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ABSTRACT

AN EXAMINATION OF WECHAT: PREDICTORS OF NEWS USE ON A CLOSED
MESSAGING PLATFORM

By
Zhao Peng
News use on social media channels enables users to actively select and read news based on

their interest and needs. The present research studied news use behaviors on the closed-messag-
ing platform WeChat. Concepts from the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Usage Model and
Task-Tech Theory were used to test what perceptional and technological factors influence users’
WeChat news behaviors. Results showed that the perceived fitness between task and technology,
effort expectancy, facilitating and social influence significantly related to Chinese students’

WeChat news use while performance expectancy did not predict news use behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media channels became a primary avenue for accessing and experiencing news.
Reuters Institute (2016) conducted a survey with more than 50,000 online news consumers from
26 countries, including countries from North America, South America, Europe, and Asia, finding
that 51 percent of participants relied on social media platforms to get their news every week.
Also, according to Pew Research Center report, almost two-thirds of U.S. Facebook users re-
ceive news through Facebook and three-fifths of Twitter users consume news on Twitter (Gott-
fried & Shearer, 2016).

The present study examined a unique and emerging technological social media applica-
tion: closed messaging platforms. The most attractive attribute of closed messaging platforms is
the closed environment setting which is purposely designed to protect users’ privacy and secu-
rity. Closed messaging platforms, such as WhatsApp, Viber, Facebook Messenger, Telegram,
and WeChat, are growing in popularity among social network users (Metz, 2016). Until 2016, a
billion of people used WhatsApp in the worldwide, and the majority of them (70%) used
WhatsApp daily.

The technical uniqueness of closed messaging apps have garnered the attention of news
organizations. For example, BBC launched its account on Telegram and has more than 100,000
subscribers (Reid, 2015). But as an emerging social media platform, it is still unclear how or
whly people employ closed messaging platforms for their news use. The aim of this study is to
explore people’s adoption of a closed messaging app for news use. Of all these closed messaging
platforms, this study chose WeChat as an example to examine WeChat users’ news use behavior,
because of its 846 million monthly active users (Statista, 2016), and it is a technically mature

news use platform. In 2013, WeChat created the Subscription Account feature, which is used by



news organizations to send daily news and information broadcasts. In 2015, more than 300 mil-
lion WeChat users were subscribers of news media accounts.

The advent of social media platforms including closed-messaging platforms, have
changed the role of the news audience, from a passive one to an active one. News consumption
practices on websites and social media channels contain actions such as monitoring, checking,
snacking, scanning, watching, viewing, reading, listening, searching, and clicking. Additionally,
social media channels also generated other news use behaviors such as linking, sharing, liking,
recommending, commenting, and voting (Meijer & Kormelink, 2015). Yet despite this evolution
in news use practices, scholarly interpretations of the way people interact with news have not
been organized to address the complexity of the news use construct at a conceptual and opera-
tional level. The present study contributed to theory through the identification of a conceptual
definition, dimensions, and measures for the concept of news use.

Unified Theory Acceptance and Use of Technology Model (UTAUT) and Task-Tech Fit
(TTF) theory were adopted as the theoretical basis to explain the association between news use
and technology acceptance variables within a closed messaging environment. UTAUT was de-
veloped based on a review of eight information usage models, and it provides a systematic expla-
nation of why people adopt an information system and their subsequent usage behavior (Ven-
katesh, Morris, & Davis, 2003). Information system refers to any organized system that is used
for information collecting, organizing, storage, and communicating. By this definition, social
media platforms, including closed messaging platforms such as WeChat, can be classified as an
information system. Also, news use takes place within social media platforms and after an indi-
vidual adopts a social media platform. Thus, news use behaviors are subsequent behaviors based

upon the adoption of an information system, which is within the theoretical scope of UTAUT



model. Four variables were selected from UTAUT model (i.e., performance expectancy, effort
expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions) because these four variables were
employed to explain the adoption of the social media network and relationship maintenance
behavior. This study chose these four variables and hypothesized that these four variables would
have an impact on WeChat news use.

The personal preferences and characteristics of individuals do not necessarily lead to a
sufficient understanding one’s news use behaviors (Kiimpel, Kanowski & Keyling, 2015; Zhang
& Leung, 2014). Kiimmel et al. (2015) suggested that the technical structure of a social media
platform such as its interface, certain functions or services, composition, network structure, and
extensity can also have an impact on news use behaviors. Communication features on social
media such as video, voice, and text chatting functions can boost the interaction and
communication among users (Dou, Niculescu & Wu, 2013). And likely, the technological and
news related functions on social media channels such as personal subscription, chatting box,
sharing, and commenting functions can also influence the usage of the social media for news
consumption. Thus, the present study explored the news use behavior not only from user-centric
perspective, but also looks at how technological features of a certain social media would affect
users news use behaviors.

Task-tech fit (TTF) posits that there is a perceived fitness between a task that needs to be
accomplished and a technology that is going to be used for the task (Goodhue & Thompson,
1995). A higher degree of perceived fitness would increase the usage of the technology for that
task such as news use. TTF theory is useful for this study because there is a task (i.e., news use)

and a technology (i.e., closed messaging app) involved. If people perceive the closed messaging



technology is a fit for their news use, it will influence their use of a technology for news con-

sumption.



