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Purpose: WeChat is China’ biggest social media platform. In addition to instant messaging, 
it has a great many useful functions that can help Chinese citizens adapt to an increasingly 
digitized society. This study aimed to examine the effect of WeChat use on the subjective 
well-being (SWB) of Chinese older adults living alone, and how the effect could occur.
Participants and Methods: A total of 415 Chinese older adults living alone participated in 
the survey. Participants filled out questionnaires (scales) measuring their SWB, proficiency in 
WeChat use, social activity levels and self-esteem respectively. Mean scores of SWB were 
used to determine the difference in SWB between the users and non-users, and correlation 
test was performed to find out the association between proficiency in WeChat use and SWB 
among the users.
Results: The mean score of WeChat users was 34.68 (SD = 7.301), significantly higher than 
that of the non-users, which was 32.73 (SD = 7.168) (t = 2.741, p = 0.006). Among the users, 
the more proficient in WeChat use one was, the higher their SWB score (r = 0.458, p < 0.01). 
The results combined to demonstrate that WeChat use has a positive effect on the SWB of 
Chinese older adults living alone. The findings also showed that the increase in SWB was 
obtained through the mediation of intergenerational support and social activities.
Conclusion: This study suggests that WeChat use by Chinese older adults living alone could 
increase their intergenerational support and social activities; the increased intergenerational 
support and social activities then enhance the SWB of Chinese older adults living alone.
Keywords: WeChat, older adults, subjective well-being, intergenerational support, social 
activity, self-esteem

Introduction
The influence of social advances and the ensuing lifestyle changes on individuals is 
an integral part of subjective well-being (SWB) research. Since the turn of the 
century, the digitization of society, fueled by the popularization of the Internet and 
social media, has increasingly become a prominent characteristic of modern China, 
as well as of many other nations. Researchers, witnessing the social changes 
brought about by digitization, are becoming to give more thought to if, and how, 
digital technology, particularly social media, can have an impact on people’s SWB.1

In China, one particular social media platform is almost unanimously believed 
to have played the biggest role in the changes toward an increasingly digital-based 
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way of life. This social media platform is WeChat. 
Launched in 2012 by Chinese tech behemoth Tencent, 
and gradually gaining great popularity ever since, 
WeChat crossed the threshold of one billion users in 
2018. Now, WeChat is indisputably the biggest social 
media in China, with 1.24 billion monthly active users.2

Unlike Weibo, China’s equivalent of Twitter, whose 
major function is information dissemination,3 WeChat 
has many other useful functions, in addition to instant 
messaging, such as video calling, paying, ride hailing, 
and hotel booking. It is virtually a “one-stop shop for its 
users”,4 “a digital life platform for the Chinese”,5 or 
“China’s app for everything”.6 WeChat’s success has 
attracted attentions from its international counterparts. 
According to a report in The Economist, Zuckerberg 
“seems keen to turn Facebook into a Western version of 
WeChat”.7 New York Times also pointed out that 
WeChat’s success “has implications for Google, Twitter 
and many others, as well as Facebook.”8

Due to its powerful functionality and wide use, 
researchers have noticed WeChat’s potential to exert influ-
ence on people’s interpersonal relations, day-to-day life, 
work, and, ultimately, well-being.

The existing literature on the relationship between 
WeChat use and users’ SWB is primarily focused on 
younger groups, especially college students. Research on 
the elderly is scant. This may be attributed to the facts that 
(1) younger samples, particularly college students, are 
much easier to recruit than older adults, and (2) older 
adults are typically late adopters of tech products. In 
2016, there were approximately 7,680,000 older WeChat 
users (aged 55 and above), accounting for only 1% of the 
user population.9 In 2018 (Tencent did not release data 
regarding WeChat’s user structure after 2018), the number 
of older users jumped to 63,000,000, but still accounting 
for a small proportion of its user base (6.24%).10

On the other hand, China is fast becoming an aging 
society. According to the newly released national census 
data by the China National Bureau of Statistics, as of the 
end of 2020, China had 264 million people aged 60 and 
above, accounting for 18.7% of the total population, up 
from 13.26% in 2010.11 In urban areas, the percentage is 
even higher. For example, in Beijing, older adults of that 
age group account for 19.63%; in Shanghai, it is 23.38%.11 

At a time when “digitization meets population aging”, it is 
of great importance to explore the influence of WeChat use 
on the SWB of the elderly.

