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Abstract:  

 As the name suggests and according to the developers’ intention, Social 

Networking Sites (SNS) are designed as tools for users to make friends and express 

themselves. However, the usage of SNS apparently goes beyond these aspects with 

more plurality and possibilities unforeseen by their conceivers. Much evidence shows 

that communicating about the environment and nature on social networking sites is a 

prominent phenomenon. However, few researchers have shed light on the individual 

use of SNS for environmental communication.  

 Individuals in both China and Sweden generate, seek, disseminate and discuss 

environmental news and information on SNS. This exploratory study employs 

qualitative methods to examine this practice and compares the differences and 

similarities between Chinese and Swedish individuals in terms of environmental 

communication. Focusing on motivation and engagement, the study explains and 

describes why and how individuals in these two countries are engaged in 

environmental communication. The study also examines the social and political 

implications of this phenomenon by discussing the relationship among new 

technology, communication and social changes.  

 

Key Words: Environmental Communication, SNS, Facebook, Twitter, Sina Weibo, 

Renren, Social Media, Sweden, China, Sustainable Society, Motivation, Engagement, 

Social Changes. 
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1 Introduction 

 As the name indicates and according to the developers’ intention, Social 

Networking Sites (SNS) are designed as tools for users to make friends and express 

themselves (boyd and Ellison 2008). Users use SNS to make friends, chat, and search 

for and report news (Java, Song, Finin & Tseng 2007; boyd 2008). However, the 

usage of SNS apparently goes beyond these aspects with more plurality and 

possibilities unforeseen by their conceivers. For example, Obama used Facebook in 

his election campaign (Fraser and Dutta 2008), and it has been confirmed that 

507,849 Facebook users joined the 2011 Earth hour (Facebook 2011). In China, users 

of Sina Weibo (a Chinese micro-blogging service) cooperated to save some kidnapped 

children (Bandurski 2011). 

 This evidence illustrates that the use of technology is a mutual shaping between 

society and technology with users “practicing as agents” (Bourdieu 1990). On the one 

hand, users with different interests or needs always adapt and modify a particular 

technology regardless of its originally- intended use (Lister, Dovey, Giddings, Grant 

and Kelly 2009). The uses and gratification theory, which mainly focuses on users of 

mass media, also emphasises the relationship between social circumstances, media 

and use in the same way by claiming that the social and psychological origins of 

needs generate expectations which lead to different activities, need gratificat ion, and 

consequences (Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch 1974). On the other hand, the application 

of technology enables users to make such adaptations, modifications and shaping. For 

instance, diverse Facebook groups not only provide platforms by which young 

students can connect with their classmates, but they can communicate with others 

based on social issues and common interests (Park, Kee, and Valenzuela 2009).  

 Fuchs (2009) suggests that technology and technology use are framed by political 

issues and issues that concern the development of society, and environmental issues 

are among these concerns. Individuals who use SNS are concerned about the 

environment and its uncertain future. For example, the WWF (The World Wide Fund 
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for Nature) had collected 562,646 fans on Facebook by the 20th February, 2011. This 

number had increased to 771276 by the 29th December, 2011, and continues to grow 

daily. An average of about 10 new posts related to environmental news, events, photos 

and videos appear on the wall of the WWF page every day1. These posts are pushed to 

every fan’s news feeds, and read and discussed by them. This environmental news and 

information is shared with friends and groups, who further share them with others. 

Facebook is not the only evidence of how people make use of SNS to communicate 

about the environment. The same phenomenon is also found on Twitter, Youtube and 

Sina Weibo. Thus, the implications of networked communication deserve more 

attention. 

 According to Castells, networked communication has the  power to make changes 

in the world by means of mobilising environmental movements and creating a new 

culture of nature (Castells 2009). In line with Castells, Ockwell and another two 

scholars argue that communication can “stimulate social demand for regulations” 

(2009, 320), and “stimulate grass-roots action through emotional and rational 

engagement with climate change and environmental citizenship” (2009, 316). 

According to Andrew Dobson (2003), “environmental citizenship implies a profound 

shift in how society perceives and values the environment and the supporting 

structures that reinforce this human nature relationship” (Ockwell, Whitmarsh and 

O’Neill 2009, 316). It is evident that Castells’s concept of a “culture of nature” shares 

common values with the notion of “environmental citizenship”.  Castells, Ochwell 

and another two scholars believe that communication has the potential to generate 

social change by fostering grass-roots engagement and formulating a new culture of 

nature.  

 Evidently, this is an optimistic hypothesis of the relationship between 

communication and social change. In the case of SNS, some studies suggest that 

specific usage of SNS may generate different social outcomes, such as civic 

engagement (Raacke and Bonds-Raacke 2008). Theoretically, it seems reasonable to 
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hypothesise that environmental communication on SNS has the potential to generate 

the above-mentioned power and make changes to society. However, few researchers 

have shed light on the individual use of SNS for environmental communication. 

Specifically, few researchers have answered the following questions: Why do SNS 

users join groups and post and share environmental information online? Who are 

these users? How do they communicate on SNS? To what extent are they engaged in 

these activities? What is the role of SNS among other media channels? What are the 

implications of this phenomenon? Is it really a power for social change or just an 

illusion in terms of environmental communication?  

 Previous research related to environmental communication and SNS mainly 

exists in three disciplines: environmental communication research, political 

communication research and SNS research.  However, very few studies have 

touched on this topic. Environmental communication research mainly focuses on 

public awareness and the communication strategies of institutions (e.g. Schweizer, 

Thompson, Teel and Bruyere 2009), mass media coverage, issue framing, and agenda 

setting (e.g. Nielsen and Schmidt Kjærgaard 2011; Dunwoody and Peters 1992), and 

the new media and communication functions of environmental organisations (e.g. 

Kutner 2000, Yang 2003). Little attention is paid to individuals as opposed to 

professional organisations, and little attention is paid to public participation in 

environmental communication other than one-to-mass public education and 

persuasion. Political communication scholars are generally interested in online 

protests and campaigns, civic engagement and political discussion, the online public 

sphere and virtual communities (e.g. Burgess, Foth and Klaebe 2006; Laura 2009; 

Bennett 2003). Although environmental issues are a type of political issue, very few 

studies within the area of political communication pay attention to online 

environmental communication. The third school, namely, SNS researchers, are mainly 

interested in friendship, socialisation, community, self-presentation and identity (boyd 

2008). Most studies concentrate on general user studies or studies of users’ age 

differences, while few focus on the political use of SNS in a general sense (e.g. 

Kweon and Kim 2010). Although environmental communication is a notable 
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phenomenon, very few SNS studies pay attention to it. In summary, in spite of being a 

multi-disciplinary topic, the phenomenon in question has received little attention from 

all three disciplines. 

 Furthermore, most previous research focuses on the use of SNS in a single 

country (Kim, Sohn and Choi 2010), and although the pattern of SNS use can vary 

greatly across cultures (Takahashi 2010, Kim, Sohn and Choi 2010), few have paid 

attention to geographical and cultural variations (Takahashi 2010), not to mention 

cross-cultural research on environmental communication via SNS. Thus, the 

motivations that underlie the use of SNS also vary across cultures. Since 

environmental issues have been a global focus, a comparative research of 

environmental communication via SNS will help to develop a better understanding of 

both online environmental communication and the use of SNS.
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2 Research Purpose and Questions 

 The use of SNS involves the interaction between technological applications and 

the needs and interests of different individuals, groups and organisations which 

originate from particular social and cultural contexts. As mentioned earlier, since little 

research has been done in this field, it is significant to fill the gap by shedding more 

light on environmental communication via SNS. This exploratory study attempts to do 

so by discovering how and why SNS users communicate about the environment in 

China and Sweden. The research specifically seeks to answer the following questions: 

 

RQ1. How do SNS users communicate about nature and the environment on SNS? 

Sub-questions include but not limited to: Which activities are individuals engaged in 

environmental communication on SNS? Is environmental communication embedded 

in the other activities on SNS? Which activities are they engaged in more? Which 

activities are they engaged in less? What are the relations among these activites? 

 

RQ2. What motivate SNS users to communicate about nature and the environment on 

SNS?  

Several sub-questions related to the central questions include but not limited to: why 

do they choose SNS other than the other media or services? Are environmental 

concerns their fundamental motivation? Are social motivations such as socialization 

and identity representation related to environmental communication? Are political 

reasons related to this?  

 

RQ3. What are the differences and similarities between Swedish and Chinese  SNS 

users concerning RQ1 and RQ2? 

Sub-questions related to the central questions include: Do local environmental 

situations affect environmental communication in both countries and lead to 

differences or similarities in motivations? How do the contextual factors affect the 
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way SNS users communication about nature and the environment and create 

differences or similarities? How do we explain the differences or similarities between 

two countries and between active individuals and passive individuals? 

 This study will lay the foundation for further research for a better understanding 

of the social implications of using SNS for environmental communication. In other 

words, the study will contribute to both academic and social arenas. On the one hand, 

it will not only facilitate a better understanding of the re lationship between new 

technology and society, environmental communication on SNS, and the motivations 

and activities of SNS users regarding particular interests and issues, but will also 

provide a cross-cultural picture of them. On the other hand, it will help ENGOs 

(environmental non-governmental organisations), government agencies and related 

institutions to better evaluate online participation and thus, develop more efficient 

communication strategies.   

2.1  An Important Assumption  

It is necessary to clarify the usage and definition of “passive individuals” and 

“active individuals”. Based on my own observation and previous stud ies, this study 

assumes that SNS users are engaged in environmental communication at different 

levels. That is to say, some are less active or passive, for instance, they do not share 

environmental news and information very often. Others are more active and they 

share environmental news and information frequently. This study categorizes 

participants into passive and active individuals based on how much environmental 

news and information monthly, because information sharing is a basic activity in 

terms of environmental communication. The aim of this study is not to categorize 

individuals but to identify the differences in activities among individuals (more 

information about this way of categorizing can be found in the method chapter). The 

terms “passive”, “less engaged” and “less active” are used as the same term. The 

terms “active”, “more engaged” and “more active” are used as the same term. In this 

study, active individuals will be compared with passive ones. This assumption will 
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guide the methodology of this research. 

2.2  choices on Four SNS 

 The study focuses on two of the most commonly used SNS in Sweden, namely, 

Facebook and Twitter, and two of the most commonly used SNS in China, namely 

Renren and Sina Weibo.  

 These four SNS were selected mainly because they are comparable. In this study, 

Facebook in Sweden is regarded as equivalent to Renren in China, and Twitter in 

Sweden is regarded as equivalent to Sina Weibo in China. 

 The reason to choose Renren is that it has a similar interface to Facebook and its 

users are mainly college students, which is similar to Facebook as well. Another 

Chinese SNS, Renren, also has a similar interface to Facebook and it is as popular as 

Kaixin. However, most of the users of Kaxin are office workers other than college 

students. Thus, this study chose Renren over Kaixin.  

In China, there are some other SNS similar to Twitter besides Sina Weibo, for 

instance, Tengxun Weibo. However, Sina Weibo is more popular and the backgrounds 

of users are more various than Tengxun Weibo. These features of Sina Weibo respond 

to Twitter’s features (More discussion about Sina Weibo and Renren can be found in 

the next section).  
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3 Comparability of this study 

 This section will starts with an introduction of the concept of comparability and 

equivalence (Neuman, 2010) and then discuss the individual equivalences of this 

study in detail. 

3.1  Comparative Study and Comparability 

 Comparison and comparative analysis has been one of the core strategies among 

social science (Neuman, 2010). Any comparative study researchers have to face with 

a key issue before carrying out their studies: Are the objects of my study comparable? 

Newman proposes that equivalence is a critical issue in comparative studies since it is 

this which facilitates the making of comparisons across different contexts (Neuman, 

2010). In other words, no two countries have an identical societal context, the 

similarities or equivalences are key elements of a meaningful comparison. 

 Neuman divides equivalence into four types: 1. Lexicon equivalence, which 

refers to the correct translation of words and phrases which mean the same thing in 

different languages. In this case, the key words and phrases in both Sweden and China 

to be compared should be SNS, environmental communication, environment and 

nature. 2. Contextual equivalence, which concerns the similarities of norms, social 

roles or social-cultural situations across different cultures or different historical 

periods (Neuman 2010). It is well know that Sweden and China have very different 

political systems, economic statuses, cultural values, social norms and environmental 

situations. However, despite the differences, a few significant similarities enable the 

comparison of two countries in terms of the research questions. Firstly, both countries 

have made sustainable development national goal and both countries play significant 

role in global sustainability. Secondly, both countries enjoy a large population of SNS 

use and environmental communication on SNS has been a noticeable phenomenon in 

both countries. 3. Conceptual equivalence, which relates to the similarities of ideas or 
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concepts across different cultural or historical settings (2010). In this case, the 

understanding of SNS, environmental communication, environment and nature in 

both countries will be analyzed to justify the equivalence in question.  4. 

Measurement equivalence, which deals with the similarities of measures  which can 

accurately represent a construct in different cultural or historical settings (2010, 500). 

This item deals more with research method. In quantitative studies, measurement 

equivalence can be ensured by employing same quantitative indicators or cr iterion. 

Unlike quantitative studies, qualitative study analyzes qualitative data other than 

measuring quantitative data. Thus, question formulation and sampling strategy will 

play a key role in measurement equivalence (detailed discussion can be found in the 

methodology chapter).  

 The next a few sections will further discuss the four types of equivalences of this 

study in detail.  

3.2  Contextual Equivalence: China and Sweden  

 In this section, the use of SNS, environmental concerns and policies, and 

individual use of SNS for environmental communication in China and Sweden will be 

compared. It is necessary to mention that similarities other than differences are the 

focus since the similarities enable the two countries comparable.  

 

3.2.1 The Use of SNS 

 As a large developing country, China has a huge population, most of who have 

access to the Internet and use SNS on a daily basis. Sweden is a highly developed 

country with a small population, very high internet penetration and equally high SNS 

penetration. The use of Facebook and Twitter in Sweden, and Renren and Sina Weibo 

in China, will be examined in this section and the differences and similarities among 

these four SNS will be presented briefly. Since the focus of this study is not a 

thorough discussion of the differences and similarities of SNS, only some major 
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differences are presented.  

 Almost everyone in Sweden has access to the Internet and SNS have gradually 

become popular in recent years.  92.4 percent of the Swedish population had access 

to the Internet by March 2011 (Internet Word Stats 2011), and a report entitled 

“Internetbarometer 2010” released by Nordicom-Sveriges (2011) provides the 

following statistics: By 2010, 68 percent of the population who are 9-79 years old use 

the Internet on an average day; 35 percent of the population use social media such as 

SNS, online communities, forums and discussion groups on an average day; 27 

percent of the population have alternative access to the Internet other than a computer.  

 The use of social media by both the younger and older population of Sweden has 

rapidly increased (Nordicom-Sveriges 2011). 52 percent of the Swedish population, 

i.e. four million Swedes, have Facebook accounts, and Facebook plays an important 

role in the political life of Sweden. During the 2010 Swedish election, the most 

common way in which to discuss politics on the Internet was via Facebook (Findahl 

2011, 41).  

 Twitter was originally developed for mobile phones, and it enables users to post a 

text or tweet no longer than 140-characters and share it with a network of others 

(Marwick and boyd 2011). It is often understood to be a miniature version or a 

derivative of blogs, i.e. a microblog (Larsson and Moe 2011). The use of Twitter is 

less pervasive than Facebook. In America, only 13% of online adults use Twitter 

(Smith 2011), while in Sweden, the estimated population of Twitter users varies 

between one percent to eight percent of Internet users (Najafian 2010 and Brynolf 

2011, cited in Larsson and Moe 2011). According to a recently released report 

“Twittercensus”, only about 35,993 Twitter users were active, while 91,316 users 

were non-active  in Sweden in 2010  (Brynolf, 2011). Brynolf also states that 

Twitter’s growth is limited now and the number of monthly registrations is far lower 

than it was in January 2009 when the Swedish version of Twitter was first launched 

(2011). In a study of the Twitter use in the 2010 Swedish election campaign, Larsson 

and Moe (2011) suggest that Twitter use in Sweden remains a marginal activity, since 

the number of users is still small and the effect of Twitter on the election was a minor 
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one.  

 As a developing country, China has as a relatively large population of internet 

users. In June, 2011, the number of internet users was reported to be 485 million 

(CNNIC 2011), which accounts for around 36 percent of the whole population. 

Among other internet platforms, SNS are very popular in China, with about half of 

Internet users using them (Liu 2011). Since Facebook and Twitter have been blocked 

in China, most internet users use domestic-grown SNS instead, and the use of SNS 

has been embedded in Chinese people’s everyday lives.  

 Weibo is the Chinese word for “microblog (ging)”, and the number of Weibo 

users has greatly increased since the first Weibo service, Fanfou, was launched in May, 

2007. The total number of Weibo users in China was 195 million in June, 2011, and 

this increased by 208.9 percent within six months (CNNIC 2011). Sina Weibo, a 

microblogging social networking site which is similar to Twitter in many ways, is the 

most popular microblog in China. It had more than 250 million users in November, 

2011 (Chinadaily 2011), which surpassed the total number of Weibo users in June, 

2011. In other words, half of Chinese Internet users have a Sina Weibo account, which 

is higher than the Twitter usage rate in America, which is 13% of Internet users 

(Smith 2011), and much higher than that in Sweden, which accounts for 1 to 8 percent 

of Internet users (Najafian 2010 and Brynolf 2011, cited in Larsson and Moe 2011). 

Sina Weibo was launched by the Sina Corporation, China’s biggest web portal, in 

August 2009. Sina Weibo users are not only from mainland China, but also Taiwan, 

Hong Kong and other areas and countries. Most of the users are Chinese and 

communicate on Sina Weibo in the Chinese language. 

 Although Sina Weibo is similar to Twitter in many ways, there are are small and 

important differences. In terms of similarities, both Twitter and Sina Weibo enable 

users to post messages containing up to 140 characters, and users are allowed to 

mention other users or directly talk to others by @ user name, retweet or share a post 

with others. Users on both Sina Weibo and Twitter can create trends by using hashtag 

# in conjunction with a word or phrase to connect the tweet to a particular theme. 

Moreover, there are two types of user accounts on Sina Weibo and Twitter. A verified 
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user account typically represents a well-known public figure or organisation. Sina’s 

annual report illustrates that it has more than 60,000 verified accounts consisting of 

celebrities, sports stars, and well-known governmental and commercial organisations 

(Yu et. al., 2011). 

 However, unlike Twitter, Sina Weibo offers more alternatives for tweets, 

including emoticons, videos, music and voting. Moreover, when retweeting or 

re-posting, users can easily add comments, mention the original author and more than 

one person who have shared the same tweet. Users can also easily view the number of 

times a post has been re-posted and commented and read the comments one by one. In 

this way, Sina Weibo facilitates threaded comments. The screenshot below illustrates 

this particular practice. 

 

Figure 1．Sina Weibo (Sina Weibo 2011) 

 Furthermore, due to the nature of the Chinese language, the content of 140 

characters in Chinese is actually much longer than it is in English. This language 

efficiency, together with its diverse posting facilities, has turned Sina Weibo into a 

more blog- like platform. Lastly, the interface of Sina Weibo is similar to Facebook in 

some ways. For example, users can view comments in much the same way as they can 

on Facebook. Recently, Sina Weibo has begun to enable users to chat online, another 

similar function to Facebook. In addition, when sending private messages, users can 



18 
 

attach pictures, emoticons and documents. To some extent, Sina Weibo combines the 

functions of Twitter and Facebook.  

 Renren is a typical Chinese social networking site with an interface similar to that 

of Facebook. Launched in 2005 by three classmates, the site is organised around 

users’ school and graduation classes and attracts university students who use the 

platform to connect and interact with classmates and old friends. Similar to Facebook, 

Renren users usually register with real names and are allowed to upload videos, 

photos of their activities, play games and write blogs. Renren is a leading social 

networking site among other similar ones, such as Kaixin001.  

 Games have been a major attraction of Renren and the other similar SNS (CNNIC, 

2011). Half of Renren’s income is from online games (Liu 2011). Many Renren users 

play games and interact with friends via games. For instance, users can keep fish and 

grow vegetables on Renren. They can go to their friends’ farms to “steal” their 

farming products. “Did you steal vegetables today?” has been a popular sentence to 

describe this phenomenon on Renren and its competitor, Kaixin001.  

 Different from Sina Weibo, Renren users are mostly young students. The 

developers of Renren also position it as a SNS targeted at students, although they try 

to make it open for everyone. There is a short introduction to Renren on the front page: 

“Renren is a real social network, which enables you to keep in contact with friends 

and be updated about their latest activities, express yourself, record your life with 

photos and blogs and share them with friends, and find your old schoolmates and 

meet new friends” (Renren 2011). The positioning strategy of Renren might be one of 

the reasons why users mainly use it to maintain friendships, express themselves and 

be entertained. In contrast, Sina Weibo users share more news and information about 

what is going on. Furthermore, compared with Sina Weibo, there are fewer 

environmental organisations and groups on Renren, and the existing ones fail to 

actively and frequently update news and status. For instance, WWF China has an 

official account on Sina Weibo, but not on Renren. In other words, the participants of 

Renren are relatively limited. As a clone of Facebook, Renren competes for users with 

microblog services such as Sina Weibo, and many Renren users have turned to Weibo 
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in recent years. It took Renren five years to attract 120 million users, whereas Sina 

Weibo attracted the same number in less than two years (Liu 2011).  

 It is interesting to find that the dominant SNS in China is different from that in 

Sweden. Facebook covers various age groups and occupations in Sweden, while its 

equivalent Chinese SNS, Renren, is mainly used by a limited number of university 

students. The use of Twitter remains a marginal activity in Sweden with regard to the 

number of users, social effect and forecasted growth, whereas its Chinese clone, Sina 

Weibo, attracts about 20 percent of the population and is rapidly growing.  

3.2.2 Environmental Problems and Policies 

 Although both Sweden and China have made sustainable development a basic 

national policy, as a developing country with a primary objective of economic growth, 

China is faced with grave environmental problems. While the implementation of a 

sustainable development strategy is complex for China, as a developed country, 

Sweden has been a forerunner of sustainable development, both in theory and in 

practice.  

 China is faced with some of the world’s most serious environmental problems 

(Feng and Reisner 2010). In 2005, Liu and Diamond elaborated the environmental 

challenges which confront China as being “air pollution, loss of biodiversity, loss of 

cropland, depleted fisheries, desertification, disappearing wetlands, grassland 

degradation, and an increasing frequency and scale of human-inclusive natural 

disasters and invasive species, overgrazing, interrupted river flow, salinisation, soil 

erosion, accumulation of trash, and water pollution and shortages ” (2005). China’s 

current overall environmental situation is still grave, and according to the 2010 annual 

report of the Ministry of Environmental Protection of China, the country is facing 

many problems and challenges (Xinhua 2011). As the report (Xinhua 2011) states, the 

pollution of surface water continues to be a serious problem, and although the overall 

air quality in China’s urban areas is good, air pollution is still heavy in some cities. 

When monitoring 494 of the country’s cities, acid rain has been observed in 50.4 

percent of them. Moreover, biodiversity is declining and the countryside is becoming 
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more polluted as dirty industries are moved out of cities and into rural areas (Johnson 

2011).  

 China made environmental protection a basic national policy in 1983 during a 

second national meeting on environmental protection (Ma 2010,  276) and began to 

take decisive action to fight environmental pollution, with the primary emphasis being 

placed on pollution control and prevention (Wang 2010, 1027). In 1996, China listed 

sustainable development and “revitalising the nation with science and education” as 

two essential national strategies. National departments and local governments all set 

goals of sustainable development and guided their work accordingly. (Zhang et el. 

2007, 5) 

 Apart from forming this policy, China has invested a great deal of money in 

environmental protection. However, in spite of making such a huge investment, the 

share of environmental protection investment in GDP is comparatively low (Zhang et 

al. 2007). As a developing country with the largest population of the world, China still 

regards economic growth as being its primary goal. The annual average growth of 

China’s GDP has been maintained at more than 9% from the late 1970s until today 

(Wang 2010, 1), but despite making achievements in some areas, the overall 

ecological situation has been deteriorating and China still has a long way to go before 

the trends of environmental pollution and ecological degradation can be reversed 

(Wang 2010, 1). According to the 2010 Environmental Sustainability Index issued by 

Yale University & Columbia University (2010), China has an environmental 

sustainability index of 49.0 (ranked 121st of 163), which demonstrates the current 

serious situation in China. 

 Sweden is a rich and high- tech country with a low population density and rich 

natural resources. It has an environmental sustainability index of 86.0 (ranked 4th of 

163) (Yale and Columbia 2010, 8), which is obviously much better than China. 

Environmental awareness and concerns began in Sweden with nature protection in the 

first half of the twentieth century, and dealing with industrial emissions at a local 

level began in the 1960s (Stratos Inc. 2004).  

 Sweden’s policies place a great deal of emphasis on environmental issues and 
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sustainable development. According to the Ministry of the Environment Sweden 

(2011), “Sweden aims to be the green forerunner, and entrepreneurs and politicians in 

other countries will turn to this country, to Sweden, to find out how to respond to the 

environmental issues of the future. It is here that solutions and ideas will be found for 

reducing emissions from our cars, phasing out hazardous chemicals, preserving nature 

and cleaning our seas.” Sweden has set goals for a sustainable society, built around 16 

environmental quality objectives to be achieved by 2020 (Ministry of the 

Environment Sweden, 2009). Many initiatives have been undertaken in this country t 

achieve those goals, and they have now been packaged in the Swedish Strategy for 

Sustainable Development (Ministry of the Environment Sweden, 2006), which covers 

all three dimensions of sustainable development: economic, social and environmental.  

 In 1972, Sweden hosted the first UN Environment and Development Conference. 

Since Sweden has a strong international independency, having joined the European 

Union and other Nordic cooperative initiatives, its environmental issues have a strong 

international focus (Stratos Inc. 2004). In the past decade, Sweden has not only been a 

forerunner in environmental protection and sustainable development, but has also 

been active in promoting international agreements to address cross-border 

environmental problems (Roseveare 2001). “The communication also deals with the 

international sustainable development effort, including UN initiatives and the EU's 

strategy in the area” (Ministry of the Environment Sweden 2006). 

 Both Sweden and China play significant roles in global sustainability for different 

reasons. Sweden has been a forerunner in sustainable development since last century. 

After Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, the global 

society has set a new sustainable development goal and launched an international 

cooperation network (Di 2012). Stockholm Resilience Centre will play a central part 

of this network (Di 2012). By contrast, China is criticized by the international society 

for non-commitment to global sustainable goals e.g. carbon dioxide cut. As a country 

of fast economic growth and large population, China plays an important role because 

of its economic impacts as well as environmental impacts with regard to global 

sustainable development.  
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 Obviously, China and Sweden differ from each other in environmental conditions 

and procedures of sustainable development. However, the similarities in the two 

countries are also evident, which lays ground for this comparative study. Both 

countries has made sustainable development national goal and both of them play 

important roles in global sustainable development. This perhaps explains why 

environmental communication on SNS in both countries has been a prominent 

phenomenon, which is the focus of next section. 

3.2.3 Use of SNS for Environmental Communication  

 Communicating about the environment on SNS is not a rare phenomenon, and 

although they utilize different SNS, both the Chinese and the Swedes actively 

communicate about nature and the environment on SNS. In other words, the 

phenomenon in question exists in both countries and this helps justify the 

comparability of this study as well. 

 Faced with serious ecological threats and situated in a degrading environment, 

since SNS are gradually embedded in everyday life, it is very common for Chinese 

people to discuss the environment on SNS. The most common topics relate to the 

daily perception of the environment; for instance, bad air, heavy traffic, worrisome 

food security and extreme weather. Environmental agencies have also simultaneously 

taken root on Chinese SNS. Governmental agencies such as the Beijing 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Yangpu (Shanghai) EPA, Jiangbei EPA of 

Chongqing Province and Zhengzhou EPA can be found on Sina Weibo. 500 relevant 

accounts were found when searching “environmental protection agency” on Sina 

Weibo (accessed on the 6th December, 2011). Moreover, environmental NGOs of 

different acting levels also have SNS accounts. For instance, Greenpeace China has 

227,462 fans on Renren, and TRAFFIC (the wild life monitoring network) had 66,589 

fans on the 6th December, 2011(Sina Weibo, 2011). National and Local NGOs such as 

Friends of Nature, Greenriver in Sichuan and the Shan Shui Environmental Protection 

Center in Western China have also taken root on Renren. Moreover, individuals who 

are concerned about the environment use SNS to disseminate information and news 
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about the environment, and some of them have a large number of followers. For 

instance, Huanbao Dong Liangjie, who is an environmental scientist, has more than 

200,000 fans on Sina Weibo (Sina Weibo, 2011).  

 In Sweden, talking about the environment and nature is even more common than 

in China, both in real life and on SNS. Similar to China, individuals with different 

backgrounds, various environmental agencies and groups can also be found in 

Sweden. For instance, both on Facebook and Twitter, there are NGOs and NPOs, such 

as Greenpeace Sverige, Sustainergies and Global Water Partnership; governmental 

research agencies such as the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency and Swedish 

Water House; political groups such as Grön Ungdom (Green Youth), and 

environmental media such as Supermiljöbloggen.  

 From observation, it is common for people in Sweden to use Facebook to 

cooperate with each other, such as starting a Facebook campaign, writing blogs, and 

arranging offline meetings, which is rarely seen on Chinese SNS. Although the total 

number of Twitter users in Sweden is very small compared to Facebook, participants 

of Twitter are more diversified in terms of professional areas and occupations. For 

instance, Twitter accounts relating to the environment include traditional media such 

as an environmental programme held by Swedish radio, Klotet, an ecological 

consulting company, Konsument Göteborg, an online fund-raising organisation, Ett 

Klick För Skogen, a PR agency which focuses on sustainable communication, One 

Planet PR, and individuals who work as researchers, municipality environmental 

coordinators, journalists, NGO communicators, and the like.  

3.3 Lexicon and Conceptual Equivalence 

This study focuses on environmental communication on social network s ites 

(SNS). Thus, the key words or concepts of this study are environmental 

communication and social network sites. There are equivalent words in both Chinese 

and Swedish.  

In Chinese, “huan bao chuan bo” (in Chinese characters: 环保传播 ) is 
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commonly used to refer to communication about the environment, although the literal 

meaning is slightly different from English. “Huan bao” means environmental 

protection and it implies an emphasis on communication for protecting the 

environment. In Chinese academia, “huan bao chuan bo” is regarded as being 

equivalent to “environmental communication” in English, and the term “huan bao 

chuan bo” was actually taken from the Western context (Wang, 2010). While the term 

“environmental communication” is more of a recent invention influenced by Western 

discourses, the term “nature” and “environment” have the exact equivalent in Chinese, 

namely, “zi ran” (in Chinese characters: 自然 and “zi ran huan jing” (in Chinese 

characters: 自然环境). When the interviews for this study were conducted, the use of 

“huan bao chuan bo” alone was avoided; rather, it was used with a less abstract phrase, 

“communication about the environment and nature” (In Chinese Pinyin: gou tong jiao 

liu zi ran huan jing he zi ran) in Chinese for a better mutual understanding. The 

interviewees were also asked about their understanding of environmental 

communication to ascertain the conceptual difference in China, and the way in which 

the interview questions were asked was adjusted accordingly.  

 Similar to the term “environmental communication”, the term “social network 

sites” in Chinese is also more like a direct translation from English. The English 

abbreviation SNS is commonly used in Chinese. Furthermore, it has two equivalent 

Chinese words: “she jiao lei wang zhan” (in Chinese characters: 社交网站) and “she 

jiao hua wang zhan” (in Chinese characters: 社交化网站 ), which both mean 

“socialised websites”. Although the transla ted meaning is not exactly the same as the 

English, the Chinese use these two terms to refer to both SNS and social media.  

 In Swedish, both the term “environmental communication” and “social network 

sites” can find equivalent words. “miljökommunikation” has the same meaning as the 

English term "environmental communication", and the equivalent phrases for “social 

network sites” in Swedish are “sociala nätverkssajter” or “sociala nätverk”. However, 

when Swedish media talk about it, they often use the English term, “social network 

sites” as well (e.g. Blomkvist 2010). In summary, the key terms and concepts of 

lexical equivalence and conceptual equivalence are tenable in this study.  
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 Sweden and China are two distinct countries with different norms, cultures, a nd 

political and economic situations. However, both countries share some similarities, 

which make this study comparable. Although no two countries have an identical 

societal context, the similarities are key elements of a meaningful comparison. 
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4 Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework for this thesis is divided into four sections, which will 

now be commented on in chronological order.  

 Firstly, SNS theories are described with emphasis on subjects relevant to the 

research question. In the beginning of this section, the definition of SNS is presented 

through a critical review of previous discussion on the features and definition of SNS. 

The next parts deal with the usage and social functions of SNS, for instance, creating 

weak and strong ties, building a personality-centered network and serving as a 

networked public. The reason for including this part is to give a general overview of 

what SNS users are technologically allowed to do, what they tend to do and in which 

way SNS and SNS communication is different from the other media and 

communication means. Secondly, the concept of environmental communication is 

introduced. This part is essential because it explains the practices and purposes of 

environmental communication. This part together with the first part offer a framework 

for exploring research question one, how SNS users communicate about nature and 

the environment on SNS and what kind of activities are involved. This framework 

serves as hypothesizes to guide the design of questionnaires.   

The third section deals with motivation theories. Two schools of related 

motivation theories are introduced in order to explain why SNS users communication 

about nature and the environment on SNS. Enlightening thoughts from these theories 

guide the formulation of interview questions.   

The last section concerns theories about the social and political impacts of new 

media and SNS. Since SNS study is a relatively new area, very few previous studies 

within this area have touched the social and political implications of SNS regarding 

environmental communication. Thus, theories on general political communication, 

activism and new media are presented instead. These theories will serve as a 

framework for the further discussion on the social impacts of SNS and the 

significance of environmental communication on SNS, which is research question 
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four.  

4.1  Social networking sites (SNS) 

4.1.1 Definition of Social Networking Sites 

 The three terms, ‘‘social network sites’, “social networking sites” and “social 

media” are often used interchangeably in public discourse. Based on a brief review of 

various definitions and their application, together with a description of the features of 

SNS, the reasons for employing the term, “social networking sites” in this study are 

clarified below. 

 In practice, the term “social media” is employed to encompass a series of 

software programmes, which have been developed based on web 2.0 technology. 

Generally speaking, web 2.0 technology is associated with web applications which 

facilitate interaction, collaboration, the sharing of information and user-generated 

content (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Drawing on web 2.0, Kaplan and Haenlein 

define social media as being “a group of Internet-based applications which builds on 

the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and allows the creation and 

exchange of user-generated content” (2010:61). Thus, social media can be regarded as 

being a broad umbrella for a series of internet-based applications of web 2.0 

technologies, and SNS are one type of social media. 

 boyd and Ellison’s definition of social network sites has been cited by a great 

many scholars when defining SNS. They define social network sites as follows: 

 

 “web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public 

or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list 

of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and 

traverse their list of connections and those made by others within 

the system. The nature and nomenclature of these connections may 

vary from site to site”  
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(boyd and Ellison, 2008:211) 

 

 boyd and Ellison’s definition identifies profile construction and traversable 

connections as being the key features of social network sites. They justify their choice 

of the term, “social network sites” other than “social networking sites” by clearly 

stating that the term “social networking” emphasises “relationship initiation” (2008: 

211), which is mainly among strangers; however, “what makes social network sites 

unique is not that they allow individuals to meet strangers, but rather that they enable 

users to articulate and make visible their social networks”. In short, boyd and Ellison 

see the maintenance of the existing social network as the key feature which 

distinguishes SNS from other web applications. Thus, the term “social networking 

sites” would not be appropriate, since it implies the creation of new friendships.  

 When reviewing boyd and Ellison’s definition, David Beer (2008) argues that, 

since it is hard to say whether or not SNS users mainly use them to maintain existing 

connections or create new ones, the terms “social networking sites” and “social 

network sites” should not be separated. I agree with this view, and further argue that 

boyd and Ellison simplify the practice of SNS by defining them on the grounds of the 

negation of “relationship initiation”. Firstly, I argue that the affordance of relationship 

initiation should be an important feature of SNS. Although it may be true that users do 

not specifically use SNS to meet strangers, it is also true that they use them to 

communicate with strangers within various SNS groups and communities. They do 

not necessarily have to be SNS friends, but they can see each other’s comments and 

share a discussion within the SNS public space. It is even possible for them to become 

online friends based on common interests and topics; for instance, the environment. I 

argue that this is an important way for SNS users to expand their SNS network and 

communicate with people outside their social network in the real world. In short, SNS 

do afford “a relationship initiation” and it is reasonable for some users to initiate and 

maintain relationships with people they have not met in reality. From my perspective, 

the affordance of “relationship initiation” is an important feature of SNS. It enables 

users to go beyond communicating within their local social network and provides an 
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opportunity to exchange opinions and disseminate information on a broader scale. In 

this case, it is possible for SNS to be used for both social and political purposes. For 

example, in terms of environmental communication, it can be hypothesised that an 

individual’s network has to be expanded in order to reach more people who are 

potentially interested in environmental issues. Furthermore, the use of technology is 

constantly evolving and varies culturally (Hoffmann and Kornweitz, 2011). It is 

difficult to say whether the practice of “friendship initiation” will become a major 

trend on SNS in the future or in different countries. Therefore, it is inappropriate to 

exclude “relationship initiation” from the key features of SNS just because the current 

SNS practice seems to exclude it. Therefore, in my view, the term “social networking 

sites” seems to be more appropriate than “social network sites” because the former 

does not exclude “relationship initiation”.  

 Apart from the above-mentioned reasons, one more point needs to be clarified 

with regard to my choice. I regard SNS as networks of networks or “integrated 

platforms” (Fuchs, 2009: 9), which continua lly combine many media and 

communication applications. Thus, the term “social networking sites” implies this 

trend better than “social network sites”. The term “integrated platform” emphasises 

three facts, the first of which is that SNS encompass a series of applications, such as 

webpages, instant messaging, digital images, digital videos, discussion groups and 

connection lists. Secondly, different SNS can be connected. For instance, Twitter and 

Facebook can be connected or the content can be cross-posted. On Twitter, the World 

Wildlife Fund (WWF) suggests that its followers visit Facebook and share their 

stories: 
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Figure 2 WWF on Twitter (Twitter 2011) 

 

 Thirdly, SNS can be connected to other web applications. For instance, users can 

simply click a button embedded in news websites to share the news with their 

Facebook or Twitter friends (see photo below). Therefore, compared with the term 

“social network sites”, “social networking sites” further stresses the possibility of 

integration and is more appropriate for this research. 

 

Figure 3 The Economist and SNS (The Economist 2011) 

 

 For the above-mentioned reasons, I do not fully agree with boyd, Ellison, Kaplan 

and Haenlein’s definition of SNS. Inspired by Christian Fuchs, who stresses that SNS 

are “integrated platforms”, this study will define social networking sites as being 

web-based platforms which integrate different media and communication applications, 

which enable users to create self-generated profiles, present and share connected lists, 

maintain existing connections as well as establish new connections based on common 

interests and values, and communicate with other users.   
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4.1.2 SNS: Weak Ties and Strong Ties 

 The main aim of SNS is to create a social network (Takahashi 2010), which is 

composed of social ties (Haythornthwaite 2005). In other words, SNS enable the 

establishment of different social ties. Caroline Haythornthwaite argues that the power 

of the Internet lies in the way it forges connections among people who would 

otherwise be non-connected, and that these social network ties have a significant 

effect on the structure of information flow and online activism (2005). Weak ties can 

“emerge based on interest, common need, or commercial enterprise” 

(Haythornthwaite 2005, 141) via “mandated organisation or group-wide media” (135). 

People who are weakly tied tend to have different experiences and access to different 

information, resources and contacts (Granovetter 1973).  Strong ties usually emerge 

among friends and colleagues who communicate frequently and regularly in real life 

and can provide social support rather than diverse information (Haythornthwaite 

2005).  

4.1.3  Personality-centred Networks 

 SNS are regarded as being personality-centred or eccentric networks (boyd and 

Ellison 2005), which is distinctly different from past network applications. boyd and 

Ellison state that, unlike Usenet and public discussion forums structured by topics or 

interests, SNS are structured as personal or egocentric networks, with individuals at 

the centre. “This more accurately mirrors unmediated social structures, where ‘‘the 

world is composed of networks, not groups’’ (Wellman, 1988: 37). While friendship 

is the fundamental structure of SNS, topics and interests play an important role in 

constructing these networks. Users traverse various networks and one person’s social 

network snowballs rapidly across people, institutions and groups (Walther, Heide, 

Kim, Westerman and Tong 2008). Thus, network structures vary greatly, from both 

culture to culture and person to person (Wellman 2008). 

 Person-centred networks with multiple participants, i.e. both individuals and 

different institutions, enable users to establish different ties with individuals and 
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institutions. Institutional participants are especially important for the establishment of 

weak ties. As well as offering users different experiences, diverse information and 

opinions, they provide them with space and opportunities to reach out to other group 

members and expand their weak ties.  

 The following map illustrates the connection of active SNS users of a network 

with different ties. Group 1 is a flat friendship network which encompasses almost 

everyone the users have met or known about. Group 2 is composed of individuals the 

SNS users are interested in or find useful. Groups 3 and 4 are institutions and 

organisations. Group 5 consists of group interests or events/projects. The dotted line 

illustrates the traversability of connections; for example, visiting someone’s profile, 

receiving invitations from him or her, and reading news feeds. The double arrows 

imply that the connection runs in both directions. Specifically, once someone 

becomes a Facebook fan or Twitter follower of a page or a group, his or her name will 

be shown on that page. He or she can also leave a message on the wall of the page or 

comment on the other person’s posts. In this way, group members can make 

themselves visible and make friends with other members.  
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Figure 4: Connection Map 

 This complicates individuals’ network in at least two ways, the first of which is 

that it changes their access to information. Institutions, celebrities, news reporters, and 

activists are important sources of information on SNS. Secondly, it better enables 

public discussion and cooperation, because the pages and groups initiated by 

organisations can provide public space for such interaction. Thus, it is possible for 

more active individuals to have more diverse ties than passive individuals, and they 

also tend to have more weak ties.  

 It is within such a personality-centred network with different ties that 

interpersonal communication, peer communication and mass communication occur 

simultaneously. “SNS and other applications associated with Web 2.0 blur the lines 

between mass communication and interpersonal communication, transforming the 

traditional mass mediated world to a more complex mediated environment” (Zune, 

Lampe and Lin 2009). Perhaps SNS provide the potential for a new form of media 

convergence: “simultaneous communication via computers of both conceptually mass 

and interpersonal channels” (Julia and Arif 2011, 21). 
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4.1.4 SNS: Network Publics 

 Networks composed of multiple participants also make a “network publics” 

(boyd 2010, 46-48) possible. boyd (2010: 46-48) argues that SNS networked publics 

are a type of public media, which is different from an unmediated public. She 

identifies four fundamental properties of networked publics, namely, 1. Persistence: 

networked communications are recordable and thus enable asynchronous 

communication; 2. Searchability: Because the communications are recordable, 

profiles are searchable. People can easily find like-minded persons with the help of 

these tools. 3. Replicability: in networked publics expressions can be copied from one 

place to another. 4. Scalability: The potential visibility of the content of networked 

publics is great. boyd argues that these four properties or affordances shape  

networked publics and people’s participation in them.  

 Networked publics can be various online public spaces. The connection between 

participants within a person-centred network not only provides an institutional public 

space for discussion and the exchange of ideas, but also offers them an opportunity to 

get together outside institution-based spaces and build a number of person-based 

spaces. For instance, members of the environmental organisations on Facebook can 

post and comment on environmental issues on the organisations’ pages, which can be 

regarded as being an institution-based public space. They can also move their 

discussion realm to their own personal pages or walls, whereupon person-based public 

spaces emerge because these public discussions are visible to all their connections and 

can be shared and commented on by them. In this sense, there is no single public 

space, but many in which some people are included and some excluded (Warner, 

2002). Furthermore, networked publics can be a collection of people: the multiple 

participants of an SNS. They are a collection of people who may not all know each 

other, but who share “a common understanding of the world, a shared identity, a 

claim to inclusiveness, a consensus regarding the collective interest” (Livingstone, 

2005:9).   

 It should be noted that boyd emphasises that her networked publics has been 
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influenced by the perspective of cultural and media studies, rather than political 

studies. These two fields have a different opinion of the nature of public. As boyd 

implies (2010), the former regards cultural consumption, the sharing of identities and 

interests as elements of public, while the latter focuses on communication for political 

purposes; for instance, exchanges of opinions and participatory discussions of public 

issues (Gripsrud, 2011).  

 In this study, the term “networked publics” follows boyd’s concept for two 

reasons, the first of which is that the cultural meaning of public network exactly 

reflects the social practices of SNS, i.e. a collection of people who communicate 

about everything and make it visible to both friends and strangers. It is in this sense 

that “networked publics” is regarded as being one of the general social attributes of 

SNS. Secondly, the term “networked publics” does not exclude the possibility of 

networking the public for political purposes. In other words, networked publics 

provide an arena for a “networked public sphere” (Benkler, 2006). The notion that 

this environment is characterised by both the potential for many-to-many 

communication and the elimination of the cost of communication is significant for 

online democracy by turning passive readers into active participants.   

4.2  Environmental Communication  

 Environmental communication (EC) is an inter-discussion about the natural world 

and the relationship between humans and nature (Milstein 2009). The way of 

communication not only “has far-reaching effects at a time of human caused 

environmental crises” (Milstein 2009, 344), but also fundamentally shapes how we 

perceive the environment and ourselves, and how we define the relationship between 

humans and nature (Cox 2010). These assumptions are regarded as being central to 

EC, a new multi-disciplinary field which combines environment studies and 

communication studies. As a distinctive discipline, EC is considered to have emerged 

in the early 1980s in the United States from rhetorical theory (Mariño 2009; Milstein 

2009). According to Anders Hansen (2011), environmental communication evolved 
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from a relatively narrow focus on environmental issues, and consequently, it had 

traditional and narrow concerns with mainstream news coverage of environmental 

issues and its effect on public opinion; for instance, agenda-setting and media framing. 

Currently, while environmental communication is moving toward a much broader 

spectrum of issues related to science, technology, health, nature and risk, “studies of it 

also draw on a much richer body of theories and approaches to elucidate the broader 

social, political and cultural roles of environmental communication” (Hansen 2011, 

9).  

 Robert Cox (2010) maps out six fields of EC practices and studies: 1. A rhetorical 

perspective, which is about purposeful choices of available resources to persuade key 

stakeholders. 2. Media and environmental journalism, which is a sub-field of EC 

studies. Traditional subjects include agenda-setting, media framing and alternative 

media. 3. Public participation in the decision-making process regarding environmental 

issues. 4. Social marketing and advocacy campaigns, which are about educating and 

alerting the public of the risks, changing public behaviour, mobilising the public to 

take action, and enhancing corporate accountability. 5. Environmental collaboration 

and conflict resolution, which focuses on inviting stakeholders to engage in 

problem-solving discussions rather than advocacy and debate. Thus, it emphasises 

civic communication, dialogue, and some degree of power-sharing. 6. Risk 

communication, which mainly looks at how to communicate efficiently to convey 

technical information to potentially affected audiences and at the cultural impact of 

the understanding of risk and acceptance of risk solutions. 7. Representations of 

nature in popular culture and green marketing, which relates to how commercial and 

popular media represent nature and it relationship with humans.  

 Based on the above description, Cox defines environmental communication as 

follows: 

 “A pragmatic and constitutive vehicle for our understanding of the 

environment as well as our relationships to the natural world; it is 

the symbolic medium that we use in constructing environmental 

problems and negotiating society’s different responses to them”  



37 
 

 

(Cox, 2010:20)  

 

 Cox (2010) further points out that environmental communication is both 

pragmatic and constitutive. It is pragmatic because it educates, persuades, alerts, 

debates and aims to resolve environmental problems. It is constitutive because it 

shapes our perspective of the environment and corresponding behaviour toward it.  

 From Cox’s perspective, environmental communication is inherently “symbolic 

action” (2010: 20). When comparing EC to the Shannon-Weaver model of 

communication, Cox (2010) argues that environmental communication is not only 

about transmitting environmental information, but also about how to shape and affect 

our understanding of nature and our behaviour toward the environment. Thus, not 

only do scientists play an important role, but also public debates, media coverage, and 

even every conversation. Diverse voices need to be heard, including local citizens, 

public officials, news media, online media services, corporations, and so forth. In 

other words, public participation and a participatory culture need to be encouraged. It 

is safe to say that Cox implies that both information senders and receivers are 

significant for environmental communication because they are all participants in such 

a symbolic action, which not only includes a one-way dissemination of information, 

but also an interactive discussion in the public sphere.  

 Cox’s definition echoes the self-recognition of environmental communicators. 

For example, the Environmental Communication Network, which is an on-line 

community of self- identified environmental communicators facilitated by the State 

University of New York College of Environmental Science and Forestry, states that 

“environmental communication is all of the diverse forms of interpersonal, group, 

public, organisational, and mass communication that make up the social 

discussion/debate about environmental issues and problems, and our relationship to 

non-human nature” (Meisner, 2008).  I agree with both definitions and contend that 

environmental communication should be all-embracing. It should involve all kinds of 

information diffusion, opinion sharing and debate on the environment and nature via 
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different kinds of media. Environmental communication is not only about information, 

but also discussion and cooperation.  

4.3  Motivation for Environmental Communication on SNS 

 Very few existing studies examine individuals’ motivation to engage in 

environmental communication, not to mention communicating about the environment 

on SNS. However, a great many studies explore people’s motivation for 

environmental activism and volunteerism, and motivation for online political 

communication and civic engagement.  

 Environmental activism is defined as being “purposeful and effortful engagement 

in behaviours aimed at preserving or improving the quality of the environment, and 

increasing public awareness of environmental issues” (Fielding K S, MacDonald R & 

Louis W. n.d.) Environmental volunteerism is related to environmental actions, such 

as a commitment to volunteer for the environmental projects outlined in the 

communication, participation in environmental protests, natural resource monitoring 

and education (Bramston, Pretty and Zammit 2011). It is evident that environmental 

communication is closely interwoven with environmental activism and volunteerism. 

Thus, insight into these areas will be helpful to understand why individuals express 

their environmental concerns by taking action on SNS.  

 An understanding of the motivation for environmental activism and 

environmental volunteerism can be stimulated by understanding human values and 

attitudes (Bramston, Pretty and Zammit 2011). For instance, Stern and Dietz (1994) 

argue that one’s attitude toward environmental issues is based on one’s general set of 

values, i.e. the relationship between oneself, others and nature. Schultz further 

proposes that the “structure of environmental concern is concern for self, other people, 

and the biosphere” (2001, 327).  According to Schultz (2001), concern for self 

(egoistic motivation) includes one’s health, future and lifestyle; concern for other 

people (altruistic motivations) refers to people in the community and children; and 

concern for the biosphere relates to plants, animals, birds and marine life. Bramston, 
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Pretty and Zammit (2011) propose three dimensions for assessing the motivation for 

environmental stewardship: social belonging, helping the environment, and learning. 

Furthermore, studies have also revealed that different levels of motivation and the 

perception of others’ behaviour lead to different leve ls of engagement (Guin, Pelletier 

and Hunsley 1998), specifically behaviour requiring more effort. For instance, 

activism requires a greater level of motivation and a stronger environmental attitude, 

and individuals adjust their behaviour according to their perception of the majority.  

 Studies on motivation for environmental activism and volunteerism mainly focus 

on the motivation for action rather than communication. Thus, it is necessary to turn 

to political communication for more inspiration. Two distinctive approaches may 

explain the motivation for an individual to engage in communication about public 

affairs, namely, instrumental and relational (Knapp and Daly 2002). The instrumental 

approach suggests that individuals are rational, and that people deliberately engage in 

political communication, i.e. their reasons are largely functional and purposive 

(Valenzuela, Jeong and Zúñiga 2011). They are driven by outcomes such as 

information exchange, opinion exchange, self expression, persuading others, 

problem-solving (Cohen 1989; Gastil 2008; Gastil and Dillard 1999), and 

participation in political activities such as protests, elections and debates (Kweon and 

Kim 2010). 

 The relational approach suggests that the interaction among individuals focuses 

more on relationships rather than functional outcomes (Guerrero, Andersen, & Afifi, 

2010). In other words, people talk about public affairs, such as environmental issues, 

for purely social reasons, such as passing the time, starting a conversation with others, 

or even to present themselves as being responsible citizens. Since SNS are mainly 

used for socialisation, it is reasonable to assume that relational or social motives may 

be the reason for individuals to engage in environmental communication. Previous 

studies suggest that individuals use SNS for social connections, shared identities, 

content, social investigation, social network surfing and status updating (Joinson 

2008), approval seeking and the support of other people (Urista, Dong and Day, 2008). 

