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Analyses of disaster resilience have focused increasingly on the role of social capital and online 
social networks in recovery. This study complements this field of work by investigating three key 
issues. First, it examines how a social messaging application, WeChat, helped individuals to 
access and to mobilise three types of social capital—bonding, bridging, and linking—during 
Hurricane Harvey, a Category 4 storm that made landfall in Louisiana and Texas in the United 
States in August 2017, resulting in significant flooding and loss of life. Second, it pinpoints and 
assesses quantitatively how individuals’ WeChat group usage and social capital influenced their 
post-disaster well-being. Third, it demonstrates how a minority and immigrant community in 
Houston, Texas, overcame the disadvantages commonly observed in other disaster research 
through the utilisation of social media. The findings of this study should aid governmental and 
community efforts to foster resilience in the face of natural and human-induced hazards. 
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Introduction
Records of natural or human-induced hazards destroying communities around the 
world have been on the rise since the early twentieth century. From a sociological 
perspective, population increases, mounting economic inequality, and development 
in at-risk areas all contribute to the heightened possibility of communities suffering 
disasters (Crosset et al., 2004; Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004; Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). 
From an environmental standpoint, owing to a lack of unified effort to mitigate and 
adapt to climate change, more communities are experiencing more intense natural 
hazards, such as hurricanes and tsunamis, especially those in developing countries 
(Field et al., 2012). To overcome the devastating impacts of climate change and other 
natural or human-induced hazards, governmental agencies and other organisations 
have proposed various solutions to augment community resilience, including the 
‘National Disaster Recovery Framework’ of the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) in the United States (FEMA, 2011) and the ‘Making Cities Resilient’ 
campaign of the United Nations (UNISDR, 2012). 
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 Here, resilience is defined as a community’s capacity to restore functionality by 
linking resources to adaptation after a disturbance or adverse event (Norris et al., 
2008). Most existing research has centred on infrastructural development and physi-
cal resilience to adversity (Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). Nevertheless, more recent work 
has concentrated increasingly on expanding the social component of community 
resilience, specifically social capital. For instance, Norris et al. (2008) highlight four 
primary sets of networked resources in their community resilience model: com-
munity competence; economic development; information and communication; and 
social capital. Several empirical studies have demonstrated that communication is a 
core concept that cuts across all of the other dimensions (Houston et al., 2015, 2017; 
Spialek, Czlapinski, and Houston, 2016). This paper focuses, therefore, on social 
capital and assesses how one particular type of communication technology contrib-
utes to community resilience.
 Social capital, defined as ‘good will, fellowship, mutual sympathy, and social inter-
course among a group of individuals and families who make up a social unit’ (Hanifan, 
1916, p. 130), has been an important construct in sociology. Although researchers 
sometimes disagree on its operationalisation, generally they concur that social cap-
ital is vital to the prosperity and growth of communities and the individuals residing 
within them (Lin, 1999). Myriad empirical analyses in the field of disaster research 
reveal that social capital can outperform physical capital in building disaster resilience 
(see, for example, Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004; Chamlee-Wright and Storr, 2009; Sadri 
et al., 2018). 
 In particular, a new trend in the sphere of social capital and disaster resilience is 
the integration of online social networks (Bird, Lin, and Hayes, 2012; Kim and 
Hastak, 2018). Social capital theorists and researchers have long predicted the impor-
tance of internet-based social networks, even before their proliferation (Lin, 1999). 
As one of the key information sources during natural and human-induced hazards, 
online social networks have been seen as an important vehicle to channel critical 
resources during emergencies (Lindsay, 2011; Yin et al., 2012). More importantly, 
due to the rapid development of mobile networks, the availability and accessibility of 
online networks have made them a critical pathway for the diffusion of information 
and resources, especially when other conduits are cut off (Doan, Vo, and Collier, 
2011; Bird, Ling, and Haynes, 2012). While efforts have been made to determine 
how online social networks contribute to the use of social capital during disasters 
triggered by natural hazards, most of them solely point up their online dynamics 
(Yin et al., 2012; Imran et al., 2013; Kim and Hastak, 2018). Moreover, as most 
social network studies only utilise publicly available data, such as Twitter posts and 
public Facebook discussions, a lack of attention is paid to private social interactions. 
Owing to insufficient data and research attention, fewer studies have explored social 
messaging networks, such as Telegram, WeChat, and WhatsApp, despite their mil-
lions of active users and their versatility in constructing social networks. 
 To complement social capital and network research, this study investigates the 
role of WeChat in improving resilience among the Chinese-American community 
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in Houston, Texas, during and after Hurricane Harvey. The Category 4 storm had 
catastrophic economic and social ramifications for affected communities, causing 
more than USD 125 billion of economic losses and claiming the lives of 108 people 
(NOAA, 2018). According to the American Community Survey, Houston has become 
one of the largest cities in the US with a significant population of Chinese immi-
grants (United States Census Bureau, 2015). Among the Chinese-American com-
munities in Houston, and elsewhere around the globe, a cellular telephone-based 
social messaging service, WeChat, has been employed widely (Qiu et al., 2016). 
During and after Harvey, the Chinese-American community in Greater Houston 
used WeChat to form groups to disseminate disaster relief information and to coor-
dinate rescue and recovery activities. As a social messaging platform, the dynamics 
of user interaction and group formation on WeChat allow users to build up effec-
tively social connections that provide access to different types of social capital. 
 Since WeChat is primarily used by new immigrants from mainland China (Zhang, 
2018), this research could help to uncover the means by which marginalised social 
groups accumulate and harness social capital to overcome the dire consequences of 
natural and human-induced hazards.

