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Interface culture and gendered privacy risks in the context of Chinese

locative social media use

Across the world, young people are increasingly using locative social media
applications to socialize with strangers for dating opportunities. This
phenomenon is also found in Chinese society, where such applications are very
popular with young Chinese urbanites. This article presents a case study of how
young Chinese urbanites navigate social interactions with strangers on WeChat
People Nearby, based on the findings of interviews with 19 Chinese university
students aged between 18 and 23. By drawing on the notion of interface, we
uncover how gender dynamics are established in young Chinese urbanites’
People Nearby use and how the gender dynamics are engineered by the privacy
paradox of interfaced social interactions between strangers in the locality. The
outcomes of the present research help us to understand the gender-related
opportunity-risk axis established in young Chinese urbanites’ everyday use of

locative social media applications.

Keywords: WeChat People Nearby, locative social media, interface, privacy paradox,

gender

Introduction

While much scholarship in media and cultural studies criticizes capitalism for causing social
alienation in our society, Illouz (2007) reminds us that businesses may provide people with
new opportunities to develop and experience intimate relationships. In accordance with her
observation, we have witnessed locative social media applications being increasingly used by
young people to socialize with strangers (Gackenbach et al., 2016; Ward, 2017). Strangers, in
this case, refers to people who were previously unknown to each other. In social encounters,

people generally only recognize minimal obligations to strangers and avoid touching or



making eye contact with them in their everyday lives (Morgan, 2009). However, social
interactions with strangers are not always undesirable as, in certain scenarios, we may also
develop intimacies with them (Morgan, 2009). Interacting with strangers also comprises
social functions, possibly allowing people to expand their social networks. Today, a long list
of locative social media applications, such as Tinder and Grindr, have been launched by
businesses. Based on locative technologies, these applications facilitate the detection of
nearby users’ profiles, enabling users to communicate with strangers in the same geographic

area for friendship, romance, or even sexual encounters (Licoppe et al., 2016; Ward, 2017).

Following the global trend, young Chinese urbanites are active users of locative social
media applications (Jia et al., 2018). The majority of these applications are designed for
heterosexual users, addressing young Chinese urbanites’ desire for dates in a fast-paced urban
environment. Yet, the emergence of locative social media applications also raises privacy
concerns among young Chinese urbanites because the social encounters with strangers on
these applications may weaken users control over their privacy and “even invite stalking”
(Hjorth & Gu, 2012, p. 704). This leads to an inconsistency between young Chinese
urbanites’ willingness to share personal information, and their desire to protect their privacy
(Han et al., 2019). This inconsistency is often referred to as the privacy paradox (Barnes,
2006). It represents an opportunity-risk axis in today’s digital technology use (Chambers,
2017), creating tensions between young Chinese urbanites’ need to retain a level of
confidentiality and their wish for interfaced dating opportunities. Accordingly, this article
engages with the notion of the privacy paradox to explore how young Chinese urbanites cope

with the opportunity-risk axis in their everyday locative social media use.



This article comprises a study of Chinese university students’ use of the People
Nearby function of WeChat. WeChat is currently the most popular social media application
in China (Harwit, 2017), used by 1,098 million Internet users (Tencent, 2019). This
application incorporates a function called People Nearby. By activating the function, WeChat
users can find strangers from a list, which displays the profiles of other users, who are in the
same geographic area and are also using the function. The use of People Nearby facilitates
romantic encounters between female and male users in heteronormative Chinese society.
Chinese university students are a particular group of young Chinese urbanites, who have
often moved away from home to study at universities. To cope with feelings of loneliness in a
new living environment, Chinese university students become early adopters of WeChat
People Nearby, often actively using the function to socialize with nearby strangers for dating
opportunities. Thus, an analysis of how Chinese university students use WeChat People
Nearby is enlightening. It helps us to recognize the dynamic interplay between dating
opportunities and privacy risks on locative social media, as established in the social

encounters between young female and male Chinese urbanites.

In this article, we draw on the notion of interface culture to analyse how Chinese
university students use WeChat to navigate social encounters with strangers of the opposite
sex. Interfaces are the meeting points of socio-cultural dynamics, which transform how
bodies and environments interact (Gane & Beer, 2008). Using locative social media
applications, users can engage in interfaced interactions with limited distractions from their
surroundings (de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012). People Nearby facilitates social interactions
between strangers on WeChat, allowing Chinese university students to develop romantic
relationships with previously unknown users of the opposite sex. Yet, this use of People

Nearby requires them to accept a collateral consequence, which is the possibility of being



stalked by strangers. Given the gendered organization of romantic encounters on People
Nearby, a study of how Chinese university students navigate interfaced social interactions
with strangers on WeChat sheds light on the gender dynamics of the privacy paradox

established in young Chinese urbanites’ locative social media use.

