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Introduction

Since China entered a period of social transition, social interests have been reorganized and social contradictions frequently occur. In particular, in recent years when, because of the poor expression of people’s interests at the grassroots level and the weak governing ability of some grassroots officials, group events continue to emerge, giving rise to a series of issues affecting society. From the perspective of journalism and communication, the existing studies have focused on poor communication at the grassroots level and the relevant coping strategies. The former is conducted mainly by collecting, classifying, and summarizing the group events reported by the media and the hot events from network forums through content analysis. Great progress has been achieved, especially in the monitoring of and early warning regarding public sentiment revealed on the networks, using various in-depth methods. The latter is performed mainly by discussing the renewal of the concept of community media and the specific measures taken by the media and the government, and several studies have been conducted, especially on the media coverage of major emergencies, the communication of government crises, guidance of public opinions, press spokesman construction and other fields, which are very practical and well targeted.

In contrast, foreign research on the expression of network opinion pays more attention to the social situations when communication occurs. The basic idea of this research is to understand the real social and political life through the expression of networked opinions, in order to explore the role of network communication in enhancing public consciousness and participatory democracy (Kim & Ball-Rokeach, 2006). In addition, it is an important research direction to examine the group identity built by network groups through communication and discussions as well as examining their offline social relationships, social classes and social interactions (Hampton, 2007).


1.1 Research background

Based on the current domestic and international research and addressing China’s real problems, the following in-depth discussions are explored.

First, existing research emphasizes the results and strategies of the grassroots social information communication, but little attention is paid to the mechanism, especially the process of how people reach agreement. It is precisely because of a lack of a thorough understanding of the formation of the network opinions and their development, that the determination and advice of the existing research on the monitoring, early warning, and guidance strategies of networked public sentiment are reasoned backwards, from the end of the communication event. Its emphasis is placed on a temporary solution and can be further enhanced by using scientific strategy.

Second, the existing research focuses on the presentation and communication of issues in the mass media or the network media, but the channels for attention lack variety. Moreover, less research has been undertaken on the real communication environment in people’s lives (including interpersonal communication, group communication, social relations, interests and appeals) and less on the ecological communication view of the occurrence of the issue. In research on the expression of opinion in the new media, the emphasis on the virtual community neglects the physical space and social space of communication behavior, and the tendency in the research is toward de-localization and de-spatialization.

Third, the existing research centers on an improvement of the business of the mass media and the government’s management transition, while less concern is paid to people’s social life experience, changes in social relations and reorganization of social interests, which lie behind group communication and consultation. From the perspective of social governance, this research discusses how individuals or organizations can mobilize real resources and conduct different levels of social mobilization through the construction of network issues, group dialogue and discussions. For the Chinese society in transition, it is a matter of particular concern how the expression of network opinions, promoted by interpersonal communication and group interaction, can define and reshape people’s understanding of reality and further contribute to more highly organized group behavior in real life.


1.2 Research perspective

This research is uniquely positioned to start from the micro-unit of the grassroots society, that is, the local community, and examine the expression of opinion of the new media and group consultation, based on the daily life of community residents. The research perspective is the embeddedness of the new media in daily life, which localizes the new media research with its virtual community as the primary object of analysis. That is, it integrates the expression of opinion of the new media with the users’ actual living environment, using systematic, procedural and contextual views. Its significance lies in the following two aspects. First, from the theoretical perspective, the focus of research is transferred from the new communication technology itself to the daily interactions of people, to promote interactive research on the online community and the real community and analyze online and offline communication mechanisms of community issues. Second, from the practical perspective, China’s urban community has been expanding in recent years. On the one hand, challenges faced by relations with one’s neighbors are unprecedented, and, on the other, consultation on community affairs and the construction of community culture require better communication avenues and collaboration among residents. This research will explore the daily communication mechanisms and social mobilization processes of urban residents and provide an analysis at the meso-level and micro-level of community management, monitoring of public sentiment, as well as an early warning of and resolution of group protests.

The interaction between the media and communities is a long-standing research topic. In the early twentieth century, Robert Park, a Chicago School sociologist, studied the effects of newspaper use by American immigrants on their adaptation to US life. That was the start of the research tradition on the interaction between community life and information communication. The importance of community media lies in the fact that disseminating localized news that residents need can facilitate communication, to encourage recognition and even collaboration among communities. Since the 1990s, Ball-Rokeach, a communication scholar at the University of Southern California in the United States, has conducted several surveys for the Metamorphosis Project, an in-depth inquiry into the transformation of the urban community. She found that social members’ sense of community identity and community attachment does not depend on specific wealth or cultural background, but mainly on better communication activities and mechanisms of community news (Zhang, 2005). This large-scale empirical study of the relationship between community communication and community attachment mainly explains the role of community communication in forming residents’ universal values and enhancing their attachment and cohesion in the local environment.

At present, China is experiencing the dual process of urbanization and informatization, while the public are also experiencing rapid social changes in their daily life. Nevertheless, the existing media forms and communication content have a relatively high tendency toward homogenization, and there is still a lack of full and comprehensive awareness of community-based information communication forms and their social impacts. Current research mainly clarifies the community media in the Western context (Li, 2009), the operation of foreign community newspapers (Chen, 2012), individual cases of the development of domestic community newspapers (such as the community newspaper column in Journalists, 2013 (7) and News Front, 2014 (1)). Few studies have comprehensively examined other elements of community communication apart from the mass media (Wang, 2010a; Xie, 2013b). Given the specific situation of Chinese society, community media and community communication are becoming increasingly important and worth systematically exploring. Several reasons for this are as follows.

First, the transformation of traditional news organizations has stimulated the exploration of new niche markets. In recent years, the media market has become increasingly fragmented. Furthermore, both the audience and advertising revenues of traditional media have flowed to the new media, and anxiety over loss of revenue results in a variety of experimental actions taken by the new media. In addition to financial information, entertainment information, and other more mature niche markets, some of the previous “long tail” markets have also been taken into account by the media. In the experiment of domestic community newspapers, most of them are motivated by exploring and occupying new markets. The development of community newspapers and community new media may lead to a more intensive and refined communication network that provides new possibilities for effective advertising coverage.

Second, the information needs of the public cannot be adequately met by the existing media system. At present, China’s communication system has two essential components: (1) official news media groups, such as Party newspapers, industry newspapers, and mainstream news programs; and (2) media groups for daily life information, represented by metropolitan newspapers and livelihood programs. In the process of rapid urbanization, the lives of urban residents have significantly changed. In addition to being informed about international political and economic changes and major domestic events, they need information that supports and facilitates their decision-making in their daily lives. In the fast-paced city life, both how well people are informed about diet, schooling, finance, transportation and other aspects and the update speed will directly impact people’s efficiency and quality of life. From this perspective, official news can solve the macro-level issues but is less capable of handling affairs at the micro level. Livelihood news is close to daily life, but less well targeted, especially in cities where differentiation continues to grow due to differences in social classes. Because people’s living environments are different, their micro interests and concerns vary. The audience of community news differs from that of traditional newspapers. Their “concern about their living environment, their demand for information about life around their homes, and their experience of neighborhood ambiance as well as the expression of their personal opinions in the community” (Zhang, 2009) all constitute the value of community news and community media.

Finally, social management innovation also requires new community communication mechanisms. With the rise of urban communities in China, the community has become an essential place for people’s daily life. Urban residents have changed from the original “unit people” into “community people”. As unit ties continue to slacken, people need to re-establish a sense of community identity and community attachment, in their daily communications. The focus of social management is gradually shifting downwards. Apart from reporting and transmitting government policies, subdistricts and residents committees also play a role in assisting residents in community self-governance, consultation and community affairs, while the establishment of effective communication channels and consultation mechanisms is a basic condition for work. Community news reports on community affairs and more attention is paid to community interests. In the context of the Web 2.0, the community news website is also a form of web-media in which people are involved in the production, sharing and use of information. Meanwhile, this is an essential means of resident self-governance and community governance.


1.3 Research strategy and method

Therefore, the excellent communication mechanism of community residents is not only the basis for them to promote neighborhood relations, but also a critical channel for people at the grassroots to express their wishes and discuss community affairs, and an important object for monitoring future network public sentiment, media news reports, community work, and urban information construction.

The research design of this book focuses on the status and problems of community communication in China in the context of the social transition and the new media environment. In particular, the book explores multiple aspects, including communication media, communication contents, daily communication mechanisms, communication mechanisms for major events, community governance mechanisms and mechanisms for interaction between the national government and the local grassroots level, and systematically describes and analyzes the realistic issue of community communication in China, hoping to propose “the construction of grassroots social communication” so as to find possible bonds and ways to improve the modernization of national governance capacity and the well-being of Chinese citizens.

As the practice and research in this field are in the initial stages, this book is positioned as exploratory and descriptive research. According to Mayer and Greenwood’s (1980) view, exploratory research refers to the initial understanding and conceptualization of certain features of social phenomena, which is more appropriate for the situation where knowledge of the social phenomena to be studied is limited, resources are inadequate and the relevant research topics are comparatively new or few. The aim of descriptive research is to discover the facts or social reality and settle the issues of what the social situation is, using the logical induction method. Therefore, this research employs induction to analyze the data to explore the basic status of community communication in China.

As for information collection, the research adopts a multi-method approach, which explains a social fact using various information sources (Hu, 1996). Access to information includes content analysis, case studies, questionnaires and in-depth interviews. Primary data includes questionnaire data, case texts and interview records, and secondary data contains theoretical literature on community management and community communication, media coverage and government documents. Technical resources involve journalism, communication, urban sociology, community management, social movements and other fields, attempting to examine and interpret the relationship between community development and information communication in various dimensions. The logical framework of the study and the contents of the chapters in the book are shown in Figure 0.1.
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Figure 0.1Research framework.






 1The Chinese context and theoretical implications of community media

Community media has developed globally since the latter half of the twentieth century, but as a theoretical concept, it has different connotations and specific implications in different countries and historical periods. With the rise of new media technologies, such as the Internet and the concept of a virtual community, the connotations of community media have been further enriched and developed in people’s practice in both developed and developing countries. Community media is considered the main type of alternative media, taking diverse forms, including the low-power FM radio stations, community television, community newspapers in the US, underground immigration radio in the UK, the Aboriginal radio in Australia, rural radio and miners radio in Latin America and Africa, and a community network provided in North America and Europe by access to the Internet (Li, 2009).

What are the social and historical contexts and value of community media in other countries? How does community media work in China? What is its research value? By describing the social context and theoretical implications of community media in China, this chapter explores how community media plays the role of a participatory communication platform for residents by empowering them.


1.1 The value of community media in the Western context

Community media has different manifestations in the different power structures of society, because it is related to specific historical conditions. In fact, different countries and societies have different names for community media, such as independent media, local media, citizen access to media, alternative media, radical media, etc. These different names refer to differentiated social demands. In general, however, community media broadly refers to those media serving communities or group media that have not been denied access by the mainstream media (Thomas, 1993).

Furthermore, as distinct from the concepts of alternative media, radical media, and others that emphasize social change, community media places more emphasis on the community itself. Sociologist Robert Park first introduced the community concept to the communication field. He defines the community as a “geographically based group of people working together in mutual aids” (Ke, 2013). Park also firmly believes that culture and communication are essential ways to establish the community. People reflect, regulate, and consult through communication and dissemination of subjective values and attitudes contained in their culture, on the basis of which communities are formed (ibid.). Communication constructs the common sense of community as well as community attachment and forms the identity of community residents. In the case of a mature American community newspaper, its core mission is to “build the community through a series of means such as reporting local news, serving the community, building, cultivating, enhancing and encouraging the ‘geographical sense’” (Chen, 2012: 1), which well explains the essence of community media.

In fact, the relationship between media, communication, and community was being debated long before the birth of the communication era. Dewey (2012: 3) said in Democracy and Education that “society not only continues to exist by transmission, by communication, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in communication”. Schramm (1984: 2) also stated: “It is no coincidence that the word communication has a common root with the word community. There will be no community without communication, and similarly, there will be no communication without community”.

Nevertheless, the concept of community continues to develop in various ways. The Internet technology has created more virtual communities, breaking the geographical boundaries of traditional communities (Wang & Wang, 2009). Does the new media create a new community or destroy the boundaries between original communities? The development of communication technology, in a certain sense, blurs the boundaries between reality and the virtual world. The emergence of virtual communities seems to have weakened the “local nature” of the community. Virtual community media, which has rapidly developed in recent years, such as community owners’ forum, can achieve resonance between the weak relationship on the network and the strong relationship of the same community owners in reality. Therefore, it plays a significant and unique part in the construction of community consciousness, and the formation of organizations to protect people’s rights, etc.

We believe that simplistic conclusions, divorced from specific social contexts, deprive the concept of community media of its local nature. Some scholars think that community media can be placed in civil society, that is, the essential place where individuals participate in the social and public life outside the “state” and the “market”. In this way, community media becomes the channel through which members, organizations, and movements of civil society can express their ideas, identities, and cultures, and promote participation in democracy (Li, 2009). Regarding the relationship between community media and social activism, the following values and demands in the Western context can be seen.

First, community media is a participatory media that helps the public achieve the right of access to media. The concept of the right of access to media includes democratic participation rights and political civic rights, emphasizing that citizens, organizations, and communities, engaged in non-professional communication, can take the initiative to access and use media facilities, and participate in content production and operation. The practice of access to media can be traced back to Britain and the United States in the 1960s. With the rise of the anti-Vietnam War, anti-political, and anti-cultural new civil rights movements, many underground media and independent media emerged, in diversified forms, including newspapers, magazines, documentaries, etc. Later, the aim of these media and social movements gradually shifted to community issues and they cooperated with community organizations and residents to transform their community (Sun, 2011).

The production mechanism of “by the people, for the people” enables local residents to participate in content production and organizational management of community media to protect the right of access to media for citizens. In a large number of community media organizations, volunteers participate in content production for free, which is “by the people”. They are not only the recipients of media contents but also its producers. And “for the people” emphasizes that the content of the community media is to serve the community residents, as the content is different from that found on the mainstream commercial media and in the public media of current Western society. Of course, this operation mode of “by the people, for the people” also quickly leads to the mixed quality of the communication contents and chaotic management, which further affect the performance and sustainable development of community media.

Second, community media is a carrier of the alternative public sphere, which helps to democratize the field of communication. An alternative public sphere is a concept put forward by the sociologist Jürgen Habermas (Zhan, 2002). After he introduced the theory, critics pointed out its limitations and said that the concept applied only to middle-class white males. Habermas then proposed working-class culture as an alternative public sphere, in which alternative media has the potential to survive in an alternative public sphere (Luo, 2010). Raymond Williams (1980: 50–63), a British cultural scholar, argues that there are three main features of the democratization of communication: (1) de-professionalization; (2) de-institutionalization; and (3) de-capitalization. This is a unique summary of the features of community media. As a form of alternative media, community media also builds an alternative public sphere to a certain extent. The existence of such an alternative public sphere offers a supplement and challenge to the professional communication system with traditional institutional media as its leading members, advertising revenue as the primary mode of operation, and hiring professionals as the practical subjects.

Community media, with community residents as the subject, does not realize the “freedom from” of communication, but the “freedom to”. This is because it provides residents with a public platform for local expression, which further offers a sense of rights and practical possibilities as challenges to market media and public media, thus contributing to the democratization of communication.

Finally, community media, as a practical activity, fosters residents’ public consciousness and constructs a community identity as well as preserving local culture and local knowledge. Community media is a kind of collective practice in which residents participate in media production, and its most important features are that it is “by the residents, for the residents” and offering a local voice. Community residents are constantly improving their media literacy in the participation process, which also stimulates and strengthens their power and their ability to participate in constructing a community. This then changes the relationship both between these participants and between the participants and the community, as well as constructing the community’s culture and identity. Today, with the globalization of communication, the conversations between cultures are more common. However, an unequal power structure also exists in this cultural conversation:


The powerful side of the conversation is often in a privileged position to promote their cultural ideas, institutional arrangements and even lifestyles. Whereas, the weak side of the conversation is often in a passive position to accept basic concepts, institutional arrangements and lifestyle of the cultural systems.

(Ren, 2003)


As one of the most basic organizational units in society, communities’ unique role in the cultural tide of marketization and globalization is to develop local culture. Community media produces and perpetuates local knowledge and constructs residents’ local identity. Community newspapers have a long history in the United States. Their unique content focuses on weddings, funerals, births, sports events and other activities of the residents in the community. To some extent, these have become significant historical texts recording local culture and the changes in the community.


1.2 The situation in China and the context of community media


1.2.1 Community media in China: an integrated community network

Community media emerged and developed because of the historical background of the new civil rights movements in the West, and is characterized by the struggles of community residents against the dominant ideology and for the right of access to media. Community media is different from the commercial media market and the elite public media, as it has the features of alternative media. Although, in recent years, some community media have disappeared due to lack of funds, and some have started to explore commercial operations, most of them are not-for-profit operations. The significance and value of their existence lie in giving voice to community residents and group organizations, presenting diverse views for society, and creating public consciousness.

So how do community media work in China? The primary demand is for the public to acquire the right of access to media and communication resources. However, China’s current media management system and positioning of media functions make it challenging to realize the right of access to institutional media. Whether it is Party newspapers and magazines with distinct administrative features or metropolitan newspapers with a high degree of marketization, there are bound to be blind spots and limitations in reporting perspectives, due to various factors involved in news production. In spite of the continuous promotion of guidelines, such as the “Three Closeness”, i.e., a guideline proposed by Hu Jintao that the media working for the Party and the people should get close to reality, life and the public, and the rise of civil programs, the lack of the voice of grassroots people in the mass media is still a basic structural social reality. Some researchers believe that the inequality of the right of access to media is a severe injustice in Chinese society (Xia, Yuan, & Chen, 2012).

In this structural constraint of the media profile, China’s community newspapers are not a real community media, but a “community-like media” (Wang, 2014). First, this is because our understanding of the community is vague, as a street, a district, a town, and a city may all be the target of a community newspaper. Most of the community newspapers are the downward extension of the coverage of local metropolitan newspapers. Production mechanisms have not been clearly set up to focus on the exclusivity and localization of contents and advertising, nor do they assume the mission of building community identity and residents’ sense of participation. At present, domestic community newspapers are not rooted in community development, but start with an external-led newspaper concept.

Second, the subjects of the newspapers are government agencies, community service organizations, real estate and property management companies, and traditional media groups living outside the local circle of residents; meanwhile, the reporting staff on the community newspapers are not like those in the US, who live in the same community as the readers, are part of the community, and have a thorough understanding of the community’s development needs and internal context. Therefore, community newspapers are an externally oriented operation mechanism. These two points determine that the community newspaper in China is a “community-like newspaper”, whose concept is not yet clear, whose model is not yet defined, and whose market space is not yet operationalized. In other words, we can only say that China’s urban information consumption and media competition have shown a community-oriented trend at present, but we cannot yet refer to the discourse and experience of Western community media, otherwise we would not be recognizing the difference in circumstances.

It is noteworthy that, with the proliferation of Internet use and the increase in the urban community residents’ consciousness of rights and interests, in Chinese cities, the community network – including community websites, community forums, QQ (a Chinese instant messaging software) groups of residents, WeChat groups of residents, neighborhood Weibo, etc. – represented by community owners’ forums, has seen rapid development. Using the new information technology represented by Web 2.0, community network integrates physical and social space, real space and virtual space, media space, and living space, using communication as a link, which can be called the integrated community media (Wang, 2010a). This book argues that as a kind of self-media, these forms of integrated community media realize the right of access to community residents. They are independent and serve as a platform for community self-governance. Moreover, in the process of social transition in China, it is common to see property owners resisting, mobilizing, and defending their rights through forums and other community media (Huang & Gui, 2009; Yuang, 2012; Zhou, 2011). Therefore, it is closer to community media in the real sense. More importantly, the community network, outside the existing media management system, has not been considered illegal media by the state and is not strictly controlled. Sometimes, in fact, it is not only supported by urban information policy advocating the digital city, the digital community, and a creative community but also is widely promoted and used by the state because of its ability to gather quickly and effectively social conditions and public opinions in the context of social management and innovation.

Of course, different network carriers of communities have diverse forms of development in various cultivation stages. The maturity of its operating mechanism affects whether it can serve as a platform for community self-governance and a channel for community mobilization to protect community rights. Externally, its development is affected by the intervention of administrative and commercial forces; and, internally, it depends on the degree of community development, the media literacy of the residents, and the relevance of their interests. Therefore, although the integrated community media is prevalent in the newly-built commercial residential communities in large Chinese cities, it only plays a role in specific issues and among specific resident groups. From the point of view of its function as an effective mechanism for social mobilization and social resistance, its functions and applications are not yet universal, and its development in China is characterized by sensitivity to protests and crowds.


1.2.2 Dual transformation of the social structure and journalism: the community media in China

At the level of the social structure, since the reform and opening-up of Chinese society, the grassroots management of Chinese society has changed from the unit system to the community system. The dualistic research paradigm of “state and society” is adopted by most research on modern social change (Ji, 2006). From the perspective of state power, the changes in China’s social structure since the reform and opening-up can be summarized as the evolution from the unit system to the community system, the essence of which is the transformation of an urban governance structure from the all-round space to the cooperation space and the combination of state and social relations (Lu & Cui, 2007). Sun (2004: 21–25) argues that, since the reform and opening-up, the most fundamental change in China’s social structure is from “general society” to “differentiated society”. The authority of the state has been weakened, and local communities have become the subjects of interest. It can be said that after the relative retraction of the national power, the vitality of China’s civil society and the free flow of social resources have revived, which is reflected in the rise of local communities, the emergence of independent social forces, and the enhancement of the organizational power of civil society. Furthermore, with the rise of the community, community media has emerged and developed. Especially in recent years, property owners in urban communities use the Internet and other new media technologies to communicate and promote resistance, which, to a certain extent, facilitates the expression of their collective interests and the realization of their specific demands.

From the perspective of the sociology of communication, what is the relationship between communication and community and social change? Generally, how does the emergence of new media technology affect the community’s development? These topics are beginning to attract the interest of some scholars. In these studies, scholars may not explicitly propose the concept of community media, but the media they choose to study, such as the owners’ forums, are, in this book’s view, community media in the Chinese context. Some studies explore the information communication structure of community media from the micro perspective (Huang et al., 2011; Zhang, 2010). Other studies discuss the relationship between resistance communication and the state’s social governance from a macro perspective (Huang, 2010). From a more moderated theoretical perspective, such as social capital, others explore the interaction between institutional social capital and non-institutional social capital in local communication structures (Xia, Yuan, & Chen, 2012).

Second, in the media field, new communication technologies have brought changes to the social structure of news production, and China’s journalism sector has transformed from being media-dominated to being user-driven.

The rise of new media has brought challenges to traditional media. How to innovate news production to maintain the competitiveness of traditional media has become a topic of common concern for both industry and academia. The challenge posed by new communication technology to journalism, on the one hand, is reflected in the fact that people’s need for information has reached the community level and the audience is paying more attention to personalized and localized lifestyle information, such as shopping news, diet, transportation and other “streets and lanes” contents relevant to their living and working conditions. On the other hand, this is reflected in the change of people’s habits of exposure to media, so that young people no longer read the news from the traditional news agencies, and communication and reception methods have undergone tremendous changes (Wang, 2010b). Due to the difference in access to content and communication methods, the audience is disconnected from the existing media at the stage of media exposure. In this case, the industry and academia are concerned about the community media in Europe and the United States, especially the vitality of the American community newspapers and the production concept of “hyper-local” news, and are discussing how China’s journalism can learn from their successful experience in developing community media (Ji, 2009; Jiang, 2013).

Community media itself exists as an alternative media, emphasizing the participation and production of community residents, not focused on making a profit. The vigorous activity of community newspapers in Europe and the United States relies on the more developed civil society there, the volunteer spirit of the residents, and rich social capital. Therefore, as a localized news production concept, community media can inspire the journalism industry in China. But if we discuss only the development and profitability of community newspapers without regarding the specific political and economic context, we are in fact using the market discourse to override the social implications of community media and using the term news innovation to restrict its multiple aspects, which ignore the embeddedness of the community media in the local context.


1.3 Theoretical implications of China’s community media

Embeddedness means that the development of community media is deeply involved in local social relations and the local social structure. In China, community media is integrated into the community networks, using the communication technology of the new media to fill those communication gaps that are under the strict control of the “state-market”, namely the grassroots social space not yet effectively covered by mainstream media, in order to produce localized information communication and identity construction. Community media allows residents to gain the right of access to media, and in many cases, it is used to communicate their resistance. These grassroots social spaces are now generally seen and “developed” as market spaces, that is, “niche markets”. However, in terms of embeddedness, they are not only an economic dimension, but also a space for communication and action in grassroots society, and an organism in which the entire daily life of residents can be carried out. The development of community media cannot overlook the integrity of the grassroots society, nor can it follow the production logic of mass media. We can understand the rich theoretical implications of integrated community media in China at the following three levels:


1.as a form of community construction and community self-governance;

2.to foster public consciousness, and empower community residents;

3.as an important mechanism for the grassroots community to communicate their resistance.





1.3.1 Integrated community media, as a form of community construction and community self-governance

Yang (2007) argues that residents’ participation is a mechanism for the formation of modern communities, and different levels of participation create different types of communities: (1) mandatory (welfare); (2) guiding (voluntary); (3) spontaneous (entertainment); and (4) planning (rights and interests). The autonomy of these four types increases and so does their influence. In the integrated community media, on the one hand, those issues and contents that are rarely reported in the mainstream media can be communicated; on the other, when the common rights of the residents are violated, they often join together to defend their rights through community media, such as forums. Such spontaneous and planned community participatory acts are conducive to the construction of “community consciousness”. The production mechanism of community media, which is “by the people, for the people”, has, to some extent, become one of the self-governance mechanisms for community residents in the process of communication and sharing information.

The integrated community media also gives a sense of space and time to group events, which is an essential way to build community. People build a local space different from the global or national logics, through the practice of community media and realize “re-regionalization”, that is, “place-making” (Fuchtwang, 2004, cited in Xie, 2013b: 67). The significance of integrated community media can be examined by highlighting localization when looking at community media communication from a place-making perspective. In the case of the Guangzhou Panyu anti-waste incineration protest, the Panyu South China section, the Jiangwaijiang Community Forum, as an integrated community media, played a vital role in organizing resistance. The study of this case cannot be separated from its spatial factors. At the forefront of the reform of the administrative system, the government of Guangdong is open-minded, and the members are mostly intellectuals and media practitioners in Guangzhou. These advantageous conditions have become essential local factors in the success of defending citizens’ rights. In contrast, resolving this incident also promoted the community identity and place-making of Panyu community residents.


1.3.2 Integrated community media fosters public consciousness, and empowers community residents

Community is an important organization for the germination of Chinese civil society (Wang, 2008: 141). But the transformation from “unit system” to “community system” does not necessarily mean the weakening of state administrative power. In fact, for a long period after the reform in China, the community did not play the role of a community for social life but mainly functioned as a national management unit (He, 2014). As the various administrative work continues to be assigned to the grassroots officials (such as the traditional family planning work), the reform of community residents committees gets stuck and the reform results are more administrative (He, 2005). However, the integrated community media is based on the Internet platform, and residents have more equal access opportunities and a more diverse communication power structure, which give them the right of access to media in order to participate in the consultation of community affairs, cultivate their public consciousness, and build community. To some extent, this upsets the administrative feature of residents’ committees and reshapes the practice of community rights.

The concept of empowerment emerged in the West in the 1960s and 1970s. As a multi-level and broad conceptual system, its application varies, depending on different disciplines (Ding, 2009). But, in general, empowerment can be defined as a process of the enhancement of individual, interpersonal, or collective political force that gives individuals, groups, or communities the power and capacity to take action to change the status quo (Boehm & Boehm, 2003). Hamelink (1995) put forward the concept of self-empowerment, emphasizing that the powerless will own and control the media to “give a voice to the voiceless” to express their views. In China, integrated community media allows residents the right of access to media and to use niche media as a public resource to express themselves in order to change the current situation. This is the self-empowerment process.

Community media grants residents the right to speak. When communicating resistance, on the one hand, the subjects are able to express their own selves through the narrative of events, resulting in them reaching a consensus on “what is the problem?”. At the same time, we should find “the cause of the problem” and create the conditions for “how to solve the problem” (Huang, 2010). The acquisition and practice of the right of speech form the process of building community consensus. On the other hand, community communication can build a public image of the community, which is conducive to its communication in the mass media and attracts more attention, thus realizing the resonance of communication between the mass media and the integrated community media. This is particularly important in the Chinese context.

However, the theory of empowerment is practical, and we cannot discuss it only at the theoretical level. This is because, in the study of empowerment, once it is separated from specific people and situations, it in fact deviates from the basic proposition of empowerment theory of how power (or resources) is acquired (or increased) in the interaction of relationships (Ding, 2009). We believe that we cannot ignore the factors of time and space, and think with one-sided optimism that the integrated community media, as a platform for residents’ self-empowerment, will undoubtedly contribute to the realization of community rights. The reason for this is that every resistance is a power struggle between the state, society, and actors, and that its success depends as much on the power competition as on the degree of mobilization of social resources by residents.


1.3.3 Integrated community media: an important mechanism for the grassroots community to communicate resistance

The concept of “connective action” was proposed by Lance Bennett, a Professor of Political Communication at the University of Washington. He conducted a study on the “Occupy Wall Street” movement and other new media-mediated social movements and noted, in contrast to highly organized collective action that forms a collective identity or identification, connective action is based on personalized content shared on the network (Bennett & Segerberg, 2013). Connective action is of two types, namely, a self-organizing network and the network inspired by the organization. The former is almost unorganized, coordinated actions and a personalized framework for action in which individuals share information through social networks. The latter is coordinated by loose organizations linked together as the “backstage” of collective actions. The book argues that the resistance through integrated community media has features of the second type of connective action. This is because the integrated community media often are tied to a certain locality, and because the communication platform is based on the geographical location, this gives it a certain common interest base and identity as well as a tacit understanding of the resistance communication. But compared with the traditional collective action, it is loosely connected.

The integrated community media realizes the mobilization from online to offline, and often is a platform for residents to form contacts and rally to raise resistance. When the virtual network community closely overlaps with the real-life community, the interaction in the online communities helps generate many weak neighborly relations, increases the community social capital, and finally develops into a tool for mobilizing residents (Huang & Gui, 2009). However, since Internet users are generally weakly connected, they are not familiar with each other and because they are connected based on specific interests, there is a lack of strong emotional connection between the organizers and the followers of the community resistance actions. This feature means that although the Internet may help mobilize large-scale community collective action, with the shift from organization-based societies to individualized ones and the formation of more flexible “weakly connected” social networks, many collective activities have taken on a more personalized expression framework. It is challenging to sustain action under such circumstances (Diani, 2011, cited in Bennett & Segerberg, 2013).

In particular, when people use different integrated community media to resist and the topics is of relevance beyond the regional limits, this communication structure of community information will evolve into an organizational structure because of its “like draws to like” feature and will play an important connective role. For example, the resistance of residents to the construction of a paraxylene project in China has moved beyond the chemical pollution problems in a certain place in recent years, evolving into a wider “Not-In-My-Back-Yard” (NIMBY) movement. This connectivity may lead to a greater range of social identity and support. With the development of Chinese civil society and community self-governance, the use of community media to conduct resistance communication will gradually transcend regional limits, transforming from being community event-centered to social problem-centered. At that time, community media is likely to act as a link between many individuals in different communities and different societies. This is one of the reasons why we now attach great importance to community media and community communication. It seems to be insignificant in the media industry structure and communication power pattern, but its potential in the future operation of Chinese society are well worth waiting for and observing.


1.4 The methodological significance of community communication research

Community media and community communication have been studied in practice and in theory in the West for half a century. As an “imported good”, based on theoretical implications and the value proposition behind the theory, we should focus on the actual situation of the community construction in China to conduct research on the problem of consciousness of China rather than merely consider community media as the community newspaper, in order to research on the coping strategies of how to use community newspapers as a breakthrough to save the newspaper media market.

The media sociologist Sandra Ball-Rokeach, who put forward the media system dependence theory, has been working on the communication infrastructure theory in recent years (Ball-Rokeach & Zheng, 2004). She believes that each region has a unique communication infrastructure. In residential communities, in addition to mass media, such as newspapers, radio and television, there are community media, such as community newspapers, and physical nodes, such as fitness facilities and bulletin boards, as well as a strong story-telling system among neighbors. This communication structure can cultivate community attachment and have a collective effect. This theory provides a new perspective for examining social changes under the influence of globalization, new communication technologies, and population diversification (Wang, 2008). Community communication research aims to examine the communication structure at the community level and analyze how the various actors interact. At present, community networks, based on new media technologies, have become part of the community communication structure, including interpersonal communication, organizational communication, and mass communication. Its penetration into and transformation of the community communication ecology have become a fact.

From the sociological point of view, China’s community research is divided into “ontology” and “cubis”. The former is called “the study of community” and the latter “community studies”. The two are distinct from each other but closely related (Xiao, 2011). The so-called “study of community” takes the “community” as an objective reality and relatively independent research object, while “community studies” are an approach that takes the “community” as a particular method, research paradigm, and entry point for the study of society, or as a concrete and unique “field” for studying other topics. This field consciousness has permeated from the Chicago School “Street Corner Society” to the Chinese anthropologist and sociologist Fei Xiaotong’s “Peasant Life in China”.

This book argues that the study of community media is inseparable from the study of community as the object, because different communities have developed community media with different communication characteristics, organizational forms, and interest demands, including the study of community as the “field” or the “context” of a problem. Community media research should neither treat the community as an a priori presence nor as a tool or strategy, but should connect macro social changes and micro consultation and action of community residents at the meso-level. For example, the study of community property owners using the community forum to protect their rights in fact demonstrates the communication process in the intertwining and permeation of powers among state, society, and actors in the community field.

In the transitional period of Chinese society, the environmental crisis, the crisis of social governance, and the gap between the rich and the poor have triggered various kinds of group activities with various demands, which have attracted attention from the research perspectives of public sentiment analysis, crisis communication, and emergency reporting. It should be noted that these events have their specific contexts, as well as locality structural factors. Our research should avoid generalized thinking that is separated from the region and space. In the context of frequent social problems, the eagerness to seek the “rule” and “countermeasures” for the evolution of group protests is understandable, but the fundamental mission of the related research should be to gain a deeper understanding of how the daily life of grassroots society is carried out. Although community media are labeled “alternative” in Western knowledge genealogies, in China, where social changes are advancing, it is an important arena for the organized or semi-organized communication, consultation, and action of grassroots society, as well as a powerful process for the public to fight for the right of speech outside the mass media. Observation and research are the right way to deepen and expand the study of news communication.






 2The media form of community communication

The word “community” stems from the Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft theory of the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies, published in 1887, and translated into English as Community and Society and also in Chinese as 共同体与社会 or 社区与社会 or 礼俗社会与法理社会 and so on. Tönnies (1999) argues that “community” is the formation of ties and connections based on kinship; in the community, the essential (emotional) will prevails, while the individual and personal will is inhibited by the emotional and common will. In essence, the community is a kind of organizational form, a linkage, and a principle of integration (Li, 2009).

In the early 1930s, in the translation of the work of famous American sociologist Park, a group of young Chinese scholars, led by Fei Xiaotong, first translated “community” as “社区” in Chinese, which gradually became a common term for the study of sociology in China. Since then, many scholars have tried to define community. For instance, scholars have pointed out that the community contains basic elements such as common emotional connection, value identity, common geographical space, common interests, and a certain crowd (Zhang, 2008: 184). Some other scholars have also proposed that the community is a location-based and socially interacting human life community with common interests and identity (Cai, 2005: 4).

As a type of communication embedded in daily life, community communication presents a full range of exposure among residents, from oral language to group communication and network discussion, covering almost all forms of human communication behavior. Meanwhile, the progress of information technology is bound to bring changes to media forms in community communication. However, no matter what kind of communication form is used or which communication tool is employed, the current trend of community media is to penetrate deeper and deeper into the development needs of the community and into all aspects of community life. This chapter analyzes the main forms of community communication, presenting the variety of media in community communication.


2.1 The pluralism of community media

Some have defined community media only in terms of specific media forms or media functions, such as community newspapers, which are considered to be newspapers that serve community readers in cities and emphasize their community attachment and identity (Zhang & Huang, 2004). According to different descriptions of the community media, we can identify two common essential attributes:

First, community media targets a certain geographical area to spread information communication, namely, the community. The community usually includes one or more subdistricts, which are geographically accessible, and the content of the media covering a specific community comes mostly from within the community and is concerned with the productive life of its members.

Second, community media, unlike mass media, emphasizes not only accessibility but also participation. Because community media is “local media”, its content mostly comes from community residents, and even the editing and publication of many community media are carried out by community residents, which ensures participation is a feature in community media.

Therefore, community media in this study can be defined as media forms that do the following:


	aim at and serve specific living areas;

	are characterized by wide participation of the residents of an area;

	emphasize community attachment and identity;

	can be used as a means of community communication.


From newspapers to radio, television, and now to the various new media forms based on the Internet, each kind of change in communication tool and media form influences the community development in their own unique way.

The effects that the mass communication exerted on community development first began with the American “country newspaper”, whose contents are mostly local life and information on services, so that local residents can access information on their local services and learn about their own local society and daily life, thus promoting their sense of identity and creating consensus about their own local society or lifestyle. The intervention of newspapers in the community changed the interpersonal communication pattern, and mass communication penetrated deeper into community life.

In the early twentieth century, two important inventions in the history of human communication were radio and television. Radio, different from newspapers, is no longer constrained by time and space, and this feature makes up for the weakness of newspapers in community communication. At the same time, radio is much less demanding for community members, as all community members, regardless of their level of literacy, can form part of the radio audience. Therefore, radio plays an important role in spreading community culture, passing on knowledge inherited from generation to generation, and encouraging community mobilization. Compared with the radio, the influence of television on the community is mainly considered mass communication at the macro level, rather than community communication at the micro level. However, in the early stages of the emergence of television, people in the same community often gathered together to watch TV because very few people had a television. Although most of the information communicated by television comes from outside the community, the TV assumed the function of “place-making” when the residents watched TV together. And a platform, from another point of view, was built for the communication of community residents. Like television, the emergence and development of open-air cinema also had the effect of “place-making”. But with the advance of science and technology and the improvement of production levels, television sets became popular in most households, and people no longer needed to meet to watch somebody else’s TV. At this time, the role of television in the community gradually decreased, and receiving external information has become its main function.

In the late twentieth century, the rise of the Internet took society into the information age. Especially in the twenty-first century, various new media forms on the Internet have also brought great changes to community communication channels. The biggest difference between Internet-based new media and media such as newspapers, radio, and television, is the openness of participation and the high degree of interactivity. After the emergence of the mobile Internet, the popularization of mobile devices such as smartphones makes such participation and interaction more convenient.

From the original verbal and symbolic communication to the popularization of newspapers and from the development of radio and television to the appearance of new media, the reform of media and communication methods has led community communication through a full cycle. Before industrial society, there was interpersonal communication in rural communities. After mass media spread to communities, although it played a role as a link for community communication, from another point of view, community communication based on interpersonal communication was greatly weakened, while the Internet has balanced mass communication and oral communication within the community. On a community website based on a physical community, for example, all community residents can post items and everyone can see the contents posted by others. As for posters, they are the sources of mass communication. Moreover, interactive modules in community websites can facilitate direct dialogue between “floors”, which is in fact equivalent to interpersonal communication. Moreover, many websites have launched mobile apps, which makes this online interpersonal communication similar to interpersonal communication in the real world.

Technological progress is the key to the evolution of the media forms, and so to the development of community media. Although these media were not initially intended for the community field, with the increase in the degree of popularity, it is inevitable that new forms of media would become part of community communication. Of course, community communication relies not only on the new media forms introduced by new network technologies, such as websites, forums, and Weibo, but also necessarily includes traditional forms of media, such as newspapers. As a traditional form of media, although the newspaper does not have the interactivity and participatory feature of the many new media forms on the Internet, when it penetrates into the community as a community newspaper, reporting on community life and even using residents as the source of content production, the community newspaper, in a sense, also possesses the interactive and participatory features of many new media forms. Therefore, this exploration of the forms of community media will focus not only on the technical factors behind different media forms but also on the role they play in community communication.

At present, the media forms of community communication mainly include community newspapers, community websites, community Weibo, community instant messaging systems, etc. This book mainly explores these forms of community media. In addition, interpersonal communication in community public space is actually building community consciousness and attachment through communication behavior (Xie, 2013a). Therefore, public space based on community public facilities is also one of the community media forms explored in this chapter.


2.2 Development modes of community media in China


2.2.1 Community newspapers


2.2.1.1 History of community newspapers in China 

China’s first community newspaper was launched in 2001 to test the waters. From then on, the community newspaper in China has followed a difficult path. Generally speaking, the development history of community newspaper in China can be divided into three stages.

The first stage began with the creation of Nanshan Daily and ended in 2005, when the Changsha Oriental News stopped publication after a one-year revision. In this stage, community newspaper in China grew from scratch and expanded from small scale to large scale, but ultimately closed down or was revised because of lack of a clear concept and lack of financial support.

Nanshan Daily, officially issued in August 2001 as the official newspaper of Nanshan District Committee of the CPC, Shenzhen City, followed the design concept of “China’s first community newspaper” and used a competitive strategy different from most of the metropolitan newspapers in Shenzhen, exploring the development path of community newspapers based on its community characteristics. Although it is an official newspaper, Nanshan Daily’s content emphasized accessibility and focused on the life of the people living in the Nanshan Community, to help residents solve their real-life problems, with attention to detail. Education Weekly, co-sponsored by Nanshan District Education Bureau and targeting schools and parents, was a favorite of the community. However, it did not last long. In early 2004, the official newspaper of the District Committee, Nanshan Daily, had to cease publication due to policy changes.

The year 2004 is an important year for the development of community newspapers in China. Although Nanshan Daily was forced to stop publication, the creation and revision of the other three newspapers brought new vitality to the community newspaper. The Street Journal of Changchun, officially founded in February 2004, is considered the first community newspaper formally approved by the National Press and Publication Administration, emphasizing its proximity to daily life and serving the people. At the same time, it targeted the market and actively explored the marketing operations, and was regarded as “China’s first total market-oriented community newspaper” by the industry. However, it ceased publication as a result of inadequate funds and mismanagement only a year later. Investor divestment was the direct cause of the closure, and poor management was the root cause. The specific reason for the closure is that the management of the Street Journal deviated from its position of differentiated competition, gradually moving away from the purpose of community newspapers and closer to metropolitan newspapers. Moreover, its advertising business side was poor. Due to these reasons, it was forced to stop publication.

In 2004, China Times and Oriental News started to engage in community newspapers to present a differentiated offering to the public through revisions. The positioning of China Times was changed from being a metropolitan newspaper to being a business district newspaper with the core area of Beijing Central Business District as the target distribution area, creating a “spirit of having a coffee for CBD”. However, a year and a half later, China Times abandoned the community newspaper development due to lack of making a profit, and was forced to revise. The Oriental News of Changsha was also revised in December 2004. In addition to the regular news pages, as many as 16 pages of community contents were set up, making it a prototype of a community newspaper. However, it still stopped publication a year later.

The second stage began with the launch of the community news section of Legal Evening News in early 2005, followed by the launch of Xinmin Evening News Community Edition in 2007. In this period, the most obvious feature of the community newspaper was that it relied on the press groups to launch community editions with the help of influential newspapers.

In early 2005, Legal Evening News launched a community news section, and stationed reporters in the community to increase community reports close to residents’ lives. On the one hand, it expanded the scope of the target audience and, on the other, it served the needs of differentiated competition. The founding of Legal Evening News encouraged the metropolitan newspapers in Beijing to try producing community newspapers, and these newspapers all increased the proportion of community news. Community newspaper took root in Beijing in the form of “community news editions”. At the end of 2006, Guangzhou Daily launched a trial issue of a community newspaper which was given away in some communities for free. Meanwhile, it continued to vigorously develop the mode of “main newspaper + regional gold section” (such as Guangzhou Daily – Shunde Gold Section, Guangzhou Daily – Sanshui Gold Section) as the main form of regional news content. At the beginning of 2007, Xinmin Evening News Community Edition was officially founded, relying on the powerful resources of the Wenhui Xinmin United Press Group, gradually becoming the information guide to city life for Shanghai citizens.

The above-mentioned three newspapers in this period are supported by three media groups, the Beijing Youth Daily Group, the Guangzhou Daily Group, and the Wenhui Xinmin United Press Group, which have a pivotal position in China. Relying on human and material support from these powerful newspaper groups, the community news editions were able to maintain sustainable development and did not fold like the experimental community newspapers had done in the previous stage. However, the dependence on newspaper groups can also create some confusion for these community editions as most of them are the extension of the existing media content system in the form of community news, that is, a refinement of the geographical scope of coverage from international to national news, and from urban to community news. The question of how community newspapers can penetrate into the lives of residents and resonate with community development is still a question worth exploring.

The third stage, from 2009 to the present, has been a period of continuous success and expansion of the community newspaper in the media industry. In 2008, the financial crisis spread to the media industry, and the newspaper revenue in China began to plummet. The homogeneous competition of metropolitan newspapers was fierce, and the community newspapers were gradually considered an important path for the future development of newspapers, so more and more newspapers shifted their attention to community newspapers.

With the in-depth exploration of community newspapers and the increasing number of successful examples, many metropolitan newspapers speeded up the process in shifting to community newspapers. For example, Guicheng Community Weekly was founded in 2009. It is the first community newspaper of the Pearl River Times. After that, the Pearl River Times launched new community newspapers each year, and issued three editions of new community newspapers in 2013 alone. Besides, as a representative of innovation of China’s newspaper industry, the Guangzhou Daily Group officially founded two editions of community newspapers in March 2013. By the end of 2013, it had 12 community newspapers in total. The speed and scale of this expansion have become a milestone in the development history of community newspaper in China. Overall, the community newspapers in China have entered a certain stage and developed scale from the sporadic experimental stage.


2.2.1.2 Community newspaper development mode in China 

From the development history of community newspapers in China stated above, it can be seen that different newspapers took a different approach regarding their own conditions in developing the community newspaper. Next, we mainly analyze and summarize the development model of community newspapers in China from the aspects of newspaper sponsors and media operation.

The first model is the community edition led by metropolitan newspapers, which covers smaller geographical units and is essentially a linear extension of the production logic of the metropolitan newspaper. The advantage of this model is the large-scale media assets such as staff, equipment, production processes, and brands, which can quickly flow to the new community editions. The disadvantage is that traditional media organization culture tends to be conservative and stable, so it is not easy to carry out reform and innovation regarding the production model, and is also difficult to reengineer the production process and personalize the allocation of resources according to the community context. The available spaces are the “last mile” areas that have not been covered by metropolitan newspapers. Although a survey of 1,000 people, conducted according to the rate of possessing a newspaper, shows that many theoretically viable grassroots market gaps exist in China, the input-output ratio of entering these markets undoubtedly needs to be assessed as well. In this model, the key to capturing an effective niche market is the efficient use of market-based instruments. A recent example of this model is the total-market model represented by Guangzhou Daily Community Newspaper. The two community newspapers of the Guangzhou Daily Newspaper Group, Dali Community Newspaper and Qingyuan Community Newspaper, were founded on March 18, 2013, as the market-focused representatives of the Party newspaper, marking the Guangzhou Daily Newspaper Group’s official presence in the community newspaper arena. By the end of 2013, this group had 12 community newspapers. These community newspapers of Guangzhou Daily Newspaper Group target communities at a deeper level and with more comprehensive marketing. In terms of reaching out to the deeper level of communities, one approach is to distribute newspapers to houses; free copies are delivered directly to residents’ homes to increase the coverage of the newspaper, and public places are also covered in the distribution; another method is that with the help of the professional editorial team of Guangzhou Daily Newspaper Group, the lives of local residents are reported on in a professional manner, and at the same time, activities are carried out to bring newspapers into the community, striving to achieve interactions between the newspaper and the community. In terms of marketing, the community edition of Guangzhou Daily collaborates with local advertisers by renting the pages of the newspaper for fixed annual fees, and advertising revenue is a valuable source of funding for the operation of community newspapers (Yan, Yu, & Dong, 2013).

The second model is work reports dominated by relevant government agencies, which are considered to be the platform for social work committees, subdistrict offices, residents committees, to allow them to contact the residents and pay attention to the community and community affairs, publish community figure reports, neighborhood stories, and carry out cultural and sports activities. In fact, this is an extension of the government’s work. The advantage of this type of media is that it is more authoritative in terms of policy information, and the government’s background and resources make it official in both interviews and issuance. It has a positive impact on enhancing residents’ sense of community pride and mutual understanding of their neighbors. The disadvantage lies in the fact that it is mainly used for “top-down” propaganda with few readable contents; meanwhile, it is difficult to guarantee the professional quality of the reporting and the editorial staff, and there is no stable mechanism for content production. Its accessible space provides an institutionalized platform for residents to express their interests and consult issues against the backdrop of social construction, thus creating connections for residents and becoming the media closest to their personal lives. The key to achieving this goal is to pay more attention to it and provide more resources to it, changing the spontaneous and self-initiated state of the work reports, and building a stable, adequate and sustainable mechanism for content production.

