced by the age of the children. For 13 

respondents whose children fell under the minimum age of Facebook users (13 years old), the 

impact of Facebook on parenting was insignificant. In contrast, the respondents whose children 

were also Facebook users were able to keep up with their children’s activities, social groups and 

personal well-being. Seven respondents in this group subscribed to their children’s Facebook 

page, which means they would get a notification on their children’s online activities. Although 

Facebook allowed the mothers to surveil and observe their children from a far, seven respondents 

said that they avoided talking directly with their children on the page as it was, after all, a virtual 

public space which is improper to host conventional parents-children interaction. To understand 

the typical nature of Facebook’s role in parenting among migrant helpers, Ratna and Valentina’s 

stories can be appropriate examples. They explained: 
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 “My daughter is a teenager now. She likes to hang out with her friends. Whenever she 

asks for my permission, I will ask her to introduce her friends to me on Facebook. So I 

actually have more of my daughter’s friends on my Facebook than my own.” - Ratna 

 

“I saw my son posted a picture of him leaning on a motorbike that I didn’t recognize, so I 

sent him a message asking whose it was and where he was going… sometimes when he 

posted a sad or gloomy “status,” I will call him to see if he is okay.” - Valentina 

 

Another respondent, Sandy, a 40-year-old mother of one from East Java always “liked” her son’s 

photos on Facebook. On one occasion, her son posted a selfie in the classroom. Sandy “liked” 

the photo and left a message saying how good looking her son was. Her son then replied 

followed by several other people who appeared to be relatives, all exchanging comments loaded 

with encouraging messages and compliments. The post soon became a miniature of family 

gathering on the digital platform. 

 

Facebook has generated an additional layer of connectivity that intensifies the companionship 

between mothers and their children by affording them the sense of closeness. With their 

Facebook page also being accessible to other members of their social circle, migrant domestic 

workers have the opportunities to supply emotional support to their children and at the same 

time, showcase their mother-children affection.  

 

 

4.3.2. Smartphone-mediated communication and distant marriage 

The interviewees unanimously agreed that smartphone was the primary means of communication 

with their husbands. In general, the respondents’ husbands lived in Indonesia. They were mostly 

involved in blue-collar professions without stable monthly income such as construction, 

warehousing and door-to-door sales. The husbands of two respondents (Ayu and Tuti) lived in a 

different province from their children and one respondent’s (Ratna) husband worked as a migrant 

factory worker in Malaysia. There was imbalance in regards to personal income in that the wives 

earned varyingly more than their husbands. This income gap as amplified by the fact that the 

wives had owned a smartphone first and then purchased one for their husbands as well. 
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Furthermore, the cost of unlimited mobile internet data plan in Indonesia is prohibitively 

expensive, making the service virtually inaccessible to general public, other than to those high 

level executives who require uninterrupted connectivity. Therefore, the husbands relied on 

prepaid cards that can be topped up with quota-based internet card. 18 respondents said that they 

shouldered their husbands’ internet cost and phone bills by including them in their remittances. 

 

Self-Empowerment 

Most of the respondents specifically requested their husbands to send a text message prior to 

calling them as they might be busy and unavailable to speak. Inem was a respondent who had 

been married for six years. She had one three-year-old daughter who live with her husband and 

her mother-in-law. She said that she never refused to talk to her daughter, but sometimes she was 

too tired to talk to her husband, so she declined her husband’s attempt to establish a 

communication using her work as an excuse. Another interesting narrative comes from Ayu who 

was currently pursuing a bachelor’s degree in Universitas Terbuka Taiwan, an open university 

for migrant helpers in Taipei. She took her study very seriously, as a result, she instructed her 

husband not to make any attempt to communicate at least one month leading up to her exams. 

For those who talked to their husbands in weekly basis (n= 3), there as a general pattern that 

demonstrated the wives being the ones who insist on it. These calls were usually motivated 

strongly by the wives’ suspicion on the husbands’ faithfulness. 