In what follows, we firstly articulate how locative social media applications form a
type of interface and discuss how the notion of the privacy paradox helps analyse the
interface culture. We then provide an explanation of the research methods, which is followed
by a detailed analysis of the empirical data. We conclude by expounding the implications of

the research findings.

Literature review

Interfaced social interactions

Locative social media applications are designed to enable young people to navigate social
interactions with strangers. Such locative social media use can be unpacked following an
interface approach. According to de Souza e Silva and Frith (2012), an interface is defined as
an object or a collection of objects, which has the capacity to connect the different parts of a
complete system. An interface facilitates certain modes of interactions between the different
parts of the system (Ash, 2015). The Graphical User Interface (GUI), for instance, describes
an interface that allows users to interact with a personal computer by using a mouse to click
icons and images shown on the computer screen (Ash et al., 2018). However, interfaces not
only describe a linkage between the human body and digital technology but also a “meeting
point of a number of important social and cultural dynamics”, which may inform certain

socio-cultural practices (Gane & Beer, 2008, p. 61).



According to Ash (2015, p. 31), an interface must work in an interface environment
which is “positioned and spaced in relation to one another in order to convert qualities for
both other objects in the interface and the user engaging with that interface”. While particular
qualities are generated through the encounters between these objects, these qualities cannot
be solely reduced to any single object’s property (Ash et al., 2018). The specificity of an
interface environment is, therefore, based on how users use an interface and how the interface
is used in relation to physical surroundings in certain socio-cultural contexts (de Souza e
Silva & Frith, 2012). For example, users may use mobile phones as an interface to interact
with others who are thousands of miles away from them. This interface must perform the task
while being placed in an interface environment in which mobile phones are connected via a
wireless communication system that supports “receiving calls, exchanging data, pulling
electricity from a power source” (Farman, 2012, p. 64). It allows users to challenge space-
time constraints by engaging in interfaced interactions that lead to the conjunction of various

socio-cultural processes (Gane & Beer, 2008).

Locative social media applications may also work as an interface that enables users to
engage with each other, focusing on the social interactions between strangers. Locative social
media utilize the Global Positioning System (GPS) signal to locate each user’s physical
position (Fitzpatrick & Birnholtz, 2018). In order to activate this kind of interaction, users do
not need prior knowledge of each other’s existence but must be geographically close to each
other. Research shows that this mode of interfaced social interactions has been extensively
adopted by young people across the world to find dates or sexual encounters (Miller et al.,
2016). In this way, an interface culture is established amongst these young people,
normalizing the interfaced social interactions between strangers today (Fitzpatrick &

Birnholtz, 2018).



The interface culture of locative social media use feeds into the rise of surveillance in
the digital age. Surveillance is a part of the interface culture of locative social media
applications. According to Foucault (1977, p. 201), surveillance is defined by using the
“panopticon” as a metaphor. Panoptic surveillance involves top-down, imbalanced power
relations in which authorities regulate people by monitoring their behaviours (Foucault, 1977,
p. 201). Typical practices of panoptic surveillance include the CCTV system, which is used
by the police forces to track people’s everyday activities to prevent crimes. Today, this
panoptic surveillance has been extended to the digital cultures, explaining 1) how
authoritarian governments gather intelligence about dissidents (Rod & Weidmann, 2015) and
2) how high-tech companies collect Internet users’ data for commercial purposes (Fuchs,

2015) by monitoring user-generated content on the Internet.

While panoptic surveillance also exists on locative social media applications, another
form of surveillance, namely omnioptic surveillance, has played a pivotal role in the shaping
of young people’s locative social media use (Lambert, 2013). Omnioptic surveillance refers
to “the-many-watching-the-many”, describing how users consciously or unconsciously
monitor each other because of their access to each other’s information shared on the Internet
(Kelsey, 2015, p. 2). On locative social media applications, the interfaced social interactions
between strangers are based on their access to each other’s digital profiles (Evans, 2015).
These applications facilitate omnioptic surveillance by automatically updating users with the
whereabouts of other users (Lambert, 2013). In this way, the protocol of locative social media
use requires users to accept being monitored by strangers in the vicinity (Evans, 2015). Being
active users of locative social media applications, young people constantly find themselves

coping with a spectrum of the disclosure and preservation of their privacy (Chambers, 2017).



