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Abstract. Social networking sites (SNS) are an emerging social phenomenon across
Europe. As in many other European countries, the US-owned network Facebook has taken
the lead over domestic and local SNS amongst German and Estonian SNS users. Members
of the Russian-speaking minority in Estonia, however, prefer SNS that originate in Russia.
Based on a new model of proximity in SNS as well as on the theory of network effects, this
paper aims at contributing to an understanding of the role that cultural and geographic
proximity play in the choice and usage of SNS as well as of the attraction of SNS that cross
cultural and geographic boundaries. Focus group interviews with German, Estonian and
Russian-Estonian SNS users suggested many similarities across these groups in terms of the
comparative importance of various areas of cultural and geographic proximity in SNS that
the proposed model of proximity introduces. Furthermore, they suggested the attraction of
SNS that have an international membership. Despite these similarities across groups, the
Russian-Estonian group exhibited many differences compared to the other two groups as
the Russian-speaking interviewees expressed the greatest need for cultural proximity but
the lowest need for geographic proximity in SNS. The article discusses the results of the
focus group interviews especially in terms of the suggested diaspora-like attitudes and
behavior of the interviewed Russian-Estonians and the implied separation between the
ethnic Estonians and Russian-Estonians in SNS. Understanding this inter-ethnic
connectivity in SNS is more important than ever in the light of the increasing role that
social media play in people’s lives.
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I ntroduction

Social networking sites (SNS) are an emerging social phenomenon across
Europe. According to a study conducted by Comscore (2011), SNS were used by
84.4 % of the Internet users in Europe in 2010. In many European countries, US-
owned social network Facebook has taken the lead over domestic and local
networks in terms of numbers of members. By the end of 2010, Facebook reached
more Internet users in 15 European markets than any other SNS (Comscore, 2011).
Also in the former Soviet-Union country Estonia, Facebook has been very
successful as the statistics show (e.g. Turu-uuringute AS 2011). This, however,
does not account for the Russian-language minority in Estonia who are mainly
post-war immigrants, accounting for 27% of the total population (ES 2011). A
survey conducted by the author in 2010 revealed that the three most successful
SNS amongst the ethnic Estonians were Facebook, Orkut and Rate, whereas the
three most successful SNS amongst the Russian-speaking population in Estonia
were Odnoklassniki, VKontakte, and Livejournal, which all originate in Russia.®
This suggests a need for cultural proximity in their choice of SNS.

Although SNS as digital networks have the potential capacity to connect people
across various cultures and geographies, they are only the means for such a ‘global
network society’ (Castells, 2009) or ‘global connectivity’ (Tomlinson, 1999), and
they “enact the trends described in the social structure” (Castells, 2009: 24). In fact,
studies have shown that the probability of friendships and communication via SNS
decreases with decreasing physical and relational distance to SNS members (e.g.
Liben-Nowell, Novak, Kumar, Raghavan and Tomkins, 2005; Tillema, Dijst and
Schwanen, 2010). As such, people are most likely to connect with people from their
own geographic and cultural environment, somewhat negating the theory of a global
connectivity through SNS.

The aim of this article is to provide a better understanding of how different
cultures express a need for cultural and geographic proximity in their choice and
usage of SNS. For this, the paper puts forward a new model of proximity in SNS,
which introduces various areas of cultural and geographic proximity in SNS.

! The online survey was conducted in fall 2010 among Estonian (N = 461), Russian-Estonian (N = 299)
and German (N = 704) SNS users. The samples of participants were representative for the Internet
population in Germany and Estonia in terms of age, gender and place of living according to data from
the MA 2009 Online 1l conducted by the Informationsdienstes der Arbeitsgemeinschaft Media-Analyse
eV. ag.ma. in the case of Germany and the population survey Mina, Meedia, Maailm in the case of
Estonia, which was conducted by the Institute of Journalism and Communication at the University of
Tartu, Estonia, in fall 2008. Asked in which SNS they had a profile, the three most popular SNS
amongst the Estonians were Facebook (42%), Orkut (25%) and Rate (13%). Amongst the Russian-
language respondents it was Odnoklassniki (59%), VKontakte (33%), and Livejournal 9%.
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In order to understand cultural and geographic proximity in SNS, this paper
also looks at the attraction of SNS, whose existing membership crosses cultural and
geographic boundaries. Whereas some SNS only target users in specific countries,
others, such as Facebook, for instance, have an international membership base.
Similarly, the SNS Odnoklassniki is very popular amongst Russian-language SNS
users in post-Soviet states.” Due to geographical and/or cultural openness, they
have the potential to reach a membership base that is larger than any local or
domestic SNS could potentially reach. With their size, these SNS attract users
through network effects, as a large network is more valuable to any user than a
small one. This paper will further elaborate on the idea of network effects of large
SNS that cross cultural and/or geographic boundaries.

