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⒈ Introduction 

 

Back in 2013, I left China to pursue a joint Master’s degree in Denmark and Germany. During the 

preceding years, the information and communication technologies (ICTs) industry in China had taken 

off. In particular, new Internet-supported services and products were springing up and altering the 

ways Chinese people practice their everyday activities. Change is so fast that every year when I return 

to China to visit families and friends, I seem to be left behind. To a great degree, I am amazed by the 

novel things people do with the help of Internet technologies. In the summer of 2019, I witnessed 

Internet celebrity culture in China at a close distance. In a restaurant, a young man was doing live 

streaming of himself tasting the restaurant’s signature dishes, and it was strange to me that four 

smartphones were sitting in front of him. When I expressed confusion why he needed four 

smartphones, my friend explained: “So he can simultaneously broadcast on four different live 

streaming platforms.”  

By the same token, I also, unexpectedly, struggled to adapt to China's new technological environment 

when carrying out mundane activities, which made me feel like a foreigner in my mother country. An 

event that happened four years ago still remains vivid in my memory. In a restaurant in Beijing, I was 

meeting Lu, my old college friend, for dinner. After sitting down at a table, I had been waiting for 

waiters to bring the menu. However, no one came to us. I felt odd and complained to Lu: “Their 

service is so bad. So far, no one came with a menu to us. How do they expect us to order?” Lu laughed 

at my grumble, telling me that this restaurant no longer used traditional printed menus. Instead, the 

entire ordering process was dependent on the customers themselves: Through scanning QR codes 

on the table, customers’ smartphones would be linked to the restaurant’s digital menu system so 

that customers could order food and drinks by themselves.  Lu's answer came to me as a shock, and 

I replied that I had never tried anything like this. Lu joked about my reaction: “You are so outdated! I 

thought you moved to a supposedly first-world country in Europe.”  

A similar but different event took place during my fieldwork in China in 2017. On a summer evening, 

I saw several foreign tourists who were frustrated by their inability to wave down a taxi on a street in 

Beijing. At that time, most taxis in Beijing had switched to only taking orders placed by customers via 
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Chinese mobile apps. Both the foreign tourists and I faced an inability to use a specific Internet-

supported technology. Star and Ruhleder (1996) pointed out that people’s naturalized familiarity with 

an infrastructural technology symbolizes their membership of a community. Whereas infrastructural 

technology provides an essential condition for living in a community, it is often taken-for-granted by 

its members (Star & Ruhleder, 1996).  Because strangers and outsiders are not familiar with using the 

technology, they must learn to do so to gain membership of and navigate in the community. Taken 

together, the Internet has become a new social infrastructure in China.  

My overall research interest in this dissertation derived from this striking new reality in China, which 

led me to explore the dynamic of Chinese people's uses of the Internet, a new social infrastructure, 

in their everyday lives. I ground this dissertation in a broadly social constructivist position and place 

individual people as the center of the investigation. The dissertation views individuals as 

contextualized entities: their everyday activities and Internet usages are embedded in and 

constructed by societal contexts. Concretely, the dissertation examines Internet use on the micro-

level, focusing on individual end users of the Internet. Through ethnographic fieldwork, I immersed 

myself in the everyday lives of diverse groups of people and gained access to their lived experiences 

of using the Internet in China.  

Moreover, it is important to note that my qualitative ethnography in China is associated with a large-

scale international research project called The Peoples' Internet (PIN)1. As illustrated in Figure 1.1, I 

adopt the PIN triangulation model (Jensen, 2016) to contextualize individual people's communication 

that is facilitated by the Internet. To be precise, Chinese people's everyday usage of the Internet is 

conditioned and influenced by China’s cultural traditions, political regulations, and techno logical 

infrastructure. These three elements interrelate and interact with each other in the context of China. 

I return to the interrelation and interplay of China’s cultural, political, and technological conditions in 

the concluding chapter (see page 187). 

 
1 The Peoples’ Internet (PIN) project compares the current state and future potential of the Internet in three centers of 
the global economy and world politics – China, Europe, and the United States. For more information, please visit the 
project website: https://comm.ku.dk/research/digital-information-and-communication/peoples-internet/. 

https://comm.ku.dk/research/digital-information-and-communication/peoples-internet/
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Figure 1.1 The PIN Model: Three conditions of people’s Internet use (Jensen, 2016) 

 

Contributions 

Empirical contribution 

Research has debated the existence of one Internet or multiple Internets on a global scale. Across 

nations, the geopolitics of the Internet (O’Hara & Hall, 2018) tend to crystalize "the global Internet" 

into different technological infrastructures (Goggin, 2012) different shapes. In line with this thinking, 

some researchers have argued that a Chinese Internet deserves separate attention compared to the 

Internet(s) of the Western world (e.g., Bucher, 2004; Yang, 2012; O’Hara & Hall, 2018).  

However, when Western scholars study “the Chinese Internet”, their attention typically on centers 

on topics concerning Internet censorship, the state of democracy, and the blocking of foreign 

websites, which has resulted in a limited understanding of the Internet in China (Damm, 2007; Qiu & 

Bu, 2013; McDonald, 2015). The uniqueness of the Chinese Internet is manifested not only in its 

design and construction by the authoritarian regime but also in its distinctive cultural implications 

and technological developments, such as the infrastructuralization of WeChat, a leading mobile app 

in China (Plantin & Seta, 2019). A video report from the New York Times (Kessel & Mozur, 2016) 

illustrated how WeChat integrates into all aspects of Chinese people's everyday life. Indeed, Western 

Internet giants, such as Google and Facebook, are following WeChat's footsteps, aiming to become 

the super-app of the West.  
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Hence, it is of considerable significance to study the Internet in China from a de-westernizing 

perspective, and simultaneously to consider its implications beyond China. Researchers focusing on 

providing local knowledge about Internet use in China have often delimited their research scopes. 

For example, some focus on specific groups of people, such as working-class migrants (e.g., Law & 

Chu, 2008; Qiu, 2009; Wallis, 2015) or students (e.g., Ni et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2014); others pay 

special attention to specific contexts, such as work (Huang & Zhang, 2019) and home (McDonald, 

2015). While these research strategies deliver in-depth investigations of significant areas, they also 

limit the diversity and comprehensiveness of the available evidence for understanding people’s 

Internet use in China. A focus on a specific group of people falls short of uncovering the inner diversity 

of the Chinese population and the similarities and differences that connect and distinguish diverse 

groups of people; a focus on a specific context fails to capture the broader picture of how Internet 

use moves across a wide range of contexts in everyday life. 

In this vein, the present fieldwork strives to collect empirical data from diverse groups of people, 

exploring their uses of the Internet across various everyday contexts. It does so by selecting 

respondents from different generations and social classes (i.e., working-class and middle-class 

individuals aged 7 to 53 years), residing in different places (i.e., urban and rural settings), and with 

different ethnic backgrounds (i.e., Han, Tibetan and Manchu ethnicities). In total, 39 respondents 

from 7 distinct social networks were recruited to produce the central ethnographic data of this 

dissertation. The question of how data was collected will be addressed in the next section. Taken 

together, this dissertation makes an empirical contribution to advancing knowledge concerning 

Chinese people’s localized usages of the Internet.   

A special contribution of this dissertation comes from the empirical findings in the second article, 

“Middletown 2.0: Internet Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet”. Due to the restricted access to 

Tibet, the ongoing transformation of Tibetan society has remained poorly researched. Except for a 

survey study on Tibetan teens’ mobile phone use (Liu et al., 2014), there has been no empirical 

research of the everyday Internet use in Tibetan society. Thus, the article provides unique insights 

into changes in Tibetan people’s everyday life that follow in the wake of using Internet technology. 

In doing so, the article fills a gap in our knowledge concerning contemporary Tibet. 
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Methodological contribution 

The methodological contribution of the dissertation has around two aspects: (1) From a people-

centric perspective, it proposes to collect qualitative data through a multi-sited and multi-method 

ethnographic fieldwork design, which can be extended to other national contexts; (2) as for data 

analysis, Engeström's (1987) activity theory model was employed in a stepwise interpretive 

procedure, which further supports data display of qualitative materials. 

The primary methodological contribution of the dissertation is its coupling of diaries and interviews 

in studying intermediality (Jensen, 2015): the interconnection and intersection of Internet use with 

other types of communications. Inspired by the idea of media repertoires (Hasebrink & Popp, 2006; 

Hasebrink & Domeyer, 2012), the dissertation examines people’s entire communication repertoire, 

including both technologically mediated and face-to-face communication, which is facilitated by the 

Internet. It does so by applying the interview-diary-interview method to "follow people" (Marcus, 

1995a) as well as tracing respondents’ communicative practices across platforms, media, and 

contexts. The strategy of coupling a diary with recurrent interviews, also extends the diary-interview 

method proposed by Zimmerman and Wieder (1977), who were amongst the first to combine the 

diary method with interviews. 

The first article, "Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, 

 media and contexts", gives a detailed account of how the interview-diary-interview approach is 

operationalized, and what are the strengths and limitations of this design. Moreover, the fourth 

article, "A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns in China, 

Denmark, and the US" demonstrates that it is both possible and fruitful to undertake comparative 

qualitative ethnographies across national contexts. The key is to employ the interview-diary-

interview design coherently and to consistently follow the same formats for diary reports and semi-

structured interviews. 

The last methodological contribution of this dissertation follows from applying the activity theory 

model to interpret and analyze qualitative data. In the second article, “Middletown 2.0: Internet 

Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet”, Engeström's (1987) activity theory model provides a robust 

descriptive and interpretive procedure for understanding people's Internet usages. The model has 

two main advantages. First of all, it contextualizes the individual’s Internet use with reference to its 
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social-cultural foundations. Second, activity theory conceptualizes the mediating role of Internet 

technology in human activities, explicating the interrelation between social transformations and uses 

of the Internet. 

 

Theoretical contribution 

The dissertation makes three main theoretical contributions. The first theoretical contribution comes 

from the second article, “Middletown 2.0: Internet Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet”, which, as 

the title indicates, aims to revisit and extend the classic Middletown studies (Lynd & Lynd, 1929; Lynd 

& Lynd, 1937). Acknowledging the abiding relevance of the Lynds’ systematic categorization of 

everyday activities, the article presents empirical evidence from contemporary Tibetan society to 

identify both the boundaries between different kinds of everyday activities and their blurring in 

internet use.  

A second theoretical contribution of the same article concerns the existing literature on activity 

theory. The article proposes a shift of analytical attention from the material to the political qualities 

of Internet technology as a mediating artefact in human activities. Along with the chapter on political 

regulation of the Internet in China, the article addresses the political implications of the Internet, 

revisiting Langdon Winner's (1980) classic discussion of the question, “do artifacts have politics?”. 

The last theoretical contribution of this dissertation is made to the existing body of literature on social 

ties theory. On the one hand, the third article, “Managing Communication with Strong, Weak, and 

Latent Ties via WeChat: Availability, Visibility, and Reciprocal Engagement”, extends Granovetter's 

(1973) landmark work by examining social ties theory in China - a different culture from the U.S. and 

in a different time when Internet technologies offer people new ways of connecting with others. 

Furthermore, this article, being a qualitative network analysis, complements the primarily 

quantitative tradition of studying social ties, offering a communicative conception and categorization 

of social ties. On the other hand, in a comparative perspective, the fourth article, “A Good Way to 

Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”, 

identifies five different criteria that people consider when they manage ways of communicating with 

different social ties in different situations. Across the three national contexts, these five criteria are 

efficiency, sensibility, ephemerality, insistency, and availability. Moreover, contrary to our 



 
11 

assumptions, respondents in the US, Denmark, and China were more similar than different in their 

considerations of how to communicate with different social ties. 

 

Structure of the dissertation  

This dissertation consists of four self-contained articles that are brought together by an introductory 

framework. The framework is divided into three thematic chapters, covering the cultural traditions, 

political regulation, and technological infrastructure that condition Chinese people’s everyday uses 

of the Internet, and the framework also elaborates on the historical as well as theoretical 

backgrounds to these three themes. 

In chapter one, Cultural Traditions in China, I describe three cultural factors – collectivism, guanxi, 

and Tibetan Buddhism – that help to explain the fieldwork respondents’ communication habits. As a 

starting point, I relate these three factors to the foundation of Chinese traditional culture, namely, 

the “three pillars of Chinese culture” (i.e., Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism). Both the third 

article and the fourth article focus on the Chinese respondents' everyday communication with their 

social ties, which is conditioned in China's collectivist-oriented culture and guanxi culture. Both 

collectivism and guanxi generally affect the formation of and interaction between social relations in 

China. Additionally, Tibetan Buddhism, the third cultural factor, is the dominant religion in Tibetan 

society, the region examined in the second article.  

Chapter two, Political Regulation of the Internet in China, starts with the question Winner (1980) 

posted forty years ago: "do artifacts have politics?". In this light, I respond to Winner's proposal to 

look beyond the material qualities of technologies, exploring the political aspects of Internet 

technology in China, which constitute embodied forms of power and authority. The chapter considers 

China’s political regulatory framework for the Internet on three levels: government agencies and 

governance policies on a macro level, Internet companies’ self-regulation on the meso level, and 

individual users’ self-censorship on the micro level. As such, the chapter highlights the hierarchically 

structured political regulation that conditions Chinese people's everyday uses of the Internet. 

Chapter three, Technological Infrastructure of the Internet in China, gives an outline of the 

technological features that shape the distinctive uses of the Internet in China. The chapter consists 



 
12 

of two parts. In the first part, based on newly released statistical reports and relevant earlier studies, 

I present an updated overview of Internet diffusion and access, noting as well the mobile-first 

Internet usage in China. The second part emphasizes WeChat, the key social medium and super-app 

in contemporary China. In this part, I discuss how WeChat has gradually become an integrated part 

of Chinese people's everyday lives, providing a brief historical analysis of the development of key 

WeChat features and services.  

The three chapters of the framework are followed by a methodological chapter. This chapter explains 

the sampling methods, data collection methods, a sample overview, and the data analysis process. 

The next chapter is Introduction to the Articles. This chapter places the four articles within the general 

framework, briefly introduces the theme of each article, and notes their interconnections.  

The first article, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, 

media and contexts”, outlines the central methodological design of my ethnographic fieldwork in 

China and of my co-authors’ – Jesper Pagh and Signe Sophus Lai – ethnographies in the US and 

Denmark. The article elaborates on the operationalization and advantages of (1) combining network 

sampling with maximum variation sampling for selecting respondents and (2) coupling diaries with 

recurrent interviews for collecting data concerning individual respondents' Internet use and its 

intersections and interrelations with other communication forms. 

Article two, “Middletown 2.0: Internet Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet”, presents a unique 

empirical study in the context of Tibet, shedding light on changes in Tibetan people’s everyday life in 

the wake of using the Internet. Furthermore, the article researches Internet use in everyday life by 

combining the classic Middletown studies and activity theory, which offers both a theoretical 

framework and an interpretive procedure.    

The third article, “Managing Communication with Strong, Weak, and Latent Ties via WeChat: 

Availability, Visibility, and Reciprocal Engagement”, specifically explores how Chinese people utilize 

WeChat to manage their everyday communication with different social ties. The respondents 

differentiate between strong, weak, and latent ties, and they articulate three communication 

strategies: managing availability, managing visibility, and managing reciprocal engagement. The three 

strategies are explained, respectively, with reference to concepts of micro-coordination, imagined 

audiences, and guanxi culture. 
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The fourth article, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication 

Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”, co-written with Jesper Pagh and Signe Sophus Lai, presents 

a detailed discussion of people’s communication with social ties in a comparative perspective. 

Through asking how people manage ways of communicating with different social ties in different 

situations, the article maps five criteria people consider when they choose different forms of 

communication. The five criteria are efficiency, sensibility, ephemerality, insistency, and availability. 

We conclude that, except for availability, certain universal aspects of sociality are at work: the 

respondents in our studies are more similar than different, at least when it comes to considering how 

to communicate with different ties. 

The final chapter is Conclusion. I begin by restating the purpose of the study and its key findings, and 

then discuss the broader implications of the findings. In the end, the limitations of the present study 

and suggestions for future research are given. 
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⒉ Cultural Traditions in China 

 

As the oldest living civilization, China’s recorded history can be traced back to 5000 years ago. 

Amongst the oldest civilizations, Chinese culture is also the only culture with a continuous history 

until today's world. As a complex entity, Chinese culture consists of diverse cultural customs, moral 

norms, and spiritual beliefs. However, the essence of traditional Chinese culture consists of three 

dominant schools of thought, namely Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. With deep roots in 

history, these three schools are also known as the “three pillars” of Chinese culture (Qu, 2011), or 

the “three pillars” of Chinese philosophy/religion (Guang, 2013). 

Confucianism was created by the Chinese philosopher Confucius who lived from 551 to 479 BC, and 

it constitutes a system of thoughts and behaviors. The systematic principles proposed by Confucius 

have been influential on all levels of Chinese societies throughout history. On the personal level, the 

baseline of Confucian moral ethics rests on the Five Constant Virtues (五常/Wuchang in Chinese 

language), namely, Rén (仁, humaneness or benevolence), Yì (义,  righteousness), Lǐ (礼, propriety), 

Zhì (智, wisdom or knowledge), and Xìn (信, integrity). Chinese people have learned and followed 

these Confucian ethical principles as mental and behavior guidance, which contributed to 

maintaining the social and moral order across Chinese dynasties. On the governmental level, 

Confucius proposed a society based on a hierarchical system, emphasizing family, and social 

hierarchy. Therefore, this proposal has been favored by the ruling class since China’s second imperial 

dynasty, the Han dynasty (206 BC – 220 AD). Moreover, the influence of Confucianism has spread far 

beyond China and reached in other regions of Asia, such as Japan, Vietnam, and Korea.  

In comparison with Confucius’s universal values, which aim at enlightening the general public, Taoism 

profoundly influenced intellectuals and artists in ancient China. The globally widespread concept of 

yin-and-yang (阴阳) is originated from Taoism. Founded by Lao Tzu around the sixth century BC, the 

emphasis of Taoist philosophy is placed on living in balance and harmony. Taoists believe that the 

ultimate goal is to gain balance in life and to achieve harmony between man and nature. Unlike 

Confucianism, Taoist principles were not popular amongst the ruling class, but amid the intellectuals. 
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This is because the Taoist lifestyle is staying away from the crowds and being close to nature (出世/ 

chushi in Chinese).   

As the third primary belief system, Buddhism was founded by Sakyamuni around the sixth century 

BC. Being different from Confucianism and Taoism, the origin place of Buddhism is not China, but 

India. Buddhism was first introduced into China during the end of the Han Dynasty, around the first 

century. Chinese Buddhism constitutes two branches, namely Han Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism. 

Han Buddhism is predominantly popular among the Han ethnic group in the east China, and Tibetan 

Buddhism is followed mostly by the Tibetan ethnic group who lives in Tibet and southwest China. The 

Buddhist philosophy focuses on personal development and enlightenment through self-cultivation. 

In China, Buddhism is similar to Taoism and different from Confucianism. Therefore, some may claim 

that the popularity of Buddhism in China began with its similarities to Taoism. Besides, the core 

difference between Confucianism and Buddhism lies in their conflicting beliefs in hierarchy and 

equality. Confucianists propose a society based on a hierarchical system. In contrast, Buddhists 

believe in the principle of equality, which means all living entities - humans, animals, and plants – are 

equal. 

Along with Chinese history, Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism were competing with each other 

but eventually co-existed in harmony. As discussed above, these three pillars, from different angles, 

offer spiritual insights for Chinese people to manage their relations with themselves as well as with 

others in society. Confucianism is grounded on the idea of every individual knowing and playing his 

or her role in society, and it focuses on people's relationships with the external world. 

Complementarily, Taoism, and Buddhism emphasize people’s internal relationships with his or her 

body and soul.  
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Figure 2.1 The interconnection of elements in the framework of culture in China 

 

The figure above illustrates the three cultural elements which this chapter will focus on and their 

relations to the three pillars of traditional Chinese culture. The three elements are collectivism, 

guanxi, and Tibetan Buddhism. In China, collectivist-oriented culture and guanxi culture generally 

relate to the formation of and interaction within social relations, conditioning people’s social 

interactions in everyday life. Collectivism and guanxi closely relate to each other: On the one hand, 

collectivism and guanxi are interconnectedly rooted in traditional Confucian philosophy; on the other 

hand, as cultural values in China, collectivism and guanxi have an overlapped part with respect to 

social relations, which means that they both stress the individuals’ dependency on social relations. 

As the third cultural element, Tibetan Buddhism acts as the dominant religion in Tibet, a region this 

study covers. It is critical to acknowledge that Tibetan people’s everyday communication is deeply 

grounded in Tibetan Buddhist culture. Since Tibetans practice Buddhism not only as cultural rituals 

in holidays or special occasions but also as a significant part of daily routines. Therefore, this chapter 

is divided into the following three sections: 

First, drawing on Hofstede (1980) on cultural dimensions theory, scholars often characterize China 

as the classic case of a collectivist-oriented culture. Based on results generated by Hofstede’s Country 

Comparison tool, this section begins by characterizing Chinese culture as a long-term orientation 

towards collectivism. In China, the long-term orientation of collectivistic culture also relates to how 
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people interact with social relations and how people communicate with each other. After that, the 

discussion continues on the impact of collectivism on social relations and communication styles in 

China: on the one hand, empirical studies suggest that members of a collectivism-oriented culture 

show a higher degree of interdependence on social relations; on the other hand, the collectivism-

and-individualism divide also results in variances in the way people communicate.  

Second, Chinese society is a relation-based social system (Liang, 1949; King, 1985). Guanxi is known 

as the social networking culture in Chinese societies. As a fundamental cultural value, guanxi has an 

impact on how Chinese people communicate. This section will start with explaining multiple 

meanings of guanxi as a term used by Chinese people in their everyday communication. Then, it is 

followed by how scholars define guanxi as a theoretical concept, and the relevant studies on guanxi 

culture in the field of communication science.  Last but not least, it will discuss the academic debate 

concerning the Chineseness of guanxi culture.   

Third, as the dominant subculture for the Tibetan ethnic group in China, Buddhism fundamentally 

affects all aspects of their life. Because Tibet is one of the regions this ethnographic study covers, it 

is significant to understand Tibetan Buddhism as the cultural context in which Tibetan people’s 

communicative activities are conditioned. This section begins with elaborations on Tibetan Buddhism 

and its influence on the Tibetan people’s everyday life. Continuously, it reviews scholarly researches 

on the interplay of Internet technology, Tibetan Buddhism, and Tibetan people's everyday 

communication. 

 

Collectivism in China and Its Impacts on Communication Styles and Social 

Relations 

Chinese Culture: A Long-term Orientation towards Collectivism  

In academia, Chinese culture has been claimed by scholars as a typical collectivist culture (e.g., Lu, 

1998; Chen, 2000). In general, collectivism is defined as “a set of feelings, beliefs, behavioral 

intentions, and behaviors related to solidarity and concern for others”(Hui, 1988, p. 17). Rather than 

discussing collectivism separately, scholars regularly employ the paired concept of individualism-

collectivism. The conceptual model of individualism-collectivism has been popularized since the 
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publication of Hofstede’s (1980) remarkable work on dimensionalizing cultures in the field of cross-

cultural communication research.  

The original version of Hofstede’s (1980) model contains four dimensions, and individualism is one 

of them.  In the finalized version, Hofstede's (2011) added two more dimensions, proposing a six-

dimensional framework to distinguish cultures around the world. These six dimensions are “power 

distance”, “individualism”, “masculinity”, “uncertainty avoidance”, “long-term orientation”, and 

“indulgence”. 

"Power distance", as the first dimension in Hofstede's (1980, 2011) theoretical framework, relates to 

power and inequality, which are fundamental realities in societies. Power distance is referred to as 

"the extent to which the less powerful members of organizations and institutions (like the family) 

accept and expect that power is distributed unequally" (Hofstede, 2011, p. 9). For example, in a 

society with considerable power distance, people tend to believe that they belong to a particular 

class in society or social institutions, and the relationship with the superior and the subordinate is 

more likely to be polarized. 

The second dimension is "individualism". Individualism suggests the degree to which people in a 

society depend on social relations and the degree to which individuals are integrated into social 

groups. As an indicator at the societal level, it also exhibits “the degree of interdependence a society 

maintains among individuals” (Hofstede, 1984, p. 83). In other words, people who live in a collectivist-

oriented society prefer establishing and utilizing a support system with a tightly-knitted social 

network, which includes social relations of varying strengths. Tie strength is defined as a "linear 

combination of the amount of time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding) and 

reciprocal services which characterize the tie”(Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361). According to Granovetter 

(1973), interpersonal ties can be generally categorized into strong ties, weak ties, and latent ties. For 

example, Chinese people, as members of a collectivistic cultural system, usually stay in connection 

and contact with not only strong ties (e.g., immediate family and close friends) but also weak ties 

(e.g., old schoolmates, remote family relatives). By contrast, people in individualistic cultures put 

primary emphasis on themselves and very strong ties only, such as immediate family. 

As the third dimension, "masculinity" is again a societal, not an individual, characteristic. A masculine 

society values success, which is defined as being the winner or best in the field, and it is driven by 
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competition and achievement. By contrast, a feminine society values the quality of life and prioritizes 

caring for others. Thus, masculinity and femininity relate to the differential value systems in societies, 

as well as another fundamental fact in any society that is "the distribution of values between the 

genders" (Hofstede, 2011, p. 12).  

The next dimension is "uncertainty avoidance", which has a focus on ambiguous or unknown 

situations. In these unstructured situations, a culture with high uncertainty avoidance tends to 

program its members to feel uncomfortable. In order to minimize the possibility of unstructured 

situations, society creates briefs, rules, and institutions to guide members. The above four 

dimensions mentioned so far consist of the first version of Hofstede’s (1980) framework.  

The fifth dimension, "long-term orientation", was added to the original four-dimensional framework 

based on Chinese Culture Connection (CCC) research in the late 1980s (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). The 

CCC research has a particular focus on the countries with a history of Confucianism in the East, so it 

complements Hofstede's (1980) framework, which originated from the Western context. Long-term 

orientation relates to how a society maintains some links with its own past, while coping with the 

changes and challenges in the present and future. A culture with a high degree of long-term 

orientation, such as a Confucian culture, encourages hard work and efforts at the present moment 

as a preparation for the future. This relatively pragmatic approach indicates that a long-term oriented 

culture prioritizes the future above the past and even the present. 

“Indulgence”, as the sixth and newest dimension, is based on the World Values Survey (Hofstede et 

al., 2010). This last dimension of indulgence-versus-restraint describes the extent to which people 

attempt to control their desires and impulses. An indulgent culture allows for free gratification of 

basic human desires and natural human impulses, rather than controlling them with strict social 

norms. 
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Figure 2.2 The scores of China under Hofstede’s (2011) six-dimensional framework 

(Source: https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/china/) 

 

The figure above shows the scoring results of China by the calculation of the Country Comparison 

tool, which is designed by Hofstede's research team with nations as the unit of analysis. Based on the 

finalized model (Hofstede, 2011), this tool measures each national culture with a scaled score out of 

100 in the six dimensions. According to the results, I argue that Chinese culture is characterized by a 

long-term orientation towards collectivism: Under the dimension of individualism, China is marked at 

a score of 20, which implies a highly collectivist culture; under the dimension of long-term orientation, 

China scores 87, which indicates a very pragmatic culture. On the one hand, in a collectivistic culture, 

Chinese people depend highly on social relations and integrate deeply into social groups. It can be 

exemplified by the prevalence of guanxi culture in China, which values maintaining and utilizing social 

relations. The topic of guanxi will be discussed further in the following section. On the other hand, 

the long-term orientation of culture in China is manifested in the adaptability of Chinese people 

practicing traditional cultures in their modern life. For example, the Five Constant Virtues in 

Confucianism were created by Confucius over 2500 years ago. Over the numerous dynasty changes 

along the history, the Five Constant Virtues could have vanished. Because of the societal 

characteristic of long-term orientation, Chinese people have been taking a pragmatic approach, 

preserving and adapting these traditional norms in Confucianism to changed realities over time. 

https://www.hofstede-insights.com/country-comparison/china/
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Taken together, China is featured as a collectivist culture, and the collectivist traditions are more 

likely to be maintained and adapted via a pragmatic approach. 

As a cultural feature of Chinese society, collectivism also relates to how people interact and 

communicate with each other. In the next section, the question of how a culturally collectivist 

orientation affects social relations and communication styles will be discussed.  

 

The Impacts of Collectivism on Communication Styles and Social Relations 

Some scholarly conceptions of culture relate to its impacts on human behaviors and minds. Adamson 

Hoebel (1960) proposed a definition of culture with an emphasis on shared behaviors. In his 

understanding, culture is referred to as "(…) the integrated sum total of learned behavioral traits that 

are shared by members of a society" (Hoebel, 1960, p. 168). With a more internal link between 

culture and people, Hofstede (1984) switched his attention from people’s doing to people’s thinking. 

Accordingly, he proposed that culture can be conceptualized as "the collective programming of the 

mind which distinguishes the members of one group or society from those of another" (Hofstede, 

1984, p. 82). In this definition, Hofstede outlined the collective mind shared within a cultural system. 

Based on the combination of Hofstede and Hoebel’s insights, the influence of culture on people’s 

social behaviors is constructed through human minds. In simple terms, the collectiveness in minds 

can transfer into commonalities in behaviors amongst members of the same cultural system.    

Nevertheless, it is crucial to note that culture is learned through and practiced in communications. 

On the one hand, culture as a collective programming of the mind in society is learned through 

communications. The cultural values and briefs in a given society are passed on and taught through 

communication between the older generation and the younger generation. For instance, in China, 

small children typically learn about the Confucian ethical principles from their parents at home and 

teachers at school, and gradually, Confucianism in viewed as their moral guidance for acting in society. 

After the culture is learned and internalized, members of a given society follow the social norms, 

sharing patterns of behaviors.  

On the other hand, culture in a given society is practiced by its members in their everyday 

communications. Scholars have investigated this social reality, examining how culture influences 

peoples' communicative practices.  For instance, a growing body of researches has looked into the 
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influence of cultural collectivism or/and individualism on communication at the micro-level (e.g., 

interpersonal communication), the meso-level (e.g., in-group communication and organizational 

communication), and the macro-level (e.g., intercultural communication).  

In this body of researches, some empirically investigate how cultural collectivism-individualism relate 

to different forms of communication, such as interpersonal communication (Gudykunst et al., 1987; 

Gudykunst et al., 1988; Gudykunst et al., 1996) and digital communication (Holmes et al., 2015; Zhang 

et al., 2007). For example, Holmes and his colleagues (2015) studied the massive usage of WeChat 

virtual red packets during the Chinese Lunar New Year Festival in 2014, which was the turning point 

of the WeChat red packet's popularity on a national scale. They found out that WeChat as a social 

medium is supporting Chinese people’s practicing traditional collectivist values, and by doing so, 

virtual collectivism started to emerge online. Their empirical findings correspond to my proposal of 

Chinese culture being characterized by long-term orientation (towards collectivism). Collectivist 

values as cultural traditions are preserved and adapted by Chinese people in modern life through 

virtually practicing them on social media platforms. 

As beforementioned, cultural collectivism in China also relates to social relations, in addition to 

communication styles. Scholars classify Chinese society as a relation-based social system, not an 

individual-based system (King, 1985; Liang, 1949). Intending to analyze the societal structure of China 

as a Confucianist society, King (1985) discovered that China has a relation-based social system. More 

precisely, the “focus is not fixed on any particular individual, but on the particular nature of the 

relations between individuals who interact with each other” (King, 1985, p. 63). As a member of a 

relation-based society, man is not emphasized as an independent individual, but, as King puts it, a 

“relational being”. Man, in this given society, is socially situated in a relational context (Qin, 2018).  

In China, man as "relational being" is also a result of living in a collectivist-oriented cultural context. 

As initially proposed in Hofstede's model, collectivism is considered as a characteristic on a societal 

level, which uncovers the extent of interdependence amongst members in the society. Applying this 

cultural implication of collectivism from the societal level to the individual level, I argue that Chinese 

people are more likely to follow a collectivistic mode of thinking and acting. Being raised in a 

collectivist culture, Chinese people tend to think from a collectivist perspective and act in the 

interests of the group rather than of themselves. Reversely, people in China also highly rely on the 

support system which is made up of social relations of varying strength (for example, strong ties and 
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weak ties). In the fieldwork interviews, I asked respondents about the values they live by, for example, 

“What is the most important for you?”. The vast majority answered family. Ming, a 47-year-old 

engineer, told that:  

"The most important in my life is my family: my daughter, my wife, my parents, my siblings, 

as well as my other family relatives. I always put family first. […] In our big family groups, we 

often exchange virtual red packets. We also try very hard to maintain good relationships, as 

we support each other if needed. […] Additionally, I also want to keep harmonious 

relationships with my co-workers. […] harmony is very important at work. If we say or share 

something in work-related WeChat group chats, it should be something positive, and it should 

not be anything against unity and harmony." 

Ming’s words above demonstrate a strong interdependence between him and his social relations, 

which points to a strong orientation towards collectivism. Furthermore, in comparison with 

individualist societies, one major distinctive feature of collectivist societies lies in the persistent need 

for maintaining harmony (Hofstede, 2011), which is a concept Ming mentioned. Collectivism entails 

an essential part with respect to social relations, which has overlapped connection with guanxi 

culture in China. Guanxi is a crucial and unique cultural value in Chinese people’s daily social 

interactions. In the following section, this chapter will clarify the concept of guanxi as well as the 

academic debate regarding it. 

 

Guanxi as A Chinese Cultural Trait in Social Networking 

What is Guanxi? 

In the Chinese language dictionary, the basic explanation of the term “guanxi” (关系 ) is the 

interactive status between two or multiple objects. The composition of the word guanxi is made up 

of two Chinese characters, which are "guan”（关）and “xi”（系）. The first character “guan” 

literately means “to close” as a verb, and “a barrier or pass” as a noun. The second character “xi” 

means “relation” or “affiliation” as a noun, and “to link or tie up” as a verb. Guanxi can be loosely 

translated into English as “connections” or “relationships” as a noun and “relate to” as a verb. In a 
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broad sense, guanxi refers to the dynamics of establishing and managing interpersonal networks in 

Chinese societies.  

Beyond the basic explanation in the dictionary, the term guanxi entails multiple meanings which are 

practiced by people in their daily life. According to Bian (1994), the meaning of guanxi used in 

people’s everyday communication varies, depending on the social occasion. In general, Bian 

summarizes the diverse meanings of guanxi into three types: indirect relationships (jianjie guanxi in 

Chinese), direct relationships (zhijie guanxi in Chinese), and strong connections. The first type of 

guanxi can mean indirect relationships. Here, the term guanxi is used to indicate the two parties’ 

commonality of relating to the same person or sharing the same status group. For example, A and B 

were not in contact before. But when they finally met, they found out that they both know C. In the 

situation, they would recognize this pre-existing relationship bridged by C as a common contact. A 

may say: “Do you also know C? I went to the same high school with him. It is interesting to find out 

we have this layer of guanxi!” Second, guanxi, with reference to direct relationships, means actual 

connections with or frequent contacts between people. In the same conversation above, B could 

refer his or her connection with C, saying “C is my colleague in the same office. I know him very well! 

Our guanxi is very good.” 

So far, the first two interpretations of guanxi are referred to as social relationships, whereas the last 

usage of guanxi alludes to actual persons. Third, some people use guanxi as a term in conversations, 

referring to an actual contact person with whom one has a strong connection. For example, people 

may say: "She got the job in the end because she has a guanxi in this company." Here, the term guanxi 

in this conversation is referred to as a concrete person with whom this female is strongly connected.  

Therefore, the usage of guanxi as a term is fluid. It can be referred to as a social relationship or an 

actual contact person.  

A wide variety of attempts have been made by scholars to crystalize fluid meanings of guanxi as a 

practice into guanxi as a theoretical concept. Fan (2002b) published an article that discusses the social 

consequences of utilizing guanxi in business from an ethical perspective. In this article, he focuses on 

how guanxi is involved in the process of business activities and defines guanxi as the process of social 

interactions that initially involves two individuals. His conceptual emphasis was placed on guanxi as a 

process, and he further differentiated guanxi as either a single process or multiple processes. As 

shown in the table below, Fan summarizes a number of other definitions and their conceptual focuses. 
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Conceptual focus Definition 

Relationship  A special relationship between two persons (Alston, 1989) 

Friendship  With implications of continued exchange of favors (Pye, 1982) 

Particularistic ties Particularistic ties based on shared attributes, i.e. guanxi base (Jacobs, 1979) 

Connection Actual connections with and frequent contact between people (Bian, 1994) 

Exchange Reciprocal exchange between two people; petitioner and allocator (Hwang, 1997) 

Resource A form of social investment or social capital (Butterfield, 1983) 

Process As a single process, refers to personal interactions between two individuals (Fan, 

2002a). 

Network As multiple processes, refers to a network of social connections (Fan, 2002b) 

Table 2.1 A summary of Guanxi definitions (Source: Fan 2002b, p.372) 

To sum up, guanxi has been conceptualized, with different emphases, as relationship, connection, 

exchange, resource, process, network, or even a concrete person. The diversity in defining guanxi is 

because of the different emphases which are placed by different disciplines in their conceptualizing 

process.  

