Nature of public opinion on social
media in China




To cite this work

Nip, J.Y.M. (2017). The nature of public opinion on social media in
China. Paper presented at the 15™ Chinese Internet Research
Conference: “Divergence and convergence in Chind’s Internets,”

Texas A&M University, June 5-6, 2017.

The University of Sydney Page



Why this presentation?

THE UNIVERSITY OF

&) SYDNEY




122

Puzzle from Weibo study

Challenging Official Propaganda? Public
Opinion Leaders on Sina Weibo*
Joyce Y. M. Nip" and King-wa Fu?

Abstract

This article examines the prominence of various user categories as opinion
leaders, defined as initiators, agenda setters or disseminators, in 29 corrup-
tion cases exposed on Sina Weibo, It finds that ordinary citizens made up the
largest category of initiators but that their power of opinion leadership was
limited as they had to rely on media organizations to spread news about the
cases. News organizations and online media were the main opinion leaders.
Government and Party bodies initiated a fair number of cases and, despite
not being strong agenda setters or disseminators, were able to dominate pub-
lic opinion owing to the fact that news organizations and online media main-
Iy published official announcements about the cases. Media organizations
also played a secondary role as the voice of the people. While individuals
from some other user categories were able to become prominent opinion lea-
ders, news workers are likely to be the most promising user category to chal-
lenge official propaganda.

Keywords: China; internet; propaganda; public opinion; social media; Weibo

The University of Sydney

Routledge

WOL I MO E N2 149
Tasder b Franais Geoup

INFORMATION, (DMMU MCATION & SOCETY, X116 El
e o o v, ). DD Y 36 90 DD 04050 AT

Networked framing between source posts and their reposts:
an analysis of public opinion on China's microblogs
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ABESTRACT ARTICLE HI STORY
Retweefing apost on & socisl media patform is a partof & process of  Reoeiwad 20 Braary 2005
growing significance through which puliic opinion formation takes  Aoorpaed 2 Ooder 2005
place. A “mtweet count” on, sy Twitter or weiha, can be talken a5 a p—
measus of wer influence. The asumption & that when B retweets Chimn; framingg peblc
N's messge, B empathizes with A and wishes to disseminate the oﬂiéﬂnm-ﬂ.m\:ﬁl
message mone widely. But this asumption has haxdly been tested i, Twitser, wilss
and prefiminary evidence suggests pradices for retessting on

Twitter vary. Nor can retwesting pesctices on Twitter be s amed

to apply on weibo. This paper makes the first effont to undestand

the practie of reposting on China’s weibg foousing on the

content of reposts in comparison to that of the original mesages.

A guantitative comparison s made of the frame [Entman,

AL ML {1993 Framing: Towasd cladfication of a fractued paradipm.
Jownal of Communication, 434, 51-58 Gamson, W A, &

Modiglisni, A (1989, Medis discourss and public opinion on

nudesr power A constructionist appeoach. American k I of
Sﬂddngril‘s.kii‘]d‘hempnsttfhcm and thesir

reposts. The posts and reposts all refer o the o of officiak

being exposed for comupBon on Sina Weibo, The study finds

sound evidenae of netwodked framing in which reposters revissd

frames of the source posters whilk diseminating them. Although

over half of the repets mersly republished the source post
without sdded content, what emenged were new com municative

functions, case definftions, and a disgnatis of the o 0

of exparing the cases However, different types of wmer accounts
direw different reposting fomes, which poine to & onsisent
paradigm between the source acounts and the reposten. The
resufts sre important for understanding the mechanisms beshind
the fommation of public opinion on weiba
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analysis/judgement
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emotion
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information seeking
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information provision
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action mobilization
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Communicative functions

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
9)
(10)
(11)
(12)

Disseminating the case/attending to the case
Expressing emotion

Expressing a sense of morality/public duty/justice
[nformation seeking

[nformation provision
Analysis/interpretation/opinion/judgement seeking
Analysis/inter pretation/opinion/judgement provision
Making suggestions

Calling for action/Mobilizing

Propaganda

Other communicative function

Unidentifiable

e University of Sydney Page 10



Politics of public opinion

— Public opinion connected to legitimacy

— Nature of public opinion implicates on its status

— (Is offline public opinion more representative than online public
opinion?

— |Is offline public opinion more rational than online public
opinion?)

— Public opinion on social media upsets status quo of “who”,
“when”, and “what” of capturing public opinion

The University of Sydney Page 11



Arrangement of presentation
-  What is public opinion?

- Conceptual nature of public opinion on social media

- Operational nature of public opinion on social media
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What is “public
opinion”?
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau ([1762] 2011, p. 172).