For both the proposed model of proximity in SNS, as well as the theory of
network effects, this paper will introduce an operationalization, which was applied
in focus group interviews with Estonian, Russian-speaking Estonian, and German
SNS users. The paper will report on the results of these interviews, which aimed at
retrieving an initial understanding of the comparative importance of various areas
of the suggested model of proximity, as well as elements of the attraction of
network effects of SNS that cross cultural and/or geographic boundaries. This
developed both an understanding of possible similarities across these different
cultures, which may indicate a general attitude towards proximity in SNS by users,
as well as a first understanding of differences across the three cultural groups that
were part of the study.

User statistics suggest differences between the Estonian SNS users and the
Russian-Estonian® SNS users in terms of the role that geographic and cultural
proximity play in their choice of SNS. With the increasing role that SNS play in
people’s lives, such different tendencies may become increasingly important in the
future and they indicate that Estonia may, in fact, be one country with two societies
(Maimone, 2004).

Additionally, German SNS users were included into the study as a reference
group. As with Estonian SNS users, but differently from Russian-speaking SNS
users in Estonia, German SNS users have increasingly started to set up profiles
with Facebook at the cost of domestic SNS, resulting in Facebook becoming the
preferred network among these users.* This suggests similar tendencies amongst

2 This article underlies the idea that language and culture are very closely connected (Whorf, 1964),
and that language is the most clearly recognized part of culture (Agar, 1994).

® Though not all members of the Russian-speaking community in Estonia have an Estonian
citizenship, this paper uses the term Russian-Estonian as a convenient way to distinguish between the
ethnic Estonians and the members of the Russian-language minority in Estonia.

% The above mentioned survey conducted by the author in fall 2010 proved that the three most popular
SNS amongst German SNS users were Facebook, in which 49% of the participants of the survey had
a profile, StudiVZ (26%) and Xing (25%). An earlier study by The Nielsen Company in summer
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German and Estonian SNS users, of which the latter have undergone a ‘return to
Europe discourse’ and see themselves part of the West. Furthermore, it represents a
contrast to the Russian-speaking minority in Estonia, which are seen as part of the
East by ethnic Estonians (Aalto, 2003).

Introducing a new model of proximity in SNS

‘Proximity’ is a term widely used in the context of cross-cultural media trade
where the concept of ‘cultural proximity’, first put forward by Straubhaar (1991),
argues that audiences prefer media that has been produced in their own cultural
environment over media that has been produced elsewhere.® According to the
concept of cultural proximity, media content is culturally proximate to the audience
when it, for instance, portrays people that look, speak and behave the same as the
target audience, depicting similar cultural values and attitudes.

This article puts forward a modification of the concept of cultural proximity to
be applied in the context of SNS. It suggests two main adaptations. Firstly, SNS
that aim to attract people across cultures and countries differ greatly from media
content that travels across cultures and countries inasmuch asthe content in SNS is
generated by the users themselves. Hence, a model of proximity in SNS needs to
take this into consideration. Secondly, this article suggests considering both
cultural and geographic proximity in SNS. Such a differentiation between cultural
and geographic proximity becomes clear when one looks at SNS users in Estonia
where members of the Russian-language minority may express a need for cultural
proximity in their choice of SNS from Russia but express a need for geographic
proximity by having many contacts in their networks that live in Estonia.

With these two adaptations, the model of proximity in SNS sees both cultural
and geographic proximity in two parts of a SNS: one which it offers to its users,
and the other one which users self-create. Part one of a SNS is the ‘framework’ of a
SNS, i.e. what is being offered to its users, and here proximity may be offered.
Proximity to a user’s cultural or geographic belonging is offered, 1) when the SNS
carries a brand image associated with the user’s culture or geographic region; 2)
when it is owned by a company from the user’s culture or geographic region; 3)
when the layout design resembles the style of the culture or region; 4) when the
usability of the SNS is what people in a culture or geographic region are used to or
like, 5) when it offers the user to use the SNS in his or her own language; 6) when
its membership base consists of a large number of people from the user’s culture or

2010 (Nielsen 2010) found that the three most popular networks were Facebook, VZNetzwerke
(StudiVZ, meinVZ, schiillerVZ) and wer-kennt-wen.