 

Income inequality 
The implication of the income inequality lied upon the perceptibly asymmetrical agency to 

initiate contact. First of all, as explained in the literature review, migrant helpers such as ones 

included in this study are legally obligated to live in their employer’s residence. This often 

obscures the line separating life from work. Consequently, the schedule and duration of their 

spousal communication were more rigidly dependent on the wives’ availability. Moreover, 

migrant helpers in Taiwan have access to affordable unlimited internet data plan while their 

husbands do not. This situation is aggravated by the quality of mobile internet coverage in rural 

areas in Indonesia that is far from stable. 
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In its entirety, the imbalance in socioeconomic status between husbands and wives who work as 

migrant helpers significantly favor the later. In a traditional setting, a Muslim wife is generally 

submissive and tends to avoid direct confrontation against the husband. A husband is the head of 

the family and in most cases, has the authority to make final decisions on family matters, such as 

finance, children’s education, health treatment, daily schedules, etc. Most of the respondents did 

not have a job with stable income before the migration and only depended on the husband’s 

support. Their personal and social life were also closely guided by the husbands, as it is a man’s 

duty to defend his wife’s honor. However, after generating personal income by working as 

overseas maids in Taiwan, the wives acquired more authority to decide whether or not they were 

available to talk. This sort of privacy and freedom they had now were a luxury they could not 

afford prior to their migration. The interview data revealed that the respondents had the power to 

sanction or reject their husbands’ requests to communicate. The respondents who did talk to their 

husbands more than twice a week (n-= 3), the wives’ dominance is observed through the wives’ 

specific demands on the frequency and manner of the interaction. 

 

According to the Quran, husbands are the primary providers for the family. However, in the 

contemporary society, wives are also allowed to seek for employment to supplement their 

husbands’ income. However, in this situation, the wives should maintain full control over their 

earnings and it is an anathema for the male figures (the husbands) to entirely depend on the 

wives’ wage or to take charge of it (Haneef, 1996). These religious values appear to exaggerate 

the inequality between the husbands and the wives in regards to resources to communicate. A 

husband who does not earn sufficiently to support his own steady mobile internet use tends to 

avoid proactively asking for his wife’s financial assistance, and therefore, his participation in the 

mediated family communication is limited. 

 

Beyond self-empowerment: smartphone use for spousal communication as a strategy to 

cope with social stigma  

As briefly mentioned in the previous section, the average amount of smartphone use to 

communicate with the husbands was only twice a month. The reasons were twofold. 

First, there was a severe limitation in topics they can talk about. Most of the respondents asserted 

that their work took the largest share of their daily life. The work they performed was 
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monotonous in nature and their days were filled with uneventful routine. This tended to render 

the conversations dull and uninteresting. 

“I have been taking care of my grandpa (the employer) for 7 years now. I do the exact 

same thing every day. I live alone with him. I wake up, make breakfast, take him to sit in 

Taipei Main Station to see the crowd, and then go home and sleep. Every day. The same 

thing. So what can I tell my husband?” 

The social events surrounding the respondents also escaped the conversation. Among the 

respondent’s husbands, only one had ever been abroad (Ratna’s husband who works in a factory 

in Malaysia). Eleven respondents said that even if they told their husbands about things in 

Taiwan they considered interesting, such as how the weather changed from season to season, 

they were certain their husbands would not be able to relate and understand. 

Asides from the lack of exciting novel events to discuss, there as a self-imposed restriction on 

what they wanted to tell their husbands. When asked “Do you share your problems with your 

husbands?” most of the respondents answered “no.” Surely, given the psychological distress 

migrant helpers are prone to experience, this account appears counterintuitive.   

Lidia’s story shed light on this subject. Lidia, a mother of one five-year-old boy from Pati as the 

only one in this study who had experienced physical abuse in the hands of her first employer. 

However, despite the gravity of this unfortunate event, Lidia decided to keep her husband in the 

dark. 