Scrutinizing young people’s privacy behaviours, thus provides the grounding for an in-depth
understanding of the interface culture of locative social media use, which centres around an

opportunity-risk axis of the interfaced social interactions with strangers.

Privacy and the privacy paradox

Privacy concerns one’s behaviour of controlling other people’s “access to the self” (Altman,
1976, p. 8). The notion of privacy enables people to recognize a private-public boundary
“along a spectrum of openness and closeness” (Palen & Dourish, 2003, p. 130), and manage
it by regulating “the flow of information efficiently without interference or intrusion from the
outside” (Chan, 2000, p. 1). Privacy behaviours encompass both socio-psychological and
physical dimensions, including the management of one’s personal information that helps
identify the individual, and the control of one’s body and physical surrounding to prevent the
individual from uninvited interference (Kokolakis, 2017). In everyday lives, people not only
preserve privacy but also share it, because the sharing of privacy facilitates the development

of trust and intimacy between social members (Altman, 1976).

Today, a great deal of scholarly attention has been paid to young people’s privacy
behaviour on social media, focusing on an inconsistency between how they express concerns
over their privacy and how they actually protect their privacy (Chambers, 2017). This
inconsistency, namely the privacy paradox, is a thorny issue lying at the heart of young
people’s social media use (Barnes, 2006). In general, participation in social media use
involves creating a personal profile and continuously sharing personal information through
that profile (boyd, 2014). A sharing culture is thus fostered, encouraging a pattern of social
interactions in which the public display of personal information is essential (boyd, 2014).

Participation in social media use necessitates being prepared to “trade privacy regulation for



convenience” (Chambers, 2017, p. 30). In this way, a tension between young people’s
protection and their expectation of privacy is created by the privacy paradox in social media

use (Kokolakis, 2017).

When young people use locative social media applications, their management of a
private-public boundary has been further complicated by the privacy paradox established in
interfaced social interactions with strangers. On traditional social media, where everyday
friendships and interfaced social interactions converge, young people mainly share privacy
with friends with whom they are connected on the platforms. They generally see strangers as
uninvited stalkers and utilize the existing privacy settings provided by social media
applications to block strangers’ access to their digital profiles (Chambers, 2017). This privacy
behaviour helps young people build a sense of safety in their everyday use of social media
applications. Yet, with the emergence of locative social media applications, this way of
protecting privacy has been challenged. Because the very purpose of using locative social
media applications is to interact with strangers, the intended audiences of users’ digital
profiles are not friends but strangers with whom they do not share existing trust and intimacy
(Timmermans & Courtois, 2018). In particular, young people often reveal their personal
information by sharing photographs and selfies, and by indicating their sexual preferences on
the digital profiles of their locative social media accounts (Licoppe et al., 2016). This
information constitutes a set of objectified attributes or characteristics of users, which
facilitates the matchmaking between strangers in interfaced social interactions (Licoppe et al.,
2016, p. 2,541). Under these circumstances, young people have to give up control over
aspects of their privacy and place it under the scrutiny of strangers when using locative social
media applications. This process redefines the meanings of ‘stranger’ and ‘privacy’, thereby

complicating young people’s management of the public-private boundary (Xu & Wu, 2019).



Gender dynamics

It is worthwhile noting that the notion of privacy is intersected with gender dynamics.
Existing literature shows that stalking on social media involves a greater impact on the
mental wellbeing of young women than on that of men (Ringrose et al., 2013). However,
while being fearful of being stalked, young women often consider that the benefits of
participation outweigh the risks of sacrificing privacy, as this participation, to a certain
extent, signifies their control over their personal realm (Ringrose et al., 2013). They tend to
deny the “significance of distressing experiences with reproving tales of others”, so as to
avoid being described as victims (Chambers, 2017, p. 31). As such, the privacy paradox
associated with stalking creates a heavier burden on young women in their locative social
media use. In this regard, Licoppe and Inda’s (2009) research of the Japanese locative mobile
gaming application — Moji provides a vivid example by illustrating how female users
reported extreme anxiety about their safety because of being stalked by male users. Their
research findings remind us of the importance of gender dynamics in the interface culture of

young people’s locative social media use.

