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Abstract

The present study examined how engaging in public interactions via WeChat Moments (i.e., interactions all WeChat
contacts can access) was related to the emotional well-being of Chinese seniors and emerging seniors (50 years or
older). Results of an online survey (N = 506) demonstrated that perceived educational self-network discrepancy of
WeChat network moderated the relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being such that only
at a high level of perceived educational self-network discrepancy public interactions exhibited a significant negative
relationship with emotional well-being. Additionally, the interaction between public interactions and perceived
educational/social class self-network discrepancy on emotional well-being was further moderated by the
participants’ age. Specifically, the relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being was only
significant and negative at high levels of perceived educational/social class self-network discrepancy among older
Chinese seniors and emerging seniors, whereas this relationship was not significant at any level of perceived
educational/social class self-network discrepancy among their younger counterparts. This study develops the
scholarship on social networking services and well-being by suggesting that the responses one receives from their
online network can have a critical impact on their well-being and provides implications about extending
socioemotional selectivity theory.
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Introduction

Senior citizens and emerging seniors are traditionally considered digitally disadvantaged, but now they are
increasingly active on social networking services' (SNSs) through mobile devices (Y. Zhang & Leung, 2014). A Pew
report shows that 37% of Americans aged 65 and older used at least one SNS (Smith & Anderson, 2018). The extant
scholarship has illustrated how seniors and emerging seniors use SNSs prevalent in North America and Europe
such as Facebook and Twitter (Chang et al., 2015; Jung & Sundar, 2016; Pfeil et al., 2009). However, equally
important but understudied is the use of native SNSs in other regions.
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Up till the last quarter of 2019, WeChat had over 1.165 billion active monthly users in China (Statista, 2019).
Although the majority of WeChat users is still younger adults, seniors and emerging seniors have become
increasingly active (Hersey, 2017). For example, the number of active WeChat users over 55 increased from 7.68
million in 2016 to 50 million in 2017 (Xinhua, 2018). They spent around 1.37 hours on WeChat every day and had
104 WeChat friends on average (Xinhua, 2018). As SNS use could affect individuals’ well-being (Tromholt, 2016; Utz
& Breuer, 2017), it is important to understand how WeChat use affects the well-being of Chinese seniors and
emerging seniors.

Prior research has provided mixed results about the relationship between SNS use and well-being (see Marino et
al., 2018, for a review). One possible reason is that many studies focus on the overall usage of SNSs (e.g., Brooks,
2015). However, SNSs allow for a mix of communication activities, such as one-to-one interactions, group chats,
and public self-disclosure to the entire network, which can cause different relational and psychological outcomes
(Burke et al., 2011; Escobar-Viera et al., 2018). Therefore, our investigation focuses on only one type of
communication activities through SNSs --- public interactions through WeChat Moments?, where WeChat users can
share text-based posts, photos, and videos publicly, similar to Facebook News Feed. We defined public interactions
as communication activities that are accessible to one's entire WeChat network. Additionally, prior research has
explained how communicating publicly with the entire network may affect emotional well-being through the lens
of social support and catharsis (Bayer et al., 2018; Bazarova et al., 2015; Choi & Bazarova, 2015; Luo & Hancock,
2020). The present research aims to extend this scholarship by considering the moderation effects of perceived
self-network discrepancy and individuals’ age.

First, contemporary online networks are typically composed of audience members of diverse backgrounds
(Hampton et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2014), yet SNSs collapse these audience segments into one common space by
enabling users to communicate publicly and simultaneously with their entire online network (Davis & Jurgenson,
2014; Marwick & boyd, 2011). Consequently, individuals are often exposed to different opinions and interact with
people holding different values (Pearce & Vitak, 2016; Walden, 2016). Research shows that these cross-cutting
interactions may not be able to change individuals' attitude (Bail et al., 2018; Catapano et al., 2019) but can increase
the chance of conflicts (Binder et al., 2009; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015). Therefore, engaging in public interactions
may predict emotional well-being positively at low levels of cross-cutting communication, whereas this
relationship may be negative at high levels of cross-cutting communication. We propose perceived self-network
discrepancy in one's WeChat network, defined as the extent to which one's value is perceived differently from their
WeChat contacts. We argue that perceived self-network discrepancy may indicate one’s perception of the level of
cross-cutting communication they have experienced and thereby should moderate the relationship between
public interactions and emotional well-being.

Furthermore, socioemotional selectivity theory (SST) maintains that people prioritize different goals depending on
their perception of future time, and they are motivated to maximize well-being when they perceive their future
time is limited (Carstensen, 2006). Empirical research on SST shows that age influences how individuals respond
to conflicts (see Carstensen, 2006 for a review). Thus, although frequent cross-cutting communication via WeChat
Moments can trigger negative emotions and thereby cause a decline in emotional well-being, users’ responses to
these WeChat posts expressing different opinions likely vary depending on their age (Carstensen, 2006; Levenson
et al., 1993). Hence, the second goal of the present study is to test the possible three-way interaction effect
between public interactions, perceived self-network discrepancy, and age on the emotional well-being of Chinese
seniors and emerging seniors.