In order to discuss guanxi in international discourse, both western scholars and Chinese scholars tried 

to link the Chinese concept guanxi with conceptual equivalences in the West, such as social 

investment, social capital, and social ties. For instance, Butterfield (1983) described guanxi as a form 

of social investment based on a bottom-up empirical study. As one of the first Western reporters to 

enter China after it opened up, Butterfield’s real-life experiences in the early 1980s informed him of 

the significance and the utilization of guanxi in Chinese society.  

Yanjie Bian, as a Chinese scholar, linked guanxi to social ties theory through his continuous studies on 

job searches and job allocations in China (Bian, 1994; Bian, 1997; Bian & Huang, 2015). Extending 

Granovetter’s milestone findings on the strength of weak ties, Bian (1994) argued for the strength of 

strong ties through studying the role of guanxi in urban job allocations in post-revolution China. Based 

on survey results from Tianjin China, he found out that people acquired jobs through strong ties more 

frequently than through weak ties, since strong ties are more motivated to share resources and 
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provide supports. With reference to guanxi as social ties or social networks, a small group of media 

scholars also investigate the role of guanxi in people’s communicative activities. For example, Liu 

(2017) studied how guanxi acts as an influential facilitator in mobilizing collective actions through 

mobile communication in China. Davison and Ou (2008) studied the shifting role that guanxi plays in 

business during the trend of intermediality (Jensen, 2008) in the modern media environment.  

Alternatively, some scholars pointed out a concept with a family resemblance to guanxi, namely 

Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of social capital (Gold et al., 2002; Qi, 2013). In Chinese societies, “guanxi 

as social capital is accumulated with intention of converting it into economic, political, or symbolic 

capital” (Gold et al., 2002, p. 7, emphasis added). The analytical interest of Bourdieu is placed on the 

the possibility of converting one form of social capital to another. It is critical to acknowledge that 

communication can act as the agency in the process of converting capitals. For example, a new type 

of E-commerce called "acquaintance economy” (Shuren Jingji in Chinese) has emerged on WeChat, 

the leading social media platform in China. Small business owners started to advertise and sell their 

products in WeChat group chats, which are built upon their social networks in real life. Through the 

utilization of guanxi, business owners can establish a layer of trust with their customers, convincing 

the customers to purchase their products and services. Moreover, the success of WeChat E-

commerce businesses can be related to electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) (Chu & Kim, 2011; Chu 

et al., 2019), which means that social media platforms afford consumers to share information and 

opinions about a product or service. In this case, E-commerce business owners can succeed in selling 

products and enhancing incomes through using their guanxi-based social networks on WeChat. The 

successful case of "acquaintance economy" illustrates how business owners can enhance their 

economic capital via utilizing their social capital through new means of communication.    

 

Academic Debates on Guanxi: Is Guanxi Essentially Chinese? 

An academic debate has emerged between scholars, centering on the Chineseness of guanxi culture. 

Generally, scholars argue about this topic from two different positions: the cultural one and the 

institutional one. From a cultural perspective, scholars believe guanxi is essentially and uniquely 

Chinese. Its cultural root has a strong association with the traditional Confucianism in China, and it 

also entails a list of traditional Chinese norms. On the other hand, other scholars with an institutional 
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stand, argue that guanxi is not uniquely Chinese, but a local Chinese expression of a universal 

phenomenon which also exists in other parts of the world. 

Holding an institutionalist position, researchers argue that guanxi is a structural artefact of the 

institutional conditions in China, especially its weak legal infrastructure. Some claim that in an 

unstable political and economic environment, guanxi often functions as informal politics in Chinese 

social institutions, such as work units (e.g., Walder, 1986) or rural communities (e.g., Oi, 1985). In 

their analyses, both Walder (1986) and Oi (1985) link guanxi to the prevalence of clientelism in 

communist systems, and consider guanxi as a type of clientelist relationship which involves reciprocal 

exchanges between individuals. In the guanxi-based interaction, the reciprocal exchange of goods 

and services encourages the gift economy in Chinese societies. The prevalence of gift economy in 

guanxi-based societies has parallels in other countries with uncertain institutional environments, 

such as “blat” in Russian culture (Michailova & Worm, 2003) and “compadrazgo” in Latin American 

culture (Velez‐Calle et al., 2015). Collectively, this group of scholars question the Chineseness of 

guanxi from an institutionalist position. As Gold and his colleagues elaborate, “(…) it is the institutional 

configuration of society that leads to the patterns of behavior that prevail in Chinese society” (Gold 

et al., 2002, p. 14). However, this body of studies often limit the discussion to negative consequences 

caused by the exercise of guanxi, such as corruption (Fan, 2002b).  

Taking a cultural position, other scholars trace guanxi to its ancient cultural roots in China, giving 

three reasons to explain why guanxi is an essential and unique aspect of Chinese culture. First of all, 

it is noteworthy that guanxi, as social relations, has been valued by Chinese domestic scholars as part 

of the substantial foundation of Chinese culture. For instance, a notable Chinese philosopher, 

Shuming Liang, argued in his book The Substance of Chinese Culture that Chinese society is neither 

individual-based nor society-based, but relation-based (Liang, 1949). Continuously, Bian (1994) 

analyzes the social structure of China and concludes that Chinese people perceive society as a web 

of social relationships and associations. In other words, China is essentially a guanxi-based society. 

Second, some scholars associate guanxi culture to Confucianism - the essence of Chinese traditions 

– and particularly point out that guanxi integrates relationalism, the relational perspective of 

Confucianism (e.g., King, 1991). Last but not least, the Chinese expression “guanxi” entails a complex 

set of cultural meanings and implications for people’s behaviors (Bian, 2017). Thus, the dynamics of 
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practicing guanxi follow several social norms, such as face (symbolic capital), renqing (human feelings) 

(Hwang, 1987), and giving gifts (Kipnis, 1996).   

These social norms serve as behavior guidance for Chinese people to practice guanxi culture in 

everyday activities. In the systematic practices of guanxi, the center is the reciprocal interaction of 

obligation and indebtedness (Yang, 1994). In the long chain of guanxi-based interactions, people 

follow the norms of renqing, gift-giving, and face, which are interconnectedly driven by the rule of 

reciprocity. At first, the favor exchanged in guanxi is called “renqing”. After receiving the favor, gifts 

are often chosen as a direct and immediate means to repay this favor. In this case, it also gives birth 

to the gift economy in China. In the flow of reciprocal exchanges within social networks, people can 

earn face, the symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1986), and build a reputation if their obligations are 

successfully fulfilled. Conversely, if people fail to fulfill the obligation of offering favors, they may lose 

face (diulian in Chinese) and risk their reputation in their networks.  

Combining these two different theoretical positions, Lin (2011) conducted an empirical study to 

examine the influences of Confucianism and organizational climate on guanxi under a comparative 

perspective on Taiwan and Mainland China. The questionnaire results showed that Taiwan, whose 

society preserves more Confucian culture, puts more emphasis on guanxi, particularly face (mianzi in 

Chinese), than Mainland China. Through comparing Taiwan and Mainland China, Lin managed to 

compare the differential impacts of cultural traditions and institutional conditions on the prevalence 

of guanxi in Chinese societies today. The cultural element is stronger in Taiwan because it has 

preserved Confucian traditions to a higher degree. By contrast, the institutional element is stronger 

in Mainland China, because of its relatively unstable political environment and weaker legal 

infrastructure. Therefore, Lin’s findings also suggest that cultural traditions may act as a stronger 

influencing element in popularizing guanxi in current societies than institutional conditions.   

To conclude this academic debate on the centrality of guanxi in China, I argue that both positions are 

insightful. Scholars with a cultural position uncover guanxi’s roots in Chinese cultural traditions and 

its relevance to Confucianism, and scholars with an institutional position outline the structural causes 

for utilizing guanxi in contemporary society. However, problematic issues can be identified in these 

two positions. On the one hand, as for the institutionalist argument regarding other societies as 

analogies, the scope of guanxi culture in China is broader than “blat” in Russia and “compadrazgo” in 

Latin America. It entails a complex set of cultural values and operates in all sorts of social relations. 
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In comparison with "blat" as gift exchanges for instrumental purposes, guanxi also exists in the 

exchange of affection between strong ties. On the other hand, even if it is commonly agreed that 

guanxi has traditional roots in China, it is still questionable whether this traditional culture is 

preserved or not over time. I argue that the answer to this question lies in the present communist 

system in China, as its uncertain institutional conditions permit the prolongation of guanxi culture 

and further contribute to the popularity of utilizing guanxi. To conclude, the combination of these 

two perspectives – institutional and cultural – offers a comprehensive understanding of guanxi’s 

origin in the past and prevalence in today’s societies.  

 

Buddhism in Tibet   

As beforementioned, Chinese culture is a complex entity, a country with a vast landmass and various 

ethnic groups. China is officially composed of fifty-six ethnic groups, which include the dominant Han 

Chinese and the other fifty-five ethnic minorities. The diversity in ethnicities results in a diversity in 

cultures in China. Some cultures are dominant in some regions or ethnic groups besides the 

commonly-shared cultural traditions.  

In my ethnography, two research sites out of a total of seven are located in Tibet, and about a third 

of the respondents belong to the Tibetan ethnic group. To the western world, Tibet has remained a 

mysterious and nearly unreachable land for centuries, which has geographic, historical, as well as 

political reasons. First, the geographic position of Tibet makes it isolated, being protected by its 

location in the Himalayas mountainous area. Second, dating back to the 19th and early 20th centuries, 

Tibet, as a nation, closed its borders to westerners due to the fear of being invaded as part of 

European imperial expansion (Bray, 2000). Third, since becoming part of the People's Republic of 

China in 1951, Tibetan society has witnessed continuous political tension between the Beijing 

government and Tibetan religious leaders. Especially after the Lhasa unrests of 1959 and 2008, the 

Beijing government began regulating Tibet more strictly and limiting access to Tibet for foreign 

tourists and aid workers. 

However, the unreachable reality of Tibet does not diminish its attraction to the western world, as 

the portrait of Tibet as a holy and traditional Buddhist society remains part to westerners' imagination.  
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Buddhism was introduced from India during the Tibetan Empire (7th to 9th century), and, shortly after 

that, Buddhism was officially established as Tibet's national religion in the 8th century. Interweaving 

with local Tibetan culture and language, original Buddhism was developed into Tibetan Buddhism, a 

form of Buddhism that is practiced in Tibetan communities. As the dominant religion, Tibetan 

Buddhism has profoundly influenced all aspects of Tibetan society, such as politics, arts, and people's 

everyday routines. For Tibetan people, the rituals and worldviews of Buddhism are practiced not only 

in their daily routines but also on special occasions, such as festivals, holidays, wedding ceremonies, 

and funeral ceremonies. In this regard, it should be noted that Buddhism has integrated into the 

traditional Tibetan calendar, in which Buddhist festivals and events are marked. In general, Tibetan 

Buddhism is the dominant culture of Tibetan communities. As this study aims at gaining a better 

understanding of Tibetan people's everyday use of the Internet, it is critical to comprehend how 

Buddhism as a cultural context conditions both everyday lives and Internet uses. 

As a religion, Buddhism does not provide general theories that define and differentiate the good and 

the bad, or the right and the wrong. Instead, Buddhism is based on a set of moral rules, ethical 

guidelines, virtues (such as the Six Perfections), and vice versa, iniquities (such as the Ten Bad Courses 

of Action) (Goodman, 2017). For instance, rather than specifying what people can and cannot do 

regardless of the situation, Buddhist ethics encourage people to consider the motives and the 

consequences of their acting, depending on the concrete situation. This means that Buddhism 

encourages independent thinking. Thus, as beforementioned (on page 16), Buddhist philosophies 

emphasize personal development and enlightenment through self-cultivation.   

Followers of Buddhism practice various forms of self-cultivation, and their continuous practices 

throughout a person’s life are driven by two main motives, namely the pursuit of enlightenment and 

the accumulation of merit (Ahn, 2015). The emphasis of enlightenment is rooted in the “First Noble 

Truth” of Buddhism, or known as “The Noble Truth of Suffering”, which is traditionally identified as 

the first teaching given by the Buddha. The main idea of the “First Noble Truth” is that “life according 

to Buddhism is nothing but suffering and pain” (Rāhula, 1974, p. 16). Moreover, Buddhists believe 

that the sufferings in life come from within. In Buddhist teachings, detached mental states are closely 

related to ignorance, confusion, and misunderstanding of the way things are, and this indifferent 

mindset often causes human wrongdoings and the sufferings that come with them (Goodman, 2017). 

Thus, enlightenment functions as a way to overcome the detached mental states and, as a result, to 
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reduce the sufferings. Guided by this Buddhist philosophy of enlightenment, nowadays, Tibetan 

people utilize Internet technology for exercising all sorts of self-cultivating activities.  

One vivid example from the fieldwork is Cidan, who is a 26-year-old school teacher in a rural town 

near Lhasa. While talking about what he does outside of working hours, Cidan told me that he often 

listens to prestigious and wise peoples' lectures via podcast applications or online-streaming 

platforms. Sometimes, he pays full attention to the lectures. However, other times, when he is busy 

with other tasks, he listens to it as the background activity, hoping to fetch some vital information 

from time to time. To explain the motivation, he stated that: "We need to improve ourselves 

constantly. Only through life-long learning can we avoid being eliminated by a changing society." It is 

noteworthy that Cidan’s stressed the significance of self-cultivation when his surrounding 

environment - living and working in a rural setting - is, in fact, less competitive than the city life. Hence, 

Cidan’s consistent practices of self-cultivation are driven by the Buddhist philosophy he follows rather 

than the environment in which he lives. 

In academic discussions concerning Tibet, the vast majority of scholars come from the field of political 

science and concentrate their attention on the political situation in Tibet (for example, Kolås, 1996; 

Anand, 2000; Bray, 2000; Hall, 2001; Leung, 2005; Han & Paik, 2014; Deshpande, 2016; Norbu, 2016; 

Vasantkumar, 2016). The topics of their discussions include Tibetan identity and nationalism (Anand, 

2000), China’s policies on religion, the religious freedom of Tibetans (Kolås, 1996; Leung, 2005), 

political resistance and protests in Tibet (Han & Paik, 2014), Tibetan diasporas (Vasantkumar, 2016), 

and the transfer of Han Chinese to Tibet and its consequences for demographic changes in Tibet (Hall, 

2001; Norbu, 2016).  

In the field of media studies and communication science, only a limited number of scholars have 

addressed the topic of Tibet, and they mostly follow the same lines as those of political scientists. For 

example, Bray (2000) argued for the liberating impact of the Internet on democracy in Tibet. Helland 

(2014) investigated how the Internet can afford virtually connected religious practices without 

geographic constraint and thus further support Tibetan communities in the diaspora. Kroll (2017) 

discussed the term "cybersangha" and explained how the Internet became a sacred space for Tibetan 

people to practice Buddhist religion.  
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These studies collectively applaud the Internet as a technological support bonding Tibetans as a 

community. Arguably, Tibetan people have been experiencing an identity crisis, because of 

continuing political tension, increasing religious repression, as well as the exiling of their compatriots 

to other countries. In this critical situation, the Internet has demonstrated its potential for connecting 

Tibetans as an imagined community (Anderson, 1983). The Internet provides a cyberspace where 

specifically Tibetan people - both Buddhist religious leaders and followers – can virtually and 

collectively practice Buddhism despite their geographic separation. 

However, it is noteworthy that none of the studies in the domain of communication science are based 

on empirical evidence. So far, the only empirical research concerning Tibet in this domain was 

conducted by Liu and his colleagues (2014).  They investigated the usage of mobile phones amongst 

Tibetan teenagers through collecting and analyzing survey data from junior high school students in 

Lhasa, an urban setting, and in Nimu, a rural setting. They found that, in a living environment 

disadvantaged through geographic isolation and inadequate resources, Tibetan teenagers attempt 

to reduce loneliness by actively utilizing mobile phones to communicate with families and friends and 

to access social support. Looking beyond the political situation in Tibet, their study contributes 

significantly to our knowledge about Tibetan young people's lives and their usage of new ICTs. 

Nevertheless, our understanding of current Tibetan society and Tibetan people’s lives remains limited, 

which calls for more empirical studies of the changing realities of life in Tibet. 
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⒊ Political regulation of the Internet in China 

 

Forty years ago, Langdon Winner (1980) published his landmark work in which he asked the question 

of “do artifacts have politics?”. As the starting point, Winner proposed scholars to look beyond the 

material qualities of technical things, investigating technologies’ political qualities that derive from 

their embodied forms of power and authority. In line with this thinking, he referred back to Lewis 

Mumford‘s (1964) article, “Authoritarian and Democratic Technics”. Mumford made an inspiring 

attempt to characterize technologies in political language, and he summarized his main argument as: 

“(…) from late Neolithic times in the Near East, right down to our own day, two technologies 

have recurrently existed side by side: one authoritarian, the other democratic, the first 

system-centered, immensely powerful, but inherently unstable, the other man-centered, 

relatively weak, but resourceful and durable” (Mumford, 1964, p. 2). 

This summary identified the democratic technological system and the authoritarian technological 

system as two long-existing parallels across human history.  

Also, Mumford’s rhetoric suggests a descriptive and rather neutral position to discuss the 

characteristics of these two technological systems. As such, this discussion is not concerning a 

democratic system being superior to an authoritarian system, but concerning what the respective 

characteristics of an authoritarian technic system and a democratic technic system are and how these 

two different systems function in varying historical and social-cultural contexts. 

However, when Western scholars discuss the Internet in China - an authoritarian state - the vast 

majority of their research interests are concentrated on comparing it with the democratic version of 

the Internet in the west, and therefore, criticizing China's Internet governance policies, such as 

Internet censorship and the blocking of foreign websites (Damm, 2007; Qiu & Bu, 2013; McDonald, 

2015). In observance of this, Jiang (2009) further claims that it is too simplistic to ground scientific 

investigations into the Internet in China with a dichotomy between "democratic" and "non-

democratic" or "free" and "not free". My point here is not to devaluate these crucial discussions, but 

to remind researchers of a more fundamental issue. That issue is that "little research has been 
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devoted to the actual substance of China’s formal Internet policies and regulations, and how these 

policies have changed over time” (Yang & Mueller, 2014, p. 447).  

Thus, this chapter aims to address fundamental and substantial questions concerning Internet 

governance in China: First of all, who are the regulators involved in Internet governance policymaking 

in China? Moreover, how are they organized and related in a hierarchical structure? Second, what 

are the central policies and regulations, and how are they developed? Last but not least, as one of 

the unique Internet control mechanism in China, how is self-regulation defined by the law and how 

is self-regulation practiced by Internet companies and individual users? These questions, in sequence, 

will be addressed in the following two sections:  

The first two sections begin by clarifying the central government agencies who are responsible for 

Internet governance policymaking in China and the hierarchical structure in which they are 

embedded and organized. Then, the section continues with a brief historical review of Internet policy 

development in China and the critical topics covered by the issued policies. Lastly, I will discuss the 

Internet control mechanism which combines the direct control by the government and the self-

regulation by the Internet companies and individual users. 

In the following three sections, I will explain self-regulation, a unique feature of China’s Internet 

control mechanisms. Here, two sides of Internet self-regulation in China will be unfolded. On the one 

hand, how Internet governance policies define self-regulation; on the other hand, how self-regulation 

is practiced by Internet companies – Internet content providers and Internet service providers – as 

well as by individual Internet users in China. The third section addresses the question of how self-

regulation is defined by policies and why it is promoted by the government. Then, the fourth section 

focuses on self-regulation on the meso-level – Internet companies’ self-regulation – as well as 

individuals’ self-censorship on the micro level.  

 

Internet Governance: Regulators  

Since the Communist Party established the People’s Republic of China in 1949, China has been the 

world’s largest one-party state. As a one-party state, China has pursued an authoritarian tradition of 
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designing and using technology. According to Mumford (1964), the political quality of Internet 

technology in China can be characterized as system-centered rather than human-centered.  

Similarly, based on Winner's (1980) argument, the Internet as a technological artifact has politics, 

and, in China's authoritarian technology system, the political properties contained in the Internet can 

be understood in two ways. On the one hand, the formation of the Internet technological 

infrastructure was conditioned by China's authoritarian political environment, and its design and 

arrangement aimed to serve the authoritarian society. On the other hand, the operation of Internet 

technology should be compatible with political arrangements – arrangements of power and authority 

– in China, and in return, the Internet technological system can reinforce this authoritarian type of 

power relations. Moreover, based on Mueller's (2010) understanding of the term "Internet 

governance", the Internet is coordinated, managed, and shaped to reflect policies. Mueller argued 

that policies are reflected by and materialized into the Internet through Internet governance.  

Taken together, in the light of the combined perspectives of Winner and Mueller, I will explain how 

the Internet governance framework in China is constructed to be compatible with authoritarian 

politics, and consequently, how “the Chinese Internet” has been shaped by this authoritarian 

governance. Furthermore, I will discuss how “the Chinese Internet” in return contributes to digital 

authoritarianism in China today. 

In China's authoritarian political system, power is centralized around the governing party and the 

party-centered government. Dong (2012) classifies Internet regulation in China into five hierarchical 

levels: government agencies, Internet service providers, Internet content providers, webmasters, and 

individual users. The government agencies, being at the top level of the Internet governance in China, 

are responsible for the policymaking.  

Nevertheless, Internet governance policymaking is a complicated and ever-changing undertaking that 

relies on collaborations among multiple government agencies. Scholars identified fifteen major 

government agencies that are involved in different stages and domains of Internet governance 

policymaking in China (e.g., Dong, 2012; Yang & Mueller, 2014). These fifteen policy-issuing agencies 

are respectively National People's Congress (NPC), Central People’s Government (CPG), Supreme 

People’s Court (SPC), Supreme People’s Procuratorate (SPP), Ministry of Industry and Information 

Technology (MIIT), Ministry of Public Security (MPS), State Administration of Radio Film and 
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Television (SARFT), General Administration of Press and Publication (GAPP), National Copyright 

Administration (NCAC), Ministry of Culture (MCPRC), State Council Information Office (SCIO), Ministry 

of Education (MOE), State Administration for Industry and Commerce (SAIC), National Administration 

of State Secrets Protection (NAPSS), and China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC). Yang 

and Mueller (2014) conducted a systematic content analysis of the laws, administrative ordinances 

and regulations on China's Internet governance and summarized the primary responsibilities of these 

fifteen government agencies concerning policymaking in Figure 3.1 below: 

 

Figure 3.1 The hierarchical structure of major Internet governance agencies and their responsibilities in 
policymaking (Yang & Mueller, 2014). 
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As suggested by the figure above, these government agencies’ responsibilities in governing the 

Internet are not entirely separate and distinguished. Also, extensive overlaps between regulatory 

bodies have been one of the main complaints from academia concerning China’s Internet governance 

framework (e.g., Zittrain & Edleman, 2003; Dong, 2012). Actually, in practice, the government 

agencies have regularly worked in collaboration to issue policies, but the division of labor between 

agencies has been unclear. 

For example, in 2005, the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology (MIIT) and the Ministry of 

Culture (MCPRC) jointly issued a policy on online games, namely Suggestions on the Development 

and Administration of Online Games. One of MIIT’s primary responsibilities is to promote and regulate 

China’s telecommunication and software companies, which obviously include online gaming 

companies. As for MCPRC, in general, it is responsible for formulating policies for culture and arts in 

China. With specific regard to the online gaming industry, MCPRC supervises online gaming services 

and drafts plans for the development of the gaming industry. Here, in the domain of the online 

gaming industry, MIIT’s role to “regulate” and MCPRC’s role to “supervise” seem to be overlapping 

rather than clearly distinguished.  

However, as anticipated by Mumford (1964), China’s authoritarian structure of Internet governance 

is inherently unstable. The instability of China’s Internet governance is manifested in at least two 

aspects. First, the figure above demonstrates that these various government agencies, as 

policymakers, are responsible for different domains of Chinese society. Thus, the multiplicity of 

policymakers and their varying interests have led to internal conflicts in China’s Internet governance 

(Yang & Mueller, 2014). More specifically, Cullen and Choy (2012) pointed out that government 

agencies often issue new regulations and policies without giving thorough consideration to its 

compatibility with the existing policy framework. This inconsideration eventually led to an 

increasingly complex and overlapping regulatory framework, as some of the new policies failed to 

integrate into the old ones, piling on the top. 

Second, although, in China’s authoritarian system, the power of policymaking is concentrated in the 

central government, the actual implementations of these policies and regulations are mainly carried 

out by local governments. Chen (2011) noted that the lack of systematic coordination across different 

levels of Internet governance has resulted in conflicts between the laws defined by the central 

government and the implementations carried out by local governments. 
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Internet Governance Polices  

Since a fully-functional Internet connection was established in 1994, a growing number of Internet 

governance policies have been issued. As illustrated in Figure 3.2, from 1994 to 2012, the focuses of 

Internet governance policymaking can be classified into three periods. Over time, the shifting focuses 

of Internet policies corresponded with the development of the Internet technological infrastructure 

in China.   

 
Figure 3.2 Three periods of Internet governance policymaking and the focuses of issued policies,  
based on Yang and Mueller's (2014) research. 
 

From 1994 to 1999, the first period of Internet policymaking coincided with the early years of Internet 

network construction across entire China. Elite dominance of information and communication 

technologies has been a critical feature across China's long history; the Internet, during its emerging 

period, was also a new technology predominantly for the elite and upper classes in Chinese society 

(Qiu, 2009). In this time frame, the Internet was not a commonly used technology amongst ordinary 

people, and its users remained limited in number. Hence, in the first period of policymaking, “almost 

no major Internet policies were issued, except for several general policies about international 

network construction and information system security” (Yang & Mueller, 2014, p. 453).  

Number of issued 
policies/ year

Period 1 (1994- 1999): 

• Network 
construction

Period 2 (2000 – 2003):

• Internet sercurity
• Information services
• Telecommunications

Period 3 (2004 – 2012):

(Premise: Internet as an information infrastructure)
• Order in Internet service markets
• Information construction and protection
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Although the Internet arrived in China in the year of 1994, the first policies did not appear until two 

years later. On the 11th of February 1996, one year after the beginning of the commercialization of 

the Internet in 1995, the government issued its very first regulation on the Internet, namely “The 

Temporary Regulation for the Management of Computer Information Network International 

Connection” (Tsui, 2003). However, as its name indicated, this regulation merely served as a 

temporary draft, and it was revised in May 1997. 

Around the turn of the century, the development of the Internet industry started to take off, and 

China's population of Internet users reached over 22 million (CNNIC, 2001). In the second period 

(2000 – 2003) of policymaking, the government focused on formulating basic Internet policies that 

covered topics of Internet security, information services, and telecommunication services. For 

example, as shown in the figure above, nine polices were issued in the year 2000, which was the peak 

of the first ten years of Internet governance policymaking in China.  

Another point to be stressed here is that most regulations issued in this second period exemplified 

the government’s shifting focus towards content regulation and cybersecurity. One classic example 

is the “Golden Shield Project”, a project of building a comprehensive Internet surveillance system 

within the Chinese territory. In the west, it is also known as "The Great Firewall", which implies a 

severe degree of information blocking and filtering for the entire country. This Internet surveillance 

project was launched initially in 1998 by the government and gradually completed over the following 

ten years before its actual implementation in the year 2008 (Chandel et al., 2019).  

The third phase of Internet policy formulation started in 2004. At this point, the Internet had 

developed into a new information infrastructure that critically influenced all levels of Chinese society, 

ranging from national economic development at the macro-level to individuals' everyday life at the 

micro-level. Therefore, the government aimed at formulating more detailed and concrete 

governance policies and regulations to exert control at all levels.  

Around 2012, for instance, "three important Internet policies were issued to establish order in the 

information services market, information construction, and information protection” (Yang & Mueller, 

2014, p. 454). First of all, in order to regulate the boosting market of information services, the 

government agencies issued concrete policies in diverse Internet business sectors, such as email 

services, online gaming services, online music, and audiovisual content and services. Second, the 
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government devoted resources to constructing and developing the material infrastructure of Internet 

technology, as it recognized the potential benefits the Internet could bring to public welfare in China. 

In June 2012, as part of the newly issued policy Vigorously Promoting the Development of 

Informatization and Information security, the central government initiated the project of “Broadband 

in China” (Yang & Mueller, 2014). Lastly, the rapid expansion of applying the Internet also gave rise 

to serious social problems because of the abuse of the Internet for crimes. In 2011, Supreme People’s 

Court and Supreme People’s Procuratorate together issued a policy concerning computer system 

crimes which aimed at strengthening network security as well as maintaining social order and stability. 

As beforementioned, the Chinese government's core focus in Internet governance has been placed 

on content regulation. However, to clarify a common misunderstanding, in China, the priority on 

content censorship does not entail an absolute prohibition of political deliberation and criticism 

towards national and local governments. Jiang (2009) argued that the current political system in 

China should be characterized as modern authoritarianism, which stresses performance rather than 

ideology. In a modern authoritarian society, according to Soest and Grauvogel (2017), the 

performance-based legitimacy strategy implies that the ruling party focuses on strengthening the 

public support to the regime through satisfying citizens’ needs. In other words, the more the 

government improves the economic, security and distributional performance of the regime, the 

stronger belief citizens have in the regime (Easton, 1965). It is different from the identity-based 

strategy, which relies on ideology control as an essential source to maintain citizens’ support to the 

regime. Hence, as long as the citizens are satisfied with the regime’s general performance, such as 

economic development and security maintenance, the ruling party of the regime will most likely be 

supported. In this case, as Jiang observed that nowadays, the Chinese government, being a modern 

authoritarian government, allowed for some forms of political discussion and participation amid its 

citizens.  

Four years later, Jiang’s (2009) argument was empirically tested and supported by a large-scale 

quantitative study conducted by King and colleagues (2013). In terms of online censorship, they 

observed that the Chinese government loosened the constraints on criticizing government if its 

impact remained within a small group of people. Instead, the government tended to censor and 

silence expressions which could potentially lead to collective actions and threaten the power and 

control of the state party. In other words, “the Chinese people are individually free but collectively in 
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chains” (King et al., 2013, p. 14). Their findings also demonstrate that maintaining political stability 

and social order has been the priority of the Chinese authoritarian government since the very 

beginning.  

However, it is exceedingly challenging for the Chinese government to control the information flow 

amongst a massive number of Internet users as well as to maintain social order and political stability 

within the massive territory. Through decades of development before and during the Internet age in 

China, as shown in Figure 3 below, the Chinese government has established a comprehensive media 

control mechanism which functions as a collective system of various dimensions. This mechanism 

covers a wide range of dimensions – different aspects of media control in a society - which include 

the political dimension (e.g., licensing, registration, and censor system), the economic dimension (e.g. 

media ownership in the market), the cultural dimension (e.g., ideology and norms), and the 

technological dimension (e.g., keyword filtering software). Today, it is inherited as a complex and 

sophisticated mechanism for controlling the Internet (Dong, 2012; Yang & Mueller, 2014). 

 

Figure 3.3 Media Control Mechanism  (Dong, 2012) 

 

According to the architectural structure illustrated in the figure above, the Internet governance 

mechanism in China can be characterized as multi-layered and multi-dimensional. Along the vertical 
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axis, the control mechanism involves multiple layers of control, ranging from the direct control by the 

state government at the macro level, to the self-censorship by the Internet companies at the meso 

level as well as individual users’ self-censorship at the micro level. To put it differently, the control 

mechanism can be classified into two parts: The top-down direct control by the government, and as 

a bottom-up strategic method, the self-censorship by organizations and individuals. In fact, the 

dynamic of the controlling mechanism lies in the complementarity of the top-down approach and 

bottom-up approaches.  

Researchers have stated that China’s configuration of Internet governance covers multiple 

dimensions (Tsui, 2003; Yang, 2009; Cui & Wu, 2016). In Figure 3.3, Dong listed four dimensions along 

which direct media control by the government operates. The first is the economic dimension, in 

which the government administers media ownership. In the second, political dimension, the 

government undertakes diversified tasks, such as building the censor system, policymaking, and 

issuing licenses. In the next, cultural dimension, the government concentrates on forming ideology 

and social norms as well as embedding them into people’s minds. Lastly, in the technological 

dimension, the government devotes attention to developing all sorts of censoring technologies. 

Collectively, the government has managed to set up a sophisticated multifunctional control system. 

In addition to static structural characteristics, it is noteworthy that the dynamic Internet control 

mechanism operates in two orientations: Different controlling approaches proceed in different 

orientations, either top-down or bottom-up. On the one hand, the national government frames 

ideology and norms through direct top-down surveillance of Internet companies and individual users. 

On the other hand, self-censorship is promoted through lifelong training at the individual and 

organizational levels (Dong, 2012), which reinforces state control. However, the vast majority of 

researches concerning China’s Internet regulation has “concentrated on the government’s 

censorship system from a top-down perspective, while few studies focus on the meso-level of 

collectives and organizations, and on the micro-level of individual Internet users” (Pang, 2008, p. 57).  

In the section that follows, I will center my discussion on the less-studied bottom-up perspective, 

self-regulation by companies and individual users in the Internet industry. I will first explain how 

government policies define self-regulation as well as why the state promotes the strategy of self-

regulation. Then, I will explain how and why self-regulation is exercised by Internet companies and 

individual users. And in the case of individual users’ self-censoring practices, I will use my fieldwork 
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data as well as the recent case of the COVID-19 outbreak in China to exemplify how self-censorship 

operates in a dynamic way in China. 

 

Government Policies on Self-regulation 

On 8 June 2010, the State Council Information Office issued “The Internet in China” , China’s first 

government white paper on the topic of the Internet (Herold, 2011; Yang, 2011). The white paper 

elaborated on national Internet sovereignty, stating that “Within Chinese territory, the Internet is 

under the jurisdiction of Chinese sovereignty” (People’s Daily, 2010). After declaring the 

government's leading position in Internet governance, the 2010 white paper recurrently stressed the 

significance of self-regulation by companies and users in the Internet industry: 

"The state proactively promotes industry self-regulation and public supervision. The Internet 

Society of China (ISC) was founded in May 2001. It is a national organization of the Internet 

industry with a remit for serving the development of that industry, netizens, and the decisions 

of the government. The ISC has issued a series of self-disciplinary regulations, including the 

Public Pledge of Self-regulation and Professional Ethics for the China Internet Industry (…), 

which greatly promotes the healthy development of the Internet. (…) The Chinese 

government will further support the work of Internet industry self-disciplinary organizations, 

provide services to facilitate the organizations' roles and protect the public's legitimate rights 

to online reporting of illegal information and acts.” 

 (China.org.cn, 2010b) 

The narrative and rhetoric of this statement demonstrate the Internet surveillance structure in China. 

In essence, the authority and power of policymaking remain centralized in the government, but the 

concrete exercise of surveillance is decentralized to Internet companies and individual Internet users. 

Besides directly informing the public of its policy through publishing the white paper, the government 

also employed its propaganda tradition, promoting self-regulation through state media, such as the 

People’s Daily (Cui & Wu, 2016). 

Besides being the first white paper concerning the Internet, "The Internet in China" is also the first 

authoritative guide that clearly pronounced the central government's demand for the Internet 



 
45 

industry's self-regulation. Thereafter, it has been mandatory for Internet companies in China "to sign 

the 'Public Pledge on Self-Regulation and Professional Ethics for China Internet Industry', which 

entails even stricter rules than the ones in the white paper" (Xu & Albert, 2014, p. 1).  

Nevertheless, concrete regulatory rules concerning self-censorship are articulated in a very general 

and ambiguous manner by the government. An example is from Administrative Measures on Internet 

Information Services (China.org.cn, 2010a). Article 15 requires Internet information service providers 

to censor “inappropriate” contents, such as “content that disseminates rumors, disturbs the social 

order or damages social stability", "contents that damages the reputation and interests of the State", 

and "contents that divulge State secrets". 

Due to the ambiguous “grey space” left in the government rules, Internet content and service 

providers often express confusion while trying to apply these rules as criteria for conducting self-

censorship. In observation of this issue, several scholars have voiced critiques towards the legislation 

of media regulation in China, pointing towards its vague and capricious nature (He, 2004; Qiu & Zhou, 

2005; Dong, 2012). However, the vagueness and capriciousness of Internet regulations can hardly be 

considered a result of government misconduct: The government intentionally left the "grey space" 

in policies as a strategy to guarantee arbitrary interpretation in the future (Pang, 2008).   

Fundamentally speaking, the "grey space" stems from internal conflicts between the authoritarian 

political system and the socialist market economy in China. In their study on Internet governance and 

self-regulation in China, Weber and Jia (2016) identified the contradictory nature of China’s Internet 

governance, which struggles “to balance thinking globally (expanded commercialization) and acting 

locally (protectionism of its political integrity and social cohesion)” (p. 787).  

It is crucial to remember that, in the very beginning, the Internet was introduced by the government 

as a technological force to boost China's socialist market economy, not as a technological tool to 

enhance democracy. Although, throughout over two decades of development, the Internet has, to 

some degree, involved social and political functions, “it has been repositioned by the state as a 

commercial entity within the socialist-market economic system” (Weber & Jia, 2016, p. 783). Thus, 

through promoting the Internet industry's self-regulation, the government attempted to create a 

space for economic development in the Internet market and, at the same time, avoid losing its 

authoritarian control. 
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So far, this section has explained how self-regulation in China is defined by policies and has analyzed 

the reasons why the government promotes it. The next part of this section will move on to why and 

how Internet companies regulate themselves. 

