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A PRAGMATIC ANALYSIS OF UNIVERSITY STUDENTS’ WECHAT
NICKNAMES

With the advancement of technology, people can now communicate rapidly via
the Internet. Online nicknames, such as those used on platforms like WeChat, serve
as the first impression in virtual communication. These nicknames reflect not only
individual preferences but also deeper value orientations, making their study
particularly meaningful. This research collected WeChat nicknames from
85 undergraduate students from 3 universities through questionnaires and
conducted a pragmatic analysis focusing on their origins, naming intentions, and
the cultural and psychological meanings behind them. The results reveal that
students show high levels of autonomy and creativity in nickname selection.
Different nicknames also reflect varied personality traits and value systems among
university students. A deeper analysis of WeChat nicknames can enhance our
understanding of language use in social media and provide new insights into
contemporary youth culture and social behaviour.
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students.

1. Introduction

With the development and popularization of the Internet, online communication
has become an important means of communication and entertainment in modern life.
The WeChat nickname, as a necessary step in registering for the platform, is the first

impression one creates when establishing social connections ([ # ¥~ , 2016).
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Through WeChat nicknames, we can observe the linguistic features of different user
groups on this vast communication platform. These nicknames also reflect users’
knowledge, morality, aesthetics, psychological traits, and other aspects of cultural
literacy, making them a new window into linguistic and cultural studies. As
individuals grow older and real-life social needs evolve, university students
gradually shift from using platforms like QQ to WeChat for social interaction.
Accordingly, WeChat nicknames can to some extent reflect young people’s values
and psychology, which makes them worthy of academic exploration.

This study investigates the construction forms and intentions behind nickname
choices among undergraduate students through a questionnaire-based survey. The
goal is to analyze the linguistic patterns and structural features of these nicknames,
interpret their reflections of individual personalities and values, and further explore
the cultural and psychological concepts embedded within. Studying online
nicknames helps us better understand language use on social media and gain deeper
insight into the psychology of today’s youth, thus promoting more effective

communication.

2. Literature Review

With the growing prevalence of social media in contemporary life, its role in
identity expression and social interaction has become increasingly significant. As
one of the most widely used platforms in China, WeChat is an indispensable
communication tool among university students. Within this virtual space, a
nickname is not just a label — it carries rich sociolinguistic and pragmatic meanings,

reflecting the user’s personality, identity, and social intentions (& 7, 2007).

Zheng Meiping (2007) collected a large number of nicknames from platforms such
as Tencent QQ, chatrooms, and BBS forums, categorizing them and identifying four
key cultural-psychological characteristics: romantic sentiments, idol worship,
emotional loneliness, and a tendency to express individuality and nonconformity.

Liao Yingying et al. (2008), drawing from linguistics and psychology and
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incorporating Freudian theories, explored how different nickname choices reflect
various personality traits and life value orientations, unveiling the psychological
phenomena behind the names. Liu Hui (2021) used questionnaires and interviews to
investigate the choice and use of online names among university students. The
results revealed that these names carry special meanings, often expressing students’
ambitions or romantic ideals, and reflect motivations such as quoting maxims,
expressing individuality, seeking uniqueness, and conveying emotional messages.
So, it is evident that as a form of online naming, WeChat nicknames — whether
consciously or unconsciously chosen — tend to exhibit certain linguistic patterns and
cultural-psychological features.

Although research on social media nicknames has been increasing in China,
systematic pragmatic studies on WeChat nicknames remain relatively limited. This
is especially true for the specific demographic of university students, where such
analysis is lacking. This study seeks to fill that gap by collecting and analyzing
nickname data from students of various backgrounds. It employs a deixis-based
perspective to explore the formation and structure of online nicknames and, by
integrating sociolinguistics and pragmatics, aims to uncover the sociocultural factors

behind nickname choices and motivations among university students.

3. Research Methodology
3.1 Research Questions
This research aims to explore the following key issues:
(1) What are the sources of their nicknames?
(2) What is the intension behind their nickname choices;
(3) The psychological factors and value orientations reflected in their nickname

selection and use.

3.2 Data Collection
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This study collected WeChat nicknames from 85 university students as the
primary data source with the help of handing out the questionnaire consisted of six
open-ended questions. The participants were full-time undergraduate students from
Guangdong University of Foreign Studies, Harbin Normal University and Harbin

Engineering University, aged between 18 and 23.