An example of this model is the Beijing Community Newspaper, founded in 2009. The newspaper was formerly known as the Beijing Social News, and after the revision, it was co-sponsored by the Beijing Daily Newspaper Group and the Beijing Municipal Civil Affairs Bureau. Its founding also means that the Beijing Social News, which is funded mainly by the Beijing Municipal Civil Affairs Bureau, is turning toward the market, exploring a new way of development as a community newspaper. The Beijing Community Newspaper is not limited to the publication of community news. Rather, it pays more attention to the establishment of deeper interaction with its audience. For example, its commentary board publishes readers’ views and attitudes on incidents and hands the right of speech to readers. The in-depth interaction between the media and community members is also the future direction of community newspapers, in order to develop into community information media and community service-oriented media.

The third model is the neighborhood newspaper led by commercial organizations, which are delivered by property management companies, real estate companies and advertising agencies in their premises and neighborhoods, focusing on business information. This is essentially a channel established by commercial organizations to communicate with targeted customers. The advantage of this type of newspaper is that they are well funded, exquisitely produced, and accurately delivered while most of them are free. The disadvantage lies in that it is based on the promotion of brand image and the services of commercial organizations, whereas the information needs of residents are satisfied at a relatively shallow level, and the degree of embeddedness with community life is comparatively low. The available spaces of such media are residents’ demand for business services. However, at this stage when the relationship of trust and cooperation between property owners, developers, and property management companies has not yet been rationalized, the key to its operation is the genuine concern for the interests of the residents and to make the public aware of the organizations’ services.

An example of this model is Chongqing Morning News, which is the first metropolitan morning newspaper of the Chongqing Daily Newspaper Group and it has now become the most influential newspaper with the largest circulation in Chongqing. On August 8, 2013, the first community newspaper in Chongqing, Chongqing Morning News Huayu Community Newspaper, was founded, and it is issued every Thursday. The next day, another community newspaper in Chongqing, Chongqing Morning News Jinke Community Newspaper, was founded, and it is issued every Friday. The two community newspapers are the result of cooperation between Chongqing Morning News and two well-known local real estate and property management companies. Chongqing Huayu Group and Jinke Group, established in the 1990s, are large enterprise groups focusing on real estate development and they have a pivotal position in Chongqing’s real estate and property management market. The cooperation between Chongqing Morning News and the two companies provides the necessary funds for the operation of the newspapers. More importantly, channeling advantages of the two companies in the residential communities and property management can be exploited to broaden the newspaper distribution and improve the precision of newspaper delivery so that community newspapers can truly enter the community and the family. The “residential community newspaper” model also provides a new way for the development of community newspapers in China.

The fourth model is the transformation of the county and city newspaper model represented by Zhejiang Daily Newspaper Group, which is also dominated by a media group, but it borrows the resources of the original official newspaper and turns from grassroots work service toward community life. In 2003, the state initiated the reorganization of newspapers, and classified and managed newspapers at the county and municipal levels. Zhejiang Daily Newspaper Group merged nine county and city newspapers in 2004, and reformed the original system to establish County and City Newspaper Co., Ltd., with Zhejiang Daily Newspaper Group holding 51 percent of the shares, and the county and municipal government to which the county and city originally belonged holding 49 percent (Wang, 2013). Zhejiang Daily Newspaper Group took the opportunity of newspaper reorganization to merge with the grassroots papers and establish a new type of cooperative relationship with the grassroots government agencies. This is also the most apparent feature of this kind of community newspaper, that is, they have transformed from the Party newspaper and are marketed to become Party newspapers with the attributes of market-oriented newspapers. In the course of ten years of development, Zhejiang Daily Newspaper Group has been trying to bring the county and city newspapers to the market. Although these newspapers are called county and city newspapers, in fact they have the nature of community newspapers. By analysing their distribution, Zhejiang Daily Newspaper Group argues that, although the original county and city newspapers are still profitable, they are primarily read in offices by government staff. On the one hand, this is because it is a Party newspaper, and, on the other, it is due to the fact that the content of the newspaper has not yet reached the level of family reading. In other words, the content is not localized enough. This is the development space which newspapers should explore in the future.

The fifth model is unofficial, non-commercial, resident-run community newspapers. The development of such newspapers at this stage is limited by the community newspaper’s environment and its specific deficiencies. At present, a community paper is considered to be a new area of growth in many places. More than ever, the media is reaching out to the community to tell and report on what is happening for residents, covering all aspects of their daily lives. Even if commercial community newspapers fail to reach the community, the subdistricts, as the most grassroots government organizations, will fill the void. With both commercial and government information flowing to the community, on the one hand, the content space of community residents’ self-run newspapers is compressed and there is a lack of unique content to be published; and, on the other, there are limitations in the financial and human resources of the community newspapers run by residents. The resident-run community newspapers rely mainly on the enthusiasm of the community residents. As far as the form of such newspapers is concerned, they are not sufficiently informative, are short in length, can only be handed out for free and the publication date is irregular. This also makes it difficult for these newspapers to maintain essential operations by publishing advertisements. Strictly speaking, resident-run community newspapers can hardly be called newspapers because the issuance of newspapers in China requires an authorized serial number, which is almost impossible for newspapers run by individual residents or small groups to get, and this is the biggest obstacle to its development.

It is noteworthy that, as governments at all levels transit to service-oriented governments, they are also focusing on their work through publications. Resident-run community newspapers may be combined with publications of the subdistrict or community residents committee, funded by the subdistrict or residents committee, and the community residents undertake daily operations, to develop the community newspapers for the residents themselves in this cooperation mode. In this way, newspapers have a regular publishing date, even reliable advertising revenue. Residents’ active participation in running newspapers is rarely seen in other types of community newspapers, which helps the newspaper to penetrate into all aspects of community life. This model is worthy of further effort in the future development of community newspapers.

The above comprehensive analysis shows that the community newspaper in China, after a period of ups and downs, gradually speeded up its development. However, it still has a long way to go to create a mature content compilation, distribution, and management mechanism. The variety of newspaper models mentioned above provides useful experience for the development of community newspapers, which can further optimize the future integration of various social resources. At the same time, the community newspaper is also facing challenges: first of all, in terms of form, as a traditional media, although the community newspaper can penetrate deep into the community with a higher content relevance, paper media still have obvious disadvantages in participation and the convenience of content production, compared to new media; second, as for the concept, the current community newspaper is generally regarded as the unique profit growth point of the newspaper industry, and its commercial value is highlighted, while the role in building a community communication platform characterized by residents’ participation and interaction is often marginalized. These are the problems that community newspapers in China will have to face and address in their journey to become a true community media.


2.2.2 Community websites

As a new media form, the emergence of the Internet has upended the traditional communication mode, introducing participation and interactivity as the latest trends in media development. The most significant difference between community websites and community newspapers also lies in the wide participation as well as the instant and convenient interaction of the former.


2.2.2.1 Network community and community websites 

A network community is the product of the Internet age. Because of the huge amount of information on the Internet, it is impossible for anybody to pay attention to all of it. Therefore, when people use the Internet, they have to screen the information, which is also one of the main ways to form a network community, that is, achieve group aggregation through information screening. Through the Internet platform, people form a group based on the same interests, hobbies, or continued attention to specific topics, and communicate on matters of common concern, forming a sense of identity. Although this sense of identity is based on virtual interaction, this group does not change as members’ interests, hobbies, or concerns about specific topics change. In other words, the group is stable, and the flow of members does not damage that stability. Members of society occupy an area on the Internet platform, where they communicate or share information, and that occupied Internet area is the carrier of the existence of this network group, called a virtual community or network community. It does not rely on real offline communities for its existence.

Unlike the network community, a community website, also known as community forum, is a real-world online community, which is the most significant difference between the two. The essence of a community is a shared community and members come together to form a community because they share a common lifestyle or a common living environment. In this common living environment, people develop common topics, concerns, and interests. The website that is based on the real community is actually a communication platform customized for people in this kind of physical community, and the community exists before the establishment of the website, while the website is constructed based on the community. The opposite is true for network communities (virtual communities). People with the same interests gather in one corner of the Internet, forming a network community but these members can be geographically and temporally scattered. The entire formation of the network community is based on the Internet, which has nothing to do with the real community where its members live. Therefore, although both are Internet-related community forms, community websites are in a sense more authentic than network communities.

This study is based on the real-world community, so the research object is mainly community websites, rather than virtual network communities.


2.2.2.2 Types of community websites in China 

Analysis of community websites can be conducted from a variety of aspects, and the founders or promoters of the community websites have a significant impact on the operation and development of the websites. The following classifies community websites mainly from the perspective of the operators of these websites.

First, government agencies promote community websites. The development of community websites is closely related to the development of community construction and the transformation of the social governance model in China. Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, community development has been transformed from the unit community into a new type of community, and the relationship inside the community has become looser. The development of the Internet provides an opportunity to change the loose connection in the community and strengthen community governance. The state promotes community information, and the core of this is the construction of community websites. In the section on social governance in China’s Outline of the 12th Five-Year Plan, it is proposed to accelerate community information promotion through the construction of an integrated community management and service platform. Therefore, this kind of community website, whose construction and operation are funded by the government, has achieved rapid development. Specifically, there have been different trends in the development of government-promoted community websites.

One is the extended community website of government affairs, which is a form of e-government. This kind of community website is founded and operated by the relevant government departments, and the content is mostly government news and government information. Such community sites will cover all the communities in a city, provide city and community trends, life services, convenience services, etc., and will have more community-related content on specific community pages. For example, Xi’an Community Information Service Management Center (www.12343xa.gov.cn), appointed by the Xi’an Municipal Government to be responsible for the management of the community information services in Xi’an City, is the only pilot project for the implementation of urban information construction in the west. In the navigation bar on the front page of the website, the heads are “Xi’an City”, “Government News”, “Work Guide”, “Life in Xi’an”, and other navigation icons. In the sidebar of the web page are more detailed “convenience service” icons, including bus inquiry, telephone charges, traffic violations, and so on. On the front page, there is also a special “community service” section, including services such as property management, housekeeping, logistics, and labor services, as well as some Xi’an City-related news and trends, scrolling “community announcements”, and so on. On the navigation bar on the front page, there is a directory of all the communities in Xi’an, which links to each community. However, instead of having their own separate pages, each community adds some community introduction to the homepage module and does not explicitly present information on their own services. This kind of government-extended community website can provide the public with certain service information, but the content, which is mainly based on government affairs and city news, lacks interaction with the community’s residents and fails to offer community residents a sense of intimacy. And in the process of building the website, the one-sided emphasis on the coverage of a number of communities, to a certain extent, ignores the richness and practicability of the content of the website, so that the community website is more about the form rather than its content. In the long run, its role in communicating with residents needs to be strengthened.

The other type is a government-sponsored interactive community website. Although this kind of community website is also sponsored by the government, in addition to the government information and local news publication, its functions are mainly performed by forums. Red Net is a regional integrated network service platform supported by Hunan Provincial Committee and provincial government, with local stations and local forums in each city of the province, and it has become a platform for the publishing and communication of local content (Rednet, 2015). Taking Miluo as an example, the Publicity Department of Miluo Municipal Committee has set up China Miluo Net as a news portal for Miluo, which is in fact the Rednet Miluo Station. Miluojiang Community is a community channel under China Miluo Net, which is an interactive information hub, including forums, spaces, groups, and so on. On the community forum page, as of the date of the author’s visit, the forum had accumulated nearly 680,000 posts, with more than 30,000 users, an average daily post volume of about 400, and a record high of more than 10,000 users online at the same time. The main content of the Social and People’s Livelihood section is the interaction between officials and residents, such as “Suggestions to Miluo”, “The Voice of the People”, and so on. Several other relatively large sections are “Culture”, “Life and Leisure”, “Miluo Group”, etc. All community forum sections include interactive content. Compared with the community websites mentioned above, although this type of community website is also led by the government, it has a high degree of participation and interaction, and is more capable of performing the communication function of the community website.

Second, resident-run community websites. These kinds of websites are founded by the community residents, and the emergence of residents-run websites is closely related to the community development model in China. Since the founding of the People’s Republic of China, China has implemented the welfare house system and built a large number of residential communities based on units. Apart from the close geographical ties between the residents in the residential community, they communicated more closely with each other because they did the same or similar jobs After the reform and opening-up, the unit-based residential communities faded away and commercialized residential houses introduced more diversified communities. In addition to geographical proximity, the community shows a decentralized trend. Community members are no longer as close to each other as they used to be in the unit-based residential communities, and there are problems of interpersonal alienation, poor communication, and even lack of communication channels. However, because they live in the same community, members must communicate effectively and in a timely manner on issues of common concern to the community, such as whether the property owners in the community will buy their homes, common concerns about property issues and rights issues after moving in, etc. An effective communication platform is necessary for this new type of community. The popularity of the Internet and the change in the structure of community members have promoted the birth of community Internet communication platforms. The popularity of the Internet has provided technical support and possibilities for residents to build their own community websites. In contrast, new communities tend to have younger, more educated residents with higher incomes, which enables the establishment and use of community websites. In particular, as the Internet has become the primary information medium for these new community members, some Internet enthusiasts in the community, including Internet practitioners, have built community communication platforms through the establishment of community websites.

In Beijing, for example, a large number of the new generation of immigrants and urban relocation households are living in Beijing’s urban and rural junctions, such as Tiantongyuan and the Huilongguan area, and several well-known community websites have begun, based on these emerging communities. Most of these websites were founded between 2000 and 2004. In the beginning, they were created based on the personal interests of community members, and later they grew as the online and offline interactions increased. For example, Huilongguan Community Net was founded in 2000 by the webmaster Liu Qiang to provide an information platform for property owners in the Huilongguan area. But with the rapid growth of the community, the diverse needs of owners promote the improvement of the community website sections. The content is still entirely based on Huilongguan Community, the site has nearly 400,000 registered users, yet still maintains a high level of activity and viscosity. The new “community interaction-bonding” model formed by Huilongguan Community Net and Huilongguan Community is a model for the development of community media in the suburbs of Beijing.

The third form is community forums established by commercial websites. This is also a form of community website based on physical community, and is run by commercial websites. For example, the well-known real estate, home network platform Sofang.com, on its owners’ forum channel, has set up a special Owners’ Forum page for almost all new commercial residential communities in the cities it covers, including decoration forums, property market topics, and theme forums. Community property owners can register an account on Sofang.com to enter the forum and publish posts, so as to achieve inter-community exchanges. In addition to Sofang.com, all of the well-known domestic portals have set up owners’ forums on their real estate channels, and commercial websites have thus become a form of community websites based on physical communities.

But this type of community websites is more like “community forum” pages. First, they do not have separate domain names but use links formed by the second-level domain name of the website. Second, these forums are based on building communities rather than communication platforms formed in communities that are based on the concept of a living community. Compared with Huilongguan Community Net mentioned above, this form has more precise coverage, is closer to the property owners, and makes it easy to form internal communication and exchange within the community. But at the same time, there are specific problems regarding this form. For example, the limited number of residents in the building community may lead to fewer posts on the community forum, low activity and poor viscosity, infrequent content updates and discussions, and ultimately the forum may be abandoned.

Besides, community forums set up by the community’s property management company for its residents are also a type of community website. Property owners and property management are two crucial components in the fundamental relationship of the community, but the naturally “antagonistic” relationship between community property owners and property management companies brings some uncertainty to the development of this kind of community website. As the founder of the community website, the property management company has the right of speech in the community website and acts as a gatekeeper, which can easily lead to poor communication or failure, especially when community property owners challenge the property management company. At present, community websites founded by property management companies are “minorities” among community websites.


2.2.3 Community Weibo

According to the 47th China Internet Network Development Statistics Report 2021, released by CNNIC (the China Internet Network Information Center) in February 2021, as of December 2020, the number of Internet users in China was 989 million, the proportion of Internet users using mobile phones increased from 99.3 percent in March 2020 to 99.7 percent in December. Social networks are widely used. As of December 2015, China has 530 million social application users, and the use rate among netizens is 77 percent. As an important social network service, Weibo, which is China’s second largest social media platform, not only builds a platform for social relationships, but also forms an information hub based on social networks, where users can freely publish information and interact with each other through comments and reposts. Weibo combines the functions of information publication and relationship building, and such a feature is exactly what the community is trying to achieve by registering Weibo accounts, that is, information dissemination and interaction among members.

As one of the earliest Internet companies to launch Weibo, Sina, has accumulated a large number of users. According to the 2018 Weibo User Development Report, published in March 2019, as of the end of 2018, the number of monthly active users of Sina’s Weibo was approximately 462 million and the number of daily active users was approximately 200 million. (Sina Weibo Data Center, 2019). In this section, we take Sina Weibo as an example and analyze community Weibo accounts through quantitative indicators so as to investigate the development of community Weibo.


2.2.3.1 Description of analysis methods 

In terms of the selection of Weibo ID, first, to unify the criteria, the selected samples were all based on real communities. After searching using “community” or “subdistrict office” as the keyword, Weibo IDs of real communities are selected in order. Second, to reflect the development of community Weibo across the country, the samples were selected according to the eastern, central, and western regions of China. This was done by first selecting by random sampling:


	five eastern provinces and municipalities: Beijing, Fujian, Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Zhejiang;

	five central provinces: Anhui, Hubei, Hunan, Heilongjiang, and Jilin;

	five western provinces, Autonomous Regions and municipalities directly under the central government: Chongqing, Gansu, Xinjiang, Guangxi, and Inner Mongolia.


In the provincial administrative units of the 15 samples, except for municipalities directly under the Central Government, provincial capital cities or equivalent cities were selected as sample cities. On the one hand, as the administrative and economic and cultural center of the province and Autonomous Region, the provincial capital has more fully-developed communities than other regions in the area; and, on the other, the selection of provincial capitals facilitates comparisons between the eastern, central, and western regions. Based on the above samples selected, the overall analysis and a comparative analysis of the community Weibo in the eastern, central, and western regions of China were carried out, and then the development status of community Weibo in China and the differences among regions are summarized.

In examining the setting of indicators, we analyzed the sample as follows:


	average number of followers for sample IDs of each region;

	average number of microblogs updated per day of sample IDs of each region;

	Weibo originality rate: the proportion of original microblogs of the total microblogs of each sample ID.

	communication and participation degree: the number of reposts and comments of the microblogs posted, the number of reposts and comments of the microblogs posted of the sample ID are classified into groups of 0–20, 20–50, 50–100 and more than 100, respectively, and the proportion of each category is analyzed.



2.2.3.2 Current status of community Weibo 


	Coverage of community Weibo: average number of followers. Community Weibo, as a window for community communication, mainly attracts the attention of community members, and the number of followers reflects their degree of interest in the Weibo, and is an important indicator of community Weibo coverage for community members.


In the comparison of the average number of followers, the number was divided into five ranges, namely, less than 100, 100–300, 300–500, 500–1,000, and more than 1,000, respectively. The number and proportion of samples in the five quantitative ranges were counted separately and then compared, as shown in Figure 2.1.
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Figure 2.1Percentage of followers in the eastern, central, and western regions.

The data in Figure 2.1 reveals that, of the samples selected from the three regions, close to or more than half of the samples of the western and central regions have less than 100 followers, while the percentage for the east region is only 14 percent. Sample IDs with more than 1,000 followers constitute the largest proportion of the eastern region, which was nearly a third, at 32 percent. In contrast, those in the central and western regions account for only 6 percent and 8 percent, which are one-fifth and one-quarter of the share of the eastern region, respectively.

Besides, in the eastern region, the proportion of followers from less than 100 to more than 1,000 displays an increasing trend. In other words, community Weibo with a large development scale accounts for the majority, while the central and western regions, in contrast, show a decreasing trend, that is, community Weibo with a smaller development scale account for the majority.

The above comparison shows that the number of followers of community Weibo in the eastern, central, and western regions decreases in turn. Assuming that the community size of the three regions is the same, then the coverage of community Weibo shows a decreasing trend from east to west.


	Activity on community Weibo: average number of daily microblogs updated. The number of average daily updates of a Weibo ID is an important indicator of its activity, and by comparing the distribution of the number of average daily updates of the three regions, we can see the sample activity of the three regions, and the statistical results are shown in Figure 2.2.
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Figure 2.2Comparison of daily update posts in the eastern, central, and western regions.

From the comparison of the three regions, it can be seen that 24 percent of the Weibo IDs update one or more microblogs every day in the eastern region, three times and four times the percentages of the central and western regions, respectively, indicating that the eastern region was more active than the central and western regions. But overall, more than 60 percent of the samples of the three regions have daily updates of less than 0.5, which shows that although there are differences among the three regions, their overall situation is similar, that is, Weibo IDs based on real communities are not updated frequently and are relatively inactive across the country.


	Community Weibo originality rate: The originality rate of Weibo reflects the importance that the Weibo operators or operation organizations attach to it and their attitude toward the Weibo platform. The two are positively correlated. In the statistical process, the proportion of original microblogs posted is divided into four ranges, less than 30 percent, 30–50 percent, 50–70 percent, and more than 70 percent, and the statistical results are shown in Figure 2.3.
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Figure 2.3Percentage of original Weibo contents.

Figure 2.3 shows that the Weibo originality rates of the three regions are quite similar, of which Weibo with an originality rate of more than 70 percent accounts for the largest proportion, indicating that Weibo operators attach great importance to the Weibo platform. In addition, the emphasis on Weibo expressed by the three regions, through the originality rate, indicates that Weibo, as a new media form, has been recognized at the level of community communication, and has gradually become an important form of social media communication.


	Community Weibo communication degree: communication degree includes the number of reposts and the number of comments of Weibo. As a new communication tool, the repost function of Weibo enables the information to be disseminated through interpersonal communication, and its comment function is a way for followers or non-followers to interact with Weibo posters. In addition, reposts and comments can often be used together. Here, we count the number of reposts and comments of the sample IDs to examine the dissemination and participation degree of community Weibo.


Regarding the operation method, the number of reposts and the number of comments of the sample Weibo IDs were divided into four levels, 0–20, 20–50, 50–100 and more than 100. The statistical results of the analysis of the proportion of each level are presented in Tables 2.1–2.3.

Table 2.1 Distribution of the number of comments in the eastern, central, and western regions


	
Number of comments

	
	
0–20

	
	
20–50

	
	
50–00

	
	
More than 100






	
Average number of comments per microblog in the eastern region

	
	
277.32

	
	
0.04

	
	
0

	
	
0




	
Average number of comments per microblog in the central region

	
	
113.76

	
	
0.04

	
	
0.04

	
	
0




	
Average number of comments per microblog in the western region

	
	
129.58

	
	
0.10

	
	
0.02

	
	
0






Table 2.2 Distribution of the number of reposts in the eastern, central, and western regions


	
Reposts

	
	
0–20

	
	
20–50

	
	
50–100

	
	
More than 100






	
Average number of reposts per microblog in the eastern region

	
	
277.26

	
	
0.10

	
	
0

	
	
0




	
Average number of reposts per microblog in the central region

	
	
113.68

	
	
0.12

	
	
0.04

	
	
0




	
Average number of reposts per microblog in the western region

	
	
129.60

	
	
0.08

	
	
0.02

	
	
0






Table 2.3 Average number of followers in the eastern, central, and western regions


	
Region

	
	
Eastern region

	
	
Central region

	
	
Western region






	
Average number of followers

	
	
1,066.56

	
	
282.7

	
	
341.28






Combining the average number of comments in Table 2.1 with the average number of reposts in Table 2.2, and comparing the average number of followers in the three regions, it is clear that in all regions, the 0–20 range accounts for the majority while the rest can even be ignored. This shows that the communication degree of community Weibo in the country is not ideal, and the participation of community residents is extremely low. However, it should be pointed out that the number of comments reflects the data of Weibo as an exchange platform, while the number of reposts refers to the overview of the secondary communication of Weibo as an information communication platform, and does not involve the communication effect of Weibo as a mass communication tool.

The combination of community and Weibo is an exploration of how communities can use new media means to disseminate information and communicate with community residents. The results described in the above data generally show the development of Weibo in China.

In the eastern region, where the economy is more developed and the community development is more advanced, the coverage of community Weibo is higher than that of the central and western regions, and the development of community Weibo is related to the economic level and the community development level to a certain extent.

The activity on community Weibo decreases from the east to the west, but on the national level, it remains at a very low level. Low activity naturally leads to difficulties for the community in achieving the expected results of using the Weibo platform, making it easy to form a vicious cycle of low activity–lower usage–lower activity, so that it becomes difficult for Weibo to play its proper role as a community communication platform.

Although activity is low, the Weibo originality rates in the eastern, central, and western regions all reflect the importance placed on the platform, which is in some way conducive to the development of community Weibo.

Nationally, the participation and interaction of residents are not ideal, which makes it difficult for Weibo to play an effective role as a communication platform and it simply becomes a method of information dissemination. This method of information dissemination lacks participation and interaction and is even less effective than traditional community communication methods, and, due to the characteristics of this medium, there is little advantage for community residents in using Weibo for communication, consultation, and governance.


2.2.4 Community instant messaging tools

With the introduction of network technology and the gradual emergence of the digitalization trend in community construction and management, QQ, WeChat, Fetion, and other instant communication channels are used to serve the community residents with their convenience and immediacy.

QQ group is a relatively convenient way of network instant communication, usually composed of full-time community workers, and most of the group members are community residents. A QQ group is based on the real community, and its content is closely related to the life, work, and study patterns of the community residents, thus achieving online and offline integration and interaction.

WeChat, which is also a type of instant messaging tool, is used for as public platform. Unlike the QQ group, WeChat official accounts realizes peer-to-peer information communication, and through the official accounts, it is possible to send text, pictures, voice, and other forms of content to those residents who follow the official accounts. In addition to accessing mass information, community residents can quickly consult community affairs and obtain community services through the voice intercom.

Fetion is an instant messaging service provided by mobile operators, which offers the mass messaging function of SMS so that peer-to-peer community information notifications, community mobilization, and so on can easily be performed. The “group” feature provided by Fetion also enables participating community members to chat with each other conveniently via text messages, which provides a comparatively convenient communication way for the community to interact.

With the support of Internet technology, community managers use instant messaging tools to disseminate information on community management and services, building a platform for emotional exchange and fostering the concept of participation and writing among residents. The use of community QQ groups, for example, has already played a role at these levels:

First, news leads are provided to assist in community management. The most basic function of community communication is to provide information and services, and it is precisely because of this characteristic that community communication has become an essential part of the lives of community residents. The new communication tool not only can provide a convenient service but also can solve residents’ problems to a certain extent. For example, Qiongjidun Community, located on the shores of Jinji Lake in Suzhou, Jiangsu Province, has effectively solved the problems of community residents through a community QQ group (Zhang, 2013). Some residents noted on the community QQ group that a lot of cars were parked irregularly on the walkways along the lake, which not only damaged the pedestrian walkway and the greenery along the lakeside, but also affected the residents who come here for a walk, thereby causing potential safety hazards. Failing to discourage such behavior, residents put photos of the cars on the community QQ group, hoping to get the help of the community residents committee. After seeing this problem reflected in the QQ group, community staff quickly visited the scene, and communicated with the city management department. The city management department of the park conducted a field visit to discover the real situation, after which two stainless steel railings were installed at the entrance to the walkway. This has been very effective in preventing vehicles from entering and thus protects the environment. The work of social workers and residents committees is facilitated by new communication tools, improving the information flow and the service delivery.

Second, another task is to provide business information and convenient community service. QQ groups based on real communities also facilitate business transactions. QQ groups move real-life neighborhood relationships online, eliminating the sense of strangeness and distance, and interpersonal trust becomes a crucial part of the community’s business services. Chongqing Jinke Garden QQ group mainly consists of residents of the adjacent residential communities, with about 300 members, so that many merchants in the area quickly can identify business opportunities. “After obtaining the consent of QQ group members, Lao Li (group administrator) will send promotional information of merchants in the area to the group on an irregular basis”. Group photo albums play an important role as they allow residents to have a clear idea of the products through real-life photos of the products taken by the merchants, while daily communication of the members is not disturbed (Xinhua Net, 2013). In the creation of the community business platform, the QQ groups mainly rely on trust among residents, providing connecting services for merchants that are closely related to the community’s daily life, studies and work, which also enhances the cohesion of community members.

Third, it provides a platform for residents to communicate and exchange views. The change in the modern community style of living adds a sense of strangeness as “neighbors don’t know each other when they meet” inside high-rise apartments. New communication means can bring people closer. For example, Aigongbei Community is a residential community newly built after the evacuation of the factory in Tiexi District of Shenyang. After the construction of the new high-rise apartments was finished, the residential pattern of closed property management also severed the old neighborhood relationship ties. At the suggestion of Xu Peiying, whose username is Jiangnan Hongniang, the community strengthened residents’ communication links by establishing QQ groups. Through QQ groups, Aigongbei Community not only organizes a variety of community cultural, sports, and entertainment activities but has also seen neighbors carpooling to send children to school, and neighbors giving each other unused baby carriages or decoration materials, that is, “the neighborly relationship is truly enhanced through community QQ groups” (Zhang, 2011).

Community websites, community Weibo, and community instant messaging tools are all new media forms derived from the Internet, and the interactive and participatory features of new media are reflected at the community level, enabling more members to participate in community communication. This, to a certain extent, is the construction of the community public sphere. It creates the necessary conditions for the expression and exchange of opinions among the residents of the community. In particular, in the situation where the community governance is evolving towards self-governance, the emergence of the community public sphere can reflect the interests and appeals of the residents to maximize the pooling of public opinions and promote democratic discussion, so as to ensure consultation and discussion on matters within the community.


2.2.5 Community public facilities

Community is a spatial concept. In the process of community communication, people not only relate to space, but also, to some extent, endow meaning to space and attach self-awareness to it. Therefore, community communication is not only communication in the community but can also be seen as the construction of the community through communication behavior.

Community communication is inseparable from space practice, and communication behavior as a space practice gives meaning to places. People mark special symbols through space practice. This is actually a process of dialogue between human practices and the environment, and the acts of people using and marking specific locations actually deliver information, so they can be seen as a communication process. In most communities in China, fitness venues, lounge chairs, kindergartens, toilets, and rest pavilions can be regarded as such public spaces. By meeting, associating, and communicating at a particular place on a regular basis, the environment for the creation of community communication network is formed. In it, each person has a specific social relationship, and the completion of space practice behavior itself also requires communication with others and even multi-person consultation and cooperation. Therefore, in this community communication structure, the practice behavior and the social relations of those in it intertwine, forming a mutual influence relationship.

Some scholars analyze the “fitness slope” in a city, believing this is the embodiment of the spatial significance given to the community by public practice. The “fitness slope” in J City is not the living space of residents. However, since it conforms to many of the characteristics of public space, such as the provision of social and supportive networks of interpersonal relationships, a common location, feelings of solidarity and activities, it is also regarded as a “community” with the attributes of public space. In addition to providing a specific communication environment, many communication behaviors are in themselves space practices. Through mountain climbing, exercising, dancing, playing cards, chatting, and other activities, the community becomes a place of meaningful activities, and in doing so, there will be more practices and communication behaviors in the public space. This is also the process of communication behaviors, which endows meaning to places as space practices, thereby making places and realizing relocalization (Xie, 2013a).

We can see that a series of space practices and community communication behaviors carried out by residents in the course of fitness activities in community facilities can make meaningful places, which in itself is a physical practice. Using the example of the construction of community public fitness facilities, in September 2012, the National Development and Reform Commission and the General Administration of Sport of China announced the 12th Five-Year Plan for the Construction of Public Sports Facilities, which clearly stated that by 2015 China’s public sports facilities will see a major development, with more than 50 percent of the counties (cities and districts) building “all-people fitness centers”, and more than 50 percent of the subdistricts (towns), communities (administrative villages) will have convenient and practical sports and fitness facilities (General Administration of Sport of China, 2015). These community fitness facilities are specific “places” where many community communications occur. Communication behavior in such particular “places” is a direct face-to-face interaction between people, in which the “media” is a medium in a broad sense, such as trees, seats, stones, etc. They also become the text and medium of community, recorded and inscribed in the community space by the participants, and the exchange activities are also formed in the environment of the community communication infrastructure. The critical mechanism lies in this: when people are familiar with each other and in the same space, it is easy for them to interact with each other regarding things or activities of common concern, establish cognitive and emotional connections, and form a certain solidarity and attachment.


2.3 Community public space and communication infrastructure

Through the above discussion of various forms of community communication, we can see that community communication includes interpersonal communication, organizational communication, mass communication and other forms, and is closely related to the daily life of community residents.

With the acceleration of China’s urbanization process, on the one hand, urban problems are becoming prominent, such as the rapid increase in the immigrant population, environmental pollution, low efficiency of management departments, and the worrisome social security situation. On the other hand, society is in a period of rapid development, and the need to improve the quality of people’s material and spiritual life is becoming increasingly pressing. Although the mass media has certain advantages in the process of information communication and a mature communication channel, the community residents have limited opportunity to make their voice heard through the mass media, while the mass media also shows its own weakness in the face of the massive amount of information on the new media and its refined audience. At this time, community media, which can provide a platform for residents to express their concerns, have attracted the attention of residents, and they can effectively express their demands through these media. By participating in the discussions of community affairs and daily emotional communication, residents can exchange views and opinions with community management staff and discuss the solutions to their problems. This is also a useful way to cultivate the community and democratic consciousness of the residents.

How to express the voices of community residents through normalized and smooth channels is a significant issue, related to community governance and social stability. Effective community communication is a kind of “embedded” communication, in which the community media and community residents form a close relationship, and a public space is created for residents so that they can create a community attachment and identity. When such a public space truly exists, the community environment becomes open and inclusive, which is conducive to collaboration.


2.3.1 The construction of public space in the community

In China, due to the long-term implementation of the planned economic system, most urban residents relied on the so-called “units”, which to some extent have become the first choice for personal life and exchanges, with most of the residents having weak community consciousness. Against the backdrop of the gradual reform of the political and economic system, the “unit” system, which once covered all aspects of the residents’ lives, gradually disintegrated, and a new management unit began to appear in the social governance structure, that is, the community.

As China’s urban development shows an increasingly diverse trend, the forms of its communities are also changing. People’s homes change from bungalows to high-rise units; the life of those living in reinforced concrete buildings speeds up; the numbers of interpersonal exchanges are gradually reducing; modern anxieties are growing; and the sense of self-belonging and self-meaning is being challenged. The acceleration of China’s urbanization process has put pressure on the coordinated development of the social economy but meanwhile, it has also brought a series of problems to social stability. The Blue Book of Analysis and Forecast of China’s Social Situation, published by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, points out that nearly 30 percent of China’s population, who have an agricultural household registration, already live in cities and towns. In 2011, for the first time in China’s history, the urban population exceeded the rural population, and the urbanization level surpassed 50 percent (Ru, Lu, & Li, 2012: 2, 110). The rapid increase in the urban population has contributed to the further transformation of communities. Since the community residents in the urban community own the property rights of their own homes, this, to some extent, contributes to the sense of ownership that community residents have of their communities. Members’ attachment to the community is created through communication, collaboration, and other ways to discuss public affairs, which is conducive to ensuring harmony and the regular operations of the community. Among them, community public space, which is the manifestation of the communal feature, plays a vital role in building community attachment.

The “public space”, also known as the public sphere, was proposed by the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas in the twentieth century and is a place in between state and society (that is the sphere of private or civic activities beyond the reach of the state) where citizens participate in public affairs; it highlights the interaction of citizens in the political process (Zhan, 2002).

A community public space is an open platform for community residents to have face-to-face and equal conversations. On this platform, community residents are free to express their views, exchange opinions, and strengthen their understanding of each other, thus ensuring smooth community communication. At the same time, because the concern of community residents for some common interests and public affairs forms the foundation of community public life, the community public space becomes an essential sphere for residents to use their civil rights and express their interest and make appeals. In this community public space, community residents, through the discussions and peaceful communication of public affairs, gradually create a feeling of trust with a certain binding power that is recognized by the majority of residents. Such a trust is based on community identity, also known as community attachment. Its formation is conducive to uniting the community residents as a whole. The formation of a sense of identity and attachment is the start of the communication infrastructure in the community.


2.3.2 The communication infrastructure in the community

Communication infrastructure theory is a theory proposed by Sandra Ball-Rokeach of the Annenberg School of Communication and Journalism at the University of Southern California based on “media system dependency theory”. She analyzes the relationship between individuals, media, and society from an ecological perspective and focuses attention on the role of communication infrastructure in different social environments.

Community communication infrastructure includes community communication subjects, organizations, contents (daily conversations and stories) and spatial environments to realize and promote communication behaviors (e.g., buildings, parks, community public fitness areas, etc.). According to communication infrastructure theory (Wang, 2008), the main subject of community communication can be divided into three categories of communication subjects at the macro, meso and micro levels: the macro-level communication subject is social media, with macro stories as the main communication content; the communication subject at the meso level is the community media; and the subject at the micro-level is community residents themselves, mainly specific individuals. Communication infrastructure theory focuses more on the communication subjects at the meso and micro-levels, at which levels the community residents are regarded as the most important of the three, and the discussion among residents on the affairs of the community they live in is also a vital communication behavior. Communication infrastructure theory also emphasizes the link between communication subjects at different levels, that is, connectedness. Individuals are relatively active participants in the formation of community communication infrastructure, and they can interact with communication channels at the macro and meso levels, as well as provide information alternatives for macro and meso level communication subjects through telling daily stories.

The behavior of the communication subject is not produced out of thin air, nor is it abstract; it exists in a concrete form in a specific environment. Communication infrastructure theory holds that the spatial environment will have a certain impact on community communication, i.e., whether the environment is open or closed affects the formation and construction of the communication infrastructure. Within the community, residents with different backgrounds and education come together, and a sense of attachment stems from sharing the same geography, emotions, and values. In addition, community residents also share information. Residents share, exchange information, and interact with each other in public places, and discuss community affairs openly, which, to a certain extent, can strengthen the sense of community identity and attachment. The sense of community identity and attachment is the bond that binds the community and strengthens its cohesion. Therefore, building a communication platform and consultation mechanism for residents and improving community identity are conducive to constructing a community communication network, so that the community can evolve from a living community to a community of trust.

In today’s world, where housing patterns change and interpersonal relationships are complex and unstable, building a community communication infrastructure that provides community residents with a platform to communicate information and exchange ideas is a useful way to establish communities. A benign community communication system and community communication structure are relatively stable, which can enable individuals to obtain material, and the social, technical, emotional, and cultural resources they need. In the meantime, their participation in community construction also increases substantially.






 3Expression of their interests by community residents

While Chapter 2 analyzes the media forms of community communication, this chapter will examine the content of community communication.

Individual residents become members of a community by living in that same community. The same geographic location, living environment, and life needs make the personal interests of individuals converge into the common interests of the community. In addition to their need for channels and ways to express these common interests, residents also need to form a united force through communication and organization to protect and realize their common interests.

The community is a microscopic unit that constitutes society, and the efficiency of the channels to express residents’ interests and articulate their problems and the effective resolution of their problems and appeals are directly related to the construction and development of a harmonious community. In the new social situation, the community management methods have become flexible and diversified with the development of new media technology in the information age. More importantly, community residents have a new bottom-up channel to express their opinions and satisfy their interests and appeals. They are no longer only a passive party that has problems, waits for solutions, or is powerless to resist. The report of the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China clearly states:


We should improve the way in which the government provides public services, strengthen the system of social management and services at the community level, and ensure that urban and rural communities provide better services, fully leveraging the fundamental role of the people in social management.


This provides an institutional guarantee that the expression of people’s interests at the grassroots level will be heard.

This chapter analyzes the interests and appeals of community residents, so that we can concretely identify the problems and deficiencies in community construction and management in the new era and new media environment. Meanwhile, we can further investigate the changes in the way residents fight for their rights and interests, as well as the changes in the way their interests and appeals are satisfied.


3.1 Service needs of community residents

Since China’s Reform and Opening-Up, with the rapid development of the economy and the continued division of social classes, several contradictions in various sectors of society have also frequently occurred. This is particularly true in the field of urban construction, such as land acquisition and building demolition, maintenance of security and environmental management, features which are closely related to the daily lives of residents, and thus have led to an increase in interests and appeals as well as disputes. The government’s management of grassroots society is also transforming, from the previous service function of direct micro-management to indirect regulation at the more macro-level. The day-to-day management at the community level has become ever more important, and the duties of community work have also undergone profound changes. “The community has become an important carrier and platform for the Chinese government to manage and serve the society, and it has even become the foundation of government work and the front line of social management” (Yu, 2013: 182).

The Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, held in November 2013, adopted the Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening the Reform (abbreviated as the Decision), giving clear instructions on this issue from the perspective of enhancing the governance capacity of the state. In the section “Strengthening Building of the Socialist Democratic System”, the Decision states:


We will exercise community-level consultative democracy in various forms and make it institutional; we will establish and improve supervision by urban residents and villagers, encouraging them to conduct self-management, self-service, self-education, and self-oversight in exercising urban and rural community governance, in managing community-level public affairs, and in running public service programs.


In the section “Making Innovations in Social Governance System”, it is proposed that:


We will establish an open and orderly mechanism under which people can express their grievances, psychological intervention is conducted, conflicts are mediated and rights and interests are guaranteed, so as to ensure that the problems of the people can be reported, conflicts can be resolved and the people’s rights and interests can be guaranteed.

(Xinhua News Agency, 2013)




From this perspective, the relevant administrative departments, community residents committees, and public service organizations are all actively assisting residents in carrying out self-governance activities, while gaining an in-depth understanding of the interests and appeals of community residents has become the primary task to assist all parties in their work related to the needs of residents.

As a community living in the same geographical area, community residents have two main types of service needs: (1) public services, such as community elderly care, community education, community culture, community health care, community security, and community transportation, which are mainly provided by the government or social institutions; and (2) commercial services that have emerged in response to the need to improve and enhance the quality of life of community residents.


3.1.1 Public service needs


3.1.1.1 Community service needs for elderly care 

According to the statistics of the China Research Center on Aging, the elderly population in China reached 202 million at the end of 2013, and is growing rapidly at a rate of about 8 million per year (Wu, 2015). What comes with this is the aggravation of the situation of the older population (the proportion of elderly people over 80 years of age) in the process of population aging, as well as the continuous increase in the number of elderly people who have lost their ability to take care of themselves. In the face of the social reality of rapid aging, community-based elderly care services and home-based elderly care, supported by the community, have become a realistic demand for community residents.

In response to this serious situation, the State Council issued the Construction Plan for the Social Elderly Care Service System (2011–2015) in 2011. The plan clearly states that “community-based elderly care services are an important support for home-based elderly care, with two types of functions, that is community-based day care and home-based elderly care support” (General Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2011). In the face of the huge numbers of elderly population and the fact that every household in the community has elderly people in need of care, the elderly service work to be undertaken by the community and the implementation of the elderly care service system are closely related to the life and service needs of every community resident, and are also in urgent need of implementation and improvement. It is a fundamental part of community elderly care services to construct an information database for the elderly so as to provide elderly care services, such as the delivery of medical and catering services, as well as the information exchange and emotional support to combat loneliness among the elderly.


3.1.1.2 Community education service needs 

Children and adolescents are not only the hope of every family, but also the builders of the future of the country. It can be said that their education is the responsibility of society as a whole. The community is the main location for the life, study, recreation, and entertainment of parents and their children. For minors, the community is a “campus without walls”. As the service functions of the community continue to expand, from caring for special groups to covering all residents, many communities are constantly trying to find new ways to continue the civil service functions of the government as well as to satisfy the individual needs of their residents, and to keep them informed is essential.

According to a study by Guan (2004), factors such as community culture, personality, and environment have a certain influence on the form and content of family education in a region, and play a significant role in the education of children in that region. Meanwhile, the community’s service in family education guidance is a necessary measure to improve its own service function, meet the needs of community residents, and give full play to the resource advantages of the community in its new community management innovation.


3.1.1.3 Community cultural service needs 

The fast pace of life and relatively confined living spaces in today’s society restrict communication among community residents, which leads to estranged neighborly relations, loose social ties, and weak community spirit. However, community is more than a geographical concept, and “it is also a community where people live, which emphasizes commonality, including common space, common customs, common consciousness, common participation and common sharing” (Gao, 2008).

The best way to cultivate this commonality relies mainly on the cultivation and sharing of community culture. As residents live in a common area and carry out a similar range of activities, they gradually form a common consciousness, lifestyle, behavior patterns, and value orientation with similar attributes. These form the basis of community culture, which in turn continues to influence community residents.

Residents living in the same community need the spiritual support of the community culture to face a series of problems in the construction and development of the community and to solve material and spiritual difficulties. This is the right of community residents to enjoy a spiritual life. Therefore, constructing a community culture and providing community cultural services are also part of the interests and appeals that community residents are entitled to.


3.1.1.4 Community medical and health service needs 

In people’s daily lives, medical care and health services are essential. Medical services have always been one of the issues that the government and the public are most concerned about. The construction and service level of community medical and health services are particularly important, as they play a pivotal role in aspects, such as health communication and education, prevention and monitoring of epidemic diseases, and diagnosis and rehabilitation of chronic and common diseases. In addition, by establishing and improving community health services, this is the basic guarantee that a new urban health service system will be developed. Meanwhile, sound community health services can facilitate the daily health care of residents, so as to take some pressure off the large hospitals, which also helps improve the tense doctor-patient relationship.


3.1.1.5 Community security service needs 

Community security ensures that residents can maintain normal order in their lives. It not only concerns the safety of the lives and property of individual residents, but is also a basic prerequisite for ensuring the healthy and orderly economic and social development in the region and the smooth construction of socialist modernization. Community residents have the right to ask the police force for protection.

Community police work is the protection closest to residents’ lives and most relevant to their daily interests. Meanwhile, it is also the basis of the stability and security of the whole society. Solving practical problems of trivial interest for community residents, safeguarding their lives and property, and resolving conflicts related to their lives are not only important demands of residents, but are also basic guarantees for building a harmonious society.


3.1.2 Commercial service needs

The demand for community public services is a basic need. While public services are supplied by the government, the demand and supply of commercial services are quite different from those of public services. Community commercial services have a clear service orientation, that is, they are targeted at the population in a specific residential area, focusing on daily life and consumption, and are regional businesses characterized by convenience, speed of delivery, and flexibility. In recent years, China has vigorously developed a variety of community commercial services, such as community food stations, community supermarkets and shopping areas within 15 minutes’ walk of the houses.

Community commercial services play a key role in improving the residents’ living conditions, enhancing their quality of life and making their life easier, and are an indicator in assessing the level of community construction. Therefore, whether the planning and branch configuration of community commercial services are rational, whether the supporting facilities are complete, and whether the operation and management of commercial services are normalized, standardized, or convenient all have a bearing on the interests of community residents in all aspects of their daily life.

Due to contradictions caused by dysfunctional and non-transparent services and the contradictions the community has accumulated in the process of its own development, community conflicts will be commercialized and the commercial conflicts will be socialized, which in turn will introduce a variety of intertwined problems. These are all closely related to the rights and interests of the residents, which must be dealt with by both community managers and community residents.


3.2 Residents’ expression of their interests in community newspapers

Since the reform and opening-up, with the process of urbanization and community-based development, urban residents have gradually evolved from “unit people” to “community people”. As they live in the same community, they need to communicate with each other. In first-tier cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, which have huge populations, there are various types of residential communities, and the differences in residents’ consumption habits and information needs are quite distinct, which provides a broad space for the development of community media. By providing community news and information on everyday services, community newspapers can create community ties, strengthen communication among community members, as well as promote their participation in community activities; in the meantime, they also pay timely attention to community public issues, stimulate discussion and consultation among members on public affairs, and foster community consciousness. Through the news and information in the community newspaper, people can indirectly understand the life issues as well as interests and appeals that other residents are concerned about.

Xinmin Evening News Community Edition is the first community newspaper in China to be allowed to publish independently and to be market-oriented, which has aided the development of community newspapers. Shanghai is a huge urban conurbation, with mature communities, and its citizens have a strong need for social integration, so that local media have unique position in exchanging information and creating a sense of community identity. In this chapter, Xinmin Evening News Community Edition is used as an example to analyze how the interests and appeals of community residents are presented in the community newspaper.