 

Internet Companies’ Self-regulation 

When it comes to Internet content and service providers, it is substantial to note the duality of their 

roles in Internet surveillance. First, as objects of regulation, Internet companies comply with 

government policy and carry out self-censorship to limit their own activities. Second, because the 

Internet content and service providers are required by the government to be responsible for their 

users’ activities, these companies employ censorship to supervise their users, acting as de facto 

regulators. 

A good example that illustrates how Internet service providers exercise self-censorship is Pang's 

(2008) in-depth study on “Houxi Street”2, a web community in China. In this study, Pang investigated 

how web community managers learn, perceive, and practice self-censorship. In general, she 

discovered that web community managers tended to obey rather than challenge government 

authority due to the fear of getting penalties from the government, such as fines, license revocation, 

and (temporary) suspension of network connection. Thus, in order to survive, the website 

consistently made efforts to learn and practice self-censorship based on available guidelines. One of 

the main tasks for web managers was to regulate the content posted and shared in the community 

by their users, which mostly was done automatically by technology or sometimes manually. For 

websites, one standard technological solution is to set up a filtering system with a list of phrases and 

keywords which are inappropriate and politically sensitive. The filtering system would automatically 

detect relevant content and then quickly remove or block them. Although, as discussed above, the 

government rules did not clearly define the “inappropriate content”, the community managers said 

that common knowledge was shared and learned amongst them. For example, topics like “Falun 

gong", "Tibet or Taiwan independence" and "4 June 1989” were considered extremely politically 

sensitive. Moreover, Pang noticed that users often utilized pictures for bold expressions as censoring 

 
2 In Pang’s (2008) study, the name of the online community was altered to ensure anonymity. 
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technologies were not able to recognize pictures at the time of his research. However, today, this 

observation is not valid anymore due to the continuous development of censoring technologies. 

One year later, Rebecca MacKinnon (2009) published a slightly different story about self-censorship 

in China. She carried out a study to investigate how Internet companies censor blogs, a type of user-

generated content. MacKinnon’s study had a broader scope, including several Internet companies, 

and she discovered that the self-regulatory framework that was employed varied from company to 

company. As an additional note, she claimed that with the right knowledge and strategy, users were 

able to improve the survival chance of posts containing politically sensitive content. 

As beforementioned, self-censorship in China is practiced not only by the organizations in the 

Internet industry which is at the meso-level of the society, but also by individual users at the micro-

level. However, media organizations and communities like activists, journalists, and editors, were the 

main research focuses for scholars who studied self-censorship, and by contrast, ordinary people’s 

self-censoring practices received very little scholarly attention (Zhong et al., 2017). Individuals are 

the center of my ethnographic research. Hence, it is relevant and critical to discuss why and how 

individual Internet users in China practice self-censorship. 

 

Individual Users’ Self-censorship 

Based on the principle of Panopticon surveillance, Tsui (2003) explained how companies and 

individuals living under authoritarian surveillance become their own self-censors. The term 

“Panopticon” was first coined by the English philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1791). Later in the mid-

1970s, the French philosopher Michel Foucault (1975) applied the concept in his book Discipline and 

Punish, which brought the concept of Panopticon to the public attention. Foucault claimed that the 

social control mechanism in modern society resembled a prison system called Panopticon, which 

could “induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic 

functioning of power” (Foucault, 1975, p. 201). In this light, Tsui (2003) argued that in China, “the 

government has been able to create a situation that closely resembles the concept of the Panopticon” 

(p. 67). Every individual in China is aware of the omnipresent state surveillance in everyday life, which 

generates a situation of individuals becoming their own self-censors and constantly regulating 

themselves regardless of any direct intervention from the government. 
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As part of the “Varieties of Democracy”3 project, Robinson and Tannenberg (2018) investigated how 

individual people’s self-censorship related to bias and overestimation in measuring individuals’ 

support to the Chinese authoritarian regime. In their research, surveys were coupled with 

experiments, and furthermore, the answers to direct questioning of regime-critical topics were 

compared with the ones to indirect questioning. In general, they found that the level of self-

censorship among individuals was much higher than they expected. Also, most respondents 

expressed support to the current leadership of the regime, but held critical attitudes towards the 

long-standing, system-level of Chinese Communist Party’s rules. In short, the regime enjoyed specific 

support to the current leadership, but not stabilized enduring support to the fundamental rules of 

the regime. In this light, the authors of the study also proposed to re-consider the results of previous 

survey studies that claimed extraordinarily high support for the Chinese regimes, as respondents 

tended to be more subject to self-censorship than previous researchers indicated.  

Similarly, some respondents in my fieldwork censored their answers to some interview questions by 

not responding to the question or switching the topic. When I was interviewing people in Tibet, I 

asked them about how they and their families practice Tibetan Buddhism in everyday life and on 

special occasions, such as religious festivals. Because of the tension between the Tibetan region and 

the Chinese central government for the past decades, the topic of Tibetan people’s engagement in 

religious activities has become politically sensitive. For example, when the conversational topic 

moved to Tibetan Buddhism, Dunzhu (M, 42) immediately refused to elaborate on this topic, saying 

that “Let us not talk about political issues”. Another example was given by Cidan, a 26-year-old school 

teacher in rural Tibet. While talking about whether he shared things about Buddhism online as other 

Tibetans, he immediately denied this, multiple times: “No. No. No. Not at all!” But after I was 

connected with him on WeChat, I found that he had posted content regarding Buddhist teachings 

before. 

However, the common understanding of self-censorship as individuals' obedience to authoritarian 

control is part of a bigger picture. Some researchers noted the possibility of self-censorship being 

“converted into or replaced by resistance” (Zhong et al., 2017, p. 985). There are, at least, two 

 
3 Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) is an international research project led by the University of Gothenburg, Sweden. The 
main aim of V-Dem is to develop new indicators of democracy in all countries all over the world from 1789 to the 
present. Source: https://www.v-dem.net/en/ 
 

https://www.v-dem.net/en/
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rationales for people’s self-censoring practices and they appear to be contradictory to each other. 

The common understanding of self-censorship is that people censor themselves by, for example, 

remaining silent. Nevertheless, people also attempt to bypass online censorship by modifying the 

expression of their posts online. In this way, it is more likely that they can avoid their posts being 

removed by the censorship system. Therefore, the latter self-censoring practice is in substance driven 

by a counter-censorship rationale.  

In the recent coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak in China, there has been a strong wave 

of explicit anti-censorship requests and creative counter-censorship practices taking place in the 

cyberspace. Developments began in late December of 2019 in Wuhan, the capital city of Hubei 

province in central China. Doctor Li Wenliang4 and seven other medical workers in Wuhan warned 

their medical colleagues via WeChat about the emergence of a disease that resembled SARS (severe 

acute respiratory syndrome) before the government publicized it. At first, this warning information 

was only shared by them within their close social networks but soon spread to the public, which made 

them the whistle-blowers of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, they were reprimanded by the local 

police for “spreading rumors”. After doctor Li returned to work in January 2020, he got infected from 

a patient and soon died from the disease on 7 February, at age 33. His death was considered 

outrageous and devastating by the Chinese public, and it also triggered angry criticism of censorship 

and a united request for freedom of speech. In addition to organizing nation-wide mourning for 

doctor Li offline (see Figure 3.4), people also initiated virtual protests on Weibo and WeChat – two 

leading social media platforms in China – with the slogan that “A healthy society should not only have 

one kind of voice” (see Figure 3.5).  

 
4 Li Wenliang (12 October 1986 to 7 February 2020) was a Chinese ophthalmologist at Wuhan Central Hospital.  
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Figure 3.4 Offline mourning in front of the hospital which was doctor Li Wengliang’s previous workplace 
(source: European Pressphote Agency5) 

 

 

Figure 3.5 Online protest “A healthy society should not only have one kind of voice” (source: Standnews6) 

 

These protests drew a quick response and were followed by enormous outbursts by grieving people 

who posted their messages online. As Figure 3.5 shows, by writing on their masks, some people 

explicitly expressed their requests, such as "freedom of speech". In response to the public's 

 
5 European Pressphoto Agency, retrieved on 20 March 2020: 
https://webgate.epa.eu/?16634349628007773501&MEDIANUMBER=55856894 
6 Standnews, retrieved on 20 March 2020: 

https://www.thestandnews.com/china/激起千重浪-中國網民戴口罩悼李文亮-要求言論自由-

學者聯署提五大訴求/) 

 

https://www.thestandnews.com/china/
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awakening collective conscience, the government increased its online censorship to remove the 

content in question. At the same time, in order to control the public discourse, the traditional 

propaganda model was also employed to collaborate with the censorship mechanism, claiming that 

maintaining political stability and social order is still the top priority during the outbreak. 

One example of the online censorship during the COVID-19 outbreak is the short-lived Weibo hashtag 

#wewantfreedomofspeech# on 7 February 2020. Right after doctor Li passed away, the Weibo 

hashtag was created at 2 a.m., and it was deleted by the censor at 7 a.m. According to a news report 

from The New York Times, although it was late at night, over 5,500 posts were created under the 

hashtag, with over 2 million views for its five hours of existence (Yuan, 2020). However, this time, the 

government’s censoring actions did not succeed in silencing people as usual, but sparked counter-

censorship movements during the outbreak (see Figure 3.6).  

 

Figure 3.6 The original version of “The Whistleblower” and its recoded versions for evading censorship 

 

Previous studies have discovered that Chinese Internet users made use of their creativity to sidestep 

Internet censorship, conducting politically sensitive discussions online (Mina, 2014; Yang, 2014; Xu & 

Feng, 2015). The figure above provides several examples of people's counter-censorship strategies 

on WeChat during the COVID-19 outbreak. In Figure 3.6, the first picture on the left side is a WeChat 

The original article which 
was deleted by the censor

The censorship-evading practices:

Recoding via Chinese 
phonetic alphabet

Recoding via foreign 
languages, e.g., English

Recoding via 
hexadecimal code

Recoding via emojis1 2 3 4 5



 
52 

article called “The Whistleblower” – the article told the story about Li Wenliang’s medical colleague, 

doctor Ai, who was also punished by the authorities for "spreading rumors". Shortly after its 

publication on WeChat, the article was detected, and then deleted by the censor. People felt 

frustrated about this and attempted to save the article from censorship. In order to bypass the online 

censorship mechanism, people recoded the article, which was originally written in Chinese, into the 

Chinese phonetic alphabets (picture 2), the English language (picture 3), hexadecimal codes (picture 

4) and emojis (picture 5). The censoring technologies failed to detect these creative recodings, and 

people succeeded in saving the article. Previously, Yang (2014) summarized this as “the practice of 

recoding": the strategic practice of using images and code words to replace politically sensitive 

information and thus avoiding being detected and removed by the censoring system. 

The above examples show that, at this time, censorship has not succeeded in stopping people's 

collective expressions online, which instead turned into an endless wave of critical posts. It has been 

unexpected to witness such a scale of digital resistance taking place amongst Chinese citizens who 

usually remained silent under the state surveillance. Eventually, this unprecedented level of anger 

and persistence from the public pushed the government to respond to people’s requests and 

announce an official investigation into doctor Li Wenliang's case. In sum, these games of push-and-

pull under the framework of self-regulation demonstrated the constant negotiation of power and the 

dynamic relationship between the public and the government in China.  
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⒋ Technological Infrastructure of the Internet in China 

 

25th August of 1986 is a historical moment in China. On that day, the first email was sent out from 

China to Switzerland, signaling the first time that China as a nation was connected to the world via 

the Internet. Five year later in 1994, the Internet connectivity was officially established with a fully-

functional base in China, and the Internet users were only 10,000 approximately (Yang, 2003). The 

history of the Internet in China is relatively short, but the expansion of China’s Internet industry is 

incomparably tremendous on a global scale. According to the latest semi-annual report released by 

China Internet Network Information Centre (CNNIC)7, China has the nation with world’s biggest 

population of Internet users since 2008 (CNNIC, 2019). The foreign Internet companies that were the 

industrial pioneers start to learn from the Chinese stories of developing Internet technologies, for 

instance, the design of WeChat as an all-in-one super app.  

Scholars has started to recognized the Chinese Internet (Yang, 2012; O’Hara & Hall, 2018), as opposed 

to the Internet in China. The China’s model of Internet is differing from the Western version of 

Internet, and these differences are manifested not in its authoritarian regulation and censorship, but 

also in its own domestic Internet content and service providers. Additionally, it is crucial to note that 

the timeframe of Internet development in China is also different. While the majority of Internet users 

in the West accessing the Internet for the first time through stationary computers, the Chinese access 

the Internet firstly via mobile phones. This also results in the usage of Internet in China being mobile-

first, or even mobile only.  

In other words, the Internet use in China is accustomed in distinct market ecosystem and 

technological context. Therefore, the aim of this chapter is to give an overview of the technological 

features that both shape and reflect the differential Internet use in China. This chapter consists of 

two parts. The first section will offer an updated overview of the Internet diffusion and in China, as 

well as present the mobile-first Internet use in China. The second part is centered on WeChat which 

is both the major social media and the super-app in China. This section will start with an overview of 

 
7 CNNIC is a government agency and non-profit organisation which publishes official reports on the Internet use and 
development in China through conducting surveys and gathering statistics. 
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the development of WeChat in China, as well as its role in Chinese people’s everyday life, being the 

“Swiss army knife” super-app for everything.  

 

The Internet in China: Diffusion, Access, and Usage  

 

Figure 4.1 The population of Internet users and Internet penetration rates in China from June 2016 to June 
2019 (Source: CNNIC, 2019; translated) 

 

By June 2019, the total user population of Internet users in China has reached 854 million, increasing 

steadily over the past three years (see Figure 4.1 above). After China’s official access to the Internet 

in 1994, the online population started to take off and exploded. By 2008, China has become the 

country which has the biggest online population (CNNIC, 2019), standing head and shoulder above 

the rest of the world ever since. In 2019, the population of internet users in China is nearly three time 

of the users in the US which amount to 285 million. Living in this changing reality, the vast majority 

of researchers have shifted and concentrated their attention on the growing body of Internet users 

in China.  

However, despite of the sheer volume of users, the Internet penetration rate in China is relatively 

low, approximately 61.2% of its entire population in 2019 (CNNIC, 2019). It is not a high rate if 

compared with Japan, the neighbor country, whose Internet penetration reached 93.5% and with 
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Denmark, the Nordic country, whose rate was nearly 97.8% in the same year8. In other words, around 

546 million people in the country still remain unconnected to Internet technology.  

 

Figure 4.2 Reasons for Internet non-use in China (Source: CNNIC, 2019; translated) 

 

According to CNNIC’s analytic report, the two main reason for non-use: (1) Insufficient knowledge of 

using computers and the Internet and (2) low level of education which especially points to not 

knowing Pinyin, the official romanization system for Standard Chinese Language (see Figure 4.2). In 

simple terms, the Internet non-users in China are often characterized as lack of basic digital skills and 

low degree of literacy.  

Through exploring the Internet use in a rural county in south China, Ting (2016) spotted a noticeable 

portion of non-users and sought reasons for its occurrence. While agreeing on previous studies’ 

argument for the lack of skills as a critical reason for non-use, Ting offered an alternative explanation, 

based on the analysis of survey data. She claimed that because the non-users are either not aware 

of or poorly informed of the potential utilitarian benefits of using the Internet, they find no need for 

it. To put it differently, the ignorance of the Internet as a rewarding technology prevents the non-

users from trying and practicing this new technological artefact.  Ting’s findings also provide deep 

 
8 Source: The 2020 report on Top 25 Countries with the Highest Internet Penetration Rates, Internet World Stats: 
https://www.internetworldstats.com/top25.htm 

https://www.internetworldstats.com/top25.htm
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interpretation to the fifth reason listed by CNNIC in Figure 4.2, no need or no interest for using this 

new technology. 

 

Figure 4.3 Reasons for Internet non-use in China (Source: CNNIC, 2019; translated) 

 

Furthermore, Ting’s research probes into the existence of a technological gap between the urban 

and the rural in China’s Internet diffusion of the year 2013. Evidently, uneven spatial distribution 

appeared during the massive growth of Internet users in China, Figure 4.3 above illustrates the latest 

statistics concerning the geographic spread of Chinese Internet users, demonstrating that a widening 

urban-rural digital divide remained.  

In line with this observation, a growing body of scholarly researches has studied the urban-rural 

digital divide in national context of China (Harwit, 2004;  Fong, 2009; Guo & Chen, 2011; Loo & Ngan, 

2012). Some of the researchers studied the problematic phenomenon of digital divide, reasons for 

its occurrence, as well as the existing and predictable social consequences. For instance, under a 

comparative framework of the adoption rates of new ICTs between 1985 and 2006, Fong (2009) 

identified two reasons for the widening digital divide: (1) The financial affordability of these new 

technologies; (2) The educational level and its influence on the usage capability. In addition to the 

issues that cause this geographic divide, Guo and Chen (2011) investigated the social consequence 

of the unequal ICT adoption in China’s rural area. They conducted case studies of peasants’ usage of 

ICTs and discovered social cleavage amongst peasants due to the digital divide.  
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Other scholarly researches focus on discussing conceivable solutions to this problem. For example, 

Loo and Ngan (2012) found that a supportive policy of developing mobile telecommunications is likely 

to have beneficial impact on equipping the poor in rural villages and narrowing down the digital divide. 

From the government angle, the installation cost of wireless technology is lower than fixed-line 

telephone service, which makes it easier to implement the infrastructure. From the angle of rural 

users, mobile devices are more affordable than computers, and the requirements of using mobile 

phones, namely language proficiency and computer literacy, are lower than using computers.  

These studies also show that it is crucial to include not only the technology haves, but also the 

technology have-nots into the academic discourse. The urban-rural digital divide indicates an internal 

geographic difference in the Internet use. Thus, the sampling of research sites in this ethnographic 

study also takes this issue into account, and its research sites are equally allocated in rural and urban 

regions: three urban cities, three rural villages, and one middle-size town in between.  

The discussion so far indicates two features of the development of Internet technology in China: (1) 

fast increase of users but with low penetration rate, and (2) persistent urban-rural digital divide. 

Besides that, the mobile phone is the predominant device for Chinese people to access and use 

Internet.  

 

Figure 4.4 Internet access devices in China (Source: CNNIC, 2019; translated) 

 

As Loo and Ngan's (2012) study mentioned, the mobile telecommunication has been developing 

rapidly in China, owing to the supporting policy from the government and the popularity of affordable 



 
58 

mobile devices. As shown in Figure 4.4 above, in 2019, the percentage of Chinese users access the 

Internet through mobile phones reached 99.1%, which doubled the stationary computers, the second 

most-used access device. The mobile phone sector in China has expanded dramatically since the turn 

of the century (Lu & Weber, 2007), and its growing dominance in the information and communication 

industry has caught much public as well as scholarly attention. The Internet in China, consequently, 

has been featured as the mobile-first, or even mobile-only in the Ecommerce division. The significance 

of mobile phones in Chinese people’s everyday life can be vividly illustrated in the following 

comments from respondents: “I cannot live without my phone” or “It is impossible for me to go 

through a day without my mobile phone”. The heavy dependence expressed in their words is due to 

their engagements in all kinds of daily activities through mobile apps. Figure 4.5 below summarizes 

the wide variety of applications people use on mobile phones, and the percentage of their time-spent 

on each type of application.  

 

Figure 4.5 The percentage of Internet users’ time-spent on different categories of mobile applications in 
China (Source: CNNIC, 2019) 
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This predominance of mobile Internet use in China has mixed impacts on the society as a large whole. 

Early scholarship has discussed how new ICTs (such as the Internet, social networking sites, and 

mobile devices) shift the way people connect with each other. At the very start of this new century, 

Networked individualism, as one of the classic theory, was proposed by Wellman (2000) and further 

elaborated by Rainie and Wellman (2012) in the book Networked: The New Social Operating System. 

In the book, Rainie and Wellman discussed how new ICTs positively as well as negatively influence 

social relations in the contemporary society. On the one hand, the Internet technologies empower 

individuals by liberating them from traditional closely-kinted social networks, and the mobile devices 

enable them to stay loosely connected with social relations without temporary and spatial constraints. 

On the other hand, the always-one connectivity supported by the mobile Internet produces 

challenges for people to manage and balance multiple overlapping networks.  

Rainie and Wellman’s findings correspond the mixed impacts of mobile Internet use in Chinese 

people’s everyday life. An classic example is the use of WeChat in social interactions. Albeit WeChat 

affords migrant workers in China to remotely access support from their families (Ju et al., 2019), their 

usage at work can be both productive and problematic (Huang & Zhang, 2019).  

Last but not least, because of China being an authoritarian state, Western scholars have typically 

studied "the Chinese Internet", examining questions of Internet censorship, the blocking of foreign 

websites, and the state of democracy (Damm, 2007; Qiu & Bu, 2013; McDonald, 2015). Although 

these questions are significant, the limited scope of investigations has resulted in a limited 

understanding of people's everyday use of the Internet. It is debatable whether perspectives deriving 

from Western democratic contexts fit analyses of China, which represents an entirely different 

political as well as social system, contemporarily and historically. Researchers should expand their 

horizons beyond politics to also look at how people in China use the Internet in other activities, such 

as entertainment or shopping  (Herold & Seta, 2015). As argued by Kluver and Yang (2005), “although 

the Internet is a ‘global media’, the use of the Internet as well as research related to it tends to be 

intranational” (p. 301). This argument supports the discussion in the chapter on Chinese cultures: 

Many aspects of the development and usage of Internet technology in China are unique and, hence, 

important to explore in detail.  

Consequently, it is of great significance to de-westernize current academic discussions on the 

internet in China. In this vein, the present study takes a bottom-up approach to exploring individual 
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internet usage, exploring the current state of the internet in China at a micro-level. The Internet use 

in China can be described as mobile-first, because Chinese people primarily access and use the 

Internet via mobile devices. As beforementioned, 99.1% of Internet users in China access the Internet 

through mobile phones in 2019. In China’s mobile-first Internet industry, WeChat has become a 

dominant mobile app whose market penetration has reached 79% (Sun, 2020). In the following 

section, I will uncover how WeChat gradually became a dominant super app in China's Internet 

market and Chinese people’s everyday life. The discussions will be based on a longitudinal analysis of 

the development of key WeChat features and services.  

 

WeChat: The Chinese Super-app 

Released by Tencent, a Chinese Internet tech company, on 11th January 2011, WeChat was initially 

designed as an instant messaging app that allows users to send and receive textual and visual 

messages. It is named as “微信/ Wēixìn" in Chinese, and the literal translation into English is "micro-

message". By the year of 2010, nearly 303 million Chinese – 70% of Internet users - accessed the 

Internet via mobile devices, particularly mobile phones (CNNIC, 2019). Spotting the growing tendency 

of mobile Internet use in China, Tencent launched a project for developing a mobile-first messenger 

at its Guangzhou Research and Project center in October 2010, and it was only a side project in the 

beginning (Chen, 2018). Because, at that time, Tencent already owned a successful social media 

product called QQ, an instant messaging software service and web portal, which had been developed 

primarily for stationary computers and laptops. In contrast, Tencent designed WeChat with mobile 

devices as the predominant target.  

At the very beginning, WeChat failed to stand out in the competitive market environment, and the 

increase of newly registered users appeared limited. However, Tencent’s research and development 

team soon realized that only by developing more user-friendly features would WeChat be able to 

attract more users from their competitors. They further noticed that it was time-consuming and 

troublesome to type Chinese characters with the keyboards of the domestic mobile phones at that 

time. Instead, voice communications would be easier to operate for all types of users. Therefore, in 

May 2011, WeChat announced the feature of push-to-talk voice messaging, which allows users to 

send a voice message of up to 60 seconds. Notably, it took more than three years before the iPhone 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/81/Zh-weix%C3%ACn.ogg
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iMessenger developed a similar feature. After this innovative move, WeChat became the first instant 

messaging app that converged texts, pictures, and audios, and its daily downloads quickly jumped to 

around 50,000 to 60,000 per day.  

One year after the birth of WeChat, the number of users had increased to 100 million. Later, 

researchers discovered that QQ users constituted a sizeable group of early WeChat users, as WeChat 

afforded the import of contacts from users' friend-lists in QQ as well as receiving QQ offline messages 

and emails (Yang et al., 2016). Additionally, in 2011, the Chinese government launched its 12th five-

year plan (2011-2015), which included policies supporting the development of e-commerce. In 2013, 

“WeChat for Business” (微商/Weishang in Chinese) began emerging on the platform. One year later, 

over 10 million business enterprises had been founded on WeChat, and their total sales revenue 

reached ¥150,000 million (Yang et al., 2016).  

In sum, the early success of WeChat was a result of the four abovementioned factors: (1) the 

expanding market environment for mobile Internet use in China, (2) Tencent's emphasis on 

developing innovative features for WeChat, (3) the inheritance of a vast user base from QQ, and (4) 

the supportive policies of the Chinese government. As shown in Figure 4.6 below, in 2018, the 

monthly number of active WeChat users reached the mark of 1 billion. 2018 was an impressive year 

for WeChat, and its continuous growth in 2019 suggested that the momentum is not slowing down. 

 

Figure 4.6 Number of monthly active WeChat users from 2nd quarter 2011 to 3rd quarter 2016 (in millions) 
(Source: Statista 2020, https://www.statista.com/statistics/255778/number-of-active-wechat-messenger-
accounts/) 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/255778/number-of-active-wechat-messenger-accounts/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/255778/number-of-active-wechat-messenger-accounts/


 
62 

 

As mentioned above, WeChat’s ceaseless efforts at innovating and refining its features contributed 

to its triumph today. When WeChat was less than three years old, Tencent was nominated as one of 

“The World’s Top 10 Most Innovative Companies in Social Media” by Fast Companies9 due to its 

outstanding accomplishments. More than 50% of employees at Tencent work exclusively in research 

and development (Yang et al., 2016). A large proportion of these are dedicated to constantly 

upgrading WeChat's features and user experiences, evolving WeChat from merely an instant 

messaging tool to a social media platform (Xu et al., 2015) to an all-in-one super app (Yang et al., 

2016). The timeline table below briefly summarizes the major features which were developed in each 

new version of WeChat.  

 

Figure 4.7 Timeline of WeChat’s development 

 

 
9 Fast Company, 2014. The World’s Top 10 Most Innovative Companies in Social Media, retrieved on 24th February, 

2020: https://www.fastcompany.com/3026321/the-worlds-top-10-most-innovative-companies-in-social-media 
  

https://www.fastcompany.com/3026321/the-worlds-top-10-most-innovative-companies-in-social-media
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In version 1.0, WeChat was limited with four minimal features, namely setting up profile pictures and 

names, sending textual messages, sharing pictures, and importing contacts from QQ. In this stage, 

WeChat users’ contacts merely consisted of their real-world networks. Shortly after that, WeChat 

added the voice messaging feature in version 2.0, which provided users a groundbreaking and unique 

service in comparison with other competing applications in the market. WeChat succeeded in 

increasing its user base by promoting a form of voice-based communication that fit the need of some 

groups of people in China. For example, Chinese people who speak non-Mandarin dialects would 

prefer sending voice messages because they are less capable of using Romanization in written 

messages (Harwit, 2017). Moreover, voice-based communication supported by WeChat also attracts 

people with lower literacy who are not capable of using Romanization. 

Later in version 2.5, WeChat was integrated with the GPS tracker in mobile phones and launched the 

“People Nearby” feature, allowing users to search for strangers near their locations. Furthermore, 

the following version 3.0 expanded WeChat users’ networking scope with strangers beyond 

geographic limitations through two more new features, namely “Drift Bottle” and “Shake”. Although 

WeChat enhanced its messaging and networking functions significantly at this stage, it remained an 

instant messaging application.  

On 19th April 2012, WeChat launched version 4.0 with an ambitious statement on its welcome screen: 

“As you know, WeChat is more than a tool just for chatting. It all starts with photos. Once you take a 

photo, you will create your own photo album. In ‘Moments’, you can witness your friends’ lives. As 

you can see now, WeChat is a lifestyle." In this version, WeChat added one of its signature features, 

namely "Moments". The Chinese translation of "Moments" is "Friends' circle" where WeChat users 

and their friends can view stories shared with each other, such as pictures with captions, textual 

statuses, videos, and even website links (Liu et al., 2017). However, unlike social media platforms in 

western countries (e.g., Facebook and Instagram), WeChat follows the principle of "my friends' friend 

is not necessarily my friend if we have no direct connection". In a practical sense, this principle means 

that, for a given post, a user can only see the comments and likes which are made by friends shared 

by the post’s author and the user; a user cannot see the comments and likes made by people out of 

his or her WeChat friend list.  

This design of being semi-closed became WeChat Moment’s most distinguishing characteristic. 

WeChat has taken a different path from other social media platforms in China (e.g., Weibo) and 
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focuses on narrowing the users' communication circles online. This semi-closed design conforms to 

a cultural characteristic of Chinese society: China, as a Confucian society, is a typically conservative 

and restrained Asian culture (Zhang et al., 2005). As Harwit (2017) argued, the limitation strategy 

generates greater trust and comfort amongst WeChat users, which in return inspires them to stay in 

these relatively close and intimate social groups. As a result, WeChat leaped towards the future as 

China's leading social networking platform. 

In August 2015, the commercialization of WeChat was fully accomplished through the combination 

of three revolutionary features – "WeChat Pay", "Game Center" and "WeChat Official Accounts" – in 

version 5.0. After connecting WeChat accounts with bank accounts, users can conduct money 

transfers digitally via WeChat Pay instead of using cash or cards. In this way, WeChat has connected 

users' online and offline worlds to an even greater degree. Gradually, WeChat Pay has come to 

function as WeChat users’ mobile wallets (Wang & Gu, 2017). Figure 4.8 below describes the growing 

tendency of Chinese users to rely on WeChat Pay in a wide variety of life contexts, for instance, offline 

shopping in supermarkets and stores, entertainment, medical services, etc. Furthermore, WeChat 

Pay is also a landmark product of the commercialization of WeChat, or even of its parent company 

Tencent.  

 
Figure 4.8 Usage of WeChat Pay in various life contexts 
(Source: CAICT WeChat Economic and Social Impact Report 2017, https://walkthechat.com/wechat-impact-
report-2018-shows-impressive-social-impact/) 
 

https://walkthechat.com/wechat-impact-report-2018-shows-impressive-social-impact/
https://walkthechat.com/wechat-impact-report-2018-shows-impressive-social-impact/


 
65 

Through the latest two versions, WeChat has been transformed into a super app that must be 

considered much more than a social medium or the Chinese equivalent to Facebook (Sandel et al., 

2019). Six days before the 2015 Chinese lunar year, WeChat launched the pioneering “Red Packet” 

feature. The WeChat red packet is a virtual replication of the Chinese traditional “hong bao” (红包) 

culture where a monetary gift is given to express good blessings during holidays (e.g., the Chinese 

New Year) or on special occasions (e.g., weddings). In order to promote this newly introduced “Red 

Packet” feature, WeChat released a campaign in cooperation with CCTV Spring Festival Gala, the 

most-watched TV show of the year, on New Year’s Eve 2015. The campaign succeeded in mobilizing 

numerous Chinese families’ collective engagements, becoming a massive online cultural event in 

China (Holmes et al., 2015). Furthermore, WeChat defeated Alipay through this successful campaign, 

taking first place in China’s mobile payment market. Up to this point, WeChat had achieved a leading 

position in both the social media market and mobile payment market. Nevertheless, WeChat was still 

not been satisfied with these achievements. 

According to a video report from the New York Times, WeChat’s ambitious development oriented 

towards becoming a super app that could be described as a "Swiss Army knife that basically does 

everything for you" (Kessel & Mozur, 2016). WeChat came up with a novel strategy, introducing the 

“Mini Program” feature in order to integrate an even more extensive range of functions, such as 

finance, e-government services, and so forth. WeChat mini-programs are anchored in the WeChat 

system, and they are principally sub-applications, where WeChat users can access and use other apps 

easily (Wang et al., 2018). These mini-programs can be used without downloading and installing 

additional software. This means that the operational process of WeChat use will not be affected by 

extra requirements for downloading sub-apps, which unifies the operational flow and the user 

interface. In other words, the “Mini Program” feature ensures user-friendly experiences for WeChat 

users, because WeChat utilizes the mini-programs to expand the territory of its services without 

overcomplicating the operational flow. 

Since 2017, the year that was named as "the first year of the WeChat Mini Program", the 

development of mini-programs has been booming (Hao et al., 2018). According to WeChat Economic 

and Social Impact Report 201710, there were approximately 170 million daily active users for 580,000 

 
10 WALKTHECHAT, 2018. CAICT WeChat Economic and Social Impact Report 2017, retrieved on 28th February, 2020: 
https://walkthechat.com/wechat-impact-report-2018-shows-impressive-social-impact/ 

https://walkthechat.com/wechat-impact-report-2018-shows-impressive-social-impact/
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mini-programs by December 2017. Through constantly upgrading its “Mini Program” feature, 

WeChat finally accomplished building a mobile ecosystem in which WeChat users can conduct a wide 

variety of everyday activities. The figure below illustrates the full spectrum of the WeChat’s 

ecosystem and its embedded products and services: 

 

Figure 4.9 Full spectrum of the WeChat ecosystem 
(Source: Leveraging the WeChat Ecosystem, https://www.octoplusmedia.com/wechat-ecosystem/) 

 

This broad range of services makes it possible for WeChat users to conduct all sorts of everyday 

activities without leaving the app, which suggests WeChat’s underlying intention of locking users 

inside the WeChat universe. In the fieldwork interviews, the majority of respondents said that they 

used the Internet mostly for WeChat, and some even noted that they connect to the Internet only 

for using WeChat. Besides the interviews, respondents were also required to keep a communication 

diary, registering the instances of their Internet uses throughout two whole days (one weekday and 

one weekend day). In the respondents’ diaries, a high percentage of entries are WeChat activities, 

such as messaging co-workers, paying for groceries via WeChat Pay, reading news on WeChat official 

accounts, and booking a vacation.  

A good example of living within the WeChat universe comes from Chun, a college student in Beijing. 

Figure 4.10 below summarizes part of a weekday’s diary report from her. Chun started her day by 

https://www.octoplusmedia.com/wechat-ecosystem/
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checking new messages on WeChat. And then, she continued to use WeChat to chat with friends, 

coordinate household activities with roommates, share a story concerning a highlight of the day 

online, make a reservation in a restaurant and lastly, pay for dinner at the university canteen. 

Additionally, as shown in the screenshot of Chun’s iPhone battery consumption by the end of the day, 

WeChat was the top-ranked app, which amounted to 43%. At the end of the second interview, when 

I asked Chun if she could imagine living without the Internet for a day, she immediately gave a 

negative answer. The thought of living without WeChat made her panic: “Oh no! It will be problematic 

and extremely inconvenient if I cannot use the Internet. I mean, without WeChat, I will be 

disconnected from the outside world. Worse still, I cannot survive outside of my dorm room. 

(Because) I feel that I do everything through WeChat: paying for food, using a shared bike, reserving 

a seat in the university library, ordering a taxi……” 

 

Figure 4.10 A weekday summary of Chun’s diary reports and the screenshot of battery consumption 

 

Chun’s example above reflects a reality in which WeChat has become an integrated part of Chinese 

people’s everyday life. WeChat's rapid growth has caught global attention, including from media 

experts and academic scholars. For instance, as noted in the New York Times’ video report, the 
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development of WeChat in China is changing the Internet industry on a global scale, as many Western 

Internet giants, such as Google and Facebook, are following in the footsteps of WeChat as a super 

app (Kessel & Mozur, 2016). The triumphant story of Tencent's WeChat in China taught Western 

Internet companies that the infrastructural properties of their products could help them maintain 

and even expand their market powers as monopolistic actors in the industry.  

Based on analyses of business reports, technical documentation, as well as observation and 

interviews, Plantin and Seta (2019) discovered that WeChat’s early popularity was a result of 

platformization, but that its later success is owing to the infrastructuralization of its platform model. 

Here, Plantin and Seta divided WeChat’s ever-growing success into two phases of transformations: 

(1) the platformization of WeChat from a messaging application – its original version – to a social 

media platform, and (2) the infrastucturalization of WeChat from a platform to an infrastructure.  

In the first transformation, WeChat adopted the platform logic, adding the features of Official 

Accounts and Mini Programs. In doing so, WeChat embraced programmability (Helmond, 2015), 

becoming a platform that is programmable for outside developers to accommodate their own needs. 

After that, WeChat was no longer a standalone messaging app, as these two new features meant that 

WeChat started to allow third-party developers to program and develop applications that are 

confinable to the WeChat environment. Moreover, the economic model of WeChat as a platform 

depends on “the decentralization of platform features into the web and the recentralization of 

platform ready data” (Helmond, 2015, p. 1). In the second transformation, WeChat has grown into 

an infrastructuralized platform. In this phase, WeChat incorporated several infrastructural properties, 

such as ubiquity (e.g., large scale and wide access) and essentiality to everyday living (work and family) 

(Plantin & Seta, 2019). For instance, the ubiquitous prevalence of WeChat Pay has transformed 

millions of WeChat users to live a digital lifestyle in which WeChat has become their mobile wallets.  

