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Abstract. With the rapid advancement of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICT) and the pervasive digitization in all aspects of contemporary so-
ciety, an escalating number of language learners are acquiring various languages, 
particularly English, the global lingua franca, not only within formal educational 
institutions but also in informal settings, driven by a multitude of motivations. 
Regarding the informal acquisition of languages through digital means, limited 
attention has been given to the development of cultural competence and the im-
plicit influence of accessing diverse cultures on learners' intercultural communi-
cative competence (ICC). This paper aims to elucidate the concept of Informal 
Digital Language Learning (IDLL) based on Informal Digital Learning of Eng-
lish (IDLE), and to present a quantitative study conducted through a survey ad-
ministered among Chinese students studying English as a foreign language 
(EFL). The findings of this study seek to stimulate further in-depth exploration 
into the impact of IDLL on learners' ICC. 
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1 Introduction 

The advent of the fourth industrial revolution, commonly referred to as Industry 4.0, 
has led to significant transformations in various aspects of societies across the globe, 
including the field of education. In today's rapidly evolving world, characterized by the 
swift development of information and communication technologies (ICT) and the per-
vasive digitalization of numerous facets of human life, an increasing number of indi-
viduals are engaging in language learning for diverse purposes, both in formal educa-
tional settings and informal environments. Notably, English, as the most prevalent lan-
guage worldwide, remains a focal point of language acquisition efforts. Although in-
formal language learning facilitated by digital devices has garnered considerable atten-
tion from scholars worldwide, regrettably, only a limited number of studies have delved 

© The Author(s) 2024
G. Guan et al. (eds.), Proceedings of the 2023 3rd International Conference on Education, Information
Management and Service Science (EIMSS 2023), Atlantis Highlights in Computer Sciences 16,
https://doi.org/10.2991/978-94-6463-264-4_105

https://doi.org/10.2991/978-94-6463-264-4_105
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.2991/978-94-6463-264-4_105&domain=pdf


into the effects of informal language learning on individuals' cultural perceptions, cul-
tural competencies, and intercultural or cross-cultural communicative competence. 
Consequently, the cultural and intercultural dimensions of Informal Digital Language 
Learning (IDLL) warrant closer examination and recognition within the research liter-
ature. 

2 Conceptualization of IDLL with CALL and IDLE 

In today's digital age, it is explicit that the future study of formal and informal learning 
has already been and will closely relate to technology. CALL studies computer appli-
cations in language teaching and learning [1], and its pedagogy has undergone specific 
changes, given the development of digital technologies. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Four stages of CALL [2] 

As is shown in figure 1, technology, language teaching paradigm, view of language, 
the principal use of computers, and objective have all changed dramatically with the 
development of technology. It is explicit that contemporary society has put forward its 
unique need for CALL, and the development of CALL is gradually approaching the 
digital and intercultural trend. IDLL can be considered a part of CALL, especially the 
ecological CALL.  

In order to avoid overlapping and misunderstanding, this paper will follow the 
connotation of Informal Digital Learning of English (IDLE) [3] to define Informal Dig-
ital Learning of Language (IDLL). Thus, according to the conceptualization of IDLE, 
IDLL could be defined as a self-directed, informal language learning employing vari-
ous digital tools (such as smartphones and computers) and resources (such as social 
media and online applications). Figure 2 shows the characteristics of IDLE in extracur-
ricular and extramural situations. 
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Fig. 2. Benson’s four dimensions of OCLL and IDLE [4] 

While the distinction between extracurricular and extramural learning may be some-
what explicit in certain research, informal language learning facilitated by digital de-
vices has garnered significant attention from scholars and educators. A search con-
ducted on Web of Science utilizing keywords such as "informal learning" and "lan-
guage" in the title, abstract, author, keywords, and keywords plus has yielded a sub-
stantial number of articles, with a total of 580 publications addressing the topic of in-
formal language learning from diverse perspectives. This extensive body of literature 
underscores the significance of informal language learning in contemporary discourse. 
Although the specific term "IDLL" may not be widely employed, a majority of these 
studies delve into the realm of informal language learning utilizing digital resources. 
Figure 3 illustrates that scholarly interest in informal language learning emerged in 
1995, with a consistent growth in annual publications leading up to its peak in 2021. 
While there is a slight decrease in the number of publications in 2022, the figure still 
demonstrates an impressive count of nearly 60 publications dedicated to the subject. 

 

 

Fig. 3. Annual Publication from Web of Science (self-made) 

Regrettably, despite the considerable amount of research conducted on informal lan-
guage learning, only a limited number of papers have addressed the impact of this form 
of learning on individuals' cultural perceptions, cultural competencies, and intercul-
tural/cross-cultural communicative competence. The cultural and intercultural dimen-
sions of Informal Digital Language Learning (IDLL) are a significant area that warrants 
further attention. IDLL encompasses not only language learning but also the acquisition 
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of cultural knowledge, as culture and language are inherently intertwined [5]. It is evi-
dent that investigating the effects of IDLL on intercultural communicative competence 
holds promise for future research endeavors. 

