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WeChat Mobile Library Service in 
Chinese Academic Libraries:
A Case Study of Shanghai University
Hua Liu, Shanghai University, China

ABSTRACT

ThispaperintroducestheWeChatmobilelibraryserviceprogrammeatShanghaiUniversityLibrary
andidentifiesproblemsandresolutionsbyreviewingthedevelopmentprocessandexperienceand
userfeedback.Acasestudywasconducted,anduserfeedbackfromawebsurveywasanalysedto
identifytheprogramme’sproblems.Accordingly,recommendationsandresolutionsweredeveloped.
TheauthordiscoversthataWeChataccountiscrucialasaninteractionplatformbetweenlibraries
andpatrons,particularlyonmobiledevices.PatronsprefertoreceivelibraryservicesviaWeChat
ratherthanotherchannels.Theirfavouritefeaturesincludeonlinepublicaccesscatalogue(OPAC),
mylibrary,andstudyfacilityavailability.Librariesshouldconductregularassessmentstounderstand
patrons’feedbackorrequestsandmaketimelyadjustmentsaccordingly.Thewebsurveyanditsdata
arenovelinthisareaandprovideacredibleexampletooptimizeWeChatlibraryservices.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Socialmediahasbecomean important part of daily life for people across theworld, especially
millennials.Ithasbecomeacommonplatformforuserstoexchangeinformationandsharetheir
experiencesandideas.ByJanuary2015,therewere2.078billionactivesocialmediaaccountsfor
7.2billionpeoplearoundtheworld.Amongtheseaccounts,1.685billionwereactivemobilesocial
accounts.Asmobile-orientedservicessuchasWhatsApp,WeChat,andFacebookMessengerarethe
mostpopularsocialmediaplatformsinsomeeconomies,itisclearthatmuchofourdigitalbehaviour
isnowconvergingaroundmobiledevices(Kemp, 2015).

InChina,WeChat(WeixininChinese)(2017)andWeibo/Microblogarethetwomajorsocial
mediaplatforms,withcommunicationfeaturessimilartoWhatsApp,LINE,Twitter,andFacebook.It
isnoteworthythatWeChathasalreadybecometheNo.1socialmediaplatforminChinasince2011.

TheWeChatmobileapplicationwasreleasedbyTencent(2017),aleadinghigh-techChinese
company, in January 2011. WeChat had soon become the most popular Social Networking Site
(SNS)applicationwithmorethan846millionactiveusersinChina,asofthethirdquarterof2016.
Meanwhile,havingintegratedmanyotherfunctionsespeciallypayment,purchaseandgames,WeChat
hasevolved intoa“must-have”app formostChinesemobilephoneusers.Weibo (Microblog in
English),thepreviousdominantSNSinChinabefore2011withsimilarfunctionsasFacebookand
Twitter,hadonly297millionactiveusersasofthethirdquarterof2016(CIWTeam, 2016).
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WeChatisfreetoinstall,useanddownload,anditsupportsallsmartphoneplatformsandWindows
Phoneoperatingsystems.Ithasbecomeaglobalsocialmediaplatformwithmorethan70million
overseasusers,availableinover200countriesandsupportedover20languages.

WeChatuserscanengageinsocialcommunicationwithareducedcostofadmission(Zhang, 
2017).However,WeChatismorethanamereperson-to-personmessagingplatform.Inthebeginning,
WeChatwasjustasocialmediaappdevelopedformobiledevices,butitsoonbecameacomprehensive
platformintegratingmanyfeaturessuchaspublicaccount,newsfeed,onlinepaymentandaportalto
hostotherapplications.Individualsorinstitutionscancreateapublicaccounttoprovidenewsand
othercontents.UsingApplicationProgrammeInterfaces(APIs)andservicesprovidedbyWeChat,
publicaccountownerscandevelopcustomfeaturesfortheiraccountastheirmarketingtools.Userscan
subscribetotheseaccounts,receivenews,writecommentsandevenparticipateinmorecomplicated
interactiveonlineactivities.

ComparedwithothersocialmediaplatformssuchasFacebook,Twitter,WhatsApp,Instagram
andLINE,WeChathasmanyuniqueadvantagesinChinabecauseofitsavailability,freeandopen
APIandlowcostofsecondarydevelopment.Notonlycanpeopleexchangeinformation,butalso
completebusinesstransactions.Previously,TwitteropeningitsAPIwasauniquefeaturethatinitially
allowedahostofotherdeveloperstosecuretheirownclients.However,Twitterhasnowclosedoff
accesstoitsAPI(Fernandez, 2016).Likewise,althoughFacebook’sInstantArticlesserviceallows
publisherstohosttheircontentonFacebook’sservers,allowingpublisherstoloadcontentfasterand
workwithinFacebook’smobileenvironment,theserviceiscurrentlyunavailableinChinabecause
ofInternetcensorship.

Thus,WeChatoffersanalternativewaytoextendtheoutreachforChineseacademiclibraries.
Asithassomuchuniquestrengthsandcanmakelibraryusersgainamorecomfortableexperience,
moreandmoreChineseacademiclibrarieshavebeguntolaunchWeChat.

ThispaperwillreviewthedevelopmentprocessoftheWeChatmobileserviceprogrammeat
ShanghaiUniversity(SHU)Library,andprovideanempiricalcaseofthelibrarypatrons’preference
toreceivelibraryservicesviaWeChat.Awebusersurveyoffersevidenceandleadstosuggestionsfor
itsfurtherdevelopment.TheauthorconcludesthatWeChatnotonlycanhelpthelibrarytodisseminate
informationbutisalsoagoodplatformfortwo-waycommunicationwithpatrons.Itisapowerful
toolforthelibrarytoattractpatronsinthecurrentmobileenvironment.

2. LITeRATURe ReVIeW

Nowadaysmanylibrariespromotetheircollectionsandservicestothedigital-nativegenerationvia
socialmedia.Cuddyetal.(2010)introducedtheapplicationofTwitterattheNYUHealthSciences
Librariesasanoutreachtoolformarketing.

Facebookisalsowidelyusedbylibrariesforcommunitybuildingandprovidingstaticlinksto
libraryresources,whereasTwitterisusedforcommunicatingwithindividualsandpublishingtimely
updatesaboutnewresourcesandcurrentevents(Palmer, 2014).

Chan(2012)investigatedtherelativeeffectivenessofdifferentformsofsocialmediaadvertising
inpromotingthecollectionsandservicesofacademiclibrariesattheHongKongBaptistUniversity.
Chan claimed that social network advertising had the potential to be a cost-effective means of
marketingforacademiclibraries.Moreover,Chanfoundthatadvertisingstrategiesthatdrewonthe
socialfeaturesofFacebookweremoreeffectivethantraditionalapproaches.

Sawetal.(2012)pointedoutthatmorethanhalfofinternationalanddomesticstudentsusesocial
mediaforsharingandfindinginformation.Theirsurveyresultsstronglysuggestedthatlibrariesneeded
tofurtherexploitthestrengthsofdifferentSNS.ShethoughtSNSwasanimportantplatformfor
participationandcollaborationtodisseminateinformationandfacilitateengagement,and,ultimately,
buildbetterrelationshipswithstudents.
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