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Abstract: This study investigates how first-time mothers participate in online discussions in WeChat groups to support their adaptation
to motherhood. Online ethnography and in-depth interviews are employed to examine the psychological and behavioural aspects of
these first-time mothers within WeChat groups, as well as the group construction process. The study’s findings show that WeChat
groups, formed around common identity, have integrated new media technology into the cultural practices of distinct social groups.
Within these groups, first-time mothers establish unique information exchange networks with other first-time mothers, enabling the
sharing of experiences, emotions, and resources, ultimately creating de facto identity communities. Moreover, WeChat groups serve
as vital channels for acquiring and distributing social capital, expanding parenting resources and social networks. The study highlights
the crucial role of WeChat groups in providing support to first-time mothers as they navigate motherhood while fostering a sense of
camaraderie and belonging within this virtual community.
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[es] Adaptandose a la maternidad: Participacion en grupos de apoyo de WeChat para madres
primerizas

Resumen: Este estudio investiga como las madres primerizas participan en grupos de apoyo a través de WeChat para facilitar su
adaptacion a la maternidad. A partir de una etnografia digital y entrevistas en profundidad se analizan los aspectos psicologicos y
comportamentales de estas madres primerizas dentro de los grupos de WeChat, asi como el proceso de formacién y desarrollo de
estos mismos grupos. El estudio plantea que los grupos de WeChat, que se forman en torno a una identidad compartida, han logrado
integrar con ¢éxito las nuevos medios sociales. En el caso de la madres primerizas se aprecia el establecimiento de redes con otras
madres en la misma situacion, lo que facilita el intercambio de experiencias, emociones y recursos, y, en ultima instancia, contribuye
a la construccion de una identidad colectiva. Ademas, los grupos de WeChat permiten la adquisicion y distribucion de capital social a
través de los recursos disponibles para madres (y padres) en las redes sociales. Este estudio resalta la importancia de estos grupos para
las madres primerizas durante su transicion a la maternidad al igual que la relevancia de las relaciones de solidaridad y el sentido de
pertenencia en estas comunidades virtuales.

Palabras clave: capital social; etnografia digital; identidad grupal; integracion social.
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1. Introduction often referred to as ‘green-hand mothers’ in some

Chinese-speaking communities, the journey can be
Motherhood represents a profound milestone in  particularly demanding for various reasons. Lifestyle
a woman’s life, encompassing both challenges changes, physical recovery from pregnancy, social
and joy and fulfilment. For first-time mothers, expectations, and a lack of support from friends and
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family contribute to the array of challenges faced.
‘Maternal Role Attainment” (MRA) commences
during pregnancy and evolves as mothers learn to care
for and nurture their child, fostering a close cognitive
and social bond (Ponomartchouk & Bouchard, 2015).
Embracing this newfound responsibility requires
navigating a wide range of emotions and adapting to
the transformative nature of motherhood, involving
both joy and pain. Over time, as the child grows,
these stresses generally diminish (Chang & Fine,
2007). However, for first-time mothers the pressures
of parenting are heightened (O’Laughlin & Ridley-
Johnson, 1995).

For most first-time mothers in China, the journey
into motherhood is uncharted territory, as they have
not previously experienced raising a child or have
developed only second-hand knowledge through
observation of siblings or friends. Consequently,
becoming a mother often feels overwhelming.
Prior to the Internet and the development of
online communities and discussion groups, access
to parenting information was severely limited,
making mothers reliant on advice from relatives
and friends. Consequently, parenting techniques
passed down from older generations were directly
applied to nurture the next generation of children.
Currently, most communication between first-time
mothers occurs through face-to-face interactions,
including attending support groups facilitated by
hospitals or midwives. However, in the Internet
era, an increasing number of first-time mothers
are shifting towards seeking guidance from peers
through online discussion groups. In search of
experiences and information, many first-time
mothers now turn to the Internet and actively
participate in online communities, such as WeChat
groups, for meaningful interactions. This mode
of communication, available through online
communities, provides a pivotal platform for first-
time mothers to access support as they adapt to
motherhood (Zhu et al., 2019).