“My husband didn’t agree with my plan to come here. He said “why should you go? It’s 

dangerous there. Maids get beaten and burnt there. Besides, those who go will become 

naughty girls.” But I wanted to save money for my son’s future so I convinced him and I 

told him I was going to be OK. I told it’s safe in Taiwan, even though, frankly speaking, I 

had never heard of Taiwan before” 

Lidia’s narrative adequately illustrated the various facets of social pressure Indonesian migrant 

helpers face. The media coverage of Indonesian maids overseas tends to focus on the horror 

stories of abuse and death. women who still opt to migrate are then often met with cruel social 

judgement as being deserving of their fate. Fearing the blame from their husbands, migrant 

helpers in this study groomed their life stories in ways that beautify their migration. This 

“presentation of self” resembles the dramaturgical model of social interaction proposed by 

Erving Goffman in which he adapted the imagery of the theatrical performance to explain the 
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ways in which human being presents itself to another based on cultural values, norms and beliefs 

(Goffman, 1956). Much like actors in a play, Indonesian domestic helpers presented themselves 

and their activities to their husbands while guiding and controlling the impression the husbands 

form of them. By carefully selecting aspect of life to display to their husbands via digital 

interaction, migrant helpers played their on-stage roles to highlight the positive aspect of self and 

elicit desired impression. Their on-stage dialogue revolved around life chances after migration, 

monthly remittances, and the new life experience they have in Taiwan. The acts they left for off-

stage life included harassment and abuse in the hand the employers as well as sickness and 

exhaustion. While this strategy might spare them the harsh judgment from their spouses, it 

appeared to significantly reduced intimacy embedded in open communication and emotional 

support, especially during hard time like what Lidia has endured. The husbands were unable to 

supply them with emotional support since they were not aware of the stress their wives had 

endured. 

 

4.4. The impact of smartphones use on power dynamics in the family of 

Indonesian domestic workers 

 

 4.4.1. Religious guidance 

There was a significant impact of religious values in the nature of their communication. Omi was 

a respondent from Lampung, on the island of Sumatera. She had been married for 12 years and 

had an eight-year-old daughter who lived with her husband. According to Omi, as a woman with 

Muslim upbringing, nurturing children’s spirituality during the formative years was a divine 

blessing that not every woman is graced with. For that reason, she found solace and reassurance 

in her every contact with her children. 17 respondents regularly sent instant messages to their 

children in the break of dawn to remind them to perform shalat Al-fajr (morning prayer). Even 

more regular calls and messages were exchanged during the holy month of Ramadhan where the 

respondents made efforts to communicate with their children throughout the day to lift up their 

spirit while they abstained from food and drink from the sunrise until the sun sets. Winnie 

understood the challenges in maintaining one’s fast during Ramadhan, even more so for children; 

she had two sons who were both in the middle school. Even with the fact that her two sons lived 

in the same house with their father and grandmother, Winnie believed that no one could replace 
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the role of a mother. Therefore, as a mother, she believed it was her responsibility to guide her 

sons through this religious ritual.  

 

12 respondents believed that even though they had financial resources, maintaining their 

religious responsibilities a Muslim mother while working abroad remained the most valuable 

capital they have to renegotiate their values and identity as a mother. By fulfilling this role, the 

respondents were able to maintain their religiosity which was often viewed as a yardstick to 

measure one’s life success in their communities. As discussed in the literature review, in hadith, 

the prophet Muhammad says that “marriage is half of one’s religion”, and therefore being a good 

Muslim mother is a form of legitimation that the respondents strive for to renegotiate their place 

in the family power dynamics and at the same time, deal with the stigma from the society that 

often condemns their absence from home. In other words, by retaining the traditional roles of 

good Muslim mothers while being away from the children, they are able to reduce their maternal 

guilt and ambivalence about their migration.  

