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Social influence is an important research topic in the technology acceptance literature, in
particular for social media. Prior empirical studies have for the most part employed social
influence theory to investigate user intentions to continue with social media, while culture
driven theories have been neglected. Rather than using social influence theory, we intro-
duced guanxi theory to explore how guanxi social mechanisms (or processes) influence
Chinese users’ continuance intentions in WeChat. Specifically, we developed a model that
examines the role of guanxi as manifested by renqing, mianzi and ganqing in perceived use-
fulness, perceived enjoyment and continuance intention in WeChat. A survey research
method was adopted to test the proposed hypotheses. This study found that ganqing has
a positive impact on perceived usefulness and continuance intention. Mianzi exerts a neg-
ative effect on continuance intention but exhibits a positive effect on perceived usefulness.
Renqing was found to have no significant impact on perceived usefulness and continuance
intention. Our study advances the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) by introducing
guanxi-based constructs in a Chinese mobile social-messaging application context. Our
study also offers alternative insights on guanxi-based social influence processes in the
Chinese technology acceptance literature.
� 2017 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC

BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Introduction

With the pervasiveness of wireless networks and mobile devices, mobile social-messaging applications have proliferated
in China. These are integrated social media and instant messaging software applications that are designed to run on mobile
devices, including smartphones and tablet computers (Karpisek et al., 2015; Walnycky et al., 2015). The China Internet Net-
work Information Center (CINIC) reported that 90.7% of 1.29 billion mobile phone users used mobile social-messaging appli-
cations in 2015 (CINIC, 2015). Specifically, WeChat is the most popular form of social media and accounts for 81.6% of the
penetration rate in China. Many Chinese, in particular the young and well educated, own smartphones and possess the
knowledge to use WeChat to connect with others (Su, 2016).

Researchers have made significant progress in identifying and predicting user acceptance in social media or mobile social-
messaging applications. Social influence is one of the predominant theories to explain mechanisms that affect user accep-
tance in social media technologies (e.g., Gruzd et al., 2012; José Carlos Martins Rodrigues and Ana Maria, 2011; Zhao
et al., 2016). Social influence theory posits that compliance, group norms and social identification processes influence user
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acceptance of social media technologies. Specifically, prior works have integrated social influence into the TAM model to
investigate continuance intention in social media technologies (e.g., Gruzd et al., 2012; José Carlos Martins Rodrigues and
Ana Maria, 2011; Lin and Lu, 2011; Rupak et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2016). In this regard, social image and subjective norms
are two social influence constructs that are frequently used to examine user behavioral intentions. While the social influence
theory is derived from the Western behavioral perspective, the theory has been applied to technology acceptance studies in
the global context.

To date, there has been very little research on culture theory-driven research regarding users’ behavioral intentions in
social media (Jin and Yoon, 2014; José Carlos Martins Rodrigues and Ana Maria, 2011). A recent qualitative study by
Keith et al. (2016) explored the importance of social media in guanxi relationships by showing that business professionals
use social media to establish guanxi with their peers in China. Additionally, the descriptive study by China Internet Network
Information Center (CINIC) shows that WeChat was used to build guanxi in social networking (CINIC, 2015). WeChat is
viewed as a mobile social-messaging application featured with low anonymity, high privacy and closed community and thus
it is appropriate for guanxi based social interactions (Wang, 2016). Notably, the role for guanxi in the continuance intention of
WeChat users has not been explored empirically. To address this knowledge gap, we draw on guanxi theory to integrate
culture-based social constructs into the technology acceptance model. The distinctive pattern of social processes in Chinese
society is reflected in the guanxi concept where interpersonal relationship between non-family members is built upon
instrumental and affective components (Chen et al., 2013; Keith et al., 2016; Michailova and Worm, 2003). Thus, guanxi
can be applied to explain the continuance intention of WeChat in Chinese societies. We assume that guanxi influences the
social mechanisms for Chinese societies that have deep social-psychological roots with their own cultural values. Some roles
of guanxiwould influence technology acceptance, namely perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use and continuance inten-
tion, amongWeChat users. Additionally, the affective component of guanximay relate to perceived enjoyment, which in turn
is believed to predict continuance intention. The aim of this study is to examine continuance intention of WeChat in Chinese
societies as a reflection of guanxi based social influence processes. Specifically, this study intends to answer the following
research questions:

(1) Do guanxi-based social constructs relate to the continuance intention among WeChat users?
(2) Does perceived enjoyment mediates the effect of guanxi on continuance intention among WeChat users?

This study answered the recent calls to use culture theory to understand how social influence processes affect the use of
social media among societies with distinctive cultural values (Jin and Yoon, 2014; José Carlos Martins Rodrigues and Ana
Maria, 2011; Yuan, 2013). The major contribution of this study will be the empirical test on the extension of TAMmodel with
guanxi-based social constructs in the context of the Chinese mobile social-messaging applications. This study also provides
alternative analysis of the Chinese social influence processes, which consist of affective and instrument elements, and thus
may generate new insights for the technology acceptance literature.
2. Theoretical background

2.1. Technology acceptance theories

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) is one of the most frequently used theories in information systems (IS) research.
Similar to the Ajzen’s (1985) Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), the TAM is an extension of the Theory of Reasoned Action
(TRA). Specifically, TAM was designed by Davis (1986) to explain IS usage behavior among potential users in an organiza-
tional context through a series of causal relationships (external factors-beliefs–attitude–behavioral intention–actual behav-
ior). The TAM introduces two belief variables into the TRA model, namely, perceived usefulness (PU) and perceived ease of
use (PEOU) (Davis et al., 1989; Davis, 1986). These beliefs represent the user’s subjective probability of engaging in IS adop-
tion behavior. PU can be interpreted as the subjective probability of whether a specific IS will increase the job performance of
a user. PEOU is regarded as the extent to which a user believes that adopting the IS will be free of effort. In the TAM model,
PU and PEOU have a direct effect on attitudes toward using IS, which influences behavioral intentions and actual information
systems adoption. PU also mediates the influence between PEOU and attitudes toward using IS. Additionally, the TAM is a
useful model for researchers to identify and manipulate the impacts of external factors on PU and PEOU, thus controlling
the ultimate adoption behavior of users.

TAM was extended to the TAM2 to explain user acceptance of IS in workplace settings (Venkatesh and Davis, 2000). Sev-
eral external factors, moderating factors and relationships are proposed in TAM2. First, social influence and cognitive instru-
mental processes are conceptualized to have a direct effect on PU. Second, individual differences (or anchors) and system
characteristics (or related adjustments) are proposed to influence PEOU. Two moderators, namely experience and voluntari-
ness, are proposed to moderate the relationship between external factors and beliefs and external factors and behavioral
intention.

After introducing TAM2, Venkatesh and his colleagues proposed the TAM3 model. TAM3 is a ‘‘complete nomological net-
work of the determinants of IT adoption and use” (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008). There are two important theoretical exten-
sions of TAM3. First, TAM3 suggests that the determinants of PU, namely, social influence and cognitive instrumental
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processes, will not affect the determinants of PEOU and vice versa. The underlying reason is that neither theory nor the avail-
able empirical evidence can prove such crossover-effects (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008). Second, TAM3 posits that the user
experience will moderate the effect of PEOU to PU, computer anxiety to PEOU, and PEOU to behavioral intention.

Essentially, TAM models (i.e., TAM, TAM2 and TAM3) are designed to explain user acceptance (or behavioral intention) of
IS in organizational settings. Many researchers have used TAM models to explain user acceptance of social media such as
LINE, WeChat and Facebook (e.g., Gruzd et al., 2012; José Carlos Martins Rodrigues and Ana Maria, 2011; Lin and Lu,
2011; Rupak et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2016). These studies largely suggest that social interactions play a vital role in the con-
tinuance intentions of social media. The benefits of such social interactions can be recognized as the instrumental benefits of
social media (Lin and Lu, 2011). Using the same line of reasoning, we propose that guanxi is useful to explain how the Chinese
people obtain affective and instrumental benefits through guanxi-based dyadic interaction. Thus, guanxi can be integrated
into the TAMmodel in this study on the grounds that Chinese users cognitively assess the instrumental and affective benefits
of WeChat through guanxi-based dyadic interaction.