It is possible that the motivation for environmental communication is interwoven with 
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the general use of SNS.  

4.4  Web 2.0, SNS, Environmental Communication and 

Social Change 

 In order to interpret the study results in the light of theories and discuss the social 

implications of it, it is necessary to review related theories in this section.  

 Web 2.0 technology and social networking sites have been regarded as powerful 

communication instruments by environmental communicators. Simultaneously, 

political communication scholars also examine the social and political implications of 

SNS in areas of civic engagement and environmental movements. These two fields in 

joint efforts have addressed a number of crucial issues regarding new technology and 

social changes.  

 This section will group the above-mentioned discussions into different categories 

according to issues and subjects, and display the potentials and doubts within each 

topic. In fact, these subjects are inter-connected although they are grouped under 

different subjects. Three specific subjects are identified: information flow/information 

dissemination, SNS use, information and participation, and environmental groups 

undergoing changes. The first two subjects address the two major influences of the 

Internet on environmental communication and social change: information,  

coordination and participation. These are simultaneously controversial topics in SNS 

studies in relation to techno-pessimism and techno-optimism. The first two subjects 

take a macro-view of SNS, while the third subject moves to the institutional level and 

turns the attention to organisational change, particularly environmental organisations. 

The reason for focusing on environmental groups and organisations is that they play a 

key role in environmental communication and social change, and enjoy a great deal of 

EC research (Cox 2006). However, it is evident that these three elements cannot 

encompass all existing topics; thus, the aim of this section is to highlight the major 

trends, rather than providing a complete overview.     

 In addition, it is necessary to mention that some of the studies focus on political 
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communication rather than environmental communication, because only a few studies 

of environmental communication on SNS exist, which means that they can only 

provide limited insights into these issues. Given the fact that one mission of 

environmental communication is to induce social change and influence policy 

decisions, and its practice is similar to political communication, it is reasonable to 

refer to political communication for inspiration. Thus, the task of this section is not to 

provide a thorough overview of existing research, but to present representative 

examples of each subject.  

4.4.1 Information Flow/Information Dissemination 

 Zube, Lampe and Lin (2009) observe that a two-step flow process appears to 

function in the news feed feature of Facebook, so that information about politics flows 

from those who have it to those who did not previously have it. Vitak et al. (2009) 

also maintain that the Facebook news feed function simplifies the process of sharing 

information quickly with other members of one’s network.  

 Some scholars argue that the type of SNS connection affects the access to the 

breadth and diversity of knowledge and information. Mark Granovetter (1973) 

examines “strong ties” and “weak ties”, and suggests that weak ties enable individuals 

to obtain new knowledge and a wide range of information. According to J. Donath 

and D. boyd, strong ties are those which exist among close friends and families, and 

these ties are good resources for social support. The maintenance of such ties 

demands much time and attention. In comparison, weak ties exist among people one 

knows in a specific and limited context. Such ties bridge different clusters and provide 

the user with access to a wide range of new knowledge. Weak ties can be less costly 

to maintain.  

 Some researchers note that SNS offer the potential to reach a broad segment of 

the population and motivate change. Mankoff et al. (2007), who conducted an 

empirical study of the ability of SNS to motivate individuals to reduce their ecological 

footprint, discovered that SNS make it possible “to reach a broad segment of the 

population frequently, and provide information that would be optimally motivating”. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Granovetter
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In other words, SNS are potentially powerful media for educating consumers and 

motivating change in the environment.  

 Similarly, Manuel Castells (2009, 58-71) has coined the phrase “mass 

self-communication” to describe the fact that the boundaries between mass media 

communication and all other forms of communication are blurred, and that a 

component of a different form of communication has emerged. He argues that users 

have built their own systems of mass communication via SNS and other web 2.0 

applications on the basis of their initiatives, interests and desires. Specifically, he 

proposes that “evolutionary forms of mass self-communication have originated from 

the ingenuity of young users-turned producers” (70). At the same time as traditional 

media are using SNS and other interactive networks to distribute their content and 

interact with audiences, corporate media have developed a growing interest in 

Internet-based forms of communication. These combined efforts make mass 

self-communication possible. It is mass communication because it “reaches a 

potentially global audience” (70) and it is self-communication because it is 

“self-generated in content, self-directed in emission, and self-selected in reception by 

many who communicate with many” (70).  

 As a critical response to the claim that large quantities of diverse information can 

be disseminated more efficiently via networked communication technology, some 

scholars question the optimistic perspective of the relationship between networked 

technology, information dissemination, and democracy. For instance, Jodi Dean 

(2005A) argues that the idea of abundance in the contemporary era of communicative 

capitalism is a fantasy. It is true that networked communications are characterised by 

the immense opportunity to transmit and receive messages; however, these messages 

only contribute to the circulation of content rather than eliciting a response, because 

“the exchange value of messages overtakes their useful value” (58) in communicative 

capitalism. Therefore, information is only repeated, reproduced and forwarded 

without being really received. In other words, “the message is simply part of a 

circulating data stream” (58). In Dean’s view, information dissemination via 

networked technology is merely the circulation of data rather than the interaction or 
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exchange of ideas among users. Furthermore, Dean proposes the notion of “suspicious 

subject” (2005B:16) to argue that citizens’ access to information has generated the  

de-politicisation of American public life. Immersed in an ever-expanding network of 

information and entertainment, as well as sensationalised and often conflicting 

information, people never feel that their information is complete and are reluctant to 

believe and make judgments. “The promise of information gives us the sense of being 

always uninformed, unsure, never quite certain…” (148).  

4.4.2 SNS Use, Information, and Participation   

 Although Zube, Lampe and Lin (2009) contend that people who are exposed to 

political information on SNS do not become more politically knowledgeable or 

participate more actively in political activities, some scholars argue that the use of 

SNS does increase people’s political participation. Social capital and social trust 

research supports such a position. A positive connection between the intensity of 

Facebook use and social trust has led researchers to suggest that Facebook can have a 

positive effect on political engagement. Valenzuela, Park, and Kee (2008) conducted 

a study on the effect of SNS on social capital and found that a general intensity of 

Facebook use is only mildly associated with political participation, but the propensity 

to use Facebook for political communication is greatly associated with that outcome. 

Facebook may provide opportunities for unengaged users to explore political 

activities, which then “translates into” political participation in the real world (Vitak 

et el. 2009). While it may be difficult to determine whether or not there is a similar 

positive connection between Facebook use and intentional behaviour in terms of 

environmental communication, given the similarity between environmental and 

political communication, it is reasonable to hypothesise that using Facebook can 

enhance interest in environmental information as well as environmentally- friendly 

behaviour and public participation.  

 SNS also help to generate new forms of participation, which can be termed 

“virtual participation” (Chadwick 2006). Participation or engagement in real life can 

be serious and require more consideration before making a decision. In comparison, 
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virtual participation is more casual and costs less time and money: one needs only to 

click an icon on one’s computer to begin to participate. On the one hand, this new 

form of participation encourages more engagement and environmental interest. On the 

other hand, while the engagement may have become easier, it may also have become 

less meaningful and consequential. Dean unstintingly criticises this new form of 

participation by arguing that it prevents actual action (2005A: 60). In her view, the 

click and act participation gives people the illusion that they are really taking action, 

and therefore, they feel less guilty. In other words, the participation in online 

communities and communication with other people often provide a sense of 

satisfaction that “dampens a willingness to interact with the real world” (65). 

Following her line of thought, it is reasonable to assume that communication about 

the environment and virtual participation on SNS may also hinder users from taking 

green actions in real life by providing a sense of satisfaction and lessening a sense of 

guilt. This psychological motivation and satisfaction can be regarded as being a kind 

of use and gratification effect, and may explain why some users actively communicate 

about the environment on SNS, but live their lives in a different way.  

 As a political theorist, Dean puts much value on political action which generates 

corresponding political change; thus, she regards communication without real action 

as being problematic. However, if drawing on the idea of Cox (2010), who regards 

environmental communication as being a symbolic action which shapes people’s 

views of nature and the environment, any kind of communication or partic ipation is 

meaningful.  

4.4.3 New Media and Environmental organizations 

 “With the shift in information dissemination technology, organisation practice 

and relations between actors are also undergoing change” (Greenberg and MacAulay, 

2009). A number of scholars have addressed the application of SNS and its effect on 

organisations and groups. SNS provide organisations with a space for interaction and 

discussion of topics of common interests among stakeholders. According to Denise 

Sevick Bortreea  and Trent Seltzer (2009) SNS provide opportunities for 
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organisations to increase dialogic communication, i.e. “any negotiated exchange of 

ideas and opinions” (Kent & Taylor, 1998:325).  

 Other scholars address the new form of online collaborative groups and the 

change in the relationship between organisations and their members. For instance, 

Shirky argues that “novel forms of collective action” (Shirkey 2008:47-48) are 

possible, and the new collaborative groups are “larger and more distributed than at 

any other time in history”. Partly in line with Shirky, Josh Greenberg and Maggie 

MacAulay (2009) propose that SNS provide organisations with more opportunities to 

directly reach out and engage members with new opportunities for content-sharing, 

collaboration and mobilisation. Organisations have now gone beyond using SNS to 

announce events or solicit donations; instead, they use SNS to build networks of 

collaborators and foster symmetrical communication between senders and receivers 

(Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009).  

 



46 
 

5  Methodology 

 This chapter begins by introducing the research strategy for this study, namely, 

qualitative methods and comparative research, and this is followed by an explanation 

of the research design and procedure. Semi-structured interviews and participant 

observation are the main methods, and these are discussed with the means adopted to 

analyse the data. The chapter ends with a discussion of ethical issues.  

5.1  Research Strategy 

 Methodology is a system of rules and procedures on which research is based 

(Frankfort-Nachmias & Nachmias, 1992: 14). More specifically, according to 

Silverman, methodology refers to the choices researchers make of the cases to study, 

methods of collecting the required data, the analysis strategy, and application of 

research (2005: 99). Different research questions lead to different methodologies. In 

other words, the knowledge a research aims to reveal determines the choice of 

methodology or research strategy (Mason and Dale, 2010).  

5.1.1  Qualitative Research 

 This study aims to reveal how and why SNS users communicate about the 

environment and nature. In short, it deals with two forms of research questions, which 

relate to the why and how of research. As already mentioned, other researchers have 

hardly touched on either of these questions to date. Existing studies mainly look at 

general motivations to use SNS or specific motivations to use them for purposes other 

than environmental communication. In other words, very few specific research results 

can be found to respond to the second research question. Thus, considering the fact 

that such questions have rarely been studied previously, this research is regarded as 

being an exploratory study. Thus, the nature of the research questions, as well as the 

purpose of this study, calls for the use of qualitative methods. Qualitative methods are 
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employed in the study for two reasons, the first of which is that, according to John W. 

Creswell (1994: 10), qualitative methods are useful when the research problem needs 

to be explored because little information exists and the variables are largely unknown 

(Creswell, 1994: 10). Qualitative methods are regarded to be more open to change 

during the process of the research, and can provide deeper and richer information on a 

specific topic (Bryman, 1988). In comparison, quantitative research is more 

preparatory and structured (Bryman, 1988:94). Secondly, according to Donald 

Treadwell’s categorisation of research purposes (2011: 27-28), the purposes of this 

study can be defined as being “explanation” and “description”, i.e. studies which 

focus on attempting to answer the “why”-question. Since this study attempts to 

explain how people use SNS to communicate about the environment and determine 

their motivations for doing so, qualitative methods are deemed to be more suitable 

than quantitative methods because they feature rich and situated descriptions and 

explanations (Bryman, 1988). In Priest’s view, qualitative methods are designed to 

explore and assess things that cannot easily be summarised numerically (1996). 

Indeed, the motivation and engagement of SNS use for environmental communication 

can hardly be measured using statistics.  

5.1.2 Comparative Research  

 This study adopts a comparative approach to explore the differences and 

similarities between Chinese and Swedish citizens’ use of environmental 

communication on SNS.  

 Comparative research is more like an orientation than an independent research 

tool (Neuman, 2011). According to Reza Azarian, comparative research has played an 

important part in diverse branches of the humanities and social sciences. Comparison 

has long been used in the study of human society, history and culture (2010). It is so 

fundamental to our thinking that no thinking can be conducted without some kind of 

comparison (Swanson, 1971; Azarian, 2010). Likewise, Ragin (1987) suggests that all 

social scientific methods are comparative in a broad sense.  

 The definitions and delineations of comparative research vary from researcher to 
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researcher. For example, Berger states that comparative research deals with 

differences over spaces compared to the historical approach (Berger, 2000). Ragin 

proposes that this method is used to compare the differences and similarities of large 

macro-social units (Ragin, 1987), by which he means nations, countries and other 

large political entities. Similarly, but more broadly, Neuman (2010) suggests that 

comparative research should focus on the similarities and differences between units, 

such as cities, societies and countries. Although different researchers have different 

views about units of comparison, it is safe to say that the purpose of the comparative 

approach is to compare the differences and similarities of both small and large units; 

for instance, cities, nations, cultural groups and societies. Comparative research is 

usually applied with other research methods, and it is a very common method in 

social sciences (Ragin, 1987). Media and communication researchers have also 

frequently utilised this method. For instance, Zizi Papacharissi (2009) conducted a 

comparative analysis of three SNS, namely, Facebook, LinkedIn and A SmallWorld 

(2010), while Jürgen Gerhards and Mike S. Schäfer compared online and print media 

communication in the USA and Germany (2010). In short, this method is suitable for 

research which aims to explore the differences and similarities of units in media and 

communication studies and other domains of social science.  

 As discussed in the introduction section, the use of SNS and communication 

about the environment is a prominent phenomenon across cultures and nations. This 

study selects China and Sweden as units of comparison in order to better understand 

this phenomenon in terms of the motivation for and engagement in environmental 

communication. In other words, the aim of the study is to analyse the diversity o f 

activities and reasons for environmental communication on SNS across two different 

countries. Thus, it is reasonable to employ a comparative method for this study.  

 In order to achieve an equivalent measurement, a few research strategies were 

adopted to guarantee the comparability of measurements in both China and Sweden. 

Firstly, the same questionnaire was used in the interviews, and secondly, two 

comparable SNS were selected in both countries, i.e. Renren and Sina Weibo in China, 

and Facebook and Twitter in Sweden. As discussed in the background chapter, these 
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SNS are comparable in terms of popularity, structure, and use. Thirdly, all the selected 

SNS were visited to conduct participant observation, and the same key words, such as 

environment, green, and climate change were used to search for spaces of 

environmental communication within the SNS. Fourthly, when selecting samples for 

the interviews, every effort was made to guarantee that the diversity of the 

interviewees was also comparable. In other words, both samples were guaranteed to 

include the same major types of users, such as university students and people whose 

jobs relate to the environment. More details will be presented in the interview section.  

 In summary, the research questions of this study led to the selection of qualitative 

methods and comparative research as the basic strategies to guide the research design 

and process, which are presented in the next section.  

5.2 Research Design and Process 

 The task of this section is to explain how and why the research was designed in 

this specific way, and further, to provide details of how the research was carried out. 

Semi-structured interviews and participant observation are the key methods.  

5.2.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

 Semi-structured interviews were conducted in Uppsala, Sweden, between August 

and November, 2011. Seven Chinese and seven Swedish individuals of different 

backgrounds and different levels of internet activity were interviewed to ensure the 

diversity of participants. The Chinese participants were interviewed first, and then the 

Swedish users. The participants’ profiles are presented in detail in the sampling 

section.  

 All the interviews with the Chinese participants were conducted either by phone 

or audio software, such as QQ, which is instant messaging software which enables 

voice calls to be made via a computer. Two of the interviews with the Swedish 

respondents were face-to face conversations, two were written conversations via 

Skype and Facebook, and the remaining four were conducted via Skype, which is 
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audio software which enables voice calls to be made via a computer. All the audio 

conversations were recorded and transcribed into text, and all the written 

conversations were saved as documents for further analysis. The following sections  

will begin with an introduction to the method of semi-structured interviews, and the 

reasons for adopting this method for this study will be explained. This will be 

followed by a description of the process of the interviews.  

5.2.1.1 Concept of Semi-structured Interviews 

 A research interview is neither an open daily conversation nor a highly structured 

questionnaire. It is a conversation between a researcher and an informant (Berger, 

2000). Priest argues that interviews can provide an “insider’s” perspective (1996). 

Likewise, Berger maintains that interviews are widely used in research because they 

provide information which cannot be obtained in any other way. He compares 

interviews with observation and states that interviews can provide information about 

attitude, motivation, and past and present experiences by enabling researchers to hear 

and probe (Berger, 2000). In other words, interviews reveal how people think, what 

they are doing, and what they have done. Thus, the adoption of interviews is 

reasonable for this study since it aims to discover people’s motivation and use of SNS 

for environmental communication. However, despite the advantages, researchers are 

confronted with some problems. Berger lists some problems researchers may face 

when dealing with informants and respondents: 1. People do not always tell the truth. 

2. People do not always remember things accurately. 3. People do not always possess 

useful information. 4. People use language in different ways. When considering these 

problems or weaknesses, interviews must be conducted with caution. Furthermore, 

observation can be an important complementary data-collection method to help to 

overcome the weaknesses of interviews. Thus, this study combines two methods in 

order to mitigate the weaknesses of each of them.  

 As a type of interview, semi-structured interviews usually consist of “a written 

list of questions to ask the informant, but try to maintain the casual quality found in 

unstructured interviews” (Berger, 2000: 112). Thus, semi-structured interviews tend to 
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be open to the emergence of unexpected findings and uncertainty, which may not have 

been considered by the researcher in advance, but may nevertheless generate 

important information for the study. In other words, the results of semi-structured 

interviews are free from the researcher’s positioned knowledge and enable more 

interaction between the researcher and informants. Since an exploratory research is 

based on limited information from past studies, it is necessary to tolerate and 

appreciate the uncertainty generated by semi-structured interviews and keep them 

open to newly-emerging research directions. Although a list of questions was prepared 

for this study to ensure that the interviews remained focused, the characteristic of 

semi-structured interviews simultaneously allowed for some openness. Samples of the 

interview questions are presented in the next section.  

5.2.1.2 Interview Protocol  

 The research aim of the study focuses on two main questions, namely, how and 

why SNS users communicate about the environment and nature on SNS. Based on 

participant observation and related theories and studies, a questionnaire was created 

and divided into six parts as described below. 

1. Basic demographic information, such as educational background, working status, 

and job position.  

2. General SNS use. This part of the questionnaire is designed to reveal how and why 

the participants use SNS in their everyday lives and what benefits they think they 

obtain from using them. In other words, it attempts to elicit an overview of SNS users’ 

usage habits, preferences and attitudes toward SNS, and their experience of using 

them. Sample questions are: Can you describe how you use SNS on a typical day in 

your life? Which ones do you spend the most time on? Which ones do you not use so 

often? Why? Some probing questions were also prepared to draw in-depth responses 

the the interviewees. 

3. Environmental news and information. This part of the questionnaire mainly 

explores the activities of content creation, news reception and informat ion 

dissemination, as well as the reasons behind them. Specifically, it looks at how the 
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interviewees define environmental news and information, which SNS they use to 

obtain environmental information, and the kinds of social connections involved, the 

kind of news and information they are interested in, and the kind of news they want to 

share on SNS.  

4. Media related to environmental communication. This part of the questionnaire 

focuses on the interviewees’ experience of different SNS, their attitude toward these 

SNS in terms of environmental communication, and the role of SNS among other 

media channels and internet services, such as TV, newspapers, news websites, RSS, 

and blogs. Sample questions include: which SNS do you mainly use for 

communication about environmental news and information? Do you connect 

Facebook to Twitter or your blog? How about your experience with TV and 

magazines?  

5. Social connections on SNS which relate to environmental communication. This 

part of the questionnaire looks at the “connection lists” (boyd and Ellison, 2008) of 

interviewees’ social networks, and how and why they plan or manage them in certain 

ways to facilitate environmental communication. As discussed in the theory chapter, 

SNS users may have different types of social connections, including both individuals 

and organisations. The type of social connections greatly affects the volume and kind 

of information users receive. In fact, the theory about weak ties and strong ties 

(Haythornthwaite 2005) discussed earlier is a telling example. Sample questions in 

this part include: Do you follow pages of environmental NGOs or environmental 

groups? Which ones? What do you think about them? How many of your SNS friends 

do you think are interested in environmental issues? How do you know about these 

friends?  

6. Interaction and cooperation. The first task of this part of the questionnaire is to 

reveal how much, in which way, and why interviewees interact and cooperate with 

their social connections on SNS, such as NGO pages, strangers in the same 

environmental groups, and friends. Sample questions include: Do you comment on 

the news sent by NGOs? How often? Can you provide an example? How frequently 

do you discuss environmental issues on SNS? The second task is to understand if 
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online interaction and cooperation leads to, or is unconnected with, offline interaction 

and cooperation. Sample questions include: Have you joined any environmental 

activities in real life? How often? In which cases? How many of them did you get to 

know through SNS or with the help of SNS? 

5.2.1.3 Sampling 

 A sample is “a small set of cases a researcher selects from a large pool and 

generalises to the population” (Neuman 2011). Data from a sample is examined in 

detail and an attempt is made to generalise the results to the entire population. 

According to Becker (1998), sampling is the main problem for any kind of research, 

since researchers frequently cannot study every case of the phenomenon of interest, 

but have to select samples. In other words, the problem faced by all researchers is to 

produce “generalisable” (Becker 1998, p. 67) results by studying a limited number of 

cases. In this sense, sampling is important in any kind of research, since the data 

generated from the sample plays a decisive role in determining how applicable the 

study results are to the entire population, and this determines whether the study results 

are valid or not.   

5.2.1.3.1 Sampling in Qualitative Methods 

 Sampling methods can differ depending on the study being conducted. Sampling 

in qualitative studies is different from sampling in quantitative studies (Neuman, 

2011). According to Neuman (2011), sampling in quantitative studies aims to create a 

representative sample which represents the features of a larger set of cases. In contrast, 

the primary use of sampling in qualitative studies is to sample “aspects/features of the 

social world” (241). These aspects or features of the sample shed light on the 

complexity of social life and provide clarity and understanding of the key dimensions 

of the issues or relationships in the social world. In short, the logic of sampling in 

qualitative studies is to choose a few appropriate cases to provide valuable 

information and deepen the understanding of certain issues, situations, or 

relationships.  
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5.2.1.3.2 Purposive sampling: Sampling Strategy of this Study 

 As with most qualitative studies, this study also attempts to provide valuable 

information about the key dimensions of the issue in question, which in this case is 

environmental communication on SNS, and deepen the understanding of why and 

how people communicate about nature and the environment on SNS. Having adopted 

a qualitative approach, the aim of this study is not to produce representative results 

which can be applied to a larger set of cases, but rather to produce knowled ge to 

reveal the key features of environmental communication on SNS. In other words, this 

study does not require a representative sample from a huge number of cases, and 

based on this logic, purposive sampling was selected as the sampling strategy for this  

study.  

 According to Neuman, purposive sampling refers to non-random sampling in 

which a wide range of methods are employed to collect all possible cases of “a highly 

specific and difficult-to reach population” (2011, 267). Purposive sampling is used in 

exploratory research, in which researchers use judgement to select cases with a 

specific purpose in mind. Purposive sampling is suitable for this study for several 

reasons, the first of which is that the population in question, i.e. SNS users who 

communicate about the environment and nature, are a special group of people with a 

special purpose who are hard to identify without locating that purpose. Secondly, this 

study attempts to reveal the dynamics or diversified dimensions of environmental 

communication on SNS. Thus, the sample should be capable of revealing the expected 

diversified dimensions. Specifically, major types of users should be identified in order 

to represent the diversity or complexity of the phenomenon in question. Based on 

participant observation, it was found that SNS users of different backgrounds tend to 

communicate about the environment and nature in different ways in terms of using 

different SNS applications and levels of engagement. For this reason, the sample of 

this study needs to include users with different backgrounds and different levels of 

engagement, i.e. both passive individuals and active individuals, to represent the key 

aspects of the phenomenon or issue in question. In summary, purposive sampling was 
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employed in this study because it enabled the selection of specific cases from diverse 

backgrounds and levels of engagement to achieve the purpose of the study.  

 It is necessary to declare that, although Neuman (2011) claims that purposive 

sampling should include as many cases as possible this study did not locate all 

possible cases. The main reason for this was the time constraint of a master’s thesis, 

which made it impossible to continually sample cases until reaching saturation point. 

Instead, this study attempts to be sensitive to the diversity of the cases and include the 

major types of cases in the research.  

5.2.1.3.3 Reason for Purposive Sampling in this Study 

 As discussed above, the participant observation identified the fact that SNS users 

are engaged in communicating about the environment and nature to different extents. 

Thus, one task of the sampling was to include cases or subjects with different levels of 

engagement. The level of engagement here means that SNS users contribute to 

environmental communication with a certain intensity and frequency. For instance, 

subjects with a lower level of engagement or passive individuals tend to share less 

environmental information and news on their SNS pages, and tend to have fewer 

followers or fans who are interested in environmental issues. Conversely, subjects 

with higher engagement levels or active individuals tend to share more information 

and news relating to the environment, and tend to discuss environmental issues more 

often on their SNS pages. Based on the observation of levels of engagement, this 

study used different strategies to find users with different engagement levels. SNS 

users who share at least three pieces of environmental news and information every 

week in recent two months are regarded as highly engaged or active individ uals. SNS 

users who share more than one piece of environmental new and information every 

month and less than three pieces every month are regarded as not highly engaged or 

passive individuals. Furthermore, the second task of purposive sampling is to include 

subjects with different backgrounds, and the reason for this is that people from 

different backgrounds; for instance, university students, employees of environmental 

organisations, members of different environmental groups, etc., tend to show different 
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features of behaviour in terms of communication about the environment on SNS.  

5.2.1.3.4 Sampling Tactics and Procedure 

 With these specific purposes in mind, a set of sampling tactics was employed by 

firstly locating interviewees via friends. Two different methods were used depending 

on different situations. Connection lists of friends who are interested in environmental 

issues on the SNS under review were searched for potential interviewees. In addition, 

friends were asked if they had any friends on their friend lis t who were particularly 

interested in the environment. This method is very similar to convenience sampling, 

the main principle of which is to obtain cases in a convenient way (Neuman 2011). 