The current study chose urban older adults living alone 
as the research subject for three reasons: First, older adults 
living alone are, in the Chinese context, highly disadvan-
taged people to whom special attention should be 
paid; second, with divorce rates rising and more adult 
children working away from their parents, older adults 
living alone is very likely to become more prevalent in 
China; third, WeChat use was the focus of this study, and 
whether the elderly live with their spouse/child or not is an 
important factor influencing their SWB. Older adults liv-
ing alone are more demographically homogeneous, mak-
ing them better research subjects for the research.

Literature Review
Factors Influencing the SWB of the 
Elderly
SWB is influenced by many factors. For the elderly, and 
the Chinese elderly in particular, the following factors 
have been mostly examined by researchers:

1. Health. Much of the fear of aging stems from health 
concerns. In fact, evidence has shown that healthy 
older people have significantly higher levels of 
SWB than those with serious illness.12 In addition 
to the direct effect of illness-related factors, such as 
pain and impaired mobility, poor health may also 
indirectly undermine the SWB of the elderly by 
posing an economic burden.13

2. Urban vs Rural. Urban/rural disparities are 
a prominent Chinese characteristic. Research has 
shown a wide gap between China’s urban and rural 
areas in terms of economy, environment, infrastruc-
ture, and much more. The SWB of the urban elderly 
is much higher than that of the rural elderly to the 
extent that it was labeled the “difference between 
Heaven and Earth”.14

3. Empty Nest and Living Alone. Research shows that 
the physiological and emotional wellness of the 
empty nesters is significantly lower than that of the 
non-empty nesters. Moreover, the average SWB 
score among the empty nesters is much lower than 
that of the non-empty nesters.15 Li et al compared 
three types of Chinese older adults: Those living 
with their spouse and children, those living only 
with their spouse, and those living alone. A total 
of 2225 older adults in seven Chinese cities were 
surveyed in the research. The results showed that 
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the elderly living alone had the most negative emo-
tions, and their SWB was significantly lower than 
that of the other two types of older adults.16 

Literature also showed that compared with those 
living family members, older adults living alone 
usually receive less attention and resources from 
the public or their relatives,17 are less likely to 
adopt health-promoting behaviors,18 and self- 
neglect is pervasive among them.19

4. Social Support. Social support is defined as infor-
mation leading the subject to believe that they are 
cared for and loved, esteemed, and a member of 
a network of mutual obligations.20 For the Chinese 
elderly, support from family members, their children 
in particular, plays the biggest role in determining 
their SWB, especially when their social connections 
diminish with retirement. As a result, many studies 
singled out children’s support, also known as inter-
generational support, as a prominent factor contri-
buting to Chinese older adults’ SWB. Some scholars 
believe intergenerational support is more important 
for aged adults’ SWB than is social support from 
outside the family in China,21 and compared with 
western populations, family support has a greater 
influence on the alleviation of depression among 
older adults in Asia.22

5. Education and Income. Although findings of pre-
vious studies around the world showed mixed 
results, there seemed to be a pattern that, when an 
individual is in a financially challenged situation, an 
increase in income can substantially increase their 
SWB level. When the individual overcomes such 
financial constraints, the correlation between income 
and SWB becomes weak.13 For example, a survey 
on 236 older adults in Beijing showed no significant 
correlation between SWB and income.23 On the 
contrary, Ren et al found that income is a strong 
predictor of SWB of the rural elderly.24 The incon-
sistency might be explained by the fact that most of 
the Chinese elderly in rural areas have a much lower 
level of income, so the impact of income is signifi-
cant. In contrast, seniors in urban areas enjoy 
a much higher income level, resulting in the effect 
of income being considerably less significant than 
rural seniors. Similar to income, the influence of 
education level on the SWB of Chinese seniors in 
urban areas is not significant.23,24 To a large degree, 
this might be because the overall level of education 

among Chinese older adults is very low. As of 2010, 
90.91% of the Chinese elderly only had junior high 
school education or below.25 Even those who were 
lucky enough to have had access to higher education 
during the 1960s and 1970s often found their classes 
disrupted by the Cultural Revolution.

