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Abstract. This study evaluates the effect of Chinese web diplomacy in
Russian-language social media during the first year of the COVID-19
pandemic. Despite several external and internal factors, China's soft po-
wer has demonstrated resilience and a multi-vector approach. We com-
pared the online performance of the Embassy of the People's Republic of
China in Russia with the diplomatic missions of Japan and the Republic
of Korea across key activity indicators and types of content published.
Based on the collected data, we found that the Korean and Japanese em-
bassies are ahead of the Chinese Embassy regarding overall performance
on most social media platforms. However, PRC Embassy is ahead of
them on Twitter and see this social medium as a priority for promoting
national image. The launch of new accounts on Russian-language social
networks demonstrates the Chinese diplomatic apparatus’ desire to achi-
eve maximum audience reach. However, the study also reveals several
flaws in China's e-diplomacy: excessive politicization and insufficient fo-
cus on engaging netizens by selecting human touch topics. Our study
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confirms the findings of other scholars that, so far, Chinese embassies
mostly act as info-mediators, who only disseminate official information
from other sources without commenting on it. Although China's digital
diplomacy remains reactive and defensive, it is increasingly subordinated
to China's national branding strategy and has potential for improvement.
The results of this study suggest that China builds up resources on the
Web in an effort to strengthen its discursive power. The article concludes
that the problem in a number of cases remains the effective use of avai-
lable capacities. Still, the authors cannot rule out that catch-up develop-
ment of the digital diplomacy could be gradually replaced by innovations,
which China can back up with financial resources. Finally, the paper pro-
poses avenues for future research. Further comparative analysis on a lar-
ger sample will provide a better understanding of the trends and effective-
ness of Chinese web diplomacy.
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Kuraiickas nudpoBasi TumioMaTs B naHIeMIdeCKUit
1 NOCTNAHIEMUYECKHIi IIEPHO/IbI: AHAJM3 AKKAYHTOB
HA PYCCKOM SI3bIKe