2.2. Guanxi

Guanxi is a cultural phenomenon that covers virtually every realm of life in the Chinese society (Chan, 2006; Dunfee and
Warren, 2001). The concept of guanxi is rooted in Confucianism, which exerts a strong influence on Chinese society (Hwang,
1998; Park and Luo, 2001). Essentially, low trust and familial collectivism in Chinese society mean that trust is only extended
to family members but not to others (Atuahene-Gima and Li, 2002; Gold and Guthrie, 2002). The Chinese people build dyadic
relationships with non-family members when developing their guanxi network (Michailova and Worm, 2003). Furthermore,
they often participate in social activities to initiate new social relationships, in particular with those who exhibit common
attributes such as having the same friends, the same home town, the same school and the same neighborhood (Dong-Jin
et al., 2001). In the process of socialization, the Chinese tend to emphasize engaging in the appropriate actions in relation
to someone within the same guanxi network (Hwang, 1998). Such actions are deemed important for preserving their inter-
dependent role in a guanxi network.

Guanxi is a Chinese phrase that is composed of two characters (Luo, 1997). Literally, the character ‘‘guan” refers to a door
or gate, whereas ‘‘xi” means a tie or relationship. Guan can be metaphorically understood as an exclusive circle of social con-
nection in which one within the circle is regarded as an in-group member and the one outside the circle is regarded as a
stranger. Together, guanxi refers to ‘‘pass the gate and get connected” (Lee and Dawes, 2005). Guanxi also can be interpreted
as connectedness or particularistic ties (Jacobs, 1979; Wang, 2007). Not all relationships can be translated into guanxi in Chi-
nese culture. A relationship is only considered guanxi when one has possession of some type of social resource that may sat-
isfy the needs of others (Hwang, 1987). Stated differently, the individual is bound by social obligation to help in-group
members who need assistance. In this study, we refer to guanxi as a special type of social connection or social network that
is made up of mutual interests and benefits in which in-group members can seek out others to satisfy his (or her) needs
(Dong-Jin et al., 2001; Gold and Guthrie, 2002; Hwang, 1987; Michailova and Worm, 2003; Wang, 2007).

In general, there are three types of guanxi-based relationships in Chinese society (Dong-Jin et al., 2001; Hwang, 1987). The
first relationship is referred to as an expressive tie, which typically occurs among members of primary groups (i.e., families)
and close friends and other congenial social groups. This kind of tie is primarily affective-driven, relatively stable and per-
manent, although one can use this tie to obtain instrumental benefits. The second relationship is the instrument tie, which is
instrumental driven but the tie is typically unstable and temporary. Chinese people for the most part establish an instrument
tie with non-family members as a means to attain instrumental benefits. Those who are involved in an instrument tie cog-
nitively evaluate the invested effort and potential rewards. The third relationship is considered a tie with a mixture of
expressive and instrumental elements. The Chinese people develop a mixed tie to safeguard the expressive elements in
the relationship with others. This kind of tie can be sustained provided that both parties meet each other frequently.

Among these relationships, many Chinese people tend to use mixed ties to engage in dyadic interaction with others and
thus obtain needed resources in the future (Dong-Jin et al., 2001; Hwang, 1987). A true guanxi consists of affective and
instrumental components. One has to develop a good guanxi through social interactions over time to create trust between
two people (Yen et al., 2011). In general, guanxi represents a social exchange rule to illustrate social behavior in Chinese soci-
eties, which can be largely classified into three dimensions, i.e., renqing, mianzi and ganqing (Hwang, 1987; Yen et al., 2011).
Renqing and mianzi are the preconditions to establish a guanxi, which is an exclusive social circle that involves sharing and
exchanging the resources to attain mutual benefits. On the other hand, qanging represents an affective construct to measure
the strength of guanxi-based relations.

Chinese people tend to use the rule of renqing, which is a mean of influencing others in a mixed tie relationship, in par-
ticular with non-family members (Hwang, 1987). Renqing can be broadly understood as relational exchange behavior that is
undertaken to attain mutual benefits within guanxi (Wang, 2007). Renqing closely resembles favor-exchanges in the West
(Wong, 1998). Renqing is a precondition to supporting systems of gifts and favors in a guanxi relationship on a long–term
basis. As there is no time limit to return renqing, renqing is used as a social mechanism to obtain resources from exchange
parties in the future when circumstances permit. For example, individuals (benefactors) who anticipate repayment in the
future can offer renqing to the exchange parties, thus creating indebtedness in a guanxi (Hwang, 1987; Wang, 2007). Repay-
ment of renqing is a reciprocal obligation and is mutually assured in a guanxi (Wang et al., 2007), and the exchange parties
are bound by moral obligation to return renqing to benefactors (Luo, 1997; Standifird and Marshall, 2000). When both parties
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engage frequently in the exchange of renqing on a long-term basis, their guanxi is strengthened accordingly (Wang et al.,
2007).

The Chinese safeguardmianzi (Chinese face), i.e., the individual’s self-image of his or her social position, respect andmoral
status, which is to be recognized by others (Hwang, 1987; Wong and Leung, 2001). Mianzi is rooted in the interdependent
self-concept in Chinese society, whereby one’s identity reflects his (or her) social role and public perceptions (Ho, 1976). That
is, one is judged by mianzi in the social network, whether he (or she) behaves adequately and reasonably based on social
position. More prestige means that a person tends to have more interpersonal connections, but mianzi can also be useful
to establish more guanxi (Michailova and Worm, 2003).

In general, a typical Chinese person is sensitive to mianzi and is concerned with saving face for himself (or herself) and
others (Redding and Michael, 1983). On one hand, inappropriate behavior will cause someone to lose mianzi and be embar-
rassed by the shame. On the other hand, the Chinese tend to preserve themianzi of others because causing others to lose face
is deemed aggressive and inappropriate (Ying Han et al., 2014). Failing to preserve each other’smianzi will destabilize or end
the guanxi between two people. It is important to note that mianzi and renqing go hand in hand in strengthening a guanxi
(Michailova and Worm, 2003). The exchange party who receives renqing from the benefactor must honor his (or her) obli-
gations and offer help when circumstance permits to avoid losing mianzi. Otherwise, the exchange party will lose prestige
(Luo, 1997; Standifird and Marshall, 2000).

Ganqing can be loosely interpreted as ‘feeling’ in English (Yen et al., 2011). It represents the emotional ties between two
people in a guanxi relationship. Specifically, ganqing measures the emotional attachment between two people, which is an
indicator of closeness in a guanxi relationship (Wang, 2007; Yen et al., 2011). An individual has to develop deep affection to
build a good guanxi. Social interaction, such as dining together and visiting one another’s events, is of paramount importance
for cultivating ganqing (or the quality of a relationship) between two people. Maintaining a good ganqing offers enjoyment to
both people (Yen et al., 2011).

Guanxi based social interaction is ubiquitous in Chinese societies. From the sociology perspective, several main attributes
of guanxi exist in all human societies (Qi, 2013). For example, gift-giving from reciprocity exists in most social relationships
in all societies. Reciprocity resembles to renqingwithin the guanxi concept. Likewise,mianzi (or Chinese face) has some over-
lapping elements with dignity whereas ganqing is largely similar to emotional ties in the Western social networking. How-
ever, guanxi is underpinned by mutual benefits and interests among social actors within exclusive circle of social connections
and such cultural values are unique in Chinese societies (Dong-Jin et al., 2001; Gold and Guthrie, 2002; Hwang, 1987;
Michailova and Worm, 2003; Wang, 2007). In other words, the purposes and styles of social interaction vary across different
societies although some universal elements may prevail (Qi, 2013). Therefore, guanxi distinguishes Chinese social interac-
tions from those in the Western culture owing to its unique social exchange rules that govern the psychological thinking
of Chinese with regard to their interpersonal relations.

