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INTRODUCTION AND JUSTIFICATION OF THE TOPIC OF STUDY:  
Technology development is a priority in China's modernization. Internet 

coverage and usage in China have expanded rapidly over the last two decades. As of 
December 2020, Chinese Internet users have reached 989 million, and the Internet 
penetration rate has reached 70.4%. Among them, the proportion of users using 
mobile phones to access the Internet is as high as 99.7% (CNNIC, 2021). It can be 
seen that China’s Internet develop rapidly, and in this process, social media has 
gradually become an indispensable part of people’s daily lives. WeChat was first 
released by the Chinese multinational company Tencent Holding Limited in January 
2011. The number of monthly active users of this software has reached 1.213 billion, 
and WeChat has become the APP software with the largest number of users in China 
(Tencent, 2021). At the same time, WeChat has become the sixth-largest social 
software in the world, with 1213 million actives in 2021 (Statista, 2021). We can see 
from that WeChat is becoming pretty popular around the world, and this software has 
increasingly become one of the indispensable social software for people. 

 
WeChat presents a multipurpose smartphone application, going beyond the 

features offered by its counterpart WhatsApp popular in Western countries (Montag et 
al., 2018). In terms of basic functions, WeChat’s functions are similar to WhatsApp, 
which can be connected with others or groups through text, emoji, voice, or video 
online. At the same time, WeChat also provides a platform for people to show 
themselves, such as publishing and sharing personal information in the function of 
Moments through text, pictures, and videos. WeChat users also can get feedback in 
their interactions with others. For example, the information posted in the Moments 
will get likes or comments from others. In addition, WeChat can make friends with 
strangers through some functions, such as shake or people nearby, and then can 
realize the elastic social network, so that people can socialize with others based on the 
same time, the same space, and the same Interest topics to socialize (Zhan and Yan, 
2013). It can be said that WeChat has both the basic function of contacting 
acquaintances and the extended one of chatting with strangers and making friends in 
terms of social functions. 

 
Secondly, it is worth mentioning that, as stated in its slogan "WeChat is a way of 

life", WeChat is not only a social software for online communication, but also a 
platform for obtaining various information channels. WeChat is a cross-platform 
communication application combining popular features of Facebook and WhatsApp 
(Wu, 2014). The function of the WeChat Public Account enables users to get any kind 
of information when they follow a distinct public account. In fact, increasingly 
organizations, e.g., enterprises, and governments, have utilized a WeChat Public 
Account as a channel to transmit information to specific users and interact with them. 
Users can follow the latest information by subscribing to the public platforms they are 
interested in. In recent years, with the rapid development of short videos, WeChat has 
also added the function of Channels, which expands new forms of presentation in 
obtaining information. Audiences can learn about the information they are interested 



in and what their friends are concerned about through Channels. On the whole, 
WeChat not only has the basic function of interpersonal social interaction, but 
continues to integrate various new functions. 

 
A large number of users have been attracted by feature-rich WeChat. This App 

sent more than 45 billion messages every day in 2018 (Tencent, 2018). Through the 
huge numbers, we can also find that users’ WeChat social behaviors are becoming 
dependent and frequent. The Internet may have an impact on people's cognition and 
thinking, and excessive use may bring negative emotional experience to users. Firstly, 
the Internet affects people's cognitive processes. Network users' sense of time, sense 
of space, perception of reality and sense of self change in the network (Morahan, 
2000). Secondly, the network affects people's behavior process. The cognitive-
behavioral model of pathological Internet use provides an explanation: Internet abuse 
leads to pathological behavior in real life (Li, et al, 2001). As one of the most 
commonly used social software in China, it is important to study the use of WeChat 
users and one of the important tasks is to explore the psychological factors behind it. 
Therefore, it is important to study users' mobile Internet use and one of the important 
tasks is to explore the social and psychological factors behind it. Loneliness is 
considered as one of the most important predictors of internet addiction (Baumeister 
et al., 2005; Wang, 2006; Bozoglan et al., 2013). Among these factors, loneliness is a 
pretty important factor. People often feel lonely when their interpersonal relationship 
status cannot meet their needs (Russell et al, 1980). People originally want to be able 
to contact others more conveniently when they use WeChat, but excessive use will 
also deprive the space to interact with others (Yan, 2017), resulting in a sense of 
alienation and loneliness. 