Annomauus. B cratbe oueHuBaeTcsi 3(pHEKTUBHOCTb UM(PPOBOIA
nuruioMatu Kurtast B pyCCKOSI3bIYHBIX COLMAIBHBIX CETSIX B TEPBBIiA
ron nanaemun COVID-19. HecMoTps Ha psifi BHEITHUX U BHYTPEHHUX
(akTopoB «msirkast cuiia» Krrtass mpoaeMoHCTpUpoBaia CBOIO COCTOSI-
TeJIbHOCTh M1 MHOTOBEKTOPHOCTh. B MccaenoBaHMM CpaBHUBACTCS JIesi-
TeJIbHOCTh B COLICeTAX MmocosibcTB Kuraiickoit HaponHoii Pecriyonuku,
Anonun u Pecniyonuku Kopes B Poccun mo KiaoueBbIM MoKa3aTeassm
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9 HEKTUBHOCTU M TUIAM KOHTeHTa. Ha OCHOBaHMU TMOJy4eHHBIX
JMAHHBIX aBTOPBI BRISICHWIN, YTO MocojibeTBa PK n fAmonuum mo apdex-
TUBHOCTU MEAUMHON NesTeIbHOCTU oMepexkaloT mocoabcTBo Kurtas B
O6osbIIMHCTBE coriceTeit. OgHako moconbcTBO KHP Gonee ycmemnHo
pa3BopayMBao MH(POPMaIIMOHHYI0 KaMTaHuto B Twitter u3-3a npuopu-
TETHOTO 3HAYCHUS JaHHOM TIaThOPMBI IS YKPEIUICHUST UMUIKA TOCY-
napctBa. OTKPBITUE HOBBIX PYCCKOSI3bIYHBIX aKKAYHTOB B COLICETSIX TO-
BOPHUT O CTPEMJICHUHU BHEITHenoauTudeckoro amnmapata KHP kx makcu-
MaJIbHOMY OXBaTy ayAMTOpUU. B To e BpeMsi uccieqoBaHUe BbISIBUIO U
psii cTabbIX CTOPOH KUTACKOM 1TM(MPOBOI AUTUIOMATUM: U3TAIITHSIS
MOJUTHU3UPOBAHHOCTD, CIab0e BHUMaHKUE K BOBJICYCHUIO MOJIb30BaTe-
JIel TIyTeM BbIOOpa HEUTpaTbHBIX TeM, MHTEPECYIOIIMX IITMPOKYIO ayIn-
toputo. CTaThsl OATBEPKAaeT BHIBOABI Psifia MCCIIeIOBATEIei O TOM,
YTO MOCOJbCTBA K1Tast urpart posib THGOPMAIIMOHHBIX TTOCPETHUKOB,
pacipoCTpaHsIONIMX OQUIIMATBHYI0 MHGOPMALIMIO U3 IPYTUX KCTOUHM-
KOB 0e3 ee KOMMeHTUpoBaHUs. HecMoTpst Ha To, 4TO 1M poBas TUTLIO-
Matust Kurtast moka B 3HAUMTEIbHOM CTEIEHU SIBJISIETCST peaKTUBHOM 1
00OPOHUTEILHOM, OHAa BCe OOJIbIIIE BCTpamMBaeTCs B HAIIMOHAJIBHYIO
WMUJKEBYIO CTPATETHIO M 00J1aaeT MOTeHIIMAIOM Tt pa3BuThs. [1o-
JIy4eHHBIC B XOJI¢ MCCJIEIOBAHMS pe3yabTaThl TTOKa3bIBaIOT, uTo KuTait
HapaluBaeT pecypchbl B MHTEPHETE TSl YCWIICHUSI CBOEI TUCKYPCUBHOM
cuiibl. B cTtaThe menmaeTcst BBIBOM, UTO B psfe CIydyaeB IMpobIeMoit ocTa-
ercs 3¢ GeKTUBHOE MCTIOJb30BaHKE MMEIOIINXCS BO3MOXHOCTe. TeMm
He MeHee, aBTOPhI HE MCKITIOYAIOT, YTO JOTOHSIOIIee pa3BUTHE LIUDPO-
BOU JUTUTOMATHH MOXKET ITOCTETIEHHO CMEHUThCSI MHHOBAILIUSIMU, KOTO-
pbie KuTaii criocobeH moakpenuTh (GMHAHCOBBIMU pecypcamu. B 3a-
KJTIOUeHUE CTaThs MpeiaraeT HarpaBIeHUs U OYIyIIuX UCClieIoBa-
Huii. JlanbHelIni CpaBHUTEIbHbIM aHaiuM3 Ha OOJiblLIE BbHIOOpPKE
MO3BOJIUT JIYYIlle TOHSITh TeHISHIUN U 3(DGEKTUBHOCTh KMTAlCKOMI
BEO-AMTIIOMATUH.

Karouegoie caosa: Kuraii, iudponast aurjaomMaTus, MsIrkasi cuia,
nuckypcuBHas cuna, COVID-19, couuanbHble ceTH, HallMOHATbHBII
UMUK,

Asmoput: [leHurcoB Uropb EBreHbeBUY, CTaplInii HAyYHbIN COTPYI-
Huk LleHtpa uccnenoBanuii Bocrounoit Asuun u HIOC UHcTHTyTa MEX-
nyHaponHbix uccinenoBanuit MITMMO MUJI Poccuu; crapiimii Hayu-
Hbl coTpyaHuk LleHTpa nccnenoBanust mpoodieMm Ceepo-BocrouHoit
Asun u IIIOC UuHctutyTa JanbHero Boctoka PAH.
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1. Introduction

As is the case with traditional instruments of soft power, the conceptu-
alization of digital diplomacy is complicated by the diversity of practices
that the concept encompasses. The multifaceted character of digital diplo-
macy is manifested in terms of multiple platforms (social networking sites,
online video platforms, websites, etc.) and a great variety of content and
forms.