® Later works (e.g. Olson, 1999; Iwabuchi, 2002; Straubhaar, 2007; Rohn, 2010, 2011) have taken the
concept of cultural proximity further in order to do justice to the complexity of the audience demand
that also sees a great amount of internationally successful media.
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geographic region; and 7) when the advertising that is being shown in the SNS is in
the user’s language and offers products and services from the user’s cultural and
economic environment.

Part two of SNS is the “filling” of such ‘framework’ by its members, i.e. it is
the user-generated content. Whereas a SNS may or may not offer proximity to a
user’s cultural and geographic belonging through its ‘framework’, the “filling’ of
the framework by the user is where the user him- or herself may express a need for
proximity. Here, a user may express a need for proximity 1) when he or she uses
the SNS in the language version of his own language, 2) when he or she
communicates with his or her contacts in his or her own language, 3) when he or
she is connected with people from his or her geographic and cultural environment,
and 4) when he or she forwards links to online media content from his or her
geographic or cultural environment.

In addition to these two parts of a SNS, in which proximity may be offered to
or self-created by users, users may also express a need for proximity through their
choice of SNS. A SNS user of the Russian minority in Estonia may, for instance,
express a need for cultural proximity in SNS by choosing a SNS from Russia; and
a German SNS user who lives in Berlin may, for instance, express a need for
geographic proximity in SNS by choosing a SNS from Berlin.

SNS and the attraction of network effects

The theory of network effects stems from economic theory, and it means that
the value of a network depends upon the number of its users. The more users a
network has, the higher its value is to each user (Rohlfs, 1974). The theory of
network effects has been widely applied to the context of the development of
network infrastructure (e.g. Katz and Shapiro, 1986; David and Greenstein, 1990;
DiMaggio and Cohen, 2005). The classic example of network effects is that of a
fax machine. With an increasing number of people who have a fax machine, having
a fax machine becomes increasingly valuable to any person.

In contrast to the concept of cultural proximity, the theory of network effects
originates from the context of networks and, therefore, needed no modification for
the purpose of this study. Due to network effects, the more members a SNS has, the
more attractive it is for potential new members.

Any SNS that attracts an international membership base can attract large
numbers of users, more than any local or domestic one can. Although, not all
members of a SNS may be relevant to a user, according to Reed’s Law (Reed,
2001), the utility of a social network scales exponentially with the size of the
network, even if the direct number of contacts is very small.

Since the focus of the focus group interviews was on network effects of SNS
that attract users across cultures and places, elements of network effects were seen
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in 1) a large, international membership base, and 2) international language version
offered by the SNS. Latter serves as an indication that a network has the ambition
to reach large numbers of international users.

Previous research on proximity and network effects in the context
of SNS

The model of proximity in SNS, as it is suggested in this article, is new in its
kind and, therefore, has not been applied to research projects. Yet, there are
previous studies that have looked at the cross-cultural or international aspects with
regard to SNS choice and usage. Studies have, for instance, dealt with cross-
cultural differences in the use of and the motivations for using SNS (e.g. Kim,
Dongyoung and Sejung, 2011), or the role of SNS in the context of negotiating
cultural belonging (e.g. Takashi, 2010). Some studies have even looked at
individual areas of the proposed model of proximity in SNS. Many of these have
looked at users’ contact lists and the use of language in SNS. Liben-Nowell et al.
(2005) for instance, showed that only one third of the friendships in SNS are
independent of geography. Herring et al. (2007) found that the larger a language
community is, the more its members also use their own language in SNS. Other
studies have looked into cultural differences in the preferences towards web design
elements, though here the results are very contradicting. While Gevorgyan and
Manucharova (2009) and Baack and Singh (2007) found that there, indeed, were
differences in how people from different cultures perceive the same web design,
other studies, such as by Hermans and Shanahan (2002) and Dou, Yoo and
Liangyu (2003), found that cultural factors did not impact Internet user’s
perception of web sites.

What has been missing in terms of research on proximity in SNS is research
that has looked at all of the suggested areas of cultural and geographic proximity in
a single research project. Such a study also allows for identifying the relative
importance of these areas in the choice and usage of SNS.

In terms of research that has looked at network effects of SNS, this is
manifold. There has been research that has referred to the power of network effects
of large, international SNS (e.g. Ahn, 2009; Kwon, 2011). Cusumano (2011), for
instance, argues that because of network effects, a small number of SNS will attract
most of the users. However, there has not been research as of now that has put the
power of network effects of international SNS in relation to a possible need for
cultural and geographic proximity by SNS users.