2.3. Integrating guanxi into technology acceptance

Guanxi literature suggests that three specific social constructs, i.e., renqing, mianzi and ganqing, can explain socialization
process among Chinese people. The evolvement of social media technologies has transformed how Chinese people develop
their guanxi network. The China Internet Network Information Center (CINIC) reports that WeChat is the primary social
media platform for Chinese people build dyadic relationships with others (CINIC, 2015). We interpret that the use of WeChat
for guanxi management represents the mixed mode of online and traditional social interaction among Chinese people. Fur-
thermore, prior studies have shown that social influence constructs such as social image can influence users’ behavioral
intentions in social media or technology acceptance (Chung et al., 2016; Venkatesh and Bala, 2008). Using similar reasoning,
we can expect online socialization processes may cover mianzi dimension in the Chinese guanxi management. Thus, it is rea-
sonable to assume that Chinese people tend to be governed by guanxi, namely, renqing, ganqing and mianzi, when they
involve in both online and traditional socializations.
3. Conceptual model and research hypotheses

This study seeks to develop a research model for continuance intentions with respect to WeChat by drawing on guanxi
and the technology acceptance literature (see Fig. 1). Having reviewed the guanxi and technology acceptance studies, we
focused on the three sets of adoption drivers of guanxi, namely, renqing, mianzi and ganqing. Fig. 1 presents the proposed
hypotheses and research model in this study. In essence, this study argues that renqing, mianzi and ganqing positively influ-
ence perceived usefulness and perceived enjoyment, whereas perceived enjoyment influences continuance intention.

3.1. Guanxi and social influence

China is commonly known as a highly collectivist country that is strongly influenced by Confucianism (Hwang, 1998; Lu
et al., 2011; Park and Luo, 2001). Prior studies have confirmed that social influence strongly affects the use of social media in
China (Chang and Zhu, 2011; Lien and Cao, 2014; Qu et al., 2015; Zhou and Li, 2014). Social influence theory is useful for
explaining how groups of users are keen on using online social technologies (Cheung and Lee, 2010). The intention to use
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or reject an information system is a social phenomenon. This denotes that individual acts are not isolated and interaction
among users in using the technology together is a predictor of technology acceptance (Bagozzi, 2007). Thus, group and col-
lective behavior are related to the user’s decision to use online social technologies.

Social influence theory suggests that ‘‘the changes in individuals’ attitudes and actions stem from the social influence that
may occur on different levels” (Kelman, 1958). The degree of variation corresponds to changes in the social process when an
individual conforms to the social influence. While the consequential overt behavior may be identical, the individual may
adopt the induced behavior differently when engaging the underlying processes. These processes can be classified into three
modes: (1) compliance (or subjective norm); (2) internalization (or group norm); and (3) identification (or social identity)
(Kelman, 1958, 1974).

A comparison of social influence (SI) in TAM with guanxi reveals that there are some similarities between both concepts
(see Table 1). Both guanxi and SI in TAM are viewed as social mechanisms that regulate social processes in a reference group.
Nevertheless, guanxi differs from SI in TAM from various perspectives. First, unlike SI in TAM, guanxi is driven by morality
Table 1
Comparison of Guanxi and social influence in TAM.

Guanxi Social influence in TAM

Guanxi is a social mechanism that regulates social interaction processes
between two or more people in Chinese society (Braendle et al., 2005;
Hwang, 1987; Luo et al., 2002).
Guanxi is directed by morality and social norms (or obligations)
(Michailova and Worm, 2003; Wang, 2007)

Social influence represents social processes and mechanisms that
influence technology acceptance (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh
and Davis, 2000)

Emotional- and instrumental-driven exist in a mixed tie guanxi between
oneself and non-family members (Hwang, 1987)

Instrumental-driven (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008)

Dimensions: Renqing,mianzi and ganqing (Hwang, 1987; Yen et al., 2011). Dimensions: Subjective norms and social image (Venkatesh and Bala,
2008).
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and social obligations. Second, mixed-tie guanxi covers both emotional and instrumental elements, whereas social influence
only covers instrumental components. Finally, the dimensions of guanxi, namely, renqing, ganqing and mianzi, specify how
Chinese people behave during social interactions. Social influence in TAM, however, only consists of subjective norms and
image.

One should note that one’s values and instrumental logics are shaped by common (or cultural) values in a social system
(Witt, 2012). Collectivism in Chinese society denotes that Chinese people hold a consistent belief in guanxi-based interper-
sonal relationship and social norms (Holmes et al., 2015). In addition, social behaviors and dyadic social interactions of Chi-
nese people are guided by guanxi (Hwang, 1987). Thus, we are contented that guanxi can better explain Chinese behavioral
intention. In this regard, it is important to distinguish between guanxi and social influence in TAM.

Social influence is a key theoretical underpinning to TAM in organizational settings (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh
and Davis, 2000). Social influence captures various social processes and mechanisms, namely, subjective norms and images.
The impact of subjective norms onto TAM can be further decomposed into compliance, internalization and identification
(Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh and Davis, 2000). First, subjective norms can be manifested as a complying force that
stems from social influence, i.e., users are motivated to perform a specific behavior favorable to the opinions of referents. In
this regard, subjective norms are conceptualized as a determinant that influences behavioral intentions. Second, subjective
norms can be manifested as the internalization effect of social influence to users. This is known as informational influences in
which users believe a system is useful because they accept the opinion of referents, who view a particular system as useful.
Thus, subjective norms are positively related to perceived usefulness (instrumental belief) in TAM. Finally, individuals intend
to uphold a positive image (or social status) within a reference group through an information system. This is considered as
the identification of social influence because individuals intend to increase their social status (or image) within a reference
group (Kelman, 1958). Subjective norms are conceptualized to be related to social image in which the latter has an impact on
perceived usefulness. In TAM, social influence is conceptualized as a cognitive instrumental process that delivers social ben-
efits to individuals in organizational settings.

The aforementioned discussions indicate that compliance, internalization and identification in TAM can be reflected
through cognitive instrumental processes in the organizational settings. We argue that maintaining guanxi through renqing,
mianzi and ganqing is quite similar to the identification but are different from compliance and internalization effects in social
influence. In social influence, identification refers to self-awareness of membership in a group (Cheung and Lee, 2009;
Kelman, 1958). Similarly, guanxi is rooted in the intentions of an individual to establish and uphold a satisfactory self-
defining relationship with other social actors. In a guanxi, individuals accept the identification influence and prioritizing
the significance of the relationship with other social actors. However, guanxi differs from identification in two ways. First,
guanxi is underpinned by the assumption that in-group members in a guanxi network must possess some type social
resources that may satisfy the needs of others (Hwang, 1987). Furthermore, guanxi refers to an interpersonal relationship
that is built upon mutual interests and benefits whereby in-group members can seek others to satisfy their needs (Dong-
Jin et al., 2001; Gold and Guthrie, 2002; Hwang, 1987; Michailova and Worm, 2003; Wang, 2007).

We believe that mianzi and social image in TAM can be compared and contrasted (see Table 2). In TAM, identification of
social influence can explain why individuals establish a positive image within a reference group in the organizational set-
tings. Positive image represents the basis of power and influence that allow individual to be well positioned in various activ-
ities particularly social exchange, coalition formation and resource allocation (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh and
Davis, 2000). Unlike social image, mianzi not only encompasses social prestige enhancement through gaining face, but also
saving face (Redding and Michael, 1983). The former refers to enhancement of social prestige through the self-expression
which can show individual merits, for example, offering help to others, especially those self-expressions that conforms with
the expectation in guanxi (Huang et al., 2008). The latter refers to inappropriate behavior in social interaction that will cause
someone to lose mianzi and be embarrassed by the shame (Redding and Michael, 1983). Furthermore, mianzi and renqing go
hand in hand in strengthening a guanxi, i.e., individuals who receive renqing have obligations to offer help to the benefactor
in the future when circumstance permits (Huang et al., 2008; Michailova andWorm, 2003). Otherwise, those individuals will
lose mianzi and a guanxi will be weakened. Furthermore, social image is based upon instrumental benefits and does not
include moral obligation that is typically found in guanxi.