However, the major difference between this and convenience sampling is that the 

potential interviewees were judged and the final cases were selected to ensure that 

they could satisfy the specific sampling purposes of this study.  

 Secondly, the public pages of environmental groups or organisations were 

scoured to locate potential interviewees. Greenpeace China on Renren and Sina 

Weibo, WWF China on Renren and Sina Weibo were the main Chinese locations for 

observation and selection. Greenpeace Sweden on Facebook and Twitter were the 

main Swedish locations for selection. As already discussed, these two organisations 

are the most popular environmental organisations in China and Sweden. The websites 

of other local environmental groups or organisations were also visited. The accounts 

and personal pages of people who commented and liked the tweets or posts on these 

pages were also reviewed.  

 Thirdly, the search engines of Sina Weibo and Twitter were used to find potential 

interviewees. The subjects selected were those who were very active and had gained 

some influence on SNS. Thus, the search engine was an efficient tool to find people 

with high levels of engagement. Certain key words were used to locate the subjects; 

for instance, green, environment, environmental protection, climate change, and the 

like. These were translated into Chinese and Swedish. Furthermore, the connection 

lists of these people, the members of these groups or organisations were examined to 

find further potential interviewees. 
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Name Gender Occupation Education Use of SNS Assumed 

engagement 

level  

Sampling 

method 

J1 Female 
Government  

officer 

Bachelor’s 

degree in 

Finance and 

English 

Renren  

Sina Weibo  
Low 

Via Greenpeace 

China on Sina 

Weibo 

M1 Male IT engineer 
Bachelor’s 

degree 
Sina Weibo  Low 

Recommended 

by a friend 

Z Male 

University 

student in 

environmental 

engineering 

Fourth year 

undergraduate 

student 

Renren  Low 
Via Greenpeace 

China on Renren 

W Male 

Employee of 

an 

international 

environmental 

organization  

Ph. D in 

water 

treatment 

Sina Weibo  High  

Via search 

engine on Sina 

Weibo 

M Male 
Computer 

programmer 

Bachelor’s  

degree in 

computer 

science 

Sina Weibo  Low 
Recommended 

by a friend 

L Male 
University 

student 

Second year 

undergraduate 

student in 

engineering 

Renren,Sina 

Weibo 
High  

Via search 

engine on Sina 

Weibo 

J Male PR, volunteer 
Bachelor’s 

degree 
Sina Weibo  High  

Via one of my 

follows  

Figure4. Profiles of Chinese Informants 

Note: The names of the participants are pseudonyms in order to guarantee their anonymity. 

 

Name Gender Occupation Education Use of SNS 

Assumed 

engagement 

level   

Sampling 

method 

Go Male 

Employee of a 

second hand 

shop, member 

of a polit ical 

group 

High school Facebook High  

Via Greenpeace 

Sweden on 

Facebook  
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Lo Female  
Works with 

refugees 
Bachelor’s  degree Facebook High  

Via Greenpeace 

Sweden on 

Facebook  

An Male 

Student of 

political 

science, 

member of 

Grön Ungdom 

(Green Youth) 

First year 

undergraduate 

student  

Facebook High  

 Via Greenpeace 

Sweden on 

Facebook  

Ka Female  

Student in 

sustainable 

development 

Undergraduate 

student  
Facebook low 

Via a lecture on 

sustainable 

development 

Jo Male 

Works at a 

church,  

member of 

Green Party 

Master’s degree in 

sustainable 

development 

Facebook, 

Twitter 
High  

Via the search 

engine on Twitter 

Pa Male 

Employee of 

the 

municipality 

Studied sustainable 

development 

Twitter, 

Facebook 
Low 

Via 

recommendation 

on Twitter 

Ca Female  

Environment 

coordinator at a 

housing 

company 

Environment and 

law 
Twitter low 

Via one of my 

follows 

El Female  
Climate 

entrepreneur 

Sustainable 

development and 

nutrition 

Twitter, 

Facebook 
low 

Recommended 

by a friend 

Figure 5. Profiles of Swedish Informants 

5.2.1.4 Interview Process 

1. Preparation for the interview: The interview questions and a brief introduction to 

the study itself were made available in both English and Chinese. The questionnaire 

and the introduction to the study were sent to the interviewees at least one day before 

the interview so that they would have time to prepare.  

2. Clarification of privacy, duties, and rights: The interview began with a brief 

introduction to the study and the concept of SNS, since some of the interviewees may 

have been confused or misunderstand the topic of the study even though they had read 

the related material. Then, they were informed about the privacy issue, the use of the 
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data and the right of interviewees. They were reassured that they would be accorded 

anonymity in the further research and publications, such as the thesis, published 

articles, or presentations at conferences. They were asked to grant permission to 

access their personal SNS pages to observe their use of SNS and collect the necessary 

data.  

3. Introduction of the interview stages. It was important to inform the interviewees of 

what was going on and what would happen during the 45 minutes of the interview. 

There were two reasons for this; firstly, this process made them feel respected, and 

secondly, it may have helped some of the interviewees to feel less nervous. 

4. Interviewing. The next step was to conduct the interview, and the interviewees were 

firstly asked if they were ready. It was important to check if the interviewees were 

ready to talk, especially since the interviews were conducted as an online audio 

communication. All of the audio and face-to-face interviews were recorded, and 

observational notes were also made during the interview. All of the written 

conversations were saved as separate documents. 

 

 Online audio interviews were one of the main interview methods in this study. All 

the interviews with the Chinese participants were done in this way due to the 

geographical distance. It was important for the researcher to be aware of the 

differences between face-to-face interviews and online audio interviews. In a 

face-to-face interview, more information can be obtained about the interviewees’ 

reaction by means of eye contact and other bodily language. Likewise, through bodily 

language, the interviewees can know that the researcher is listening and cares about 

what they say (Priest, 2010). In contrast, eye contact and other bodily language 

disappear in online audio interviews, and it is harder for both the researcher and 

interviewees to obtain feedback from each other. The researcher should also show 

signs of understanding by saying “I see” or “yeah” often, and by asking follow-up 

questions if sensing that the interviewees are reluctant to answer the questions. 

 Language skills are an important factor in efficient interviewing (Priest, 2010), 

and the language implications were complex in this study. Firstly, since the 
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researcher’s mother tongue is Chinese, it was not a problem to communicate in 

Chinese with Chinese interviewees, although it was still a challenge to clarify every 

question and make specific terms easy to understand. Secondly, most of the Swedish 

interviewees spoke fluent English, but older people and teenagers tended to have 

limited skill in this respect. I speak English fluently, and although my knowledge of 

Swedish is good for everyday communication, it is not sufficiently good to conduct an 

interview. However, language was only a problem in two cases. One of the potential 

Swedish interviewees, a teenager, rejected the interview request because he thought 

that his English was not good enough. Another Swedish interviewee, a 57 year-old 

man, suggested that the interview could be conducted by typing in English online 

instead of talking because of his limited oral English. Although this was done, the 

interview was three times longer than the normal ones, and there was also the 

possibility that the interviewee misunderstood the questions and misrepresented 

himself more often than the others due to the language problem. The question of 

whether or not a cross-cultural researcher should abandon an interview when faced 

with linguistic problems deserves further discussion.  

 One more interview was conducted by writing in English online because the 

interviewee did not have a speaker on her computer. Compared to face-to- face 

interviews and online audio interviews, communication in written language has both 

advantages and disadvantages. Two notable strengths are that the interviewee 

communicates in a more logical and systematic way and has more time to think 

in-depth, and the interviewee expresses him/herself in a more exact way by carefully 

formulating the writing. The disadvantages are also clear. Because the researcher 

cannot see or hear the interviewee, it is difficult to know whether or not he/she is 

focusing on the interview. In addition, a written conversation is less spontaneous 

when the interviewee can spend longer time thinking and formulating the language. 

Furthermore, the interviewee can change what he/she has already written down 

without advising the researcher, and it is possible that the deleted content more 

represents her/his true thoughts; however, the researcher does not have the chance to 

read and react to it. In my view, this problem can have a significantly negative effect 
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on the data collected from the interview. In other words, the validity of the data can be 

at risk. For these reasons, it is suggested that face-to-face interviews and online audio 

interviews are more suitable than written interviews, and researchers should be 

especially cautious about data collected from written conversations.  

5.2.2 Online Participant Observations 

 Online participant observation was carried out from the beginning of March 2011 

until November 2011. All of the studied SNS were used and an average of no less than 

10 hours was spent on them every week. The focus was mainly on four different SNS: 

Facebook, Twitter, Renren, and Sina Weibo. Field notes were taken and screen shots, 

documents and photos were collected. I participated in online chats and discussions, 

and also interacted with other users. Furthermore, the data of both individuals and 

organisations on SNS was examined in order to learn more about their online 

behaviour. For instance, individual participants’ friend lists, connection types, events, 

profiles, status, public chat records, and photo albums were all examined. 

5.2.2.1 Participant Observation and Online Participant Observation 

 Participant observation involves learning about a social group and its culture by 

becoming member of the group (Berger, 2000). Participant observation fieldwork is 

the foundation of ethnography (Bernard, 2006). It is a form of field research, which 

enables researchers to become involved in a group or entity they are studying and 

observe people in real- life situations. In this way, researchers try to discard their 

assumptions and understand things as insiders. They make systematic field notes 

about what they have heard and seen, as well as recording their own reflections.  

Classic participant observation takes place in the real world. However, if the 

phenomenon of interest only or primarily exists online, where is the field of 

observation? Some scholars propose that participant observation should adjust itself to 

cyberspace when working in an online setting, and Angela Cora Garcia et al. (2009) 

suggest several reasons for this. Firstly, the nature of observation changes, and 

researchers cannot directly observe the people they study. Secondly, the new way of 
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recording and interacting on the Internet has changed the role of field notes and how 

findings are reported. Thirdly, a new set of skills is required to understand the nature 

of online data and analyse it. The use of SNS is a social phenomenon that only exists 

online and cannot be directly observed without online observation. Therefore, the 

term “online participant observation” is more appropriate than “participant 

observation” in this case, and online participant observation calls for a new set of 

skills based on the principle of traditional participant observation.  

5.2.2.2 Data Collection during Online Participant Observation 

 Technologically-mediated environments have fundamentally changed the nature 

of data obtained by participant observation research (Garcia et al., 2009). Firstly, 

online data is recordable and searchable. When comparing interviewing and 

observation, Berger proposes that observation provides data about people’s present 

activities and actions rather than their past history (2000). However, the nature of data 

is very different in the case of online participant observation, especially in the field of 

SNS. As discussed earlier in chapter 2, boyd has identified four properties 

ofnetworked publics, which are applicable when considering the nature of data on 

SNS (boyd, 2010: 46-48), namely, 1. Persistence: networked communications are 

recordable, thus enabling asynchronous communication; 2. Searchability: Because 

communications are recordable, profiles are searchable. 3. Replicability: networked 

public expressions can be copied from one place to another. 4. Scalability: The 

potential visibility of the content ofnetworked publics is great.  

 Inspired by boyd’s statement, it is reasonable to say that data obtained on SNS is 

recordable, persistent, searchable, replicable, and potentially immersive. Secondly, 

online data is a mixture of textual, visual, aural and kinetic data (Garcia et al., 2009). 

The textual data available for participant research in this study includes wall posts, 

comments, messages, group discussions, online chats and links to articles. Visual data 

includes photos, videos, backgrounds or layout of webpages and other visual 

appearances of profiles or sites in terms of how they convey messages. Visual 

materials have been used very often in environmental communication, and SNS 
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provide a good integrated platform for visual communication. Oral data includes 

music, records of conversations, radio excerpts, and even lecture recordings.  

 This is an advantage of online participant observation, as well as a challenge. On 

the one hand, researchers can not only observe what is happening now, but can also 

examine what has happened in the past, since almost all communication and activities 

are recorded and retrievable. It is also more convenient for researchers to collect data 

by copying and saving the information they find online. Furthermore, researchers can 

more easily access a great amount of data because of the “scalability” (boyd, 2010) of 

SNS. Finally, since the data is always out there, unobtrusive participant observation is 

possible on the Internet (Garcia et al., 2009). On the other hand, the new nature of 

data challenges researchers’ searching, filtering and collection skills. For instance, 

past researchers only needed a pen, a voice recorder and a notebook to take field notes, 

but for online participant observation research, researchers have to learn to use a set 

of software tools to save the pages they visit and the chat windows about the topic, as 

well as taking field notes. Furthermore, Garcia et al. point out that researchers also 

face tough decisions about how to represent observational data and field notes to 

readers. They pose some questions like: Should researchers present all forms of data 

in a verbal format or leave them as they are? How can the texted-based actions of 

participants be conveyed to readers? Should grammatical mistakes be retained or 

corrected?  

 This study was also beset with the same challenges. It was hard to record every 

important page visited. Instead, the traditional way of taking field notes and writing 

down interesting observations in a notebook was adopted, although screenshot 

software was also used to save pages or conversations. In addition, the conversations 

or pages were saved by sharing or commenting on them, because one’s personal 

activities on SNS, such as sharing and commenting, will automatically appear and be 

saved on one’s personal page for further retrieval. An Excel Micro document was 

created to keep track of the collected data and better manage it. Key information such 

as the date of access, sources or links, topics, saved methods and places were recorded 

in this document. The filter function of Excel makes it easy to locate the needed data 
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by either date or topic.  

 

5.2.2.3 Field and Observation Objects in this Study 

 In traditional participant observation, the researcher observes by talking to people 

in the studied group, joining them in order to live as they live and observing what the 

subjects are doing in the studied environment (Bernard, 2006). In online participant 

observation, a researcher also needs to “join”, “look” and “talk”. 

 In this study, at least one hour was spent every day on the studied SNS, i.e. 

Renren and Sina Weibo in China, and Facebook and Twitter in Sweden. These SNS 

were the major fields of observation. I began to use Facebook in 2007 before it was 

blocked in China, and have been an active user since coming to Sweden in 2009. I 

have 350 friends on Facebook, and although they are from different countries, only a 

few of them live in China. I began to use Sina Weibo at the end of 2010, and became 

an active user at the beginning of 2011. I follow 247 accounts and am followed by 

124 accounts. Compared with Facebook and Sina Weibo, I am not an active user of 

Renren and Twitter. Because of the features of my personal social circle, few of my 

friends currently use Twitter and Renren, and this is the main reason I have so few 

friends there. I had my first account on Xiaonei (the old name for Renren) in 2005, 

but did not begin to use it actively until 2009 when I came to Sweden. I cancelled the 

account and came back to Renren at the beginning of 2011. I have only about 30 

friends on Renren. I began to use Twitter in the summer of 2010 and have used it 

regularly since the beginning of 2011. I have a small number of followers, only 25, 

compared to the number of accounts I follow, which is 166. Admittedly, my 

experience with these four SNS is uneven, which affected the participant observation. 

Because I observe people within my social connections as well as public pages or 

groups, to some extent, the kind of friends and how many of them I have on SNS 

determines who and what I can observe. However, since the aim of this study is not to 

compare different SNS, symmetry among different SNS is not a key issue. I was 

aware of this and took it into consideration when conducting the interviews, 
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presenting my results, and making a conclusion. 

 The focus of my observation on these SNS included:  

1. The technological facilities of the SNS. In other words, I observed what users are 

allowed and not allowed to do on these SNS. For instance, Facebook allows users to 

start an event and send invitations to friends, while Twitter does not have this function. 

However, Sina Weibo, which is more like Twitter, has a similar function.  

2. The social use of SNS is based on technological facilities. This part of the 

observation focused on the interaction between users and technological facilities in 

certain social and cultural contexts. Similar functions can be used by users in a 

different way, and different functions can be used for similar purposes. For instance, 

only a few people play games on Facebook, but games are the main attraction on 

Renren. 

3. The third aspect of the observation focused on the kind of environmental news and 

information SNS users communicate about, who they are, and how they communicate. 

These behaviours were observed in two ways, one of which was achieved with the 

help of my own social connections on SNS. I shared environmental news and 

information on SNS and observed the reaction of my friends, by which I mean friends 

on Facebook and Renren, and followers and followings on Twitter and Sina Weibo. I 

looked at the kind of news and information they were interested in and their opinion 

of them. I read the environmental information my friends shared, and further shared 

and commented on them. Furthermore, I visited my friends’ pages and observed their 

activities relating to the environment, including the articles they read and share, their 

comments to their friends, the kind of environmental activities they talk about, join 

and share. Finally, I also visited the pages of some strangers who appeared in pieces 

of environmental information my friends shared. I looked at who they were and added 

them as friends for further observation. In short, I did what my friends did, and 

simultaneously observed what they had done, and their reaction to my activities 

regarding environmental communication. Thus, to some extent, my social connections 

determined the kind of data I was able to collect. I added my interviewees as SNS 

friends before the interviews in order to observe their activities. I thoroughly reviewed 
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the interviewees’ pages in the same way as I observed my friends. The second method 

of observation was based on environmental groups, environmental public pages and 

individual accounts which are interested in environmental issues. Environmental 

groups or public pages included WWF, Greenpeace, Supermiljöbloggen (Sweden), 

Swedish Water House (Sweden), Green River NGO (China), and Earth Angel (China). 

I read the news and information they disseminated and visited their pages. I looked at 

the profiles of people who shared this information, I began to “like” their postings, or 

commented on them. In addition, I observed how they talked about this news and 

information, the kind of news and information they were more interested and less 

interested in. It was more difficult to obtain access to some people’s complete profiles  

on Facebook and Renren, since only basic information is usually available. 

4. Trends or hot topics on Twitter and Sina Weibo. The trends on these two SNS 

appear in the form of a hashtag plus the topic itself: #topic. Twitter and Sina Weibo 

single out the main trends and keep them updated. Users make their tweets searchable 

with the help of the hashtag symbol #. Thus keeping track of trends and people’s 

tweets with hashtags is an effective way to know about hot discussions and influential 

news. 

5.2.3 Data Analysis Strategies 

 To analyse data means to systematically organise, integrate, and examine data by 

searching for patterns and relationships among specific details, and connecting 

particular data to concepts, advance generalisations, and identifying broad trends and 

themes (Neuman, 2010). In other words, analysis enables us to go beyond raw data 

and organise specific data into a coherent picture or a set of tightly bound concepts.  

 Data in qualitative studies has different forms and it is gathered using various 

methods. Interviews and field notes are the most common ways to collect data. Apart 

from written data such as field notes, transcripts and documents, visual data and audio 

data can be obtained, such as photos, videos and music. The data for this study mainly 

came from the transcripts of in-depth interviews and field notes, which were mainly 

written texts. The relatively small proportion of photos, videos, and pieces of music 
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were interpreted as written notes based on my own understanding and the original 

descriptions of the people who shared them, since the interpretation of visual data is 

very subjective and is mainly based on the researcher’s own judgement (Creswell, 

2007). 

 Qualitative analysis is inductive rather than deductive (Neuman, 2010; Priest, 

2010), and the major goal of a qualitative data analysis is to identify significant 

themes in the data (Priest, 2010). The process of identifying patterns and categories 

and combining codes into broader themes or categories is called coding (Creswell, 

2006). Glaser and Strauss & Corbin describe coding as being an essential part of 

transforming raw data into a theoretical construction of social processes (Glaser, 2006; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Coding can be done either with paper and pen or computer 

software such as Atlas ti. Due to a lack of suitable software, paper and pen were used 

in this study to conduct the coding. This procedure was deemed to be appropriate 

because this study does not require a large amount of data; therefore, the analysis 

work was not very demanding. 

 Creswell (as cited in Berger 2000, 121) proposes a general guide for the coding 

process, which includes eight steps: 1. First read the materials as a whole and acquire 

an overview. 2. Choose one transcript and look for the relevant topics. 3. Do this for 

several transcripts. 4. Abbreviate each topic and go through the transcripts. Think of 

new topics if the existing ones do not cover all the material. 5. Turn the topics into 

categories. 6. Decide on a final set of abbreviations for the categories and organise 

them alphabetically. 7. Assemble all the material found in each category in one place 

and analyse it. 8. See if the coding can be refined. 

 Creswell’s suggestion highlights the basic stages of coding: categorising, refining 

the previous categories, testing them with the help of data, and refining them again. 

This is very similar to Strauss and Corbin’s coding strategy in the grounded theory. 

According to Strauss and Corbin, coding comprises three phases (1990): 1. Open 

coding. The researcher looks through the data and codes line by line. In this process, 

the data is reduced to small segments with labels or categories. In other words, the 

researcher locates themes and assigns initial codes to condense the data into 
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categories. 2. Axial coding. During this phase, the researcher focuses on initial themes 

or categories other than data, and examines all preliminary categories to link them 

together. In short, the researcher looks for categories or concepts that cluster together. 

3. Selective coding. In this phase, the researcher scans all the data and previous codes 

and identifies poorly-developed categories. The conceptual density of the categories is 

tested and those not supported by the data are eliminated. In this process, specific 

categories are reorganised and unified around the major themes of the study. Constant 

comparisons between data and categories, categories and categories, for similarities 

and differences are made in all three stages.  

 Drawing on Creswell’s general guide to coding and Strauss and Corbin’s coding 

strategy, the data for this study was analysed as follows:  

 

1. All the transcripts were printed and read through with all the field notes to become 

familiar with all topics. I also started to write analytical memos, such as my doubts 

about the truth of specific information obtained from the interviews.  

2. I began to code one transcript using an open coding strategy. That is to say, I used 

short abbreviations or categories to label the data. I used different coloured stickers 

and pens to facilitate the coding work. This process enabled the formation of initial 

coding themes and an initial coding system.  

3. The initial coding system was used to code the other transcripts and field notes, and 

in this way, the coding system was developed. New categories and sub-categories 

were identified. This step was still a form of opening coding.  

4. After coding all of the data with the open coding method, I looked through all the 

codes and found the linkages between them. Codes or categories were put together 

and compared. Then, the relationships between the categories were identified. At the 

end of this stage, the abstract level of the categories had increased since 

sub-categories and categories had been identified. Furthermore, the other relationship 

types of the categories, such as causes and consequences, conditions and processes 

were also identified. In short, in this step, an attempt was made to organise the 

categories systematically into greater themes, which is in line with axial coding in the 
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grounded theory.  

5. I looked through all the data and all the codes and tested the codes in the data. 

Specifically, I compared the codes with the data to see if they fit it or could represent 

it. Similar categories were merged and poorly-developed categories were eliminated. 

At the end of this stage, I had developed the major themes together with 

sub-categories at a higher level of abstraction.  

6. I read through all the data and codes again to compare the Swedish and Chinese 

data that related to specific categories. Differences and similarities were identified and 

summarised under specific themes.  

7. In order to draw a valid conclusion of the comparison of the Swedish and Chinese 

data, it was sometimes necessary to contact my participants or return to the field to 

obtain more data. This was because some of the relevant data, which was significant 

for making a valid conclusion was incomplete or unavailable.  

5.3  Ethical Issues  

 According to Neuman (2010), ethics define what is morally right and legitimate 

when conducting research, and ethical issues require the balancing of two values: the 

pursuit of scientific knowledge and the rights of those being studied or of others in 

society. Ethical issues may surface during data collection in the field, data analysis 

and the dissemination of further reports (Creswell, 2006). Brownlow and O’ Dell 

(2002) point out that the main ethical questions concern privacy, confidentiality, 

consent and narrative appropriation.   

5.3.1 Privacy, Politeness and Respect during Interviews 

 All respondents should be treated with dignity. Any discomfort should be reduced, 

and the confidentiality of the data they provide should be protected (Neuman 2010). A 

major ethical issue is the invasion of privacy during an interview. In this study, every 

effort was made to ensure the privacy and dignity of the interviewees before, during, 

and after the interviews. As discussed earlier, all the participants were strangers to me 
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and I contacted them on SNS. After locating a potential interviewee, I usually sent 

him/her a personal message as an interview request. In doing so, I showed respect to 

the interviewees’ online personal space from the very beginning, even though online 

space is actually public to some extent. After sending the messages, I usually waited 

one or two days for the replies. In my view, it is very important to keep a moderate 

tempo when communicating with interviewees. Before the interviews began, I asked 

the interviewees if they had questions about the study itself and the privacy issue. I 

then repeated the study aim and my promise to protect their privacy and relevant 

rights to ensure that they were fully informed. I asked permission to interview and 

observe them online orally, but also said that an informed consent form could possibly 

be used.  

 It is very important that a researcher is polite and pays attention to cultural 

differences when approaching interviewees. Since this was a comparative study of 

two countries, I paid special attention to the cultural differences and the features of 

Swedish culture. For instance, I wrote the interview requests in Swedish on Facebook 

and sent them to potential interviewees as personal messages.  

5.3.2 Ethical Dilemmas of Participant Observation on SNS 

 As discussed above, oral permission was granted to interview the participants and 

observe their SNS, and several steps were taken to ensure their right to privacy in the 

research. The generally accepted solutions to ethical issues in qualitative research 

were taken into account. However, for participant observation on SNS, I was 

confronted with ethical dilemmas pertaining to online research or SNS research.  

 Firstly, I faced the question of whether or not I should clearly show my identity at 

the start of the research. According to Bernard, traditional participant observation 

identifies three potential roles of the researcher: complete participant, participant 

observer and complete observer. The first role involves deception, becoming a 

member without letting the group know that you are there to conduct research. The 

second role is the most accepted one: participant observers can be both insiders and 

outsiders. (2006). Thus, in participant observation, the common way is to show the 
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researcher’s real identity rather than hiding it. This tradition is also acknowledged by 

researchers who conduct online participant observation. For instance, based on a 

study of an online forum, Sharf (1999) proposes that the researcher should clearly 

introduce himself or herself and advise the online group or individuals being studied 

of the purpose of the study. 

 I used my own SNS accounts which already existed to conduct the field study on 

SNS. Since I use these SNS accounts both for research and my own personal interests, 

I have a dual identity on SNS: one as a researcher and the other as a common user 

who reads news, communicates with friends and shares her personal life with others, 

which is the same as other SNS users. As a researcher, I should introduce myself at 

the beginning of the participant observation. However, a few factors complicated my 

attempt to clearly inform the studied group of my identity in the above-mentioned 

contexts. 

 The first factor involves the concept of “group” and “field” in this study. 

Classical participant observation requires a physical field, in which a group of people 

or a small society stays together (Bernard, 2006). In an online forum study, the 

concept of “field” is very similar to the physical field: a fixed digital forum where 

people get together. However, in this study, the concepts of “group” and “field” are 

more complex. SNS users who communicate about the environment are distributed 

like moving nodes on the net. They assemble because of the common topic and 

immediately dissolve, although some of them maintain contact with each other. 

