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Abstract
Purpose: We conducted an empirical study to find out the role of demographic variables in
affecting information sharing behaviors of college student users of WeChat.
Design/methodology/approach: A questionnaire survey was carried out to investigate the
relationship between demographic variables (gender, grade level, dating status, and singleparent family background) and information sharing behaviors of WeChat users. The
participants were college students and a total of 255 valid questionnaires were collected. Data
was analyzed using descriptive statistics and multiple regression analysis.
Findings: Grade level and single-parent family background were found to be significantly
correlated with information sharing behaviors whereas no effect of gender was found on
information sharing behaviors. Dating status had no significant impact on user browsing
behavior, but was related to users’ publishing posts and posting replies.
Implications: The study will help understand individual differences in information sharing
among WeChat users.
Limitations: First, the relatively small sample size is a limitation in exploring the effects of
demographic variables on user information sharing behaviors. Second, this study only used
questionnaire surveys to collect data and more research methods such as interviews should be
adopted to improve the accuracy of the study results.
Originality/value: This paper is one of the first studies to explore the relationship between
demographic variables and user information sharing behaviors on WeChat.
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Introduction

Mobile messaging apps such as WeChat are growing ever more popular among
people, especially young people, as their social networking features help meet
people’s growing demand for free mobile calling and short message sending (SMS)
texting services. According to Tencent, 93% of people in the first-tier cities of China
used WeChat, and on average 570 million users logged on WeChat every day in
September this year. In addition, WeChat is attracting more young people, as about
60% of users are aged between 15 and 29 years old.
There is a growing interest in information sharing behaviors on mobile messaging
apps. Information sharing is a process in which individuals “mutually exchange
their (implicit and explicit) knowledge and jointly create new knowledge”[1]. College
students are young active users of the WeChat service, but whether different users,
i.e. students of different genders and in different grades, exhibit different information
sharing behaviors? So far, the relationship between demographic variables and user
information sharing behaviors on mobile messaging apps has not been studied in
detail in the literature[2]. In this paper, we classified user information sharing
behaviors into three dimensions (browsing messages, publishing posts and posting
replies)[3]. We aimed to examine how the four demographic variables (gender, grade
level, dating status, and single-parent family background) were related to information
sharing behaviors of WeChat users. This research will help provide a new perspective
for studies of information sharing behaviors on mobile messaging apps.

2

Literature review and hypotheses

2.1

Information sharing behaviors on WeChat

Learning and discovering information is inseparable from sharing it[4]. When it
comes to an online information community, both information seekers and information
providers are engaged in the process of information sharing, in which information
is provided to information seekers, either proactively or upon request[5]. Activities
involved in the process included communicating with each other, providing
information such as answers, comments, or suggestions to the raised questions and
confirming that the information is jointly understood. Providing information in the
process is voluntary rather than mandatory[6,7]. We referred to the study of Syn &
Oh[8] and defined information sharing on WeChat as people’s activities of providing





WeChat is a popular mobile messaging apps developed by Tencent in China. Details are available at
http://www.wechat.com/en.
Details are available at http://www.shenglidigital.com/blog/20-new-facts-about-wechat/.
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information, publishing their thoughts, offering comments, and sharing experience,
etc., on the WeChat platform.
Information sharing on WeChat is a people-to-people interaction process, in
which people share information with others based on the “human-machine”
interaction via mobile messaging apps[9]. Currently, most studies related to
information sharing behaviors on WeChat focused on applications of WeChat
technologies and information exchange among individuals via WeChat apps. For
example, Guo et al.[10] used WeChat to construct a mobile learning platform of
college English courses in China; Xu et al.[11] investigated the use of WeChat of top
39 academic libraries in China and found that libraries sent personalized push
notifications through information sharing on WeChat.
Jiang[12] reviewed the results of previous studies on factors that influence
information sharing and pointed out that individual characteristics, organizational
characteristics and information systems are important influencing factors. Berger[13]
pointed out that contextual factors such as audience and communication channels
may moderate the effects of individual characteristics on information sharing in
interpersonal communication. Kim et al.[14] investigated both individual and
contextual factors affecting information sharing in social networking sites (SNSs).
Lei et al.[15] analyzed factors influencing information sharing on WeChat, a virtual
social networking platform, and concluded that such factors as interpersonal trust
and social relations are significantly related to information sharing behaviors on
WeChat. Zhang’s study[16] revealed that perceived usefulness, accumulation of
knowledge and participants’ motivation play a significant role in information sharing
on WeChat. Overall, prior studies on factors affecting information sharing behaviors
on WeChat examined both individual variables such as psychological, cognitive and
emotional factors and contextual factors like trust and social relations.

