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Supporting dyadic and multisided messaging with various communication modalities as 
well as social networking, mobile instant messengers provide a communication tool that 
alters processes in not only social but also professional interactions. In this study, we 
employ a paradox-based perspective to examine how WeChat, the most popular mobile 
instant messenger in China, is a productive and problematic tool for work-related 
interactions. Findings from interviews with Chinese employees suggest that, although 
enhancing connectivity and coordination among employees, WeChat use is associated with 
paradoxes of engagement, formality, and visibility. Technical features, organizational 
norms, coworker expectations, and conflicts in individual understandings of WeChat 
contribute to the perceptions of these paradoxes. Participants respond to the paradoxes 
by developing their own rules, exerting control, or withdrawing from some features of 
WeChat. Implications of this study on mobile communication research and organizational 
communication practices are discussed. 
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Mobile communication technologies are widely used for work-related purposes nowadays, 

enhancing connectivity among employees (Mazmanian, Orlikowski, & Yates, 2013), improving work 
engagement and job satisfaction (Fujimoto, Shahriar, Sekiguchi, & Sugianto, 2016; Sheer & Rice, 2017), 
and enabling distributed, flexible work arrangements (Fonner & Roloff, 2012; Leonardi, Treem, & Jackson, 
2010). Among the mobile technologies, mobile instant messengers (MIMs), such as WeChat, Line, and 
WhatsApp, represent a new generation of instant messaging tool that provides wide functionality for social 
networking and multimodal communication. These communication tools are now frequently used not only 
for personal but also for professional purposes. Despite this trend, little research exists that explores how 
MIM use alters communication processes for work-related processes and contributes to employee and 

                                                
Lei Vincent Huang: vincenthuanglei@gmail.com 
Ke Zhang: home101010@sina.com 
Date submitted: 2017‒07‒06 



1920  Lei Vincent Huang and Ke Zhang International Journal of Communication 13(2019) 

organizational outcomes (Sheer & Rice, 2017). Filling this research gap, in this study, we examine how 
WeChat, the most popular MIM in China, is used for work. 

 
In the present study, we explore paradoxes in the use of WeChat for work-related communication. A 

paradox is felt when an action that pursues one goal includes elements that may undermine the goal (Stohl & 
Cheney, 2001). Scholars have already shown the paradoxical nature of mobile technology use (Jarvenpaa & 
Lang, 2005) and its impact on employee and organizational outcomes. However, prior work focuses mostly on 
early generations of MIMs and pays little attention to how the wide functionality provided by the most recent 
generation of MIMs is associated with paradoxical user experience. Therefore, aiming at filling in this gap, using 
WeChat as an example, we present a holistic analysis of using the new generation of MIMs for work through 
the theoretical lens of paradox. Adopting a paradoxical view also means that we consider a mutually constituted 
technology-user relationship. That is, we assume that technology use is shaped by both features of the 
technology and users’ understanding and appropriation of the features. Therefore, in the present study, we 
pay attention to how technological features of MIMs and factors related to users interact to result in outcomes 
favored or not favored by the employees. 

 
In the following sections, we review literature of MIM use for work, describe functions of WeChat 

and processes enabled by WeChat using concepts of microcoordination (Ling & Lai, 2016; Ling & Yttri, 2002) 
and connected presence (Licoppe, 2004), and introduce the paradoxical perspective of mobile technology 
use. We then present an interview study from which we identify three major paradoxes of using WeChat for 
work and factors associated with the paradoxes. Finally, we discuss theoretical and practical implications. 

 
Literature Review 

 
(Mobile) Instant Messaging for Work 

 
Instant messaging affords seamless, near synchronous interactions among employees at individual 

and group levels. Prior research suggests that, being used in mainly collaboration tasks (Pazos, Chung, & 
Micari, 2012), instant messaging supports copresence of employees, facilitates informal knowledge 
exchange (Davison, Ou, & Martinsons, 2013), and enables employees to check availability of their coworkers 
with little effort (Nardi, Whittaker, & Bradner, 2000). Instant messaging thus increases connectivity among 
employees and is found to facilitate workplace relationship development and improve communication quality 
and job satisfaction (e.g., Dahlberg, 2005; Davison, Ou, Martinsons, Zhao, & Du, 2014; Ou & Davison, 
2015; Quan-Haase, Cothrel, & Wellman, 2005). 

 
Scholars also examine how instant messaging contributes to emerging work practices and new 

genres, or communicative actions at work (Im, Yates, & Orlikowski, 2005; Yates & Orlikowski, 2002). Darics 
(2014) found that instant messaging provides functions that signal availability and preserve previous 
conversations in virtual teams. Licoppe, Cudicio, and Proulx (2014) examined “quick questions” in instant 
messaging and suggested that this new genre could enable collaboration in complex, connected 
organizations because employees can obtain access to knowledge from their coworkers with minimal effort 
through informal networks. However, as they argued, such a genre may be intrusive to some employees 
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when they are frequently approached for quick questions, which leads to an unbalanced distribution of 
cognitive labor. 