Online environmental groups are not locales where they come together, especially in 

the case of large-scale groups. In this sense, there are no fixed “fields” and no 

“groups” of people in this study. Thus, the question arose: where and to whom shall I 

introduce myself? The identified online environmental groups can be regarded as 

“fields” that equal the traditional concept. So the question was whether or not I should 

introduce myself to those SNS groups.  

 The second factor which complicated my attempt to introduce myself clearly was 

the features of SNS groups and SNS environmental groups. By group, I mean the 

groups and public pages established on SNS via the group function or public page 
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function. SNS groups are different from online forums, where registration is usually 

required to join the group for membership benefits, such as communicating with 

others, gaining access to certain columns and downloading documents. In this sense, 

there is clear boundary between outsiders and insiders on online forums.  

 In contrast, SNS groups are more loose, open and public. Usually, users only need 

to click “like” or “join” to become members of a SNS group. SNS groups require less 

effort than online forums. Since getting in and out of a group is easy, the boundary 

between outsiders and insiders becomes blurred. New members keep joining, while 

old members become inactive and even leave the group. Rather than having to visit 

the group’s page, people receive news feeds on their own pages. In this sense, group 

members do not really get together as in the case of online forum members. Sharf 

(1999) kept posting on the forum about herself to inform both newcomers and old 

members of the online forum. However, this activity is not feasible in this study. Due 

to the loose and open nature of the environmental SNS group, it is very hard to keep 

all members informed and there is no efficient way to inform everyone all the time.  

 The third ethical problem involved the fact that I used my personal SNS accounts 

to conduct the research and I had previously joined some environmental groups. The 

dilemma was that I had to make use of my own social connections in the study, and in 

this process, one’s own privacy is at risk if one reveals too much information about 

oneself for the purpose of the study. This circumstance merits further discussion 

regarding the dual role of the researcher in participant observations. 

 Based on the above discussions, I concluded that it was not necessary to clearly 

and officially introduce myself on a public SNS group in this study and that such a 

process was impossible because of the fluid and dynamic nature of SNS groups. 

However, I did not hide my identity either. I updated the status of the study and the 

thesis, but did not strive to let everyone know who I was and what I was doing. 

5.3.3 Data Collection on SNS 

 A great deal of the data on social network sites is public. However, it is still 

problematic if researchers collect, analyse, use and publish public data obtained from 
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SNS without the consent of the data owners. Zimmer (2010) argues that, although the 

data on Facebook is already public, this does not mean that it is reasonable for 

researchers to capture it and disseminate it to the public in a secondary way. I 

obtained permission to use the collected interview data anonymously, and I also asked 

for consent to collect data from individual SNS profiles.  

5.4  Summary 

 The basic research strategy, research design, research procedures and ethical 

issues of the study were introduced in this section, and the way in which this 

explorative research was conducted was described in detail. Because this research 

topic is relatively new and past research related to this topic mainly employed 

quantitative research rather than qualitative research, the design of this study is also 

tentative. The questions proposed in this section merit further research and attention.  
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6  Results and Discussions 

 This chapter begins with a brief overview of the use of SNS in both China and 

Sweden. Then, the diverse dimensions of engagement in environmental 

communication on SNS in both countries are shown in detail. This is followed by the 

underlying motivation for the use identified in this study.  

6.1 Use of SNS 

 In order to understand how individuals are engaged in environmental 

communication on SNS, it is necessary to reveal how they use SNS on a daily basis. 

Thus, a brief overview of the use of SNS will be provided in this section, which will 

include four components: the patterns of daily use, the proportion of socially-close 

others, choice of different SNS, and motivations for SNS use. 

6.1.1 Patterns of Daily Use 

 My research indicated that Swedish participants and Chinese participants 

exhibited similar patterns of daily use of their chosen SNS. The majority of the 

participants were heavy SNS users and the duration of using their favourite SNS 

varied from an average of 0.5 hours to 3 hours every day (summarised from interview 

transcripts).  

M: How much time? I have no idea, because I log on and off 

frequently whenever I have time. Perhaps 3 hours. 

 Some participants reported that it was hard to estimate the time they spent on 

their chosen SNS, because they logged on and off frequently throughout the day. Both 

Swedish and Chinese participants reported using SNS as an accompanying media in a 

fragmented timeframe; specifically, they did not use SNS exclusively, but used it 

during their daily routine, such as having lunch, waiting at the airport, on the way to 

work, at work, or when studying. 

Jo: I log on to Twitter when I start my work in the office, and keep 

checking what is going on there. It is like taking a break from work.  
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Ka: My use of Sina Weibo starts every morning when I get up. I log 

on whenever I have time, especially when I felt bored; for instance, 

on the bus or when waiting in line. 

 In this sense, the usage pattern of SNS is similar to that of radio. To be specific, 

as an accompanying media, radio does not require a high level of attention. It can be 

accessed at a convenient time, and consequently the time assigned to it is fragmented. 

 Furthermore, all the participants in both countries said that they “checked” what 

was going on on SNS regularly on an average day. Specifically, they checked the 

status of friends, the content shared by friends and the news to which they subscribed. 

Some participants said that they felt something was lacking if they did not check and 

were afraid they might miss something important, like significant news and friends’ 

activities. The use of SNS has become a natural part of the daily routine, and is both 

ritual and instrumental (Takahashi 2010). 

6.1.2 Proportion of Socially Close Others  

 In a comparative study of American and Korean SNS users, Yoojung Kim, 

Dongyoung Sohn and Sejung Marina Choi (2011, 366) found that American SNS 

users had a larger “proportion of socially-close others (e.g. family and close friends)” 

than Korean users. To some extent, the concept of a “proportion of socially-close 

others” is similar to the notion of “strong ties” (Granovetter 1973) discussed earlier. In 

this study, differences in the proportion of socially-close others emerged not only 

between two countries, but also between different SNS and users with different levels 

of engagement. Specifically, Sina Weibo users reported having a certain proportion of 

socially-unclose others, while users who were more active in environmental 

communication had more un-close friends and even complete strangers in their Sina 

Weibo networks. Twitter users reported a similar situation and a sizeable portion of 

them did not even include anyone they knew in real life in their networks. 

 In contrast, the majority of Facebook and Renren users never add strangers they 

have not met in real life. Facebook users reported having more un-close friends than 

Renren users. Also, Facebook users who are more active in environmental 
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communication are more tolerant in accepting friends.  

6.1.3 Choice of Different SNS 

 This study revealed that most Twitter users are also Facebook users. However, 

most Sina Weibo users reported that they had abandoned Renren in order to focus on 

Sina Weibo, while the majority of Renren users reported that they did not have Sina 

Weibo accounts or barely used Sina Weibo. In other words, the use of Facebook and 

Twitter complement each other in Sweden, while Sina Weibo is incompatible with 

Renren. In fact, the competitive relationship between Sina Weibo and Renren revealed 

in this study is consistent with the fact that Sina Weibo combines Facebook and 

Twitter functions, and the number of users of Sina Weibo has grown enormously since 

it was launched (Liu 2011).   

 Facebook and Twitter functions are different from each other and users regard 

them as being two distinctive SNS. As Jo said: 

If I want to talk to friends, I go on Facebook, but if I want to find 

some interesting people, I use Twitter. 

6.1.4 Motivations for SNS use 

 This study revealed that the main reasons for using SNS are to communicate with 

friends, pass the time and seek/disseminate information in a convenient way 

(summarised from transcripts), which is roughly consistent with previous studies (e.g. 

Joinson 2008, Jung et al. 2007).  

 Chinese users placed more weight on passing the time and entertainment than 

Swedish users. A linguistic difference in talking about SNS reflects this difference. 

Some Chinese individuals said that they “wan” (in Chinese: play) SNS and “use” SNS 

to refer to the use of SNS (summarised from transcripts L, M and Z), while Swedish 

individuals always said they “use” SNS. In fact, Chinese users reported that they 

usually received a lot of funny jokes, amusing pictures and videos, and they also 

played games or online lotteries on SNS. Renren is particularly more 

entertainment-orientated than Sina Weibo.  
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 Both Swedish and Chinese individuals reported that SNS provide them with 

broad, diverse, self-subscribed information in a fast way. Past studies suggest that 

individuals use SNS to seek information (e.g. Kim, Sohn and Choi 2011) and very 

few studies have revealed that diffusing information is also a main motivation, 

although previous studies of Twitter do suggest that one of the motivations for Twitter 

use is information diffusing (e.g. Johnson and Yang 2009) However, the participants 

in this study stressed both information seeking and information diffusing.  

Ca: The purpose of my twitter account is mainly to share Mimers’ 

environmental work to others who are interested, but also to find 

new and fun information that others want to spread. 

6.2  Engagement in Environmental Communication on SNS 

 Five categories were identified in terms of engagement in environmental 

communication on SNS: information, interaction, cooperation, connectivity and 

participation. 

6.2.1 Information 

 The category of information refers to the activities of information seeking, 

information consuming and information diffusing regarding environmental news and 

information on SNS (for convenience, ENI will be used as an abbreviation of 

environmental news and information in the following sections).  

 This study revealed that information activities are the core activities of SNS users 

with regard to environmental communication. Further, there are some differences 

between the two countries and individuals with different levels of engagement in 

terms of these activities. 

6.2.1.1 Information Seeking 

 The results of the study illustrated that both Chinese and Swedish users use SNS 

to seek for ENI. To this end, they join environmental groups, follow or become fans 

of environmental organisations, and make friends with/follow people they believe to 
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be informative.  Furthermore, search engines on SNS are the common tools they use 

to look for SNS accounts and information about their interests.  

 Individuals’ interest in environmental issues affects their information activities, 

i.e. the seeking, receiving and diffusing of information.  According to this study, 

Chinese and Swedish participants exhibit an interest in different types of 

environmental problems and ENI. The topics most frequently mentioned by Chinese 

users are environmental pollution and energy and resource saving, while climate 

change and ecological lifestyles are reported to be the main concerns of the majority 

of Swedes. To some extent, Chinese individuals focus on local and visible 

environmental issues which are closely related to their benefit. In contrast, Swedish 

individuals are greatly concerned about global challenges, such as climate change. 

Although individuals in both countries stated that a change of lifestyle is also crucial, 

Chinese users only mentioned energy and resource saving, refusing to use plastic bags 

and the reuse of matter. Differently, Swedish individuals’ understanding of lifestyle 

changes is systematically organised around an ecological lifestyle, sustainable 

consumption, and sustainable production.   

El:  The temperature is rising, the ice north and south is melting……We 

are getting more people in the world. Food will not be enough if we do not 

produce it in a sustainable way. For instance, people eat so much meat in 

Sweden today, and that is not sustainable at all. 

 Specifically, with environmental pollution as their top concern, Chinese 

participants reported being interested in the following information: environmental 

pollution, especially water and air pollution, energy and resource saving, carbon 

emission reduction, garbage treatment, food security, the destruction and protection of 

the environment, the protection of nature reserves, recruitment information of 

environmental organisations, and updates of environmental laws and regulations. 

Swedish participants reported their primary concerns to be an interest in climate 

change and global warming, an ecological lifestyle, especially in terms of organic 

food, environmental equality, sustainable production, nuclear plants, international 

negotiations, veganism, animal welfare, overfishing, lake acidification, new resources 

and clean energy. 
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 The difference between Chinese and Swedish interests reflects the different 

environmental situation and environmental commitment of the two countries. The 

reason for this is that individuals’ perception of environmental problems and 

environmental interests is correlated to their local environment and particular social 

context (Skill 2009). Furthermore, one more notion about the different understanding 

of lifestyles should be addressed. The Chinese attitude towards organic food is very 

different from that of the Swedes. In Sweden, organic food is labeled “KRAV” 

(KRAV 2011), so it is easy for Swedes to identify and consume organic food. 

However, in China, the concept of organic food has lost the trust of consumers since 

the certification of organic food can be bought with money (Chinese Economics 2011). 

In addition, although price still primarily affects consumers’ choice of organic food in 

Sweden (Skill 2009), organic food is even more expensive in China compared to 

income. Therefore, even when organic food can be trusted, most Chinese consumers 

cannot afford it. For instance, one kilo of so-called organic rice costs more than 2 

Euros in China (CAIT 2011). In J1’s view, consuming organic food in China is the 

privilege of the rich, which is unequal.  

J1: Ordinary people cannot afford organic food. It costs more resources to 

produce and only the rich can buy it. Why do high-class people and 

governmental officers not care about food security? Because it does not 

affect them. They have their own farms to produce good food and money 

to buy it every day. It is unequal for the rich to use money to obtain more 

resources and have the right to enjoy better food.  

 Thus the affordability of organic food and consumers’ trust in it may explain the 

lesser presence of this issue. 

 There was no significant difference between Chinese and Swedish users with 

regard to their general information-seeking activities. However, there were some 

differences between individuals who are more active in environmental 

communication and those who are less active. To be specific, firstly, individuals who 

are less active have a limited number of information sources. International 

environmental organisations and online mainstream media are their first choice for 

ENI sources. Greenpeace is the most popular ENGO in both China and Sweden. In 

contrast, more active individuals have more diverse information sources which 
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address various environmental issues, and these information sources have a variety of 

backgrounds. For example (summarized from transcripts J), J follows about 300 

accounts on Sina Weibo, and they cover the majority of environmental organisations, 

groups, governmental officers of environmental agencies, environmental activists, and 

environmental researchers in China. J keeps adding more accounts to this list by 

identifying them from his news feeds and by searching for specific topics. He said 

that it was important to hear different voices and make a judgment and conclusion 

accordingly. Secondly, individuals who are more active not only make use of SNS as 

regular news channels but also as data mining places for specific information. For 

instance (summarized from Transcripts An), An reported that he searched for 

opponents’ names on Facebook and read their posts and comments by supporters and 

opponents to acquire a better understanding of their ideas of particular events and 

issues. In his view, this kind of information mined on Facebook is more true and 

reliable than that collected through regular channels such as news releases. Thirdly, 

active individuals tend to be better and more active at further digging up news and 

information around the posts in their news feeds. Conversely, passive individuals 

merely read what they receive without further searching and verification. 

6.2.1.2 Information Receiving 

 The term “information receiving” means how individuals manage their news and 

information, the kind of ENI they receive and how they consume it. A significant 

difference between the classical concept of information receiving and the concept in 

this study is that individuals not only receive information, but also have to manage it 

because of the overflow of information on SNS. 

M: The information on Sina Weibo is exploding. A lot of import 

information may be overlooked in this flood of information. 

 

J: I feel that I am not looking for information, but the information is 

coming to me. What I need to do is to select it. 

 To cope with this overflow of information, some of the Twitter and Sina Weibo 

users reported that they managed their news feeds by categorising them into different 
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self-defined groups (summarized from transcripts An and M). Facebook users 

reported managing news feeds by functions of sort and subscription. Specifically, 

Facebook enables users to sort highlighted stories and most recent stories, and to 

subscribe to or unsubscribe from friends’ news feeds. 

 It is surprising to find that SNS provide a large percentage of ENI of all 

information channels. An, a University student and member of The Young Greens of 

Sweden (Swedish: Grön Ungdom), reported that he acquired 30 to 40 percent of ENI 

from Facebook.  

Researcher: Where do you usually find environmental news and 

information? 

 

An: I put a few sites into my Google Reader. They are mainly 

environmental sites, since I run an environmental blog. I also read regular 

newspapers like DN (Dagens Nyheter, the most-read morning newspaper 

in Sweden), Aftonbladet (a Swedish evening newspaper which advocates 

independent social democracy) and The Guardian. Of course, Facebook is 

filled with links, pages and articles from regular newspapers.  

 

Researcher: How much environmental news and information do you get 

from Facebook? 

 

    An: I would say that 30 to 40 are from Facebook. 

 Participants in both countries reported that SNS was a valuable source of ENI. 

The ENI they receive on SNS is diverse, and some of the information has not even 

been covered by the mass media (summarized from transcripts Lo, Ca, M, M1, An). 

The reasons given by participants in the two countries are slightly different. In the 

view of Swedish individuals, the Swedish mass media is not laudable in terms of 

environmental reports and the media downplay the environmental challenges faced by 

society. 

Lo: There were recently massive demonstrations in the U.S. against 

making a huge oil pipeline and making sand into oil in Canada, but this 

was not reported in the Swedish media. I checked it on some international 

media by Googling. Facebook and talking to people I know is sometimes 

better than reading a newspaper…..There is a lot less about climate 

compared to a few years ago, and it is very low-level stuff. We (Swedish 

media) do not really talk about just how bad things can get, and exactly 
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what needs to be changed in our lifestyle, production and so on. 

 In contrast, Chinese individuals emphasised that ENI on SNS is less censored, 

although all SNS content is censored to some extent in China.  

M: News spreads fast on Sina Weibo; thus there is still time to let a lot of 

people know before it is deleted. Sina Weibo is less controlled than normal 

media (mass media).  

 

Z: I learned about the demonstration against the PX project in Dalian 

from Renren. My classmate is from Dalian. He took photos and shared 

them on Renren. No domestic media reported it.  

 Furthermore, participants of both countries reported that reading ENI on SNS is 

more convenient, as their SNS friends and follows have already helped them to filter 

the news (summarized from transcripts J, Lo and An). 

J: SNS is my most important news source. I read a lot of posts shared by 

my friends and the people I follow. We share the same interests and what 

they share is usually what I want. It is like they have sorted them out or 

filtered them for me, which is more convenient.  

 Lastly, the majority of participants in both countries reported that they mainly 

read the news and information pushed to their pages rather than visiting the original 

pages. However, there were two exceptions. Firstly, they sometimes visit the pages of 

accounts they are particularly interested in and read their posts one by one. Secondly, 

they might visit the original pages when certain topics in a post interest them.   

6.2.1.3 Information Diffusion 

 The diffusion of information is a prominent activity among SNS users. SNS 

facilitate “mass self-communication” (Castells 2009, 58-71), which literally means 

that every SNS user can run his or her own news broadcasting and diffuse the 

information to the masses from the perspective of SNS optimists. In this study, both 

the Swedish and Chinese participants reported that diffusing ENI was one of their 

main activities on SNS. However, only active individuals reported that they constantly 

shared self-generated content, and passive individuals mainly shared content from 

second-hand sources. Furthermore, none of the active individuals reported that the 

content they shared often reaches a large population beyond the circle of 

environmental activists and professionals. In this case, the results presented in this 
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section are perhaps disappointing in terms of Castells’ concept of “mass 

self-communication”. 

6.2.1.4 Difference in Content Shared 

 Chinese and Swedish participants expressed differences in terms of the content 

they shared. Chinese participants reported that they tended to share the following ENI: 

touching stories, shocking news, serious destruction of the environment, pollution, 

tips for sustainable life, and knowledge that overturns previous perceptions. The 

majority of Chinese participants particularly emphasised that they always shared ENI 

that directly affects their lives. In contrast, Swedish participants reported sharing 

interesting and easy-to-join environmental events and activities, tips for a sustainable 

lifestyle, opinions they agreed with, opinions that may ignite interesting discussions, 

and informative and analytical articles about climate change. It should be noted that 

“opinions agreed with” actually comprise more topics, such as veganism, animal 

welfare, sustainable production, environmental equality and the like. In other words, 

“opinions agreed with” refer to individual participants’ interests.  

 A few notions about the differences should be addressed. Firstly, Chinese 

individuals who are less active in terms of environmental communication mainly 

reported that they tended to share touching stories, shocking news, the serious 

destruction of the environment which made them angry, and ENI which directly 

affects their health and security, especially those with pictures and videos. In this 

sense, it seems that “touching” and “shocking” environmental news functions as 

sensational news, which is “valued by humans” (Davis and McLeod 2003). Perhaps 

this explains why certain types of environmental news, i.e. sensational environmental 

news and that which directly affects everyone’s life is diffused on SNS among a large 

population.  Secondly, it is evident that the content individuals tend to share is in line 

with their interests. For example, Chinese participants emphasised environmental 

pollution, but barely addressed climate change, while Swedish participants listed 

climate change, but environmental pollution is not their first concern. Furthermore, 

the information diffused by individuals varies according to their educational 
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background and occupation, and this was more noticeable among the Swedish 

participants. According to my observation, Swedish environmental professionals in 

companies and institutions available on SNS, especially on Twitter, are more diverse  

than in China. The information they diffuse is usually related to their specific area; in 

other words, it is more targeted. For instance, El, who is an expert in climate-friendly 

food, reported that she mainly shared ENI related to food and climate. El is also a 

climate entrepreneur who runs her own company promoting organic food. She said 

she mainly uses Twitter for marketing. Interestingly, while different stakeholders join 

groups on SNS based on their own purposes, they contribute diverse professional 

knowledge and differing opinions to dynamic environmental communication on SNS.  

6.2.1.4.1 Sources 

 Shared content includes self-created content and second-hand sources. 

Individuals in both countries who are more active in terms of environmental 

communication tend to share more self-created content. A key reason for this is that 

the majority of individuals in this group are active in environmental issues in real life, 

and they have first-hand information to share. This proves that online and offline  

environmental activities are interconnected. Among the more active individuals, some 

of their jobs relate to the environment; some are environmental volunteers who 

regularly participate in environmental activities and campaigns; some belong to 

environmental groups or organisations; and most are extremely knowledgeable about 

environmental issues. For instance, L, a student member of an environmental 

protection association at the university, stated that he shared news about the activities 

of his association on Sina Weibo. El, who studied sustainable development and is now 

a professional in the field of food and the climate reported that she shared a lot of 

articles she wrote for the local newspaper. Conversely, individuals who are less active 

reported that they barely shared self-created content because they had very little 

valuable news and information to share unless some environmental events took place 

in their area. The case of the Anti-PX Project demonstration in Dalian, China, 

exemplifies this. Less active individuals can become first-hand information senders 
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when they are involved or participate in environmental activities. 

 Another difference between active and passive individuals is that the former share 

second-hand ENI, not only from SNS but also from other sources, such as news from 

the websites of NGOs and articles from newspapers and magazines, while the latter 

mainly share ENI from SNS. The reason for this is that the former consume more 

environmental news and information from diverse media channels. Participants of this 

group in both countries reported that they regularly visit environmental co lumns of 

mainstream news websites and read both news magazines and professional journals.   

 It is reasonable to assume from the above results that the majority of the ENI 

shared on SNS both in Sweden and China is mainly created by influential 

environmental organisations, individuals who are more active, and the mass media. In 

other words, the origins of the ENI are quite limited, although every user on SNS is a 

potential broadcaster, which opposes Castells’ expectation of “mass-self 

communication” (2009). Those individuals and organisations actually function as 

opinion leaders who collect and filter ENI from diverse sources, diffuse the 

information to the masses, and affect their opinion of environmental issues. 

Environmental information on SNS is of two-step flow, which is consistent with   

Zube, Lampe and Lin’s study of Facebook. 

6.2.1.4.2 Who to Believe 

 Since the design of SNS makes the diffusion of information and ideas 

unprecedentedly easily, participants of both countries reported that this generates a 

further problem in that it is hard to decide who to believe. However, individuals in the 

two countries focused on different causes.  

 Swedish individuals reported that the ENI on SNS is varied in terms of quality 

and diverse opinions. Thus, a certain level of environmental knowledge is required to 

assess and judge them, as well as a great capacity for independent thought. It is true 

that environmental problems and risks are depicted in multiple ways (Skill 2009), and 

the responses to them are also diverse.  

Lo: A certain level of knowledge is required to judge the environmental 
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information and news on SNS. People say different things about the same 

issue, and it is hard to know who to believe.  

 Chinese individuals placed more emphasis on the validity of the information itself. 

They reported that the convenience of SNS and users’ lack of responsibility are the 

two major reasons for rumours on SNS. For instance, on Sina Weibo, the diffusion of 

rumours has forced Sina to launch a rumour rebuttal system to advise users of 

anti-rumour information by means of private messages and tweets.  

J: Rumours circulate easily on Sina Weibo. People usually forward news 

without confirmation and others who further forward it do not doubt it. 

When reading a piece of environmental news, I usually search for more 

information about it both on SNS and Baidu (a Chinese Internet search 

engine) and then decide whether or not to share it. 

6.2.1.4.3 Chinese: the Power of Sharing  

 A significant feature of sharing information which is emphasised by Chinese 

individuals is that sharing is a kind of power because more people are informed about 

the current situation, which may have been ignored or hidden by the mass media. 

M2: I barely comment. I only read and share. I think sharing itself is a 

kind of power. 

 

Researcher: Why power? 

 

M2: A lot of people now use Sina Weibo. I share something to let more 

people know about what is going on, especially news that the mainstream 

media ignores or hides. When more and more people know about 

something, power emerges and changes occur. 

 The case of another informant, J, who took photos of untreated waste water 

outlets into a river in his neighbourhood in Beijing, may exemplify the power 

mentioned by M2. He and his colleagues kept uploading these photos on Sina Weibo 

and used the #to take photos of waste water outlets to create a trend. This attracted the 

attention of many Sina Weibo users, ENGOs, journalists and the Beijing 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The effects were significant, not only online 

but also offline. Having noticed that J and his friends were taking photos, other 

residents in the neighbourhood, who had suffered from the bad smell for a long time, 

began to gather and discuss the situation as they took photos. From J’s perspective, 
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the neighbourhood became more aware of the problem, and were potentially able to 

take action to save water, as well as putting pressure on related governmental 

agencies.  

J: They (the neighbours) always knew it was a problem, but they were so 

used to it that no-one even talked about it. No-one thought that something 

could be done. Yet, when we took the photos, they realised it was a 

problem that needed to be solved. They started to talk about it, perhaps 

with family, friends and more people. Then more and more people knew 

about it and discussed it. The waste water comes from nowhere but every 

household. I hope they realise that everyone can actually take action; for 

instance, save water and recycle the waste water in their kitchens. 

 Later, the Beijing EPA did some field research on this case and an in-depth report 

was published, along with a commentary, in the influential newspaper, Beijing News. 

The report pointed out that waste water treatment planning is far behind the the 

growth of the urban population in Beijing (Rao 2011). To be specific, although about 

600,000 tons of waste water is produced in this region, the local waste water treatment 

plant can only treat 400,000 tons. Thus, at least 50,000 tons of waste water is released 

into the Qing River every day (Pei 2011). This news and commentary were 

re-published by a lot of news websites. This case can highlight the power of sharing 

mentioned by M2. By sharing or exposing environmental problems on SNS, 

individuals have the opportunity to bypass the gate-keeping of the mass media and 

affect the agenda of media, society, and perhaps politics.  