On locative social media, given the ambivalent “structural gender inequality
embedded in the sexual double standard, marriage expectations, and state policies” in
Chinese society (Chan, 2018, p. 298), the gender dynamics engineered by the privacy
paradox are particularly notable in the way young Chinese urbanites navigate interfaced
social interactions with strangers, In a society where the prosperity of a family is historically
associated with a reliance on male offspring, the implementation of the Chinese
government’s fertility control has caused an imbalanced female-male ratio in the Chinese

population today (Lund et al., 2014). This imbalance provides young female Chinese



urbanites with a seemingly privileged status in the marriage market since there are more
single men than there are single women available in Chinese society (Luo, 2017). Under
these circumstances, the sexual attraction of Chinese men is often associated with their
wealth and social status (Song & Hird, 2014). As Song and Lee (2010, p. 176) note, “men
without money simply cannot have sex at all. They are neither able to seduce women outside
marriage nor to find wives”. This has led to Chinese men being pressured to buy a property
and thereby improve their relative attractiveness in the marriage market (Liu, 2019). Having
enjoyed this seemingly advantageous position, young female Chinese urbanites have
developed a heteronormative convention about engaging with romantic relationships, and so

tend to wait to be pursued by men.

However, the seemingly privileged status of young female Chinese urbanites is
situated within a patriarchal system which often measures women’s achievements against
their sexual attraction to men (Peng, 2019). Failing to adhere to these patriarchal norms
results in a social penalty, as exemplified by the widespread use of the term “leftover
women”, which stigmatizes Chinese women who do not marry before their late 20s (Luo,
2017, p. 195). These patriarchal norms amplify the desire of young female Chinese urbanites
for serious romantic relationships, whilst restricting their ability to express this desire, by
expecting them to adhere to male-pursuing-female dating traditions in all circumstances
(Chan, 2018). In this way, gender dynamics are engineered in young Chinese urbanites’
locative social media use by the amplified risks associated with the privacy paradox for
female users. Based on an account of the intersection gender and privacy, the present research
integrates the gender dynamics-related, opportunity-risk axis established in the use of locative

social media applications in young Chinese urbanites.
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Research questions and methods
With the intersection of the privacy paradox and gender dynamics in mind, we explore the
following three interrelated research questions to unpack the opportunity-risk axis of the

interface culture in young Chinese urbanites’ use of locative social media applications.

e How do young Chinese urbanites exploit the dating opportunities of interfaced social
interactions with strangers?

¢ How do young Chinese urbanites cope with the privacy risks associated with their
locative social media use?

e How do gender dynamics lead to young Chinese urbanites’ gendered navigation of the

opportunity-risk axis?

To answer these research questions, we conducted interviews with 19 Chinese
university students aged from 18 to 23, of whom eleven are women and eight are men. Our
participants were recruited from a typical Chinese university with the assistance of the
university’s student administration office. The participant recruitment advertisement was
distributed to students’ university email. The recruitment was of a voluntary nature. A total of
19 students enthusiastically agreed to participate in the present research. The female-male
ratio of the participants is generally balanced, while the participants present a wide range of
habits in their use of WeChat. We added the participants as friends on WeChat and conducted
semi-structured interviews with them via instant messages. No participant was interviewed
until they had signed the information sheet and consent form.* In the interviews, we first
asked the participants general questions, such as whether they had used People Nearby and

what the main factors were that encouraged them to use or discouraged them from using the

! The information sheet and consent form were distributed and signed digitally.
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function. Having built a rapport with the participants, we then invited them to talk about their
personal experience with the function and encouraged them to share specific examples. We
conducted the interviews with all participants in Mandarin Chinese and have translated the
interview transcripts into English for analysis purposes. The interview transcripts were coded
by using a thematic analysis method (Guest et al., 2014), which codes “data in terms of its
content” and then “[collate] related codes into thematic categories” (Peng et al., 2020, p. 7).
The analysis focuses on identifying the differences between female and male participants’ use

of People Nearby.

In this research, the primary risk associated with the data collection concerns the
confidentiality of the information supplied by the research participants. To address the risk,
we anonymized the personal information of the research participants and provided them with
pseudonyms. The table below summarizes the demographic details of each research

participant.