 

 4.4.2. Smartphone use and spousal power dynamics during migration 
There was a common line that connected the respondents in that they did not have any job with 

meaningful and reliable income prior to their migration. Among 20 participants, only two (Ratna 

and Valentina) had obtained a bachelor’s degree, both from small local universities on Java 

island. Following their migration, the respondents’ contribution to the families’ finances became 

significant. 17 of the respondents reported being the sole breadwinners of the family while the 

rest considered their husbands’ income to be somewhat complementary to theirs. The amount of 

the respondents’ monthly remittances ranged from 17,000-19,000 NTD, more than a full month 

salary of most of government officials in the rural areas. In a way, they received a promotion in 

the family stratification, breaking the traditional notion of Muslim wives and mothers which they 

previously held pre-migration. 

Although the respondents were the primary wage earners of their family, they asserted that their 

husbands did not depend on them entirely. 18 respondents stated that their husbands did not 

control the family’s finances such as utility bills, children’s tuition fee and daily allowances, 

budget for groceries and a whole host of other daily expenses. These responsibilities were 
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assigned to other adult, mostly female, relatives.  Ayu contended that her Muslim upbringing had 

influenced her personal finance. She explains:   

 “In Islam, the husband is usually the one responsible for providing for the family, but the 

wives are not prohibited from having income too. If the wife makes money, like me, then 

it’s her to use and the husband should not interfere with her resources... I mean, the wife 

can use her money the way she wants to.” 

Due to the general inclination to leave the children under the care of female relatives instead of 

the husbands during the wives’ absence, combined with the fact that most husbands do no 

intervene with the family’s bank accounts, the smartphone use for discussions on matters related 

to the children, nuclear and extended family often bypassed the husbands. This was reaffirmed 

by 18 respondents who reported having the final say in all of the household affairs. This situation 

was partially creditable to the fact that the decision making processes takes place exclusively via 

smartphones, and since the actors who were actively and meaningfully involved in the child-

rearing activities had access to smartphones, the husbands became the bystanders. Even when the 

husbands were included in the discussion, it tended to appear solely for formality purposes while 

in actuality, the husbands were often silenced. This was implicated in the low number of average 

smartphone-mediated communication with the husband. 

 

The inequality in the distribution of power to control the use of digital media for family 

communication challenges the traditional gender labor division and responsibilities in the 

Muslim families that generally follows the pattern of “father provides, mother nurtures.” As 

discussed in the literature review, male figures in the family, such as husbands, fathers, and sons, 

are the main actors involved in the decision making processes in the family. However, by using 

material and symbolic capital to control smartphone use among the family members, migrant 

domestic helpers appeared to be able to exert authority over their spouses which serves as a form 

of resistance towards the imbalance of normative gender roles and as a coping mechanism to 

deal with the double gender responsibilities as the wage earners and caregivers in the family. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion and discussions 

 
 

5.1. Conclusion 
This study offers evidence supporting the centrality of smartphone in transnational 

communication between Indonesian migrant helpers in Taiwan and their families in Indonesia. 

The nature of their migration imposes severe legal restrains on the physical reunion with the left-

behind families which leads to the dependency on various means of long distance 

communication to conserve familial bond.  Smartphone use is shown to be advantageous for 

Indonesian domestic helpers because it facilitates affordable frequent communication to preserve 

family intimacy. Among various mobile internet tools for communication, WhatsApp occupies 

the top of the list thanks to its quality of calls and widespread use among the migrant domestic 

helpers’ social circles. The respondents in this study also use smartphones to communicate with 

their husbands.  