In the article, Plantin and Seta further discuss how a combination of external and internal factors 

have contributed to WeChat's triumph today: On the one hand, WeChat has benefitted considerably 

from the overt agenda of China’s political system promoting cyber-sovereignty and the tech-

nationalist orientation of China’s Internet market; on the other hand, WeChat Pay has played a 

significant role in establishing a new digital lifestyle for Chinese people. However, beyond Plantin and 

Seta’s research, more empirical studies are needed to investigate the reality of WeChat as a new 



 
69 

social infrastructure along with theory development regarding the idea of the infrastructuralization 

of platforms.  
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⒌ Methods 

 

In this chapter, I will offer detailed elaborations and explanations on the procedures of data collection, 

sampling, and data analysis, as well as on the methods adopted in the process. The chapter starts 

with a brief summary of the data collecting and sampling methods applied in the fieldwork. In order 

to avoid repetitions, detailed elaborations on the methods’ operationalization as well as their 

strengths and limitations are presented in the methodological article in this dissertation (see page 

90). In the second section, I will present an overview of the sample, describing the 9 networks and 

the respondents included in each network. Last but not least, the last section will focus on a stepwise 

explanation of the analytic procedure where open coding and thematic coding were combined for 

the narrative analysis of the diary and interview data. 

 

Data Collecting and Sampling Methods 

This ethnographic study grounds its investigation of peoples’ Internet uses in the concept of 

intermediality (Jensen, 2015), highlighting the interconnectedness of media and platforms in today’s 

digital communication environment. In this light, the main approach for collecting data was designed 

as the interview-diary-interview method, which allowed for capturing people’s Internet-supported 

communicative practices that constantly move across platforms, media and social contexts (Lai et al., 

2019). Moreover, the combination of interviews and diaries makes it possible to capture how people 

actually make use of the Internet (i.e., through diary reports) and to comprehend how people make 

sense of the Internet (i.e., through interviews). (See page 100 for a thorough description of the step-

by-step application of the communication diary and interview methods). 

Moreover, participating observation and group interviews were carried out as supplementary 

methods for the fieldwork. For example, I traveled to a remote village to stay with Qing, her son, and 

her parents who are respondents from Network 1. I lived with them for a week, participating in their 

various daily activities, such as farming in their cotton field and watching TV after dinner. Moreover, 

in Lhasa, I also lived with a local Tibetan family and engaged with them in different activities, such as 
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participating in religious events and enjoying leisure in a local teahouse. As for group interviews, I 

had conversations with three groups of high school students in a rural Tibetan town. These 

supplementary methods were beneficial for the fieldwork in two ways. First of all, through extensive 

immersion with the locals, I was able to better grasp people’s everyday realities from “the native’s 

point of view” (Malinowski, 2002, p. 19). Second, the additional fieldnotes and group interview 

transcripts enriched the entire dataset. 

The respondents in the fieldwork were selected based on a multi-step sampling design (Jensen, 2002), 

which combines maximum variation and network sampling principles. As a purposive, rather than 

probability sampling strategy, network sampling allows me to capture the actual communications 

and interactions flowing within the network. Meanwhile, maximum variation sampling was applied 

iteratively in this ethnography to select a distinct central node for each network and to avoid 

homogeneity within and between networks. In order to grasp the diversity of the Chinese population, 

seven demographic variables were chosen as means of approximating maximum variation: (1) age, 

(2) gender, (3) ethnicity, (4) educational level, (5) place of residence, (6) relationship and family status, 

and (7) household status. For more details concerning the sampling methods, see page 95. In Table 

5.1 below, a brief overview of the 39 respondents is given and more details of each respondent will 

be offered in the section that follows. 
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Table 5.1 Sample: an overview of respondents and their demographic characteristics 

 

Sample overview: Introduction to the networks and people 

In the end, 39 variant respondents were recruited, making up 9 distinctive networks. Geographically 

speaking, the research sites, namely the 39 respondents’ places of residence, cover both urban and 

rural areas in China. In order to ensure the anonymity of the respondents, all names have been 

altered. In this section, I give a brief introduction of each network as well as its constituents, focusing 

on their everyday lives and general Internet usage. 

 

 

Research Sites 7

Total number 

of respondents
39

Age
≤ 20 21-35 36-50 ≥ 51

6 19 10 4

Gender
Female Male

21 18

Ethnicity

Han Others 
(e.g. Tibetan)

26 13

Residence
Urban Rural

28 11

Household 
registration

Urban Rural

13 26

Relationship 

status

Single In relationship/

married

14 25

Educational 

level

High 
(i.e. Bachelor 

or above)

Low

21 18
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Figure 5.2 Network 1: the housekeeper network 

 

The first two networks can be described as domestic migrant workers as well as their families and co-

workers. Network 1 departs from Qing (F, 30) as the central node. It includes two of her co-workers 

in Beijing and her family who live in a village in the Hebei province. In the summer of 2017, I first met 

Qing in the flat I rented in Beijing. Working as a housekeeper, Qing came to clean my flat every week. 

After a month, we became acquainted. She told me that before this job as a housekeeper, she was a 

waitress in a restaurant and never used the Internet. Back then, at her old job, the working hours 

were very long, but there were only manual tasks. Under that circumstance, she had no need and no 

time to go online.  

Now, working as housekeepers, Qing and her colleagues, Xue (F, 28) and Juan (F, 46), were dependent 

on mobile apps to perform their daily tasks, such as checking housekeeping orders and contacting 

customers through their company application, using GPS navigation to travel across the giant city 

from one customer’s flat to another’s, and coordinating with co-workers via WeChat groups. Like 

Qing, Xue and Juan were also domestic migrant workers who came to Beijing to earn a living and left 

their families behind in their rural hometowns.  

Housekeeping was Qing’s seasonal job, as in harvest seasons, she often traveled back to help her 

family with farming activities. Qing’s hometown is an extraordinarily remote and poor village in Hebei 

province. After almost all middle-age (around 25 to 50 years old) people migrated to big cities to 

make a living, nowadays, there are only 200 people – mainly elders and kids – living there. In the 

Beijing: 
House-keepersA rural village

in Hebei province: 
Farmers Qing

F 30
Juan
F 46

Boss

Long
M 53

Father

Xue
F 28

Colleague

Shuai
M 7

Child

Network 1
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village, I met Qing’s father, Long (M, 53), who is a farmer, and Qing’s son, Shuai (M, 7). During my 

stay with them in the autumn of 2017, I discovered that Qing returned to living a life completely 

without the Internet in her hometown. Similarly, Xue’s father and son were non-Internet users living 

in a rural village.  

 

 

Figure 5.3 Network 2: The delivery-man network  

 

Network 2 is the delivery-man network, which is made up of Yang (the central node), Peng (Yang’s 

colleague), and Nana (Yang’s wife). Both Yang (M, 35) and Peng (M, 50) are domestic migrants who 

work as delivery-men in Beijing. Although their education levels are relatively low, Yang and Peng 

were highly skilled in operating multiple mobile apps for delivering packages.  

Yang’s daily schedule at work was overwhelmingly intensive: He had to deliver two times a day – once 

in the morning and once in the afternoon – and each time, there were on average 150 to 200 

packages waiting to be handed over. In short, the minimum daily task for Yang was to deliver 300 

packages to perhaps 300 different customers every single day. These numbers also indicated an 

overload of communicative activities taking place between Yang, colleagues, and customers. In order 

to manage this messy situation, Yang was using two phones in parallel: one smartphone for work-

related usages and the other old feature phone for contacting his family. In this way, he was able to 

physically separate work-related and family-related communications.  

While Yang worked as a delivery man in Beijing, his wife Nana stayed with their child and ran a hair 

salon in their hometown, a village in Shangdong province. Nana’s hair salon was usually not busy, so 

A rural village 
in Shandong province:
Yang’s wife

Beijing: Delivery menYang
M 35

Nana
F  33

Wife

Peng
M 50

Colleague

Network 2
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she started an e-commerce business on WeChat for the sake of earning some extra income to 

support their family.  

 

 

Figure 5.4 Network 3 & 4: College students in Beijing and their families in a town in South China; dotted lines 
indicate that the respondents are acquaintances. 

 

The central nodes of Network 3 and Network 4 are Chun (F, 19) and Nu (M, 22), who were college 

students studying in Beijing but coming from a small town in South China. As the typical case for 

university students in China, Chun, Nu, and their college friends (Qing, Wei, and Yu) were all studying 

as well as living on the campuses. In this way, their everyday lives were highly routinized and 

institutionalized: They attended classes in teaching buildings, studied in libraries, ate meals in 

canteens, and rested in dorm rooms. All these activities took place inside the campus. Nowadays, 

Internet technology has been integrated into universities’ infrastructures, which meant that Chun, 

Nu, and their friends depended on the Internet to conduct various activities inside the universities. 

For instance, students were required to make seat reservations for studying in the library during its 

peak periods and hours. In China, Chun and Nu belong to the generation of digital natives, as the 

Internet has always been part of their growing-up and gradually integrated into all aspects of 

everyday life.  

However, in comparison to the younger generation, their parents’ usages of the Internet were quite 

limited. In a small town in the rural area of Jiangxi province, Chun’s father Ming (M, 47) and Nu’s 

Beijing: 
College students

A town in Jiangxi province: 

Students’ family & blue-collar workers

Qiang
M 43

Ming
M 47

Father

Wei
M 20

Friend

Yu
M 18

Boyfriend

Chun
F 19

Nu
M 22

Juan
F 48

Mother

Qing
M 21

Roommate

Ying
F 52

Aunt, 
has no kinship

Yao
F 28

English tutor

Colleague’s daughter

Acquaintances

Network 3 & 4
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mother Juan (F, 48) mentioned that the Internet for them was important but not dispensable, as its 

primary function remained entertainment. 

 

Figure 5.5 Network 5: The local Shanghainese people network  

 

In Network 5, the central node is Shan (F, 26), who was born and raised in Shanghai. In China, Shan 

would also be referred to as one of the “Shanghainese people”. Previously, the term “Shanghainese 

people” was created to describe people whose ancestral roots were from Shanghai. Today, due to 

the household registration (Hukou in Chinese) policy in China, this term also refers to people who 

have their households registered in the municipality of Shanghai.  Shan’s old friend from primary 

school, Jian (M, 27), is also Shanghainese. Both Shan and Jian are still living with their parents, which 

is a common phenomenon amongst young single Shanghainese people. Owing to the rent-free 

advantage, Shan and Jian were more secured and under less pressure than Yuan (F, 27), who was a 

domestic white-collar worker in Shanghai.  

Yuan was Shan’s former colleague. However, because of being a migrant without a local household, 

Juan struggled to survive in Shanghai. As a senior HR officer in one of the leading insurance companies, 

Juan had to work approximately 12 hours on a regular day: at work during the daytime and at home 

during the evening. Every day, she had to deal with an overload of work-related communications with 

her boss, her colleagues, and potential candidates. One of her solutions to this hassle was having two 

WeChat accounts installed on two smartphones: one for work life and the other for private life. 

Linking to the challenging experience of context collapses (Marwick & boyd, 2010), Juan noted that 

“After adding more and more work-related contacts to WeChat, I found it necessary to have another 

Shanghai: 
White-collar locals & migrant

Shan
F 26

Jian
M 27

School friend

Yuan
F 27

Friend &
former colleague

Network 5
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WeChat account to separate work-related and non-work related contacts. By doing so, I can manage 

my social networks better.” 

 

 

Figure 5.6 Network 6: The local-and-migrant network 

 

Similar to Network 5, the sampling of Network 6 also emphasized the variable of household 

registration in Shanghai. Amongst the total of six respondents, four of them are local Shanghainese 

people (i.e., Lu, Fang, Yan and Xiu) and the other two are domestic migrants (i.e., Ling and Kang). Ling 

(F, 26) was selected to be the departing node of this network, and through her, I was referred to the 

other respondents.  

When I met Ling in Shanghai in the winter of 2017, she and her boyfriend, Kang (M, 30) were both 

unemployed. Worse still, Kang was suffering from depression for months. It was problematic for them 

to survive in Shanghai without any income. During that stressful period, Ling and Kang made use of 

the Internet to seek job opportunities, such as searching on employment-related platforms and 

reaching out to others in their networks via WeChat. Meanwhile, in order to release negative 

emotions, Kang relied heavily on WeChat to remotely access family supports, as his parents were 

living in Japan. Due to unemployment and depression, Kang often felt disconnected and isolated from 

society. The Internet seemed to be the channel through which Kang was able to reconnect with the 

outside world. 

Shanghai: 
White-collar migrants & locals

Ling
F 26

Kang
M 30

Boyfriend

Yan
F 25

Former colleague

Lu
F 25

Former colleague

Fang
F 49

Xiu
F 51

MotherAunt
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In the last three networks, 12 respondents were recruited from Tibet, China, from two research sites: 

one urban setting (i.e., Lhasa) and one rural setting (i.e., a village which is a four-hour drive by car 

from Lhasa). 

 

 

Figure 5.7 Network 7: The working-class teahouse owner network 

 

The first time that I met Baima (F, 37) and Zhuoma (F, 29) was in a teahouse next to my hostel in 

Lhasa. They were two young ladies who were both 

friends and business partners managing a small 

teahouse together. In Tibetan society, teahouses, or 

sweet tea houses (Tiancha Guan/甜茶馆 in Chinese), 

are gathering places for Tibetan people to spend leisure 

time and exchange local news (see Figure 5.7). For 

centuries, it has been a cultural ritual and daily routine 

for Tibetans to visit local teahouses. In Baima and 

Zhuoma’s teahouse, there was no broadband Internet 

connection installed, since their customers came to the 

teahouse to chat with people rather than looking at 

their phones.  

Every day after work, Baima’s husband, Dunzhu (M, 42), came to the teahouse and lent a hand to 

their family business. As a security guard, Dunzhu was making below the average salary in Lhasa. 

Lhasa: 
Teahouse owner network

Baima
F 37

Dunzhu
M 42

Husband
Zhuoma

F 29

Friend, 
business partner

Network 7

Figure 5.8 Inside of a traditional teahouse in Tibet 
(Source: https://www.tibettravel.org/tibetan-tea/) 
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Therefore, in his spare time, he also started a sideline business as a Didi11 driver, wishing to help out 

with the family expenses. Moreover, he downloaded several mobile apps to buy online lottery tickets. 

As a comment on the value of the Internet to him, Dunzhu said that “Internet offers me more 

opportunities to make money.” It was unexpected to hear this from a Tibetan person, since Tibetan 

society, being a conventional Buddhist society, is known for promoting a lifestyle which de-

emphasizes the value of money.  

 

 

Figure 5.9 Network 8: The middle-class college student network 
 

In order to be distinguished from Network 7 where respondents belonged to the working-class, 

Network 8 was chosen from the middle-class in Lhasa. The network was centered on Gesang, who 

was a 21-year-old college student. And it further involved four other respondents from Gesang’s 

social network: two family members and two friends. Ciren (M, 19) and Duoji (F, 21) were Gesang’s 

good friends and they were college students as well. Nevertheless, Gesang maintained relationships 

with Ciren and Duoji in quite different ways. As for Gesang and Ciren, their friendship was formed 

and sustained through daily offline encounters and interactions on campus. In contrast, the 

interaction between Gesang and Duoji mostly depended on the Internet, as three years ago, Duoji 

moved to Beijing to go to the university. Although Gesang and Ciren shared a higher degree of 

geographic proximity, when Gesang needed confiding, she tended to reach out to Duoji. She 

 
11 Didi can be viewed as a Chinese local Uber app, which makes it possible for customers to contact both private cars 
and taxis. 
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explained that: “I feel more intimate to her (…) The distance between Lhasa and Beijing will not 

diminish the bonding between us, because we are always connected through the Internet.” 

Gesang’s mother (Nima) and aunt (Cuomu) respectively worked as an administrative officer in the 

university and a librarian in the city library. As employees in the public state-owned sectors, Nima 

and Cuomu were restricted by many rules set by the party-state. For instance, they were not allowed 

to participate in religious events. This is an identity dilemma faced by many Tibetans nowadays: On 

the one hand, as members of the Tibetan community, they have traditionally been followers of 

Tibetan Buddhism; on the other hand, being employed by the party state, they have to strictly follow 

the rules for securing their jobs. In this dilemma, Nima shifted her religious practices to virtual 

Buddhist communities, watching the videos concerning Buddhist teachings uploaded by Tibetan 

monks. By doing so, in Nima’s words, “I could somehow still be Tibetan without losing my job”.  

 

 
Figure 5.10 Network 9: The rural working-class network 
 

The rural-urban digital divide in China has been widely recognized by scholars (Harwit, 2004;  Fong, 

2009; Guo & Chen, 2011; Loo & Ngan, 2012). Since the previous two Tibetan networks were located 

in the urban setting, the four respondents in Network 9 were recruited from a rural village in Tibet. 

As the central node, Zhaxi (M, 23) was born and raised in a very traditional Tibetan family, which is 

characterized as “fraternal polyandry”. Here, the term “polyandry” is applied to describe the 

structure of a Tibetan marriage arrangement in which a woman has multiple husbands. The term 

“fraternal” refers to the reality in Tibet that these husbands are mostly biological brothers. In the 

case of Zhaxi’s family, there was a mother, a father, two uncles and three children, including Zhaxi. 

A rural village in Tibet: 

Police academy trainee

Zhaxi
M 23

Luobu
M 53

Father

Dele
M 14

Brother’s friend

Cidan
M 26

High school teacher

Network 9
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In the family, the children had no idea who their biological father is. According to traditional Tibetan 

custom, only the oldest brother can be called “father” by the kids, and the other brothers are “uncles”.  

Zhaxi’s hometown was located in an underdeveloped rural region in Tibet. In his village, all the 

residents, including his father (Luobu) and his friend (Dele), would share the only wifi spot which was 

installed in the village head’s house. So, all the village residents had to come to this fixed Internet 

station when they needed to use the Internet. The education level and literacy of Luobu (M, 53) were 

relatively low, and he could not speak Chinese Mandarin, only Tibetan language. When asked about 

experiences of using the Internet, Dele answered: “I don’t use the Internet. I only use WeChat 

sometimes.” Dele’s words revealed the interesting fact that he was connecting to the Internet 

without realizing it.  

 

Data analysis 

Generally speaking, due to the inductive nature of this ethnographic fieldwork, the diary and 

interview data were interpreted through narrative analysis. Allen (2017) summarized four typical 

narrative forms of analyses, namely structural analysis, functional analysis, thematic analysis, and 

dialogic/performance analysis. More specifically, thematic analysis was employed in this research. As 

such, during this analytic process, substantial and meaningful interpretations and conclusions were 

produced by focusing on diverse thematic elements (Allen, 2017). Stepwise, the process of data 

analysis was divided into four stages. 

The first stage focused on transcribing and organizing the interview and diary data. All 78 interviews 

from 39 respondents were audio-recorded, and the interview data were transcribed into texts in the 

form of word files. Then, these interview transcriptions were imported into NVivo, the qualitative 

data analysis software, for more exploratory analysis. As for the 78 communication diaries, some of 

them were reported through voice messages or even phone calls. Thus, these diary entries were also 

transcribed into texts.  

At the second stage, before coding the interviews, the diary data were organized in the Excel sheets 

first, and then, coded based on the coding scheme. Because in the data collection process, examples 

from the respondent’s diaries served as prompts in the conversation of the follow-up elicitation 
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interview, which was applied as “a method for gathering detailed and precise accounts of human 

experience” (Hogan et al., 2016, p. 1) with respect to concrete usages of the Internet. In other words, 

in the first part of the elicitation interview, the researcher asked the respondent to elaborate more 

on some diary examples or to give their own interpretations. Thus, analyzing dairies first was 

beneficial to grasp a better understanding of the interview answers, which was based on the 

respondent’s diary examples. The diary data from 39 respondents were organized in the Excel sheets, 

and then, coded depending on the same coding scheme.  

As shown in Figure 5.11 and Figure 5.12 below, the coding scheme was developed by coupling: (1) 

the topics which had been covered in the written instruction for respondents to report diaries, (2) 

sets of analytical themes from relevant literature, and (3) additional notes. 

 

Figure 5.11 A screen shoot of the diary coding scheme: Topics covered in the written instruction for diary 

reports 

 

(1) When was it 
and for how long?

In the diaries, respondents were asked to report  answers to the following questions. 

(2) Where were you and who were you with?

(3) What were you 
using the media for?

(4) Who were you 
communicating with?
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Figure 5.12 A screen shoot of the diary coding scheme: Analytical themes from relevant literature 

Figure 5.11 illustrates the codes that were based on the written instruction on what to report in the 

diary. In the diaries, the respondents were asked to register and report answers to the following 

questions whenever they used media (analogue or digital), throughout the day and as temporally 

close as possible to the actual uses: （1）When was it and for how long (if this is not implied)? （2）

Where were you (if this is not implied) and who were you with (if any)? （3）What were you using 

the media for (for instance texting, social network sites, e-mail, applications, TV or radio programs, 

phone calls)? （4）Who were you communicating with (if any)? In the diary coding scheme, these 

four questions were correspondingly summarized into several topical codes. Besides, two sets of 

analytical themes from the relevant literature are shown in Figure 5.11. They are the analytical 

categories of everyday activities in Lynds' (1929) Middletown studies (i.e., getting a living, making a 

home, training the young, using leisure, engaging in religious practices, and engaging in community 

activities) and the communication patterns proposed by Jensen and Helles (2011) (i.e., one-to-one, 

one-to-many, and many-to-many communication). 

In the third stage, open coding and thematic coding were adopted in combination to analyze the 

interview data. To begin, the interview transcripts were read by the researcher with a view to open 

coding and thematic categorizing. During this process, preliminary codes (e.g., topics vital to 

respondents) were developed at the highest level of themes and concepts. It is worth mentioning 

that, here, topics, themes, and concepts stand for different analytical elements. Topics are more 

general and commonsensical elements that the respondents mentioned in the interviews. By 

comparison, themes are identified by the researcher during the analytical process. Lastly, concepts 

Communicative patterns
(Jensen & Helles, 2011) 

Six groups of everyday activities in 
Middletown studies
(Lynd & Lynd, 1929)
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are related to theories in the relevant literature that will further ground the data interpretation. As 

shown in the coding example in Figure 5.13, the example from Ciren’s interview was first coded under 

the topic of “relaxation”, which was mentioned in his own words. Then, I, being the researcher, 

identified this example under the theme of “leisure and socialization”. Also, this example was 

understood through social ties theory and coded under “time-spent of a relationship”, which is a 

relevant concept for indicating the tie strength of a social tie. 

 

Figure 5.13 Coding Ciren’s interview transcript 

 

Moreover, during the thematic coding process in NVivo, analytical concepts in the relevant literature 

and themes are organized into several layers of parent nodes, child nodes, and even grandchild nodes 

in a hierarchical structure (Siccama, 2008). As shown in Figure 5.14, the conceptual nodes stemmed 

from social ties theory are organized in a hierarchical structure, moving from the parent node at the 

top (i.e., a general category) to its child nodes (i.e., more specific categories) and to the grandchild 

nodes (i.e., descendants of the child nodes). After finalizing the thematic and conceptual codes, in 

the following final stage, the materials from diaries and interviews were re-coded by the researcher. 
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Figure 5.14 Social ties theory as a parent code and its relevant concepts as its child and grandchild nodes in 
NVivo 

 

At the final stage, the Excel sheets of classified diary data were also imported into NVivo. Then, the 

fieldwork data that combined dairy examples and interview answers were analyzed again through 

thematic coding according to the specific interests of each article. In this way, the analyzing process 

was iterative, adding a higher degree of validity and reliability to this qualitative research. Finally, the 

main codes and the corresponding source materials were interpreted as findings.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Parent node:
Social ties theory

Child node: 
Characters/ indicators of tie strengh

Grandchild nodes: 
• Intimacy and depth of a relationship
• The rule of reciprocity, 
• Time-spent of a relationship 
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⒍ Introduction to Articles 

 

This dissertation consists of four articles that are tied together by the framework developed above. 

These four articles are not standing alone, but interconnected with and interrelated to each other, 

which is manifested in two main aspects. First, they are all based on the empirical data derived from 

my 7-month ethnographic fieldwork in the second half of 2017. Second, the articles share a common 

conceptual ground that they study people's use of the Internet in relation to intermediality (Jensen, 

2015), the interconnection and intersection of Internet use with other types of communications.  

As the outset, the first article elaborates on the overall methodological design, which includes 

sampling and data collection methods. The second article, being the first analytical article, provides 

a rather comprehensive picture of people's uses of the Internet in a wide range of activities in 

everyday life. Then, the subsequent two articles continue to focus on people's everyday 

communication via the Internet, but have specific interests in communicative practices between 

social ties. While the third article studies how people in China manage communication with different 

ties via WeChat, the last article carries on the discussion to a comparative framework between the 

US, Denmark, and China. Article one, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography 

across platforms, media and contexts”, has already been through peer-review and is printed. The 

other three articles, “Middletown 2.0: Internet Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet”, “Managing 

Communication with Strong, Weak, and Latent Ties via WeChat: Availability, Visibility, and Reciprocal 

Engagement”, and A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication 

Patterns in China, Denmark and the US”, are still in the stage of review, and therefore, their final 

published versions could differ from the current forms presented in this dissertation. 

The first article, “Tracing Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, 

media and contexts”, presents the central methodological design which was coherently adopted in 

my and the co-authors’ – Jesper Pagh and Signe Sophus Lai – ethnographic fieldwork, respectively in 

China, the US, and Denmark. The article starts with addressing limitations in previous research on 

digital communication in everyday life and argues for studying intermediality by taking a people-

centric ethnographic approach. Then, the article goes on by clarifying the concrete sampling and data 
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collecting methods that constitute the methodological design. In the three local ethnographies, 

network sampling is coupled with maximum variation principles to select diverse groups of 

respondents. As for data collection, the design combines dairies with recurrent interviews to capture 

people's Internet-facilitated communicative practices that move across platforms, media devices, 

and social contexts. In doing so, it also achieves the goal of studying intermediality, namely how 

people’s everyday uses of the Internet interact and intersect with other forms of mediated and face-

to-face communication. I place this article as the first article in the dissertation, aiming to give a 

thorough explanation of the considerations, step-by-step operationalization, advantages, and 

limitations of the methods used to collect the fieldwork data that the subsequent analytical articles 

are based on. 

The second article, “Middletown 2.0: Internet Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet”, presents an 

examination of changes in Tibetan people's everyday life in the wake of using the Internet. It is an 

analysis of my fieldwork data collected in the Tibetan region of China, precisely, in the capital city, 

Lhasa, and a nearby rural village. Revisiting Lynds’ (1929) Middletown studies, the article combines 

their categorization of everyday activities with Engeström’s (1987) activity theory model. The activity 

theory model is proven to be a robust descriptive and interpretive framework, explicating the 

underlying transformations taking place in Tibetan society as a result of using the Internet. The 

empirical findings document Tibetan people’s actual usages of Internet technologies, shedding light 

on Tibetan individual users’ capability and creativity in using the Internet as part of various daily 

activities. Furthermore, the implications also contribute to the existing literature on Middletown 

studies and activity theory. While this article takes a specific look at Tibet, the following two articles 

are based on the entire data set collected from the 39 respondents in my fieldwork across China. 

In article three, “Managing Communication with Strong, Weak, and Latent Ties via WeChat: 

Availability, Visibility, and Reciprocal Engagement”, I switch my attention to Chinese people's 

everyday communication with their social ties. More specifically, I am interested in how people 

manage their differential engagement with strong, weak, and latent ties through communication. 

Nevertheless, I argue that social ties theory is culturally dependent. Hence, the cultural specification 

of social ties theory in the context of China calls for investigation through qualitative approaches 

rather than follow the quantitative-dominant tradition of studying social ties. Moreover, this article 

relies on qualitative sensibility to understand the subtle considerations that go into people’s 
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assessment of appropriate communicative practices for particular social ties. In this way, the findings 

suggest that, in order to differentiate strong, weak, and latent ties, fieldwork respondents articulate 

three communication strategies in general: managing availability, managing visibility, and managing 

reciprocal engagement. These three strategies are explained, respectively, with reference to 

concepts of micro-coordination (Ling & Yttri, 2002), imagined audiences (Litt & Hargittai, 2016), and 

guanxi culture. In sum, this article contributes to the existing body of literature on social ties theory 

by providing empirical insights into its cultural specifications in the context of China, such as the 

emphasis on the principle of reciprocity in China’s guanxi culture. With a continuous focus on 

everyday communication between social ties, the last article extends the analysis of the data 

collected in my fieldwork in China by bringing it under a comparative framework. 

In the last article, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns 

in China, Denmark and the US”, I collaborate again with my colleagues, Jesper Pagh and Signe Sophus 

Lai. In this article, we aim to explore how and why people communicate with different types of social 

ties in different ways, uncovering the similarities and differences across the US, Denmark, and China. 

Through a comparative analysis of the ethnographic data collected in the three national contexts, we 

find that people tend to consider choosing a specific form of communication to interact with their 

social ties, depending on the type of social tie, the conversational content, and the social situation. 

Furthermore, we identify five criteria – efficiency, sensibility, ephemerality, insistency, and availability 

– that people share for considering how to communicate with different social ties. Amongst the five 

criteria, our respondents only articulate evident differences in the criterion of availability, which can 

be traced back to the sociocultural and infrastructural variations between the three nations. It is 

contrary to our assumptions that, in all but one, universal aspects of sociality condition how people 

manage their communication. In this light, we argue that the respondents in our studies are more 

similar than different in their considerations of how to communicate with different social ties. 
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⒎ Article I 
 

Tracing Communicative Patterns. A Comparative 
Ethnography Across Platforms, Media and Contexts 
 

Lai, S. S., Pagh, J. & Zeng, F. H. (2019). Tracing Communicative Patterns: A Comparative Ethnography 

Across Platforms, Media and Contexts. Nordicom Review, 40 (Special Issue 1), 141-158. 

 

This article outlines a research design for a qualitative comparative study of communication across 

platforms, media and contexts – in China, the US, and Denmark. After addressing limitations in 

previous research on digital media in everyday life, we argue in favour of a comparative ethnography 

of communication that emphasizes the study of intermediality by taking a people-centered approach. 

The methodological design combines network sampling and maximum variation sampling with 

communication diaries and elicitation interviews. This design makes it possible to collect small and 

deep communicative trace data, to capture individuals’ unique linking of all the communication tools 

and channels available to them and, in turn, to identify the role of the internet as it interacts and 

intersects with other forms of communication. 

Keywords: Communicative patterns, comparative ethnography, diary, elicitation interviews, sampling 

strategies. 

 

Introduction 

In July 2017, we set out to conduct qualitative fieldwork in China, the US, and Denmark, following a 

shared approach that allowed for comparative studies of communication practices across culturally 

distinct contexts. Here we present that particular methodological setup, which facilitates the 

mapping of complicated, ubiquitously embedded, and mundane communication as it occurs in 

various everyday contexts. In other words, the article focuses on the small, even deep data that 

enable the analysis of a person’s communication traces, and the motives and incentives that trigger 
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them. We do this with particular attention to how communicative acts involving the internet, interact 

and intersect with the total range of communicative practices of any individual. Applying an 

understanding of internet uses as communicative instances, allows us to study connections and 

interdependencies between the myriad of ways in which people can communicate and the ways in 

which people understand, differentiate, distinguish and choose, more or less consciously, between 

those possibilities. The method provides researchers with a way to place digital trace data in the 

context of a person’s total communicative repertoire by making it possible to discern how and why 

people move between digital and analogue communication. As such, the article offers a unique 

methodological design for comprehensively studying peoples’ everyday Internet use by capturing all 

communicative acts moving across different platforms, media, and contexts.   

Researchers focusing on digital communication often define their research area by the level of online 

or offline integration (Garcia et al., 2009), or delimit their scope by focusing on specific platforms for 

(online) communication (such as social media: Miller et al., 2016), specific media (such as 

smartphones: Thorhauge & Lomborg, 2016), or specific contexts (such as the home: Bakardjieva, 

2005). Although these limitation strategies define important areas for in-depth research, they also 

rule out the comprehensive study of connections and interdependencies between different 

platforms, media and contexts. Researchers studying social media cannot integrate this with 

knowledge about how and why people will move a conversation from a social media platform to a 

phone call. Researchers studying smartphones cannot integrate this with knowledge about how and 

why people use the same calendar software on their laptops as on their smartphones, but in an 

entirely different manner. Researchers studying specific contexts like the home cannot integrate this 

with knowledge about how and why people use their tablets differently when they commute as 

opposed to when they are at home. 

Taken together, the different strategies for limiting research scopes leave a gap in communication 

studies when it comes to analyzing digital trace data in a cross-platform (software), cross-media 

(digital/analogue hardware) and cross-context (physical/social situation) communication. In order to 

address this gap, we propose a qualitative methodological framework that, through the capture of 

small and deep data, enables mapping and analyses of the communicative practices that make up a 

person’s daily communication. Rather than looking at a single platform, digital media in particular, or 

online and offline contexts in isolation, we “follow the people” (Marcus, 1995) and focus on the 
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proliferation of ways in which people can communicate. Essentially, by focusing on people, we are 

able to follow in their footsteps. This allows us to not only look at their digital communicative traces, 

but also to understand why they were left there in the first place, and to analyze them as they relate 

to other forms of communication that a person engages in. As such, digital trace data are not studied 

in and of themselves, but are contextualized and understood as part of a communicative 

environment where people seamlessly switch between online and offline communication practices. 

In effect, the research design addresses the interwoven nature of people’s online and offline 

presence (Simon and Ess, 2015), and targets intermediality (Jensen, 2008) on the basis of the 

individual respondent and in close relation to their actual communication purposes, networks, and 

situations. It does so by departing from the question: how do we, empirically, study the situated 

enactment of communicative practices under a comparative framework?  

Participants for the study were recruited via a combination of network sampling (Heckathorn and 

Cameron, 2017) and maximum variation sampling (Bryman, 2016). The approach combines recurrent 

interviews with 24-hour communication diaries in an iterative interview-diary-interview-design. 

Interviews and diaries intersect by anchoring findings from one in the other. The diaries are time and 

context bound rather than reliant on memory, while the subsequent interviews contextualize the 

diary data points and allow for the respondent to infer meaning from, make sense of, and co-interpret 

their communicative practices as they figure in their individual diaries. Unlike many other cross-

national comparative studies that focus on exploring differences, our research departs from the 

notion that despite large cultural, political and economic differences between the three nations (and 

indeed within them), communicative actions are driven by the same fundamental social mechanisms 

– such as a desire to maintain strong social ties (Granovetter, 1977). The shared methodological 

framework provides small and deep data that is comparable across contexts precisely because it 

focuses on those fundamental incentives in a way that produces a similar type of data. The 

comparisons, then, open up for an analysis of the interactions between different cultural, political 

and economic contexts and how those fundamental social mechanisms take shape. 

The article is structured into three parts. First, a review of previous studies on the internet in everyday 

life. Second, a discussion of different sampling strategies and qualitative data collection methods and 

an argument for the particular combination of network and maximum variation sampling with 

communication diaries and elicitation interviews. Third, examples from our fieldworks that explain 
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how the methodological design produces data that can comprehensively account for people’s 

individual understandings of their communication practices across platforms, media and contexts. 

 

Studying the internet in everyday life 

The “ethnographic turn” in media studies heralded a shift in focus from the specific content of media 

to the everyday contexts in which media was used. The Social Uses of Television (Lull, 1980) and 

Reading the Romance (Radway, 1984) were among the studies that introduced this focus on contexts 

of use, which later re-emerged in studies of internet use in everyday contexts  (Bakardjieva, 2005). In 

the first generation of internet studies, however, a specific understanding of the internet as a 

placeless cyberspace (Slater, 2002) resulted in studies targeting online contexts such as MMOs 

(Turkle, 1995), MUDs (Markham, 1998) and discussion forums (Baym, 2000) rather than the empirical 

contexts of use.  

By the end of the millennia, scholars began challenging the notion of the internet as a cyberspace 

that could be examined and understood as a context in and of itself. Through extensive fieldwork in 

Trinidad, Miller and Slater (2000) demonstrated that the internet rather consisted of numerous 

technologies, used by different people in quite different real-world contexts, which were both shaped 

by and shaping the internet. Trinidadians were using the internet in one of three contexts: by the 

stationary computer in the home, at work or in the internet café. With the development in mobile 

media, uses of the internet have diffused into a myriad of other daily life contexts. With uses of the 

internet entering into nearly all aspects of everyday life, communication researchers are, as we 

outlined earlier, resorting to various strategies in order to delimit the scope of their research objects. 

These strategies can be divided into four categories as summarized below.  
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Figure 1. Delimitation strategies: Four strategies for focusing research on the internet in everyday life. 

 

First, scholars delimit their studies of the internet by focusing on specific contexts. In one strand of 

research, the domestication tradition, scholars are increasingly attentive to the home as a particular 

empirical context wherein the social norms and physical surroundings of specific households govern 

the appropriation of different media including the internet (Silverstone, 2006; Silverstone et al., 

1994). In line with this tradition, Maria Bakardjieva (2005) challenges the dichotomy between virtual 

and real lives. Looking at people’s interactions in online communities, she develops a typology of five 

modalities of virtual togetherness, all of which are closely intertwined with people’s offline realities.  

