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Abstract 

With the development of Internet technology, social media has gradually become an 
indispensable part of people's life. However, in addition to convenience, social media can 
also cause trust crises and feelings of loneliness. In previous studies, few studies focused 
on the impacts of social media on loneliness. Therefore, this paper mainly takes WeChat 
as the research object to explore the influences of WeChat on emotional loneliness and 
social loneliness. 
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1. Introduction 

With the development of mobile communication and fiber-optic communication, people have 
entered the information age; social software has become a part of the public in daily lives such 
as Facebook, Twitter, WeChat and Instagram, etc. The creation of these social software has had 
huge impacts on human society. On the one hand, social software breaks through the 
constraints of time and space in interpersonal communication, which enables people to 
communicate and interact with others anytime and anywhere. On the other hand, due to the 
anonymity of the network, which can help people overcome the limitations of social 
communication, thus makes it easier to maintain offline social relationships and make new 
friends. However, social software also has many drawbacks such as triggering the crisis of trust, 
breaking the moral bottom line, and even cause many psychological problems such as 
loneliness. Therefore, investigating the impacts of social media on individuals’ loneliness is an 
important topic. 

There is an increasing number of young people using Wechat in China, and this app has become 
one of the most popular social media platforms among Chinese young people. However, there 
is minor research related to the impacts of Wechat on individuals such as loneliness. On the one 
hand, the use of Wechat will cause significant effects such as the aggravation of loneliness for 
Chinese young people. On the other hand, wechat will reduce the loneliness to some extent. 
Therefore, inspired by the previous research on the impact of social media on social 
relationships, this essay will explore how Wechat interacts with loneliness.  

To study in what ways does Wechat affects loneliness, this paper will be divided into four parts; 
the first part introduces the background and objective of this essay. , it then presents a literature 
review of the previous research on this topic, followed by a critical analysis of study to what 
extent social media increases or reduces loneliness, especially for Wechat users. Finally, it has 
concluded with a summary of this article. 

2. Literature Review 

Today, there is an increasing number of people who choose to use social media platform, as the 
results illustrated that the registered users of Facebook reached 800 million within ten years 
(The Irish Times, 2012). However, the previous research did not reach an agreement about the 
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connections between social media use with social relationships. Some research showed that 
this leads to reduced communication between family members,friends,etc. However, some 
scholars said there are no interactions between social relationships and the use of the social 
media platform (Shklovski et al., 2006).  

Ramirez and Broneck(2009)have studied the role of Internet applications in maintaining daily 
relationships of the public and in what ways do Internet applications complement traditional 
communication methods. The results showed that many people consider social media 
applications as a complement method for them to communicate with their acquaintances, 
friends and family members. The same survey results have been confirmed by other 
scholars,for example, Kujath (2011)  investigated the use of Facebook and Myspace through 
183 college students, the results show that social networking is the extension of face-to-face 
communication, and it is not the substitute of offline social interaction.  

In addition, Underwood and Findlay (2004) investigated the influences of Internet 
relationships on their primary relationships, which showed that women prefer to communicate 
with others online than males. Majority of interviewers said that they feel more satisfied with 
online communications than offline communication. There is an increasing number of people 
choose to communicate with others online, and evidence represent that online relationships 
have the potential to have negative impacts on existing relationships such as face-to-face 
communication. However,this result is inconsistent with the findings of other scholars. For 
example, Hu et al.,(2006) researched the relationships between the number of times people 
used on social media and the level of perceived intimacy between friends. According to the 
results, the amount of times social media use has positive trends with social intimacy. What are 
more, frequent conversations online arouse the motivation to communicate face to face. 

Reich et al.,(2012) also investigated the usage of social media for individuals, primarily focusing 
on teenagers. According to the results, adolescents used social applications to connect with 
others, which help them solve developmental problems, especially fulfill the needs for intimacy 
with others. However, some scholars believe that social media use will also have some negative 
impacts. Lee and Stapinski (2012) state that over-reliance on social media can lead to negative 
emotions such as anxiety, which can lead to many negative consequences. For example,  
according to the results of the survey, the anxiety caused by the use of the Internet will lead to 
aggravation of loneliness. (Caplan, 2006)  

Moody (2011) combines Robert Weiss's bimodal theory of loneliness with the use of the 
Internet.  Robert Weiss(1973) argued that there were at least two types of loneliness: social 
isolation and emotional loneliness. Emotional loneliness is the sense of inner vacancy and 
anxiety caused by the lack of intimate relationships. Social loneliness is a feeling of boring due 
to the lack of meaningful friendship or a sense of belonging to the community. Moody(2001) 
uses the method of quantitative research by applying this theory to the Internet. The results of 
the study show that people with higher levels of Internet usage, such as those who spent more 
time on the internet, are more likely to experience emotional loneliness. At the same time, they 
will get less social loneliness, as they spend most of their time online, which means that they 
have fewer chances to build social interactions face-to-face in real life; therefore, they are 
expected to have higher emotional loneliness. Similarly, due to the long time spent on internet 
use, it can be assumed that they will spend many efforts to establish relationships and get social 
support from others online, which means that they can find the sense of belonging to the 
community, and they will experience a lower social loneliness as a result. 