3.2.1 The sources of WeChat nickname selection by university students

University students draw their WeChat nicknames from a variety of sources.
According to the survey, the most common source is self-created nicknames,
accounting for approximately 66% of the total. The second most common source is
online searches, making up around 12%, with platforms such as Xiaohongshu, Zhihu,
Baidu, and official WeChat accounts frequently mentioned. Nicknames inspired by
favourite quotes or phrases and those derived from idols or singers account for 9%
and 8% respectively. The least common source is nicknames created by others,

which represent only 5% of the total.
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Survey on the source of Online nicknames selected by university students (N=85)

3.2.2 The intentions of WeChat nickname selection of university students

When choosing a nickname, people not only consider its form but also pay
attention to its meaning. As a meaningful carrier and medium, a nickname can reflect
various personal attributes. According to the data, the most common intention

behind nickname selection is to “express emotions,” with approximately 34% of
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students choosing nicknames for this reason. Following closely, around 32% of
students selected nicknames because they found them “funny” or “amusing.” The
third most common reason is that the nickname is derived from the student’s real
name, accounting for about 18%. Meanwhile, 8% of students use their nicknames to
reflect an appreciation for literary expression, and another 8% choose nicknames

due to superstitious beliefs.
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Investigation on intention of WeChat nickname selection of university

students (N=85)

3.2.3 Corpus Analysis

This study focuses on university students as the primary research subjects to
explore the usage of online nicknames and to analyze the intentions behind their
selection. From the perspective of deixis in applied linguistics, this paper conducts
a detailed analysis of the structural composition of online nicknames, thereby
deepening the discussion on their linguistic forms. In addition, through pragmatic
analysis, the study uncovers various personality traits, life values, and underlying

psychological factors reflected in different types of nicknames.

4. Research Findings
The following section presents a detailed analysis of the sources, structural forms,
and pragmatic aspects of online nicknames based on the questionnaire results and

statistical data.
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4.1 Sources of Nicknames

As shown in table 1, among the 85 respondents, the majority preferred to create
their WeChat nicknames independently, while a notable proportion drew inspiration
from favourite poems, literary works, or songs. This result suggests that
contemporary university students possess a strong sense of autonomy, with most
nickname choices being self-determined. It also indicates a certain level of creativity
and originality, as many students are capable of generating distinctive nicknames

based on their personal ideas.

4.2 Constitution forms
The complexity of online nickname structures varies from simple to intricate. By
categorizing and analyzing the collected WeChat nicknames, their constitution
forms can be roughly divided into the following three types (see Table 1).
Table 1

Structural Forms of Online Nicknames

Types Explanations Examples
Word | This kind of nickname is simple, easy | “H =70 "D )L
to understand. It contains Chinese, | }&>», »ffi7>

Western in single or double word and

so on
Sentence | This kind of nickname refers to short | “fz 7 3 44, A 1 5>, 73¢
Chinese sentences B EWEE. U R

o 41

pell-mell | This kind of nickname includes | “1441 (&FZMIL) 7. "X
structure | English and Chinese mixed with | | 7 ~2@% minys”
letters, numbers, symbols, pinyin
mixed form, as well as simple symbols,
numbers and pinyin

WeChat nicknames share the common features of online usernames. Users are
free to choose nicknames without being constrained by the conventions of traditional

naming practices. They can creatively combine various symbolic elements to
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express themselves in the virtual space (#£1&, 2006). Through a comparative

analysis of nickname structures, certain conclusions can be drawn.
4.2.1 Flexibility

Online nicknames break free from the conventional “surname + given name”
structure: In traditional Chinese names, the surname typically precedes the given
name, and the surname is both fixed and essential. Online nicknames, however, are
not bound by such rigid formats and display great flexibility. This freedom enhances
the expressive power of language (%k7Z % et al., 2009). Examples include “fikJL,”
“INE,and “HE.
4.2.2 Arbitrariness

There are no character limits in nickname creation: While traditional Chinese
names usually consist of two to four characters, online nicknames can be of any

length. Some may contain just a single character, such as “}& Qing” or “& Jing,”

while others may be as long as nine characters or more — for example, “A T &[] £
SN ZE” or “IRIK IR SKEKGKGK S FAT.”
4.2.3 Diversity

The forms of nickname combinations are highly diverse: Unlike traditional
names that use only Chinese characters, online nicknames may include Chinese,
foreign languages, a mixture of both, as well as numbers and symbols. This diversity
is particularly noticeable among university students. In the 85 samples collected, 39
included English letters. These included English names like Nancy, Helen, Mike,
Selina, and even Latin words like Passio. Some nicknames also included special
characters, such as “N_zomi” and “MOQ:)”.