LITERATURE REVIEW

News Use on Social Media Platforms

The concept of news use had been primarily interpreted from a passive information per-
spective before the birth of social media platforms (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2005; Guggenheim,
Kwak & Campbell, 2011; Holbert, 2005). Scholars preferred to interpret news use behaviors as
exposure to information, and they tended to measure it by frequency and length of time (Brians
& Watteneberg, 1996; Eveland & Scheufele, 2010; Holbert, 2005; McLeod et al., 1996; Price &
Czilli, 1996). For instance, when exploring the relationship between television news use and po-
litical participation, Evenland and Scheufele (2005) examined an individual's degree of news use
by his or her exposure and attention to news, which was measured by the time one spent watch-
ing TV news. Similarly, when examining people's newspaper use, Beaudoin and Thorson (2005)
measured how many days per week people read newspapers.

The conceptualization of news use may need to be re-defined as the news and communi-
cation environments are different within social media settings. Exposure to news is no longer
enough to describe people's news use on social media platforms. Evenland and Scheufele (2010)
said, "It is unclear whether measures of exposure and attention are best combined to create gen-
eral ‘news media use’ measures (p. 222)." Thus, the conceptualization of news use is explored
for the purposes of studying social media environments.

In the present study, it is assumed that news use consists of more active behaviors such
as participating in or engaging with news. It is because when talking about news use behaviors,
earlier researchers tended to describe it with actual and specific practices or behaviors. For ex-

ample, Gottfried and Shearer (2016) used terms such as getting news, seeing news, and seeking



out news online in their social media news use research. Barthel and Shearer (2015) used state-
ments such as following news organizations, sharing news, and retweeting or tweeting about
news to depict how Americans engage with news on Twitter. Furthermore, Meijer and Kormel-
ink (2015) argued that people’s news use includes both traditional news consumption behaviors
like monitoring, checking, snacking, scanning, watching, viewing, reading, listening, searching,
and linking, and social media practices such as linking, sharing, liking, recommending, com-
menting, and voting. These empirical measures demonstrate the transition to a more active inter-
pretation, yet it has not been conceptually defined in previous social media research. Thus, it is
reasonable to emphasize the activeness of news users when conceptualizing news use.

Previous research enacted a uses and gratifications approach to analyze the activeness of
news use behavior. U&G theory assumes that audiences are active users in linking needs and
gratifications with media selection (Katz et al. 1974). Compared to traditional media users, social
media users can be classified as active online participants because they actively seek, select, and
interact with media content based on their social and psychological needs (Lain, 1986; Masouras
& Papademetriou, 2015; Quan-Haase & Young, 2010; Shao, 2009; Vincent & Basil, 1997). This
phenomenon is in accordance with what the use and gratifications theory that argues that people
actively seek out certain media to satisfy their certain needs (Cantril, 1942). Thus, the news use
concept can be defined as a behavior in which people actively seek, consume, and interact with

news content to satisfy their daily social and psychological needs.

Dimensions of News Use
People’s socio-psychological needs to some degree can determine how news media
sources will be used (Lain, 1986). From this perspective, needs are the motivations which give

rise to corresponding behaviors. However, Krisanic (2008) posited that needs not only serves as



the reason and cause of behavior, but is also a key approach in understanding the behavior. For
example, one’s behavior of news reading could be information collecting if an individual wants
to read news because he or she wants to collect information. Moreover, Cooper, Shapiro, and
Powers (1998) claimed that understanding the goals or needs of a behavior is the best way to un-
derstand the behavior of humans. Therefore, it is feasible to conceptualize people’s behavior of

news use by classifying them based on the generalized needs associated with them.

Based on this rationale, the present study used the dimensions of Masouras and
Papademetriou’s (2015) reading news on news media for conceptualization guidance. Masouras
and Papademetriou (2015) also took a uses and gratifications approach to analyze how people
use news media for information collection, which categorized news media use into four catego-
ries: 1) information (i.e., news media/social media users use of a channel for collecting infor-
mation); 2) discussion (i.e., referring to users want to communicate or interact of other users or
journalists); 3) entertainment (i.e., indicating that users want to receive entertainment services by
using the news media); and 4) surveillance (i.e., referring to the usage of news media for the
need of learning what is going on around the world). The operationalization of news use concept,
however, was adjusted to accommodate a closed messaging platform because Masouras and

Pademetriou’s measurement targeted general news media rather than social media platforms.

Information. The information dimension means that people consume news in order to
become informed, which includes several behaviors such as getting information, updating them-
selves with current issues, and searching for information. In fact, several other scholars consider
information needs as an important factor that contributes to news media use (Froget, Baghestan,
& Asfaranjan, 2013; Joinson, 2008; Krisanic, 2008). It is natural to include information in the

concept of news media use because news media is a source of and a medium to disseminate



information and news is a form of information; hence, any behavior related to news can be
regarded as a behavior dealing with information (Keen, 2007; Nielsen & Schrader, 2014). Thus,

information-related behaviors, to some extent, demonstrate people's news use behaviors.

Entertainment. The entertainment dimension puts a greater emphasis on that people
read news in order to kill time. The entertainment dimension has been discussed in social net-
working research (Froget et al., 2013; Joinson, 2008; Krisanic, 2008; Lasswell, 1948; Nyland,
2007). For example, Quan-Haase and Young (2010) did a factor analysis and found one major
motivation for college students to use Facebook to past time. Facebook can satisfy their gratifica-
tions for entertainment in which university students can temporarily use entertainment content to
get away from pressures and responsibilities. Friends’ daily posts and news media’s updates
comprise the primary part of the content on social media platform. When people use social media
for entertainment, it is reasonable to hypothesize that users may scroll for new updates and that
behavior can bring users relaxation. There is no specific goal of accomplishing a task, instead the

purpose is to fulfill people's entertainment needs.

