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ABSTRACT

This study is focused on social media in China and its influence on youth civic participation. In China, a trend of increasing usage
of social media platforms has been observed, in particularly WeChat, Weibo, QQ, Douyin, and Meitu. The aim of this research is to
explore the link between the use of these social media platforms and civic participation among the youth in China, specifically, whe-
ther social media platforms have positive effect on encouragement of youth civic participation. The use of social media platforms is
measured by the number of social media accounts, the duration of usage of these accounts, and the average time spending on social
media accounts weekly, while civic participation through social media is to measure both civic participation activities and its link
with the social media usage.
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Introduction

There is an increasing recognition of the importance of youth civic engagement, particularly in China and
other countries in the Pacific due to its potential to promote more democratic forms of engagement between
citizens and state®. This research has been conducted to explore the link between the use of social media
platforms and civic participation among the youth in China. The hypothesis of this research is that there is
statically significant percentage of youth with social media; and the usage of social media has positive effect
on promoting civic activities in China. To test these hypotheses, literature review and statistic data analysis
have been used to analyse the situation of China’s youth civic participation, civic engagement and social
media, as well as the current usage of social media in China. A survey has been conducted to understand the
effects of social media usage in promoting civic participation among Chinese youth, such media potentials
and possible negative factors. A snowball sampling method has been adopted and 301 valid responses have
been received. The result reveals that the usage of social media has a moderate positive effect on promotion
of civic participation.
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1. Situation of youth civic participation in China

China has been through a rapid development in the past 40 years since the implantation of its open-door
policy* which leads to remarkable impacts in various social aspects. The import of western ideology such
as democracy, liberalism, justice, capitalism, science and belief in diversity of social values has reshaped
the population and the whole youth generation (Ngai et al., 2011). This trend leads to pressure for the ruling
party not only on how to confront with the changes in its social and demographic transformation, but also on
how to create appropriate solutions to educate its youth, the future force of the country, to positively response
to its coming social and environmental problems, and to actively participate in civic activities.

Traditionally, the main option for youth civic participation in China is to join the Chinese Communist
Youth League (XXXK), which is the affiliate of the Communist Party of China, the single ruling party
of China (Yang et al., 2016). As a semi-official youth work organization which is organized on the Chinese
Communist party pattern, the major purpose of the youth league is to align youth policy with its communist
ideology to become a strong supporter of the country’s ideology and a qualified citizen (Johnson et al., 2017).
On the one hand, the Youth League indeed contribute to provide the youth an increased access to informa-
tion and more opportunities to participate in civic activities such as community based learning activities (for
example hobby classes, free sport fields, and working skills trainings), volunteering activities, and commu-
nity based research activities (such as community survey centre and free library), on the other hand, its semi-
governmental role and agenda creates barriers for members to have different voices and fully perform their
roles as citizens, such as having political opinions and suggestions on the diversity building.

Against this background, searching for a more open source that is more accessible, economical, and
efficient to encourage the youth civic rights awareness and civic participation is in local and international
researchers’ agenda. L. Johnson and his team (2007) described a unique, service-learning approach to youth
development, the Jane Goodall Institute s Roots & Shoots program, and explored perceptions of the program
impact on the personal and social development of Chinese youth. L. Ke and H. Starkey (2014) explored how
Chinese university students use intranet to participate in civic activities. C. Yuen (2013) performed research
on the relationship between school and civic engagement. D. Yang (2016) examined the use of microblogs to
promote civic participation among Chinese undergraduate and graduate students. And Y. Yin (2017) explo-
red how Bilibili, a youth open platform and video site in China, with a bullet-commenting technology can
help in boosting participation culture.

2. Civic engagement and social media

Social media has been praised for its potential in facilitating civic engagement. Many researches have
performed research regarding the links between social media and public issues/political topics. It has been
associated with the empowering of the youth (Thackeray 2010), building citizen trusts (Warren, 2014), on-
line political expressing (Yamamoto, 2013), and civic learning (Bennett, 2009). Relevant empirical studies
showed positive use of social media to boost transparency (Pryor et al., 2014; Bonson et al., 2012). Z. Zhong
(2014) has investigated how social networking usages and social capital elicit impact on civic engagement,
and the results show that online bonding and bridging social capital are positively related to online civic
involvement. N. Liem (2009) concluded that social media platforms, as emerging promoting spaces, have
paved the way for the re-conceptualization of political engagement, especially among the youth. J. Uldam
and A. Vestergaard (2015) empirically explored how different practices of public participation are played out
in social media, focusing particularly on political participation. S. Okazaki and C. Taylor (2013) found that
three key theoretical perspectives (networking capability, image transferability, and personal extensibility)
provide strong potential for better understanding the advantages and disadvantages of social media use for

