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Abstract. In social context, a stranger can be identifi ed as one who is excluded 
from a group. This group can sometimes have only a few members, while in 
other cases it can consist of a whole nation or of an entire society. From a digital 
perspective, there are two kinds of citizens: fi rst, those who are members of 
the digital information society. They are able to take part in social and public 
communication on several levels. Their habits often make life easier, and the 
pace they live their lives at is faster than of those before them. They are the 
digital natives. Second, there are those who designed the digital world, but 
ironically they are the ones who do not really understand how it works in 
practice. They are the digital immigrants, the strangers. In our study, our key 
point is that digital immigrants, who have been in this world longer than the 
so-called digital natives, are perceived as strangers as they are in many ways 
excluded from today’s digital information society. The rituals of their daily 
interaction, routine, and media consumption as well as information gathering 
differ from those who are “full members” of the information society.
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1. Introduction

Ubiquitous computing and the blending of online, digital media platforms into 
everyday life bring up the question of who moves safely around the world. There 
is a digital revolution. Our culture is shifting towards digital representation, 
online communication, and interconnections. When, in the beginning of the 
1990s, personal computers, Internet, and broadband become available for a large 
population, ubiquitous computing was born (Molnár & Szűts, 2016). Using 
Shuetz’s theory, the authors fi nd a correlation between the terms strangers and 
immigrants. Shuetz states the following:

The present paper intends to study in terms of a general theory of 
interpretation the typical situation in which a stranger fi nds himself in 
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his attempt to interpret the cultural pattern of a social group which he 
approaches and to orient himself within it. For our present purposes 
the term “stranger” shall mean an adult individual of our times and 
civilization who tries to be permanently accepted or at least tolerated 
by the group which he approaches. The outstanding example for the 
social situation under scrutiny is that of the immigrant. (1944: 499)

It is the authors’ statement that those born before the age of ubiquitous 
computing,1 often called digital immigrants, are slowly becoming strangers. 
Their digital technology using habits give them away. In spite of the fact that in 
the USA the members of Generation Z – in the strict sense, the digital natives – 
still count only for ¼ of the entire population, marketers, ICT companies, and the 
modern educational system are already paying the most attention to them. They 
are the digital natives.2 All the others are slowly becoming strangers.

Digital natives live in symbiosis with their computers and speak online language 
as their mother tongue. All despite the fact that most of the knowledge they have 
of the new technology comes from their experience, and it is intuitive. This 
knowledge is not systematic and it is mostly not gained through an educational 
process. But, ironically, the strangers are those who designed this digital world. 
The skills of the natives are developed in an autodidactic way. Those who do not 
belong to the group of natives, those who were born to an analogue world – may 
their digital knowledge be however up-to-date – can only be immigrants, and as 
immigrants, strangers. They are not familiar with the digital world; as the authors 
will present in their survey, strangers try to apply the old traditions and routines, 
have diffi culties in communicating, and often feel lost.

Digital natives live at a faster pace. They prefer to dine in fast(-food) restaurants 
and consume instant knowledge. An alteration of knowledge acquisition habits 
is present in their lives, the need and the demand of acquiring information/
knowledge as fast as possible, and the pragmatic point of view of the majority of 
digital natives use online literature instead of a printed one and rely on the World 
Wide Web, mostly Wikipedia, instead of libraries. They have never waited in line 
in a store to buy a record or even a CD. They mostly do not even have their own 
digital collection. (The strangers are still used to stocking up music, even if they 

1 Mark Weiser in 1991, when the average computer screen resolution was just 800 x 600 pixels, 
wrote: “The most profound technologies are those that disappear. They weave themselves 
into the fabric of everyday life until they are indistinguishable from it. […] The technology 
required for ubiquitous computing comes in three parts: cheap, low-power computers that 
include equally convenient displays, a network that ties them all together, and software systems 
implementing ubiquitous applications” (Weiser, 1991).

2 Some scholars state there is an issue with terminology. “The use of the term ‘digital natives’ 
has led to a great deal of controversy. Most academics dislike it, for good and suffi cient reasons. 
Among other problems, the term implies that digital skills are innate rather than taught and 
learned” (Palfrey & Gasser, 2011).
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do it by downloading fi les to their computers and archiving them on DVD-s.) On 
the other hand, the natives stream the music they need, and they get what they 
want instantly. Their motto is: what is not online it does not exist. What cannot 
be accessed immediately is of no interest to them. Still, one of their virtues is 
the ability of using the digital culture in a value-creating way. But this value is 
different than the traditional ones. It is mostly temporary.