Discussion. Discussion news use means that people consume news to satisty their
needs of having discussion with others. Actually, previous research found information acquisi-
tion from media sources can increase people’s civic participation (Gil de Zufiga, Veenstra,
Vraga, & Shah, 2010; Wellman, Haase, Witte, & Hampton, 2001; Shah et al., 2005). For exam-
ple, Zudiiga et al. (2012) discovered that use of social networking sites can boost users’ civic en-
gagement activities in politics such as increasing individual’s frequency of discussing political
events online and expanding discussion networks. Different from prior research discussing the

relationship between news consumption and discussion behavior, this study argues that



discussion is a need and an aspect of news use behavior because people have to update news to

have resources to discuss with others or exchange opinions on an issue.

Surveillance. Surveillance has also been frequently mentioned in social networking and
news media research (Froget et al., 2013; Joinson, 2008; Krisanic, 2008; Laswell, 1948). Surveil-
lance means taking a closer observation of someone or something. Social networking sites serve
a surveillance function that allow users to track friends' actions, recently happened events, and
breaking news (Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006). In this study, the behavior of news use can
provide the function of surveillance by which people can observe what is going on around the

world.

Closed Messaging Platform and WeChat

Closed messaging platform commonly refers to the proprietary and encrypted applica-
tion for instant messaging, allowing users to exchange texts, images, documents, user locations,
video, and audio or conducting free video conferences. Users can download closed messaging
applications on their smart phones, tablets, laptops, and computers. Example closed messaging
apps are WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, Snapchat, Viber, and WeChat. Closed messaging ap-
plications successfully attract a population of users who want to share experience with a smaller,
specific group. One report showed that 55 percent of internet users worldwide use closed mes-
saging platforms (Webb, 2015).

Secured user privacy is the most notable feature of the closed messaging platform, which
makes it attractive in comparison to other traditional social media sites such as Facebook and
Twitter. The social media application constitutes a virtual world for people to express their opin-
ions, vent emotions, build profiles, and share life stories. Privacy advocates and scholars claimed

that online privacy is a big concern (Madden, 2012). A 2012 survey from Pew Research Center



reported that 58 percent social networking sites users had restricted the access to their profiles,
only allowing their friends to see their content. Another privacy issue is that social media
companies use users’ profile data for marketing analysis and monetary purposes. A study
published by Cambridge and Stanford Universities researchers (Kosinski, Stilwell & Graepel,
2013) indicated that Facebook can accurately predict users personality, preferences, likes or
dislikes, and purchase intentions through analyzing the data of users’ online profiles, actions,
comments, and footprints. However, closed messaging applications can secure their privacy be-
cause closed messaging applications encrypt all messages, phone calls, photos, personal infor-
mation, and videos (Metz, 2016). The encryption is end-to-end mode, meaning only the commu-
nicators of the two ends know the content of the message, not even the service company employ-
ees can get access to the data sent across the network. This stonewalling, or closed setting, helps
to build a safe world for application users, which encourages more conversations and behaviors
than cannot be found in other open network platforms (Radcliffe, 2015).
WeChat

WeChat, as one of the most popular closed messaging apps, has become the dominant
social networking platform in China. The number of WeChat active users rocketed to 650 mil-
lion in 2014, 42 percent of Chinese overall population, surpassing other more open messaging
systems such as Weibo, QQ, and Renren (Zhu, 2016). There are 700 million users on average
that log onto WeChat per month, more than 70 million of which live outside of China (Tencent,
2015). Not only has WeChat become the most popular messaging app in Asia, it also occupies a
considerable proportion of U.S. messaging market: 41 percent of U.S. internet users use WeChat

each day. As an emerging distribution channel, some major international news media such as the

10



Wall Street Journal and BBC, seek to find ways to engage WeChat users by launching public ac-
counts on WeChat to deliver their information to a global audience (Drozdoff, 2014; O'Donovan,
2014).

WeChat has some similarities with traditional social media sites, but it also possesses the
advantages of closed messaging system. First of all, WeChat enables users to send messages,
documents, images, or videos, and it also supports different forms of chatting such as real-time
voice intercom, video calling, and group chatting (Xu, 2015). Second, WeChat users can have a
feed wall like Facebook users do, and on this wall, they can post anything they want to share
with the public and they can also like or comment on others’ posts. In recent years, WeChat de-
velopers extended more functions including taxi calling, money transferring, online shopping,
and news updating and sharing (Zhu, 2016).

The closed messaging setting distinguishes WeChat from other open social media sys-
tems, in which users can share their posts and can be only seen by the community they created.
WeChat user’s wall cannot be visited by others until they send a request for it or they have al-
ready added that person as a “friend.” If an individual has one-hundred friends in his or her
WeChat contacts, his or her posts can only be seen by those one-hundred friends. This special
setting not only protects privacy of WeChat users, but also encourages interactions that may be
unique to a closed messaging system.