4 The open door policy, officially called ‘Open and Reform’, was proposed in December of 1978 by Chinese then leader Deng
Xiaoping. Under the open-door policy, foreigners and foreign entities are encouraged to enter China and Chinese people are
encouraged to go abroad, for business, education, and tourism.
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promotors. The study by S. Masiha and his colleagues (2018) explored the significant correlation between
the sharing political views on Facebook in different ways and their role in motivating the youth for political
participation, and suggested that “organization related to information technology such as institutes of in-
formation technology and ministry of information technology need to introduce social media platform like
Facebook for freedom of expression for social and particularly political problems in the society.”

However, there are also some researches who show that the connection between social media and civic
activities promotion is not always positive. After examining the impact of both media tools and participant
inclusion in organizational efficacy and controlling for various organizational characteristics, S. Gaby (2017)
concluded that using media tools is not sufficient to increase efficacy since the way they are used also
matters and suggests that inclusion of the youth in daily decision making processes, however, increases
organizational efficacy and the relationship is robust by the inclusion of organizational characteristics.

3. Current situation of social media usage in China

According to China Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC), the aggregate number of active in-
ternet users in China reached 500 million users in 2018, representing 57.7% of the total population’. Thus,
China is home to some of the world’s largest social and messaging networks, with combined more than one
billion users for the top five social media platforms®, namely WeChat, Weibo, QQ, Douyin, and Meipian’.
According to the data from Statista, there are more than 69 percent of Chinese people aged from 15 to
19 years who were social media users in 2017, and the aggregate number of social network users in China
is estimated to reach 725 million in 20228, In theory, social media could be an excellent channel to promote
youth civic participation, and based on this hypothesis is conducted this research.

4. The survey

The authors adopted a snowball sampling method to collect data for this survey. In contrast to probability
sampling, which is based on random selection and each element is given an equal chance to be selected,
snowball sampling is not totally random. Individuals are invited and they are used to locate others in their
network and who in turn identify others (Dudovskiy, 2016). In general, it is applied when it is difficult to
identify respondents and they are best located through referral networks. It was chosen for this research
because it meets the objective, i.e., the relevance of the usage of social media and youth civic participation,
with a clear target group — Chinese young people within the age gap of 15 to 24 years’ who have access to
social media. Other reasons for choosing snowball sampling were the cost and time efficiency.

The target group of this survey is Chinese citizens of the age group from 15 to 24 years old. The ques-
tionnaire was made in Chinese and English to minimize the ambiguity between the language of the survey
recipients (Chinese) and the language of this report (English). There are two main sections in the question-
naire: the usage of social media and the civic participation through social media. The usage of social media
platforms is measured by the number of social media accounts, the duration of usage of these accounts, and
the average time spending on social media accounts weekly. And the civic participation through social media
is to measure both civic participation activities and its link with the social media usage.

Source of data: China Internet Network Information Center (2018). Retrieved from https://cnnic.com.cn/

For statistic purpose, a user who has accounts in 2 different social media is assumed as “two” social media accounts in this data
calculation.

Source of data: Digital in 2017: Global overview (2018). Retrieved from https://wearesocial.com/special-reports/digital-in-
2017-global-overview

Source of data: China Internet Network Information Center (2018). Retrieved from https://cnnic.com.cn/

According to the UN, that youth is “as those persons between the ages of 15 and 24 years, without prejudice to other definitions
by Member States”.
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What's social media account do you have? (Multiple
choices, select all that apply to your situation)

Wechat [ 273
Q0 I 269
Other Soial media accounts _ 131
weibo [ 121
Douyin [N 79
Meipian [N 56

No Social media account [ 24

@n=3
01

Fig. 1. Survey results on the social media account usage among the 15-24 years old Chinese in 2018

Source: constructed by the authors based on the survey results.