Literature review
Social capital and disaster resilience

Coleman (1988) defines social capital as resources embedded in trust, norms, and 
networks among people, and Putnam (1995) operationalises it as the ‘civic-ness’ of 
a community, such as voting rates. Notably, both of them spotlight the collective 
manifestations of social capital. Other researchers, such as Burt (1992) and Lin (1999), 
adopt a more individual-level means of conceptualising social capital, such as the 
accessibility of a person’s social capital in a social network. Although disagreements 
exist, disaster research often examines social capital at the individual and collective 
level (Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004; Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). 
 Discussions of social capital in the context of disaster resilience frequently revolve 
around three types: bonding; bridging; and linking (Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004; 
Szreter and Woolcock, 2004; Mathbor, 2007). Bonding capital denotes the social 
capital embedded in close social connections, such as kinship and friendship, whereas 
bridging capital is accessible through less dense relationships, such as acquaintances 
and strangers (Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004; Mathbor, 2007; Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). 
Linking capital is different to the first two because it is more relevant to the formal 
relationship between individuals and institutions, such as governmental agencies and 
other organisations (Islam and Walkerden, 2015). 
 These three types of social capital are associated with different characteristics of 
communities or individuals, and they have distinguishable effects on disaster pre-
paredness and recovery (Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). One constant point observed 
across a wide range of studies is that underprivileged communities and individuals 
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(including immigrants and lower-class workers) generally rely more on bonding 
capital, whereas affluent and advantaged communities tend to access bridging and 
linking capital more easily (Riad, Norris, and Ruback, 1999; Nakagawa and Shaw, 
2004; Messias, Barrington, and Lacy, 2012). Differences in the accessibility of social 
capital often result in different levels of resilience. While bonding capital helps 
individuals and communities to recover from adversity at times (Chamlee-Wright 
and Storr, 2009; Sadri et al., 2018), in many cases, it is less functional, especially when 
the other two types of social capital are absent (Riad, Norris, and Ruback, 1999; 
Messias, Barrington, and Lacy, 2012). 
 At the collective level, communities with a high level of bonding capital are usu-
ally characterised by dense social ties (Adler and Kwon, 2002). At the individual level, 
bonding capital is frequently found among people with similar demographic back-
grounds, attitudes, and resources (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook, 2001). In rela-
tion to social network analysis, bonding capital is conceptually similar to strong 
ties between social actors (Granovetter, 1973). When two friends of a person are also 
friends with each other, they form a closed triad with strong ties (Granovetter, 1973). 
Bonding capital is a useful resource in some situations, but a high level of such social 
capital could also prevent communities and individuals from accessing other valuable 
assets. On the positive side, there tends to be more trust among members of commu-
nities with a higher level of bonding capital, as well as stronger norms that regulate 
the functionality of tightly-knit systems (Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004). On the nega-
tive side, communities with a high level of bonding capital regularly have redundant 
resources because of homogeneity among their constituents, leading to lower adapt-
ability to changes in the surrounding environment (Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). For 
instance, Granovetter (1973) found that urban communities with mostly strong ties 
are inclined to be more susceptible to city developments than those with weaker links. 
 A pool of literature reveals that underprivileged communities, such as those 
composed of immigrants, minorities, and lower-class workers, are inclined to depend 
more on bonding capital in a time of recovery from a disaster (Nakagawa and Shaw, 
2004; Messias, Barrington, and Lacy, 2012; Tse, Wei, and Wang, 2013; Sultan et al., 
2014; Islam and Walkerden, 2015). In some cases, bonding capital provides an effec-
tive way of fostering disaster resilience. For example, Sadri et al. (2018) found that 
the households in rural Indiana, US, that recovered fastest from tornado strikes were 
those that received help from neighbours and that enjoyed other strong ties. In addi-
tion, communities in Gujarat, India, with strong bonding capital tend to be more 
resilient than those without such resources (Nakagawa and Shaw, 2004; Sadri et al., 
2018). However, other studies have shown that heavy reliance on bonding capital 
could leave some communities and individuals more vulnerable to disasters. For 
instance, Messias, Barrington, and Lacy (2011) found that Latinos in Louisiana, US, 
experienced a lack of information and resources after Hurricane Katrina in 2005, 
even though their communities tend to have a high level of bonding capital. Similar 
findings were discovered among African-Americans (Riad, Norris, and Ruback, 1999) 
and lower-class communities (Sultan et al., 2014). 
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 Bridging capital, meanwhile, commonly manifests in connections between less 
similar individuals, such as acquaintances and strangers (Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). 
Social ties involving such capital could span people of different social classes, races, 
and even geographic areas (Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). In social network analysis, bridg-
ing ties can be considered as weak connections (Granovetter, 1973). Individuals or 
communities with strong bridging capital often have more access to diverse resources 
(Aldrich and Meyer, 2015; Chamlee-Wright, 2006; Hawkins and Maurer, 2009). 
As communities move into the long-term recovery process, bridging capital plays 
a principal role in the sharing of information, resources, food, and other supplies 
(Tagliacozzo and Arcidiacono, 2015). For example, Aldrich (2012) discovered that 
after the earthquake in Kobe, Japan, in 1995, communities with more bridging 
capital commonly witnessed better economic recovery. Elliott, Haney, and Sams-
Abiodun (2010) also found that neighbourhoods with abundant bridging capital 
receive more critical resources to deal with natural and human-induced hazards than 
those without it. 
 Linking capital, unlike the first two types of social capital, is determined by enti-
ties being connected instead of the structure of such a connection. Specifically, it 
emerges through the relationship of a person or a community with established insti-
tutions, such as governmental agencies (Aldrich, 2012). Linking capital is especially 
important for disaster resilience, as governmental assistance frequently is necessary 
for a community’s restoration following a disaster triggered by a natural or human-
induced hazard (Islam and Walkerden, 2015). Empirical studies have also demonstrated 
that communities with more linking capital tend to perform better in preparing for 
such events and recovering from them (Sultan et al., 2014; Islam and Walkerden, 
2015). Like bridging capital, though, linking capital is also scarce among poorer and 
more marginalised communities. Racial minorities and immigrants often suffer 
more when hazards strike, because of their lack of awareness of and access to gov-
ernmental assistance (Riad, Norris, and Ruback, 1999; Messias, Barrington, and 
Lacy, 2012). To make matters worse, despite the efforts of governments and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) to promote linking capital among marginal-
ised groups, members of these communities regularly find it hard to access them 
owing, inter alia, to a lack of trust in institutions and limited access channels (Messias, 
Barrington, and Lacy, 2012). 
 Two key issues need to be borne in mind when considering the role of different 
types of social capital in fostering individual and collective disaster resilience. First, 
there are a limited number of ways to translate bonding capital into more diverse 
and oftentimes more useful bridging and linking capital. Although in some cases 
such a conversion emerges organically through individual efforts to resist a disaster 
(Messias, Barrington, and Lacy, 2012), no formal and replicable measures have been 
identified. Second, from a theoretical perspective, most research examining the effects 
of social capital on disaster resilience concentrates on its accessibility, rather than on its 
mobilisation (Lin, 1999). Specifically, most empirical studies seek only to establish a 
relation between community or individual network characteristics (that is, accessibility 
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to social capital) and disaster resilience, not an association between accessibility and 
actualisation of social capital. As Lin (1999) illustrates in his network theory of 
social capital, social capital needs to be mobilised before it can contribute to the 
personal or collective good. Consequently, it is necessary to analyse if certain net-
work structures could lead to resources being imparted to individuals and communi-
ties during disasters. One potential way of addressing these two issues is through the 
use of social networking services such as WeChat. 

