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As one of the most popular social networking applications in China,
WeChat has recently attracted scholarly attention. To date, these studies
have tended to concentrate on how it has been used as a social network-
ing and emerging business model. However, little is known about the
practices users follow when selecting usernames on WeChat. Using an
onomastic lens, this study addresses this gap by examining 501 WeChat
usernames. With data collected through an online survey, this study first
investigates categories emerging from the name corpus and explores the
reasons behind each of these categories. It then analyzes the sociocultural
ramifications embedded within this use of names. As one of the first of its
kind, the article provides key insight into how the interplay of online dis-
course, acquaintance networks, and Chinese culture contribute to the
development of this important onomastic phenomenon.
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Introduction

The mobile instant messaging platform, WeChat, was launched by Tencent Inc.
in 2o11. Since then, it has dominated the market in China as an innovative
multi-functional social media application (Guo 2017). Free of charge, WeChat
provides users not only with common instant messaging services such as the
exchange of texts, images, voice notes, videos, and files; it also offers other
emerging services such as online payment, private communities for sharing
images and texts, and news subscriptions (Lin, Fang, and Jin 2017). Since its
inception, WeChat has aimed at limited person-to-small-group communication,
thereby drawing the Chinese away from mass-oriented online discourse to com-
munity-based group cohesion and local mobilization (Harwit 2017). This one-
stop application, with its superior user friendliness, has proven to be a
major success.

Recent figures from Statista (2019) showed that by the second quarter of
2019, the number of active WeChat users hit 1.13 billion. Along with the unpre-
cedented popularity of WeChat in China comes the increasing scholarly atten-
tion paid to it. Harwit (2017) analyzed, from both political and apolitical
perspectives, the development of WeChat into the dominant messaging app, sug-
gesting that it has revolutionized the social ecosystem of China by augmenting
small- and intimate-group interactions that “act on a local rather than national
scale” (324). Exploring young Chinese internet users’ experiences as members of
WeChat, Fu’s (2018) study challenged the notion of a dichotomous discourse in
service of offline-online identity navigation in favor of one that is more dynamic-
ally negotiated in complex social relationships. Scrutinizing the adoption and
use of WeChat among middle-aged residents in urban China, Huang and Zhang
(2017) added to the body of literature by identifying communicative patterns
that varied across gender and age groups.

These scholarly endeavors have mostly addressed WeChat at the intersection
of communications studies and sociocultural perspectives. The literature to date
has highlighted the evolution of WeChat as a social media tool and explored the
corresponding ramifications in relation to the transmission of social information
resources and the transformation of interpersonal relationships. To the best of
the authors’ knowledge, however, no study has yet addressed the issue of
WeChat usernames from an onomastic perspective, leaving behind a lacuna to
fill. The objective of this study is to cast some light on WeChat as an all-embrac-
ing onomastic phenomenon that penetrates deeply into many people’s lives. To
accomplish this goal, this investigation examines WeChat usernames and pro-
vides important insights into time- and context-specific normative rules (Leslie
and Skipper 1990) of naming as well as the personal, social, and cultural con-
texts in which these names are produced.

Although several studies on Chinese birth names have argued that names crys-
tallize ideals, ambitions, aesthetic values, and ideological beliefs of Chinese peo-
ple (Diao 2014; Sercombe et al. 2014), little is known about whether and how
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these conventions and perceptions are applicable to online settings. Given that
names in online settings are chosen rather than bestowed, the authenticity, the
explicitness (or lack thereof) of online/offline connections, and sense of self-pres-
entation (Gatson 2011) may present dynamics that are different from those
found in a non-virtual nexus. Situated in the onomastic context of virtual cyber
environments, this study also sought to determine users’ cognizance of their
online naming practices in the Chinese context.

In this paper, “username” is defined as a self-assigned nickname or pseudo-
nym used in a particular online milieu predominated by closed communications
between offline acquaintances. As a particular type of name used for interactions
online, it belongs to the broader family of Internet names. Though terminologies
vary with respect to Internet names (e.g., nicknames, usernames, pseudonyms,
handles), previous studies have centered their discussions on the use of Internet
names as an embodiment of the self-representation of identity (Scheidt 20071;
Stommel 2007). These studies support van Langendonck’s argument that
Internet names are chosen based on a psychological motivation of “a personal
appraisal of the sound, the image, the length, the attractiveness, or the aesthetic
value” (2007, 300) embedded in certain names.