These findings suggest that the core features of online nicknames lie in their
flexibility, arbitrariness, and diversity. They employ every possible transformation
of language, breaking away from conventional naming norms and expanding both
capacity and elasticity. As a result, these names appear unique and entertaining,

offering a refreshing linguistic experience.
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4.3 Pragmatic Analysis of Online Nicknames

As a tool for self-presentation, WeChat nicknames provide university students
with a platform to express their individuality. These nicknames often reflect rich
cultural, emotional, and personal values, serving as an important lens through which

to understand the social behaviors of contemporary university students (4% and
&X &7, 2013). By analyzing the unique characteristics revealed in nickname

choices, we can explore the current value orientations and psychological states of
university students, offering insights into emerging trends in youth culture.
4.3.1 Simplicity and Clarity

According to statistics, about 17.6% of students chose to use nicknames derived
directly from their real names. Most of them stated that this choice was driven by
the desire for convenience, simplicity, and easy recognition. Even so, students would
often make slight modifications to their real names. For instance, “sxj” is the

abbreviation of a student’s full name; “Nancy $%%%” combines an English name with
a Chinese given name; “H” is simply the student’s family name.

4.3.2 Self-Presentation

During their university years, students tend to emphasize individuality and seek
distinctiveness in the complex online world. They express their personalities through
their WeChat nicknames. Scholars have pointed out that there are two main
motivations behind self-presentation: the self-oriented goal of realizing one’s
identity and enhancing self-worth, and the other-oriented goal of meeting social
needs (ZEFz#+ and KM HE, 2019). The following analysis will be elaborated on

these two aspects (see Table 2).
Table 2

Three categories of self-presentation

Types Explanations Examples
Self-confirmation | According to the “self- | A student nicknamed “J¥ %
confirmation” theory, people | 3L > said: “I hope the name
have a strong desire to confirm
and consolidate their true

reminds me that I need to be
myself, that I prefer to be

230



views on themselves, and
expressing their opinions and
true  feelings are  self-
confirmation behaviors (Erica
et al.,, 2013). In the self-
presentation of nicknames,
nicknames also strongly reflect
the motivation of the actor’s
self-confirmation.

seen as an onion buried in
the ground, rather than a
pampered daffodil, and be
my truest self.”

Self-
reinforcement

“Self-reinforcement”  theory
refers to the  positive
motivation to strengthen self-
view and self-public image,
including shaping ideal self-
image and actively managing
impression  (Leary, 2007).
Many respondents said that
their nicknames convey some
self-suggestion about
themselves, which contains
their expectations for the
future, showing an ideal self-
image and personality
characteristics.

A first-year student with the
nickname “f% /8 AR E 6"
said: “This is a metaphor for
my messy life, and it shows
my beautiful vision of living
hard.”

A student named Y& 10y’

said: “The inner
temperature of the flame is
the lowest, so this name
expresses my thoughts and
feelings that the outside is
warm like fire and the inside
is easy to cold.”

Interpersonal
reinforcement

The theory of “interpersonal
reinforcement” refers to the
fact that online nicknames are
designed mainly to enhance the
relationship between others
and themselves, and they hope
to  construct their  first
impression online through
nicknames (f};H8 and Y|
7N, 2023).

The student nicknamed “&f
Ity £ FE” said: “T think
nicknames are related to
people in real life. My
nickname 1is cute, which
gives people a feeling that
this person is easy to get
along with and very cute.”

4.3.3 The Pursuit of Humor and Joy

For many university students, life does not become less stressful compared to
high school. They continue to face intense academic demands, fierce job market
competition, and mounting pressure. Humor, therefore, serves as an emotional outlet,
injecting joy into daily life. By giving their online nicknames a humorous touch,

students can relieve stress, vent frustration, and either laugh at themselves or
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entertain others. This not only offers emotional catharsis but also makes their

nicknames more engaging and attention-grabbing. Examples such as “[x 2[5 1+ #

& and “12WiF3X S A reflect a strong tendency toward humor and wit.

4.3.4 The Pursuit of Literary Flair
“Language ideology is part of spiritual culture; it is a concrete manifestation of

cultural values in the realm of language” (FH|$8., 2000). A person’s name is not

only a linguistic phenomenon but also a cultural one. Through the lens of online
nicknames, we can observe that contemporary university students often exhibit a
deep and unique appreciation for literary and cultural expression. Many choose
names that reflect classical references, poetic inspiration, or philosophical
undertones, demonstrating their desire to project intellectual and cultural depth
through language (see Table 3).