3.2. Renqing

Renqing is a Chinese cultural value that underpins the exchange of favors and gifts among friends (Gold and Guthrie,
2002). The study by Wang et al. (2007) shows that renqing influences the perceived importance of gift giving including
Table 2
Mianzi and social image in TAM.

Concept Instrumental benefits Affective benefits Reciprocal (renqing) Moral obligation Purpose

Social image U ✗ ✗ ✗ � Enhance social status
Mianzi U U U U � Enhance social status through gaining face

� Preserve social status through saving face

Source: Authors’ own construction
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the amount/dollar value spent on gifts, gift-selection effort and the choice of brand. Thus, the Chinese are careful to maintain
a guanxi based on gift-exchange activities. Closer observation of the WeChat feature may indicate that Chinese users are
motivated by the renqing mechanism to use WeChat during social interactions. For example, the red bags feature in WeChat
can be used to give money from one to another as a symbol of blessings and prosperity on special occasions. In Chinese soci-
ety, it is common practice for elders to give a red bag containing money to young people during the Chinese Lunar New Year
(Willson and Leaver, 2016). Furthermore, giving red bags often occurs during marriage ceremonies or at celebrations of new-
born babies. Several reports suggested that Chinese use social media to help each other, which is underpinned by renqing, in
order to maintain guanxi relations (Holmes et al., 2015; McAloon, 2014; Wang, 2016; Yue, 2015). Specifically, WeChat’s red
bags was believed to be a classic example of renqing phenomenon. Under this circumstance, the Chinese will also use
WeChat’s Red Bag to return renqing (favors) to benefactors on special occasions. Thus, renqing is expected to influence per-
ceived usefulness and continuance intention with WeChat.

H1A: Renqing is positively related to the perceived usefulness of WeChat.
H1B: Renqing is positively related to the continuance intention with WeChat.

3.3. Mianzi

Social image is theorized as a determinant of perceived usefulness in TAM in an organizational setting with a high degree
of interdependence (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh and Davis, 2000). Social image can be explained as a source of
identification in social influence. Image represents the extent to which the use of innovation can enhance one’s social status.
Social image will determine one’s influence in various processes, including coalition formation, social exchange and resource
allocation (Fulk et al., 1987; Pfeffer, 1992). The role of image in technology acceptance will be sustained over time provided
that the target system continues to benefit from favorable usage and becomes a group norm in the workplace.

In the Chinese context, mianzi represents one’s social image, which is achieved by performing social roles that are recog-
nized by others (Wang, 2007).Mianzi is a perceived social position that is judged by others in the Chinese social network. The
humanistic culture in Chinese society makes them sensitive to mianzi, and thus they act to safeguard mianzi (Redding and
Michael, 1983). In Chinese society, people typically accumulate prestige (or mianzi) by establishing many interpersonal con-
nections; in turn, mianzi helps to improve guanxi with others (Michailova and Worm, 2003). Thus, guanxi is necessary to
achieve goals, and it is based on the social support stemming from the high level of interdependence in Chinese society.

In short, TAM suggests that social image influences perceived usefulness, whereas the Chinese philosophy safeguards
mianzi to develop and improve guanxi. Previous findings also suggested that people tend to portray a desirable self-image
to impress their peers (Kim and Lee, 2011; Nadkarni and Hofmann, 2012; Peluchette and Karl, 2009). It is possible to under-
stand how people meet self-presentation needs by managing a continuous presence on social media (Nadkarni and
Hofmann, 2012). Specifically, Chinese may use social media to portray positive self-image and to gain a favorable social sta-
tus (Holmes et al., 2015; Wang, 2016). Such self-presentation is important to maintain a strong-tie with their closed online
communities. Taken together, we can expect that the Chinese may use WeChat as a mean to build mianzi and thus obtain
instrumental benefits in guanxi relations. We hypothesize the following:

H2A: Mianzi is positively related to perceived usefulness of WeChat.
H2B: Mianzi is positively related to continuance intention of WeChat.

3.4. Ganqing

TAM model is one of the most frequently used theories in explaining user acceptance of social media (e.g., Gruzd et al.,
2012; José Carlos Martins Rodrigues and Ana Maria, 2011; Lin and Lu, 2011; Rupak et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2016). Prior stud-
ies have conceptualized that social influence processes provide instrumental benefits and thus affect user behavioral inten-
tion in the social media context (Lin and Lu, 2011). However, the affective component, i.e., social and emotional needs, is
frequently overlooked. We believe that such absence may be caused by the origin of TAMmodel that usually describes orga-
nizational settings. On the contrary, the affective component is widely discussed in the uses and gratifications (U&G) para-
digm literature.

The U&G paradigm is one of the best motivational theories to explain technology use (Stafford et al., 2004). The U&G per-
spective is rooted in the psychological communication literature, which identifies individual motivations as they relate to
mass media (Quan-Haase and Young, 2010; Stafford et al., 2004). The U&G perspective assumes users are active, discerning
and motivated in selecting media (Quan-Haase and Young, 2010; Smock et al., 2011). Individual users with diverse goals uti-
lize media to fulfill their needs. That is, goal-directed users are able to differentiate various forms of media as well as under-
stand how media can satisfy individual needs (Katz et al., 1973).

Recent studies have shown that the U&G paradigm can be used to highlight the values that inform social media adoption
within the virtual community (Cheung et al., 2011; Krause et al., 2014; Leung, 2013). Specifically, people use social media to
meet their social and emotional needs, regardless of generational differences (Leung, 2013; Nadkarni and Hofmann, 2012).
People socialize with friends, share interests, opinions, and knowledge and give encouragement to feel a sense of belonging.
Social and emotional needs are driven by an intrinsic motivation to gain social acceptance and affiliate with others. We view
such needs as being consistent with a person’s identification in social influence theory, according to which he (or she) is
aware of his (or her) membership in a group and intends to uphold satisfactory relationships with others.
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The discussions above show that social and emotional needs are the primary drivers of social media use. Interestingly,
studies by Zhou and Li (2014) confirmed that Chinese WeChat users have a strong sense of identification and wish to build
satisfying relationships with their peers (Lien and Cao, 2014; Zhou and Li, 2014). We argue that social and emotional needs
are quite similar to the ganqing concept, which refers to the feelings, sentiment and emotional attachments among the in-
group members of a guanxi (Wang, 2007; Yen et al., 2011). Ganqing represents the quality of the relationships in a guanxi
(Gold and Guthrie, 2002). Thus, we expect the Chinese to use WeChat based on a desire to build good ganqing and maintain
guanxi with people who they deem are important.

Additionally, WeChat may be an ideal tool for maintaining ganqing. The empirical evidence suggests that people use
instant messaging to maintain and develop relationships with their peers (Hu et al., 2004; Leung, 2001; Quan-Haase and
Young, 2010). Studies indicate that instant messaging is a synchronous communication tool, allowing people to engage in
intimate conversations. Instant messaging is primarily used to fulfill emotional needs, allowing users to show concern
and offer help to those who share their problems. Compared to social networking sites – where communication is asyn-
chronous and tends to be information oriented – instant messaging is able to meet users’ social and emotional needs
(Quan-Haase and Young, 2010). Thus, users prefer instant messaging to meet these needs. WeChat, a mobile social-
messaging application, can be used not only to obtain social information but also to emulate in-person conversations that
deliver a sense of intimacy and connection. Thus, we propose the following hypotheses:

H3A: Ganqing is positively related to the perceived usefulness of WeChat.
H3B: Ganqing is positively related to the continuance intention with WeChat.