Recent studies have shed light on Internet names used on different platforms
and appropriated in particular cultural contexts. Analyzing the characteristics of
usernames in a Moroccan chatroom, Hassa (2012), for example, posited that an
oscillation between a traditional local Muslim identity and a global citizen iden-
tity permeates the construction of a user’s virtual identity. Focusing on Twitter
usernames in South Africa, Olivier (2014) identified 17 categories of e-names
and specified the conditions under which they were used. Such studies illuminate
the nuances and complexities involved in the variants of Internet names as they
embedded in their specific temporal-spatial contexts. Nevertheless, as insightful
as this work has been in extending and deepening the onomastic scholarship
within the domain of Internet names, more research is needed to shed light on
other Internet environments and cultural contexts. Following Aleksiejuk’s (2014)
cautionary assertion that Internet names per se are a heterogeneous group in
which different types demand diverse tactics of investigation, this study entered
the unchartered territory of WeChat to understand how this branch of onomas-
tic knowledge is constructed within Chinese society.

To explore this phenomenon, an online survey was administered, the details
of which are reported in the parts that follow. In the discussion section, findings
are analyzed and presented with a sharp focus on the distinctive features of
WeChat and its cultural embeddedness. The paper ends with an examination of
the limitations of this study and presents recommendations for future research.

Methodology

The three main research questions anchoring this study are the following: (1)
what categories of WeChat usernames emerge from the survey corpus?; (2) what
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reasons contribute to the users’ choice of a particular onomastic category?; and
(3) what are the potential sociocultural ramifications of these naming practices?
To answer these three questions, an online survey was administered for data col-
lection. The survey asked the study respondents to reveal their WeChat user-
names, the meanings of those names, and their reasons for having chosen them.
All of the questions were asked and answered in Mandarin. In accordance with
Lee and Schuele (2010) who proposed that “researchers should collect only the
demographic information that is necessary for the specific purposes of the
research ... [and] that will enhance interpretation of the results”(347), this study
did not ask for demographic information, given that it did not aim to investigate
demographic variations among the participants.

This study combined convenience and snowball sampling techniques to recruit
participants. Starting in March 2018, recruitment was initiated through the
researchers’ circles of friends (COF) in their WeChat accounts. Using these
COFs helped to ensure that the information posted and shared was only visible
to the users’ friends (Lin, Fang, and Jin 2017). Accordingly, all friends in the
researchers’ WeChat accounts were targeted as primary potential study partici-
pants. Willing respondents were asked to complete the online survey available
through a link posted in the COFs. The initial contacts targeted were also
encouraged to disseminate the recruitment link in their COF so that more pro-
spective volunteers could be attracted to participate. The recruitment lasted a
month and ended in April 2018. The recruitment secured 539 participants in all,
38 of whom returned surveys with missing information. These incomplete sur-
veys were removed, leaving sor surveys that were considered valid. Non-prob-
ability sampling was used in this study. Although this method is potentially
limited by the “accidental” nature of choosing a sample that is not representa-
tive of the population, it is still useful for studies in which randomization made
impossible by extremely large population sizes (Etikan 2016). Such was the case
in this study. Given that the investigation did not aim to generalize the findings
to an entire population, but sought only to throw some light on yet unchartered
territory, the easily accessible and time-saving method of non-probability sam-
pling was deemed appropriate for this research.

After the data were collected, they were imported into a spreadsheet in which
each column specified information on one aspect of the survey. The researchers
then conducted an initial independent analysis of the usernames. Patterns per-
taining to the meanings and reasons behind the usernames were determined. The
onomastic data were then taxonomized accordingly. A comparative analysis was
carried out by the researchers, who, after several rounds of discussions, reached
a consensus regarding the onomastic categorization.