We first review the scholarship on WeChat and conceptualize public interactions as an example of masspersonal
communication. Next, drawing on context collapse, we discuss how perceived self-network discrepancy may
moderate the relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being. Finally, based on SST, we explain
how this two-way interaction effect may be further moderated by the age of Chinese seniors and emerging
seniors.

WeChat and Public Interactions

As a result of its popularity in China, there have been a growing number of empirical studies on WeChat, such as
what motivates individuals to use WeChat (Lien & Cao, 2014; L. Zhang & Jung, 2018), how WeChat affects youths'



subjective well-being (Wen et al., 2016), and how older adults engage in civic participation through WeChat (Guo,
2017). Previous studies also explicated what motivates users to “like” WeChat posts (Gan, 2017) and how
individuals use public accounts, where they could read and share articles (Wei et al., 2018).

Among the various communication activities that WeChat affords, public interactions via Moments have not
received sufficient scholarly attention. Public interactions represent a new communication mode that differs from
interpersonal communication and mass communication. On the one hand, public interactions are visible to one’s
entire SNS network unless certain contacts are blocked. This high visibility could invite multiple users to join one
single conversation. Thus, public interactions are different from interpersonal communication, which is typically
conceptualized as one-on-one communication (O'Sullivan, 1999). On the other hand, public interactions are not
the same as mass communication as feedback is typically unavailable via mass communication (O’'Sullivan, 1999).

Litt (2012) argued that when SNS users display public posts to a wide audience, they tend to target their posts at
specific segments of their social network. They use their knowledge of those contacts to construct posts (Litt,
2012). Consequently, public interactions via SNSs may be targeted at a mass audience but the content can be
highly personal (Litt, 2012; O'Sullivan & Carr, 2018). O'Sullivan and Carr (2018) termed this type of communication
as masspersonal communication.

The present study focuses exclusively on public interactions because as argued earlier, different types of
communication activities may account for the mixed results about the relationship between SNS use and well-
being (Burke et al., 2011; Escobar-Viera et al., 2018). Thus, research on one type of SNS activities may reveal more
precise and nuanced results of the effect of SNSs on well-being.

Additionally, prior research revealed that public self-disclosure via SNSs can be associated with emotional well-
being positively. For example, Bayer et al. (2018) found that sharing statuses, wall posts, and comments via
Facebook News Feed was positively associated with positive affect in the next 10 minutes, which was one
component of emotional well-being (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). Choi and Bazarova (2015) found that disclosing
positive events publicly on Facebook was related to emotional well-being positively. Two explanations may account
for these findings. The first lies in the cathartic effect of self-disclosure (Derlaga & Berg, 1987). Additionally,
individuals may receive social support from their SNS contacts (Luo & Hancock, 2020). Examples of this type of
social support include capitalization and recognition (Bazarova et al., 2015; Choi & Bazarova, 2015). This
perspective which centers on social support suggests that how individuals’ SNS contacts respond to public
interactions may play a critical role in the effect of public interactions on emotional well-being. In the present
study, we extend this line of research through the lens of cross-cutting communication.

Perceived Self-Network Discrepancy

SNSs allow users to take advantage of its high visibility to communicate simultaneously with a large audience.
However, SNS networks have become increasingly diverse such that one’s SNS network is typically composed of
people with different values (Lee et al., 2014; Pearce & Vitak, 2016), jobs (Hampton et al., 201), or social relations
(Rui & Stefanone, 2013; Xu et al., 2013). When these diverse audience segments are collapsed into one common
space, individuals inevitably engage in cross-cutting communication, for instance, being exposed to opinions they
do not approve or interacting with people holding different values (Binder et al., 2009; Pearce & Vitak, 2016;
Walden, 2016).

Prior research revealed that exposure to different opinions might not change individuals' opinion (Bail et al., 2018;
Catapano et al., 2019). For instance, Bail and his colleagues (2018) manipulated Republicans’' and Democrats’
exposure by sending them tweets with opposing political views through bots. Their results provided empirical
evidence on polarization such that Democrats became slightly more liberal and Republicans became substantially
more conservative after exposure (Bail et al., 2018). Similarly, Catapano et al. (2019) found that asking individuals
to take the perspective of the opposing party by generating counter-attitudinal arguments lowered the chance of
attitude change. In addition, cross-cutting interactions with people holding different values tend to be less open
and less expressive of positive emotions and affection (An et al., 2019), characterized by more disagreements and
conflicts (Binder et al., 2009; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015). For instance, through an interview of Azerbaijani SNS
users, Pearce and Vitak (2016) found that young adults in Azerbaijan often experienced conflicts when their



conservative family or friends accessed their SNS posts. Similarly, Walden (2016) found that younger employees
were aware that their older colleagues or supervisors could judge them negatively based on their SNS posts.