WeChat and social capital 

The relationship between online social networks and disaster resilience is a heated 
topic of debate. Social media was ranked as the fourth most important source of 
disaster information in 2011 (Lindsay, 2011), but its popularity has been increasing 
ever since (Kim and Hastak, 2018). Some research concentrates on how information 
propagates on social media during disasters triggered by natural or human-induced 
hazards and seeks to pinpoint useful knowledge amidst a large volume of material 
(Imran et al., 2013). Other work focuses more on the dynamics of interaction among 
people on social networks (Bird, Ling, and Haynes, 2012; Kaigo, 2012; Kim and 
Hastak, 2018). For example, social media gives people the ability to inform others 
about their safety (Vieweg et al., 2008), to send and receive requests for help (Acar 
and Muraki, 2011), to raise the situational awareness of relief agencies by supplying 
information on what is happening (Gao, Barbier, and Goolsby, 2011; Lindsay, 2011), 
and to contribute and receive donations (Lobb, Mock, and Hutchinson, 2012). Social 
networks also facilitate the mobilisation of human capital. For instance, Huang, 
Chan, and Hyder (2010) found that social networks facilitated volunteerism, the 
distribution of relief supplies, and the sharing of disaster relief information as it 
became available in the wake of Typhoon Morakot in Taiwan in 2009. However, most 
social network studies are descriptive and seldom delve into the underlying processes 
linking online network resources and the mobilisation of social capital. 
 Apart from social network sites (SNS) such as Facebook and Twitter, another type 
of social networking tool, social messaging services (SMS), has attracted limited 
attention from researchers. Social messaging services such as Telegram, WeChat, and 
WhatsApp are websites and applications that allow users to communicate on a peer-
to-peer basis. SMS users can also form groups in which people share multimedia 
messages such as texts, photographs, videos, geolocations, and links to external sites 
(Qiu et al., 2016). On the one hand, SMS and SNS permit users to connect with 
others and to share information and resources. On the other hand, SMS puts more 
emphasis on interactions among users, instead of centring on self-presentation, as 
does SNS (Ellison, 2007). 
 The group functions on SMS and SNS are also different; this is a matter of critical 
importance when studying social capital and its role in facilitating disaster resilience. 
The first attribute of SMS groups that distinguishes them from other forms of online 
aggregations is that they are often more private (Qiu et al., 2016). Using WeChat as 
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an example, most of its groups, unlike those on Facebook and Reddit (Twitter does 
not have a group function), are limited to 1,000 people and new members are recruited 
mostly through invitations from existing members (Qiu et al., 2016). Based on an 
analysis of millions of WeChat groups, Qiu et al. (2016) found that most invitations 
are between people with strong ties. Interestingly, although people join WeChat 
groups via strong connections, many of them, especially newly formed groups, also 
have a large portion of weak ties within them. Users are frequently invited into 
groups, therefore, by someone to whom they are close, but they may not know the 
other members (Qiu et al., 2016). 
 Limitations concerning accessibility and size seem to restrict the ability of groups 
to reach a wider population, but WeChat groups also enjoy three key advantages in 
terms of accessibility and the mobilisation of social capital. First, since not all group 
members share strong ties, it is possible for there to be more heterogeneity with 
respect to the backgrounds and socioeconomic status of members (Lin, 1999). Second, 
as users join WeChat groups through an invitation from a close friend, the strong 
trust embedded in such bonding connections may encourage them to trust and adapt 
to group norms. Third, group norms imposed by pre-existing bonding ties and the 
limited size of the group may reduce the dissemination of unreliable information. 
Research shows that not all of the information dispersed online during disasters is 
trustworthy; a lot of it is intentionally constructed misinformation (Imran et al., 
2013; Starbird et al., 2014). These benefits of WeChat groups allow their users to 
diversify their social capital and to gain access to otherwise unreachable resources. 
Another feature of WeChat groups is that usually they are easy to establish and could 
be used for ad hoc or long-term purposes; this is a shared feature of SMS and SNS 
platforms. Based on the backlog data of Tencent (the company that owns WeChat), 
Qiu et al. (2016) found that some groups last for less than three days before becom-
ing inactive, but many others stay active for more than a month. A content analysis 
of group names led the authors (Qiu et al., 2016) to suggest further that the shorter-
lasting groups often serve ad hoc purposes such as the organisation of parties and 
meetings, whereas the longer-lasting ones in many cases resemble offline aggrega-
tions (company or team groups). Such flexibility permits users to coordinate efforts 
for different purposes when using WeChat groups. 
 In the disaster resilience context, groups and other organisations could assume 
different roles depending on the dynamics of their structures and the tasks that they 
perform (Dynes, 1970, 1987). Specifically, the typology of the Disaster Research 
Center (DRC), University of Delaware, US, suggests that organisations fall into one 
of four quadrants demarcated by these two dimensions (Dynes, 1970). Established 
and expanding groups conduct regular tasks during disasters, but they differ with 
regard to structural dynamics. While established groups (such as FEMA) maintain 
their existing structure when engaging in rescue operations, expanding groups (such 
as the local branch of the Red Cross) recruit new members to complement perma-
nent personnel. Differently, extending and emergent groups carry out non-regular 
tasks in a time of disaster. Extending groups (such as homeowner associations) tend 
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not to experience a significant change in organisational structure, but emergent 
groups (such as ad hoc search-and-rescue bodies) often expand in a disaster situation 
(Dynes, 1970). 
 The versatility and goal-oriented nature of WeChat groups allow many of them 
to serve as emergent groups because they perform non-regular tasks and expand in 
size rapidly in a disaster setting. This dynamic growth lets group members gather 
otherwise inaccessible social capital. Since an individual WeChat user can join vari-
ous groups at the same time, different group membership also accords him/her a more 
heterogeneous pool of social capital. In the meantime, it is reasonable to argue that 
more diversified group memberships on WeChat could contribute to the actualisation 
of social capital, as heterogeneity of resources is a key characteristic of one’s bridging 
and linking capital (Granovetter, 1973; Lin, 1999; Aldrich and Meyer, 2015). 

Research objectives
Given the characteristics detailed above, one can argue that WeChat groups could 
be an effective platform for increasing and diversifying people’s social capital. Since 
no research to date has investigated how such a process could occur, and to help 
individuals and communities build disaster resilience, this study set itself four prin-
cipal objectives:

• to collect data on WeChat group usage by users located in Houston during Hur-
ricane Harvey; 

• to identify the characteristics of WeChat groups and their members in Houston; 
• to examine potential associations between the utilisation of WeChat groups and 

the mobilisation of social capital; and
• to assess possible linkages between the utilisation of WeChat groups and disaster 

recovery.