Previous studies have highlighted the importance
of online communities as a social support system
in the identity adaptation process for first-time
mothers. Extant research has also explored new
parents’ perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses
of social media as a source of parenting information
(Moon et al.,, 2019; Snyder & Worlton, 2021).
Online communities provide a valuable platform
for communication, interaction, and information
exchange, allowing first-time mothers to engage in
conversations and the sharing of experiences (Brown
etal.,2012; Elliott et al., 2022). Such participation has
also been associated with increased access to support
for expecting mothers with mental health challenges
(Mazel et al., 2021). However, alongside the positive
effects, online communities can generate adverse
outcomes. The pressure of social comparison may
lead first-time mothers to experience anxiety, while
exposure to the group’s emotional atmosphere can

unknowingly influence their anxiety levels (Egmose
et al., 2022; Kinser et al., 2021; Liu, 2022). Some
studies have found that social media can attenuate
positive parent-adolescent relationships (De Vries et
al., 2019). Additionally, excessive reliance on social
media groups might be associated with reduced
marital satisfaction and strained relationships with
spouses and children (Yarigarravesh et al., 2020).
Despite these findings, limited research exists that
has examined the motivations for first-time mothers
to participate in online communities and regarding
how these platforms contribute to their transition to
motherhood.

This study aims to investigate how first-
time mothers participate in online communities,
specifically WeChat groups, to acquire parenting
knowledge and how these online platforms facilitate
their adaptation to the identity of motherhood. By
presenting real-life cases that centre on interactive
discussions among first-time mothers, we explore
the motivations behind first-time mothers’ active
participation in these online communities to seek
support and information.

2. Research methods and interviewees

This study uses online ethnography which differs
from traditional ethnography. Online ethnography
distinguishes itself from the latter through its focus on
exploring the virtual world rather than a simple study of
communication media such as mobile phones and the
Internet (Robinson & Anderson, 2020); consequently,
data collection and analysis approaches are influenced
by this distinction. To conduct an ethnographic study
of online communities, four essential conditions must
be met: the presence of social aggregation, a sufficient
number of participants, an adequate time frame, and
the existence of public discussions and personal
relationship networks (Robert, 2010).

Online communities have emerged as a popular
environment for social interaction, and through the
examination of these virtual spaces, connections
between online and offline phenomena can be
established (Hogan, 2016). One of the significant
benefits of online ethnography lies in its ability to
capture firsthand data on research subjects in their
natural context, akin to traditional ethnographic
approaches. However, unlike traditional methods,
online ethnography reduces the time requirements
and geographical boundaries that often limited
ethnography  occurring  through  face-to-face
communication.

In this study, the research subjects consisted of
first-time mothers with children aged between zero-
three years who actively participated in a Chinese
WeChat group for first-time mothers. Employing
online ethnography, the researchers obtained and
analyzed chat records from the WeChat group to
explore how the online community facilitated the
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adaptation process of first-time mothers to their
new identity as mothers. The WeChat group had a
membership size ranging from one hundred eighty
to two hundred, and the researchers joined the
group in February 2019. Over a period from 1 June
2019 to 31 May 2020, the group’s activities and
published content were analyzed. Throughout this
one-year period, the researchers collected more than
500.000 items of communication between first-time
mothers, comprising text, pictures, videos, links,
and other forms of media. Preliminary insights and
designs were developed in response to the study’s
research questions during this phase. Subsequently,
for any unanswered questions, an in-depth interview
guide was created. Members of Group L were then
invited to participate in semi-structured in-depth
interviews. The interviews were mainly held in-
person with each interview lasting between fourty
minutes to one hour. The inclusion criteria for
selecting interviewees were as follows: (1) active
membership in the WeChat group, (2) mother of a
child aged between zero-three years, and (3) active
participation or browsing of the group chat at least
three-four times a week. Based on these conditions,

a total of twelve interviewees were selected for the
study.