Most of the strangers move “clumsily” in this world. They are not confi dent. 
Their speed of acquiring information is slow. They possess and process less 
information. This is at their disadvantage. According to Prensky (2001: 1):

[Digital natives] have spent their entire lives surrounded by and using 
computers, videogames, digital music players […] and all the other toys and 
tools of the digital age. Today’s average college grads have spent less than 
5,000 hours of their lives reading, but over 10,000 hours playing video games 
[…]. Video games, emails, the Internet, cell phones and instant messaging 
are integral parts of their lives. The most useful designation I have found for 
them is Digital Natives. Our students today are all “native speakers” of the 
digital language of computers, video games and the Internet.

It is the authors’ intention to investigate whether or not digital immigrants 
feel as strangers by keeping up habits brought from the Gutenberg-galaxy to 
the digital world. When reviewing the body of literature regarding the digital 
natives’/digital immigrants’ division, it appeared that studies mostly focus on 
teaching-learning issues. 

2. Ubiquitous Computing and Information Society

Looking at the matter in a simplifi ed form, according to Webster (2011), new 
technologies are the most visible indicators of new times. These technologies 
are computers, online information services, while future technologies include 
Internet of Things, virtual reality, etc. Merging of ICTs ushers us into a new sort of 
society: information society. According to several works by Negroponte or Gates, 
the advent of this society can be dated to the early 1990s, the time when the fi rst 
generation of digital natives was born.

3. On the Edge of Singularity

We are on the edge of a singularity. The ubiquitous computing, the implementation 
of digital technologies and content in everyday life are changing the (information) 
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society and our culture to an extent from where there is no turning back. The 
ways of obtaining information have changed. The ways of producing content have 
gone through a radical evolution. Using social media is nowadays an integral part 
of our information society, especially in case of those who belong to the group 
of digital natives that feel free to express their opinions or to become a prosumer 
(producer + consumer). It is typical for this generation to be always online and 
share a huge amount of information immediately. Digital immigrants are wired 
differently. After the singularity, the immigrants will not understand the new 
world, and they will become strangers forever (Szűts, 2014).

4. Digital Natives and Strangers

Most of the young people are using digital media in ways that are changing how 
they learn and how they relate to one another, to information, and to institutions. 
Digital natives are not only used to acquiring information really fast, but they also 
prefer to parallel process and multitask. They prefer also random access (such 
as hypertexts).3 They function best when networked (Prensky, 2001). They are 
over-connected, and they are under the infl uence of media convergence. They 
multitask across several screens: smart TVs, smartphones, tablets, and personal 
computers. Members of this new generation (digital natives) have an 8-second 
attention span, down from 12 seconds in 2000 (Bershidsky, 2014). They prefer to 
communicate in a fast manner, using mostly a mixture of text and emojis in chat. 
The real issue is that the two worldviews – those of natives and of immigrants – 
are so different.

Digital natives view the world horizontally, in equalitarian terms. They do 
not recognize hierarchies, rather see everyone as existing on an equal level. 
A professor and a student are on the same level when editing a Wikipedia article. 
In a traditional educational institution, they are not. Digital natives incorporate 
the benefi ts of sharing things and ideas with each other and, by doing so, they 
cross boundaries between social classes (DeGraff, 2014). Before the digital (and 
mobile) age, many members of upper class in Britain refused to install a phone 
line as they did not want to be called by members of the middle or working class.

Digital natives use technology to express their identity. They fl ood social 
media networking sites – mostly Facebook – with selfi es and pictures taken in 
any situation. They basically document their lives online. On the other hand, 

3 “Hypertext contains links. […] It diverges from linear writing, contains detours on account of 
hyper-referenciality and offers the reader the opportunity to go elsewhere. […] If hypertext is 
non-linear, non-sequential writing, then it is not pre-determined how its constituent sections 
follow one another in the course of reading. The text’s authors provided the sequential order, but 
the reader may decide between divergent readership paths” (Szűts & Yoo, 2014: 22).
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many of the digital immigrants remember that a fi lm roll had 24 or 36 frames, 
and every exposition had to be accounted for. Due to the nature of our society, 
natives and strangers interact on several levels. Natives can teach strangers how 
to collaborate across boundaries with a variety of people and to build solutions 
that are horizontal, non-hierarchical.

In our case, strangers try to adopt the native culture, they speak the digital 
language to a certain level, but they “always retain, to some degree, their accent, 
that is, their foot in the past. The digital immigrant accent can be seen in such 
things as reading the manual for a program rather than assuming that the program 
itself will teach us to use it” (Prensky, 2012).