Xinmin Evening News Community Edition was first published on March 2, 2007, and has undergone several revisions. Since 2011, it has been divided into three sections: (1) Owners Weekly and (2) Family Weekly, which are published every Wednesday, and (3) a local newspaper series for 24 subdistricts and towns, which are published monthly. These community edition newspapers were introduced at different times, and this book analyzes all the contents from 2011 to 2013 to summarize the interests and appeals of the residents reflected in the community newspapers (see Figure 3.1).
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Figure 3.1Overview of the layout of Xinmin Evening News Community Edition.


3.2.1 Layout of community newspapers

Both Owners Weekly and Family Weekly are published every Wednesday, with each issue containing 16 pages. Owners Weekly is positioned as “a newspaper for house owners”, covering news on houses, property owners, property management, and community life (Wang, 2012). As shown in Figure 3.1, in addition to a page of Important News, this edition also features “Rights Protection”, “Property Management”, “Community Stories”, “All Kinds of Stories”, and other pages. Its contents mostly include interest disputes between owners and property developers, property management, municipal constructors and others in other cities, as well as announcing activities organized by communities in Shanghai; “Community Forum” extracts and compiles the Weibo content of community residents; “Real Estate Market Observation”, “Decoration World”, “Life Friends”, “Health and Wellness”, “Travel”, and other pages provide information on life services.

Family Weekly, on the other hand, focuses on love interests, marriage, and the family. For example, “Mommy and Baby” and “Big Hands, Little Hand” provide information on raising children; “Health Lecture” and “Health and Wellness” introduce family health care; and it also has a series of pages that center around emotional life, such as “Emotion and Industry”, “Find the Destiny”, and “Whispers of Men and Women”.

In the newspaper series of subdistricts and towns, 24 communities such as Tianping Home, Baoshan Community, Zhujiajiao, Longhua Community, independently run their own newspapers, with different layouts. Most of them have four or eight pages, including community news, such as “All Angles of the Community” in the Tianping Home edition; pages publishing literary works, such as “Shell Picking in the Creek” in the Zhujiajiao edition; special pages for community events or major festivals; and information on daily life, such as “Healthy Life” in the Hexainghangtou edition.


3.2.2 Topics covered in community newspapers

The key words of community newspapers are “attachment” and “serviceability”, and the content should be related to life, be accessible, and practical, which can enhance the “viscosity” between the newspaper and the community it serves, so that it can win the heart of the residents (Wang, 2011). In the past three years, the contents of Xinmin Evening News Community Edition cover all aspects of community life, which can be divided mainly into the following categories:


3.2.2.1 Community activity promotion 

All kinds of events and activities organized by the community are featured in the community newspaper. Most of these activities are to implement national policies and to celebrate various festivals and anniversaries.

One type of activity undertaken is to implement major state policies. In November 2012, the Communist Party of China held its 18th National Congress, and special activities to learn from the 18th National Congress were carried out across the country. Longhua Community published reports on the story of the community organizing young people to study the spirit of the 18th National Congress (Chen, 2013).

On March 22, Longhua Subdistrict Community Service Center jointly organized 30 people, including League members and young people, to hold a theme day activity of “Promoting Youthful Aspirations: Talking about the 18th National Congress”. At the beginning of the activity, participants carefully watched the youth propaganda film produced by the Central Committee of the Communist Youth League of China, Tuantuan and Xuanxuan – Learn From the 18th National Congress. The film is an animation and the protagonists Tuantuan and Xuanxuan meticulously summarized the knowledge of various aspects of the 18th National Congress. In the subsequent quiz section on the 18th National Congress, the participating League members were divided into five groups to answer 50 questions covering three aspects, such as the spirit of the 18th National Congress, Party history, and the contents of the report of the 18th National Congress. In the intense competition atmosphere, all participants expressed their own feelings about learning and improved their understanding of the spirit of the 18th National Congress.

The second kind of report is about anniversary and celebration activities of major festivals. On Women’s Day on March 8, many communities hold activities, which are covered in the community newspaper. For example, Baoshan Community published a report regarding a series of activities celebrating Women’s Day organized by the community (Li, 2013).

Recently, the Women’s Federation of Baoshan Community (Subdistrict) visited a number of female entrepreneurs in the community, sending them wishes and greetings for Women’s Day. On March 4, the Women’s Federation of Baoshan Community (Subdistrict) held a special lecture in East Forum on the current topics of family and marriage, further delivering legal knowledge, and knowledge concerning women’s rights protection to the broad masses of women. On March 6, “Women’s Style, Celebrate the Women’s Day”, a showcase activity of women’s teams, was held in the Cultural Activity Center of the community.

The third kind of report is on the unique activities of the community. In addition to activities that are held across the country, each community regularly hosts their own community-featured activities. For example, Beizhan Community held “Low-Carbon Travel of Millions of Families” to promote the concept of environmental protection in the Beizhan Community (Tang, 2013).

The Women’s Federation of Beizhan Community (Subdistrict) and the Culture and Education Division cooperated with the Green Travel Society in Songjiang District to host a promotional performance on low carbon environmental protection, “Low-Carbon Travel of Millions of Families”. The activity promoted knowledge on low-carbon environmental protection, such as garbage classification, in the form of Shanghai rap, monologue, Shanghai opera, song and dance, etc. It received a rousing welcome from all residents.


3.2.2.2 Interest disputes of residents 

The disputes between community residents, and between the community and the property management have always been the focus of the Owners Weekly. On December 1, 2011, the front page of Owners Weekly published an article entitled “Why ‘Special Vehicles’ Don’t Pay the Fee”, pointing out that nearly a hundred buses were parked in a community, which made it extremely difficult for property owners in the residential community to find parking spaces. “The majority of owners disapprove of the buses occupying parking spaces in the residential community, and some owners even disclosed that, those ‘special vehicles’ not only occupied parking spaces, but refused to pay parking fees” (Wang, 2011).

In general, however, the community newspapers reported a relatively small proportion of disputes in Shanghai. Most of the disputes reported took place in other provinces. For example, on November 14, 2012, a report was published, “29 Residential Properties in a Community in Zhongshan, Guangdong Province Were Transferred to the Name of Property Management, and Owners Were Forced to Pay Rent for Their Own Houses”. In the report, it was said that the person in charge of Huafeng Park Property Management Company in Sanxiang Town, Zhongshan City, secretly transferred the house properties to his wife’s name without the owners’ knowledge. According to the filing information of Land and Resources Bureau of Zhongshan, property rights of up to 29 houses were transferred. The original owners were suddenly required by the property management company to pay the rents although they had purchased and lived in the houses for more than ten years. The report was excerpted from Nanfang Daily (Li, 2012).


3.2.2.3 Family life guide 

Family Weekly publishes a large number of articles to guide family life, including practical information on house renovation, how to cook, how to bring up babies, recommended destinations for holidays, and introductions to collections. Meanwhile, it also pays attention to current people and topics that are related to families. On December 11, 2013, for example, Family Weekly published an article entitled “Ten-Year-Old Girl Violently Abused a Baby, Everyone Is Shocked”, which focused on the child abuse case in Chongqing. The article on people, “Ping An: An Inspiring Bareheaded Man and His Rugged Music Road” published on December 26, 2012 interviewed Ping An, a local Shanghai singer, who became famous after competing in The Voice of China.


3.2.2.4 Information on consumer services 

Information on consumer services is the main content of Xinmin Evening News Community Edition, and every community newspaper features a wide range of information on consumer services that are important to the lives of citizens. On the one hand, it contains information on various activities conducted by community property management or residents committees. For example, on the third page of Hongmei Today on June 25, 2013 was “Fabulous Summer, A List of Summer Activities for Teenagers in the Community”, which contained the dates and locations of the activities for residents to choose from. On the other hand, there are also commercial advertisements, such as the article “New Year and New Style, Highlights and Trends”, in Kerui Magazine, which featured 11 hair salons around the community, along with addresses, phone numbers, opening hours, services provided and other information, as well as reviews by the editors, for example:


[The barbershop] mainly offers hairdressing and hairstyling. The shop was newly renovated in the first half of 2012, and it is a lot brighter and spacious than it used to be. The service is good as well. The stylists are mature and reliable, unlike those in other hair salons who are replaced frequently. The No. 2 stylist is particularly good and has excellent skills. The salon also places great emphasis on public welfare activities and offers free home service to all orphans, widows and people with disabilities.

(Kerui Magazine, 2013)



3.2.2.5 Publication of literary works 

Normally, the last page of each issue of the newspaper series of subdistricts and towns contains literary works by local residents. For example, on February 8, 2013, the fourth page of Healthy Maple Wood had three articles published in the section “Maple Wood Garden”. The origin of Maple Wood Road was examined and they proved the origin of the name Maple Wood Road came from the Shanghai Geographical Name Record and had appeared in the Dictionary of Ancient and Modern Geographical Names of Zhengjiang. The articles “Ten Years of Visiting: From Woodpeckers to Primrose Birds” and: “Twelve Years of Writing and Painting: Stay Close to the People, Please the Old and the Public” are articles submitted by citizens.


3.2.3 Expression limitations of the community newspapers

In reality, localized news is often overlooked. The media prefers to focus on important topics such as government announcements, disasters, public opinion polls and international events, while daily events that are closest to citizens’ lives are often ignored. The community newspaper provides a window for people to understand their communities. Every affair in the community, regardless of its importance, is covered in some way in the newspaper, which is important in presenting the interests of the community residents and enabling the construction of community. Meanwhile, the community newspaper also provides a channel for residents to communicate their interests, as it speaks for residents by publishing letters from them and exposing violations of laws. However, after analyzing the content covered in the community newspaper, we find that most of their pages, as represented by Xinmin Evening News Community Edition, are filled with information on daily life and services, and there are certain deficiencies in presenting the interests and appeals of residents.


3.2.3.1 The publication cycles of community newspapers are too long 

Most community newspapers are published weekly or monthly, and some of them are even published every few months due to the irregularity of the staff. For example, in 2013, Xinmin Evening News Community Edition – Baoshan Community editions were only available in January, February, April, May, June, July, November, and December. The long and unstable publication cycle of community newspaper makes it hard for residents to develop a habit of reading it on a regular basis and it is hard for them to be emotionally connected to it. At the same time, the opinions of the residents are not expressed in a timely manner.


3.2.3.2 Topics chosen by community newspapers show that they are covering major events in tabloid newspapers 

The community newspaper is a tabloid newspaper, not only because it is small in size, but also because it is a “niche” newspaper that targets “small regions”. After a text analysis of community newspapers, we found that most of the community newspapers spent a large part of their content covering activities such as visits of subdistrict offices and higher-level cadres to reflect the achievements of community and grassroots cadres. They have a tendency to “cover major events in tabloid newspapers” and their content fails to arouse the interests of the residents. Most of the reports were top-down, and the topics covered were about the implementation of national policies and numerous activities organized by the community residents committees, while there are insufficient reports on events initiated by community residents.


3.2.3.3 The community newspapers have a single perspective 

Reports on a certain community are unique to community newspapers, but as things stand, they are mostly praising good people and good deeds, noting how community services are benefiting people’s livelihoods, and how well community police stations are handling cases. The majority of the negative stories about community interest disputes are excerpted from other media reports about a particular community in other regions. Therefore, community newspapers lose their greatest advantage of “accessibility”. Most of the news reports talk about certain stages of a single event, so that the whole development of the same event cannot be shown in a comprehensive manner, which is not conducive to attracting the attention and participation of residents.


3.3 Residents’ expression of their interests on community websites

In his book, The Rise of the Network Society (Castells, 2006a: 434), Manuel Castells argues that the construction of information technology and the tremendous development of network technology have made the digital existence a lifestyle and a living state for human beings. The network also takes advantage of the changes in people’s lifestyle and living state to participate in the production, consumption, life, system, power, and culture of the whole society to gradually generate an irreplaceable impact. This makes the network not only a tool and way for people to reflect their living needs, but also an effective communication channel for community residents to safeguard their own interests and appeals and ensure a stable and harmonious community environment in the new era. In order to understand the real interests and appeals of community residents, how they resolve disputes, vent their grievances, and protect their rights and interests in their daily lives, it is necessary to analyze the content of community websites and forums.


3.3.1 Content architecture of the community forum

The community development of Tiantongyuan Community in Beijing in the past ten years is a typical representative that responds to the changes in residents’ lives brought about by the age of information technology, networking, and new media. This book selects the Tiantongyuan Community Website (www.ttysq.com) to analyze in depth how the real interests and appeals of community residents are expressed and resolved in the new media era. This is a community media platform created, maintained, and operated by the first group of neighbors who moved into Tiantongyuan, and it is also the most popular community website with the longest history and the most members in the Tiantongyuan area. At the same time, this community website is a mature example of domestic community websites in terms of promoting networks in the life of Tiantongyuan Community, improving the life of community residents, and promoting the development of a harmonious community and other aspects.

The structure and layout of the community website reflect the information demands and habits of residents and service orientation. After nine years of development, the architecture and layout of Tiantongyuan Community Website also reflect the convenience of connecting residents and the community. Its home page shows four major categories of information, respectively, “Community Events”, “Life”, “Classification”, and “Community” (see Figure 3.2).
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Figure 3.2Classification of information on Tiantongyuan Community Website.

The main function of “Community Events” is to provide news and information for residents. It not only covers major social news, but also connects community residents through news of what is happening in the community. The “Life” section is particularly detailed, covering all areas of the life of community residents, and providing a full range of services for residents. “Classification” mainly displays advertisements for goods and sales as well as service information that makes residents’ life more convenient. It is extremely well targeted. “Community” is a communication platform for the residents of Tiantongyuan Community. Whether it is gift exchange or games, the aim is to facilitate the lives of residents and make them feel connected through communication.

Residents register on the website and publish posts, which is the main form of presentation of information here. Then the backstage staff of the website classify and filter the contents of the posts and place the titles as links on the homepage of the community website (see Figure 3.3). Therefore, the community forum is the main source of information for the entire website, and the community information it provides becomes the content in “Community Events”. Information on the life of the residents converges and becomes the dynamic information of the whole community. Meanwhile, advertisements in the forum that make people’s life easier are also an important part of the classified information serving the community residents.
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Figure 3.3Information structure of Tiantongyuan Community Website.

As a core source of dynamic information, the community forum presents the lives and dynamics of the community residents and their interests, maximizing the coverage of information status and the expression of residents’ views, and even their irrational opinion venting. In the following, we will further observe into what topics the original posts on Tiantongyuan Community Forum can be subdivided. The community forum is mainly composed of five major sections, namely: Tiantongyuan Consultation Section, Tiantongyuan Life Section, Tiantongyuan Self-Established Cooperation Section, Tiantongyuan Official Section, and Tiantongyuan Station Section, as shown in Figure 3.4.
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Figure 3.4Five major sections of Tiantongyuan Community Forum.

The “Consultation Section” is a platform for sharing information to satisfy the community residents’ needs for services, to fight for their interests, and to exchange physical things. The “Life Section” is a communication platform for community residents to share their lives and experiences and help each other. Meanwhile, “Self-Established Cooperation Section” is an important platform for residents to satisfy their need for spiritual and cultural life. The “Official Section” is also an important area for the entire community forum to reflect the interests and appeals of the residents. The established cooperation between the community website and the industrial and commercial office, local police stations, traffic police, residents committees, as well as the Youth Gathering are important in protecting the interests of community residents. There is also a “Station Section”, in which the announcement section, discussion section, and comment section not only enable the community to express its own views as a whole with collective interests, but also play an important role in reconciling internal conflicts and interest disputes within the community.


3.3.2 Expression levels in community forums

The structure and layout of Tiantongyuan Community Forum enable individual community residents to get what they need from the vast sea of information in the forum, according to their different needs. Whether it is to learn about news and policies related to the community, to buy and sell in the second-hand market, to purchase in bulk or in groups, or to exchange ideas in the Wealth Management, Household, Mom and Infant and other sections. All of the daily needs of residents can be satisfied.

In the section Tiantongyuan Exposure Platform, community residents publish information about their own discoveries, so as to raise the attention of the other residents, and then express public interest and appeals as well as suggestions on behalf of the residents. Meanwhile, it is also the section most relevant to the protection of interests and appeals and solutions. The following is a classification of all the existing posts in the Exposure Platform. Through the different contents and expressions of the residents’ interests, we will see what kind of interests and appeals the community residents have when facing specific problems in their real life.

According to the statistics, a total of 307 subject posts appeared in the Exposure Platform of the forum of the Tiantongyuan Community Website (September 6, 2011–December 15, 2013), which means on average, one exposure post was made every other day. However, the number of replies and views of posts are not evenly distributed. In the following, we will divide the posts on the Exposure Platform into two dimensions, namely, the content direction and the means of expression of residents’ posts, so that we can analyze the specific interests and appeals of the community residents.

As we can see in Table 3.1, the interests and appeals expressed by the residents in their posts are mainly related to consumer goods, public services, property management, and supporting facilities. From the content, the interests that community residents care about and protect are very specific, even as insignificant as cleaning garbage and issuing invoices, which are the most direct reflections and manifestations of daily trivial life. The four categories of “supervision, recommendation, dissatisfaction, and venting” are categorized in decreasing order of rationality and increasing order of emotion. We can clearly see from this that community residents are basically objective and rational in expressing their opinions and reflecting their own interests and appeals, while posts involving irrational expressions and emotional venting are rare. On the contrary, the Exposure Platform is mostly filled with posts about supervision and recommendation that focus on the interests and appeals of residents. This is a significant difference between it as a community communication media and general web communities.

Table 3.1 Content direction and expression methods of posts in the Tiantongyuan Community Forum


	
Content category

	
	
Mode of expression

	
	
Supervision

	
	
Recommendation

	
	
Dissatisfaction

	
	
Venting






	
 
Consumption
	
	
Typical subject

	
	
“Deceptive Rental Agents: Our Bitter Stories in Those Years”, “Tianwaitian Roast Duck Restaurant Refuses to Issue Invoices at Checkout, What to Do”, etc.

	
	
“The Cigarette Shop Across the Street from Tiantongyuan North Metro Is an Unscrupulous Shop! Don’t Buy Anything There!”, “Beware – Don’t Come to This Shop for Repairs, or You’ll Regret It!” etc.

	
	
“The Old Man Was Blackmailed While Shopping in Wumei Mall in Tiantongyuan East District 3”, “Youyou Baby’s Home in Tiantongyuan East District 2 Is Shut Down Without Any Notice”, etc.

	
	
“Sun Jijia, The Worst Second Landlord in Changpin”, “Disgusting Service Of ‘Gaolouju” in the North Gate of Tiantongyuan West District 3”, etc.




	
99

	
	
43

	
	
27

	
	
21

	
	
8




	
Public services

	
	
Typical subject

	
	
“The Public Toilets in the Square of West District 2 Are Still Out of Use”, “Are Street Lamps in Tiantongyuan Community Still Needed?” etc.

	
	
“Do Not Sleep at Night with Your Windows Open! The ‘Criminals Climbing in Through the Window’ Rings the Alarm”, “Qing River: Beautiful Scenery with Stinky River, and Residents Hate to Stroll There”, etc.

	
	
“The Area Around Tiantongyuan Subway Station Is Too Dirty”, “The Trash Cans in North District 1 Are Thrown on the Streets”, etc.

	
	
“Do You Feel the Same Way? I’m So Upset!”, “Landlord Peels Scallion at the Window of 15th Floor, and Rotten Leaves Fall from The Sky. Furious”, etc.




	
92

	
	
38

	
	
19

	
	
31

	
	
4




	
Property management

	
	
Typical subject

	
	
“The Green Belt Is Occupied and No One Cares”, “Survey of Service Attitudes of Property Management Staff in Tiantongyuan Community”, etc.

	
	
“Shouldn’t the Advertisements in the Corridors Be Cleaned Up?”, “The East District 1, 2, and 3 of Tiantongyuan Burn Garbage Every Night”, etc.

	
	
“I Pay Parking Fees and Property Management Fees, So Why I Still Have to Pay When My Car Was Smashed in the Community”, “Tiantongyuan Property Management Imparity Terms”, etc.

	
	
“What Does Property Management Do with The Parking Fees They Charge? Exposing the Crimes of Tiantongyuan Property Management!”, etc.




	
73

	
	
13

	
	
21

	
	
35

	
	
4




	
Supporting Facilities

	
	
Typical subject

	
	
“Stalls Were Set Up to Sell Books in a Small Square of Tiantongyuan West District 1”, “Zhongshan Experimental School Seriously Disturbs the Public”, etc.

	
	
“Solutions to the Problems of Subways Crossing the Streets and Platform Bridge Being Occupied”, “Public Maintenance Fund and Waterproofing Construction in the Penthouses”, etc.

	
	
“The Current Situation of a Kindergarten in Zhongshan Is Worrying”, “Angry! Kaishilan National Kindergarten Actually Uses Gutter Oil from the Morning Market!”, etc.

	
	
“Tianyilianlin Water Station in North District 1 Is A Piece of Crap!”




	
12

	
	
5

	
	
3

	
	
3

	
	
1




	
Total

	
	
276

	
	
99

	
	
70

	
	
90

	
	
17







3.3.3 Expressive features of community forums

Time and technology have not only promoted the overall development of society, but have also encouraged the change in the perceptions of individuals influenced by their daily environment. The constant creation of new media channels, the increasing complexity of daily life, and people’s growing desire for recognition, acceptance, and trust have all contributed to a more positive attitude and behavior of community residents toward participating in public affairs and expressing their personal opinions. Against this backdrop, community websites have also emerged in response to the development of the Internet, the informatization construction of communities, and the increased consciousness of community residents, to participate in the management of community affairs.

The enrichment and development of community websites, especially community forums, have compensated for the weakness of community newspapers in addressing the needs and interests of residents in their daily lives. Unlike the media presentation of community newspapers, community websites/forums have new features and advantages for residents.


3.3.3.1 Specify the connection between government departments 

Tiantongyuan Community Website Forum and functional government departments jointly build sections of Tiantongyuan Industrial and Commercial Office, Tiantongyuan Police Station, and Tiantongyuan Traffic Police to provide residents with institutional services protection, and facilitate the way in which community residents and functional government departments communicate. The charitable organizations established in cooperation with the Youth Gathering of the Communist Youth League Beijing Committee also provide a reliable and strong guarantee of the philanthropic actions of the residents. These institutional guarantees that are specified to community forums make it a lot easier for residents to safeguard their own rights and interests.


3.3.3.2 Consultations on divisive matters 

High pressure work and study in modern times create challenges of time and energy for residents to deal with the matters in their daily life. How effectively residents can express their interests is the first and foremost factor that determines whether problems can be solved. On the basis of collecting the views of residents, Tiantongyuan Community Forum classifies and manages community information and differentiates content through the Consultation Section, Life Section, and Self-Established Cooperation Section, making the mixed interests and appeals in life organized and intensive. In this way, it is more effective to communicate with property management and other related departments, and this can reconcile the disordered and chaotic opinion expressions of residents in helping monitor the community environment, participating in community construction, and maintaining community interests.


3.3.3.3 Increase the convenience for daily consumption 

In the categorized information of the community website, the integration of information for commercial advertisements in the Tiantongyuan Community reflects the convenience of social life in the new era. Not only for-profit shops and convenience service organizations on the periphery of the community collect information specifically for the community residents, but more importantly, the integrated information on some activities that aid residents’ lives, bulk purchases, and carpooling to work among community residents strengthens the sense of presence of the community as somewhere for residents to live together and their sense of ownership of the community.


3.3.3.4 Strengthen the emotional communication between neighbors 

It is not only geographical proximity, but also interests based on geography, that bind people together in a community into a community of shared interests. The common spiritual and cultural construction and emotional communication with neighbors often determine the development of community affairs and the construction of a community environment. Tiantongyuan Community Website offers community residents a place to get to know their neighbors, strengthen emotional ties, and resolve worries for each other in sections such as “Home” and “Photo Album”, and “Gift Exchange”. These are what creates the inner core of a community – the common spirit of the community.






 4Media use by community residents

 Information access, neighborhood communication, and community action

The use of media at the community level is a core element and a key link in the information exchange and consultative action of community residents. The study of the use of community media needs to take into account the specific characteristics of the community context, rather than simply follow the framework and concepts of research on mass communication. The most important theoretical construction in the international academic research comes from communication infrastructure theory.

In the 1970s, communication scholars Sandra Ball-Rokeach and Melven Defleur collaborated to create the media system dependency theory, studying the relationship between media, individuals, and society from an ecological perspective. In the early 2000s, Ball-Rokeach led research at the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism to initiate a large empirical study entitled “The Metamorphosis Project: an in-depth inquiry into the transformation of urban community”, which further developed the communication infrastructure theory based on media system dependency theory and aimed at explaining changes in the human communication environment in a more inclusive framework. An important concept proposed by this theory is the “storytelling network”, which is believed to be important in constructing and maintaining the existence of a community and influencing people’s social interactions at the community level (Ball-Rokeach & Zheng, 2004). The term “community storytelling network” refers to the involvement of community residents, community organizations, and local or small group media in communication activities concerning the community (Broad et al., 2013). The “storytelling network” of a powerful community is an effective way of fostering attachment and collective efficacy (i.e., residents believe that “we” can work together to solve problems in “our” residential area) as well as civic participation (Wang, 2008).

In the context of community, Ball-Rokeach’s communication infrastructure theory explains how the concept and structure of community have changed in the post-industrial era, and provides a useful exposition on how to build a powerful community through communication activities. This has a comparatively obvious impact on China’s recent community communication research. For example, based on the inspiration of communication infrastructure theory, Zeng (2010) discusses the construction of community communication networks in Chinese cities by comparing the roles played by traditional mainstream media, community media, new media, and interpersonal neighborhood communication in community communication. In contrast, Zhou (2010) focuses on how to improve the role of community newspapers, community websites, and community building media in community construction. These studies all start their own discussion based on the functional utility of “storytelling networks”.

To study the interrelationship between communication behaviors and other factors, it is necessary to focus on the communication ecology constructed by people in the real community. As people normally use multiple communication methods to communicate and act, the study of communication ecology has a great advantage over the study of the use of a single media pattern and the study of mass media outside the context of interpersonal communication. Therefore, it is valuable to show the media connectedness and communication ecology that people construct to achieve different purposes (Wilkin et al., 2007). In recent years, the Pew Research Center has conducted detailed and continuous research on how Americans are informed about their community news, and how the Internet and mobile Internet affect neighborhood communication, community participation, and community life (Miller et al., 2012).

Some scholars in China have also carried out relevant research. Zhang et al. (2009) depicted the communication patterns of new urban immigrants in Wuhan and studied the relationship between them and their sense of belonging to the community. Zhou (2012) discusses the development strategy of district and county TV stations based on survey data of the community communication environment, residents’ satisfaction with the community and their willingness to participate in community affairs in Pudong New Area, Shanghai. Constructing three levels: interpersonal communication, organizational communication, and mass communication, Li (2013) describes and analyzes the communication infrastructure of three types of communities in Jingle County, Shanxi Province.

This study attempts to examine how the subjects of communication behaviors, that is, the residents of the urban communities, perceive the current communication infrastructure and how they use various means to communicate in their communities in different contexts. For example, how many people are interested in the “stories” in the community? Who are they? Are they able to get the information they want under the existing communication conditions? How do people use current communication resources to communicate with their neighbors and solve community problems? We will describe the current ecology of urban community communication, ranging from community information access to interpersonal information exchange, and to community action participation.

On the basis of this, this study pays special attention to the role of new media in community communication. New media, represented by the Internet, is gradually penetrating our daily life, and virtual communities pose a challenge to the traditional media-community relationship (Wang & Wang, 2009). Meanwhile, the significance of online platform as the participation space and information source of community life is gradually increasing, so new research needs to explore the potential of digital media to stimulate community participation and construct a community (Ognyanova et al., 2013). The Internet has shown tremendous mobilizing power for community actions in China, especially with regard to property owners being active participants in local affairs, and a series of case studies have focused on the relationship between the two. For example, the study of Huang and Gui (2009) shows that respondents who have participated in online owners’ forums to discuss community public affairs are more likely to engage in other forms of activity, including writing joint letters, petitions, and protests. Through a more specific and detailed survey of Beijing, a city with more mature information technology and community management, as a sample for observation, we attempt to map the type, depth, and scope of community-related actions taken by urban community residents on the Internet to show the extent and direction of Internet use in community communication networks.


4.1 Research design


4.1.1 Data collection

Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) was used in this study to collect data. Telephone numbers were randomly generated by the telephone interviewing system and were aimed at covering all regions in Beijing. As the telephone penetration rate in Beijing is relatively high, and the telephone interview does not require direct contact with the respondents, which can reduce their anxiety, a wider sample and more realistic answers can be obtained compared with the direct household interview, thus ensuring the sample quality. The whole telephone interview took two weeks, and the questionnaire was administered in January 2014, with a total of 516 valid samples obtained. Of these, 239 respondents were males, representing 46.3 percent of the total, and 277 were females, accounting for 53.7 percent of the total.


4.1.2 Overview of the sample

The economic changes in cities have led to changes in the social structure (Li, 2007). In the process of urban community construction, traditional types of urban community have been significantly differentiated and reorganized, and new types of communities have begun to flourish. Among the various types of communities, there are also large differences in the communication ecology and community consciousness in community life. Therefore, in addition to demographic variables, such as gender and age, we mainly asked about the types of community in which people live in terms of community-related variables.

There are various criteria for classifying community types, such as spatial distribution, size or socio-economic status of the social members of the community. In this study, we chose the characteristics of community formation mechanisms – who builds it and how it develops and matures – as the criterion. Apart from the social stages and contexts in which different types of communities emerge, this criterion can also reflect certain relationship characteristics among community members.

After researching and summarizing the evolution characteristics of urban communities, some scholars have suggested that the current urban communities in China can be divided into unit communities, old town residential communities, commercial residential communities, transitional communities (commonly known as “village to residential” communities), and mixed communities (Qin, 2012). Using this as a reference and taking into account the actual situation in Beijing, this study classifies communities into five categories:


1.unit communities

2.traditional neighborhood communities

3.commercial residential communities

4.transitional communities

5.mixed communities.


Unit communities are residential communities built by government agencies or enterprises and public institutions for their own employees, and most of the residents there are work colleagues in the same unit; residential buildings in traditional neighborhood communities are bungalows, quadrangle courtyards, hutongs or low-rise old buildings with a long history, and most of their residents are locals who have been living there for generations and know each other well; commercial residential communities refer to commercial residential houses developed by real estate companies; transitional communities (“village to residential” communities) are generally located in the urban-rural places or villages in the cities, where houses are mostly built by villagers themselves and there are many migrant residents; mixed communities have various residential features and are made up of a mixture of areas of families of unit workers, old residential houses and commercial residential houses. In the sample, unit communities account for the highest proportion (39.3 percent), followed by commercial residential communities (23.8 percent); 18 percent of the respondents came from traditional neighborhood communities; 14.7 percent of the respondents lived in mixed communities; and 4.1 percent were residents of transitional communities.

In addition, the Beijing subway line, called the ring line, is a very important concept in Beijing’s urban planning, as it forms a natural partition in the residential area. Generally speaking, people living in different areas of the ring line have different modes of transportation, commercial resources, medical and educational services, as well as overall different socio-economic status. As a result, we divided the sample according to the distance of the communities from the city center: 29.7 percent of the respondents lived within the third subway ring area; those living in the third to fifth subway ring areas accounted for the largest proportion, that is 58.1 percent; 10.3 percent of the respondents lived in a non-suburban non-county area outside the fifth subway ring area; and 1.9 percent came from suburban counties.


4.1.3 Structure of the questionnaire

The questionnaire in this study was designed to focus on three aspects of community life. The first explores the importance people attach to community information and whether their information needs are met. Meanwhile, it attempts to reveal the relationship between these factors and other factors such as people’s community consciousness and the evaluation of community progress. The second is mainly concerned with the interpersonal communication of the community residents, showing the degree of interaction within the community and the use of different media in the interaction. The third part revolves around people’s confidence in participating in community actions, the methods applied, and the role of new media in this process.


4.2 How do residents perceive and access community “stories”?

There is a blind spot in the access to information of Chinese residents – people are often aware of what is happening nationally and internationally, but do not know much about what is happening locally and in their own communities (Jiang & Huang, 2013). As scholars continue to emphasize the importance of “story-telling networks” for community construction, the targets of mobilization are often organizations such as the government, the media, or property management companies, in the hope that they will play a role in the construction of communication infrastructure. However, it is difficult to motivate and predict the communication activities that will be spontaneously carried out and participated in by the residents themselves. Therefore, we hope to understand the degree of subjective importance that community residents currently attach to community “stories” and to discover the social characteristics of those who are more interested in community news.

Just as the community is embedded in a larger regional, national, and global system (Friedland, 2001), community communication activities also cooperate with regional, national, and global communication activities and assume different roles, interwoven into communication networks. Therefore, first, we conducted a survey on residents’ attention to different kinds of news, and the result shows that there is a significant difference in the proportional distribution of each type of news (χ2 = 48.433, df =16, p = 0.000<0.01), as shown in Figure 4.1.
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Figure 4.1The importance residents attach to different types of news.

As can be seen from Figure 4.1, residents generally consider Beijing news to be the most important to them, with about 80 percent considering it important; this is followed by national news, with about 70 percent considering it important; world news, administrative district news and community news are valued to a similar extent. According to the data, only 46.9 percent (22.5 percent + 24.4 percent) of the total number of respondents think community news is important to them, which is significantly lower than the above-mentioned proportion of respondents attaching importance to Beijing news and national news, while about 20 percent of the residents fail to recognize the importance of community news.

So, what are the characteristics of these residents who think community news is important? We conducted a cross-over analysis and the result is shown in Figure 4.2.
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Figure 4.2Proportion of people who value community news in different dimensions.

Figure 4.2 shows that women place more importance on community news than men. About half of the young and middle-aged people under the age of 60 consider community news to be important to them, while this proportion decreases to around 40 percent among elders over 60. By community type, people living in traditional neighborhood communities are more likely to be interested in community news than those living in commercial residential communities. At the same time, the proportion of residents in downtown Beijing who consider community news important increases with the distance of their residential communities from the city center, but declines rapidly to the minimum in suburban counties.

In general, a larger proportion of female, young, and middle-aged residents and those living in the city attach importance to community information. However, the overall importance of community news was the lowest among all the news types surveyed, which means that, given the current situation of community development in China, residents’ subjective willingness to access community information is not strong, and they are more interested in news about their cities than in community-level information. So, is it still important to have access to community information when the need is not urgent?

While the importance of “story-telling networks” for community construction has been discussed many times, there is little empirical research on the importance of community information flows in the Chinese context. Therefore, our study examines the importance of “story-telling networks” in terms of people’s perceptions of community progress and the level of their community consciousness.

We invited respondents to evaluate changes in the level of difficulty in accessing community-related information compared with two years ago. The cross-over analysis shows that there are insignificant differences in the comments by residents of different gender or age, but that the type of neighborhood (P1 = 0.009<0.01) and the importance attached to community news (P2 = 0.000<0.01) could be used as criteria for classification. See Figure 4.3.
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Figure 4.3Evaluation of changes in convenience of access to community information by residents in different types of community.

Figure 4.3 shows that the largest proportion of respondents perceiving that access to community information is now easier than before are residents in traditional neighborhood communities; this number of mixed neighborhood communities falls slightly behind, while these communities have the fewest respondents believing that it is becoming harder, so it can be argued that residents in such communities are most positive in assessing the progress in terms of convenience of access to information. Commercial residential communities and unit communities produce a similar assessment; and transitional communities have the smallest proportion of respondents who perceive that access to information is becoming easier, and the largest proportion perceiving that it is becoming harder, so their assessment is the most negative one.

More significant, linear differences are found among those who attach different importance to community news. It is clear from Figure 4.4 that the more important community news is to them, the more positively they rate the convenience of access to community information (i.e., the area of the light gray and slash blocks in Figure 4.4 is expanding).
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Figure 4.4Relationship between the importance attached to community news and changes in convenience of access to community information.

In order to further understand the community psychology of residents and to demonstrate the importance of access to community information, we asked people about their predictions for the development prospects of their community over the next five years, providing five options: “very good, relatively good, fair, poor, and very poor”.

An important relationship here is the correlation between the assessment of progress in access to community information and the prediction for development prospects of communities, for which a correlation analysis was conducted, as shown in Figure 4.5 and Table 4.1.
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Figure 4.5People’s assessment of changes in the difficulty in accessing community information and the community development prospects over the next five years.

Table 4.1 Changes in the difficulty in accessing information and correlation testing for community progress evaluation


	
Spearman’s rho

	
	
Do you have easier access to community information compared to two years ago?

	
	
Community development prospect in five years






	
Do you have easier access to community information compared to two years ago?

	
	
Correlation

	
	
1.000

	
	
0.269**




	
Sig. (two-tailed)

	
	
0.000

	
	
0.000




	
N

	
	
516

	
	
516




	
Community development prospect in five years

	
	
Correlation

	
	
0.269**

	
	
1.000




	
Sig. (two-tailed)

	
	
0.000

	
	
0.000




	
	
	
N

	
	
516

	
	
516






	Note: ** The correlation is significant at a confidence level (two-tailed test) of 0.01.





Since both variables are ordinal variables, we used Spearman rank correlation coefficient to investigate and the correlation coefficient is 0.269, p = 0.000<0.01, which is significant at a confidence level (two-tailed) of 0.01. Therefore, there is a high correlation between people’s evaluation of the difficulty in accessing information and their prediction of community development prospects in the next five years. From Figure 4.5, we can see that the more people perceive that access to community-related information has become easier, the more positively they rate the community development prospects. Those who consider that it has become harder to access information have more negative predictions of the community development prospects. There is a positive relationship between the two.

Another important relationship is the one between community consciousness and people’s enthusiasm for news. Community consciousness, also known as community psychological consciousness, was proposed by S. B. Sarason of Yale University in 1973 as an emotional attachment to the community and a spiritual belief expressed by community members (Feng, 2011). It is generally believed that community consciousness is a positive force in social culture, which is beneficial to human and social development, and that enhancing community consciousness can facilitate the formation of healthy and stable personalities as well as promote and achieve community development (Luo, 2006). It includes four components, that is, attachment, influence, satisfaction of needs, and shared emotional connection. Most scholars are optimistic about the positive correlation between community consciousness and people’s enthusiasm for news and a large number of empirical studies have supported this view. For example, a 2012 report by the Pew Research Center called Local News Enthusiasts shows that people who are passionate about local news are more connected to their communities.

Therefore, we conducted a correlation analysis between the level of interest in community news and the community consciousness. We used the relatively classic sense of community index (SCI) with 12 questions proposed by Chavis to measure community consciousness. Although Chavis later modified the index and developed a second version (SCI 2) with 24 questions, the classic SCI questions are still adopted in this study because it is easier to administer and can satisfy the needs of this study. The intrinsic reliability coefficient of the entire scale is 0.80 (Chavis et al., 1986).

Unlike right and wrong judgments of the original scale, we used Likert’s five-point scale for scoring, assigning positive and negative scores to positive and negative narratives, respectively, with total scores ranging from -12 to 36. The final measured scores are shown below.

The mean score of the respondents’ community consciousness is 14.61 with a standard deviation of 6.537, and it is normally distributed. According to the type of community they live in, the mean scores are as shown in Figure 4.6, and there is a significant difference between the community consciousness scores of each group (F = 4.768, p = 0.001<0.01). In the meantime, a homogeneity test of variances was also performed, and the significance is 0.698>0.01, so the variance is unequal and the results are acceptable. Overall, residents in traditional neighborhood communities have the highest mean score of community consciousness, which is slightly higher than that of residents in unit communities. Next is mixed communities, while residents in transitional and commercial residential communities have the lowest community consciousness scores.



[image: ]
Figure 4.6Distribution of mean scores of residents’ community consciousness for different types of communities.

Next, we tested the correlation between the importance attached to community news and the scores of community consciousness, which was found to be significantly correlated at the confidence level of 0.01. According to monadic regressive analysis, there is a weak positive correlation between the scores of community consciousness and the importance attached to community news (p = 0.000<0.001, unstandardized coefficient b = 1.274): as people place increasing importance on community news, the distribution of the scores of community consciousness also climbs higher. As a result, enthusiasts for community news generally have a higher level of community consciousness.

From the aforementioned findings, the conclusion can be drawn that, while those who consider community news important do not yet make up half of the total respondents, this group is more likely to rate changes in the convenience of access to community information more positively than other groups. This means that residents who value community information perceive that they have increasingly convenient access to community information. And its importance for community construction is also supported by our study: the more people feel that the difficulty of accessing to community-related information is decreasing, the more positively they evaluate the future development of the community. Shan (2008) points out in her study that the perception of community progress and community satisfaction are mutually reinforcing, interrelated, and inseparable, which in turn directly affects people’s attachment to the community. Indeed, we find that this group has higher scores of community consciousness. There is a positive correlation among these factors (see Figure 4.7).
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Figure 4.7Relationship map between community information and community consciousness.


4.3 How do residents communicate with their neighbors

Through research, Ball-Rokeach also found that in three levels of communication, i.e., mainstream media, community organizations, and community residents, individual residents are able to discuss with their neighbors what is happening in their residential communities, and they are the most active and important storytellers in all these three levels (Wang, 2008). Neighborhood communication is an important activity in community life, and the use of media in neighborhood communication is also a focus of our attention.

The prevalence of television has greatly stimulated scholars to reflect on community life and interpersonal communication. Television has privatized people’s social and recreation activities, and the time people used to spend in socializing with neighbors and going out is now spent watching TV (Wang & Wang, 2009). Currently, the Internet has largely replaced television as the main entertainment method for urban residents. We asked people whether they had had the following eight types of communication with their neighbors in the past month (face-to-face, telephone, text messages, emails, community forum, QQ, Weibo, WeChat). In order to investigate the impact of the Internet on interpersonal communication between neighbors, we conducted a cross-over analysis of the proportion of time people spent online and on the communication with neighbors, and the results are shown in Figure 4.8.
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Figure 4.8Proportion of groups with different daily time of Internet usage who have communicated with their neighbors in the past month.

The results show that as the amount of time spent online increases, the proportion of people in the group who have communicated with their neighbors in the past month tends to decrease. Among those who do not use the Internet, 77.3 percent had some form of communication with their neighbors in the past month, compared with the proportion among those who used the Internet for more than six hours a day at merely 58.0 percent.

It is noteworthy that the forms of communication we listed already include highly-interactive new media, such as community forums, QQ, Weibo, and WeChat, so that people actually have more media options to communicate with their neighbors. However, the increase in the depth of Internet use has not brought about a simultaneous increase in the intensity of interaction between neighbors. The main analysis of this phenomenon is that people are seeking to build new communities on the Internet, based on common interests and needs, as opposed to communities based on geographical and family ties (Fidler, 1997).

According to the survey, the most popular communication method among community residents in Beijing remains the most traditional form of interpersonal communication – face-to-face (95.4 percent) (see Figure 4.9), followed by phone calls (38.9 percent) and text messages (17.7 percent). Meanwhile, the most popular online media communication only has 12.6 percent of all users (see Figure 4.9). According to a report released by Pew Internet and American Life Project, entitled “Neighbors Online” (see Figure 4.9), 20 percent of Americans communicate with their neighbors and search for community information online. By comparison, it can be seen that online media still has a relatively low status in overall communication with neighbors among Chinese urban residents.
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Figure 4.9The way people communicated with their neighbors in the past month.

Of the five online media, WeChat is the most widely used one (9.5 percent), while Weibo is the least used (5.7 percent). Community forums, QQ, and emails have similar performance. Although WeChat was the last to emerge compared to the other four online media, the speed of its popularity is striking. WeChat’s network is usually composed of acquaintances, and it is exceptional at point-to-point communication, i.e., it solidifies the “strong relationships” in interpersonal networks. In contrast, the user nodes of Weibo are mostly “weakly connected” to each other – Weibo users are most willing to follow people with similar interests or celebrities from all walks of life, rather than the interpersonal network of their daily lives. Therefore, the academic circle and the practice field should pay more attention to the use of instant messaging tools such as WeChat in neighborhood communication in the future.

The means of communication with neighbors of respondents vary across age groups and types of the communities they live in. According to Table 4.2, those aged 26–40 are the most active group in communicating with neighbors, and on average, they use more than two ways to communicate with their neighbors. Meanwhile, they lead in the use of online media (email, community forums, QQ, Weibo, WeChat), followed by young people aged 25 and under, with those aged 41–60 preferring face-to-face communication (98.2 percent), and those aged 60 and over (43.3 percent) the most likely to use the telephone. This is comparatively consistent with the frequency of use of the different media among different age groups.

Table 4.2 Proportion of methods of communicating with neighbors of residents of different age groups


	
Age

	
	
Face-to-face (%)

	
	
Telephone (%)

	
	
Text messages (%)

	
	
Email (%)

	
	
Community forums (%)

	
	
QQ (%)

	
	
Weibo (%)

	
	
WeChat (%)

	
	
Total (%)






	
≤25

	
	
94

	
	
21.1

	
	
21.1

	
	
15.8

	
	
15.8

	
	
10.5

	
	
10.5

	
	
10.5

	
	
200




	
26–40

	
	
91.2

	
	
38

	
	
22.1

	
	
5.9

	
	
17.6

	
	
16

	
	
7.4

	
	
22.1

	
	
220.7




	
41–60

	
	
98

	
	
35.5

	
	
20.9

	
	
6.4

	
	
7.3

	
	
6.4

	
	
5.5

	
	
8.2

	
	
188.4




	
≥61

	
	
95.3

	
	
43.3

	
	
13.5

	
	
7.0

	
	
3.5

	
	
4.7

	
	
4.7

	
	
5.3

	
	
177.3






Using the community type as the independent variable (see Figure 4.10), it is found that residents of unit and commercial residential communities have the most diverse and complete range of communication methods with their neighbors; all residents of mixed communities who have communicated with their neighbors have experienced face-to-face communication; residents of unit communities communicate by using telephone (phone calls, text messages) more often because of their closer contact in work; online media are more favored by residents of commercial residential communities; and none of the residents of transitional (village to residential) communities have used online media to communicate with their neighbors.
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Figure 4.10Proportion of residents’ way of communicating with their neighbors in different types of communities.


4.4 How can residents participate in community action?

The community is a potential source of data on online social actions (Ognyanova et al., 2013). In urban community owners’ resistance protests in recent years, we can observe the important role played by the Internet (Yuan, 2012). When problems arise in the community, do people tend to use the Internet as a means to solve them? We listed seven solutions in the questionnaire and asked the respondents to choose the method they perceive to be effective (see Table 4.3).

Table 4.3 Proportion of residents who think the methods are effective


	
Solution

	
	
Frequency

	
	
(%)






	
Talking to the government

	
	
276

	
	
66.7




	
Negotiating with neighbors

	
	
261

	
	
63.0




	
Complaining to the media

	
	
204

	
	
49.3




	
Protesting against the party in question

	
	
128

	
	
30.9




	
Seeking help from social organizations or civil society groups

	
	
107

	
	
25.8




	
Posting information on the Internet (forums, etc.)

	
	
95

	
	
22.9




	
Participating in demonstrations, protests, and marches

	
	
58

	
	
14.0






Table 4.3 shows that two-thirds of the respondents agree that the approach of talking to government authorities is effective; second, “negotiating with neighbors” receives a positive response from 63 percent of the respondents; 49.3 percent believe in the validity of complaining to the media; and the respondents believing in the effectiveness of directly protesting against the party in question and seeking help from organized groups account for 30.9 percent and 25.8 percent, respectively; 22.9 percent of the respondents trust posting information on the Internet (forums, etc.), and the smallest proportion of the respondents believe that participating in demonstrations, protests, and marches is effective. Therefore, it can be seen that when residents encounter problems, seeking support and help from the public authorities is still the main option. The power of interpersonal communication, i.e., communication and negotiation between neighbors, is also considered to be very effective in solving problems. The media, especially the traditional media, has also won the trust of half of the residents by its extensive influence and communication power. At a time when new community media mobilization is gradually gaining ground in China, the residents interviewed at this time do not show any particular preference for the Internet.

One of the most reasonable explanations for this is geographical differences: there are huge differences in the channels for the expression of political appeals and the level of media development. When problems arise, residents in Beijing, the capital, have comparatively smooth channels to offer suggestions and have abundant media resources. Almost ten metropolitan newspapers have local news pages, and community issues are presented comprehensively through the daily broadcasts of local news, so residents have limited need to turn to the Internet. In areas where the information flow is hindered, the Internet can, to some extent, rewrite the power structure of the community action and provide channels for the resistance of the general public, such as resource mobilization and collective identity construction (Yuan, 2012), thus, it is becoming an important field of social mobilization and struggle.

In order to explore more daily community activities on the Internet, we asked residents whether they had engaged in any community-related activities online, ranging from superficial and passive communication activities, such as following neighbors or being friends with each other, reposting or commenting on information about their communities, to more active and deeper-level actions such as posting their own original community-related information, becoming a member of an online community group, or participating in online activities that address community issues. The survey shows that 22.3 percent of residents have participated in online community-related actions. Specifically, Figure 4.11 shows the distribution of the types of online community-related activities in which residents have participated.
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Figure 4.11Proportion of residents participating in community-related online activities.