Results

Based on the researchers’ joint analyses, seven categories of WeChat usernames
were identified. These are presented in Table 1. The categories include
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TABLE 1
NUMBER AND PERCENTAGE OF EACH CATEGORY

WeChat usernames category Number of usernames Percentage of usernames
Referring to a Chinese 163 32.53

birth name
Expressing personal wishes 104 20.75
Referring to a foreign name 73 14.57
Matching a nickname used on 46 9.18

other social networking
platforms or in real life

Created randomly without 42 8.38
deliberate consideration

Referring to self-defined 27 5.38
relational positions
and qualities

Other 46 9.18

Total 501 100.00

usernames that: (1) referred to a Chinese birth name; (2) expressed personal
wishes; (3) referred to a foreign name; (4) matched nicknames used either on
other social networking platforms or in real life; (5) were, according to the
respondents, created randomly without deliberate consideration; (6) referred to
self-defined relational positions and qualities; or (7) fell under the cat-
egory “other.”

Username Referring to a Chinese Birth Name

The first obvious feature of the data was that the dominant category of naming
practices pertained to Chinese birth names. This name type appeared in 163 out
of sor1 instances, accounting for 32.53% of the total population. Whereas many
adopted usernames in Chinese characters were exactly the same as their birth
names, a closer look at this category revealed several variations.

68 of 163, constituting 41.71%, chose either their full birth names (e.g., &A1,
J3 &%) or surnames/given names used on their own (e.g., ==, &). 51 of 163, or
31.28%, chose Romanized pinyin, such as pinyin versions of their full birth
names (e.g., tang jing, gu xin yi, lin lin); pinyin initials of their birth names (e.g.,
XXS, HX]J); pinyin versions of their birth names with numbers (e.g., wu xiao
yi_1998). 22 participants, accounting for 13.49% of this category, used Chinese
counterparts that had pronunciations similar to their birth names. An example
is the username [BI{TZE. This name consists of three different Chinese characters
that have the same pronunciation as the participant’s birth name. 19 partici-
pants, or 11.65%, opted for a combination of their birth names and English
names, such as J&§S - Vincent. There were also 3 cases (1.84%) in which the
respondents’ birth names were split into different characters. For example, the
username =& F KK consists of five characters that were created by splitting
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elements of the original two characters of the birth name. The name 3 & con-
sists of the two characters that when put together form the single character that
is the participant’s given name.

There were three prominent reasons mentioned behind these choices. 75 of
163, accounting for 46.01 %, noted that the reason for their choice of username
was their desire to be identified easily—a necessity for effective communication.
For example, JEJS-Vincent gave the following reason for selecting his WeChat
username: “I chose it because when I use it, my friends can easily identity me.”
XXS offered a similar motivation: “It consists of initials of my birth name. I
think it is simple and easy to be remembered.” The respondent with the user-
name= F+ KK explained: “It is special but also easy for my friends to identity
me.” In contrast to these study participants, 32 of them, or 19.63 %, noted that
their priority was protecting their real identities by changing their birth names
with some variants. Lixiongyong said, for example: “I use the Romanized pinyin
of my birth name. It is still me but not that easy to be identified by the
unknown.” CL made a similar statement: “It consists of the initials of my birth
name. I do not want to reveal my full name.” There was yet another motivation
identified in the study. 27 participants, constituting 16.56%, selected their user-
names to facilitate potential business communication. As mentioned above,
WeChat is an emerging marketing platform. In view of this fact, birth names
were adopted as usernames in hopes of making future business exchanges more
direct and efficient. This motivation was disclosed by J&JM who stated the fol-
lowing: “I use my birth name so that my clients can find me easily.” Another
participant, 18 Lily, echoed this opinion: “I combined my family name and
English name for more efficient communication with my business partners.”