 
Incorporating instant messaging services with mobile technologies such as smartphones, MIMs emerge 

as a new communication tool and are increasingly popular among employees. Surprisingly, little research has 
been conducted to explore MIM use for work-related purposes. In one of the few exceptions, Li and Lin (2016) 
found that Chinese employees used MIMs to keep updated on company events, communicate with colleagues, 
and perform work-related tasks. Another exception is from Sheer and Rice (2017), who found that MIM use 
among real estate agents in Hong Kong contributed to their online social capital, job performance, and job 
satisfaction. As an emerging line of investigation, research to date on MIM has only focused on patterns of MIM 
use (e.g., frequency of use, number of contacts per day, and types of tasks) and their impact. However, as the 
new generation of MIMs on smartphones provides wide functionality that supports multimedia messaging in 
dyadic and multisided interactions (Ling & Lai, 2016), it is necessary to consider how MIMs provide a new means 
of communication for work-related purposes beyond only examining the use patterns. To better understand the 
affordances of MIMs, we draw on mobile communication scholarship, especially recent discussion on integrative 
design of MIMs and instrumental and expressive processes enabled by such design (Cui, 2016; Ling & Lai, 2016; 
Ling & Yttri, 2002; Yu, Huang, & Liu, 2017). 

 
Integrative Design of WeChat 

 
What distinguishes WeChat from other similar applications such as Line and WhatsApp is that 

WeChat is famous for its “all in one place” design (Cheng & Nielsen, 2016). Starting as an instant messenger, 
WeChat provides functions of multimedia instant messaging, by which users can send text/voice messages, 
pictures, videos, and files to another user or a group of users. It also provides a social networking service 
(SNS) called Moments. Through Moments, users can post original content (e.g., texts, photos, and video 
clips) as well as content shared from other websites. In addition to the previously mentioned functions that 
support social interactions, WeChat also provides a platform for organizations and individuals to manage 
mini-websites called “official accounts.” Users can subscribe to these accounts and receive updates or 
interact with the organizations and the individuals. Finally, WeChat incorporates utility functions such as 
payment and booking services. 

 
Academic research on WeChat is proliferating. To date, scholars have examined adoption of WeChat 

(Huang & Zhang, 2017; Lin & Li, 2014) and uses of WeChat for close relationship management (Cui, 2016), 
political participation (J. Chen, 2016; Y. Chen, 2017), corporate public engagement and marketing (Y.-R. R. 
Chen, 2016), and grassroots movements (Wang & Gu, 2016). These studies suggest that WeChat enables 
multimodal communication that can benefit maintenance and development of relationships with strong ties. 
The integrative design of WeChat that allows easy information dissemination, synchronized one-to-one and/or 
many-to-many communication, and interactive interface of public accounts can facilitate engagement with 
certain content and collaboration at interpersonal, group, and organizational levels. 

 
Although WeChat is mainly used in people’s personal lives, there is evidence suggesting that it is 

also used in professional contexts. Trade literature and the public press have documented an emerging 
trend of using WeChat for work-related purposes. A recent survey from Tencent suggests that around 90% 
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of WeChat users engage in work-related activities on the platform (China Tech Insights, 2017). Although 
much has been done to explore WeChat use, we still know little regarding how WeChat can contribute to 
instrumental and social processes in organizational contexts. To better understand implications of the 
integrative design of WeChat, we draw on concepts in mobile and mediated communication to describe and 
discuss processes enabled by MIMs and implications of high integration of functions on these processes. 

 
Microcoordination and Connected Presence 

 
Developed by Ling and Yttri (2002), microcoordination suggests that mobile phones are used in 

people’s daily lives to “work out everyday logistics, to ‘soften’ schedules, and to iteratively coordinate social 
interaction” (Ling & Lai, 2016, p. 836). Now, as MIMs introduce more functions such as group communication 
and searching functions, recent work updates our understanding of microcoordination. For example, Ling and 
Lai (2016), based on interviews with WhatsApp users, found that new-generation smartphone apps enabled 
multisided group communication, through which people could plan ad hoc activities easily. They also identified  
that people engage in meme-based coordination, where people rely on each other and draw on the collective 
memory of MIM groups to continuously participate in discussion and coordination. Meme-based coordination 
is similar to Bertel’s (2013) concept of flexible alignment, which describes MIM users’ ability to retrieve 
information in a flexible manner irrespective of time and place. 

 
In addition to describing instrumental processes using MIMs, Ling and Lai (2016) also highlight that 

MIMs afford continuous dyadic and multisided conversations. This aspect of microcoordination taps into the 
social processes enabled by MIMs, similar to what is demonstrated by the concept of connected presence 
(Licoppe, 2004). Licoppe (2004) argues that using mobile services, people can engage in continuous 
conversations with their partners who are geographically separate, which results in the connected presence 
of the partners in the relationships. Recent MIM research using this concept suggests that MIM users draw 
on the flexibility of modality switching and the richness of communication cues to achieve a higher level of 
connected presence so that they can better maintain close relationships with people who are not colocated 
(Cui, 2016; Yu et al., 2017). Supporting and extending these studies, Ling and Lai (2016) suggest that 
microcoordination using MIMs could enable connected presence beyond two people to a group, creating 
pervasive group awareness (Hampton, 2016). 