As shown in Figure 4.11, the online actions that most residents conduct are following their neighbors or being friends with each other (73.0 percent), which was much higher than the other activities; actively reposting or commenting on community-related information (35.7 percent) comes second; and as a deep-level activity, participating in actions that address community issues ranks third, with almost one-third of the participants; then it is followed by actively posting community-related information (27.0 percent); and participating in community-related groups is not very common, at 20.0 percent.

Figure 4.12 shows that, by gender, males are more likely to participate in online activities than females, and the percentages are 28.5 percent and 17.0 percent, respectively. The participation of middle-aged residents aged 26–40 is the most common, with a percentage of 34.2 percent; it is followed by those aged 41–60 (23.7 percent) and adults aged 25 and younger (20.0 percent); only 15.0 percent of the community residents aged 61 and older have engaged in online activities. In terms of community type, the widest range of online activities are found in commercial residential communities, with decreasing percentages in mixed, unit, and traditional neighborhood communities, and the participation rate of online activities is the smallest in transitional communities. The percentage continues to increase as the location of the community moves away from the city center, with 37.7 percent of residents in non-suburban, non-county areas outside of the fifth subway ring areas participating in online community-related activities. Combining this with the previous methods that people adopt to communicate with neighbors, it can be seen that the non-suburban, non-county areas outside the fifth ring are where online media are most commonly used in community life.



[image: ]
Figure 4.12Participation proportion of different dimensions of participants in online community-related activities.

In a comprehensive comparison, the characteristics of the participants show a strong potential for political mobilization: most of them are male; most of them are aged between 26 and 40 years old; they are the backbone of society; and they live in commercial residential communities in non-suburban, non-county areas outside the fifth ring area. This area is represented by Tiantongyuan and Huilongguan in Beijing, and has a huge number of new migrants. It mainly consists of newly built commercial residential communities, where support resource constructions, such as transportation, medical care, and education, are inadequate, and community management problems are correspondingly more complex. This difference in the degree of Internet penetration into different types of communities also explains the phenomenon that “traditional and unit communities have more intimate social networks, while in new commercial residential communities, the relationship among neighbors is relatively weak, but housing-related resistances (especially Internet struggles) are now mainly concentrated in commercial residential communities” (Huang & Gui, 2009). This shows the active role the Internet plays in areas where community problems are prone to erupt.


4.5 Research findings and discussion


4.5.1 Importance of community information to social governance

Community is the basic unit and an important field of social life. However, for a long time after China’s reform and opening-up, it did not play a role in a social life community, but mainly functioned as a management unit of the state (He, 2014). Nowadays, social construction emphasizes community self-management, which requires that community residents have sufficient willingness and capability to participate in the community. Therefore, stimulating and enhancing the community consciousness of community residents are important issues to improve social governance in the future.

We have not yet been able to solve the problem that has been bothering the academic field for a long time, that is clarifying through empirical data whether community consciousness generates attention for community news or attention for community news enhances community consciousness. However, the positive correlation between the two has been verified in the survey of community residents in Beijing. Another important finding is that improved access to community information is relatively conducive to fostering and forming a stronger community consciousness. Research on factors affecting community consciousness usually focuses on conditions such as demographic variables, the individual sociological and psychological characteristics of residents, as well as the geographic environment and cultural background of the community (Chen & Jin, 2007), but less on community information services and community communication status. However, the result of the survey on individual residents shows that convenient access to community information is essential for a strong “story-telling network”. Only with information are there stories to tell and can the interconnected communication activities and relationships be generated.

According to the Report of the Knight Commission on the Information Needs of Communities (2014), information is as critical to healthy functioning communities as clean air, safe streets, as well as good schools and public health. Promoting the openness and communication of community information can facilitate the formation of a highly autonomous and cohesive community, thus contributing to the improvement of community management and the successful transformation of national governance systems.


4.5.2 Differences in the communication structure among different types of communities

The communication ecology of different types of communities varies. Traditional neighborhood communities rarely involve online media in both interpersonal communication and participation in community actions. Residents in these communities tend to communicate with each other in a more traditional way, with a higher frequency and greater importance attached to community news, and they have a stronger community consciousness. This is in contrast to the commercial residential communities. Since commercial residential communities came into being later, more young people are living there and they show enthusiasm for the new lifestyle. Although they prefer to use a variety of media to communicate with their neighbors, and are especially at the forefront of new media use, they are indifferent to community news and have the lowest score in community consciousness. This distinct contrast between the old and the new reflects the logical difference of residents’ involvement in community life: the former is a developmental involvement, where they care about community development and participate in community construction through offline actions, while the latter is a concomitant involvement, where community-related activities via the Internet are dictated by their new lifestyles rather than for the purpose of promoting community development. Meanwhile, new media play more of a connecting rather than an organizing role in linking the individual life with community life.

Disparities also emerge between urban and rural communities. Transitional communities (“village to residential communities”) are mostly far from urban centers, with the lowest Internet penetration degree and no respondents using online media to communicate with their neighbors. They also have the lowest participation in community-related online activities. Unlike other communities, however, they are more interested in community news and most positive about the convenience of access to community information, yet they have comparatively low scores on community consciousness (only slightly higher than commercial residential communities). A possible explanation for this is that residents in transitional communities have the same need for “stories” as the residents living a rural life in the past, but because of their inner desire for a real and better city life, they do not expect to continue to live in their current communities. We can call this group “developmental community information users”. In this type of community, the development needs of individuals take precedence over overall community construction, and people’s media use is atomized and individualized entertainment actions. Media use and community construction are relatively isolated, and the relationship between information network construction and community consciousness is insignificant. In contrast, the “mature community information users” have a clearer and stronger feeling toward the relationship between the well-being of the community as a whole and their personal lives, and have a stronger community consciousness. They are more proactive in using new media to promote community communication and solve community problems. This also suggests that the development of the community itself has a fundamental and irrevocable influence on people’s attachment to the community.


4.5.3 The role of the Internet in community development

Communication infrastructure theory examines the role of the Internet as a communication resource in media, interpersonal and organizational communication in communities, arguing that it enables community discussion and forms a common understanding of the challenges that communities face and the solutions they need. A separate study of the use of the Internet in interpersonal communication did not lead to such an optimistic conclusion. In current community communication, most people do not care about issues close to their lives, and even though they have more diverse media resources to communicate with their neighbors, the increased use of the Internet has actually brought about a decrease in the frequency of their daily communications with neighbors. This discrepancy may be related to the degree of development of urban communities in China and the Chinese Internet users’ habits; although the popularization of the Internet in China has been phenomenal, Chinese Internet users are driven by the fragmentation of attention and the spirit of entertainment, resulting in the so-called “quick and easy consumption” of new media (Jiang & Huang, 2013), and rejecting in-depth inquiries and rational discussion has become a common habit among netizens.

At the same time, our conclusions about the role of the Internet in community actions are more in line with the views of the Ball-Rokeach team. The survey shows that compared to other media, it is easier to conduct mobilizing dialogues on the Internet, and that in problematic communities the Internet can connect people (users) at the lowest cost and provide a place for expression and discussion. To some extent, this promotes citizen participation and self-governance in community governance.

As a communication resource, new media has an irreplaceable, active, and dynamic position in specific groups (e.g., teenagers) and contexts (e.g., the PX series events), but it is not as widely and deeply adopted in people’s everyday community life as it is in other fields. This may be because it is only one of the many ways to connect people in the community, and the network alone cannot play a strong and positive role in community construction (Matei & Ball-Rokeach, 2003). Therefore, the impact of new media on social life is not a one-dimensional issue and instead, we should look at new media from a social perspective. It is not enough to simply predict its future development optimistically or pessimistically. The role and effect of new media need to be explored in a more in-depth and detailed way by integrating it with structural factors, such as the characteristics of users/actors, policies of community management, and the power relations of grassroots society.






 5Mobilization mode of community residents

 Resistance identity and cooperative governance

With the development of a market economy and the differentiation of social interests, modern urban communities have undergone a fundamental shift from public ownership to predominantly a structure of private property rights; community affairs are becoming complex and important; and community self-governance and community governance have become important ways of managing grassroots society. In recent years, there have been frequent group protests in China, many of which originated from community-based resistance movements by residents, such as the Panyu waste incineration protest and the protest against the construction of the Xiamen paraxylene (PX) plant. The striking feature of these social movements is that they bypass the social management system dominated by the state power. Instead, they are initiated and organized by the community residents themselves and their goals are eventually achieved.

How do community residents conduct community mobilization? From the perspective of information communication and media use, is there one particular way? What is the role of new media in community mobilization? Exploring these questions can help promote dialogue and collaboration among community stakeholders, improve community construction and governance, and maintain social harmony and stability.

Based on two typical cases of community mobilization in Guangzhou and Shanghai, this chapter analyzes the basic model of community mobilization in the context of major emergencies and in the negotiation of daily affairs, and examines the background of its formation, evolution, the use of communication media, and the realization of mobilization goals. Although this individual case is not generalizable, clarifying the main influencing factors from a structural perspective can help us understand the mechanism of grassroots social resistance in the new social situation and media environment, so as to propose specific countermeasures and suggestions to strengthen community participation and provide a valuable theoretical reference to promote urban community communication and collaboration.


5.1 Structural elements of community mobilization


5.1.1 Meaning of community mobilization

At present, there is no clear definition of the concept of community mobilization. The term community mobilization is frequently used in the field of preventive medicine, and researchers in sociology and public administration have also interpreted it from various perspectives, which can be summarized to suit the theoretical interest of this book.

The first is the perspective of community action. In other words, community mobilization is the process of transforming the social goals of meeting the needs of community residents into community actions in which community members extensively participate (Huang, 2011).

The second is the point of view of community participation. Some scholars start from the framework construction theory, arguing that there are quite a few issues in the community that need to be realized by the collective action of the residents. These issues are difficult to solve through the administrative means of the state, and therefore cannot be separated from effective and sustained citizen participation (Wang, 2011).

In addition, some scholars have pointed out that when defining community mobilization, the transformation of community governance models in the midst of social change should also be taken into account. Therefore, community mobilization can also be considered a process of change in which necessary actions are taken in the community to affect the preconceived notions, behavioral patterns, and forms of community relationships that have been established by community members, resulting in the reconstruction of notions and relationships (Fu, 2011). To facilitate a clearer analysis of its mechanism, we define community mobilization in terms of its structural elements: community mobilization refers to the process of the mobilization subjects influencing the target audience to participate in community affairs by specific methods when faced with unexpected community public events or public affairs concerning community development.


5.1.2 Structural elements of community mobilization

The composition of the structural elements of community mobilization is shown in Table 5.1.The mobilization subject is “the one who mobilizes”. The subjects of community mobilization can be divided into two types: organization mobilization and elite mobilization. Organization mobilization, also known as organizational mobilization, refers to actions that are driven by government and community organizations. Elite mobilization is also known as leader mobilization, which mainly refers to actions led by community leaders (Liu, 2005). The current daily community mobilization in China is mostly an organizational mobilization and is closely related to community power, the community governance model, and the community development model. When some unexpected public events occur, elite mobilization is more common, which is mainly reflected in the enthusiasm of some civil activists to promote community public affairs, relying on the elite’s own reputation, interpersonal relationships, and professional authority rather than administrative power.

Table 5.1 Components of the structural elements of community mobilization


	
Mobilization object

	
Resource

	
Action




	
Mobilization target

	
Community residents (closed, internal)

	
Community citizens (open, external)




	
Mobilization method

	
Affective (positive persuasion and guidance)

	
Disciplinary (negative intimidation)






The mobilization object means “what to mobilize”. Mobilization objects are generally classified into resource mobilization and action mobilization. The so-called community resource mobilization mainly refers to the process of fully mobilizing and rationally allocating all kinds of resources in the community to participate in public affairs and community development (Cai, 2001). Community action mobilization, on the other hand, refers to the processes of propaganda, isolation, and motivation that initiate specific community actions (Zhang, 2009). Community resource mobilization plays an important role in the innovation of community public resources and public service delivery models, while community action mobilization is important in community resource mobilization. Based on the concept of shared values and goals, community actors must be able to fully mobilize human, material, and financial resources within the community and even connect resources external to the community to achieve effective and sustainable governance goals.

The mobilization target refers to “whom to mobilize”. Once the mobilization goals have been set, the mobilization targets must also be identified before community mobilization can begin. Community mobilization usually focuses on community affairs, and needs to be conducted on the basis of common community values and clear shared goals. Obviously, mobilization subjects should regard all residents in the community as the targets. However, in the face of such a massive group, the specific characteristics of different targets within the group should not be ignored, so that mobilization will not lose its pertinence and operability. From studying cases in recent years, we have found that community mobilization subjects usually divide targets into different groups based on different criteria (such as knowledge and education level, occupational background, age, different organizations under the jurisdiction of the community, etc.), so as to “make the best use of people”. In addition, since community mobilization often is accused of “self-indulgence”, mobilization subjects will change their strategies. Therefore, through the communication and transformation of community issues, they will link those issues to the public interest, thus expanding the mobilization targets from community residents to all citizens, and bringing into full play all human resources to ensure the success of community mobilization and achieve the ultimate goal.

Mobilization methods means “how to mobilize”. After the mobilization subject has grasped the mobilization object and identified the target, he or she should adopt an appropriate mobilization method based on the actual situation. According to different measurement standards, we can divide the methods into various categories:


	in the relationship between the subject and the target, are found one-to-one mobilization, one-to-many mobilization or many-to-many mobilization;

	in the communication channels used by the mobilization subject, we have offline mobilization, such as exhibition boards, community newspapers, and LED screens, as well as online mobilization, such as Weibo, WeChat, and QQ groups;

	according to the communication methods between the mobilization subjects and targets, these can be divided into affective mobilization and disciplinary mobilization. Both affective and disciplinary mobilizations increase the enthusiasm of community residents to participate in public affairs by stimulating their emotions (positive guidance and persuasion or negative intimidation). In this book, we mainly adopt this classification to define mobilization.



5.2 The “Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign” in Guangzhou: community mobilization in emergencies


5.2.1 Tracing the evolution of the campaign: from project announcement to “Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign”

The incident stemmed from a proposal by the China National Nuclear Corporation (CNNC) to build a nuclear fuel industrial park. In their plan, CNNC proposed to build the first nuclear fuel processing plant in southeast coastal China in Heshan City, Guangdong Province (see Figure 5.1). Heshan is a county-level city, which is subordinate to Jiangmen City, a prefecture-level city in the central-south of Guangdong Province.
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Figure 5.1Proposed location of the Jiangmen Nuclear Fuel Processing Plant.


5.2.1.1 Incubation and trigger: March 2013–July 3, 2013 

According to the website of Heshan municipal government, on March 31, 2013, Heshan City and the head company of CNNC jointly signed the CNNC Longwan Industrial Park Project Investment Framework Agreement and CNNC Longwan Industrial Park Project Land Use Agreement (Yang, 2013). The project intended to build a nuclear fuel processing industrial chain, including uranium enrichment, uranium purification, and conversion facilities in Heshan, with a total expected investment of 40 billion RMB. During the planning of the project, that is before the agreements were signed, Heshan Government invited two village representatives from Lianzhu Village, where the project was expected to be located, to participate in the study tour and to popularize knowledge related to nuclear fuel in the local area. At the time, the villagers did not object, nor did the project attract media or public attention.

On July 3, 2013, the official website of Jiangmen Municipal Development and Reform (Commodity Price) Bureau published the Announcement of Social Stability Risk Assessment of CNNC Longwan Industrial Park Project, i.e., the announcement of the “stability assessment”. According to the Guiding Opinions on Establishing and Improving a Mechanism for Assessing the Social Stability Risk for Major Decisions (for Trial Implementation) issued by the General Office of the Central Committee and the General Office of the State Council at the beginning of 2012, a stability assessment is a required procedure before the establishment of major national projects: “All major decisions that are closely related to the people’s vital interests, have a wide impact and are likely to cause social instability are subject to social stability risk assessment”. The aim is to collect public opinions, listen to people’s demands, resolve conflicts, and prevent social unrest.


5.2.1.2 Expansion and fermentation: July 4, 2013–July 11, 2013 

After the announcement of the “stability assessment”, relevant information rapidly fermented in the forums, Weibo and Tianya Forum, triggering a strong backlash from the people of Jiangmen. The dissatisfaction concentrated on two aspects: (1) the questioning of the strength of the government information exposure; and (2) the concern about the safety of the nuclear fuel project. Public sentiment continued to ferment, and gradually focused on the unified demand to “cancel the nuclear fuel project”.

Within a week, from July 4–July 11, residents in the relevant areas, represented by Jiangmen residents, held a series of online resistance activities to seek opportunities to communicate with the government. Online resistance, with network discussion as a representative, produced a series of reference tags, such as “#Jiangmen Nuclear Crisis#”, “#Jiangmen Nuclear Fuel Plant#”, “#Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Action#”, showing the strong integrated power of public sentiment. During this period, the government explained and elaborated the project through various channels, including the mass media, the official Weibo, and the government website, but failed to stop the incident escalating.


5.2.1.3 Climax and resolution: July 12, 2013–July 14, 2013 

Citizens’ resistance actions moved from online to offline, organizing large-scale demonstrations on three consecutive days and achieving face-to-face communication with the municipal government leaders. Meanwhile, all levels of media, from the local to the central government, continuously reported the resistance actions of the residents. On July 14, due to the concern and promotion of all parties, Jiangmen Municipal People’s Government announced on its government website that the CNNC Longwan Industrial Park project would be terminated.

We would like to use the term “Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign” to summarize this event. Guangdong has always been an area known for various community protests, and the Waste Incineration Plant Siting incident in 2019 is a typical example. By analyzing the Jiangmen nuclear crisis, we hope to see how community mobilization has evolved over the years of development, and what role new media has played in it.


5.2.2 Key points: government response and civil resistance

In this “nuclear crisis”, Jiangmen residents and the local government followed a very distinct process, and the key points of the event are shown in Figure 5.2. From the signing of the project agreement in March to the announcement of the “stability assessment” on July 3, the government adopted traditional information communication channels, and the news was routinely reported by the media, and the local residents did not oppose the plan. After the announcement of the “stability assessment”, some Jiangmen citizens began to raise questions and objections on forums and Weibo, which gained more and more attention by virtue of the reposting mechanism of Weibo and forums, so that the “Jiangmen nuclear crisis” escalated.
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Figure 5.2Interaction between the government, media, and citizens.

On July 4, a post entitled “A Nuclear Raw Material Processing Plant Is to Be Built in Jiangmen, and It Is Now Announced Publicly; If No One Opposes Before July 13 Then the Project Is Set!” was released on Jiangmen Forum. The post became the fuse igniting public opinions. Within a few days, similar posts appeared on Sina Weibo, Baidu Post Bar, and Tianya Forum, where users had heated debates on the safety of the nuclear fuel processing plant and the rationality of the government’s announcement. Then the news was followed by the media.

Faced with surging public sentiment, on July 5, Jiangmen City urgently convened multiple provincial and municipal media, and organized a series of lectures and press conferences. Chen Changmin, the Executive Vice Mayor of Heshan, Li Jike, the Deputy General Manager of CNNC, and Zhang Xilin, the Chief Engineer of 504 Plant, publicly introduced the basic situation of the Longwan Industrial Park Project and answered questions about nuclear safety that the public was concerned about.

However, the government’s explanation failed to reassure the public and the public sentiment was still fermenting. Media interested in this event were not limited to those in the provinces and cities. National media such as the China National Radio (CNR) and China Central Television (CCTV) also covered this incident. Citizens were no longer satisfied with merely expressing their emotions on the Internet, and posts and Weibo posts calling for “walks” began to appear (most of which, however, were deleted from the website).

On July 12, only one day before the original deadline of the public announcement, a demonstration against the nuclear fuel project erupted in Jiangmen City, with about 1,000 people gathering in the streets, holding banners with slogans such as “Against Nuclear Pollution, Give Our Green Home Back” to protest against the government’s construction of the nuclear fuel project in Heshan (Shenzhen Media Group, 2015). At the media briefing, the Mayor of Heshan, Wu Yuxiong, said that in order to ensure the public’s right to know and to further communicate with the public, the public announcement period would be extended for 10 days. Pang Guomei, Deputy Secretary of the CPC Jiangmen Municipal Committee and Mayor of Jiangmen, made a televised speech on behalf of the Municipal Government, stating that the project would not be approved and construction would not start until a broad consensus was reached in society (Jiangmen News, 2013).

On July 13, the second anti-nuclear fuel project demonstration broke out in Jiangmen City. The Mayor of Heshan, Wu Yuxiong, told the protesters that the Heshan Government respected public opinion and had decided to cancel the nuclear fuel project in Jiangmen. The official Weibo of Jiangmen Municipal government “@jiangmen municipal government emergency office” posted a microblog on July 13 at around 10:00 a.m., stating:


After careful consideration by the Municipal Party Committee and the Municipal Government, the CNNC Nuclear Heshan Longwan Project will not be established, and the introduction is terminated. Jiangmen Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government have thoroughly listened to the views of the masses, and fully understand and respect the appeals of the public.


On July 14, hundreds of citizens launched the third anti-nuclear fuel project march, demanding that the government issue an official document to prove that the project was being officially withdrawn in the form of a “red heading document”. The Deputy Mayor of Jiangmen, Huang Yuesheng, read out the government’s red heading document in person, promising that the project would never be launched under another name (Hong Kong Economic Times, 2013).

From July 3, when the Jiangmen Municipal Government issued a public announcement of the “stability assessment” of the project, to July 14, when it issued a public announcement to cancel the project, the event lasted 10 days. During this period of time, Jiangmen citizens, from questioning the project to demanding the cancelation of the project, had maintained a focus on the same demands, regarding the “safety” and “right to know” as the dual focus of the protest. The Heshan and Jiangmen Government initially hoped to resolve the crisis through expanded information channels, but failed to do so and the event escalated. Then they shifted their attitude to actively engage in dialogues with the public (Figure 5.2). All in all, the resistance activities of Jiangmen citizens were extremely successful, and the new media played a vital role in it.


5.2.3 Media links: discourse construction and event organization

The unique significance of the Internet lies in the fact that it not only has the same information communication function as traditional media, but also provides a platform for users to participate in actions, to a large extent blurring the clear boundary between “media use” and “political participation” that originally existed (Zhou, 2011). Throughout the Jiangmen nuclear crisis, new media performed exceptionally well in publishing live information, reassuring people, spreading resistance discourse, and mobilizing people’s power. Its role in community mobilization can be summarized in two points: (1) the construction of a resistance discourse; and (2) the organization of protest activities.


5.2.3.1 The construction of a resistance discourse 

In collective resistance actions, we often see participants expressing their interests and appeals through various forms, such as writing letters to government departments, submitting motions to the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), or chanting slogans, holding banners and posters in the resistance marches. All of these require the shaping of action discourse and integration of frames (Snow et al., 1986; cited in Yu, 2012). In the case of the Jiangmen nuclear crisis, this feature is particularly evident. In the case of Sina Weibo and Jiangmen Forum, for example, through a variety of ingenious and unified discourse formation, citizens successfully constructed the collective identity of the mobilization targets while expressing the interests and appeals of the community residents, thus advancing the resolution of the incident.


5.2.3.1.1 The setting of issues in Weibo 

Under the current social conditions in China, the prerequisite for a social issue to be resolved is for it to be on the agenda of relevant government departments. In other words, “if the issue cannot make it to the agenda, there is no way actions can be considered. Before a policy choice can be made, the problem must first be recognized” (Stewart, Hedge, & Lester, 2011: 59–60). If social issues are not on the government’s agenda, it is unlikely that there will be timely solutions, which is the communication logic of “no solution until the issue is escalated” among people.

In spreading news through Weibo, many citizens consciously make use of the topic-setting function to gather public opinion in Jiangmen. The earliest of these is the term “Jiangmen nuclear crisis” used by the verified organizational Weibo account Jiangmen Daqiao Net, and the time this appears is 23:25 on July 4. On the morning of July 10, this topic entered the hot topic rank, and the number of people participating in the discussion exceeded 200,000. On the afternoon of July 12, the topic “Jiangmen nuclear crisis” was blocked by the official server Sina. The search results of the topic could not be displayed, the posts sent by users were automatically encrypted (see Figure 5.3), and even a large number of posts were deleted by the backstage of Sina.
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Figure 5.3Screenshot of encrypted Weibo post sent by the topic host Jiangmen Daqiao Net.

Netizens quickly adopted new strategies on learning of this tactic. In the early hours of July 12, another Weibo topic, “Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Campaign”, became the main topic. In addition, there were topics expressed in a more moderate way with relatively large numbers of participants, such as “Jiangmen Nuclear Project Controversy”.

Topics such as “Nuclear Crisis”, “Anti-Nuclear Action”, and “Nuclear Controversy” have a distinctive labeling and defining function, which strengthened people’s perception of the severity of the issue and the rational expression of this perception, successfully forcing the issue to appear on the agenda of the citizens, the government, and the whole society. The emphasis on “Jiangmen” in each topic highlighted the real sense of the crisis and community identity of local residents.


5.2.3.1.2 Discourse expression on Jiangmen Forum 

In the public sphere of urban network communities, there are always some network users, called influencers, who gain the trust and respect of others due to their persuasive views, obtain the conscious and voluntary obedience of others, and trigger subsequent offline actions (Zhang, 2010). In the fast-paced anti-nuclear fuel project campaign in Jiangmen, the Jiangmen Forum, a well-known community-based communication platform in Guangdong and Guangxi regions, became the main forum for the expression of the anti-nuclear fuel project, in addition to Weibo.

Jiangmen Forum is an authoritative and comprehensive local community integrated with local news, interest circles, exchanges, and interactions. The forum’s main exchange section is the “Interactive Jiangmen”, which has 21 sub-sections.1 In order to inform more users about this matter, expand the strength of the anti-nuclear fuel project camp, and attract the attention of government officials and media reporters, netizens released 26 main posts here. Among them, those with stronger influences and more replies are the eight posts shown in Table 5.2.

Table 5.2 Eight posts related to the anti-nuclear fuel project with the most influence on Jiangmen Forum


	
Date and author

	
	
Subject

	
	
Views

	
	
Replies

	
	
Protest forms

	
	
Protest discourse






	
July 4, 2013

	
	
A Nuclear Raw Material Processing Plant Is to Be Built in Jiangmen, and It Is Now Announced Publicly; If No One Opposes Before July 13 then the Project Is Set!!!

	
	
22,739

	
	
73

	
	
Disseminate relevant information and call for the attention of citizens

	
	
If no one opposes before July 13 then the project is agreed.




	
July 5, 2013

	
	
On Choosing Heshan as the Site for the Nuclear Raw Material Processing Plant, [Sun Wind Printing Accessories] Voted 300,000 Votes Against on Behalf of the People in the Whole City!

	
	
9,031

	
	
36

	
	
Highlight the potential dangers of nuclear fuel processing, and intensify the antagonism between economic development and local environment as well as the lives of citizens. The government is being targeted.

	
	
Although the current nuclear industry has a high level of science and technology and is not supposed to produce much pollution, this is only true for the dead environment. For the living people, it will inevitably cause irreversible psychological pollution! I hope that the relevant assessment departments can again carefully consider the spiritual interests of the people of the city!




	
Jiangmenaimin 123, July 7, 2013

	
	
Regarding the Idea of Heshan Nuclear Project, I Would Like to Propose the Following Questions and Suggestions

	
	
9,072

	
	
36

	
	
Question the way the government makes decisions on environmental pollution, safety hazards, 

	
	
Information exposure: let the people in the area where the project is located have a wide discussion and vote to decide whether the project will be implemented.




	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
economic benefits, and people’s well-being, find loopholes in the government policy, and demand a response from it.

	
	
Pollution: the accumulation of pollution over the years on the people who live there.

Taxes: the withdrawal of other industries due to the fear will result in a reduction of more than 1 billion RMB a year in taxes.

Public opinion: even if the GDP is high, it won’t matter if the people are not happy




	
Aiqinxing Yayun, July 10, 2013

	
	
I’m Also Sorting Out What People Need to Know About the “Nuclear Fuel Project” in Heshan! I’m Compiling All the Media Reports During this Period!

	
	
26,381

	
	
64

	
	
Sort out media reports, release government information, and stir up public sentiment.

	
	
The government will evaluate the public’s concerns and make a decision.




	
July 10, 2013

	
	
CNR’s Voice of the Economy Reported on the Construction of the Nuclear Raw Material Industrial Park in Heshan. See the Video!

	
	
5,567

	
	
8

	
	
Focus on national media, provide emotional stimulation for citizens.

	
	
sailingunfong: tomorrow is July 12, is it the East Lake? (09:05, July 11, 2013,)

It’s already spreading on QQ groups, WeChat and Weibo!




	
, Zaishangjinggangshan, July 12, 2013

	
	
People in Jiangmen, Have You Gone for a Walk?

	
	
6,416

	
	
17

	
	
Mobilize citizens for anti-nuclear fuel project campaign, and the “walk” is the new target.

	
	
If we remain silent, there will be more and more projects implemented in our home. As a Jiangmen citizen, it is our duty to protect our home.




	
Brother Xiaoqiang, July 13, 2013

	
	
Mayor Pang Announced the Cancellation of the Construction of Nuclear Raw Material Processing Plant

	
	
7,087

	
	
12

	
	
Information from official source was released, and people were waiting for the result

	
	
Mayor announces cancelation; it came from temporary workers.




	
July 14, 2013

	
	
Government Announced Explicitly that the Nuclear Fuel Project Was Canceled

	
	
4,689

	
	
11

	
	
Post the report on Jiangmen Daily and the announcement on the Jiangmen government website, confirming the victory of the resistance.

	
	
Jiangmen Government is a good and responsible government that listens to public opinion!






The discourse of a social movement is a dynamic development process in which all parties are involved, construct discourse, and make decisions (Jiang, 2012). Through tracing the origins, questioning, and discussions, Jiangmen citizens quickly attributed the construction of the project to “the collusion of interests between CNNC and the government”, and accused the government of sacrificing the environment and citizens’ right to know in exchange for economic benefits, thus finding a foothold for their resistance against the Heshan nuclear fuel project. It was also because the opposition of Jiangmen citizens focused on a limited point to form a strong discourse framework that the power of all parties converged and the anti-nuclear fuel campaign expanded rapidly, drawing the government’s attention and enabling the issue to be resolved.


5.2.3.2 Organization of resistance activities 

Through the construction of resistance discourse in Jiangmen Forum and Sina Weibo, Jiangmen citizens successfully established an identity with “people in Jiangmen” as the label, and then through the mainstream media coverage, they created an atmosphere of broad participation in the whole society, laying a solid foundation for resistance activities in real life. The main reason why the Jiangmen anti-nuclear fuel project campaign was able to quickly move from online to offline without a formal organization is the rich experience of Jiangmen citizens in using web-media. The three anti-nuclear fuel project demonstrations at the climax of the protests were largely organized by a multi-layered new media and personal communication network.

On July 10, the first microblog calling for a “walk” in the form of text was posted on Weibo, which stated the time and route of the walk and was quickly blocked. In the afternoon of July 10, the organizers changed their tactics and published the information about the “walk” in the form of pictures, and it was deleted on July 11. Although relevant microblogs were not kept for long, they received a high level of attention and were reposted by many celebrities on Weibo, promoting the spread of the information about the “walk”. Some of the celebrities who were unable to directly participate in the “walk” expressed their support for the action with short messages such as “be rational” and “don’t fight”.

On July 12, Sina backstage began to delete relevant topics on a large scale, and the organization of the protest activities was transferred to more private social network platforms such as Jiangmen Forum, QQ groups, and WeChat friend circles. Through the power of interactive media, Jiangmen citizens successfully completed the slogan design, route formulation, demand implementation, and other preparatory work for the march. The march on July 12 was successfully conducted, and after the dialogue with the municipal leaders, the crowd dispersed peacefully.

During the march, citizens expressed their demands with relative rationality, restraint, and clarity, using slogans such as “Anti-Nuclear”, “Love Our Country, Love Our Hometown, and Pay Attention to Nuclear Pollution”. A large number of photos of the march were uploaded in real time to forums, QQ, and friend circles, and gained further attention from the national media and the public. After the march that day, posts affirming the effectiveness of the march and publishing new information about the march appeared, inspiring more citizens to participate.

During the resistance activities, new media became the best platform for information dissemination, organization, and coordination due to its advantages of fast speed, human contacts, strong ability to be shared, and high flexibility. The multiplicity of online channels allows citizen leaders who plan action to disseminate their messages and proposals to various target groups in their own way. When the information reaches a wide range of audiences, the scattered individuals become unified groups. On this basis, through real-time interaction and adaptation, resistance activities in real life can be implemented.


5.2.4 Analysis of the Jiangmen model: infrapolitics and communication empowerment

According to the model summarized at the beginning of this chapter, we believe that the community mobilization of the Jiangmen Anti-Fuel Project Campaign is semi-open, with the elites as the mobilization subject, the interests as the mobilization demand, and the citizens as the mobilization target (Table 5.3).

Table 5.3 Elements of the community mobilization structure in the “Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign”


	
Mobilization subject

	
Elite




	
Mobilization object

	
Action




	
Mobilization target

	
Mainly community residents (semi-open)




	
Mobilization method

	
Affective






Mobilization subject refers to “who mobilizes”. Regarding the mobilization subject, the main difference between elite mobilization and organization mobilization is that elite mobilization is dominated by community leaders, while organization mobilization is driven by government and community organizations. The mobilization of Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign clearly belongs to the former. At all stages of the event, there were a number of community leaders coordinating and facilitating the mobilization, reflecting a strong sense of a civic initiative. In this community mobilization, the government and organizations became the object of the community’s resistance rather than the dominant party.

Mobilization object means “what to mobilize”. Regarding mobilization objects, mobilizations are divided into resource and action mobilization. Since the Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign is a series of online and offline resistance actions, it is more in line with community action mobilization that is characterized by “the processes and behaviors of propaganda, isolation and motivation that initiate specific community actions”. Therefore, we classify it as community action mobilization rather than a resource mobilization.

Mobilization target refers to “whom to mobilize”. The ultimate goal of the anti-nuclear fuel project campaign is to cancel the construction of nuclear fuel processing plant, which is closely related to the vital interests of the community residents so that they became the main mobilization target – it is only through their mobilization and participation in the action that the goals of the resistance can be achieved. This is a common feature of most community mobilizations, but apart from this, Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign has also shown a new feature: the target of this mobilization was not confined to the community residents, i.e., the people of Jiangmen, but was rather a call for public attention to the theme of “nuclear pollution” within the larger society. The reason for this is that in recent years, the number of community mobilization and collective resistance protests have increased, and as a result, community residents have become more educated and paid more attention to strategies in their mobilization. A typical example of this is the community mobilization in the Panyu waste incineration plant incident, where the local residents did not confine the mobilization to only a few residential communities, but advertised the harmful effects of waste incineration to the whole community. On the other hand, the development of new media and the flourishing of Weibo and WeChat have greatly reduced the barriers of regional connectivity, making it easier to spread the resistance action from one location to multiple places, or at least to create a unified attitude on the Internet. The Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign was sparked by the Weibo topic, and with the impetus of several community leaders, the coverage of its mobilization target was able to extend far beyond Jiangmen to the whole of China.

Mobilization method refers to “how to mobilize”. Instead of the authoritarian and coercive expressions of collective mobilization, as in the past, the Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign triggered Jiangmen citizens to feel strongly about “protecting their homeland and saving future generations” through its emphasis on environmental safety and citizens’ welfare.

In summary, through the linkage of technology platform and human capital, Jiangmen citizens successfully launched a powerful resistance activity and finally realized their demands. This community mobilization is clearly reflected in “the process of transforming social goals of meeting the needs of community residents into community actions in which community members participate extensively” (Huang, 2011). Although it is expressed in a more moderate manner, it also exhibits the relevant features of “infrapolitics”.

Infrapolitics is the search for ways to explain and resolve the hardships and grievances in real life, the most direct of which is the damage of interests (Yu, 2010). Looking at the development of group events in recent years, the chain of events can be summarized as follows:


Government actions harm the interests of the public → a rupture in the relationship between citizens and the government → the failure of the (traditional) communication channel between the government and the public → a disconnection between official opinion and public opinion → the formation of social conflicts → the lack of timely and effective guidance.


After such a development in this way, the lower classes tend to choose group action to achieve their desired social goals (Guo, 2012). As in the case of the Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign, the government did not conduct sufficient public opinion collection and information exposure before it announced plans to build the nuclear fuel processing plant, and the majority of the citizens only knew about it when the plant was about to be built. Naturally, the government’s actions were questioned, and it was suspected of “sacrificing the interests of the people for GDP growth”. When there was massive opposition on the Internet, the government was still unable to get through to the public, and the rupture between the public and the government continued to worsen, culminating in group actions, such as marches – as the public believed that this was the only approach that they could adopt to achieve their goals of opposing the nuclear fuel project.

In addition, in summing up the experience of Jiangmen, we must look at the role of new media in community mobilization. Why is community mobilization more likely to occur in the new media environment? First of all, the economic logic of digital and mediated social networks, as proposed by the scholar Benkler, deserves our attention. He suggests that when personalized expressions are shared, recognized, and repeated by others, people gain self-motivation to engage in the action (Benkler, 2006; cited in Bennett & Segerberg, 2013). Within this logical framework, it is easy to explain the development of large-scale online actions. By strengthening interpersonal relationships through social platforms, community members can effectively mobilize more stakeholders with weak connections and involve them in resistance action, thereby expanding the scale of the resistance. In the case of Jiangmen, for example, authorities found it easy to quell similar questioning in the past, but the emergence of the Internet has reframed the right of speech of the social agenda and provided new options for community mobilization. Several opinion leaders with foresight have used @, reposts, and topic settings to rapidly expand the communication network of the anti-nuclear issue, turning Jiangmen’s anti-nuclear fuel project campaign from a spark into a prairie fire in just a few days.

Second, along with more possibilities and spaces for expression, the new media has provided more options for community mobilization. As a concentrated reflection of civic action, community mobilization seeks to change power relations, construct its own meanings and, where possible, impose these meanings on social practices (Chen, 2010). In this respect, community mobilization in the new media environment can also be seen as a form of communication empowerment. There is no authoritative definition of what empowerment means, but many scholars in the communication field have argued that the communication process facilitates empowerment. Civil society, as a communication subject, can exert its communication power to enrich the existing social and political discourse, serve the communication needs of local communities and disadvantaged groups, promote social justice, and thus realize its democratic values (Li, 2009).

Active citizen participation and the openness of media access are the basic spirits contained in communication empowerment. When the communication subject is specified in a certain community, communication empowerment in the macro sense overlaps with community mobilization at the micro level. By using the communication tools within reach as well as simple and effective communication channels, community residents can explore issues of vital concern, exchange views, and take collective action in the expression and integration of interests and appeals. On the one hand, this protects their rights and interests, and on the other, this advances community development and democratic processes – such is the case with the use of Weibo and WeChat in the Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign.


5.2.5 Lessons from new media mobilization: governance challenges from resistance to identity

The successful implementation of the Jiangmen Anti-Nuclear Fuel Project Campaign demonstrates the functions and mechanisms of new media in community mobilization for major events. Examining this case from the perspective of social governance, it is also necessary to pay attention to the changing social structure and social consciousness behind the widespread phenomena of community mobilization, environmental protests, the not in my back yard (NIMBY) movement, and grassroots group events in China.

In the study of media, there have always been two analytical approaches: the transmission view of communication and the ritual view of communication. If we look at information communication from a functionalist point of view, the role of new media is to improve the efficiency of the existing social communication system and expand the channels. At present, in both practical and theoretical circles, the rapidity and ubiquity of new communication technologies are used to put forward the ideas of crisis communication and the focus of public sentiment analysis. However, if we look at information communication from a cultural standpoint, the connectedness, embeddedness, and participation of new media have a more profound and long-term significance to the younger generation, sharing and improving the cohesion of the collective meaning of grassroots society. New media not only transmits the message of resistance more quickly and widely, but also shares meanings through frequent communication and interaction, linking group consciousness and collective identity of the grassroots society and reshaping social hierarchies. This should be the aspect emphasized when dealing with group events. For Chinese society in transition, a matter of particular concern is how to define and reshape people’s understanding of reality through online interpersonal communication and group interaction, so as to form a certain degree of consensus and promote group behavior with a high degree of organization in real life.

Contemporary sociologist Manuel Castells, after analyzing a variety of contemporary social movements, such as regionalism, terrorism, anti-globalization, environmental movements and women’s liberation, argues that there are three different forms of identity: (1) “legitimizing identity” refers to the identity introduced by the dominant institutions of society to extend and rationalize their domination over social actors; (2) “resistance identity” is the identity of “those actors whose status and circumstances are devalued or stigmatized by dominant logic”; and (3) “project identity” refers to “a new identity that social actors construct, based on accessible cultural material that redefines their social position and from which they seek comprehensive social transformation” (Castells, 2006b). In response to many local resistance protests, Castells argues that they are a self-defense response of local communities and what they build are havens rather than paradises.

At present, the NIMBY movement and environment protests in China are on the rise, mainly because of the gradual differentiation of the benefits shared by different groups in the process of reform and opening-up. What is good for you is not necessarily good for me, and what is good for the whole group is not necessarily good for an individual. Therefore, communication actions of grassroots social groups are mainly manifested in the “pursuit of resistance identity”, which naturally assembles social members while establishing the common enemy and threat to the group, and then transforms them into the spiritual power of actual offline gatherings. Although the social identity of grassroots society is based on values that have a clear-cut stand and specific interests, it is not necessarily a rational identity formed after careful and logical thinking, but rather an emotional identity at the psychosocial level (Liu, 2012).

However, the adjustment of environmental issues and other issues where the interests of the underprivileged are damaged in following social interests will continue, and with the long-term frequent occurrence of grassroots resistance, the construction of individual, separate, and unconscious identities may be transformed into the pursuit of “project identities”, i.e., the reshaping of underprivileged consciousness as well as the reconfiguration of social belonging and social identity. The governance mindset and approach to observe, analyze, and adjust “resistance identity” that we have become familiar with in recent years are not sufficient to control the emerging new class identity and its potential impact.

The Decision of the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China clearly puts forward the important proposition of “exercising community-level consultative democracy in various forms and make it institutional”, “encouraging them to conduct self-management, self-service, self-education and self-oversight in exercising urban and rural community governance, in managing community-level public affairs and in running public service programs”, and “encouraging and supporting the participation of all sectors of the society, so as to achieve positive interaction between the government management, on the one hand, and social self-management and residents’ self-management, on the other”. Against the backdrop of the increasing penetration of new media into every aspect of the lives of urban residents, improving social governance by making effective use of new media is of strategic importance in building a new type of relationship between the government and the governed and creating a harmonious and orderly social pattern. The core issues of future governance challenges are how to recognize and deal with “project identity”, how to build a consensual basis for social consultation, and how to effectively and legally intervene in grassroots social protests and communication processes.


5.3 Shanghai “Jiuting Volunteer Union”: community mobilization in daily consultation


5.3.1 Jiuting Community and Jiuting Volunteer Union

Jiuting Town is located in the western part of Shanghai (see Figure 5.4), and lies at the junction of three districts, Minhang, Songjiang, and Qingpu. Due to the advantages it offers in price, scale, and location, it has become the primary choice for buying property for a large number of migrant workers, especially in North Jiuting, where the new commercial residential houses are concentrated. “Technological migrants” with higher education and above-middle income formed the group of “new Jiuting people” with Shanghai residents. In a few years, the population has grown rapidly to 350,000. The rapid growth and restructuring of the population have made social management more difficult, and many new problems and phenomena have emerged.
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Figure 5.4Location of Jiuting Town, Shanghai, China.

At the beginning of 2008, in order to solve the “travel problem”, eager property owners in many residential communities in North Jiuting Town spontaneously set up the North Jiuting Joint Meeting, using the owners’ forum as a platform to collect the opinions of netizens, and then send the problems to the leaders at all levels and government departments. In the past five years, the Jiuting Volunteer Union has attended regular meetings between the government and netizens, and as of 2012, 63 out of 87 effective suggestions and opinions have been addressed (Xiong, 2013).

Since its establishment, the Jiuting Volunteer Union has played an important role in the community development of Jiuting Town (see Table 5.4). In 2008, earnest property owners met and planned to establish North Jiuting Joint Meeting, and in 2009, members of the Joint Meeting participated in the construction of the residents committee, and became its part-time members (see Table 5.4). In 2011, members of the Joint Meeting publicized and participated in the election of representatives of National People’s Congress at the district and township level. Among these, the forum moderator Xu Xiaosheng was elected as a representative of National People’s Congress of Juting Town as a resident, creating a precedent for ordinary residents to serve as a town representative at the National People’s Congress. In 2012, the Jiuting Volunteer Union was established, and the members include not only the property owners of Jiuting Joint Meeting, but also enthusiastic property owners of South Jiuting.

Table 5.4 Development history of Jiuting Volunteer Union


	
Time

	
	
Event

	
	
Resident participation

	
	
Government response

	
	
Media coverage






	
Early 2008

	
	
Traffic problem in North Jiuting

	
	
North Jiuting Joint Meeting was established.

	
	
 

	
	
Morning News: “Petrels” Rose to the Community Challenge.




	
April, 2008




	
	
The forum moderator and earnest property owners of North Jiuting Joint Meeting jointly signed and released the Letter Requesting Help from Jiuting Town Residents to the People’s Government to the municipal government.

	
	
 

	
	
Morning News: “Shanghai North Jiuting Community Expects the Flashing of Traffic “Emergency Flashers”. “Property Owners in Six Residential Communities in North Jiuting Meet Regularly to Discuss Hot Issues of the Communities”.

Youth Daily: “Jiuting Residents Proposed Their Own Travel Improvement Plan”.




	
July, 2008




	
	
Xu Qiang displayed the elaborated PPT made by the members of the Joint Meeting, and the clear diagrams as well as feasible and concrete suggestions amazed the city leaders.

	
	
Vice Mayor Shen Jun met with the forum moderators of the Joint Meeting Mr. Qiang and Mr. Xue, at the Complaints Office.

	
	
 




	
Autumn 2008

	
	
The management problem and environmental pollution issues of the urban-rural junction in Jiuting

	
	
Mr. Xue also participated in a meeting of netizen representatives chaired by Mayor Han Zhen. 24 residents from 11 residential communities, Captain Zhao of the security brigade representing the Jiuting Town Government, and reporters from Youth Daily attended the meeting to discuss solutions to environmental pollution in Jiuting area.

	
	
 




	
The end of 2008

	
	
Pollution problems in North Jiuting community

	
	
The seventh and eighth North Jiuting joint meetings were convened.

	
	
Mayor Hua, who was in charge of community affairs, asked the residents committees to give the websites of their respective property owners’ forums and the address of the main forum moderators. Meanwhile, he arranged for the staff of the community office to pay attention to the online dynamics, and asked the members of the residents committees to have more contact with netizens in the forums, provide information and guide public sentiment.

	
	
 




	
2009

	
	
The design of the bus route in Jiuting area is unreasonable, and residents requested the route to be adjusted to reduce the travel problem

	
	
The tenth joint meeting of North Jiuting was held, and netizens’ suggestions on traffic routes were collated through forum posts and announced.

	
	
Conduct resident seminars.

	
	
News Perspective program of Shanghai TV: Party Secretary of Songjiang District talks about the traffic problem.




	
2010

	
	
 

	
	
Netizen meetings in Jiuting Town were on track and were held regularly, with discussion schedules, topics and rules of procedure gradually taking shape.

	
	
 




	
2011

	
	
 

	
	
 

	
	
Since February, a communication mechanism of netizen communication meeting has been formally implemented to understand public opinions, collect suggestions, and convey the government’s voice.

	
	
 




	
2012

	
	
Road traffic problems

	
	
The forum moderators of North Jiuting Joint Meeting changed the name of the Joint Meeting to Volunteer Union and held a meeting to gather signatures to improve the traffic in Jiuting.

	
	
Conduct regular netizen communication meetings.

	
	
Youth Daily: “Travel Difficulty in Jiuting; It Took More Than Two Years for Community Property Owners to Draw Up Their Own Improvement Plan, and the Blueprint Received Nearly 6,000 Signatures”.




	
2013

	
	
Road traffic issues, access to education and environmental health issues

	
	
 

	
	
Conduct regular netizen communication meetings.

	
	
Xinmin Evening News: “Jiuting New Property Owners Conduct ‘Network Governance’ to Build Community, and Population Far Exceeds the Plan”.