The journalistic value of WeChat is significant in news production and journalist-audi-
ence engagement. It is claimed that WeChat and other closed messaging apps (e.g. Snapchat,
Whatsapp) one of the latest, but yet not as well understood, tool being used for news-gathering, a

discussion space for both domestic and international stories, and a channel of news distribution
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(Belair-Gagnon, Agur & Firsch, 2016). As a tool for news-gathering, researchers have discov-
ered that WeChat has been used for journalists to follow real-time events, develop sources and
engage with audiences in Hong Kong Umbrella Movement.
Theoretical Background and Research Model

It is also important to consider technological factors of social media apps such as
interface, functions, or services and network structure when looking at people’s news use behav-
iors because technology features may make users prefer one social media platform over others
(Kumpel et al., 2015; Thorson, Shoenberger, Karaliova, Kim, & Fidler, 2015; Zhang & Leung,
2014). Task technology fitness theory was used to explore whether technological features would
affect people’s adoption and usage of WeChat for news consumption. Researchers have recog-
nized that the frequency and intensity of news use practices differ on different social media plat-
forms. For example, Meijer and Kormelink (2015) found that Twitter users would check, com-
ment, or share more news than Facebook users, because Twitter is better at pushing messages
and is easy for users to follow unfolding events. Meijer and Kormelink speculated that the tech-
nological advantages that occur on social and mobile media platforms and devoices brought a
revolution in how people deal with news, but the authors did not look into technology features to
explain why people prefer Twitter for news use than Facebook. The present study examined
news use on closed messaging platforms not only from aspect of user perceptions, but also tech-
nology features as well. Thus, this research integrated four principal variables from UTAUT
model with a task-technology fit concept from the TTF model (see Figure 1). The following sec-
tion aims to justify how factors such as performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influ-
ence, facilitating conditions, and task-tech fit likely relate to news use behaviors on a closed

messaging platform such as WeChat.
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Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology Model

Unified Acceptance and Usage of Technology Model is a model refined and synthesized
from eight theories: the theory of reasoned action (TRA), TAM, the motivational model, TPB,
the PC utilization model, the innovation diffusion theory (IDT), an integrated model of planned
behavior and technology acceptance and the social cognitive theory (SCT). Comparative re-
search was conducted to test each independent variable of each model for the purpose of select-
ing out the most significant factors from seven interrelated models (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Ven-
katesh and his coauthors found that performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence
present as three direct determinants of intentions to use, intention and facilitating conditions are
two significant factors that directly influence user acceptance and usage behavior. Even though
UTAUT model is not as popular as TAM model in technology adoption studies, it has been re-
cently used in mobile technology acceptance research (Carlsson, Hyvonen, Puhakainen, & Wal-
den, 2006; Min, Ji, & Qu, 2008; Park, Yang, & Lehto, 2007).

Performance Expectancy. Performance expectancy has been defined as the degree to
which an individual believes that the system will help him or her improve the performance or ef-
ficiency in completing a task or doing something (Venkatesh et al., 2003). It is a concept reflect-
ing elements from five constructs from eight models: perceived usefulness (TAM/TAM2 and C-
TAM-TPB), extrinsic motivation (MM), job-fit (MPCU), relative advantage (IDT), and out-
come expectations (SCT). Perceived usefulness is the core construct that pertains to performance
expectancy. The behavior decision that users adopt an information technology in a task, is
largely influenced by the degree to which the user considers the technology as “capable of being
used advantageously” (Davis, 1989, p. 320), which can contribute a positive relationship regard-

ing use.
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Performance expectancy, or perceived usefulness, has been corroborated to be a funda-
mental determinant of predicting the usage of new information technology in previous studies
(Adams, Nelson & Todd, 1992; Alikilic & Atabek, 2012; Gruzd, Staves & Wilk, 2012; Zhou,
2010). For instance, Alikilic and Atabek (2012) found that a higher degree of performance ex-
pectancy contributed to PR practitioners’ use of social media for promotion. Following this
logic, this study posits that when people perceive WeChat as a useful technology, there would be
higher possibility for people to employ WeChat for all dimensions of news use.

H1: Performance expectancy will have a positive relationship with news use on the

closed messaging platform.

Effort Expectancy. Effort expectancy is defined as "the degree of ease associated with
the use of the system" (Venkatesh, 2003, p. 450). Effort here refers to the limited resource of
time and energy that is needed to be spent on tasks (Radnerand & Rothschild, 1975). The amount
of effort spent to complete a task is a concern of the instrumentality of a technology (Davis et al.,
1989; Szajna 1996; Venkatesh 1999). If a technology is difficult to use, or takes lots of time or
effort to accomplish certain tasks, it would affect people's decision to use the system (Venkatesh,
2000). The influence of effort expectancy on the decision to use a system is more obvious during
the beginning phase of adoption. Moreover, Lane and Coleman (2012) found that a higher degree
of effort expectancy contributes to higher intensity of social network use. In present research, it
is assumed that if people perceive the technology is easy, convenient, and effortless for them to
get, seek, comment, and share news on WeChat, they would more likely use the technology for
news use.

H2: Effort expectancy will have a negative relationship with news use on a closed

messaging platform.
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Social Influence. Social influence refers to the degree of an individual’s valued others
believe he or she should use the information technology (Venkatesh, 2003). Behavioral changes
studies and technology adoption research found that individuals’ technology usage behavior is
influenced when they believe that others view them as already having used the technology (Da-
vis et al., 1989; Moore & Benbasat, 1991; Thompson et al. 1991). Influence can come from both
peer and superior colleagues (Mathieson, 1991; Taylor & Todd, 1995b). Effect of influence be-
gins when people begin to change their behavioral intention in order to meet valued others’ ex-
pectations (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Thus, it is possible that people that use closed messaging
apps for news use may be the result of recommendations, suggestions, or observations of other

people.

H3: Social influence will have a positive relationship with news use on a closed mes-

saging platform.