 

In regards to transnational mothering, smartphones are also used stay on top the children’s well-

being as well as to generate the perception of virtual co-presence which helps intensify the 

parenting practices. Smartphones are also used by Indonesian domestic helpers to communicate 

with their husbands. However, instead of reproducing the roles of transparent and obedient wives 

in their virtual interaction, their communication is often filled with the intention to manage their 

husbands’ impression on them in order to justify their migration and resist the stigma on their 

profession. They achieve this by selectively deciding which facets of migration life they wish to 

share with their husbands and which ones they choose to conceal or play down. The adoption of 

smartphone is shown to have impacts on the spousal power dynamics in that the mothers help 

female caregivers in the family to purchase the device and therefore can have a constant 

communication with the young children without depending on the mediatory presence of the 

husbands who are often absent from the children’s daily care. 
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5.2. Discussions 
 

Smartphone has revolutionized the ways in which migrant helpers perform their parenting 

practices in the digital age. The reduced cost of communication and freedom given by the 

employers to use smartphones to communicate with their families are shown to be the leading 

factors behind the vigorous transnational communication practices via smartphone. By using 

internet-based freeware applications for instant communication such as WhatsApp and LINE, 

migrant helpers can enjoy the freedom to control the length and topics of their online interaction. 

Their longing for family intimacy and closeness can be satisfied through various modes, each 

with their own distinct benefits such as voice calls, Instant Message (IM), video calls, and 

Facebook. Similarly, the channels through which their statements of care and support to their 

children are conveyed are no longer limited to voice calls and short messages. 

 

Smartphone features such instant messengers allow a synchronous form online communication 

between users (Feng, & Hyun, 2012). This creates the feeling of co-presence in the virtual 

environment where both parties, in this case, migrant mothers and their children, are able to 

initiate communication in an exchange. According to Kim (2017), intensive mediated interaction 

does not necessarily deepen the intimacy nor does it enhance emotional closeness because 

physical presence cannot be substituted by online encounter. Kim argues that routine internet use 

among migrant domestic workers in France leads to digital fatigue as the mother must deal with 

the hard question of “when are you coming home?” (p. 10). The narratives of migrant domestic 

workers in this study present a dissenting view. The frivolous routine smartphone-mediated 

conversations between mothers and children generates the feelings of naturalness in their 

interactions. They talk about things they would had they been in the same house. The topics of 

the conversations are not always serious and demanding such as the hardship of being separated. 

This, in fact, as shown in the result, is often left out due to their intention to only display positive 

aspects of their migration. Instead, they focus on light discussion that many feel meaningless and 

rambling, but yet, serves as a reminder that they are actively involved in their children’s daily 

lives. 
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Goffman’s concept of stigma includes the disapproval of an individual’s traits that are 

considered as a disgrace (Goffman, 1963). Since migrant domestic workers are prone to abuse 

and exploitation, their profession meets harsh social stigma in Indonesia. Upon earning decent 

salary in Taiwan, they rely on smartphones to validate their migration and seek for justification 

and support from their families. Smartphone-mediated communication, then, reduces the 

negative physiological impacts of stigma as they are able to manage the impression in the minds 

of others about their living condition and generate more favorable new self-images. 

 

The benefits of smartphones for transnational family communication is well-documented in this 

study, however the processes of the communication itself do not happen in uniformity. Due to 

the lack of clarity in the law regarding smartphone use among live-in maids, migrant helpers’ 

experience with smartphone use depends greatly on the employers. For example, in Singapore, 

migrant domestic helpers have limited access to mobile phones due to stringent restriction from 

their employers. As a result, their use of communication devices serves as a form of resistance 

(Lin, & Sun, 2010). In contrast, this study found that foreign maids in Taiwan have enjoy higher 

degree of freedom to use smartphones, and therefore experience a richer and more intimate 

relationship with their families. This cautions us against treating migrant domestic workers as a 

homogenous group of smartphone users as their experiences are influenced by the employment 

condition of the host countries. 

 

This study builds on the previous work in the research area of transnational migration, 

communication and gender studies that have mostly claimed that the intensive use of digital 

media for communication during migration serves as a means of reproducing normative gender 

roles (Parrenas, 2005; Kim, 2017). This study argues that during migration, the traditional gender 

responsibilities are not only reproduced, but are also challenged and reconstructed continuously. 