Now the Jiuting Volunteer Union has more than 100 members, mainly young and middle-aged white-collar workers and small business owners. Half of the members are from Shanghai and the other half come from other provinces, and they are active in the community forums all year round. The property owners of the residential communities are generally well educated and have a professional working background; in the meantime, the environment of the community is relatively comfortable (Sun, 2013). The members of the Jiuting Volunteer Union are concerned about the environment of the whole town, their demands are rational, and they can provide a series of preliminary policy guidelines for the government, which plays an important part in the construction of Jiuting Town. In 2012, the Union had been declaring its problems and proposing constructive suggestions to all levels of government, and had participated in meetings organized by the leaders at all levels such as the Mayor and the Deputy Mayor, calling for, suggesting, and pushing the government to adopt the following measures.


1Regular roundtable meetings between the government and netizens are conducted, and 63 out of 87 effective suggestions and opinions have been addressed. The roundtable meeting has become an important channel for communications between the government and the people, and has been strongly affirmed by the relevant departments and reported on Shanghai TV.

2Songjiang Traffic Police Jiuting Six Squadron has been established and has become a strong management force in managing traffic problems in Jiuting area.

3Huting North Road was reconstructed and widened, and connected to Laiyin Road on the east.

4The A9 on-ramp of Huting North Road was temporarily opened.

5The damaged pavements of many roads were repaired, and the missing bridge railings, street lights and shading trees on Tingzhi Road were replaced.

6Bus Route No. 42 and other bus routes were established and rationalized, and bus stops were added.

7Barriers were installed at the subway entrance, and parking lots for non-motorized vehicles at the subway entrance were expanded.

8500 security cameras were installed in the town area to strengthen security measures.

9Traffic signs, such as yellow lights for slowing down and crosswalks, were put up on the roads around the residential community.



5.3.2 New media mobilization ways in Jiuting Community


5.3.2.1 Jiuting Forum: information distribution center for the interaction between the government and the people 

A network community is a network space for people with the same interests and experience to meet as well as exchange and share information. Network communities mainly have four kinds of functions: (1) commercial transactions, and community visitors will consult the views of other users before shopping; (2) the exchange of interests, as communities include a lot of people who are interested in a particular theme or affairs, and provide them with a space for exchange and contact; (3) the provision of fantasy, as the anonymity of the network community enhances the user fantasy, and the community has become another home for them. They can have different identities and can join in the construction and planning of the “fantasy home”; and (4) the support-seeking function, as online communities can be linked to offline activities, so as to enable substantial human-to-human interaction (Guo & Wang, 2003).

Jiuting Forum was an owners’ forum established on Shanghai Sofang.com. As of March 1, 2014, there were 7,933 subjects, 51,083 posts, 440,000 visits and five certified property owners, which made it the largest online site for property owners and potential property owners in Jiuting, covering housing prices, property information, surrounding support facilities, renovation and decoration, community life, and other topics. From 2008 to date, Jiuting Forum has played an important role in the development of the Volunteer Union, which depends on the forum to collect and disseminate information, from the initial recruitment of members to the regular newsletters of the netizens’ communication in later periods. At the same time, the Volunteer Union has published a large number of critical posts, building an effective communication bridge between the government and the public.

Through the arrangement of posts in Jiuting Forum (see Table 5.5), we found that key posts receive many views, with the highest view counts exceeding 30,000. Compared to the total population of 350,000 in Jiuting, it can be seen that Jiuting Forum has a high coverage rate. At the same time, the number of replies to the key posts is relatively small, because the forum mainly assumes the role of information collection and dissemination in the construction and development of Jiuting community. First of all, since Jiuting Forum is a standard owners’ forum, the label of “Jiuting people” has been embedded in the users’ sense of identity and consciousness, and the virtual community’s view and reflection of reality are reflected in the Jiuting Forum to a large extent. This is the basis on which Jiuting Volunteer Union is able to mobilize and organize residents to participate in activities with relative ease. Second, users post their opinions and plans about the construction of Jiuting on the forum, and the members of the Volunteer Union consolidate those opinions, and organize different types of online and offline activities according to the opinions, in which users can choose to participate according to their own interests. In this process, on the one hand, the users of Jiuting Forum have access to the fantasy function and support-seeking function offered by the network community, and on the other, they also substantially join in the construction of Jiuting Community. In summary, Jiuting Forum plays a prominent role in aspects such as information collection, dissemination, and resident mobilization, while QQ, WeChat, and other media play a greater role in communication.

Table 5.5 List of key posts in Jiuting Forum


	
Date and author

	
	
Subject/content

	
	
Views

	
	
Replies






	
September 1, 2008

	
	
[Minutes of the Seventh Joint Meeting of North Jiuting]

Briefing on the current state of environmental pollution in North Jiuting and discussion of solutions.

	
	
2,885

	
	
16




	
November 19, 2009

	
	
[Resident Suggestions on the Bus Route Adjustment in Jiuting Town, Songjiang District]

Respected Government of Jiuting Town of Songjiang District, Volkswagen Public Transportation Co., Ltd. in Songjiang, according to the spirit of the North Jiuting Resident Symposium organized by Jiuting Town Government on November 9, 2009, the participating residents announced the Bus Route Adjustment Plan (Draft) in the community forum on November 11–17. The suggestions of the community residents are summarized as follows …

	
	
5,674

	
	
21




	
March 28, 2012

	
	
[Briefing on the Netizen Symposium of March 18, 2012]

The community director reviewed the construction of Jiuting in 2011, and netizens expressed their opinions and offered their suggestions on urban construction management, traffic construction, information publication, community self-governance and other issues.

	
	
6,170

	
	
9




	
June 4, 2012

	
	
[We All Love Jiuting Community. Jiuting Volunteer Union – Action Changes Life]

In order to establish bus routes linking with Metro Line 2 and 9, for the direct passage from the east of Laifang Road to Minhang, and in order to fight for the convenience of travel of every resident in Jiuting, a huge public welfare signature campaign starts, mobilizing the online Sofang Community Forum and offline property owners of Jiuting, and encompassing the hopes of nearly 6,000 people.

	
	
22,803

	
	
27




	
July 2, 2012

	
	
[Briefing of Jiuting Town Netizen Communication Meeting in June 2012]

Time: 9:30–11:30, June 22, 2012

Place: Roundtable Room, Jiuting Town Government

Subject: Issues related to property owners’ meetings and property management

	
	
8,026

	
	
11




	
	
	
Host: Director Peng of Jiuting Town Community Service Centre

Attendance: Mr. Shen, Chief of Property Management Division of Housing Management Bureau of Songjiang District; and enthusiastic netizens from Jinfeng Lanting, Jiahe Sunshine City, Oasis Island Garden, Lvting Shangcheng, Moka Town, Sansheng Yijing Garden, Shanghai Olympic Garden, Shanghai Yuan City, British Style, Yiyun County, Zhiyahui, Zhongdajiulide ...

	
	
	
	



	
August 17, 2012

	
	
[Let the District Government Hear Our Words! Participate in the 2013 Online Public Consultation on District Government Projects]

Why doesn’t Jiuting have a municipal key primary and secondary school? Can China Merchants Bank open a branch in Jiuting? North Jiuting should have post office, 3A hospital, China Merchants Bank, large supermarket, bus hub central station … Considering the basic needs of the people and the development of Songjiang District, it is proposed to build a park, a 3A hospital, a diversified public transportation system to the city, and a post office in North Jiuting area.

	
	
10,169

	
	
13




	
February 1, 2013

	
	
[Minutes of the Meeting of Symposium Between Jiuting Volunteer Union and Songjiang Public Security and Traffic Police on January 26, 2013]

The responses of Transportation Department to the suggestions of netizens.

	
	
37,453

	
	
33




	
sqb1004, February 26, 2013

	
	
[Reply to the Opinions and Suggestions of the Netizen Communication Meeting in January 2013]

Can the schedule of Bus Route No. 41 be extended to the time of the last subway? It is inconvenient for people returning home late.

	
	
9,028

	
	
35




	
	
	
Answer: In March, we will offer two extra trips of Bus Route No. 41 in Songjiang to be in line with Light Rail Line No. 9, and it will be replaced by inter-district bus of Songjiang Bus Route No. 41.

	
	
	
	



	
May 6, 2013

	
	
[Questions and Answers for the Netizen Communication Meeting in Jiuting Town on April 13, 2013]

Questions of netizens and responses of government on road maintenance, road facilities, demolition and relocation, public transport, river management and other related issues.

	
	
11,679

	
	
12




	
June 13, 2013

	
	
[Questions and Responses of Netizen Communication Meeting in Jiuting Town in May 2013]

Responses to questions on environment sanitation, urban sanitation, community sanitation and education.

	
	
8,680

	
	
12




	
August 9, 2013

	
	
[The Only Municipal Bus Line in North Jiuting to the City, Bus Route No. 198, Will Soon Be Cut Short; Everyone, Please Do Something].

A signature initiative requesting that the original route of Bus Route No. 198 be maintained.

	
	
7,896

	
	
9







5.3.2.2 Weibo, blog: the repost and dissemination tools for information on Jiuting Forum 

Since its emergence in 2009, Weibo has become the main application in the Chinese network platform. The core feature of Weibo is its embeddedness, which allows users to build a social circle with themselves as the connecting point by following other accounts and topics. Its personalized communication subject, interactive communication mode, and decentralized content endow it with powerful influence and dissemination force, effectively filling the communication gap of mass media (Song, 2011). In the construction and development of Jiuting Community, the Volunteer Union has registered blogs and Weibo to spread information about the construction of Jiuting. A Weibo account called the Jiuting Volunteer Union was established on September 19, 2011 (see Figure 5.5), and by December 2013, it had posted 830 Weibo posts and had 797 followers. The highest repost of its Weibo post was 22, and the highest number of comments was 11.



[image: ]
Figure 5.5Jiuting Volunteer Union Weibo.

The blog of the Jiuting Volunteer Union was established on September 19, 2011, and has published 81 articles, with the highest view count of 224, highest number of comments of 12, 139, and total visits of 4,673.

In our research, we found that the Weibo and blog of the Jiuting Volunteer Union mainly repeat the content of the Jiuting Forum, and play the role of reposting and dissemination of information, so the unique value of Weibo and blogs themselves has not been fully exploited. In fact, Weibo is the best network for the integration of individuals and society, where individuals can connect with any user, but unfortunately the Jiuting Volunteer Union has not related their issues to other users. For example, the blog with the most repost is about environmental issues, which can be further disseminated by @ environmentalists and battery industry professionals. Meanwhile, compared to Weibo, which is characterized by short information texts, speedy release, and extensive influence, blogs have gradually shifted to win the love of readers with their lengthy and profound discussions. The blog of the Jiuting Volunteer Union is mainly an introduction of the history of its self-development, but it fails to form a deep commentary system on the social issues in Jiuting, resulting in limited visitors and constrained communication.


5.3.2.3 WeChat and QQ: tools for three-dimensional information communication and emotional maintenance 

According to the 34th China Internet Development Statistical Report, released by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC), as of June 2014, the number of Chinese mobile Internet users reached 527 million, and the number of Internet users using mobile phones to access the Internet (83.4 percent) has exceeded that of PC users (80.9 percent) for the first time, so mobile phones have become the primary device to access the Internet in China (China Internet Network Information Center, 2014). Since its launch in 2011, WeChat has been updated more than 40 times and has become the first choice for communication, profoundly changing people’s social lifestyle. The QR code, LBS positioning, shake, WeChat payment and diversified communication methods make WeChat a platform-type product of mobile Internet, which includes almost all the communication tools people use in daily life.

WeChat is mainly responsible for three-dimensional information communication and emotional maintenance in the construction of Jiuting Community. First of all, WeChat has a multiform information communication mode, which is conducive to the three-dimensional information communication, as users can instantly disseminate voice, text, pictures and even video in an efficient and vivid way.

Second, the initial audience of WeChat is acquaintances, that is, friends in the contacts lists and QQ friends, the functions such as “nearby people” and “shake” are applied to acquire new friends within a certain social distance. The acquaintance friends circle becomes the feature of WeChat that deepens the emotional viscosity of user communication. At the same time as a kind of information release source, the WeChat friend circle, different from Weibo’s emphasis on “repost”, pays more attention to “comments”, so that communication between users and emotional maintenance can be highlighted and strengthened (Wang, 2013). In the construction and development of Jiuting Community, WeChat plays an important role. The personalized communication method of WeChat satisfies the social, work, and life needs of Jiuting people at multiple levels. WeChat official accounts about Jiuting, such as Jiuting Business Circle, Jiuting Community Website, and Jiuting Life, provide the Jiuting people with a full range of services.

To sum up, the Jiuting Volunteer Union basically realizes online and offline mobilization based on the forum, and the specific procedure is (see Figure 5.6): (1) the moderators of each forum (generally members of the Volunteer Union) collect and organize the opinions of netizens of that forum; (2) they preliminarily compile the netizens’ demands according to their professional knowledge and cultural background, publish the result on the forum, and ask the netizens again for their opinions on the draft; (3) they demonstrate the public’s wishes to government departments at the netizen communication meetings organized by each government department and discuss the solutions with them; (4) the government’s response to netizens’ demands is posted on the forum to show netizens that the government has taken their wishes seriously and is seeking solutions to the problems; (5) government departments works on the basis of netizens’ aspirations to solve problems in the community construction one by one; and (6) the resolution of problems by government departments directly affects netizens’ trust and reliance on Jiuting Forum and the government departments, which becomes an important factor influencing whether they will adopt such a method to solve problems next time.



[image: ]
Figure 5.6Flow chart of information communication for community mobilization in Jiuting.

In the whole mobilization procedure, the solution of problems is the most effective basis for the next mobilization, and only when people’s problems are solved will they rely on the Volunteer Union to protect their own interests. In the face of greater challenges in the community construction, the Jiuting Volunteer Union will also combine online mobilization with offline activities to create strong public pressure. Even the community government, when facing a series of problems beyond its jurisdiction, will rely on the offline signature campaign organized by the Volunteer Union to drive the government at higher levels to solve the problems. Among them, Jiuting Forum has played an important role in collecting information from netizens, collecting their wishes, conveying their wishes and demands to the government and disseminating the government’s responses and regulating public emotions. The government, the public, and the Volunteer Union all focus on the development and construction of the community, and are able to coordinate their interests and appeals in a rational and open manner. This is one of the main reasons why the construction of the Jiuting Community is able to focus on the larger environment of the construction of the whole town rather than the smaller environment of community construction.


5.3.3 Analysis of the Jiuting model: active and open cooperative governance

Jiuting Town is the epitome of many Chinese cities and towns during the social transition. Its rapid population growth has caused multiple problems, but improvement in the cultural quality of life of the population and the maturity of the network communication model also create a new solution. Due to the demand to construct a common home, Jiuting Town formed a Jiuting model dominated by volunteers, based on various communication platforms and diversified subjects.

This model is formed based on numerous factors (see Figure 5.7). From the residents’ point of view, the owners’ cultural quality, professional background, and the increasing rationality and social responsibility of the middle class are the prerequisites for the establishment of the Jiuting Volunteer Union, while the open-minded attitude to community management and determination to reform Jiuting Town Government is the basis of the formation of the Jiuting model. Among them, social media has played an important role, and the owners’ forum has become the best tool for the Union to collect and convey public opinions. In combination with the regular communication meetings held by government departments, volunteers publish the answers from government departments on the forum to other residents, thus making the forum an effective platform for communication between the government and the residents. The traditional media reports on the events of Jiuting create a better public opinion environment, which is conducive to the further development and deepening of the work of the Volunteer Union.
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Figure 5.7Mobilization diagram of Jiuting community.

Jiuting has created a successful model of community governance, which enables the public and the government to promote the construction of the whole community in a rational and open environment. The Jiuting model builds up a collaboration mechanism of five factors, namely volunteers, ordinary residents, government administration departments, new media, and traditional media, and becomes a model of cooperative governance between the government and the people in Chinese urban communities, in terms of solving community affairs and innovating social administration.

Jiuting model is not a temporary mobilization activity for a special event, but a daily, institutionalized interaction mechanism between the government and the people during the construction of Jiuting. The widespread application of social media is crucial to the formation of the model. When individualized expressions are responded to and encouraged on social media, individuals will participate in group activities enthusiastically. At the same time, the process of claiming interests and appeals naturally leads to the formation of loose intermediate organizations (the Volunteer Union), where individuals with stronger interests and appeals as well as a sense of community identity automatically take on the responsibility of defending the interests of their own group. Moreover, the open-minded attitude of the government also plays a role in the development of intermediate organizations. Based on this, individuals, organizations, and the government form an interdependent and mutually coordinated mechanism of positive interaction, and continuously improve the consultation mechanism for the common goal of the community construction. This model is of great significance to the innovation of social governance system and the improvement of its governance capacity in China.


Note

1Jiangmen Today, Emotional Clash, Photo Album of City Friends, Chit Chat, Entertainment and Gossip, Gourmet Food in Jiangmen, Travel Around Jiangmen, Motorcycle Family, Talk About Marriage, Jiangmen Car Friends, Home and Real Estate, Parents and Children, Pet Home, Youth Culture, Film Friend Home, Mobile Phone and Computer, Sports Enthusiasts, Wuyi Campus, Health Encyclopedia, Legal Consultation, Wealth Management Academy.






 6Community governance based on new media

The Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening the Reform, adopted at the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, clearly states that “the overall goal of deepening the reform comprehensively is to improve and develop socialism with Chinese characteristics, and to promote the modernization of the national governance system and capacity”. As the basic unit of urban grassroots governance, the innovation of its governance model is the basic link in the modernization of national governance capacity. To this end, the Plenary Session used the concept of “social governance” for the first time, and established a road map for reform from “one-dimensional management” to “diversified governance” by the government, the market, and society. It highlights the importance of grassroots democracy in the community, and stresses that improving the mode of social governance, stimulating the vitality of social organizations, and innovating an effective system for preventing and resolving social contradictions are the main emphases in social governance.

The Internet-based new media is one of the most important technological innovations in contemporary human society, and its continuous evolution and development are comprehensively and profoundly reshaping every aspect of human society. In particular, the cultural attributes contained in the new media, such as openness, pluralism, and participatory feature, are highly compatible with the requirements of transparency, responsiveness, and the pluralism of governance advocated by the modern governance model. Therefore, we believe that, with the Internet increasingly becoming the meta-media of society, improving community governance through new media may be an important path to modernizing community governance.


6.1 Binary interactive community governance based on the well-being of residents

Before the reform and opening-up, Chinese cities under the planned economy system did not have social forces independent of the administrative system, and the state political power assumed all social functions through the “units” it controlled, which then were called “enterprises burdened with social responsibilities”. With the gradual establishment and perfection of the modern market economic system, as well as the return of capital to the market and the return of power to the rule of law, the suppressed social space in the city began to burgeon and grow. Laws and policy documents such as the 1982 Constitution of the People’s Republic of China, the 2000 Opinions of the Ministry of Civil Affairs on Promoting the Construction of Urban Communities Nationwide and the 2010 Opinions of the General Office of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and the General Office of the State Council on Strengthening and Improving the Construction of Residents Committees in Urban Communities have also juridically established the dominant position of the community system in the contemporary urban grassroots governance system in China.


6.1.1 Community governance in the dilemma between “self-governance” and “administration”

Community governance under the “community system” does not simply mean a shift from the previous unit-based social management to regional social management. In fact, community governance restructures the organizational system and operation mechanism of grassroots urban governance and its core lies in “self-governance”. According to modern democratic political theory, the public entrusts power to the government, and community self-governance is derived from social power itself, rather than from the transfer or gift of government power (Wang, Wei, & Xun, 2012: 267). The Communiqué of the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China used the concept “social governance” for the first time to replace the previous concept of “social management”, and compared with “management”, “governance” places greater emphasis on mutual participation and democratic self-governance. Although, in reality, it is difficult for most communities in China to achieve true self-governance at the moment, there is a consensus that community self-governance is the ultimate form of community governance.

However, community construction in China has been synchronized with the downward shift of the management center of municipal government. The principle of “shifting the center and basing it on the grassroots” has been implemented in urban management, which has led to the grassroots subdistrict offices taking over some of the management functions that used to be undertaken by the higher-level government. However, due to limitations of human and material resources, the subdistrict offices can only assign a certain number of administrative tasks to the residents committees of the communities under their jurisdiction. As a result, although the residents committees are self-governing organizations of residents, they have the heaviest administrative burdens and the most powerful administrative functions, resulting in a situation where “thousands of threads are at the top and only one needle is at the bottom”. Daily administrative duties pile up at the subdistrict and neighborhood levels, so that the pressure and contradictions also accumulate there.

Community self-governance requires community self-governance organizations to be freed from administrative pressure and be committed to building a new type of community public sphere in which community dialogue can take place. The downward shift of the management center of urban government, however, has also left community-based organizations with a variety of trivial administrative tasks. In the face of the dichotomy of “self-governance” and “administration”, community governance seems to be facing the problem that their abilities fall short of their responsibilities.


6.1.2 Enhancing the well-being of residents is the fundamental goal of community governance

The above-mentioned dilemma is a reflection of the fact that the social governance mechanism during the transition period in Chinese society has not yet been effectively rationalized. This reality makes it impossible for us, at this stage, either to completely exclude government participation and unilaterally promote full community self-governance, or continue to empower the community organizations as first-tier quasi-governmental agencies following the traditional thinking of urban management. Instead, a balance should be struck between the binary demands of “self-governance” and “administration”, while still abiding to the principle of practicality and acting as the circumstances dictate. The key to finding this balance is to take the well-being of the community residents as the starting point and the destination of community governance. In fact, both community governance logics of self-governance and administration are aimed at providing better public services to residents. Based on this consensus, “self-governance” and “administration” are no longer necessarily a zero-sum relationship, but can be mutually beneficial.

In terms of the current situation of community governance, at the level of self-governance, we need to stimulate and cultivate the interest and ability of residents and social organizations to participate in community governance and build a community public sphere; at the administrative level, we are required to connect the communication channels for residents and grassroots government, and improve the comprehensive service management platform of the government. The construction at the two levels should be carried out simultaneously so they interact. Although there are checks and balances between state administration and social group self-governance, they are mutually conditioned and shaped by each other. As long as the basic direction of enhancing the well-being of the residents is followed, the binary interactive model of community governance based on self-governance and administration can be changed to a “two elements and one foundation” model, and there will be practical room for improvement and a path for development.


6.2 Impact mechanisms of new media in enhancing community governance

In the particular context of contemporary China, community governance, whether at the “self-governance” or “administration” level, is facing new problems and challenges. On the one hand, with the shift from the “unit system” to the “community system”, especially as more and more residents move into the new commercial residential communities, the composition and interests of the residents have become increasingly diversified and decentralized. This makes it difficult for residents to have a sense of identity and feel attachment to the new communities, which in turn hinders the process of community participation and the construction of the public sphere. On the other hand, the downward shift of the urban management center and the requirement to build a service-oriented government make it necessary for grassroots city administrators to meet the varied public service demands of the community residents on the basis of a full understanding of people’s living conditions. This poses a new challenge to the already overworked grassroots administrators.

The emergence of new media, which is digital and interactive, may provide a new opportunity to improve community governance. New media creates an interactive, flat-structured world. It breaks through the limitations of unidirectional linear communication of traditional media and forms a bidirectional information communication loop through an immediate and convenient feedback mechanism. Its interactive nature and low barrier to entry make its information control structure and gate-keeping mechanism more complex and challenging than those of traditional media. Combined with the media characteristics of interpersonal communication, group communication, and mass communication, it has higher capacity for information aggregation, transmission, sharing, and reproduction. From the perspective of public governance, high participatory interaction and democratic co-governance have always been the features to distinguish “governance” from “management” or “rule”. This quality is in line with the above-mentioned technological and cultural attributes of new media. Therefore, new media can create a platform for the expression of public opinion, provide a possibility for the negotiation of interests and appeals, encourage the public, enterprises, not-for-profit organization (NPOs) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and government departments to interact in public decision-making, offering a more efficient communication mechanism to achieve good governance.1 Therefore, we believe that new media can also play a unique role in community governance. In Section 6.2.1, we will explore the specific mechanisms by which new media can enhance community governance separately from the “two elements and one foundation” of community governance – “self-governance”, “administration”, and “services for the convenience of people”.


6.2.1 Construct a community public sphere based on new media

One of the most important aspects of community self-governance is the construction of the community public sphere, as it is a space of real words, where community residents can openly discuss matters of public interest to the community and, it is the key to unite the community, promote participation, and give full play to democracy (Wang, 2012: 15). According to the German sociologist, Jürgen Habermas, the media is central to the public sphere (Zhan, 2002). The interactive and participatory nature of the new media, along with its features of combining reality with virtual reality and the public with private interaction, can ensure that private individuals can freely express themselves and offer criticisms in a rational manner, as an independent person. From the perspective of the self-governance practice of the current Chinese community, constructing a face-to-face physical place for discussion is not only economically costly, but also ineffective due to the cultural and psychological characteristics of the Chinese people. The public sphere in the West is based on rational thinking, and there is a natural link between “discussion” and “politics”. From the ancient Athenian assemblies to modern parliamentary politics, face-to-face and frank deliberations have become a tradition in political consultation. On the one hand, under the influence of the Taoist ideology of “worshipping yin and softness”. Chinese people tend to try to guess the intentions of the other party when expressing their opinions, which often results in people not taking the initiative to express their own feelings and views in public. On the other hand, “the culture of ‘face’ has a great influence on the psychology and behavior of the Chinese people” (He & Cheng, 2009). Chinese people are not only concerned about maintaining their own “face” but also taking into consideration the “face” of others, which has led to the so-called “face negotiation” in communication studies. As a result, when Chinese people discuss issues of conflict of interest in public, they are often reluctant to confront each other in order to save each other’s “face”. When the two sides “tear the face” and a verbal dispute breaks out, the lack of a culture of rational thinking often turns the debate into personal attacks and even physical fights. As a result, the Chinese are more accustomed to dealing with public affairs in the private sphere.

In China, therefore, it may be more appropriate to nurture the spirit of civic participation through interpersonal spaces that allow room for maneuver in which people can either advance or retreat at their will. As a medium that combines the functions of public forums and social networks, new media can effectively circumvent the negative impact of the above-mentioned cultural factors on the construction of public sphere. Although studies on public sentiment have shown that netizens’ expression in portal-type new media is subject to irrationality and the group polarization effect, in real community-based new media, such as owners’ forums and community QQ groups, residents’ express their views in community new media in a more peaceful, constructive, and consultative manner because it corresponds to a community of shared interests and interpersonal networks offline.

As a result, in the new media space, through online discussion, community residents are able to separate the real from the virtual and maintain a certain degree of distance, giving a sense of physical and psychological security to all participants, and effectively avoiding the worries and embarrassment of face-to-face discussions, so that it is ensured that everyone dares and is willing to discuss, and the discussions are more authentic. Through online interpersonal communication, residents can get to know each other well and cultivate mutual trust and affection, thus allowing the deliberative atmosphere to be influenced by good and interpersonal relationships with a human touch, so as to promote the development of the public sphere of the community in a moderate and rational direction.


6.2.2 Improve community administration based on new media


6.2.2.1 Reflect community opinions and public sentiment 

The governance of grassroots municipal governments is characterized by its direct orientation to residents. Therefore, in order to provide quality services, it is necessary to have an accurate grasp of the people’s living conditions and public opinions. Since the reform and opening-up, China’s economy and society have undergone rapid development, displayed diversified features in the pattern of social interests, and started to enter the so-called “era of interest game” (Sun, 2008). People are more concerned about public affairs than ever before, so their need to express their opinions is also more exuberant. At the same time, the emergence and popularity of new media have provided Chinese people with the tools to timely communicate with others, enterprises, and public institutions, social organizations, and the government, etc. Against the backdrop of certain restrictions on the width and breadth of the expression of opinions in traditional media, new media has become an easier channel for people to express their demands. At present, more and more Chinese residents discuss public affairs and express their opinions and demands through new media such as BBS, Weibo, and WeChat, and even in recent years, many public protests themselves have been brewed and fermented on the Internet. China’s Internet public space has become the world’s largest and most powerful public opinion space (Zhu, Liu, & Shan, 2012). As a consequence, for grassroots government, having an insight into the conditions of the people through new media is undoubtedly the optimal way to understand public opinions and public sentiment in a timely and accurate manner.

Another noteworthy issue is that, in recent years, the increasingly worsening group protests have mostly erupted at the grassroots level (Chen, 2011). As a grassroots society, the community has become the convergence and accumulation point of social conflicts in the city. This is mainly because most of the group protests in China are based on concrete interests and appeals rather than abstract political concepts (Yu, 2009; Guan, 2012). And most of the problems concerning interests originate from grassroots society. Due to inaction and irrational action by some grassroots cadres, and their failure to understand, respond to, or actively deal with the major interest issues that people are concerned with, in the areas under their jurisdiction, problems that should have been resolved at the grassroots level have accumulated and fermented, which then evolve into serious incidents. Therefore, if the management department at the community level can accurately grasp the specific conflicting interests in the area under its jurisdiction, and take precautions to timely report and properly deal with them, it will be able to yield twice the result with half the effort to maintain social stability. Generally speaking, the main participants in group protests are vulnerable groups in society, who normally lack the resources of traditional media, and on account of the restrictions on publicity policies and the involvement of commercial forces, it is difficult for them to attract the attention of traditional media to their demands, apart from some individual incidents. Therefore, they rely more on the use of new media to “voice” their interests so as to realize the expression of their interests and play the interest game (Zhang, 2013). If the grassroots management department can effectively use the new media, it can understand the demands of the people and grasp their dynamics through this platform, and then respond positively, which can resolve the conflicts before they blow up.


6.2.2.2 Formation of a one-stop e-government affair service platform 

In China’s current “two-tier government, three-tier management” model, a large number of details of the affairs of the city- and district-level government still have to rely on subdistrict offices, and the city’s grassroots management departments undertake onerous administrative tasks. Subdistrict offices are constrained by lack of resources of manpower and energy, so they can only assign part of the administrative affairs to communities under their jurisdiction, which to some extent makes the community residents committees “run the errands” for the subdistrict offices and limits their ability to carry out community construction. In some places, pilot “community service stations” have been set up to take over the administrative affairs of the subdistrict offices so as to ensure that the residents committees can normally perform their duties of self-governance and services. However, given the limited financial resources and staffing situation at the community level, such a transfer of responsibilities still cannot improve the situation of the overburdened community administration. Therefore, in reality, the symptoms and root causes can only be truly addressed by the simplification of government administrative procedures and an improvement in the efficiency of administrative work.

Moreover, China’s administration problems can be broadly divided into the concept and the technology levels. At the concept level, although the state has put forward the goal of transforming government functions and moving to a service-oriented government, the demand-oriented public service concept is not yet deeply rooted in the government, and the traditional “control-type” government thinking and system inertia are still hindering the implementation of the administrative reform. At the technology level, under the planned economy system, China has formed a large-scale government agency, with very complex vertical hierarchy and horizontal departmental relations. After entering the market system, the reform of the administrative system has always lagged behind economic reform, resulting in a multiplicity of government departments and overlapping functions in some areas; while in other areas, no one cares and people are shirking their responsibilities. The mutual influence and interaction of the two levels of the problem seem to have formed a knot that is stopping administrative reform.

The gradual promotion of information technology in the field of e-government affairs has provided new concepts and tools for the innovation of the administrative system in China. According to some researchers:


the technical logic of flattening and reticulation of the organizational structure of e-government requires e-government to redefine administrative functions and authority, draw the boundaries between financial and administrative rights, and control government budget management and administrative procedures using the same electronic hard constraint system.

(Wang & Zhang, 2005)


In other words, e-government is not just about the digital adoption of government access to the Internet or government affairs, but in fact, it should involve integrating public management resources and optimizing the administrative structure, which will force the government to carry out administrative reform and form a one-stop service platform for the public. The core of this one-stop service platform for government affairs is focused on the two elements of “one-stop” and “service”. The former is based on the demand for public services, optimizing the administrative structure of the government through the interconnected nature and flat structure of the network, and transforming the mode of “people running from one service window to another” into “the service windows revolving around the people”; the latter is based on the principle of a service-oriented government, transforming the government functions through the openness and interactive feature of the network and turning civil servants into those who wait to provide a service on the Internet.

From the perspective of the reality of community governance, the construction of a one-stop e-government service platform can be divided into internal and external layers. The internal layer is the community’s own e-government construction, that is, to make the community affairs public and realize online service through the establishment of community websites and others; and the external layer is to become a node (sub-website) of the unified government platform, or the use of information technology to establish links with the unified government platform, so as to digitally connect the community with the government. The use of a unified e-government affairs platform can solve the problem of asymmetrical government information for community residents, make it easier for them to handle administrative affairs without leaving their homes, and thus reduce the cost of handling business for them; for residents committees, it can improve the efficiency of their work, reduce their administrative responsibilities, and enable them to apply more resources to the development of residents’ self-governance and the provision of community services; and for grassroots governments, a close-linked network can be formed between government departments and each community, helping the government to master the initiative of network information and improve administrative effectiveness. Of course, in practice, not all places will link the promotion of e-government affairs with the transformation of government functions. In the promotion of e-government affairs in some areas, the “four major teams” (i.e., Party Committee, the People’s Congress, the government, and the CPPCC) adopt their own methods as subdistricts and communities go their own way, which results in the establishment of a lot of flashy but ineffective “information islands”. Instead of forming a one-stop service platform, it has reinforced the shortcomings of the existing administrative system. Therefore, the construction of e-government affairs must involve “a holistic and systematic planning and design of the network, information, software and applications” (Wang, 2010). Only in this way can the unified e-government affair platform be brought into full play and a barrier-free connection between the communities and the government be formed.


6.2.3 Cultivate community social capital based on new media

The main purpose of community governance is to provide community public services, aimed at the residents. To this end, such services are a form of collective action based on “volunteerism”, which needs to be supported by a high social capital. Social capital, according to the American sociologist, Robert Putnam, refers to “the characteristics of social organization, such as trust, norms and networks, that can enhance social effectiveness by promoting cooperative behavior” (cited in Xia, 2011: 65). Placed in the specific context of community, this refers to the level of spiritual cores, including interconnectedness, reciprocity, mutual trust, and network formation among community neighbors (Jiang, 2008: 103–104). In a community with high social capital, residents tend to have a stronger collective consciousness, see the community as a community of shared destiny, trust and help each other, and actively participate in community public services.

In China, there is a general lack of social capital at the community level, i.e., a lack of organic links among community residents. This is due to the fact that the construction of city communities has only recently commenced in China. Although the government’s contribution to community construction cannot be underestimated, the excessive embedding of administrative power has led to a lack of the community’s ability to cultivate its own social capital. Though the market has succeeded in enlarging the physical space of new types of communities in China, it has also led to a heterogeneous composition of community residents, making social capital based on trust even more fragile. The lack of social capital makes it difficult for communities to develop public services on their own, and for the government to give up its dominance in community services. The crux of the problem is that the longer the administrative power is embedded, the weaker the community’s ability to nurture itself becomes. In the long run, it will be caught in a vicious circle of declining social capital.

Innovations in information and communication technologies offer new opportunities to reverse this situation. First, new media, represented by the Internet, can “remove barriers to collective actions” (Shirky, 2009: 100–102) and activate the stock of social capital. According to the French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu (cited in Xia, 2011: 64), social capital is the actual or potential pool of resources. In the absence of effective mechanisms, the potential resources, i.e., the stock of social capital, can hardly be effective. Generally speaking, according to the assumption of man as a rational being, public services tend to end up as the “tragedy of the commons”, but at the community level, they are, first, limited in scope and are subject to internality, so that benefits can be internalized; and, second, community services are highly relevant to residents’ interests, so that each resident clearly benefits. Therefore, there is a widespread motivation and willingness to participate in community services among community residents. In other words, there is potential social capital in the community to support community public services. What hinders the realization of this potential is in fact the communication and organizational barriers encountered by collective actions. Due to the lack of intersections between workplaces, it is also difficult for residents of different backgrounds to form effective communication and organizational mechanisms in their living spaces. However, the interactivity and convenience of new media can create such mechanisms at low or no cost. Through interactive networks based on Web 2.0 technologies, community residents can conveniently gather in a virtual space of the community to communicate and discuss public issues of mutual concern. Once a consensus is reached and a specific plan is formulated, it will be shared with all residents online, allowing the plan to quickly be translated into collective action in reality. Throughout the whole process, it can be seen that the Internet facilitates discussion and the organization of action among residents, allowing the stock of social capital to be released in real action.

Second, the online social function of new media can unconsciously cultivate the increment of social capital. The cultivation of social capital is not an overnight process, but rather a gradual one. Community trust, norms, and networks are built upon the premise of long-term contact and communication among residents. Meanwhile, the new media has developed social functions, which provide possibilities for the daily socialization of community residents. Of course, some researchers question the fact that such online socialization will squeeze out real-life communication (Peng & Fu, 2011). However, we should consider the reality that in a fast-paced urban society, it is impossible for heterogeneous community residents to meet each other on a daily basis. Only through the combination of offline neighbors and online social network can we ensure a normalized communication and dialogue mechanism among the community residents. Moreover, online socialization can also be transformed into communication in real life. In fact, as mentioned above, new media can significantly reduce the cost of collective action, thus providing opportunities for deeper engagement in reality.

In short, new media can facilitate community public services by both activating the stock of and cultivating the increment of social capital. Meanwhile, such a mechanism (see Figure 6.1) will reveal its unique effects as more and more people become accustomed to using digital technology.
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Figure 6.1The mechanism by which new media enhance community governance.


6.3 The practice of using new media to improve community governance

China’s earliest practice of using new media for community governance dates back to 1999, more than 20 years ago. Since then, there have been roughly three models for community-level informatization: (1) some far-sighted and capable community residents committees have taken the initiative to seek new media technologies to serve their residents; (2) subdistrict offices or higher-level governments have coordinated the construction of a unified community network platform; and (3) purely private business organizations or residents’ organizations have built community information networks on their own initiative. Regardless of the form, grassroots city administrators always explore and use the governance functions of new media with the aim of enhancing the well-being of residents and resolving the contradiction between “self-governance” and “administration” in community governance. With the continuous improvement of new media technology and the further development of the community governance concept, the practice of integrating new media into community governance has expanded in both breadth and depth in recent years, and we have discovered and analyzed representative and exemplary cases. According to the theoretical community governance framework of “two elements and one foundation”, the responsibilities of community governance can be divided into community self-governance, community administration, and community services.


6.3.1 Community self-governance responsibilities

The responsibilities of community self-governance mainly include community democratic elections, community decision-making, daily management, financial autonomy, and internal supervision, where the main purpose is to stimulate the active participation of community residents in the deliberation process of community affairs, thus truly forming the public sphere of the community. However, in the practice of community governance, apart from the “vanishing of self-governance” caused by the “integration of legislative and executive authority”, which has weakened the enthusiasm of residents to participate in the discussion and decision-making of community affairs, the high cost of deliberation is also one of the main reasons. In this case, the cost broadly refers to the time, energy, and effort spent by the residents on community governance. In many cases, even if residents are willing to participate in community discussions and decision-making, they may choose not to do so because of the inconvenience of the deliberation process and interpersonal concerns. The convenience, anonymity, and equality of new media can considerably reduce such costs, and thus may create a more deliberative environment that motivates more extensive participation from residents. An example of the use of new media to perform self-governance responsibilities is the “Online E-Hall” for community residents in Meiyuan Subdistrict, Xuanwu District, Nanjing.

At the beginning of 2011, the online service platform of Meiyuan Subdistrict in Xuanwu District of Nanjing City, Jiangsu Province, added a new section: “Online E-Hall” in the section “Knowledgeable Meiyuan”. This is a deliberate network platform for residents that Meiyuan Subdistrict developed to promote democratic community self-governance and management. The basic facts of the case are as follows (Song, 2011).

In the past, the communities of Meiyuan Subdistrict often organized meetings for democratic deliberations to mobilize the public to discuss hot topics and difficult issues of concern and to collect public opinion. However, over time, the community staff found that most of the people who came to participate in the deliberations were retired elderly people, and most of the people they met were old acquaintances, while other residents were reluctant to participate. How could they attract community residents at all levels to take part in community affairs? After some research, they found that most of the community residents were busy office workers who had limited contact with the community, so it was difficult to attract them to participate by meetings and other traditional forms of publicity. At the same time, it was noted that the network and the daily life of the residents were increasingly closely linked, as most of the community residents, especially young residents, were highly knowledgeable, highly skilled personnel, and they had a lot of contact with networks in their work and life. “Why not keep the community more informed and involved through the network?” So, coordinated by the subdistrict office, seven community “Online E-Halls” were officially “opened”.

Meiyuan Subdistrict has taken three measures to guide the communities in running the “Online E-Hall”. First, use resources rationally. Through cooperation with information companies in the community, the power of technical maintenance is strengthened, and the original website of nearly 4,000 registered users has been adopted to publish news, and encourage residents to actively participate in the deliberations. Second, set up topics scientifically. With the main content, “discussing community affairs and situations”, community information officers first summarized the topics of interest to the residents into subjects, and then promoted them to the residents through Fetion groups of party members, QQ groups, text message platforms, community bulletin boards and others, inviting people from all walks of life in the community to participate in online discussions and widely absorbing their suggestions and opinions. Third, develop an online service platform, with multiple columns such as community service, community culture, policies and regulations, and current events and news. Now, community residents generally feel that the community website is not only “beautiful”, but also “useful”, truly realizing the function of “online deliberation, and offline work” while community services also become closer to people.

Obviously, the “Online E-Hall” of Meiyuan Subdistrict Community in Nanjing has promoted community participation and strengthened the community’s self-governance function. At the same time, however, it is instructive to note that while the democratic self-governance function has been enhanced, the administrative function of the community has not been eroded in any way. The key lies in the fact that Meiyuan Subdistrict Community has always been oriented toward serving the residents, which means that self-governance and administration no longer have a zero-sum relationship, but rather they can complement each other for the mutual benefit of the residents.


6.3.2 Administrative duties of the community

There are two main aspects of the administrative duties of the community: the first is to transmit orders from above, assist the government in carrying out some of its administrative functions and help the residents to handle public affairs; and the second is to deliver information to the government and to reflect in a timely manner the voices of the community residents, that is, to inform the government of public sentiments and what the people in the community are doing.


6.3.2.1 Collaboration between government departments 

The main problems encountered by the government in practice are the “failure of the top and lower levels to be connected” and the “left and right dilemmas”, i.e., too many government hierarchies and unclear divisions of powers and responsibilities between departments. These problems meant that residents had to go back and forth between residents committees (community workstations) and the subdistrict, district, and municipal governments when they wanted to get things done, which was a waste of time and slowed things down. The use of Internet technology to build a one-stop e-government affair service platform, that is, the “grassroots level comprehensive service platforms” proposed in the Communiqué of the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, not only can make government affairs public and procedures clear, but also can optimize the government structure and promote its transformation into a service-oriented government.

Jiangxi Province is an underdeveloped region, where it is more difficult for the grassroots to independently carry out community information construction. Therefore, Jiangxi Province has adopted a “top-level design” model, and established an e-government affairs service platform that covers the whole province through the provincial unified corporation. The basic situation of the case is as follows (Yu & Liu, 2010).

Since the establishment of Jiangxi Community Website in early 2007, more than 2,000 sub-websites for provinces, municipalities, districts, subdistricts, and neighborhoods have been built, with more than 1.4 million people entered into the population data. An information-sharing, efficient, and convenient “electronic community” has taken shape. Two systems of office management software, the “community information management system” and the “marriage management system” have been embedded in the Jiangxi Community Website, which establish a community information base and marriage database, and uniformly set up five levels of the websites at the provincial, municipal, district (county, city), subdistrict (township, town), and neighborhood (village, village community) level, providing space and links. All levels of units do not need to invest further in the construction, which solves the problem of repeated construction. Relying on the Jiangxi Community Website, the provincial Civil Affairs Department is not only able to organically link community service centers (stations) established by the districts and cities, districts (counties, cities), subdistricts, residents committees to form a network, but also can provide interfaces for departments such as the provincial Public Security Department, the provincial Family Planning Commission, and the provincial Department of Justice, as well as jointly offer services including community assistance, community security, community health, community education, community culture, community environment, and community policing. It meets the diverse needs of the public for culture, education, medical care, and public safety as well as other services.

The next plan in Jiangxi is to realize the exchange and sharing of community management information among various government departments to reduce management costs and improve service levels. Through the columns in the Community Information Website, residents will be enabled to reflect their views and monitor the government through the Internet. In terms of unified platform construction, all government departments will be brought together online, so that residents can find the “online office” of any department on the Internet (ibid.).

Although Jiangxi Province has chosen the model of unified construction of websites for the whole province based on the reality of its underdeveloped economy, the establishment of a one-stop service network effectively embodies the spirit of service-oriented government. This also shows that for community administration, new media is not only a technical issue, but also a conceptual issue. Only by making the well-being of residents the focus can the “new” functions of the new media be brought into full play.


6.3.2.2 Identify and respond to grassroots public sentiment 

The reason for the “June 7 BRT Bus Bombing Case in Xiamen, Fujian Province” in 2013 was damage to rights and interests and poor communication. The suspect, Chen Shuizong, was angry that his application for social security was hindered, so he plotted this horrific bombing. Before it happened, he had repeatedly posted complaints on Tencent Weibo to express his grievances and ask for help, but unfortunately no one paid any attention, nor did anyone respond. This unfortunate incident has two points of note for community governance: first, people in the current Chinese society are so impatient and anxious that “small things”, such as encountering difficulties in applying for social security from the residents committee can also trigger a major public incident; and, second, the urban grassroots information technology has been relatively well developed, so before major events happen in the real world, normally they have been fermented in the virtual world on the Internet. Therefore, in order to improve community governance and understand public opinions, attending to public sentiment through new media has become a must for community governance. The experience of Shanghai Dongming Road Community (Subdistrict) in this regard is highly recommendable (Xu, 2011).

As one of the pilot cities and towns for social management innovation in Shanghai, in order to unify the online and offline playgrounds and manage the virtual society and the real society as a whole, Shanghai Dongming Road Community (Subdistrict) attempted to solve the prominent issues in the virtual society and further improve the mechanism for discovering, guiding, and releasing public sentiment in the subdistrict. Subdistricts give full play to the role of groups and organizations, such as those of workers, youth, and women. The Working Committee of the Communist Youth League Committee has mobilized 25 members of the League Branch to form a volunteer team to monitor network public sentiment, and they pay attention to main network forums every day to collect, classify, and sort the information. In the meantime, a team of grassroots information officers is formed by 35 residential security and education cadres, requiring the situation at the grassroots level to be reported to the subdistrict governance office, Party and government offices in a timely manner, and then the party and government offices will organize and compile it into public sentiment information, so as to achieve full coverage of information and public sentiment.

Since August 2008, a Digest of Network Public Sentiment in Dongming Community compiled by the Party and Government Office of the community (subdistrict) has been released. The Network Public Sentiment extracts the opinions, suggestions, comments, demands, and criticisms of netizens in various fields on community construction and management, amenities and environment, property management and residence, safety precautions, and traffic, and classifies them into several aspects, such as important public sentiment, public management, amenities and environment, community affairs, and safety precautions for the relevant departments to understand the situation and serve as a reference for their work. The recorded posts use improvisational words and are expressed with certain emotions, so usually editors will not edit them further in order to reserve their originality.

In addition, in order to further eliminate the management blind spots so that anonymous netizens in the real society will reveal themselves, to solve the prominent problems in the virtual society, and to establish and improve the network public sentiment discovery mechanism, the guidance mechanism, the publishing mechanism, and the handling mechanism of the subdistrict, the Party Working Committee and the Office have launched four major initiatives:


1.Extending the delivery scope of the extracts of network public sentiment to community units under their jurisdiction, such as police stations, industrial and commercial offices, community health service centers, and real estate offices, as well as relevant residential district secretaries so they can pay timely attention to and deal with livelihood issues involved in the network public sentiment.

2.Establishing a feedback mechanism for handling information on network public sentiment. The party and government offices will classify and send livelihood issues reflected by network public sentiment to the relevant functional divisions (lines) and responsible departments, after which the relevant departments will handle them within the time limit. Written notification of the result will be sent to the party and government offices, and the Community (Subdistrict) Discipline Inspection Commission is responsible for the supervision of this.

3.Setting up teams of information officers, publishers, and commentators for network public sentiments of the Dongming Road Subdistrict, covering 37 residential communities, so that the network can cover the whole community. This is to enable all public sentiment to be learned, the voices of the residents can be fully responded to, and comprehensive management coverage can be achieved.

4.Making clear the responsibilities and operation procedures of the community network public sentiment information officers and publishers, and standardizing the network public sentiment as well as the discovery mechanisms, guidance mechanisms, publishing mechanisms, and handling mechanisms.