3 A Survey of the Relationship Between IDLL and ICC 

Given that English holds the status of the most widely utilized foreign language and 
serves as the international lingua franca, this study focuses specifically on Chinese col-
lege students studying English as a foreign language (EFL). The primary objective of 
this research is to investigate whether Informal Digital Language Learning (IDLL), 
specifically Informal Digital Learning of English (IDLE), which encompasses both re-
ceptive IDLE (such as reading and listening activities) and productive IDLE (such as 
writing and speaking activities), contributes to the development of intercultural com-
municative competence (ICC) among Chinese EFL learners. The research question 
guiding this study is: "Does the frequency of engaging in IDLE activities (both recep-
tive and productive) predict the level of ICC among Chinese EFL college students?" 

A total of 68 Chinese EFL college students voluntarily participated in this study by 
responding to a bilingual questionnaire. The questionnaire included sections related to 
demographic information, formal English learning experience, non-formal English 
learning experience, productive IDLE, and receptive IDLE. The sample consisted of 
Chinese EFL college students from different grades, with grade one comprising 1.5% 
of the sample, grade two comprising 2.9%, grade three comprising 17.6%, and grade 
four comprising 77.9%. The gender distribution in the sample was predominantly male, 
with males accounting for 80.9% of the participants. The data collected from the ques-
tionnaire was analyzed using hierarchical regression analysis conducted on the SPSS 
software to examine the relationships between Informal Digital Learning of English 
(IDLE) and intercultural communicative competence (ICC). The regression equation 
are shown in regression equation 1 and 2. The regression results from SPSS are shown 
in figure 4, 5 and 6.  

Regression equation 1:  Y = b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 +e 
X1 is formal English learning and X2 is Non-formal English learning. 
Regression equation 2:  Y= b0 + b1X1 + b2X2 + b3X3 + b4X4 +e 
X1 is formal English learning, X2 is non-formal English learning, X3 is receptive 

IDLE and X4 is productive IDLE. 
The SPSS output is as follows： 

 

Fig. 4. Model summary (from SPSS) 
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Fig. 5. ANOVA (from SPSS) 

 

Fig. 6. Coefficients (from SPSS) 

Results showed that receptive IDLE and productive IDLE could significantly ex-
plain an additional 15.3% of the total variance on the ICC after controlling for the effect 
of formal English learning and non-formal English learning (F (2, 63) = 87.06, p =.002). 
The model with all four predictors was significantly different from zero (F(4, 63) = 
7.36, p <.001), indicating that the four predictors could explain 31.9% of the total var-
iance of the ICC. In IDLE, receptive IDLE had significant effects on the ICC (receptive 
IDLE: b = 1.14, t = 3.52, p ＜ .001, β = .44; productive IDLE didn’t show a sig-
nificant effect on the ICC: b = 0.10, t = 0.34, p = 0.74,β =.04. The results revealed 
that the higher frequency of students doing receptive IDLE activities, the better ICC 
performance they might have. Productive IDLE activities didn’t give such an implica-
tion. 

The primary objective is to determine whether Informal Digital Language Learning 
can enhance the ICC of Chinese EFL students. Based on the findings, it can be inferred 
that Chinese EFL students who engage frequently in IDLE activities tend to exhibit 
higher levels of ICC compared to those who engage less frequently. Furthermore, while 
receptive IDLE activities have a significant positive impact on ICC development, pro-
ductive IDLE activities do not yield the same effect. Some further research about why 
productive IDLE cannot predict students ICC should be done. Some follow-up qualita-
tive study with a purpose of exploring why and how IDLL impacts people’s ICC should 
also be done in the future. 
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4 Conclusion 

This study has undertaken the conceptualization of Informal Digital Language Learning 
(IDLL) based on Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) and Informal Digital 
Learning of English (IDLE). It has presented a survey exploring the relationship be-
tween IDLL and intercultural communicative competence (ICC) and has called for fur-
ther research in the field of informal digital learning to enhance individuals' ICC. In an 
increasingly interconnected world with growing international exchanges, individuals 
with intercultural competence play a crucial role as bridges between different countries. 
The demand for intercultural talents is rising in the era of globalization, making ICC an 
essential literacy for individuals in the globalized age. The research on ICC, both in 
China and globally, is flourishing due to its significance in the contemporary world. 
However, existing research on ICC predominantly focuses on formal settings, such as 
improving students' ICC in English classes, while often overlooking the importance of 
ICC development in informal settings that involve digital devices and access to abun-
dant online resources and opportunities. These informal settings offer individuals di-
verse ways to interact with different cultures, thereby facilitating the enhancement of 
their ICC. Informal digital language learning has already emerged as a prevailing trend, 
particularly among young people. Therefore, it is crucial for relevant studies on ICC to 
recognize and emphasize the significance of informal language learning. Furthermore, 
research on informal language learning should also consider the impact of different 
cultures within this process and acknowledge its potential for enhancing individuals' 
ICC. 
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Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
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permission directly from the copyright holder.
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