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Executive Summary1 

This report explores the techniques and tactics that are the “best practices” for 
Duke University to implement and could increase Duke’s engagement through Sina 
Weibo, one of the most popular Chinese social media sites.  

 
As primary western social media sites like Facebook and Twitter are all blocked 

in China, many western agencies and companies have started to use Chinese social media 
sites to engage with Chinese audiences. In this report, I will start with an overview of 
social media uses in China, key Chinese social media platforms such as Weibo, Renren, 
and Weixin, different sectors’ uses of Weibo, and previous studies of China’s social 
media.  

 
Next, I apply a combined research methods, one survey and two case studies, to 

explore effective social media strategies for Duke University. The survey is designed and 
distributed among the followers of Duke Weibo account. The survey aims to find out the 
followers’ content preference and what strategies can make a Weibo account more 
appealing to audiences. Meanwhile, I also choose two accounts on Sina Weibo and 
analyze their Weibo strategies. The purpose of conducting two case studies is to 
summarize effective management and engagement strategies from existing practices. The 
two chosen Weibo accounts are, NYU Shanghai and the “Free lunch for children”. NYU 
Shanghai is a peer institution of Duke Kunshan University,2 and is also expanding its 
networks in China and attempting to increase awareness among Chinese audiences. 
Meanwhile, the “Free lunch for children” program has been treated as the best practice in 
using Chinese social media for non-profit organizations. Within a month, the “Free lunch 
for children”, a micro-charity campaign, raised more than RMB16 million ($2.6 million) 
through Sina Weibo with the support of more than 100,000 Chinese netizens. Therefore, 
the techniques and tactics adopted by both agencies may also be valuable to Duke’s 
Chinese social media strategy.  

 
In the end, based on the observation from both case studies and survey results, 

this report concludes with effective strategies on Chinese social media management for 
Duke University.  

 

                                                        
1 This paper was prepared in 2013 in partial completion of the requirements for the Masters of Public 
Policy Program at the Sanford School of Public Policy at Duke University. Without the specific permission 
of its author, this paper may not be used or cited for any purpose. If you have additional questions or 
inquiries of the research data, please contact me at lin.lin.wang@duke.edu.  
2 Note: Duke Kunshan University is the Duke’s new campus in China partnering with Wuhan University 
and city of Kunshan, China. Accessed on April 18th, 2013. <http://spotlight.duke.edu/dukeinchina/dku/>. 

mailto:lin.lin.wang@duke.edu


 4 

Problem Statement 

 
Duke has begun using Chinese social media sites to connect with students, 

alumni, prospective students and other audiences in China, where Duke’s traditional 
social media channels such as Facebook and Twitter generally are not accessible. Up to 
today, Duke already has multiple presences on Sina Weibo, one of the most popular 
Twitter-equivalent networking site in China, and one official account on Renren, the 
Facebook-equivalent site in China.   

 
Duke opened its first Sina Weibo account in summer 2011 as Duke men’s 

Basketball team traveled to China and has around 3,500 active followers as April 8th, 
2013.3 Later on, Duke Fuqua School of Business and Duke Kunshan University also 
launched presences on Weibo to reach their targeted audiences, and currently have 3,000 
followers and 300 followers accordingly as April 8th, 2013.4 Meanwhile, Duke launched 
its Renren account in July 2012, and has around 940 followers as April 8th, 2013.5  
 

In 2013, Duke University intends to expand its audience on Sina Weibo and 
Renren, particularly among prospective students and alumni in China, create best 
practices for using Sina Weibo and Renren to support undergraduate and graduate 
admissions efforts, and experiment with live chats, polls, and other forms of social 
media-enabled interactions with key audiences.i  

 
However, it is still not clear what are the “best practices” that Duke can adopt to 

strategically engage with its audiences on Chinese social media, and what features and 
content can make a post appealing to Duke’s Weibo audiences.  
 

In order to answer these questions, this report will identify techniques, tactics and 
overall strategies that Duke University can learn from its peer institutes’ uses on Weibo 
and survey feedbacks from Duke’s Weibo followers. 
 
Overview of Social Media Uses in China  

China’s increasing use of social media is outstanding across the world. A recent 
announcement by Google indicated that the landscape of global social media has changed: 
among the top visited websites across the world, Chinese websites such as Baidu, 
Tencent QQ, and Sina are all among the top visited websites around the globe.ii Netpop 
Research also indicated that the number of microblogging users in China already 
exceeded the number in the U.S.iii 

                                                        
3 Note: the URL of Duke’s Weibo official account is http://www.weibo.com/usdukeuniversity.  
4 Note: the URL of Duke Fuqua School of Business’s Weibo account is http://weibo.com/dukefuqua, and 
the URL of Duke Kunshan University’s Weibo account is http://weibo.com/dkuedu.  
5 Note: the URL of Duke Renren’s official account is http://page.renren.com/601353806?id=601353806. 

http://www.google.com/adplanner/static/top1000/
http://www.weibo.com/usdukeuniversity
http://weibo.com/dukefuqua
http://weibo.com/dkuedu
http://page.renren.com/601353806?id=601353806
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China’s social media players 
 

In general, China’s social media landscape is very dynamic that no single social 
media site can dominate both urban and rural markets, or successfully meet audiences’ 
various needs such as sharing, social, dating, and playing games.iv  
 

By June 2012, Tencent’s Ozone, Sina Weibo and Tencent Weibo remained the 
top three social media sites in China.v Tencent’s Ozone has market share of 13.26%, 
whereas 9.79% for Sina Weibo and 8.37% for Tencent Weibo. vi  Besides, Renren, 
Weixin, and LinkedIn all have their special audience groups and unique positions in the 
China’s social media market.    

Sina Weibo, launched in 2009 by SINA Corporation, is the leading player of the 
Chinese microblogging industry. It currently has 400 million registered users and 287 
million of them are active users.vii Most of them live in the wealthiest cities like Beijing 
and Shanghai in China.viii  

Tencent Weibo, the primary competitor of Sina Weibo, is owned by Tencent 
Holdings and recruits users from Tencent’s QQ instant-messaging base. It has 540 
million users at the end of 2012 and 277 million of them are active users.ix  Tencent 
Weibo attracts more users from smaller cities and rural areas than Sina Weibo.x  

Renren is owned by Oak Pacific Interactive and has 140 million users.xi Like 
Facebook, it began as a social-networking site exclusively for college students. Even now 
it opens to general audiences, it is still dominated by students and recent graduates.xii  

Weixin, also known by its English name as WeChat, is a mobile phone text and 
voice messaging service developed by Tencent Holdings in January 2011. As to today, it 
already has 50 million registered users and 25 million active users.xiii Weixin has similar 
features to WhatsApp to generate both text and voice messages. Different form Sina 
Weibo, which does not provide RSS feeds itself and users have to use external channels6 
to generate their customized RSS, Weixin has the “Moments” feature that can easily help 
users receive recent newsfeeds from their networks. Meanwhile, it also has foreign 
language versions such as English, Korean, Thai, Vietnamese, and has become 
increasingly popular among smart phone users in China.  
 

Qzone is owned by Tencent Holdings and is associated with QQ as well. It is 
similar to MySpace as it allows users to create their own webpage for posting updates, 
and sharing music, articles, photos, videos, etc.xiv Relying on QQ’s active users and the 
QQ’s well-developed social gaming platform, Qzone is still the largest social networking 
site in China.xv  
 

                                                        
6 Note: Weibo2RSS can convert Weibo timeline to regular newsfeeds. Access on April 18th, 2013. 
<http://weibo2rss.cloudfoundry.com/>. 

http://weibo2rss.cloudfoundry.com/
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LinkedIn is one of few non-Chinese social networking sites that can be accessed 
by Chinese users in China. The company reported to have 2 million Mainland Chinese 
users by 2012.xvi Although LinkedIn has not applied for Internet license in China and 
does not have a concrete plan of establishing a China-specific functionality, LinkedIn 
creates a special channel for bridging some of the most influential professionals between 
China and the world.xvii  
 
Overview of Weibo and Uses of Weibo in Different Sectors 
 
  Weibo, which is the Chinese translation for microblog, first came to China in 
2009. Since then, Weibo has become increasingly popular across the country. Similar to 
Twitter, Weibo also has features of uploading photos, videos, messaging other users, etc. 
So far, Weibo sites have become a major source of commentary in China on a wide range 
of topics, which also forces organizations and companies to not only open an account on 
Weibo, but also respond promptly and interact frequently with their audiences on these 
sites.  

Competition between Sina Weibo and Tencent Weibo  
 

There are 400 million registered accounts on Sina Weibo, whereas 540 million on 
Tencent Weibo. Tencent Weibo is growing faster than Sina Weibo; the number of daily 
active users on Tencent Weibo has exceeded 50 million, which is twice of Sina 
Weibo’s.xviii On the other hand, Sina Weibo has become a prime source for breaking 
news and celebrity scandals. Sina Weibo is also popular among white-collar workers in 
big cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen.  

The public’s uses of Weibo 
 

Weibo has become a major platform for public to express their opinions of 
breaking news and call for social justice and government’s actions. As Weibo users can 
follow grassroots advocates and public celebrities, it is easy for ordinary users to get 
first-hand information from diverse sources. This is also the reason why Weibo become 
more popular than Renren in terms of sharing public information and promoting national 
discussions.  

In 2011, the Red Cross Society of China (RCSC), which is a national member of 
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC),xix and is 
the only national Red Cross Society in the People’s Republic of China,xx experienced the 
most unprecedented credibility crisis in its history. Chinese netizens on Weibo were 
infuriated when a 20 years old lady called Guo Meimei claimed on Sina Weibo that she 
was the general manager of a company called “Red Cross Commerce” and publically 
showed off her luxurious belongings.xxi The curious and furious Chinese netizens began 
to retweet Ms. Guo’s posts and queried the RCSC what is her qualification to become the 
general manager. Suddenly, the pictures and posts of Ms. Guo were all over Weibo and 
increasingly more netizens got involved in the discussions of the RCSC and Ms. Guo on 
the Internet.xxii Although it turns out that Ms. Guo actually deceived her identity on 

http://www.chinainternetwatch.com/tag/tencent-weibo/
http://www.chinainternetwatch.com/tag/sina-weibo/
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Weibo and only had acquaintances affiliated with the RCSC, the event has triggered 
dramatic public discussions of the RCSC’s mysterious operation system.xxiii  

Non-profit’s uses of Weibo 
 

While traditional charity agencies in China are widely queried of their 
transparency and efficiency, a large number of grassroots charity programs are launched 
and widely spread through Chinese social media. Some of the most well-known ones are 
the “Free lunch for children” program and the “SNAPSHOT” program.  

 
In 2011, an online anti-abducting program named the “SNAPSHOT” was initiated 

on Sina Weibo. Aiming at providing clues for the police to combat children abducting, 
the “SNAPSHOT” program encourages netizens to take pictures of child beggars and 
post them on Weibo.xxiv The rationale is that these child beggars are very likely to be 
abducted children and forced to beg by their kidnappers.xxv It turns out that the responses 
from web activists, celebrities, and traditional media were rapid and intensive, which 
provide tremendous evidence for the police force to tackle the issue.xxvi  

 
Sina Weibo now also sets up an exclusive page for charity agencies and programs 

called Wei Gongyi, (Sina Weibo Charity).7 The new page is an integrated platform that 
collects individual help-seeking messages, updates major charity events and programs, 
and promotes general awareness of social issues. 
 