Usernames Expressing Personal Wishes

Of the total sample of participants, 104 participants, or 20.75%, chose a user-
name expressed a desire or wish such as a goal they aspired to achieve. One of
these ideals was optimism: this point was mentioned by 37 out of 104 (35.57%)
as evinced by the following usernames: 5£—2€ ‘to wear smiles’; and PHY¢ 3 7E /X
ifg ‘After the storm comes the sun’. The respondent called 5€—5€ gave the fol-
lowing reason for selecting this username: “I want to be happy and smile every
day.” Another desire expressed in the respondents’ usernames was the wish for
peace and simplicity, accounting for 28 of this category (26.92%). For example,
the name {>##%07K was inspired by a poem by a Chinese poet Lu You and
means ‘as calm as still water’. Another poetry-inspired name that fell into this
category was J BF. This name was inspired by a Chinese poem by Wei Yingwu
and reportedly means ‘an unattended boat anchored at a ferry’. The participant
who selected this username explained that it represented his desire for a leisurely
and peaceful life.

Another theme in this onomastic grouping related to the desire for kindness.
A total of 20 participants (19.23%) selected usernames that expressed this wish.
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One such name was & E. According to the study participant, this name was
borrowed from Buddhist Philosophy and mean ‘The supreme happiness comes
from kindness’. A second example of this username type was % /K. Taken from
the Chinese classic Tao Te Ching, this name translates into ‘As water, benefiting
all without competing for fame’.

An interesting variation of this category involved those usernames which
expressed the users’ desire to align themselves with persons, characters, or works
they admired, chosen by 19 of them (18.26%). For example, the username
Bryant was chosen by a participant who named himself after the famous US
American basketball player, Kobe Bryant. As the respondent revealed: “I like
Kobe. It [the username] is a tribute to my idol.” The name 3% X A= ‘the mon-
key king’ was selected in homage to a fictional character in Journey to the West,
a Chinese literary classic. Another literary-inspired username in this category
was Walden, borrowed from Thoreau’s masterpiece. Finally, BJI#]#201%, meaning
‘sound of deer’, was taken from a line in Classic of Poetry, the oldest existing
collection of Chinese poetry.

Most of the respondents (83 out of 104, totaling 79.81%) who selected names
in this category explained that feelings of fondness for the original name-sake
had motivated their decision. For example, BiIf]EE1S stated: “The name sounds
lovely. T also like Classic of Poetry a lot.” By comparison, /£ & indicated this
username represented a personal pursuit to follow in the footsteps of an admired
writer: “I named myself after this writer and poet of the Western Jin because I
want to be as accomplished as him.” A similar line of thought was best captured
by &7K who gave the following motivation for selecting this username: “I think
it reflects my philosophy and ideal of life to treat others and myself
with kindness.”

Usernames Referring to a Foreign Name

The next pattern involved the use of a foreign name. This group constituted 73,
or 14.57% of the total. English names were chosen by 65 respondents
(89.04%), dominating the foreign languages represented, while Korean and
Japanese were favored by only 8 of the study participants (10.95%). There were
pattern variations in this group as well. For example, 10 (13.69%) added num-
bers to their foreign language user names (e.g., Boscor8 and Elsie7). 31
(42.46%) combined non-Chinese and Chinese names or initials (e.g., Jason
Chen, nickM, Joyce_du, FayZX, and amycsy).

30 participants (41.09%) explained that they had adopted a foreign username
because of easy access. For example, Maggie Su said: “It is my English name
and pinyin of family name. I use it simply because I have an English name.”
Spencer stated: “I use my English name because I have used it for a long time.”
22 respondents (30.13%) explained that non-Chinese usernames helped them
facilitate communication with their foreign friends. For example, # < said: “It’s
my Korean name. I have many Korean friends. I want them to remember me.”
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Paddy lee mirrored this sentiment: “I used my English name and pinyin of family
name to make it easier to communicate with my foreign friends.” By compari-
son, there were 14 study respondents (19.17%) who made it clear that they
used foreign names in place of their original Chinese names for the sake of confi-
dentiality. As Glenn explained: “I don’t want to use my real name in an online
setting. I prefer an English counterpart.” £ &TA C also shared a similar con-
cern, saying: “I do not want to disclose my real identity. I chose a Japanese
counterpart of my Chinese birth name.”