Methods
Procedure

With institutional review board approval, a survey questionnaire, hosted on Qualtrics.
com, was distributed through several WeChat groups based in Houston, as well as via 
three public accounts—Houston-Line, HoustonC, and the Houston Chinese Asso-
ciation (HCA)—on WeChat, between 15 November 2017 and 8 January 2018. The 
latter are similar to individual accounts, but they can broadcast daily newsletters to 
subscribers. Messages sent from public accounts appear on the WeChat interface just 
like group or individual messages. Users were able to access the questionnaire either 
in the browser built into WeChat or by copying the shortened URL (uniform resource 
locator) displayed on the recruitment poster to other browsers on their computers 
or smartphones. The survey was accessed 203 times and completed by 82 participants. 
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Eighteen people who did not finish the survey also supplied valid data on their group 
membership; this information was kept, resulting in a set of 100 data points (49.3 per 
cent return rate). 
 The questionnaire was available in Chinese and English. After choosing the pre-
ferred language, participants were first asked about the zip (postal) code of their home 
address. Those who did not reside in Greater Houston were directed to the end of 
the survey and thanked, resulting in the retention of only individuals living in the 
area. Respondents were then asked to indicate if they had experienced one or more 
stressors (such as financial loss) or trauma (such as seeing a dead body) during and 
after Hurricane Harvey. To gauge WeChat usage and social capital utilisation, par-
ticipants initially reported whether or not they had taken part in any WeChat group 
discussions or activities pertaining to Harvey before and after the disaster. Those who 
had were requested to specify the name of the group, the relationship between them-
selves and the people who invited them into the group, and when they joined the 
group. This was followed by questions appraising their involvement in the group, 
including participation in discussions and other Harvey-related activities. 
 All of the respondents then proceeded to answer questions about their social capi-
tal mobilisation during and after Harvey. The position generator technique was 
employed to make this evaluation (Lin and Dumin, 1986; Van der Gaag, Snijders, 
and Flap, 2008). Each participant was asked to think of five people who helped 
them during and after Harvey and to specify their relationship with him or her 
according to the following options: friend; family member; neighbour; co-worker; 
acquaintance; or stranger. The first three relationships are considered to be bonding 
ties, whereas the last three are more relevant to bridging ties. Similarly, participants 
were asked to think of five organisations or governmental agencies that provided 
them with assistance during Harvey and to designate a type from the following 
options: federal agencies (such as FEMA); local agencies (such as Harris County); 
charity groups (such as the Salvation Army); ethnic associations (such as the HCA); 
religious groups (such as the Church); and other. An additional multiple-choice 
question was included, enquiring as to whether or not respondents had received 
any specific help or assistance from agencies including FEMA, the Small Business 
Administration (SBA), and insurance companies. 
 To determine disaster resilience, participants’ psychological well-being was con-
sidered using the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9), an indicator of recovery 
from the stresses and trauma inflicted by Harvey (Kroenke and Spitzer, 2002; Lowe 
et al., 2015). 
 The last segment of the questionnaire investigated respondents’ risk perceptions and 
emotional responses relating to Harvey, as well as their demographic characteristics. 

Sample

A total of 82 participants reported their demographic characteristics. Of them, 59.8 
per cent were female and the average age was approximately 39 years (mean=39.33, 
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standard deviation=8.50). As expected, most of the WeChat users identified them-
selves as Asian (97.6 per cent); only two stated that they were African-American (1.2 
per cent) or White (1.2 per cent). The sampled WeChat users were well-educated 
(65.9 per cent holding a postgraduate or professional degree) and had a median 
household income in the bracket of USD 75,000–99,999. The majority of the sam-
ple reported being homeowners (84.1 per cent); the remainder were renters (15.9 
per cent). Almost three-quarters of the respondents were residing in single-family 
detached houses (73.2 per cent); the rest were living in single-family attached houses, 
such as townhouses (14.6 per cent), multi-family housing (for instance, apartments) 
(9.8 per cent), mobile homes (1.2 per cent), and other types of facilities (1.2 per cent). 
Most of the respondents said that they were born in China (87.8 per cent); the others 
were born in Texas (4.9 per cent), a US state other than Texas (2.4 per cent), or a 
third country besides China and the US (4.9 per cent). Most of them, though, had 
lived in the US for more than five years (89 per cent); the rest (11 per cent) had 
lived in the US for more than a year. More than two-thirds of the respondents had 
also lived in Greater Houston for more than five years (69.5 per cent), followed by 
those who had moved to the area less than five years ago but more than one year ago 
(21.9 per cent), and those who were still in their first year of residence in the city 
(2.4 per cent). More than one-half of the respondents converse mostly in Chinese 
in their households (54.9 per cent), but a large proportion of them speak English 
and Chinese (40.2 per cent). Only 4.9 per cent speak English solely in their homes. 
Lastly, more than one-half of the respondents are legal permanent residents (53.7 per 
cent), followed by US citizens (28.0 per cent) and neither of these types of immigra-
tion status (18.3 per cent). 
 The demographic characteristics of the sample exemplify a prosperous immigrant 
community in which people are generally well educated and have stability in their 
lives. This profile is different from previous studies of immigrant communities in 
the US (see, for example, Messias, Barrington, and Lacy, 2012). However, as only a 
small portion of the Chinese-American community in Houston was sampled, one 
should refrain from generalising these characteristics to the entire Chinese commu-
nity in the city. 
 Of the 100 participants, one-quarter said that they did not experience any stressor 
or trauma owing to Hurricane Harvey (28 per cent). However, more than one-half 
did suffer personal property loss (54 per cent) and other kinds of financial loss (51 
per cent). More than one-third were displaced from their homes (39 per cent) and 
more than one-quarter experienced shortages of electricity, food, shelter, or water 
for in excess of one week (27 per cent). One in five respondents stated that they had 
lost pets or sentimental possessions, and 17 per cent had faced relationship prob-
lems. Some participants or their family members had health problems during and 
after Harvey (16 per cent), whereas others (14 per cent) or their family and friends 
(11 per cent) were injured in the hurricane. Two participants reported deaths among 
family members or close friends (2 per cent), and two had seen dead bodies (2 per 
cent) during the hurricane. 