Previous Studies of Social Media in China 

In contrast to the western social media, the studies on Chinese social media are 
restrained by either language barrier or limited data that can be retrieved from Weibo. 
The studies that have been done are mostly qualitative.xxvii

xxviii

 For instance, using the 
combination of survey and interview methods, Liu and Shi summarized internal and 
external factors which restaurant enterprise had used to improve their brand influence on 
Sina Weibo. The three internal factors they emphasized are the type of content, the 
manner of speaking, and the format of microblogs; five external factors are the 
development of enterprise, the need and the favors of the online consumers, the 
supervision of the government and the control of the platform, the influential microblogs 
about food, and competitive rivalry within an industry.  Additionally, scholars from 
Beihang University, China, also attempted to find determinants that can make an 
emergency type of post from Sina Weibo receive more retweets. With the help of content 
coding, they found that trustworthiness, expertise, attractiveness, and the number of 
multimedia all have significant effects on the likelihood of posts being multiple 
retweeted.xxix   

In general, although some qualitative studies have found specific strategies work 
well for a particular post or an account; it is difficult to scale up the qualitative findings to 

                                                        
7 Note: Wei Gongyi (Sina Weibo Charity) website: http://www.weibo.com/z/weigongyi/, last accessed on 
April 18th, 2013.  

http://www.weibo.com/z/weigongyi/
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other sectors. Therefore, it is valuable to conduct qualitative research to find strategies 
and tactics particularly could work well for Duke University.  

Methodology 

  
In order to identify techniques and tactics “best practices” Duke University can 

adopt from the existing Weibo accounts and present the most appealing Duke’s Weibo 
account to its audiences, I decided to use a mixed research methods. Recommendations 
are based on take-away from both case studies and survey results.  

Survey 
 

I first conducted a survey and distributed among the followers of Duke’s Sina 
Weibo account. The purpose of the survey is to figure out what specific features of Duke 
Weibo followers, to explore their content/structure preference of a post, and how to 
optimize audiences’ engagement with Duke’s Weibo account.  
 

The survey is originally designed and mortified in English, and then manually 
translated into Chinese. The two language versions are merged into one survey package 
using the “Foreign Language” function in Qualtrics. That is to say, respondents can 
choose either answering questions in English or Chinese on the first page of survey. The 
client is willing to provide Duke's T-shirts as incentives to encourage followers to take 
the survey. The goal is to receive around 60 responses within 2 months.  

 
The survey includes three types of questions:  
 

• Demographic questions: Who are the Duke social media audiences? What is 
percentage of perspective students, current students, alumni, and general 
professional population among Duke’s Weibo followers?  
 

• Techniques and tactics “best practices” questions: What kind of content do 
followers like the most? Which multi-media or format makes a post more 
attractive to followers? Do they want to see polls, quiz, video clips, live chat 
events, and a mixture of languages on Duke’s Weibo account? 
 

• Macro-scope questions: Duke University currently has accounts on Weibo and 
Renren. Can they attract Duke’s potential followers? Does Duke need to expand 
its outreach on other Chinese social media platforms? 
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Case study 
 
The purpose of two case studies is to identify the specific management strategies 

from existing practices on Sina Weibo. The two accounts for the case studies are NYU 
Shanghai and the “Free lunch for children” program.8  

 
NYU Shanghai is a new campus of New York University with partnership of 

China East Normal University. As a peer institution of Duke Kunshan University, it is 
important for Duke to know how its peer institute uses Weibo to attract audiences, 
interacts with perspective students and alumni, and promotes its education mission. 

 
 “Free lunch for children”, a micro-charity campaign on Weibo, is initiated by a 

renowned Mainland journalist and has been recognized for its transparent operation. In 
addition, the “Free lunch for children” program also is known for its frequent interaction 
with audiences and remarkable ability to increase social awareness on Weibo. As a non-
profit organization which also has mission of promoting education and making social 
change, Duke University would learn from the “Free lunch for children” how to increase 
its awareness among Chinese audiences, reinforce its mission, and build trust with its 
audiences. Therefore, the techniques and tactics adopted by the “Free lunch for children” 
would also be great reference of Duke’s Chinese social media strategy, especially how to 
increase its engagement with Chinese audiences.  
 

For the two case studies, I use different approaches to analysis the two accounts. 
As NYU Shanghai has similar mission as Duke Kunshan University, I focus on both its 
overall social media strategy and detailed tactics and techniques of its posting content and 
structure. Specifically, I include the overviews of NYU Shanghai’s uses of various 
Chinese social media channels, information of their social media manager, evaluation of 
their Weibo page outlet, information of their followers, and their posts’ features such as 
content and structure. I also conducted textual analysis from December 2nd, 2012 till 
when I collected 60 posts.9 Then, I manually coded each update based on the main 
content of a post, such as “media coverage”, “information sessions”, “engaging events”, 
“practical information”, “admissions information”, etc. I also coded the structure of each 
post based on structure categories such as “having a catchy title”, “having a video link”, 
“having multiple pictures”, “having URLs to original articles”, and other features such as 
posting language, tone, update frequency, and update time of each post.  

 
In addition, I also use a popularity indicator to measure how “popular” a post is. I 

manually counted the number of comments and retweets of a post, and combined the two 
together as popularity indicator of a post. The purpose of coding content, structure, and 
popularity indicator is to find whether specific content or structure correlate with 
“popular” posts.  

 

                                                        
8 Note: the URL of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account is http://weibo.com/dkuedu, and the URL of “Free 
Lunch for Children” Weibo account is http://www.weibo.com/freelunch.  
9 Note: data sheet of textual analysis is available upon additional email request.  

http://weibo.com/dkuedu
http://www.weibo.com/freelunch
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However, textual analysis of the 60 posts could only be a proxy indicator of NYU 
Shanghai’s overall social media management strategy. As NYU Shanghai will soon have 
their first class of students, posting contents such as admissions process and information 
sessions would be possibly replaced by students’ life, engaging events with the first class 
of students and academic information at NYU Shanghai. Besides, the posting frequency 
would also be changed once the program starts. Therefore, features generated from 
textual analysis cannot be treated as an overview of NYU Shanghai’s long-term social 
media strategy.  

  
For the “Free lunch for children’ case study, since it provides different type of 

content from Duke’s Weibo account and it already has a large number of audiences, I 
decided to analyze particular features of its posts to learn how to improve an 
organization’s transparency through its online updates, and also observe page structures 
to learn how to promote an active online community. In addition, I manually coded 
information of posting time and date, content such as “program information”, 
“information of other charities and events”, “financial reports” during the 3 observation 
days. However, the coding information for the observed posts is only used to illustrate the 
updating frequency and diversity of its content.  

 
The observations of each case will be summarized at the end of each case study 

section. 

Survey Implementation and Results 

Survey distribution 
 
To reach a diverse population of Duke Weibo followers, the survey was 

distributed in two channels. Firstly, I selected Duke’s followers and sent a notification 
message including a survey URL to them via Weibo intra-email system. The notification 
message and its English translation can be found in Appendix A. In addition, I embedded 
the survey URL in a Duke’s Weibo post. The original post and its English version can be 
found in Appendix B. The post was set always shown at the top of Duke’s Weibo 
homepage, and has been forwarded by three third party accounts. 
 

Study period 
 

The survey underwent pretesting from January 30th, 2013, to February 5th, 2013. 
Implementation of the survey started from February 7th, 2013 to February 28th, 2013.  

 

Survey type and design 
 

The survey data was collected through the “View Result” function in Qualtrics, 
and the survey was distributed via the “Distribute Survey” function in Qualtrics. 
Respondents were not randomly selected. Although I attempted to include respondents 
from different backgrounds, I avoided sending messages to followers who did not have 
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recent updates on Weibo, or mainly post commercial advertisements. In general, 
followers who are actively following Duke’s posts or indicate in previous conversations 
their interests in Duke University are the main targeted respondents for the survey.   
 

The survey is originally designed and mortified in English, and manually 
translated into Chinese. The two versions are merged into one survey package using the 
“Foreign Language” function in Qualtrics, and distributed via a Qualtrics URL. The 
survey begins with a short paragraph stating the purpose of the survey and respondent 
confidentiality. The survey consists of 19 questions, including 10 general social media 
activities questions, 5 Duke-focused social media questions, and 4 demographic 
questions. The questions are a mixture of close-ended and open-ended questions, but 
most of the questions are close-ended. The survey questions are listed in Appendix C.  
 

Pretesting 
 

Pretesting focused on wording changes, the time needed to complete the survey 
and question comprehension. I sent the survey to friends, colleagues, family members, 
and acquaintances using the survey’s Qualtrics URL, and in total received 15 responses. 
Participants were asked to test whether the questions were easy to understand, the 
Chinese translations are appropriate, and the answer choices were adequate and 
understandable.  
 

Pretesting results were collected on February 6th, 2013, and the survey questions 
were modified accordingly. Changes included adding back bottom on every page to 
navigate the survey, removing duplicate questions asking respondents’ online activities, 
and changing wording in specific questions and answer choices. 
 

The final survey was sent to the client and was approved before it was 
implemented.  
 

Survey implementation 
 

The survey was available in Qualtrics from February 7th, 2013 to February 28th, 
2013. The survey URL can be accessed via both Weibo intra-emails and Duke’s Weibo 
homepage, and the URL has been tested before posted on Weibo.  
 

The client was willing to provide Duke's T-shirts as incentives to encourage 
followers to take the survey. Respondents could provide their email address at the end of 
the survey to participate in a lottery in winning the T-shirts. In the end, there are 139 
respondents who indicated their willingness to participate in the lottery. After randomly 
selecting 10 response IDs, I sent announcement emails to the winners asking for their 
shipping address. The T-shirts were shipped within 2 weeks with the help of an office 
manager at Duke Fuqua School of Business Shanghai Office. The announcement email 
and the follow-up email can be found in Appendix D. 
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Error structure 
 

In total, I received 162 responses of the survey, and the completion rate is 85%. 
There are around 15 respondents who only completed the first 4 questions on the first 
page of the survey. As survey can be easily accessed via the URL and is voluntary-based, 
I cannot oversee the followers’ responding process and encourage them to complete all 
the survey questions. The only action I have done to improve the response rate is setting a 
pop-up notification in Qualtrics encouraging respondents to complete the survey at every 
page of the survey.  
 

In addition, I originally selected and sent around 1000 intra-emails to Duke’s 
followers asking their help to fill out the survey. However, due to time constrain, I didn’t 
send follow-up emails to all the 1000 followers encouraging who had not filled out the 
survey to complete at their convenience; instead, I reposted the original post on Duke’s 
Weibo home page which had the survey URL embedded.  

 

Findings 
 

All the findings are in descriptive fashion, which include respondents’ 
demographic information, their general social media activities, and their specific 
feedbacks for Duke’s Weibo account.  
 
Demographics 
 
Age 
 

Among the 150 responses to this question, 25 followers are under the age of 18, 
80 followers are between the age of 18 and 25, and 24 followers are between the age of 
26 and 29. In sum, 86% of the respondents are below the age of 30. (See Table 1) 
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Table 1. Age information of respondents (N=150) 
 
Answer   

 

Response % 
18-25   

 

80 53% 
Under 18 
years   

 

25 17% 

26-29   
 

24 16% 
30-34   

 

10 7% 
45-49   

 

4 3% 
More than 55 
years   

 

1 1% 

50-55   
 

2 1% 
35-39   

 

2 1% 
40-44   

 

2 1% 
Total  150 100% 
 
Occupation 
 

The results from the occupation question in the survey reinforce the conclusion 
from the age question. As we can see from Table 2 below, 85 respondents are currently 
college or graduate students; in the blank area of the “Other” answer option, 10 
respondents indicated that they are high school students. As a result, 95 out of 150 
respondents to this question are currently students and their ages are very likely below 
25.  
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Table 2. Occupation information of respondents (N=150) 
Answer   

 

Response % 
College/Graduate 
Student   

 

85 57% 

Academic/Educator   
 

13 9% 
Executive/Managerial   

 

13 9% 
Other   

 

13 9% 
Technical/Engineering   

 

8 5% 
Professional 
(doctor,lawyer,etc.)   