2.2 The effects of demographic variables
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Up to now, there are few studies focused on the effects of demographic variables
on information sharing behaviors on WeChat. Existing research[17] into individual
differences in information sharing activities investigated demographic factors such
as gender, age, and educational level, and relevant studies have verified that
demographic characteristics have an impact on personality traits, thereby affecting
individual information behaviors[18,19]. Current studies on demographic variables
influencing individual information behaviors are not conclusive[20]. For instance,
Pangil & Nasurdin[21] found that demographic factors have an impact on knowledge
sharing behaviors. Miller & Karakowsky’s study[22] revealed that gender influenced
feedback-seeking behaviors of team members. Lin[23] and Kidder[24] found that
females were more willing to share information and knowledge due to their
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sensitivity to instrumental ties and the need to overcome the traditional barriers they
face in finding jobs, which validated the findings of Abusah & Bordia[25]. McAndrew
& Jeong[26] proposed that part of demographic variables such as age, gender and
relationship status affect people’s information seeking behaviors. However, some
studies[27] indicated that demographic variables are not significant predictors to
information sharing behaviors.
This study aims to investigate the relationship between demographic variables
and information sharing behaviors on WeChat. According to the relevant studies[3,28],
we classified information sharing behaviors into browsing messages, publishing
posts and posting replies. We chose four demographic variables (gender, grade level,
dating status and single-parent family background) to analyze their impacts on
information sharing activities on WeChat. Figure 1 shows the research model. In
the research into users’ information seeking behaviors on the Internet[29,30], gender
and age are usually considered important influencing factors. However, we did not
include age as an influencing factor in this study, because our research sample
comprised mainly college students of similar age. In addition, we did not use
academic background as an influencing factor due to the limited size of the sample
in this survey.
Gender
Dating status

Grade level

H4
H5
H6
H7
H8
H9

Single-parent family

Information sharing
behavior on WeChat

H1
H2
H3

Browsing messages
Publishing posts
H10
H11
H12

Posting replies

Fig. 1 Research model of information sharing behaviors of college students on WeChat

Gender is one of the most frequently studied demographic variables in the
literature[31,32]. Some previous studies[33–35] show that gender has an important impact
on people’s use of SNS. Magnuson & Dundes[36] found that women and men as SNS
users had different information needs. Bilgihan et al.[37] reported gender differences
in information seeking and sharing behaviors on SNS. Pedersen & Macafee[38]
investigated the gender differences in blog use behaviors and found that females
tended to pay attention to social interaction on blogs, while males were generally
more interested in information and opinion. Lu et al.[39] also noted that gender affects
bloggers’ information sharing behaviors. Therefore, we proposed the following
hypotheses:
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H1: Gender has a positive impact on WeChat users’ browsing messages.
H2: Gender has a positive impact on WeChat users’ publishing posts.
H3: Gender has a positive impact on WeChat users’ posting replies.