Table 1. Details of the research participants

Name Age Gender Using People Nearby at the time of the
research
Chen 21 Woman Yes
Zhang 23 Woman Yes
Li 18 Woman Yes
Su 19 Woman No
Lin 20 Woman Yes
Xue 22 Woman No
Di 21 Woman Yes

12



Mi 22 Woman Yes
Si 19 Woman No
Song 18 Woman Yes
Zeng 20 Woman No
Ning 19 Man Yes
Ding 22 Man Yes
Liang 18 Man Yes
Fei 21 Man Yes
Zu 19 Man Yes
Hao 20 Man Yes
Liao 22 Man Yes
Niu 19 Man Yes

In the present research, the sample size is relatively small, meaning that the
generalizability of the research findings is not guaranteed. Yet, as previously mentioned,
Chinese university students are a particular group of young Chinese urbanites, who are early
adopters and active users of WeChat People Nearby and are leading the trend of locative
social media use in Chinese society. Given the exploratory nature of the present research,
these qualitative data provide a glimpse into how young Chinese urbanites cope with the
opportunities and risks of befriending strangers in their everyday use of locative social media

applications.

Analysis and discussion
Through the interviews, we discovered that 15 of the 19 participants, including seven women

and all eight men, were using People Nearby at the time of the research. By using People

13



Nearby to browse the digital profiles of strangers, these young Chinese university students
are provided with means to cope with boredom. Participant Di, for instance, said that she
sometimes uses People Nearby late at night to ease her homesickness. Her quote below offers

a good illustration of this phenomenon.

Di, woman, 21 years old: People Nearby offers me a way to pass the time. It allows
me to find out who lives around and what they are doing every day, [...] through, for

example, browsing their profiles and their Moments.2

Similar to Di, most Chinese university students are temporary migrants of the cities
where they attend university. The feeling of university life as the experience of ‘being
removed from a familiar environment’ is commonly shared by our participants. The use of
People Nearby, to a certain extent, addresses the needs of these young Chinese urbanites to
satisfy their curiosity in this new environment, a guilty pleasure which is akin to ‘gossip’

(Lambert, 2016).

Romantic relationships and dating norms

Yet, while commonly using the phrase — ‘passing the time’ to describe their reason for using
People Nearby, most participants admitted to having used the function to interact with
strangers for heterosexual dates. Only two female participants said that their use of People
Nearby was entirely to fill free time, with no dating intention at all. Seven other participants,

including two female and five male students, related that they successfully found dating

2 Moments is a function that allows WeChat users to share original content with friends — similar to Facebook
Timeline.
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opportunities through this function. These findings show that most of the participants are

motivated to socialize with strangers with a desire for sexual or romantic relationships.

Locative social media applications are designed in such a way that they enable users
to socialize with strangers in their locality by participating in interfaced social interactions
(Timmermans & Courtois, 2018). On People Nearby, these interfaced social interactions are
based on the technological design of the function that makes users’ digital profiles publicly
available on a list. On the list, the digital profiles are ordered by physical distance from close
to far away, allowing young Chinese urbanites within the same geographical area to find
other users’ profiles, whether or not they were previously known to each other or connected
on WeChat (Xue et al., 2017). This locative feature is furnished with a gender filter, which
allows a user to search for female or male strangers only. In China where the socio-cultural
trend is still heteronormative, this gender filter encourages young Chinese urbanites to use
People Nearby to search for nearby strangers of the opposite sex so as to find dating

opportunities (Xue et al., 2017).

In contrast to the prevailing attitudes of many Western societies, adolescent love in
China is strictly forbidden in schools because it is generally considered by parents and
teachers to be premature (YYang, 2017). This means that most Chinese university students
have little experience of romantic relationships before entering university, and so are
potentially disadvantaged by a lack of skill in this area of their emotional development. As a
consequence of this, People Nearby forms an interactive interface environment in which
Chinese university students begin exploring their sexual desires and contemplate the
relationship between sexuality and romance. These young Chinese urbanites swiftly develop

gendered approaches to the interfaced social interactions on People Nearby, unveiling the
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gender dynamics of the opportunity-risk axis established in the interface culture of their

locative social media use.

In general, we discovered that male Chinese university students tend to be more active
than their female counterparts on People Nearby. One reason for this apparently gender-

influenced level of activity on People Nearby is given by Ning, a male participant.

Ning, man, 19 years old: To be absolutely frank with you, I do not have a girlfriend
[at the moment...]. This is why [I only socialize with women on People Nearby]. I
mean... a single man can pursue women, right? [...] Here you [as a man] have to take

the initiative if you want to find a girl.

Contrastingly, the female participants’ approach to locative social media use is much
more passive, evidenced by the fact that none of them said they ever initiated a conversation
with male strangers on People Nearby. For example, female participant Chen suggested that

she would never initiate a conversation with a male user on People Nearby:

Chen, woman, 21 years old: I always receive a lot of messages sent by men on People
Nearby [...]. I do not talk to any of them unless he talks to me first [...]. This is just
what a girl does [...]. Like in a movie, a gentleman is supposed to start the
conversation with a lady when they meet each other for the first time, not the other

way around.