The achievements of Shanghai Dongming Community (Subdistrict) in terms of community public sentiment lie not only in its excellent execution of the task “public sentiment notification”, but also in its public sentiment response mechanism, integrating four aspects of “discovering, guiding, handling, and publishing”. It is worth noting that during the entire mechanism, the rational discussion of residents in the virtual public sphere is not inhibited, but rather this stimulates their enthusiasm for discussing community affairs online due to timely feedback and proper handling. This is fundamentally different from public sentiment monitoring based on the image of the government as focusing only on the negative information with the intention of finding, blocking, and deleting such information, while Shanghai Dongming Community (Subdistrict) network focuses on the people’s livelihood demands as well as their interests behind the negative information. This is a typical example of community governance with benign integration of the binary interaction between “administration” and “self-governance”, which is also a reflection of the governance philosophy that regards the well-being of the residents as the starting point and the destination of all efforts.


6.3.3 Duties of community services

The duties of community services mainly include the following three aspects: (1) organizing and carrying out various community services and diversified cultural and sports activities, such as elder care, employment, sanitation, and family planning; (2) establishing community service teams, carrying out volunteer activities to help the residents, mediating community disputes, and strengthening neighborly relations; and (3) maintaining law and order and stability in the community and safeguarding the legitimate rights and interests of residents. In short, it is to do everything that is in the immediate interests of the community.


6.3.3.1 Serving life affairs 

Constrained by limited finances, human resources, and energy, communities are often unable to implement services that improve residents’ lives and community activities even though they would like to do so. The limited services and activities are mainly focused on the elderly, who are in urgent need of social support, while the younger residents are rarely supported. New media, as a convenient tool, has effectively eliminated the huge communication and organizational costs required, thus making it possible for community services to spread. Moreover, as the main users of new media tools, young people are more likely to accept and participate in the services and activities in this way. Zhongyu New City Community of Beigan Subdistrict, Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, is an exemplary case of using WeChat to carry out community services and activities.

Zhongyu Modern City Community, under the jurisdiction of Zhongyu New City Community in Beigan Subdistrict, Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, is a modern commercial residential community with about 1,300 households and a young age structure. In recent years, with the speedy development of the mobile Internet, WeChat has rapidly taken over as the main communication tool for young people. At the beginning of 2013, in order to adjust to the change in the communication mechanism, Zhongyu New City Community registered the WeChat official account for the community: Beigan Subdistrict – Zhongyu New City Community. Residents only need to add the community as a friend through the mobile terminal, after which they can connect their online and offline communication with the community.

At present, when residents want to learn about and participate in community activities, in addition to receiving news from phone calls, QQ groups, and Weibo, they can also receive photos, press releases, and voice announcements through WeChat. This new point-to-point channel improves the quality of community information communication and thus the efficiency of community services. We can see from a specific example of the convenience that WeChat brings to young residents (Xu & Li, 2013).

On the morning of January 14, 2013, Gentle Pepper (WeChat username), a resident of Zhongyu Modern City, found a pile of construction waste when she went downstairs. In the past, she would have rushed off to work instead of going to the property management to report the problem. Now that she had added the community WeChat account, she phoned as she walked, “Community, community, there’s a pile of construction waste in front of Building 26. Can you please help clean it?” On the other end, the community staff immediately contacted the property management as they received the voice message, and the construction waste was cleaned up in less than 20 minutes. Then a message of “Hello, the issue you reported to us has been dealt with” was displayed on Gentle Pepper’s mobile phone.

The WeChat platform created by Zhongyu New City Community to improve the community service capacity not only helps to upgrade the service level, but also subconsciously urges the residents to pay attention to and solve small matters around them and optimize their living environment during their interaction with the community. In this way, the sense of self-governance of the residents is improved and many small problems are solved at the grassroots level, thus avoiding unnecessary administrative intervention.


6.3.3.2 Reinforcement of connective attachment 

The harmony and stability of the community depend on the healthy and friendly interpersonal relationship among residents, which is a voluntary connection based on trust, enabling residents to develop a sense of community identity and attachment. However, contemporary community residents, especially those living in new commercial residential communities, who live in different circles and have barely any interaction with each other, are known as “the most familiar strangers”. When confronted with matters of common interest, it is difficult to build a foundation of trust and cooperation. The interactive and virtual nature of new media provides an effective way to strengthen community connection. Through online interaction, alienated community residents can avoid the awkwardness of interpersonal interactions caused by unfamiliarity and make up for the lack of offline communication through interaction in the virtual world. It is through the use of new media that the community under the jurisdiction of Longxi Subdistrict in Wuzhong District, Suzhou, Jiangsu Province, is able to strengthen its community connection and affiliation (Shen, 2008).

Established in 1997, Longxi Subdistrict is located in the center of Wuzhong District, Suzhou, Jiangsu Province, with an area of 3.2 square kilometers and nine communities under its jurisdiction. In the past ten years of community service and management practice, one unavoidable problem is that the majority of community participants are the elderly and children, while young people have a relatively weak community sense, believing that the community has little of interest to them; they do not even have any idea as to which community residents committee they belong to. However, with the development of the Internet, more people choose e-mail, QQ, and other tools to communicate with their neighbors, and blogs, forums have become platforms for Internet users to speak freely. In the face of the convenient Internet, the traditional propaganda model seems to fall. On the basis of extensive research, the subdistrict started from the fact that modern people are keen on network communication, and with the help of the Internet, QQ groups, and other media, it established Longxi Subdistrict Community Information Port, striving to create “a warm home, and a happy Longxi”.

In the Community Information Port, the subdistrict and community can post announcements, handle, and feed back information to residents in a timely manner, and focus on solving hotspot problems raised by the public, which not only brings the community and residents closer, but also promotes harmony among neighbors. Through the Community Information Port, the subdistrict manages to carry out a variety of activities that are popularly received.

During the summer of 2007, the subdistrict identified an outstanding college student from a poor family as someone worthy of support, and his basic details were posted on QQ group, asking netizens to donate money for his education. At first, some netizens questioned this activity, insisting that young people today knew nothing about gratitude, and that donations would make them lazy. In view of this, the subdistrict invited the student to be assisted to join the QQ group and chat with netizens. Through “face-to-face” communication, the netizens were deeply moved by his story of his misfortune and his persevering spirit, so they all donated. Within ten days or so, 12,000 RMB of donations had been raised. In this action of love, the residents’ awareness of mutual help was strengthened, and their relationship became more harmonious. In addition, the Information Port will also determine a theme for each month, such as a badminton competition, table tennis day, a singing contest, mountain climbing, photography, and so on. Apart from attracting the elderly and children, these rich cultural and sports activities have also united a large number of enthusiastic young and middle-aged residents.

Longxi Subdistrict Community uses new media to bring residents who barely interact with each other in their daily life into a virtual home. By organizing volunteer and public welfare activities, the organic connection of the community is strengthened, and the residents’ sense of community identity and attachment is enhanced, thus benefitting community self-governance and the alleviation of administrative burdens.


6.3.3.3 Maintain law and order 

It has been more than 30 years since China’s reform and opening-up, and while the modernization of the economy and society improve the quality of people’s life, it is inevitably accompanied by the normalization of crises. On the one hand, rapid industrialization has led Chinese society into what the German scholar Ulrich Beck called a “risk society”, where the technological innovations brought about by modernization have become increasingly uncontrollable; on the other hand, social conflicts are frequent in China during the transitional period. According to research by Yu Jianrong, Director of the Social Issue Research Center of the Rural Development Institute of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (cited in Xiong & Zhang, 2010), in 2007–2009 alone, there were more than 90,000 group protests per year in China. The types of group protests also showed a trend of changing from rights protection to venting anger (Yu, 2009). In such an environment, the security in urban communities is also facing a dire situation, and in recent years, there have been many serious incidents. In addition to the direct embedding of public security agencies in the community, the community itself also needs to play a linking role in providing safety services to residents. The emergence of new media, especially real-time “image” and “video” functions, can reach the places where the human and material resources fail to reach, reducing the blind angles of the surveillance monitoring. Without doubt, this will significantly improve the community’s security monitoring. The use of digital technology to develop a “global eye” to monitor community safety in Fujian Province is a representative example (Meng, Guo, & Lin, 2012).

In Junmen Community of Gulou District of Fuzhou City, Fujian Province, there is a “4:30 classroom” for elementary school students in the community. A community information technology platform called “Smart Junmen” was opened in early 2011, and parents can use the “Global Eye” (community video surveillance) on the platform to monitor their children’s activities here at any time. Even when parents are away on business, they can see the real-time footage of their children’s activities on their mobile phones. This initiative has been widely praised by the parents, who believe it safeguards their children. Lin Dan, the 62-year-old community secretary, said it was an action by the residents committee returning to its original responsibilities.

This “Global Eye” technology is a breakthrough in “technical defense” that combines “Digital Fujian” and “Safe Fujian” based on research by Fujian Provincial Committee of Political and Legal Affairs, Provincial Comprehensive Governance Office, and Fujian Civil Affairs Department. With the development of science and technology, technical defense has become an increasingly important part of the comprehensive management of public security. At the same time, the residents also have higher expectations and requirements for community security, and the use of digital video technology in the community makes it difficult for criminals to commit crimes, so that the safety of residents is fully guaranteed.

Only a secure living environment can make people happy. It can be said that security is the foundation of community services in a risk-based society. Fujian’s “Global Eye” technology makes the media an extension of the people and serves them. What is more instructive is that this technology has been built with the help of the administration, which also shows that the degree of administrative involvement in the community is not an indicator of whether community governance has done a good job, and it is not necessarily true that the less administrative involvement the better. Instead, different methods should be applied at different times and places and the relationship between “two elements” and “one foundation” should be properly grasped.


6.4 Challenges of community governance innovation in the context of new media

The new media, represented by the Internet, has not only changed the media landscape, but also reshaped many areas in human social life. The above analysis also shows that the new media has played a role in reshaping community governance. However, every coin has two sides. While enhancing community governance, new media also brings some new problems. As China’s community information construction is still in its infancy, these issues have not yet received widespread attention in theory, nor have they been fully manifested in practice. However, exploring the possible negative effects of new media on community governance will help us to take precautions and plan ahead. In the following, we will analyze the possible negative effects of new media on community governance from three aspects: (1) rational cognition; (2) communication ways; and (3) population differences.


6.4.1 New media and rational cognition problems of community governance

While the virtual public sphere constructed by the Internet may encourage and attract more residents to participate in community self-governance, such wider and more direct virtual participation may also hinder the efficiency and quality of self-governance. Moreover, some of the characteristics of new media may distort public opinions, making rational management of self-governance impossible.

First of all, the participatory democracy triggered by new media is not necessarily equivalent to a healthy democracy. Although participatory democracy theory emphasizes that political participation can bring citizens back into the political arena, break the boundaries of elite politics, and revitalize democratic politics, which has gradually degenerated into elections and voting, it has never been able to solve the problem of the declining efficiency and quality of democracy (Wan, 2010).

From the perspective of efficiency, although extensive participation in community self-governance allows more individual opinions to be included in community public decision-making, which makes decisions more democratic, fragmented individual expressions can lead to excessively complex opinions, resulting in the so-called hyperpluralism (Wang, 2012). Thus, most of the resources are wasted on the endless process of democratic consultation, which in turn prevents the effective achievement of consensus on decision-making and entails governance failure. In addition, the fragmentation inherent in new media also brings about “pluralism of information and fragmentation of texts” (Zhang, 2011). Therefore, relying on new media platforms for political participation and deliberation may further exacerbate the intrinsic drawbacks of participatory democracy, that is hyperpluralism and fragmentation, and thus highlight the problem of efficiency (Bimber, 1998).

From the point of view of quality, though extensive and direct participation in community self-governance can improve citizens’ sense of political efficacy and cultivate community social capital, the uneven political ability of participants can also lead to a decline in the overall level of deliberation. Political affairs in modern society are extremely complicated, and the division of labor in the market economy has made politics and society increasingly structured and specialized, so that certain political decisions have become rather complex and professional issues. The seemingly mundane community affairs still require the parties involved to be considerably educated and cultured when it comes to professional fields, such as law and administration. For example, political theorist Mark Warren has argued that the theory of participatory democracy often seems to be plagued by an ambiguous utopianism that fails to confront the complexity, size, and scale of developed industrial societies and accept that the world is too complex and citizens are ill-prepared to effectively govern themselves in the public sphere (1996; cited in Hilmer, 2011). Therefore, representative democracy should not simply be regarded as the result of the “iron law of oligarchy”, and the professionalization of politics has its rational side that adapts to modern society. On the other hand, we should not assume that a democracy with a wider range of participants and a more direct way of participation is necessarily a good democracy. The direct involvement of residents who lack political capability or sufficient information about the governance of community affairs is likely to lead to the failure of decision-making under majority rule. Therefore, in order to promote community participation through new media, the deliberation procedure needs to be improved and residents’ sense of responsibility requires to be strengthened so as to guide community self-governance toward good governance.

Second, the combination of virtual reality and the low social presence of the Internet can easily provide a breeding ground for radical stances and extreme views. The network media has successfully created a communication situation that separates the real from the virtual, in which people can avoid the social awkwardness of face-to-face interpersonal communication, and can abandon some of the moral and etiquette rules that govern real life. In order to attract attention in the vast sea of Internet world, netizens often have some “trigger points” in the content of their speeches, and tend to exaggerate their views without rhetorical embellishment. Once a certain opinion gets the response and support of other netizens on the Internet, this feedback will spread virally, multiplying the influence of the opinion. At the same time, this will further stimulate the desire for expression of the one who published it, and raise his or her expectation for support, so the speech of the speaker may be bolder and more radical, in an attempt to attract sustained attention and support from more netizens. Eventually, strong and extreme voices may suppress moderate and rational opinions, creating a spiral of the silent majority and a strong minority, distorting community public sentiments and preventing public opinions from being represented as they really are.


6.4.2 New media and issues in method of communication of community governance

New media technology has given birth to a new way of communication, that is “computer mediated communication” (CMC), which refers to “interactive communication between people through computer networks” (Zhang, 2010). This includes all computer-mediated and Internet-mediated interpersonal and public affair communication with social functions (Mao, 2000). CMC has the characteristics of instantaneous communication in different locations. Therefore, it can effectively compensate for the shortcomings of delayed transmission in different locations of the print media, and improve the convenience, bidirectional feature, and interactivity of communication, so as to play a positive role in promoting human “re-tribalization” and the formation of the “global village”. As for community governance, CMC provides a relatively equal communication environment that combines the real and the virtual in which people can both advance or retreat. This can stimulate the desire of the residents to express themselves, reduce the cost of communication, thus making it possible to establish closer and more friendly relations between residents, and between residents and the government. However, although CMC has realized the return of human communication activities from asynchronism to instantaneity, due to the lack of some critical qualities, it is difficult for this “key-to-key” communication to achieve the special effect that the original “face-to-face” communication has in community communication.

Scholars Culnan and Markus (cited in Mao, 2000) proposed the “cues filtered out theory”, in which they argued that CMC eliminates many essential elements of face-to-face communication, such as facial expressions, eye contact, body language, tone of voice, distance between two people, the effect of the environment, etc., and places dialogues in a so-called “social vacuum”. This method of communication that lacks social context makes the symbols, especially the non-verbal symbols, isolated from the specific communication environment, so that high-frequency interaction and immediate feedback of face-to-face communication cannot be achieved. In addition, interpersonal sharing of some private and exclusive information is an important way to enhance and confirm intimate relationships. Community communication research in the United States has shown that conversations among neighbors about what is happening in their neighborhoods can positively contribute to residents’ community attachment and community participation (Ball-Rokeach, 2006). This subtle form of communication of “whispering to each other” can produce interpersonal bonding that cannot be replaced by CMC. Thus, although CMC can expand the breadth of residents’ interaction, it is unable to increase the depth. If the interpersonal communication of the community residents remains on CMC and does not extend to offline, face-to-face, interpersonal communication, then the communication and interaction between the residents will remain at a low level, and it will be difficult to establish mutual trust in the community. It is already hard to improve the social capital of the community based on the trust of the residents, and there may even be an erosion of social capital due to the suppression by “key-to-key” communication of “face-to-face” communication.

CMC’s public affair communication is also facing the same paradox. The establishment of the one-stop e-government affair service platform has indeed improved the efficiency of residents’ handling of affairs; and by monitoring public sentiments on the community network, the administrative department can learn more about the real public opinions at the grassroots level than ever before. However, if this “key-to-key” administration completely replaces “face-to-face” communication, it would go too far and the consequences might be adverse. “Face-to-face” interpersonal communication, in terms of direct effect, can help each other to exchange ideas frankly and deeply, resulting in effective communication; and in terms of indirect effect, it is capable of enhancing the feelings, drawing the relationship closer, and increasing the trust of the receivers in the sources. This kind of communication effect is difficult to reach through talking to each other with the “net” in between. In the current practice, however, a lot of communities leading the information work fall easily into this “network administrative trap”. In media reports (Wang, 2013), some community residents complained:


Now the transportation is convenient, but less cadres go to the grassroots level; the communication is developed, but it is more difficult for them to communicate with the people; and the cadres are better educated, but their ability to serve the people has declined.

Not every household has a computer, and some are still computer illiterate, so if you completely rely on key-to-key communication, isn’t it like throwing your pearls before swine?


It can be seen that “key-to-key” communication cannot fill the emotional gap, let alone replace the intimate contact of “face-to-face” communication. Once the management suffers from network dependency, their administrative efficiency may be reduced rather than improved, and it is even more unlikely for them to serve the community well.


6.4.3 New media and population differences in community governance

The “digital divide” is generally considered to be the gap between the rich and the poor in terms of access to information. It can be further subdivided into two dimensions of physical and social dimensions. The former mainly refers to the gap between people’s purchasing of digital devices because of their economic capability, i.e., whether they can afford it; the latter mainly refers to the gap between people’s views of digital equipment and their ability to use it because of social factors such as gender, age, education level, and so on, i.e., whether they are willing to use it and whether they will use it (Kling, 1999). In urban areas of China, the former problem has been alleviated to a considerable extent with the popularization of digital technology and the decline in the price of electronic products, but the latter problem is not likely to be resolved in the short term. This is because the older generation in China is generally poorly educated, and their age makes it challenging for them to operate digital devices so they are facing great difficulties in using the new media. Some may say that this is only a short-term problem that will not bother future generations (digital natives) who have grown up in the digital age over time. Even if this view is not explored from the moral and ethical dimension of public service, it is inherently contradictory from the perspective of the delivery of community services in reality.

Community service is a public service that, in addition to providing basic services to all residents of the region, focuses on helping the disadvantaged residents of the community – the elderly, children, pregnant women, people with disabilities and patients – so that they can enjoy the common fruits of social development. As China enters an aging society, elderly services are the most important part of community services, and the construction of home care, medical and health care are all carried out, focusing on the elderly. If community services under the new media are shielded from the elderly, or fail to serve them effectively, then they cannot be called successful. If the new media completely replaces the previous service model, it may eventually lead to a “Matthew effect” of the strong getting stronger and the weak getting weaker in terms of access to community services: the advantaged residents (young, healthy, with stable income from work) can fully enjoy the dividends of community services brought by the new media, while the disadvantaged residents (old, physically handicapped, low-income) have no access to the services. This is tantamount to putting the cart before the horse with regard to the concept of community services of helping people with disabilities and disadvantaged residents.

In addition, from the perspective of community self-governance, in reality, it is often the elderly residents who actively participate in community affairs. Against the backdrop of new media, community self-governance excludes elderly residents, who used to be the core participants, and instead tries to attract young residents who are unfamiliar with and unenthusiastic about community affairs. This contradicts the continuity and cumulative nature of community work.

The commonality of the three issues discussed above lies in how to deal with the relationship between the community governance model and the traditional governance model in the context of new media. In fact, at this stage, based on the consensus that the well-being of the residents is both the starting point and landing point of all community work, we cannot adopt the “Great Leap Forward” type of new media community governance model to completely replace the traditional model. Instead, we ought to abide by the principle of pragmatism and adaption to local conditions, and gradually apply the advantages of new media to the practice of community governance, integrating it with the traditional model so as to form a governance ecology of coexistence and co-prosperity. In promoting community informatization construction, special attention should be paid to ensure that the interests of those residents who are unable or unwilling to use the new media are not compromised. Only in this way can we make the best use of our strengths and avoid our weaknesses, so that the new media can maximize its effectiveness on community self-governance, community administration, and community services, and thus raise the community governance in China to a new level.


Note

1Good governance refers to the social management process in which the government cooperates with the people in the management of public affairs in order to maximize the public interest. Yu Keping pointed out that “good governance” mainly includes the following basic elements: legitimacy, that is, the nature and state of social order and authority being consciously recognized and obeyed; transparency, that is, the openness of political information; accountability, that is, people should be held accountable for their own actions; rule of law, that is, law is the supreme rule of public political management; responsiveness, that is, public administrators and administrations must respond to citizens’ demands in a timely and responsible manner; and effectiveness, that is, the efficiency of the management (Yu, 2014).






 7The power relations in community communication

At the end of the twentieth century, when the world was profoundly shaken by the effects of the collapse of the former Soviet Union and the tremendous changes in Eastern Europe, one of the pressing questions facing socialist countries was how to improve governance at the grassroots level in response to the rise of civil society and how to enhance the legitimacy of the regime. The governance state at the grassroots level has a direct bearing not only on the everyday interests of ordinary people but also on the overall stability and harmony of society. Many countries have embarked on a variety of social reforms at the grassroots level to achieve the ideal status of “good governance.”

At the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China in 2013, the phrase “promote the modernization of the national governance system and capacity” appeared for the first time in the official documents of the central leadership, and “national governance system” and “national governance capacity” were noteworthy new concepts in the report. The construction and improvement of the national governance system are important measures in line with the reform of the socialist market economy, and the conceptual shift from a “management system” to a “governance system” conveys the state’s conceptual progress in social governance at the grassroots level (He, 2014). The Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening the Reform, adopted at the Plenary Session, also put forward a series of specific governance concepts:


We will exercise community-level consultative democracy in various forms and make it institutional; we will establish and improve supervision by urban residents and villagers, encouraging them to conduct self-management, self-service, self-education, and self-oversight in exercising urban and rural community governance, in managing community-level public affairs and in running public service programs;




And


We will persist in implementing system governance, strengthen leadership by the Party committee, give full play to the leading role of the government and encourage and support the participation of all sectors of the society, so as to achieve positive interaction between the government management, on the one hand, and social self-management and residents’ self-management, on the other.


The focus of this reform of the social governance system is on grassroots self-governance and resident participation, forming a common governance system with multi-level and multi-subject participation.

The concept of “governance” put forward at the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China is aimed at building a better social governance system in which government, the market, and society will form a virtuous model of cooperation, and in which, unlike the former coercive control forms, the governance model constructed under the new environmental conditions will enable the state, society, and citizens to communicate and collaborate in a way that is smooth, harmonious, and effective. This chapter will analyze the new practices and social implications of the state-grassroots bonding model using the information technology media, as well as explore how residents can achieve group empowerment in community contexts.


7.1 “Devolution” and “growth”: the parallel process of power in the community

For a long time, the “community”, as an important organization of grassroots society in China, did not fully play the role of a social community, but assumed the function of a state management unit. Before China’s reform and opening-up, the unit played a pillar role in urban management and social control, and citizens basically were satisfied in their daily life in the relatively closed and stable field of the “unit”, where they developed trust and dependence on the organization. Through a series of complex management systems, such as the household registration system, the unit system, and the neighborhood system (the subdistrict-residents committee management system), the state completed total management of the grassroots society (Shi, 2013a). As far as social control is concerned, this administrative network was once comparatively effective. Research on the historical changes in a subdistrict in Shanghai from the founding of People’s Republic of China to the late 1990s, from the perspective of power division and reorganization, concluded:


at the urban grassroots level, the state and society are developing in the direction of strong state and strong society, and the relationship between society and the state is not one of wane and wax or complete confrontation, but one of mutual growth and integration.

(Zhu, 1997)



7.1.1 Power relations in the community

The issue of power relations between the state and grassroots society has always been of concern to scholars. Most of those who take the “civil society” or “public sphere” theory as their research perspective and acknowledge that market-oriented reforms have weakened the control of the state tend to hold the view of “the weakening of state power.” On the other hand, those who hold the view of the “continuity of state power” argue that state power is still strong and has absolute control over many areas of society. Both conclusions are supported by empirical data, but the power game between the state and society displays varied relations and forms as it takes place in different fields, on different issues, and under different conditions. We focus on what power relations look like when the state and grassroots society meet in the micro space of the community.

The various actors in the community can be seen as the subjects of power in this space, usually including the state, commercial organizations (e.g., real estate developers, property management companies, etc.), residents committees, and owners committees formed by the local people themselves. When confronted with specific community issues, the strategies of interaction and communication between the parties largely depend on their respective interests and their roles.

For the state, social stability and economic development and prosperity are the primary goals, so in dealing with relevant issues at the community level, relatively moderate means, such as political propaganda or the promulgation of laws and regulations, will be chosen. As Chinese society enters a period of deepening reform, the enthusiasm and expectation of major social groups at the prospect of participating more in society are rising. At this time, the state’s promotion of urban grassroots democracy not only partially satisfies the people’s need to solve their own real-life problems, but also puts into practice the concept of “good governance” in urban grassroots society.

Real estate development companies and property management companies in the community are commercial organizations whose goal is to generate profits through participation in management. The state encourages commercial organizations to participate in urban development and community management out of market considerations, while grassroots government’s pursuit of economic development and the expectations of community management performance will greatly facilitate the work of commercial organizations.

Residents committees are legally defined as residents’ self-governing organizations that provide them with services in their daily lives. In reality, however, residents committees are mainly dependent on the subdistrict offices, and their main function is to serve as “subordinates” for the work of subdistrict offices. Especially since the start of the community construction system, the state has strengthened the construction of Party organizations in residential communities, and requires them to take the lead in the governance of these communities, so residents committees effectively become the executive body of the Party organizations of these communities. Meanwhile, Party organizations are also under the leadership of the subdistrict Party working committees and offices, so their focus remains on the tasks of the subdistricts and the instructions of the subdistrict offices (Shi, 2013b: 9).

In the second half of the 1990s, property owners committees began to emerge in urban communities in China. These citizens’ organizations, composed of representatives of property owners, are mainly responsible for supervising the services of property management companies and managing property maintenance funds on behalf of property owners, representing the interests of urban community residents. These citizens’ organizations are financed mainly from the proceeds of the residential ancillary facilities so they are not dependent on the state for financial support. Since houses are one of the most important assets of average families, the functioning of property owners committees usually enjoys the general support of the community residents.

In the process of community construction, actors in the community field may cooperate, compete, or even conflict with each other due to differences in goals and interests. In the context of a social landscape with differentiated interests, the activities of community management and community construction enable us to view the power relations between the state and the grassroots society.


7.1.2 “Devolution” of state power

There are two contradictory approaches to power relations at this level of the urban community, which can be summarized as the “rupture theory” and the “embedding theory” (Gui, 2007). On the one hand, it is argued that the all-encompassing social changes that have been brought about by the economic reforms in the past 30 years have significantly weakened the control of the state at the grassroots level of society, especially among neighbors in the community, and that a grassroots society that is independent of the state has emerged at the urban grassroots level. For example, Zhu (1997) emphasizes the distortion and subtle resistance of urban grassroots society to the discourse of the state, pointing out that the actual control and effective mobilization capability of the state over the grassroots society are weakening. The other view believes that the community construction movement in the context of social transition is the broader and deeper penetration of urban power into the grassroots, and that the state has continued its reproduction of power at the grassroots level in various forms.

Chinese society has various forms of community practices, and both the “rupture theory” and the “embedding theory” have their logical and empirical bases. The two have their own explanatory power at certain points in the temporal spectrum of social change. In terms of recent power relations, the author prefers to describe the interaction between the state and society as a flowing process, that is, the “devolution” of state power and the simultaneous “growth” of residents’ power in the community arena. The “devolution” and the “growth” of power start from two opposing power subjects in the community field, describing how the state and the people strategically play and cooperate in a specific space.

Devolution refers to the downward diffusion of state administrative power, which is different from the coercive control exercised by the state on the grassroots, and is a relatively gentle way of creating power infiltration and power diffusion. To a certain extent, power devolution as kind of flexible governance method provides freedom and space for the emergence of social organizations, that exist independently from the state in the grassroots society, and the promotion of grassroots democracy. At the same time, the tentacles of flexible power can explore the micro-level of social life and gradually extend into every aspect of people’s lives. The “community grid management” model analyzed below is a concrete manifestation of the devolution of state administrative power.

Traditionally, the junction between the state and grassroots society at the community level relies on community residents committees, in which community workers interact face-to-face with community residents on behalf of the state power. Unlike the community communication and coordination that rely on human emotions and the formal institutionalized state administrative operations, the power-play relationship between the state and society here is replaced by a flexible, non-coercive operation. This tradition continues to this day. In the community field, state power permeates multiple aspects of residents’ lives manifested by the staff of residents committees and through face-to-face interpersonal communication. Even if we can regard the quasi-administrative residents committees as agents of the state in the neighborhood, in reality, the role they play in the neighborhood is closer to “administrative service providers” than “political control agents” (Liu, 2010).

In this way, the relationship between the state and urban grassroots society has taken on a new dimension that differs from the previous one dominated by administrative power. Of course, the withdrawal of the coercive control of the state in many places does not mean that the state has become less effective, but rather that there has been a shift in the form of governance. When the goals of state and grassroots action are well aligned, the state, as a powerful external force, still has control over the whole grassroots society. During the SARS epidemic in 2003, for example, the government easily achieved round-the-clock surveillance of the community residents.


7.1.3 The “growth” of residents’ power

The continuous improvement in the construction of urban communities and the progress of civic consciousness have provided suitable conditions for the “growth” of the power of community residents. When their rights and interests in life are infringed upon, residents will want to express their interests and make appeals, and may then take part in large-scale collective action in an organized manner to resist grassroots government agencies that damage their interests. The protection of property owners’ rights is one example. In recent years, there have been a large number of violent social resistances and social movements, with property owners committees being the main organization form. They strive for self-governance and freedom from the control of state power, and are even caught in direct conflict with the grassroots government.

The rise of residents’ power does not come from the strength of individual citizens, and the key lies in the social network and social capital possessed by resident groups in the face of problems in reality. Pierre Bourdieu suggests that in order to understand the impetus mechanism and power relations in a given field, the most important thing to do is to explore the role of key capital in that field. Social capital, he argues, is one of many types of capital that, like economic and human capital, can be utilized to achieve either good or evil goals. Possession of such capital gives one power in the field and allows a person to influence other participants. In a series of studies, American political scientist Robert Putnam (2011) confirmed that social capital is the main impetus for local democratization and “good governance.” In community governance, social capital is manifested in the social networks of community residents, and the trust and synergy emerging from these networks. To a large extent, the community platform organized by human network nodes depends on interpersonal organization and communication, and the rules of trust and mutual assistance and benefit among people become the core elements of social capital. Actors build networks in their daily lives and use these networks in emergencies (Fan, 1988). The residents’ social network greatly influences the power structure and governance situation at the grassroots level.

In short, with the implementation of various reforms, all the actors in the community field have their own means of resource mobilization and have become relatively independent subjects competing for power. The exercise of power often requires a great deal of dialogue and even “bargaining”, which has changed the unilateral control and monopoly of power relations in grassroots societies which operated prior to the reform and opening-up. The power structure at the community level is shifting from a centralized type to a pluralistic and decentralized type, and on this basis, some community public decisions can be made through participation, communication, and consultation.

In the process of grassroots community reform and governance, the state has delegated part of its power to the lower level, endowing ordinary people with more opportunities and channels for political participation, and the pre-reform centralized power is gradually diffusing into the lower level. At the same time, the communication mechanism and action network of grassroots society are becoming more solid, giving ordinary people more opportunities to express their opinions and more action capabilities, which can be regarded as the autonomous generation of power from the bottom up. As society is an organism, the intensive exercise of power will increase the rigidity of social governance, while the decentralization and balance of power will help make the process and path of social governance softer and more flexible.


7.2 The community grid: power adhesion with information technology as the intermediary

While new information technologies are widely applied in business and politics, they are also reshaping the daily lives of people at the social level (Wang & He, 2013). Between the state and individuals, social organizations, such as communities, are reconstructing social relations and social governance through the use of new communication technologies. China is in a period of transition, where the interest game and social dialogue are becoming more entrenched, and where many group protests originate in conflicts of interests and poor communication in grassroots society. The urban community is a micro-governance unit. In the highly differentiated modern social structure, actively exploring new management models for urban communities in the context of new media is important for Chinese society that urgently needs to adjust the relationship between the government and the people and promote good governance.

As the state has increased its efforts in community construction, relevant laws such as the Organic Law of the Urban Residents Committees have been promulgated one after another, and the practice of community construction has continued its innovation, and information technology is deeply embedded in the community construction. The state has decided to use a new process called community grid management in its pursuit of community constructions. Community grid management is a governance model based on an information-based management platform, which is in line with the governance model of the full penetration of state power into the grassroots society.


7.2.1 The operational structure of the community grid management

What is community grid management? Grid management means using network map technology to split the area into several network units, dividing the objects and events to be managed into several components and building a database according to the scope of responsibility for urban management (Ku, 2012). Each grid contains a certain number of residents and is controlled by a corresponding grid officer, who is responsible for registering the basic information of the grid and facilities in the area, such as water, electricity, gas, fire hydrants, and sewerage network, and uploading them to the grid information center. Residents in need of services can solve their problem through the information which is timely uploaded by the grid officer as well as through the relevant functional departments. Grid officers are the intermediaries and coordinators in the community, and they take the initiative to solve problems in an efficient and targeted manner, exercising the role of “caretaker” in the community.

This management model has obvious advantages over the previous community management. First, for managers, the grid is not only a subdivision of the management area, but more importantly, it is a change of service concept. Figuratively speaking, it is a transformation from the previous “service halls” waiting for people to come in, to “home deliveries” assigned to various grids of the subdistricts to actively provide services. Meanwhile, in this model, community cadres who previously work from nine in the morning to five in the afternoon now work on shifts to provide round-the-clock service, and the former work in offices has changed into making regular rounds in the grid to solve problems at any time (Han et al., 2011). Second, for community residents, one of the direct benefits of grid management is that they no longer need to go to many different places to get their business done, which simplifies the procedures, and the corresponding functional departments can solve problems in a well-directed way, forming a closed loop from the discovery of problems to the solution of the problem. All kinds of public information required by society are integrated and the procedures of the functional departments are simplified, which are conducive to the timely resolution of the problems and emergencies expressed by the residents.

The community grid management system builds a platform for handling the opinions of community residents. When dealing with incidents in the grid, people’s conflicts and disputes, problems, and hidden dangers, as well as the regulation of public security incidents, the traditional, passive, qualitative and scattered management of the past has been transformed into today’s modern, proactive, quantitative, and systematic management.

At present, community grid management is still a cutting-edge management mode, and the relevant practice is still in the exploration stage. The composition of “one grid and multiple officers” in Chenhua Urban Community (see Figure 7.1) is representative of the community grid hierarchy. The most active actors in grid management are the grid officers, who are similar to blood in a body, assuming the functions of transportation, mediation, maintenance, and defense. Grid officers can transmit information within the community from top down and among the same level of community members; they can mediate disputes and conflicts within the community, which is their basic daily task. Based on their functions, grid officers can be divided into managers, coordinators, service providers, and supervisors, and the appropriate grid officers can be selected according to the requirements of different positions. Figure 7.1 illustrates the composition of the hierarchy of community grid officers.
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Figure 7.1Composition of hierarchy of grid officers.

Community work is basic and complicated, so workflows with clear division of labor can greatly improve efficiency. Grid management assigns specific problems in the community to the person responsible, which massively improves work efficiency, allows the fastest access to the events in question, and finds well-directed solutions. There are numerous cases of resolving group visits. For example, based on the service advantage of “grid management”, Chaoyang Subdistrict in Dawukou District, Shizuishan City, Ningxia Province, successfully resolved a group petition incident caused by the reconstruction of the gate of Ningmei Taixi Kindergarten in its jurisdiction (Wang & Lan, 2011). The incident was caused by the construction of a new farmers market across the road from the main gate of the nursery. There were many vendors and pedestrians as well as cars, especially during the nursery pick-up and drop-off periods, and the daily congestion of pedestrians and cars became a major safety hazard. Therefore, the nursery wanted to change the location of the gate – to face the community, which aroused a strong feeling of dissatisfaction from the community residents. The latter claimed that if the nursery insisted on the reconstruction, they would collectively head to the municipal government to petition against it. After being informed of the situation, the community grid officer reported it to the community and Subdistrict Comprehensive Governance Center in time. Then the mediator at the center immediately contacted the person responsible for the nursery, the director of the Community Transfer Committee, and city management personnel. After investigation, the grievances of the residents of the residential community were understood: the community was home to a large number of elderly people, and most of the residents worked in a three shifts system so they had abundant free time during the day. Children in the nursery were sent there in the morning and picked up in the evening, which would affect residents’ sleep and normal life, so they strongly disagreed with the repositioning of the gate. Through negotiations, the person responsible for the nursery decided not to change the direction of the gate. With the mediation of the community grid officer, a potential group petition incident was resolved.


7.2.2 Information and influence flows in community grids

From the perspective of information flow, the community is a special communication scenario, which is different from mass communication based on mass media. Community activities are based on people, and human activities cannot be separated from their interaction with each other. All activities, contacts, and communication inside and outside the community as well as the community environment and the community residents influence each other through the interpersonal communication channel.

The structure of community communication exists on several basic levels : the first level is interpersonal communication, and community residents form interactive relationship with their neighbors and ordinary residents through oral communication, mobile phones, QQ, and other different methods. Interpersonal communication in the community includes communication between neighbors, exchanges between ordinary residents, and exchanges between residents and the backbone residents. The second level is organizational communication. Organizational communication, with community residents committees, property service organizations, property owners committees and others as the subjects, constitutes the community organization communication center. On the one hand, these organizations establish communication relations with the government system through oral and electronic media, and, on the other hand, they communicate with the community residents through oral and community media. The community grid is a form of community communication that realizes the interconnection of people and technology, which embeds interpersonal communication and organizational communication into the technical facility system, and undertakes the simultaneous implementation of the flow of information and work in the community in its daily operation.

The management and coordination of community affairs depend on a sound community information application system. The collection of community members’ basic data is a complicated task, which involves all aspects of their daily life and work. The basic data includes demographic information, housing information, unit information, Party construction information, civil information, labor security, market management, general administration and visiting, family planning, economic development, and so on. A one-grid and multi-officer management service system integrates all kinds of data to contribute to the orderly management of community affairs. The management platform of urban communities is generally equipped with a query system, which can quickly and conveniently locate people by classifying the information of community residents, thus significantly improving efficiency.

As the spokespersons of community managers and service providers, grid officers must first communicate with residents without bias and sincerely, and they must also be public-oriented service providers. In some communities, grid officers have kept “people’s diaries” (Sun & Yang, 2012) to record the things expressed by the public and their demands, so as to solve the problems on the spot in real time, or to gather information to report to the subdistricts and communities and include it in the work schedule.

Grid officers use the process of interpersonal communication to do their job. As they discover and resolve problems, as they enter residents’ homes, they will communicate information, greatly increasing the actual arrival rate of information and improving the effectiveness of communication. In the process of interpersonal communication between grid officers and residents, the value of communication is that “useful information” is passed on. However, we should also understand that this interpersonal communication activity becomes an end in itself, and the value and function of grid officers as “people” are highlighted. As communication is not only an external, instrumental process, we should not simply consider it from the perspective of information, practicality, and effectiveness, but we should also focus on the subjective feelings, the existence, and development of the individuals in the process of communication. For residents living in the community, the increasing alienation from modern society makes it difficult for people to relive the warmth of the old neighborly relations, and the psychological comfort brought by interpersonal communication may be far more than the information considered useful in the communication. The innovative method of integrating the “grid officers” deep into each grid precisely compensates for the growing alienation of interpersonal relationships in modern society.

Scholars who believe the theory that “technology is evil” point out that it is the development of science and technology that has created the alienation of human beings, and realistic communication has been replaced by all kinds of intermediaries, which inevitably leads to the alienation of human relationships. According to social presence theory, different communication media give people different social presence or sense of presence, that is, the communicator’s feeling and consciousness toward the communication object vary across different communication channels (cited in Sun, Wang, & Tong, 2010). Obviously, face-to-face communication presents a stronger affinity, as both sides of the communication can feel the psychological state of the other in real time, so that they can adjust the communication strategy to improve its quality. In contrast, the social presence of media, such as telephones and mobile phones, will be weaker, because a lot of visual information is blocked by these communication channels. Therefore, only face-to-face interpersonal communication can truly realize the function of omni-media. Although the introduction of advanced technology has enabled the digitalization of grid management, the resolution of day-to-day affairs still relies on the most traditional means of communication – face-to-face contact and communication between grid officers and residents, which undoubtedly illustrates the advantages of interpersonal communication in community communication.


7.2.3 The impact of the community grid on grassroots public sentiment

From primitive society to modern society, no matter how drastically the carrier of communication information changes, interpersonal communication behavior remains a basic human behavior. It coexists with people. Compared to other forms of communication, interpersonal communication has a high interaction frequency, comprehensive information channels, and the transmitters and receivers in the communication process can switch roles at any time, while the hybrid communication of verbal and non-verbal symbols is more effective in achieving the sharing of meaning. Clarifying ideas, coordinating relations, and seeking cooperation through interpersonal communication are important social capital required for individual survival. Establishing effective social relationships with others requires mutual knowledge of others. Interpersonal communication is a basic method for communicators to establish social relations with others. After Hawthorne’s research on workplace studies in the 1920s, American scholars further recognized the importance of small groups and interpersonal relationships. From the workplace to the place of life, all material objects must be connected to people in order to be fully comprehended (Liu, 2008: 174).

In the development of communication theory, how important is the role of interpersonal communication in the information flow in society? In the 1970s, communication scholars rediscovered the importance of “interpersonal influence” through a careful reflection on the nature of mass communication. Brouwer offers an interesting perspective, that the formation of public opinion and its expression through the mass media are like the rapid growth of a mushroom under the right conditions, in which the visible mushroom head above ground is only one part of the mushroom, while the subterranean part is the fruit nurtured in a deeper, longer-lasting and hidden network of fibers (that is, the mycelium) (cited in McQuail & Windahl, 2008: 85). To a certain extent, the relationship between the mushrooms and the mycelium can reflect the mass media and the complex and massive interpersonal relationship network, through which interpersonal communication is transmitted to the outside world. In this way, the public opinion expressed in the media is an outcome of the interpersonal communication network rather than a cause. Following this line of analysis, it is easy to understand that one of the means to curb the outbreak and spread of group protest events at root is to start with the mycelium. Grid officers are like earthworms that scarify clumps in the soil, and it is through their mediation that the mushrooms can grow in a healthier environment. Through microscopic information monitoring and public opinion collection, problems can be identified and solved within the grid right at the time and place, which can, to a certain extent, stop the outbreak and spread of group protest events from the source. The haphazard convergence of public sentiments among community members forms public sentiment streams of different scales, and the existence of grid officers has a certain influence on the original spontaneous communication path of the community public sentiments. In the process of solving community affairs and disputes, they can systematically guide and unblock public sentiments, correct the deviations of the public sentiment flows, and resolve the group protest events that have the potential to turn into vicious incidents before they have a chance to develop.

The development of new media and the transformation of traditional media have created more convenient outlets for the expression of social public sentiment: with the fast-changing information and communication technology, from the community point of view, loudspeakers and small blackboards in the subdistricts are gradually being replaced by “smart communities”, “digital communities”, and an “information garden” (Wang & Wang, 2009). Community websites, community QQ groups, and community Weibo are also developing rapidly and playing a role in consultation on residents’ affairs. However, the prevalence and application of new media in community communication are not strong enough to cover all community members and various community issues. In physical communities, interpersonal communication among residents extends deeper and wider beyond the reach of the information and communication technology. Although new media traverses time and space in the process of information communication, in the meantime, it has created a barrier in realistic communication between people, while interpersonal communication has increased opportunities for community members to communicate with each other face-to-face, eliminating barriers to communication by creating a “psychological community.”

The interpersonal network built by community residents through interpersonal communication forms an important social capital that supports their social interaction and life development (Wang & Li, 2010). The process of information collection, relationship coordination, and dispute handling by community grid officers as communicators in the neighborhood is not only a way to realize grassroots social management, but also a way to construct a new type of community for urban residents. The face-to-face communication between the community grid officers and the residents is conducive to understanding and conveying people’s life conditions, and helps the government excel at community management and services, which can minimize conflicts and promote harmony. While serving residents, grid officers’ function of collecting and transmitting public sentiments has gradually emerged, becoming a grassroots carrier for the transmission of public sentiments and an important channel for the government to learn about and understand public opinions. Although this new management model is still in the exploration and development stage, the important role of interpersonal communication in resolving public affairs and collecting feedback on public sentiments has been fully presented.


7.2.4 Re-engineering community grid relationships: from panoramic prisons to rational interaction

In modern society, information means power, and the struggle for the power to control information is becoming more and more pronounced. In the context of social management, the adoption of information technology has involved most ordinary people in this process. Grid officers’ information exploration tentacles penetrate deep into the family life, and their effectiveness can be seen in the words of the news media on the grid reports, such as “zero error” in information collection, “zero gap” in information integration, and “zero distance” in services facilitating people’s lives. Grid officers have become the “safety valve”, “propeller”, and “bridge that links people’s heart” in society. However, these emotional expressions are too absolute and turn an innovative model of social management, that should be tested in practice and gradually adapted to different community contexts, into a template with a predetermined, inevitable success. It remains to be seen whether this model can stand the test of time and reality.

It is worth considering that the “caretaker” role of the community grid officers has already taken on the shadow of “caretaker” in the homogeneous events and reports. The comprehensive collection and registration of residents’ data in the community grid management system, coupled with the emergence of a powerful digital information management platform, seems to have certain similarities with Foucault’s concept of the “panopticon.” In a panopticon, the watchers, i.e. the prison guards, are on an elevated watchtower and they are able to detect the movement of the prisoners in all cells, while those being watched act alone and have no access to knowledge of the situation of the group and the faces of those in power. The asymmetry of information causes a kind of watchers’ authority. The prisoners behave as if they are being watched all the time, but they do not know if they are or not. It is not the author’s intention to consider the grid officer as a watchdog, nor do the community residents play the role of prisoners, but in Foucault’s view, society as a whole has indeed become a superpanopticon, except that walls, windows, towers and guards are being replaced by today’s ubiquitous electronic information technology.

More importantly, we should question the value proposition of the community grid. In other words, rather than treating the community grid as a mere measure to handle society when life is normal, we should look at the issue from the perspective of community construction and development, especially from that of expression of interests of community residents and the improvement of their lives. From the 2008 Guizhou Weng’an incident to the 2013 protest events against the PX project around the country, group protest events at the grassroots level have sent a profound warning: on issues related to the immediate interest of the masses, it is necessary to establish smooth communication and expression channels, and resolve in a timely manner the most concerned, most direct, and most realistic livelihood issues of the people. People’s interests and appeals cannot be turned into a “barrier lake” or buffer. In the face of the complex pattern of interests in today’s society, in addition to playing their functional roles, government departments should promote the balanced expression of opinions and interests of all social classes, promote dialogue and communication among the masses, offer various smooth channels for them to express their interests, guide them to express their interests in a rational and legitimate manner, and prevent them from irrationally venting their anger due to the unsuccessful normal expression of their emotions.

As we are currently in a period of social transition, the accelerated integration of urban and rural areas and the influx of migrants have exacerbated the instability of urban communities. Conflicts between social classes and between migrants and local residents, the accelerated pace of work and life in the city, and the psychological state of mind of urban residents are becoming increasingly prominent. The construction of intimate relationships and identity has become a major emotional barrier for interpersonal interaction that is difficult to break through in modern urban communities. In modern society, the characteristics of the social division of labor, the regional separation of people’s living spaces, the alienation of communication relationships, the separation of social classes and other factors, coupled with the uneven distribution of interests and the lack of social justice and fairness during the social transition, have all led to original intimate and harmonious interpersonal relationships becoming tense, hypocritical, impetuous, utilitarian, and indifferent. In such a difficult situation, building a rationalized social communication system and cultivating a social buffer and disintegration mechanism is an effective working method to solve the problem.

The 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China put forward the goal of building a moderately prosperous society and deepening reform and opening-up in an all-round way. The report of the Congress put forward a strategy of “four factors to quicken” to strengthen social construction:


With the aim of establishing a socialist system of social management with Chinese characteristics, we should quicken the pace of building the following mechanisms and systems: a law-based social management system featuring Party committee leadership, government execution, nongovernmental support and public participation; a basic public service system that is government-led and sustainable and covers both urban and rural areas; a system of modern social organizations in which functions of the government are separated from those of social organizations, rights and responsibilities are clearly established, and social organizations exercise autonomy in accordance with the law; and a social management mechanism that resolves public complaints at the source, exercises dynamic administration, and responds to emergencies.