6. Self-esteem. Self-esteem, also referred to as self- 
worth, as its name suggests, is a person’s overall sub-
jective sense of personal worth or value, or, simply 
put, how much they appreciate and like themselves. In 
Western countries where individuality is more appre-
ciated than in the East, self-esteem has long been an 
essential determinant of a person’s SWB. Murrell, 
Meeks, and Walker found that a high level of self- 
esteem could ward off depression over time in older 
adults.26 Alaphilippe’s study suggested that self- 
esteem is an important aspect of the adaptive processes 
at all stages of life, especially in later life, positively 
associated with the quality of adaptation and SWB.27 

In recent years, Chinese scholars have been paying 
more attention to self-esteem when studying people’s 
SWB, and findings also suggest that there is a positive 
connection between the two.28,29

Impact of Social Media Use on SWB
Although the majority of existing studies on SWB focus 
on young people, many of the findings can still provide 
valuable insights and perspectives for studies on the 
elderly.

Research results were mixed in terms of the relation-
ship between social media use and their users’ SWB. 
Some studies showed that social media use is positively 
associated with their users’ SWB.30–32 An explanation of 
this positive relationship is as follows: As “social ani-
mals”, having connections with other “social animals” is 
a basic need of human beings;33 good interpersonal rela-
tionships are a key element affecting an individual’s 
SWB.34 Social media breaks the physical barriers of inter-
personal communication and provides an efficient way for 
interpersonal interaction. It is particularly effective in rein-
forcing fledgling and distant relationships. As such, social 
media promotes the establishment and maintenance of 
interpersonal relationships with unprecedented conve-
niences, building a sense of belonging for many people.35

While the use of social media does facilitate informa-
tion exchange, some studies found that there is a dark side 
to it. Holton argued that there are great surpluses of irre-
levant information on social media platforms, resulting in 
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information overload and increased levels of stress and 
anxiety among their users.36 Even worse, social media 
overuse could cause a feeling of “not having done any-
thing meaningful”, negatively affecting people’s emotional 
state or even leading to a deterioration of mood.37

Most people use social media for a range of activities. 
These activities can be broadly classified into two cate-
gories: Active and passive usage.38 Active usage usually 
involves direct interaction with others or searching for 
specific information. Passive usage refers to the monitor-
ing of other people’s lives without engaging in direct 
exchanges with them.39 For example, scrolling through 
news feeds or looking at others’ tweets. According to the 
“active–passive” framework, researchers suggested that, 
generally speaking, active use of social media enhances 
SWB while passive use reduces it.40

Research Questions and Hypotheses
The two basic research questions of the current study 
were:

1. Does the use of WeChat have an impact on the 
SWB of the elderly living alone?

2. What is the mechanism by which this effect occurs?

Examining WeChat’s features and analyzing the usage 
pattern of older users, along with existing studies of other 
social media platforms’ impact on their users, we proposed 
Hypothesis 1 to address research question 1.

H1: WeChat use is positively associated with the SWB of 
older adults living alone.

Since our sample consisted of both WeChat users and non- 
users, H1 comprises two dimensions: (1) whether there is 
a statistically significant difference of the SWB (represented 
by the mean score) between the two groups. (2) within the user 
group, whether there is a correlation between the older adults’ 
proficiency in WeChat use and their SWB. Accordingly, H1 
was further delineated into two sub-hypotheses:

H1a: (between-group): Older adults living alone who use 
WeChat have a higher SWB level than those who do not 
use WeChat.

H1b: (within-group): Among the WeChat users, the more 
proficient one is in using WeChat, the higher their SWB level.