Therefore, whether public interactions may enhance or lower emotional well-being should depend on the level of
cross-cutting communication that individuals have experienced. In the present study, we propose perceived self-
network discrepancy as a proxy for cross-cutting communication because individuals may evaluate the degree to
which their value deviates from their WeChat contacts (i.e., self-network discrepancy) based on how often they are
exposed to different opinions or interact with people holding different values on SNSs. Based on the literature
reviewed above, if individuals think their value is close to most of their WeChat contacts, they might have engaged
in lower levels of cross-cutting communication on WeChat. Therefore, when they engage in public interactions,
they should be more often exposed to posts they approve and their public posts are less likely challenged. This
experience could enhance their positive emotion and ultimately improve their emotional well-being. Conversely,
if they think they hold different values compared to the majority of their SNS contacts, they may have engaged in
high levels of cross-cutting communication on WeChat. Therefore, when they engage in public interactions, they
should be exposed to posts they disapprove more frequently and even challenged by their SNS network members
(John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Pearce & Vitak, 2016; Walden, 2016). Ultimately, these experiences could have a
negative effect on their emotional well-being. Therefore,

H1. Perceived self-network discrepancy moderates the relationship between public interactions and emotional
well-being such that engaging in public interactions predicts emotional well-being of Chinese seniors and
emerging seniors negatively at high levels of perceived self-network discrepancy whereas engaging in public
interactions predicts emotional well-being positively at low levels of perceived self-network discrepancy.

In summary, H1 predicts that individuals engaging in a high level of public interactions and reporting a high level
of perceived self-network discrepancy are the most likely to experience conflicts on WeChat. However, as SST
suggests, individuals may react to conflicts differently depending on the length of perceived remaining time
(Carstensen, 2006). Thus, within this population that are the most likely to experience conflicts on WeChat,
individuals may react differently depending on their perceived remaining time, discussed next.

SST and the Potential Moderation Effect of Age

SST maintains that one’s primary goal depends on their perceptions of how much time they have left in the future
(Carstensen, 2006). When individuals perceive open-ended time horizons, they tend to prioritize future-oriented
goals (Carstensen, 2006), which encourage them to acquire knowledge and expand their network (Carstensen et
al., 1999). Conversely, when individuals think their future time is limited, they tend to focus on present-oriented
goals (Carstensen, 2006), which motivate them to regulate their emotions and maintain meaningful relationships
to maximize well-being (Carstensen et al., 1999).

The extant research has provided a wide spectrum of empirical evidence that supports SST. For instance,
compared to young adults, seniors’ SNS networks are smaller but have more emotionally close contacts (Chang et
al., 2015; Pfeil et al., 2009) because seniors think it is more important to keep connections that can maximize their
well-being (Carstensen et al., 1999). Additionally, seniors were consistently found to experience negative emotions
less frequently than young adults (Carstensen et al., 1995; Carstensen et al., 2000; Gross et al., 1997) because
seniors are more driven to manage their emotions (Carstensen, 2006) through strategies like engaging in mutual
activities and taking vacations (Levenson et al., 1993).

Although typical SST research compares seniors and youths (see Carstensen et al., 1999 for a review), the theory
posits that individuals pursue different goals because they have different perceptions of the length of their future
time (Carstensen, 2006). Thus, among seniors and emerging seniors, individuals may respond to events that could
lower their emotional well-being differently depending on their age.

Recall H1 predicts that perceived self-network discrepancy may moderate the effect of public interactions on
emotional well-being because the high level of perceived self-network discrepancy suggests more chances of
conflicts (An et al., 2019; Davis &Jurgenson, 2014; John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Pearce & Vitak, 2016; Walden, 2016).
SST suggests that this moderation effect of perceived self-network discrepancy on the relationship between public



interactions and emotional well-being may be further moderated by age (Carstensen, 2006). Among those who
engage in high levels of public interactions with a network of high degrees of perceived self-network discrepancy,
older individuals may be more motivated to maximize well-being (Carstensen, 2006) and hence more likely to
alleviate their negative emotions through emotion regulation strategies (Levenson et al., 1993). Therefore,
although they may have experienced conflicts derived from high levels of cross-cutting communication, their
emotion may be affected less. In contrast, younger individuals who engage in high levels of public interactions with
a network of high degrees of perceived self-network discrepancy may report lower emotional well-being because
their emphasis on future-oriented goals might make them less motivated to regulate their emotions (Carstensen,
2006). Thus, when exposed to WeChat posts that express different opinions or interacting with people holding
different values, they might be more affected by these frustrating experiences. In other words, the negative effect
of public interactions on emotional well-being in a network of high degrees of perceived self-network discrepancy
may be more pronounced among younger Chinese seniors and emerging seniors because of their declined
motivation to maintain positive emotions, compared to their older counterparts (Carstensen, 2006). Hence, the
two-way interaction between public interactions and self-network discrepancy on the emotional well-being of
Chinese seniors and emerging seniors may be further moderated by their age.