Researchers of digital diplomacy are confronted with multi-vector ac-
tivities on the Web, closely related to the domestic political context and fo-
reign policy objectives that a country's digital diplomacy is designed to ser-
ve. By choosing Chinese digital diplomacy as the object of our research,
we place it within the framework of a general analysis of PRC’s foreign po-
licy under Xi Jinping, showing how the current online activity of diploma-
tic missions is determined by the national interests, the characteristics of
China's foreign policy apparatus, and China’s growing global outreach.

Although we do not assume that online diplomacy is exclusively limi-
ted to the actions of diplomats and diplomatic missions on popular social
networks, nevertheless Twitter, Facebook, and other social media plat-
forms constitute the growing segment of public diplomacy, fully using new
communication technologies. We can agree with Manor and Segev that
“digital diplomacy refers mainly to the growing use of social media plat-
forms by a country in order to achieve its foreign policy goals and proacti-
vely manage its image and reputation” [Manor & Segev, p. 94].

While Chinese digital diplomacy is actively expanding its influence
globally, analysis of this phenomenon remains Western-centric in two sen-
ses: first, the activities of English-language accounts are predominantly
monitored and analyzed, and second, Beijing's increased online activity is
primarily viewed through the prism of China's growing conflict with the
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West. Our research is intended to fill existing gaps in the study of PRC’s
digital diplomacy as we analyze China’s activities targeted to the Russian
audience, which have not been adequately addressed in the current acade-
mic literature.

At the end of February 2020, the PRC Embassy in Russia created ac-
counts in three social networks — Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok. It hap-
pened simultaneously with the rising online activity of PRC embassies
worldwide: diplomatic missions began to spread the news about fight aga-
inst the coronavirus, at the same time exposing the prevailing criticism of
China in the Western media. Beijing apparently approved plans to expand
the Chinese Embassy’s presence in the Russian segment of the Internet
earlier, but the political leadership may have accelerated their implemen-
tation due to the increased priority of external propaganda against the bac-
kground of the COVID-19 pandemic. Further analysis of the online activi-
ties of the Chinese Embassy in Russia will provide a better understanding
of the general features and country specifics of the communication strategy
of the PRC government.

Additionally, we believe it is crucial to put Chinese e-diplomacy in a
comparative perspective, analyzing China's efforts against the policy of ot-
her actors. As Adesina rightly notes, “state and non-state entities all com-
pete for influence and power in the same online space” [Adesina, p. 10].
Meanwhile, while the global information space is unified, existing studies
very rarely focus on the fact that China has to operate in a competitive en-
vironment, as in the case of commercial projects.

2. China, Japan, and the Republic of Korea:
Brief overview of soft power strategies

In this article, we compare the performance of the Chinese Embassy
in Moscow with the diplomatic missions of Japan and the Republic of Ko-
rea (ROK). The choice of these two Asian countries has the following rati-
onale: (1) Japan and ROK are the major political and economic actors in
the Asia-Pacific, with whom Russia is advancing relations as part of the
“turn to the East” policy; (2) In several commercial projects and market
sectors in Russia, Japanese and Korean businesses are competing with
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Chinese companies; (3) Despite the present downturn in Russian-Western
relations, Tokyo and Seoul are still expressing their desire to intensify coo-
peration with Moscow; (4) The most relevant factor to this study is that Ja-
pan and the ROK have elaborate strategies for strengthening soft power,
and their diplomatic missions actively use social media tools to engage the
Russian public.

Japan has been successfully implementing a soft power strategy since
the 1980s. Overview of cultural diplomacy is included in the Diplomatic
Bluebook published annually by the MFA (Ministry of Foreign Affairs) of
Japan [Diplomatic Bluebook, 2020]. The Japan Foundation (an indepen-
dent administrative organization run by the MFA) is the key agency insti-
tutionally responsible for the array of cultural and educational programs.