Facilitating Conditions. Facilitating conditions refers to the external and internal factors
that can support or facilitate the process of accomplishing a task when using the system (Ajzen
1991; Taylor & Todd, 1995a, 1995b; Moore & Benbasat, 1991; Thompson, et al., 1991). If the
infrastructure of the system can support users to complete a task on the system, the possibility of
usage increases (Thompson et al., 1991). Also, if an individual has enough knowledge of how to
use this system for a task, he or she would probably use this system (Ajzen 1991; Taylor &
Todd, 1995a, 1995b). Results of previous research proved that facilitating conditions, external or
internal, have an impact on social media usage behavior (Venkatesh et al., 2003). In this study,

facilitating conditions are the functions and services provided by closed messaging platforms that
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enable users to engage in news use on it. If people perceive the infrastructure, functions, and ser-
vices of a closed messaging platform support their use of news, they will probably use it for
news use.

H4: Facilitating conditions will have a positive relationship to news use on the closed

messaging platform.

The UAUTM provides an insightful perspective to examine news use behaviors, but it
falls short by focusing only on the subjective impacts on actual behaviors, such as people’s atti-
tudes or perceptions. For example, if a person uploads his or her photos online and has two
choices - Facebook and Instagram. That person will also likely make a decision based on the
functions of the social media platform such as the image display functions. The technological
setting of a particular social media platform may lead a person to perceive that Instagram may
have a better service for photo display and engagement. Hence, as more information systems are
accessible to the public, and some of them may overlap on several functions, the reason why
people choose one system over the other likely is not only explained only from a subjective per-
spective, but also a technological feature perspective.

Task and Technology Fit

Task and technology fit theory presumes that there is a fitness between the technological
features and characteristics and the requirement of the task (i.e., news use). And the degree of the
fitness will decide one’s utilization of a technology (Goodhue, 1995). In the case of the present
study, the features and characteristics of the technology refer to the unique closed message set-
ting of WeChat and its stemming news-related functions. Task, technology and the fitness are
also have been proved to be important antecedents for the usage of a social media (Thorson et

al., 2016). For example, in a study on how to engage social networking sites, Lu and Yang (2013)
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found that social characteristics such as developing new relationships, maintain existing
relationship, technology characteristics such as Facebook’s The wall function, Find friends, Like
function, and the fitness between the social and task characteristics has a moderate impact on
people’s intention to use Facebook.

Applied on the present study, it is assumed that news use is a task for WeChat users,
newsfulness refers to the likelihood of the technology would be used for news consumption. The
characteristics of the technology affect the news fulness and then influence users’ perceived
fitness between the technology and news use. So if WeChat users perceive that WeChat “personal
subscription funtion”, “moments function”, and closed message setting, fit their news consump-
tion preferences, they will be more likely to use it for news updating.

H5: The task technology fit will have a positive relationship to news use on the closed

messaging platform.
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METHOD

Sample

A quantitative survey was administered to 4353 Chinese undergraduate and graduate
students at Michigan State University (MSU). This research selected Chinese students at the uni-
versity because WeChat is the primary and widely used closed messaging app among Chinese
students. Secondly, university students are a group of people that are active users of social media
applications (Diddi & LaRose, 2006). Of 337 responses, 201 participants were undergraduate
students, 59 were master’s level students and 77 were Ph.D. students, and 151 participants were
male and 188 participants were female.
Sampling Procedure

The questionnaire was emailed to Chinese students at MSU through Qualtrics and
SONA. A mail list with 4353 Chinese students was required from MSU Registrars’ office. Chi-
nese students who have adopted the WeChat application were considered qualified to complete
the questionnaire. After two months of data collection, 606 Chinese students responded the sur-
vey. I deleted invalid responses which were answered less than half of the questionnaire and kept
the rest responses. So in the end 373 were used for statistical analysis .
Measures

The research model included five constructs, each of which was measured by items
adopted and modified from previous research (see Appendix 1).
News Use. The concept of news use was measured from four dimensions: information,

entertainment, discussion, and surveillance. Seventeen items of the scale were modified from
Masouras and Papdemetriou (2015) social media uses and gratifications scale and three items

were created based on conceptual definition. In the scale of news use, six items of information
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news use, five items of entertainment news use, four items of discussion news use and two items
of surveillance news use were modified from Masouras and Papdermetriou’s scale to fit the news
use context of this study; and three surveillance items were created. For example, information
item “To get information that I need” was changed to “I use WeChat to get information that I
need.” It is necessary to add WeChat and “I” in the item because the purpose of this research was
to understand people’s news use behaviors on WeChat. The author also created some items for
surveillance dimension but only one item (i.e., “Reading online news is a way to learn about peo-
ple.””) was provided, which is insufficient to capture the abstractness of the surveillance aspect of
news use. Four relevant items therefore were created, such as “I use WeChat for news to learn
about what is going on in the world” and “I employ WeChat for news to be informed the first
moment when news happens.”

Performance Expectancy. This study modified one item from Venkatesh (2003), one
item from Subramanian (1994), and created three items based on the definition of performance
expectancy. And in accordance to the context of this study, I changed the words “the system” to
“WeChat” and “the job” to “news use.” This survey asked respondents to what extent they agree
or disagree with the performance expectancy items (e.g., “WeChat increases my mastery of what
happening around the world”) following a 5-poing Likert-type scale, ranging from strongly agree
to strongly disagree.