 

8 5% 

Service/Customer 
Support   

 

5 3% 

Sales/Marketing   
 

5 3% 
Unemployed, looking 
for work   

 

0 0% 

  
 
Evaluating current Duke’s Chinese social media efforts  
 

As mentioned in the background section, Duke University is expanding its 
activities on Sina Weibo and Renren. Currently, Duke University has 2 general accounts 
on Weibo and Renren, an account featuring the information of Duke Kunshan University 
on Weibo, and an account mainly about the programs at Duke Fuqua School of Business 
on Weibo as well. However, it is still uncertain whether Duke should continue expanding 
its efforts on Sina Weibo and Renren, or should start exploring other Chinese social 
media platforms.  
 

The first and second questions in the survey directly ask respondents what social 
media sites that they have created personal profiles on and what social media sites they 
use the most. Among 162 responses received from Question 1, and 153 responses 
received from Question 2, we see that Sina Weibo and Renren are the sites that majority 
of the respondents have profiles on and use the most. We also notice that 108 respondents 
indicated they have accounts on Weixin and 72 of them are constantly using it. (See 
Graph 1 and Table 3) 
  

As is shown, Sina Weibo and Renren are still popular among the followers. 
Therefore, Duke’s effort of continually maintaining both sites and promoting engaging 
activities on them would be an effective strategy. Meanwhile, Weixin is catching up with 
Sina Weibo and Renren quickly. Opening an account on Weixin and constantly sending 
newsfeeds to followers on Weixin could be a complement to Duke’s Chinese social 
media effort in the near future.  
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Graph 1. Distribution of social media sites that respondents have created a 
personal profile (N=162) 

 

 
 

Table 3. Distribution of social media sites that respondents use the most. (N=153)  
 
Answer   

 

Response 
Sina Weibo   

 

153 
Renren   

 

81 
Weixin   

 

72 
Facebook   

 

27 
Douban   

 

21 
Tencent Weibo   

 

14 
Youku   

 

13 
LinkedIn   

 

10 
Instagram   

 

8 
Twitter   

 

8 
Google+   

 

5 
YouTube   

 

5 
Other   

 

3 
Pinterest   

 

0 
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Creating group chats to interact with online audiences 
 

Besides sharing information and activities related to Duke, Duke’s Weibo account 
also starts to design and manage student-to-student live chats and special event sessions 
to engage with followers who have special interests. The engaging events Duke’s Weibo 
account has operated are the “MEMP Live Chat”10 in January 2013, and the “UNC vs. 
Duke Game Chat”11 in February 2013.  
 

Question 18 in the survey asks respondents their interested guests for Duke’s 
future online chatting events. Among 151 respondents to this question, 46 would like to 
see alumni in these events, and 45 are interested in talking with current graduate/PhD 
students. That is to say, respondents prefer having interaction with either alumni who 
have already made accomplishments, or current professional students who are experts in 
their particular fields. The results from this question are an important indicator for Duke 
to choose topics and guests for the future live chats on Weibo. (See Table 4) 

  
Table 4. Distribution of whom respondents would like to talk to in Duke’s live 

chats on Sina Weibo. (N=151) 
 

Answer   
 

Response % 
Duke alumni who work in 
China   

 

46 30% 

Current graduate/PhD 
students from China   

 

45 30% 

Current undergraduate 
students from China   

 

29 19% 

Current Duke faculty from 
China   

 

26 17% 

Other   
 

5 3% 
Total  151 100% 

 

                                                        
10 Note: the “MEMP Live Chat” is designed for the prospective students of Master of Engineering 
Management Program (MEMP), Duke University, to have a live chat with current students. The chat is 
intended to provide an opportunity for perspective Chinese students to get information about the program in 
all ranges from current students at Duke. The chat lasted one hour, and 150 students joined and generated 
more than 80 conversations.  
 
11 Note: the Weibo managers at Duke and UNC Chapel Hill generated one game chat on Weibo: #UNC vs. 
Duke#. The managers updated the event from the two teams' perspectives, and there are also some students 
posting under the topic. The posts are all related to the game, such as pre-game advocacy, updates during 
the game, final result of the game, excellent performance of key players, game video highlights, UNC fans 
at Duke, etc. The URL of the chat is listed 
here: http://huati.weibo.com/k/Duke%20vs.%20UNC?from=510&order=time 
 

http://huati.weibo.com/k/Duke%20vs.%20UNC?from=510&order=time
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Content strategy 

There are a number of questions in the survey asking respondents’ general 
interested topics, and content preference of Duke related topics. As is shown, majority of 
the respondents are highly interested in sharing useful information and valuable news 
from trustworthy agencies and institutes. As to Duke related topics, a number of 
respondents are very interested in “practical” information, such as admissions rate, hiring 
information, and successful Duke’s Chinese alumni.  

In Question 3, respondents were asked the top reasons why they choose to use 
social media. 93 out of 162 respondents choose that sharing information useful is the top 
reason and also 83 respondents choose that following news and updates from people and 
organizations interested is the main reason they use social media. As we can see, most of 
the respondents have treated social media as a new channel to learn about and share 
useful information and knowledge. (See Table 5) 

 Table 5. Distribution of the reasons why respondents choose to use social media 
(N=162)  

Answer   
 

Response % 
Share information useful to 
other people   

 

93 57% 

Follow news and updates 
from people and organizations 
of interest to me 

  
 

83 51% 

Maintain daily, personal 
connections with friends and 
family 

  
 

78 48% 

General enjoyment   
 

69 43% 
Keep track of what I am doing 
and what I learn   

 

47 29% 

Connect with people who 
share my interests and values   

 

44 27% 

Get breaking news from 
media   

 

43 27% 

Easy to use and convenient to 
post/maintain anytime and 
anywhere 

  
 

12 7% 

Other   
 

2 1% 
 

Question 6 in the survey asks respondents the general topics and subjects they are 
interested in following and sharing on social media. Among 155 respondents, the top four 
topics they are interested in are political news, education, literature and arts, and science 
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and technology. As mentioned in the background section, Weibo has become an open 
channel for grassroots to express their public opinions and criticize government’s 
wrongdoings. However, as a western prestigious university, Duke should present a 
neutral position when cooperating with Chinese agencies and not be closely involved in 
domestic public discussions. However, Duke generates large volume of new findings in 
the field of education, arts, science, and technology; therefore, Duke could consider 
promoting more discussions regarding these topics in the near future. (See Graph 2) 

  

Graph 2. Distribution of respondents’ most interested topics to follow on Weibo 
(N=155) 

 

Questions 12 and 13 ask respondents’ preference on Duke related posts. Among 
155 responses of Question 12, 106 of them indicated that admissions information of 
either undergraduate or graduate students interest them the most. Besides, topics such as 
Duke’s activities in China, students’ life on campus, and information about academic 
research from Duke also attract respondents’ attention. Some respondents also indicated 
in the “Other” option that they are interested in updates from Duke’s Lemur Center, 
beautiful views of Duke’s campus, and recent employment situation of Duke’s students. 
(See Graph 3) 
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Graph 3. Distribution of respondents’ most interested topics related to Duke University 
(N=155) 

 

 

Question 13 also asks respondents’ preference of Duke related posts. However, 
instead of asking directly about respondents’ interested topic, I chose 5 posts which all 
have similar structures covering the topics of admissions, students’ life, Duke’s activities 
in China (specifically updates of Duke Kunshan University), Duke academic events, and 
Duke athletes’ news. As we can see from Table 6 below, the post covering admissions 
information is the most popular among the 5 posts; the topics of students’ life and Duke’s 
activities in China are also appealing to some respondents. The top 3 topics are also the 
ones which respondents choose the most interesting to them in the previous question. The 
complete translation of the 5 posts is in Appendix E and translation of the last post is also 
listed in footnote.12  

  

                                                        
12 Translation of the last post: [Duke Football Team Wins Back the Victory Bell] October 20, 2012, 11pm, 
after 8 years waiting, Duke’s football team finally beats UNC. The victory not only snapped Duke’s eight-
game losing streak against the Tar Heels, it is also the end of Duke’s seventeen-game loses in this season.   
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Table 6. Distribution of respondents’ most interested topics related to Duke 
University (N=150) 

Answer   
 

Response % 

 

  
 

74 49% 

 

  
 

59 39% 

 

  
 

51 34% 

 

  
 

40 27% 

 

  
 

36 24% 

 

The results from Question 19 also reinforce the topic preference we conclude 
from the previous two questions. Among 150 respondents of this question, 47% indicated 
that they are interested in applying for overseas universities, and 27% said that they have 
general interests in news related to overseas universities. As roughly half of the 
respondents are currently in the process of applying for overseas universities, the 
information of Duke’s admissions is very valuable to them.  In addition, as 27% of the 
respondents have general interests in overseas universities, the news of students’ life and 
Duke’s activities in China are also attractive to them. (See Table 7) 
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Table 7. Distribution of respondents’ relations to overseas universities (N=150) 

Answer   
 

Response % 

I am interested in applying 
to overseas universities   

 

71 47% 

I am currently studying or 
working in an overseas 
university 

  
 

23 15% 

I am an alumnus of an 
overseas university   

 

13 9% 

I have general interest in 
news related to overseas 
universities 

  
 

41 27% 

I am not sure   
 

2 1% 
  

Structure strategy 
 

Structure of a post, posting frequency of an account, posting language, tone of an 
account, and interesting events organized by an account all can help a social media 
account engage with its online audiences. 
 
Posting frequency 
 

Question 5 in the survey is about respondents’ frequency of checking their social 
media accounts. Among 155 respondents, 117 indicated that they check their accounts 
whenever they need a break, 68 said they usually check in the evening and 45 said that 
checking social media is the first thing they usually do in the morning. Since two quarters 
of the respondents check social media sites more than one time a day and mostly check 
either in the morning or evening, one possible strategy for Duke is to post more than one 
time a day, and schedule posts both in the mornings and in the evenings. (See Graph 4) 
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Graph 4. Respondents’ frequency of checking Sina Weibo (N=155) 

 
 
 
Entertaining elements 
 

Question 8 asks respondents what structural elements of a post attract their 
attention. The top three elements which make a post attractive to respondents are “catchy 
title”, “multiple pictures”, and “video link”. There are also 42 out of 155 respondents like 
to be asked their opinions about popular public topics. A catchy title and a question 
within a post can increase echoes and interaction between the Duke’s Weibo account and 
its followers, and both photos and videos are multi-media elements that visually make a 
post attractive to audiences. As Weibo is a high-traffic information channel, and 
audiences’ attention can easily switch from one post to another, having entertaining and 
attractive elements will help to catch audiences’ attention. (See Graph 5)  
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 Graph 5. Distribution of entertaining elements that respondents think will make 
others notice a post (N=155) 
 

 
 
Language 
 

Question 14 in the survey is about respondents’ language preference of Duke’s 
Weibo account. 110 out of 144 respondents would like to see a mixture of both Chinese 
and English, and there are also 9 respondents showed that they have no language 
preference. (See Table 8) 

 
Table 8. Distribution of respondents’ language preference of a post (N=144) 

 
Answer   

 

Response % 
A mixture of 
Chinese and 
English 

  
 

110 73% 

Chinese only   
 

20 13% 
English only   

 

12 8% 
No preference   

 

9 6% 
 
 
Tone 

As we can see from the demographic results, majority of Duke’s followers on 
Weibo are students and young professionals whose ages are below 30. Therefore, having 
a vivid and conversational tone to interact with them is very important.  
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Take-away from the survey results  
 

Sina Weibo and Renren are still popular among respondents. For Duke, it is 
important to continue expanding its efforts on these two social media sites to optimize its 
online Chinese audiences. Meanwhile, as Weixin becomes increasingly popular within 
recent years, Duke should consider either open an account on Weixin, or find an effective 
way to connect with Duke’s potential audiences on it in the near future.  
 