 
Some existing work, although not directly related to MIM use, provides important insights into the 

impact of microcoordination in professional contexts. For example, Hislop and Axtell (2011) studied service 
engineers’ use of mobile phones. They found that, as employees who frequently traveled to different clients’ 
sites, engineers stayed connected with their coworkers, communicating work and nonwork issues using 
mobile phones. Mazmanian and colleagues (2013) reported that mobile email device usage increased 
knowledge about professionals’ availability and commitment to their colleagues and clients, which 
contributed to an emergence of organizational norms and expectations of accessibility. Stephens (2012) 
found that using mobile devices can help employees to be readily accessible to others and thus facilitate 
multicommunication during organizational meetings. Taken together, these findings indicate that the 
connected presence may facilitate work engagement, coworker relationship development, and multitasking 
in organizational contexts. 
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Microcoordination conceptualizes how functionality afforded by MIMs can benefit coordination and 
relationship development. However, use of MIMs may also bring challenges. Although using MIMs can 
facilitate group communication, people may find it difficult to follow conversations in the groups and reach 
conclusions (Ling & Lai, 2016). Also, it is evident that in organizational contexts, people engage in strategic 
presence management (Birnholtz, Dixon, & Hancock, 2012; Gibbs, Rozaidi, & Eisenberg, 2013), which 
means that sometimes people do not want to show their availability to others so that they can manage their 
time and attention more easily with fewer interruptions. Licoppe et al. (2014) argue that instant messaging 
promotes asking quick questions, a communication genre that can benefit microcoordination; however, such 
a genre may be counterproductive because those who are sought for help may spend a lot of time answering 
the quick questions and have their autonomy of work sacrificed. 

 
These findings can be applied to analysis of using WeChat for work because WeChat provides functions 

similar to the mobile technologies mentioned. However, WeChat can be distinct from the mentioned 
technologies. First, the integrative design may further facilitate connectivity among users and lead to 
unexpected outcomes such as surveillance. For example, Yu and colleagues (2017) found that parents 
constantly checked their children’s life status through sending private messages and reading their posts. To 
resist such surveillance, children regulated their behaviors, such as posting only positive content on Moments. 
Such unexpected outcomes may also be the case in work-related use of WeChat. Using WeChat for work brings 
challenges to working adults in China, which is evident in reports from the popular press discussing issues 
related to using WeChat for work (e.g., “WeChat’s World,” 2016). These articles highlight that employees worry 
about control from organizations when they add their managers on WeChat. 

 
Second, WeChat users usually connect with people from various aspects of their lives, which may 

bring concerns about connectivity. Research suggests that diversity and specificity of user groups results in 
difficulty managing expectations regarding responsiveness and accessibility (Matusik & Mickel, 2011). That 
is to say, when an MIM user connects to diverse user groups, he or she may feel more pressure in managing 
communication using the application and have boundary concerns. As for specificity, it is suggested that 
when users connect to communities (e.g., team, department, and organization chat groups) rather than 
specific users (e.g., peers, managers, and clients), they feel more stress in managing expectations because 
it is harder to predict expectations. Similarly, on WeChat, we would expect that employees may need to 
manage expectations of responsiveness and accessibility, and encounter difficulties when they wish to 
connect to a group of users while disconnecting from another group. 

 
The preceding review suggests that using smartphone-based MIMs can potentially facilitate work-

related interactions and connectivity, but bring concerns about surveillance and the challenges of managing 
connectivity. To holistically examine MIM use for work, in this study, we adopt a paradox-based perspective 
in mobile technology research. 

 
Paradoxes in Mobile Technology Use for Work 

 
Jarvenpaa and Lang (2005) defined paradox as “a situation, act, or behavior that seems to have 

contradictory or inconsistent qualities” (p. 7). In a paradoxical situation, an action that pursues one goal 
includes an unintentional competing goal that can potentially undermine the first goal (Stohl & Cheney, 
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2001). Research on technology use in organizational contexts consistently indicates that people have 
paradoxical experience with technologies. For example, Birnholtz et al. (2012) found that although 
collaboration tools such as instant messenger increased visibility and reduced distances among employees, 
these tools created tensions when employees, for example, wanted to have more control over time to stay 
focused. Teleworking research shows that teleworkers draw on communication technologies to stay 
connected with their physically distant coworkers; however, they also strategically manage distance with 
other employees by using the same technologies because they do not want to be interrupted constantly 
(Leonardi et al., 2010). Research on employees who bring their own mobile devices to work shows that 
although there are many benefits, such as facilitating microcoordination, bringing personal devices to work 
may result in a lot of unintended negative consequences, such as role conflicts and work/life boundary issues 
(Stephens et al., 2017). 

 
Understanding paradoxes of technology use is an important step in understanding user experience. 

