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Special Issue Article

Social Relations in Mobility: Effects of Mobile
Telephony on the Social Capital of Delivery
Workers in Shanghai

Yupu ZHANG

Abstract

The dual roles of delivery workers as “rural-urban migrants” and “mobile
workers™ affect their mobile social practice. Mobile telephony exposes them to
the constant use of mobile telephony in coordinating with “mobility,” which is
called the process of “online compliance.” Long working hours also contribute
to their frequent use of mobile telephony in daily routines. Survey data self-
reported by 302 delivery workers in Shanghai, China indicated that the use of
social-oriented mobile telephony and work-oriented mobile telephony use is
significantly positively correlated with bonding social capital. However, no
correlation was found between these two types of telephony and bridging social
capital. The results also showed a strong association between the need for
family affiliation and the motivations for maintaining rural social relationships
and initiating urban social relationships. The need for urban affiliation was
strongly associated with the motivation for initiating urban social relationships.
The results also showed that both motivations were significantly correlated to
mobile telephony use. However, no correlation was found between
communication skills and social capital. The workers’ affiliation with family
and their hometowns were strengthened by using mobile telephony. Delivery
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workers also developed social capital through media interactions in their mobile
work. However, it had a negligible impact on the accumulation of social capital,
which means that delivery workers are too busy to take a further step in the
transformation of their social relationships by using mobile telephony.

Keywords: delivery workers in Shanghai, mobile telephony, social capital, rural-
urban migration, mobility
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