To address research question 2, we drew on existing 
literature and a pilot investigation (mainly in the form of 
interviews with older adults on the topic “What changes 
does using WeChat bring to your life?”) and proposed 
three possible mediators: Intergenerational support, social 
activity, and self-esteem. As discussed above, existing 
studies have demonstrated that the three factors are all 
positively associated with older adults’ SWB. It is impor-
tant to determine whether WeChat use is positively asso-
ciated with these factors. The corresponding hypotheses 
are as follows:

H2: WeChat use is positively associated with the interge-
nerational support that older adults living alone receive.

H3: WeChat use is positively associated with the social 
activity level of older adults living alone.

H4: WeChat use is positively associated with the self- 
esteem of older adults living alone.

Similar to H1, each of the three hypotheses was further 
delineated into between- and within-group sub-hypotheses 
as follows:

H2a: Older adults living alone who use WeChat have 
a higher level of intergenerational support than those 
who do not use WeChat.

H2b: Among WeChat users, the more proficient one is in 
using WeChat, the more intergenerational support they 
receive.

H3a: Older adults living alone who use WeChat have 
a higher social activity level than those who do not use 
WeChat.

H3b: Among WeChat users, the more proficient one is in 
using WeChat, the higher their social activity level.

H4a: Older adults living alone who use WeChat have 
a higher self-esteem level than those who do not use 
WeChat.

H4b: Among WeChat users, the more proficient one is in 
using WeChat, the higher their self-esteem level.

These hypotheses, if supported, could be expressed as: 
WeChat use increases the SWB level of older adults living 
alone by improving their intergenerational support, social 
activities, and self-esteem (shown in Figure 1).
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Materials and Methods
Participants and Sampling
Broadly speaking, older adults living alone include those 
who have not had children (or have lost their children) and 
those who have adult children but live separately. Since 
the majority of Chinese elderly, whether living alone or 
not, are not childless and intergenerational support is 
potentially a key mediator, the participants of our study 
were older adults (age 60 or above) living separately from 
their child who lives in another city. In addition, we set 
exclusion criteria as follows: (1) Severe chronic illness or 
physical impairment; (2) major negative life events, such 
as loss of a close relative; (3) older than 80, because older 
adults over 80, also called “the fourth age”, are classified 
by gerontologists as a group of “biocultural incomplete-
ness, vulnerability, and unpredictability that is distinct 
from other old age group”;41 (4) having more than one 
child, because having multiple children may cause confu-
sion when filling out the intergenerational support ques-
tionnaire. Besides, excluding those who have multiple 
children could make the sample more demographically 
homogeneous, potentially increasing the research validity. 
Since China implemented its one-child policy between the 
late 1970s and mid-2010s, most urban older adults who 
meet the age requirement of our survey have only one 
child. Excluding those having multiple children was not 
a difficult task.

The survey was conducted between July and 
October 2020 in Gui Yang, the capital city of Gui Zhou 
Province in southwest China. A total of 415 participants 
were recruited by snowball sampling. Eight investigators 
were employed and trained to conduct the paper–pencil 
survey. Each participant received a gift with a value of 
CNY 15 as an incentive to participate. Table 1 shows the 
demographic data of the sample.

Measurements
Measurement of WeChat Usage
The Questionnaire on WeChat Proficiency proposed by the 
Tencent Research Institute was used to measure how well 
the participants use the social media platform.42 The ori-
ginal questionnaire is composed of 19 items (WeChat 
functions), such as “text messaging“, “video calling”, 
“posting moments” and “WeChat payment“. For each 
function, there are three evaluation options: “I don’t use 
this function”, “I use this function but not proficiently” and 
“I use this function proficiently” with scores of 0, 1, and 2, 
respectively. The scores for each item are added to yield an 
overall score, which indicates the user’s proficiency in 
WeChat. Prior to our survey, we consulted some elderly 

Figure 1 Research conceptual model.