By looking at both a possible demand for cultural and geographic proximity,
as well as the power of network effects of SNS that cross cultural and/or
geographic borders and by applying these two forces that may influence SNS
choice and usage to focus group interviews with users of a post-communist
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country, this article aims at understanding the role that cultural and geographic
proximity plays in the context of today’s international phenomenon of SNS.
Applying the idea of cultural and geographic proximity to three very different
groups of SNS users in Europe promises to contribute to the understanding of
social reality in Europe in terms of SNS usage.

M ethodology

The research project, which this paper reports about, included focus group
interviews with German and Estonian SNS users as well as with SNS of the
Russian-language minority in Estonia that were conducted in April and May 2010.
The aim of these interviews was to identify possible attitudes towards the various
areas of the proposed model of proximity in SNS and the suggested elements of
network effects of SNS that cross cultural and/or geographic boundaries and to
gain an understanding of possible differences between the groups, in terms of their
need for cultural or geographic proximity in SNS.

The Estonian group consisted of eight participants and the Russian-language
group of seven participants. The participants of both groups were recruited through
random selection from participants who in a previous study® had answered that
they had a profile in a SNS. The eight German participants were recruited through
announcements in local newspapers in the state of Thuringia.

The groups were nearly balanced in terms of gender, with 10 female and 13
male participants. The age of all 23 participants ranged from 19-39, and their
occupations were very diverse, ranging from high school and university students, a
marketing consultant to a stay-home mother, suggesting a great diversity of
attitudes and behaviour in regard to SNS. All three interviews were conducted in
the participants’ mother tongues,” they were recorded, transcribed and then
analyzed by identifying participants’ statements regarding the various suggested
areas of proximity and elements of network effects.

The interviews were conducted through structured protocol, in which the
participants were asked about their choice of SNS and their thoughts about the
various suggested areas of proximity in SNS as well as the suggested elements of
network effects. Thus, the questions regarding a possible need for proximity
included questions why the focus group interview subjects had chosen to use a
particular SNS over another and whether their choice was influenced by a need for

® The representative population survey Mina, Meedia, Maailm (Me, the Media, the World), which
served as a basis for recruitment, was conducted in fall 2008. It is a study on the media usage in
Estonia that is conducted every four years by the Institute of Journalism and Communication at the
University of Tartu, Estonia.

" The author thanks Valeria Jakobson for moderating the Russian-language focus group and Indrek
Ibrus for moderating the Estonian-language focus group.
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cultural or geographic proximity that the SNS offered in its ‘framework’, i.e.
through its brand image, ownership, layout and usability, language versions,
existing membership base, or advertising. In terms of the ‘filling’ of the
‘framework’, the interviewees were asked which language versions they used when
browsing their chosen SNS, how culturally and geographically diverse their lists of
contacts in their SNS were, what language they communicated in with their
contacts in their SNS, and how culturally and geographically proximate online
media content was which they had referred to their SNS contacts by posting links
to such content in the network. Regarding the possible attraction of the network
effects of SNS that cross cultural and geographic boarders, the participants were
asked whether they thought that if a SNS offered international language versions
and had an international membership base that this would make this SNS more
attractive to them.

The groups of interviewees were not representative for SNS users in the three
cultural groups, and the small number of focus group participants does not allow
for general statements about SNS users in Estonia and Germany. However, it was
not the research project’s intention to derive to such universal statements. Instead,
the aim was to introduce the concepts of proximity and network effects in the
context of the international success of SNS and to provide an initial understanding,
through the focus group interviews, about the relative importance of the various
areas of proximity and elements of network effects; findings that may be applied in
future cross-cultural studies on SNS usage.

Although the focus groups included three different cultural groups, and
although participants were diverse in terms of socio-demographic criteria, the results
of the interviews showed many similarities in terms of the participants’ attitudes
towards the various areas of proximity and elements of network effects both across
and within groups. The differences, however, were greatest between the Russian-
language group, on one hand, and the other two groups, on the other hand.