This research approaches migrant domestic helpers not as acquiescence victims of the amplified 

gender inequality due to feminized migration. Instead, this study discusses them as agents with 

ability to push the boundaries of their social class using various forms of material and symbolic 

capital based on the Bourdieu’s model (1986). This study also takes a different approach in 

understanding the women’s roles as wage earners by highlighting not only its characteristics as a 

responsibility, but also its symbolic power as a privilege. The leverage of this privilege is 
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manifested through the manipulation and control of smartphone use for family communication 

which effectively disrupt the normative spousal power dynamics in Muslim families (Haneef, 

1986). 

 

 

5.3.  Contribution and limitation 

 
Adopting Goffman’s concept of spoiled identity this study builds on the current literature on 

social identity by analyzing Indonesian domestic workers as a group of labor who faces social 

judgment due to their profession. The degrading and humiliating treatments they receive, which 

falls under the second type of stigma posited by Goffman (deviation in personal traits). This 

study also contributes to the literature of transnational migration, communication and gender 

studies by expanding the literature of smartphone communication for family intimacy in 

transnational context. By bringing the research focus onto Indonesian domestic workers, this 

study advances the understanding of religion as a form of symbolic capital that is crucial for 

migrant domestic workers in order to renegotiate their maternal identity and class in the society 

where their identity is considered imperfect and blemished. This allows us to gain a more 

comprehensive grasp on the social phenomenon of smartphone-mediated transnational mothering 

in the Muslim culture. 

 
The findings drawn from the informants in Taiwan will provide us with valuable insights into 

smartphone-mediated communication between the helpers and their husbands and children and 

its impact on transnational family relationship.  However, since this research is not dyadic the 

interview data which solely emphasizes the helpers' viewpoints will not include responses from 

the husbands and children. Future research can take the pair approach to examine the 

perspectives from two parties. 

 

Due to temporal and logistic limitations, this proposed research will only recruit 20 informants 

from Taipei area. The small sample size cannot provide representative results, but the in-depth 

interviews will shed light on the Indonesian domestic helpers’ smartphone communication and 
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family relationship in the home country. The recruitment of interviewees in Taipei is likely to 

lead to bias to the findings as the interviewees have experiences of urban live-in maids.  It will 

also be valuable to include Indonesian women from other areas in Taiwan to increase the level of 

representativeness of the findings. 

 

Finally, the conclusion drawn in this study is based on the context of Indonesian socioeconomic 

situation and the employment condition in Taiwan. Further research is necessary to examine the 

impact of social, cultural and legal factors in other host countries.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Interview Questions 

 

 

 

I. Demographics and 
family relationships  

1.How old are you? 

2. How long have you worked as a domestic helper in Taiwan? 

3. What part of Indonesia do you come from? 

4.What is your highest education? 

5. How long have you been married? 
6. How many children do you have? 
7. Who is taking care of your children? 
8. How did your parents raise you as a daughter? 
9. How did your husband treat you—dominant, liberal, or else? 
10. How is your relationship with your husband and your 

children? Have your current job influence your family 
relationship? How? 

11. What is the Muslim culture influence on your working as a 
domestic helper?  

12. Who made the decision for you to come to Taiwan and work 
as a domestic helper? How did your family and husband 
respond to your working as a domestic helper? 

13. What kinds of family relationship and life you imagine you 
will have after returning to Indonesia? 
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II. Smartphone use 14. How long have you use a smartphone? Is it a pre-paid or post-
paid? How much is your monthly phone bill on average? Who 
pays for the mobile phone and its bills? Do you think smartphone 
use is affordable? 

15. Do your employers allow you to use smartphone to communicate 
with your family in Indonesia? What kinds of rules do the 
employers set for your smartphone use? Have they complained 
about your smartphone use or restricted your usage? Why? 