Usernames Matching a Nickname Used on Other Social Networking
Platforms or in Real Life

Of the participants investigated, 46, or 9.18%, claimed that they had chosen a
username that they used elsewhere. With this group, 28, or 60.86%, continued
using a nickname that they had already used on other social networking plat-
forms (e.g., DAN, missing_1025, BB, shalour11o, AL AFGIFHIX ‘wind from the
North Atlantic’). 18, or 39.13%, adopted nicknames that they used in their
daily lives (e.g., E&F ‘Brother Zhuo’, 75F ‘the sixth baby’, /hK ‘little K°, #X /)
% Ssilly goose Zhao’). The participants who fell into this group explained that
they had used this strategy because they had gotten used to the names that they
either already used online or used in their non-virtual lives. For example, DAN
said: “It’s my QQ nickname. I have used it for long. I chose it for convenience.”
BB made a similar claim: “I chose my Microblog name for my WeChat name. I
am comfortable with it.” In B Z’s words: “It is my nickname. That is how
I have been called by my friends.” This position was echoed by zaza, who said:
“I chose a nickname given by my high school mates. I got used to this sim-
ple name.”

Usernames Created Randomly without Deliberate Consideration

42 out of 501, taking up 8.38%, indicated that they had chosen random user-
names without any significant deliberation (e.g., & M F 2 ‘turnip and bok
choy’, Max, F, s _ =, juju, IR#2ERIS ‘Mount Everest’, Jdfak#E ‘mint candy’, /)\
M & “little witch’). 30 participants, or 71.42% in this group, acknowledged that
their username choice was purely capricious without any specific reason. As
wuiok admitted: “The name is meaningless. I chose it randomly.” This admis-
sion was echoed by Max, who said: “I gave myself this name for no reason.” 8
respondents (19.04%) attributed their choice to phonological aesthetics or a
sense of fun. For example, #£ Xl 7 ‘wind comes’ said: “I did not think much
about it, but the name sounds nice.” karyee shared the same view, saying: “I just
typed it down because it sounds cute to me.” /N & said, “It is just a random
name. I think it sounds funny.” 4 participants (9.52%) mentioned that they had
not put in much effort in designing a meaningful username as long as it was eas-
ily identifiable. & _ =, for example, explained: “It’s just a random choice with
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no specific meaning. I felt that it was easy to be identified.” This sentiment was
echoed by F, who said: “I don’t know what it means. It’s easy for my friends to
recognize me, I think.”

Username Referring to Self-defined Relational Positions and Qualities

27, or 5.38% of the participants, self-identified their relational positions or per-
sonal attributes with their username choices. Usernames expressing personal
relationships include the following: #§&%5 ‘Tongtong’s mother’; RE ‘farmer’;
# #{H 40 ‘Huanghuang’s sister’ (Huanghuang was the participant’s pet dog).
Usernames based on self-ascribed personal qualities include FEPRIRE ‘a global
wanderer’; I4EIXF ‘call me a tough girl’; B N F ‘Qiqi has a round
face’; and IZ18—1MX ‘a foodie’.

All of the participants in this group stated that their name choices were partly
motivated by how they self-identified. For example, 2 #3H3H said: “I love my
dog. I am his sister.” KR revealed: “Since I am a farmer’s son, I want to remind
myself of this fact.” EIPRIRE reported: “I feel like I am wandering around the
globe all the time. It is a description of my life.” Interestingly, 7 participants
(25.92%) chose names associated with some of their unfavorable physical fea-
tures, perhaps revealing a self-deprecating sense of humor. /N 7, F ‘a meat ball’
said: “I am a bit chubby. I look just like a meat ball.” IEIE & ™A F
explained: “I think I have a big face. That is why I gave myself this name.”
Although ostensibly an act of self-abasement, the entrenched wittiness and
humor echo Hassa’s (2012) findings that Internet usernames often convey humor
and playful complicity.

