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The use of Chinese 
social media by foreign 
embassies: How 
'generative technologies' 
are offering opportunities 
for modern diplomacy

Ying Jiang

Social media platforms provide spaces for interaction and increased 
engagement, thus furthering the goals of public diplomacy. Due 
to the perceived ease with which social media can be accessed 
and the low cost in comparison with other methods, social media 
platforms are seen as attractive technology-based communication 
channels for many embassies and other organisations, particularly 
for those facing budget cuts and demands to increase engagement 
(Fisher 2013).

It is believed that social media provide the right channel to 
reach youth populations, which is one of the major goals of current 
public diplomacy efforts (Mershon 2012). For public diplomacy, 
it is equally important to listen to and understand young people's 
thoughts and aspirations, along with their information-seeking 
and other kinds of behaviours (Riordan 2004). In addition, social 
media provide the opportunity to reach the youth populations of 
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other countries. In foreign embassies in China, for example, there are more than forty 
embassies that use the most popular Chinese social media platform — Weibo — to 
engage with the 'online publics' in China.

This chapter examines how 'generative technologies' are offering opportunities 
for modern diplomacy. Engagement and interactivity are what have been emphasised 
in using social media in public relation works. However, this chapter argues that 
interactivity is not necessarily linked to the success of the engagement with online 
publics via social media accounts. This chapter examines the interactivity of those 
embassies' Weibo accounts by looking at two aspects: the number of comments or 
retweets that each post receives, and the number of negative and positive comments 
that each post receives.

According to my previous research, it is evident that Weibo can be employed 
effectively to engage with online communities, which is one of the goals of public 
diplomacy, but it was difficult to measure its real effects simply by looking at the data 
collected at that stage. In fact, one of the important phenomena which my research 
illustrates is that the number of followers does not equal the influence Weibo has on its 
followers — that is, the level of 'conversational' or informal communication on Weibo 
accounts does not indicate the success of e-diplomacy. Indeed, the negative and hostile 
comments left on some of the embassies' Weibo accounts show that the outcomes of 
its public diplomacy tasks are unsuccessful.

This chapter focuses on measuring the interactivity of these foreign embassies' 
Weibo accounts. Through my research, I found that awareness does not imply positive 
influence. Defining public diplomacy [PD] as communication with foreign publics 
for the purpose of achieving a foreign policy objective, PD practitioners should be 
cognisant of the fact that information is different from influence (Wallin 2013). Other 
researchers have similarly found that an account's high number of followers does not 
necessarily equate to that account having a strong connection with an audience. An 
account might have 1 million followers, but even though a post from that account 
gets retweeted 1000 times per day, those followers may support or oppose the user's 
communication goals (Wallin 2013).

Literature review

Research on the government's application of new media has had a long existence. 
In 1986, Garramone, Harris and Pizante were the first researchers to discuss how 
computers could provide a two-way flow of information between elected officials 
and their constituents. McKeown and Plowman (1999) explained how 1996 US 
presidential candidates used the internet to reach voters during the general election; 
Trammell (2006) explained how blog-based attacks were utilised during the US 
election in 2004; Levenshus (2010) explained how Barack Obama's campaign 
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utilised the internet for grassroots efforts in 2008. Other scholars have looked at how 
governmental organisations from the Middle East and the United Arab Emirates [UAE] 
used the internet (Curtin & Gaither 2004; Ayish 2005; Kirat 2007), as well as the role 
of culture, in country-sponsored tourism websites (Kang & Mastin 2008); how the 
diffusion of social media has affected public health communication (Avery et al. 2010); 
and what the impact of transparency laws is on Latin American government websites 
(Searson & Johnson 2010).

Research that examines the influence of organisations' impact or influence on 
people through the use of social media is not rare. For example, in 2013, the European 
Commission published a report entitled Assessing the Benefits Of Social Networks on 
Organizations (Martin & van Bavel 2013). This project aimed to analyse the current 
market situation for a limited number of social media stakeholders, to identify and 
analyse best practices for these selected stakeholders, and to define and prioritise 
relevant policy options. This report is one of the most comprehensive pieces of research 
on the topic so far. It conducted an exhaustive and critical review of the academic, 
business and policy literature on the organisational use of social networking tools and 
social media platforms, as well as regular engagement with academic experts in this 
area. It was observed that while social media technologies present several potential 
benefits to organisations, there are considerable challenges and bottlenecks affecting 
adoption that may warrant policy intervention.