The survey was performed during the period of October 26" (Monday) till November 5" (Monday), and
in total 308 instances of feedback has been received with 301 valid responses. The data meets the minimum
number of valid responses necessary in the initial research design (>=300 valid number of responses).
From the 301 valid responses, 277 people have chosen that he/she has at least one social media account,
which leads to 92.03% of the coverage among the survey participants. Also, as the survey revealed, most
of the recipients have multiple social media account, as shown in Figure 1, what means that in average
3.35 social media platforms are used per social media user, and the top used social media platforms are
WeChat and QQ, respectively 98.5% and 97.1% of the social media users that have accounts there.

As can be seen in Figure 2, the majority, covering 58.8% of the survey participants, have been using
social media accounts for more than five years. A possible reason of this situation is that Chinese customers
start using social media very early; according to Internal Statistics of Tencent 2017, the average age of the
user of WeChat in China is only 26 years.

For the number of friends per media account, as shown in Figure 3, most of the survey participants have
between 50 and 150 friends in their friends list, respectively 40.07% and 28.88% of all the social media
users. Also, from the survey, it shows that the average hours spent on social media weekly is 7.7 hours, with
standard deviation of 0.33 hours. Data gathered from this section indicates social media platforms, especially
the top 5 platforms, which are widely and regularly used, and it can be assumed to be statistically efficient
platforms to work on to increase the information flow.

The next section of the questionnaire is about the civic participation among the survey participants. Figu-
re 4 shows that only 113 of 301 survey participants have experience in civic activities and mostly in volunte-
ering activities hosted by the local schools and service learning/community based learning activities hosted
by the Youth League, respectively 33.5% and 12.3% of the total participants. And the top reason chosen for
not participating is the lack of information available about these activities. This suggests that more efforts
should be put in the event promotion and the free flow of information, which are in demand.

10 Source of data: Tencent Annual Report 2017 (in Chinese). Retrieved from http://www.tencent.com/zh-cn/arti-

cles/17000391523362601.pdf
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How long have you been using Social Media Account?
(Years, longest of single account)

180 163
160
140
120
100
80

60

Y- Number of participants choose the option
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Bn=277

Fig. 2. Duration of the social media usage among the 15-24 years old Chinese in 2018

Source: constructed by the authors based on the survey results.

How many friends do you have in all your Social
Media Account? (not included the repetitive ones
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Fig. 3. Survey results on the number of friends on social media friend list among the 15-24 years old Chinese in 2018

Source: constructed by the authors based on the survey results.
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What civil activities you have participated? (Multiple choices, select
all that apply to your situation) (n=301)

I have participated in volunteering activities

I have participated in service
Learning/Community Based Learning activities

I have participated in Community Engaged
Research activities

Fig. 4. Survey results on the duration of the social media usage among the 15-24 years old Chinese in 2018

Source: constructed by the authors based on the survey results.

Social Media and its positive effects in encouraging youth civic participation
(Multiple choices, select all that apply to your situation) (n=277)

I discuss various public issues in online social groups

I post pictures about public issues on my profile page

I post video clip about public issues on my profile page

I post text about public issues on my profile page

I share information of youth events on my timeline

Tinvite people online on different civic activities

Fig. 5. Survey results on social media and its positive effect in encouraging youth civic participation among the
15-24 years old Chinese in 2018

Source: constructed by the authors based on the survey results.

The next section of the questionnaire revealed that survey participants are using social media to share in-
formation about civic participation. As shown in Figure 5, more than half (51.3%) of the survey participants
have been involved in online discussions within online social group with 42.6% of the survey participants
sharing video contents regarding public issues on their profile page (note: Qzone in QQ and Moment in
WeChat). Respectively 36.5%, 15.9%, 24.2% of participants have shared text or visual content about public
issues or information about youth events on their profile page. This initiative of involving in public-related
issues in discussions and sharing of relevant information suggests that the social media platform is acting
as an effective tool for young people to express their opinions and contribute to the promotion of organized
civic events. Moreover, 13.4% of the participants take a step further inviting people online to different civic
activities, either inviting their peers/friends to those events or using it as a promoting tool by the organizers,
in both ways the youth civic event promotion benefits from it.
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On the other hand, the survey also revealed some negative effects of social media to civic participation promo-
tion. As Figure 6 demonstrates, a big percentage of people (42.2%) do confirm that some comments in social media
regarding public issues are deliberately offensive or of provocative content, and a noticeable amount of people
(8.7%) do not feel comfortable when are targeted in civic activities promotions via social media. These findings
show that people do have concerns about promotions of civic participation through social media, and most concerns
are connected to the regulation in a green social media environment and private data protection.