Ning and Chen’s quotes provide a glimpse into the ambivalent gender dynamics

influencing young Chinese urbanites’ exploitation of the dating opportunities on People

16



Nearby. As previously mentioned, young female Chinese urbanites are seemingly advantaged
in romantic relationships in China today (Liu, 2019). When in their late teens or early 20s, the
responsibility for finding partners is placed on their heterosexual male peers, who are in
surplus on China’s marriage market (Luo, 2017). The advantageous position of young female
Chinese urbanites in the marriage market is paired with Chinese men’s enthusiasm for
pursuing sexual or romantic relationships (Yin et al., 2013). Together they contribute to an
acceptance of ‘male-chasing-after-female’ traditions in the development of romantic-

relationship by both young female and male Chinese urbanites’ in their everyday lives.

Privacy risks

In locative social media use, young Chinese urbanites may be tempted to ‘trade-off” their
privacy in order to develop a romantic relationship. Yet, because of the entangled relationship
between romance and sex in Chinese perceptions of locative social media use, this trade-off
comes at a price. Such entanglement is confirmed by the below quote from female participant

Su.

Su, woman, 19 years old: I used People Nearby but I have stopped using it because I
felt embarrassed if my profile was found by people who know me in real life [...]. I
am conservative. I do not want to be misunderstood [by my friends] that I am looking

for [...] one-night stands.

Su’s concerns that others will perceive her unfavourably have brought an end to her
participation in People Nearby. Interestingly, such concerns were almost never mentioned by
our male participants in the interviews, which points towards a gendered perception of

sexuality in the Chinese context. In the West, using locative social media applications for

17



casual sex is associated with “slut-shaming” (Birnholtz et al., 2014, p. 5). In China, however,
simply using applications of this kind, whatever the intention, could “jeopardize one’s
reputation” if discovered by friends (Chan, 2018, p. 305). This slut-shaming phenomenon is
amplified in China by the mass media, which often, in their coverage, relate locative social
media use to seeking one-night stands (Liu, 2016). The slut-shaming phenomenon has a
greater impact on young female Chinese urbanites than on their male peers, especially given
the gender inequality of sexuality entrenched in China’s patriarchal traditions (Chan, 2019).
Specifically, obedience to husbands has long been held as an important virtue of women in
Chinese culture (Schaffer & Song, 2007) while freedom to pursue sexual desire is, to this
day, largely reserved for Chinese men (Song & Hird, 2014). This gender inequality
consequently grants young male Chinese urbanites more freedom to express their sexual
desires than their female counterparts (Chan, 2019). Women who openly express sexual
desires are often accused of being a ‘slut’ (Farrer, 2007) and dating norms still require young
female Chinese urbanites to adhere to the ‘male-chasing-after-female’ traditions in romantic
encounters. Having been digitally reproduced on locative social media, these traditions leave
young female Chinese urbanites with a dilemma concerning the privacy paradox in their
navigation of the interfaced interactions with strangers on People Nearby, as evident in

female participant Xu’s quote:

Xue, woman, 22-year-old: I actually feel this is unfair for women [...]. Unlike men,
we cannot freely talk to a boy we like because we have to be restrained in a date, [...]
because otherwise, he might take you for granted [...]. However, waiting to be chased
after on People Nearby means you have to keep your profile accessible to anyone for

a long time [...]. The feeling is like being placed on the market.

18



As Xue noted, the dilemmatic problem faced by young female Chinese urbanites in
People Nearby use is further amplified by its algorithm for interfaced social interactions
between strangers. Specifically, users’ do not themselves automatically share personal
information on People Nearby. Instead, their digital profiles become visible on the list when
they manually activate the function. In addition, unless they manually hide their traces, their
digital profiles remain visible for a few hours. In this way, these young Chinese urbanites are
required to voluntarily reveal their apparent willingness to seek opportunities for romantic
encounters. The ‘male-chasing-after-female’ traditions in romantic encounters mean that
male users can easily hide their pursuit of romantic relationships by manually deleting their
locative traces without decreasing the likelihood of finding dating opportunities on People
Nearby. However, the same privacy behaviour is not available for their female counterparts
who wish to exploit the opportunities for finding dates on People Nearby. This is because the
social expectation that female users do not initiate interfaced social interactions in romantic
encounters requires young female Chinese urbanites to keep their digital profiles publicly
accessible for a long time. If they fail to do so, they provide fewer opportunities for male
users to find their profiles on People Nearby. Such a pattern of matchmaking becomes an

inducement to be less protective of young female Chinese urbanites’ privacy.