One of the benefits of studying paradoxes is that it can help to unify contradictions in research findings and 
provide a more comprehensive view of technology use for work-related purposes (Ter Hoeven, van Zoonen, 
& Fonner, 2016). In addition to considering both advantages and disadvantages, adopting a paradoxical 
view also means that we assume that the experience of technology use is shaped by both features of the 
technology and human factors, such as norms, cultures, and users’ understanding and appropriation of the 
technology’s features. Another benefit of adopting a paradox-based perspective, then, is that it helps 
scholars to examine technology use holistically and simultaneously consider the impact of user agency and 
technical architecture on practices (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Kim & Lingel, 2015). In the present study, we 
uncover how technological features of MIMs and factors related to users interact to result in outcomes 
favored or not favored by the employees. Through this investigation, we seek to extend our understanding 
of how using the next generation of MIM, which features high integration of various functions, can bring 
positive impact and challenges to work. Specifically, we ask the following research questions: 

 
RQ1: How is WeChat used for work-related purposes in China? 

 
RQ2: What are the paradoxes that emerge from the work-related use of WeChat? 

 
RQ3: How do employees respond to the paradoxes? 

 
Method 

 
Guanxi-Based Sampling 

 
Because we were interested in a communication phenomenon in the Chinese context, we adopted a 

guanxi-based sampling method to recruit participants. The method is recommended by Kriz, Gummesson, and 
Quazi (2013), who argue that without trusted relationships with respondents, researchers may have limited 
access to data because Chinese respondents are likely to withhold information (struggles, negative 
experiences, controversial opinions, etc.) from less familiar individuals. As a result of this limitation, 
researchers may fail to gain deep insights into the phenomenon under investigation because of the low-quality 
data. Therefore, guanxi-based sampling would be an effective participant recruitment method for research in 
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the Chinese context. According to Kriz et al. (2013), similar to snowball sampling, researchers who adopt a 
guanxi-based sampling method should find an appropriate referral in the beginning for recommendations of 
potential research participants. Also, guanxi sampling is purposive and follows the same standards of 
participant selection as those used in snowball sampling. Researchers select participants based on their 
relevance to the research topics and collect data until theoretical saturation is achieved. However, different 
from Western snowball sampling methods, researchers using a guanxi-based sampling method are leveraging 
goodwill of the referrers in using their names for introductions. Making recommendations is usually a favor to 
the researchers. Participating in the research can also be regarded as a favor to the referrers and the 
researchers. Therefore, researchers should be considerate of the relational dynamics and carefully cultivating 
relationships with the referrers and the referrals (Kriz et al., 2013). 

 
As we aim toward gathering rich data, including stories, episodes, challenges, and problems of 

WeChat use for work among Chinese employees, we expect that a guanxi-based sampling method can help us 
to achieve this goal and overcome difficulties of obtaining rich data. We started identifying potential participants 
from our guanxi networks (e.g., close friends and professional contacts). One of the limitations of guanxi-
based sampling is that the researchers may have homogenous social networks, which limits the diversity of 
study samples. Taking this limitation into consideration, we purposefully selected contacts from different 
occupations. As long as we confirmed that our contacts used WeChat for work-related purposes, we invited 
them to participate in our study. We introduced our research goals and methods to the potential participants. 
Following their agreement to participate, we conducted semistructured interviews with the participants. 

 
Semistructured Interviews 

 
We conducted semistructured interviews with WeChat users. A semistructured protocol was used that 

ensured consistency and at the same time allowed unanticipated emergence of topics during interviews (Lindlof 
& Taylor, 2011). We asked participants about their jobs and work routines so that we could understand the 
contexts of using WeChat for work. We then asked about their experience using WeChat for work-related 
purposes, and their concerns, problems, and issues associated with its use. The questions were organized into 
sections that corresponded to interpersonal, group, and organizational levels of communication using WeChat 
and the use of SNS function, that is, Moments. We also asked general questions regarding benefits and 
drawbacks of using WeChat for work. 

 
Participants’ Information 

 
In total, we interviewed 20 participants: 18 Chinese employees from seven major cities in Mainland 

China and two employees from Hong Kong. On average, the interviews took 42.20 minutes, ranging from 22 
to 66 minutes. All the interviews were conducted via WeChat voice calls in Mandarin and were recorded with 
the participants’ permission. Table 1 reports participants’ basic information. The total sample of participants 
consisted of 10 (50%) females and 10 (50%) males. On average, the participants were 29.05 years old (SD 
= 3.30, ranging from 23 to 35 years old). As shown in Table 1, various industries were represented in our 
sample. It should be noted that some of our interviewees (e.g., public relations/advertising executives and 
teachers) are client-facing employees. Therefore, work-related use of WeChat involves communication with 
people both inside and outside the interviewees’ organizations. 
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Table 1. Basic Information About Participants. 
Name Sex Age City Job Title Industry 

Antonia F 29 Qingdao Chief Operating Officer Science and Technology Service 
Ben M 27 Dalian IT Project Manager Motor Manufacturing 
Calvin M 33 Zhuhai Chief Executive Officer Advertising 
Donald M 30 Jinan Sales Manager Chemical Industry 
Eric M 34 Zhuhai Associate Professor Education 
Frank M 33 Jinan Marketing Executive Media 
Gary M 35 Zibo Officer Government 
Helen F 28 Zhuhai Journalist Media 
Iris F 26 Zhuhai Teaching Assistant Education 
Julie F 25 Zhuhai Project Assistant Advertising 
Kevin M 34 Zhuhai Account Executive Advertising 
Lake M 26 Beijing User Interface (UI) 

Designer 
Information Technology 

Miranda F 29 Beijing UI Designer Information Technology 
Nick M 29 Qingdao Lawyer Legal Industry 
Olivia F 29 Qingdao English Teacher Education 
Paula F 29 Qingdao Assistant HR Manager Hotel Management 
Quinine F 26 Shenzhen Consultant Financial Consulting 
Renee F 27 Haikou Internal Communication 

Executive 
Industrial Conglomerate 

Stella F 29 Hong Kong Senior Multimedia Editor Media 
Tim M 25 Hong Kong Account Executive Public Relations 

 
Data Analysis 

 
We adopted open coding and axial coding procedures (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to analyze our data. 

