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Abstract

Against the backdrop of population aging, increasing family nuclearization, and intensified population
mobility, family WeChat groups have become an important digital space through which older adults
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maintain family relationships. Drawing on the perspective of digital presence, this study examines
the emotional practices of older adults in family WeChat groups and explores the underlying logic of
these practices. The study finds that the “crisis of presence” caused by spatial separation within
families motivates older adults to continuously produce digital visibility through greetings, infor-
mation sharing, interactive participation, and relationship activation. These communicative prac-
tices help them sustain their identities as family members and obtain familial recognition. Digital
presence thus serves not only as an adaptive strategy for coping with the absence of face-to-face co-
presence, but also as an important mechanism for maintaining subjectivity, belonging, and emo-
tional attachment within the family. At the same time, digital presence reveals a paradox: being vis-
ible does not necessarily mean being noticed, and being connected does not necessarily mean being
accompanied. In essence, it functions as a compensatory practice for the decline of everyday co-
presence. By linking digital presence with familial recognition and the maintenance of subjectivity, this
study offers a new perspective for understanding family communication in an aging society.
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Figure 1. Screenshot of grandma Yang’s chat in the family WeChat group
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