Other

The last category, labeled “Other,” accounted for 9.18% (46 out of s501) of the
total. In this group, usernames were based on subjective interpretations and
naming practices were individually meaningful. These names were derived
entirely by the users through their own conceptualization of certain subjects
and/or experiences. For example, choosing the first three letters of the word
“lemonade,” Lem gave herself this name because it was “the first word that
came to mind.” Strawberry revealed: “This name matches my girlfriend’s user-
name Banana”, while {#F ‘cookies’ said: “I chose this name because my mum
used to buy me a lot of cookies when I was young.” Cherry explained the motiv-
ation for her name choice was she had “a cherry tree in my backyard.” These
highly individualized self-naming practices resonate with Jonsjo’s assertion that
a nickname is sometimes “beyond the scope of linguistic analysis” (1979, 16) as
it is an arbitrary decision whose meaning resides in the bearer’s interpret-
ation alone.
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Discussion

To begin with, the findings indicate that the participants appeared to negotiate
their naming practices to address the tension between self-protection and self-
presentation. On one hand, WeChat names feature special qualities of Internet
names. Communicating personal information to others (Jourard 1971), they rep-
resent self-disclosure which risks encroachment on privacy (Bazarova and Choi
2014). For participants who adopted usernames which disguised their real
names, their obvious concern to de-identify themselves conformed to the find-
ings of previous studies that have revealed a propensity for Internet names being
used to disguise one’s real identity (Scheidt 2001). On the contrary, the partici-
pants were galvanized to communicate the complexity of their cultural identity
via usernames. A foreign name can operate as an additional identity marker
(Huang and Ke 2016). However, given that it may not be personal enough to
represent some dimensions of the users’ identities they wish to communicate, the
addition of the Chinese family name, which was popular among the respond-
ents, may reflect an attempt at “personalizing” a randomly self-arranged foreign
counterpart. Furthermore, given the fact that WeChat represents a relatively
strong community which is less anonymous than other online social tools (Lin,
Fang, and Jin 2017), the participants may have been willing to forge social
bonds by reinforcing their personal identities using their birth names as WeChat
usernames. Signaling frame-shifting from an online to an offline setting
(Jacobson 1996), this practice echoes Hassa’s assertion of “bring(ing) real-world
sincerity and authenticity to cybersphere communication to create transparency
and reinforce relationships” (2012, 206).

Additionally, there is a cultural embeddedness in selecting WeChat usernames
that pertained to ideals. Those names expressing personal wishes revealed a
marked propensity to refer to Chinese poetry, classics, philosophy, and other
similar aspects of culture. This result resonates with Bechar-Israeli (1995) find-
ings that name-bearers had a preference to borrow names from figures in litera-
ture, films, and famous people while selecting online nicknames. As cultural
artefacts, these names reflected a wealth of information about the ethos of
Chinese culture. In this sense, they may well have been used not only as mere
referential tokens or linguistic identifiers, but as active, creative, and efficacious
semiotic resources (Henry 2012). As such these name choices may be interpreted
as linguistic expressions of users’ ambitions, aesthetic values, and ideological
beliefs that were held dear offline. This practice lends weight to Akinnaso
(1983) who identified communicative functions of personal names in cultural
transmission.

To recap, the choice of a WeChat username is “not an arbitrary process”
(Cornetto and Nowak 2006, 379). It manifests as a practice that people con-
sciously and creatively craft to best brand the self (Hassa 2012), subjected to the
intertwining forces of internet communication and acquaintance networking
within broader sociocultural structures.
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Conclusion

This study has a few limitations. As discussed earlier, one of the most significant
was the use of non-probability sampling that restricts the generalizability and
representativeness of the findings. In addition, the small sample size relative to
the number of WeChat users left those users who were not easily accessible
voiceless. These limitations mean that it was not possible to capture the true
potential level of variation that exists in WeChat users naming practices. Future
research that uses probability-sampling methods and incorporates more partici-
pants in larger investigations is encouraged.

Another limitation of this research was its narrow focus. As this was an
exploratory study, the decision was made to address a limited number of
research questions. This means that several factors of potential importance to
username selection were not taken into consideration here. For that reason, it
may prove fruitful in the future to look at demographic factors (e.g., gender,
age, educational background, and location) to determine how and to what
extent these variables may influence username choices. Despite these limitations,
as one of the first pieces of onomastic research into WeChat, this investigation
still provided many new and intriguing insights about names and naming on the
most dominant mobile instant messaging application in the Chinese market
today. For this reason alone, this work makes a substantial contribution to the
under-researched area of onomastic practices among Asian online users.
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