Majority of the respondents are below the age of 30, they are either students in 
colleges, graduate schools, and high schools, or young professionals who just graduated 
for a few years.  
 

The contents about students’ life, Duke’s activities in China, and Duke’s 
academic research, which Duke’s Weibo account has been frequently posting, remain 
popular among respondents. In addition, Duke can also consider increasing coverage of 
practical information about Duke University, such as information of admissions and 
students’ employment, and stories of renowned Duke’s Chinese alumni.  
 

Creating live chats on Weibo is a good way to interact with online audiences. 
Besides following effective features of the previous “MEMP Live Chat” and “UNC vs. 
Duke Game Chat”, Duke can also consider invite successful alumni and Duke’s current 
professional students to the future events on Duke’s Weibo account.   
 

As most of Duke’s followers on Weibo are students or young professionals whose 
age are below 30, the posting tone can be friendly and light, yet professional. However, 
posted contents sometimes require accuracy and objectivity; in this case, having a plain 
tone but including entertaining elements such as a catchy title, relevant photos, and short 
videos can also attract audiences’ attention.  
 

At last, in order to maintain a frequent presence on Weibo, Duke’s Weibo 
manager should consider posting at least two times a day. The posting language can be a 
mixture of Chinese and English.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

A Case Study of NYU Shanghai 

NYU’s presence on Chinese social media 
 

NYU Shanghai has created multiple presences on Chinese social media, such as 
Weibo, Renren, and Youku; however, they mainly focus on Weibo to reach general 
Chinese social media audiences.13  
 

                                                        
13 Note: this statement is based on a Weibo intra-email conversation with NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account. 
Also, on the NYU Shanghai official website, they only list the hyperlink of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo page, 
and a slide-show photo of “Follow us on Weibo” is emphasized in the center of the main page.   
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NYU Shanghai started to post on Weibo on October 30th, 2011. Up to March 18th, 
2013, the account has generated 413 posts, has 15,601 followers, and following 158 
individuals and agencies. Meanwhile, NYU Shanghai started to post information on 
Renren since February 2012. Till March 18th, 2013, their Renren account already has 
4,742 followers, and posted 26 original or shared news articles.14 In addition, NYU 
Shanghai also began to upload videos on Youku since November 2012. So far, it has 
uploaded 3 videos about the program and admissions information, and has 22 followers.15  

 
As we can see, NYU Shanghai mainly uses Weibo to reach its online audiences. 

Its Weibo account also has more followers, generates more posts, and started longer than 
their pages on Renren and Youku. Therefore, in this case study, I will only analyze the 
features of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account to generate their Chinese social media 
strategy.  
 

Manager’s information 
 

In order to know who is managing NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account, I messaged 
NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account via Weibo Intra-email system.16 The manager 
responded that he/she is a current staff at NYU Shanghai and maintains both Weibo and 
Renren accounts.  
 

Weibo page outlet17 
 

The name for NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account is “上海纽约大学NYU Shanghai 
官方微博”, which is “NYU Shanghai’s Official Weibo Account” in both Chinese and 
English. The page has NYU Shanghai’s logo on the left of content wall, and a photo of 
Shanghai Oriental Pearl Tower as page background. Other key elements include a 
verified symbol on the top of the page, a photo wall, a video wall, a wall with recent 
updates, a hyperlink to Chancellor Yu Lizhong’s Weibo page, which has around 1.6 
million followers as to April 8th, 2013, and a list of tags.  
 

The photo wall contains 5 slide-show photos of the NYU Shanghai Press 
Conference, the Ground-breaking Ceremony for NYU Shanghai, building landscape of 
NYU Shanghai, image of prospective students, and the slogan of NYU Shanghai - Make 
the World Your Major. The video wall is a 2-minute video clip focusing on the key 
faculty’s descriptions of NYU Shanghai and its unique features, and it ends with a 
question whether viewers are ready for the challenges and changes that NYU Shanghai 
will bring to them. As to the name tags, NYU Shanghai include specific tags such as New 

                                                        
14 Note: the URL for NYU Shanghai’s Renren page is 
http://page.renren.com/601217361?q=\u7EBD\u7EA6\u5927\u5B66|p=|s=2|u=601353806&act=name&rt=
page&in=1&hh=1 
15 Note: the URL for NYU Shanghai’s Youku page is http://i.youku.com/u/id_UMzQ0NzQ2MjQ0 
16 Note: the original and translated conversation with NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account is in Appendix F.  
17 Note: the snapshot of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo page is in Appendix G.  

http://page.renren.com/601217361?q=\u7EBD\u7EA6\u5927\u5B66|p=|s=2|u=601353806&act=name&rt=page&in=1&hh=1
http://page.renren.com/601217361?q=\u7EBD\u7EA6\u5927\u5B66|p=|s=2|u=601353806&act=name&rt=page&in=1&hh=1
http://i.youku.com/u/id_UMzQ0NzQ2MjQ0
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York, New York University, Shanghai, East China Normal University;18 and also tags 
contain general characteristics of NYU Shanghai, such as higher education, global vision, 
study abroad, China-foreign cooperation institution, etc.  
 

Information of followers  

Based on the account report from Weibo Feng Yun, till March 17th, 2013, 3,248 
(20%) out of 15,601 followers of NYU Shanghai are active users and 241 followers are 
verified users on Weibo. In addition, Weibo Feng Yun also shows location information of 
the followers. As indicated in the Appendix H, 64% of the followers are from Shanghai 
area, 14% are from Beijing area, and 11% indicated currently live overseas.  

Content analysis 
 

I coded the content information of NYU Shanghai’s each update based on 7 
categories: “Media”, “Information”, “Event”, “Practical”, “People”, “Admissions”, and 
“Issue”. “Media” represents news coverage from media outlets; “Information” stands for 
NYU Shanghai’s information sessions; “Event” is engaging events with its online 
audiences; “Practical” is providing practical information such as rankings, career 
opportunities, and alumni networks; “People” stands for mentioning key NYU leaders’ 
activities or sayings; “Admissions” refers to providing information about NYU Shanghai 
admissions or news related to perspective students; “Issue” is expressing opinions or 
involvement in public discussions. For each category, if I coded it as “1”, it means the 
post includes the specific content information, and “0” means the post does not provide 
specific content information. If a post has more than one categorized contents, it can be 
coded with multiple “1”s.  
 

Among the collected 60 updates, 27 (45 %) provide admissions messages. 18 
updates (30 %) provide information of NYU Shanghai’s information sessions in different 
regions. 15 updates (25 %) mention the leaders and their activities at NYU Shanghai. 14 
(24%) contain news agencies’ coverage of NYU Shanghai. Also a couple of updates 
mention the “practical” facts about NYU Shanghai or participating in higher education 
discussions. (See Appendix I)  
 

In addition, I ran a correction between different content information and a post’s 
popularity value, which is the sum of comments and reposts for each post. As indicated in 
the graph below, People and Information variables have positive correlation with a post’s 
popularity. Specifically, if a post mentions the key NYU Shanghai leaders such as its 
chancellor’s recent sayings or doings, it will increase the post’s population by 10.3%; if a 
post contains detailed information about up-coming information sessions of NYU 
Shanghai, it will increase the post’s popularity by 9.9%. (See Table 9)  

 
 

                                                        
18 Note: New York University Shanghai is established by New York University in the partnership with East 
China Normal University of Shanghai.  
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 Table 9. Correlation between content information of a post and its popularity 

 
 

Structure analysis 
 
Repost 
 

During the observation period, I found that many updates from NYU Shanghai 
are not actually the initial posts. They are either reposts from media agencies’ Weibo 
accounts, individual accounts, or follow-up information of NYU Shanghai’s previous 
posts. In Repost column in the data sheet, I coded a post as “0” if it is an initial post; 
coded as “1” if it is a reposted one. As a result, more than 60 percent of the observed 
posts are the reposts and less than 40 percent are the new updates. (See Table 10) 
 

I also ran a correlation between Report variable and Popularity variable. I found 
that there is negative correlation between a repost and its popularity. That is, if an update 
is a repost, it is 38% less popular than a new update. (See Table 11) 
 

Table 10. Repost rate of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo posts  

 
  
 Table 11. Correlation between originality of a post and its popularity  
 

 
 
Update frequency 
 

The information of update frequency is generated from Date and Date Gap 
columns in the data sheet. Date column tracks posting dates for the 60 updates and Date 
Gap is date difference between the current post and the previous post. Except for 6 days’ 

       issue    -0.1312   0.2614   0.0658  -0.0909  -0.0806   0.5222  -0.1515   1.0000
   admission    -0.0504  -0.1030  -0.5191   0.2121   0.1612  -0.2901   1.0000
      people     0.1032   0.3185  -0.1260  -0.1741  -0.0000   1.0000
   practical    -0.0387   0.1685  -0.1750  -0.0806   1.0000
      events     0.0401  -0.1663  -0.1974   1.0000
       infor     0.0990  -0.3612   1.0000
       media    -0.2221   1.0000
  popularity     1.0000
                                                                                      
               popula~y    media    infor   events practi~l   people admiss~n    issue

(obs=60)
. corr  popularity media infor events practical people admission issue

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           38       63.33      100.00
          0           22       36.67       36.67
                                                
     Repost        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  Repost

      Repost    -0.3811   1.0000
  popularity     1.0000
                                
               popula~y   Repost

(obs=60)
. corr  popularity Repost
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updating gap from December 11th to 17th, 2012, and from December 29th to January 4th 
during the 2013 New Year holiday, 96% of the posts were updated within 3 days’ gap 
and 70% of the posts were updated in the same day as the previous post. (See Table 12) 
 

In addition, from the 19 posting dates from December 2th, 2012 to January 7th, 
2013, the maximum number of daily posts is 10 on January 4th, and the calculated 
average number of daily posts is 3.  (See Table 13) 
 

As we can see, except for special occasions, NYU Shanghai maintains its account 
on daily basis, and posts multiple times for each posting date.   
 
 Table 12. Posting frequency of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account  
 

 
 

 
Table 13. Distribution of posting date information of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo 

account  
 

 
 
Update time 
 

Time column in the data sheet records the time a post is updated by NYU 
Shanghai. The time information can be easily accessed from the corresponding posts 
from NYU Shanghai Weibo account. However, as Weibo adjusts the time information 

      Total           59      100.00
                                                
          6            2        3.39      100.00
          3            2        3.39       96.61
          2            5        8.47       93.22
          1            9       15.25       84.75
          0           41       69.49       69.49
                                                
   Date Gap        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  dategap

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
       12/8            1        1.67      100.00
       12/6            4        6.67       98.33
       12/5            2        3.33       91.67
       12/4            4        6.67       88.33
      12/29            2        3.33       81.67
      12/28            5        8.33       78.33
      12/27            2        3.33       70.00
      12/24            2        3.33       66.67
      12/21            4        6.67       63.33
       12/2            4        6.67       56.67
      12/19            1        1.67       50.00
      12/18            3        5.00       48.33
      12/17            3        5.00       43.33
      12/11            3        5.00       38.33
      12/10            5        8.33       33.33
       12/1            2        3.33       25.00
        1/7            1        1.67       21.67
        1/5            2        3.33       20.00
        1/4           10       16.67       16.67
                                                
       Date        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab date
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based on the viewer’s local time zone, the real posting time for each update should be 13 
hours ahead of the indicated one on Weibo during the coding period.  
 