 The design of the share function of Sina Weibo differs from that of Facebook, 

Renren, and Twitter. As discussed in the background chapter, Sina Weibo supports 

threaded sharing and commenting. Specifically, after clicking “share”, a comment 

window pops up enabling users to write down their comments. At the same time, @ 

the accounts who have shared this post automatically show below the comment 

window. Users can choose not to @ or mention accounts which have shared this post 

by deleting them, although Sina Weibo users usually neglect to delete them. In this 

way, when a post is shared again, users who have shared it are informed by Sina 

Weibo. Although there is a limitation on the length of each post, usually 5 to 8 

accounts can be shown in one post. Furthermore, like Facebook, Sina Weibo enables 
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users to review the comments. Based on the above two features, users who are 

interested in common topics can be easily identified, can talk to each other, and make 

friends on Sina Weibo by sharing and reviewing the sharing and commenting history. 

In other words, to some extent, sharing on Sina Weibo helps individuals who are 

interested in the environment to identify each other and connect with each other 

around specific topics. Thus, this affects the scope of interaction on Sina Weibo, 

which will be discussed in the next section.  

 It is evident that sharing environmental communication and information on SNS 

can facilitate the resolution of environmental problems and enable the dissemination 

of environmental knowledge. However, too much emphasis on sharing or 

communicating rather than taking action may be dangerous. According to Dean 

(2005A), virtual participation prevents actual action by offering individuals a kind of 

illusory psychological satisfaction. Perhaps sharing information functions in the same 

way. When perceiving sharing to be a kind of power, individuals believe that they are 

taking action and utilising their power. In doing so, individuals prefer to click and 

share information rather than taking actual action without feeling guilty or worrying 

about the environment. This may explain why Chinese individuals tend to have high 

environmental awareness, but their concerns do not lead to positive environmental 

behaviour and environmental activism (see Chan 2001). There was no evidence in this 

study that Swedish individuals are the same as Chinese in this respect. However, it is 

reasonable to further argue that environmental communication online may prevent 

individuals from taking actual action because communication provides them with a 

sense of satisfaction that they are interacting with the real word. Further studies 

should examine this factor, both empirically and theoretically, in order to persuade 

more individuals to become involved in real action. 

6.2.2 Interaction  

 One of the major attributes of SNS is its high level of interactivity (Kaplan and 

Haenlein 2010). Previous research suggests two modes of interaction on SNS: 

one-to-many, with primary information flowing from one and one to few with 
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reciprocal exchanges (Underwood et al. 2011). Interaction in this study refers to the 

second mode. SNS facilitate users to have meaningful conversations with others in 

“networked publics” (boyd 2010).  

 This study revealed that in both China and Sweden, individuals interact with their 

SNS friends, and even strangers on SNS about topics related to the environment.  

Active individuals tend to participate more in networked publics, for instance, they 

interact more with friends, as well as strangers, in groups. Some active individuals 

interact with passive individuals in order to engage them, while some active 

individuals target at active individuals other than passive individuals. There are no 

significant differences between the two countries. 

 Interaction takes place less frequently compared to information consuming and 

diffusing, and it is also less frequent compared to social interaction. As Facebook user 

Lo said: 

When I write something not so political, I get many likes and comments, 

but when I write about refugees or climate change, I get relatively fewer. 

 Interactions on SNS include commenting on others’ posts or status, directly 

talking to others by @ user names, sending messages, posting messages on others’ 

walls and sharing posts with others while mentioning their names. Commenting is a 

very common means of interaction on all four SNS: Facebook, Renren, Sina Weibo 

and Twitter. Sending tweets or @ user names is also common on Sina Weibo and 

Twitter. Although this study found no evidence to show which means is more 

commonly-used on Sina Weibo and Twitter, the participants reported that Facebook, 

Sina Weibo and Renren offer more opportunities for interaction, while Twitter offers 

relatively fewer.  

6.2.2.1 Interaction with Friends: Most Common in Both Countries 

 Interaction with friends around environmental topics on SNS is the most common 

type of interaction in both China and in Sweden. The levels of interaction vary 

according to individuals' networks. On Facebook, Lo regularly shares her own 

reflections and articles she writes for magazines and articles about climate changes, 
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animal welfare and other topics which interest her. She stated that she usually receives 

comments from friends, although this does not happen every time because a lot of her 

friends are also interested in the environment, and more friends have become 

interested in it. She also actively comments on friends’ posts and shared articles, since 

she always finds a great many of these on Facebook. She regards the interaction with 

friends as a kind of encouragement and feels confident because of it. In contrast, Ka 

reported that her friends do not comment very often on her posts about the 

environment on Facebook, because only a few of her friends are interested in, or 

curious about, the environment. Similarly, Renren user, Z, said that he barely talks 

about the environment on Renren, since very few of his friends are interested in it.  

6.2.2.2 Discussions vary according to Different SNS and Individuals 

 Comments on environmental topics facilitate meaningful discussions in which 

more people become engaged, different opinions are exchanged, and some news and 

information are better interpreted. Both Chinese and Swedish individuals reported that 

they discussed the environment on SNS, and more active individuals reported that 

they discussed it more often.  

 There were some differences between different SNS regarding the activity of 

discussion. Facebook, Sina Weibo and Renren users reported that they discussed the 

environment with SNS friends now and then, but most Twitter users reported that they 

barely discussed it. The functionalities of the different SNS may account for the 

difference in the amount of discussion activity. A few participants reported that a key 

reason for not discussing the environment on Twitter is that the limitation of the text 

length makes deep and long discussions difficult. Short conversations and brief 

discussions are possible, although some skill is required.   

An: I prefer to discuss on Facebook rather than Twitter. The text length is 

limited on Twitter and I usually talk a lot. 

 

Jo: Some skills are needed to use Twitter efficiently; for example, writing 

a short sentence but expressing yourself well.   

 Although there are helper websites which enable Twitter to extend its affordance 
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beyond the 140 character limit (Bruns and Burgess 2011), none of the participants 

reported using them. In contrast, although Sina Weibo also has a 140 character limit, 

140 characters in Chinese takes up much less space than other languages, since most 

Chinese words only have two characters. For instance, the sentence “Reporter 

confirms seeing 11 corpses outside the church building in Abuja. Total casualties still 

unknown” has 105 characters in English, but when this sentence is translated into 

Chinese, it only has 32 characters, i.e. “记者确认在阿布贾教堂外面看到 11具尸体。

总体遇难者人数仍不清楚”. Perhaps the linguistic difference explains why none of 

the Chinese participants reported that the limited length on Sina Weibo is a problem.  

 It is worth noting that most of the participants who use Twitter reported that they 

do not discuss very often. According to past studies, news discussion is actually a 

common practice on Twitter (e.g. Bruns and Burgess 2011). Based on a study of 

Twitter use in Australia, Bruns and Burgess suggest that Twitter has become an 

instrument for information dissemination and the subsequent debate of this news and 

information. However, in this study, only one Twitter user, Jo, reported that he 

frequently discusses on Twitter. As an active user, he has 720 follows and 457 

followers, and by Dec. 23rd, 2011, he had tweeted more than 5600 tweets. In contrast, 

the other four Twitter users are much less active than Jo, and none of them has 

tweeted more than 500 times. A possible reason for the different results about 

discussion in this study is that most of the participants who use Twitter are relatively 

inactive and inexperienced. Also, they reported mainly contacting strangers on 

Twitter. Furthermore, there may be cultural differences and the results of a study in 

Australia may not be applicable to Sweden. Thus, further studies are needed to 

examine the factors which contribute to active discussions on Twitter, those which 

prevent Twitter users from participating in discussions, and the kind of discussions 

which can take place in certain cultural and social contexts. Further studies should 

also explore whether or not the text limit plays an important role in preventing users  

from discussing more often on Twitter compared to Sina Weibo and Facebook.  

 Sina Weibo users who are more active in environmental communication reported 

that they discussed a lot of environmental issues with others, most of whom were 
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strangers in real life. Two possible factors account for this feature. Firstly, similar to 

Twitter, Sina Weibo provides more opportunities for users to contact strangers. Users 

with the same interests and values can easily meet each other, connect, and discuss 

topics of common interest. Secondly, Sina Weibo enables users to write longer text 

and review the previous comments and shared history, which also facilitates 

discussion. Contrary to Sina Weibo users, Facebook users reported that they mainly 

discussed with friends they had actually met already in real life. Some Facebook users 

said that they discussed different aspects with strangers on pages of environmental 

organisations or groups, but this did not happen very often. 

 Individuals who are less active in environmental communication reported that 

they did not often discuss the environment and nature on SNS although they may 

discuss them with friends in real life. The reasons they gave for this included the fact 

that almost none of their friends are interested; thus, they have no-one to discuss it 

with; discussion is useless and individuals are powerless; discussion takes a lot of 

time, so reading and sharing is enough; commenting on the posts of organisations or 

famous people and discussing them with strangers is also useless because the 

comment list is very long and no-one reads others’ comments. Evidently, one’s own 

network, self-perception and the expected reaction of others relate to passive 

behaviour. 

 Interestingly, individuals who are less active become active in discussions when 

they perceive that the topic directly affects their lives. Z, who said that discussion is 

useless and individuals have very limited power to change anything, actually joined a 

discussion on the page of Friends of Nature on Renren.  

Z: It was about the oil leak and pollution of the Bohai Sea. 

 

Researcher: Why did you join this particular discussion? 

 

Z: My hometown is a coastal city along the Bohai Sea. I like eating fish 

but the pollution killed a lot of them and polluted the water, which made 

me angry. The ConocoPhillips Company that did this even tried to trick 

the National Maritime Bureau. I was very angry. 

 Lastly, individuals in both countries reported that environmental groups and 
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organisations on SNS offer opportunities to meet or know about new people, but they 

are not good places for discussion. Very few participants had experienced discussing 

the environment on the pages of public environmental organisations and groups. If 

they wanted to discuss any aspect, they preferred to move the discussion to their 

personal SNS page. Some of the participants mentioned that communication on public 

pages is more like a one-way communication. 

6.2.2.3 Online Discussion vs. Offline Discussion 

 Participants had different views on the quality of discussion on SNS. Since 

Facebook and Sina Weibo users reported that they participated in discussions more 

often, these two SNS will be emphasised. 

 Facebook users agreed that SNS provide an opportunity to know other people’s 

ideas and exchange opinions in a convenient way, but some of the participants thought 

that discussions on SNS only complement real- life discussions. 

An: The discussions on SNS tend to be superficial and flat. You can’t 

discuss something at length. I prefer to discuss with people face-to-face or 

on the phone. It is more common for me to find some interesting topics on 

Facebook and then meet people in real life to discuss it. 

 Some Facebook users prefer real- life discussions to those on SNS. Interestingly, 

the fika culture (coffee break) in Sweden seems to be one of the reasons some 

individuals like to participate in real- life discussions: 

Ka: It is nice to fika with people with common interests and discuss the 

environment in a nice place. I like the atmosphere.  

 From the perspective of some Sina Weibo users, discussions on SNS are 

innovative and fruitful. They cannot be replaced by face-to-face discussions, since 

they engage people of diverse backgrounds who could not get together otherwise. W, 

who works for WWF China, said that the discussions on SNS benefited his work, and 

J, who has been a volunteer for environmental NGOs for three years, also expressed a 

similar opinion. 

W: People of different backgrounds participate in the discussions on SNS 

and I am glad to hear from diverse voices. This could not happen without 

Sina Weibo. Before I used it, I usually only discussed  environmental 

issues with people within my own area, but now more people from all 
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kinds of occupations join in the discussions.  

 

J: Everyone is busy and it would be hard to bring them together as often 

as SNS do now. People living in different places can express their opinions 

at different time, but we are all organised around common topics. 

 J1 also noted that, although SNS brings people together, not everyone ’s voice is 

heard. 

J1: There are too many voices there. People speak at the same time but 

not everyone’s voice is heard. Many of them are ignored. Not like a 

conference where everyone has his/her own time to speak while others 

listen.   

6.2.3 Cooperation 

 A few active individuals of both China and Sweden reported that they made use 

of SNS to cooperate with each other and address their environmental concerns. 

Compared with active individuals, none of the passive individuals reported any 

cooperation activities. However, some of them showed an interest in this practice and 

said that they actually considered doing something with friends on SNS; for instance, 

creating photos or videos related to the environment. A few cases of both countries 

will be presented in the next section.  

6.2.3.1 Facebook and Climate Protest 

 As Lo said, Facebook is a useful tool to launch environmental events and 

activities, such as demonstrations. Swedish participants used Facebook to organise a 

demonstration called “Climate Walk” in Stockholm on Dec. 3rd, 2011. This 

demonstration was supported by diverse agencies including different types of NGOs, 

political parties, schools and other agencies. It aimed to push Sweden and the EU to 

develop sustainable climate policies with higher goals and strengthen support for 

climate initiatives in developing countries (Klimataktion 2011). The event was created  

on Facebook by Lo and 8 other individuals.  A total of 5,137 Facebook users were 

invited, and 316 of them confirmed that they would join the event, while 253 chose 

“maybe”.  
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6.2.3.2 Facebook as a Working Group 

 Facebook is also used for Swedish individuals who work for environmental 

groups to cooperate with each other. Supermiljöbloggen, a blog in Swedish which 

aims to examine governments’ environmental policies (Supermiljöbloggen 2011), is 

run by 10 young people from different corners of Sweden. There are two 

Supermiljöbloggen groups on Facebook, one private and the other public. According 

to the public page, it had more than 3,200 fans on Facebook by December 2011. In the 

private working group, individuals who write for Supermiljöbloggen and live in 

different places communicate with each other to acquire more inspiration and 

coordinate for new publications. On Facebook, An shared blogs they wrote on his 

wall or personally, as well as on the public page of the group. As An said, some blog 

writers never meet each other in real life, but on Facebook, they are friends and 

colleagues for a common purpose. 

Researcher: What do you do in the groups? Can you describe it? 

An: Well, we use the groups for what they are meant for: communicating,    

discussing different topics, asking for advice if we are not sure about facts, 

or the format of a text, or comment on other people ś text, if there is 

something that should be improved. And also as a way to inspire each 

other, this is important in a group that does a lot of work for free. 

 An also mentioned that the working group on Facebook enables them, as a group, 

to react and take action fast although every member lives in a different part of Sweden 

and has a different occupation.  

 

An: It is basically our digital office. Our organisation is flat and we work 

toward consensus, but vote if we have to. Thanks to that, everyone is 

online on Facebook for many hours every day. Everyone can take part in 

disseminating information in a very short time, which is important for us, 

because our main selling point is to deliver before the regular Swedish 

media has written anything. It is also a way to ensure that we can correct 

mistakes in texts within minutes of discovering a fault. 

 An described how the group finds interesting topics to write about and decides 

the writer, and how they support each other on Facebook.  

An: It usually works like this: someone posts a link/comment to an 

interesting subject/article in the group. Someone comments on the post, 

saying that he or she will take charge of that article. If the person feels 
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that he or she needs to make some input, he or she will come back to the 

group for more help. Most often the person will just finish the article him 

or herself though, and if we have any comments on the article we will 

write them in the group, and also mention if we have edited minor things 

(like spelling errors) in another person’s article for some reason.  

6.2.3.3 #Taking Photos of Waste Water Outlets # 

 The case of #taking photos of waste water outlets # is also an example of online 

cooperation among different individuals, and between individuals and ENGOs. 

 On Sina Weibo, J began to share the photos of the untreated waste water outlets 

into the river he took in the neighbourhood during the summer of 2011.  

Researcher: Why share these photos on Sina Weibo? 

 

J: I always share photos I take of the environment, such as trees, animals 

and rivers, on Sina Weibo. I took photos of these outlets because the smell 

was really annoying in the summer. Also, I was inspired by the #taking of 

photos to save kidnapped kids # (see Bandurski 2011) on Sina Weibo. I 

thought that I could do something like that.  

 At first, these photos did not attract a lot of attention on Sina Weibo and he did 

not use #taking photos of waste water outlets in Beijing#. Later, two ENGOs, Darwin 

Natural Knowledge Union and Green Home, noticed J’s practice. Both of these 

ENGOs have separate similar projects called “Happy Water Trip”. These projects 

regularly organise volunteers to conduct field studies on rivers and lakes in different 

cities, and the information from the field trips is published on Sina Weibo. As an 

active volunteer, J maintains constant contact with both ENGOs, both on Sina Weibo 

and offline. Inspired by J, these two ENGOs launched a #taking photos of waste water 

outlets # event as part of the project “Happy Water Trip” in October, 2011. They 

encouraged individuals to take photos of the waste water outlets in their 

neighbourhood and share them on Sina Weibo by #taking photos of waste water 

outlets #. This event was tweeted by these ENGOs, as well as the people who work 

for them. Thus, more people came to know about this event, participated in it and 

talked about the waste water problems on Sina Weibo.  

 J searched #taking photos of waste water outlets # on Sina Weibo and found 

people who lived along the same river. They contacted each other on Sina Weibo and 
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worked together to develop a working schedule to ensure that at least one person took 

a photo of the outlets every day. Then, J and more people who became mobilised kept 

taking photos and sharing them on Sina Weibo. Simultaneously, the Darwin Natural 

Knowledge Union and Green Home talked to environmental agency officers and the 

official account of the Beijing Water Bureau, “Shui Rui Jing Hua”, on Sina Weibo 

about the waste water problems and shared the photos with them.  

Researcher: What was the effect? 

 

J: It was good. Mass media started to report it and people outside the 

circle paid attention to this problem. Also, people in other cities took 

photos of river pollution as well. Darwin (Natural Knowledge Union) 

started similar projects in other cities, such as # taking photos of waste 

water outlets in Tianjing. 

 

Researcher: What do you mean by outside the circle? 

 

J: I mean people who do not live in Beijing and people who are not 

actually within the environmental circle; for instance, people living 

abroad, and some celebrities like Xue Manzi (a celebrity on Sina Weibo 

who started the event #taking photos to save kidnapped kids # and had 1.6 

million followers on Sina Weibo by December, 2011) talked about it on 

Sina Weibo. In the process of interaction, people began to realise that it is 

not a single case; these waste water outlets are to be found everywhere in 

China.  

 

Researcher: How do you see the role of NGOs and mass media in this 

case? 

 

J: If Darwin (Natural Knowledge Union) and Green Home were not 

involved, there would not be so many participants. The media helped to 

make this event and problem known by more people; as I said, it became 

known by people outside the circle.  

 

Researcher: How did the government respond to this? 

 

J: They already knew that untreated waste water was being released into 

the river. Of course they knew about it. But they may have regarded it as a 

low-priority problem. Now, they might move it on a bit further. 

 

Researcher: Will the problem be resolved? 
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J: Hard to say. The waste water is still being released into the river. But it 

is not too smelly because it is winter. This is a tricky problem for the 

government. They do not want to release untreated waste water into the 

river either.  

 By Dec. 25th, 2011, the waste water problem near J’s home remained unchanged. 

J said that he and the other volunteers had not recently taken photos very often, 

mainly for two reasons. 

J: It is winter now and the smell is not very strong, so the neighbourhood 

does not complain so much. Also, people pay less attention to it than 

before. It is useless to share it if no-one pays attention to it. 

 

Researcher: Why is there less attention now? 

 

J: I guess because they are busy testing the air (laugh). You know the PM 

2.5 case (see Hsu 2011). Recently, Darwin (Natural Knowledge Union) 

started a new event called #I test the air for my motherland#. The public’s 

attention has moved to this case. The school bus accident is  also a hot 

topic. This is the nature of Sina Weibo. Hot topics constantly emerge and 

fade away quickly. 

 

Researcher: Will you keep taking photos? 

 

J: Yes. Maybe people’s attention will increase again after the winter.  

 Since this case is a typical collective cooperation via social media in China, it is 

necessary to discuss how it is possible. In this case, J is the volunteer who started it. 

However, it is assumed that there are a great many people who do the same thing as J: 

take photos of environmental pollution and share them on Sina Weibo. However, it is 

also assumed that most of these photos are only shared within small circles, i.e. 

individuals  ́networks, but hardly known by more people. J distinguishes himself from 

the others because he is not only an experienced Sina Weibo user (he began to use it 

in 2009, when it was first launched), but also an experienced volunteer who is 

connected to ENGOs both online and offline. The connection and interaction between 

J and ENGOs enable J's practice to be noticed and the ENGOs make use of their own 

networks to engage more individuals. This exemplifies the central idea of the social 

capital theory: social ties are valuable, which enables different actors to get together 

and take collective action (Dhakal 2011). Furthermore, Each ENGO has its own 
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agendas. ENGOs on Sina Weibo strive to attract public attention and engage more 

individuals who would otherwise be disengaged and disconnected. J's practice is 

consistent with, or to some extent, sets ENGOs’ agendas and helps to achieve their 

goals. This is a key reason why J’s practice can ignite an event by involving ENGOs. 

Moreover, as organisations with more time, resources and money, ENGOs can 

coordinate events on Sina Weibo and engage more people. This made it possible for J 

to find more people with a common goal and enable them to cooperate with each 

other offline. In other words, the cooperation between J and the other volunteers 

would have been difficult, and even impossible, without the involvement of ENGOs. 

With the involvement of ENGOs, disconnected people were connected, and the 

fragmented content was unified for the common goal. At the same time, the 

interaction among J and the other volunteers and the interaction between individuals 

and ENGOs in this event further helped ENGOs, as representatives of individuals, to 

have a dialogue with the media and the government on Sina Weibo. Thus, to some 

extent, ENGOs were empowered by a cooperative of mobilised individuals.  

 

6.2.4 Connectivity   

 One of the main aims of SNS is to facilitate individuals to make new connections 

and create social networks (Takahashi 2010). Connectivity is an import dimension of 

individuals’ activities on SNS (Donath and boyd 2007), which distinguishes them 

from other Internet services. Connectivity not only refers to connections between 

individuals, but also the connection of individuals to different media. In other words, 

it deals with who is connected to whom and the available media for connection 

(Haythornthwaite 2005). 

 This study revealed that active individuals tend to connect to different SNS and 

connect their SNS with other platforms, build their networks with more diverse ties, 

and have more weak ties than passive individuals. The study also revealed that active 

individuals do tend to expand their networks, but they also emphasise the quality of 

the network. In other words, they select and filter connections in order to guarantee 
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the quality of networks rather than including any possible ties.  

6.2.4.1 Differing Patterns of Connectivity  

 As Caroline Haythornthwaite (2005) suggests, media influences the shape of 

networks. In line with her notion, this study revealed that the patterns of connectivity 

differ according to different SNS and individuals with different levels of engagement 

 Facebook and Renren users mainly only accept friends in their SNS networks, 

while Sina Weibo users usually have both friends and strangers in theirs  and Twitter 

users tend to include a large percentage of strangers. In this re spect, individuals use 

SNS to both initiate and maintain relationships. 

 Facebook and Renren users mainly only accept friends in their SNS networks. 

Sina Weibo users usually have both friends and strangers in their networks. Twitter 

users tend to include a large percentage of strangers.  

 The majority of the participants who use Facebook and Renren reported that 

almost all their friends are people they have met in real life, and they do not usually 

add strangers as friends. Interestingly, participants who are more engaged in 

environmental communication stated that they have become tolerant in adding 

strangers with common interests as friends on SNS because they want to reach out to 

more people. 

Lo: I have met most of them (Facebook friends) in real life, but I am more 

tolerant to adding and accepting people I do not know in real life if they 

have the same political contacts or values and so on, as me. 

 Only one Facebook user reported that he usually added strangers to his Facebook 

page. Go, who has more than 500 friends on Facebook, said that he usually accepted 

all friends’ requests.   

Go: I use Facebook to promote my photographs and my values, so it is 

good to have more and more friends on Facebook.  

 Facebook and Renren users who are less engaged in environmental 

communication reported that they only add people they have met in real life. The 

reason for not adding strangers on Facebook and Renren is that Facebook and Renren 

are their private social networks where they update information about their personal 



101 
 

lives. Participants in both countries agreed with this point. 

 Facebook and Renren are at one end of the spectrum, and Twitter is at the other. 

Both Twitter and Sina Weibo enable users to follow other accounts without being 

followed. In other words, the connection between the two accounts does not 

necessarily have to be both-way. Therefore, Twitter friends and Sina Weibo friends are 

Twitter and Sina Weibo accounts that follow each other. Different from Facebook and 

Renren, Twitter users reported that a big proportion of their Twitter friends were 

strangers. Some Twitter users do not have any real- life friends on Twitter. There is no 

significant difference between active and passive individuals. The majority of Twitter 

users reported that they mainly use Twitter to seek and diffuse information; thus, it is 

natural that Twitter users follow strangers who can provide information about their 

interests. 

 While the other three SNS stand at both ends of the spectrum, Sina Weibo stands 

in the middle. Participants using Sina Weibo reported having both friends and 

strangers on Sina Weibo. Interestingly, individuals who are less active in terms of 

environmental communication reported that they have very few Sina Weibo friends 

they have never met, and individuals who are more active stated that a lot of their 

Sina Weibo friends are strangers in real life.  

J1: I usually do not allow strangers to follow me. If they follow me, I will 

disrupt it, because I see this as my private network. My life is here. It is 

strange to show my life to strangers. 

 The Sina Weibo friends of participants who are active in environmental 

communication include both real- life friends and strangers.   

6.2.4.2 Overlapping Networks 

 Some of the participants who are more active in environmental communication 

reported an overlap in their personal and environmental networks. First of all, since 

they use the same SNS for both social and environmental interaction, posts on SNS 

will be read by both real- life friends and people with common interests. Thus, the 

participants reported that they are very cautious when formulating posts on SNS since 

they are aware that SNS space is public and what they post may affect their 
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environmental circle.  

 Secondly, more real- life friends become interested in environmental issues, 

although the proportion is still small. Some participants stated that their target group 

on SNS are people who are already engaged rather than those who are disengaged.  

 Thirdly, more SNS friends with common interests, who are not close friends and 

may even be strangers, become closer and closer because they meet more often and 

keep communicating on SNS. This notion is actually in line with the weak ties and 

strong ties theory, which suggests that weak ties can grow into stronger ties  

(Haythornthwaite 2005) 

 By “real- life friends”, participants meant people they meet in their personal lives 

and may hang out with, including both close friends and weak ties. By “friends with 

common interests”, they meant people they meet for environmental communication 

and activities. Previous studies of SNS friendship propose that the definition of a 

“friend” is undergoing a change among SNS users (e.g. Lewis and West 2009). In this 

case, with the overlap of social networks, the definition of friend is also facing a 

challenge. Furthermore, overlapping social networks implies that the boundary 

between online and offline environmental interaction is actually blurred.  