The interviewed mothers were aged between
twenty-seven to thirty-four years old, and all
possessed a college education or higher. Each
interviewee had been a member of the WeChat
group for at least one year, demonstrating a deep
understanding of the shared information and
articulating the impact of the WeChat group on their
lives. Upon joining the group, most mothers were
on maternity leave, which, in China, ranges from
a minimum of ninty eight days to a maximum of
one year as stipulated by the Chinese government.
During this period, the first-time mothers actively
sought childcare information on the Internet.
However, as maternity leave came to an end,
many mothers chose to return to work, entrusting
childcare responsibilities to other family members,
such as elderly grandparents. Conversely, some
mothers opted for full-time childcare duties, either
due to the absence of elderly support at home or
their desire to witness their child’s growth, ensuring
their children could benefit from their mother’s
companionship.

Table 1. Demographic information of interviewees. Source: Own production

l\/iar r?llézr Age Education Mg{lr;l;firinp Fulljc-)lilme Child-raising pattern
XX 33 Bachelor’s degree 3 years Yes Support from family members
XM 28 Junior College 3 years No Full-time childcare

MM 32 Bachelor’s degree 3 years No Full-time childcare

1 29 Junior College 3 years No Full-time childcare

M 32 Junior College 3 years No Full-time childcare

BB 34 Master’s degree 2 years Yes Support from family members
EE 30 Bachelor’s degree 1 year Yes Support from family members
YY 31 Bachelor’s degree 1 year No Full-time childcare

MZ 31 Junior College 1 year Yes Support from family members
CY 32 Bachelor’s degree 3 years No Full-time childcare

TT 29 Bachelor’s degree 3 years No Full-time childcare

HH 27 Junior College 2 years No Full-time childcare

Interviews were conducted with first-time 3. Navigating the group: Unveiling the media

mothers who met the inclusion criteria during
offline events organized by the WeChat group.
The interview guide centered on two key issues:
firstly, exploring the psychology and behavior
of mothers’ group engagement, including their
motivations behind joining the group, reasons for
interacting with other members, and factors driving
their active participation in discussions; secondly,
the study aimed to investigate the impact of first-
time mothers’ participation on their transition to
motherhood, encompassing the positive influence of
engaging in group discussions, and other associated
issues.

discourse of first-time mothers
3.1. Seeking access to parenting information

According to social cognitive theory, human behavior,
cognition, and various personal and environmental
factors interact with one another (Cai & Shi, 2022).
While numerous channels exist for first-time
mothers to access parenting information, this study
observed a tendency to obtain such information
through interactions and communication with other
WeChat group members. Active participation and
inquiries in the group allow mothers to acquire
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valuable parenting insights from fellow members,
consequently influencing their cognition and behavior
and contributing to the enrichment of their parenting.

I like to ask some parenting questions in the group. I
have not downloaded social software like Little Red
Book and Shopaholic. I think it is more convenient
to ask in the WeChat group, without going to other
channels (XX).

I can find little information on parenting by myself, but
WeChat groups provide me with a lot of information.
When a person answers a question in a group, it is
assumed that she will answer only when she knows the
answer and these answers will be more accurate (XM).

First-time mothers were found to prioritize
information related to parenting. Relying
solely on their own efforts to explore parenting
information both online and offline was perceived
as time-consuming and tiring. Conversely, active
participation in the WeChat group enables them to
access parenting information more conveniently and
cheaply, providing them with a more efficient means
of obtaining the knowledge they seek.

3.2. Empathy: The power of emotional catharsis

Social media serves as a platform for emotional
guidance (Claffey & Brady, 2019). As a result,
WeChat groups have evolved into spaces where
many first-time mothers find support in sharing their
experiences with others. The interactions within
these groups offer a constant sense of companionship
and a valuable outlet for mothers. Here, the actual
identity and background of other members hold less
significance than the empathy they share, becoming
the primary reason for first-time mothers to openly
express themselves within the WeChat group.