Hou et al.,(2017) argue that the number of college students using mobile phone based 
messaging and social networking applications like WeChat is increasing rapidly in China. 
However, there has been minimal research into the addictive nature of these applications and 
the psychological characteristics associated with their excessive use. Hou et al.,(2017) also 
Investigated the phenomenon that WeChat addiction of Chinese young people. By investigating 
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1,245 Chinese university students, the results show that Chinese young people, especially the 
university students, are the main group of WeChat addiction. They are in the period of facing 
the learning pressure and seeking self-identity. 19% to 22%  of them suffer from social anxiety 
and are accompanied by great loneliness. 

Ando et al.,(2003) study the influence of online friends on negative emotions such as loneliness 
and social anxiety. The research object mainly focuses on young people who are about twenty 
years old. According to the research results, for those who have low self-evaluation, the increase 
in the number of online friends is inversely related to loneliness regardless of the gender of 
online friends. However, for those groups with higher self-evaluation, the increase in the 
number of online friends will increase the sense of loneliness, especially when the number of 
heterosexual friends of the network is increasing. 

Previous literature explored the reasons for people use social media to communicate with 
others and the changes in social relationships influenced by these social media platforms. 
Inspired by previous research results, this paper examines the impacts of Wechat on the social 
relationships of Chinese young people. Wechat is one of the most popular online social media 
platforms in China, and the registered users have reached  768 million WeChat users by the end 
of 2016(Hou et al., 2017). This paper will not only explore the influences of Wechat on Chinese 
young people but also investigate in what ways does wechat change the interpersonal 
relationships of Chinese youth. 

3. The impacts of Wechat on the loneliness of young people 

Wechat defined as the supplement of offline communication, which meets the needs for 
intimacy and reduces the loneliness of young people in China (Pang, 2016). Wechat is a free 
instant messaging mobile phone software with the features of fast speed and versatility. It is 
also one of the most popular social software in China. According to the data, there are more 
than one billion registered users on Wechat by the end of 2018(Jao, 2018). WeChat allows users 
to add friends in different ways. For example, users can not only add friends by searching for 
phone numbers, usernames, emails but also by playing the "message in the bottle" game or 
viewing nearby people and other entertaining ways to add friends, and these functions make it 
easier for the youth to establish social networks(Mao, 2014).  

Wechat is a supplement to offline communication, which not only makes the connection of  
Chinese young more frequent but also makes up for many shortcomings of offline 
communication. On the one hand, as Wechat has no geographical limitations and low cost, it has 
led to more frequent contact of the users. Previous communication methods focused on 
telephone and text messaging, which meant that the cost of communication was high. With the 
emergence of social media, such as WeChat, it makes the cost of communication lower, which 
enable people to do not worry about the high costs of communication(Pang, 2016). On the other 
hand, WeChat brokes the limitations of geography and time. In the past, due to geographical 
restrictions, people's communication methods were limited, with the widespread of the 
internet, the social media has established a social network for users, which means that the 
communication among people is no longer restricted by geography and time. According to the 
survey results, the majority of people use social media focusing on interacting with 
acquaintances, friends, and family members, which shows that the aim for people to use Wechat 
is mainly to enhance the offline interpersonal relationship(Ramirez and Broneck, 2009). 

According to the data in 2012, Chinese young people are the main group of Wechat, and the age 
group of WeChat users is mainly concentrated between 20-30 years old, accounting for 74% of 
total users, and college students accounted for 64.51 %(Jao, 2018). College students, as the 
main users of WeChat, in a period of strong demand for intimate relationships, which leads 
them to socialize more frequently through WeChat (Zhou, 2011). As Wing (2008) points out 
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that communicating more frequently with friends in real life will lead to a better quality of 
friendship. In addition, Moody (2011) believes that the much time people spend on social 
networks, the less loneliness they will feel. Moody (2011) adds that it means they spend more 
time building a network of online relationships when they spend much time on social media, 
which leads to a sense of belonging of community and receive social support, which will reduce 
loneliness. Therefore, the communication of Chinese young people is more frequent due to the 
use of the Wechat, which will reduce the loneliness. 