 

WORKING HYPOTHESIS AND PRINCIPAL OBJECTIVES SOUGHT:  
1. The motivation of users using WeChat under the theoretical framework 

of use and satisfaction 
Uses and gratifications theory is one of the classical theories of communication (Katz; 
Blumer; Gurevitch, 1973). It focuses on why people choose one media over 
alternatives to gratify a variety of needs (Katz et al., 1974). The uses and 
gratifications theory approach provides a user-centered view to identify the social and 
psychological motives that drive individuals’ use of a particular media (Leung and 
Wei, 2000). According to the users and gratifications theory, people are active and 
can meet their requirements to use some particular media based on their needs. For 
example, through 25 in-depth interviews, Whiting and Williams (2013) identified ten 
types of gratifications for using social media, that is, social interaction, information 
seeking, pass time, entertainment, relaxation, communicatory utility, convenience 
utility, expression of opinion, information sharing and surveillance/knowledge about 
others. However, audiences differ in the gratifications that they seek from the media. 
For example, individuals with specific psychological characteristics, such as a high 
level of loneliness, could seek different gratifications from the media compared with 



people who do not have to cope with feelings of loneliness. These different 
gratifications, in turn, are believed to differently affect individuals’ media use. To 
determine lonely people’s use of media, we, thus, need to identify their individual 
needs (Frison & Eggermont, 2020). 

RQ1: What are people's motivations for using WeChat? 
 
2. The relationship between the use of WeChat and loneliness 

Research on social media use and people’s psychological barriers has become a 
research hotspot in recent years. Spurred by the Internet paradox (Kraut, et al., 1998), 
one of the most influential studies in Internet research, many researchers have 
investigated whether Internet use is detrimental or beneficial. From three different 
hypotheses about the effects of Internet use on subjective well-being. Firstly, a 
complementary approach (Huang, 2010; Kraut et al., 1998) states a displacement 
hypothesis where intensive internet use for communication displaces face-to-face 
interaction and provokes negative outcomes, because it enhances social isolation, and 
decreases opportunities for social support and integration. Second, the second 
hypothesis of replacement hypothesis is just the opposite, suggest that for people with 
limited social skills in face-to-face interaction and/or living in a socially limited 
environment (e.g., migrants living abroad or people distant from relatives and friends), 
internet use can replace face-to-face social support and facilitate well-being. The last 
one hold that internet use for communication complements existing social interaction 
and amplifies their effects, both in terms of positive and negative outcomes (Huang, 
2012). Based on three different hypotheses, this paper designed a longitudinal survey 
to analyze the relationship between WeChat use and loneliness. 

RQ2: What is the relationship between WeChat use and loneliness? Is there a 
difference in the relationship between using Facebook and loneliness? 

 
3. The relationship between the use of WeChat different functions and 

loneliness 
One of the most commonly used functions of WeChat is the instant messaging. 

Users can socialize online by adding the phone number of their friends in the address 
book. Thus, users mainly socialize with acquaintances in WeChat. Wang and 
Zhu(2014) explain that the essence of WeChat communication is interpersonal 
communication, because it not only has the characteristics of traditional interpersonal 
communication, but continues the basic functions to transmit text, pictures, and other 
information.  

There is a two-way relationship between loneliness/social support and SNS use. 
Lonely people are attracted to use SNS to reduce loneliness or gain support. Also, it 
has been found that excessive use of SNS can increase loneliness (van den Eijnden et 
al., 2008). One study has explained that if the increased Internet use enables 
individuals to manage time more effectively and create a network of relationships, it 
will increase the individual’s perceived social support, thereby helping to reduce 
stress and reduce loneliness (Wellman & Haythornthwaite, 2002). If people use the 



Internet too much and have less exposure to real human relationships, the longer the 
online time, the stronger the sense of loneliness (Nie & Hillygus, 2002). 