In social networks, people are more inclined to share information with those who
are pursuing the same goal or sharing the same vision and they are more willing to
establish relationships with one another for such purposes as acquiring knowledge
or obtaining benefits[8]. Zhao & Rosson[40] found that SNS users frequently shared
personal life updates to keep in touch with friends, look for helps or advice, and
release emotional stress, etc. Rui & Whinston[41] argued that publishing and sharing
information on SNS was largely due to people’s search for others’ attention. Dating
status of college students has a certain effect on their psychological mood swings
and their need for attention. Compared with those who are not engaged in dating,
those who go on dates may encounter more psychological or emotional fluctuations,
and pay more attention to their boyfriends or girlfriends. As a result, there is a
difference in information sharing behaviors between those students who date and
those who do not date. Thus, we proposed:
H4: Dating status has a positive impact on WeChat users’ browsing messages.
H5: Dating status has a positive impact on WeChat users’ publishing posts.
H6: Dating status has a positive impact on WeChat users’ posting replies.

Students in different grades have different information literacy levels and
information needs, and senior students normally have higher levels of information
literacy competency and more information needs than freshmen[42,43]. Prior studies[30]
have pointed out that grade level and the initial use of the Internet affect the behavior
patterns of undergraduates in the process of searching information online. Thus,
the following hypotheses were put forward:
H7: Grade level has a positive impact on WeChat users’ browsing messages.
H8: Grade level has a positive impact on WeChat users’ publishing posts.
H9: Grade level has a positive impact on WeChat users’ posting replies.
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Huurre et al.[44] and Ruschena et al.[45] found that children raised in a single-parent
family usually had more psychological problems and more problems in their
interpersonal relationships, resulting in stress in childhood and the influence would
persist well into adulthood. Exiting studies[18,31,46] show that behavior problems were
expected to be most likely in children of single-parent households than those of
two-parent households as they had unique personality traits and growth experience
while facing unique ethical predicaments and pressure brought out by their singleparent family life. Thus, the following hypotheses were proposed:
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H10: Single-parent family background has a positive impact on WeChat users’ browsing
messages.
H11: Single-parent family background has a positive impact on WeChat users’ publishing
posts.
H12: Single-parent family background has a positive impact on WeChat users’ posting replies.

3

Methodology

3.1

Data collection

In this study, we used self-administered questionnaires to survey the usage of
WeChat among college students. Both paper questionnaires and electronic
questionnaires were used. Paper questionnaires were distributed to WeChat users
in Southwest University, China, and electronic questionnaires were sent out through
www.sojump.com, and in the meanwhile they were published through online
platform, i.e. QQ instant messenger, Sina Weibo, WeChat, and other ways.
Questionnaires were distributed from March 20 to April 3 of 2015. Within two
weeks, 270 questionnaires were distributed, including 170 paper questionnaires, of
which 168 were actually recovered; 100 questionnaires were distributed online and
90 were retrieved. A total of 255 valid questionnaires were collected. The reasons
of invalid questionnaires included 1) incomplete or illegible questionnaires, 2) the
questionnaires were filled in and submitted within less than 3 minutes, 3) multiple
answers were provided for the single-choice questions.

3.2

Demographic characteristics

Most of the 255 respondents were males (54.4%), and in the age group of 20 to
23 years, while the proportion of students from single-parent families was small.
A majority of the respondents had used WeChat for more than 1.5 years (43.6%).
Moreover, 64.7% of respondents used WeChat every day. This shows high user
viscosity. In addition, “chats” and “friends-circles” were the most popular and
frequently used functions, by which users expressed their feelings and received
updated messages sent by their friends. As users normally shared personal
information with their friends on WeChat, a majority of respondents replied that
they used WeChat for communication (68.6%), chatting with friends (72.9%) and
recreation (67.1%). Details are shown in Table 1.