Haoran Chu and Janet Z. Yang736 

Analysis

Corresponding to the research objectives, content analysis of group names was con-
ducted initially to evaluate the nature of different groups (Qiu et al., 2016). Additional 
descriptive analyses were employed to examine survey participants’ interactions with 
various groups during different phases, including group membership initiation, uti-
lisation of group functions, and involvement in group activities. Inferential analyses, 
including ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models, were used to explore the 
relationship between WeChat group usage and use of social capital, receipt of formal 
resources, and disaster resilience. Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS 
Statistics for Windows, Version 24.0.

Results
Diversified WeChat groups

A total of 84 participants mentioned 123 WeChat groups in which they had discus-
sions related to Hurricane Harvey, resulting in 212 reported group memberships. 
Thirty-one participants indicated being part of the ‘Houston Post-Disaster Restora-
tion Group’, followed by nine who reported joining the ‘Houston Chinese Associa-
tion Group’. The 123 groups were mentioned on average by less than two participants 
(mean=1.72); 26 groups were highlighted by two or more participants. 
 As mentioned earlier, WeChat groups were often created to serve different pur-
poses. To probe the diversity of WeChat groups in the Houston Chinese community, 
the study team analysed the group names, uncovering eight general categories of 
groups, including those set up specifically for Harvey (such as the Houston Post-
Harvey Restoration Group), organisation groups such as the HCA’s liaison group, 
and neighbourhood groups with names such as ‘Sugar Land Gators’. Apart from these 
three large categories, there are also a smaller number of groups established for shared 
hobbies (such as a football club), utilities (such as meal deliveries by restaurants), 
professional discussions (such as a real estate agent group), and religious gatherings 
(such as the Houston Chinese Fellowship). The function of a few groups cannot be 
determined by their names and thus are coded as ‘other’. 
 Figure 1 (below) shows the percentage of group types. A closer look at each respond-
ent’s WeChat group affiliation also reveals that 45.2 per cent have just one type of 
membership, whereas 29.8 per cent have two, 19.0 per cent have three, 4.8 per cent 
have four, and 1.2 per cent have five. 
 The eight categories capture the diversity of WeChat groups in general, but these 
groups diversify further in terms of their specific purposes. Among the Harvey-
related groups, which are all emergent groups based on the DRC’s classification, 11 
of them were set up for general disaster relief purposes, whereas eight were con-
structed specifically to coordinate recovery and rescue efforts (such as ‘HCA Rescue 
Volunteers’). The other two, according to their names, mainly serve as a platform 
for information-sharing (Houston Post-Harvey Information Sharing and Post-Harvey 
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Rental/House-Purchase Information). Notably, although mostly extending groups 
based on the DRC’s classification, some neighbourhood groups were also created for 
particular reasons in addition to general discussion (n=14), including sharing parent-
ing experience (n=5; such as Pearland Moms), coordinating restoration after Harvey 
(n=3; such as Grand Lakes Home Restoration), and recruiting community volunteers 
(n=1; such as Memorial Volunteers and Family Support). 
 Many organisations have also established their own WeChat groups, including 
Houston-Line, Houston C, and HCA, which are considered to be extending groups 
in the disaster context. While fewer utilitarian groups were reported, they also seem 
to provide various services to members, including food and merchandise delivery and 
assisting real-estate purchases. 
 A closer look at the time when participants joined different WeChat groups also 
points up the flexibility of such online communities. For groups created explicitly 
to overcome the disastrous impacts of Harvey, most members joined them imme-
diately after the hurricane. Such a swift process of group formation and recruitment 
in response to Harvey demonstrates how WeChat groups can be used to address 
different needs in a timely fashion. Moreover, membership of groups serving other 
purposes mostly commenced before Harvey. Considering that the study participants 
contributed to a survey one month after the hurricane, joining the groups before 
Harvey would indicate that they had been in them for more than one month. The tem-
poral difference in group membership further confirms the versatility of WeChat 
groups: they can function as an ad hoc resource to address emergencies or a long-
standing community to assist other needs. Figure 2 (above) shows the different group 
membership time frames. 
 In addition to serving various utilitarian purposes, WeChat groups have also con-
nected effectively the Chinese-American communities scattered around Greater 
Houston. The 84 participants live in 26 neighbourhoods with distinguished zip (postal) 
codes. In addition, if one views shared membership as bridging capital among WeChat 
users, 67 connections were made across these neighbourhoods. 
 Another important aspect of WeChat groups is the invitation channel. Research 
suggests that group invitations on WeChat are frequently issued via bonding ties 
that connect users who are closely related even prior to joining (Qiu et al., 2016); 
the study results support this claim. Of the 212 group memberships reported, most 
of the invitations were made through close connections, including friends (56.1 per 
cent), family members (8.5 per cent), and neighbours (8.5 per cent). Fewer participants 
reported joining the group through bridging ties, including QR (quick response) 
codes found online, other group chats (16.5 per cent), and invitations from other 
acquaintances (2.3 per cent). Notably, seven groups were created by respondents to 
this study (3.3 per cent). 

Group functions 

The structural characteristics of WeChat groups illustrate their flexibility in meeting 
the needs of the Chinese-American community in Houston. Yet, it is meaningful 
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too to explicate the dynamics of users’ group activities during and after Harvey. This 
subsection looks at how the Chinese-American community in Houston used WeChat 
groups to disseminate critical disaster relief information and to coordinate rescue 
and recovery operations. Furthermore, it seeks to explore the possible associations 
between the participants’ group usage and the actualisation of numerous types of 
social capital as well as their disaster resilience. 
 Different aspects of involvement in various WeChat groups were assessed. First, 
on a scale of ‘0’ (not involved at all) to ‘10’ (very actively involved), survey partici-
pants rated their own engagement in an assortment of group activities. Among the 
212 group memberships reported, the average level of involvement is 4.83 (standard 
deviation=2.87), suggesting that most of the respondents are moderately involved in 
group discussions and other activities. In addition to self-rated involvement, WeChat 
group users also provided detailed accounts of informational and material resources 
that they received or contributed during and after Harvey. At the individual level, 
38.1 per cent of WeChat group users have received information related to Harvey, 
and more than one-half have acquired resources or aid from other group members 
(58.3 per cent). Notably, 61.9 per cent of them have offered help or resources through 
WeChat groups during or following the hurricane. 
 A more nuanced picture of how participants used WeChat groups emerged at 
the membership level (that is, a person in a certain group). For information-related 
activities, 65.6 per cent of group members reported actively seeking information on 
Harvey in various groups. More than one-half of in-group activities include read-
ing or sharing information (53.8 per cent). Other informational activities include 
participating in in-group discussions (42.0 per cent), answering questions (33.5 per 
cent), and offering comfort to other members who suffered owing to the hurricane 
(32.1 per cent). Of the 212 group memberships reported, many of them have also 
helped others to find and obtain aid, such as providing recommendations of specific 
services pertaining to professional organisations or governmental agencies (36.3 per 
cent), cleaning and rebuilding (16.5 per cent), monetary donations (7.1 per cent), and 
even assistance with childcare (2.8 per cent). 
 In addition to receiving aid, group users have also contributed to the post-disas-
ter recovery of their fellow members. They made recommendations (35.8 per cent), 
helped with cleaning and reconstruction (13.7 per cent), and supplied search-and-
rescue assistance (12.3 per cent), as well as engaging in other types of disaster relief 
operations. Figure 3 (above) shows the percentages for the groups through which 
survey respondents received or provided resources and aid during and after Harvey. 