RQ3: Under the influence of social support, what is the causal relationship 
between users and loneliness when they use WeChat for instant communication? 
As mentioned before, Moments is also one of the basic functions, and users can present 
themselves. Compared with other social platforms, Moments have stronger 
management and control functions such as blocking, setting group visibility, and setting 
visibility for three days. These functions allow users to more actively manage their own 
presentation image. In existing research, researchers found that young adults present a 
variety of self-images on social networking sites, and suggest that the self-identity of 
young people is related to their self-presentation on social networking sites(Michikyan 
et al., 2015). In the self-presentation of Moments, Li (2017) divided the self-
presentation strategies of WeChat Moments into self-censorship, audience isolation, 
and disappearance. Thus, users will choose their own backstage image to show them in 
the frontstage image of Moments when they present themselves. Tan (2017) further 
found that self-disclosure in Moments was significantly positively related to emotional 
status and loneliness.  

RQ4: When users show themselves in WeChat Moments, do users with different 
loneliness have different levels of self-disclosure? What kind of presentation 
strategies will users use under the different exposure levels?  

 
In addition, users can socialize with strangers by Shaking or People Nearby. Due 

to the existence of anonymity conditions, this function allows users to reveal 
themselves more truthfully, which leads to the fifth research question: 

RQ5: Is there a difference between the degree of user self-reveal and the 
loneliness of self-revealing to acquaintances/friends when using the function of 
Shaking or People Nearby? 

 
4. The impact of moderating variables on the use of WeChat and loneliness.  

When examining the influence of WeChat use on loneliness, the user's personal 
characteristics should also be considered. We need to consider the impact of 
demographic variables such as the user’s age, gender. The study of Li et al. (2019) 
found that compared with men, women use more online social media and use social 
skills to construct and maintain online social networks to meet their belonging needs 
and increase life satisfaction. 
In addition, personality factors also need to be taken into consideration. A number of 
personality traits appear to be associated with the use of SNSs. The Big-Five personality 
test consists of five factors: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and 
conscientiousness (McCrae and John, 1992).  

RQ6: In terms of the relationship between loneliness and WeChat use, what are 
the different results for users of different genders, ages, and personalities? 

 
METHODOLOGY TO BE USED (PROVIDE CONSENT 

FORMS/REPORTS/PROTOCOLS GUARANTEEING 



BIOETHICS/BIOSECURITY IF REQUIERED BY THE TYPE OF 
EXPERIMENTATION) 

1. Design 
This study uses two methods to distribute questionnaires. On the one hand, an 

online questionnaire created using ‘Qualtrics’ was distributed to participants. One the 
other hand, questionnaire data were collected face to face, mainly in Beijing, China. 
This study is expected to collect a total of 1000-1200 valid questionnaires. 

Secondly, some of the projects in this study will be studied through longitudinal 
surveys and distributed through questionnaires. The time interval between the two 
questionnaires will be about 6 months, and the questionnaires will be mainly 
distributed in universities in Beijing, China. This project is expected to collect about 
600 valid questionnaires. 

All participants gave consent to participate in the study will closely followed. 
Each participant will give a gift or red envelope of no more than 10 RMB to 
encourage them to participate in the study. All participants will obtain relevant written 
informed consent. 

 
2. Measures 
The variables measured in this study involve loneliness, social support, social 

interaction, WeChat usage habits, Big Five personality traits, and demographic 
variables. 

2.1 UCLA Loneliness Scale 
The UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau, & Ferguson, 1978) included 20 

items (e.g. Do you always feel part of a group of friends?) and participants were 
required to rate the items as either “I often feel this way”, “I sometimes feel this 
way”, “I rarely feel this way” or “I never feel this way”. 