Although research indicates that people spend a negative correlation between time spent on 
social media and loneliness(Underwood and Findlay, 2004), however, some scholars believe 
that the interpersonal relationships obtained through social media reduce the loneliness 
between people, which must have certain conditions. However, if it exceeds a certain level, it 
will cause alienation among people, aggravating loneliness and emptiness in real life. Therefore, 
spending too much time on social networks can lead to social addiction and increase loneliness 
of people. 

Lee and Stapinski (2012) state that the phenomenon of Wechat addiction is widespread in 
China, especially for young people. The phenomenon of Wechat addiction can lead to many 
adverse outcomes such as social anxiety disorder. In addition, Caplan (2006) also emphasizes 
that social anxiety caused by Internet use can lead to psychological problems accompanied by 
strong loneliness. 

Although Wechat has the same functions as other social media platforms such as Facebook and 
Weibo, etc. For example, wechat allows users to send text messages, voice messages, voice calls 
the same as mobile phones and searching for friends in the same location and even Wechat 
could establish "wechat group", which can be used to share their interests and talk to all online 
friends together (Hou et al., 2017).  These functions can lead to the sense of belonging of 
community for individuals. However, as Zhou (2011) emphasizes that in the virtual social 
relationships which built by social networks, the frustration and helplessness caused by reality 
cannot be compensated for in virtual network social relationships. Therefore, although social 
networks will bring a sense of belonging for people, the negative impacts caused by real life will 
still lead to aggravation of loneliness. 

According to the survey results of Hou et al.,(2017), Chinese young people are the main group 
of WeChat addiction, especially college students. Some scholars have pointed out that college 
students are at the stage of establishing values. At the same time, they have to face the pressure 
of learning, the troubles of growing up, and the demand for intimate relationships is stronger 
than other groups at this time. Therefore, they are more likely to become an addictive group of 
Internet addiction. Also, internet addictive behaviors, such as Wechat addiction, can lead young 
people to rely too much on the Internet, gradually moving away from the normal offline social 
activities and even causing a disconnection from the real society, thus deepening the sense of 
loneliness (Hou et al., 2017). 

For example, Zhao et al., (2008) state that social media can eliminate physical “gating features” 
such as stuttering, ugly appearance, and even hearing impairment, which means that 
disadvantaged groups and those with no social skills can overcome communication barriers 
through social media platforms such as WeChat. However, frustration and emptiness from real 
life cannot be solved in social networks (Zhou, 2011). For young people, especially for those 
disadvantaged groups, they can establish social relationships more easily in social networks 
than in real life, which will make them gradually far from of real life, and there will arouse more 
serious psychological problems accompanied by strong loneliness. 
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4. Conclusion 

There is a constantly increasing number of people using WeChat in China. However,  there is 
little research about the phenomenon of the addiction of social media on the youth and the 
psychological characteristics of them. Inspired by relevant research between social media and 
loneliness, this paper explores the loneliness of Chinese young people,  which were brought 
from using Wechat. On the one hand, the results show that the use of Wechat will reduce the 
loneliness of young people, as the use of Wechat makes up for the shortcomings of offline 
communication and builds a virtual social network. These advantages have prompted college 
students to find a sense of belonging of community in Wechat, thereby reducing the feeling of 
loneliness. On the other hand, college students are the main group of Wechat addiction. 
However, the social helplessness and anxiety generated in daily life cannot be satisfied in the 
social network, which will lead them away from normal social activities, thus increase 
loneliness 

What is more, whether Wechat will alleviate or aggravate loneliness depends on the different 
situation of individuals. Although young people, especially for college students, have some 
common characteristics, each person's situation is different. For example, not every college 
student will have internet addiction after establishing social networking relationships. In 
addition, young people mainly use social media such as Facebook to connect with offline 
acquaintances, friends or family members; Similarly,  college students using social media such 
as WeChat may only strengthen offline social relationships, and there will be no addiction on 
social networks. Therefore, to explore the impacts of Wechat on young people's loneliness more 
accurately, future research can investigate based on different situations of young people. 
Although there are many shortcomings due to limited time and the amount of reading. However, 
WeChat is social software that profoundly affects the social relationships of the young Chinese. 
This means that investigating the influences of Wechat on young people is a proper perspective 
for exploring youth in contemporary China.  
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