Effort Expectancy. Effort expectancy had seven items in total. I modified two items
from Venkatesh’s (2003), two items from Saade and Bahli (2005) effort expectancy scale, and
created three items in accordance to the context of this study. Words such as “the system” was
changed to “WeChat.” For example, “It would be easy for me to become skillful at using the sys-

tem” was changed to “It is easy for me to become skillful at using WeChat for news updating.” I
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asked respondents to what extent they agree or disagree with performance expectancy items
(e.g., “It is easy for me to access news on WeChat.”) following a 5-point Likert-type scale.

Social Influence. This study used Venkatesh’s (2003) social influence scale and made
changes to all five items in order to accommodate with the WeChat environment. For example,
the original item “People who influenced my behavior think that I should use the system” was
changed into “People who influenced my behavior think that I should use WeChat for news.” 1
asked respondents to what extent they agree or disagree with social influence items (e.g., “People
who are important to me think that I should use WeChat for news.”) following a 5-poing Likert-
type scale.

Facilitating Conditions. This research adopted Venkatesh’s (2003) performance expec-
tancy scale and changed “the system” to “WeChat” and “the job” to “consume news” in six
items. I asked respondents to what extent they agree or disagree with facilitating conditions items
(e.g., "I have the resources necessary to use WeChat news use related functions.”) following a 5-
point Likert-type scale.

Task-tech Fit. Four task-tech fit items were adapted from Lu and Yang (2014) and three
items were modified from Klopping and Mickinney (2004). Lu and Yang (2014) developed items
to address the fitness between Facebook functions and tasks people have to complete, and
Klopping and Mickinney (2004) created items to explore the fitness between mobile technology
features and business. This study chooses to use these two scales because Facebook and mobile
technology are similar to WeChat which is a social media app used on mobile devices. Respond-
ents were asked to what extent they agree or disagree that there is a degree of fitness between

news use and WeChat (e.g., “In general, the news functions of WeChat are a best fit for me.”)
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Figure 1 Research Model (Integraded UTAUT with Task-Tech Fit)

Performance
Expectancy
1 Information
Effort Expectancy 2 Entertainment
Discussion
Social Influence
- M Surveillance
[ Facilitating Conditions
o HS

Task-Tech Fit

21



RESULTS

HI posited that performance expectancy would have a positive relationship with news use
on WeChat. The regression results showed that performance expectancy did not predict any di-
mension of WeChat news use behaviors, and hence H1 was not supported (see Table 1).

H2 hypothesized that effort expectancy would negatively relate to WeChat news use. Ac-
cording to regression analyses, effort expectancy negatively correlated with the discussion (f = -
.30, p <.01), surveillance ( = -.30, p <.01), information (§ = -.29, p < .01), entertainment (p = -
.23, p <.05) news use dimensions. Thus, H2 was supported because effort expectancy significantly
predicted all four dimensions of news use.

Table 1 Summary of Regression Results for WeChat News Use Analysis

Predictors Beta SE
Information
Performance Expectancy 0.087 0.110
Effort Expectancy -0.297 0.084*
Social Influence 0.202 0.067*
Facilitating Conditions 0.232 0.094*
Task-Tech Fitness 0.208 0.057*

Adjusted R* =186, n =373, df =5

Entertainment
Performance Expectancy 0.040 0.089
Effort Expectancy -0.228 0.067
Social Influence 0.229 0.054*
Facilitating Conditions 0.073 0.076
Task-Tech Fitness 0.330 0.046**

Adjusted R*=.192, n =372, df =5
Discussion

Performance Expectancy 0.085 0.093
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Table 1 (cont’d)
-0.309 0.071*

Effort Expectancy

Social Influence 0.332 0.057**
Facilitating Conditions 0.142 0.080
Task-Tech Fitness 0.117 0.048

Adjusted R* =159, n =373, df=5

Surveillance
Performance Expectancy 0.085 0.093
Effort Expectancy -0.309 0.071*
Social Influence 0.332 0.057**
Facilitating Conditions 0.142 0.080
Task-Tech Fitness 0.117 0.048

Adjusted R* =159, n = 373, df =5

Note. Four standard regressions were conducted (one for
each outcome variable). Betas are standardized coefficients.
**p <.001; *p <.01

H3 stated that social influence would have a positive correlation with new use behaviors
on WeChat. Social influence was a positive predictor of the surveillance (f = .33, p <.001), dis-
cussion (B = .23, p <.001), entertainment (f = .22, p < .01), and information (f = .20, p < .01)
news use behaviors. H3 was also supported by the data because it was significantly associated with
four dimensions of news use.

H4 predicted that facilitating conditions would have a positive relationship with news use
behaviors. The regression results indicate that facilitating conditions was a significant predictor of
information news use (f = .22, p < .01). However, facilitating conditions was not significantly
associated with entertainment, discussion, and surveillance news use. H4 was partially supported

by the data.
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HS5 posited that users’ perception of Task-Tech fitness would positively predict the news
use behaviors on closed-messaging apps. The results found that task-tech fitness positively corre-
lated with entertainment (B = .33, p < .001) and information ( = .20, p <.01) news use, but did
not significantly associate with discussion and surveillance news use. Hence, H5 was partly sup-

ported.
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DISCUSSION

The present study aimed to explore both perceptional and technological factors that may
influence people's news use behaviors in the context of closed messaging platforms. Variables
from UTAUT and TTF were adopted for factors exploration. After analyzing 373 valid
responses, results showed that effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions, and
task-tech fitness can significantly predict news use behaviors on WeChat; however, performance
expectancy was found not a significant predictor.