3.5. Perceived enjoyment

Enjoyment represents the intrinsic motivation or the affective component that influences perceived ease of use and user
acceptance in TAM (van der Heijden et al., 2003; Venkatesh and Bala, 2008). Perceived enjoyment refers to the degree to
which a system is perceived to be enjoyable but excludes any performance concerns that stem from system use
(Venkatesh, 2000). A system that incorporates entertaining social functions, such as elements of fun and animated charac-
ters, will create enjoyment for users (Venkatesh, 2000). If the enjoyment element is lacking in the system, the perceived ease
of use will suffer when system use becomes more routine.

Prior studies have offered conflicting views on the relationship of perceived enjoyment to perceived ease of use in the
TAM literature. Most studies proposed and found positive influence of enjoyment on perceived ease of use (Koenig-Lewis
et al., 2015; Thong et al., 2006; Venkatesh, 2000; Yi and Hwang, 2003), while others conceptualized and discovered the
reverse relationships (Lee et al., 2012; Mäntymäki and Salo, 2011). Lee et al. (2012) and Mäntymäki and Salo (2011) explain
that if users require little efforts to achieve the satisfactory goal when using an IS, they tend to gain pleasure. On the contrary,
majority of scholars propose that the lack of enjoyment tends to lead users to perceive that it is effortful when users get used
to an IS and vice versa (Koenig-Lewis et al., 2015; Thong et al., 2006; Venkatesh, 2000; Yi and Hwang, 2003). Furthermore,
perceived enjoyment will positively affect perceived ease of use when the interaction involves little or no monetary value
and when users seek for pleasure gratification in the first place (Koenig-Lewis et al., 2015). In the context of this research,
we expect that Chinese people use WeChat for long-term guanxi management. From user’s perspective, we expect that the
interaction with WeChat involves pleasure gratification, which will lead to effortless perception. Thus, we conclude that
enjoyment will positively influence perceived ease of use. As such, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H4A: Perceived enjoyment is positively related to perceived ease of use of WeChat.
Currently, instant messaging and social media are associated with entertaining social functions that deliver pleasure and

enjoyment. The role of enjoyment is well-supported in empirical studies (Lien and Cao, 2014; Lu et al., 2009; Oliveira et al.,
2016; Sharma et al., 2016). Specifically, the study by Lien and Cao (2014) suggests that Chinese users perceive WeChat as fun
and entertaining. There are many unique entertaining features in WeChat, such as Sticker, QR codes, friend radar and Walkie
Talkie, which deliver enjoyable, fun and pleasurable experiences (WeChat, 2016). Thus, we expect perceived enjoyment to
positively affect the continuance intention of WeChat as per the following hypotheses:

H4B: Perceived enjoyment is positively related to the continuance intention of WeChat.

3.6. Renqing, mianzi, ganqing and enjoyment

In TAM, social influence is viewed as a direct determinant of perceived usefulness and will not affect perceived enjoyment
in organizational settings (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008). Referents tend to believe instrument benefits can be obtained through
social influence processes because information systems in organizations are typically built for instrumental purposes
(Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh and Davis, 2000). Social influence processes are restricted to extrinsic motivation,
which suggests users cognitively recognize instrumental benefits but not emotional components when using a system. In
short, TAM posits that there are no theoretical justifications to suggest social influence processes influence perceived enjoy-
ment of a system in organizational settings; a user’s perceived enjoyment exhibits no strong linkage with one’s job
performance.

As noted earlier, there is no crossover effect between social influence dimensions and perceived enjoyment in organiza-
tional settings. Our review shows that the link between social influence processes and perceived enjoyment is not thor-
oughly studied in past TAM studies. On the contrary, social media and U&G paradigm literature recognizes that social
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influence can provide users with pleasure through social interaction (Choi and Kim, 2004; Chung et al., 2016; Huang and
Hsieh, 2014; Lin and Lu, 2011; Wang et al., 2012). Social influence process, which is driven by emotions, will influence emo-
tion of social actors who engage in interpersonal communications (Hareli and Rafaeli, 2008). Positive social interaction can
facilitate social exchange and enhance identify- and bond-based attachments to their group within a social media context
(Chung et al., 2016). Prior studies have also ascertained that social influence positively affects perceived enjoyment in online
social network acceptance (Huang and Hsieh, 2014; Li, 2011; Lin and Lu, 2011).

A recent study has shown that Chinese people choose to use WeChat to fulfill social gratification, i.e., social interaction
and private social networking (Gan and Wang, 2015). The study also confirms that Chinese users prefer WeChat because
of its private social networking characteristic, which resembles the exclusive circle of social connection concept in guanxi.
We interpret that WeChat provides social gratification to Chinese users if they engage in guanxi-based social interaction. This
is in line with several prior studies, which suggested that Chinese people viewWeChat as a social tool to maintain or develop
guanxi (CINIC, 2015; Holmes et al., 2015; Niedermeier et al., 2016). We believe that WeChat is built upon the needs of Chi-
nese people, who represent a significant majority of WeChat users. For example, WeChat is the pioneer in introducing voice
intercom to exchange voice messages with other members in their online social network (Chinese QQ) and offline friends
(cellphone numbers) (Jinfang, 2015). This unique feature enables Chinese people to develop or maintain guanxi through
WeChat.

Prior studies have shown that social influence is positively related to perceived enjoyment in the social media context
(Huang and Hsieh, 2014; Li, 2011; Lin and Lu, 2011). Individuals can utilize social media to build trusted relationship in their
traditional and online social circles. Using similar reasoning, we believe that social processes may affect perceived enjoyment
if Chinese people use WeChat to maintain (or develop) guanxi. It is important to note that Chinese people are not only bound
to social obligations to safeguard a guanxi, but they also gain intrinsic enjoyment through maintaining ongoing interpersonal
relationships (Gold and Guthrie, 2002). That is, Chinese guanxi encompasses instrumental and sentimental elements.

One may ask how WeChat can provide enjoyment to Chinese people through renqing, mianzi and ganqing. First, Holmes
et al. (2015) argue that social interaction, i.e., exchange money during Chinese cultural events, is an extraordinary phe-
nomenon in China. The exchange of virtual red packets (or money) in WeChat is motivated by the renqing rule, which is part
of the traditional Chinese values (Holmes et al., 2015). These exchanges may surprise and please people who receive red
packets virtually through WeChat (Holmes et al., 2015; Lien and Cao, 2014). Second, Chinese people may use WeChat as
a platform to build a favorable mianzi (Holmes et al., 2015). Gaining a favorable mianzi is intrinsically motivated and asso-
ciated with enjoyment. On the contrary, losing mianzi is a source of shame (Yen et al., 2011). For Chinese people, mianzi can
be expressed online (Holmes et al., 2015). Mianzi can be reflected through whether individuals are supported or not sup-
ported by others online during an incident happened. Furthermore, Chinese people safeguard mianzi by treating in-group
members in a guanxi with courtesy and respect during online communication. Finally, it is understandable that WeChat is
a pleasure-oriented social-messaging application that was developed for enriching emotional communication among users
(Jinfang, 2015; Mao, 2015; WeChat, 2016). Such social interaction maintains ganqing between two people, while offering an
entertainment element at the same time. For example, WeChat provides many unique features such as Sticker, QR codes,
friend radar and Walkie Talkie, which enables users to interact with each other in an enjoyable and fun way (WeChat, 2016).