Group usage and post-disaster experience

The above demonstrates that WeChat groups have helped users to receive and con-
tribute informational and material resources during and after Harvey. To set up a 
baseline comparison between group users and non-users in terms of their mobilised 
social capital during the disaster, however, it was necessary to analyse further the rela-
tionships between individuals’ WeChat group usage and their post-disaster experience. 
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 Three sets of indices were employed to assess participants’ mobilisation of social 
capital and the status of their recovery from Harvey. The first group of indicators 
is composed of four variables measuring participants’ actualisation of social capital 
during and following Harvey using the position generator technique. A higher value 
for these variables indicates that a participant received more of a certain type of social 
capital. Notably, four instead of three social capital variables were used to capture 
participants’ utilisation of bonding, bridging, and linking capital, as two types of 
bridging capital were assessed: those acquired from other people (acquaintances, 
co-workers, and strangers) and those procured via local gatherings (charity, ethnic, 
and religious groups). 
 The second indicator of social capital expands the measurement of linking capital 
by appraising actual resources received by participants from formal institutions (such 
as loans from the SBA). This gauge provides a detailed summary of the key resources 
received by the study participants and extends the linking capital measurement. 
 The last indicator addresses disaster resilience, measured by the psychological well-
being of the participants. Research shows that support garnered from different social 
connections could influence to a large extent a person’s psychological status (for instance, 
depression and post-traumatic stress disorder) after a traumatic event, such as being 
victimised by a natural hazard (Norris et al., 2008; Lowe et al., 2015). By incorporat-
ing such a measure into the analysis, the expectation was that it would reveal whether 
WeChat group usage would ultimately help the participants to achieve greater resil-
ience and to recover from the disastrous ramifications of Harvey. 
 In general, the participants mobilised different kinds of social capital during and 
after Harvey. A total of 68 participants stated that they had received support from 
bonding ties, such as family members, friends, and neighbours, but fewer (n=37) had 
obtained help via bridging ties (such as acquaintances, co-workers, and strangers). 
In addition, different organisations and governmental agencies have supplied aid to 
the participants: 53 reported receiving help from non-governmental bodies and 39 
reported obtaining assistance from agencies such as FEMA and local government 
authorities. In terms of specific assistance received from agencies and organisations, 
44 per cent acquired FEMA support, followed by 24 per cent whose loss was covered 
by an insurance company. Another 20 per cent have received loans from the SBA, 
and one specifically indicated getting help from a local Buddhist temple. In general, 
the participants did not show strong signs of suffering from depression (mean=1.71, 
standard deviation=0.73, on a four-point scale). However, it is notable that seven of 
them indicated having experienced symptoms of depression on more than half of the 
days since Harvey struck Houston. 
 OLS regression models were employed to examine the relationship between one’s 
WeChat group usage and utilisation of social capital, reception of formal resources, 
and disaster resilience. The results are shown in Tables 1–4 below. Each table respec-
tively displays the relationship between group usage variables and an outcome variable 
after controlling for demographic factors and disaster experience (measured by expo-
sure to stressors and trauma during Harvey). Group usage was measured using six 
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variables; group diversity denotes how many types of WeChat groups a participant 
joined; and group number indicates a person’s total unique group memberships. 
Strength variables are the number of group memberships weighted by the participants’ 
level of involvement in various group functions. Specifically, ‘strength (involvement)’ 
was computed as the product of a person’s number of group memberships and the 
level of average involvement measured on an 11-point scale. For instance, if a par-
ticipant joined three groups and indicated that he/she was moderately involved 
in all them (mean=5), his/her strength (involvement) index would be 5+5+5=15. 
Similarly, the other strength variables were weighted by the number of activities in 
which a respondent engaged in different groups. As expected, these variables corre-
late highly with each other. However, they were all retained in the regression models 
to generate a more comprehensive overview of how WeChat group usage associates 
with people’s access to different forms of social capital and disaster resilience in the 
wake of Hurricane Harvey. 
 First, among the control variables, income was found to be a significant predictor 
of participants’ receipt of organisational bridging capital and their disaster resilience. 
Those who are more affluent tend to get less support from informal organisations 
and to feel less depressed. Arguably, higher-income individuals may be more capa-
ble of sustaining themselves in a time of disaster, rendering them less in need of 
resources from charitable, ethnic, and religious entities. Interestingly, income did not 
influence the acquisition of assistance from governmental institutions and individual-
level connections, underscoring the universal importance of these resource channels. 
Also notable is that the more a person experienced a stressor during Harvey, the more 
probable it is that he/she has received resources via linking and bridging (personal) 
ties. Such a finding is encouraging as it shows that those in need were actually receiv-
ing vital help through critical means. As expected, stressor and trauma experience 
also positively predicts depression, supporting the criteria validity of the study’s meas-
urement scheme. 
 All group usage variables were found to be significant positive predictors of receipt 
of bonding capital (see Table 1). Considering that group membership of WeChat often 
starts with an invitation from a close social connection, it is reasonable to assume that 
greater group usage would be associated with access to bonding capital. Furthermore, 
as people tend to form bonding ties with other group members (for instance, in-group 
friendship), it is also possible that bridging ties are converted into bonding ties 
when participants mobilise the resources embedded within them. Receipt of bridg-
ing capital from community organisations was also predicted by most of the group 
usage items, except for involvement strength weighted by resource contribution 
(see Table 2). This finding makes sense because being an active contributor to WeChat 
groups may not necessarily lead a person to acquire more resources from organisa-
tions. However, the significant relationship between other group usage variables and 
receipt of organisation resources still shows the benefit of obtaining information 
and other resources through WeChat groups. Similarly, participants’ receipt of bridg-
ing capital from other individuals was also associated with the number of groups they 
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Table 1. Regression models predicting bonding capital