Estonia and Germany as case countries

Estonia and Germany were chosen as case countries because of their
differences, which increases the probability that findings in both countries may
have universal character. Germany with a population of nearly 82 million and
Estonia with 1.3 million people provide for very different environments, which
suggested a diversity of attitudes towards proximity and network effects. Whereas
German users can choose from a great number of domestic and local SNS, there
are only very few SNS of Estonian origin. Yet, statistics show similarities between
the Estonian and German SNS users as Facebook has become more popular than
any domestic network with users in both cultures. This suggests the power of
network effects of a SNS that crosses cultural and geographic boundaries.
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Estonia is, furthermore, interesting for a study on cultural differences in the
choice and usage of SNS as it allows the study of two different cultures within one
country. The large Russian-language community in Estonia allows for a good
differentiation between cultural proximity and geographic proximity. In fact, the
lack of connectivity between the Russian-language community and the Estonian
community has been of great concern in recent years, and the division between
Estonians and Russian-Estonians has been studied intensively (e.g. Lauristin,
Vihalemm, Rosengren and Weibull, 1997; Lauristin and Heidmets, 2000). The
situation between the ethnic Estonians and Russian-Estonians has a complicated
historical background. The period of the Soviet control (1944—1991) can be seen as
an imperial colonization by the ethnic Estonians and most Russian-Estonians
settled in Estonia in the course of coerced immigration by Soviet authorities during
this time (Vihalemm and Kalmus, 2009). Studies have shown that many Estonians
fear that including Russian-Estonians as full members of the Estonian society may
threaten Estonian independence or weaken Estonian culture (Kruusvall, 2000;
Hallik, 2000). Russian-Estonians, on the other hand, experience objective and
subjective social exclusion and feel that ethnic Estonians have better opportunities
for education and employment, and for participating in local and political
community life (Vihalemm and Kalmus, 2009). On the other hand, the strong
identification with the Russian culture among the Russian-language community is
reflected in, for instance, their having their own Russian-language schools and
media in Estonia. Furthermore, the majority of Russian Estonians are oriented to
Russian media (Vihalemm, 2006). The preference for Russian SNS by the Russian-
language SNS users in Estonia suggests that, for the Russian minority in Estonia,
cultural proximity in SNS plays a greater role than geographic proximity.

The comparison between the results of the interviews with the Estonian and
the Russian-Estonian SNS users promises to provide an insight into a possible
relationship between the two main strata in Estonian society as a country of the
former Soviet Union. The comparison with the findings of the German focus group
interview, on the other hand, promises to provide an insight into how the SNS
preferences of the Estonian and Russian-Estonian SNS users may compare to the
preferences of SNS users in a central European country. This, again, promises to
provide for a further understanding of the two main strata in Estonian society.

Results
Offered proximity in the ‘framework’ of SNS
Although both the statistics and the focus group interviews have shown that

the choice of SNS differs across the three cultural groups, which is most obvious
between the Russian-Estonian SNS users on one hand, and the Estonian and
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German SNS on the other hand, the focus group interviews suggested that hardly
any of the proposed areas of proximity in the ‘framework’ of the SNS play a role in
the users’ choice for a SNS.

In all three focus group interviews, the participants agreed that the brand
image of the SNS, its layout and usability, or the visible advertising did not play a
role in their choice of SNS, and they did not express a preference for SNS that
reflected a cultural or geographic proximity in these areas.

In terms of a possible brand image that reflected the users’ culture or country,
participants in all three groups agreed that they did not think that any SNS carried
any brand image. A German interviewee, for instance, said: “This is not like
McDonald’s and Burger King where one may say: ‘I only eat at Burger King.” It is
not like that ... It is not a quality or a commodity in itself, which is sold to you...
One can stay in touch with a person and write a message. And the meaning and
importance of this message is still upon oneself.”

Regarding the design and usability of a SNS, the interviewees in the Estonian
group agreed with one of the participants who stated that the Estonian SNS Rate
was very childish compared to Facebook, which was seen as something negative.
The German group suggested that the preference for a design or usability did not
even influence the choice. Thus, many in the group stated that they preferred the
design of the German SNS StudiVVZ over that of Facebook, though they had left
this network in favor of Facebook as this was where an increasing number of their
friends moved to. One German interviewee stated that she liked US-owned
network MySpace best because she could design her own profile, altering the
layout to her tastes.

In terms of advertisements that appear in the networks, all three focus group
interviews suggested that users do not pay much attention to them and that such
advertisements did not represent an area where proximity was wished for. As an
Estonian participant said, “I do not notice ads there. This is not what | focus on
when | am in a SNS. When you go to a network, then you focus on your people, on
the communication with them.”