Tea ceremonies, ikebana, origami, anime and manga, and other activi-
ties with the Japanese flavor serve as the main channels for promoting the
country’s image. The government and major commercial companies are
implementing the marketing concept “Cool Japan™. It brings together di-
verse cultural projects, from national alcoholic beverages’ promotion to the
creation of the satellite TV channel WakuWaku Japan for foreign audiences.

Since the 1990s, the Republic of Korea has been actively promoting its
national image under the umbrella concept of the “Hallyu” or “Korean
Wave”. Public diplomacy peaked in 2010 when the government underlined
its importance alongside with classical and economic diplomacy. In Feb-
ruary 2016, the Foreign Ministry published a paper that outlines the goals,
basic principles, and procedure for implementing South Korean public
diplomacy, as well as the key role of the Public Diplomacy Committee su-
bordinated to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Korea
[Public Diplomacy Act..., p. 3]

China has been using the soft power concept in its diplomatic practice
since 2007, when Secretary-General Hu Jintao at the 17th Party Congress
expressed the need to strengthen China’s cultural soft power and enhance
the influence of Chinese culture worldwide [Hu, 2007]. At the 19th CPC
Congress in 2017, Xi Jinping stressed out that “China’s cultural soft power
has grown much stronger” and reiterated the hope to further strengthen
people-to-people and cultural exchanges with foreign countries. The ob-
jectives of public diplomacy are fixed in Xi’s formula “to tell China's stori-
es well” [Xi, 2017].
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The study revealed that the PRC does not have comprehensive policy
documents in the public domain that summarize information about the
national communication strategy aimed at foreign audiences. However,
there are several works by well-known Chinese scholars and statements
made by representatives of the Chinese political elite. Soft power issues are
definitely a major focus for PRC’s political leadership. In recent years, we
can observe the rise of an internal debate in China on strengthening dis-
cursive power, signifying a wide and flexible variety of tools, not just pro-
paganda [Denisov, p. 48]. As J. Nye once explained, “the best propaganda
is not propaganda,” because during the information age, “credibility is the
scarcest resource” [Nye].

Despite several problems, China's soft power demonstrates sustainabi-
lity and multi-vector focus. A vivid example of its success is the vast Confu-
cius Institutes network that includes 500 branches in 162 countries and re-
gions worldwide. In addition, CGTN (China Global Television Network),
broadcasting in 5 languages, and the multi-language newsfeed of Xinhua
News Agency plays a role in amplifying China’s voice. Nowadays, digital
diplomacy is emerging as a new foreign policy tool supplementary to tradi-
tional instruments of strengthening China's national image overseas.

3. Methodology and key findings

The chronological framework of the study is from 1 January 2020 to 1
January 2021. The choice of time interval was determined by two factors:
(1) intensification of embassies’ media activities on the Internet during the
COVID-19 pandemic, and (2) the launching of new Russian-language so-
cial media accounts of the Chinese diplomatic mission. Online activity of
China, Japan, and the ROK targeted to the Russian audience was subjec-
ted to quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Our dataset was derived from the three embassies’ accounts in Twitter,
VKontakte, Facebook, and YouTube (See Table 1).

The raw data contains 2128 posts that appeared in the official acco-
unts throughout the year. Based on data from social media platforms, we
collected information that indicated the basic activity of accounts and cal-
culated a number of metrics: total subscribers (followers); posts per day; li-
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Table 1. Embassies’ accounts on social media platforms

Country ‘ Launch date ‘ URL
Twitter
China ‘ 23.02.2020 ‘ https://twitter.com/chineseembinrus
VKontakte
China 04.03.2014 https://vk.com/club66846978
Japan 12.02.2016 https://vk.com/embassy_japan_rus
Facebook
China 21.02.2020 https://www.facebook.com/
ChineseEmbassyInRus/
Japan 12.09.2013 https://www.facebook.com/
EmbassyOfJapaninRussia/
The Republic of Korea 12.02.2011 https://www.facebook.com/
KoreanEmbassyInRussia
YouTube
Japan 14.05.2018 https://www.youtube.com/channel/