Various social intermediate organizations represented by the community are channels for social members to exchange their opinions, raise their grievances, vent their emotions, and propose suggestions, which enable them to express dissatisfaction and different opinions in a timely and appropriate manner, so as to avoid excessive suppression, aggravation, and even the general outbreak of contradictions and conflicts in the social field; it can slow down or even avoid the direct confrontation between members of society and the government (Ge, 2010). The buffering and disintegration mechanism, with intermediate social organizations as the main body, actually acts as a social safety valve.

Rational communication is the main characteristic of modern citizens and the main mechanism for achieving social stability. Generally speaking, there is a profound inner connection between a relatively smooth and rational communication channel and a higher degree of political stability (Zhang, 2004). The demands and voices of the masses can be transmitted through the rationalized communication system, and the government can effectively respond to them and actively make corresponding policy adjustments, forming a comparatively smooth and flat buffer zone between the two, which can prevent social conflict. Of course, in a more positive sense, the rationalized communication system is also the basic guarantee for the public to realize their rights.

The breadth and depth of the impact of IT on modern society have reshaped all aspects of social life, whether in the political sphere, in commercial activities or in the daily lives of residents. Between the state and citizens, social organizations such as communities are reshaping social relations and innovating social governance through the application of new information technologies. However, the current community grid management still possesses more instrumental rationality than communicative rationality. As pointed out by a researcher (Song, 2006), community grid management emphasizes the role of government departments in community management, giving it an administrative feature, but it lacks a public opinion base for community members to participate in community governance from the bottom up. The shift in the concept from social management to social governance will help to increase the participation of community members and various community organizations, which is the direction of future efforts to develop a new model of community governance.


7.3 The right of access to media: residents’ empowerment in a community context

In recent years, there have been frequent group protest events at the grassroots level. Social conflict and resistance, such as the “Panyu waste incineration incident”, the “Xiamen PX incident”, and the “Guangdong Jiangmen anti-nuclear fuel project incident”, reflect the grassroots attempt to gain more social participation and self-management. The lack of a pluralistic consultation mechanism between the expression of people’s interests and grassroots social management has led to a rigid game. As the development of community life in China matures, the social awareness and ability of community residents to empower themselves will gradually improve, and the management of grassroots communities will become increasingly complex and important. Protest incidents based on community interests call for innovation in social governance.

With the widespread application of new media in grassroots communication, the mobilization process from online consultation to offline action is becoming faster, and the interaction between online and offline powers has become normalized. The original management means of “blockage” is gradually being eliminated, and grassroots management is facing an innovation from “facilitation” to “good governance.” What are the new paths and mechanisms of communication, consultation, and resistance at the grassroots level? What are the new roles and functions of the media in the process of empowerment of community residents? How can disadvantaged communities improve their lives and seek development through media empowerment? These are questions that need urgent attention in the field of communication during the social transition. In the past, studies on media empowerment usually focused on the empowerment of a certain type of disadvantaged social group. This part of the book focuses on media communication and group empowerment at the community level and attempts to provide a theoretical analysis from a meso perspective.


7.3.1 Community perspectives on media and empowerment

Empowerment means increasing power. It is a term that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in the West, which was first used in sociological research, and later extended to political science, management, education, communication, and other academic fields. It is a multi-level and broad concept system. “Empowerment” was first seen as a process of interpersonal communication, which is “the result of interactions among individuals in a small group” (Chen, 2010). From a community perspective, empowerment is “the process of giving people who lack an equal sharing of resources the access to and control over resources through community participation” (Rappaport, 1995). Empowerment is defined as the process of increasing human, interpersonal or collective political power to empower and enable individuals, groups, or communities to take action to change the status quo (Boehm & Boehm, 2003). This definition emphasizes the subjective actions of individuals or groups, while empowerment aims to change the status quo of public life.

Thus, there are three levels of empowerment: the individual, the community, and the society. Empowerment at the individual level focuses on self-efficiency and the development of the individual’s ability to achieve their goals; empowerment at the community level focuses on organizing dispersed community members to achieve the goal of improving community life; and empowerment at the social level aims to change social norms, public discourses, and the distribution of social resources. At any level of empowerment, there are three natural orientations: (1) the targets of empowerment are the “powerless” in the society; (2) the process of empowerment is linked to the most basic communication behavior; and (3) empowerment is highly practical (Ding, 2009). Therefore, empowerment theory is widely applied in social practice, especially in community work abroad.

We can think of empowerment at the community level as the process by which a certain number of residents in a given geographical area, who share a common social life and a common awareness, strive for common power to improve the well-being of the community. Due to the imbalance in economic development and resource allocation, some communities are in a disadvantaged position in the social system. They are passive participants in social life and it is difficult for them to seek legitimate rights and interests for their own development, and even harder to exert extensive influence on social development, resulting in a vicious circle of “lack of capacity – disadvantaged state – restricted development.” Therefore, disadvantaged communities need to strengthen their identity, attract social resources, and stimulate their development potential through internal as well as external communication and consultation to bring about social changes.

Empowerment is not about “giving power” from the top down, but about stimulating and exploring the potential of the case subject. Scholars L. M. Gutiérrez, R. J. Parsons, and E. O. Cox have developed a model of empowerment in social work: community property owners and social workers form a mutually recognized relationship based on shared values and theories, and then empower themselves through organizational practices oriented at solving social problems (cited in Chen, 2003). In this sense, property owners and social workers are equal partners in social empowerment, with the role of social workers changing from that of a traditional “expert” to that of an “advocate.” Community empowerment is defined as the process of “sharing power” and “enjoying power together.”

There are two models for empowering disadvantaged groups in social work: “individual initiative” and “external facilitation.” As individualistic values have long been prevalent in Western societies and mature civil society organizations have been formed, both the two models have been applied. However, in the Chinese context, under the constraints of institutions, policies, and other circumstances, it is difficult for disadvantaged groups to take the initiative to empower themselves, and they can only achieve “self-help” through “other people’s help”, which leads to the “empowerment dilemma” of the disadvantaged groups in China (Fan, 2004).

The gradual shift of the study of community empowerment to the field of communication is closely related to the shift in developmental communication. Since the 1970s, “participatory development”, with “empowerment” and “diversity” at its core, has become a prominent research orientation in development communication. Participatory action research focuses on the situation of low economic income and deprived living conditions of poor and marginalized populations, and attempts to develop clear, localized social action that empowers local populations so that they can gain their inherent social power (Wang, Sun, & Zu, 2012).

The earliest research on community empowerment in communication can be traced back to the Fogo Project of the National Film Board of Canada, which was piloted in Newfoundland in 1967 (Xie, 2008). The project, in which residents on Fogo Island discussed development issues, such as survival and employment, through interactive films, attracted the attention of the government and facilitated the implementation of favorable decisions, and became a successful case of participatory communication finding a successful way out for disadvantaged communities. Since then, “the right of access to media”, “decision making, production and communication of media content”, and “self-management and collective decision making” have become important issues in developmental communication, thus enriching the methods of community empowerment, namely, through dialogue, discussion, training, and organizational development, the productive capacity of disadvantaged communities and the self-efficacy of residents are strengthened.

Community empowerment is gradually following the path of bringing communities together through participatory communication: through discussion and consultation, consciousness, strategies and collective actions that can change environmental constraints and pursue self-development are generated. But how to get community members to use the new media for information production and to establish a long-term communication mechanism is an issue of concern in empowerment practice. In our view, community empowerment has three characteristics, “subjectivity”, “localization”, and “effectiveness”. The “subjectivity” of community empowerment requires that community residents, as the main force to practice empowerment, can achieve cultural heritage, resource mobilization, and gain political power through extensive participation and independent use of media. The “effectiveness” of community empowerment requires residents to make their voices heard through the media, and the ultimate goal of group action is to realize the public interest of the community and to have a positive impact on local economic and social development.

Regarding China’s communication practice, based on participatory action research, Wang et al. (2012) emphasize the initiative of human self-development in the process of community empowerment and argue that empowerment is a balanced knowledge sharing between community members and external professionals, rather than top-down communication or teaching. They also proposed that the communication model of community empowerment is interactive, diverse, decentralized, de-specialized, and non-institutionalized. Sun et al. (2012) emphasize localism and propose the use of local communication tools to create and form an information communication network within the community, arguing that media community empowerment should follow the principles of “orderliness”, “effectiveness”, and “usefulness” to strengthen the voice and decision-making power of marginalized groups by fostering the community’s ability to produce information and use the media, and to search for their “own” development process of the rural society.


7.3.2 Access to communication resources: the real-world context of media and community empowerment

Since the reform and opening-up of China, population movements in China have expanded in scope and accelerated in speed, and the social structure has begun to crack, so that social relations and settlement patterns have also changed, giving rise to new communities of different types and functions. The community has gradually become the basic unit of social management. The consultation of public affairs and the overall construction of the community affect the daily life of each household.

Due to the dual role of regional difference between the rich and the poor, and the interest differentiation of different social classes, community development in China has shown an obvious imbalance. Communities with fewer social resources, constrained self-development, damaged self-interests, as well as less voice and social visibility become disadvantaged communities. Most of them are found in areas suffering from backward economic development or acute social conflicts, showing characteristics such as small population size, loose organizational structure, weak social networks, and limited interaction with the outside world. The development of disadvantaged communities has a bearing on the equilibrium and stability of society, and also contains a wealth of resources and potential. How to transform disadvantaged communities into a positive force for social development is an important issue for community empowerment.

As an important social resource, the media not only offers a channel for autonomous voice, the right to communicate with all parties, and the presentation of visible public opinions, but also influences the construction of the community’s image. Therefore, the self-empowerment of disadvantaged communities relies to a certain extent on the control of media resources and the right of access to media. As a platform for participatory communication for residents, community media plays a role in reshaping communities, nurturing citizenship, and defending rights through connective actions, and is an important means of community self-governance and self-empowerment for community residents (Wang & Gu, 2014).

The significance of the media for community empowerment can be seen from three perspectives. First, the communication of information and the creation of public sentiment through the media can arouse concern and invite help from the outside world to the community, promote the resolution of community conflicts, and stabilize social order; second, the community itself can make its voice heard through the media, so as to strive for the right of speech and democratize communication, build a good image of the community, and win more resources and development opportunities; finally, the community media, as a platform for gathering public opinions and actions, can strengthen residents’ attachment and emotional ties, promote public awareness in the community, achieve online and offline mobilization, and is an important way to preserve local culture and enhance self-identity.

It is important to note that the community empowerment of the media relies on an open media environment and high media literacy among citizens. Under the constraints of China’s media management system in reality, it is difficult for traditional community newspapers to break through the established political issues and commercial models, and they have limited room for community empowerment. With the advent of the Internet, the new media of “openness, equality, interaction, collaboration and sharing” has opened up new channels for the expression of public opinions, which in turn has transformed the relationship and status of social communication and exploited new thinking modes and channels for community empowerment.

New media empowerment is not only a kind of technological empowerment, but also a type of communication empowerment. It plays a more significant role than traditional media in providing space for expression, promoting the communication community culture, integrating multiple resources, forming community interest connections, and fostering collective community actions. With the development of new media, virtual communities, including community forums as well as QQ and WeChat groups spontaneously formed by property owners, are connecting the weak relationships of online communication with the strong relationships of offline community life. Through new media, community groups are fighting for their rights, improving their living conditions, accumulating social capital, and enhancing their social status. New media has become an important platform for community self-governance, mobilization, rights protection, and resistance, and is closer to community media in the true sense of the word.

Some scholars have analyzed the new opportunities brought by new media for community empowerment from political, social and cultural perspectives, arguing that new media enhances the communication democratization, community action, and community subjectivity, so that community residents are endowed with the right to express themselves and offered the task of empowering themselves to cultivate community consciousness and culture inwardly, and express their interests and take collective action outwardly (Song, 2014). Other scholars emphasize the subjectivity and connectiveness of community empowerment in the new media environment. They propose that integrative community media, on the one hand, promotes community residents’ self-empowerment by nurturing citizens’ consciousness, and, on the other, forms connective actions through online and offline mobilization, becoming an important organizing platform for citizens’ resistance that transcends geographical boundaries (Wang & Gu, 2014). The empowering role of new media needs to be put into a specific development context for inspection. A study conducted on new media empowerment in non-Internet-connected ethnic minority villages found that when the external driver left, the community residents’ “self-help” consciousness and participation capability in using new media declined significantly, which again confirms the “empowerment dilemma.” The reason for the weak effect of new media empowerment is attributed to the lack of “external empowerment”, such as the lack of professionalism of social workers and the weak publicity of community empowerment (Li & Xiao, 2013).


7.3.3 Identity and resistance: the interpretation path of media and community empowerment

The theoretical analysis of media and community empowerment can be viewed in two dimensions, i.e., psychological and behavioral. First, the psychological dimension of media empowerment lies in the establishment of community residents’ self-efficacy and sense of empowerment: by encouraging residents to actively participate in information communication and social interaction, this enhances their self-identity and cohesion within the community, and cultivates the courage and self-confidence of community residents to compete for social resources and change the status quo. Therefore, the psychological dimension of empowerment is mainly manifested in the communication of community culture, the enhancement of self-identity, and the collective consultation that is facilitated on this basis. Second, the behavioral dimension of empowerment of the media mainly lies in the residents’ ability to fight for power on their own with the help of media: the extraordinary communication power of new media turns community collective decision-making and action into practice so as to win extensive public support for the community. In this way the demands of disadvantaged communities will not become a “spiral of silence”, and the successful development of community resistance can be promoted. The behavioral dimension of empowerment is mainly manifested in the community’s ability to strive for power and protect their own rights and interests. Community residents make use of the media to form a resistance goal, formulate a resistance strategy and concentrate resistance power in order to play and counterbalance the strong power groups and realize their own independent empowerment.


7.3.3.1 Community culture and self-identity in media empowerment 

Community culture has a wide range of meanings, including local customs, language and writing, religious beliefs, ways of thinking, as well as every detail of daily life. The decline of traditional community culture has led to a general anxiety among residents about the loss of identity. However, the information communication through the community media produces a collective memory and a common consciousness, and the community culture is repeated, shared, and recognized, thus giving the residents a sense of self-affirmation and satisfaction. On the basis of this community identity, residents are more likely to come together to discuss issues related to community development, identify constraints to development, and explore ways out of these dilemmas. The community residents’ experiences of collective consultation and unified action for the common interests also promote harmonious neighborhood relations, strengthen a sense of personal identity and emotional identity, and facilitate the formation of a shared community, which is a virtuous circle of empowerment, that is, the media empowerment model of community culture (see Figure 7.2).



[image: ]
Figure 7.2Model of media empowerment of social culture.

Research on media empowerment with community cultural orientation usually adopts the sociological research method of ethnography, which is known for its practical and action-oriented approach. Scholar Bu Wei has been conducting “action research” in the field of communication empowerment for many years, and her research subjects include communities and groups such as migrant workers, ethnic minority regions, abducted and trafficked women, rural children, and young people living with HIV/AIDS. She advocates the researcher should participate in the daily life of the research subjects in order to find out the real interests and complaints of the community residents and to explore appropriate methods of communication empowerment. This is in line with the above-mentioned concepts of participatory development and participatory communication. In recent years, she has initiated and been participating in the Visual Social Operation Project, which uses visual visibility as a tool of resistance. Through the community organization Beijing Workers Home, the working population of Pi Village has established a museum, a small theater, a cinema, and a cultural performance team for young workers, who perform voluntarily in their spare time, film their own documentaries and movies, and stage their own Spring Festival Gala. Meanwhile, through these communication carriers, “marginalized communities narrate themselves as subjects, thus breaking the monopoly of the mainstream media on the right of speech” (Ma & Zhou, 2009) to gain self-empowerment.

Visual communication has been widely used because of its favorable practical effect in reality reproduction, emotional appeal, and action involvement. The participatory video practice of Yunnan minority communities involves community residents in the discussion, filming, production, screening, promotion, and evaluation of the effect of community affairs. In the meantime, this process of collective reflection, deliberation, and decision-making is documented through video (Han, 2011). The Community Media Action Plan in Jiannan region explores the visual empowerment effect of media public services in post-disaster resilience building of young people (Wu & Cheng, 2010), and discusses the empowering role of media in community cultural and psychological identity. Such participatory communication constructs a community media space for interaction and exchange in order to disseminate the voice of the community and help the residents to work together to solve the practical problems faced by the community and seek better development opportunities.

These communication practices and research are mainly concentrated in Yunnan, Sichuan, and other rural areas inhabited by ethnic minorities in the southwest of China, focusing on themes such as agriculture, culture, education, poverty alleviation, and community construction. The concerns and advocacy for cultural empowerment of disadvantaged communities come with a strong sense of social responsibility. However, this kind of community empowerment mostly focuses on relatively “soft” issues such as environmental protection and culture, without touching on the core issues of community political power. In addition, research has mostly emphasized individual psychological empowerment, but the three dimensions of empowerment are mutually influential, with individuals and community organizations empowering each other, and community organization empowerment corresponding to the stronger social empowerment. The relationship among the three has not yet been given full consideration.


7.3.3.2 Community power and collective resistance in media empowerment 

As society enters a period of transition, various kinds of conflicts have come to the fore in grassroots communities, with frequent occurrences of spontaneous community mobilization, NIMBY movements, and group protest events. When the government or commercial interests infringe upon the community’s rights and interests, and the lack of an effective communication and consultation mechanism between the two sides leads to intensified conflict and broken relationships, community residents will often seek pathways for resistance. These resistance incidents are aimed at satisfying the common needs and interests of the residents, and collective actions are formed by mobilizing the broad participation of the residents, while they often automatically bypass the state administrative system.

It is difficult for the issues of community rights protection and resistance to attract the attention of the mainstream media because they are so distant geographically from them. Therefore, residents are beginning to organize themselves through community media to carry out planned and well-targeted resistance actions. The new media, with its low cost of information communication, has achieved a more convenient aggregation of public opinions, and plays a major role in online discourse connection and offline action organization in community power resistance. Compared with the traditional social movement mobilization mechanism, this integrated online and offline mobilization mechanism is more efficient, and it does not require real organizations to meet to form a resistance group with unified goals, which saves time and the cost of mobilization and collective action, and provides a new path for community resistance and communication empowerment.

In terms of specific empowerment mechanism, this is manifested in the three-way interaction between the community, the media, and the government (see Figure 7.3). On the one hand, community resistance groups produce their identity through the contact and discussion on new media such as Weibo and forums, clarify the targeted objects and targets of resistance, form unified resistance slogans, banners, and other expressions of demands, and set independent agendas; on the other hand, through the mobilization of community media, they aggregate the resistance team in real space, gather the scattered residents who do not know each other, and spontaneously organize unified resistance actions such as marches. The Xiamen PX Incident and other group protest events are all manifestations of the bidirectional interaction between online discourse and offline action. Rather than being passively “involved”. community residents actively “participate.”
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Figure 7.3Model of media empowerment of community resistance.

It is noteworthy that the media literacy and media actions of the government departments have also started to improve. They actively use all kinds of media, especially new media platforms such as Weibo, WeChat, to explain the reasons, express their attitudes, and announce the solutions to the community residents, so as to reduce the tension of the resistance groups and promote the smooth resolution of the resistance events. In the meantime, relative control measures are also adopted regarding media coverage and communication. The purpose of community self-resistance is to express opinions, fight for power, and get the attention and support from the government. Therefore, in the new media environment, the government’s management of grassroots communities should surpass the superficial level of public opinion collection and formalized public sentiment guidance. Instead, it should “comply with the law of new media communication and respect the dual identity of netizens as both the audience and the subject of information” (Pan, 2013), face up to community problems and conflicts in a timely manner, help communities find solutions through active communication and with an open and transparent attitude, give full play to community self-governance, mitigate the negative effects of resistance actions, and take the opportunity to improve the government’s governing and managing capacity in the new media age.

The role of the media has become a central point in community resistance. In the intersection of forces between the two sides, in addition to guaranteeing the basic information communication, the community media also plays the role of mobilization, contact, and coordination, promoting dialogue and consultation on the basis of effective communication.


An important function of the network social movement is that it opens an era of electronic consultation and reconstructs the foundations of civil society. It is to build mutual trust and find a reasonable path to solve problems through what Habermas calls “communicative rationality”.

(Zhang, 2012)


The media is not only a “public space” for consultation between the two sides, but also sometimes acts as a guide for the resistance of disadvantaged groups, guiding the direction of the demands of community empowerment movements. Media coverage of all kinds influences the course of the resistance and the power play between the opposing sides through agenda setting and public sentiment guidance.

When the community media itself is not sufficiently developed, citizen journalism and citizen media actually play the role of organizing and mobilizing. Taiwan’s experience shows that the equal participation and interaction of citizen journalism platforms “make community actions noticed and affirmed by outsiders, promote local business opportunities, attract social resources, obtain the right of interpreting local culture, and thus promote community revolution” (Sun, 2009). Compared to the community public space in Taiwan, the phenomenon of citizen journalism in mainland China is in fact a kind of “citizen communication in the absence of citizen media, rooted in the lack of institutionalized citizen media space and civic habits” (Chen, 2010). The future development of citizen journalism relies not only on the development of citizen media, but also on the rise of civil society, the spread of civic consciousness, and the improvement of civic literacy (Liu & Ding, 2013). In fact, the main function of the media in community empowerment should not be to initiate specific resistance events, but to emphasize “rational empowerment”. The starting point of media empowerment is to cultivate civic consciousness and media literacy, enhance community residents’ capacity for independent decision-making and social participation, and guide communities to rationally strive for power.


7.3.4 Cultivate subjectivity: the future challenge of media and community empowerment

Current theories and practices on media and community empowerment emphasize the importance of the “other’s help” in empowerment, that is to “increase” the internal power through external “endowment”, which is more in line with the reality of empowerment in China. However, in order to promote community empowerment that is truly in line with the original intent, we need to cultivate a path where the subjectivity of empowerment will play a part.

The empowerment by others is the provision of information and public support through external forces to increase confidence in community empowerment and bring in resource support from the outside. Self-empowerment is the expression of one’s own interests, the acquisition of social resources, the promotion of social status, and the attainment of self-efficacy through the use of one’s own media exposure as well as the interaction with the outside world. In the practice of media community empowerment, the problem of the balance between help by others and self-help is often encountered. The existing community empowerment practice and research are mostly driven by cultural elites, media elites, and NGOs from the top down and from the outside in, so the subjective will of outsiders is often imposed on community empowerment. The empowerment method is mainly inculcation concepts and methods, which increases the control over the empowerment process; while in the communication process, the main focus is on unidirectional communication, which weakens the subjectivity of the public. As the media empowerment formed by external forces cannot achieve a lasting effect after the forces are removed, the lack of independent consciousness and self-help ability has become the main dilemma in the research for empowerment.

Top-down external empowerment focuses on the support and protection of community development by social institutions and policies. This empowerment model brings in strong external support, creates a favorable social environment, and helps to remove external barriers to community empowerment, thus activating the community empowerment consciousness and generating influential empowerment behavior within a short period of time. However, as mentioned above, without the development of an indigenous empowerment model and self-organization power, it is difficult to replicate and innovate the existing empowerment results, so that community empowerment is rarely sustainable. In addition, since it is difficult for external empowerment to fully integrate into the local social context in a short time, there is the possibility of disrupting and undermining the established communicative and democratic order of the community.

Bottom-up internal empowerment emphasizes the self-needs and the expression of rights of the people in the community, and treats community residents as fully independent subjects of empowerment. This model is idealistic and depends largely on the perfection of the democratic system and social organization, the rationality of the residents’ political participation, and the intensity of their empowerment. In the reality that community management in China is still imperfect, the residents lack initiative and subjectivity, which makes it hard for them to achieve full internal empowerment.

The subjectivity of empowerment is twofold. On the one hand, it is necessary to enhance the group’s self-consciousness and coordination, and on the other hand, it is necessary to avoid over-strengthening the group’s interests and appeals, which may lead to the separation from the outside society, or even being stigmatized and marginalized by the media. Most of the current research has high expectations of the subjectivity of new media to enhance community empowerment, as they believe that in many group protests, people in the community can use the power of new media to achieve self-empowerment to express their views and resist. However, the media cannot always play an empowering role, but may also deepen the gap between disadvantaged communities and the outside world in the complex process of information communication. The empowering effect of the media is influenced by the macro-social environment, the meso-social media use, and information production and communication ways, as well as the micro-social psychological efficacy of individual residents, so it is subject to strong uncertainty. Is there a reducing effect of the media? Under what mechanism does such a reduction take place? How will it affect community development? And how will the community resist the reducing effect of the media? The actual empowering effect of the media needs to be examined by more empirical studies.

Therefore, we believe that media empowerment should return to the original meaning of social interaction. In different community environments, media empowerment faces different resources, obstacles, and the pull of different forces, so communication, dialogue, and linkage between the community and the outside world should be emphasized. Community empowerment is actually a closely linked bidirectional social interaction between community residents and the outside world through the media. In the process of social interaction, through the information communication and resource mobilization, power relations and social status are reshaped and community residents gradually develop the skills of self-empowerment and achieve sustainable empowerment. Community members play the principal role and actively participate, practice, and explore, while the external forces play the role of promotion and assistance. The combination of “other’s help” and “self-help” not only can arouse wider attention and absorb more social resources, but also can effectively improve the living conditions and image of the community, as well as exert an influence on the surrounding environment.

The bidirectional social interaction model of empowerment emphasizes both the principal role of the community itself and the external support of disadvantaged communities. On the one hand, external forces are required to provide a supportive policy and public sentiment environment, and, on the other, there is an urgent need to learn from the professional paths of foreign social work. For example, social work agencies can provide professional guidance in the form of groups to help community members face up to their own vulnerabilities and development difficulties, correct psychological and behavioral deviations, analyze opportunities for self-development, broaden the scope of social interaction, improve grassroots democratic organizations, defend their rights through lawful and orderly collective action, and strive for more social capital and opportunities, thus promoting sustainable development of the community as well as gradually forming community forces that influence the external environment and social decision-making.

In fact, in the process of community empowerment, the relationships and interactions among citizens, media, and society are complex. As civil society and community construction in China mature, there will be a gradual shift from empowerment focused on community affairs to empowerment focused on social issues, and the organizational ties that used to be formed relying on neighborhoods will become looser, more cross-community, supra-territorial empowerment will be presented, and community empowerment is in need of stronger and broader connections.

While we continue to focus on the “visible” aspects of media empowerment such as information access, opinion expression, the right of access to media, individual voice, and media literacy, we should also expand the dimensions of research and practice to explore more profound issues of community-level media empowerment, such as the order of rational expression, citizens’ political participation, the appropriation and allocation of social capital, and the formation and development of civil society, so as to focus on the communication modes and power relations in the information communication process at the grassroots level.






 8The community-based development tendency in the media industry

In recent years, with the rise of social media, the media industry has been facing more and more challenges, especially the traditional media, which has been caught in the dilemma of a dual decline in news production and communication efficiency. The number of advertisements has dropped sharply, and a large number of audiences have moved away, while the innovation of communication technology and the change of media exposure habits of the audiences are reconstructing some of the basic concepts and values of the media industry.

In the early stage of the rise of new media, the basic paths of media transformation were digitalization, multimedia, and integration of news, but the process was not always smooth, nor did it achieve the desired results. The core reason is that digitalization and media integration are only led by a vague concept, and lack a suitable operating model design. Not only do they fail to address the fundamental aspects of the transformation issue that require substantive change – such as how to gain insight into the needs of their audiences – sometimes they even suffer from conceptual biases. For example, in the online edition of traditional media, major newspapers have only transferred the content in the paper version to the Internet, without exploring the user-generated content (UGC) according to the needs of new media users. Although new attempts have been made in their product types, ranging from the online edition to news portals, Weibo and WeChat of the media and mobile media clients, there have been few innovative changes in the concept of communication, which has even brought a new crisis: due to the rapid expansion of media platforms, the media exposure of the audiences has become more fragmented, and the media brand, credibility, and content lack the space to draw attention and operate successfully. A paradox of innovation emerges in which media forms are increasingly prosperous but media content is more and more unattractive.

From the logic of news production and the concept of news communication, the fundamental questions and exploration directions for media innovation are:


1.How can media improve its organic connection with people’s lives?

2.How can users be effectively integrated into the chain of news communication activities?

3.How can the unique value of media services under the scenario of information overload be created?

4.How can the functions and roles of media in social transformation and social governance be reformed?


In this sense, one of the important directions for the future development of the media industry may be the community media with community news and information on daily life as their main content, and highlighting user needs, user experiences, and user participation as their core concepts.

Community newspapers are the most direct form of media to serve local residents. In the suburbs and some satellite towns in the United States, community newspapers play a capillary role that large newspapers cannot play, such as the community newspaper in New York, Staten Island Advance, which serves a relatively independent, closed geographic area, through which the residents in the island can access a lot of exclusive local information that cannot be provided by other newspapers. The newspaper is read by 82 percent of adults on Staten Island and subscribed to by 90 percent of the households, so that the newspaper has also attracted a high volume of advertising (Gu, 2002).

However, the practice of community newspapers in China has been hindered by a number of structural barriers. The first is that the overly high institutional barriers to entry. Only a few community newspapers, such as Xinmin Evening News Community Edition, have obtained government permission to run community newspapers, and the practice of investing in community newspapers by private money is subject to greater policy risks. The second is that news production lacks adequate scale. Community newspapers are experiments for the media groups, with relatively limited human and material resources to fully meet the information needs of the community residents, while most of the subdistrict-sponsored community newspapers are produced by administrative and publicity personnel, with a generally longer publication cycle and messy content configuration. The third is that the news concept and operation modes follow the logic of traditional media, with media personnel producing and editing the content, which is not sufficiently connected to the participation of community residents and the development of the community. This means that the mass communication-based model is mechanically applied to the news category based on community communication and community development, which does not have a sound grasp of the qualities of community journalism.

There is a gap between the traditional media format of community newspapers that makes intimate contact with the residents, and the current information life of the residents, which is precisely the reason for the emergence of the exploration modes that use media technologies, which are more participatory and more in line with the characteristics of community news. This chapter will analyze three emerging community-based practices in the media industry other than community newspapers: (1) community-based websites run by traditional media; (2) regionalized services provided by new media portals; and (3) user-generated hyper-local news.


8.1 The community website of traditional media

The development of new media business by traditional media often has a strong path-dependent effect. In the transformation into being community-based, the production logic of traditional media needs to change from being content-centered to being user-centered, using the logic of the Internet to structure the information products and services. The value of being community-based for users is not the virtual interaction in the early virtual community. Instead, in the modern world when the Internet continues to penetrate people’s daily lives, community means that online and offline life, consumption, entertainment, and communication are connected on the basis of attachment. The aim is to provide consumers with new media communication and services for local life, and to create community websites that serve local consumption, thereby increasing the viscosity and value of the audience. These are the direction for the future transformation of the paper media.

The Metropolitan Express, a subsidiary of Hangzhou Daily Newspaper Group, is an innovative metropolitan newspaper that has explored this issue through its Hangzhou urban community website the “19th Floor Space” (hereinafter referred to as “19th Floor”). In 2001, in order to facilitate contact with its readers and provide an online exchange platform for special issues of the newspaper, one of the editors of the Metropolitan Express set up a forum, which was named the “19th Floor” because its earliest office was located on the 19th floor of the building of Hangzhou Daily Newspaper Group (Tu & Ye, 2013). The 19th Floor has established local sub-stations in more than 30 cities, known as “China’s largest local life service community website”. As of the end of 2013, the number of registered users of the 19th Floor exceeded 40.4 million and the number of visits from mobile and tablet users surpassed 10 million (Gao, 2014). We can analyze its rapid growth model in terms of product positioning and profitability.


8.1.1 Product positioning: localized platform for life exchange and consumer experience

The product positioning of the 19th Floor is “localization” and “experience exchange”, which has accumulated a large number of users and enhanced its influence by focusing on various topics guiding public life services. The accessibility of the 19th Floor is due not only to its concern for the life of netizens, but also to the originality of the content on the website, and platform effects are generated through the aggregation of user-generated content (UGC). The way it works is as follows (Chi, 2015): the core content is originated by netizens themselves, while the operation specialists only play the role of “editors” and “topic initiators”, who set up a core issue according to the topics netizens are interested in and then people can share their experiences or pool their wisdom on the issue. In particular, the 19th Floor attaches special importance to the posts of netizens living in the same community and having similar experiences.

The prominent feature of the 19th Floor is the in-depth subdivision of local users as it provides targeted services that match the focus of their rhythm and life. For example, a large proportion of users of the 19th Floor live in Hangzhou, Taizhou, Jiaxing, Ningbo, Shanghai, and other places, and 70 percent of them are female employees aged 25–40 whose daily Internet time is concentrated on the periods 10:00–16:00 and 20:00–22:00. Therefore, the 19th Floor believes that the core affairs of these users to be the focus points of young individuals, such as dating, marriage, buying a house, renovation, childcare, etc. As a consequence, it tries to find suitable solutions for them from local netizens with similar experiences, and initiates discussions and activities during their peak online hours to make them feel the existence of a “real, rich and warm online city”.

The form of the interface of the 19th Floor was originally the most common Internet applications such as BBS, personal space, online Q&A, etc., but later the operator implemented a revolutionary reconstruction and innovation to build it into a “network city cluster” and provide an honest, convenient, efficient, and mutually beneficial communication supply and demand docking platform for city residents and business users. At the same time, secondary products of the 19th Floor have been online, including blogs, neighborhood friend circles, mutual aid commune, discount heaven, and thev19th Floor Forum, as well as other sections. Different sections have their own rules of interaction, manifested in different interaction forms. These sections are more than only an interaction platform for the readers of Metropolitan Express, but also a platform for users to share, so that there can be a smooth connection between the sections to enhance interaction and eventually promote the implementation of activities. This is the reason for the rapid development of the 19th Floor. Through a variety of in-depth interactions, users are able to form an emotional connection and share the meaning of life.

The role of community websites is not only to provide new incremental space, but also to activate the storage space. Moreover, the exchange of these local life experiences has provided Metropolitan Express with content and profitability. Through the 19th Floor, Metropolitan Express innovates its own editorial concept, treating the newspaper as a space and readers as friends, transferring the interactive space on the Internet to the newspaper, and starting to use the platform of the 19th Floor Express to conduct activities, such as self-help tours organized by the pages of Lafeng E-style and Lafeng Camp, Searching for City Heroes, organized by Gujia Craft, Metropolitan Express and Dukuai.com. Then Metropolitan Express also puts the process and results of these activities in the newspaper, realizing the secondary use of the products and maximizing the value of the activities, which not only strengthens the feelings of netizens toward the city and the online community, but also provides the newspaper with rich content.


8.1.2 Profit channel: offline business model for online and offline interaction

The 19th Floor takes full advantage of the public characteristics of readers of the mother newspaper to establish a Taobao-like B2C and C2C trading platform, which is mainly related to family life, education, and leisure:


This is exactly how the 19th Floor starts from the topic of family, and on the basis of rational discussion, achieves emotional integration through role empathy and conflict. This is precisely the prototype of community, or in other words, the transitional stage from family to community.

(Lv, 2009)


The 19th Floor has planned a series of activities using the Internet as a platform, and explored a community website operation mode of “online communication and offline activities”. This not only helps in community construction, but also contributes to the business development of Metropolitan Express.

To provide targeted services for the community residents, it is supported by precision marketing, which is the commercial value of the 19th Floor. In the 19th Floor, Wedding Procurement Conference, Home Building Materials Procurement Conference, Interior Design Interactive Media Competition, and other activities have all achieved precision marketing. Its basic model can be summarized by (Tu & Ye, 2013) as:


1.by paying attention to the comments and problems of netizens, the real needs of the user community can be mined to inspire new product development and market innovation;

2.the community concentrates the information of enterprises and users and other market entities, facilitating communication between the two sides and reducing the asymmetry of information;

3.the 19th Floor can integrate and connect the resources of the two sides and realize the implementation of activities and brands through the optimization of business models and O2O (Online to Offline) method;

4.enterprises can guide users’ consumption preferences and behaviors through online communities, discover and retain their loyal users, communicate with them, and serve them.


The O2O model can connect offline needs with services online in a rapid way, which is the core advantage of consumer lifestyle community websites with a high viscosity. In addition to being the core competitiveness of the 19th Floor in producing contents, a strong grip also becomes a unique advantage of its business development. The 19th Floor explores the “community commerce” route of “driving the community with the portal and enriching the portal with the community” (Chi, 2015), integrating social networking, news, life services, original creations of the users, as well as inherent regional and cultural resources, and forming a 19th Floor model focusing on local community life consumption and emotional exchange services from a subdivided vertical market.

The “gene” for the success of this model stems from the mutual drive between new media and real life. When the new media first entered the proliferation period, it was still the exclusive property of a few members of society. With the continuous development of new media functions, its use has expanded from leisure and entertainment to electronic commerce, e-government affairs, personal study and work, daily living, and other aspects of social life. The application of new media by traditional media is indeed based on its extensive penetration into daily life. In more than a decade of interaction with the readers, the 19th Floor has formed a unique community culture:


real: all information, users, products of the 19th Floor are derived from real life, showing the authentic city life and life encounters; rich: 19th Floor covers every aspect of life, from personal space to social circles to public clubs and to the business district, with a vast sea of information available; and warmth: the 19th Floor embodies the love and care between people, which is extremely rare in real life.

(Wu, 2010)


Traditional media practitioners usually believe that they have the advantage of content production, and their move to new media is just a change in the content distribution terminal or media interface, so “content is king” has always been the source of confidence of traditional media. However, what is regarded as an advantage by traditional media may become a huge burden for new media: superior content is diluted and fragmented on the new media platform, and fails to give full play to its expected influence. The reason for this is that the media practitioners are unable to truly recognize the new product concept and business ideas needed by the new media or recognize the importance of “service” and “attachment” in the era of Web 2.0. In contrast, the 19th Floor took the lead in completing the change of service concept, finding a new development space for traditional media with the thinking of “de-mediatization”.


8.2 The regionalization strategy of the portal new media

Portal websites played the role of one-station information service in their early development. As the number of portal websites increases, the competition among homogeneous portals poses the inevitable requirement to develop vertical integration. One view regards the content subject as the integrating objects, such as financial channels, health channels, entertainment channels, real estate channels, and other channels of the websites. Some specialized channels have been cultivated and gradually developed into professional websites under the portal websites. The other view takes regional resources as the integrating objects, dividing the applicable scope of information, and increasing the exclusivity of information services. As early as around 2000, Sina, Sohu, etc. had implemented their own local portal strategy, but these regional development experiments soon ceased. There are many reasons for this. First, the Internet in China was far less influential than it is today, with less than 30 million Internet users, and Internet activities were not widespread enough to form a user-aggregation effect. Second, the Internet in China entered the winter period due to the subsequent collapse of the Internet bubble, and all major portal websites were busy dealing with the difficult time so they had to contract their regional strategies and first cut down these fledgling regional portals (Hou & Geng, 2008).

In 2006, the second round of local portal expansion began, with Tencent, who had no historical burden, being the first to take the lead, forming its own “Da Net System”. In the face of Tencent’s strong development momentum, Sina, Sohu, Baidu, and others also began to restart the regional development strategies. With the development of the Internet, netizens’ demand for information with typical regional characteristics has gradually increased, and they have put forward more personalized and localized requirements, while information closely related to residents’ lives, such as catering, recreation, entertainment, shopping, dating, real estate, medical, household items, automobiles, and activities in local stores, is more suitable to play an effective role in a regional context. In 2006, Tencent launched its regional portals as it recognized this trend and market.

From 2006 to 2013, Tencent established its presence in 12 provinces and cities with relatively high GDP production, including Chongqing (Dayu), Shaanxi (Daqin), Sichuan (Dacheng), Hubei (Dachu), Fujian (Damin), Henan (Dayu), Guangdong (Dayue), Shanghai (Dashen), Hunan (Daxiang), Zhejiang (Dazhe), Liaoning (Daliao), and Jiangsu (Dasu), forming the Tencent “Da Network System”. There are two main models for the Tencent Da Net System.

One is to cooperate with local traditional media with obvious advantages, for example, Tencent co-founded Dayu Net with Chongqing Economic Times, co-established Dachu Net with Hubei Chutian Metropolis Daily, co-founded Daxiang Net with Hunan Xiaoxiang Morning Herald, operated Dashen Net with Shanghai Morning Post, and built Dayue Net in cooperation with the Southern Media Group. As Tencent does not have the right to collect news, by cooperation with local media, they can use not only the content resources, editorial resources of local media, but also their customer resources. Meanwhile, for newspapers, they can use Tencent’s QQ and other user resources to access the platform for the transformation of the newspaper industry.

Another fact is that Tencent builds separate stations, and adopts the self-constructed self-management business model, such as the Daqin Net, Dacheng Net, and Damin Net. The biggest constraint on such sites is the source of news information. Daqin Net cooperates with multiple local media such as Shaanxi TV, Xi’an TV, Xi’an Evening News, Sunshine Newspaper, and Modern Women’s Newspaper. Damin Net, on the other hand, has signed a content cooperation and resource exchange agreement with some local media in Fujian, relying on newspaper websites such as Southeast Net and Haidu Net for its content, while its own team is also involved in content operation (Chen, 2013).

In terms of strategic choice, as an independent and large-scale portal website, Tencent has chosen a differentiated route of mass communication to develop its Da Net system, i.e., subdividing regions, subdividing audiences, and subdividing markets to provide relevant services according to the characteristics of information demand, consumer preferences, and living circles in different regions. In this process, QQ.com acts like the “headquarters” of a supermarket chain, while its “Da” series websites are like individual “branches” of the chain. The “headquarters” and “branches” jointly create the brand value of Tencent. Tencent’s regionalization strategy is targeted at secondary cities, especially provincial capitals with significant influence in the region. For first-tier cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, their market is saturated with a large number of regional websites, so competition there is intense and the space for future development is limited. Compared to these cities, second-tier cities not only have abundant local media and other resources for content cooperation, but also have good market prospects and growing consumption power of residents, which makes it easier to attract advertisers, and offer a broader space for development (Zhu, 2011).

From the perspective of market positioning, the Da Net Series aims to meet the integrated needs of local users. Driven by social media, netizens are transforming into users, whose demand for online products has shifted from “to learn everything about the world on the Internet” to “to learn everything around them on the Internet”. If regionalized websites want to be distinctive, they must be demand-driven, and based on the localization of information and meticulous services, offering more diversified products and services to satisfy the needs of users in all aspects of online and offline life. Tencent has been adhering to the concept of “user value is the basis for everything” since its establishment, that is, the 3C model (community+ customer+ content) of online life of “gathering users with community, satisfying users with the content, and in turn making community achievements with users”. It attempts to understand services from the perspective of the community users, providing quality and unique localized services, and using “life” and “region” as keywords. In the editing process of information content, the communication concept of localization, entertainment, and youth are followed, striving to be “the best portal for local life”. “Dayue is right beside you” is the slogan of Dayue Net. It is the basic positioning of Tencent’s regional portal websites to meet the needs of regional Internet users for local news, cultural and entertainment information, practical information on clothing, food, housing, transportation, and entertainment, as well as community topics and emotional exchanges.

From the viewpoint of news production, the concept of Tencent’s regional portal websites is to carry out comprehensive localized interpretation of news, such as major current and political news. For example, Daqin Net positions itself as “closest to the public, most considerate of people’s livelihood, public sentiment and public opinion”, with “localization, proximity, fast speed, long-lasting viscosity and influence” as its concept, opening up special news columns in a timely manner regarding current hot topics, and providing detailed explanations and analysis of them. It also combines rich pictures and texts, videos, interactive discussions, and so on to offer multi-aspect presentations while at the same time, it advocates “Shaanxi News, Made by All”, that captures and tracks hot events about local people’s livelihood, current politics and economy in real time, provides timely updates of news around Shaanxi residents, and enhances the interaction with readers through various online resources.

From the perspective of the business model, the Da Net system has been plowing vertically into specific industries, forming an “information highland” for certain local industries, which in turn influences the cognition and behavior of consumers. In the implementation of the regionalization strategy, Tencent has advertised automobiles and real estate and developed products and services through Internet technology so as to provide services and values for more netizens. For example, by creating a series of products of “shopping guide + news + interaction” and connecting the real estate diversion platform of Dayue with the e-commerce agent platform, Dayue Net has realized the vertical operation of real estate in Zhuhai, Zhongshan, Shenzhen, Dongguan, Huizhou, Guangzhou, and Foshan in the Guangdong region, becoming not only the real estate consultant of the Guangdong people, but also the best marketing platform for Cantonese real estate. Meanwhile, in terms of automobile operation, by linking the upstream and downstream development of the industry through project planning, Dayue Net has become a platform for local automobile dealers and after-sales market information, creating a home for the life of car owners in Guangdong, and enhancing its competitiveness and liquidity in real estate and automobiles.

From the perspective of communication methods, Tencent’s regional portal websites focus on a three-dimensional mode of communication using a variety of technical supports. In addition to basic web technologies, core products such as mobile QQ, Tencent News Client, Tencent Video, and Tencent Street View map are also widely applied on Tencent’s regional portal websites. For example, by February 2014, Tencent Street View had covered 123 cities, including 600 universities, 1,000 scenic spots, over 100 hotels and nearly 100 museums (Daxiang Net, 2013). Meanwhile, Street View has been connected with WeChat, mobile QQ, Weibo, real estate, food, group-buying, cinemas, and other products, marking preferential information of the merchants and exchanging consumption experience while displaying maps. WeChat Payment also gives Tencent’s information services an integrated process support for the business chain. The Da Net system provides a docking platform for new technologies to connect with the life around people, which is the unique value generated by Tencent’s regionalization strategy.

After more than 10 years of development, regional media, represented by local metropolitan newspapers, has been able to meet the basic information needs of the region. Now the advantages of large portal websites involved in regional development are not only to transcend the limitations of single regional media such as newspapers or TV, but also to spread local information by multimedia technology. More importantly, it forms a deep integration of content and commercial products by combining regional life needs. Such integration aims to make the information service more detailed, more precise, and more accurate, which is the basic idea of a localized operation.


8.3 User-generated hyper-local news

In short, hyper-local news is a type of news operation that uses Web 2.0 interactive technology to open up information production platforms to community residents, as well as collect and share news and information at the community level. In order to distinguish it from local news, which is based in cities and regions, this kind of news that focuses on a more micro geographical unit is called hyper-local news. Its core concept is to apply the we-media spirit of “everyone for everyone” and “by the people, for the people, of the people” to the field of community news, aggregating and presenting information and dynamics on local life spontaneously collected by the residents, to guide and stimulate residents’ interests in community life, to facilitate their consultation on community affairs, and ultimately to nurture community residents who are well-informed and eager to participate. Hyper-local news combines the development of new communication technologies with the essential demand for community news. Meanwhile, it saves operating costs by making full use of user-generated content (UGC), which is considered to be an important trend in the future development of the media industry.

Hyper-local news originated from websites that provide local information, which focus on detailed information about local community dynamics. Since then, hyper-local blogs, forums, and Weibo groups have proliferated. News has become more community-driven, caring about stories that happen to ordinary people and the emphasis shifts to more practical and convenient information. These blogs and websites are different from the local news editions produced by traditional media through professional journalists, and their production logic comes from the user participation culture of Web 2.0 new media, so they can be “local news 2.0” (Wang, 2010b).

After several years of practice, hyper-local news has taken shape in foreign countries, and has attracted attention from some traditional media, which have gradually shifted user-generated hyper-local news onto traditional media platforms. The biggest challenge faced by hyper-local news sites is the sustainability of this model: at the economic level, the difficulty in finding a suitable business model leads to the exhaustion of initial capital and there is only single channel of revenue; at the content level, due to the limited number of staff and the low citizen participation, the quality and quantity of the news reports are unsatisfactory. Voice of San Diego (hereinafter abbreviated as VOSD), based in San Diego, California, USA, has effectively responded to the difficulties of developing hyper-local news sites with two innovations, that is its “multiple revenue business model” and its “comprehensive leverage of social network sites” to enable collaborative news production with the participation of residents, thus maintaining its sustainable and stable development and becoming a representative of the digital transformation of community news.

VOSD is a non-profit, independent, insightful, hyper-local news website. Since its inception in 2004, the site has achieved an annual budget of US$1 million and employs ten full-time employees (Voice of San Diego, 2004). In September 2011, out of multiple outstanding small hyper-local websites, including the Texas Tribune, California Watch and others, VOSD was selected by the Online News Association (ONA) as the winner of the General Excellence in Online Journalism award, which “honors exceptional digital news organizations that fulfill their editorial mission, effectively serve their audiences, optimizes digital tools and represents the highest journalistic standards” (Online Journalism Awards Categories, n.d.).