3.3

Measures

This study used a five-point Likert scale to measure the variables (1 — strongly
disagree; 3 — neutral; 5 — strongly agree). All measurement items were adapted


It is a popular micro-blogging platform and the details are available at http://www.weibo.com/guide/
welcome.
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Table 1
Measure

Items

Gender

Male
Female
Age
< 20
20–21
22–23
> 23
Dating status Yes
No
Only child
Yes
No
Single-parent Yes
family
No
Grade level
Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Postgraduate student
Purpose
Communication
Chatting with friends
Recreation
Sharing information
Learning
Marketing and shopping
Reading news
Others
Frequency of Less than once per week
using WeChat 1–2 times per week
4–5 times per week
Every day

Demographic profile of respondents
Percentage
(%)
54.4
45.6
10.6
20.8
44.0
24.6
39.6
60.4
24.3
75.7
10.0
90.0
16.9
20.4
28.2
31.4
3.1
68.6
72.9
67.1
61.2
41.6
6.7
28.2
3.5
9.4
12.2
13.7
64.7

Measure

Items

Discipline Management
Computer Science
Chemistry
Civil Engineering
Physics
Geographic Sciences
Literature
Economics
Political Science
Mathematics
Arts and Physical Education
Others
Function Chats
Friends-circles
QR code
Shake
Drift bottle
Quick payment
Games
Others
Hometown Countryside
Town
Provincial capital
Municipalities and cities
Time of
Less than 6 months
using
6 months–1 year
WeChat
1–1.5 years
More than 1.5 years

Percentage
(%)
7.0
7.8
7.8
8.6
12.2
9.0
9.8
11.8
9.0
8.3
7.1
1.6
83.9
80.8
25.5
18.0
10.6
7.4
14.9
4.3
30.2
25.5
22.7
21.6
13.7
20.0
22.7
43.6

from previous studies, as indicated in Table 2. We conducted a pre-survey among
30 undergraduates in Southwest University, China, and used SPSS 18 for reliability
analysis. According to the result, we revised some items to make the questionnaire
more precise and understandable.

4

Data analysis

We performed regression analysis with SPSS 18 and used variance analysis to verify
the validity of the structural model.

4.1
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Measurement model

To examine the adequacy of the conceptual model in this study, we assessed the
reliability and validity of the measurement model. The values of Cronbach’s
Alpha of the variables in the questionnaire were used to conduct the reliability
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Measurement items of information sharing behaviors on WeChat
Measurement items

Sources

Browsing I often browse all kinds of information using WeChat (such as “friends-circles”), Xu & Ye[3]
Zhang & Du[28]
messages but I never post messages.
I like to browse all kinds of information using WeChat (such as “friendscircles”), but I do not like to post my personal messages and reply to others’
messages.
I often browse all kinds of information using WeChat (such as “friends-circles”),
but do not share or communicate with others.
Publishing I often post the problems I encountered in my study or work to the chat groups
posts
or publish the messages on “friends-circles” in order to get help.
I often publish and share my own professional resources or post the problems
(or directly communicate with friends) on WeChat.
I like to post my personal feelings or ideas on “friends-circles” of WeChat.

Xu & Ye[3]
Zhang & Du[28]

Posting
replies

Xu & Ye[3]
Zhang & Du[28]

I usually participate in interaction (in chat groups or “friends-circles“ ) during
discussion about complicated issues.
I often discuss with friends on a variety of topics rather than a specific topic.
The messages (text or pictures) released by many friends often attract me to
join in the discussion.

test. Nunnally[47] suggested that a value of at least 0.7 indicated adequate reliability.
Table 3 shows that Cronbach’s Alpha value of all variables was all greater than 0.8,
indicating good reliability.
Table 3

Cronbach’s Alpha value

Reliability test results

Browsing

Posting

Replying

0.880

0.812

0.806

Content validity was assessed with the logic analysis method[48], in which
recognized subject matter experts are invited to evaluate whether test items assess
the defined content. Questionnaire items designed to represent all facets of a given
construct indicate that the questionnaire has good content validity[49]. In this study,
measurement items of the questionnaire were primarily based on previous research
results, and were further revised and improved based on feedback of the pre-survey
participants, which shows that the questionnaire design met the requirements for
content validity. In addition, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett’s sphericity
test was conducted to test the construct validity. As shown in Table 4, the KMO
value was 0.765, above the threshold value of 0.6 recommended by Kaiser[50], and
the concomitant probability of Bartlett’s sphericity test was less than 0.003, which
suggests that factor analysis was appropriate for the data.