Apart from this relatively large-scale project on social media's influence on 
organisations, scholars from a range of backgrounds have also examined the effectiveness 
of employing social media in different contexts. For example, Murthy (2015) 
investigated the relationship between social media and organisational collaboration, 
changes to organisations, and the effect of microblogging on organisations. Puijenbroek 
et al. (2014) focused on investigating the relationship between social media use and 
learning activities undertaken by employees. Kleinhans, van Ham and Evans-Cowley 
(2015) explored the potential of social media and mobile technologies to foster citizen 
engagement and participation in urban planning.

However, there is not much research into the influence of foreign embassies in 
China. One piece of research worth mentioning is a report written in Chinese and 
published by Chinalabs in 2013, which looked at the internet influence that Chinese 
foreign embassies have, analysing the level of each foreign embassy's online impact 
by looking at their websites and social media accounts. This report found that only 
15 per cent of foreign embassies in China opened Weibo accounts, and most of these 
Weibo accounts lacked interactivity. According to this report (2013), Weibo is playing 
a 'media' role. In other words, this social media platform was used by foreign embassies 
to share information rather than to influence followers or initiate interactivity with 
followers. However, this research was conducted almost four years ago, and, given 
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the rapid development of foreign embassies' use of Weibo, the research findings 
summarised in this report need an update.

Method

To address the above issues, I first gathered a list of embassies on Chinese social media 
platforms. For the purpose of this study, the definition of an embassy's Chinese 
social media account refers to the embassy's official account as verified by the service 
provider. It does not include any ambassador's personal account, nor does it include 
any consular or consular staff member's account.

To gather this list, I mainly used one simple method — trawling for known 
embassies through Weibo's celebrity plaza (Mingren Tang), where embassies are 
categorised by their countries. Following this, I then gathered a list of foreign embassy 
Weibo users. I collected numerical and descriptive data (such as the user's self-written 
Twitter biography, representative avatar, number of friends and number of followers) 
for each of our examined Weibo users. I then collected and archived further descriptive 
data (country, registered date) with both text and time/date tweeted. In order to analyse 
a similar series of tweets, I then edited this to a three-month period between September 
2014 and December 2014.

Based on my Stage 1 research results, which will be published by Routledge 
in 2017 (Jiang, forthcoming), I selected the five foreign embassies' Weibo accounts 
with the highest number of followers. Canada has the most followers on Sina Weibo. 
Canada's followers have surpassed the US's followers, reaching a figure of more than 
1.1 million. The US embassy has around 900 000 followers as of 6 December 2014. 
Cuba and the UK have the same number of followers and ranked third on the list, 
while the Korean embassy's Sina Weibo have slightly fewer followers than Cuba and 
UK. Echoing the method of Leavitt et al. (2009), I collected a three-month sample 
of those five accounts' Weibo comments, and then categorised the comments into 
three basic types: positive, negative and other (for example, irrelevant questions or 
advertisements).

Findings

Statistics on foreign embassies' Weibo influence (sample from 6 September to 
6 December 2014)

The influence of each embassy through Weibo can be assessed by calculating the number 
of comments on their posts, and the number of retweets of their posts. After analysing 
the number of comments and retweets each embassy received on their Weibo account 
from September to December in 2014, I gathered the following results (Figure 9.1). 
As can be seen, the Korean embassy has the highest ratio of retweets and comments.
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Figure 9.1: The number of comments and retweets per post by embassies.
Source: Y Jiang [Figure as provided].

After an extremely time-consuming manual collection of comments left on the 
Weibo accounts of the above-mentioned five embassies between 6 September and 
6 December 2014, I found that although the US embassy has the highest level of 
interactivity (that is, the highest number of comments), more than half of the comments 
it received were negative ones (Table 9.1). Although Cuba has the least number of 
comments, most of the comments it received were positive. The Korean embassy is also 
leading the way in receiving positive comments. The percentage of negative comments 
received by the British and Canadian embassies is just under 50 per cent (Figure 9.2).

Canada US Cuba UK Korea

Total number of comments 7632 37 800 195 5952 8658

Positive comments 2303 5670 120 1258 6925

Negative comments 3803 22 680 0 2542 760

Other (including questions not 
related to the topic or ads)

1526 9450 15 2152 946

Table 9.1: Analysis of comments left on the Weibo accounts of five embassies.
Source: Y Jiang.