As shown in the graph below, majority of the posts are generated from around 
7pm to 5am in the next morning, which is from Beijing Time 8am to 6pm. Therefore, we 
can see that the manager of NYU Shanghai usually updates the account in working hours 
during the day. (See Graph 6) 

 
Graph 6. Distribution of posting time of NYU Shanghai Weibo account  

 

 
 
 
Tone  
 

The written tone for the observed 60 posts contains in Tone column in the data 
sheet. I coded the tone information into two categories. One is vivid tone; the other is 
plain tone. Vivid tone includes element such as animation icons, exclamation marks, 
capitalized words, interjections, and metaphor expressions. Plain tone is indicated as 
simple expression with no motivating or engaging purposes.  
 

Specifically, I coded “2” as plain tone and “3” as vivid tone. As we can see from 
Table 14, around two thirds of the posts are in plain tone, and one third of the posts are in 
vivid tone. As majority of the observed posts contain event or admissions information, 
stating accurate information in a neutral and authoritative way is important. However, 
there are also a number of posts promoting engagement with audiences or reposting 
followers’ updates. In this case, maintaining a personalized tone to interact with followers 
would create affinity between the account and its audiences. (See Table 14)     
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Table 14. Distribution of written tone of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account  
 

 
 
Language  
 

The written language information of the 60 posts is in Language column in the 
data sheet. I coded “0” if a post is in Chinese only, “1” if it is a mixture of Chinese and 
English, and “2” if it is in English only. As we can see, 51 (85%) out of 60 posts are 
written in only Chinese; 8 posts are a mixture of both Chinese and English; and 1 post is 
in English only. Based on the observation, we conclude that the preferred language of 
NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account is Chinese. If the Chinese expressions can’t fully 
represent the content meaning, NYU Shanghai will replace some key words with 
equivalent English words but remain most of characters in Chinese. (See Table 15)  
 

Table 15. Distribution of posting language of NYU Shanghai Weibo account  
 

  
 
Entertaining elements  
 

Entertaining elements such as catchy title, photo link, and video link are important 
to attract audiences’ attention. I coded “Topic” as having a hatch thatch to categorize a 
post under a specific topic, “Title” as having a title, “Video” as having a video URL, 
“Picture” as having a picture or multiple ones, and “URL” as having a hyperlink directs 
audiences to original articles.  
 

Among the 60 posts, 59 (98%) have a title, 50 (84%) contain pictures, and 22 
(37%) have URL referring to original articles. Also, less than 10 posts have hatch thatch 
or embedded videos. (See Appendix J)   
 

In addition, as we can see from Table 16 below, “Picture”, “Title”, and “URL” are 
all positively correlated with a post’s popularity. Specifically, if a post has pictures, it 
will increase its popularity by 19%; if a post has a hyperlink or a catchy title, it will 
improve post’s popularity by 5% or 3%. I also summarized all the entertaining elements 
into a new variable Entertaining, and ran a correlation between Popularity variable and 
Entertaining variable. As shown in Table 17 below, one additional entertaining element 
will increase post’s popularity by 2.5%.  

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          3           22       36.67      100.00
          2           38       63.33       63.33
                                                
       Tone        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab tone

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          2            1        1.67      100.00
          1            8       13.33       98.33
          0           51       85.00       85.00
                                                
       Lang        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab lang
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In general, the more entertaining elements NYU Shanghai use in one post, the 

more attractions it can receive from its audiences. Among all the elements, pictures are 
the most effective multimedia that increases post’s populairity.  

 
Table 16. Correlation of entertaining elements of a post and its popularity 

 

  
Table 17. Correlation of the number of entertaining elements and a post’s 

popularity 

 
 

Take-away from the NYU Shanghai case study 
 

NYU Shanghai mainly uses Sina Weibo for its social media outreach, and a 
current staff from NYU Shanghai constantly manages the account. Except for special 
occasions, the manager maintains account on daily basis, and generates multiple posts 
during the day.  
 

The Weibo page of NYU Shanghai is well-designed, containing a number of 
multimedia elements, especially a video wall and a hyperlink to its chancellor’s Weibo 
page that Duke’s Weibo page currently does not have.  
 

The main contents for its updates are information of NYU Shanghai admissions 
process, NYU Shanghai’s information sessions in different cities, updates of its senior 
leaders’ sayings and activities, and major news coverage of NYU Shanghai. The posts 
include its senior leaders’ recent sayings or doings and information of up-coming 
information sessions are relatively popular among followers.  

 
As we can see, a large number of NYU Shanghai’s posts are not the initial posts, 

either reposts of other accounts or follow-ups of its previous posts. However, according 
to the analyzing results, followers actually prefer posts containing new information rather 
than the repeated one.  
 

         url     0.0505   0.3228  -0.1711   0.3015   0.0619   1.0000
         pic     0.1807  -0.1491  -0.0582  -0.3078   1.0000
       video    -0.1268   0.4333   0.0299   1.0000
       title     0.0297  -0.3906   1.0000
       topic    -0.1612   1.0000
  popularity     1.0000
                                                                    
               popula~y    topic    title    video      pic      url

(obs=60)
. corr  popularity topic title video pic url

entertaining     0.0247   1.0000
  popularity     1.0000
                                
               popula~y entert~g

(obs=60)
. corr  popularity entertaining
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In general, the posting tone for its Weibo content is plain, mainly because most of 
informative content require accuracy and objectivity. However, the account manager 
includes entertaining elements such as pictures and catching titles to make a post more 
appealing to followers. In addition, posting language is mainly Chinese. If Chinese 
expressions can’t fully represent content’s meaning, NYU Shanghai will replace some 
key words with original English words but remain most of the content in Chinese.  
 

A Case Study of the “Free Lunch for Children” Program 

The “Free lunch for children” program is initiated by a renowned Chinese 
journalist, Deng Fei. The program aims at collecting donations from online audiences to 
provide children in rural China with free lunch.xxx The program has been widely 
recognized for its openness and transparency. Its techniques in using social media to 
operate and promote the program may also be valuable to identify social media strategy 
and provide suggestions for using social media for Duke University.  

 
Different from the approach used in the NYU Shanghai case study, this case study 

will particularly focus on how its daily updates create transparency of its operation 
system, how its frequent updates and interactions with audiences accumulate a sense of 
public trust, and how it creates an online community in multiple social media channels.  

 
In this case study, I will introduce the “Free lunch for children” program and its 

features in collecting donations, increasing public recognition and implementing its 
projects effectively. Then, I will summarize recommendations for Duke University in 
using social media based on the observations from this case study.  
 

Background 

  The “Free lunch for children” program was established in April 2011, aiming to 
improve children’s nutrition condition in rural China.

xxxii

xxxi The program offers free 
lunchbox that contains an egg, a dish and some rice to children, whereas before, children 
could only afford a couple of potatoes to school or drink a full bottle of water during 
lunch time.   

The program initiator, Deng Fei, is a renowned Chinese journalist and has written 
many articles focusing on children and women’s welfare in China. The original idea of 
the program came from a discussion with a countryside teacher. She told Deng that 
children at her school could not afford lunch.xxxiii

xxxiv

 After a trip to rural Guizhou province in 
southwestern China, Deng realized that the lunch problem is very severe and 
common.   

In March 2011, Deng started to post messages on Sina Weibo, asking for 
donations to build kitchens, hire cooks and provide food for children in rural China.xxxv 
The posts were retweeted immediately and received nationwide attention. Till the end of 
2012, the “Free lunch for children” program has collected RMB30 million ($4.8 million) 
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and subsidized 160 schools in rural China.xxxvi Besides, Deng attracts nearly 3.5 million 
followers on Weibo and the “Free lunch for children” program also has around 72 
thousand followers as April 12th, 2013.19 

Features of the “Free lunch for children” program   
 
Posting school daily expenditure and program financial reports greatly increases the 
program’s transparency 
 

 “The action must be transparent, so that we can gain donors’ trust.”----Deng 
Feixxxvii 

 
In order to make the “Free lunch for children” transparent to donors, Deng Fei 

creates a series of methods to demystify donation’s outcomes. Deng decided to post 
school’s daily budget and project pictures on Weibo, and update the program’s relevant 
news and annual reports on the program’s website. 

 
The collected donations are used to build kitchens, hire cooks, buy fresh food, etc. 

However, the school cannot receive the fund unless they establish a Weibo account with 
assistance from the program staff and be responsible to update their expense and financial 
budget frequently.xxxviii In this case, donors can see the direct output from their donations: 
food is purchased, cooks are hired, school facilities are built, and students can eat hot 
meals with happy smiles on their faces. As a result, Weibo becomes a new tool to connect 
donors directly with recipients.  

In addition, the “Free lunch for children” also posts the program budget and 
balance on its website. When donors go to the program’s website, it is easy to check the 
financial reports, detailed lists of donors and amount, etc.20 Therefore, whoever would 
like to check or monitor the program’s activities can easily access the information.    

The “Free lunch for children” creates a special connection that donors can directly 
link to donations’ outcome and anyone who would like to check the program operation 
can participate in monitory not just government officials. As a result, the “Free lunch for 
children” creates transparency between the program and donors, and let donors feel the 
program is trustworthy and can promote real social change.  

Frequent updates crowdsource the donation sources  

In addition, within the 4-day observation of the “Free lunch for children” Weibo 
account, I collected its posts from November 30th to December 3rd, 2012. Then I 
manually coded each update based on the content categories including “Program 

                                                        
19 Note: Deng Fei’s Weibo page: http://www.weibo.com/u/1642326133?entry=qiyewei; “Free lunch for 
children” Weibo page: http://www.weibo.com/freelunch, last accessed on April 13th, 2013.  
20 Note: the detailed financial information can be accessed via 
http://service.imore.net/project/ALWYD76001D66G1X 
 

http://www.weibo.com/u/1642326133?entry=qiyewei
http://www.weibo.com/freelunch
http://service.imore.net/project/ALWYD76001D66G1X
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information” (news about the “Free lunch for children”), “information of other charity 
organizations and events”, and “the program and each school’s financial reports”. (See 
Appendix K) 

 
Table 18: Summary of the “Free lunch for children” program’s daily posts on 

Weibo 
 

Date 
Total Number of 

Posts 
Program 

Information 

Information of 
Other Charities & 

Events Financial Reports 
11.30 19 12 5 2 
12.01 13 9 2 2 
12.02 13 5 8 0 
12.03 12 6 5 1 
Mean 14 8 5 1 

 
As shown in Table 18, we see that the “Free lunch for children” program updates 

its account frequently. The account was updated on average 14 times per day. It also 
frequently posted news relevant to its programs and schools, and on average the account 
posted 8 times per day.21 

 
In sum, with the fast-updated newsfeeds, the “Free lunch for children” program 

quickly promotes its program and attracts more attention on Weibo. As a result, the 
program crowdsources donations and encourages more people to participate in the 
program.  
 
Creating a sense of community on Weibo 
 
Slogan 
 

The “Free lunch for children” program has made philanthropy more accessible to 
its audience. One of its slogans “Their simple happiness will start with your 3-yuan 
donation!” xxxix22  greatly lowers the participatory threshold. It means that not only 
millionaires can donate for the program, anyone who is willing to support children can 
also make social change, either through donating small amount of money or reposting the 
program’s posts on Weibo.  
 

                                                        
21 Note: Besides the “Free lunch for children” Weibo page, the program also requires each participating 
school to open an account on Weibo. Therefore, there are around 20 “Free lunch for children” school 
accounts on Sina Weibo as well. As the school accounts are responsible to post its daily budget and 
balance, the main “Free lunch for children” account mainly serves the function of advocating the program 
and promotes charity-relevant information. Therefore, we see the main program’s account has more posts 
of program information than schools’ daily budget.  
22 Note: the original Chinese is “您 3 元钱的支持便是他们简单的幸福!” I translated it to “Their simple 
happiness will start with your 3-yuan donation!” 
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School portfolio on Weibo 
 

The program also provides school portfolio on Weibo so that donors have options 
to choose which school they prefer to support. The “Free lunch for children” program 
also posts news of the students who need special help and follow up with updates of 
students who benefit from the donations. That is to say, with the help of Weibo, the “Free 
lunch for children” directly connects the people who provide help with people who need 
help, and makes charity more transparent.  
 