Taken together, we hypothesize the following:
H5A: Renqing is positively related to perceived enjoyment.
H5B: Mianzi is positively related to perceived enjoyment.
H5C: Ganqing is positively related to perceived enjoyment.
The aforementioned discussions show that guanxi may relate to the perceived enjoyment through the emotional compo-

nent in the guanxi networking. Research also suggests that the increase of perceived enjoyment relates to a higher degree of
continuance intention (see H4B) (Lien and Cao, 2014; Lu et al., 2009; Oliveira et al., 2016; Sharma et al., 2016). Therefore,
there is a reason to believe that perceived enjoyment is an important mediating variable that intervenes the relationship
between guanxi-based constructs and continuance intention. The direct and indirect effects should be examined in order
to empirically assess the role of guanxi on continuance intention more reliably.
4. Research methods

4.1. Instrument development

Our research model consists of seven multi-item constructs. All instruments are adapted from the literature. Renqing,
mianzi and ganqingwere used to measure guanxi social processes. We adapted the variable to construct a 3-item renqing vari-
able based on the previous literature (Wang et al., 2007; Yen et al., 2011). The mianzi scale was adapted from Wang et al.
(2007). The ganqing scale was adapted from Yen et al. (2011). The measurement scales for perceived usefulness, perceived
ease of use and continuance intention were adapted from a related study that applies the TAM model in a Chinese social
media context (Zhao et al., 2016). Finally, to measure perceived enjoyment, we adapted the instrument that originally inves-
tigated instant messaging tools in a Chinese context (Lu et al., 2009). All items were measured using a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). All measures used in this study are listed in Appendix A.
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All survey instruments were reviewed by two experts to determine their validity and clarity within the Chinese context.
The first expert was a Chinese professor of information management and information systems. The second was a Chinese
sociologist and academician. The survey instruments were modified slightly based on their feedback. Then, the questionnaire
was translated from English to Chinese by two Chinese researchers whose native language was Mandarin. Another overseas-
based Chinese researcher had independently back-translated the questionnaire to validate the translation. Before conducting
the survey, we invited 50 university students who were WeChat users to answer the questionnaires as a pretest to validate
the instrument. Based on the feedback, we made minor changes to improve the wording of the items in the questionnaire.
4.2. Data collection procedure and sample

Data collection was performed using an online survey and was administered in Chinese. The survey was available on a
website for a period of 8 weeks. This study used convenience sampling, which is consistent with the sampling approach
adopted in many acceptance of social media technologies (e.g. Baker and White, 2010; Hong et al., 2014; Peng et al.,
2016). The hyperlink was placed onWeChat’smoments by one of the Chinese researcher in this study. The Chinese researcher
also invited all known students, family and friends to participate in this survey. At the same time, they were asked to show
the survey to their friends and families. In total, we received 673 responses and found that the average completion time was
around 5 min, which is close to the estimated completion time based on the pilot test. We deleted 33 responses that require
less than 1.5 min. Additionally, we checked all responses and found no responses had the same score to all items. Another 29
responses were deleted due to many missing data. Finally, a total of 611 valid responses were deemed as usable for subse-
quent analyses.

Table 3 presents the demographic statistics for the WeChat users who participated in this study. Approximately 59.7%
were males, and 40.3% were females. The majority of respondents (70.38%) were between 18 and 35 years of age. In terms
of educational level, the majority of respondents (33.7%) were students. Over half of respondents attained college or univer-
sity educational levels. Over 30% of respondents had a monthly income between RMB 3001 and RMB 6000.
Table 3
Sample demographics.

Measure Item Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 246 40.26%
Female 365 59.74%

Age 17 or below 8 1.31%
18–25 242 39.61%
26–35 188 30.77%
36–45 125 20.46%
46–55 37 6.06%
56 or over 11 1.80%

Educational level Secondary School or Below 18 2.95%
Senior High School 33 5.40%
College/ University 395 64.65%
Master 131 21.44%
Ph.D. 34 5.56%

Occupation Student 206 33.72%
Company employee 147 24.06%
State civil servant+ 66 10.80%
Self-employed 126 20.62%
Employee in Public Institutions* 15 2.45%
Retired 10 1.64%
Others 41 6.71%

Monthly income No income 192 31.42%
RMB 1–RMB 3000 116 18.99%
RMB 3001–RMB 6000 201 32.90%
RMB 6001–RMB 9000 58 9.49%
RMB 9001–RMB 12,000 18 2.95%
RMB 12,001–RMB 15,000 9 1.47%
RMB 15,001–RMB 18,000 7 1.15%
RMB 18,001–RMB 21,000 4 0.65%
More than RMB 21,001 6 0.98%

* According to the Interim Regulation on the Registration of Public Institutions in P. R. China, government document (No. 252/411), issued in 1998.10.25
and emended in 2004.6.27, public institutions are social service organizations that are fully or partly funded by the Chinese government and engaged in
education, technology, culture, health and other activities for the public good. These institutions include almost all public schools, universities, clinics,
hospitals, libraries, performing groups, research institutes and media organizations.

+ According to Civil Service Law, state civil servants are those ‘‘personnel employed in administrative organizations that hold administrative power and
conduct public service according to law” (Chan and Suizhou, 2007).
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4.3. Common method variance

We conducted a Harman’s single-factor and full collinearity tests to examine the potential common method bias in infor-
mation systems research (Hair et al., 2017; Kock, 2015). When self-report surveys were used to collect data, common
method bias may occur if respondents answer perceptual measures of explanatory and dependent variables at the same time
and have a propensity to offer consistent answers to survey questions that are otherwise unrelated (Chang et al., 2010). The
Harman’s single-factor test shows that the largest variance explained by individual factors was 39.12%. In other words, a sin-
gle factor neither emerges nor accounts for the majority of the variances between measures (Chang et al., 2010; Malhotra
et al., 2006). Thus, we can conclude that none of the factors explain the majority of variance. Additionally, variance inflation
factors were lower than 3.3 in the full collinearity test. The result indicates that we can rule out the common method bias in
this study (Kock, 2015). In short, there is a low likelihood of common methods bias in this study.
5. Data analysis and results

We used partial least squares-structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) to assess the psychometric properties of the mea-
surement instruments and to test the hypotheses in the research model (Hair et al., 2013). PLS-SEM is appropriate for the
research setting of technology acceptance that emphasizes predictive modelling (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh
and Davis, 2000). Compared to covariance based SEM, PLS-SEM is suitable for incremental studies, i.e., building new mea-
sures and structural paths, particularly in information systems research (Hair et al., 2013; Hakan, 2016). PLS-SEM is thus
appropriate for this study that involves conceiving new measures of guanxi constructs and structural paths. We used
SmartPLS software to run the analysis in this study.

5.1. Analysis of measurement models

Table 4 presents the results of the measurement models in PLS-SEM analysis. The measurement models are validated if
four general requirements are met, i.e., the indicator loadings, construct reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE)
and discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2013). First, the analysis of the indicator loadings shows that all indicator loadings sur-
pass the threshold level of 0.7 except the GQ1 item. Hair et al. (2011) suggest that indicator loadings between 0.4 and 0.7
should be kept if all the measurement scales satisfy sufficient composite reliability. Because the composite reliability of
the ganqing construct is greater than 0.7, we retained the GQ1 item for this study. Second, all values of Cronbach’s alpha
and composite reliability surpass the minimum threshold of 0.7, suggesting reliability is achieved. Third, the results show
that the lowest AVE is 0.63, which exceeds the minimum threshold of 0.5 and achieves a sufficient degree of convergent
validity. Finally, the Fornell Lacker analysis shows that the square root of the AVEs for each construct is greater than the
Table 4
Measurement Model.