150

Making Publics, Making Places

Other findings

Among the collected valid comments, it was evident that nationalistic sentiments 
toward certain Western countries are frequently presented on the embassies' Weibo 
accounts. According to initial statistics, of 3000 negative comments received by 
the Canadian and the US embassies (which are the two embassies who received the 
highest number of negative comments), most of the themes of those comments were 
nationalistic. For example, this is a post made by the US embassy on 31 Oct 2014, 
which received 132 comments, most of which were negative (Figures 9.3 and 9.4):

@US Embassy in China: Around 2 million voters in America started the prior-
voting process for the mid-term election on 20 October. President Obama has also 
joined them. Among the 50 states in the US, 43 of them allow pre-voting. Both 
parties are working hard to win the voters during this period. Due to the high 
competitiveness of the election, both parties are going to all lengths to win voters 
from every corner. What else would you like to know about the mid-term election?1 

Below is a sample of the comments that this post received2:

User name Comment

Shua Qiang Great! People in China won't be able to see one vote in 
their life!

1 Translation provided by the author.
2 Comments translated by the author.

Figure 9.2: The number of positive and negative comments received per embassy.
Source: Y Jiang [Figure as provided].



151

Making Publics, Making Places

Xianshi_Taobi Reply @wobuqirenyoutian: What's the real meaning of 
China's election system? We don't agree.

Jiujiaowoaliaoshaba Do you dare to give me the American visa?

Wobuqirenyoutian China's election system is similar to most of the nations. 
1200 candidates are not nominated by themselves, they 
are nominated by representatives from different areas, 
and will then be voted by people. What's wrong with 
this? Isn't it the same in Ukraine? Also the same in 
Japan, Korea? Isn't it all the same?

Wobuqirenyoutian Those 'occupiers' in Hong Kong requested a 20% 
threshold for election, if a 20% support rate can 
represent the community, why can't a 50% supporting 
rate represent China's election system?

Djquan172 American people request REAL election.

Gangchushengjiuhensha Fucking Americans! Why don't you sit down and talk to 
the people who occupied Wall Street?

Xianshitaobi Reply @wobuqirenyoutian 'Representatives need to 
represent the majority of people, otherwise, people will 
be represented without knowing who are representing 
them'. Aren't you talking about China?

Wobuqirenyoutian Reply @xiaoshitaobi Because there are 7 billion people 
in the world, the majority of us will be represented 
instead of representing others or ourselves. How can we 
have 7 billion mouths discussing one issue? Therefore, 
the most effective and realistic method is to elect 
representatives.

Qingcheshuilian America will spend an estimated 4 billion US dollars on 
the election, where does this money come from? What's 
the motivation of people who are providing the funds? 
Why are they spending so much on the election?



Figure 9.3: Screenshot of the US embassy's post and received comments.
Source: Y Jiang.



Figure 9.4: Screenshot of comments left on the US embassy's posts.
Source: Y Jiang.
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People might argue that the topic of this particular post was 'political', and that it 
might have attracted certain users who are in favor of China's voting system. However, 
even with 'non-political' topics, negative comments were apparent. For example, the 
following post made by the US embassy on the same day regarding 'Halloween' also 
received ironic and hostile comments (Figures 9.5 and 9.6).

@US Embassy: Today is Halloween. It is a day deeply loved by American children 
although it's not an official festival, because they can wear any costume they like, 
and play 'treat or trick'. The other custom of Halloween is to decorate pumpkins. 
Children empty a pumpkin, sculpt a face on the outside, then put a candle inside 
of it. The pumpkin lantern, which is also called a 'Jack lantern', is then complete. 
Does China have similar festivals?3

Sample of comments received:4

User name Comments

Barbie696 Why does your post sound so provocative? Of course 
different cultures have different festivals. We don't 
have Halloween in China, so what?

Moxisaixiansheng Yes we do, people who play tricks will be beaten into 
a 'Jack-lantern' face.

Hongheixiaoqihao This is a festival of Western devils, we don't need it.

Ruchunqiu Yulanpeng festival. But it is not an entertaining day, 
kids will not allowed to go out after dusk.

Xiaonuan-Li We have bo lantern!