Sometimes I didn’t consciously communicate in the
group, but just said that I happened to see a mother
with the same emotion. Sometimes, I listen to other
people, and sometimes I talk about my problems, and
it goes both ways. It may not help you in real life, but
it will make you feel better (JJ).

Within the WeChat group, members displayed
a genuine willingness to dedicate time and effort
to console and support fellow first-time mothers,
assisting them in thinking about and resolving their
challenges. As these interactions unfolded, some
members began connecting with each other in private,
further cementing their relationships and gradually
transforming weaker online connections into stronger
offline bonds. Consequently, the WeChat group
evolved into a supportive environment, fostering
both strong and weak relationships and providing a
platform for mothers to receive emotional support.
Eager to access this social network, first-time

mothers proactively engage with the WeChat group,
actively seeking and providing assistance within the
community.

3.3. Group buying: Peer recommendations for
increased sales

Online communities have had a profound impact
on traditional marketing and consumer behaviour
(Balasubramanian & Mahajan, 2001). The influence
of online communities on consumer habits is
evident within the WeChat group. Periodically, the
group manager initiates group buying and selling
transactions, while group members frequently share
information about reselling used items. Notably, the
items bought and sold are child-related, ensuring
targeted promotions. Moreover, the acceptance
criteria to become a member of the WeChat group
foster a sense of familiarity and trust among its
members. As a result, many first-time mothers in the
group possess a keen sense of judgment and rarely
feel misled in their purchases. Compared to other
second-hand goods trading platforms, first-time
mothers prefer buying and selling goods within the
group, increasing member interactions, and keeping
them abreast of the latest trends in parenting products.
Such buying and selling activities encourage
emotional confidence and a sense of identity among
members of the WeChat group, epitomizing online
communities (Kim et al., 2014). Within the group,
many members freely share their previous purchasing
experiences with fellow first-time mothers, creating
a supportive environment for efficient product
screening. As a result, the in-group trading of goods
not only facilitates transactions, but also serves as a
means to exchange valuable parenting experiences,
effectively saving time and energy in the process.

3.4. Seeking group identity: The quest for visibility

According to social identity theory, individuals can
foster a sense of identity with their group through
social classification, leading to preferences for their
group and potential prejudices towards external
groups. Realizing or maintaining a positive group
identity enables individuals to enhance their self-
esteem (Korostelina, 2014). In comparison to trust,
social identity holds the power to generate more
positive psychological and behavioural outcomes
among WeChat group members, forming a basis for
acknowledging their group membership and fostering
a sense of belonging.

Those of us who have given birth know that sometimes
there is no one in life to talk to about these things.
Whether friends or netizens, we are in this big family,
thinking about joining this group is to release everyone
from sorrow, we share happiness, we solve our sadness
together or if we want to chat, we all come together to
chat (MM).
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Thedesire of group members to establishacohesive
social identity serves as a significant motivation
for first-time mothers to actively participate in the
WeChat group. Within the group, positive responses
from other members upon recognizing a comment
not only reinforce the sense of belonging but also
strengthens the overall group identity. When first-
time mothers encounter conflicting information from
external sources (e.g., from elderly family members),
those with a heightened sense of group identity
demonstrate a consistent commitment to defending
the group’s beliefs and messages. This protective
behaviour helps maintain the group’s cohesion and
reinforces the members’ collective identity.

4. Motherhood construction: Role formation in
online communities

4.1. Fostering motherhood in online communi-
ties: Key conditions

The shared experiences and common interests among
first-time mothers in the WeChat group create a
platform for them to engage in discussions on topics of
mutual interest, resulting in ongoing communicative
engagement between different subgroups within the
general cohort. As a result, the psychological needs of
group members are met, and the collective attention
of the group is maintained. Certain group discussions
quickly generate high levels of engagement, sparking
conversations among members and fostering high-
intensity communication that amplifies the overall
communication effect. This dynamic exemplifies how
new media technologies, and the cultural practices of
these groups are increasingly being integrated into
our daily lives.