Table 1 Profile of the Participants (N = 415)

Measure Items Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 201 48.43%
Female 214 51.57%

Age 60–64 188 45.30%
65–69 169 40.72%

70–79 58 13.98%

Education Elementary school or 

below

166 40.00%

Middle school 179 43.13%

High school 56 13.49%

Associate college 12 2.89%
Bachelor’s degree or 

above

2 0.48%

Monthly 

Income

CNY 2000 or below 121 29.16%

CNY 2001–4000 156 37.59%

CNY 4001–6000 104 25.06%
CNY 6001–8000 31 7.47%

CNY 8001–10,000 3 0.72%

CNY 10,000 or above 0 0.00%
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people about the understandability of the questionnaire, 
and revised it to ensure that it was without any confusion 
for the elderly. Some items in the original questionnaire 
were deleted or merged. The revised questionnaire consists 
of 16 items. In the current study, Cronbach’s α was 0.855. 
See Appendix A for the complete questionnaire.

Measurement of SWB
The Memorial University of Newfoundland Scale of 
Happiness (MUNSH) was used to measure the SWB. 
The MUNSH was developed specifically for the elderly 
by Kozma and Stones43 and adopted by a great number of 
researchers in many countries for studies on the mental 
health of older adults. Consisting of 24 items, scores of the 
MUNSH range from 0 to 48, with a higher score indicat-
ing a higher level of SWB. The MUNSH was introduced 
into China in the late 1990s, and it is now one of the most 
commonly used SWB scales in research on Chinese older 
adults.44 In the current study, Cronbach’s α was 0.874.

Measurement of Intergenerational Support
The Parents-Adult Children Social Support Scale45 was 
used to measure the level of intergenerational support 
that older adults receive from their adult children. The 
original scale is a four-point Likert scale (“never” = 1, 
“rarely” = 2, “sometimes” = 3, and “often” = 4), consisting 
of 26 items. Since our research subjects were older adults 
who live alone, we revised the questionnaire by removing 
the items that only apply to those living with their adult 
children, for example, “My child prepares meals for me.” 
The revised scale consists of 18 items; the average score of 
each item is the intergenerational support score. The 
higher the score, the higher the intergenerational support 
level. In the current study, Cronbach’s α was 0.858. See 
Appendix B for the revised scale.

Measurement of Social Activities
Existing questionnaires assessing Chinese older adults’ 
social activities are mostly either neighborhood based— 
asking respondents how often they participate in activities 
that are carried out within their neighborhood (for exam-
ple, playing chess), or institution based—asking about 
activities organized by an organization (for example, 
table tennis games organized by the state-owned company 
they retired from). However, with the rapid social devel-
opment in recent years, Chinese older adults’ social activ-
ities have gone far beyond the neighborhood and have 
begun shifting from heavily relying on institutions for 
organization to organizing by themselves. In light of this, 

we designed an eight-item questionnaire to measure the 
social activity level of older adults. In the current study, 
Cronbach’s α was 0.776. See Appendix C for details of the 
design of the questionnaire.

Measurement of Self-Esteem
The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE)46 was used to 
measure the level of self-esteem. The 10-item scale is by 
far the most widely used instrument to measure individuals’ 
self-esteem.47 Scores of the RSE range from 10 to 40, with 
a higher score indicating a higher level of self-esteem of the 
respondent. In the current study, Cronbach’s α was 0.820.

Ethical Considerations
This study was conducted in accordance with the 
Declaration of Helsinki. Participation in this study was 
voluntary. Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured in 
this study. Before the research, participants were told 
about the purpose of the survey and that information 
collected would be used for research purposes only. 
Informed consent to participate in the study was obtained 
from participants. The study was approved by the School 
of Humanities, Shanghai Institute of Technology.

Results
Relationship Between WeChat Use and 
SWB
Between-Group
SPSS (version 24.0) was used to perform statistical ana-
lyses. Among the 415 participants, 221 (53.3%) use 
WeChat, while 194 (46.7%) do not. The mean score of 
SWB of the WeChat users was 34.68 (SD = 7.301), higher 
than that of the non-users, which was 32.73 (SD = 7.168). 
The t-test showed that the difference was statistically sig-
nificant (t = 2.741, p = 0.006). Since a higher score means 
a higher level of SWB, the result suggested the SWB of 
WeChat users is significantly higher than that of the non- 
users. Thus, H1a was supported.