Social Media and its negative effects in encouraging youth
civic participation (Multiple choices, select all that apply to
your situation) (n=277)

Some comments in social media regarding _ l
public issues are deliberately offensive or...
I feel not comfortable when I am targeted in - l
civic activities promotions through social.. ..

I feel spammed by the my friends' sharing of l l
information regarding public issues

Other, please comment i |

Fig. 6. Survey results on social media and its negative effect in encouraging youth civic participation
among the 15-24 years old Chinese in 2018

Source: constructed by the authors based on the survey results.

To conclude, the survey results match the hypothesis that social media has positive relation with youth
civic participation, and it contributes to the provision of platforms that discuss public affairs and spread the
information about participation of civic activities in the youth community. Furthermore, at the same time,
more regulations are in demand to keep a green internet environment and data protection.

Conclusions

Due to the culture and historical reason, civic participation among the Chinese youth still is a rather new
topic. People lack motivation and information regarding their civic rights and participation in civic activi-
ties. Therefore, more research should be conducted on promotion of youth civic participation using effective
ways. In theory, social media is a way with no entrance limit, widely used, and a low-cost way in promoting
information. This survey confirms the assumption that participants do use social media to share information
about public affairs and participation in civic activities, with understandable concern about the green internet
environment and protection of secured data.

This work is more devoted to quantitative research based on the survey of the Chinese youth. For the
future research, more studies should be done analysing the Chinese youth policy, the promotion of non-
government youth organizations, as well as the culture and psychological factors that affect the youth civic
participation in China.
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SOCIALINIU MEDIJU POVEIKIS JAUNIMO
PILIETINIAM DALYVAVYMUI KINIJOJE

JIE JIANG, ALGIMANTS KONTAUTS
Latvijos universitetas (Latvija), PricewaterhouseCoopers (Latvija)

Santrauka

Siame tyrime daugiausia démesio skiriama socialinéms medijoms Kinijoje, kaip jos veikia jaunimo pilie-
tinj aktyvuma. Tyrimas nukreiptas j Kinijos socialines medijas, kuriomis vis daugiau naudojamasi.
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Kinijoje pastebéta auganti socialiniy medijy naudojimo tendencija, ypac¢ WeChat, Weibo, QQ, Douyin ir
Meitu. Tyrimo tikslas — istirti, kaip Sios socialinés medijos susijusios su pilietinio jaunimo dalyvavimu Ki-
nijoje, konkreciai, ar jos skatina jaunimo pilietinj dalyvavima. Socialiniy medijy naudojimas vertinamas, re-
miantis socialiniy medijy paskyry skaic¢iumi, $iy paskyry naudojimo trukme ir vidutinémis laiko sagnaudomis
socialinése medijy paskyrose kas savaite. Pilietinis dalyvavimas pasitelkus socialines ziniasklaidos priemo-
nes vertinamas atsizvelgiant j tai, kaip pilietinio dalyvavimo veikla susijusi su socialinés medijos naudojimu.

Dél kultiiriniy ir istoriniy priezas¢iy Kinijos jaunimo pilietinis dalyvavimas kol kas vis dar gana nauja
tema. Zmonéms triiksta motyvacijos ir informacijos apie jy pilietines teises ir dalyvavimg pilietinéje vei-
kloje. Todél atlieckami tyrimai, kaip veiksmingiau skatinti jaunimo pilietinj dalyvavimag. Teoriskai socialinés
medijos yra j¢jimo neribojantis, placiai naudojamas ir pigus buidas pateikti informacija. Atlikta apklausa pa-
reikalais ir dalyvavimu pilietinéje veikloje, ripinimusi duomeny apsauga.

PAGRINDINIAI ZODZIALI: socialiné medija, ,, WeChat ", jaunimas, pilietinis dalyvavimas, Kinija.

JEL KLASIFIKACIJA: J68, L86.

Received: 2018.12.12
Revised: 2018.12.20
Accepted: 2019.01.30

44