In contrast to brand image, design and usability, as well as advertisements, the
focus groups’ responses to a possible need for proximity in terms of the company
that owned the SNS they used were not that uniform. Though most of the
interviewees in all three groups stated that they did not care where the company
came from that owned the SNS they used, and that it did not make a SNS more
attractive to them if it was owned by a company that originated in their country or
from their culture, two participants in the Estonian group stated they would not set
up a profile in a Russian SNS as they did not like anything Russian. Though this
response may not represent the attitude of the majority of Estonian SNS, it does
suggest some sort of resentment towards the Russian culture due to the Russian
occupation, which may be reflected in users’ choices. However, it was not
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suggested within the interviews that SNS users preferred to use SNS that were
owned by companies from their own country or culture only.

Whereas brand image, usability and layout, advertising, and ownership of a
SNS did not appear to present areas for a demand for proximity in SNS, the
interviews suggested that the existing membership base that a SNS offered to its
users did. In all three groups, participants agreed that if there were many people
from their own culture or place in a SNS that this would make the SNS more
attractive to them. After all, they all wanted to connect with people from their own
cultural and geographic environment in the SNS.

Another area for which the focus group interviews suggested that proximity
was needed was the language version that a SNS offered to its users. In contrast to
the existing membership base, however, this appeared to be the case only for the
Russian-language participants. The German and Estonian interviewees stated that it
did not make a SNS more attractive to them if it offered its service in their native
tongues, as one German interviewee said: “As long as the network offers a
language | know, it is fine with me, so German or English.” All of the Russian-
language interviewees, on the other hand, agreed with one of the participants who
said: “Of course, we use SNS that are in Russian.”

Expressed proximity in the ‘filling’ of the SNS

Whereas the interviews suggested that users in all three case cultures did not
value SNS higher if they offered proximity through their ‘framework’ — with the
exception of the existing membership base — the interviews proposed that the users
through the “filling’ of such ‘frameworks’ do, in fact, express a high degree of
cultural and geographic proximity, though the amount to which such proximity was
expressed differed across the focus groups as well as for the suggested areas of
proximity in the “filling’ of SNS.

In terms of the language versions the interviewees reported to use, for
instance, the Russian-language participants expressed the highest proximity to their
culture, as they all stated to use their SNS in the Russian language only. Some of
the Estonian as well as German interviewees, on the other hand, said that they used
their favorite SNS, Facebook, in its English-language version. The reason for this
was, as they said, that the Estonian and German versions of Facebook were poorly
translated and that they wanted to use the original language of the network in
which it was developed. As the Russian-language participants all used networks
that originated in Russia, this was not an issue to them.

In terms of the contact lists they maintained in the SNS, many of the Estonian
and German interviewees said that they were connected with a lot of people from
different countries but that the extent of how international their contact lists were
depended on the particular SNS. In fact, they used different SNS for different
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degrees of cross-cultural and cross-geographic openness of their contact lists.
Many of the Germans said that they used local networks for staying in touch with
people from their home town and the German national network SNS for staying in
touch with people with whom they studied. With their international friends, they
were connected in Facebook. The focus group interviews suggested a similar
division of networks by the Estonians where many stated that they used Orkut and
Rate for Estonian contacts and Facebook for staying in touch with international
contacts, though they did not have local SNS for regional friends due to the small
size of the country. Both German and Estonian interviewees argued that the
amount of time they spent on Facebook had been increasing at the cost of the
amount of time that they spent in other networks, as more and more of their
national friends had also joined Facebook. The Russian-language group suggested
for a quite different proximity in their lists of contacts. Thus, they did not report
about the same division of networks in terms of the proximity of their contacts.
They mainly used the Russian networks, in which they reported to have mostly
Russian-language contacts, though many of them lived outside of Estonia. The
reported connectivity with other Russian Diasporas around the world suggested for
a great extent of cultural proximity but a lower extent of geographic proximity in
their list of contacts. Indeed, the focus group interviews suggested a very low
connectivity between the Estonian and Russian-Estonian population in SNS, for
which language barriers were reported to be the main reason.

Unsurprisingly, the more connected participants were from across different
cultures, the more they said they used the English language when communicating
in their SNS, which was by far more common among the Estonian and German
participants than the Russian-language participants. In fact, the only Russian-
language focus group participant who reported to also use English when
communicating in a SNS said that he sometimes wrote in English to a Russian
friend who lived in the USA as a way of learning the language. Another Russian-
Estonian interviewee said: “I would like to use other languages. But as Russian is
the mother tongue of all the people | communicate with in my networks, | only use
Russian.” When posting on their own profiles, both Estonians and Germans
participants reported that they posted in their mother tongue only if they wanted
only people from their country to understand the message. As an Estonian
participant stated, “When | want information to go out just for Estonians, then I
post in Estonian. Otherwise, | post in English.”