Second, the overall research scope can be delimited by focusing on a specific medium like mobile and 

smartphone use in everyday life (Ling & Lai, 2016; Thorhauge & Lomborg, 2016) or laptop computers 

(Anderson et al., 2009). 

Third, other researchers focus on specific platforms of communication that originated online like 

MySpace (Boyd, 2006), SecondLife, World of Warcraft (Poels et al., 2015), and Twitter or Facebook 

(Marwick & boyd, 2014; Miller et al., 2016). 

Fourth, some scholars take the individual as the unit of analysis and follow his or her communication 

across platforms, media and contexts. Striving for a holistic account of individuals’ communication, 

uses of the internet are understood only as they relate to everyday life and to the entire assemblage 

of communicative practices that amounts to the individuals’ communicative pattern. Applying this 
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limitation strategy, Hasebrink and Domeyer (2012) map individuals’ media repertoires, Beneito-

Montagut’s user-centred ethnography focuses on interpersonal communication (2011) and Helles 

(2011) connects lifestyle types with different configurations of media and internet use. 

It is within this fourth strand of research strategy that we place our study. In effect, we examine 

communicative patterns, with or without the internet, through mundane actions across any platform, 

medium and everyday context. This requires an intense and comprehensive relation to the individual 

participants, which in turn constraints the number of research subjects. Hence, we get to know a lot 

(deeper data) about a few (smaller samples).  

To sum up, this study is placed in the tradition of everyday life Internet studies and strive to get at 

people’s communicative practices in a comprehensive manner, while accounting for an increased 

complexity, mobility and fluidity in those practices. In the following part, we discuss sampling 

strategies and qualitative data collection methods as they relate to the research design proposed in 

this article. 

 

Sampling maximum-variation networks 

Although the function of any sampling strategy is to lend validity to the study at hand (Morse & 

Niehaus, 2016, p. 66), researchers often neglect to argue thoroughly in publications for their choice 

of sampling strategy, if at all. Rather, sampling is shallowly treated as a technical research state, 

without explaining the ways in which the qualities of the sampling strategy coincide with the aims of 

the study.  

With the purpose of gaining in-depth knowledge on communicative practices and their relationships 

with culture, regulation, market, and technological infrastructure across comparative research 

contexts, we rest our argument on Marcus’ study (1995), which note the pitfalls in attempting to 

explain macro structures through a single case micro-perspective. To avoid this, Marcus calls for an 

ethnography that is multi-sited, so that each site differentiates enough from the other to be able to 

give a unique perspective on the same macro structures (be they for instance cultural, political or 

economic). In Marcus’ framework multi-sitedness is the result of following things, methaphors, stories, 

biographies, conflicts or, as is the case here, people across diverse sites. We propose doing this by 
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sampling respondents through a combination of network sampling with maximum variation sampling. 

This section outlines the values in the combining these specific strategies.  

 

Network sampling 

Network sampling is a purposive, non-probability sampling strategy. As such, network sampling 

targets specific groups or types of people, and the sample will not be reflective of a wider population 

or enable statistical generalizations. Additionally, recent ethnographic research  (Cook et al., 2009) 

challenges traditional notions of the ethnographic field site as a geographically bounded location and 

suggests network sampling as way for researchers to construct the field site by tracing the nodes of 

a social network (Burrell, 2009). 

In order to bridge different social networks, researchers can network vertically through strong ties 

only or horizontally through both weak and strong ties (Granovetter, 1977). The latter essentially 

entails “casting the sampling and recruitment net wide rather than deep” (Geddes, Parker, and Scott 

2017, p. 2), and as such, the former is often put forth as the ideal that correlates with an effort to 

make in-depth descriptions of a given phenomenon. Networking horizontally, however, can prevent 

sampling stasis and also enable heterogeneity not only between networks but also, to some extent, 

within networks. In our study we used both networking strategies dependent on the specific network 

and sampling situation.  

Following Noy’s concept of sampling knowledge (2008, p. 3), the method of sampling networks can 

generate important social knowledge of an interactional character in and of itself. The sampling then 

provides additional knowledge to the one produced through interviews and diaries – for instance in 

the form of different perspectives on the same communicative relationship between two individuals 

in a network.  

 

Maximum variation sampling 

One way of constructing the spatial components of a networked field site is by applying a maximum 

variation principle to the sampling of the network(s). This method helps to locate cases that are 

heterogeneous on selected characteristics which are thought to be important influences to the object 
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of study (Bryman, 2016; Morse and Niehaus, 2016). As such, the term maximum variation refers to 

the variation between cases, rather than to the variation of the full population of the field site(s). 

While being aware of the limitations that a small n-study puts on the ability to achieve maximum 

variation on a high number of variables, we sought to have the maximum achievable variance on 

seven variables when sampling our participants, namely 1) age, 2) gender, 3) place of residence and 

household, 4) ethnicity, 5) educational level, 6) religious beliefs, and 7) relationship and parental 

status in order to obtain the broadest possible representation on those factors. Applying maximum 

variation as a sampling strategy in a qualitative study can, firstly, provide deep descriptions of the 

individual cases and show the diversity between them, and secondly, highlight patterns that traverse 

variations and prove to be important precisely because they are unaffected by diversity (Patton, 

2015). Figure 2 illustrates the different networks in our studies. 
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From going places to tracing relations  

Although Marcus, in his argument for a multi-sited ethnography, emphasized place as a physical 

location, our adaptation of his argument to the analysis of field sites as networks (Burrell, 2009) 

resituates place as less dependent on physical properties and more on relational properties. 

Maximum variation can therefore be seen as a tool to combine the deep description of usage 

patterns with the, often shallow, superimposition of macro-influences at the analytical level. That is 

not to say that maximum variation in itself meets the requirements of the kind of experimental 

ethnography that Marcus called for. It is, rather, to propose a sampling strategy that addresses those 

same issues: that a disorganized system (Lash & Urry, 1987) cannot be adequately represented 

through homogenous cases.  

The combination of maximum variation and network sampling in our study generates what can be 

described as constructive interferences, where differences between the approaches can 

simultaneously provide a stronger understanding of communicative practices both in isolation and in 

relation to structural influences. While limiting the sampling to people connected through a social 

network potentially restricts maximum variation due to homogeneity within networks, we obtained 

heterogeneity across networks by finding inherently different starting nodes for the networks. In 

effect, each network acts as a distinct place, wherein people’s relationships, and the ways in which 

their communication influences these relationships (and vice versa), can be analyzed. In the next part, 

we discuss the combination of communication diaries and elicitation interviews as an approach to 

follow people in their communicative networks in order to collect the digital trace data left behind 

from their communicative moves across platforms, media and contexts.  

 

Diaries: structured and un-structured approaches 

Diary studies have been an established approach in social science research since the 1920s, with 

time-use diaries in the 1960s and onwards as the most widely recognized form (Couldry et al., 2007, 

p. 45). Critics have identified many limitations in time-use diaries, particularly with regards to low 

response rates and participants’ abilities to reliably estimate time spent on mundane activities. 

However, advantages of the method are evident in that diary data is collected close to the time of 

the registered event (Ibid.) and that self-produced diaries generate data on the everyday context of 
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mundane practices that would be difficult to obtain otherwise (Zimmerman & Wieder, 1977). 

Incorporating diaries in our design supports the research aim by providing a broad representation of 

participants’ communicative practices while minimizing our interference with their daily lives.  

Research diaries can be devised on a continuum ranging from fully structured to entirely unstructured, 

which is also a distinction between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ approaches. Whereas time-use diaries 

belong to the more structured and ‘objective’ approach, ‘subjective’ unstructured diary studies 

emphasize not confining the reflection of the participants and making the researcher as unobtrusive 

as possible in the data collection process. For instance, in a highly structured diary study, Hargittai 

and Karr prompted their participants recurrently at random times asking them to: “Please reply with 

your location, current activity, people you are with (number, your relationship to them, gender) and 

any media you are using now” (2009, p. 20). In contrast, Markham and Couldry, using unstructured 

weekly diary entries, explain how: “The priority was to access people’s processes of reflecting on 

media use rather than cataloguing consumption habits” (2007, p. 688). 

Couldry and colleagues (2007) describe how research tends to favor either structured or 

unstructured approaches, with unstructured diaries being the common component in ethnographic 

studies.  The diary design we argue for here, however, is innovative as it combines the two 

approaches in one: an objective approach with subjective measures. That is, while our diary method 

is quite structured in what to report and when, it is fully unstructured when it comes to how to report. 

By this coupling, the type of data collected is manifold although it reports on media use instances 

each time, and the diary is more organically incorporated into the existing communication practices 

of the participants. By the end of the introductory interview, participants were given oral and written 

instructions on what to report in the communication diary, allowing for questions to be answered in 

person. We asked them to register and report answers to the following questions whenever they 

used media (analogue or digital), throughout the day and as temporally close as possible to the actual 

uses, for one or two full days.  

1. When was it and for how long (if this is not implied)? 

2. Where were you (if this is not implied) and who were you with (if any)? 

3. What were you using the media for (for instance texting, social network sites, e-mail, 

applications, TV or radio programs, phone calls)? 

4. Who were you communicating with (if any)? 
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These rather structured instructions enabled the data collection to stay close to the actual instance 

of media use as well as the potential trace data left in its wake, giving greater accuracy to the data 

reported. Therefore, we were able to infer communicative purposes of the media uses as they were 

happening, and to ask clarifying questions then and there. It also allowed for the small, mundane acts 

of communication – such as the many times a person notices messages on the lock-screen of a 

smartphone or the ritual text messages containing nothing but phatic conversations – to enter into 

the foreground. To further structure what to report, a definition of what we meant by media, which 

had been open for interpretation during the introductory interview, was given to the participants, so 

that all participants shared a similar idea of what media use entailed when reporting back to us. 

For each report instance, the participants were then free to decide on the report platform and 

medium (e.g., social media, email, phone calls, tablets and paper records) and report type (e.g. texts, 

visuals, as well as audio and video messages). Additionally, they were introduced to automated data 

collection apps and software for different digital devices, which they could opt in and out of. Hereby, 

the diary reporting was anchored in their existing media habits and contingent on their regular media 

uses, which minimized the effect of the reporting on the routines of the participants (Carter & 

Mankoff, 2005). Hence, the specific amalgamation of structured registration with unstructured 

reporting allows for the researcher to stay close but also out of the way during the data collection. 

Moreover, the ways in which participants reported to us in terms of report types, platforms and 

media provided valuable insights into their general communicative choices and patterns. 

We recognize, however, that the diary method is not able to catch every instance of communication, 

which was also not the purpose. The data collection depends on the participants’ ability to remember 

to register and report whenever they use a medium. Even though the diary was structured to allow 

for the reporting of trivial and habitual media use, it was inevitable that some uses, to some of the 

participants, were so engrained in habit that they did not register the acts themselves. Or in other 

cases, participants became too self-conscious and in effect changed their media habits. We argue, 

however, that the design of the diary registration and reporting process minimized our intrusion into 

participants’ routines while maximizing the participant feedback. Also, the combination of diaries and 

interviews allowed us to ask about media uses gone unregistered as well as about face to face 

communications throughout the diary day. Hence, we employ the concept of communication diaries 

since the specific fusion of diaries and interviews capture both mediated and non-mediated 
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communication. The diaries, then, represent a different type of trace data than the one found in 

mining uncontextualized and non-consented Facebook comments, retweets or YouTube likes. The 

situated enactment of the participants’ communicative practices amounts to different traces that 

they themselves decide to pass on to us (or not to). As such, rather than being left out of the research 

process, the participants own, reflect upon, and co-interpret the traces of their communicative 

actions, thereby adding information on contexts of use, motives and purposes. In the following, we 

discuss advantages and challenges in interchangeably augmenting diary data with interviews. 

 

Interviews: introductory and elicitation  

In the interview-diary-interview structure of our study, the purpose of the introductory interview is 

to get to know the participants, their everyday life and media use in general, whereas the second 

interview is an elicitation interview taking prompts from both the diary and the introductory 

interview. 

The methodological combination of diaries and interviews in social science can be dated back to the 

1970s, when Zimmerman and Wieder (1977) propose a diary-interview method in order to document 

participants’ activities in a more feasible manner than through participation observation. Similarly, in 

recent media repertoire research, Hasebrink and Domeyer (2012) explore the diversity and 

differences between participants’ media repertoires by documenting their media use through diaries 

and in follow-up interviews generating detailed and descriptive data of participants’ media use as 

well as facilitating further interpretations about those uses. In other words, the diary-interview 

approach enables researchers to employ the diary data in two ways. First, as data in and of itself, and 

second, as prompts for the elicitation interview questions. The diaries in our study – the ways in 

which participants choose to report, the platforms and media they use, their frequency of reporting, 

the people they communicate with and the ways in which they reach out to us – provide important 

data on the communicative practices of those respondents. The follow-up interviews allow for 

participant reflections and a line of questioning that can be rooted in the actual communications of 

each participant. 

In the introductory interview, we get to know the participant (asking them about their daily routines, 

their close network, things that are important to them and the media they use). We ask for ‘tours’ of 
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their smartphones, tablets and computers, posing questions concerning notifications and sound 

settings, particular apps as well as the general organizing principles of their devices (app locations, 

folders, pinned apps).  

Elicitation interviews are commonly described as interviews where another data source is used to 

elicit or spark a conversation within a mixed-methods framework (Gundelach et al., 2014). Examples 

of different constellations of interviews and elicitation data include observational studies (Beneito-

Montagut, 2011), screenshots and GPS data points (Thorhauge & Lomborg, 2016), open-ended 

reflexive diaries (Markham and Couldry, 2007) and log data (Anderson et al., 2009). 

Although we had a preliminary interview guide for the elicitation interview, it was comprehensively 

rewritten to combine discussion topics with concrete prompts from the introductory interview as 

well as the diary. The tailored line of questioning made it easier for participants to relate to each topic 

and encouraged them to fill out the gaps in the diaries and to co-interpret their data. As such, the 

diary data allow us to ask more abstract questions, as the questions are tied to the participants’ own 

concrete acts of communication. It also brought attention to otherwise ubiquitous and indiscernible 

communication instances, allowing participants to elaborate on the circumstances and contexts of 

those specific instances. Finally, by asking questions concerning the blank spaces and periods of non-

media use in the diaries, we targeted the communication that was not present in the diary entries, 

namely face to face interaction. As part of a comprehensive study of the role of the Internet in 

everyday communication, face-to-face interactions play a significant role in the multitude of ways 

people can communicate.  

Having outlined the sampling strategies and empirical methods, the last part of the article elaborates 

on our design by providing data examples that show how the combination of communication diaries 

and interviews enables us to follow people and analyze their communicative patterns. 

 

Following people 

We have argued that, unlike research that delimits its scope by specific platforms, media, or contexts, 

our research design enables us to follow communication flows wherever they go: when participants 

suddenly switch between the affordances (Hutchby, 2001) of different platforms and media, when 
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they communicate in several contexts at once or when they find themselves in private contexts 

where researchers cannot usually follow them. We now present data examples from three 

participants, who are maximally different to each other as they move across platforms, media and 

contexts. The examples show how we empirically approach the situated enactment of the 

participants’ communication patterns insofar as they can be traced in the diaries as well as in the 

subsequent conversations with them. Ena in Denmark, a 46-year-old first generation immigrant from 

eastern-europe, who works as a part time nursery teacher and lives with her husband and children; 

John from the US, a 56-year-old painter of catholic icons who lives alone in Chicago and works part 

time as a church janitor; and Chun from China, a 19-year-old college student that lives in Beijing and 

majors in Japanese studies.  

 

Cross-platform communication 

In any individual communication diary in our sample, several platforms are represented throughout 

the day, and we asked participants to reflect on instances of digital cross-platform communication. 

In Denmark, Ena, abruptly shifted from writing with her friend in Eastern Europe on Facebook 

Messenger, to calling her over FaceTime. She described how she had called her friend because the 

conversation turned to a serious topic that she did not feel like talking about in text. Being able to 

hear her friend’s voice, she managed to console her and felt more comfortable that she could say the 

right things to her. In the US, John used different platforms to sustain his business of selling religious 

paintings. For instance, he would switch interchangeably throughout the day between replying to 

inquiries and checking incoming orders on his email and on his personal Facebook profile. He used 

to only sell his paintings through exhibitions and word of mouth, but friends encouraged him to 

employ the digital platforms as a way to enhance business by reaching a wider range of possible 

buyers. In China, Chun, explained how she had two online personalities on two different social media 

platforms. On the first one, WeChat, everyone knew her real identity and she only shared positive 

content within this network. On the second, Fanfou, she used an anonymized identity and to this 

network she would pour out her negative thoughts without these postings being related to her real 

identity.    
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In the diaries, we could observe participants switching between different platforms, and through the 

reflections and co-interpretations of the participants in the subsequent elicitation interview, we were 

able to infer meaning from the stand-alone diary entries. It was only through these entries that it 

became possible to capture the mundane, minute, and at times complex moves between platforms 

– as well as moves between media. 

 

Cross-media communication 

The communication diaries contained the different media that the participants own and switch 

between or use in parallel. In China, Chun reported on a situation where she was watching and 

discussing a Japanese TV series on her laptop while having lunch with her roommate. In a case of 

parallel media use, Chun took a picture of the laptop screen with her phone and posted this to her 

WeChat network, commenting that she was missing out on the series’ details because she was 

distracted by the lunch situation. In the US, one of John’s tasks for the church involved assisting a 73-

year-old deacon with his email exchanges. The deacon had a stationary computer that he did not 

know how to operate, so John would log into the deacon’s system, check his emails and then print 

them for the deacon to read. Subsequently, the deacon would write hand-written replies that John 

could then type into the email program, and send out on behalf of the deacon. As such, John 

functioned as an intermediary between the deacon and his network as well as between the deacon 

and the computer. In Denmark, Ena, doing the diary on the day of New Year’s Eve, spent most of her 

time in the kitchen. She used her phone to look up recipes for the evening’s dinner only to switch to 

her tablet once she found a suitable recipe. The tablet, she explained, had a bigger screen and was 

more easily incorporated into the cooking situation in the kitchen.  

Like for cross-platform communication, the concrete acts of switching between different analogue 

or digital media served as a point of entry into the individual’s unique communication pattern. Being 

able to ask concrete rather than abstract questions to those media uses made it possible for 

participants to express elaborate systems of thought and behavior grounding these exchanges. Using 

different media in sequence or in parallel were often not based on conscious choices. However, when 

asked, the participants were able to provide reasons that rested on the affordances of the media 

they were using and of the contexts they were in.  
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Cross-context communication 

The in-situ self-reporting format of our communication diaries allowed for communication instances 

taking place in intimate contexts to be included in the study. In the US, John used his text messages 

from his phone to coordinate a meeting with his brother regarding an intimate family issue. Their 

mother had recently passed away and John and his brother were meeting to discuss how to take care 

of their 90-year-old father. Later that day, after hours of no diary updates, John explained how the 

two of them had a rule never to use media when they were together. In Denmark, Ena who suffered 

from post-traumatic stress disorder after fleeing her home country during war time many years ago, 

explained how she took her tablet to bed each night and put on white noise videos from YouTube in 

order to fall asleep. In China, Chun went on a romantic date with another participant from her 

network, Yu, and they both used their smartphones for taking pictures of the food and store 

memories from the date.   

What these contexts have in common is that they are highly intimate and the actual presence of 

another person, let alone a researcher, would have impinged on the situation and changed it 

altogether. The diaries, being our conceptualization of “being there”, thus enable contexts like these 

to be part of the elicitation interview and the study as a whole.  

These three participants exemplify how the small and deep data collected encompass the cross-

platform, cross-media and cross-context communications of an individual. Taken together, the 

communication instances map the full spectrum of communicative possibilities relating to the 

individual participant, and the interviews contextualize these practices by adding aspects of everyday 

life, personal values, attitudes and aspirations as well as participant interpretations. The data 

examples illustrate how the coherent methodological design was implemented in the three very 

distinctive national fields, and laid the ground for future comparative analysis. Upcoming work will 

include a thorough analysis of cross-cultural comparisons. We do, however, also acknowledge that 

approaching the field with the aim of capturing a person’s entire communication repertoire carry 

with its certain limitations. 
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Limitations of following people 

We identify at least four limitations of our research design. First, the methodological set-up is 

demanding in time and effort on both participants and researchers because of the recurrent and 

extensive contact throughout the research period. Second, because of the intensive research 

participation, we end up with a comprehensive snapshot of the participants’ communicative pattern 

that is susceptible to their current life circumstances and that does not enable us to make any 

longitudinal inferences. Third, we lose depth when it comes to any one individual platform, media or 

context while trying to follow connections across them. Fourth, as opposed to observational studies 

where the researcher is entirely in charge of the data collection, our data quality varies in that it 

depends heavily on the ability of our participants to report their communicative instances. 

 

Concluding remarks: comparing communications 

This study was designed to enable comparisons of communicative patterns in each field and across 

national contexts. Within each field, the coupling of network and maximum variation sampling 

produced a number of inherently different networks of inherently different people whose 

communicative patterns can be comparatively analyzed relative to their everyday lives. By applying 

the same combination of sampling strategies across the three fields, the diverse individual 

communicative patterns can also be comparatively analyzed in relation to the cultural traditions, 

regulatory regimes, market structures and technological infrastructure pertaining to each field.  

The article presented an answer to the methodological question of how to, empirically, study the 

situated enactment of communicative practices under a comparative framework. In this context, also 

the question of how to not delimit the research area to specific platforms, media or contexts, was 

addressed in the introduction of the novel approach of following participants’ cross-platform, cross-

media and cross-context practices through their self-reports as well as their subsequent elaborations 

on these data traces. Any methodological selection is simultaneously a deselection, which the above-

mentioned limitations are also a testament to. We do not argue that this approach is a way to capture 

everything, rather it is an attempt to study communication comprehensively through the collection 

of small and deep data. The research design makes it possible to capture intermediality of the basis 

of an individual’s unique linking of all the communication tools and channels available to him or her 
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and, in turn, a way to identify the role of digital communication tools as they interact and intersect 

with other forms of onlife communication. As such, the methods we present address how to study 

the internet in its increasingly ubiquitous presence in everyday life by mapping communication – 

online, offline or both at once – as it happens, wherever it happens. The approach is a novel iteration 

on how digital media use and digital trace data can be mapped and analyzed as part of a holistic view 

of individual communicative practices. It has been suggested time and again that online and offline 

experiences cannot be explained separately. We take this argument one step further and suggest 

that future research into digital communication needs to take the interwovenness seriously, not just 

between online and offline contexts, but between communicative practices in general, as they are 

performed across platforms, media and contexts. 
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⒏ Article II 
 

Middletown 2.0: Exploring Everyday Uses of the 
Internet in Tibet 
 

Zeng, F. H. (In review). Middletown 2.0: Exploring Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet. New Media 

& Society. (In review). 

 

This article examines changes in Tibetan people’s everyday life in the wake of using the Internet. It is 

based on fieldwork data collected in the capital city, Lhasa, and a nearby rural village. Revisiting the 

Lynds’ classic Middletown studies, this article combines their categorization of everyday activities with 

Engeström’s activity theory model, which proves to be an explicit and robust descriptive and 

interpretive framework. This study provides original empirical insights into Tibetan users’ capability 

and creativity in utilizing the Internet as part of various daily activities. More specifically, it documents 

Tibetan people's two-pronged engagement with the Internet's transformative capacity: complying 

with as well as resisting social changes. Furthermore, the findings suggest a blurring of the boundaries 

of everyday activities, thus adjusting the Middletown studies' analytical categories, and the study 

specifies the political aspects of Internet technology as a mediating artefact in human activities. While 

focusing on Tibet, the article offers insights for future research applying the activity theory model to 

studies of Internet-mediated activities in different social and cultural contexts. 

Keywords: Tibet, internet, everyday life, Middletown studies, activity theory, ethnographic fieldwork 

 
 

Introduction  

At the end of 2017, I traveled to Lhasa, historically a closed city on the roof of the world, and I lived 

with a local Tibetan family, immersing myself in the local Tibetan culture and Tibetan people's 

everyday life. Protected by the Himalayas mountain barriers, Tibet has been pictured in the western 

imagination as a land hidden and mysterious for centuries. Today, Tibet continues to be difficult for 
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foreigners to access due to the ongoing political tension, and consequently, our knowledge about 

contemporary Tibetan society remains limited.  

Through the lens of ethnographic fieldwork, this study aims to explore how changes in Tibetan 

people’s everyday life take place in the wake of using the Internet. Drawing on the Lynds’ classic 

Middletown studies, this research investigates people’s Internet use in the light of the Middletown 

studies’ analytical and systematic categorization of everyday life. The 1929 study also offered an in-

depth interpretation of the role of new technologies – cars and radio – in transforming people's 

everyday life, thus providing a parallel to the transformative capacity of Internet technology on 

everyday life in Tibetan communities. 

However, the Middletown studies had no clear theoretical grounding for their investigation. As a 

complement, I employ Engeström’s (1987) activity theory model to articulate and interpret Tibetan 

peoples’ usages of the Internet in various everyday activities. Engeström’s (1987) activity theory was 

chosen due to three analytical advantages. First, it highlights the mediating role of the Internet as a 

technological tool in human activities. Second, from a social constructivist perspective, the model 

serves to contextualize individuals' Internet use in its social-cultural conditions. Third, activity theory 

helps to identify the social transformations resulting from utilizing Internet technology in everyday 

activities.  

The article starts by reviewing different scholarly approaches to study Internet use in everyday life, 

classified according to Schutz's (1973) perspective on the spatial, temporal, and social arrangements 

in the "everyday life-world". Next follow discussions of the Middletown studies and activity theory. 

In the method section, the approaches to data collection, sampling, and analysis in this study will be 

explained. The findings are presented according to the Middletown categorization of everyday 

activities, that is, how Tibetan people utilize the Internet, respectively, in getting a living, making a 

home, training the young, using leisure, and engaging in religious and community activities. The 

conclusion discusses the implications of this study: (1) the blurring boundaries of everyday activities, 

(2) the political aspects of Internet technology as a mediating artefact in human activities, (3) Tibetan 

users’ two-pronged engagement with the Internet’s transformative capacity: complying as well as 

resisting various social changes. 
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Exploring the everyday life-world  

Along with the shift of the Internet from an elite medium to a universal one, academic interest in the 

association between the Internet and everyday life has been continuously growing. However, 

studying Internet use in everyday life presents two challenges: the ambiguity of everyday life as a 

concept and the invisibility of Internet technology as a successfully domesticated artefact. The first 

difficulty follows from the fact that everyday life as a whole is too ubiquitous and mundane to 

examine. Second, Internet technology has entered households and has been embedded in people’s 

everyday activities. As argued by domestication theory (Silverstone et al., 1992), the Internet 

gradually was domesticated, disappearing or becoming invisible. Therefore, a conceptualization of 

everyday life is a precondition for the systematic understanding of everyday Internet use. 

As a leading figure in the field of phenomenological sociology, Alfred Schutz proposed a theoretical 

concept of “the everyday life-world” (Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 3) after spending years 

investigating the structure of everyday life. He claimed that the everyday situation that a person lives 

in is limited. The person, being a living subject, is placed in a temporal, spatial, and social position 

within a naturally and societally arranged world (Schleicher, 2014). Thus, Schutz outlined three 

analytical themes concerning human experience and everyday life, namely the temporal, spatial, and 

societal dimensions of the world of everyday life. Some communication researchers’ strategies of 

investigating everyday Internet use have responded to Schutz's emphasis on the temporal and spatial 

dimensions of the everyday life-world.  

First, some researchers explored the relation between space and Internet usage in daily life. For 

instance, Haythornthwaite and Kazmer (2008) decomposed the spatial arrangements of the everyday 

life-world into two social worlds, namely home and work, exploring the impacts of online-learning on 

adult’s offline lives at home and in the workplace. While acknowledging that increasing engagement 

in online learning communities takes time away from offline activities, Haythornthwaite and Kazmer 

pointed to the positive effects of Internet-supported learning. For example, more experienced 

students often benefited in their study from the synergies between online-learning activities and 

offline engagements at home and work. Their study suggested how the Internet may support learning 

across schools and households, exemplifying the transformative impact of the Internet on the spatial 

arrangements of everyday life.  
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Second, other researchers devoted attention to the relation between time and Internet use. For 

example, Howard and his colleagues (2008) classified the basic temporal arrangements of people’s 

everyday life along two dimensions: a horizontal categorization of the days during a week (i.e., 

weekdays and weekends) and a vertically changing rhythm throughout a day (i.e., the daytime and 

night-time). Drawing upon the survey results of the Pew Internet and American Life Project, their 

study discovered that Americans tend to carry out different types of online activities – both work-

related and non-work-related – during their office hours. Through transforming the temporal 

arrangement of activities, the Internet blurred the boundaries between work time and leisure time. 

As a complement to these publications on the spatial and temporary arrangements of the everyday 

life-world, this study focuses on the third analytical theme proposed by Schutz, namely, the social 

arrangement of everyday activities. In everyday reality, each individual has multiple social roles to 

play in different activities, such as being a parent at home and being an employee at work. In order 

to socially contextualize individual people's Internet use, this research adopts the Middletown 

categorization of everyday activities. By doing so, it systematically examines people's mundane usage 

of the Internet in relation to the social roles they play as well as the social interactions they engage 

in as part of these daily activities.  

There are two reasons why the Middletown framework is useful and relevant to this study. First, the 

Middletown framework resolves the ambiguity of everyday by systematically grouping everyday 

activities into six categories. Second, the Middletown studies placed an analytical focus on the role 

of new technologies in American people’s everyday activities, which provides an insightful reference 

for discussing the impacts of Internet technology on Tibetans’ everyday life. 

 

Revisiting Middletown studies  

In 1929, Lynd and Lynd published the first volume of their landmark Middletown studies, Middletown: 

A Study in Modern American Culture, which vividly portrayed the everyday life of Americans in a 

typical small city. The Lynds proposed a classification of the activities that people carry out in the 

context of everyday life: (1) getting a living, (2) making a home, (3) training the young, (4) using leisure 

(in various forms of play, art and so forth), (5) engaging in religious practices, and (6) engaging in 
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community activities. Through this systematic categorization of everyday life, the Lynds unfolded the 

social changes happening in the Middletown community. 

Notably, the 1929 Middletown study placed a particular analytical focus on the role of new 

technologies in people's everyday life. Throughout the book, the Lynds identified a number of social 

changes relating to the introduction of automobiles and radios – the newly emerging technologies at 

the time of their research – into American households. For instance, they discussed how automobiles 

and radios revolutionized American people’s leisure activities. The growing popularity of weekend 

trips followed from enhanced mobility supported by family-owned automobiles. While automobiles 

changed the family’s leisure activity outside of the household, radios shifted the social interaction 

among family members during leisure time. In the evening, instead of actively chatting as in the old 

days, now families listened to the radio together as a form of passive enjoyment. Moreover, listening 

to the radio in the living room began functioning as a new way of getting information for Americans. 

As paradigmatic technologies of the last century, the automobile and the radio gradually 

reconstructed the ways people related to the world. The Internet parallels the automobile and the 

radio, being the paradigmatic new technology of the present. 

For the present study, the 1929 Middletown study provided a relevant set of analytical categories, 

and a reference in comprehending the role of new technologies in social change. Nevertheless, there 

is no explicit theory employed in Middletown studies. Therefore, this research combines the 

theoretical framework of activity theory with the Middletown analytical categories. 

In substance, activity theory and the Middletown framework are interrelated through several of their 

constituent parts: First of all, activity theory and the Middletown studies have a common analytical 

interest in human activities. Second, they both highlight the role of technologies, or mediating 

artefact, in human activities. Last but not least, they share an overlapping interest in social 

transformation, particularly the one resulting from using (new) technologies. In the following section, 

I explain activity theory, its relevance in studying Internet-mediated communicative activities, and 

the advantages of combining it with the Middletown framework. 
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Activity Theory  

Activity theory, or Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, is grounded in the cultural-historical philosophy 

of Lev Vygotsky and was further articulated by his colleague Aleksei Leontʹev. Vygotsky (1978) argued 

that human activities are purposeful due to human consciousness. Vygotsky criticized the 

psychological theories of his time, suggesting that stimulus-response explanations oversimplified 

consciousness "by reducing it into a series of atomic components or structures that were drawn from 

the brain itself (stimulus-responses chains)” (Mwanza, 2002, p. 52). The stimulus-response chain is 

the mechanism that drives animals to react to the environment. Furthermore, the animal’s reaction 

to the environment usually is direct and unmediated. As shown in Figure 1, Vygotsky (1978) shifted 

attention from this direct and unmediated form of behavior to an indirect and mediated form of 

behavior, which is more common to humans. 

 

Figure 1 Vygotsky’s theoretical development from animals’ unmediated behavior to humans’ mediated 
behavior (Source: Mwanza, 2002)  

 

Here, through the above S–R–X triangle model, Vygotsky introduced his key concept of tool 

mediation. This concept emphasizes the two sides of tools in human activities: first, the availability 

and capacity of a tool afford what can be done (Hasan & Kazlauskas, 2014); second, the tool mediates 

human experience (Nardi, 1996), transforming both the subject and the object of the activity. The S-

R model is viewed as the more elementary and less efficient form of behavior. Hence, Vygotsky’s S-

R-X model incorporates the mediational capacity of tools, which allows humans to interact with their 

environment in a more advanced and efficient way. Vygotsky also outlined that, in comparison with 

animal minds, consciousness is a higher psychological operation. Consciousness enables humans to 

be aware of the accessibility of tools and motivates humans to employ the capacity of tools to interact 

with the environment more efficiently. 
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Later, other scholars translated the S–R–X model into the mediational model (see Figure 2). This 

model shows that in human activities, the subject orients towards the object with the aid of tools. In 

other words, the relation between the human subject and the object is not direct but mediated by 

physical as well as psychological tools, such as machines, technologies, and symbols. The first-

generation activity theory model primarily focuses on individual activity. However, human activities 

often take place in the context of communities. Leontʹev (1981) pointed out that human activity tends 

to be collective and collaborative rather than individual, and in line with this thinking, Engeström 

(1987) proposed a conceptual model of a collective activity system. This new model added another 

level of analysis to the first generation of activity theory, situating individual activity in social and 

cultural contexts (see Figure 3). In a collective activity system, "the subject" is considered as a 

member of a given community. 

 

 

Figure 2 The first generation of activity theory:  Vygotsky’s mediational model (Source: Mwanza, 2002) 
 



 
121 

 

Figure 3 The second-generation of activity theory: Engeström’s (1987) model of a collective activity system 

 

As shown in Figure 3, this second-generation activity theory model includes three new elements – 

rules, community, and division of labor – based on the original Vygotsky triangle. By doing so, 

Engeström’s model integrates two fundamental relations. First, the relation between the subject and 

the community is mediated by rules, such as cultural rituals, social norms, rules, and regulations. 

Second, the object of a community-based activity is achieved through a division of labor. In simple 

terms, the object-community relation is mediated by the division of labor.  

Notably, activity theory cannot be applied as a predictive theory but is an interpretive theory (Nardi, 

1996). It is a theoretical framework with a set of perspectives that direct research in understanding 

and explaining social reality. In second-generation activity theory then, Engeström (1987) identified 

a set of analytical elements, namely the subject, object, mediating artefact, rules, community, and 

division of labor.  

As a theoretical framework, the combination of Engeström’s activity theory and the Middletown 

framework directs this study, step by step, towards a systematic and in-depth investigation of Tibetan 

people’s everyday Internet use. First, the Middletown studies identify a set of analytical categories 

to sort Tibetan people’s everyday life into six groups of activities. In a second step, through the six 

Mediating artefacts
(e.g., technologies, machines, symbols)
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(individual or 
group)
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Rules
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interrelated analytical elements, Engeström’s activity theory links the individual’s usage of the 

Internet to its motives and contextualizes this individual action into its social-cultural foundations. 

Lastly, activity theory highlights the mediating role of the Internet in people’s daily activities, 

supporting an in-depth analysis of the consequential social transformation. At the end of the 

following methodological section, I return to the theoretical model and use an empirical example to 

demonstrate the step-by-step application of this model for data analysis and interpretation. 

 

Method 

Data collection 

This fieldwork is part of a larger project called “The Peoples’ Internet”12 which examines people’s 

Internet use across nations through complementary quantitative and qualitative methods. As part of 

its qualitative component, this ethnographic study grounds its investigation of peoples’ usages of the 

Internet in the concept of intermediality (Jensen, 2015), highlighting the interconnectedness of 

media and platforms in today’s digital communication environment. In this light, the study employs 

an interview-diary-interview method for data collection, aiming to capture people’s Internet-

facilitated communicative practices that constantly move across platforms, media and social contexts 

(Lai et al., 2019). The combination of interviews and diaries makes it possible to capture how people 

make use of the Internet (i.e., through diary reports) and to comprehend how people make sense of 

the Internet (i.e., through interviews). 

The respondents’ participation usually lasted one to two weeks, and the process could be divided 

into three steps: an introductory interview, diaries, and a follow-up elicitation interview. At first, the 

introductory interview was utilized to produce an outline of the respondent’s everyday life routines 

and general media use. After the first interview, the respondents were asked to log their usages of 

the Internet via 24-hour diaries, respectively, on a weekday and a weekend day. Lastly, the elicitation 

interview was composed of three parts. The diary was the focus of the first part, where questions 

emerging from diary entries were addressed, and instances were also co-interpreted with the 

 
12 The People's Internet is an internationally collaborated research project which examines people's use of the Internet 
in China, the US, and five European countries.  
For more Information: https://comm.ku.dk/research/digital-information-and-communication/peoples-internet/. 

https://comm.ku.dk/research/digital-information-and-communication/peoples-internet/
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respondent. The other two parts centered on topics growing out of previous internet research 

interests (e.g., WeChat and multi-tasking) and open questions concerning the respondent’s personal 

experiences with the Internet. 