Hsia SH We have the Zhongyuan festival. We consider this 
a very important day although it's not an official 
festival. We use this day to commemorate our loved 
ones who have passed away. Do you have this type of 
festival in the US?

Yunjingchen Do you have the Chongyang festival to respect your 
elders? Or Lantern's Day to eat sticky rice balls? 
Or Dragon Boat Day to eat dragon boats? Or the 
Qingming festival to sweep the tombs of those who 
passed away?

3 Translation provided by the author.
4 Comments translated by the author.
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Biantailadexiaohuzhu I feel like our spring festival is better than this festival. 

Daduhuangweiwei Feel like your post is so ironic. We have the warmth 
of strong family connection, do you American devils 
have it?

Yiyongjunjueqipingtianxia Do you know you are retarded?

Huaren37276 So a lot of pumpkins will be wasted on this day?

Figure 9.5: Screenshot of US embassy's post and the comments it received.
Source: Y Jiang.
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Figure 9.6: Screenshot of US embassy's post and the comments it received.
Source: Y Jiang.

The US embassy is not the only Western country that has received hostile 
comments on its posts. Nationalistic comments left on the Canadian embassy site are 
also apparent. On 23 October 2014, a post made by Canadian embassy says:

Yesterday, barbarian behavior and a violent terrorist attack occurred in the land of 
Canada, for the second time in a week. We send our prayers and memorials to the 
family and friends of sergeant Nathan. Sergeant Nathan died in the attack when 
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serving in the guard of honour for the Canadian national war memorial museum 
yesterday afternoon.5

However, the comments left by users are not friendly at all. Here are the 
translations of the first ten comments:6

User name Comment

Sad grassmud horse Didn't you ask the eastern Turkish brothers in 
your care to say hello to the Arabs?

Huang pu zhong sheng Soldiers were killed, policemen were injured; 
it happened in a governmental organisation's 
venue. The attackers are now dead, but there 
is no evidence. How can you be so sure it is a 
terrorist attack? If it happened in China, would 
Western media consider it as a terrorist attack or 
a desperate action?

Warriorantigreen You deserve it! I thought you could speak their 
language.

Shandiren People with 'zhuangbility' want to show their 
'niubility' but only reflect their 'shability'.

Zifeifanxiejiaozhilouxiajiaotang You deserve it.

Artyang77 What do you think of the terrorist attacks in 
Xinjiang?

Sheisheibushiwo Come on, I hope you accept more Muslims. 
Take all Muslims from China.

Lan Xiao Tian Hope Canada takes more Muslims and becomes 
a Muslim country one day.

Roger is a big chubby guy This incident only happened yesterday, it still 
needs investigation before being determined 
a 'terrorist attack'. The Canadian government 
should respect the rights of people who are 
involved and allow international organisations to 
join the investigation.

5 Translation provided by the author.
6 Comments translated by the author.
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Ziwuyingxiao We encourage the Canadian government to 
communicate with the minorities and stop 
suppressing the minorities.

Figure 9.7: Screenshot of Canadian embassy's post and the comments it received, 10 
October 2015.
Source: Y Jiang.
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Figure 9.8: Screenshot of Canadian embassy's post and the comments it received, 10 
October 2015.
Source: Y Jiang.

Discussion

These results and evidence demonstrate that 'conversational' communication enabled 
by 'generative technologies' does not necessarily equate to high engagement with 
online publics. Having a high number of followers and a high level of interaction with 
your audience does not link to positive action. Wallin's (2013) thoughts bear repeating 
here: PD practitioners should be aware that information is different from influence. 
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Based on my own research findings, it is also arguable that the number of followers do 
not necessarily equate a strong connection with an audience.

Conclusion

Future research can look at another channel of 'online publics' in China — Wechat — 
which is also used by some foreign embassies. Due to the different nature of Wechat, a 
couple of aspects might be worth comparing:

1. Are the 'spaces' created by those five embassies on Wechat consistent with 
their Weibo 'spaces'?

2. Does Wechat pose less challenges than Weibo for foreign embassies in 
China?

This chapter is intended to provoke thoughts about better ways to use these 'generative 
technologies' or other tools for public diplomacy practioners. It is not intended as an 
argument against the use of local popular social media for public diplomacy purposes, 
but to encourage a critical look at its practice and to encourage those employing it to 
better analyse it.
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