Within-Group
The correlation test was performed within the user group. The 
results showed that, of the 221 WeChat users, proficiency in 
WeChat use was positively associated with SWB (r = 0.458, 
p < 0.01), suggesting that the more proficiently one uses 
WeChat, the higher their SWB level. Thus, H1b was 
supported.
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Results showed both H1a and H1b were supported. As 
a result, H1 was supported, eg, WeChat use is positively 
associated with the SWB of older adults living alone.

Relationship Between WeChat Use and 
Intergenerational Support, Social Activity, 
and Self-Esteem
Between-Group
As shown in Table 2, the user group scored significantly 
higher on intergenerational support than did the non-user 
group (t =11.007, p <0.001), suggesting that WeChat users 
have a higher level of intergenerational support than the non- 
users. H2a was supported. The same was observed with 
social activity with user group scoring significantly higher 
than the non-users (t =9.267, p <0.001). That is, WeChat 
users have a higher level of social activity than the non-users.

Although the user group scored slightly higher than did 
the non-user group on self-esteem, the difference was not 
statistically significant (t = 1.817, p = 0.07), indicating there is 
no statistically significant difference on self-esteem between 
WeChat users and non-users. Thus, H4a was rejected.

Within-Group
The correlation analysis (Table 3) showed that WeChat 
proficiency was positively correlated with intergenera-
tional support (r = 0.576, p<0.01), indicating that the 
more proficient in WeChat use one is, the more interge-
nerational support they receive, hence H2b was supported. 
Results also showed that WeChat proficiency was 

positively correlated with social activities (r = 0.501, 
p<0.01), indicating that the more proficient in WeChat 
use one is, the more active they are in their social life, 
hence H3b was supported. The Pearson’s coefficient 
between WeChat proficiency and self-esteem was 0.011 
(p >0.05), suggesting that there is no correlation between 
WeChat proficiency and self-esteem and H4b was then 
rejected.

In the analyses above, both H4a and H4b were rejected, 
hence H4 was rejected. The result suggested that the use of 
WeChat does not have a statistically significant effect on 
participants’ self-esteem. We proposed self-esteem as 
a possible mediator because in our interviews, a number of 
interviewees expressed that using WeChat enables them to 
“catch up with the world” or “expand their views”, reducing 
the feeling of being useless and boosting their confidence. 
However, the hypothesis was not supported empirically by 
our survey results. Even though the positive effect of self- 
esteem on SWB has been demonstrated by multiple studies, 
how an individual’s self-esteem could be influenced is rela-
tively unclear. Future research could further explore the 
relationship between WeChat use (or other social media) 
and older adults’ self-esteem.

Modification of the Conceptual Research 
Model
The above analyses supported H1, H2, and H3 but rejected 
H4, indicating that the use of WeChat is significantly 
correlated with intergenerational support and social 

Table 2 Scores Between WeChat Users and Non-Users

Variables Group Mean SD t p

Intergenerational 
Support

Users 2.712 0.304
11.007 <0.001

Non-users 2.408 0.252

Social Activity Users 16.10 3.450
9.267 <0.001

Non-users 13.24 2.731

Self-Esteem Users 27.09 2.499
1.797 =0.073

Non-users 26.60 2.972

Table 3 Pearson’s Correlation Matrix

Variables WeChat Proficiency Intergenerational Support Social Activity Self-Esteem

WeChat Proficiency 1

Intergenerational Support 0.576** 1

Social Activity 0.501** 0.753** 1
Self-Esteem 0.011 0.235** 0.225** 1

Note: **p < 0.01.
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activity but not with self-esteem. As such, self-esteem 
should be removed from the mediation model (Figure 1). 
In the modified model, two parallel mediators, intergenera-
tion support (M1) and social activity (M2), serve as the 
pathway linking WeChat use (X) and the SWB (Y) of 
older adults living alone.

The modified model was tested with PROCESS (boot-
strap = 5000, CI = 95%). The results demonstrate that the 
effects of all indirect paths of influence (a1, a2, b1, and b2 in 
Figure 2) were significant, but the direct path (c’) yielded an 
effect of marginal significance (Table 4 and Figure 2).