The present study uniquely contributed to knowledge by providing conceptual definition
and operational measurement of news use. The conceptual definition was proposed based on a
comparison of the differences between traditional mass media passive news consumption and
social media active news use behaviors. Activeness is the most important feature of news use
behavior on social media and was highlighted in the definition. Also, this study also provided a
measurement of news use, which was referenced from measurement of social media use in
previous research. The scale items emphasized the needs and gratifications of users when
consuming news, which is in accordance with the activeness feature in proposed conceptual
definition.

This study proposed that technology features of social media would influence news use
and this hypothesis was supported according to the results. The technology features of a social
media are important predicting factors, but they had not been substantially investigated in prior
research. The results showed that the fitness between task and technology characteristics signifi-
cantly predicted information and entertainment news use, which means that people think WeChat
news related technology features a good fit to seek news, get information, and entertain them-

selves.
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Performance Expectancy

The results demonstrated that performance expectancy did not significantly relate to news
use behaviors on WeChat, which is in contrast with that expectancy is an important factor in pre-
dicting the intention to use email in workforce (Venkatesh et al., 2013). One possible explanation
is that news use behaviors do not involve dealing with performance issues such as accomplishing
tasks quickly or increasing productivity. Prior research that used te UTAUT model to address the
social media adoption concerned improving work efficiency. For example, it was found that
scholars adopted social media to build and maintain their professional connections because it en-
abled them efficiently maintain social networks (Gruzd et al. 2012). Also, social media can help
public relation practitioners be more effective in targeting audiences, promoting courses, and de-
veloping communication strategies (Curtis et al., 2012). Also, Mandal and McQueen (2012) used
UTAUT model to explore whether the adoption of social media helped micro business owners
attract more customers. Compared to the tasks studied in above research, reading or consuming
news may be more of a daily habit or a way to kill time. And as result, news consumers may be
indifferent regarding how much news they can read in ten minutes or their knowledge
accumulation associated with the reading of current news. Thus, whether this technology can in-
crease their mastery of what is going on in the world does not necessarily affect their news use
behaviors.
Effort Expectancy

The findings found that effort expectancy results was a significant influence over the be-
havior of news use on a closed messaging platform. As the results indicate, effort expectancy
significantly predicted information news use, entertainment news use, discussion news use, and

surveillance news use. These results are supported by prior findings that social media network
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usage increases when reading the news does not involve much time or effort (Lane & Coleman,
2012). Information, entertainment, discussion, and surveillance news use are involved with effort
related behaviors such as news searching, news scanning, news reading, and news obtaining. The
less effort and time for users to conduct these behaviors on a social media app, the more likely
users will use it. Based on the results, WeChat users likely perceived it was easy, convenient, and
effortless for them to seek, read, discuss and share news on that platform. This may be due to
WeChat News Subscription easy reading interface, on which each news organization has its own
tab and four to six piece of news are provided as a package every time in a box. According to the
the present study’s results, effort had a larger impact on information news use than discussion
and surveillance news use. This finding may be because when people want an update with what
is going on in the world, they desire to get as much information as possible in a certain amount
time. Thus, social media companies who intend to integrate news related function into a platform
or want to create a new news social media app, it is important to design an interface which it is
convenient for news consumers easily to search and read information.
Social Influence

The results indicated that social influence also played a critical role in predicting the be-
havior of news use on WeChat, including information, entertainment, discussion, and
surveillance news use. The result is in accordance with prior research findings, as Venkatesh and
Davis (2000) thought that both peer and superiors suggestions and recommendations to someone
about adopting an information system can largely affect the individual’s behavior.

Actually, Kelman (1958) proposed that there are three levels of changes in attitude and
behavior caused by social influence: compliance, identification and internalization. Compliance

means people adopted an expected new behavior because they want to get the rewards or avoid
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punishments. Identification means that people change to the suggested behavior because they
want to maintain the relationship to the person or the group. Internationalization refers to that
people accept the suggestion and change the behavior because it is in accordance with their value
system. Based on Kelman’s categorization of social influence, the social influence proposed by
Venkatesh and Davis seems between the compliance and identification levels. However,
compliance behavior occurs under surveillance of an influencing supervisor and will lead to a
negative feeling and attitude toward the use of the information system (Kelman, 1958; Malhotra
& Galletta, 1999). In contrast, the identification and internalization level of changed behavior
will contribute to a positive attitude toward use of a technology system. Thus, WeChat users
accept others’ suggestions and use WeChat is because first they want to maintain the relationship
to the person and the group they identified with, second users consider the capabilities of
WeChat news service is in congruent with their news consumption needs.

Prior research findings also suggested that identification and internalization of induced
behavior is a strong factor in predicting the behavior of technology acceptance and usage
(Malhotra & Galletta, 1999). Inspired by the result and previous literature, it is important for
social media app companies to think at two different levels. For app companies who want their
new app to be adopted by people, it is to think about the targeted population or group. For
companies who want their app to be continuous used by current users, it is critical to think about
which aspects of this app can be improved to cater or meet the users’ needs.