Diverse online donation channels 
 

The “Free lunch for children” provides donors with various donation options and 
channels. People can donate through e-bank, purchase products on the “Free lunch for 
children” online charity shops, and donate via 51give.org, an online fundraising tools 
enables electronic collection of donations.23  

 
As a result, with the help of dramatic development in e-commerce and e-bank in 

China, the “Free lunch for children” greatly increases donation channels, help donors to 
match with their preferred programs, and quickly response to online comments and 
questions so as to reduce distrust and misunderstanding. As a result, the platform of 
Weibo promotes sustainable and growing funding sources.  
 
Actively communicating with audiences on Weibo comment wall 
 

The program encourages donors and general public to question its operation and 
financial budget. Instead of seeing negative feedbacks as a threat, Deng Fei and his team 
frequently response to each comment and make adjustment based on the suggestions they 
collect from the site. As a result, the program gradually accumulates trust between the 
program and donors, and reduces misunderstanding and doubts of its operation process.  

 
However, as Deng indicated, charity workers in the “Free lunch for children” 

program actually have low salary without social welfare and health insurance.xl Based on 
a staff list on the right side of the “Free lunch for children” Weibo main page, currently 
the program has one staff managing its website and supervising IT-related projects, and 
one cashier in charge of billing and transactions. The “Free lunch for children” program 
has been largely relying on volunteers to conduct day-to-day interactions with online 
audiences and replying all kinds of audiences’ inquiries. If there are any specific 
questions that they can’t answer, volunteers will forward the messages to staff. 
 

Below are the two comments in November 2012 that I found on the “Free lunch 
for children” Weibo page.  

 
The first is about one netizen questioned why a 72-student school needs to hire 

eight cooks and also wondered why costs of the ingredients all seems higher than the 
market prices.  
                                                        
23 Note: the URL for 51give.org is http://www.51give.org/en/index.html 
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Netizen’s question:  

 
 

The “Free lunch for children” responded the next day that the school actually is 
partially under the government’s free lunch plan as well. The “Free lunch for children” is 
only responsible for the uncovered pre-school lunch delivery. The hired eight cooks have 
to prepare meals for the whole school, which in total has 700 students. Besides the 
succinct response, the post also includes a happy face and a “thank you” note in the end.    
 

The “Free lunch for children”’s responses:

 
    

   
  The second post is about one person donated RMB165 ($26.5) through the “Free 
lunch for children”’philantrophy shop on Taobao, the bigest Chinese online shopping 
site. However, the donor could not find his name and his donation in the program’s 
online donation list.   
 

Netizen’s question:  

     
 
 
The “Free lunch for children” responded on the same day and they indicated that 

due to an agreement between Taobao and the “Free lunch for children”, Taobao does not 
provide detailed transaction from its website, rather, it only provides the consumers’ 
aggregate purchase amount on the “Free lunch for children” philanthropy shop. 
Therefore, this donor only can retrieve his donation from transaction record on Taobao 
site. Again, besides the succinct response, the post also includes a happy face and a 
“thank you” note.   
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The “Free lunch for children”’s responses: 

 
 
As we can see, the “Free lunch for children” has multi-channels and provides 

multi-options for donations, which makes it convenient for individuals to deliver support 
based on their preference. The program also replies comments and questions quickly and 
professionally. In addition to providing clear answers, the program also shows its 
appreciation for comments. As a result, the program wins donors’ trust through its 
consistent engagement with its audiences.  
 

Take-away from the “Free lunch for children” case study 
 
Creating Weibo accounts for key staff in the organization 
 

Deng Fei’s personal Weibo account has both more followers and active followers 
than the “Free lunch for children” Weibo account. Among the most popular posts, posts 
from Deng’s Weibo account attract more attention than the ones from the “Free lunch for 
children” Weibo account.  

 
One possible reason is that Deng already is a renowned public figure in both 

journalism and philanthropy fields. General audiences treat him as a trustful spokesman 
in his field and pay attention to his opinions on related social issues on Weibo. In 
addition, online audiences also would like to repost updates from Deng’s personal 
accounts or leave comments on comment wall in his account, since it is very likely that 
their questions or comments will be directly noticed by Deng but not an anonymous 
Weibo manager maintaining the “Free lunch for children” Weibo account.  
 

Therefore, creating Weibo accounts for key staff and officers is an important 
method to link decision makers in the organization with general audiences. It is also 
necessary to create connection between the organization’s official account and key staff’s 
personal account, so that the information can be easily shared among the accounts.  
 
Generating first-hand information or updates promotes transparency of Duke’s 
operation system 
 

From school’s daily expense to the overall “Free lunch for children”’ financial 
budget and balance, detailed information and updates of the program’s operation system 
are very transparent. Weibo creates a cost-effective way to frequently deliver information 
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of its overall operation system. It maintains a detail-oriented image of the program and 
accumulates trust among general audiences.  

 
The method that the “Free lunch for children” uses to create transparency is also 

applicable to Duke Kunshan University. As the new campus in China is still under 
construction and University is still in the process of hiring faculty, the public is very 
curious when Duke Kunshan University will be officially established and when the 
program will start accepting students’ applications. In this case, Weibo can be a desirable 
channel to post weekly updates of the construction site of Duke Kunshan University, and 
frequent updates from the admissions office during the application-reviewing period.   

 
Posting frequently and providing different kinds of information 
 

The “Free lunch for children” updates its Weibo account very frequently. During 
the observation period, the account has been updated on average 14 times a day. For 
Duke’s Weibo account, although it is still uncertain how many posts should the account 
generate every day, it seems that having at least two posts a day is necessary to maintain 
a constant presence on Weibo. 

 
In addition, besides posting information about its own free lunch projects, we also 

notice that the account has been generating and retweeting information of other charities 
and philanthropy events. For Duke’s Weibo account, although the account should 
primarily focus on Duke’s related news and events, constantly posting events happened 
in the greater North Carolina community, or other US-China partnership activities can 
also diverse the account’s content.   

 
Using Weibo comment wall to interact with audiences 
 

The “Free lunch for children” has been constantly interacting with audiences and 
individual donors on Weibo comment wall. They not only promptly response to inquiries, 
but also provide detailed explanations with responsible attitudes.  

 
Duke Weibo account just started to generate conversations on its comment wall. 

As the comment wall is an important channel to show engagement, Duke’s Weibo 
account should start to list common questions or concerns about Duke University and 
Duke Kunshan University, and directly answer questions or concerns from audiences.  
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 Recommendations for Action 

In this paper, I apply a combined method of survey and case studies to explore 
overall Chinese social media strategy for Duke University and particular social media 
techniques and tactics to attract Duke’s audiences on Weibo. As we can see from the 
previous analysis, some take-away from the survey results and two case studies are 
similar, others are not. In this section, I will group take-away from the survey and two 
case studies into three recommendation categories: posting content, tactics for 
management, overall social media strategy.  
 
Posting content 
 
Posting more practical information  
 

The survey results show that respondents would like to see more practical 
information about Duke University, such as information of admissions and students’ 
employment rate, and stories of successful Duke’s Chinese alumni. From the content 
analysis of NYU Shanghai’s 60 posts, the practical information such as admissions 
process and information sessions in different cities are also popular among followers. 
Thus, along with students’ life, Duke’s activities in China, and Duke’s academic research 
that account has already covered, Duke’s Weibo account should also consider constantly 
posting practical information on Weibo.  
 
Generating first-hand information  
 

From the content analysis of NYU Shanghai’s 60 posts, we see that followers 
actually prefer posts containing new information rather than repeated one. From the “Free 
lunch for children” case study, we also see that posting detailed first-hand information of 
financial reports and school expenses on Weibo can effectively promotes transparency of 
the program. 

 
Although it is not necessary for Duke to publicize its operations on social media, 

having quick first-hand updates of Duke’s on-going activities and events especially 
construction progress of Duke Kunshan University can be effective to attract audiences’ 
attention. 
 
Tactics for management 
 
Starting to use video wall and comment wall on the main page 
 

NYU Shanghai includes a short video on its Weibo main page, which provides 
audiences with a snapshot of the program and its vision. The “Free lunch for children” 
constantly uses comment wall on its Weibo main page, which improves the transparency 
of its operation and shows their engagement with audiences. In the near future, Duke’s 
Weibo account could consider using both the functions in the account’s main page to 
make the account more attractive, and promote engagement and transparency.  
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Posting frequently but limiting overall hours of work 
 

From both the high frequency survey respondents check Weibo posts and constant 
updating rates of both NYU Shanghai and the “Free lunch for children” Weibo accounts, 
we can see the importance of posting regularly for Duke’s Weibo account. However, it 
doesn’t mean that the Duke’s Weibo manager should be always on call updating or 
monitoring the account; instead, preparing materials and responding to all questions and 
requests should not be taken more than 2 hours a day. Therefore, having a 
communication officer who can partially work on social media management or hiring 
students to constantly manage the account is still practical for Duke’s Weibo 
management.  
 
Using multiple methods to make the account more appealing to audiences 
 

As young people are the targeted population for Duke’s Weibo account, 
maintaining a vivid talking tone especially when posting news related to Duke’s athletes 
and students’ life could attract their attention.  
 

When posting practical information, Duke’s activities and academics, the Duke’s 
Weibo manager should consider using plain and professional expressions, but still can 
use entertaining elements such as photos, catchy titles, and videos to attract audiences’ 
attention.  
 

In addition, since majority of Weibo audiences are native Chinese speakers, 
posting information in Chinese may be more appealing to them than entirely in English.  
However, if certain terms cannot be suitably translated into Chinese, a mixture of 
Chinese and English is also applicable.  
 
Overall social media strategy 
 
Expanding efforts on Weibo and maintaining presence on Renren 
 

As we can see from the previous analysis, Sina Weibo is the most popular social 
media platform among survey respondents, and NYU Shanghai and the “Free lunch for 
children” program also focus on Sina Weibo to reach their online audiences. Thus, Sina 
Weibo is still an optimal platform for Duke University to expand its attention on Chinese 
social media. Meanwhile, as Renren still targets essential prospective and current 
students, maintaining frequent presence on Renren and updating student-oriented 
information are still important for Duke’s Chinese social media strategy.  
 
Young people should be the targeted audience  
 

The survey results indicate that the majority of the respondents are below the age 
of 30, they are either students or young professionals who just graduated from schools. 
The results also reconcile the age and occupation characters of general Weibo users. 
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Therefore, having the content relevant to young people especially students and keeping a 
light yet professional tone are critical to communicate with Duke’s social media 
audiences.  
 
Opening Weibo account for Duke senior leaders 
 

Both the chancellor of NYU Shanghai and the founder of the “Free lunch for 
children” get more followers on their personal Weibo accounts than their belonged 
organizations’ Weibo accounts. Besides, the content analysis result from the NYU 
Shanghai case study also shows that audiences are more interested in a post if it contains 
key leaders’ opinions and activities. As for Duke, opening a Weibo account for its key 
senior leaders and constantly posting information of their activities would be effective to 
increase audiences’ attention.     
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A. Survey Notification  
 
Original Version: 
您好！感谢您在过去的一年对杜克大学官方微博的关注。为了更有效地提供您所关

心的话题及内容，我们设计了一份调查问卷。 
https://duke.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4Npdoz1a6rWsNa5 您能抽出 5 分钟的时间帮

我们填写此问卷吗？如果您有兴趣赢取杜克大学 T-shirts，也请将您的邮件联系方

式留在问卷最后。如果您已经回答了此问卷，请原谅我 们的疏忽。感谢您的支持

与参与, 并祝蛇年吉祥如意！ 
 
Translation: 
Hello! Thank you for all your support to Duke’s official account on Weibo in the last 
year. In order to provide you the information that interests you the most, we design a 
survey as below.  
https://duke.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4Npdoz1a6rWsNa5 
Can you spare 5 minutes to help us fill out this survey? If you are interested in winning 1 
of the 10 Duke T-shirts, please also provide your email address at the end of the 
survey. If you have already answered this survey, please ignore this message. Thank you 
for your support and participation, and we wish you a happy New Year of the Snake! 
 

https://duke.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_4Npdoz1a6rWsNa5
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Appendix B. Survey Post on Weibo  
 
Original Version: 
[杜克大学微博年终评估问卷] 感谢您对杜克大学官方微博的关注。为了更有效地提

供您所关心的话题，我们设计了一份调查问卷。http://t.cn/zYcLRKf 此问卷为双语，

您可在首页右上角切换语言。问卷为匿名参与，完成需 5 分钟左右。杜克大学感谢

您的参与，并祝蛇年吉祥如意! 
 