During the open coding stage, we generated codes (i.e., emergent codes) from reading transcripts of the 
interviews. In this process, we also kept in mind previously identified themes in MIM use research (Jarvenpaa 
& Lang, 2005; Kim & Lingel, 2015; Li & Lin, 2016) and used them as code names where appropriate. Next, 
in axial coding, we established high-order codes to organize the codes generated in opening coding. We 
organized the codes around three broad themes: usage, paradoxes, and strategies. We also identified 
organizational, individual, and technical factors that influenced the paradoxes and coping strategies. 

 
Findings 

 
Answering RQ1, we found that, for our participants, WeChat was a primary communication tool 

used for work. A few participants mentioned that in their organizations, they were provided with internal 
MIMs, but they did not use them frequently because the MIMs were unstable and offered fewer functions 
than WeChat. All our participants reported that, thanks to its integration of many functions, WeChat was a 
smartphone application essential to everyday life. As for work, we found that our participants relied on 
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WeChat to achieve various instrumental and social goals. All the participants used WeChat for one-to-one 
and group communication with their coworkers or clients for information exchange, work requests, and 
coordination for tasks and social activities. Groups were also used for broadcasting information such as 
notifications and organizing organizational, departmental, and non-work-related coworker activities. It 
should be noted that some WeChat use was prescribed by organizations. For instance, almost all the 
participants’ organizations set up WeChat groups that corresponded to their organizational structures. Our 
participants also used Moments to present desirable self-images to, and gain familiarity with, their 
coworkers. 

 
Although our participants regarded WeChat as an important tool for organizational communication, 

its use resulted in paradoxical outcomes. Answering RQ2 and RQ3, we found that the paradoxes were related 
to their engagement with one-to-one and group communication, the formality of messaging content, and 
visibility in self-presentation on WeChat. In the following sections, we report on our findings concerning the 
three paradoxes, the factors that contribute to them, and employees’ responses to them. As mentioned, 
some of our participants were client-facing employees whose WeChat use involved intraorganizational 
communication. In addition to the communication beyond organizational boundaries, the findings described 
in the next section also involve communication among coworkers outside work hours. Essentially, such 
communication is also work-related communication and thus should be included in the analysis. 

 
Engagement Paradox 

 
Our participants believed that using WeChat increased their engagement in interaction with coworkers 

across time and space. They could reach coworkers who were not at their desks or not colocated. Many 
participants mentioned that they were in WeChat groups that included employees of entire organizations, 
departments, teams, and specific projects. Receiving messages, most of which were notifications of events or 
work arrangements, made them feel that they were connected to their organizations. For project groups, 
WeChat helped employees to stay updated and engaged in discussions regardless of time and space. Olivia, a 
teaching supervisor, stated that she could easily navigate discussions on class management issues because 
every class had a WeChat group where she could find teachers and parents. 

 
By interacting with coworkers in WeChat groups for team projects and organizational events, 

participants felt that WeChat provided a platform for effective coordination. Participants benefited from flexible 
access to information. Usually, a group’s chat history is saved on MIM users’ smartphones. People can choose 
to read or retrieve the information at any time. Those who were not engaged in a particular group discussion 
can review the interaction history later when they have more time. 

 
The flexible access to information benefits individual schedule planning. Nick, as an example, shared 

that lawyers in his firm were asked to share daily work reports and schedules for the next day in a WeChat 
group: 

 
We handle cases in different courts at the same time, but we can only visit one court in a 
work day. It will be time-consuming to just go to a court for just delivering a document. 
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Knowing each other’s court visit schedule is helpful because I can ask my colleague to deliver 
that document for me while I am in other courts for more complicated matters. 
 
While our participants indicated an increase in work engagement as a result of using WeChat, they 

also stated that they occasionally wished to disengage from WeChat interaction. Some technical features of 
WeChat are designed to enhance engagement. For example, notifications will appear on a smartphone screen 
even when the screen is locked. When in too many groups, people can receive hundreds of notifications in a 
short period. Antonia, a chief operating officer, joined more than 10 WeChat groups for work. She eventually 
muted all the notifications from these groups because she was receiving so many. “Many messages are 
irrelevant to my work,” she said, “so I just ignore most of them and every time the number of unread reaches 
100, I just click it [the group] and I won’t read them in detail, just skim and see if there is anything important.” 
Antonia’s case represents a cognitively taxing user experience because of the large volume of incoming 
messages and notifications. 