Group  
diversitya

Group  
numbera

Strengtha  
(involvement)

Strengtha  
(information)

Strengtha  
(reception)

Strengtha  
(contribution)

Block 1

Age -0.03 -0.03 0.05 0.02 0.12 0.01

Gender 0.16 0.18 0.17 0.15 0.20 0.15

Income -0.18 -0.20 -0.21 -0.22 -0.20 -0.18

Education 0.15 0.08 0.13 0.11 0.13 0.12

Stressor 0.17 0.15 0.17 0.16 0.00 0.20

Trauma -0.02 -0.07 -0.02 -0.08 -0.01 -0.08

Group usage 0.36** 0.42** 0.31* 0.38** 0.39** 0.35**

R2 0.23 0.25 0.21 0.23 0.24 0.23

Adjusted R2 0.16 0.18 0.13 0.16 0.17 0.16

F F(7,74)=3.12** F(7,74)=3.58** F(7,74)=2.77* F(7,74)=3.17** F(7,74)=3.31** F(7,74)=3.13**

Notes: a Group usage variables in respective column; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01.

Source: authors.

Table 2. Regression models predicting bridging capital from informal organisations 

and people

Group  
diversitya

Group  
numbera

Strengtha  
(involvement)

Strengtha  
(information)

Strengtha  
(reception)

Strengtha  
(contribution)

Bridging capital (operationalised as the number of informal organisations)

Age 0.06 0.05 0.14 0.11 0.21 0.17

Gender 0.11 0.12 0.11 0.09 0.14 0.12

Income -0.25* -0.28* -0.28* -0.30* -0.27* -0.21

Education 0.00 -0.08 -0.03 -0.05 -0.02 0.02

Stressor 0.27* 0.26* 0.28* 0.26* 0.12 0.30*

Trauma -0.08 -0.14 -0.07 -0.15 -0.06 -0.06

Group usage 0.37** 0.48*** 0.32** 0.41** 0.37** 0.13

R2 0.29 0.34 0.27 0.31 0.29 0.21

Adjusted R2 0.22 0.28 0.20 0.24 0.22 0.13

F F(7,74)=4.22*** F(7,74)=5.48*** F(7,74)=3.86** F(7,74)=4.63*** F(7,74)=4.25*** F(7,74)=2.77*

Bridging capital (operationalised as the number of people)

Age -0.05 -0.07 -0.02 -0.06 0.04 -0.01

Gender 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.01 0.06 0.04

Income -0.04 -0.06 -0.09 -0.12 -0.02 -0.03

Education -0.07 -0.13 -0.11 -0.14 -0.06 -0.08

Stressor 0.28* 0.27* 0.28* 0.26* 0.25 0.3*
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Group  
diversitya

Group  
numbera

Strengtha  
(involvement)

Strengtha  
(information)

Strengtha  
(reception)

Strengtha  
(contribution)

Trauma -0.10 -0.14 -0.11 -0.2 -0.07 -0.12

Group usage 0.23 0.32* 0.30* 0.44*** 0.11 0.19

R2 0.13 0.17 0.17 0.22 0.11 0.13

Adjusted R2 0.05 0.09 0.09 0.15 0.02 0.04

F F(7,74)=1.63 F(7,74)=2.10 F(7,74)=2.08 F(7,74)=3.06** F(7,74)=1.26 F(7,74)=1.52

Notes: a Group usage variables in respective column; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

Source: authors.

Table 3. Regression models predicting linking capital from institutions

Group  
diversitya

Group  
numbera

Strengtha  
(involvement)

Strengtha  
(information)

Strengtha  
(reception)

Strengtha 
(contribution)

Linking capital (operationalised as number of institutions)

Age 0.10 0.08 0.12 0.11 0.12 0.11

Gender 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.08

Income -0.12 -0.13 -0.11 -0.12 -0.12 -0.12

Education 0.14 0.11 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.13

Stressor 0.51*** 0.50*** 0.51*** 0.51*** 0.50*** 0.51***

Trauma -0.05 -0.07 -0.04 -0.05 -0.05 -0.05

Group usage 0.03 0.11 -0.01 0.01 0.02 0.03

R2 0.34 0.34 0.33 0.33 0.33 0.34

Adjusted R2 0.27 0.28 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.27

F F(7,74)= 
5.32***

F(7,74)= 
5.48***

F(7,74)= 
5.31***

F(7,74)= 
5.31***

F(7,74)= 
5.31***

F(7,74)= 
5.32***

Linking capital (operationalised as number of programmes)

Age -0.22* -0.21* -0.16 -0.15 -0.11 -0.13

Gender 0.06 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.09 0.08

Income 0.00 -0.01 -0.02 0.00 -0.03 0.03

Education 0.01 -0.03 0.00 0.01 -0.01 0.03

Stressor 0.80*** 0.79*** 0.80*** 0.80*** 0.65*** 0.81***

Trauma -0.16 -0.18 -0.15 -0.17 -0.15 -0.14

Group usage 0.26** 0.27** 0.23** 0.16 0.34*** 0.07

R2 0.64 0.64 0.63 0.61 0.67 0.60

Adjusted R2 0.61 0.61 0.60 0.57 0.64 0.56

F F(7,74)= 
18.78***

F(7,74)= 
18.86***

F(7,74)= 
18.00***

F(7,74)= 
16.54***

F(7,74)= 
21.35***

F(7,74)= 
15.64***

Notes: a Group usage variables in respective column; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

Source: authors.
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Table 4. Regression models predicting post-disaster psychological well-being  

(measured as depression)

Group  
diversitya

Group  
numbera

Strengtha  
(involvement)

Strengtha  
(information)

Strengtha  
(reception)

Strengtha  
(contribution)

Age 0.17 0.15 0.13 0.17 0.15 0.13

Gender 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.04 0.03

Income -0.27* -0.28* -0.30* -0.26* -0.30* -0.29*

Education 0.21 0.20 0.18 0.22 0.18 0.18

Stressor 0.33** 0.33** 0.33** 0.34** 0.27 0.33**

Trauma 0.12 0.11 0.10 0.13 0.10 0.09

Group usage -0.04 0.00 0.09 -0.08 0.13 0.08

R2 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.24 0.25 0.24

Adjusted R2 0.16 0.16 0.17 0.16 0.17 0.16

F F(7,74)=3.14** F(7,74)=3.11** F(7,74)=3.22** F(7,74)=3.18** F(7,74)=3.30** F(7,74)=3.19**

Notes: a Group usage variables in respective column; *p<0.05; **p<0.01.