Table 3

Cultural factors in nicknames

Types Explanations Examples
Literary | Some students use some words | “Nefelibata & Sonhadora”, a
artistic | containing special meaning to | first-year Portuguese student,
conception | express their unique literary | said: “Nefelibata means a

realm, reflecting the value
orientation of the pursuit to
beautiful aesthetic taste of the
Internet nickname, so that the
Internet name has an elegant
artistic atmosphere.

person who travels or walks in
the clouds, and Sonhadora
means a dreamer, and the
combination of the two makes
up the current nickname”.

Some also like to use ancient
poetry and other literary works
to reflect their pursuit of art

The student nicknamed “2 = [+
W O 8% #E” said that the
nickname was taken from one
ancient Chinese poem “ZE5p".

Some students borrow the
characteristic words in literary
classics, movies and music to
name, so that the network
nickname 1s full of artistic
temperament and mystery, to

A junior student named himself
“Avada Kedavra”, after a Harry
Potter spell, and said he used the
nickname to express his love for
Harry Potter.
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show their love and worship.
Using their favorite, iconic
words on WeChat nicknames

also helps students find
common circles and find
friends who share common
topics.

Idol
culture

Some students use the names
of idols and other people to
name them, and put their ideals
on the celebrities, which not
only expresses their worship
and love for idols, but also
expresses their good wishes for
their future.

“Stah!” It's a name taken from
an electronic singer; “YE#{F”
1s a homophone for a favourite
singer’s name.

4.3.4 Expression of Personal Emotions

WeChat nicknames can, to a certain extent, serve as an authentic reflection of
university students’ emotional states. In such cases, the nickname becomes a subtle
yet meaningful interpretation of one’s inner world. It offers a unique channel through
which individuals can externalize and articulate a wide range of personal emotions,

such as joy, sorrow, longing, or nostalgia. As a result, these emotionally charged

nicknames function not only as identifiers in the digital space but also as personal

statements of the heart (see Table 4).

Table 4
Emotional connotations embedded in Nicknames
Types Explanation Examples
Release | As a special social group, | The student named “4.435km/s”
bottled- | university students need to | said: In astronomy, escape velocity
up deal with various problems | is the speed at which an object
emotions | and pressures from life, | escapes the gravity of a star, and the
and get | study and emotions as they | escape velocity of Mercury is
ridof |grow older, so these |4.435km/s.
anxiety |students use Internet| A student named “bird” said, “I
nicknames to release | hope I can be as free as a bird.”
repressed emotions and get
rid of anxiety.
Express | Some students want to | A student called “[& £ said, “My
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love,

show themselves and

cat’s name is Yuanyuan. Although |

friendship | express their feelings on | am away from home, I would like to
and other | the Internet, pouring out | show my love and miss Yuanyuan
feelings | their feelings and revealing | by her nickname.”
their true feelings through | The student named “K 2 7 Hf”
Internet nicknames. Such | said his name was a name mainly
feelings include love, | for couple and he wanted to express
friendship, family and so | Jove.
on.
Express | University students | A senior student named “1441 (£
one’s | express their hopes and | =% /7 4})” said that the number is
wish | expectations of life through | said o be lucky for the exam.

nicknames. The student named “4 44 said:

“I lack gold in the five elements (1L
17), so I want to show it more in the
name and supplement my five
elements.”

The nickname “#Fi2 141> said: I
am very superstitious, [ gave this
name in the hope that good luck will
find me.

5. Conclusion

Language serves as a vehicle for social culture and values, reflecting a wide range
of cultural beliefs, personal pursuits, and value orientations. Online nicknames, as a
unique form of language, represent a specific social phenomenon and capture the
cultural essence of their time through distinct linguistic expression. By collecting,
organizing, and analyzing students’ nicknames, this study finds that influenced by
the characteristics of the era and the emergence of new naming elements, WeChat
nicknames among college students demonstrate renewed vitality in both structural
patterns and semantic expression. The variety in naming strategies reveals students’
creativity and autonomy in constructing their online identities. Furthermore, the
choice of nicknames reflects diverse personal traits, value orientations, and
psychological tendencies. These findings highlight the emotional richness and
cultural openness present in the current networked linguistic landscape of university

students.
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