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Interpersonal Relationships in the Virtual
Community: A Case Study on OldKids the
Website in Mainland China

Huan WU

Abstract

This paper explores the features of interpersonal relationships in a virtual
community known as OldKids, one of the largest senior-oriented Internet
portals in mainland China. A unique feature of the website is its close
connection with offline communities. Through online ethnography and offline
participant observation, this study examines interpersonal relationships in four
dimensions: 1) time and space relation, 2) emotional ties, 3) distinction
between online and offline communities, and 4) format of relations. In the
study, senior citizens exhibited considerable autonomy; they decided when and
how to be involved in online interactions and determined the format of
interpersonal relations in the online and offline communities. Interpersonal
relations shaped in the virtual community are not copies of those in the real
world and tend to be more flexible. As Chinese society has already shown
trends toward individualization , it is valuable that interpersonal relationships
shaped in a virtual community can bring about meaningful emotional
connections among senior citizens and, at the same time, grant them freedom
of choice.
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