Construct Items Loadings CA rho_A CR AVE

CUI CU1 0.82 0.90 0.91 0.94 0.84
CU2 0.87
CU3 0.88

PU PU1 0.90 0.90 0.90 0.93 0.82
PU2 0.92
PU3 0.90

PEOU EOU1 0.90 0.89 0.89 0.93 0.82
EOU2 0.92
EOU3 0.90

Enjoy EY1 0.93 0.90 0.91 0.94 0.84
EY2 0.94
EY3 0.88

Renqing RQ1 0.85 0.78 0.81 0.87 0.69
RQ2 0.88
RQ3 0.76

Mianzi FC1 0.91 0.90 0.93 0.93 0.76
FC2 0.91
FC3 0.86
FC4 0.80

Ganqing GQ1 0.62 0.85 0.86 0.90 0.63
GQ2 0.79
GQ3 0.81
GQ4 0.87
GQ5 0.84
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correlations with other constructs (see Table 5). Thus, the discriminant validity of all constructs is established. Likewise, all
heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) values are lower than the threshold of 0.85 (or 0.90), confirming discriminant validity (see
table 6) (Henseler et al., 2015). In short, the results validated all measurement models in this study.
5.2. Analysis of the structural model

Bootstrapping with 5000 resamples was performed for the structural model of PLS-SEM estimation (see Table 7). The
overall explanatory power (R2) indicates that the model accounts for 34%, 46%, 28% and 38% of perceived enjoyment, con-
tinuance intention, perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness, respectively. The Q2 for all constructs is greater than zero,
which verifies the predictive relevance of all endogenous constructs in the structural model. Such explanatory power and
predictive relevance substantiate the model’s predictive validity (Hair et al., 2013).
Table 5
Fornell-Lacker Criterion.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Enjoyment 0.91
2. Mianzi 0.39 0.87
3. Ganqing 0.53 0.31 0.79
4. CUI 0.55 0.17 0.49 0.86
5. PEOU 0.53 0.14 0.49 0.58 0.90
6. PU 0.63 0.40 0.46 0.54 0.49 0.91
7. Renqing 0.42 0.48 0.61 0.37 0.40 0.41 0.83

Notes: Diagonal and bold elements are the square root of AVE between the constructs and their indicators. Non-diagonal elements are correlations between
constructs.

Table 6
Analysis of Heterotrait–Monotrait ratio (HTMT).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Enjoyment
2. Mianzi 0.42
3. Ganqing 0.60 0.35
4. CUI 0.62 0.19 0.58
5. PEOU 0.59 0.13 0.56 0.67
6. PU 0.70 0.45 0.52 0.62 0.54
7. Renqing 0.49 0.59 0.76 0.44 0.47 0.47

Table 7
Structural model analysis.

Endogenous constructs R-Square Q-Square

Enjoy 0.34 0.28
CUI 0.46 0.33
PEOU 0.28 0.23
PU 0.38 0.31

Relation Path coefficient (t-value) Biased corrected 95% CI Conclusion

PEOU? CUI 0.28*** (5.54) (0.18, 0.39)
PU? CUI 0.24*** (5.53) (0.16, 0.33)
PEOU? PU 0.36*** (8.84) (0.28, 0.44)
Renqing? PU 0.01 (0.18) (�0.09, 0.11) H1A not supported
Renqing? CUI 0.04 (0.88) (�0.04, 0.12) H1B not supported
Mianzi? PU 0.29*** (7.38) (0.22, 0.37) H2A supported
Mianzi? CUI �0.10*** (2.52) (�0.18, �0.02) H2B not supported
Ganqing? PU 0.18*** (3.89) (0.09, 0.28) H3A supported
Ganqing? CUI 0.15*** (3.25) (0.06, 0.24) H3B supported
Enjoy? PEOU 0.53*** (14.62) (0.46, 0.60) H4A supported
Enjoy? CUI 0.19*** (3.70) (0.09, 0.29) H4B supported
Renqing? Enjoy 0.04 (0.82) (�0.05, 0.14) H5A not supported
Mianzi? Enjoy 0.24*** (6.09) (0.16, 0.31) H5B supported
Ganqing? Enjoy 0.43*** (9.42) (0.33, 0.51) H5C supported

Notes: CUI = continuance intention; PU = perceived usefulness; PEOU = perceived ease of use; Enjoy = perceived enjoyment; CI = confidence intervals.
***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05.
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Mediating analysis.

Relations Direct effect Indirect effect Total effect VAF Interpretation

Renqing? CUI 0.04n.s. 0.02n.s. 0.05n.s. – No mediation
Mianzi? CUI �0.10n.s. 0.16*** 0.06n.s. – No mediation
Ganqing? CUI 0.15*** 0.21*** 0.36*** 58.21% Partial mediation

Notes: CUI = continuance intention; ***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05.
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5.3. Analysis of mediation effects

Table 8 presents the results of mediating analysis. The significance test in mediating analysis was performed using boot-
strapping method (Hair et al., 2013). The results show that the direct effects of ganqing on continuance intention is signif-
icant whereas the direct effects of renqing and mianzi are non-significant. Mianzi and ganqing had significant indirect effects
on continuance intention through perceived enjoyment. The variance accounted for (VAF) for the relationship between gan-
qing and continuance intention is 58.21% and signifies that perceived enjoyment exerts a partial mediation effect. In other
words, the variance of the continuance intention is explained by the indirect relationship via the perceived enjoyment.
6. Discussion

As shown in Fig. 2, hypotheses H2A, H3A, H3B, H4A, H4B, H5B and H5C are supported, whereas H1A, H1B, H2B and H5A
are not supported. The significant paths are from the ganqing and mianzi to perceived usefulness, perceived enjoyment and
continuance intention. Perceived enjoyment has a positive and significant effect on perceived ease of use and continuance
intention. In contrast to our predictions, renqing does not influence perceived enjoyment, perceived usefulness and contin-
uance intention.
Fig. 2. The results of research model.
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Among the three dimensions of guanxi, ganqing has a positive impact on perceived usefulness and continuance intention.
These results indicate that Chinese users useWeChat to maintain or enhance the quality of a relationship and build satisfying
relationship with their peers based on guanxi practices. Our findings are largely consistent with the previous findings sug-
gesting people use social media to meet social and emotional needs (Leung, 2013; Nadkarni and Hofmann, 2012). However,
one should note that the Chinese are motivated by guanxi to safeguard or create positive feelings, sentiments and emotional
attachments among in-group members on WeChat.

Mianzi exerts a negative effect on continuance intention but exhibits a positive effect on perceived usefulness. The pos-
itive effect of perceived usefulness reflects that the Chinese users’ tendency to use WeChat as an instrumental tool to safe-
guard or accumulatemianzi. Such amianzi reflects the social image as perceived by others in the Chinese social network, and
it is important to develop a new guanxi (Wang, 2007, 2016). The importance of mianzi in social interaction can be seen in the
idiom ‘‘Da ren bu da lian,” which means ‘‘when arguing with somebody, be a gentleman and don’t make the other person lose
face” (WiC, 2015). Nevertheless, the negative effect of mianzi on continuance intention suggests that the Chinese think their
mianzi may deteriorate faster on WeChat. Chinese people are concerned about negative self-image on social media which
may destroy their guanxi with peers due to the ease and speed of social media broadcasts information to community
(Wang, 2016). Reputations could be easily distorted by expressing personal opinions on controversial issues related to reli-
gion and politics. For example, a Chinese celebrity divorce hashtag can be accessed more than five billion times within three
days (BBC, 2016). Such impact is closely resembled to the negative communication dynamic in which unhappy customers
tend to tell their friends about their dissatisfaction on certain products (or services) compared to satisfied customers
(Timothy Coombs and Holladay, 2007). In other words, negative word-of-mouth can be easily disseminated through social
media. Thus, safeguarding mianzi is of paramount importance on WeChat and for maintaining a guanxi. Nevertheless, mianzi
still exerts a positive indirect causal effect on continuance intention through perceived enjoyment. This denotes that mianzi
is an intrinsic property of reality that will influence WeChat users’ continuance intention.

It is somewhat surprising that renqing is not related to perceived usefulness, perceived enjoyment and continuance inten-
tion. The non-significant effects of renqing in this study suggest that the majority of Chinese may not fully embrace tradi-
tional renqing value during social interaction through the use of WeChat. It is possible that some Chinese people are
uneasy to embed renqing into online social interaction or digital technology. For example, Lee (2017) reported that the older
Chinese tend to disagree with the use of mobile payment by a young Chinese couple to receive red bags during a wedding
ceremony. The elderly Chinese view that the usage of digital renqing is impolite and thus inappropriate during major events.
Another possible reason is that renqing alike social interactions in social media, for example, red bags, lack strong moral obli-
gation elements that are depicted in the traditional guanxi (Yue, 2015).