There are hundreds of examples of the digital immigrant accent. They 
include printing out your email (or having your secretary print it out for 
you – an even “thicker” accent); needing to print out a document written 
on the computer in order to edit it (rather than just editing on the screen); 
and bringing people physically into your offi ce to see an interesting 
website (rather than just sending them the URL). I’m sure you can think 
of one or two examples of your own without much effort. My own favorite 
example is the “Did you get my email?” phone call. (Prensky, 2012: 69)

5. Findings of the Survey

The survey examines whether or not the digital natives and immigrants have 
different attitudes towards the use of digital materials. The research presented 
in this paper was conducted by an electronic survey in February 2017 and was 
based on simple random sampling; the target group involved full-time and part-
time students from Hungary – groups of students studying at two universities 
were surveyed during a simple sampling. The fi rst was Budapest University of 
Technology and Economics, while the second was King Sigismund University. The 
research focused on students’ attitudes towards “traditional” and digital content 
in order to determine how strangers perceive the world. We got N = 97 analysable 
answers within the deadline. The survey consisted of 11 closed questions. The 
main results are as follows, which were received by simple descriptive statistical 
methods. The data were fi rst evaluated with the methods of quantitative research, 
without examining the difference between the various age-groups.

Three major groups were represented in the survey: the majority of the 
respondents were between the ages of 23 and 29 (38%), followed by those 
who were 40 to 52 years old (31%) and the younger generation, but not typical 
students, aged 30–39 (16%). It can be stated that 62% of the participants were 
born and socialized before the digital age (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Age of participants in the survey

Figure 2. Ratio of the residences

Figure 3. Ratio of smartphone owners
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The majority of the respondents are from a bigger city. 47% of them live in 
Budapest, the capital of Hungary.

One of the basic interests was if the responders were connected with personal 
devices to the network. Most of the surveyed had a smartphone, only 6% did not 
own one (see Figure 3).

Respondents were asked to point out the platform that they mostly read news 
from. No multiple answers were allowed. When asked, they replied that the screen 
(computer, tablet, smartphone) is generally the preferred choice (see Figure 4).

Students were also asked to point out if they rather study using the computer 
screen, or they print the same notes out. Even if the majority reads news from the 
screen, they do not study the same way. Participants download digital curriculum 
and then 78% (!) print it out (see Figure 5).

Figure 4. Ratio of news-reading sources

Figure 5. Ratio of study sources
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On the issue of outsourcing the memory, participants responded the way the 
authors expected. 65% did not remember more than 5 phone numbers, and, 
surprisingly, there were 8% who did not memorize any phone number (see 
Figure 6).

Internet was usually not mentioned as the most reliable source, but most of the 
surveyed chose it as the platform they believed the most in (see Figure 7).

There was a question related to attitudes. The interest was if ICT is the most 
dominant form of communication among friends. The answers showed that 

Figure 6. Number of memorized phone numbers

Figure 7. Opinion on reliable sources

?
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talking on the phone is still the primary channel (46%), but chat and messenger 
apps add up to 38% (see Figure 8).

Most of the respondents own a smartphone and read news from the screen, 
but only 26% of them have learned how to use ICT during a formal educational 
process (see Figure 9).

4 out of 5 respondents do their taxes, banking through e-services, that is 
around 80% of the respondents prefer to use these regardless of the age-group 
(see Figure 10).

Figure 8. Opinion on communication channels

Figure 9. Ratio of ICT learning locations

By e-mail
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79% 

21% 

Do you use e-services for official business? 

Yes

No

Figure 10. Ratio of e-service usage for business

Figure 11. Cross-table analysis of learning displays

(2-sided)

Please, enter your 
age!



89Digital Immigrants – Strangers

Figure 12. Cross-table analysis of communication channels

Please, enter your 
age!

Please, enter your 
age!

If you have a question 
to a friend, how do you 
communicate with him?

If you have a question to a friend, how do you 
communicate with him?

chat, Facebook, and 

other messengers

(2-sided)
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In addition to the simple descriptive statistical methods, the results were 
examined with multivariate analytical methods. Using SPSS (statistics software 
package) data analysis, the followings can be determined. The calculation is based 
on partial correlation in order to prevent distortions that occur due to the lack 
of representativeness. There were no detectable differences between the various 
ages in the case of other questions. Based on these main fi ndings, there are some 
discrepancies in our hypothesis that digital immigrants are always strangers:

There are some unexpected correlations: those older than 40 rather study from 
the screen, and the younger ones study from a book! Thus, there is a signifi cant 
difference in this question regarding the different generations. Those over the age 
of 40 are overrepresented by students that learn from the screen, and the younger 
people are overrepresented in the majority of learning from books, as shown in 
the chart below in Figure 11, where the results of the Pearson chi-square test are 
visible in the form of cross-table analysis.

There was also a signifi cant difference between the forms of chosen communication 
regarding the generations. Younger people, digital natives prefer chat and personal 
meetings, and older, the middle-aged prefer communicating over the phone, and 

Figure 13. Cross-table analysis of business arrangements on the Internet

Please, enter your 
age!

(2-sided)
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digital immigrants like to make phone calls and send e-mails. This is supported by 
the results of Figure 12.

The last interesting relationship or signifi cant difference between the generations 
was that those older than 29 did not like to use e-services so much, while older 
people were keen to do so. This can be seen in Figure 13 showing the cross-table 
analysis.
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