Almost all of the participants of the interviews had recommended online
media content to their contacts in their SNS through posting links to such content
before. When doing this, they almost entirely posted links to media in their own
language and from the country they lived in. Such geographic proximity in the
forwarded media seemed to be especially obvious with news media that the
participants said to have forwarded, and it was even common among the Russian-
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speaking participants who reported to often forward news articles by Russian-
language, Estonian media in order to inform their contacts outside of the country
on current issues in Estonia. None of the Russian-language interviewees said they
had ever forwarded Estonian-language media in their SNS, and one participant
said: “Estonian-language media is really not part of our lives.” In contrast to their
Estonian and Russian-language counterparts, many of the German interviewees
stated that they sometimes forwarded links to local or regional newspapers, which
can be explained with the more prominent role of local and regional newspapers in
Germany compared to Estonia, where national newspapers play a more important
role. Although the interviewees suggested a great extent of cultural as well as
geographic proximity in the practice of forwarding online media content in SNS,
one Estonian interviewee said that he did not post links to Estonian media, and
especially not to Estonian newspapers, because he did not want to bore his
Estonian contacts with content they had already read themselves. Referring to the
rather small media landscape in Estonia he said, “Estonia media is in some ways
boring to share because we have all read it anyways.”

The power of network effects of SNS that attract users across
culturesand countries

As statistics show (e.g. Turu-uuringute AS, 2011, Nielsen, 2010), most of the
German, Estonian and Russian-Estonian SNS use large SNS that originate outside
of their country, such as Facebook from the US and Odnoklassniki from Russia.
These SNS attract a membership base across countries and they potentially reach
more people than any SNS could that only targets within national boundaries.
Thus, the increasing success of Facebook among Germans and Estonians, which
has overtaken domestic networks, such as StudiVZ and Rate, and the popularity of
Odnoklassniki among Russian-Estonians suggest the power of network effects of
SNS with an international membership base.

In fact, in all three focus group interviews, participants reported that if a SNS
had people from other countries amongst its users, this would make the SNS more
attractive to them. An Estonian participant, for instance, said: “What prevents me
from having an account in Rate is its pure Estonian environment.” Likewise, many
Estonian interviewees reported that they had left US-owned Orkut in favor of
Facebook, because within Europe, Orkut was only popular in Estonia. In the
German focus group, many reported that the reason why they had left the German
SNS StudiVZ in favor of Facebook was because StudiVZ offered its service only
in the German language, making it difficult for non-German speakers to join. As
one interviewee said, “Sooner or later, you meet someone from another country
with whom you want to stay in touch with. Or your friends do. Then you switch to
Facebook, because it is international.”
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The big differences among the three focus group interviews were, however,
that Estonian and German SNS users regarded the fact that a SNS offered different
language versions, or at least an English language version, as a prerequisite for an
international membership base, whereas the interviewees in the Russian-language
group found it sufficient if the network offered its service in Russian as their
international contacts were most of all, if not exclusively, Russian native speakers
across countries.

Conclusions and Discussion

This article was aimed at contributing to an understanding of how different
cultures express a need for cultural and geographic proximity in their choice and
usage of SNS. For this, the article put forward a new model of proximity in SNS
that includes various areas of cultural and geographic proximity in the ‘framework’
that the SNS offers to its users (brand image, ownership, layout and usability,
language versions offered, existing membership base, advertising shown) and in
the “filling” of such ‘framework’ by the users themselves (choice of language
version offered, use of language in communication with other SNS members,
contact lists, practice of forwarding media content). Furthermore, the article put the
need for cultural and geographic proximity in contrast to the attraction of
international SNS that cross cultural and/or geographic boundaries.

The article applied the ideas of cultural and geographic proximity as well as
network effects of international SNS to focus group interviews with Estonian,
Russian-Estonian and Germans SNS users whose aim was to get a first
understanding of the role that proximity and network effects play in the choice and
usage of SNS.

The participants of the focus group interviews were small in number and not
representative for SNS users in the three cultures. However, they were very diverse
in terms of socio-democratic criteria and the fact that the research project included
SNS users from three different cultures suggested a great diversity in terms of
attitudes towards and behavior in SNS. Yet, the interviews showed many
similarities across the three groups.

Thus, the focus groups suggested that cultural and geographic proximity in the
offered ‘framework’ of a SNS is not very important to its users, with the exception
of the existing membership base a SNS offers. In contrast, the interviews suggested
that users across cultures express cultural and geographic proximity in the “filling’
of the SNS. This was most obvious in terms of the content participants reported to
have recommended to their SNS contacts.