Consistent with TAM theory, our findings show that perceived enjoyment has a positive influence on perceived ease of
use and continuance intention (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh and Davis, 2000). Users view WeChat as a mobile
social-messaging application with entertaining functions. In the social media context, perceived enjoyment is important
for continuance intentions, even with increasing experience using WeChat.

The results also show that ganqing and mianzi positively affect perceived enjoyment. Such findings are contradicted by
typical TAM theory. Our study reveals that Chinese users who use WeChat to maintain guanxi gain intrinsic enjoyment. This
can be explained by the uniqueness of guanxi, which consists of instrumental and sentimental components (Gold and
Guthrie, 2002). Social interaction through WeChat can be fun since there are many entertaining features, including Sticker,
QR codes, friend radar and Walkie Talkie. It is also possible to derive enjoyment and satisfaction from a favorable mianzi on
WeChat.
7. Implications of study

This study presents several theoretical and practical contributions. First, social influence theory has emerged as a major
determinant in the technology acceptance literature. Social influence posits that compliance, group norms and social iden-
tification processes influence user acceptance of social media technologies. In the TAMmodel, two social influences, namely,
social image and subjective norms, are frequently used to investigate user behavioral intentions regarding new technology,
in particular in social media research. Although social influence theory can explain social media (or technology) acceptance
to a large degree, more studies are required to examine social constructs that are driven by culture theory, which has been
omitted in the research. This study complements the current literature on social media by proposing three guanxi-based con-
structs: renqing, mianzi and ganqing. The present study confirms that Chinese people are motivated by guanxi to use WeChat
as a means of building dyadic relationships with non-family members. Our study also provides empirical evidence found in
descriptive research conducted by CINIC (2015); this research states that WeChat is used to build guanxi in social network-
ing. We argue that the guanxi concept can be extended to different forms of technology acceptance in the Chinese context.

Second, this study describes several unresolved issues concerning how guanxi-based social processes affect perceived
usefulness and continuance intention with respect to mobile social-messaging applications in Chinese society. Social
resources are obtained from the resource allocator and are based on the strength of the guanxi. This study verifies thatmianzi
and ganqing but not renqing are important determinants of perceived usefulness and continuance intention. Our study sug-
gests that the Chinese people use WeChat as a tool to maintain ganqing with others in a guanxi relationship. WeChat (or
mobile social-messaging applications) fulfils emotional needs because users can instantly show concern and offer help to
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those who share their problems. Thus, emotional closeness between two people can be intensified during message
exchanges. On the other hand, this study found that mianzi positively influences perceived usefulness but exerts a negative
effect on continuance intention. Overall,mianzi exerts a positive indirect causal effect on continuance intention through per-
ceived enjoyment. In short, Chinese are worried that social media can destroy mianzi within a short period of time, but they
still view WeChat as a practical tool to develop social prestige.

Third, the present study offers evidence for verifying the causal effects exhibited by mianzi and ganqing (but not renqing)
on perceived enjoyment. These findings contradict the typical TAM model proposing that the social influence process is dri-
ven by cognitive instrumental benefits in organizational settings (Venkatesh and Bala, 2008; Venkatesh and Davis, 2000).
This contradiction can be explained in two ways: First, social influence in the TAM model only captures the instrumental
element, but guanxi processes consist of instrumental and affective components. Second, our research context in this study
is social media and not the workplace setting, as is the case in a typical TAM model. Our finding of perceived enjoyment is
consistent with prior studies indicating that emotional needs are a major determinant of why people use social media
(Cheung et al., 2011; Lin and Lu, 2011; Oliveira et al., 2016; Quan-Haase and Young, 2010). The unique entertainment fea-
tures provided by WeChat allow Chinese users to interact with others in enjoyable and fun ways, thus strengthening ganqing
in a guanxi relationship. This is reflected by the mediating role of perceived enjoyment on the relationship between ganqing
and continuance intention. Furthermore, this study shows the indirect effect of mianzi on continuance intention, and the
direct effect ofmianzi on perceived enjoyment are significant. We interpret that those who useWeChat as a platform to build
a favorable image are intrinsically motivated, and thus it is a source of enjoyment.
8. Limitations and future research

There are several limitations in this study. The first limitation is that our findings are applicable to Chinese society and
may not generalize to other contexts due to the complex nature of social networking. Unlike social influence constructs that
have been verified as the important external factors in the TAM, guanxi-based social constructs have seldom been explored.
Thus, future studies may consider integrating the guanxi-based social constructs in investigating Chinese technology accep-
tance in social media as well as teaching and learning, among other contexts. Furthermore, prior studies have argued guanxi
largely corresponds to kankei in Japan and kwankey in Korea (Michailova andWorm, 2003; Yen et al., 2011). Interestingly, the
most popular mobile social-messaging applications differ across Asian countries, for example, KaKao Talk in Korea and LINE
in Japan and WeChat in China (Jin and Yoon, 2014). The qualitative findings of Jin and Yoon (2014) have shown that the
behavioral intention of mobile social-messaging applications is greatly influenced by specific sociocultural circumstances.
Thus, we suggest that the use of culture driven theory to explain social process is a promising line of inquiry in the technol-
ogy acceptance literature in the Asian contexts. Furthermore, there is a possibility of conceiving universal elements of guanxi
in Western culture (Qi, 2013). Reciprocity in gift-giving, facial and emotional ties to a certain extent resemble to renqing,
mianzi and ganqing in the guanxi concept respectively although the purposes and styles of such social interaction may vary.
Thus, it is possible to build relevant social constructs, which are similar to guanxi, from the technology acceptance perspec-
tive within the Western context. Finally, the study used cross-sectional data, and thus it is difficult to determine temporal
relationships. Longitudinal design can be used to verify the validity of the relationship in future studies.
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Appendix A. Measurement scales

Continuance intention (adapted from Zhao et al. (2016))

� CU1 In the near future, I intend to continue using WeChat.
� CU2 My intention is to continue using WeChat rather than an alternative application.
� CU3 I intend to continue using WeChat.

Perceived Usefulness (adapted from Zhao et al. (2016))
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� PU1 WeChat enables me to accomplish more tasks.
� PU2 WeChat increases my productivity.
� PU3 Overall, WeChat is useful for my job or daily life.

Perceived Ease of Use (adapted from Zhao et al. (2016))

� EOU1 Learning to use WeChat is easy.
� EOU2 My interaction with WeChat is clear and understandable.
� EOU3 I find WeChat easy to use.

Perceived enjoyment (adapted from (Lu et al., 2009))

� EY1: Using WeChat gives me pleasure.
� EY2: Using WeChat is fun.
� EY3: Using WeChat makes me happy.

Mianzi (adapted from Wang et al. (2007))

� FC1: The people in my environment who use WeChat are more prestigious than those who do not use it.
� FC2: The people in my environment who use WeChat have a stronger social profile.
� FC3: Using WeChat is important for preserving mianzi because it is a status symbol in my environment.
� FC4: I worry about losing mianzi in daily life if I am not using WeChat.

Renqing (adapted from Wang et al. (2007) and Yen et al. (2011))

� RQ1: Using WeChat maintains the practice of ‘‘give and take” among my colleagues/peers.
� RQ2: I am happy to do a favor for colleagues/peers to whom I owe renqing when it is requested on WeChat.
� RQ3: Using WeChat allows me to return favors to my colleagues/peers (e.g., gift card, red packet).

Ganqing (adapted from Yen et al. (2011))

� GQ1: I often interact with my colleagues/peers on a social basis on WeChat.
� GQ2: My colleagues/peers and I are able to talk openly as friends on WeChat.
� GQ3: I consider whether my colleagues’/peers’ feelings would be hurt when interacting with them on WeChat.
� GQ4: I have a feeling of brotherhood for my close colleagues/peers when interacting with them on WeChat.
� GQ5: I try my best to help out close colleagues/peers when interacting with them on WeChat.
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