H2. There is a three-way interaction effect between public interactions, self-network discrepancy, and age on the
emotional well-being of Chinese seniors and emerging seniors such that the negative relationship between public
interactions and emotional well-being at high levels of self-network discrepancy may only be significant among
younger individuals.

Method

Data Collection and Sample

Although there is no clear definition of senior citizenship, it is usually associated with the retirement status (World
Health Organization, 2018). The retirement age in China is 60 for men and 55 for women, and women in blue-
collar jobs can even retire at 50 if they want (Ming, 2021). Thus, we defined Chinese seniors and emerging seniors
as those who are 50 years or older to include those who are considered elderly and those who are about to enter
the final stage of their life.

Participants were recruited through an exponential non-discriminative snowball sampling. Each author recruited
eligible participants from their respective WeChat contact lists. After participants indicated their consent to
participation, they were directed to the link of the questionnaire. The researchers also asked the participants to
pass along the questionnaire to those within the age range in their own WeChat contact lists.

The data were collected in September 2016 during a period of four weeks. We received a total of 506 responses.
The average age of this sample was 60.90 (SD = 6.51, Min = 50, Max = 78). The frequency of age distribution was
listed as follow: 50-55 (23.7%), 56-60 (26.8%), 61-65 (22.7%), 66-70 (20.5%), 71-78 (6.3%). There were more females
(64.5%) than males (34.7%), with others not indicating their gender (0.8%). The majority of the participants had a
college degree (60.6%), followed by high school degree (22.5%), middle school degree (8.5%), master's degree
(6.5%), elementary school degree or a lower education level (1.2%), and unspecified (0.8%). At the time of data
collection, one third of the participants reported a monthly income of 3001-5000 RMB (about $443.93-739.64),
with 24.1% for a monthly income of 5001-7000 RMB ($739.79-1035.50), 21.9% for 1001-3000 RMB ($148.08-
443.78), 10.7% for 9001 RMB or more ($1331.50 or more), 7.9% for 7001-9000 RMB ($1035.64-1331.35), 1% for
income less than 1000 RMB ($147.93 or less), and 1.2% did not specify.

Measures

Dependent Variables

Emotional well-being was conceptualized as “the emotional quality of an individual's everyday experience” (p.
16489, Kahneman & Deaton, 2010) and operationalized as the presence of positive emotions and the absence of
negative emotions (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). Scales measuring emotional well-being vary in their length and
the type of emotions included (N. G. Choi et al., 2014; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002; Jiang, 2017). We used the scale



by N. G. Choi et al. (2014) because it is designed for seniors. We asked participants to indicate during the past
week how often they experienced two positive emotions (cheerful, full of life) and two negative emotions (bored,
upset) on a 5-point scale: 1) never, 2) rarely (once a week or less), 3) some days (2-4 days a week), 4) most days (5-
6 days a week), and 5) every day (7 days a week). To compute emotional well-being, the scores of positive emotions
(Cronbach’s a = .83, M = 3.56, SD = 1.04) were averaged and then subtracted the average of negative emotions
(Cronbach’s a = .76, M = 1.73, SD = 0.79). The score of emotional well-being ranged from -4 to 4 (M = 1.83, SD =
1.60).

The Independent Variable and the Moderator

We operationalized public interactions as the interactions through WeChat Moments which all WeChat contacts
can access and measured this variable with four items: posting photos, updating text-based statuses, commenting
on other users’ photos, statuses, and reposts, and reposting articles. We asked participants to indicate how often
they engaged in these activities on a 5-point scale: 1) very rarely or never, 2) rarely, 3) sometimes, 4) often, and 5)
very often or always (Cronbach’'s a = .68, M = 2.73, SD = 0.81). We did not include liking others’ WeChat posts
because liking on WeChat is only visible to mutual friends of the poster and the person that initiates the liking,
rather than the entire WeChat network. We did not include reposting friends’ photos and statuses because this
function is not available through WeChat Moments. Although the reliability of public interactions is slightly lower
than .7, the widely used threshold, some research argued that Cronbach’s a of .6-.7 is acceptable (Taber, 2018;
Ursachi et al., 2015).