UC7Dwijli-a0V80t9AtQil8sw

The Republic of Korea 27.05.2020 https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC4YUmo-_
c0o-1YYLTD 0YrSg

kes per post; views per post; and shares per post. These indicators are most
commonly used in the analysis of accounts on social media platforms. In
addition, the daily engagement rate (ER day) and engagement rate by
posts (ER post) were calculated. Engagement metrics allow further analy-
sis of the audience and its activity (See Table 2).

The second part of our research was quantitative content analysis. We
preliminarily reviewed the posts on embassy accounts and concluded that
the content could be classified into several broad groups. Three indepen-
dent coders allocated the categories on random sampling in order to deter-
mine the breakdown of content more accurately. We coded posts collected
during the study according to the following eight content categories: Poli-
tics; Science and technology; COVID-19; Nature and leisure; Sport; His-
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Table 2. Activity Indicators

Twitter VKontakte Facebook YouTube
Indicators The The
China China Japan China Japan | Republic | Japan | Republic
of Korea of Korea

Total subscribers | 1434 | 1414 | 28259 | 371 | 34158 | 2925 | 1010 | 4050
(followers)

Posts per day 0,70 0,49 1,64 0,65 1,64 0,40 | 0,34 0,47

Likes per post 199 6 169 7 441 6 20 159
Views per post / 400 12 338 / / / 461 929
Shares perpost | 32,81 | 066 | 11,87 | 1,70 | 49,34 | 0,67 / /

ER day 12,84 % | 0,33% | 1,08% | 1,61 % | 2,46 % | 0,10 % | 0,27 % | 5,45 %
ER post 16,15 % | 0,49 % | 0,66 % | 2,30 % | 1,50 % | 0,24 % | 2,08 % | 10,10 %

tory and culture; Movies and music; and Useful advice and etiquette. Tab-
le 3 displays the results of content analysis.

3.1. Engagement metrics

One of the objectives of our study was to analyze the interaction of
diplomatic accounts with the audience of the social media platforms.

Based on the collected dataset, the following observations can be
made:

1. Not all three embassies have accounts in the social networks selec-
ted for analysis. For instance, while the PRC embassy is the only one pre-
sent on Twitter, it is also the only one in our study that does not have a
YouTube account. Facebook, on the other hand, has not only become the
platform chosen by all three embassies but has also been the most frequen-
tly used digital soft power tool.

Twitter is popular with government departments, politicians, media
organizations, and eminent scholars worldwide. Chinese embassies, trying
to strengthen the discursive power, consider the presence on Twitter as a
priority. Creating high-quality videos for YouTube requires more signifi-
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cant financial and human resources; on the other hand, short tweets enab-
le embassies to respond more quickly to events and require far fewer reso-
urces.

2. The embassies of Japan and the ROK began to develop their acco-
unts for the Russian public 7—9 years earlier than their Chinese counter-
parts. Moreover, China created its Facebook and Twitter accounts on
February 21 and 23, 2020, respectively. The sudden appearance of the ac-
counts can be explained by the coronavirus outbreak in China and the
need to intensify efforts in the digital sphere to counter the Western narra-
tive to politicize the virus.

3. The Japanese Embassy in VKontakte is far ahead of the PRC Em-
bassy on the overall measure. Even though China appeared on this plat-
form two years earlier than Japan, its total number of subscribers is almost
20 times less, and the average number of views per post is nearly 31 times
less compared with Japanese performance. The case is similar with Face-
book: the Japanese Embassy has the best record, both in terms of the num-
ber of subscribers and engagement with the audience.