— “There is often a great deal of difference between the will of
all and the general will. The latter considers only the general
interest, whereas the former considers private interest and is
merely the sum of private wills. But remove from these same
wills the pluses and minuses that cancel each other out, and
what remains as the sum of the differences is the general will.”

The University of Sydney Page 14



William MacKinnon (1828)

— Public opinion: “that sentiment on any given subject which is
entertained by the best informed, most intelligent, and
most moral persons in the community” (p. 15).

— vs “popular clamour”: “that sort of feeling arising from the
passions of a multitude acting without consideration; or an
excitement created amongst the uneducated; or amongst those
who do not reflect, or do not exercise their judgment on the
point in question” (p. 18).

The University of Sydney Page 15



John Zaller (1992, p. 6)

— “Every opinion is a marriage of information and predisposition:
information to form a mental picture of the given issue, and
predisposition to motivate some conclusion about it.”

The University of Sydney Page 16



Conceptualization of “public opinion™

— Clear articulation of the concept from 18" C

— No agreed definition

— Shift in concept (Price, 1992):
1) From elitist concept toward inclusion of the mass

2) from normative political and philosophical concept (as

The

collective public opinion) to empirical psychological and
sociological concept (as aggregate of individual opinion —
blurring boundary between public and private)

University of Sydney Page 17



An integrated framework (Arnold, 2007)

Table 2: Opinion Types

Published opinion

Public opinion

Opinion of the public

Individual opinion intentionally
expressed publicly, different
from private or confidential
opinion

Conglomerate of published
opinion that is shared by many,
agreed upon opinion

Formal-theoretical concept,
public opinion as form of so-
cial will, societal values, actual
articulation of public opinion,
its subject is the public

>

Degree of adoption by (agreement among) the majority

(Based on Tonnies 1922; 1971; Splichal 1999; Gollin & Gollin 1973)

The University of Sydney
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Table 5: Typology of Conceptualisations for the Study of Public Opinion and Popular

Sentiments
Dimensions Forms of social will
(1) Phenomenon: Popular sentiment Opinion of the public
(2) Product: Masg Pupl{shed Puph‘c Ephemeral |Fluid Solid
sentiment |opinion opinion
9} Sabject HalaHy none passive active inconsistent |imaginary
apparent crowds crowds groups group
(4) Means of I public public public public public
expression: P utterance |utterance |debate debate debate
NG .Of approval/ approval/ approval/ deliberation [deliberation |deliberation
expression: disapproval |disapproval |disapproval N
Empirical-quantitative Normative
(Arnold, 2007)
The University of Sydney Page 19
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Subjects of forms of social will

Fsd Public

* Common
consciousness

* Reciprocal
interaction

* Emotional unity

* Reciprocal
imitation &
contagion

Mass

* Common attention

* Does not lead to
agreement

(Arnold, 2007)
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The crowd and the public
(Arnold, 2007)

— Examples of passive crowd: spectators at the theatre; the
audience of a speaker

— “dissolution of individual consciousness into a ‘crowd mind’ (Le
Bon 1897 /1960; cf. Park 1972): A leader repeats a message
to the members of a crowd.... The repeated messages—
emotions or actions—spread through the crowd by contagion...;
individuals lose self-consciousness and their minds and wills
become absorbed in a collective mind” (p. 15).

— “[A]s soon as rationality is abandoned—for instance, because
the members of the public become overly excited about an
issue--the public becomes a crowd” (Park, in Arnold, 2007, p.

15).
- Active crowds: ideologically motivated formations

The University of Sydney Page 21



Conceptual nature of public opinion on social media
(Nip, 2017)

- Mass sentiment: likes, shares
- Published opinion: approval /disapproval
- Public opinion: majority of published opinion

- Opinion of the public: action, analysis, emotion,
information—=> deliberation

The University of Sydney Page 22



Operational nature of
public opinion on social
media
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Expression of public opinion on social media

Offline public opinion/
mass sentiment

— Representatively drawn
sample + non-response

— Issues selected by pollster

— Over particular period of
time

The University of Sydney Page 24



Articulation of public opinion on social media
(Nip, 2017)

Offline public opinion/mass sentiment

- Articulation in product (response to

Q)
— Close-ended answers

1
- S R2
R3

Page 25
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Proposed model of formation of public opinion on
social media (Nip, 2017)

Offline public opinion
— Linear S—R product model

— Foreground stimulus is
question of pollster

— Background stimulus —
multiple

— Response is choice from
given answers

The University of Sydney
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Summary

— Relevance of action, analysis, emotion, information to online
public opinion formation

— Online public opinion as mass sentiment, published opinion,
public opinion and opinion of the public

— Characteristics of expression and articulation of public opinion
on social media

— Proposed model (networked S-R process) of formation of online
public opinion

The University of Sydney Page 27
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