TT: Dear friends, do your babies talk to themselves?
My baby watched the cartoon PAW Patrol and often
imitates the dialog of the characters.

MM: Yes, this is normal. Children like to play by
talking to themselves.

M: My kids also like to talk to themselves while they
play.

HH: That’s what kids do!

YY: My child also watches the cartoon PAW Patrol
every day and shouts «Xiao Li go forwardy.

TT: Each day, my kid shouts «Xiao Li go forward» and
«bow of the team out!»

MM: My kid is the same.

As such, we can see how first-time mothers
actively engage in discussions that contribute to the
construction of collective memory and mediate the
expression of emotional empathy within the WeChat
group. This process highlights a fundamental dynamic
in the formation of online communities, which
involves content dissemination and the cultivation
of shared memories. In these discussions, members

exhibit both a sense of ‘separateness’ and ‘cohesion,’
reflecting two essential and interdependent human
needs. While valuing their individuality and
uniqueness, members also seek active involvement in
conversations surrounding motherhood, identifying
with their shared identity, and seeking support from
fellow members. This collective process fosters the
creation of shared memories within the WeChat
group, contributing to the formation of a strong
collective social identity.

4.2. Fostering motherhood in online communi-
ties: Key characteristics

Within the WeChat group, first-time mothers play dual
roles as content consumers and producers, as well as
information disseminators and gatekeepers. Member
identity, therefore, is dynamic and ever-changing.
When a first-time mother expresses herself in the
group, she transforms into a secondary producer of
information, influencing the emotions and behaviours
of other members. The unique features of the WeChat
group include the ability to search chat records and
receive message reminders, and to contribute to the
continuity and traceability of information exchanged.
This departure from traditional information
transmission shifts from a single-to-multipoint to a
multipoint-to-multipoint approach. Consequently,
each group member becomes part of the network
formed by the online community, highlighting the
porous boundary between sender and receiver.

The WeChat group fosters a relatively stable
relationship among its members, characterized by
high loyalty and mutual support. Within the group,
each member can initiate topic threads, assuming
the role of a ‘media person’, as described by
Marshall McLuha (1969). In such a community,
interpersonal connections are mediated, and the
thoughts, viewpoints, and information contributed
by each member serve as crucial nodes in shaping
the collective relationships between members. The
intricate interweaving of these connections blurs the
boundaries between individuals, subtly influencing
and shaping the cognition of group members.
Furthermore, communication within the WeChat
group exhibits subjectivity, reflecting the distinct
characteristics of a ‘group’ culture where specific
terms frequently reappear in the chat records, such as
‘five golden flowers’ (referring to five notable local
primary schools in C city) and ‘seven Dragon Balls’
(representing seven renowned local high schools
in C city), among others. Social media’s influence
on individuals’ behaviour is closely linked to their
interaction with one another, self-discovery, and
role formation within the social arena (Meyrowitz,
1986). Through this process, individuals learn the
fundamental norms and life skills of the community,
whereby  acquiring the  community-specific
vocabulary becomes a rite of passage in their journey
of transitioning to motherhood.
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Frequent engagement with social media leads
individuals to immerse themselves in diverse
communities. Among these, first-time mothers come
together based on shared identities and personal
preferences, forming a homogeneous group that
cultivates unique cultural and language styles. This
collective effort encourages self-identity within online
communities, while the metaphors we create within
the realm of social media become cultural content
(Hebdige, 2012), influencing the real-life identity
cognition processes of members in the community.

Online communities have changed the concept
of presence, enabling continuous conversations
and interactions among group members through
the pervasive use of mobile phones and other
communication tools. This transformative shift
profoundly impacts social and emotional interactions.
Within the WeChat group, first-time mothers are
united, strengthening their sense of identification
with one another. This connection serves as a remedy
for the prevailing indifference often experienced
in modern society. Through mutual support and
empathetic  dialogue, first-time mothers find
emotional stability and develop a strong sense of
self-identity, reinforcing the impact of the online
community on their lives.