We operationalized perceived self-network discrepancy as perceived educational and social class self-network
discrepancy with one's WeChat network because differences in educational level and social class are typically
related to different values (Kohn, 1963). Additionally, although previous research suggests that political and ethnic
differences can cause conflicts on SNSs (John & Dvir-Gvirsman, 2015; Pearce & Vitak, 2016), they may not apply to
the present study. The political system in China has less tolerance for diverse political opinions, and approximately
91% of Chinese population are Han, making China ethnically homogeneous (Kargbo, 2017). Thus, we only focus
on perceived educational and social class self-network discrepancy. We measured perceived educational self-
network discrepancy by asking participants to estimate the proportion of their WeChat contacts that was different
from their own educational levels on a 5-point scale: 1) only very few or almost no, 2) just a few, 3) probably half,
4) quite a number-over half, and 5) most or all of their WeChat network (M = 2.68, SD = 1.00). Perceived social class
self-network discrepancy was measured on the same 5-point scale (M = 2.62, SD = 1.04).

Control Variables

Demographic variables, specifically sex (0 = male, 1 = female), education, and income were controlled. Age was
treated as a control variable when H1 was tested and a moderator when H2 was tested.

We also controlled for retirement status (0 = not retired, 1 = retired) and co-living status (0 = not co-living, 1 = co-
living) which refers to whether our participants lived in the same city as their children because living in the same
city provides more opportunities for family communication, which can improve their emotional well-being. At the
time of data collection, 74.4% of our participants retired and 68.2% lived in the same city as their children.

Next, we controlled for WeChat network size because network size tends to be correlated with well-being, and we
measured it by asking participants to report the number of contacts in their WeChat network (M = 139.73, SD =
106.72). Additionally, we controlled for life satisfaction and social integration, which were important indicators of
one’s well-being (Diener et al., 1985; Keyes, 1998). Life satisfaction was measured using a 5-item scale by Diener
et al. (1985). Sample items include “in most ways my life is close to my ideal” (Cronbach’'s a = .84, M = 3.40, SD =
0.78). Social integration was measured using a 6-item scale by Keyes (1998), which indicates the extent to which
individuals were accepted by their social groups. Sample items state “I feel like I'm an important part of my
community” (Cronbach’s a =.76, M = 3.43, SD = 0.62). Both variables were measured on 5-point Likert scales. Table
1 presents descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations between the continuous variables mentioned above.



Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Zero-Order Correlations for Variables; Means (Standard Deviations) Presented Along the Diagonal.

Perceived Perceived .
. ) . . Life .
Public educational social class . Emotional . ) Social
. . Network size . satisfactio . .
interactions  self-network  self-network well-being n integration
discrepancy discrepancy
Public 2.73(0.81) 14 09" 1t 04 19" 26"
interactions
Perceived
educational 2.68 (1.00) 49" 002 -.08 .004 01
self-network
discrepancy
Perceived
social class self- 2.62 (1.04) 06 A 01 -07
network
discrepancy
Network size 139.73 (106.72) .02 .06 A3
Emotional well- 1.83(1.60) 51" 28"
being
Life satisfaction 3.40(0.78) .33
Social
. . 42 (0.62
integration 3.42(0.62)

Note. ™ p < .001, ™p <.01, "p < .05.

Data Analysis Strategies

H1 was tested through the simple interaction model (model 1), whereas H2 was tested through the three-way
interaction model (model 3), using Hayes' (2017) PROCESS macro for bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5,000
resamples. Public interactions and the two types of self-network discrepancy were standardized, and age was only
standardized when H2 was tested. If a significant two-way interaction effect emerged, further analysis was
conducted to compare the relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being between the high
(1 standard deviation above the standardized mean) and low (1 standard deviation below the standardized mean)
levels of perceived educational and social class self-network discrepancy, respectively. If a significant three-way
interaction effect emerged, further analysis was conducted to demonstrate how the interaction effect between
public interactions and perceived self-network discrepancy varied across older (1 standard deviation above the
standardized mean) and younger participants (1 standard deviation below the standardized mean). The output of
PROCESS provides unstandardized coefficients of each predictor and R? of the model, rather than standardized
coefficients and adjusted R2.

Results

H1

We first tested the possible moderating role of perceived educational self-network discrepancy. The model was
significant, R? = .31, F(12, 448) = 16.82, p < .001. The interaction effect between public interactions and perceived
educational self-network discrepancy was significant (B = -0.18, p < .02, Table 2). Further, engaging in public
interactions only predicted emotional well-being significantly when participants reported a high level of perceived
educational self-network discrepancy (B = -0.33, p <.01) but no significant relationship was found for a low level
of perceived educational self-network discrepancy (p = .79, Figure 1). Additionally, life satisfaction (B = 1.00, p <
.001) and social integration (B =0.38, p <.01) predicted emotional well-being positively. None of the other variables
exhibited a significant relationship with emotional well-being.