The socio-psychological and physical dimensions of privacy

The privacy paradox becomes an even more difficult issue for young female Chinese
urbanites to navigate interfaced social interactions with strangers because of the intersection
of the socio-psychological and physical dimensions of privacy in People Nearby use.
Altman’s (1976, p. 8) definition of privacy as the control of others’ “access to the self” is
intriguing since it implies a potential connection between privacy and body, which suggests a

physical dimension to this concept (Kokolakis, 2017). The interface function of People
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Nearby facilitates the intersection of the physical and socio-psychological dimensions of
users’ privacy by locating each user’s physical position and connecting the position to their
presence on the locative social media. This locative feature is designed to support social
interactions between strangers seeking real-life dating opportunities in the same geographic
areas (Xu & Wu, 2019). Given the institutional constraints on their pursuit of romantic
relationships at university, this feature is important for Chinese university students’ love

lives. ,

In China, university accommodation consists of single-sex, on-campus dormitories,
which physically segregate women and men. All Chinese university students are required to
stay in these dormitories. This is also the case for our research participants, as confirmed in
the interviews. Such a living environment results in an institutionally restricted capacity for
cross-gender interaction. The emergence of locative social media applications like People
Nearby presents a challenge to such institutional constraints as it enables these students to
contact others with whom there is a sexual attraction. Yet, using this function also means
providing other users with knowledge of their whereabouts (Ward, 2017). While the physical
and socio-psychological dimensions of privacy intersect in users’ publicly accessible profiles
on locative social media (Hjorth & Gu, 2012), heightened privacy risks are created for female
users when they participate in interfaced social interactions with strangers in their immediate

vicinity.

Zhang, woman, 23 years old: I think it is risky to be found by strangers in People
Nearby, [because] you never know who exactly is watching and if they are good
people. They live nearby and may pass you in the street [...]. It is very dangerous if

they could follow you [through the locative traces you left] on People Nearby.
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Participant Zhang described herself as an ‘inactive user’ of People Nearby. She
occasionally uses the function to browse the digital profiles of others in her locality but said
that she does this just to pass the time. To prevent strangers who may live close-by from
discovering her WeChat profile, she always deletes her locative traces after using the function
because it contains information which could potentially be used to locate her whereabouts. As
previously discussed, young female Chinese urbanites who want dating opportunities have to
keep their digital profile publicly accessible because it is an established prerequisite for the
interfaced social interactions in People Nearby. Yet, to do so increases the risks of stalking
by strangers with whom they have shared this information. Given the intersection of the
physical and socio-psychological dimensions of privacy in locative social media use, this
technologically engineered interface culture challenges the young, female Chinese urbanites’
desire for privacy and jeopardizes their personal safety. Such safety concerns are most
tellingly revealed in the interview with female participant Zeng, who said that her

disinclination to use People Nearby resulted in part from her having heard an unsettling story.

According to Zeng, the unsettling story described how a young woman was
kidnapped by a gangster and sold into prostitution after her frequent use of People Nearby
enabled the gangster to find out where she lived. The function revealed the woman’s locative
traces, which enabled the gangsters to find out where she lived, despite the fact that they have
never crossed paths before. According to the story, although there were witnesses at the crime
scene, they failed to rescue the victim because one of the kidnappers was able to give
accurate details of her home address, alongside many other personal details. This convinced
the witnesses that the woman was the gangster’s wife and they were just having a family

argument. Typical of an urban legend, which serves as a cautionary tale and often comprises
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an element of horror/fear (Brunvand, 2003), this story carries a warning that young female
Chinese urbanites living alone in cities should avoid using People Nearby; their whereabouts
have to be carefully concealed to avoid being stalked by strangers. Zeng’s story reveals that
young female Chinese urbanites apparently are more concerned about the breaching of
physical privacy on locative social media than their male peers. Such concerns enlarge the
risk axis of the privacy paradox and cause many of our female participants’ anxiety about
their privacy, similar to the phenomenon noted by Licoppe and Inda’s (2009) study. This
anxiety prompts young female Chinese urbanites to self-limit the potential of using locative

social media applications.

Unlike young female Chinese urbanites, their male counterparts raised few concerns

about unknown stalkers, as typified by Zu’s explanation.