4. An unexpected result is that the account of the PRC Embassy on
Twitter took a leading position in measures of efficiency, ahead of the Ko-
rean and Japanese embassies in other social media. Our study further illu-
minates why Chinese diplomats prefer Twitter and why Beijing’s digital
diplomacy is expanding the use of this channel of influence. Other researc-
hers have shown that more than three-quarters of Chinese diplomats on
Twitter joined the platform within the past two years [Schliebs et al., p. 5].

3.2. Content analysis

Content analysis allows us to identify the main objectives of the digital
diplomacies of China, Japan, and the ROK, as it determines the priority
messages that the embassies choose to convey through social media plat-
forms. The content analysis does not include data on the ROK Embassy
posts on Facebook, as all 147 entries were made in Korean, and the focus
of our study was to explore foreign policy signaling and engagement with a
broad Russian-speaking audience.

1. PRC Embassy assigns high priority to political information (official
statements, high-level contacts, ambassador’s articles, measures during the
COVID-19 epidemic in China, etc.). In particular, only 10 out of 607
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Table 3. Number of Posts by Content Categories

Twitter VKontakte | Facebook+| YouTube
categories China China [Japan| China | Japan | Japan Thng:&prléglic

Politics 141 90 | 35 90 35 4 32
Science and technology / / 30 2 30 5 /
CovID-19 77 87 52 112 52 / 6
Nature and leisure / /1119 / 19| 8 7
Sport / / 32 / 32 | 1 /
History and culture 3 1 247 2 248 | 37 55
Movies and music / / 34 / 34 1 4
Useful advice / 2 53 / 53 6 3
and etiquette

Total posts 221 180 | 602 | 206 | 603 | 62 107

posts published by the Chinese Embassy on the three social media plat-
forms are thematically neutral, while the remaining 98,4 % fall into the ca-
tegories of “Politics” and “Covid-19”.

2. Embassies of China and Japan generally publish the same set of
posts on VKontakte and Facebook. However, Japanese Embassy’s acco-
unts provide netizens with various cultural and entertaining topics which
attract new subscribers. Meanwhile, political topics are approximately 6 %
of its total posts.

3. The Ambassador of Japan writes a column named, “Walking the
Streets of Moscow”. He describes his favorite places of the Russian capital
and attaches a human touch to these posts. If the information on social ne-
tworks concerns the work of the PRC Embassy, mostly duplicates from the
embassy’s website are published — no unique content for social media is
created.
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4. Despite its world-acclaimed cuisine, China underestimates “gastro-
nomic soft power”. In comparison, the ROK Embassy posted a significant
number of videos of Korean cuisine on YouTube, gaining a relatively high
number of views.

4. Discussion

Our analysis of the activity of the Chinese Embassy in Russian-langu-
age accounts confirms a number of conclusions about the Chinese digital
diplomacy characteristics, which were made using other target audiences
[Huang & Arifon; Jia & Li]. In the study, we showed that Chinese digital
diplomacy is multifaceted, increasing its penetration in all key regions, in-
cluding Russia. The fact that the PRC Embassy in Russia has recently la-
unched new accounts on social networks shows that China is striving for
the broadest audience coverage. However, strong results on Twitter in the
absence of a YouTube account' indicate that Chinese diplomats are still
carefully evaluating the cost, preferring to develop less resource-deman-
ding projects on social media. At the same time, the study revealed some
weak spots of Chinese digital diplomacy: excessive politicization and low
attention to user’s engagement by choosing neutral topics for a wider audi-
ence.

The increased focus on the coronavirus and the creation of three new
accounts in the midst of the pandemic suggests that China's digital diplo-
macy is still mainly reactive and defensive. Simultaneously, it is noticeable
that China is using international experience, which is based on the premise
that “nation branding practiced through digital diplomacy channels (e.g.
Facebook, Twitter) can serve as an effective tool for image and reputation
management and as such may help nations alter their status quo images”
[Manor & Segev, p. 94].