Next, we tested if perceived social class self-network discrepancy would moderate the relationship between public
interactions and emotional well-being. The model was significant, R> = .31, 12, 443) = 16.20, p < .001. The
interaction effect between public interactions and perceived social class self-network discrepancy was not



significant (p = .17). Perceived social class self-network discrepancy predicted emotional well-being negatively (B =
-0.17, p < .02, Table 2). Life satisfaction (B = 1.00, p < .001) and social integration (B = 0.35, p <.01) remained a
positive relationship with emotional well-being. None of the other variables exhibited a significant relationship
with emotional well-being. Taken together, H1 received partial support for perceived educational self-network
discrepancy but was rejected for perceived social class self-network discrepancy.

Figure 1. Two-Way Interaction Between Public Interactions and Perceived Educational Self-Network Discrepancy on Emotional Well-

Being.
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Table 2. Regressing Two-Way Interactions on Emotional Well-Being.
B B
Gender -0.05 Gender -0.05
Age 0.002 Age 0.002
Education -0.05 Education -0.04
Income -0.02 Income -0.02
Retirement status 0.23 Retirement status 0.24
Co-living status 0.07 Co-living status 0.07
Network size 0.00 Network size <0.01
Life satisfaction 1.00™* Life satisfaction 1.00"*
Social integration 0.38" Social integration 0.35"
Public interactions -0.15 Public interactions -0.14
Perceived educational self-network -0.09 Perceived social class self-network 017"
discrepancy ' discrepancy '
Public interactions * perceived 018" Public interactions * perceived social 0.09
educational self-network discrepancy ’ class self-network discrepancy '
317 317
2 ' 2 !
RO F F12,448)=16.83 R F F12,443)=16.20

Note. ™ p <.001, ™p < .01, *p <.05. Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; Co-living status: 0 = not live with children, 1 = live with children;
Retirement status: 0 = non-retired, 1 = retired.

H2

First, the model with perceived educational self-network discrepancy was significant, R? = .32, F(15, 445) = 14.12, p
<.001. The three-way interaction effect was significant (B =-0.03, p < .03, Table 3). The two-way interaction effect
between public interactions and perceived educational self-network discrepancy was significant for older
participants (B = -0.37, p < .001) but not significant for younger participants (p = .94). Specifically, among older
participants, the negative relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being was only significant
for high levels of perceived educational self-network discrepancy (B = -0.60, p < .001, Figure 2). For younger



participants, the relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being was nonsignificant across all
levels of perceived educational self-network discrepancy. Again, life satisfaction (B = 1.02, p < .001) and social
integration (B = 0.38, p < .001) predicted emotional well-being positively. The simple interaction effect between
public interactions and perceived educational self-network discrepancy remained significant (B = -0.19, p < .02),
after all the other interaction effects were controlled. None of the other variables exhibited a significant
relationship with emotional well-being.

Table 3. Regressing Three-Way Interactions on Emotional Well-Being.

B B

Gender -0.06 Gender -0.06
Education -0.05 Education -0.05
Income -0.02 Income -0.02
Retirement status 0.23 Retirement status 0.24
Co-living status 0.06 Co-living status 0.03
Network size -0.00 Network size <0.01
Life satisfaction 1.02* Life satisfaction 1.0
Social integration 0.38™" Social integration 0.36™
Public interactions -0.15 Public interactions -0.15
Perceived educational self-network 0.07 Perceived social class self-network 015"
discrepancy ’ discrepancy ’
Public interactions * perceived . Public interactions * perceived social

. . -0.19 ) -0.07
educational self-network discrepancy class self-network discrepancy
Age 0.005 Age 0.003
Public interactions * age -0.01 Public interactions * age -0.01
Perceived educational self-network 0.02 Perceived social class self-network 0.01
discrepancy * age ’ discrepancy * age '

L ) * .
Public |‘nteract|ons percellved . Public interactions * perceived social .
educational self-network discrepancy -0.03 ) * -0.02
* age class self-network discrepancy * age
327 317
R?, F ' R? F '
' F(15, 445)=14.12 ' F(15, 440) = 13.40

Note. ™*p <.001, ™p < .01, *p < .05. Gender: 0 = male, 1 = female; Co-living status: 0 = not live with children, 1 = live with children;
Retirement status: 0 = non-retired, 1 = retired.

Finally, the model predicting the three-way interaction effect between public interactions, perceived social class
self-network discrepancy, and retirement status on emotional well-being was also significant, R?= .31, F(15, 440) =
13.35, p <.001. The three-way interaction effect was significant (B = -0.02, p < .05, Table 3). Again, the interaction
effect between public interactions and perceived social class self-network discrepancy on emotional well-being
was significant only for older participants (B =-0.22, p <.02). For older participants, the relationship between public
interactions and emotional well-being was only significant when perceived social class self-network discrepancy
was at a high level (B =-0.44, p < .01; Figure 3). In contrast, among younger participants, the relationship between
public interactions and emotional well-being was nonsignificant across all levels of perceived social class self-
network discrepancy. Life satisfaction (B = 1.01, p < .001) and social integration (B = 0.36, p < .01) remained a
positive relationship with emotional well-being. The simple interaction effect between public interactions and
perceived social class self-network discrepancy was still not significant (p = .27), and perceived social class self-
network discrepancy exhibited a negative relationship with emotional well-being (B = -0.16, p < .02). Thus, H2
received partial support, as the two-way interaction effect on emotional well-being among older versus younger
participants was not consistent with our prediction.