2.2 Social Interaction Scale (SIS) 
Social Interaction Scale developed by Yan (2011). The Social Interaction Scale 

contains 24 questions divided into two parts namely- Real Life Scale (14 items) and 
Online Scale (10 items). In our study, we only used the Real Life Scale to measure 
interpersonal communication with classmates, friends, parents, and other people in 
real life. The items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale from “1 = never” to “4 = 
always.” 

2.3 WeChat Excessive Use Scale (WEUS) 
The scale was developed to assess excessive use of WeChat (Hou et al., 2017). It 

includes items such as “I check my WeChat before something else that I need to do,” 
“I have used WeChat to relieve of loneliness and stress,” and “There are times when I 
would rather play on WeChat than go out with my friends.” The scale is scored on a 
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). 

2.4 Big Five Personality Questionnaire 
The author will use a 60-item personality questionnaire developed by Leung 

(2011) to assess five different personalities, namely, Neuroticism, Extraversion, 
Openness, Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. Each factor featured 12 items rated 



on 5-point scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree (McCrae and Costa, 
1991). 

2.5 Social Support Scale 
Interpersonal Support/Social Support Scale include a 12-item measure of 

perceptions of social support. This measure is a short version of the original ISEL (40 
items; Cohen and Hoberman, 1983). Items are rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 
“definitely true” to “definitely false.” 

2.6 Demographic information 
Data collected included age, gender, student or non-student and work status 

(part-time, full-time or unemployed). 
 
3. Statistics 
The researcher mainly uses IBM SPSS Statistics 25 (Statistical Product and 

Service Solutions) for data analysis. The author will screen the collected first-hand 
data, and then perform descriptive statistical analysis, factor analysis, correlation 
analysis, regression analysis, and other methods for analysis. 

 
4. Ethics and guidance 
The distribution of the questionnaire will strictly comply with the approval of the 

relevant ethics committee. This research will strictly abide by BERA’s ethics and 
guidance documents, and all participants will agree to participate in this research. 

 
MATERIAL MEANS AND RESOURCES AVAILABLE:  
This work is developed in the PhD program: Education in the Knowledge 

Society (García-Peñalvo, 2014), being its portal, accessible from 
http://knowledgesociety.usal.es, the main tool of communication and visibility of the 
advances (García-Holgado et al., 2015). It will include all the publications, stays and 
attendance at conferences during the course of the work. 

 
The author will obtain English papers related to this research, e.g. social media, 

online interpersonal communication, loneliness from the USAL library, and fully read 
some social media-related papers and books written by my tutor, Professor Igartua. 
Secondly, I will also learn about relevant Chinese literature from the Chinese CNKI 
database. In addition, I will also read paper books or e-books to fully understand the 
content related to this research, such as use and satisfaction, group loneliness, self-
representation in the media, research methods, etc. Last but not the least, I can also 
make full use of OCA's resources (http://www.ocausal.es/en/) by learning and using 
tools such as Qualtrics and SPSS to help me better complete this thesis. 

 
TIMING SCHEDULE OVER THREE YEARS / FIVE YEARS (Part time)  
2020.10-2021.03   Thinking about the topic of the doctoral dissertation, 

reading books and papers related to the topic. 
2021.03-2021.06   Organize literature reviews, refine research hypotheses, and 

learn to consolidate SPSS knowledge. 



2021.06-2021.09   Read extensively books/papers and other materials related 
to graduation thesis, write a literature review, compile and modify audience survey 
questionnaires. 

2021.09-2021.11   Submit the questionnaire and improve the content of the 
question 

2021.11-2022.01   Distribute audience survey questionnaires and collect data. 
2022.01-2022.03   Read literature and books, organize and process data 

samples 
2022.03-2022.06   Write some chapters of the doctoral dissertation and modify 

the content  
2022.06-2022.09   Develop and improve new questionnaire questions 
2022.09-2022.12   Issue questionnaires and process data samples 
2022.12-2023.03   Write the relevant chapters of the doctoral dissertation 
2023.03-2023.06   Revise and improve the details of the doctoral dissertation 
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