Moreover, additional data were collected through participating observation and group interviews as 

supplementary methods of the fieldwork. In Lhasa, I lived with a Tibetan family, which included a 

grandmother, the parents, and the son, all participating in daily activities, such as family dining, 

religious activities, and leisure. In a rural Tibetan town, I visited a high school and interviewed three 

groups of students. These two supplementary methods were beneficial in two ways: First, the whole 

dataset was enriched; second, I gained a better understanding of Tibetan people’s everyday realities 

from “the native’s point of view” (Malinowski, 2002, p. 19) through this extensive immersion in local 

life. 

 

Sampling 

This study applied a multi-step sampling design (Jensen, 2002), and maximum variation sampling was 

combined with network sampling. In order to tap the diversity of the Tibetan population through a 

maximum variation strategy, six demographic variables were considered: (1) age, (2) gender, (3) 

occupation, (4) educational level, (5) place of residence, and (6) relationship and family status. As a 

first step, three starting nodes were selected based on maximum variation principles. This was 

followed by forming each network through networking sampling. At this step, the central node was 

asked to refer to some social contacts with whom they would regularly communicate. In the process 

of forming the three networks, maximum variation was again applied to avoid homogeneity within 

and between the networks. Eventually, 12 respondents were selected from 3 networks, covering 

both urban and rural areas in Tibet (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 Sample overview of Tibetan respondents 

 

Data analysis 

In general, the data were interpreted inductively through a narrative analysis (Allen, 2017) in which 

respondents’ diary reports of their Internet use were analyzed together with their own explanations 

of these reports and additional accounts of their experiences with the Internet. During the process 

of analyzing the data, open coding and thematic coding were adopted in combination. To begin this 

process, diary reports were classified and thematically coded in excel sheets with reference to 

themes derived from the Middletown studies’ analytical categories, namely, the six aspects of 

everyday activities. Next, the interview transcripts were imported into NVivo, and open codes (e.g., 

topics vital to respondents) were generated from reading the transcripts. Then, a thematic coding 

followed; the interview data were coded again by coupling of emergent themes from the open coding 

with the six Middletown themes. Finally, interviews and diaries were analyzed together to explore 

how people make sense of their usages of the Internet. 

 

Data display: Activity theory model as a stepwise interpretive tool  

After coding the data via NVivo, data were subjected to in-depth interpretation through the 

theoretical framework, which combines the Middletown analytical categories and activity theory. As 
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summarized in Figure 4 below, the process can be divided into seven steps, listed in the table on the 

left; the dotted arrows in the flow diagram indicate the sequence of the seven-step analysis, so that 

each step addresses one question regarding an analytical category as identified and interpreted by 

activity theory. 

The activity theory model  

 

Figure 5 A step-by-step display of the interpretive procedure based on the theoretical model (Source: 
Engeström, 1987; Mwanza, 2002) 
 

To the left in Figure 5, an empirical example from the fieldwork illustrates the step-by-step application 

of the interpretive model. The example derives from Nima (F, 48). In a weekday diary, she reported 

using a WeChat group chat to communicate with her co-workers. Later, in the follow-up interview, 

she explained this instance more in detail. 

The first step is to identify the object of this activity: one of the six Middletown categories. In Nima’s 

example, the reason why the activity of using WeChat took place at work was to get a living. The 

subject is Nima, who works as an administrative officer at the university. At Step three, the mediating 

artefact is the Internet, more specifically, the WeChat group chat. The fourth step is to identify the 

community, or the social environment, in which this activity was carried out. This WeChat-supported 
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communication was socially conditioned by Nima’s workplace, the university. The next step is to 

classify the rules that govern Nima’s usage of the Internet. The rule here is the university’s 

requirement of using a WeChat group for work-related coordination. The sixth step is to identify the 

division of labor in this collective activity. The work-related coordination in the WeChat group was 

carried out by Nima, her boss, and her co-workers. The last step is to evaluate the outcome, 

particularly analyzing the transformation brought about by this Internet usage at work. Nima noted 

that, previously, it had been problematic to collaborate and communicate with her colleagues in a 

group. In recent years, the utilization of WeChat groups made synchronous and multisided 

interactions possible, greatly enhancing efficiency at work.  

Taken together, through a step-by-step interpretation, Nima's example can be re-articulated as 

follows: In order to get a living, Nima followed the university’s requirement of using the WeChat 

group as a coordinating tool at work. In the WeChat group, her boss gave out tasks, and the tasks 

were often completed through the collaboration of Nama and her coworkers. Thus, Nima and her 

colleagues relied on the WeChat group for work-related coordination. In this way, efficiency at work 

was improved owing to micro-coordination supported by the mobile app, WeChat. However, 

meanwhile, the always-on connectivity (Rainie & Wellman, 2012) brought by the mobile Internet also 

disturbed Nima’s work-life balance. 

 

Findings  

This section follows the analytical sequence just outlined, discussing how Tibetan people use the 

Internet in six everyday activities. In each case, Engeström’s activity theory model is employed to 

interpret data examples from the different respondents.  

 

Getting a Living  

The respondents in this study, except for the students, can be divided into two social classes, namely, 

the middle-class (e.g., Cidan as a teacher and Nima as an administrative officer) and the working-class 

(e.g., Dunzhu as a security guard and Baima as a teahouse owner). A recent study pointed to 

increasing social inequalities in Tibet, one of the manifestations being a widening wealth gap and 
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inequality between the middle-class and the working-class (Fischer, 2013). In general, Internet 

technology is more integrated into the middle-class respondents' work-life, acting as an 

indispensable tool with great instrumental value. By comparison, the working-class respondents’ 

work-related activities largely remain traditional, except for the rise of mobile payments for trading. 

In the weekday diaries, the middle-class respondents regularly reported instances of using the 

Internet via computers and smartphones to perform various tasks at work. In contrast, in the 

working-class’s weekday diary reports, there was hardly any work-related usage of the Internet. In 

the follow-up interviews, I asked the respondents if they could imagine living a day without the 

Internet. The working-class respondents all answered yes, noting that they only go online for 

entertainment. However, the middle-class respondents associated the indispensability of the 

Internet with work. For instance, Nima, a 48-year-old administrative officer in a university in Lhasa, 

stressed that: 

“Without the Internet or the computer, I can no longer work. Every day, I start my work by 

checking notifications, schedules, and tasks in the university’s intranet system. (…) Except for 

sorting files, I can rarely do anything at work without the Internet.” 

Additionally, Nima recalled that more than twenty years ago, when the university started to use 

stationary computers, all employees, including herself, had mandatory tutorials on how to operate 

computers. Nima’s case exemplifies the digitalization of professions in state-owned industries by the 

Chinese government, which was part of the Information Superhighway project in the early 1990s 

(Tan, 1995). Thus, as early adopters in Tibetan society, the middle-class respondents employed in 

state-owned units managed to improve their digital skills.  

In comparison, most activities in the field of agriculture and small private businesses (e.g., local 

teahouses and kiosks) remained independent of Internet technology at the time of the fieldwork. 

Exceptionally, Gesang (F, 21) told a story about the cordyceps farmer’s emerging adoption of mobile 

payments. As precious herbs, Cordyceps Sinensis grows in the rural Himalayan mountainous area 

outside of Lhasa. Once a year, farmers travel from their rural homes to the market in Lhasa to sell 

their cordyceps. In the old days, after selling the cordyceps, they had to carry the income - a huge 

bag of cash - physically and then walked around the city to purchase some life necessities before 

returning home.  
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Figure 6 Cordyceps farmers’ use of WeChat pay for trading 

 

As shown in Figure 6 above, nowadays, some farmers have started utilizing WeChat Pay as their 

mobile wallets for trading and shopping in Lhasa, as it is safer and more convenient than carrying a 

large amount of cash. Moreover, the farmers discovered that the WeChat system would 

automatically save the money transaction histories, and these digital traces could function as receipts. 

 

Making a Home 

In the Middletown studies, the basic unit of an American family was a typical nuclear family consisting 

of two parents and their kids. However, the scope of “family" referred by the Tibetan respondents is 

often broader than a nuclear family, including three or even four generations. Tibetans utilize 

internet technology for bonding with their extended families and preserving traditional family values, 

which is different from the transformative capacity of the Internet employed in performing work-

related tasks. WeChat, as China's leading social medium, is utilized by Tibetan families as a mobile 

communication tool. The wide variety of WeChat functions also enables Tibetans to exercise symbolic 

cultural rituals, such as giving a virtual red packet to express affection. 
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One notable example of how the Internet facilitates the maintenance of a family across space comes 

from Baima, who describes how, from her perspective, her parents virtually reside inside WeChat. 

Baima is a 37-year-old teahouse owner who currently lives in Lhasa with her son, husband, and 

parents-in-law in the same household. However, she was born and raised in a rural village in Ngari, 

where her parents and siblings are still living. Baima repeatedly referred to her current residence as 

the “home in Lhasa” and the other one as the “home in Ngari”. Moreover, while talking about her 

ways of using WeChat, she underlined that “I have to constantly check WeChat because my parents 

are here [meaning WeChat]. My parents talk to me via WeChat, and my siblings update me with my 

parents' news in our family group chat." Baima’s example is illustrated in Figure 7 below: 

 

Figure 7 Baima’s use of the WeChat group to remotely make a home 

 

Besides Baima, Cidan (M, 19) and Ciren (M, 26) noted that WeChat’s provision of a form of voice-

based communication initially motivated their parents to use the Internet. Like Baima, both Cidan 

and Ciren moved away from their parents for school or work. As the older generation living in rural 

Tibet, their parents have relatively lower literacy, so they are less capable of using Romanization in 

written text messages. WeChat’s voice messaging function enables their parents to communicate 
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with them via spoken Tibetan, which manifests the unique reason for the old generation going online 

in Tibet. 

To conclude, the Internet plays a significant role in bonding Tibetan families beyond spatial 

constraints, supporting synchronous and multisided communication between family members. In this 

way, the Internet enables Tibetans to avoid downsizing their family, which is often the outcome of 

migration. Owing to the technical possibility of remotely keeping their big families together, Tibetans’ 

Internet uses are beneficial for sustaining traditional family values as well as enhancing the social 

mobility of younger generations.  

 

Raising the Young 

In the portrait of American children’s daily life in the 1929 Middletown study, children are educated 

mainly by two social institutions, namely, home and school. Today, the central institutions for training 

youth in Tibet are the same. However, unlike their separate practices in the past, the connectivity of 

Internet technology makes it possible for parents at home and teachers at school to collaborate and 

co-educate the children. While some respondents praised the benefits, others complained that some 

responsibilities that were previously assigned to the school are now transferred back to home.  

In recent decades, more and more Tibetan children will move to another city outside of Tibet to go 

to better schools. In such cases, beyond the spatial constraints, the Internet plays a critical role in not 

only emotionally bonding the kids to their parents but also instrumentally supporting the 

collaboration between parents and teachers. Cuomu 

is a 43-year-old librarian in Lhasa, as well as a mother 

of two children. As one of the best students who 

graduated from a primary school in Tibet, her 

daughter was selected to attend a top-ranking high 

school in a city located in East China. This high school 

employs a communication app (see Figure 8) to 

continually update the parents with news about their 

children and to engage them in co-supervising their 

Figure 8 The communication app employed by the 
school to collaborate with parents 
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children's study. Additionally, teachers and parents are connected through WeChat groups for 

synchronous communication.  

Cuomu voiced a supportive attitude towards this Internet-facilitated collaboration with her 

daughter's school:  

“My older daughter now studies in another city. I was often worried about her because she 

was too young to live alone in another city without us. (…) With the help of the app and the 

WeChat groups, I feel that I could manage to be a good mother.” 

 

Figure 9 Cuomu’s use of the Internet for digital parenting 

 

As demonstrated in Cuomu’s case in Figure 9 above, new Internet technologies also generate new 

forms of teacher-parent collaboration, which are based on a different division of labor in educating 

the young. Teachers utilize WeChat groups not only to distribute information about assignments to 

children and their parents but also to shift some tasks from schools to homes, such as supervising 

the children’s homework. In the interview, Dunzhu (M, 42) complained that after a long day at work, 

he sometimes had to spend another hour on supervising his son’s English homework. One of 

Dunzhu’s responsibilities as a parent at home is that the teacher requires him to video-record his son 

reciting English textbooks and to upload the videos to their WeChat group. In sum, Internet 
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technologies create new opportunities for schools and homes to collaborate in raising the young, but 

they also pose new challenges to parents due to the increase of their responsibilities. 

 

Using Leisure 

“To me, the mobile Internet is for nothing more than entertainment.” This statement from Ciren (M, 

19) exhibits a common perception regarding utilizing the Internet for leisure in Tibet. Tibetan 

respondents applauded the Internet for enhancing their flexibility in leisure activities, particularly in 

how to use leisure and what to do.  

Duoji (F, 21), Zhuoma (F, 29), and Baima (F, 37) praised the flexibility of the mobile Internet in terms 

of temporary and spatial arrangements. Zhuoma is a teahouse owner in Lhasa, and she runs the 

business together with her friend Baima. Their daily working hours are quite long, usually from 8 am 

to 8 pm, and work intensity depends on the number of customers. Before owning smartphones, they 

could do nothing but chat with each other when their teahouse was not busy. Now, they were able 

to utilize the fragmented free time during work and entertain themselves through smartphones, such 

as playing games and watching short videos. Owing to the blending of work and leisure, they both 

felt that work was no longer tedious and boring. In general, they noted that using the mobile Internet 

maximized the possibility of enjoying leisure in their daily lives. 

In addition to increasing these Tibetan respondents’ temporal and 

spatial flexibility during leisure, the Internet also broadens their 

choice of entertaining contents relevant to Tibetan culture, 

regardless of the media environment and the social context in which 

they are situated. The example of Ciren, a 19-year-old college 

student in Lhasa, is laid out in Figure 11. As a public school owned by 

the party-state, Ciren’s college has students with diverse ethnic 

backgrounds, for instance, Han ethnicity and Tibetan ethnicity. He, 

being the only Tibetan, shares a dorm room with three other Han 

students, because the college requires that every dorm room should 

include both Tibetan students and Han students. Ciren said that 

although he got along well with his Han roommates, there was a 
Figure 10 Ciren’s Meipai account  
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lack of cultural proximity in their interactions. Therefore, when relaxing in the dorm, Ciren often 

watched short videos uploaded by Tibetan signers on Meipai, a video-sharing platform in China, or 

some Tibetan bloggers’ live streaming on other platforms (See Figure 10).  

 

Figure 11 Ciren’s use of the Internet for leisure 

 

Nima (F, 48) is also fond of going online and watching Tibetan artists' videos, but her explanation 

relates to the current media environment in Tibet. While there is an increasing number of TV channels 

and shows in Chinese language, a decreasing number of them are in Tibetan language. The above 

examples suggest that the Internet allows Tibetans to gain more independence from their physical 

location, social context, and media system, and to enjoy leisure of their own choosing. 

 

Engaging in Religious Activities 

Buddhism was introduced into Tibet from India around the 8th century. Through the succeeding 

centuries, Buddhism gradually became the dominant religion in Tibetan society. Buddhism is not only 

a religion practiced by its Tibetan followers but also a culture that is integrated into all aspects of 
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Tibetan society, ranging from politics and arts to people's daily routines. Some Tibetan respondents 

engaged in religious activities with the help of the Internet; however, their different practices bore 

witness to a struggle of managing conflicting social identities: being followers of the Buddhist religion 

versus being citizens of China's party-state. 

As a tool, the Internet was utilized by some Tibetans to coordinate their offline engagements in 

religious activities. One day during my stay with a local Tibetan family, the grandma took me to 

participate in the Palden Lhamo religious festival with her friends. The grandma and her friends had 

a complicated schedule for the entire day, which included going around the city and praying at 

multiple Buddhist temples. Before and during the festival, they utilized a WeChat group to plan the 

route and coordinate the activity. On the day of the festival, during a break in the teahouse, they also 

shared a phone screen, watching a prestigious monk’s recent video concerning a particular praying 

gesture (see Figure 12 below). 

 

Figure 12 In the teahouse, a Tibetan lady watched a prestigious monk’s video  

 

In Tibetan communities, the Internet not only serves as a facilitating artefact for coordinating offline 

religious activities but also provides a space for virtually practicing their religion. Buddhism has 

traditionally been a religion heavily dependent on the proximity of practitioners. However, Tibetan 

Buddhists have started to virtually practice their religion, without the constraints of time and space, 

in response to political oppression and by relying on the internet (Kroll, 2017). During recent decades, 

a series of unrests have taken place in Tibet, such as the uprising in 2008. Following that, the Chinese 
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government has tightened its control over Tibet, and one of the primary focuses has been preventing 

offline collective actions, such as massive gatherings in religious events. Under this oppression, some 

Tibetan people have turned to cyberspace for virtually practicing Buddhist rituals. The term "Sangha" 

has been used to refer broadly to the Buddhist community. Recently, scholars proposed a new 

concept of "cybersangha" to describe the growing Buddhist virtual community (Prebish, 2013; Kroll, 

2017).  

An example of “cybersangha” comes from Ciren, who works as a teacher in a rural Tibetan town. 

Being an employee of a state-owned public school, he is prohibited from becoming a member of any 

religious group or participating in any religious events. During the interview, he articulated a struggle 

between being part of the state-owned school and being a member of the Tibetan community. On 

the one hand, he was afraid of breaking school rules; on the other hand, he felt anxious about not 

practicing Buddhist cultural rituals as a Tibetan. Figure 13 below presents Ciren’s solution to this 

dilemma: He switched his religious engagement into cyberspace, receiving Buddhist teachings 

through videos and articles created by monks. 

 

Figure 13 Cidan’s use of the Internet to virtually engage in religious activity 
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With the help of the Internet, Cidan managed to cope with the dilemma of his conflicting identities. 

Covertly, he practiced Buddhist rituals without breaking school regulations. To sum up, the Internet 

is of considerable significance to Tibetan Buddhist communities, facilitating the members’ religious 

engagement, both offline and online. 

 

Engaging in Community Activities  

These Tibetan respondents also described using the Internet to get information and enhance the 

group solidarity of Tibetan communities. Nevertheless, regarding how to acquire information, 

differences appeared between the younger and older generations. Moreover, the scope of 

“community” perceived by young Tibetans appeared to have been altered due to their shifting sense 

of belonging and increasing mobility. 

The older generation primarily focused on the local community, and they would often exchange 

information concerning the local community through interpersonal interactions with other members 

in local teahouses. Conventionally, the teahouse in Tibet has been more than a place for relaxation 

and socialization; it also functions as a local news forum. Baima (F, 37) and Zhuoma (F, 29), as 

mentioned, ran a teahouse together in Lhasa. In the teahouse, they did not install a broadband 

connection because their customers did not need to use the Internet there. As Baima explained: 

“People come to our teahouse to chat with others, not to look at their own phones. It is a 

Tibetan tradition and daily ritual to visit a local teahouse and exchange local news. So, in my 

teahouse, strangers also talk to each other.”  

The majority of middle-aged and elderly Tibetans still follow this tradition, visiting a local teahouse 

on a daily basis and exchanging information with others about their community. However, for young 

Tibetans, the Internet is challenging the ritual of visiting local teahouses and becoming an alternative 

source of news. As a 21-year-old college student, Gesang offered her explanation:   

"I rarely go to teahouses now. There was one time that I would be talking to my friends in a 

teahouse, and then all of a sudden, a stranger interrupted us and forced himself into our 

conversation. I felt very uncomfortable. I don't want strangers listening to our conversations, 
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and I also don't want to overhear theirs. (…) If I want to get certain information or news, now 

I turn to the Internet.” 

In 2019, a report from the Pew Research Center revealed that, over the past few years, social media 

have grown into a major source of news for American adults, as 55% of them regularly or sometimes 

get their news from social media (Shearer & Grieco, 2019). It was unexpected to identify a similar 

trend amongst young Tibetans. As college students, Gesang (F, 21), Ciren (M, 19), and Duoji (F, 21) 

mentioned that they used Weibo, the Chinese version of Twitter, as the main or even the only 

platform to get news. “Weibo connects me with the outside world,” stated Gesang, “because there 

are all kinds of people on Weibo sharing all kinds of information.”  

As mentioned in the section on raising the young, a growing number of young Tibetans move away 

from their families in Tibet for school and work. The figure below summarizes an example from Duoji 

(F, 21). As a college student, Duoji has been studying and living in Beijing for three years. Living in a 

city with over 21 million residents, she proudly noted that: 

“I could say that I know all the Tibetans college students in Beijing. Beijing is giant, but we 

found each other through WeChat. We formed a WeChat group called ‘Tibetans in Beijing’. 

(…) We regularly organize offline gatherings through this WeChat group.” 

 

Figure 14 Duoji’s use of the Internet to engage in community activities 
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Duoji’s story also demonstrates that Internet connectivity made it possible for Tibetans to transfer 

imagined ties (Anderson, 1983) into digitally-connected ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002) by means of 

joining a virtual Tibetan community. Furthermore, the online community members utilized digital 

communication tools to coordinate offline meetings, turning this online community into an offline 

Tibetan community in which members have interpersonal interactions in real life.  

 

Concluding remarks   

Through immersive ethnographic fieldwork in Tibet, this study has shown how people's everyday life 

is mediated by the Internet, and how Internet technology relates to ongoing social transformations 

in Tibetan society. Prior to this study, everyday use of the Internet in Tibetan society has not been 

studied empirically, except for a survey study on Tibetan teens’ mobile phone use (Liu et al., 2014). 

In theoretical terms, the study combined the classic Middletown studies with activity theory to 

contextualize individuals' Internet use with reference to a specific set of social-cultural conditions.  

The findings make three contributions to the existing literature on internet use and everyday life. 

First, the evidence from contemporary Tibetan society demonstrates that the boundaries between 

different kinds of activities, as originally identified by the Lynds, are becoming blurred through 

Internet use. A striking example is the self-improvement practiced by Ciren (M, 26). In leisure time, 

Ciren will often listen to online lectures via a mobile podcast app while painting at home, commenting 

that: "I don't want to waste my free time (...) Only through life-long learning can we avoid being 

eliminated by a changing society." Ciren’s activity might be classified as leisure. Nevertheless, Ciren’s 

comments also indicate an underlying motive of getting a living, using online courses to be more 

competitive in society and, in the process, blurring the work-leisure boundary. If individuals can multi-

task without spatial and temporary constraints, this raises questions regarding the delimitation of 

prototypical everyday activities as studied by the Lynds in the Middletown studies over ninety years 

ago. 

Second, the activity theory model served to shed light on Tibetan users’ two-pronged engagement 

with the Internet’s transformative capacity: complying as well as resisting various social changes. On 

the one hand, some respondents relied on the Internet to adapt their work-related performances to 

the digital environment, thus complying with social change. On the other hand, others discovered 
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alternative ways of practicing cultural rituals and preserving traditional values, which can be seen as 

acts resisting changes in society. Here, the interpretation through activity theory model explicates 

the agency of individuals, their capacity and creativity in utilizing Internet technology to serve diverse 

purposes in life 

Last but not least, the study bears witness to the fact that the Internet, as a mediating artefact, is not 

a neutral tool, shifting analytical attention from material to political qualities. In asking the question, 

“do artifacts have politics?”, Langdon Winner (1980) suggested that technologies have political 

implications which derive from the forms of power and authority they embody. In the context of 

China, Tibet's Internet infrastructure was designed and constructed as part of an authoritarian 

political regime. While recognizing that the Internet enables Tibetan people to virtually practice their 

Buddhist religion, it is essential to also note that some Internet technologies, such as censoring 

systems, are used by the party-state to deploy online surveillance. When further research applies 

activity theory to interpret Internet use, it should also consider the political nature of this activity.  

However, the increasing inequality within Tibetan regions has rung the alarm (Hillman, 2010), and 

Tibetan people living in the less-urbanized and less-modernized regions have different lifestyles and 

different relations with new Internet technologies. While this study has focused on individuals living 

in the capital region of Tibet, it has not included Tibetans from other regions. Therefore, future 

research is well advised to investigate Internet uses of people living in less-developed regions in Tibet. 
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⒐ Article III 

 

Managing Communication with Strong, Weak and 
Latent Ties via WeChat: 
Availability, Visibility and Reciprocal Engagement 
 

Zeng, F. H. (In review). Managing Communication with Strong, Weak and Latent Ties via WeChat: 

Availability, Visibility and Reciprocal Engagement. Mobile Media & Communication. (In review). 

 

This article examines how people utilize WeChat, the most popular social media in China, to manage 

their everyday communication with different types of social. Since Granovetter (1973) popularized the 

idea of social ties by noting the strength of weak ties, a long list of researches has extended social ties 

theory by following the quantification tradition, for instance, quantitatively examining the different 

functionality of strong and weak ties. However, many aspects of social ties cannot be easily quantified. 

In this vein, this study, being a qualitative network analysis, offers a communicative conception and 

categorization of social ties. It is based on data from 39 Chinese respondents, collected through an 

interview-diary-interview method. The findings suggest that Chinese respondents differentiate 

between strong, weak, and latent ties, and they articulate three communication strategies: managing 

availability, managing visibility, and managing reciprocal engagement. The three strategies are 

explained, respectively, with reference to concepts of micro-coordination (Ling & Yttri, 2002), 

imagined audiences (Litt & Hargittai, 2016), and guanxi culture. Furthermore, this article extends the 

social ties theory by providing empirical insights into its cultural specifications in the context China, 

such as the emphasis on the principle of reciprocity in guanxi culture.  

Keywords: Social ties, WeChat, micro-coordination, imagined audiences, guanxi, qualitative fieldwork. 
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Introduction  

Since Granovetter published his well-known work on the strength of weak ties in 1973, a long list of 

studies has placed their attention on social ties. These studies made a wide range of attempts to 

extend the social ties theory: some examine the different functions of strong ties and weak ties (e.g., 

Bian, 1997; Small, 2017), some investigate different measurements of tie strength and their accuracy 

(e.g., Marsden & Campell, 1984; Jack, 2005), and others explore other types of social ties in addition 

to strong and weak ties, such as digital ties (Haythornthwaite, 2002). Since the 1990s, scholars from 

media studies and communication sciences also joined the discussion on social ties, focusing mainly 

on the impact of new information and communication technologies (ICTs) on peoples' social ties and 

social networks. Notable among them, Haythornthwaite (2005) examined the difference between 

strong, weak, and latent ties concerning their distinctive means of communication.  

Conventionally, the differences between strong and weak ties have been assessed through 

quantitative methods. Thus, these studies have extended social ties theory by developing 

quantifiable measurements of tie strength (for example, Marsden & Campbell, 1984) or quantifiable 

summaries of the communication channels associated with different ties (Haythornthwaite, 2005). 

However, questions like how an individual mentally perceives of and practically relies on different 

social ties cannot be easily quantified. Also, we cannot tell from such studies how people 

communicate, in concrete detail, with different social ties in different ways. The subtle considerations 

behind these communicative practices are difficult to study through survey questions. In order to fill 

this gap, this article, relying on a qualitative approach, aims to investigate the question of  

How do people manage their engagement with strong, weak, and latent ties through communication, 

and how do people assess appropriate communicative practices for particular social ties? 

This article makes several empirical and theoretical contribution. This article extends social ties 

research in the following three respects: First, it sheds light on how different communicative 

practices relate to the nature of the social ties in question. Second, the article points out that social 

ties theory is culturally dependent, and it shed light on how the (originally) western concept of social 

ties is rationalized in the cultural context of China and how the principle of reciprocity is emphasized 

due to guanxi culture. Last but not least, through exploring how people coordinate via messaging and 
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share via posting, the article enhances our knowledge of micro-coordination (Ling & Yttri, 2002) and 

imagined audiences (Litt & Hargittai, 2016). 

The article first gives an overview of researches on social ties and networks, an introduction of guanxi 

culture in China, and an outline of WeChat, a key social-media platform in China. The second part 

explains the design of the ethnographic study: the coupling of a communication diary with interviews, 

and the combination of maximum variation sampling with network sampling. In the following 

analytical section, the article first illustrates how respondents communicate with different types of 

social ties in different ways on WeChat, before presenting the core findings on three aspects of these 

communicative practices: managing availability, managing visibility, and managing reciprocal 

engagement. In the conclusion, theoretical implications and limitations of the study are discussed. 

 

The Legacy of Researching Social Ties 

Research into social networks has a long history. From the 1930s, investigations of networks began 

appearing in organizational studies, and during the 1950s, researchers from anthropology and 

sociology started to draw attention to social networks (Nohria, 1992). However, it is only since the 

work of Granovetter (1973) that the study of social ties has gained momentum. By studying the 

utilization of social networks in changing jobs, he reached the conclusion that people turn to strong 

ties for support, but weak ties have the strength of providing new information and even novel insights. 

In continuation of this landmark work, scholars have attempted to extend or challenge Granovetter’s 

conclusion on the different functionalities of strong ties and weak ties. On the one hand, some 

scholars stress that the strength of strong ties should not be neglected, as they represent a higher 

motivation for sharing resources and providing support (Krackhardt, 1992; Bian, 1997). On the other 

hand, Small (2017) examined a group of college students’ choices between strong and weak ties for 

confiding and discovered that people also turn to weak ties for confiding and emotional support.  

However, in comparison to the vast attention given to the functions of social ties, the indicators of 

tie strength were not thoroughly discussed. In Granovetter’s study, the strength of a tie was 

measured by four indicators: 1) the amount of time spent, 2) the emotional intensity, 3) the intimacy 

which is represented as mutual confiding, and 4) the reciprocal service. Based on a combination of 

these four measurements, social ties were generally categorized into three types, namely strong ties, 
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weak ties, and latent ties. In the article, Granovetter also called for further discussion of the 

operationalization and weights of these four indicators. However, this request was not addressed 

until 1984. Leaving out the rule of reciprocity, Marsden and Campbell (1984) claim that tie strength 

includes two fundamental dimensions: First, the time spent in a relationship, which includes the 

duration of a relationship and the frequency of contact; second, the depth of a relationship, which 

relates to intimacy and emotional intensity. Based on their survey results, they argue that intimacy, 

as part of the depth of a relationship, proves to be a more accurate measurement of tie strength than 

the time spent of a relationship.  

I would add that the concept of social ties and the indicators of tie strength are  temporary in terms 

of the historical context and fluid in terms of social and cultural contexts. It is fluid because the 

bonding elements for relationships can vary in different societies and cultures. For instance, 

reciprocity acts as a key principle in the guanxi culture in China (Yang, 1994). Indicators are also 

temporary: Granovetter’s characterization of the characteristics of strong and weak ties was 

conditioned by ICTs at the time of his study. During that time frame, social ties were maintained 

through face-to-face encounters, letters, and phone calls. Today, digital technologies offer people 

new possibilities to connect with and contact each other. For example, strong ties can remotely and 

infrequently stay in touch with the help of the Internet (Jack, 2005). In this case, the frequency of 

contact does not necessarily reflect on the close bond between strong ties.  

 

Media Scholarship on Social Ties  

During the 1990s, researchers from the discipline of media studies and communication science 

started to pick up social ties as a research theme, focusing on the impact of new ICTs on social 

networks. For example, some studied the use of computer-mediated communication among social 

ties at the workplace (Schmitz & Fulk, 1991), and others investigated the flourishing of virtual 

communities (Wellman & Gulia, 1999). Later, with the rapid development of social network sites, 

there has been a prominent trend studying how digital networks can facilitate establishing and 

maintaining social ties as well as expanding the scope of personal networks (e.g., Boyd & Ellison, 

2007). However, the Internet brings both opportunities and challenges to people’s daily management 

of social ties: On the one hand, the Internet empowers individuals to build their social capitals (Boase 
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et al., 2006); on the other hand, the always-on connectivity of mobile Internet use pushes people 

into the dilemma of managing engagement, formality, and visibility at work (Huang & Zhang, 2019).  

These studies either delimit their research scope to a specific type of social ties (e.g., strong ties at 

the workplace) or examine social networks in a broad sense without distinguishing strong and weak 

ties (e.g., the effect of social media on expanding personal networks). Further research is needed to 

overcome these limitations and to cover different tie types – strong, weak, and latent ties – in 

people's entire social network. 

In this vein, Haythornthwaite (2005) studied the different means of communication between all three 

types of social ties, proposing the media multiplexity theory which implies that the stronger 

communicative pairs are tied, the more media they will incorporate into their communication. 

Haythornthwaite made a groundbreaking attempt to better understand the difference between 

strong ties, weak ties, and latent ties from a communication perspective. In other words, the 

difference between different types of social ties is manifested not only in the characteristics which a 

tie exhibits, and the functions which a tie serves, but also in the communication practices between 

ties and the communication channels they apply.  

Meanwhile, as for another body of studies, some scholars began investigating the concrete 

communicative practices between ties via new ICTs, such as messaging via mobile phone apps and 

posting via social media. Messaging and posting are also the communicative practices that were often 

mentioned by respondents in this study and will be discussed more in the analytical section of this 

paper. Ling and his colleagues studied the use of mobile phones and instant messaging apps and 

proposed a new form of communication called “micro-coordination” (Ling & Yttri, 2002; Ling & Lai, 

2016). Micro-coordination mainly relates to the use of mobile phones and instant messaging apps to 

coordinate instrumental and functional activities, such as arranging the logistics for a holiday among 

friends. Manifested as fast texting and talking back-and-forth, micro-coordination also serves as a 

significant form of communication for individuals and groups to conduct their everyday activities at 

work and home. In addition to all the talking and texting between ties, Litt & Hargittai (2016) focused 

on the way people post to different groups on social media. Here, they found that people tend to 

construct either abstract or targeted imagined audiences when they post online and that these 

audience constructions are closely linked to types of social ties.  
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Social Ties Theory in China: Guanxi Culture and Reciprocity  

As discussed above, the social ties theory is fluid and culturally dependent. Guanxi is known as the 

social networking culture in China and can be viewed as a cultural variant of social ties theory. With 

a loose translation as "connections" or "relationships", guanxi refers to the dynamics of establishing 

and managing social networks in Chinese societies. 

Guanxi culture is essential in and unique to Chinese societies, and its significance can be related to 

Chinese people's understanding of how society is structured. The notable Chinese philosopher, 

Shuming Liang, argued that Chinese society is neither individual-based nor society-based, but 

relation-based (Liang, 1949). Others further explain that the Chinese perceive society as a web of 

social relationships and associations (Bian, 1994), and here “the focus is placed upon the relationship” 

(King, 1985, p. 63). Thus, people in China rely heavily on social ties and follow the norms of guanxi 

culture in order to navigate in society. 

According to Yang (1994), reciprocity acts as a central principle in the systematic practices of guanxi 

and also gives birth to the gift economy in China. Owing to the obligation and indebtedness inherent 

in reciprocity, the practice of guanxi entails an endless flow of exchanging reciprocal services between 

social ties (Luo, 2000). As mentioned, in comparison with other indicators for the tie strength, 

reciprocity is relatively less researched in social ties theory. Since reciprocity in guanxi culture is 

explicitly pronounced in China, studying guanxi can extend social tie theory by clarifying how 

reciprocal interaction plays a vital role in forming and maintaining social ties.   

In the following section, the paper gives a brief explanation of WeChat, one of the most central apps 

that Chinese people use to manage social networks. It also gives a historical review of the 

development of WeChat features. 

 

Communicating via WeChat  

In the fieldwork, I asked my respondents about their Internet usage, and the majority of them 

answered that they use WeChat the most via the Internet. Launched by Tencent on 21st January 2011, 

WeChat was initially designed as an instant messaging app, primarily for mobile devices. At that time, 
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Tencent already successfully ran a nation-wide popular social media product called QQ. In 

comparison with QQ, which was a product of stationary Internet use, WeChat was born of the 

booming of mobile devices.  

Not limited to an instant messaging app, WeChat has experienced a dramatic evolution over the past 

eight years. Below, Figure 1 gives a brief review of the development of WeChat features across its 

seven versions so far. Today, WeChat has transformed from merely an instant messaging app to a 

fully-fledged ecosystem that provides a broad range of functions. By February 2018, the monthly 

active users of WeChat surpassed 1 billion (CNNIC, 2018), and the number is still growing.  

 

Figure 1 Historical review of WeChat feature development and monthly active users 

 

The variety of WeChat features makes it possible for users to customize the ways they manage 

different social relations and to chat, share, and exchange information and support with their social 

ties. For instance, the “Red Packets” feature allows users to exchange monetary gifts with families 

and friends.  

In WeChat messaging, the system allows users to control the synchronicity of different chats. On the 

one hand, the “Mute Notifications” option is activated to avoid constantly receiving notifications of 

new messages in group chats. On the other hand, the "Always on Top" option enables users to select 

some conversations to the top of the chat page.  In this way, people can easily find these chats and 

notice any new messages from them without extra scrolling and searching. These two options assist 

users in delaying or prioritizing communications with different ties based on their own needs. 