Translation: 
[Duke Weibo Assessment Survey] Thank you for your attention to Duke’s official 
account on Weibo. In order to provide you the information that interests you the 
most, we design a survey as below. http://t.cn/zYcLRKf 
This survey is bilingual. You may switch between languages by clicking the drop-down 
menu on the right side of the first page. Your responses are completely confidential, and 
the survey should take about 5 minutes to complete. Thank you for your participation and 
Duke University wish you a happy New Year of the Snake! 
 

http://t.cn/zYcLRKf
http://t.cn/zYcLRKf
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Appendix C.  
 
Survey Questions 
 
Thank you for your attention. The Chinese Social Media Team at Duke University is 
conducting this survey to understand how Duke can increase its engagement with 
audiences via Chinese social media. The survey is part of a research report, and your 
answers will be used to evaluate and refine Duke University's social media strategy.   
This survey is bilingual. You may switch between languages by clicking the drop-down 
menu on the right side of the first page. Your responses are voluntary and completely 
confidential. You may stop at any time or skip questions that you feel uncomfortable 
answering. The survey should take about 5 minutes to complete. If you have any 
questions or concerns, please contact Lin L Wang at lw153@duke.edu.Thank you very 
much for your time! 
 
Q1 Please select social media sites for which you have created a personal profile. Select 
all answers that apply. 
 Sina Weibo  
 Tencent Weibo  
 Renren  
 Weixin  
 Douban  
 Youku 
 Twitter  
 Facebook  
 Google+  
 LinkedIn 
 YouTube 
 Pinterest 
 Instagram 
 Other ____________________ 
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Q2   Which of the social media listed above do you use the most? (List at most three 
options). 
 Sina Weibo  
 Tencent Weibo  
 Renren  
 Weixin  
 Douban  
 Youku  
 Twitter  
 Facebook  
 Google+  
 LinkedIn  
 YouTube 
 Pinterest 
 Instagram 
 Other  ____________________ 

 
Q3   Why do you use social media? Select the top three answers that apply. 
 Share information useful to other people  
 Keep track of what I am doing and what I learn 
 Connect with people who share my interests and values 
 General enjoyment 
 Maintain daily, personal connections with friends and family  
 Follow news and updates from people and organizations of interest to me 
 Get breaking news from media  
 Easy to use and convenient to post/maintain anytime and anywhere  
 Other____________________ 

 
Q4 Do you have a Weibo account? 
 Yes, I have a Weibo account  
 Yes, I have more than one Weibo accounts  
 No, but I will follow news/discussions on Weibo  
 No, I do not have a Weibo account and do not follow news/discussions on it 

If No, I don't have a Weibo ac... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Block 
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Q5   When are you most likely to check your Weibo account? Select all answers that 
apply. 
 First thing in the morning  
 Whenever I feel I need a break  
 Before I go to class or work  
 During lunch break  
 In the evening  
 During the weekend  
 I rarely check my Weibo account  
 Never  

 
Q8    Which topic do you follow the most on Weibo? Select the top three answers. 
 Political news 
 Literature and arts 
 Anecdotes 
 Life tips and suggestions 
 Sports  
 Science and technology  
 Education 
 Horoscope  
 Entertainment and celebrities  
 Other ____________________ 

 
Q9   Which type of individual or group do you follow the most on Weibo？   Select the 
top three answers. 
 Celebrities (grassroots stars, artists, industry celebrities) 
 Instututions and organizations  
 Friends and acquaintances 
 Experts in your field 
 Special Interest Groups (SIP) 
 News and media  
 Other ____________________ 
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Q11   Which type of content do you think will make others notice a post?   Select all 
answers that apply. 
 Has a catchy title 
 Has a video link  
 Has multiple pictures  
 Asks your opinion about a popular topic 
 Has a short quiz  
 Other____________________ 

 
Q12   Do you know any universities in China who have official accounts on Weibo? 
 Yes. Please list here ____________________ 
 No, I do not know  

 
Q13   Do you know any overseas universities who have official accounts on Weibo? 
 Yes. Please list here ____________________ 
 No, I do not know  

 
Q14 Do you follow Duke University's account on Sina Weibo? 
 Yes, I follow it frequently  
 Yes, I follow it sometimes  
 No, I never follow it  
 I am not sure  

 
Q15   What topics related to Duke University interest you the most?    Select all answers 
that apply. 
 Undergraduate/graduate admission  
 Academic research  
 Student activities 
 Duke athletics  
 Duke alumni  
 Duke’s activities in China  
 Other ____________________ 
 I am not sure  

Q16   Below are some recent posts from Duke's Weibo account. Which posts interest you 
the most?   Select the top two answers. 
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A.  

 
 
B. 

 
 
 
C. 
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D. 

 
E. 

 
 
F. 

 
 
Q17 What is your preferred language for posts from Duke or other non-Chinese 
universities? 
 Chinese only  
 English only  
 A mixture of Chinese and English  
 No preference  
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Q18 If you were invited to a Duke chat session on Sina Weibo, whom you would like to 
talk to? 
 Current undergraduate students from China  
 Current graduate/PhD students from China  
 Current Duke faculty from China  
 Duke alumni who work in China  
 Other ____________________ 

 
Q19 What is your gender? 
 Male  
 Female  
 Other ____________________ 

 
Q20 What is your age? 
 Under 18 years  
 18-25  
 26-29  
 30-34  
 35-39  
 40-44  
 45-49  
 50-55  
 More than 55 years  

 
Q22 What is your current occupation? 
 College/Graduate Student  
 Executive/Managerial  
 Professional (doctor,lawyer,etc.)  
 Sales/Marketing  
 Technical/Engineering  
 Academic/Educator  
 Service/Customer Support  
 Unemployed, looking for work  
 Other  ____________________ 
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Q23 Which description below fits you the best? 
 I am interested in applying to overseas universities  
 I am currently studying or working in an overseas university  
 I am an alumnus of an overseas university  
 I have general interest in news related to overseas universities  
 I don’t have any interest in overseas universities  
 I am not sure  

Q24 Please provide your email address if you would like to be entered in a drawing to 
win one of five Duke T-shirts. 
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Appendix D  
 
Duke T-shirt winner announcement email 
 
Dear Duke’s Weibo follower, 

Thank you so much for participating in our recent survey. We sincerely appreciate your 
responses and suggestions. Your inputs are very valuable to improve Duke’s social media 
strategy and help us to provide better information to Duke’s followers like you! Upon 
review of the survey results, you are 1 of the 139 respondents who indicated willingness 
to participate to win 1 of the 10 Duke T-shirt giveaways. After randomly selecting 10 
response IDs, we are excited to announce that you are one of the luckiest winners! 
Congratulations!! 

Currently, we are in the process of mailing T-shirts to China. To facilitate this process, 
please provide us with your name, mailing address, and zip code at your earliest 
convenience. 

Thanks again for your participation, and we look forward to working with you in the near 
future! 

All the best, 

Lin L Wang 

 

Following-up email 

Hello Duke’s Weibo follower, 

Thank you so much for your prompt response. We are currently mailing Duke T-shirt to 
the address you provided, and please allow the process to take 1-2 weeks.  
 
Meanwhile, we wonder if you also can do us a quick favor. In order to "fun" this survey 
evaluation event, we encourage the winners to take a picture of them wearing the Duke 
T-shirt and send it to us. We are very likely to generate a Weibo post featuring all the 
winners to conclude the event. Do you like this idea?  

Thanks again for your participation, and we look forward to working with you in the near 
future! 

All the best, 

Lin L Wang 
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Appendix E. Translations for the five posts in Table 5 
 
Duke University  
Duke University Admissions recently launches a new website, mobile platform that place 
students front and center. If you are interested in applying for Duke University, please 
check out the new website!  
 
Duke University 
This summer, 10 Duke undergraduates join startups in Silicon Valley to begin their 
entrepreneurial journey.  
 
Duke University 
China’s Ministry of Education has granted preliminary approval for the creation of Duke 
Kunshan University. Duke Kunshan University is a partnership between Duke 
University, Wuhan University, and the city of Kunshan, and is expected to offer 
programs in the 2013-2014 academic year.  
 
Duke University 
This week, former ambassador to China, Gov. Jon Huntsman, delivered a speech at 
Sanford School of Public Policy, Duke University. He said that the United States should 
not fear China’s strength, and there should be more communications and cooperation 
between the two countries.  
 
Duke University 
[Duke Football Team Wins Back the Victory Bell] October 20, 2012, 11pm, after 8 years 
waiting, Duke football team finally beats UNC. The victory not only snapped Duke’s 
eight-game losing streak against the Tar Heels, it is also the end of Duke’s seventeen-
game loses in this season.   
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Appendix F. Original and translated conversations with NYU Shanghai account  
 
Screenshot of the original conversations via intra-email system on Weibo 

 
 
 
Translation 
 
Me: 
Hello! I am a Duke graduate student, and have been helping manage Duke’s official 
account on Weibo. I am writing a report of how U.S. universities and colleges use 
Chinese social media. In this regard, may I ask you a quick question? Are you currently 
working for NYU Shanghai or a communication agency? Thank you so much for your 
help.   
 
NYU Shanghai: 
Staff at NYU Shanghai 
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Me: 
Thank you so much! Are you also updating NYU Shanghai’s account on Renren? 
 
NYU Shanghai: 
Yes, but I have not updated the Renren page for a while.  
 



 56 

Appendix G. Snapshot of NYU Shanghai’s Weibo account  
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Appendix H. Location information of NYU Shanghai’s followers 
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Appendix I. Distribution of content information for the 60 posts from NYU 
Shanghai’s Weibo Account  
 

 
      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1            5        8.33      100.00
          0           55       91.67       91.67
                                                
      Issue        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  issue

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           27       45.00      100.00
          0           33       55.00       55.00
                                                
  Admission        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  admission

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           15       25.00      100.00
          0           45       75.00       75.00
                                                
     People        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  people

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1            4        6.67      100.00
          0           56       93.33       93.33
                                                
  Practical        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  practical

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1            5        8.33      100.00
          0           55       91.67       91.67
                                                
     Events        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  events

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           18       30.00      100.00
          0           42       70.00       70.00
                                                
     Infor         Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  infor

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           14       23.33      100.00
          0           46       76.67       76.67
                                                
     Media         Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  media
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Appendix J. Information of entertaining elements for the 60 NYU Shanghai posts 

 
 
      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           22       36.67      100.00
          0           38       63.33       63.33
                                                
        URL        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  url

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           50       83.33      100.00
          0           10       16.67       16.67
                                                
        Pic        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  pic

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1            3        5.00      100.00
          0           57       95.00       95.00
                                                
      Video        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  video

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1           59       98.33      100.00
          0            1        1.67        1.67
                                                
      Title        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab  title

      Total           60      100.00
                                                
          1            6       10.00      100.00
          0           54       90.00       90.00
                                                
      Topic        Freq.     Percent        Cum.