 
Although it allows users to avoid receiving too many incoming message notifications, muting all the 

work groups led some of our participants to fear missing out on important information. Some participants said 
that they had missed meeting notifications or new assignments because they did not always engage in the 
ongoing discussion in WeChat groups. Lake, a UI designer, provided an example: 

 
One day, my colleagues around me all stood up and went to the conference room. I was 
focusing on Photoshop for a design request and didn’t know what happened. I asked them 
what’s going on and they told me that earlier there was a notification for project meeting in 
WeChat group. 
 
In addition to technical features, organizational norms and social expectations also shaped the 

paradox of engagement. Although some of our participants opted out of interactions they deemed 
counterproductive and irrelevant to their work, they were at times asked by their colleagues and superiors to 
participate in such interactions on WeChat. As Antonia illustrated, she was asked to “say something” in a 
company WeChat group when people were discussing recent achievements: 

 
Some people are quite active in WeChat groups, but I am not into it. After all, my work is 
not assessed by how much engaged I am in this kind of interaction. However, occasionally, 
my superior would suggest me to also say something. 
 

As a chief operating officer, Antonia’s presence and active participation in WeChat work groups were expected 
because they could encourage her subordinates and help to create a positive atmosphere for internal 
communication. However, she had to manage her attention so that she could focus on more important tasks 
at work, which created a paradox of engagement. 

 
Responses. Our participants developed several strategies to manage the engagement paradox. Some 

of them mentioned that they adopted avoidance strategies (Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005), such as turning off 
message notifications. Other participants drew on the attending trigger function (Gibbs et al., 2013; Majchrzak, 
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Faraj, Kane, & Azad, 2013) of WeChat to selectively participate in WeChat group discussions. Our participants 
stated that only when they were mentioned in groups would they take a look at the discussion. 

 
Managers and executives, as mentioned, are expected to show presence in various WeChat groups. 

However, they have to allocate their attention to important tasks rather than attending to a host of group 
discussions. In this situation, our participants adopted behaviors similar to surface acting (Grandey, 2003; 
Hochschild, 1983). That is to say, they simply modified their behaviors to show their presence, but actually did 
not mentally engage in the communication. Antonia said that when she was asked to say something in the 
group by her superior, she quickly sent a short message or even an emoticon, such as a smiling face or a 
thumbs-up, to the group to show her presence. This practice allowed her to avoid allocating undue attention 
to group discussions while working on important tasks. 

 
Formality Paradox 

 
Our participants acknowledged the benefits of using WeChat to socially coordinate for tasks. 

However, social coordination on WeChat may compromise formality of interactions for work-related tasks. 
Informal communication was deemed appropriate among coworkers, especially those who know each other 
well. However, some of our participants encountered awkward situations when they received work request 
messages that were very “intimate.” Renee said, “One day, I got a message like ‘dear, can you help me, 
<3’. I was shocked because we would never talk like that at work.” Similarly, Ben was bothered by his 
clients’ inappropriate use of WeChat. He believed that WeChat should not be used for formal communication 
such as pricing inquiries. However, his clients kept sending such inquiries using WeChat. 

 
In WeChat groups, our participants sometimes felt uncertain about the level of formality they 

should maintain during the interaction. Nick shared a failed attempt to socialize with his colleagues in the 
law firm’s WeChat group: 

 
I found a very funny joke about lawyers and shared it in our law firm’s group. Some of 
my colleagues replied like “haha” or “this is very funny,” but our executive asked why it 
was funny. He didn’t get the point. I felt awkward and rarely shared interesting stuff in 
the group later. 
 
Nick’s example illustrates the social consequences of being informal in work groups. In addition to 

this, in our data, we found that employees or companies might also have to deal with performance-related 
consequences. As mentioned earlier, MIM groups support meme-based coordination, a process that 
“socializes the task of organizing activities” (Ling & Lai, 2016, p. 846) because people are constantly 
reminded of events and activities when they receive notifications from messaging groups. Our participants 
perceived the benefits of meme-based coordination. However, they shared their concerns. Paula stated, 

 
We organized an event for our employees, but it was canceled. Our manager only sent a 
message to our WeChat group. You can imagine this information was then delivered 
through word-of-mouth. My concern was whether everyone would get accurate 
information. Sending a message, especially a notification of an important arrangement of 
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work, is not formal at all. It’s better to send an email to all employees and then send a 
reminder to employees in WeChat group asking them to check out that email. 
 
The quote from Paula indicates that the formality paradox is associated with the meme-based 

nature of coordination using MIM. While organizational messages can be quickly distributed in WeChat 
groups and through word-of-mouth among employees, the user-constructed meaning of WeChat as an 
informal communication tool can bring ambiguity to the communication of important, formal information 
and reduce perceptions of authoritativeness of messages. 

 
The paradox of formality was also indicated in choices of content formats for task-related 

communication. Our participants reported that sending voice messages was time saving and could help 
them to be more expressive in communication. However, Quinine believed that voice messages were only 
appropriate for informal communication. When her colleagues with whom she was not familiar sent some 
voice messages about work, she would always reply using texts because with voice messages, she had to 
rehearse what she was going to say. The formal use of voice messages is also undermined because she 
believed that what was said could not be used as an official record. Therefore, she would always repeat 
what was said in a summary in text format after voice message exchanges regarding some tasks with her 
colleagues. 