6.2.4.3 Types of Connection 

 Connectivity not only refers to connections between different accounts, but also 

connections between different SNS and other media services. Individual networks and 

how a particular SNS account is connected with other SNS accounts and Internet 

services will be mapped out in the next section.  

6.2.4.3.1 Connections with People 

 Both Chinese and Swedish participants have built diverse networks on SNS, 

which are organised around real- life friends and accounts of their interests. Accounts 

which relate to the environment represent an overwhelming proportion of active 

individuals, while the proportion of environment-related accounts is relatively small 

for passive individuals.  
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 Twitter and Sina Weibo users reported that they connected with more diverse 

environmental-related accounts, especially those of individuals, while Facebook and 

Renren users reported that they connected with relatively less diverse 

environmental-related accounts. One possible reason for this is that there are less 

diverse environmental accounts available on Facebook and Renren, and also because 

these two SNS require reciprocal friendships.  

  Chinese individuals reported that they connected with more celebrities than 

Swedish individuals, and less active Chinese individuals reported that they received 

environmental news and information.  

M: I do not follow accounts related to the environment. 

 

Researcher: Where do you obtain ENI? 

 

M: From media and celebrities. A lot of celebrities, even entertainment 

stars talk about it. 

 Interestingly, some less active participants could not recall the kinds of 

environmental accounts they were connected with, and this implies that some 

individuals purposely do not follow environmental accounts or join environmental 

groups. It is also possible that environmental accounts do not attract their attention 

because they receive too much other information or the environmental accounts are 

not sufficiently active. 

6.2.4.3.2 Connections with the Other Internet Services  

 Although the majority of both Chinese and Swedish participants reported that 

they built connections between different SNS or with other Internet services, there 

were significant differences between the Internet services connected with by the 

participants of these two countries. 

 According to the Swedish participants, they commonly connect Facebook with 

Twitter and Blogs with Facebook or/and Twitter. Surprisingly, blogs are very popular 

among Swedish participants, and more than half of them reported that they wrote 

individual or collaborative blogs. In their view, SNS do not enable them to write long 

and deep articles, but blogs offer them the opportunity to express their ideas 
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thoroughly. Some of the participants mentioned that SNS functions as a guide for their 

blogs. They also stated that blogs mainly target professionals, such as environmental 

journalists and scientists, whereas SNS have a broader scope. 

 In contrast, none of the Chinese participants reported that they wrote 

environmental blogs, while some said that they used to have blogs but had become 

less active since using SNS. It is hard to judge whether or not environmental blogs are 

more popular in Sweden than China based on this study, since a number of Chinese 

blogs actually focus on environmental issues. Furthermore, Chinese individuals do not 

connect different SNS to each other, and there is no technological support for this. For 

instance, Sina Weibo users are not able to connect Sina Weibo with Renren or 

Tengxun Weibo. A possible reason for this is that different SNS compete with each 

other; thus, connections between different SNS are not allowed by SNS companies.   

 Participants in both countries reported that they very often share content from 

third-party websites, but do not connect them to their SNS. For instance, they share 

videos and photos from other social media like Youtube, Flickr and Youku (a Chinese 

website similar to Youtube). They also share news and information from news 

websites and the other pages which provide a service of sharing with SNS.  

6.2.4.4 Expansion of Networks  

 Although individuals, especially active ones, in both countries expressed their 

willingness to expand their networks and reach out to more people, none of them had 

an actual plan for it. They agreed that being active on SNS and paying attention to 

people with the same interests is an efficient way to meet more people and expand 

their network. 

 The quality of the network was emphasised by the majority of active participants 

in both countries. By the quality of the network, they meant that the people within the 

network should be relevant to the environment, i.e. targeted groups, although different 

individuals have different targets. In a sense, although participants in both countries 

are aware of the need to expand their networks, they put efforts into it in a casual way. 

 Users of Facebook and Renren reported that they mainly met new people through 
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their existing networks and participating environmental activities. Sina Weibo and 

Twitter encourage users to build connections with strangers, and individuals of both 

countries reported that they found new people by using search engines, Twitter or 

Sina Weibo recommendations, and other people’s tweets.  

6.2.5 Participation 

 The term “participation” is employed to encompass two types of environmental 

activities available on SNS: activities that are created on SNS but take place in real 

life (offline participation), and activities that only exist online (online participation). 

Further, participation means that individuals participate in launching some activities. 

 The environmental activities Swedish and Chinese participated are different. 

Active individuals in both countries reported that they participated in more and 

diverse kinds of offline activities, and SNS informed them of these activities. They 

clicked on SNS and took action in real life. An interesting notion is that individuals 

mentioned that, if activities are organised by SNS, they are able to know how many 

and what kind of people will join them. This affects their choice of whether to 

participate or not, and it could not be possible without SNS. The types of activities 

individuals participate in differ across the two countries. Swedish individuals reported 

that they participate in offline activities such as demonstrations and protests, 

conferences, watching films, lectures and debates.  

An: I always get a lot of invitations on Facebook. 

 

Researcher: How do you get them? What kind of activities are they? 

 

An: Some are shared by friends, some are from groups. They are mainly 

conferences and debates. 

 An is member of Gröna studenter i Uppsala (in English: Green students in 

Uppsala) on Facebook. This group regularly organises events on Facebook. For 

instance, “Film – klimatkriget” (in English: movie-climate war) was a public event on 

Facebook organised by this group (Henriksson 2011). Watching the movie was 

combined with a discussion and debate about climate issues.  

 Chinese individuals reported that they participated in field studies, such as tours 

http://www.facebook.com/groups/30913101962/
http://www.facebook.com/groups/30913101962/
http://www.facebook.com/groups/30913101962/
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to garbage treatment plants and bird observations, donations, demonstrations and 

conferences. Demonstrations and protests are less common environmental activities 

for Chinese participants: 

J1: I am a member of Greenpeace. I donate money to them every month. It 

is automatically deducted from my bank account.  

 

Researcher: Have you participated in their activities? 

 

J1: No. It is not appropriate for me to go onto the street and protest 

because I am a government officer. 

 

Researcher: Why? 

 

J1: It is high profile, and a bit sensitive. 

 

Researcher: Have you participated in any events on SNS? 

 

J1: Last year, I started an event called “no air conditioner action” on 

SNS. I wanted to say that we should use air conditioners less and stop 

using it for one day. 

 

Researcher: How did it go? Did you invite a lot of people? 

 

J1: No, only my friends. It was too hot last year. I think a few people did 

it.  

 Another informant L, who is a member of the student environmental protection 

association at the university, reported that they participated in Earth Hour in 2011. 

 

L: We cut off the energy of a dormitory building on the campus. 

 

Researcher: How did you do it?  

 

L: We talked with the gatekeeper and got his permission and cooperation. 

 

 Chinese individuals reported that they participated in virtual activities on SNS, 

such as planting trees, voting and lotteries, most of which are launched by ENGOs 

and other organisations. For instance, on the page of the Darwin Natura l Knowledge 

Union on Sin Weibo, users are asked to vote on “how do you react to #the other side 

of Apple#?” (Darwin Natural Knowledge Union 2011).  
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 Swedish participants reported that they participated in online petitions, answering 

questions and advocacy. For instance, An likes the public page, “Release climate 

activist Tadzio Müller now. According to this page, “climate activist Tadzio Müller is 

not a criminal. He is a political prisoner and he must be released immediately” 

(Facebook 2011). 

 Both Lo and Jo participated in the Facebook event, “Media should prioritise the 

climate! Petition!” (in Swedish: Media bör prioritera klimatet! Namninsamling!). This 

was an online petition launched on Dec. 22, 2011 on Facebook, aimed to push the 

Swedish media to adopt responsibility for the climate and set a climate agenda 

(Wallrup 2011). 225 people had signed the petition by Dec. 26th, 2011(namninsamling 

2011). According to the event page on Facebook, 2194 Facebook users were invited, 

and the number may continue to grow, since users can invite their Facebook friends, 

as well as share it on their walls or friends’ walls. The aim of the event, the link to the 

petition website, namninsamling, and background information, such as a news article 

on DN, are given on the page.  

 However, very few Chinese individuals reported that they participated in 

demonstrations, although individuals of both countries reported that they participated 

in a lot of conferences. The reasons which prevent Chinese individuals from 

participating in protests and demonstrations are complex.  

 Frederick Wakeman postulates that Chinese citizens conceive of ‘‘a social 

existence mainly in terms of obligation and interdependence rather than rights and 

responsibilities’’ (1993). Compared to western ENGOs, Chinese ENGOs tend to adopt 

a soft way to raise public awareness, encourage public participation, and resolve 

environmental problems (Liu and Goodnight 2008). Ho and Edmonds (2007:332) also 

describe the nature of Chinese environmentalism as being “fragmentary, highly 

localised, and non-confrontational”. Apart from these reasons, there are also cultural 

factors. For instance, as J1 said, it is high-profile and sensitive, and she prefers to 

engage in low profile events, such as making a donation.  

 It is worth noting that passive Chinese participants reported that they participated 

less in offline activities than passive Swedish participants. The reasons given by the 
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Chinese participants included: no available information about such activities, no 

available activities, too busy, these activities are useless because individuals are 

powerless to change anything. 

6.3  Motivations for Environmental Communication on SNS 

 Motivations for using SNS for environmental communication were identified and 

categorised as follows: information seeking, opinion seeking, influencing public 

opinion, network building, social support, engaging more people, convenience and 

efficiency, and contributing to the environment. Environmental concerns were 

reported to be a fundamental motivation in both countries. Seeking information for 

learning and a sense of belonging are also reported to be motivations by participants. 

Instrumental motives, such as exchange of opinions, were found among active rather 

than passive individuals, and Swedish rather than Chinese. No participants reported 

having a social motivation. 

6.3.1 Information Seeking 

 Information-seeking is a primary motivation. Compared with Swedish 

participants, Chinese participants are especially interested in environmental 

information and news which is closely related to their own benefits, such as air and 

water quality and food security at international and local levels. This is very much 

consistent with Schultz’ concept of “concern for self” (2001). Furthermore, Chinese 

individuals are aware that the mainstream media offer inadequate environmental news 

and information and may hide some news, and this drives them to search for 

information on SNS. J provided an example: 

J: Immediately after the oil spill event, CCTV (Chinese Central Television) 

broadcast this news but the broadcast was disrupted in the middle. The 

ConocoPhillips Company had bought them. However, this video was 

shared by a lot people on social media. 

 Swedish individuals reported that the mainstream media did not provide quality 

environmental reports and diverse opinions, and sometimes even omitted important 
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news. For instance, Ka commented on Swedish media in the following way: 

Ka: I suspect that most of the mainstream media use news from the same 

news agencies, which is why they sometimes even have the same titles and 

outlines. I don’t trust them and search for more news through other 

means.  

 In addition, knowledge about and tips for a more environmentally- friendly 

lifestyle are important motivations in both China and Sweden. Lastly, individuals who 

engage in environmental communication at a higher level tend to seek for diverse 

information from all kinds of channels, while less active individuals rely on a limited 

number of news channels or environmental organisations.   

6.3.2 Exchange of Opinions 

 This is one of the major motivations of individuals who are more actively 

engaged in environmental communication to use SNS. From their perspective, SNS is 

a convenient means to hear various voices. They seek similar opinions to strengthen 

their own ideas, as well as opposite opinions to better formulate their ideas.  

 However, the majority of SNS users reported that it was easy to find similar, but 

slightly different views on SNS. Particularly, users who use both Facebook and 

Twitter reported that Twitter contained more diverse opinions than Facebook. One 

explanation for this is that Facebook is more of a friendship network, and it is natural 

that people in the same network will share the same views. Another explanation is that 

individuals purposely seek diverse voices on Twitter, since it is a more open arena 

than Facebook. 

 The reasons underlying this motivation also vary according to individuals’ 

occupations and other motivations. For instance, individuals who work for ENGOs 

regard hearing different voices as being valuable for decision-making and the 

development of communication strategies. Individuals who aim to disseminate their 

ideas on SNS focus on knowing the opinions of both supporters and opponents to 

more efficiently convey their own messages. 

 Interestingly, compared with their Swedish counterparts, only a few Chinese 

individuals mentioned this as one of their motivations. Rather, the Chinese placed 
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more emphasis on information-seeking and influencing public opinion. 

6.3.3 Influence Public Opinion 

 Individuals in both countries reported that they use SNS in the hope of 

influencing public opinion in terms of environmental attitude and behaviour. They 

believe that more efforts are needed to raise public awareness and change people’s 

behaviour. 

 Both Chinese and Swedish participants considered that the mass media plays a 

significant role in influencing public opinion, and the emphasis given by the media to 

environmental challenges and issues is inadequate. In their view, the media downplay 

the environmental problems faced by society, such as climate change.  

El: The Swedish media report less about climate change today than it did 

two years ago. 

 

Lo: Things were a lot different a few years ago, and now when it comes to 

articles, political speeches and so on, you find a lot less about climate and 

its on a very “low” level. We don’t really talk about just how bad things 

can get, and just what needs to be changed in our lifestyle, production and 

so on. If you look per capita, Sweden has a huge impact on climate 

change and we use a lot of resources. We are not close to being as good as 

a lot of people think. Well, the media are not really doing that 

either……And if the media are not doing it, it is hard for politically active 

people to get it through. It is difficult to find good news about the climate. 

 From their perspective, environmental communication on SNS is an efficient 

means to influence the media, as well as the public. An thinks that SNS, as well as the 

blog he and his colleagues run, can help to affect the Swedish media agenda and 

media coverage.  

An: We need to repeat what we believe and let it go through the social 

media. These journalists can read our articles and get our message. We 

try to convince them to believe what we believe and then they will tell the 

public. 

 Roughly speaking, Swedish individuals aim to influence public opinion by two 

means: express their opinions by debating and discussing with professionals, and 

directly affect the public on SNS by diffusing knowledge and opinions. In other words, 

Swedish individuals emphasise the expression of opinions and debate.  
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 Chinese individuals think differently in terms of the means to influence public 

opinion. The majority of Chinese participants emphasised the fact that the exposure of 

environmental problems and the diffusion of environmental news and information to 

inform more people are efficient ways to influence public opinion. Very few Chinese 

expressed a necessity for public discussions or rational debates on SNS to influence 

public opinion, although public discussions do take place quite often on Chinese SNS. 

Very few Chinese participants said that they aimed to diffuse their opinions. Rather, 

most of them agreed that sharing information and news is, in itself, an expression of 

opinions. 

 Possible reasons for putting more emphasis on diffusing information and less on 

exchanging opinions in China lie in the environmental situation, media system, and 

political culture of China. On the one hand, the mass media in China tends to hide or 

omit negative environmental news and information, such as pollution and toxic 

substances, for complex reasons. Firstly, as a country which occupies a huge area, 

China faces a number of serious environmental problems which emerge in different 

regions. However, because of regional gaps, some areas are less developed and suffer 

from weak governance, and it is hard to get environmental information and news out. 

Also, media coverage puts emphasis on developed areas rather than under-developed 

ones. Secondly, the mass media reduces social complexity, and only a small 

proportion of the social reality is published (Gerhards and Schäfer 2010). The 

reduction of social complexity is even more dramatic in China. Different from 

western media, Chinese media are encouraged to report positive and neutral news 

rather than just positive news. Environmental challenges are usually regarded as being 

negative news and are treated with caution at both local and national levels. Local 

media, which is tightly controlled by local governments, is even more conservative. 

Thus, environmental problems are easily hidden or omitted by the mass media. Lastly, 

the mass media is also seen to be biased under economic pressure (Gerhards and 

Schäfer 2010), as illustrated by the case of the ConocoPhillips oil leak. Against the 

above-mentioned background, diffusing information on SNS is an efficient way to 

publish environmental news and information which is ignored by the mass media. 
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Also, mass diffusion on SNS can put further pressure on the government and the 

media. In other words, by diffusing information on SNS, individuals negotiate with 

the media and the government to bring about social change. In this way, SNS 

functions as alternative media in China.  

6.3.4 Network building 

 Individuals who are more active in environmental communication reported that 

they aimed to meet new people and reach out to more people by using SNS. In other 

words, they are aware of having to build and improve their networks for better 

environmental communication; for instance, to engage more people, to start more 

influential campaigns, and to diffuse ideas to more people.  

 Lo: I prefer a big political arena, reaching out to more people, being 

able to invite more people to events and share political news or other 

types of texts. 

 In contrast, individuals who are less active did not report that they considered 

building networks for the purpose of environmental communication. However, they 

indicated that they would be interested in adding more people within this area.  

H: I did not think about building a network for this. I just added some 

people by coincidence. It was good to know more about it and I wanted to 

add people in this area as friends. 

6.3.5 Social Support 

 Regardless of their level of engagement, some of the participants in both 

countries reported that they sometimes felt worried and powerless. Some Chinese 

participants said that they even felt angry when reading news about serious 

environmental pollution and animal abuse. Individuals of both countries reported that 

they felt more confident and encouraged when they learned of the efforts others have 

made. Chinese informant J1 reported that she gained emotional support from reading 

news sent by Greenpeace China.  

J1: I am moved by what Greenpeace has done and I feel that I should do 

something. Although I sometimes still feel powerless, I am more 

encouraged.  

 Swedish informant Lo said that the support from her Facebook friends makes her 
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confident. 

Lo: I feel confident and glad around people with the same ideas as me 

when it comes to values and political views.  

 Chinese informant L reported that he felt a sense of belonging when he 

communicated with people who are also interested in the environment.  

L: I am happy to find them and interact with them. I feel like I have found 

where I belong. 

6.3.6 Getting more people engaged 

 Participants of both countries reported that they used SNS to arrange activities 

and share knowledge and information in order to persuade more people to become 

interested and involved. They stated that the environmental situation is very serious, 

and the more people are engaged, the more possible it is that the current situation 

might be reversed.  

Ka: I arrange something on Facebook and share tips to let people 

participate or do something in an easy way. Sometimes, things can be 

easily changed if we do something. 

 Individuals with both high engagement and low engagement levels regard SNS to 

be useful in terms of this. However, Chinese participants placed more emphasis on 

information diffusion than real action, such as environmental events and activities. 

 Furthermore, not all individuals who are highly engaged in environmental 

communication are motivated by engaging the disengaged. Some active individuals 

focus on interaction with people who are already engaged, rather than influencing 

those who are disengaged to become engaged.  

6.3.7 Contribution to the Environment 

 Almost all the participants reported that they were worried about the environment 

and thought that communicating about it is equivalent to making a contribution to it.  

Some of the participants also mentioned that such contributions make them feel better. 

Individuals with a higher level of engagement usually relate communication to some 

other efforts, such as changing lifestyles and launching environmental campaigns, to 

contribute to a better environment. Conversely, individuals with a lower level of 
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engagement tend to regard merely talking about the environment as a simple and 

efficient way to contribute and demonstrate their acceptance of responsibility for 

society. Some Chinese participants with a lower level of engagement emphasised that 

it was difficult to take physical action, and it was easier and more useful to 

communicate.  

M1: We have to do something, and everyone is responsible for it. But what 

we can do is very little. I share it (environmental news and information) so 

that more people can know about it. Some changes may happen. 

 Expecting the others to take action and have a “free ride” is common behaviour in 

terms of collective action, and it prevents individuals from taking real action. 

Furthermore, the perception of the amount of effort required leads to different levels 

of engagement (Guin, Pelletier and Hunsley 1998). This was illustrated by M1’s 

remarks. 

6.3.8 Convenience and Efficiency 

 All participants agreed that using SNS to communicate about the environment 

was convenient, efficient and environmental- friendly, and it was an easy way to bring 

about social changes.  

6.3.9 Summary 

 Motivations for communicating about the environment on SNS vary across two 

countries and different individuals. Information-seeking, contributing to the 

environment, influencing public opinion, convenience and efficiency, and seeking 

social support are shared by all individuals. Apart from these, Swedish participants 

tend to use SNS to exchange opinions, and although the Chinese participants did not 

express a strong interest in this, they actually express and exchange ideas very often 

on SNS. Active individuals are more aware of network building than passive 

individuals. Furthermore, individuals’ expectations of others' attitude, behaviour and 

reaction to them affect their motivation. 

Contributing to the environment is the most fundamental motivation of all, since the 

majority of the participants expressed their concern about the environment.  
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Jo: The most urgent reason for being engaged in environmental issues is 

the urgency itself. We are on the edge of passing the earth's threshold – we 

are risking irreversible changes. 

 

El: We are part of the environment. With all the climate change, we have 

to think about that to be able to arrange it so that we can still live in the 

world. It is kind of going down. 

 

J1: The situation is so terrible that when my colleagues and I talked about 

it, we even thought about not having kids. It would be terrible to raise kids 

and let them suffer from this. 

 

J: We need to do something, although we ordinary people cannot change 

much in society. Even a little contribution is OK, because it (the 

environment) is really important; it is our home. 

 Individuals from both countries expressed their concern about the environment 

and agreed that the environmental problem is significant, and everyone should 

contribute to making changes.  

 Environmental issues are very often considered to be political issues, since they 

deal with large-scale social change. Thus, it is reasonable to assume that motivations 

for environmental issues are interwoven with political motivations. Individuals in 

both countries held significant views in terms of their political identity and political 

reasons.  

 None of the Chinese participants identified themselves as being politically active 

or regarded their engagement in environmental activities to be motivated by political 

reasons. For instance, J has been a volunteer in ENGOs for three years and has 

participated in environmental activities, including protests, field studies and 

conferences. Yet, he said that he does not regard himself to be a political person. 

Researcher: Do you see yourself as a political person? 

 

J: No, at least not right now. I am only politically active online and in 

some un-sensitive events. 

 

Researcher: Do you have political reasons for your interest in the 

environment? 
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J: No, I separate them (environment and politics). Otherwise, it is 

dangerous. But it is another thing if in the process (engagement in the 

environment) some political changes have been generated. Politics is a 

very serious and sensitive for Chinese. Perhaps the term policies is more 

acceptable.  

 

Researcher: What about policies? Do you think your interests in the 

environment are related to policies? 

 

J: We do not have to negate the current policies, if all of the policies can 

be implemented.  

 To some extent, J has an ambiguous attitude toward relating environmental 

engagement to political participation. Similarly, W, who works for WWF China, also 

illustrates the same opinion. 

W: I think it is easier to aim simply, and purely focus on environmental 

issues. No talk about politics on Sina Weibo. This is one of my basic rules.  

 In contrast, Swedish active individuals thought of themselves as being politically 

active and their concern for the environment was responsible for their political 

interest. 

Researcher: Do you see yourself as a political person? 

 

An: It depends on what you mean by being a political person, but since a 

lot of my life circles around that, I would lean toward saying yes. 

 

Go: I see myself as a political person. I work for a political party, which I 

think is necessary if one wants to make changes in a serious way.   

 

Lo: Well, I tend to see most things in the world and also everyday issues 

as political matters, and sometimes I call myself an activist or a 

politician. 

 

Jo: Yes, I identify myself as a political person, if I understand you 

correctly. I do it because I engage in political activities and actively take a 

stance on political questions.  

 

Researcher: What are the political reasons behind your interest in the 

environment?  

 

An: I am active in the green party, and I see environmental issues as 

issues about global justice, and also with respect to future generations. 
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Lo: Climate change affects every other question of welfare, humanity, 

rights, suffering, equality, and so on. I simply want a better world, not a 

worse one. Studies show that people would be ready to change their 

lifestyle for the climate if others do too. We need change on a big scale, 

and sometimes it is best to go straight to the people with the power and 

change political decisions. At other times a huge number of people can 

change things that political leaders would never think of, like stopping a 

coal power plant, or getting a really critical analysis out like the occupy 

movement has done. 

 It was further hypothesised that self-representation might be a motivation for 

individuals to communicate about the environment on SNS, especially o n Facebook 

and Renren, which focus more on social interaction. The reason for this is that 

self-representation is an important dimension of activities on SNS (Underwood et al. 

2011). Talking about the environment, showing friends that one is a member of an 

environmental group may contribute to building a positive image of a responsible 

person. Thus, it is reasonable that individuals see engagement in environmental 

communication on SNS as a strategy of “impression management” (Underwood et al. 

2011). However, in this study, no evidence was found to confirm that self-presentation 

is a motivation. It is possible that the participants did not realise that this was a 

motivation, or were reluctant to express their real thoughts to the researcher, who is a 

complete stranger. 
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7 Conclusions 

 This study has examined why and how individuals in China and Sweden 

communicate about the environment and nature on SNS.  The social and political 

implications of environmental communication on SNS were further discussed based 

on the results. This study has provided a preliminary understanding of this 

phenomenon and practice, and it has also provided empirical evidence to examine the 

interaction between technology and society and the interplay between new media and 

social changes from a new perspective. In other words, the study results are valuable 

for understanding the relationship among communication, new media and a 

sustainable society as presented below. 

7.1  SNS as Environmental News and Information Resources 

 In this study, it is evident that SNS have been an important alternative 

information resource for individuals who are interested in environmental issues in 

both Sweden and China.  

 SNS provide individuals with more and diverse entries of environmental 

communities and activities with “networked individualism” (Wellman 2000) or 

“eccentric networks” (boyd and Ellison 2005). In other words, individuals select and 

connect with groups, institutions and people on SNS, and consequently, gain access to 

information, activities and communities of interest. Active individuals tend to reach 

out and build more weak ties which serve as diverse information resources while 

passive individuals tend to have strong ties and only connect with friends and people 

they have met in real life. According to Mark Granovetter (1973), weak ties enable 

individuals to get new information and a wide range of information. This might 

explain why active individuals seek for more friends on SNS and conseque ntly 

reported that they acquire a large amount of diverse information on SNS.  

 Furthermore, individuals also connect their SNS with the other online services 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Granovetter
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such as email and build an integrated platform. To some extent, the network one 

builds thus determines how much and what kind of ENI one can acquire. These 

connections provide individuals with more diverse information, news, activities and 

opportunities for cooperation which are otherwise unavailable or less available. In 

other words, connectivity as one of participants’ activities in terms of environmental 

communication on SNS, plays an significant role in affecting participants’ other 

activities, such as information seeking and consuming, interaction, cooperation and 

participation.  