While the total effect of WeChat use on SWB was 
evident, the influence of WeChat use was smaller 
(0.1578) with marginal significance. The mediators indir-
ectly transmitted and amplified the influence. Of them, 
intergenerational support increased the effect from 
0.0334 to 9.1123 (Figure 2). This finding shows that inter-
generational support is the strongest mediator for explain-
ing how SWB is perceived among elderly people.

Discussion
This study examined the relationship between WeChat use 
and the SWB of Chinese urban older adults living alone. The 
results showed that WeChat use is positively associated with 
the SWB level of the participants. The finding is consistent 
with He and Huang’s study,48 which is, to our knowledge, 
the only research exploring the relationship between WeChat 
use and Chinese older adults’ SWB. It’ worth noting that He 
and Huang investigated Chinese older adults in general, not 
specifically those who live alone, suggesting that our results 
may extend to seniors of other types of living status.

In order to find out how WeChat use influences the 
SWB of the elderly, we examined the relationship between 
WeChat use and intergenerational support. The results 
showed there is a strong association between the two, 
providing new evidence to Huang49 which suggested that 
mobile communication tools of any kind can contribute 
substantially to the maintenance of the relationship 
between parents and their distant children. In our opinion, 

Figure 2 Test results of the modified mediation model. 
Notes: *p< 0.05,***p < 0.001.

Table 4 Results of the Mediation Model Test

Consequent

M1 (IGS) M2 (SA) Y (SWB)

Antecedent Coeff. SE p Coeff. SE p Coeff. SE p

X (WCU) a1 0.0334 0.0032 0.000 a2 0.23989 0.0384 0.000 c’ 0.1578 0.0875 =0.073

M1 (IGS) — — — — — — b1, 9.1123 1.9247 <0.001

M2 (SA) — — — — — — b2 0.5319 0.1603 <0.001

Constant iM1 2.0621 0.0646 0.001 iM2 9.6720 0.7754 0.000 iy –1.6684 3.5242 =0.636

R2 = 0.3322 R2 = 0.2515 R2 = 0.4387

F(1,219) = 198.966, p < 0.001 F(1,219) = 73.578, p < 0.001 F(1,219) = 56.5436, p < 0.001
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WeChat is especially instrumental because of its multi- 
functionality and ease of use. As one of the participants 
disclosed to us, before using WeChat, the only way to 
contact her daughter who works in Shanghai was through 
cell phone calls. “But you couldn’t give her a call anytime 
you miss her. That would disturb her work. Furthermore, 
there wasn’t much to talk about if I called her too often.” 
she noted. Now, with WeChat, she can send her daughter 
messages almost at any time and she can reply right away 
or wait until she finishes her work if it’s not an emergency. 
Also, her daughter often sends her pictures of her daily life 
—her breakfast, her new clothes or haircut, the office 
building where she works … …. Communication via 
WeChat has now become a daily routine of them. 
Besides text or voice communication, sending digital 
“red envelopes” (a Chinese tradition of putting money in 
red envelopes as gifts) to parents through WeChat on 
special occasions (such as parents’ birthdays) is an effi-
cient and novel way to provide parents both financial and 
emotional support.50 With WeChat, intergenerational sup-
port would be a lot easier to fulfill.

This study also examined the relationship between 
WeChat use and social activities of the elderly as another 
mediator linking WeChat use and SWB. Evidence abounds 
that social activities have multiple benefits for older adults. 
This might be particularly true for those who live alone 
given that they may have less interaction with others 
within their homes. Chan et al found that older adults 
living alone are more likely to be socially isolated and 
may benefit more from social activities.51 WeChat is a tool 
well suited for the elderly to organize social activities. 
Before WeChat was introduced, people relied heavily on 
cell phone calls and text messages to organize such activ-
ities. However, one-to-one phone calls are inefficient if the 
activity involves many people with different preferences. 
With WeChat’s “group chat” function, which allows as 
many as 500 people to group chat in one dialogue box, it 
is a lot easier to organize activities, allowing older adults 
to be much more active than before. Besides, other func-
tions, for example “location sharing”, are of great use in 
facilitating social activities, potentially increasing their 
willingness to participate.