Figure 2. Three-Way Interaction Between Public Interactions, Perceived Educational Self-Network Discrepancy, and Age on Emotional
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Figure 3. Three-Way Interaction Between Public Interactions, Perceived Social Class Self-Network Discrepancy, and Age on Emotional
Well-Being.
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Discussion

The present study examines how one type of communication activity via an SNS popular in China influences the
emotional well-being of an understudied population. Our study extends previous research on SNSs and well-being



to a non-western SNS and a nontraditional population and provides empirical evidence on the scholarship on
masspersonal communication. Furthermore, our investigation highlights the important roles that perceived self-
network discrepancy and age play in individuals’ emotional well-being. These findings develop the literature on
SST, the impact of SNSs on well-being, and masspersonal communication.

Major Findings

Our findings first reveal that perceived educational self-network discrepancy moderated the relationship between
public interactions and emotional well-being of Chinese seniors and emerging seniors. Specifically, engaging in
public interactions predicted their emotional well-being negatively when their WeChat network had a high level of
perceived educational self-network discrepancy, whereas no significant effect was found when their educational
level was perceived similarly to their WeChat contacts'. When individuals of different educational levels are offered
equal access to one SNS post, they may provide different interpretations of the post because of their divergent
values. Consequently, Chinese seniors and emerging seniors perceiving they differed from most of their WeChat
members in terms of educational levels are more likely exposed to opinions that they disapprove and challenged
by their WeChat contacts. These experiences can lower their emotional well-being.

One unexpected finding was that even when individuals perceived to share similar educational background with
most of their WeChat members, engaging in public interactions did not exhibit a significant relationship with their
emotional well-being. This might be because these individuals expect to receive agreements from their WeChat
contacts. In other words, they might take it for granted when they receive endorsements from their SNS contacts.
Hence, engaging in public interactions with a network of low self-network discrepancy might not influence their
emotional well-being.

It is important to note that the moderation effect we found was built on an assumption that Chinese seniors and
emerging seniors do not manage the boundary of their public interactions on WeChat. To the best of our
knowledge, no research has been conducted to test this assumption, except in the U.S. (Wisniewski et al., 2014).
Therefore, whether individuals employ boundary management strategies when they engage in public interactions
may function as another moderator in the relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being,
which future research should test.

Next, we did not find a significant moderation effect of perceived social class self-network discrepancy on the
relationship between public interactions and emotional well-being. Instead, perceived social class self-network
discrepancy predicted emotional well-being negatively. This might be because social class is compounded with
education. Therefore, compared to perceived educational self-network discrepancy, perceived social class self-
network discrepancy can be more strongly related to value divergence, which predicted overall emotional well-
being rather than conditionally.

In addition to these two-way interactions, we found that public interactions, perceived self-network discrepancy,
and age exhibited a three-way interaction effect on emotional well-being. Specifically, engaging in public
interactions with a network of high levels of perceived self-network discrepancy only lowered emotional well-being
among older participants. This is opposite to our hypotheses and SST. One possible explanation is that previous
SST research was conducted in offline contexts such as relational communication (Carstensen et al., 1995;
Carstensen et al., 2000; Gross et al., 1997; Levenson et al., 1993), where older individuals have more knowledge
and experiences about how to manage negative emotions. However, given that seniors and emerging seniors are
usually digitally disadvantaged (Loges & Jung, 2001), WeChat may still be relatively new to them. Even within this
population, empirical evidence about digital divide was found such that older seniors were less digitally savvy
compared to their younger counterparts (Friemel, 2016). Therefore, older participants may not be as familiar with
WeChat as their younger counterparts, and thereby may be unable to regulate negative emotions derived from
social interactions through SNSs.

This speculation provides a possible direction for SST research. As reviewed earlier, SST suggests that differences
in one's negative emotion across age groups result from their different motivations for emotion management
(Carstensen, 2006). However, our finding suggests that these differences may result from their abilities for emotion
regulation. Future research can compare these two explanations.



Theoretical Implications

Our investigation provides important implications for research on SNSs and well-being. First, the present study
focuses exclusively on public interactions, rather than the overall usage of SNSs on well-being as most previous
research. We call for this approach because it could provide more nuanced knowledge about how SNSs affect
well-being, which can help the public to develop better understanding of SNS effects.