 
Responses. Our participants managed the formality paradox using metacommunication and 

meaning construction through channel switching. In Paula’s case mentioned earlier, she found that 
metacommunication regarding how and where the messages should be delivered was helpful. She suggested 
designing templates for different types of messages so that employees can quickly navigate messages in 
work groups. Through repetitive use of the templates, employees can discern the importance and formality 
of the messages. Another strategy our participants adopted was to switch communication channels to 
maintain formality of communication actively. Some of them stated that they explicitly asked their 
communication partners to switch to another interaction modality, such as a phone call or in-person meeting. 

 
Visibility Paradox 

 
The wide functionality provided by WeChat enhances employees’ visibility to their coworkers and 

clients. Olivia, a teaching supervisor of an English education company, maintained that WeChat facilitated open 
communication between teachers and parents. Being in a class group, a teacher could give timely responses 
to questions from parents and update teaching progress in WeChat groups. However, the enhanced visibility 
enabled by WeChat may be problematic. On WeChat, one has to know another person’s WeChat username or 
cell phone number to add the person to his or her contact list. Being on one’s contact list means that the two 
persons can exchange private messages and possibly get access to each other’s Moments posts. Almost all our 
participants believe that WeChat should be used for communication with people they have met offline or 
contacted before using other communication channels, such as emails or phone calls. However, they 
occasionally receive connection requests from strangers who can be coworkers with whom they have had no 
prior communication. This is made possible when an employee is added to a group that includes coworkers 
they have never met before, possibly people from other teams or offices in a different city. In this situation, a 
user can send connection requests to others without knowing their WeChat names or phone numbers. Some 
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participants stated that they occasionally received connection requests from coworkers with whom they were 
not well acquainted or who were strangers. Donald and Gary expressed that they felt uncomfortable adding 
stranger coworkers on WeChat. “It would be better if we can chat for a while and then decide whether to add 
each other on WeChat,” said Gary. Donald stated that he would block the access to Moments for new contacts 
who were strangers because he did not want them to get access to much of his personal information. 

 
In addition to dealing with unwanted disclosure of self-related information to newly connected 

coworkers, our participants also perceived the paradox of visibility with their already connected coworkers. 
The paradox was especially related to considerations of what and when to share in Moments. As for what to 
share, some participants worried about social surveillance from their coworkers. Although they shared their 
personal lives with coworkers on Moments, which they thought could improve their relationships with 
coworkers, the content might be subject to unwanted interpretation from coworkers. Paula’s experience is 
illustrative: 

 
One day I posted a picture of me and one of my colleagues at lunch. We were in a very nice 
Korean restaurant, so I wanted to share it with my friends. Although my colleague’s face 
was not shown in the picture, other colleagues identified him from the watch he’s wearing 
in this picture. Then there was a rumor that I hang out very often with this colleague. 
 
The presence of participants’ managers or superiors also limited their openness in self-disclosure. 

Many of the participants mentioned that they could not say whatever they wanted to say, especially negative 
aspects of their jobs, on Moments because they did not want to upset their managers. Even though they could 
control the audience of the content on Moments, they did not want to take risks of sharing too many negative 
comments about their work. 

 
The last concern regarding visibility is about timing. Participants had to carefully think of when to post 

on Moments. Almost all of them believed that using Moments at work was inappropriate because it had nothing 
to do with work, unless it was used for work-related activities, such as product promotion. Even when it is 
used for a mental break at work, it can be misinterpreted as cyberslacking (Vitak, Crouse, & Larose, 2011). 
Therefore, participants often were very discreet when using Moments at work. Activities on Moments also 
signal availability. Our participants mentioned that their coworkers might think that they were available if they 
saw them posting something to Moments. Thus, when posting something on Moments, they might check for 
any unreplied messages from their coworkers. Therefore, the visibility signaled by Moments activities facilitates 
panoptic presence (Yu et al., 2017), or surveillance among employees. 

 
Responses. We identified three strategies that participants adopted to manage the visibility paradox: 

content control, audience separation, and channel switching. Participants actively controlled the content they 
posted on Moments. Most of them indicated that they posted less content about their personal life when they 
connected with coworkers. Alternatively, they only posted content that they perceived as acceptable by all 
their contacts on WeChat. They also utilized the tag function of WeChat to group their contacts so that they 
could share content with a specific group of people on Moments. Alternatively, they conducted the audience 
separation by registering a new WeChat account. Finally, a few participants noted that they switched to other 
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social media platforms, such as Instagram and Weibo. For instance, Stella maintained that she could freely 
express her negative feelings about work on Weibo because her coworkers never used it. 

 
 

Concluding Discussion 
 
Focusing on WeChat, the most popular MIM in China, we explored how Chinese employees used this 

mobile instant messaging application for work and paradoxes that emerged from the user experience. Our study 
adds to the literature on paradoxical mobile communication technology use (Jarvenpaa & Lang, 2005; 
Mazmanian et al., 2013) by examining a new type of MIM that provides much wider functionality and enables a 
higher level of multimodal communication than its predecessors. Prior work suggests that these new features 
enhance close relationships (Cui, 2016) and facilitate social coordination (Ling & Lai, 2016). However, the 
paradoxes related to MIM use identified in a previously understudied organizational communication context 
indicate that using these features may be counterproductive. 