 
149 

 “Moments” is a feature designed for users to share stories with their networks in the form of texts, 

pictures, and videos. In Moments, WeChat offers users options of categorizing their contacts via 

customized tag descriptions, and then, adjusting the visibility of each post to each category. These 

two options in combination enable users to share a post with a target group or to block some from 

seeing the post. Figure 2 shows the WeChat features mentioned above: 

 

Figure 2 Three WeChat features: “Mute Notifications”, “Always on Top” & “Visibility Settings of Moments 
Posts” 

 

Method  

The data of this study was collected through 7-month ethnographic fieldwork in China. In order to 

understand individuals’ nuanced and mundane communications with different social ties on WeChat, 

I place individuals at the center of the investigation (Marcus, 1995) and immersively engage with 

them in their everyday life.  

This fieldwork is multi-sited and uses multiple data collection methods. For the actual data collection, 

communication diaries were combined with interviews. This study is part of comparative fieldwork 

in the US, Denmark, and China, and the interview-diary-interview method is coherently applied across 

the three locations in order to ensure comparability (Lai et al., 2019). The combination of diary and 

interviews is inspired by the diary-interview method, designed by Zimmerman and Wieder (1977) to 

document peoples' activities in a more feasible manner than through participant observation.   

Each respondent was followed by the researcher for one or two weeks, and his/her participation in 

the research consisted of three steps. First, respondents started their participation with an 
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introductory interview, which aimed to draft a picture of their everyday life routines, social networks, 

and general media use. During the first interview, the researcher was able to build trust and 

familiarity with the respondent. As a second step, the respondents were asked to keep 

communication diaries for two full days, one weekday, and one weekend day. Whenever they used 

media or communicate with others, they were required to log. Lastly, their participation was 

completed with an elicitation interview (Kaufmann, 2018). This interview consisted of two main parts: 

(1) questions that emerged from the diaries, and (2) pre-defined topics, such as personal stories 

concerning the Internet. Asking questions about the diaries not only allowed the respondents to 

reflect on their own communicative instances and co-interpret them with the researcher but also to 

correct the assumptions the researcher had made about their entries. The co-interpretation design 

helps to understand the respondents’ reasons and motives behind the communicative practices.  

This design incorporates three primary considerations regarding feasibility and flexibility. First, 

although the diary is structured in terms of what to report, the form of reporting is unstructured 

(Markham & Couldry, 2007), meaning that the respondents were free to choose any media or 

platform to report. By doing so, the diary reporting is anchored in their own communication habits 

and less likely to interfere with their daily activities. Second, the interviews are semi-structured 

(Barriball & While, 1994). While covering the relevant topics to the study, the researchers were also 

open to exploring anything vital to each respondent. Third, the operationalization of the methods is 

flexible, according to each participants' daily routines. For instance, a respondent was unable to do 

self-report diaries because of his intensive working schedule as a courier. Therefore, the logging task 

was shifted to the researcher, who physically followed him for two days.   

The sample of this study was selected through a mixed sampling strategy. At first, the central node 

of each network was chosen through maximum variation sampling (Bryman, 2016). Beside basic 

socio-demographic variables, the sampling in this research also takes the policy of household 

registration into account. Established in the 1950s, household registration was initiated as a policy to 

classify each Chinese citizen into either a rural or an urban resident, with the aim of controlling 

mobility and welfare. In all, seven variables were chosen: (1) age, (2) gender, (3) ethnicity, (4) 

educational level, (5) relationship and family status, (6) place of residence, and (7) household status. 

After selecting the departing node, networking sampling (Heckathorn & Cameron, 2017) was used to 

include the central node’s social ties as the other respondents in that sample network. This mixed 
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sampling strategy has two distinguishing benefits: First, the diversity of the Chinese population was 

covered through maximum sampling; second, each respondent network is part of the central node’s 

actual social network, which makes it possible to capture authentic communications flowing between 

ties. As shown in Figure 3, in total, 39 respondents from 9 networks were selected, and these 

respondents were spread across 7 research sites, which were located in both urban and rural areas. 

 

Figure 3 Sample overview of respondents and networks 

 

After returning from the field, the process of data analysis was broken into the following steps. In the 

first step, because all the interviews were audio-recorded, the data were transcribed into texts. At 

the same time, the diary data were classified into Excel sheets with a broad coding scheme. After 

that, the interview transcriptions and the Excel sheets of diaries were imported into NVivo for deeper 

levels of analysis. In the beginning, the materials were read by the author with a view of thematic 

coding and categorizing. In the process, preliminary codes were developed at the highest level of 

concepts and themes. Due to the inductive nature of the study, the thematic categories were 

Tibetians

Lhasa and 1 village nearby

Qing

F 30

Juan

F 46

Boss

Long

M 53

Fa
th

e
r

Xue

F 28

Colleague

Shuai
M 7

C
h

ild Yang

M 35

Nana

F 33

W
if

e

Peng

M 50
C

o
lle

a
gu

e

Blue-collar migrant workers 

Beijing and 2 rural villages
Qiang

M 43

English 

tutor

Ming

M 47

Fa
th

e
r

Wei

M 20 Friend

Yu

M 18

B
o

yfrie
n

d
Chun

F 19

Nu
M 22

Juan

F 48

M
o

th
e

r

Qing
M 21

Colleague &
 

room
 m

ate

Ying
F 52

Aun
t, 

ha
s 

no
 

ki
ns

hi
p

Yao

F 28 Colleague’s 

daughter

Gesang

F 21

Cuomu
F 43

Aunt

Duoji
F 21

O
ld

 f
ri

e
n

d
, 

B
e

iji
n

g

Ciren

M 19
Friend from 

college

Nima
F 48

M
o

th
e

r
Baima

F 37

Dunzhu

M 42

H
u

sb
an

d

Zhuoma

F 29

Fr
ie

n
d

, 

b
u

si
n

e
ss

 

p
a

rt
n

e
r

Zhaxi

M 23

Luobu
M 53

Fa
th

e
r

Dele

M 14

Brother’s 

friend

Cidan

M 26

Te
ac

he
r i

n 

hi
gh

 sc
ho

ol

Shan

F 26

Jian

M 27

Sc
h

o
o

l 

fr
ie

n
d

Yuan

F 27

Frie
n

d
 a

n
d

 

fo
rm

e
r 

co
lle

a
gu

e

Ling
F 26

Kang
M 30

B
o

yf
ri

e
n

d

Yan

F 25

Form
er 

colleague

Lu

F 25

Fo
rm

er
 

co
lle

ag
ue

Fang

F 49
Xiu

F 51

M
otherA

un
t

College students
Beijing and a small town

Local Shanghainese and whiter-

collar migrant workers 
Shanghai

Research Sites
7

Total number of 
respondents

39

Gender
Female Male

21 18

Ethnicity

Han Others 

(e.g. Tibetian)

26 13

Residence
Urban Rural

28 11

Household 

registration

Urban Rural

13 26



 
152 

developed from broad ideas that emerged from the texts (Krueger & Casey, 2014). Some themes 

were repeatedly referred in the respondents' interviews, for instance, "Control or manage 

communications", "Reciprocity", "Availability", and “Visibility”. After the first round of coding in NVivo, 

the codes were further categorized into several layers of parent and child nodes. After finalizing the 

thematic codes, the materials were rec-coded by the author. At last, the main codes and the 

corresponding source materials were interpreted as findings. In the findings, the respondents have 

been anonymized. 

 

Findings 

The findings are presented in three main sections: (a) Managing availability: this section focuses on 

both instrumental and expressive micro-coordination and how different kinds of micro-coordination 

lead respondents to be more or less available to different types of social ties; additionally, it discusses 

the popularity of group chats in China. (b) Managing visibility: this section reports examples of how 

people construct imagined audiences, and extends the theory of imagined audiences by identifying 

a new practice of targeted blocking. (c) Managing reciprocal engagement: the last section highlights 

the rule of reciprocity for social ties theory through the Chinese respondents' practice of guanxi 

culture; moreover, it explores the prevalence of digital red packets and the role of intermediate ties 

in guanxi culture. 

 

Managing Availability  

In China, 99.1% of people access the Internet through mobile phones (CINIC, 2019), and the always-

on connectivity (Rainie & Wellman, 2012) of the mobile Internet technologically enables people to 

maximize their availability to their social networks. Meanwhile, it is also challenging for them to 

manage the paradox of the always-on connectivity. While the technical condition for constantly 

staying available improves, the troublesome experience of overwhelming messages and notifications 

increases. With limited attention, respondents find it crucial to manage their availability, making 

themselves more available to some ties and less available to others. 
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In general, respondents suggested that they are more available to strong ties, responding to their 

messages faster. The mundane interactions with colleagues and families via WeChat account for a 

major part of their daily communications. Chun (F, 19) further commented that: “I rarely have empty 

chatty chats on WeChat. For me, WeChat is mostly used for coordinating all sorts of activities and 

tasks in college." This case supports the previous finding that mobile communication, especially 

instant messaging apps, gradually switched to a central role of micro-coordination at home and work, 

facilitating both dyadic and multisided interactions (Ling & Yttri, 2002; Ling & Lai, 2016). The 

immediacy of responding is driven by the responsibilities embedded in social roles at home and work. 

When families and co-workers reach out, as Kang (M, 30) commented, it often indicates something 

important or urgent.  

In order to prioritize communication with strong ties, some respondents apply a WeChat function 

called “Always on Top”. One example is from Yuan (F, 25), an HR officer who receives overwhelming 

amounts of work-related messages on WeChat every day. She explained how she attempts to be 

more available to her family: 

“I set the conversation with my mum at the top of the WeChat chat page, so I can immediately 

notice if she sends me a message. […] Her messages will not be buried, among other 

numerous messages.”  

Another point proposed by Ling and Yttri (2002) is that micro-coordination can be driven by either 

instrumental or expressive purposes. According to many parents among the respondents, WeChat 

also supports digital parenting through both instrumental and expressive micro-coordination. In the 

case of Dunzhu (M, 42) and his 10-year-old son, his son’s teacher forms a group conversation with all 

the students’ parents. In this group, the teacher gives out assignments and requires parents to 

coordinate and supervise children's homework actively. 

Another advantage of micro-coordination via WeChat, in the case of digital parenting, derives from 

the mass of working-class migrants from rural villages to urban cities in China. Against this societal 

background, a social issue of "Left-behind Children" has emerged due to the geographic separation 

of parents and kids, as well as the absence of parenting during their childhood. A courier in Beijing, 

Yang (M, 35), showed me the WeChat conversation between him and his son. Now and then, his son 

would send him random emojis, expressing the underlying message, "I miss you". Similarly, he replied 
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with emojis, or sometimes quick calls. This example goes beyond expressive micro-coordination, 

suggesting the phatic nature of hyper-coordination (Ling & Yttri, 2002) between strong ties.  

People micro-coordinate in both dyadic and multisided interactions. Micro-coordination via WeChat 

groups takes place in different scales of multisided interactions, ranging from three parties to big 

groups with up to five hundred members. Respondents showed me their WeChat in the interviews, 

and all of them had a long list of group chats. The configuration of these groups is diverse. Besides 

strong ties (e.g., family members), these group chats can also be made up of weak ties (e.g., neighbors) 

and latent ties (e.g., employees who do not know each other but are in the same company).  

Xue, a 28-year-old housekeeper in Beijing, joins many group chats on WeChat, but she mutes most 

of them. She went through these groups one by one, and explained why she never responds to 

conversations in these groups: 

“People really love building all kinds of WeChat groups. […] This group, called Wangjia Village, 

was founded by the head of my hometown. He has the WeChat account of everyone who 

lives in this village, so he added everyone into this group. […] I truly don’t want to be in this 

group, but it’s embarrassing to leave the group. Everyone in this group would see the 

notification of me exiting the group.” 

The popularity of building WeChat groups can be traced to the collectivist culture in China. Chinese 

people perceive themselves as a member of social groups or communities. Thus, nowadays they 

utilize WeChat to establish, maintain, or even re-bond with various networks. Additionally, the 

embarrassing feeling of Xue also implies the “Face” culture in China, which makes people fear risking 

their reputations in social networks if they simply leave. 

In addition to strong and weak ties, some groups may consist of latent ties or even strangers. For 

instance, Kang (M, 30) noted that he has many WeChat groups, and he is not familiar with the 

members in some groups. One group chat was formed due to his participation in a work-related 

conference. With over 200 members, the group was used for broadcasting information and uploading 

materials. Most of the members in this group are latent ties to Kang, as they only met once in that 

conference.  

Another notable example concerning a WeChat group with strangers is from Juan (F, 46). Juan was 

added by one of her friends to support the E-commerce business of her friend’s sister, whom Juan 
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never met in real life. Through her friend as an intermediate tie, Juan is digitally connected with a 

group of strangers. This story also brings up the special role of intermediate ties in Chinese guanxi 

culture, which will be discussed more in detail later. Instead of leaving these WeChat groups, both 

Kang and Juan muted the notifications from them and kept the membership without actively 

participating in conversations. In case of any potential usage in the future, these digitally connected 

ties can be socially activated (Haythornthwaite, 2002). 

The analysis suggests three reasons which contribute to the popularity of WeChat groups in China: 

(1) The technological advantages of instrumental micro-coordination and reactivating latent ties (e.g., 

Kang), (2) the collectivism and “Face” culture in China (e.g., Xue), and (3) the role of intermediate ties 

in guanxi culture (e.g., Juan). 

The discussions show that people make themselves more or less available to different social ties in 

order to manage various kinds of micro-coordination in everyday activities. In addition to managing 

their availability, respondents repeatedly mentioned the need for managing the visibility of their 

online posts. 

 

Managing Visibility  

The examples above also suggest the challenging phenomenon of context collapse (Boyd, 2008), 

which arose together with social media platforms. Previously, offline encounters with different types 

of social ties took place in different social contexts, for example, meeting parents at home, 

communicating with colleagues at work, or seeing friends during leisure. Today, all these distinctive 

types of social networks appear in the same cyberspace, such as Facebook and WeChat. Some 

scholars investigated how people deal with the blurring of private and public spheres, and identified 

a reactive strategy called scalable sociality (Miller & Costa, 2016).  

In order to separate professional life and private life, Juan (F, 48) described how she owns two 

WeChat accounts, one for coordinating with co-workers and the other for communications with 

families and friends. Another related but different story was told by Chun (F,19). Chun noted that she 

only posts positive content on WeChat, and by contrast, all her negative complaints are expressed 

with an anonymous identity on a platform called Fanfou. Because of self-image management, she is 

concerned that sharing too many complaints may leave a negative impression on people and risk her 
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reputation in the social network. Here, Juan manages the social context in which she plays different 

roles, while Chun manages the post content, which may shape her self-presentation differently. 

When posting on social media, users also take into consideration what they share and with whom 

they share. In other words, they construct imagined audiences to target and share, depending on the 

relevance of the contents (Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Conversely, another logic of constructing audiences 

appears as blocking a target rather than sharing with a target amongst the respondents in China. As 

explained earlier, WeChat offers users the affordance of actively choosing with whom they share. 

Therefore, people also construct imagined audiences to block when they post in WeChat Moments, 

meaning that they aim for a specific post to be invisible to certain people.  

The analysis suggests multiple factors which result in the logic of targeted blocking when people post 

on WeChat in China: (1) A social norm - "Spread only the good news and cover the bad" (Baoxi 

Bubaoyou in Chinese); (2) The social hierarchical structure and seniority in China; (3) The expanding 

networks of latent ties.  

Cidan (M, 26) described posting on WeChat Moments as an effective way to vent emotions and feel 

relief. Nonetheless, he added: “When I share about something that makes me sad or even devastated, 

I tend to block my family. I don’t want my family to see (this).” As for Chinese families, this is a 

common practice which is known as an old saying: "Spread only the good news and cover the bad". 

The reason behind this can be explained in Wei’s words: “I don’t want to make my family worried.” 

In comparison with the West, the social hierarchy and power distance are different in Chinese 

societies. In a Confucian-oriented society, one significant way of gaining power is through seniority 

in either profession or age. Therefore, social ties like bosses or parents are considered to be senior 

and superior, and there is a taboo of not sharing some aspects of private life to them. Being asked 

about who is usually blocked on WeChat Moments, Wei (F,20) said: 

“I mostly post when I have something that I am proud of for sharing. For example, I will go 

abroad for exchange, or I just won a difficult (computer) game. But after I added more and 

more teachers on WeChat, I thought about a potential issue. If I share concerning games 

frequently, I will leave others the impression that I love playing computer games. Although it 

is the truth, I should still hide my true self a bit. So, I block my teachers and parents if I post 

about games.” 
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Wei’s example demonstrates that people tend to evaluate the potential effect when they post. They 

will hit the block button if they predict any negative social consequences of someone seeing the post. 

To conclude, people manage the visibility of their posts online through constructing targeted 

imagined audiences to share or to block. In this way, they are able to manage their self-presentation 

online and to avoid unwanted social consequences in the background of context collapse.  

 

Managing Reciprocal Engagement 

As mentioned, the rule of reciprocity is rarely investigated in comparison with other indicators of tie 

strength. Based on the empirical examples from China, this section aims to deepen the understanding 

of how reciprocity plays out in social ties. Previous studies uncovered that strong ties are more 

motivated to offer emotional and instrumental support than weak ties (Haythornthwaite, 2005). To 

put it differently, the more regular and active the mutual reciprocal service between ties is, the 

stronger the relationship is.  

Social ties primarily exchange two kinds of reciprocal services, which are emotional support and 

instrumental support. In Chinese culture, giving red packets, known as Hongbao in Chinese, is a 

traditional custom of expressing affection. As a monetary gift, the red packet is usually given during 

holidays (e.g., Spring Festivals) or special occasions (e.g., weddings). Beyond the Chinese context, gift 

exchanges may gradually become part of emotional management or the expression of feeling under 

conditions of commercialization (Hochschild, 2003).  

Digital red packets via WeChat are used by many respondents to bond with their social ties. In the 

communication diary, Shan (F, 26) reported that she sent a red packet via WeChat as the wedding 

gift to one of her good friends who moved abroad. In this case, digital technology allowed Shan to 

follow the conventional custom of giving a red packet without the spatial constraint. WeChat offers 

two types of red packets – the pairwise red packets and the group red packets – and in this case, a 

pairwise red packet was transferred from Shan to her friend. 

Today, people also regularly exchange red packets, especially the group ones, among close kin. In 

WeChat, the grouped red packet is usually posted to a group chat and made up of several amounts 

of individual packets. Any member of this group chat can randomly receive a packet in which the 
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amount of money is randomly assigned by the app. Baima (F, 37), Ming (M, 42), and many other 

respondents all told that in their family group chats, one of the main activities is posting and receiving 

red packets. The family members use digital red packets to mobilize interactions with each other and 

furthermore strengthen kinship bonding through regular interactions. 

In addition to emotional support, social ties also provide instrumental support according to the rule 

of reciprocity. While talking about how pleased she was to be reconnected with old schoolmates via 

WeChat, Nana (F, 33) continued: 

 “Especially many of my classmates are not living here anymore. They are in Beijing, in 

Shanghai, and anywhere. When they knew that I am in our hometown, they contacted me 

and asked for my help on WeChat. I just did it for them. In fact, I didn't even see them in 

person, but I just did it for them. Anyways, I feel very happy that I could help others and found 

my old classmates. Today I helped them, and later I can ask for their help when I am in trouble. 

They must also be very happy to help me. I find it really good!” 

In Nana’s words, it is clear that she is happy to give the favor, but she expects the tie to pay back 

according to the reciprocal principle in guanxi culture. The favor exchanged in guanxi is called 

“Renqing”. Renqing is an essential principle in relational ethics in the Chinese culture, and it is 

featured as the necessity of reciprocity, obligation, and the indebtedness in social relationships (Yang, 

1994). Therefore, after Nana fulfills her obligation of offering the reciprocal favor, the indebtedness 

in renqing ensures the returning of a favor to her in the future. In guanxi-based Chinese societies, the 

interaction of favor and payback makes up the fabric of human relations. 

The intermediate tie also plays a vital role in the exchange of favors in guanxi culture (Bian, 1997). In 

social networks, the intermediate tie is referred to as the network bridge to new social contacts. 

Respondents told stories of themselves serving as an intermediate tie for exchanging favors or 

offering help to a latent tie through the introduction of an intermediary.  

In the earlier example of the E-commerce group, Juan mentioned a term called “Acquaintance 

economy” (Shuren Jingxi in Chinese), which describes a widespread phenomenon in today's China. 

Because of a friend acting as an intermediate tie, Juan was added to an E-commerce WeChat group 

founded by the friend’s sister. In this case, the friend acts as a bridging person to Juan as a potential 

customer and the sister as a business owner, adding a layer of trust in the new business. Moreover, 
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Juan stays in the group, as she finds it embarrassing to leave the group, and she might lose face. The 

"Face" culture also helps to maintain customers and contribute to the success of the acquaintance 

economy in China. 

However, Qing (F, 30) shared an unsuccessful experience of seeking help from a latent tie via an 

intermediary. Qing is a farmer from a rural village in Hebei province, and she works seasonally as a 

housekeeper in Beijing. She told a long story about asking a favour concerning her son from a school 

principal. Qing did not know the principal before, but she knows the principal's mother: 

“His mother gave me his WeChat account, but he didn’t accept my friend request. […] I also 

tried to call him, but he also never picked up my phone calls. He is a school principal, so his 

social status is quite high, higher than me. […] I went to his house three times before I finally 

met him. […] I told him that I could send him a red packet out of gratitude, but he refused. 

And he never added me on WeChat!” 

WeChat makes it easier to connect with latent ties and to access support and resources from a 

broader network. However, it is difficult for latent ties to activate favor exchanges if the principle of 

reciprocity cannot be met. Another example is related to a newly-emerged phenomenon called 

“WeChat beggars”. WeChat beggars are the ones begging digital red packets from others without 

any particular reason. Their requests for red packets are often sent out to every WeChat contact 

through mass texting. Gesang (F, 21) complained about a latent tie which she only met once in a café. 

Now, from time to time, the person begs her for red packets via mass text messaging. She expressed 

her anger that:  

“This person is really shameless. I barely know him, and he is asking for money from me?! […] 

We call this type of people WeChat beggars. They just want to try their luck without any cost 

and probably get some easy money."  

To sum up, this section sheds light on how the principle of reciprocity plays out in the interaction 

between different strong, weak and latent ties. Additionally, it exemplifies the functions an 

intermediate tie can serve in connecting people and mobilizing extensive networks.  

 



 
160 

Concluding Discussion  

This study has examined how people engage with strong, weak and latent ties via communication, 

and how people assess appropriate communicative practices for particular social ties. Traditionally, 

the vast majority of studies on social ties have grounded their investigations in quantitative 

approaches, such as surveys (for example, Granovetter 1973, Bian 1997). While insightful, such 

studies lack the sensibility of qualitative research to people’s motives for and concrete practices of 

social networking. As a complement, this qualitative study bases its inductive exploration of social 

ties on rich data from 39 respondents in 8 distinctive networks. The article contributes to the social 

ties theory by providing empirical insights into how it is culturally specified in China and how the 

unique functionalities of WeChat generates new forms of social interactions. 

In general, my findings suggest three themes that people articulate regarding control over their 

communication with different social ties online: managing availability, visibility and reciprocal 

engagement. First, in order to cope with an overload of messages and notifications, people manage 

their availability by either prioritizing or delaying communication with certain ties as a form  of micro-

coordination (Ling & Yttri, 2002; Ling & Lai, 2016). I identified a new tendency of micro-coordination 

in China, namely, “digital parenting,” which refers to coordination between two social institutions – 

families and schools – in training the young. In this way, the study extends Ling and Lai's (2016) recent 

research on micro-coordination from the level of social groups to that of social institutions. 

Second, people adjust the visibility of their online posts, depending on the relevance of the contents 

and the relevant type of social relations. My findings extend the theoretical discussion on imagined 

audiences (Litt & Hargittai, 2016) against the background of context collapses (D. Boyd, 2008). By 

applying this theory in another cultural and societal context, a new logic of constructing imagined 

audience emerges. Unlike the US, the social structure in China, being a Confucian-oriented society, 

is hierarchical. The social hierarchy generates a power distance between seniors and juniors: Chinese 

people tend to block some groups from their targeted audience, mostly senior ties, to avoid 

unwanted social consequences and to manage their self-presentation online.  

Third, my study contributes to social ties theory by filling a gap in academic discussions on the rule 

of reciprocity in forming and maintaining social ties. Focusing on Chinese people's practice of guanxi 

culture via WeChat, I showed how social ties are maintained through reciprocal interactions of giving 
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out favors and paying back debts. Additionally, my findings uncovered the bridging role of 

intermediate ties in the exchange of favors and the extension of social networks. 

Last but not least, my findings suggest the interaction between cultural traditions and new ICTs. On 

the one hand, Chinese people still strictly adhere to cultural values and social norms in the context 

of online interaction, such as guanxi, renqing, face and respect for seniority. On the other hand, new 

societal phenomena emerge in the social networks that are supported by digital technologies, for 

instance, “WeChat baggers”, “Digital parenting”, and an “Acquaintance economy”. 

A few limitations should be noted. First, methodologically speaking, the interview-diary-interview 

design requires a high commitment from respondents, as the 24-hour diary reporting is time- and 

energy-consuming. Therefore, the quality of the collected data varies. Second, the respondents in 

this study are mostly Internet users. Despite the increasing rate of Internet penetration in the past 

decade, nearly 40% of the Chinese population is still non-Internet users as of June 2019 (CNNIC, 2019). 

Thus, in the national context of China, future research should extend the examination of social ties 

by integrating non-Internet users. 
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⒑ Article IV 

 

A Good Way to Talk: A Comparative Social Ties Analysis 
of Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the 
US 
 

Pagh, J., Zeng, F. H. & Lai, S. S. (In review). A Good Way to Talk: A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of 

Communication Patterns in China, Denmark and the US. Information, Communication & Society. (In 

review). 

 

The paper presents a comparative analysis of how people manage ways of communicating with their 

social ties. It aims at making a qualitative contribution to the quantitative-dominant tradition of 

studying social ties, through mapping different criteria that people consider when they combine 

various communication channels in their interaction with different ties. The qualitative analysis is 

based on ethnographic fieldwork in China, Denmark and the US, adopting and adapting a shared 

interview-diary-interview method in each field site (Lai et al., 2019). Despite apparent sociocultural 

and infrastructural differences between the national contexts, we find that people share five criteria, 

namely efficiency, sensibility, ephemerality, insistency, and availability, that ground their everyday 

communications. People voice different considerations in managing their availability, which can be 

traced back to socio-cultural and infrastructural variations between the three nations. However, 

contrary to our assumptions, in all but this criterion, universal aspects of sociality condition how 

people manage their communication. Collectively, the respondents in our studies are more similar 

than different in their considerations of how to communicate with different social ties. 

 

Keywords: Comparative analysis, social ties, ethnographic fieldwork, communication criteria, culture 
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Introduction 

This article extends from research in the field of social ties theory. It examines people’s considerations 

of how to communicate with their social networks in three national contexts: China, Denmark and 

the US. Since Mark Granovetter (1973) popularized the grouping of social ties into strong and weak 

in the early 70s, a long list of studies have focused on, and developed, social ties theory. Like in 

Granovetter’s own research, the many studies that followed would center on a specific group of 

people (e.g. co-workers or students) in a specific context (e.g. the workplace or college) and a specific 

functionality of strong or weak ties (e.g. confiding or information exchange). Some would go on to 

also focus on the means of communication in order to examine the various ways people stay in 

contact.  

Our particular aim is to examine why and how people communicate with different social ties in 

different ways. Furthermore, we do so while not delimiting the study to looking at a specific group of 

people or a specific context. Rather, we look at a diverse sample of people from various life situations 

and follow them across contexts and media in order to provide a holistic analysis of everyday 

communication. We might refer to this ethnographic strategy as following the people (Marcus, 1995).  

Whereas the majority of research that engages with social ties subscribes to quantitative 

measurements and, consequently, to the development of indicators for measuring tie strength or 

identifying tie functionality, this article is based on ethnographic fieldwork. With mediated 

communication, and specifically the increasing significance of digital media in maintaining and 

utilizing social ties, people consider, in complex ways, which communication form to use when 

communicating with various social ties. These considerations are based on criteria that are often 

subtle and unnoticed, yet they make up the fabric of any everyday encounter. The qualitative 

sensibility gained from the fieldwork enables us to analyze these criteria and considerations, thereby 

complementing previous quantitative approaches to social ties research. In other words, this article 

answers the question: How do people manage ways of communicating with different social ties in 

different situations, and what are the consideration criteria that go into these management strategies? 

After a short overview of social ties research, we continue to explain the qualitative ethnographic 

approach adopted in this study to understand the underlying mechanism that go into how people 

communicate with their peers. In the analysis section, we shed light on how fieldwork respondents 
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manage their communication with social ties and identify five criteria that they consider at different 

times, depending on the tie, the context and the content of the conversation, when choosing a 

specific form of communication. That is, they do not always consider all five criteria, but they will 

make their communicative decisions based on their ability to meet the criteria that are most 

important to the circumstances. In doing so, we analyze how people evaluate mediated and face-to-

face communication depending on the type of social tie, conversational content, and the social 

situation. Lastly, we discuss how the differences and similarities between respondents in different 

national contexts relate to infrastructural and socio-cultural structures. 

 

Social Ties Theory 

Social ties theory was first popularized by Mark Granovetter (1973) and his study of the role of social 

ties when looking for jobs. Here, he found that people have strong ties who they look to for support, 

and weak ties who are mostly used to get information. Departing from the divide between strong 

and weak ties, but in the context of students and research groups, Haythornthwaite (2005) found 

support for, and expanded on, Granovetter’s findings, stating that strong ties are used for both 

emotional and instrumental exchanges, while weak ties primarily offer instrumental exchanges. 

Emotional exchanges involve venting, and talking through emotionally intense topics (e.g. conflicts 

and joyous moments). Instrumental exchanges on the other hand, encompass the interactions where 

information or resources are shared, requested or relayed. More recently, Small (2017), through a 

qualitative study, has challenged the idea that only strong ties offer emotional support, showing how 

factors such as proximity, spontaneous decisions and shared experiences prompted first year college 

students to confide in, and get support from, weak ties.  

Although the dichotomy between strong and weak ties can be used as a tool to understand social 

relations, it is still debated how tie strength should be measured. Granovetter (1973) listed four 

measurements, but gave no indications of their relative importance: (1) time - duration of the tie and 

frequency of contact, (2) the emotional intensity, (3) the level of intimacy, and mutual confiding, and 

(4) the exchange of reciprocal services. With the increasing pervasiveness of the internet as part of 

everyday life, researchers began examining the effects of the internet’s new communication forms 

on social ties. Supporting the notion that online and offline activities could not be separated, research 
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showed that strong online ties were also strong offline ties (Baym et al., 2004; Wellman et al., 2006). 

However, the internet also made it possible for people to connect with others without geographical 

constraints (Wellman, 2001), allowing them to stay more tightly connected with ties they knew from 

offline settings but who they were no longer in close proximity to, or to connect through online 

communities with people they had never met. 

The new communication forms supported by the internet also nuanced the way people were able to 

stay connected. Haythornthwaite (2002) showed that the internet allows connections of latent ties, 

which are ties that are digitally connected, but not yet socially activated. She also found that stronger 

ties are more likely to incorporate more communication channels to stay in touch, while weak tie 

connections are often limited to few avenues of contact. As such, she added another possible 

measurement of tie strength, namely the “multiplexity” of media used to stay in touch 

(Haythornthwaite, 2005).  

While the vast majority of studies building on social ties theory are quantitative, qualitative studies 

utilizing social ties theory indicate that (1) social ties theory is a useful tool to explain communicative 

actions – even on a small scale, and (2) that qualitative approaches can enrich social ties theory by 

challenging the, often, intuitive findings of quantitative studies. For instance, as mentioned, Small 

used interviews to show how, surprisingly, first year university students will go to weak ties for 

support, a practice that his respondents were often unaware of themselves (Small, 2017). In another 

case, Jack (2005) used interviews and participant observation to, among other things, show how 

strong ties can lie dormant and unused for long periods of time, going against the idea that frequency 

is a crucial factor in determining tie strength. As such, we contribute to the quantitative-dominant 

field of studying social ties through qualitative fieldwork. By immersing ourselves into the fields for 

months, we gain a more in-depth understanding of how and why people engage with their social ties 

in the ways that they do, and contribute to social ties theory by showing how the different tie types 

and functions play into people’s communicative choices. 

 

Method 

For collecting comparable ethnographic data, the same interview-diary-interview method was 

applied across all three countries in order to ensure comparability. The aim was to follow people 
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(Marcus, 1995) and capture their daily communicative habits across different social contexts, such as 

a commute or a family dinner, different media such the TV or the phone, and different platforms 

such as WeChat or Facebook (Lai et al., 2019). The method was designed to give a holistic view of 

people’s full communication repertoires (as inspired by Hasebrink and Domeyer’s (2012) media 

repertoires but including face-to-face communication). This approach enables us to research internet 

mediated communication as it relates to, and intersects with, other ways people communicate with 

their social ties. However, the practical implementation of the method was flexible, as it was applied 

to different cultural contexts and to respondents with various obligations and routines.  

As for the data collection, the interviews were semi-structured, and the same interview guide was 

used in all three countries to make sure we covered the same topics. However, the interviews were 

open to all types of additional questions that emerged from respondents’ diaries and personal stories. 

The first interview was used to build rapport with the respondent and to get to know them, their 

routines, communicative habits and their social networks. This was followed by a communication 

diary where respondents were asked, whenever they used media, to report (1) what media they were 

using and if they were with anyone, (2) when it was and for how long, (3) what they were using the 

media for and (4) who they were communicating with, if anyone. Respondents kept the 

communication diary for 24 or 48 hours depending on their schedule. The primary purpose of the 

diaries was not to collect accurate quantitative data, but to get a sense of people’s communicative 

choices, and to use concrete examples from the diary to inform a fruitful conversation in the second 

interview. Consequently, the diary was structured (Hargittai & Karr, 2009), as it dictated what people 

should report. However, it was unstructured (Markham & Couldry, 2007) in the sense that it allowed 

people to be flexible in how to report. That is, respondents were asked to report throughout the day, 

using any media or platform they desired. This hybrid format had three benefits: First, the continuous 

reporting throughout the day made it easier for respondents to remember to report; second, by 

allowing respondents to choose the report medium, the act of keeping the diary became less 

intrusive, as it more seamlessly aligned with their existing media habits; third, the reporting in itself 

conveyed interesting information on their communicative preferences.  

The second interview was an elicitation interview (Kaufmann, 2018) that was anchored in the diary. 

That is, while it followed an interview guide that touched upon predetermined topics across countries, 

it was adapted to address both the entries – and the blank spaces – in people’s communication diaries. 
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In this way, we were able to get clarifications on unclear entries, while also co-interpreting their 

communication instances with people themselves. During this interview, people were also asked 

questions about face-to-face interactions as well as their attitudes toward different media (and to 

the internet specifically). 

By doing so, the coupling of interviews and diaries had two distinct benefits. First, the interviews 

provided useful information on how people made sense of their communication habits, or, put 

differently: “what the devil they think they are up to” (Geertz, 1974, p. 29). The diary, on the other 

hand, gave a better understanding of what people were actually doing with different media. Second, 

by anchoring one in the other, the first interview ensured that respondents and the researcher 

agreed on the scope and format of the diary, whereas the diary informed the questions in the 

elicitation interview, and centered them in the particular communicative habits of the unique 

respondent. 

As for the sample, respondents in this study were chosen on the basis of a combination of network 

(Heckathorn & Cameron, 2017) and maximum variation (Bryman, 2016) sampling. The two sampling 

strategies can be seen as contradictory, as social networks are usually homogenous. However, 

heterogeneity was instead strived for between networks by sampling diverse starting nodes for the 

different networks. The maximum variation was based on the following socio-demographic variables: 

(1) age, (2) gender, (3) ethnicity, (4) educational level, (5) relationship and family status, and (6) place 

of residence. The emphasis on place of residence resulted in multi-sited fieldworks (Marcus, 1995), 

where each site is defined by having a local administrative division or government. The sample is 

summarized in Table 1 below: 

 China Denmark US 

Sites 7 9 5 

Networks 9 5 5 

Respondents 39 20 17 

Gender 
Female 21 13 11 

Male 18 7 6 

Age 

≤20 6 1 8 

21-35 19 7 1 

36-50 10 4 3 

51-65 4 3 4 

66≤ 0 5 1 
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Table 1 Sample: an overview of the respondents and key demographic characteristics in the three national 
contexts, China, Denmark and the US. 

 

All 152 interviews were transcribed and coded for any interesting passages or topics. A thematic 

analysis of the transcribed material in the original language was then undertaken separately by all 

three researchers. The coding scheme was established, and constantly developed through 

comparisons between respondents in the given national context, and later across national contexts. 

In that way, the iterative coding process gave rise to frequent re-coding of the material. Upon sharing 

key themes and immanent findings between the researchers, some themes stood out as more 

general whereas others were only relevant to certain contexts. The transcripts were again analyzed 

for omitted and overseen aspects related to the overall theme of managing communication with 

social ties. For this article, the primary data source was the interviews, while the diaries served as 

prompts in the conversations.   