4.2

Regression analysis

Regression analysis is a statistical method used to study the relationships among
variables. Table 5 shows the results of regression analysis.
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Table 4

KMO and Bartlett’s test of sphericity

KMO measure of sampling adequacy

0.765

Bartlett’s test of sphericity

Approximate chi-square
Df
Significance level
Table 5

Variables
Gender
Dating status
Grade level
Single-parent family background

855.386
92
0.003

Results of regression analysis (n=255)
Browsing

Posting

Replying

0.072
0.071
0.241**
0.289**

0.057
0.276**
0.156*
0.321**

0.053
0.248**
0.301**
0.198*

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

We run regression equation with the four variables, i.e. gender, dating status,
grade level, single-parent family background and the results were summarized in
Table 6. Gender was found to have no significant impact on information sharing
behaviors. Dating status had no positive impact on browsing messages, but had a
significant impact on both submitting posts and replying to posts. Moreover, grade
level and single-parent family background both had a positive impact on users’
information sharing behaviors.
Table 6

Relationship between demographic variables and information sharing
Analysis results

Gender has no positive impact on browsing messages
Gender has no positive impact on publishing posts
Gender has no positive impact on posting replies
Dating status has no positive impact on browsing messages
Dating status has a positive impact on publishing posts
Dating status has a positive impact on posting replies
Grade level has a positive impact on browsing messages
Grade level has a positive impact on publishing posts
Grade level has a positive impact on posting replies
Single-parent family background has a positive impact on browsing messages
Single-parent family background has a positive impact on publishing posts
Single-parent family background has a positive impact on posting replies

Reasons
β = 0.072, ns.
β = 0.057, ns.
β = 0.053, ns.
β = 0.071, ns
β = 0.276, p < 0.01
β = 0.248, p < 0.01
β = 0.241, p < 0.01
β = 0.156, p < 0.05
β = 0.301, p < 0.01
β = 0.289, p < 0.01
β = 0.321, p < 0.01
β = 0.198, p < 0.05

4.3 Variance test
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We carried out the variance test to examine the relationship between individual
demographic variables and information sharing behaviors, i.e. browsing messages,
publishing posts and posting replies. Before starting a t-test for independent samples,
the data was tested using the percentile-percentile (p-p) plot. The result shows that
the data was distributed across the diagonal line of the p-p plot, indicating normal
distribution of the dataset. The results are displayed in Table 7.

Single-parent
family
background

Dating
status

Gender

Demographic
variables

Posting
replies

Publishing posts

Browsing messages

Posting replies

Publishing posts

Browsing messages

Posting replies

Publishing posts

Browsing messages

Information sharing
behaviors
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance
Assuming equal variance
Assuming unequal variance

Items

Table 7

28.36

0.665

0.499

21.665

28.499

0.972

0.704

0.000

1.790

F

0.012

0.000

0.006

0.000

0.000

0.326

0.403

0.992

0.183

Sig.

df
131
128.484
131
116.206
131
115.242
131
116.977
131
126.228
131
130.087
131
125.028
125
115.087
131
116.206

t
−0.103
−0.107
−1.452
−1.451
−1.904
−1.898
−0.492
−0.493
−2.854
−2.934
2.123
2.282
−2.854
−2.934
2.123
2.282
−1.452
−1.451

Results of the variance test

0.918
0.915
0.149
0.149
0.059
0.060
0.623
0.623
0.005
0.004
0.036
0.024
0.005
0.004
0.036
0.024
0.149
0.149

Sig.