 
Our findings suggest several factors that contribute to the paradoxical user experience. They are 

technical features of MIMs, organizational norms, coworker expectations, and conflicts in individual 
understandings of WeChat. As for technical features, our study suggests that multisided messaging using MIMs 
could enhance employees’ visibility to coworkers, which occasionally is not expected. In organizationally 
prescribed WeChat groups, employees are possibly connected to many latent ties, that is, connections that are 
technically and yet socially established (Haythornthwaite, 2005). Moreover, activating such ties through WeChat 
requires little effort; one simply sends a connection request. After a connection request is accepted, two people 
are connected not only in organizationally established communication contexts (company groups) but also on a 
platform that is deemed appropriate for at least acquainted coworkers. This process demonstrates the visibility 
paradox. That is, the pervasive awareness created in microcoordination enhances connectivity (Hampton, 2016; 
Ling & Lai, 2016) among employees, but it can also be leveraged to establish unwanted social connections. 

 
In addition to facilitating connectivity among employees, WeChat can mediate relationships among 

users, their coworkers, and their organizations. Being in organizationally prescribed groups, employees become 
more visible to their managers when they talk in the groups. Organizations that engage employees in WeChat 
groups may put them into tricky situations when they have to perform behaviors meeting organizations’ and 
coworkers’ expectation of responsiveness and accessibility. Although it seems that employees feel more pressure 
to manage expectations when they connect to organizational groups, as suggested by Matusik and Mickel 
(2011), our findings indicate that communicating expectations plays a vital role in helping to relieve the pressure 
on employees. Therefore, our study extends Matusik and Mickel’s (2011) research to suggest that not only 
technical but also social factors affect the experience of using highly integrative mobile technologies for work. 

 
The multisided interactions on WeChat facilitate meme-based coordination, which improves the 

efficiency of information distribution. However, meme-based coordination may be problematic in an 
organizational context. The diffusion of information in the form of word-of-mouth, both online and offline, may 
affect the formality of the messages. Organizational norms and coworker expectations affect how and when 
employees engage in WeChat interactions. In some cases, their impact results in effective coordination, as is 
shown in Nick’s case, in which his coworkers stick to the norm of sharing daily schedules on WeChat. However, 
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as is demonstrated in Antonia’s example of being asked to show presence in work groups, some norms of 
interactions may be counterproductive, creating only job stress when their relation to productivity and 
performance is not clearly defined and explained. The paradoxes reported in this study are also due to 
discrepancies in individuals’ understanding of WeChat, or technological frames (Orlikowski & Gash, 1994) of this 
smartphone-based MIM. WeChat is mostly used to maintain relationships among strong ties (China Tech 
Insights, 2017; Cui, 2016). Holding this assumption may bring challenges to employees who mainly use this 
tool for work because they may have to establish connections with strangers or coworkers with whom they are 
less acquainted, and maintain a boundary between professional and private life. 

 
Our study also contributes to the understanding of the quick and wide adoption of WeChat as a tool 

for work-related communication in China. The “all in one place” design makes WeChat an indispensable tool in 
people’s everyday lives. WeChat is the most used MIM and social media in China (CNNIC, 2018). Thus, 
integrating WeChat in organizational communication and using WeChat to maintain professional networks would 
require very little cost organizationally and individually. The integrative design of WeChat also makes it easy to 
maintain an open network for users. Prior research suggests that Chinese mobile phone users tend to maintain 
an open network that includes contacts from not only their personal life but also their professional life (Yuan, 
2012). Using WeChat, people can maintain their open network easily and have more chances to interact with 
their business contacts (e.g., “like” a client’s post and get connected to potential business partners in WeChat 
groups). For these reasons, WeChat has become a favorite communication tool in organizational contexts. 

 
Our findings have practical implications as well. Organizations can reflect on their employees’ 

communication on WeChat based on the three paradoxes to identify problems in communication and develop 
strategies to help enhance productivity and user experience. Although this study does not aim at identifying 
genres of MIM communication, we did identify several genres deemed useful by WeChat users. Previous research 
suggests that genres help to structure communicative practices for work-related purposes (Im et al., 2005; 
Orlikowski & Yates, 1995). With these socially accepted communicative actions, employees can work more 
efficiently and effectively. Our study supports this notion; our participants mention that their teams or 
organizations agree on certain communicative actions in groups (e.g., sending daily schedules and class updates 
in teacher-parent groups) that can facilitate coordination. Managers can develop rules and actively communicate 
with employees about how to use WeChat for work, enacting work-related genres for WeChat interactions. 

 
A few limitations should be noted. First, we drew on a small sample of Chinese WeChat users, which 

could limit the generalizability of our findings. Second, our participants are mainly Post-80s knowledge workers 
in China. They are active users of WeChat and rely on WeChat for work. Future work can explore how people of 
different ages use WeChat for work. Meanwhile, because knowledge workers may have very different work 
arrangements from other types of workers (e.g., service workers; Ticona, 2015), future research should extend 
to examining the work-related use of smartphone-based MIMs in different organizational and work contexts. 
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