Zu, man, 19 years old: I do not think any strangers [with suspicious motives] would
be interested in following me [...]. This story [about someone being kidnapped by
gangsters after revealing personal information on People Nearby] could only scare
women but is nonsense for me [...]. Men are much stronger. We are capable of

protecting ourselves.

Existing literature shows that the complexity of locative social media users’
navigation of interfaced social interactions with strangers who live locally is caused by the
“difficulty of identifying the very contexts of [locative] data capture, interception, generation,
registry, and ‘leakage’” (Leszczynski, 2015, p. 980). Building upon these findings, the
analysis of young Chinese urbanites’ use of People Nearby reveals the gendered dynamics in

the opportunity-risk axis on locative social media. To a certain extent, the research findings
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corroborate the ethnographic study by Miller et al. (2016), which reveals similar gender
dynamics within Chinese migrant communities by showcasing how locative social media
applications enable male Chinese migrant workers to organize affairs outside marriage while
away from home. This research, of a privileged group of young Chinese urban university
students, is in accordance with the findings by Miller et al. (2016) in rural China, and it lends
further weight to the argument that gender dynamics is being established, in part, through

privacy concerns in the use of locative social media applications.

Conclusion

This article presents an analysis of the interface culture in young Chinese urbanites’ use of
locative social media applications, based on a case study how Chinese university students
navigate interfaced social interactions on WeChat People Nearby. Using the present
research, we reveal that Chinese university students, as a representative group of young
Chinese urbanites, are actively using the People Nearby function of WeChat to challenge the
institutional constraints that limit their everyday pursuit of romantic relationships. However,
this practice has collateral consequences; it requires these young Chinese urbanites to accept
the risk of being stalked by strangers. Given the entanglement of romance and sex in Chinese
perceptions of locative social media use, an opportunity-risk axis associated with the privacy
paradox is constituted in the interface culture, reshaping how these young Chinese urbanites
use People Nearby in their everyday lives. In particular, young female and male Chinese
urbanites are directed to adopt different strategies to cope with the privacy paradox when they
use the function to exploit the dating opportunities provided by the function. These young
Chinese urbanites’ gendered navigation of interfaced social interactions with strangers on
People Nearby provides a glimpse into the production of the ambivalent gender dynamics in

the interface culture of locative social media use.
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Significantly, we noted that Chinese society provides young female urbanites with a
seemingly privileged status in heterosexual romantic relationships. This seemingly privileged
status constitutes a kind of pseudo-empowerment, which appears to liberate women’s desire
for romantic relationships (Chan, 2018). However, our analysis of the gender dynamics in
young Chinese urbanites’ use of People Nearby suggests that locative social media
applications have actually created a dilemma for young female Chinese urbanites seeking to
protect their privacy. Existing dating norms require Chinese women to be courted by men.
These dating norms are reproduced in the way young Chinese urbanites use People Nearby.
Thus, unlike men, who can easily delete their locative traces after using People Nearby,
women pursuing romantic encounters by way of this function, are compelled to keep their
profile available to a large cohort of users who reside in the vicinity. This action not only
risks them divulging private information concerning their sexuality to people whom they
know, but it also risks attracting nearby strangers with potentially malicious intent. Bearing in
mind the intersection of the socio-psychological and physical dimensions of privacy on
locative social media applications, the gendered dimensions of the privacy paradox have been
amplified in locative dating communications, restricting the ability of female urbanites to

exploit the benefits of using these applications for their sexual liberation.

Given the sample size and the scope of the study, the research findings on gender
differences between female and male Chinese university students are limited in terms of their
generalizability. However, as an in-depth, qualitative study, the present research, which
furnishes an insightful analysis of a typical group of the way young Chinese urbanites use
WeChat People Nearby, provides a glimpse into the intersection of privacy and gender

dynamics in the interface culture of locative social media use. It shows that the privacy
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paradox in locative social media use is of a gendered nature, which somehow privileges male
users over their female counterparts. Accordingly, the research provides a new angle from
which to examine the complex interplay between the privacy and gender dynamics as
reflected in the way people utilize everyday technology (Goransson & Rolfstam, 2013). A
better understanding of this interplay is necessary, as it would help to anticipate the impacts
of technology use on gender power relations within and beyond the Chinese context (Peng,
2020). As such, we propose future research to examine the interplay between privacy and
gender dynamics in people’s use of other social media applications with a balanced account

of how the socio-cultural background of users may make a difference in this process.
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