 

Analysis 

In our qualitative analysis, we group communication forms into text-based communication (e.g., text 

messages, emails), voice-based communication (e.g., voice messages. phone calls) and face-to-face 

communication. We so for two reasons: First, respondents in our fieldwork consistently emphasized 

the differences between the three categories as being the most significant in their communication 

choices. Second, by grouping communication channels into these three categories, we make it easier 

to compare communication choices that are situated in very different media landscapes across 

national contexts, and to examine, specifically, the ways in which mediated communication relates 

to, and intersects with, face-to-face communication. 

From the analysis, five criteria emerged that people consider, across cultures, in their communication 

with their strong and weak ties, including family, close friends, relatives and acquaintances. We name 

these criteria Efficiency, Sensibility, Ephemerality, Insistency, and Availability. When people manage 

communication with their social ties, their considerations about one or more of these five criteria 

inform their communication choices. Their considerations are based on an evaluation of the balance 
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between the strength of the tie(s), the (dis)advantages of the communication type (text-based, voice-

based or face-to-face), as well as the conversational context and content.  

For our respondents, the first two criteria, efficiency and sensibility, focus on making themselves 

understood, as well as understanding the other person better in conversational situations that relate 

to either instrumental or emotional exchanges. Ephemerality is evaluated when the conversational 

content is intimate and private, and the leaking of that content could potentially have negative social 

consequences. Insistency concerns how pushy or polite people want to be when they reach out to 

social ties. Lastly, the respondents adjust how available they are to different social ties in different 

situations.  

The five criteria are not developed from the social ties theory, but stem from the analysis of how 

people understand they ways in which they communication with different ties. While inductively 

derived, these criteria nevertheless relate to different types of ties, their measurements (Granovetter, 

1973), and the different functions of those ties (e.g. Haythornthwaite, 2005; Small, 2017). 

Based on the findings of previous comparative studies, we went into the analysis with the assumption 

that we would find large differences between the three national contexts in the ways respondents 

discussed their considerations of how to communicate with social ties.  However, to our surprise, 

those differences failed to appear in all but the last criterion: Availability. In other words, even though 

people’s concrete communicative choices are different, it does not mean that they have vastly 

different considerations concerning the (dis)advantages of different forms of communication.  

That is not to say, of course, that socio-cultural and infrastructural differences are unimportant in 

shaping people’s communication. But rather, through our fieldworks, we have found that the way 

people consider and evaluate forms of communication in relation to their social network generally 

cut across those differences. In sum: People have similar considerations and think similarly about the 

same issues, and in the same way, when managing their communication with social ties – even as 

these considerations do often result in different communicative choices. 

Below, we further explain the five criteria by giving empirical examples from the fields. We first list 

the four criteria that are considered in similar ways by people across the three national contexts, and 

then present the last criteria, which shows differences.  
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Efficiency 

Considerations regarding efficiency are related to instrumental exchanges of information with both 

weak and strong ties. We find that when people want efficiency of communication, they tend to favor 

face-to-face interactions over phone calls or mediated voice communication, while text-based 

communication is generally the least favored. People’s decision to choose one form of 

communication over another is mainly tied to how some forms of communication are more suited to 

handle information-heavy discussions.  

In China, Chun, a 19-year-old colleague student in Beijing, describes how complicated conversations 

that require a more thorough dialogue can be inefficient in writing:  

 “For example, if you discuss a topic for the debate competition, you should do it face to face. 

Or when it is a group assignment. So, if things get complicated, I will choose to handle them 

through face to face communication. (…) Typing in text messages is way more troublesome, 

as you cannot convey your ideas clearly through only one or two sentences.” 

Ryan, a 19-year-old college student in the US, address similar problems related to text-based 

messages when conveying information, and explains that the problem becomes even more 

pronounced when several people are involved:  

“We have a group chat where everyone can talk, but it’s a lot of interruptions sometimes, ‘cos 

you’ll send a message, reading someone else’s message, but by the time you’ve sent yours 

there’s another one in. So that’s fine for talking about a movie in like a casual sense. But a 

bunch of us are thinking about moving in together in an apartment off campus so we’ll say 

‘hey, when can we meet up to talk in person about this?’” 

As he explains, this quick back-and-forth works for simple and straight-forward communication, but 

as soon as more complex information needs to be efficiently shared between ties, they will halt their 

conversation and wait until they can meet face to face. 

Kirsten, a 21-year-old student and part time social media manager in Denmark, also describes how, 

if you need to get a lot of things done in short time, you have to meet face to face. She refers to an 

incident the day prior where she met up with a weak tie that she would not usually get together with:  
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“The reason why we met physically and didn’t call or wrote each other, I think that’s about 

that you can’t… you know, you can get a lot more out of an hour by meeting and talking about 

it […] I just prefer it, I think, when it’s about getting more out of it.”  

The quotes show that people have efficiency as a criterion when considering how to best exchange 

intricate information. People agree that they can better control the conversational flow and find it 

easier to interpret and understand the information through face-to-face communication. In other 

words, they generally prefer to conduct information heavy conversations with both strong and weak 

ties through face-to-face interactions.  

 

Sensibility 

While efficiency was tied to instances of instrumental exchanges, the criterion of sensibility is related 

to emotional exchanges between mainly strong ties, but also at times emotional exchanges between 

weaker ties (Small, 2017).  

Except for a few exceptions, respondents in all three national contexts argue that conflicts usually 

call for face-to-face interactions, because of the range of social cues that this type of communication 

affords. Simultaneously, conflicts in writing are often described by respondents as being prone to 

misunderstandings that could otherwise have been avoided. Considerations about sensibility in 

people’s communication, then, differ from efficiency in that the prioritization of face-to-face 

communication is based on how social cues help convey the emotional aspects of the conversation.  

Cuomu, a 43-year-old librarian in Lhasa, Tibet, describes how her colleague had been struggling at 

work and because of this he had been having dramatic mood swings. This situation called for her, as 

his boss, to talk to him. By being present together, she was able to “see his immediate reactions” to 

her words and, as she says, correspondingly adjust her conversational strategy to best comfort him.  

Also focusing on conflict, Jane in the US – a 63-year-old retired lawyer that volunteers at an 

architecture foundation – explains a situation that had played out the day prior: She had fallen out 

with a colleague who had emailed her something that upset her, and she wanted to talk to her about 

the issue. She goes on to explain that, although it would have been quicker, emails or even phone 

calls in her view were ill-suited:  
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“About that particular incident, when I got the first email […] I wrote immediately a couple of 

emails but I waited a while before I sent them, and I reread them and I - I’m aware of how 

easy it is to misconstrue things in email, and I think that emotional kind of outbursts are not 

well suited to email. Sometimes I will write the emails just to do it and then I will delete it. 

Just like “ok”, now how am I really gonna deal with this? [···] And, as it turned out, fortunately 

I think, we didn’t end up talking on the phone, and I ended up seeing her that night.”  

Jane is aware, she states elsewhere, that what started the conflict was that her colleague sent her an 

email instead of breaking bad news to her in person. Although she drafts a reply in email, she decides 

to wait until they can talk face-to-face, because emails, in her view, are easily misinterpreted due to 

the lack of social cues.  

The above analytical examples relate to social ties at the workplace. Noah, a 21-year-old bartender 

in Copenhagen, instead, describes aspects of emotional conversations with his father, who lives in 

Canada. He explains that even with video call platforms like Skype or later FaceTime, conflicts with 

his father have always been quite difficult to handle. While he has been able to express his feelings, 

he has missed the close proximity and physical cues of face-to-face interactions: “there’s something 

weird, the fact that you can’t see everything that’s going on and you can’t touch each other if you 

need to.”  

The two criteria, efficiency and sensibility, elaborate on the finding that people tend to prefer face-

to-face interactions with strong ties, as it is typically with these types of ties that for instance 

emotionally charged situations play out. But additionally, it shows that people will also prefer face-

to-face communication with weaker ties, if they find themselves in situations where they have either 

informationally heavy, or emotionally intense conversations with them.  

 

Ephemerality 

Another criterion people consider is whether or not their communication should be ephemeral – 

meaning that the communication is temporary and leaves no evidence of the conversation. People’s 

deliberations about the need for ephemerality in their communication with social ties are primarily 

informed by the content of the conversation, as well as the intimacy of the tie. As the following 

examples show, people across the three field sites consider the need for ephemerality based on an 
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evaluation of the imagined consequences of others in their social networks seeing the content of the 

conversation. This evaluation also includes deliberations about the levels of trust between ties – 

which differs between strong and weak ties. Interestingly, in none of the countries, people mentioned 

government or company surveillance as reasons for the need for ephemerality. Also, the elephant in 

the room when discussing ephemerality is the sharing of sexual content, which was only mentioned 

rarely and in passing in the interviews, with no reference to personal experiences. 

First, in the US, Molly, a 42-year-old mother of three and part time lecturer of law at a local university, 

explains:  

"I speak more freely to people in person than I do over text or on email. […]. I am very careful 

about what I put in my texts and my emails and about the way that I say things and what it is 

that I say. And I always assume that somebody else is gonna read it.”  

Molly, expresses a desire for ephemerality when she fears the social consequences her words could 

have for her if they were to leave the intimate setting of a private conversation. Continuing, she 

describes how, when her sister and her sister’s wife had relationship problems, she decided to 

console her sister over text, because the sister does not like talking over the phone, thereby setting 

aside her own desire for ephemerality. Later, the couple ended up staying married, and the sister’s 

wife saw the messages Molly had sent, which has put a strain on her and Molly’s re lationship. Molly 

knew that their conversations were at risk of being read by the sister’s wife, but she prioritized to 

offer emotional support to her sister through whichever channels the sister preferred. This example 

also highlights the fact that communication choices are always part of a negotiation. 

Similar considerations were observed in the Danish context. Hanne, a 21-year-old real estate intern, 

explains that handling disagreements over text or instant messaging is problematic because it leaves 

behind proof of the harsh and sometimes hurtful things that can be said in the heat of moment:  

“It also depends on what it is you’re writing about and stuff like that, but actually, in a way it 

can also be nice to have talked [face-to-face] and that you don’t have the proof of what each 

other wrote, right?”  

Lastly, in the context of China, the app WeChat offers the ability to retract a message for up to two 

minutes after it was sent and potentially viewed by the recipient. As such, the platform incorporates 

ephemerality, although not as organically as in face-to-face interactions or on other platforms such 
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as Snapchat, where ephemerality is a central feature. Like the example from the US, the example 

below also shows that considerations of how to communicate are part of a negotiation process. Wei, 

a 20-year-old college student in Beijing, explains how he was messaging a friend on WeChat who 

decided to use the retract function to remove evidence of the secret she had just shared with him: 

 “She sent one sentence, and then she retracted that sentence. She sent another sentence, 

and then she also retracted that sentence. She did it to prevent the secret from leaking. It 

seems that she doesn’t really trust me, and worries that I will tell others. So, she deleted it 

and ruined all the evidence.” 

To Wei, his friend’s perceived consequences of leaving behind proof showed distrust in him, and that 

he, to avoid such issues, would prefer to discuss secrets face-to-face. 

 

Insistency  

Related to both instrumental and emotional exchange, people consider how insistent they want to 

be in their choice of communication. Insistency is associated with people’s considerations about how 

pushy or polite they want to be. That is, when considering insistency as a criterion, people evaluate 

text messages, phone calls, and face-to-face conversations based on: 1) how quick they want the 

other person(s) to respond; 2) how much attention they want them to devote to the conversation; 

and 3) how much freedom they want to give them to leave or ignore the conversation. Across the 

three countries, text-based messages are considered the least insistent form of communication 

because it allows people to read and reply at their convenience. For instance, Sophia, a 19-year-old 

student in the US, mentions that she initiates communication through text messages when she wants 

to allow the other person to respond in their own time. Comparing text messages with phone calls, 

Fatma, a 25-year-old Danish teacher states:  

“I just think sometimes it is a bit more manageable and easier in writing (…) I can take care of 

it when I have time and feel like it, whereas with phone calls, then I have to take care of it at 

that moment." 
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In Fatma’s description, phone calls require immediate reaction and more consistent attention in 

comparison with text messages and, therefore, it is considered to be a more insistent way of reaching 

out to social ties.  

By all comparisons, face-to-face conversations are generally considered the most insistent way of 

reaching out. It not only requires the other person to react immediately and in the words of Sanne, 

a 44-year-old Danish consultant, “offer their full attention”, but it also leaves people very little room 

to avoid the conversation. Qing, a 30-year-old housekeeper in China, tells a long story about her 

asking a favor from a school principal who is a latent tie to her, concerning her seven-year-old son. 

However, the school principal never accepted her friend request on WeChat and also never picked 

up her phone calls. Therefore, she decided to visit his house and ask him face-to-face. Even though 

this is a very extreme case, it shows that the school principal was able to ignore her until she knocked 

on his door.  

The three cases show how people consider insistency as it relates to different forms of 

communication with text-based messages as the least insistent, and face-to-face communication as 

the most.  

 

Availability  

Respondents across countries discuss how they engage with different communication media to 

maximize or minimize their connectivity with strong and weak ties. However, the criterion of 

availability is the only one in which there is a clear difference in how people’s considerations manifest 

between cultural contexts. That is, the respondents in the US and Denmark generally valuate 

different media based on their capacity to minimize availability – especially to weak ties – whereas 

respondents in China evaluate media based on how they can maximize their availability to the entire 

social network.  

In Denmark and the US, many respondents describe how they will assign physical spaces for their 

otherwise mobile media – like placing a smartphone in the bedroom all day, or leaving the work 

laptop at work – in order to minimize their availability through both text-based and voice-based 

communications. For instance, in Denmark, Tim, a 57-year-old minister explains:  
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“In the evening, I always leave my phone in my [home] office, then I can sometimes hear it 

when it rings and sometimes I can’t hear it, but emails and texts, I don’t hear those. Then 

maybe I’ll pass by a couple of times during the evening to see if anyone’s called.” 

This quote from Tim shows how, in minimizing his availability, he takes advantage of the fact that 

some communication forms are less insistent, and thus easier to ignore. 

In the US, John, a 56 years old church janitor and artist, uses a different method for limiting his 

availability, as he only ever answers phone calls from his boss, his father and his brothers, since their 

calls usually indicate emergencies at work or at home. All other calls, however, go to voicemail. In 

that way, John exemplify a strategy that consistently limits his availability, especially through voice-

based communication. 

By comparison, people in China seldom mention such limitation strategies or complain about 

communication overload brought by the Internet. Rather, they focus on the capacity of the internet 

to maximize their availability and connectivity. For instance, Chinese respondents consistently 

reported cases of using multiple media in parallel: they keep WeChat running on their phones while 

engaging in other activities, as they are afraid that they might miss out on someone reaching out, 

especially, for their help. As an example of this, Yuan a 27 years old HR officer in Shanghai, explains 

why she always has WeChat open on her mobile phone when she watches TV:  

“I have to constantly check if something comes up from work, and if my boss contacts me. 

You know, it is very intense at my work. Or to check if my friends or family need anything from 

me. I will always try to reply to them immediately if I can.” 

The above differences in availability management relate, among other aspects, to cultural and 

infrastructural differences between the three countries. In the following section, we will offer 

comparative discussions on how socio-cultural structures and technological infrastructures condition 

people’s considerations about the criterion of availability. Before this, in Table 3 below we briefly 

summarize the five criteria by stating how they relate to social ties, the conversational context, and 

content.  
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Efficiency 

Efficiency relates to instrumental exchanges with both strong and weak ties, and 
is considered when a conversation conveys complex information.  

 Across cultures, people prefer face to face, followed by voice communication, 
and try to avoid text-based messages. 

Sensibility 

Sensibility relates to emotional exchanges and, consequently, is mostly a criterion 
people consider when communicating with strong ties. Considerations about 
sensibility concerns the efforts to make sure emotionally charged statements are 
not misunderstood.  

 People strive to incorporate as many social cues as possible, and thus prefer 
face to face, followed by voice communication, and try to avoid text-based 
messages. 

Ephemerality 

Ephemerality relates to emotional exchanges, and is tied to the intimacy and 
emotional intensity of a tie. People consider ephemerality when they believe that 
there could be social consequences if the message is leaked to others in their 
network.  

 People find text-based communications (e.g. emails, text messages) highly 
risky for leaving the evidence, whereas face-to-face match their need for 
ephemerality the best. 

Insistency 

Insistency relates to both instrumental and emotional exchanges, and is a criterion 
that can be present with both strong and weak ties. A high level of insistency can 
indicate either urgency in the communication or an imbalance in reciprocal 
services.  

 Across national contexts, people consider text-based messages to be least 
insistent, followed by voice communication. Face to face interactions are 
considered the most insistent.  

Availability 

Availability as a criterion in communications with social ties relates to frequency of 
contact.  

 No general findings cut across nations. In China, people make themselves as 
available as possible to both strong and weak ties. Contrary to this, people in 
Denmark and the US use strategies to limit availability for weak ties. 

Table 3 A summary of the five criteria outlined in the analysis 

 

Discussion – cultural and technological differences 

As a particular contribution of this article, the similarities identified in the four sections devoted to 

efficiency, sensibility, ephemerality, and insistency testify to certain universal aspects of human social 

life that do not vary considerably across cultures. In other words, the respondents share experiences 

and perspectives on the role and nature of social relationships, which in turn inform their attitudes 
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towards different ways of communicating. In the last category, availability, however, we see 

differences in how people manage communication that can be a combined result of cultural 

distinctiveness and infrastructural dissimilarities – related to East-Asian and Western societies, and 

to the specific Chinese, American, and Northern European contexts that we engage with. In a 

comparative manner, we will start off our discussion with social-cultural structures and then move 

to technological infrastructures. 

The baseline of these differences has to do with how people relate to each other, and to different 

principles of group formation (Herrmann-Pillath, 2016). Hermann-Pillath uses the Chinese sociologist 

Fei (1939) to argue that social network formation and utilization are fundamentally different between 

Western societies and the Chinese, as a specific Eastern context. Fei proposes two key concepts – 

“group pattern” and “differential pattern” – to explain the Western and Chinese principles of forming 

social groups and networks. Western societies are associated with a “group pattern” (tuanti geju), 

which emphasizes the role of specific communities for dealing with specific aspects of everyday life; 

whereas, the Chinese society is associated with a “differential pattern” (chaxu geju) where relations 

among concrete people, or in social circles, are key. For instance, when facing problems in everyday 

life, people apply different strategies dependent on the type of network structure they are in. 

Western people are engaged in multiple social communities (e.g. unions, religious groups, and a 

multitude of informal associations that center around particular everyday issues), which means, they 

are more likely to turn to one of these communities when they encounter problems – unions for work 

related issues, the church for existential crises, etc. By contrast, Chinese people place more emphasis 

on their immediate network and the individual interpersonal relations, because they are dependent 

on them for solving a wide range of personal problems in daily life.  

In China, the significance of maintaining and using both strong and weak social ties to navigate in 

society can be traced back to the prevalent guanxi culture. Guanxi is a social network theory that 

relate to the Chinese context specifically, and it can be loosely translated to “relationships” or 

“connections”. In guanxi, reciprocity between individuals is considered as the core value, and the 

principle of reciprocity entails that relationships are emotionally binding and ethically obliging (Yang, 

1994). This reciprocal obligation grounds Chinese people’s extensive endeavor of staying available at 

all times. Consequently, guanxi culture fundamentally shapes people’s understandings of the societal 

structure as a web of social relationships (Bian, 1994) in which people form the nodes through which 
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information and resources flow consistently. The development of digital and especially mobile media 

has paved the way for being “always on” across time and space, which is an issue we will return to 

shortly. Taken together, guanxi can be conceived of as a form of social investment (Butterfield (1983) 

and, in Chinese society at large, being always available via mobile devices has been taken for granted 

as a requirement to secure these social investments. 

By all comparisons, the Danish and American societies are much less dependent on social ties and 

their reciprocal services for handling problems, getting things done, etc. In the US, different versions 

of volunteerism and philanthropy (See e.g., Winterich & Zhang, 2014) become the answer or solution 

in many of the situations that, in China, would call for reaching out and asking favors of one’s ties. In 

Denmark, the extensive welfare state regime (see e.g., Trenz and Grasso, 2018) means that people 

are likewise less dependent on their social ties in all matters that are not strictly emotional support. 

In conclusion, the different social and economic safety net constellations in Denmark and the US 

make the array of potential favors that people might ask of their peers much less urgent than in China, 

where such constellations operate poorly.  

Additionally, the much less prevalent yet existing difference between availability strategies in 

Denmark and the US can, in part, be traced back to different traditions of valuing and maintaining 

work/life balance. Whereas digital technologies have made the boundary between work and home 

much more fluid across cultures (Gregg, 2011), American work culture still contrasts the Danish 

insofar as work hours are longer, vacations fewer and further apart, and, most importantly to the 

present study, employees are more available to the employers outside the office and outside regular 

work hours. 

Last but not least, in China, people’s Internet use can be featured as mobile-first, or even mobile-only. 

The mobile phone sector in China has expanded dramatically since the turn of the century (Lu & 

Weber, 2007) and it continue to grow till today. Loo and Ngan (2012) points out that the rapid 

development of mobile telecommunication in China results from the supporting policy from the 

government as well as the popularity of affordable mobile devices. In 2019, the percentage of 

Chinese users accessing the Internet through mobile phones reached 99.1%, which was double the 

rate for stationary computers, the second most-used access device (CNNIC, 2019). In short, the 

mobile phone has grown into the predominant device to use the Internet in China. Through 

examining the link between the structural change of social networks and new informational and 
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communication technologies, Rainie and Wellman (2012) discovered the always-on connectivity of 

mobile devices. In this light, it is evident that China’s predominant mobile Internet use contributes to 

individual people’s attempts to always stay available and connected to their social ties . 

 

Conclusion 

This article has examined how people consider different ways of communicating with different social 

ties. Departing from a brief overview of communication patterns across social ties in Denmark, US, 

and China, the article focused, through qualitative fieldwork, on mapping the criteria people have 

when considering these combinations. Through qualitative data analysis, we found five criteria that, 

at different times, inform people’s communicative choices. These were efficiency, sensibility, 

emphemerality, insistency, and availability. Contrary to our initial assumptions, we found many 

similarities in how people consider the different criteria – even though these considerations often 

lead to different outcomes in terms of concrete communicative choices. We did, however, find 

differences in how people across national contexts approached the criterion of availability. Here, 

respondents in China indicated that they implement strategies to maximize their availability for both 

their strong and weak ties, while respondents in Denmark and the US implemented strategies to 

minimize availability for their weak ties. One reason for this difference could be found in the distinct 

societal structures and cultural traditions of the three national contexts. In addition to the 

socialcultural aspect, China’s mobile-first Internet also contributes to the reality of always-on 

availability and connectivity between social ties.  

This analysis contributes to social ties theory by providing insights into why and how people 

communicate with different social ties in different ways. That is, we de facto accept the quantification 

of society and social relations laid out by previous social ties literature, but also show how those 

quantifiable measurements of tie strength and tie functions can be elaborated on in order to explain 

people’s individual communication choices.  

Our findings indicate that the way people evaluate different communication forms, (text-based 

communication, voice-based communication or face-to-face communication) is motivated by more 

universal aspects of social life. Consequently, when a shared communication technology is 
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introduced in different cultural contexts, similar considerations of how to incorporate it into existing 

communication practices materializes. 

To conclude, there is a discrepancy between the differences in how people communicate with 

different social ties and the vast majority of similarities found in the interview analysis. To further 

contribute to the extension of social ties theory, future research should look into the question of 

culture-dependent differences in how people weigh tie strength, communication content and 

conversational context when considering how to communicate. 
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⒒ Conclusion 

 

This study set out to investigate how Chinese people make use of and make sense of the Internet in 

their everyday lives. In order to collect materials for the investigation, I carried out a 7-month 

ethnographic fieldwork, following people and their social networks across urban and rural areas in 

China. Through a people-centric (Marcus, 1995) ethnography, I was able to document how people 

make use of the Internet through diaries and to gain a detailed understanding of how they make 

sense of Internet technology through interviews. In doing so, I also studied intermediality (Jensen, 

2015): how people's uses of the Internet interconnect and intersect with other forms of 

communication, other technologically mediated communication as well as face-to-face 

communication. 

Adopting the PIN triangulation model of people's contextualized uses of the Internet, the dissertation 

is divided into two parts. Part one provides a framework laying out the conditions that shape people's 

Internet use in China. Part two contains four articles that present findings concerning Chinese 

people's Internet everyday use, with an additional comparative component.  

In part one, the framework consists of three chapters. In the chapter about cultural traditions in China, 

I first described collectivism and guanxi culture, both of which guide Chinese people's everyday 

communication with their social ties. Next, Tibetan Buddhism was elaborated as an essential cultural 

background to my fieldwork with the Tibetan respondents. In the technological chapter, I outlined 

current Internet diffusion and access in China, and then reviewed the development of WeChat, the 

most critical Internet service for the majority of my respondents. Lastly, in the chapter concerning 

political regulation, I discussed the hierarchically structured regulation of the Internet in China, 

ranging from the roles of the government on the macro-level to Internet companies and individual 

users' responsibilities on the meso- and micro-levels. 

The interrelation and interplay of these three conditioning factors in shaping the Internet and 

Internet use in China is in evidence throughout the dissertation. Three examples can serve to restate 

the general point. The first example is the interrelation between Confucian philosophy and the 

contemporary structure of political regulation. Confucianism has been favored by ruling classes in 
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China for centuries, as it promotes a society based on a hierarchical system. As a deep cultural root 

in Chinese societies, Confucian philosophy supports the current government in leading and 

establishing a hierarchical structure to regulate the Internet. Second, political regulation contributes 

to the rapid growth of domestic tech companies in China. The "Great Firewall" established by the 

Chinese government, eliminates competition from Western Internet companies, thus helping 

domestic Internet giants and the market penetration of their services and products, with WeChat 

becoming the super-app in China as a case in point. Lastly, the red packet feature of WeChat 

illustrates the interplay of culture and technology. When WeChat designed and released the virtual 

red pack function, it was inspired by the traditional red packet (Hongbao in Chinese) culture in 

Chinese societies. In turn, the prevalence of communicating with virtual red packets reinforces 

cultural tradition.  

Part two consists of four self-contained articles, joined by the framework. The first article, “Tracing 

Communicative Patterns. A comparative ethnography across platforms, media and contexts”, 

explains the methodological design employed by myself and my co-authors in the three local 

ethnographies of the PIN project. It highlights how the interview-diary-interview method allows us 

to study intermediality (Jensen, 2015) and to capture people's Internet-facilitated communicative 

practices as they move across platforms, media, and contexts. Following clarification of the 

motivation and operationalization of the methodological design, article two, “Middletown 2.0: 

Internet Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet”, illuminates how people in Tibet utilize the Internet in 

various everyday activities. Through applying the activity theory model, the article specifies how 

Tibetan people’s uses of the Internet both stem from and result in ongoing transformations of 

Tibetan society. The third article, “Managing Communication with Strong, Weak, and Latent Ties via 

WeChat: Availability, Visibility, and Reciprocal Engagement”, devotes special attention to people's 

everyday communication with their social ties. It sheds light on how people differentiate strong ties, 

weak ties, and latent ties by adopting different strategies to manage their communication with them. 

Lastly, the discussion on social ties is extended in a comparative perspective. The fourth article, “A 

Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns in China, Denmark 

and the US”, explores the ways in which people communicate with different social ties in different 

situations, and further examines similarities and differences between respondents in three national 

contexts. By mapping five criteria that respondents share across the three regions when considering 
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how to communicate with different ties, we suggest that these cultures may be more similar than 

different when it comes to Internet-mediated communication between social ties. 

The empirical findings hold implications for the PIN triangulation model of contextualized Internet 

use. The four articles conjointly deliver a comprehensive picture of how these Chinese respondents 

use the Internet in the different social roles they play (e.g., as members of the Buddhist community) 

and the different activities they engage (e.g., delivering packages for getting a living). As Internet 

users, they utilize a range of Internet technologies in response to their individual needs, as illustrated 

by the courier using a GPS navigation app to plan a package delivery route.  

Furthermore, the results of this dissertation indicate that there are at least two additional ways of 

conceptualizing the individual’s social roles, as enabled by the Internet: as citizens who are subject 

to regulatory processes and as practitioners of cultural traditions. In a proposal for giving the 

audience a voice in policy-making regarding media regulation, Hasebrink (2011) argued that media 

users are also citizens in a democratic society who "can participate in the regulatory processes and 

in the discourse on media quality (in general) and media diversity (in particular)" (p. 322). In China’s 

authoritarian political system, citizens also participate in the regulatory process, but their 

participation is less in policy-making, more in self-regulation. Regarding Internet users as cultural 

practitioners, the example of sending virtual red packets on WeChat to practice guanxi shows how 

people will practice cultural traditions inherited through generations. In sum, this dissertation brings 

out the multiple roles and practices through which Internet users participate in culture and society. 

The dissertation also bears witness to the agency of individuals, their capacity and creativity in 

utilizing Internet technology to serve diverse purposes in life. For instance, in article two, Tibetan 

respondents undertake a two-pronged engagement with the Internet's transformative capacity: 

complying with as well as resisting social change. With assistance in discussions with my colleagues, 

Jesper Pagh and Signe Sophus Lai, I have extended the PIN triangular model to a people-centric model, 

as illustrated in Figure 11.1. 
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Figure 11.1 From "contextualized Internet use" to "multiplexity of roles"  

 

The new model entails three conceptual specifications of the individual's roles in everyday uses of 

the Internet: (1) as a practitioner of the cultural traditions of a community, (2) as a citizen 

participating in a regulatory process, and (3) as a user of various Internet technologies offered by a 

given market. The transformation from the original PIN triangular model to the people-centric model 

shifts the analytical focus from structure to agency: from structural conditions to the manifold roles 

of agents.  

The new model is built around the notion of “multiplexity of roles”, which people occupy in their 

everyday uses of the Internet. In previous research, the concept of “multiplexity” has been widely 

applied in the literature on social networks. In the study of adult friendships, Verbrugge (1979) 

defines “multiplexity” as “the overlap of roles, exchanges, or affiliations in a social relationship” (p. 

1286). Accordingly, here “multiplexity” refers to the overlap of roles, motives, or activities in people’s 

everyday uses of the Internet. Its relevance can be specified in two respects. On the one hand, 

individuals utilize the Internet to carry out a wide range of activities in which they perform different 

social roles. On the other hand, as discussed in article two, multiplexity also applies to the blurring of 

boundaries between everyday activities and, hence, social roles. In other words, one Internet-

mediated activity may involve multiple individual roles and motives. For example, when someone 

sends a red packet via WeChat, she is not only a user of WeChat’s technological service but also a 

practitioner of cultural tradition in China.  
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It should be added that, during my fieldwork, I stayed with Qing’s family in a poor village in Hebei 

province, which only has around 200 residents. Except for one family sometimes going online through 

an Internet connection from a shared family mobile phone, the village was not connected to the 

Internet. Despite the size of the Internet population in China, it is crucial to acknowledge that around 

40% of the Chinese population still is not connected to the Internet, which amounts to approximately 

541 million people (CNNIC, 2019). This means that two out of five Chinese citizens are still offline, 

which recalls the reality of digital divides and their potential social consequences, particularly when 

the Internet is emerging as a new infrastructure. Looking back to Star and Ruhleder's (1996) points 

in “Steps toward an Ecology of Infrastructure: Design and Access for Large Information Spaces”, the 

access to and familiarity with a technological infrastructure can create insiders and outsiders in a 

community. When it comes to Internet users and non-users in China, the potential implications of 

such a technological divide are worrisome. While this dissertation has focused on Internet users, it 

has not considered non-users, the technology have-nots in China. Therefore, future research should 

address the media uses and communicative practices of Internet non-users, moving forward debate 

on the implications of the Internet becoming a social infrastructure. 
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English summary 
 
 

This dissertation examines how people in China make use of and make sense of the Internet in their 

everyday activities. It is based on the data collected in 7-month ethnographic fieldwork in China in 

the second half of 2017. In this people-centric ethnography, individual people are considered as 

contextualized entities whose Internet uses are conditioned in the cultural, political, and 

technological contexts. In this light, this dissertation presents four self-contained articles that are tied 

together by a shared framework, and this framework consists of three thematic chapters, covering 

the cultural traditions, political regulation, and technological infrastructure that condition Chinese 

people’s everyday uses of the Internet. 

The findings of this dissertation are presented in four articles: The first article, “Tracing 

Communicative Patterns. A Comparative Ethnography across Platforms, Media, and Contexts”, 

outlines an innovative methodological design applied in this study to capture individuals' mundane 

everyday uses of the Internet that move across platforms, media, and social contexts. The second 

article, "Middletown 2.0: Exploring Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet", explores Tibetan people’s 

everyday uses of the Internet in transforming Tibetan society by employing a combined theoretical 

framework of Middletown studies and activity theory. The third article, “Managing Communication 

with Strong, Weak, and Latent Ties via WeChat: Availability, Visibility, and Reciprocal Engagement”, 

specifically examines how Chinese people manage different types of social ties through WeChat, the 

leading social media platform in China. The last article, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social 

Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns in China, Denmark, and the US", takes the discussion on 

social ties under a comparative framework, studying the criteria people have when considering how 

to communicate with social ties.  

This dissertation makes several empirical, methodological, and theoretical contributions. Empirically, 

this dissertation advances our knowledge concerning Chinese people’s localized usages of the 

Internet across various everyday contexts. The main methodological contribution of the dissertation 

is the coupling of diaries and interviews in studying intermediality, the interconnection and 

intersection of people’s daily uses of the Internet with other types of communications. Theoretically, 

the three analytical articles in the dissertation contribute to the existing body of literature on 

Middletown studies, activity theory, and social ties theory. Collectively, this dissertation also extends 



 
209 

the triangular model proposed in The Peoples’ Internet project to a people-centric model. The new 

model is built around the notion of "multiplexity of roles": Individual people acts as a practitioner of 

the cultural traditions of a community, as a citizen participating in a regulatory process, and as a user 

of various Internet technologies offered by a given market. Here, the conception of “multiplexity” 

refers to the overlap of roles, motives, or activities in people’s everyday uses of the Internet. 
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Danish Summary 

 

Denne afhandling undersøger hvordan mennesker I Kina bruger og forstår internettet i deres daglige 

aktiviteter. Den er baseret på data der er indsamlet gennem 7 måneders etnografisk feltarbejde i 

Kina i anden halvdel af 2017. I denne menneske-centriske etnografi forstås individuelle mennesker 

som kontekstualiserede enheder, hvis internetbrug er konditioneret i kulturelle, politiske, og 

teknologiske kontekster. Set i dette lys præsenterer afhandlingen fire uafhængige artikler som er 

forbundet af en fælles kappe som i sig selv består af tre tematiske kapitler der dækker over de 

kulturelle traditioner, den politiske regulering og den teknologiske infrastruktur der konditionerer 

kinesiske menneskers hverdagsbrug af internettet. 

Resultaterne af denne afhandling er præsenteret i fire artikler: den første artikel, ”Tracing 

Communicative Patterns. A Comparative Ethnography across Platforms, Media, and Contexts”, 

skitserer det innovative metodologiske design der blev anvendt i dette studie til at fange individers 

hverdagslige internetbrug på tværs af platforme, medier og sociale kontekster. Den anden artikel, 

"Middletown 2.0: Exploring Everyday Uses of the Internet in Tibet", undersøger, gennem en teoretisk 

rammesætning der kombinerer Middletown studierne med activity theory, hvordan hverdagsbrugen 

af internettet i Tibet medfører en transformation af det tibetanske samfund. Den tredje artikel, 

“Managing Communication with Strong, Weak, and Latent Ties via WeChat: Availability, Visibility, and 

Reciprocal Engagement”, undersøger specifikt hvordan mennesker fra Kina administrerer forskellige 

sociale relationer (social ties) på WeChat – den førende sociale medieplatform i Kina. Den sidste 

artikel, “A Good Way to Talk. A Comparative Social Ties Analysis of Communication Patterns in China, 

Denmark, and the US", diskuterer sociale relationer i en komparativ kontekst, og undersøger hvilke 

kriterier folk har når de overvejer hvordan de vil kommunikere med deres sociale relationer. 

Afhandlingen kommer med flere empiriske, metodiske og teoretiske bidrag. Empirisk udvider 

afhandlingen vores forståelse for hvordan mennesker i Kina gør brug af internettet i forskellige 

hverdagslige kontekster. Det største metodiske bidrag er koblingen af dagbog med interviews i 

studier af intermedialitet, sammenkoblingen og skæringspunktet mellem menneskers daglige 

internetbrug og andre former for kommunikation. Teoretisk bidrager de tre analytiske artikler i 
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afhandlingen til den aktuelle litteratur omhandlende Middletown studier, activity theory og social 

ties theory. Samlet set udvider afhandlingen også den trekantsmodel The Peoples’ Internet Project 

præsenterer til også at fungere som en menneske-centrisk model. Den nye model er konstrueret 

med reference til ideen om rollemultipleksitet (multiplexity of roles): individuelle mennesker agerer 

som udøvende af et fællesskabs kulturelle traditioner, som deltagende borger i en regulerende 

proces og som bruger af forskellige internetteknologier der stilles til rådighed på et givent marked. 

Her refererer ideen om multipleksitet til disse overlappende roller, motivationer eller aktiviteter i 

folks hverdagsbrug af internettet. 
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