5. Virtual bonds: Understanding the separation
and cohesion of first-time mothers in online
communities

5.1. Cohesion: Media applications in daily life

The information shared within the WeChat group
distinguishes itself from content posted on other
information channels, such as Baidu. Information
provided by group members is characterized by
greater trustworthiness, continuous updates, and a
broader range of choices. As an online community, it
functions akin to a storage warehouse, transforming
how first-time mothers access and store information,
providing them with a reliable and dynamic resource.

In the WeChat group, everyone is a mother. We all have
things in common, especially the information about
raising our children. I like this group very much (XX).

These messages helped me better adapt to the role
of mom. As a first-time mother everything is an
unknow, and everything is obtained from the parenting
information group (MM).

Nowadays, WeChat groups have evolved into
refuges for first-time mothers, providing an outlet for
negative emotions, effectively serving as a ‘pressure
relief valve’. Within these interactions, group
members engage in a ritualized interaction chain,
satisfying their psychological needs and offering

psychological and behavioural benefits (Collins,
2005).

When [ had just given birth to my child, I teased my
husband’s mother in the group every day, and then I
felt comfortable. It seemed like everyone was talking
about the same thing at the same time (MM).

Emotional expression within the WeChat group
facilitates members’ psychological self-adjustment,
enabling them to effectively adapt to their role as first-
time mothers. According to cultural identity theory,
identity is akin to a ‘personality state’ that empowers
individuals to define their rights and scope of action.
Once individuals acquire an identity, they can assert
the corresponding rights through that identity.

I’ve been a member of this group for a long time. I feel
like I fit in almost. Especially for mothers who gave birth
in the same year, we are still relatively familiar with each
other, and we have added friends in private (XX).

Most scholars believe that identity is a product
of societal influence, where corresponding rights
represent the experiences a person has or does not
have within a given social environment, thereby
constituting those experiences as integral aspects of
identity (Wan et al., 2021). Consequently, identity
formation is a continuous and evolving process,
requiring self-integration and gradual development.
Through the support of the WeChat group, first-time
mothers have the opportunity to engage in ongoing
communication, assimilate information, and achieve
effective adaptation to motherhood.

5.2. Separation: Virtual life imagination

The WeChat group serves as a curated platform,
offering members a filtered stream of information.
Within this setting, first-time mothers can select
information that aligns with their individual
circumstances, but it also reduces exposure to
potentially less reliable information sources. This
corroborates findings from prior studies (Hajli, 2018)
that suggest people’s increasing reliance on social
media may lead to the re-tribalization of society. The
emergence of such an online community formed by
a tribe of first-time mothers, can inadvertently lead
to a standardization of preferences and perspectives
within this online community. In the following
dialogue we note such a dynamic at work:

M: Did any mom in the group recommend a drug
product called ‘chicken inner gold’? I heard it works.
Children cannot eat food may be because the spleen
and stomach are not good, this thing can regulate the
spleen and stomach.

TT: Yes, but [ asked several drugstores and they do not
sell it.
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M: You can buy it at Taobao.com. All the moms in the
group seem to buy it there.

This excerpt demonstrates how such a
homogenization of outlook can take place through
group discussion. Chicken inner gold refers to the
inner lining of a chicken, which can affect stomach
digestion; however, it is unsuitable for children
with spleen deficiency such that consuming it can
lead to adverse outcomes. The homogenization of
perspective consequent on the group dynamic can
lead to a lack of attention regarding each individual
child’s condition. This illustrates how individuals
who rely heavily on online communities might
unknowingly allow their outlook to be shaped by
others, with potentially detrimental outcomes their
child. Another noticeable dynamic in our data was
when some first-time mothers adjusted their emotions
following negative experiences. This adjustment
however, usually required more time and energy.