16. Is smartphone the major communication device for you to contact 
your distant family? Why?  

17. What kinds of smartphone activities do you use most frequently to 
interact with your distant families? Why? 

18. How did you use the following smartphone activities to 
communicate with your distant family? (Ask each of them about 
the frequency, communication purposes, and ways of 
communication. Give examples) 

a. Voice call  
b. SMSes 
c. Video call (e.g., Skype) 
d.  Mobile Instant Messages (e.g., Line, Whatsapp…) 
e. Facebook (post, photos, facebook text, facebook live)   
f. Other? 

19. What are the reasons that you select different types of smartphone 
activities to communicate with your husband and children? 

20. Who did you usually contact via smartphone during routine 
communication? How about during emergency? 

21. When and where do you most often use your smartphones to 
communicate with your distant families? Why? 

22.  How important is smartphone use for you to maintain 
connectivity and intimacy with your family? 

23. How would you feel if you did not have smartphone to maintain 
your distant family relationship? What might happen? 

III. Spousal power dynamics  24. What does your husband do? 
25. Does your husband have power over your decisions and life? Did 

the power dynamic between you and husband change after you 
work as a domestic helper? (More respected or less?) 

26. Who controlled the mobile communication between you and your 
family in Indonesia when you want to contact them? 

27. What are the rules and frequency of your family smartphone 
communication? Who determines them? 

28. How often have you use smartphone to contact your husband? 
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29. Who usually initiated the smartphone communication between 
you and your husband? 

30. What kinds of topics do you talk about with your husband? Any 
topic to avoid? 

31. How did your children respond to you when you tell them about 
your life stories in Taiwan?  

32. What kinds of smartphone activities you usually have with your 
husband? For what purposes? Share your experiences with 
examples. 

33. How does smartphone use help your long-distance marriage? Can 
smartphone activities maintain the relationship between you and 
husband? Share your examples. 

34. How do you think your migration affect your families’ opinion 
about you? (here, the concept of migration refers to economic 
contribution to the family such as remittances and/or gift 
sending). 

35. How do you feel about nurturing your children through 
smartphones while working in Taiwan?  (perception towards 
parenting roles) 

36. How does smartphone use affect your roles in decision making 
process on family matters at home? 

IV. Transnational mothering 
practices 

37. How often have you use smartphone to contact your children? 
38. Who usually initiated the communication between you and your 

children? 
39. What kinds of topics do you talk about with your children? 
40. What kinds of smartphone activities you usually have with your 

children? For what purposes? Share your experiences with 
examples. 

41. How did your children respond to you when you tell them about 
your life stories in Taiwan? 

42. How does smartphone use help your transnational mothering? 
Can smartphone activities maintain the relationship between you 
and children? Share your examples. 
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Appendix 2: Consent forms 

English Version 

Informed Consent Form (English) 

Please read this consent agreement carefully. You must be 18 years old or older to participate. 

Purpose of the research:  

The purpose of this thesis research is to study how Indonesian migrant workers in Taiwan use 
smartphones to maintain family relationship. The title of my study is “Smartphone-mediated 
communication with transnational families: Understanding the experiences of Indonesian 
domestic workers in Taiwan.” The research findings will be presented as master’s thesis 
submitted to International Master’s Program in International Communication Studies (IMICS) at 
National Chengchi University (NCCU). The supervisor of this research is Dr. Trisha T. C. Lin, 
an associate professor at the Department of Radio and Television, College of Communication, 
National Chengchi University. 

What you will do in this study:  

You will answer some interview questions. This should take around 30 minutes to an hour. You 
will also agree to allow the researcher to observe your Facebook activities for the next three 
months to identify the use of Facebook for parenting. 
 
Benefits/Risks:  

Your responses will be a contribution to research in the field of communication. There are no 
anticipated risks associated with participating in this study.  

Voluntary Withdrawal:  

Your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty.  

Confidentiality:  

Your personal data in this study will remain confidential and will be used only for research 
purposes. Your responses will be assigned a code number that is not link to your name or other 
identifying information. All data and consent forms will be stored safely. The research findings 
will be presented as a master’s thesis and/or published in journals, books, etc.  