. tab   topic
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Appendix K. Coding sheet of the “Free lunch for children” program’s daily posts on 
Weibo 
 
Total Number 

of Posts 
Program 

Information 
Information of Other 
Charities & Events Financial Reports 

11.30 12:15 1 0 0 
11.30 12:20  1 0 0 
11.30 12:23 1 0 0 
11.30 12:23 0 1 0 
11.30 12:23  1 0 0 
11.30 12:26  0 0 1 
11.30 12:31  0 0 1 
11.30 13:17 0 1 0 
11.30 13:21  1 0 0 
11.30 13:51  1 0 0 
11.30 13:56  0 1 0 
11.30 14:10 1 0 0 
11.30 14:18 0 1 0 
11.30 14:22 0 1 0 
11.30 14:40  1 0 0 
11.30 16:33 1 0 0 
11.30 16:47 1 0 0 
11.30 17:08 1 0 0 
11.30 17:34 1 0 0 
12.1 07:54 1 0 0 
12.1 08:02 1 0 0 
12.1 08:22  1 0 0 
12.1 08:26  1 0 0 
12.1 08:30  1 0 0 
12.1 09:44 1 0 0 
12.1 10:24 0 1 0 
12.1 12:06 1 0 0 
12.1 15:23 1 0 0 
12.1 20:53  0 0 1 
12.1 20:57 1 0 0 
12.1 21:15 0 0 1 
12.1 21:16 0 1 0 
12.2 11:02 0 1 0 
12.2 11:08 0 1 0 
12.2 11:10 1 0 0 
12.2 11:52 0 1 0 
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12.2 13:00 0 1 0 
12.2 13:04  1 0 0 
12.2 19:13 1 0 0 
12.2 19:17  0 1 0 
12.2 19:32 0 1 0 
12.2 19:38  0 1 0 
12.2 19:48 0 1 0 
12.2 20:24 1 0 0 
12.2 21:30  1 0 0 
12.3 14:19  1 0 0 
12.3 14:20 0 0 1 
12.3 14:28  0 1 0 
12.3 14:30 0 1 0 
12.3 16:04  0 0 0 
12.3 16:06  1 0 0 
12.3 16:09 1 0 0 
12.3 16:45  1 0 0 
12.3 22:40  0 1 0 
12.3 22:46 0 1 0 
12.3 22:48 1 0 0 
12.3 22:53 0 1 0 
12.3 23:05 1 0 0 
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Appendix L. Survey Question response histograms 
 

Initial Report 

Last Modified: 03/08/2013 

1.  Please select social media sites for which you have created a personal profile. 
Select all answers that apply. 

 
 
Answer   

 

Response 
Other   

 

5 
Pinterest   

 

7 
Instagram   

 

24 
YouTube   

 

38 
Google+   

 

46 
LinkedIn   

 

48 
Twitter   

 

50 
Youku   

 

51 
Tencent Weibo   

 

56 
Douban   

 

71 
Facebook   

 

81 
Weixin   

 

108 
Renren   

 

115 
Sina Weibo   

 

162 
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Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 14 
Total Responses 162 
 
2.    Which of the social media listed above do you use the most? (List at most three 
options). 

 
 



 64 

Answer   
 

Response 
Sina Weibo   

 

153 
Renren   

 

81 
Weixin   

 

72 
Facebook   

 

27 
Douban   

 

21 
Tencent Weibo   

 

14 
Youku   

 

13 
LinkedIn   

 

10 
Instagram   

 

8 
Twitter   

 

8 
Google+   

 

5 
YouTube   

 

5 
Other   

 

3 
Pinterest   

 

0 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 14 
Total Responses 162 
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3.    Why do you use social media? Select the top three answers that apply. 
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Answer   
 

Response % 
Share 
information 
useful to other 
people 

  
 

93 57% 

Follow news and 
updates from 
people and 
organizations of 
interest to me 

  
 

83 51% 

Maintain daily, 
personal 
connections with 
friends and 
family 

  
 

78 48% 

General 
enjoyment   

 

69 43% 

Keep track of 
what I am doing 
and what I learn 

  
 

47 29% 

Connect with 
people who share 
my interests and 
values 

  
 

44 27% 

Get breaking 
news from media   

 

43 27% 

Easy to use and 
convenient to 
post/maintain 
anytime and 
anywhere 

  
 

12 7% 

Other   
 

2 1% 
 
Other 
For following the school page 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 9 
Total Responses 162 
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4.  Do you have a Weibo account? 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Yes, I have a 
Weibo account   

 

117 72% 

2 
Yes, I have more 
than one Weibo 
accounts 

  
 

44 27% 

3 

No, but I will 
follow 
news/discussions 
on Weibo 

  
 

1 1% 

4 

No, I do not 
have a Weibo 
account and do 
not follow 
news/discussions 
on it 

  
 

0 0% 

 Total  162 100% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 3 
Mean 1.28 
Variance 0.22 
Standard Deviation 0.47 
Total Responses 162 
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5.    When are you most likely to check your Weibo account? Select all answers that 
apply. 

 
 
Answer   

 

Response % 
Whenever I feel 
I need a break   

 

117 75% 

In the evening   
 

68 44% 
First thing in the 
morning   

 

45 29% 

During the 
weekend   

 

38 25% 

During lunch 
break   

 

32 21% 

Before I go to 
class or work   

 

28 18% 

I rarely check 
my Weibo 
account 

  
 

4 3% 

Never   
 

1 1% 
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Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 8 
Total Responses 155 
 
6.     Which topic do you follow the most on Weibo? Select the top three answers. 

 
 

# Answer   
 

Response % 
1 Political news   

 

118 76% 
7 Education   

 

63 41% 

2 Literature and 
arts   

 

54 35% 

6 Science and 
technology   

 

46 30% 

3 Anecdotes   
 

36 23% 

9 Entertainment 
and celebrities   

 

35 23% 

5 Sports   
 

33 21% 

4 Life tips and 
suggestions   

 

31 20% 

10 Other   
 

11 7% 
8 Horoscope   

 

7 5% 
 
 



 70 

Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 10 
Total Responses 155 
 
7.    Which type of individual or group do you follow the most on Weibo？   Select 
the top three answers. 
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# Answer   
 

Response % 

3 Friends and 
acquaintances   

 

119 77% 

2 
Instututions 
and 
organizations 

  
 

93 60% 

4 Experts in 
your field   

 

69 45% 

1 

Celebrities 
(grassroots 
stars, artists, 
industry 
celebrities) 

  
 

68 44% 

6 News and 
media   

 

57 37% 

5 
Special 
Interest 
Groups (SIP) 

  
 

33 21% 

7 Other   
 

4 3% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 7 
Total Responses 155 
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8.    Which type of content do you think will make others notice a post?   Select all 
answers that apply. 

 
 
Answer   

 

Response % 
Has a catchy 
title   

 

108 70% 

Has multiple 
pictures   

 

82 53% 

Has a video 
link   

 

46 30% 

Asks your 
opinion about a 
popular topic 

  
 

42 27% 

Has a short quiz   
 

19 12% 
Other   

 

9 6% 
 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 6 
Total Responses 155 
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9.    Do you know any universities in China who have official accounts on Weibo? 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Yes. Please 
list here   

 

84 54% 

2 No, I do not 
know   

 

71 46% 

 Total  155 100% 
 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 2 
Mean 1.46 
Variance 0.25 
Standard Deviation 0.50 
Total Responses 155 
 
10.    Do you know any overseas universities who have official accounts on Weibo? 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Yes. Please 
list here   

 

114 76% 

2 No, I do not 
know   

 

36 24% 

 Total  150 100% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 2 
Mean 1.24 
Variance 0.18 
Standard Deviation 0.43 
Total Responses 150 
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11.  Do you follow Duke University's account on Sina Weibo? 

# Answer   
 

Response % 

1 Yes, I follow 
it frequently   

 

105 70% 

2 Yes, I follow 
it sometimes   

 

39 26% 

3 No, I never 
follow it   

 

2 1% 

4 I am not sure   
 

5 3% 
 Total  151 100% 

 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 4 
Mean 1.38 
Variance 0.46 
Standard Deviation 0.68 
Total Responses 151 
 
12.    What topics related to Duke University interest you the most?    Select all 
answers that apply. 
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Answer   
 

Response % 
Undergraduate/graduate 
admission   

 

106 70% 

Duke’s activities in 
China   

 

88 58% 

Student activities   
 

75 50% 
Academic research   

 

76 50% 
Duke alumni   

 

47 31% 
Duke athletics   

 

46 30% 
Other   

 

8 5% 
I am not sure   

 

1 1% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 8 
Total Responses 151 
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13.    Below are some recent posts from Duke's Weibo account. Which posts interest 
you the most?   Select the top two answers. 

Answer   
 

Response % 

 

  
 

74 49% 

 

  
 

59 39% 

 

  
 

51 34% 

 

  
 

40 27% 

 

  
 

36 24% 

Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 5 
Total Responses 150 
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14.  What is your preferred language for posts from Duke or other non-Chinese 
universities? 

Answer   
 

Response % 
A mixture of 
Chinese and 
English 

  
 

110 73% 

Chinese only   
 

20 13% 
English only   

 

12 8% 
No preference   

 

9 6% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 4 
Mean 2.72 
Variance 0.59 
Standard Deviation 0.77 
Total Responses 151 
 
15.  If you were invited to a Duke chat session on Sina Weibo, whom you would like 
to talk to? 
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Answer   
 

Response % 
Duke alumni who 
work in China   

 

46 30% 

Current 
graduate/PhD 
students from 
China 

  
 

45 30% 

Current 
undergraduate 
students from 
China 

  
 

29 19% 

Current Duke 
faculty from 
China 

  
 

26 17% 

Other   
 

5 3% 
Total  151 100% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 5 
Mean 2.69 
Variance 1.42 
Standard Deviation 1.19 
Total Responses 151 
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16.  What is your gender? 

 
 
Answer   

 

Response % 
Male   

 

75 50% 
Female   

 

75 50% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 2 
Mean 1.50 
Variance 0.25 
Standard Deviation 0.50 
Total Responses 150 
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17.  What is your age? 

 
 
Answer   

 

Response % 
18-25   

 

80 53% 
Under 18 years   

 

25 17% 
26-29   

 

24 16% 
30-34   

 

10 7% 
45-49   

 

4 3% 
More than 55 
years   

 

1 1% 

50-55   
 

2 1% 
35-39   

 

2 1% 
40-44   

 

2 1% 
Total  150 100% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 9 
Mean 2.48 
Variance 2.18 
Standard Deviation 1.48 
Total Responses 150 
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18.  What is your current occupation? 

Answer   
 

Response % 
College/Graduate 
Student   

 

85 57% 

Academic/Educator   
 

13 9% 
Executive/Managerial   

 

13 9% 
Other   

 

13 9% 
Technical/Engineering   

 

8 5% 
Professional 
(doctor,lawyer,etc.)   

 

8 5% 

Service/Customer 
Support   

 

5 3% 

Sales/Marketing   
 

5 3% 
Unemployed, looking 
for work   

 

0 0% 

 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 9 
Mean 2.83 
Variance 7.05 
Standard Deviation 2.66 
Total Responses 150 
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19.  Which description below fits you the best? 

Answer   
 

Response % 
I am interested 
in applying to 
overseas 
universities 

  
 

71 47% 

I am currently 
studying or 
working in an 
overseas 
university 

  
 

23 15% 

I am an alumnus 
of an overseas 
university 

  
 

13 9% 

I have general 
interest in news 
related to 
overseas 
universities 

  
 

41 27% 

I am not sure   
 

2 1% 
 
Statistic Value 
Min Value 1 
Max Value 6 
Mean 2.21 
Variance 1.83 
Standard Deviation 1.35 
Total Responses 150 
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