The interviews also suggested that a large, international membership base in a
SNS makes this network more attractive to potential users compared to local and
domestic ones. For this reason, German and Estonian interviewees reported to prefer
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Facebook over StudiVZ and Rate, respectively, and the Russian Estonian
interviewees used Russian SNS with an international, Russian-speaking membership.
An international membership provides for a reassurance that no change of network is
required, if a user or his or her friends, whom s/he would want to follow to a new
SNS, ever wanted to connect with people from different countries. This reassurance
is important as it can be assumed that users are very reluctant to leave years of
accumulated connections and content behind.

Findings that SNS users are much more likely to connect with users from their
cultural and geographic environment (e.g. Liben-Nowell et al., 2005) are no
contradiction to the attraction of SNS that cross cultural and geographic boundaries
since it lies in the nature of SNS that they allow users to self-create as much
proximity as they wish, no matter how culturally and/or geographically open the
networks are.

Despite these similarities of attitudes regarding cultural and geographic
proximity and the power of network effects that were expressed both within and
across groups, the three focus groups made obvious differences across groups.
Whilst the German and Estonian groups showed many similarities, the Russian-
Estonian group exhibited many differences to the other two groups, which is in line
with recent concerns of a division of the population of Estonia (see also Vihalemm
and Kalmus, 2009).

The Russian-Estonian interviewees expressed the greatest need for cultural
proximity but the lowest need for geographic proximity in SNS, which was
indicated by their choice of Russian-language SNS, that originate from Russia, and
their strong connectivity with Russian-speaking SNS users outside of Estonia.

Whereas many German and Estonian interviewees were also happy to use
SNS that provided their services in English only, and they even all agreed that if a
SNS only offered its service in their mother tongue then this was a disadvantage of
this particular SNS, it was much more important to the Russian-speaking
interviewees that the SNS they used offered a Russian-language version.
Furthermore, most of the interviewees said they used only Russian when
communicating with their contacts in SNS. This is in line with previous studies
(e.g. Herring, 2007) that suggest that the larger a language community is, the more
its members use its own language in SNS. The expressed preference for the
Russian language by the Russian-Estonian participants — especially compared to
the lack of such strong preference for their mother tongue expressed by the German
interviewees who also have a rather large language community — suggests that the
Russian culture is very important to the Russian-speaking SNS users in Estonia.

It may be debated whether the Russian-Estonians are a true diaspora, though
they exhibit the basic features of a diaspora that most scholars agree upon. Thus,
there is also a Russian diaspora in other countries other than Estonia, there is some
relationship to a homeland, they are self-aware of their group’s identity, and they



Cultural and Geographic Proximity in SNS 275

have lived outside Russia for at least two generations (Butler, 2001: 192).
However, Russian-Estonians have their own media and schools in Estonia.
Furthermore, it is possible to organize one’s life in Estonia with the knowledge of
the Russian language only. Thus, Russian-Estonians are, despite their subjective
and objective feeling of social exclusion, in a situation not many diaspora enjoy.
No matter if one regards the Russian-language population in Estonia as a diaspora
or not, the great need for cultural proximity but lower need for geographic
proximity in SNS that the interviewees indicated, suggests diaspora-like attitudes
and behavior, which, if further studied may contribute to existing elaborations on
cultural identity of the diaspora and communicative networks (e.g. Brinkerhoff,
2009; Hepp, Bozdag and Suna, 2011).

The differences between the Russian-Estonians and ethnic Estonians in terms
of SNS choice and usage that the focus group interviews suggested, seem to show a
division of post-communist Estonia. This calls for further investigation especially
in the light of studies that have shown that younger Russian-Estonians, in fact, do
identify themselves more often with the Estonian state and with other Russian-
Estonians than with Russia as well as with Russians from Russia (Vihalemm and
Masso, 2000; Kirch, Kirch, Rimm and Tuisk, 1997). After all, it is mainly the
younger generation that uses SNS. However, the separation in SNS and the
increasing identification with Estonia by Russian-Estonians may not represent a
contradiction. But with the increasing role that SNS play in people’s lives, a
separation between ethnic Estonians and Russian-Estonians in their use of SNS may
indicate that the division between these two strata of the Estonian society may
strengthen and persist in the future and that the challenges for an inter-ethnic
integration may grow. This article aims to be an impetus for future research on
this topic.
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