I like to talk with other people in the group to help
me accept my role as a mother. But the other mothers
could not help me solve practical problems in real life
and finally I had to solve some problems myself (BB).

Different friends have different ways of treating each
other. That’s just the way it is. A mom in a moms’
group is better than a stranger, but not as reliable as a
real-life friend (JJ).

You join these mom’s groups, and sometimes the more
you talk, the more anxious you become. If there is
something wrong with your child, everyone gets angry.
I don’t dare look at the messages in the group anymore,
as I’ve either already seen a similar comment, or they
just make me feel anxious (EE).

The WeChat group has the potential to magnify
negative emotions among members. Unlike real-life
friends, WeChat members exist solely in the virtual
realm, offering a constant sense of presence through
their online activity. However, virtual interactions are
not anonymous, and communication within the group
carries inherent risks. Over time, frequent discussions
may lead to the exchange of personal information,
such as a child’s name, age, school, caregiver, and play
locations, even among members who have never met in
person. This sharing of sensitive details raises concerns
about privacy and poses potential security risks.

6. Discussion
6.1. Cognition and embedding: Exploring first-
time mothers’ construction of maternal identity

in online communities

Within the WeChat group, members may have never
met face-to-face, and their real-life professions and

backgrounds vary significantly. Nevertheless, they
share a common online identity as mothers of child
X. Through text, pictures, and videos, they interact,
exchange information, opinions, and emotions in
the virtual space. In modern times, people often
coexist with strangers, necessitating the deliberate
construction of cooperative relationships through
personal choices. In this context, the formation and
sustainability of online communities stem from
members’ proactive decisions to engage and share
information.

First-time mothers actively participate in WeChat
groups, sharing their own parenting experiences
and seeking advice and communication with other
members. In this process, they transition from being a
passive audience to content producers and information
suppliers. Through continuous interaction, the
online community generates content to sustain daily
discussions in the group. The discussions among
mothers create a unique information exchange
network, facilitating the sharing of resources,
experiences, emotions, and information, ultimately
leading to the formation of a cohesive social identity
within the group. As an online community, the group
not only affirms the identity of mothers but also
reshapes their understanding of the social identity
associated with motherhood.

6.2. Construction and integration: How the on-
line community helps first-time mothers adapt to
motherhood

WeChat groups have become a crucial platform for
first-time mothers to access and distribute social
capital. Within these groups, social relations are
produced and reproduced, fostering interactions
among individuals, between individuals and groups,
and between individuals and society. This process
facilitates the transformation and value adding to
resources, all centered around the identity of being a
first-time mother. The online community constantly
generates the latest ‘mother image’ and culture,
guiding mothers toward an alignment with the
prevailing societal values through ongoing dialogue.
As members engage in conversations with others,
they can reflect on their own child-rearing practices
and share their experiences, ultimately coming
closer to the ideal mother image. At the same time,
this process requires a continuous revision of self-
cognition, integration with the community, and the
construction of their own unique motherhood identity.

6.3. Separation and cohesion: Exploring the
positive and negative effect of first-time mothers’
online community participation

First-time  mothers’ participation in  online
communities can have both a negative and positive
effect. On the negative side, they may experience
repetition of content within the WeChat group and
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encounter negative emotions within discussions.
Excessive engagement with the transient ‘presence’
of the online world can also lead to cultural and
role conflicts, causing a sense of disconnection
from the group. However, amidst these challenges,
positive outcomes can also arise. First-time mothers
benefit from the shared parenting experiences and
the opportunity to establish a maternal identity.
Through social interactions in the WeChat group,
mothers can seek emotional support and find like-
minded members to share their motherhood journey.
Balancing these effects is crucial in navigating the
online community’s influence on first-time mothers’
overall well-being.