In addition, previous research shows that public interactions via SNSs could enhance users' well-being at least
temporarily (Bazarova et al., 2015; Bayer et al., 2018), especially when these interactions were positively valenced
(M. Choi & Toma, 2014). However, our findings show that public interactions could reduce the emotional well-
being of Chinese seniors and emerging seniors when their background was perceived to deviate from most of
their WeChat contacts, whereas the same behavior did not affect their emotional well-being when their
backgrounds were perceived similar. Although individuals do not usually provide negative feedback publicly via
SNSs, they might express their disapproval through other channels such as offline interactions (Pearce & Vitak,
2016). Hence, one possible reason why the present study found different results compared to those studies
mentioned above is that we took our participants’ reflection on their cross-cutting communication into
consideration, which is indicated by their perception of self-network discrepancy. This suggests that future
research on masspersonal communication via SNSs may need to consider the composition of one’s SNS network
and the quality of one’s interactions with them.

Practical Implications

Our findings suggest that boundary management is critical to the quality of public interactions via SNSs and users'
level of emotional well-being. Therefore, WeChat should develop features that help users compartmentalize their
social contexts more easily. Currently WeChat allows users to place their contacts into different groups and block
certain groups and individuals from viewing public WeChat posts. In the future, WeChat can promote these
features by reminding users to set up privacy boundary for every new contact. In addition, WeChat can also ask
users whether they want to share a post to their entire network before it is displayed and use algorithms to block
certain contacts' posts from users’ Moments.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although this study provides important theoretical and practical implications, we acknowledge the following
limitations and call for further investigations to address them. First, we used a snowball sample because the
number of senior WeChat users was still relatively small (Hersey, 2017). Thus, snowball sampling is appropriate to
reach this population. Second, our sample is biased towards WeChat users with higher education and higher
income. Compared to the national population, our participants were exceptionally better educated and reported
higher income?. This might make our participants more digitally savvy. Hence, our participants might have better
knowledge of WeChat usage, for instance, how to block certain contacts from viewing their public interactions.
Thus, our participants might have reported a higher level of emotional well-being than the general population in
China. Future research can try to minimize this bias through random sampling techniques.

Next, the cross-sectional nature of this study means that making causal claims is impossible. Additionally, our
measure of emotional well-being only lasted one week and included four items. Previous research on the
emotional well-being of seniors used the same time range and instrument (N. G. Choi et al., 2014). Nevertheless,
future research can use the experience sampling method and more valid scales.

While nine control variables were included in our model, there could be other control variables which future
research could consider. Examples of these control variables include SNS/Internet experience and personality.

Moreover, this study was conducted in a Chinese sample, which limits the generalizability of our findings. Future
research should replicate our study with a different SNS platform and a different population. Cross-cultural
comparisons can provide insights into cultural differences in SNS effects. Future research can also try to replicate
our findings in a general population by comparing the young and seniors.



In addition, our measure of perceived self-network discrepancy has only one item. Although research shows that
single-item measures perform similarly to multiple items in terms of reliability and validity when used
appropriately (Bergkvist, 2015), a more valid measure is still recommended. Future research can also use network
data to assess actual self-network discrepancy and compare with the current findings.

Finally, the present investigation focused on visibility, a key affordance of SNSs, and examined its effect on
emotional well-being. Future research can take a different approach to study what factors contribute to the design
of technologies. Davis (2020) argued that technological affordance is not solely determined by individual-level
factors. Instead, institutional, economic, societal, and cultural powers are intertwined to influence the design of
technologies (Davis, 2020). Future research can take advantage of this perspective to investigate, for example, how
users’ individual needs and cultural legitimacy shape the design of SNS features.

Conclusion

As China and the entire world have become an aging society, the present study provides critical implications about
how SNS use may affect well-being. Our investigation explicates the mechanism by which public interactions, an
example of masspersonal communication, interact with perceived self-network discrepancy and age to predict
emotional well-being, thereby offering theoretical implications on SNSs and well-being.

Footnotes

1. We use social networking service rather than social network site, following the recommendation by Y. Zhang
and Leung (2014). Social network sites, as boyd and Ellison (2007) defined, refer to “web-based services” (p. 210).
However, many social networking services are now available through smartphones, and WeChat Moments are
only available via smartphones. We thus use social networking service to refer to a wider range of social
networking platforms.

2. WeChat users cannot view or engage in any form of communication with other users until online connections
are established. Thus, public interaction in the present study does not include open conversations accessible to
everyone.

3. According to the most recent Chinese census available to the public (National Bureau of Statistics in China,
2020), the average monthly income of Chinese individuals was 2130.4 RMB, which is much lower than the
monthly income level reported by the participants. In addition, about 13.9% of Chinese people had a college
degree, 17.7% with a high school degree, 37.29% with a middle school degree, 0.064% with a master's degree or
PhD, and 30.39% with an elementary school degree or lower. This is also much lower than the current sample.
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