The Chinese leadership is aware of the soft power issues and its influ-
ence on the state's image. Moreover, the calls to strengthen international
discursive power indicate that Beijing adequately assesses the current in-

1 According to the Global Web Index, 85 % of Internet users aged 16 to 64 use YouTube,
making it the most popular social platform in Russia [Social media marketing trends..., 2021].
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sufficiency of efforts to build a positive image of China abroad. This point
of view is confirmed by a number of Chinese analysts who urge the diplo-
matic corps to improve the effectiveness of digital diplomacy and reduce
the concerns of the world community caused by the economic rise of PRC
and the growth of its military power [Wang, p. 157].

Therefore, we can conclude that the strategy to develop digital diplo-
macy, and the nation branding strategy in general, is a subject of discussi-
on in China. The growth of external challenges, particularly the intensify-
ing conflict with the United States, formulate new objectives for Chinese
digital diplomacy. Meanwhile, foreign policy rhetoric and actions of em-
bassies are significantly influenced and determined by internal political
discussions.

According to China’s foreign minister Wang Yi, diplomatic apparatus
should use understandable and easily digestible language and means of
transmitting information to tell the world truth about the Chinese gover-
nance model [Wang Yi: Jiagiang gonggong waijiao...]. Although our rese-
arch reveals that the Chinese Embassy’s posts on social media are general-
ly well-written and stylistically correct, there are examples of culturally
unadapted texts. Our observations support the view of Chinese scholar Cao
Wei that the contents and implementation of Chinese public diplomacy
should be designed more from the perspective of the target audience [Cao,
p. 432].

Particular attention should be paid to how frequently the PRC Em-
bassy updates its accounts in Russian-language social media. Our study
revealed that between August 23, 2019, and March 10, 2020, the account
at VKontakte had not published any posts. While Japan's Diplomatic Blu-
ebook and several Korean MFA's regulations identify the role of the dip-
lomatic corps as a core of soft power expansion, Chinese embassies have
not become the primary agents of enhancing the country's image. That is
mainly due to the vast presence of PRC media overseas. According to the
Chinese Embassy in Moscow, six accredited media outlets publish materi-
als in Russian [Spisok...]. In the status of PRC government-affiliated me-
dia, they fill information space and to a large extent, take on the embas-
sy’s role.

Analysis of VKontakte, Facebook, and Twitter posts at China’s em-
bassy accounts indicated that 60 % of the publications are not unique con-



Chinese digital diplomacy in the pandemic... 287

tent created by Embassy’s information office. Finally, it can be stated that
embassies and consulates are not the only main actors of China’s digital
diplomacy. Due to the limited scope of our research, we did not consider
this factor in detail. Future studies of Chinese digital diplomacy should as-
sess the role of different state actors in social media and the extent to
which their efforts are coordinated.

Our study confirms the conclusions of other scholars that so far, Chi-
nese embassies more often play the role of info-mediators who only distri-
bute official information from other sources without commenting on it in
any way [Huang & Arifon, p. 51]. However, it can be assumed that this is
only relevant for the present period. In the future, due to the accumulation
of experience and the growing challenges of the international information
environment, Chinese embassies could start to transmit information with
more added value, independently evaluate the audience’s feedback, and
make adjustments to their online activities. Meanwhile, there remains the
possibility of a conservative scenario, where embassies will act cautiously
and proceed from the situation in host countries, while a unified model of
digital diplomacy will be in the formation stage. The findings from this stu-
dy suggest that China builds up resources on the Web in an effort to streng-
then its discursive power. The problem in a number of cases remains the
effective use of available capacities. Still, we cannot rule out that catch-up
development in the field could be gradually replaced by innovations,
which China can back up with financial resources. Although we recognize
the limitations of our research design, we nevertheless think that a compa-
rative analysis on a larger sample will provide a better understanding of the
trends and effectiveness of Chinese web diplomacy.
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