Practical Implications
First, for policy makers, this study provides useful infor-
mation regarding the effect of WeChat use (and perhaps 
other internet applications) on older adults. Chinese gov-
ernment has realized that the lack of digital literacy not 

only poses challenges to the older adults, but also hinders 
the overall development of the society. On November 24, 
2020, the General Office of the State Council issued 
a guideline to address the problem which stipulates that 
by the end of 2022, long-term mechanisms bridging the 
digital divide will be established.52 It is expected that more 
plans to help the elderly improve digital literacy will be 
proposed afterwards. Our study could serve as a part of 
scientific basis for policy-making.

Second, for the older adults, our study could be 
deemed as a statement: Unlike the dishwasher or digital 
camera which could save you some time or bring you 
some joy if you use them but also totally OK if you do 
not, WeChat, as well as some other internet-based applica-
tions, has been increasingly integrated into all aspects of 
the society to the extent that some scholars view WeChat 
as “an infrastructure for China”.53 If you do not use 
WeChat, it is unlikely that you can go about your daily 
life without encountering any trouble. Older adults must 
realize the necessity of including themselves into the digi-
tal world. Furthermore, they should make great effort to 
explore the multiple benefits of digitization to promote 
successful aging. Do not use age as an excuse to distance 
yourself from modern technologies. As Knowles and 
Hanson pointed out, the notion that aging per se leads to 
technology abandonment does not withstand scrutiny.54

Third, the children of older adults, whether living with 
or away from their parents, should provide more technical 
support to your parents. Chinese tradition places a lot of 
emphasis on caring for the elderly or what we call “filial 
piety”. However, filial piety is largely expressed by caring 
about parents’ health conditions. In modern society, it very 
necessary for younger adults to expand their understanding 
of filial piety to include many other areas that may influ-
ence their parents’ well-being. Our study showed that 
WeChat use is significantly associated with SWB of 
older adults living alone (and perhaps those who live 
with family members). Adult children should take teaching 
their parents how to use WeChat and other internet skills 
as their responsibility. It is of special importance for 
younger adults who do not live with their parents since 
they are not able to provide immediate support. As such, 
they should make good use of the time when they are 
together to teach their parents these important digital 
skills. Additionally, according to Zhou’s study, the more 
time children spend teaching their parents digital knowl-
edge, the more harmonious the family will be.55
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Theoretical Contributions
As noted in the introduction, studies on the relationship 
between WeChat use and SWB of older adults are very 
scant. Against the backdrop of the co-occurrence of popu-
lation aging and society digitization, our study contributed 
to the bridging of the literature gap. Secondly, our study 
focused on older adults living alone, a group which were 
previously studied from viewpoints that usually reveal the 
vulnerability of them. Our study demonstrated a possibility 
that living conditions of this disadvantaged group could be 
considerably improved through the use of WeChat, thus 
adding new perspective to the research of the older adults 
living alone.

Limitations and Future Work
As with most studies, the present study has some limita-
tions that need to be discussed. First, survey participants 
were mainly selected from the investigators’ own net-
works, resulting in a certain degree of sampling bias. 
Second, SWB is a highly sophisticated concept that 
could be influenced by many factors, even those that 
have yet to be identified or conceptualized by scholars. 
Our study proposed two mediators, but it does not mean 
that they are the only variables that mediate WeChat use 
and SWB. Different studies could propose different med-
iators to explain how SWB could be influenced by the use 
of certain social media, thus providing more perspectives 
on research in this field.

Conclusion
This study aimed to examine the effect of WeChat use on the 
SWB of Chinese urban older adults living alone and how the 
effect could occur. Results suggested that WeChat use is 
positively associated with SWB of the elderly. Findings 
also showed that the relationship between WeChat use and 
SWB is mediated by intergenerational support and social 
activities. That is to say, WeChat use by Chinese older adults 
living alone increases their intergenerational support and 
social activities; the increased intergenerational support 
and social activities then enhances their SWB.
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