Facilitating Conditions

The results show that facilitating conditions only had a significant relationship with infor-

mation news use. Facilitating conditions refers to the internal or external resources which one

perceives that it can support the use of information system (Ajzen, 1991; Thompson et al. 1991;
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Venkatesh et al. 2003). Information news use emphasizes that users actively consume and expe-
rience news, which includes actively searching for interested topic, stories, or news organiza-
tions. Besides, the operation system in WeChat is different from other popular apps we used be-
fore, so having others’ help or knowledge of how to use the app can facilitate the usage for news
consumption. For example, when one wants to search some news articles, he or she needs to
know where to type in keywords and how to filter out relevant articles. In WeChat, if you type
keywords in chat section, all the information it provides is from the chat section and if you find
articles in news subscription part, the information is all from the subscription section. Results
also showed that entertainment, surveillance and discussion news use is not significantly related
to facilitating conditions. This is because the other types of news use do not get involved with
searching skills on WeChat, and hence do not need external help or internal knowledge of how to
use this app.
Task Technology Fitness

This research also showed that the perceived fitness between a technology’s functionality
can predict users’ information and entertainment news use behaviors. Particularly, task-tech fit-
ness had a moderate impact on entertainment news use. Task-technology fitness refers to the
degree to which one perceives a technology is fit to complete a task. WeChat is perceived fit for
users’ information and entertainment news use. In general, the news feeds function is one of the
primary services of social media apps, which is provided to satisfy users’ news needs. WeChat
has its own special News Subscription function. For example, every news organization has their
official account on WeChat and users can get the most current news by following the subscrip-

tion account on WeChat. On the interface, each news account has their own tab and it never gets
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mingled with other news organizations, which is very easy for users to read news by news organ-
izations rather than reading stories organized by topic. Also, WeChat users can avoid reading re-
peating or similar news. Instead of scrolling until the last read post, WeChat News Subscription
function provides the latest news as a form of matrix with four or five stories in it, users can read
titles of each story first and then decide to choose which one to click to read. This function is not
available on either Facebook or Twitter. In Facebook or Twitter, every news post will be
provided on Wall and one needs to scroll all the way to the post he or she read the last time.
Compared to Facebook and Twitter’s scrolling to the last post, WeChat provides more efficiency
and convenience for users on news use, and thus WeChat is an ideal app for information and en-
tertainment news use.

However, the perceived fitness between WeChat and news did not predict discussion and
surveillance news use in this study. This is because discussion news use is not a behavior which
likely often takes place on WeChat and the technological features of WeChat do not facilitate

discussion or surveillance behaviors.
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CONCLUSION

The goal of this research was to identify the factors that contribute to the news use behav-
iors on a closed messaging platform. To my knowledge, this study is one of the few studies that
not only addresses closed-messaging platforms and behaviors on it, but also attempts to explore
news use by adopting four variables (performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influ-
ence, facilitating conditions) from UTAUT and tech-task fitness variable from TTF theory. The
research demonstrated that most of the adopted variables can provide a theoretical explanation of
news use behaviors on WeChat.

Future studies can continue explore other privacy secured apps like WeChat and how the
privacy technical features might influence news use behavior. As Kiimpel et al. (2015) pointed
out, many news sharing studies focus on Twitter because of the accessibility to data. Kiimpel and
her colleagues advised that scholars should also investigate other social media platforms because
each social media platform likely has its special network structures, different mechanism for
news sharing, and user characteristics.

It is necessary for future studies to capture the changing and evolving complexity of news
use. As a term news use has been mentioned for years, but there was no formal conceptual
definition found. As the role of news users keeps changing with the development of new
technologies and become more complicated in the context of various news platforms, the
behavior of news use is no longer restricted to simple behavior such as news sharing.

Since the launch of WeChat news function five years ago, its unique news service design,
reading interface, and the chat function have attracted WeChat users. This study cut into WeChat
news service area from the angel of WeChat news technical features and users’ news use

behavior and pointed out several technical factors which are different from Facebook and Twitter
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news service functions can bring much use convenience to readers and contribute to news use
behavior on WeChat. The results of this study reminded us that for social media app companies
who want to extend the function to news service, it is not only important to get as many news
feeds as possible, but also to consider whether it is easy, expedient and convenient to operate.
Thus, future studies can continue researching about the special features of WeChat news service
function discussed in this study and exploring their relationship with specific news related
behavior. Also, following studies can compare the technical features among those social media
apps in terms of news consumption convenience.

This study contributed to knowledge by integrating technology factors with user-centric
variables to predict adoption and usage behavior. A user-centric approach can help us understand
why people choose this social media rather than other apps from the angel of users’ needs and
perceptions. However, as different social media apps have their own special and distinct tech-
nical features, it is also interesting for researchers to think about whether these specific technol-
ogy features of social media platforms play an important role in predicting news use behaviors.
WeChat is one of the representative examples that created a distinguished service system and
operational interface to attract users to consume news on it. Other social media platforms and its
technology feature such as Instagram and its photoshop function, Snapchat and its ephemeral in-
formation feature, could also be research topics for further technology feature and corresponding

behaviors study.
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LIMITATIONS

First of all, the present paper is the first study to provide formal definition and measure-
ment of news use and the definition and conceptualization of news use was based on previous
description and scales. The validity of the measure needs to be tested in future studies. Second,
variables from UTAUT and TTF theories are combined to explore how to use information sys-
tem to improve performances at work. Technically, the usage of WeChat for news cannot be
equated to the use of information system in workforce. The purpose of using information tech-
nology at work is to help users improve productivity and efficiency whereas people use social
media for news is more for relaxing and getting informed and this process does not require
productivity or efficiency. Thus, following scholars who want to use these two theories, may
need to modify a little bit to fit the context. Finally, as for the social influence factor from
UTAUT theory, this study only looks at normative social influence and the result showed a
significant relationship with news use, so it is also important to look at informative social

influence and its relationship with news use.
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