H12

H11

H10

H6

H5

H4

H3

H2

H1

Hypothesis

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

Supported
or not
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One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test was used to analyze whether there
is a difference in information sharing behaviors on WeChat among students in
different grades. The results of homogeneity of variance test show that the
concomitant probabilities of “browsing messages”, “publishing posts”, and “posting
replies” were greater than 0.05, which means the variances were homogeneous and
we can proceed with ANOVA. Next we calculated the least significant difference
(LSD) between grade level and information sharing behaviors. Findings reveal that
the concomitant probabilities were less than 0.05, which indicates there existed a
significant difference in information sharing behaviors on WeChat among students
in different grades (Table 8). More specifically, the largest difference was observed
between freshmen and junior, senior and postgraduate students, followed by that
between sophomore and junior, senior and postgraduate students. Junior and senior
students were obviously more active than freshmen in browsing messages, publishing
messages and posting replies, but no significant difference was found between
freshmen and sophomores in this regard. Similarly, there was no significant
difference among junior, senior and graduate students in their information sharing
behaviors on WeChat.
Table 8

Browsing
Posting
Replying

5
5.1
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Results of homogeneity test of variance

Levene statistic

df1

df2

Sig.

LSD

Hypothesis

Support or not

1.593
1.631
1.220

2
2
2

130
130
130

0.207
0.200
0.299

< 0.05
< 0.05
< 0.05

H7
H8
H9

Yes
Yes
Yes

Discussions and conclusions
Research results and analysis

This study investigated the effects of demographic variables on information sharing
behaviors of WeChat users. First, we found that gender had no significant impact
on users’ information sharing behaviors, which is consistent with some previous
studies[37,51], but in contrast to Lin’s study[23]. The reason for the inconsistency may
be different research samples[52]. The participants of our study were college students
of similar age, who communicated with each other frequently. This has weakened
the role of gender in influencing information sharing behaviors.
Second, dating status had no positive impact on browsing behavior, but had
a significant impact on both users’ publishing messages and posting replies. As
indicated from the results of regression analysis, dating status was not significantly
connected with WeChat users’ browsing messages (β = 0.071), but was positively
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related to publishing posts (β = 0.276, p < 0.01) and posting replies (β = 0.248,
p < 0.01). Studies[53–55] found that online social network was related to information
sharing behaviors and social relations (including social networks and interpersonal
contacts) had a significant and positive impact on sharing of knowledge[56]. In our
study, college students who go on dates have relatively more psychological and
emotional fluctuations, and they need to find a place to pour out their concerns about
life and love. To this end, they may resort to WeChat to communicate with others
by publishing posts or posting replies[23].
Grade level had a significant impact on users’ browsing messages (β = 0.241,
p < 0.01), publishing posts (β = 0.156, p < 0.05) and posting replies (β = 0.301,
p < 0.01). Compared with students in lower grades, students in higher grades have
developed higher levels of critical thinking skills and information literacy skills[43,57].
Moreover, their different information needs, experience in using WeChat and their
familiarity with fellow students all helped contribute to their different information
sharing behaviors on WeChat.
Single-parent family background was found to be positively associated with
information sharing behaviors of WeChat users. It has a major negative impact on
the social and emotional development of children. When the children grow up, they
are more likely to exhibit behavioral or emotional problems, which affect their
information sharing behaviors on WeChat.

5.2

Limitation and future studies

First, the study is limited by the small sample size. Using a larger sample will
produce more accurate results. Second, only questionnaire survey was used in this
study to gather data. More methods, including both qualitative and quantitative
ways, may be used to reveal more useful information. Finally, this study only
investigated the effects of four demographic variables on information sharing
behaviors on WeChat. Other factors such as discipline, age, upbringing background,
single-child status, orphan, etc., may also need to be examined with respect to their
roles in influencing information sharing behaviors of WeChat users.
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