 Moreover, SNS offer individuals diverse environmental information and news 

with less government control in China. The PX project case in Dalian illustrates this 

point very well. During the protest, anyone who witnesses it can upload pictures or 

post a piece of news to their SNS in one second and share it with their friends. There 

has been much discussion about censorship on SNS in China and some scho lars 

propose that SNS have been strictly controlled or will be strictly controlled by the 

government. However, the study exemplifies that, due to the nature of SNS, it is hard 

to block sensitive content before it is published. In this sense, bypassing governmental 

control as well as mass media filtering is possible on SNS in China. That is to say, 

SNS do offer Chinese individuals an important degree of freedom in terms of sharing 

sensitive environmental news and information.   

 SNS offer individuals “an important degree of information and communication 

independence from the mass media” (Bennett 2003, 151) in both Sweden and China. 

This kind of freedom or independence is significant for active individuals who 

deliberately seek diverse ENI on SNS, as well as passive individuals who rely on 

information diffused by the mass media, active individuals and celebrities. To some 

extent, SNS provide individuals and environmental groups with opportunities for 

information autonomy. That is to say, individuals and environmental groups have 

more freedom to seek, select, receive and disseminate the environmental news and 

information of their choice. 

 In addition, almost all the participants in this study reported that ENGOs and 

other environmental groups are important sources of news and information about 
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environmental activities. This perhaps implies that, for ENGOs and groups, especially 

poorly-resourced groups, SNS serve as alternative media which facilitates their 

communication function, identity, presence, and organisation of activities.  Further, 

SNS also offer these groups an opportunity to influence the mass media through 

campaigns and collective actions. The case of #Taking photos of wasted water 

outlets# actually exemplifies this, and it is significant for ENGOs and civil society. In 

China, where ENGOs play a significant role in environmental movements and public 

participation has a web-orientated nature (Bivensand Li 2010), the significance is 

even greater. Bennett (2003) discusses whether new technology and associated 

communication practices have merely reduced costs and increased the efficiency of 

political actions or have actually changed the political game itself. In this study, it is 

hard to conclude that new communication practices have changed the ways in which 

ENGOs and individuals take action; however, there is sufficient evidence from this 

study to demonstrate that cost reduction and efficiency improvement are not the only 

changes.  

7.2  SNS and Participation  

 Previous studies have examined the relationship between information 

consumption and political engagement, and some of them (e.g. Valenzuela, Park, and 

Kee 2008) suggest that the use of new media and political information consumption 

foster political interests, which may lead to political participation. This study did not 

examine whether or not the consumption of ENI actually engages those who are 

disengaged, although some clues revealed that information diffused by active 

individuals within their private networks may foster environmental interests and help 

to engage the disengaged.  

 As reported in the last chapter, some participants said that their networks are 

overlapping, as more and more friends become interested in environmental issues. 

Thus, it is reasonable to assume that information diffusion on SNS has the potential to 

foster environmental interest and real action.  
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 To some extent, this notion contradicts Dean’ critical view of the mass circulation 

of information (2005). She argues that citizens’ access to information generates the 

depoliticisation of American public life. According to her, the mass dissemination of 

information generates a fantasy of abundance and a fantasy of participating. She 

argues that the mass dissemination of information without responses and mutual 

understanding is merely a celebration of abundance brought by a technological fetish, 

because political engagement requires the exchange of information and ideas. By 

fantasy of participating, she means that individuals believe that they are contributing, 

participating, and making a difference when they are merely circulating information. 

 Dean is partly right in saying that the fantasy of participating and the mass 

dissemination of information may explain why some participants said that sharing 

environmental information and news is a type of power, but they felt powerless and 

did not know what else to do. However, in my view, Dean’ analysis is mainly based 

on cases of American political campaigns. Thus, although she focused on the mass 

circulation of information based on networked media technology, she did not examine 

the influence of diffusing information within personal networks in the context of the 

mass circulation of information. As the results of this study imply, individuals tend to 

interact with friends rather than strangers, and the influence of peers may make a big 

difference in fostering positive environmental behaviour and environmental actions.  

7.3  Voices to be Heard 

 As discussed in the last section, Dean (2005) argues that new technologies 

facilitate the mass circulation of information, although people do not care whether 

there is a response or not. Castells (2009) also comments on new technologies and the 

mass dissemination of information from a different angle. He argues that networked 

technologies enable individuals to generate content themselves and share it with a 

large mass of audience (2009).  

 However, evidence revealed in this study contradicts Castells’ expectation. Firstly, 

only active individuals reported that they often created environmental content. Since 
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active individuals only account for a small portion of SNS users, it is reasonable to 

assume that the majority of SNS users who are interested in environmental issues 

barely create content themselves. Secondly, none of the participants reported that the 

ENI they shared has reached a large mass of people beyond their personal networks 

and environmental circle. In other words, most of the content is merely shared within 

individuals’ personal networks and a circle of environmental professionals, such as 

journalists, activists and scientists.  

 In fact, the case #Taking photos of wasted water outlets # exemplified a 

complexity which Castell did not examine: although networked technologies provide 

individuals with opportunities to raise their voices, those voices do not have an equal 

opportunity to be heard. A few notions can be summarised based on this case.  

 Firstly, it is hard for an individual with limited time, limited networks and limited 

resources to reach a large mass of people, although he or she has the opportunity and 

the right to do so. J shared the photos of waste water outlets before on Sina Weibo, but 

the effect was very limited. Secondly, the competition for attention that dominants the 

traditional media market also dominants SNS, and different voices have to compete in 

order to be heard. Just as J mentioned, he has taken fewer photos recently, because 

new topics such as a school bus accident has emerged and attracted people’s attention. 

Thirdly, competition for attention is powerful in nature. Since ENGOs have larger 

networks, more resources and better organisation than individuals, they were able to 

mobilise more individuals than J, and organise a loosely “structured network” with 

“weak identities” (Bennett 2003, 164), and create a big event to attract media and 

public attention. Fourthly, mass media matters on SNS. Two pieces of evidence 

support this notion. As the study revealed, most passive individuals rely on 

information disseminated by the mass media on SNS. In addition, the reports and 

commentaries published by the mass media help to send the message to a larger 

population. In other words, ENGOs utilise networked media to mobilise individuals 

and put coverage pressure on the mass media. In this sense, networked technologies 

facilitate ENGOs to cooperate with individuals and negotiate with the mass media to 

“communicate messages from desktops to television screens” (Bennett 2003, 164). 
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This is significant for a great many local ENGOs, which are relatively marginalised 

organisations on SNS compared to the mass media, celebrities and large companies 

with more resources. Fifthly, although one’s network affects how much one’s voice 

can be heard, there is extreme inequality on SNS. Social networking sites follow “a 

power law distribution”, and “the top few are much more popular than the middle few, 

and the middle few are vastly more popular than the bottom few” (Dean 2005, 59). 

The celebrity, Xue manzi, mentioned by J has 1.6 million followers on Sina Weibo, 

while J has fewer than 3,000 followers.  

 Thus, although networked technologies have the potential for mass 

self-communication, it is hard to achieve it in practice. In the case of environmental 

communication, much effort is required for individuals to voice it on SNS and reach a 

lot of people. It is reasonable to assume that the majority of environmental news and 

information on SNS is generated by a small proportion of people, because the 

majority of individuals only forward what others say and their voices are blocked in 

fragmented networks.  

7.4  Limitations and Suggestions  

 Every study has its limitations and this one is no exception. Firstly, as a 

qualitative study based on a limited number of interviews and relatively short-term 

participant observations, the study results cannot be generalised to a large population. 

Furthermore, Chinese and Swedish individuals who participate in environmental 

communication on SNS are very diverse in terms of occupation, education and 

purpose. However, although this diversity was taken into account when recruiting 

participants, there are still weaknesses in terms of the range and equivalence of the 

diversity between the two countries. For instance, the Chinese group contained ENGO 

employees and experienced volunteers, but there were no such people in the Swedish 

group. In contrast, the Swedish group contained an environmental entrepreneur and 

members of a political party, but there were no such people in the Chinese group. This 

imbalance weakens the comparability of the two countries and further weakens the 
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study results. In addition, only individuals were interviewed in this study as opposed 

to ENGOs, other environmental institutions and SNS corporations.  However, as 

significant participants of SNS, environmental groups and other institutions can offer 

important information to understand the activities of individuals. Also, SNS 

corporations provide valuable explanations for the development and use o f SNS. In 

other words, environmental institutions and SNS corporations are not only 

participants of SNS, but also constitute the fabric and contexts of this study. Further, 

different interview methods were employed in the two countries. All the Chinese 

interviewees were interviewed via phone and audio software, but Swedish 

interviewees were interviewed by different means, including face-to- face 

conversations, text conversations and online audio conversations. As discussed in the 

In addition, there are more active individuals in Swedish group than that in Chinese 

group, although I employed similar means to recruit participants. Further studies are 

needed to explain this biase. Moreover, this study mainly draws on studies, theories, 

research methods developed in western world although China is regarded as a society 

with significantly different political, cultural and economic systems from those in the 

western world. Even most of the theories and studies presented in the study are rarely 

developed in Sweden. Lastly, China and Sweden are two distinct countries. However, 

when justifying the comparability, this study focuses on similarities other than 

differences. Although it is allowed in theory, this study should have had more 

discussions on the differences and present more essential contextual factors related to 

the phenomenon in question. 

 As an exploratory study attempting to discover a new phenomenon and a rarely 

studied area, this study suffers from numerous flaws. Since the limitations of this 

study direct future research, four major suggestions are made. Firstly, qualitative 

studies should be conducted, including more participants of environmental 

communication on SNS with more diverse backgrounds. Secondly, large-scale 

surveys should be conducted based on qualitative studies. Future studies should also 

examine the correlation between individuals’ motivations and engagement. Fourthly, 

the reasons for different levels of engagement should be investigated in depth.
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8 Appendixes  

8.1 Question List 

1. Demographic Information 

Gender, Nationality, Age, Career, Education 

 

2. SNS use 

Which SNSs (social networking sites, e.g. Facebook and Twitter) do you use?  

When did you start using them? 

Why did you start using them? 

How much time do you spend on them? How often do you use them？  

When do you use more and when do you use less? 

What do you use them for? How do you use them? 

Do you read newspapers, magazines or watch TV very often？ 

Can you describe how do you use SNS on a typical day?  

 

3. Engagement: the grand question: How much and how are you involved in it? 

 

3.1 Content: 

How do you define environmental news and information? 

What kind of environmental news and information you would like to share? Why?  

Which forms of environmental news and information you would like to share?  

Where are these news and information from?  

Have you created the content yourself? Why or why not?  

What kind of environmental information and news interest you? 

Do you realize that you are doing environmental communication?  

3.2 Media: 

Which SNS do you use to communicate about environmental news and information? 

Which ones you use more often? Why? 
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Do you share the content across different SNS? How do you do it? Can you give me 

an example? 

Do you connect you SNS (or specific SNS) with other Internet services? What are 

they? 

How useful do you think SNS (or specific SNS) are in relation to environmental 

communication? What are the advantages and the disadvantages?  

3.3 Connection: 

Can you describe the connection type of your SNS (the language will be simpler 

depending on the situation)? Why did you decide to make these friends or follow 

them?  

Do you contact them very often? Who do you contact more often?  

Do you have friends on SNSs who you never met before making friends? How did 

you find each other? 

Are you in any group or follow any public page? Why? 

Have you made friends via the help of environmental groups or public pages?  

Are your SNSs friends interested in environmental issues?  

3.4 Interaction and activities 

How much environmental information and news do you get from your SNS friends or 

groups?  

Do you share these information and news with you friends very often?  

How do you share? Do you share them through SNS, email or some other means? 

Do your friends comment very often? 

Do you discuss about nature and environment on SNS very often? How, where and 

with who? Can you give an example?  

Do you always check what is new and what is going on in groups? Why?  

Do you join the group discussion very often? Do you read, comment or even start a 

topic? Why or why not? 

Do you always check the news published by those environmental organizations? Do 

you read them carefully? Do you comment on it?  

Have you participated any virtual events or activities relating to environment on SNS? 



137 
 

Have you participated any environmental events or activities in real life with the help 

of SNS? How do you think about it? 

Have you started any environmental event on SNS? 

Have you started any discussion on SNS? 

Have you started any environmental group on SNS? 

Have you created any content relating to environment together with some other 

people? 

Do you want to spread these news and information as fast as possible to as many 

people as possible? Does it affect the way you build your social network?  

 

One sentence to describe : why do you use SNS to get, share or disseminate 

environmental news and information? 

8.2  Exemple of Interview Transcript 

Anders：04,11, 2011 Ekonomikum 

 

Do you have any questions regarding the research questions?  

Not really. 

My research aim is to…  I mainly focus on…  

Hm. 

You are ready? 

Yeah. 

We can start now. I want to know your basic information. How old are you?  

I am 21.  

You study political science before? 

Yeah. Economics now. 

Is it a programme or a course? 

Progarmme, if it is translated to.  

You already done the program? 
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No. in the middle. 

Now you work with national economics? Our interview includes two parts. First 

part… Second part… We starts with the first part. So.. what kind of social media do 

you use? By social media ,I mean something like Facebook, youtube, twitter..  

Mostly Facebook. I do have a twitter. I very rarely use it. I only check it for special 

information. I know there is information there. The near source.  

Why not use it very often? 

Time limits. Certain time to spend on computer. If I were communicating on Twitter. 

There is a certain group of people who use Twitter. When it comes to political science, 

you know, this kind of issues. I don’t feel the need to communicate with them. Mainly 

journalists, upper middle class in Stockholm ,and academics. Those kind of people 

you can reach on Twitter. I don’t really feel the need to communicate with them.  

It is in interesting comment… In China, the microblog users are mainly urban white 

collar office workers. Maybe a bit lower than middle class and middle class. Students 

also use it. 

Interesting. I think it is the same thing in the other countries. Not the same thing in 

Sweden. At least it comes to politics. Mainly journalists and people who want to be 

journalists communicate there, talk to each other.  

Yeah, I found it. A very small group, mainly its … especially environmental area, 

people are either from the green youth, or from the green party, or from some NGO, 

maybe it is because they want to show their identities, they want to hide the other 

identities, that is why they look so political.  

Yeah. Maybe. That is why I don’t feel like to communicate with people.  

Why not? 

The thing with Twitter is that you can’t have a long discussion, the format. The way 

you use Twitter is either getting information from the other links. Or try to make a 

name among these people ,get to know them. I don’t feel like I need these information. 

Because I have other resources, I don’t feel like I want to make friends, communicate 

with people at this moment. 

I see I see. You said you have some other information resources that can satisfy your 
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information needs, what do you mean by that? 

I have google reader, put different a few sites in, like mostly environmental sites, 

since I run an environmental blog. Also I have my regular newspapers to check. Also 

Facebook get more and more.. filled with links, pages…  

Regular newspapers.. what are they? 

DN, aftonbladet, Svenska daglo…, guardian 

Do you read guardian in general or only the green part?  

Mostly the green part. Occasionally the other part. And then, occasionally other 

newspapers both in Swedish and world wide ones, New York Times,…  

When did you start using Facebook? 

Probably 2009. I was skeptical about it. Does take a lot time. I tried to avoid it. Now I 

use it very much? 

How much time do you spend on it averagely every day? 

Two or three hours..you don’t just use it. You open it and something happens, 

something else.. 

Yeah, it is like you can do something else.  

Yeah, like I do my blog, and then something happens on Facebook, then I go back and 

check. 

Yeah, just keep checking. What’s new.. what do you do mainly on Facebook?  

Read the other people’s stuff, and write something myself. Not much game stuff.  

Mainly contact with friends or? 

Yeah, friends, and I have something like ,you know by coincidence, people I met, just 

occasionally, you ran into, you don’t really hang out with them, but you want to get 

the information. 

Are those people you meet in reality? 

Yeah, mostly are people I know. But people I want get information I want to share 

Facebook with. 

Get information you mean E or something else? 

Can be both. Environmental information and something else peop le specialize in. 

Now you can do the primaration thing. Some interesting people you don’t know but 



140 
 

you want to know about their information.  

Something like Twitter now. 

Yeah, gets close to Twitter.  

What kind of benefits do you think Facebook bring to you? 

Information fast, and …. Yeah, it is like a way of sorting information.  

Sorting information? 

 Yeah, reading newspapers, someone else has already read for me.  

You mean they are already been filtered? 

Yeah, exactly. And I do the same for them. 

Like people work for each other. Filter the information and then share it. Can I say 

you mainly use facebook either keep contact with friends or get information?  

 I would say, about..equally much both.  

Information. Can I say you mainly get information or you also disseminate 

information? Or which one is priority? 

On my personal Facebook, I don’t post things very often. Because I have been too 

lazy to categorizing my friends , So what I send just go to everybody. So pretty 

rectricted, I guess, I my regular Facebook, I send to my environmental blogs, 1000 

Facebook subscribers. So I put it there, communicate with others. So if you take that 

into account, I probably send out more informations than I get.  

Why you would like to communicate about E with others on Facebook? 

The aim is to set agenda. Because well, I believe if you want to communicate certain 

things , you have to have a story to tell people, and then you repeat, the majority will .. 

that advantage , communicate on Twitter, because you reach specific groups, but that 

is usually what I use the blog for communicating certain messages I want to get across. 

I know that is the right people who read it.  

What about Facebook? Are they the right people? 

On my personal Facebook page I usually have, since I have been active in the green 

party, mostly green party members. Then it is another thing. If I disagree with 

something , a good way to tell people is to post it on Facebook, so people just debate 

it on the wall. 
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That is interesting. Disagree, bring up the topic and then people can discuss. 

That is more like a dialogue. Pages are more like a one way communication .I can 

comment on there also. But much more like a one way stream.  

You mean Blog thing is like a one way communication and Facebook is like a two 

way communication? 

The thing is the blog is connected to Facebook. The things I write on blog come out 

on Facebook. 

People subscribe the page. But you know when it comes out people can comment on 

the story, but usually they can discuss themselves, but I am not going discuss there. So 

that way becomes Like I say something, so people can discuss , so it is one way 

stream. Whereas on my personal Facebook page, I am more interested in getting 

inputs from my friends or whoever I am talking to.  

I see, I see. It is like you use a blog to set an agenda and since blog is connected to 

Facebook and then you share information on Facebook, maybe some other people 

who is not within the green circle can still see them and discuss.  

That is the point of having blog. Let’s less people like me institution is Which get 

more credibility. Facebook is just a way to get things out. The main source to get 

people to read the blog. 

For you the blog is the ..how to say.. more stricted targeted.. Facebook is like more 

open and more broad. 

Well, the blog is broad in a sense that more people read it, what I write… Blog is 

more professional. People is not interested, they don’t know me..not interested in 

what I think.. they want to know the fact, that is what they count about information. 

So there I mostly write about information, information that can benefit ideas.  

How long have you worked with the blog? 

about a year. It is a cooperate project. I am not the only one who write it.  

What is the name of the blog? 

Supermijöbloggen. 

Supermijö… yeah, I think I came across it. Is it on your Facebook or somewhere else. 

Supermijö? 
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Yeah. 

Maybe I found your colleagues on Twitter. I think someone has Supermijö on their 

Twitter.  

Yeah. 

In that way, Twitter in Sweden has a really so small circle.  

Yeah, that is my point. 

I think I really have seen it.  

Yes, I use it to send out information. 

How many people work with it? 

Well, a dozen people. Varing degree.  

I see. I want to come back to what you said before. You said you set an agenda. What 

do you mean by the agenda? Do you have a agenda that follow your party? How do 

you set the agenda? 

Well, you know, of course ,that is can be different things. I can have a personal agenda 

for myself, and the blog can have a different agenda, for me like I have certain issues 

topics I want to move forward in the party and a good way to bring it out is to write 

something or link something on Facebook, to write .. because eventually when you 

have been active for a while, you get to know the active people, then can read what 

you write. So it is a good way to set your own profile to let others know who you are 

what do you think, put on the maps that you are interested in.  

It is a way to show identity? 

Yeah, partly. 

And also can help you to get support from the party. Listen to different voices.  

Yeah, it is a effective way to bring out certain issues. Like, move the agenda forward, 

eventually people gonna pick them up and repeat what you say.  

What kind of issues you are interested in? 

For me, personally, in that context, it would be equality issues.  

Quality issues? Which industries? 

Equality, like… 

Equality or quality?  
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Equality. 

Sorry I misunderstood.. I thought it is quality. Maybe quality of products.  

Yeah, can be other things too. 

Are there any others? 

Yeah, of course, I have been a ..very critical against like economical growth as a way 

to debate the entire economical model. That kind of stuff.  

What kind of environmental news and information you would like to share on 

Facebook? 

..It depends. Either I think people would gonna to read. Or things that I think would 

benefit my idea. 

Benefit your idea? What does that mean? 

Like there is a report says this guy is right. Maybe I want to show it on Facebook 

(langh). 

(Laugh) Strengthen your.. how to say, identity.  

Yeah, occacioully you can have things that do not support your thesis as well. 

Because that bring up interesting discussion. Like you see something on the guardian 

a few days ago .like contradict a lot with my idea. So I put it there.. and we have a 

good discussion how to interprete the information..That is the way, yeah, to like, get 

people to help you interprete the new information as well.  

Are these people on Facebook those , I mean, in your political circle, within green 

party with you, or do they share the same value with you?  

Mostly do. But I do have people like who think roughly different. And I think it is 

pretty interesting. 

Are there many? 

Not many, but there are some. 

There are some. And how do you see the proportion, like friends within political circle, 

real friends, who are only friends in life. How many of your Facebook friends are 

friends and how many are related to work? 

..I think a majority can be friends related to work. I have about 550 friends, maybe 

150 or 200 friends would be friends outside, probably connected in one way or 
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another two, politics. 

I see. Can I say your aim of sharing information and news on Facebook is to ignite 

some or inspire discussions on it (Yeah) other than influence people who are not 

interested in it? 

Yeah, I guess it would be one of the goals at least.  

So.. because I found that your.. most of the people are already interested in 

environmental issues. So it is hard to say..  

I don’t want inspire them to get involved because they already are. I just want to 

move them to my direction. 

Exactly. I see I see. That is very different from some Chinese environmental activists, 

their main aim is to influence people ,to get them involved to know more fact and 

news about environment. It is very different Sweden. Sweden is like, everyone knows 

the fact but think differently. We have to , like, to see what do you think, maybe can 

find supporters and opponents. 

I guess a lot people here with me know some facts as well. But I think.. my role, is 

sadly, it is kind of top-down structure. Where I like to have all these contacts to grass 

roots, they in turn can communicate with people who don’t know anything. If I 

communicate with them what should be communicated then I , like, been indirect 

contact with a whole lots of people. That is how I see it.  

I see. Do you plan to reach out on Facebook? 

Usually I don’t add people I don’t know.  

How do you define environmental news and information? 

Something relates to climate, biology diversity and …  

Do you read all of them? 

No, I only check some of them, not all of them. I try to reduce the things I am less 

interested in. There are a lot information there. I only foucus on what I am interested 

in general. 

What kind of form do you prefer? I mean, articles, videos or photos?  

I prefer text. Because it costs less time. Video, can last 10 minutes, it is a quite a long 

time. I read, I some times need more information, will go back to the resource to 
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check. 

Do you create the content yourself and post them on Facebook? 

Blog.. I also have another blog, which is much more like a analytical blog. But I  don’t 

have much time. 

Think about doing some videos or something? 

I have some ideas but have not started yet. I am not good at videos and websites. 

Think about learning from my friends, who promise to teach me. But I also write 

articles for normal media, debating articles. 

Besides your blog, do you connect other platforms to Facebook? 

Twitter, I connect Twitter with Facebook as well.  

What do you see the advantages of communicating environmental issues on 

Facebook? 

Well.. fast. You can get the information would not get otherwises. Like people 

abroad.. 

What do you see the disadvantages? 

Overflowing information and you can only get certain type of information. May miss 

out something else.  I subscribe people I don’t necessarily agree with to compensate 

it.  

What else you do to compensate it? 

I also read normal newspaper to pick up everything.  

What about those music? Do you share them? 

I hate the music pop out…  

Haha. I am curious how do you feel when I tell you I have to observe you or stalk you 

on Facebook for academic purpose? 

I don’t have a problem with it. I already know Facebook is not a place you can share 

everything. And I sometimes stalk people as well. I stalk opponents, to see what they 

talk about with other people, who perhaps are within their groups. I observe that they 

may say something stupid. People should know what you should add or not.  

Do you plan your network or manage it? I mean, not casually add friends?  

Partly, I control the information I get but don’t control the information I send out.  
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What do you mean by control the information out? 

I put them as not important, don’t show these people’s updates if I find they don’t 

share things I am interested in. 

What about those groups? Which groups are you in?  

Different, groups for fun and green groups.  

Do you go to their pages to check? 

No, I focus on my pages and only get the newsfeeds.  

But do you check your own pages one by one? 

Yes, especially the important ones. I check one by one. I put environmental groups as 

important, because they don’t share very often, not very much. So it is ok.  

Do you have friends who are strangers on Facebook? 

I do make friends with strangers, but mostly will meet later. I don’t feel like .. value to 

build a big contact network…  

How do you see Facebook as a way of getting information? I mean, how much E you 

get from Facebook and how much from the other media or the other alternatives?  

…30~40 percents from Facebook.  

How do you see the discussion on Facebook? What’s the difference from discussion 

in real life? 

Hm… Everybody can join in and can have long discussions.  

Have you posted anything in those E groups, like greenpeace Sverige?  

Most people don’t go to their webpage. It is not a effective way to start a discussion. 

Occasionally I want to do it mainly because I think people who control the page will 

see it. 

How do you see the information you get from organizations such as greenpeace 

Sverige? 

They are top-down. Communicate about their ideas. They also share some deep 

information and specified information. They communicate to support their own 

agenda. People should be always critical towards these information.  

I notice that your Facebook sometimes notify what kind of activities or events you 

joined in. 
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Yeah, Facebook can spread information about these activities, tell people what is 

going on and remind people. 

Will you miss out these activities if you don’t use Facebook?  

I will get by mail as well. Some of them, I know through my blog.  

What do you see virtual participation (explanation and examples)? 

They don’t do much. I don’t join.  

So you prefer offine activities? 

Yes. I join these I think interesting. 

Have you started any group or public page on Facebook? 

Yes, but not serious group, just for fun group.  

Can you formulate one sentence telling me why you communicate about environment 

on Facebook? 

It is a main platform and can reach a maximum people.  

How much can this kind of communication on Facebook make changes on society?  

I am quite cynical. It is mainly a top-down structure. Our blog averagely has 1000 

readers. They are journalists,…We affect their discussion, real discussion. Or in other 

words, social media set the tone. 

Do you think Sweden has a green culture? 

People see themselves quite aware of environmental issues such as pollut ion… But 

there is a long way to go.  

 

 

 