7. Conclusion

Through one year of online ethnography and in-depth
interviews, this study sheds light on the profound
impact of WeChat groups on adaptation to the role
of being a first-time mother. The research findings
provide valuable insights as follows:

Firstly, WeChat groups for first-time mothers
provide a new social media environment where
interactions between mothers generate specific content
that reshapes their initial perceptions of motherhood.
Group discussions or conversations serve as a
media presentation, highlighting members’ active
participation in the online community. As discussions
within the group unfold, parenting information in
the group is enriched. Consequently, group members
become content producers, crafting their unique
mother image through the online community. This
media presentation effect for first-time mothers in
the virtual space further influences group members,
facilitating the integration and embedding of this
collective identity.

Secondly, WeChat groups are distinctive from
other types of groups, such as ‘fun yuan group’,
‘family group’, ‘unofficial public affairs group’, or
‘working group’, as they are formed based on a shared
identity (i.e., in the context of the current study, first-
time mothers). This unique community fosters a
comprehensive transformation in the lives of first-time
mothers. The content exchanged within WeChat groups
not only reinforces the individual members’ sense of
worth but also solidifies the collective experiences and
identities of first-time mothers. The online community
becomes a fundamental reflection of specific identity
traits and life journeys within a distinct context. For
these first-time mothers, the online community acts as
the bedrock and catalyst for identity construction and
smooth integration with the broader community.

Thirdly, the WeChat group serves as a platform
for first-time mothers to engage in self-expression
and share their daily experiences, enabling them to
connect with and embrace their unique identity as
inexperienced mothers. This process involves self-
presentation and group identification, contributing

to the formation and mutual shaping of their role as
mothers. Through the study of the practical expression
observed on this WeChat group, it is evident that new
media technology has become an integral part of the
daily lives and cultural practices of special groups,
dramatically altering traditional parenting practices
that have historically relied on the transmission of
knowledge from older generations (e.g., parents).
The WeChat group, therefore, fosters a distinct
exchange of online information, where members
share valuable insights, experiences, emotions, and
resourceful approaches. As a result, the group’s social
identity plays a crucial role in finding a sense of
belonging, ultimately redefining their understanding
of motherhood as a social identity.

Fourthly, the WeChat group plays a crucial
role in shaping a new parenting approach for
inexperienced mothers, finally helping to enhance
their social integration. By providing a virtual space
for interactions between first-time mothers, the group
provides a supportive and enriching environment for
inexperienced mothers, creating a sense of belonging
and connection. Through active group participation,
parenting becomes a valuable means for these women
to acquire and distribute social capital. The platform
facilitates the production and reinforcement of social
relationships, enabling interactions among members.
This dynamic exchange of resources hinges on the
transformation and proliferation of social capital
associated with the identity of being a first-time
mother.

Finally, this study shows how online communities
offer mothers a secure atmosphere for discussion
with other mothers, fostering trust and reliance. As a
result, first-time mothers actively engage and quickly
shape their identity as mothers. Additionally, Chinese
society’s parenting style significantly influences
mothers’ participation in these online communities.
At present, anxiety about education stands as a
prominent concern, posing a considerable challenge
for Chinese mothers. While discussions within these
communities revolve around children’s physiological
well-being and health, they also delve into questions
related to academic development and prospects. As
mothers partake in these discussions, they acquire
valuable knowledge while absorbing elements
of deeply entrenched traditional beliefs, subtly
influencing their maternal identities, even within the
context of online community involvement.

Several limitations can be identified in this study.
Firstly, the first author’s status as both a first-time
mother and a member of the WeChat Group may
introduce some degree of subjectivity to the study’s
findings. Secondly, the study focused solely on one
online community within a specific region of China,
warranting further research that explores potential
variation and outlier cases in other geographical
regions and types of online community. Thirdly, it
is important to recognize that each WeChat group
possesses distinct characteristics, and those formed
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by different organizers may exhibit their own
peculiarities. To gain a comprehensive overview,
future studies should adopt a horizontal, comparative
approach, examining various types of mother groups.
Additionally, determining the impact of online
community participation on the real-world behaviour
of mothers requires further empirical data to produce
more robust conclusions.
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