IMICS contact person: 
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This study is approved by IMICS. If you have any questions about the study or your rights as a 
participant, feel free to contact the researcher, Mr. Louis B. K. WARUWU 
(ruy_waruwu@yahoo.com), his supervisor Dr. Trisha T. C. Lin (trishlin@nccu.edu.tw ), or 
IMICS office (imics@nccu.edu.tw). 
 

Thank you very much for your time and effort. We highly appreciate your help in this research.  

 

Sincerely,  

Louis Barui Kurniawan WARUWU  
Student 
International Master’s Program in International Communication Studies (IMICS) 
National Chengchi University  
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
Agreement:  

The purpose and the nature of this study have been sufficiently explained to me. I agree to 
participate in this study voluntarily. I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time without 
giving any reason and without any penalty. If you agree, please select yes.  

Yes______ No_______  

Name in print (optional): _____________________   Date: __________________ 
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Indonesian Version 

Surat Persetujuan  

Anda harus berumur 18 tahun keatas untuk berpartisipasi  

Tujuan penelitian: 

Penelitian ini ditujukan untuk mengamati penggunaan smartphone (telepon genggam berbasis 
aplikasi) oleh Tenaga Kerja Indonesia (TKW) di Taiwan. Hasil penelitian ini akan disajikan 
sebagai skripsi kelulusan S2 di program IMICS di Universitas Negeri Chengchi, Taipei. 

Jenis partisipasi: 

Dalam proses penelitian ini, anda akan menjawab pertanyaan mengenai informasi diri seperti 
umur, asal, pendidikan dan durasi pekerjaan sebagai TKW di Taiwan. Selain itu, anda akan 
menjawab pertanyaan-pertanyaan seputar penggunaan smarphone dalam kehidupan sehari-hari, 
terlebih-lebih dalam menguhubungi keluarga dan sanak saudara di Indonesia. Anda juga akan 
memberikan izin kepada peniliti untuk mengamati penggunaan Facebook anda dalam 
berinteraksi dengan anak anda. 

Keuntungan dan resiko: 

Keuntungan dalam berpatisipasi dalam penelitian ini adalah kontribusi anda pada perkembangan 
ilmu pengetahuan sosial, terutama mengenai komunikasi dan pekerja transmigrasi. Tidak ada 
resiko dalam partisipasi dalam penelitian ini. 

Pembatalan partisipasi: 

Partisipasi anda dalam penelitian ini adalah sukarela, dan tanpa paksaan. Oleh sebab itu, anda 
dapat membatalkan partisipasi anda kapanpun.  

Kerahasiaan data: 

Semua data yang anda berikan berupa jawaban-jawaban pertanyaan akan dirahasiakan, dan 
hanya akan disajikan dalam bentuk skripsi S2 oleh peneliti dan jurnal akademis. 

Kontak: 

Jika anda memiliki pertanyaan mengenai hak dan kewajiban anda dalam penelitian ini, harap 
menghubungi Bapak Louis WARUWU (peneliti) ruy_waruwu@yahoo.com; Ibu Dr. Trisha, C. 
T. Lin (professor pembimbing) trishlin@nccu.edu.tw , atau kantor IMICS imics@nccu.edu.tw 
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Sekian surat persetujuan partisipasi dalam penelitian ini. Saya sangat berterima kasih atas 
kesediaan dan waktu anda. 

Louis Barui Kurniawan WARUWU 

Mahasiswa S2 

IMICS 

Universitas Negeri Chengchi 

 

Lembar persetujuan 

Saya telah mengerti tujuan, keuntungan dan hak-hak saya dalam berpartisipasi dalam penelitian 
ini. Dengan demikian, saya memutuskan untuk  

Setuju______ 

Tidak setuju _______ 

Untuk berpartisipasi. 

Nama ________________ 

Tanggal ______________ 

 