Source: authors.

joined, and involvement or information-weighted strength variables. Yet, it is notable 
too that only the model including the information-weighted strength variable was 
significantly different from the null hypothesis model. 
 No significant relationship was found between participants’ group usage and their 
receipt of linking capital (see Table 3). However, their procurement of aid from agen-
cies and institutions was positively predicted by group diversity, group number, and 
involvement and resource receipt-weighted strength variables. Such a discrepancy 
may stem from the different measures used to link capital. Since respondents were 
asked to think of institution names instead of specific programmes from which they 
got aid, the limited variance in institutional linking capital may have constrained the 
ability of the study to detect significant associations. For example, a person receiv-
ing temporal housing assistance and home repair assistance from FEMA may only 
indicate the organisation name once in the position generator, but he/she could select 
both options in the resource reception question. It is recommended, therefore, that 
future research employ a similar measurement strategy for linking capital, as formal 
institutions often offer more than one type of aid to people in need. 
 No significant relationship was found between group usage and disaster resilience 
assessed through psychological well-being (see Table 4). Given that WeChat groups 
frequently help users to satisfy various kinds of instrumental needs (such as informa-
tion and resources) instead of expressive needs (such as emotional support), it makes 
sense that people’s psychological well-being is not influenced much by their group 
usage. Lastly, it is also important to note that the effect sizes of some regression 
models were not particularly large (R2 ranging from 0.13 to 0.67), with some even 
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failing to reject the null models. However, considering the parsimony of the models 
and the potential impact of participants’ offline social interaction during and after 
Harvey, their general WeChat usage, past disaster experience, and other socio-
economic and psychological factors, the current models nevertheless demonstrate the 
potential association between WeChat group usage and access to different types of 
social capital. 

Discussion
By sampling from a growing minority community in Houston, the study has demon-
strated how Chinese immigrants used WeChat groups to share and acquire diversi-
fied resources embedded in various social connections to overcome the impacts of 
Hurricane Harvey. As noted earlier, though, while one should not generalise the 
findings owing to the limited size of the sample, it is important to point out that its 
demographics reflect Asian (specifically Chinese/Taiwanese) communities in the area. 
First and foremost, the higher income and education levels of the participants are 
similar to what has been reported previously (Klineberg and Wu, 2013). The number 
of participants with a graduate or professional degree is greater in the current sample, 
but this is probably because of their older age (Klineberg and Wu, 2013). The average 
age of the participants also signals the importance of social messaging services in cul-
tivating disaster resilience. Research regularly highlights the age gap in the adoption 
of technology (Berenguer et al., 2016), but it is encouraging to see that participants 
of all ages in this sample use WeChat. Nevertheless, there are significant differences 
in socioeconomic status between Asians and other ethnic groups in Houston. For 
instance, a report by the Kinder Institute for Urban Research at Rice University 
showed that only seven per cent of Latino immigrants in Houston had a university 
degree or higher (Klineberg and Wu, 2013). Future research should expand the cur-
rent framework to investigate the utility of social messaging services in fostering 
disaster resilience in other immigrant communities. 
 The content analysis of group functions and the frequency analysis of individual 
involvement in group activities demonstrated the versatility of WeChat groups  
in accumulating different types of social capital. In addition, they showcased how 
WeChat groups complemented formal disaster relief entities in overcoming the 
impacts of a disaster triggered by a natural hazard. As suggested by the DRC’s typol-
ogy, established and expanding organisations such as FEMA and the Red Cross are 
commonly founded to prepare for and to provide aid during disasters (Dynes, 1970). 
By contrast, extending organisations, such as the Houston Chinese Association in 
the case of this research, as well as emergent groups such as the Houston Harvey 
Post-disaster Rescue Group, were not constructed to serve such a purpose or did 
not exist before the crisis (Dynes, 1970). Combined with its high degree of acces-
sibility, the flexibility of WeChat groups facilitated the conversion and formation of 
grassroots bodies that are critical to disaster resilience at the individual and community 
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level. Correspondingly, policymakers and disaster relief professionals need to recog-
nise the potential of groups formed on social networking platforms such as WeChat. 
Since these organically created groups could effectively reach geographically and 
socially less accessible populations, collaboration between them and established insti-
tutions may enhance community resilience, especially among minority and immi-
grant groups. 
 The most important findings of this study stemmed from the association between 
WeChat group usage and people’s access to different types of social capital. Those 
who have joined and engaged more in WeChat group activities have also received 
more aid from a diverse range of social connections. That said, it is important to 
acknowledge that other factors not captured in this analysis, such as offline social 
relationships and past experience of hurricanes, may also contribute to individuals’ 
access to social capital. 
 Although the current survey forbids the drawing of causal conclusions, the find-
ings point to the potential of social messaging services in channelling much-needed 
social capital to oftentimes marginalised minority and immigrant communities. It 
is recommended, therefore, that governmental organisations and NGOs consider 
broadening their online reach beyond setting up accounts on social networking sites 
such as Facebook and Twitter (Bird, Ling, and Haynes, 2012; Kaigo, 2012). Instead, 
they should consider approaching the survivors of disasters through more private social 
messaging platforms such as Telegram, WeChat, and WhatsApp. 
 Making online resources more adaptive to these platforms could be helpful, too. 
For example, application portals for disaster relief resources should think about 
employing a dynamic webpage design to render better on mobile telephone screens, 
as well as allowing users to share this information freely with their social message 
applications, such as through an embedded QR code. 
 Providers of social messaging services could also play a more active role in assist-
ing their users during disasters triggered by natural or human-induced hazards. For 
instance, they may recommend available resources to users in disaster-hit areas and 
encourage them to share such information with people who do not have access to 
the applications. 

Conclusion
WeChat groups have demonstrated their versatility in serving the various needs of 
the Chinese-American community in Houston. These groups not only accord users 
with a platform to build social connections and acquire services in their daily lives, 
but also permit them to coordinate and disseminate resources in a timely manner 
following a disaster. Usage of WeChat groups is also associated with the mobilisa-
tion of various types of social capital by the study participants, especially those from 
sources with which they do not have tight connections (that is, bridging and link-
ing ties). Based on the findings of this research, it is suggested that governmental 
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agencies and organisations may be able to foster resilience in communities, especially 
among ethnic communities such as the Chinese-American community in Greater 
Houston, which is largely composed of new immigrants, by being more actively 
involved in more private SMS groups, and not just open public SNS. 
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