The communications mission of VOSD is to consistently deliver ground-breaking investigative journalism for the San Diego region; to increase civic participation by giving residents the knowledge and in-depth analysis necessary to become advocates for good government and social progress. According to the layout and presentation of its website sections, its coverage includes politics, the economy, education, public safety, the environment, and arts that are related to San Diego’s local community. The operational characteristics of the hyper-local news that it represents are analyzed here.


8.3.1 Financial involvement: socialization of media operations

In order to survive, community information sites need to develop multiple sources of income. Most of the initial start-up funds from foundations will quickly be exhausted, and replacement grants are hard to find. Successful hyper-local news sites have developed multiple revenue streams. VOSD is a non-profit, public service news organization that, as it says in its bio:


We and our supporters recognize the importance of an independent perspective to local news reporting, so it has developed multiple revenue streams to raise money to pay for and cover the site’s daily expenses through member fundraising, foundation support, advertising profits, and partnership programs, allowing the site to remain independent and continue to grow sustainably.


In 2012, VOSD mentioned in a letter to readers that its annual revenue would be reduced slightly as the site would become less dependent on national foundation funding (Remez, 2012). The article entitled “Big Changes at Voice of San Diego” by the CEO of VOSD, Scott Lewis, states that, “Today, we’re launching our new Raise Your Voice membership program because we need you to help us build and sustain this member-based news organization”. Meanwhile, Lewis mentioned a quest to recruit 5,000 members by the end of the year so that they could ensure the website would be independent, and feisty enough to pursue their mission effectively (Lewis, 2012).

It is worth mentioning that VOSD has put a lot of effort into diversified fundraising. For each fund-raising channel, the website provides a breakdown of the size and nature of the donors’ proposal, along with a detailed description of the donation, and on the donation page, it acknowledges and honors all donors by listing the amount donated and the name of the person or organization. At the same time, the donation page also indicates the actual usage and contribution of the amount of money donated by different levels of donors to the site, making the participation of members more transparent. For example, US$100 would cover part of the site’s monthly costs for research purposes, while US$1,000 would suffice for the purchase of a laptop for a new recruited employee or the replacement of old equipment.

With the slogan “whether you’re a student or a CEO, there’s a level of membership for you”, VOSD divides its donors into four levels (Conversation Starter, Inside Voice, Speaking Up, Loud & Clear) in the “Raise Your Voice” membership program, whose participation and voice in the production of news on the site increase incrementally, and it also indicates the level of interest and commitment of donors to community affairs. Based on how much the member pays, the site determines his or her level, as well as to which extent he or she can participate in the “news cycle”. Naturally, the higher the level of membership, the more rights and services the members will receive. Loud & Clear members at the top of the hierarchy have a number of exclusive rights. For example, they can participate in interactive events called VOSD Experiences, which give them a deeper and more vivid understanding of the city’s hot issues. They can also be invited to participate in roundtable discussions with the site’s founder and board members. Moreover, members at this level can start a special group to help raise awareness of specific issues that are important in their city and encourage people to speak out so as to become more involved in their local community.


8.3.2 Resident involvement: the socialization of content production

The unique value of community journalism is that it stimulates comments, consultation, and action from residents. Therefore, increasing audience participation is of paramount importance. VOSD uses social network sites such as Twitter and Facebook to attract their audiences, encourage community residents to participate in the dissemination of stories, and provide timely feedback to the editorial team. As of 20:00 Beijing time on 16 April 2012, VOSD’s official platform had 7,894 followers on Twitter and 5,742 fans on Facebook. Meanwhile, VOSD also sends out Morning Report emails to 6,953 subscribers, which contains the most important local, political, and educational news in the region. The purpose of the editing and delivery of email is that readers will not miss important local news due to information overload. In short, VOSD builds a good contact experience for readers through social network sites, emails, and other tools, and offer readers the most convenient and best user experience.

Specifically, VOSD uses its social tools to two areas. One is that at the end of each article on the site, there will be Twitter and Facebook icons for readers to click on, and by retweeting or clicking “like”, they can participate in the evaluation and feedback of the article. In the meantime, at the bottom right of the page there will be tools to repost the article to social network sites. When you choose a site to repost the article to, the system will edit and generate content for you. Taking Twitter as an example, the content of the tweet includes the article name, article link, link to the official VOSD website and the official Twitter platform, forming a new matrix suitable for the secondary dissemination on social network platforms. Second, these social network sites are also attached to each member of the site, so you not only can access the personal Twitter or Facebook pages of VOSD CEO, editors, journalists, and other staff through the member profile page on the website, you can also see the icon of “click to follow” under their bylines, through which readers can interact with them very conveniently. However, we cannot deny that this model of linking to social network sites has obvious drawbacks of being highly universal as well as having limited space and degree of participation, so we would classify it as a superficial form of user involvement.

Rather than using social network sites to facilitate such superficial interaction, “Your Voice” section of the VOSD website, as a display platform to support “user-generated content” (UGC), is a better example of how hyper-local news websites can attract high resident involvement. “Your Voice” includes sub-sections represented by “Café San Diego” and “Fix San Diego”, which facilitate and encourage citizens to participate in community discussions on public issues and to contribute the news content and opinions they produce about local life.

“Fix San Diego” is a “home for opinions, comments and ideas” on how to make San Diego a better place to live, work, and play. For example, on April 17, 2012, the author of the article, “No Palm Trees on Broadway”, objected to the San Diego government’s US$1.5 million plan to plant palm trees on Broadway and remove the original magnolia, banyan, and other greenery. The author directly challenged the decision as unscientific, while also pointing out that it was a completely unnecessary expense from the financial perspective of local government. Notably, it advocated for citizens to provide solutions to the problem rather than simply pointing out the existing problems in San Diego. Most of the people who post their analysis and recommendations are educators, artists, technologists, architects, etc., and through the community news website, they are able to use their expertise to dissect social issues that are close to their lives and bring their professional wisdom to serve and improve their local communities.

Community news is known for its participatory nature, and the technological possibilities and widespread influence provided by new media have brought more exploration modes to community news. The participation of residents is both an imperative way for diversified sources of funds and the fundamental principle to increase the feisty nature of the content and viscosity of the use. The transformation of community journalism from a traditional community newspaper to a hyper-local news site is a process of adapting to the new information needs and media contact habits of the audience, as well as an attempt to return to the essence of community journalism.


8.4 Improving participation is the future path of Chinese community media

In recent years, with the changes in media ecology triggered by new media technology, the traditional media industry has been accelerating the exploration of new media product forms and media operation models. Community media, as a type of media that was not well understood or explored, has also regained the attention of the industry insiders in a short period of time. However, we know that the current media development and competition are in a very different market environment from that of 30 years ago. Media innovation has become a precise and systematic project. Without a clear conceptual understanding and thoughtful operation of a news service model, it is challenging for its practice to resonate with the needs of the society and its sustainability can hardly be guaranteed. Therefore, we need to discuss the current situation and future of community media development in China from the basic conceptual level.


8.4.1 The political and economic context of American community newspapers

The community newspaper is an imported concept, and it is important to first understand the political and economic context and basic meaning of community newspapers in the United States.

First, from a professional conceptual point of view, community newspapers constitute community media together with community radio, community television, community websites, etc. In the Western context, community media generally exists as a type of alternative media, which exists to compensate for or counteract the blind spot of institutional media. The basic characteristics of the mainstream Western media in the market mechanism are organized operations, revenue and profit maximization, and production by news professionals. However, the domination by capital logic has also led to a series of phenomena such as the unequal representation of social groups in the media, the difficulty in realizing the public’s right of access to the media, and the alienation between the issues covered by the media and the public’s real life. The demands of alternative media are those news events and people’s voices that are seldom reported, ignored, or blocked in the media system mentioned above, that is, advocating a de-institutionalized, de-professionalized, and de-capitalized media form. Therefore, the term “community media” often appears alongside citizen media, self-governance media, grassroots media, etc. It can also be said that the establishment of community media is part of the democratization reform of Western media.

Second, from the perspective of practical functions, the burgeoning development of community newspapers has its own legitimacy and rationality, and community newspapers have made their own unique contribution to the operation of American society. The American democratic system is based on citizen election, so that rational and responsible citizens are the prerequisites for many social decisions. The most important space for citizens to survive and interact is the community, which is the basic cellular unit for social communication and consultation. The frequency and smoothness of daily communication in the community determine whether the citizens’ attachment, sense of participation, and interpersonal social trust can be strengthened. In the long run, the community newspaper in the United States has been more than a profitable “good business”; its more critical role is to advocate for and nurture the “informed public” that underpins the functioning of American society as a whole.

It is precisely because of the paramount importance of information communication at the community level, that the erosion caused by the new media of this combination of interpersonal communication and group communication has raised social alarms. As Mark Poster, the historian at University of California has observed,


Contemporary social relations seem to lack a basic level of communicative practice that was once the matrix of democratic politics and distributed across a range of sites: meeting halls, town halls in New England, village churches, coffee shops, taverns, public squares, conveniently located barns, association houses, parks, factory canteens, or even a street corner. Many of the places mentioned above still exist, but no longer function as organizational centers for political discussion and action. The media, especially television and other types of electronic communication methods, seem to isolate citizens from each other and make themselves a substitute for the old political space.

(cited in Hu, 2008: 239)




In his book, Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam (2011), Professor of Political Science at Harvard University, also analyzes the relationship between increasingly personalized forms of recreation and entertainment, such as watching television, and the decline in community participation and social capital. The Knight Commission also released a report, assessing the current state of information use and satisfaction in American communities in the digital age, and proposing a series of digitalized pathways to strengthen community information security (Knight Commission on the Information Needs of Communities in a Democracy, 2014).

Third, at the operational level, community newspapers focus on community information that cannot be covered by larger newspapers, and their original and exclusive local content have attracted advertisements and created a market segmentation with city newspapers and national newspapers. Even new media technologies have penetrated into the media industry, and this basic logic cannot be changed in the field of community information: localized content is relied on to form an embedded relationship with the users, which is then used to push localized advertising and other information services. Thus, in recent years, a number of cooperation projects between new media companies and local newspapers, especially community newspapers, have emerged in the United States, the essence of which is not the development of new markets and new users of traditional media, but to better implement the existing community services in a new way.

Based on the above analysis of the reality of community newspapers in the United States, we can learn that, strictly, the current practice of community newspapers in China cannot be called community media. First, the understanding of the community is ambiguous, as a subdistrict, an urban area, a town, or a city may all be the audience of community newspaper, and most of the community newspaper is merely the downward coverage of the local metropolitan newspapers. No production mechanism has been clearly built in the content as well as the exclusivity and localization of advertising, nor has a sense of community identity or the mission of participation been established. It is an externally oriented newspaper concept.

Second, the subject matter of the newspaper are government agencies, community service organizations, real estate and property management companies, and traditional media groups living outside the life circle of residents, and there is a lack of community newspaper reporting staff, such as those in the US who live among residents as part of the community, and have a thorough understanding of the community’s development needs and internal context. It is an externally oriented operation mechanism. These two factors determine that the community newspaper in China is a “community-like newspaper”, whose concept is not yet clear, whose model is not yet defined, and whose market space is not yet operationalized. In other words, we can only say that China’s urban information consumption and media competition have shown a community-oriented trend at the present stage, but we cannot refer to the discourse and experience of Western community media, otherwise we would be taking measures without attention to the changes in circumstances.


8.4.2 The development direction of community media in China

The community newspaper, a traditional American media, was greeted with great expectation under the dual context of community construction and media transformation after it entered China. However, both its positioning and operation are “getting on the bus first and buying a ticket later”. Lacking the necessary clarification and proof of the development path, the hasty start means that policy risks and market risks co-exist. In order to avoid the continuous use of the logic of the traditional media industry in the community newspaper sector, we need to explore and clarify the development concept of the community newspaper in China. If the concept is clear and logical, then tactical problems can be solved step by step, but if the concept is confused, then the more we move forward, the more muddled we will be and the more we will deviate from the designated path.

Comparing the aforementioned development status of community newspapers in China (Chapter 2) with the three new exploratory models in this chapter, such as community-based websites, regionalized websites of new media portals, and user-generated hyper-local news, we can find that the biggest problem faced by the current development of community newspapers in China is that the news concept and the model are following the logic of traditional media, with media personnel producing and editing the content, while the participation of and connection with community residents are lacking. In other words, a mass-based communication model is mechanically applied to a news category based on community communication and community development, and there is inadequate grasp of the qualities of community journalism. The key to enhancing participation is to transform the uniqueness of community media content into the integration of content uniqueness and relational uniqueness, and to enhance the embeddedness of community media in individual lives. This is the critical path to the future sustainable development of community media.

First of all, from the perspective of production logic, participation is the cultural convergence point between community media and new media. Enhancing participation can transform community media from an information-based media to a relationship-based media.

On the one hand, attracting the audience to participate in the production of information can enable them to express their demands and voices and build an attachment and a sense of identity between the users and the media. This is the expected meaning of community media. News reading and application, community communication and consultation, and residents’ self-governance and voice all require continuous and high-frequency media exposure. At a time when the Party newspapers and metropolitan newspapers of the print media in China are both experiencing audience fragmentation and loss of advertising, are community newspapers attractive enough to be read and used by readers? The current challenge in developing community newspapers is the disconnection between the physical form of the newspaper and the media exposure habits of the target audience.

On the other hand, the cultural characteristics of new media are, first of all, their interactivity and participation. Social network sites, based on Web 2.0 technology, have brought the interactivity of the Internet to a new level, which becomes a new participatory media style. According to Henry Jenkins, a leading researcher in media integration, participation is a dual process, including a top-down process driven by media organizations and a bottom-up process driven by consumers (Jenkins, 2012). In this process, the audience of participatory media is no longer a passive recipient of information, or not even a media consumer in the traditional sense, but an active recipient and communicator of information.

Second, in the context of survival, participation is the basis for community media to help social construction and social management. Enhancing participation can make community media more compatible with the political and economic environment in China.

Urban communities are micro-societies. Under the highly differentiated modern social structure, actively exploring the management mode of urban communities is of great significance to Chinese society, where many kinds of social contradictions are highlighted and accumulated. The community has gradually become a point of support for social life, a gathering point for social members, a meeting point for interests and appeals, and a focal point for conflicts and disputes. Many group events have shown that the role of the communication of public sentiments at the grassroots in igniting extreme incidents cannot be underestimated. In the context of Web 2.0, community news websites are also a form of self-media through which residents participate in production, sharing, and using, and create an important way for residents’ self-governance and community governance.

Lastly, from the perspective of feasibility, participatory community media has already been implemented in various models. Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, user-directed innovation has started in fields such as manufacturing, and industry observers believe that the media industry, as part of the cultural industry, will also shift to the creative industry, whose main values are to interact with, respond to, and collaborate with the public (Hartley, 2005). The public nature of community media makes it clear that the participatory space of community media is much broader than what can be seen from a purely industrial perspective, and it has attracted forces from multiple aspects to cooperate and explore, which provides valuable experience for us to create community journalism in China at a new point in time. There are many diversified ways of using new media technology to report community news (Wang, 2008; Zhang, 2013; Wang & Gao, 2013). From the point of view of the operation subjects, there are websites established by traditional media in cooperation with new media companies, news sites started by individual journalists and editors, non-profit community news projects recruited by foundations, and community media entrepreneurial projects invested by commercial forces, as well as the practice of journalism schools in their own communities.

Therefore, the main development direction for the community media in China in the next stage is:


	to care about the life interests of the residents, to assist social construction as the mission;

	to form its own operation model based on the analysis and experimentation of ways suitable for the domestic situation, to enhance participation;

	to achieve social reputation and economic benefits in the process of embedding into the grassroots social transformation and communicating with people at the grassroots level, to make the community media in China more realistic;

	to start from the spontaneous exploration of the community media toward conscious construction.







Conclusion

In Chinese society in transition, the disparity between rich and poor, class antagonism, environmental pollution, and the crisis of social governance have triggered a variety of group protests with various demands. The widespread use of new media has accelerated the outbreak and proliferation of protests, which academics have studied in recent years from the research perspectives of online public sentiments, crisis communication, and reporting of emergencies. Rich results have been produced.

It is worth considering that these new media events are multi-dimensional, rather than simply a process of information propagation based on new media. On the contrary, a synthesis of communication, consultation and action is involved, with specific circumstances and local and structural factors for their emergence and development. The discourse activities in online space are closely related to the offline daily social life. Although the activities that take place in virtual space are attracting more and more attention, the embedded relationships and interaction mechanisms between virtual space and physical space form the core of understanding and analyzing new media events. Our study of such issues avoids a generalized thinking that is detached from geography, space, and specific situations.

Academia and the industry at this stage are eagerly interested in searching for “law” in public sentiments communication and “strategy” to respond to crisis in group protests. In terms of enhancing the social efficacy of journalism and communication, this eager interest is understandable. However, it seems that the purpose of academic research has a broader concern: the basis and premise of our proposed effective response strategies should be an in-depth understanding of the daily lives of people in grassroots societies, how their interests and concerns are expressed, and how their social actions take place. Although community media are labeled “alternative” in the Western knowledge genealogies, in China, where social changes are advancing, they are an important arena for organized or semi-organized communication, consultation, and action by the grassroots society, as well as a powerful practice for the public to fight for the right of speech outside the mass media. Observation and research are the correct means to use in order to deepen and expand the study of news communication. This book is intended to be an exploratory study of the community communication in China.


9.1 Current situation and problems of community communication in China

One of the root causes of group events in society is poor communication among grassroots groups, and understanding the mechanism for forming and expressing opinions at the grassroots level is an important research direction and key area of work in order to effectively resolve social conflicts, guide public sentiments, and improve governance. Through research and analysis, we have reached the following conclusions.


9.1.1 Media use by community residents in China

Against the backdrop of new media, the mass media has lost both access to content and access to channels, and the media exposure behavior of residents has undergone tremendous changes, with the use of new media becoming increasingly embedded in residents’ daily life, extending from news acquisition to interpersonal communication, daily affairs, and group consultation. The survey of Beijing citizens found that there is a significant positive correlation between community consciousness and interest in community news, and that improving the convenience of residents’ access to community information is conducive to fostering a stronger community consciousness. Communication ecology differs between different types of communities: traditional neighborhood communities seldom use online media in both interpersonal communication and participation in community actions, and residents prefer traditional face-to-face communication and interact with each other more frequently. They also place high emphasis on community news and have a higher level of community consciousness. Residents in the new commercial residential communities prefer to use a variety of media forms to communicate with their neighbors. In particular, they are leading proponents in the use of new media, but generally care less about community news and have the lowest scores in community consciousness. This strong contrast between the old and the new reflects the different ways in which residents are involved in community life – the former is a developmental involvement in which residents care about the development of the community and participate in community construction through offline actions; and the latter is a concomitant involvement in which participation in community-related activities through the Internet is driven by their new lifestyles, rather than with the aim of promoting community development. The new media acts as a link between individual and community life.


9.1.2 Communication status of community residents in China

Residents rely mainly on community newspapers and community websites as the medium of communication, and new interactive media, such as QQ groups and WeChat groups, is spreading rapidly in some communities. Driven by the mass media’s search for new markets, the community newspaper has developed rapidly in recent years. Although institutional barriers have not yet been overcome, its practice has attracted the participation of grassroots governments, metropolitan media, real estate developers and property management companies, resident groups and other diverse forces, resulting in the formation of multiple models, such as community editions of metropolitan newspapers, subdistrict work newspapers, property management community newspapers, the transformation of the county and city newspapers, and newspapers run by residents themselves. Community websites have a high rate of Internet access, and are developing rapidly in communities of newly-built commercial residential houses and communities whose residents are mainly new migrants, playing an important role in the information exchanges on the daily lives of these residents and the consultation of views on major events.

The content of community communication is no longer limited to national events and social news. Meanwhile local news and information are valued, and the issues are more directed to community public affairs and personal interests. The positive communication mechanism of community residents is not only the basis for residents to promote relations with their neighbors, but also the primary way and an important channel for grassroots people to express their wishes and negotiate community affairs, as well as an important target for future public sentiment monitoring, media coverage, community work, and information construction. Some of the community websites sort residents’ interests and appeals into different categories and connect them with the functional departments of grassroots government on the Internet. These institutional safeguards that are specified into community forums greatly help residents to safeguard their rights and interests.


9.1.3 Special form of community media in China

Overall, the development of community newspapers in China is still relatively sporadic and is in the process of exploration. With the proliferation of Internet use and the increase in the urban community residents’ consciousness of rights and interests, in Chinese cities, the community network (including community websites, community forums, QQ groups of residents, WeChat groups of residents, neighborhood Weibo, etc.), represented by community owners’ forums, has developed rapidly. Using the new information technology represented by Web 2.0, a community network integrates physical and social space, real and virtual space, and media and living space by using propagation and communication as a link, this can be called the integrated community media.

As a kind of we-media, this integrated community media realizes the right of access to the media of community residents. It is independent and serves as a platform for community self-governance. In the process of social transition in China, it is common to see owners resisting, mobilizing, and defending their rights through forums and other community media so it is closer to community media in the real sense. As a platform for participatory communication and a trigger space for group protests, integrated community media is an important form of community building and community self-governance. It helps foster civic consciousness and civil society and is an important means of self-empowerment for community residents. As a platform for mobilizing and organizing connective actions, integrated community media is an important mechanism for resistance communication at the grassroots society. However, its development is also influenced by internal and external factors: externally, its development is affected by the intervention of administrative and commercial forces, and internally, it depends on the degree of community development, the media literacy of the residents, and the relevance of their interests. Thus, although the integrated community media is prevalent in China’s new commercial residential communities, it is event- and crowd-sensitive.


9.1.4 New media and the mobilization mechanism of community residents

In the context of social transition and new media, there are new changes in the mechanisms and modes of communication among grassroots groups. The rise of community websites has enabled virtual communities and real communities to interact, and online issues can easily be combined with offline forces. Community consensus and community identity formed on the basis of community exchanges have a strong community mobilization capacity, which enables new media expressions to be quickly transformed into new media actions.

Based on the resistance in an emergency, the Guangdong Jiangmen model shows that through the strengthening of interpersonal relationships by social platforms, community members can effectively mobilize more relevant people with weak links and involve them in resistance actions, thus enlarging the scale of resistance. The micro communication mechanism lies in the fact that, when personalized expressions are shared, recognized, and repeatedly expressed by others in the new media space, people acquire a self-motivation mechanism of participating in the action, and following this logical chain, large-scale online actions become possible. Community mobilization is the embodiment of civic activism, which seeks to change power relations, construct its own meaning and, where possible, impose this meaning on social practices. In this respect, we can also see community mobilization in the new media environment as a form of communicative empowerment.

The Shanghai Jiuting model is based on the consultation of daily affairs. It shows that, in a rational and open community environment, the collaboration mechanism composed of five factors – volunteers, ordinary residents, government administration departments, new media and traditional media – is expected to create a long-term model in which urban community government and the public cooperate in aspects, such as resolving community affairs and innovating social management. From the residents’ point of view, the owners’ cultural quality, professional background, and the increasing rationality and social responsibility of the middle class are the prerequisites for the establishment of the Jiuting Volunteer Union. Meanwhile, the enlightened attitude of the Jiuting Town Government toward community management and its determination to reform create the political foundation for the Jiuting model. The owners’ forum is a convenient tool for the Volunteer Union to collect public opinions and convey them to the top levels of government. In combination with the regular netizen communication meeting held by government departments, volunteers publish the replies from government departments on the forum to more residents, thus making the forum an effective platform for communication between government and residents. The traditional media coverage of Jiuting’s deeds creates a better public sentiment environment, which is conducive to the further implementation and progress of the work of the Volunteer Union.

The Jiuting model is not a temporary mobilization for a special event, but a daily and institutionalized interaction mechanism between the government and the people during the construction of the Jiuting Community. It is an inspiration on how to improve the governance ability of the state in Chinese society where civic movement is rapidly burgeoning. What is particularly worth noting is that in the process of appealing to their interests, residents naturally form a loose intermediate organization (the Volunteer Union), and those individuals who have a stronger desire to express their interests and a strong sense of community identity take the initiative to shoulder the responsibility of defending the interests of the residents as a group. The open-minded attitude of the government also plays a key role in promoting the development of intermediate organizations. In this way, individuals, organizations, and the government form an interdependent and coordinated mechanism of positive interaction, which can play an effective role and gradually improve, with the common goal of community construction.


9.1.5 New media applications and community governance

The cultural attributes of new media, such as openness, interaction, diversity, and participatory features, are highly compatible with the requirements of transparency, responsiveness, and diversified governance subjects advocated by the modern governance model. Against the background of the Internet becoming the meta-media of society, improving community governance through new media is an important path to modernize and democratize community governance. At present, new media technology has shown initial success in reflecting community public sentiments and opinions, optimizing community e-government affairs platforms, and enhancing community social capital. However, we should take into consideration the differences in the community population, so in promoting community information construction, special attention should be paid to ensure that the interests of those residents who are unable or unwilling to use new media services will not be adversely affected. We cannot adopt the “Great Leap Forward” method to completely replace the traditional model with new media community governance model. Instead, we ought to adhere to the principle of pragmatism and adjust measures to local conditions to gradually apply the advantages of new media to the practice of community governance. Meanwhile, the new media should be integrated with traditional models to form a governance ecology with coexistence and co-prosperity. Let the new media be most effective in enhancing community self-governance, community administration, and community services, and thus raise the community governance in China to a new level.


9.1.6 Power relations in community communication

While new information technologies are widely applied in business and politics, they are also reshaping the daily lives of people at the social level. Between the state and individuals, social organizations such as communities are reconstructing social relations and social governance through new communication technologies. The active exploration of new management models for urban communities in the context of new media is of paramount significance to Chinese society, which urgently requires a restructuring of the relationship between the government and the people and promoting good governance. Community grid management is a governance model that is based on an information-based management platform and is in line with the comprehensive penetration of state power into grassroots society. However, at present, community grid management is still more subject to instrumental rationality than communicative rationality, highlighting the status of government departments in community management and endowing it with an administrative feature, while lacking the public opinion base for community members to participate in bottom-up community governance. The shift from social management to social governance will help enhance the participation of community members and various community organizations, which is the future direction of the development of a new model of community governance.

As community grid management moves from experimental to popularization in various places, we should consider its value proposition. In other words, rather than viewing community grid as a measure to deal with normalized crises, we should view the issue from the perspective of community construction and development, especially from that of expressing community residents’ interests and the improvement of their lives. In the face of the complicated pattern of interests in today’s society, in addition to playing their functional role, government departments also promote the balanced expression of opinions and interests of all social classes, facilitate dialogue and communication between cadres and the masses, establish various smooth channels for expressing their interests, guide the masses to voice their interests and appeals in a rational and legitimate manner, and prevent them from turning the normal expression of emotion into irrational venting. Rational communication is the main characteristic of modern citizens and also the main mechanism for achieving social stability. Generally speaking, there is a profound intrinsic connection between a relatively smooth and rational communication channel and a high degree of political stability. The demands and voices of the masses are transmitted through the rationalized communication system, and the government effectively responds to them and actively makes corresponding policy adjustments, forming a comparatively smooth and flat buffer zone between the two, which can effectively avoid the rigid confrontation in the society.


9.1.7 Community-based development trend in the media

At present, there is a trend toward community-based information consumption and media competition among urban residents. The biggest problem in the current development of community newspapers in China is that they follow the logic of traditional media in terms of news concept and operating model, with media personnel producing and editing content, which is not sufficiently connected to the participation of community residents and the development of the community. This means that the mass communication-based model is mechanically applied to the news category based on community communication and community development, which does not have a sound grasp of the qualities of community journalism. In addition to community newspapers, there are three emerging exploration modes, such as community-based websites extensions of traditional media, regionalized websites based on new media portals, and user-generated hyper-local news websites.

Enhancing participation is an important means of enabling future sustainable development of community media in China. From the perspective of the production logic, participation is the cultural convergence point between community media and new media. By enhancing participation, community media can be transformed from an information-based media to a relationship-based media. Participation is the basis for community media to build social construction and social management. Enhancing participation can make community media more compatible with the political and economic environment in China. From the perspective of feasibility, there are already multiple practice models that participatory community media can refer to. In the next phase of the development of community media in China, the task is to focus on the life interests of residents, the mission is to help build society, and the operating model is to analyze and test ways to enhance participation that are suitable for the domestic situation, so as to achieve social reputation and economic benefits by embedding media deeper in the grassroots social transformation and the communication with the public, so that community media in China can move from spontaneous exploration to conscious construction.


9.2 Policy recommendations for the development of community communication in China

The Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening the Reform of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China clearly stated the important proposition of “promote the modernization of the national governance system and capacity”, and at the same time called for


exercising community-level consultative democracy in various forms and make it institutional; we will establish and improve supervision by urban residents and villagers, encouraging them to conduct self-management, self-service, self-education and self-oversight in exercising urban and rural community governance, in managing community-level public affairs and in running public service programs


and “encouraging and supporting the participation of all sectors of the society, so as to achieve positive interaction between the government management, on the one hand and social self-management and residents’ self-management, on the other”. Against the backdrop of the increasing penetration of new media into every aspect of the lives of urban residents, improving social governance by making effective use of new media is of strategic importance in building a new type of “government and the people” relationship and a harmonious and orderly social pattern. To this end, we need to make progress in the following aspects:


9.2.1 Establish the top-level design of new media and social governance as soon as possible

At the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, it was proposed that we should “strengthen the management of the Internet in accordance with the law, accelerate the improvement of leadership system for Internet management, and guarantee the country’s Internet and information safety”, and the Council of State Security was established accordingly. While vigorously enhancing the strategic deployment of new media on national security, we should also pay close attention to the strategic deployment of new media on social security.


9.2.1.1 Formation of a well-coordinated and inter-connected new media management system 

We should take the new media into consideration as the meta-structure of social governance, clarify its attributes of social dialogue, social mobilization, and social management, recognizing the attributes of information media, establish a social management committee for new media in collaboration with the State Internet Information Office, the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology and the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, and integrate the five major levels of planning and construction, namely the Internet infrastructure layer, the new media information communication layer, the news content regulation layer, the grassroots government e-government layer, and the digital city management layer, for coordinated planning and construction.


9.2.1.2 Enhance the overall social benefits and use of information collection at the grassroots level 

The basic data of community information communication is connected to the existing social management function system, and to ensure the security of data exchange and sharing, the information sharing of the community grid management system, the government public sentiment monitoring system, and the national emergency management system can be opened up to improve the early warning ability and response speed, starting from the first place and time of emergent social protests and major natural disasters.


9.2.1.3 Establish a positive communication mechanism among residents, community organizations and grassroots governments on a daily basis 

Research shows that many group protests are caused by poor daily communication at the grassroots level, which leads to the blockage of public sentiments and stagnation of emotions. The existing comprehensive information platform for community public services places more emphasis on government affairs, while the resident-run new media platform focuses on the exchange of daily life information, and both sides lack institutionalized positive daily communication. We should make full use of the consultative role played by intermediary organizations and individuals who are in contact with both the public and grassroots governments, and promote the construction of the communication capacity of grassroots civil servants, referring to the successful models of Beijing and Shanghai.


9.2.2 Establish a development pattern in which community media can co-exist

Unlike mass media, community media has a unique operation mode and a unique social impact. The scope and the number of people covered will be limited if relying solely on the traditional mass media to create community newspapers and community editions. Today, with the rapid development of the Internet and the continuous emergence of new technologies and applications, community websites, community QQ groups, community Weibo, and WeChat flourish. It is unrealistic and unnecessary to initiate new media platforms dedicated to community governance. Instead, we need to enhance the media consciousness, fully encourage, and regulate the various types of existing community media, classify them as well as guide and promote them to help build society.


9.2.2.1 Clarify identities and attributes, and emphasize access mechanisms 

Since the community media is not part of the news media, therefore, the press and publication regulations are not applicable. It operates under a multiplicity of subjects, including the news media, community residents committees, real estate companies, property management companies and residents’ groups. It publishes a wide variety of content, and its presentation of public opinions and the guidance of public sentiments are subject to a certain degree of disorder and chaos. It is currently in a situation of uncertainty, non-compliance, and non-regulation. We need to standardize the conditions of access and implement a certain registration system to strengthen the social service function of community media as well as clarify the policy framework for its survival and development.


9.2.2.2 Develop diversified models and emphasize cooperative mechanisms 

The community media will be given autonomous space and will be encouraged to complement each other’s strengths and cooperate with each other. All types of community media will be respected and encouraged to develop their own platforms, content, and activities in accordance with their resources and the characteristics of their resident groups, giving full play to the dynamism of various subjects and fully exploiting the advantages of the community media of being close to residents’ lives. At the same time, the interaction and complementarity of various types of community media will be organized, and in the content configuration, topic guidance, public opinion collection, operating structure, business development and other aspects, experiences and questions can be summed up and exchanged. In particular, we shall discuss and promote new ideas, new practices, and new communication methods on uniting the community consensus, contacting community residents, resolving community conflicts, and solving community problems.


9.2.2.3 Highlight capacity building and emphasize the support mechanism 

To strengthen the professional capacity building and the awareness of the social responsibility of community media, the main operators of new media, community workers, community organizations and residents’ representatives all should attend training courses and learn about the general policies and specific regulations on urban informatization, social management innovation, and community governance in China, as well as accessing basic knowledge of the characteristics, laws, and effects of new media communication, and monitoring and analysis methods and emergency response measures for frontline grassroots public incidents. The community media that has contributed significantly to daily affair communication, emergency responses, and community culture construction will be recognized and commended, while the ones maliciously spreading false information or even inciting or intensifying grassroots conflicts will be warned and punished, aiming to create a healthy and mutually supportive atmosphere among the community media and generate positive and uplifting energy.


9.2.3 Explore the transformation of the media industry and innovation in journalism education with the aim of serving grassroots social communication

In recent years, the attractiveness and market influence of the content of the traditional media have been challenged. One of the main reasons is that the commercialization, entertainment focus, and emotional tendencies of the media have affected their attention to and services for the daily lives of citizens. The focus of social management is moving downwards toward the grassroots level. While the core of government’s concern lies in the well-being of ordinary people, a section of the media has shifted its attention to celebrities, high-end financial information, and luxury lifestyles. The crux of the matter is the disconnection between the media’s own interests and appeals and the main issues of social development. To change the predicament of the media industry, on the one hand, it is necessary to carry out a digitalized and integrated media transformation to adapt to the change of the information consumption habits of the audience; on the other hand, it is even more necessary to adjust and update the news concept, vigorously enhancing the embeddedness and serviceability of the news media in people’s lives, and adapt to the change of the audience’s information consumption needs.


9.2.3.1 Strengthen service awareness 

The Third Plenary Session of the 18th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China has put forward the idea of “reflecting and coordinating in a timely manner the interests and appeals of the people from all walks of life and at all levels” as a new opportunity and foothold for the transformation of the news industry. It advocates that the news media should pay attention to people’s lives, interests, and well-being, and make it a basic task to report on and serve the community from the perspective of people’s livelihoods. The flourishing of community newspapers in recent years should be guided to strengthen their sense of social responsibility and in the meantime pay attention to social and commercial benefits, so as to form the synergy effect between media innovation and social management innovation.


9.2.3.2 Enhance Internet thinking 

We should make full use of new media to develop grassroots social management. New media is highly interactive, with the emphasis placed on the user experience; it can satisfy diversified and personalized information needs, develop micro-contents and micro-services suitable for community residents, and realize the self-media effect of “from the users and to the users”. It is recommended that the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television and the Ministry of Civil Affairs take the lead in setting up a “new media community construction” project to support practical activities that utilize new media to innovate reporting on people’s livelihoods, improve grassroots communication, and optimize governance at the grassroots level, and encourage and promote the wisdom of the frontline practices of the media and the public in terms of creativity, technology, implementation, and evaluation.


9.2.3.3 Reinforce local practice orientation 

The journalism education model should be improved to serve the community. The Ministry of Education and the Publicity Department of the Communist Party of China have clearly pointed out in the plan of cultivating excellent journalism and communication talents that it is necessary to strengthen the practical teaching processes and innovate the talent training model. Now journalism and communication students are subject to limited opportunities, brief opportunities, and slowness in learning when they practice in the mainstream media. Colleges and universities can collaborate with the nearest community media or appropriately turn part of the campus media with mature conditions into community media, so as to guide students on how to participate in the operating practice of community newspapers, community websites, community Weibo, and WeChat in a more familiar environment. By doing so, schools can enable students to train their communication skills and news business, contact the public at a deep level, and understand people’s livelihoods, efficiently and pragmatically nurturing news and communication talents with a firm political stance, excellent professional skills, and outstanding style.


9.3 Research perspectives on community communication

Community communication and community media are new topics and new fields of academic research. Although there are many international studies on academic theories, for social administrators and residents in China during the transition period, community development and new media development are two new issues that are rapidly evolving. How to approach this issue from an appropriate perspective and how to present it with appropriate materials are the biggest challenges for this study. As there are few domestic studies available, and the social background of foreign theories differs greatly from the domestic Chinese situation, this study faces great challenges in establishing a theoretical framework, questionnaire data collection, and in-depth analysis of individual cases. Constrained by time and energy as well as the goal and orientation of exploratory research, this study is subject to the following shortcomings, which can be further explored by peers in the future.

First, the theoretical relationship between new media and social governance in a society in transition has not been thoroughly explored. This study has established a relatively rigorous analytical framework and put forward some core concepts and perspectives on new media and social governance, but its goal is to systematically and effectively present and analyze the issue of community communication in China, which is different from theoretical construction. In China, the influence of new media has spread from the media and commercial fields to the whole of social life, while the existing theories of transitional societies in sociology, political science, and public administration have not yet effectively incorporated this element. At present, the study of new media and social governance already has theoretical resources, such as social governance theory, communication empowerment, and social resistance/social movement, but there is still a need to integrate the scattered theoretical knowledge into an analytical framework that tallies with China’s reality. This will be the unavoidable theoretical task for journalism and communication in the context of social transition and construction in China, as well as an important theoretical prerequisite to effectively solve specific problems, such as public sentiment monitoring, crisis management, and government image building.

Future research can be carried out from two aspects: the first is that theoretical literature, especially the social impact of new media, can be thoroughly studied, and international academic journals, such as New Media & Society, Journal of Computer-mediated Communication and existing research results of new media in China can be systematically organized, so as to form a holistic knowledge framework for new media and social development; and the second is to clarify theoretical and logical relationships among several core middle-level concepts, such as community consciousness, attachment/sense of identity, use of community media, communication infrastructure, etc., in order to form an operational logical framework for analyzing community communication.

Moreover, the collection and sorting of empirical data are still sketchy, and the “deep description” of the community ecology, on the basis of which major cases occur and evolve, is insufficient. With the widespread application of web data mining technology, the communication path of major community events in the short term can be traced, but for community communication, “communication infrastructure” or, in other words, communication ecology at the community level, is particularly important. Residents’ characteristics, which issues are favored in interest consultation, and management mechanisms and styles of local grassroots organizations are factors that need to be examined in detail. Future research can conduct field observations and ethnographic descriptions of some important communities where residents have a strong desire for consultation, where many community events occur, and where the social impact is relatively high. Meanwhile, focus group interviews with residents can also be conducted in order to restore the “social roots” of individual cases as much as possible, accumulating important data with typological implications for the research of community communication.






Postscript

The relationship between media/communication and space is a topic I’ve always been interested in, and the earliest reason why I can recall is when I participated in a survey of newspaper reading of Beijing citizens in 1999. At that time, I was assigned to do research in the subdistricts from Longfu Temple to Dengshikou in Dongcheng District. Every day I walked around the cramped alleys with questionnaires and small gifts, meeting all kinds of residents and gaining my first impression of the living space of people in Beijing. In 2001, I participated in the survey of audience media exposure conducted by the Institute of Public Opinion Research of Renmin University of China, focusing in particular on the relationship between information consumption and living patterns of urban residents but I had not realized how to integrate the study of spatial dimension into questionnaires then. In 2007, I went to Sweden for a study trip and came across research on communication geography in the English-speaking world. Although I thought it was difficult for me to manage such topics with my knowledge and research ability, I was enchanted by these studies. In 2008, I was struggling with the topic of my doctoral dissertation, and I finally decided to take the plunge. Fortunately, with the permission and encouragement of my supervisor, Professor Yu Guoming, I made an academic attempt, which was later published as A Study of the Spatial Formation and Evolution of the Media Industry. This small book is somewhat of a syllabus, in which a lot of ideas are mentioned and every issue is worthy of in-depth study; however, due to my lack of experience, I was only able to construct a framework. At that time, there was so much that I thought about but so little that I could actually do, which made me feel vexed and helpless that I didn’t know where to start.

Since I started work, I have been burdened with teaching and research tasks, my time and energy have been stretched, and I have to deal with a variety of problems, but I still remember this challenging task. After summing up the lessons learned from the previous exploration, I decided to adjust my approach to “downscale” this problem: first, I will not try to clarify the academic lineage and research path of communication and space (or maybe this lineage is inherently scattered rather than having clear logics), or comb the related knowledge system (“media geography” was also the project I had in mind). Instead, I would start from the real problem, so that the obscure research interest could become “practical” and “concentrated”. In other words, “downscale” meant it was necessary to postpone macroscopic exploration and focus on microscopic and mesoscopic exploration to actively restrain the intellectual hunger, to delay the pursuit of theoretical completeness and profundity, and to establish a problem-oriented approach that highlighted the interrelationships and interplay of the various dimensions of theoretical knowledge in specific problems and contexts, thus forming a personal cognitive understanding path for abstract issues. Of course, this adjustment of thinking is also meant to alleviate the problem of my lack of “hard disk” and “memory”. As time goes by, I have an increasingly strong feeling that new knowledge and new methods are emerging all the time, and I cannot possibly master all of them, so given my limited energy, it might be a meaningful and realistic option to explore and answer one or two questions that interest me. That’s how this book came to be: to examine the information behavior and living space of residents in a community context.

If the previous monograph focused on theoretical exploration at the macro level, this present book can be considered a meso-level connection of facts and discovery of meanings, while the next book may focus on in-depth description and interpretation at the micro level, such as the use of personal information in the mobile Internet environment and the interconnection of physical locations and living spaces. That kind of research will be more focused, concrete, and contextualized, which will also allow me to make a solid empirical examination of the ideas I have developed at the meso level. Using the popular new media phrase, the research I envision should also have an “iterative” logic: the basic purpose remains the same, and the genes extracted at each stage will be incorporated into the discovery in the next stage.

In fact, in recent years, there has been a considerable amount of research on grassroots social group protests, their news coverage and Internet public sentiment. In contrast, this book is based on two ideas: one is to switch the research perspective to the actors, that is to downplay the tendency of media centrism so as to focus on the demands, expressions, and actions of the community residents; the other is to study the relationship between community and communication from a situational and ecological standpoint, combining and analyzing media use with interpersonal networks, living situations, and group consultations. This is also the spatial connotation of the study of humanities and social sciences that I personally understand and agree with. As I suggested in my last book, “the spatiality of communication refers to the structural characteristics of people’s daily life, communication activities, and social relations that are mutually constructed in a particular geographic level,” and “the spatial form of the media industry is also the style and type of the media industry as it unfolds in the diverse material and symbolic contexts, that is, the communication process unfolded in a particular life context”.

In spite of the above framing, it is still hard to study community issues from a communication perspective. The difficulty arises both from the actual complexity of community governance itself and the limited resources available to communication studies to approach spatial issues. What this book does is provide only an introduction to the topic of community communication in the Chinese context and to present its basic orientation in order to stimulate common thinking on communication issues in social governance. However, the many details involved in community communication still need to be enriched and investigated. In particular, on the basis of clarifying the current situation of community communication issues in China, how to promote the dialogue between this issue and existing knowledge and theories of communication, sociology, political science, public administration, and other disciplines is the deficiency of this book and the direction in which we need to continue to work in the future. This book will be published soon, and I can finally fulfill a long-cherished wish. Of course, I am responsible for the book’s omissions and shortcomings, and I would be grateful for criticism and advice.

After several months of effort, the stage of community communication was finally sorted out, but the process and feeling of being engaged in this subject often linger in my head. The book was written using CATI survey data, but the scene of conducting household surveys in the streets back in the days is still fresh in my mind. My friend and I knocked on every door in the alleys near Beijing People’s Art Theatre and Art Museum to talk to the residents, and that was already more than 10 years ago. I have grown from a young and lively freshman to a busy and nervous university teacher, but I’ve not expected that the little interest buried when talking with locals has not faded from the heart. In the current “performance management” system and the intensive competitive environment, the research direction and the topic itself have a certain path-dependent effect, and certain topics are naturally more likely to be published, funded, and awarded. It is not easy for young teachers to do research from the bottom of their heart and find research that truly attracts them, which can even be called extravagant and capricious. I am glad that I’ve chosen such a subject and continued to work on it for years. Even though it was not a hot topic, and I did not finish it as well as I would’ve liked, I enjoy the experience of being a Don Quixote, giving my own orders to myself and forging ahead. What is even more valuable is the understanding and support I received from many parties during the process. Without the friendship and care of these teachers and students, this book would not have taken shape, and my time as a “green pepper” (young teacher) would have been even more lonely and hard.

I would like to thank the financial support from the National Social Science Fund of China, without which I would not have been able to conduct research related to the media use of community residents; I wish to thank the editors and reviewers of Journalism & Communication, Chinese Journal of Journalism & Communication and other journals for their encouragement, feedback, and publication of some of my findings. I would also like to show my gratitude to my fellow researchers for their kindness and patience in listening to me talk about stresses and difficulties, excitement, and joys of doing this project.

I would like to thank my students who carefully read the literature and actively participated in the discussions while listening to my lectures on community journalism, alternative media, NIMBY movements, communication empowerment, etc. Your listening gave me the opportunity to clarify my thoughts, and your questions motivated me to delve deep into those thoughts. In particular, I would like to thank all the students who have assisted me in my research, including Kong Weichen, Xu Wenjing, Cheng Siqi, Feng Qunxing, Shen Xiaoxiao, Cheng Dongxin, Gao Wenhui, Lv Lin, Ma Huijuan, He Jiayu, Gao Shijie, Wang Jinping, Gu Junsheng, and Liu Wei, for your enthusiasm, trust, and efforts, which strengthened my confidence in completing this research. I remember that during the most intense phase of the project, some of us braved the winter morning chill and sleepiness to meet in the seminar room on time for discussion. Now we have all started new studies or work in different fields and the bitter cold of those busy days has faded and the light remains, becoming a precious memory of the growth for both teachers and students.

The publication of this book is supported by the special fund from Renmin University of China for “Promoting the Construction of World-Class University and First-Class Discipline”. The leaders of the School of Journalism and Communication affirmed the selection of this book’s topic, and Ms. Zhai Jianghong from China Renmin University Press provided meticulous and professional guidance during the publication process. Meanwhile, Professor Yu Guoming and Professor Liu Shaojie did not hesitate to write Forewords in spite of the lack of depth of my book.

In my seven years as a university teacher, my family has given me a lot of love and care, and witnessed me preparing for classes, teaching, writing papers, conducting research, hosting conferences, being a headteacher, tutoring students, and so on. I’m very grateful for their understanding and support and I hope they can be healthy and happy. I also wish to accompany them and take care of them more often, and face the future with more ease and open-mindedness.





 Appendix

Major community public sentiment events in 2012–2015


 Major community public sentiment events in 2012


Event one: Vanke “Floor Gate”

At the beginning of 2012, Li Xiaoyan, who claimed to be Deputy Editor of a domestic building materials magazine, posted that a number of real estate enterprises, including Vanke, were using parquet tiles of the Anxin brand, whose formaldehyde exceeded the standard and their plate thickness was unqualified, which would seriously harm human health. As the flooring quality is directly related to the health of residents, many media such as Sina.com, QQ.com, Xinhua Net, and China Economy Net immediately reported the news, which is the Vanke “poisonous floor” event that caused uproar both on the Internet and offline.

Although Vanke Co. Ltd. quickly held a press conference to respond, and initiated a floor replacement and compensation program for property owners, it was not enough to prevent owners from making protests, demanding that Vanke publish the quality inspection reports of all the materials used in the renovation, including water heaters, hearths, and cabinets. On February 21, 2012, Vanke Headquarters in Shenzhen held a press conference to announce that it would take full responsibility for the poisonous floors, and disclosed the houses suspected of poisonous floors.

On March 15, several property owners of Shenzhen Vanke protested at Vanke Headquarters wearing white “plain clothes” printed with “Unscrupulous Vanke Cheated People of Hard-Earned Money”.


Event two: Qingdao substation rights protection

On February 10, 2012, an article entitled, “Cheating Vanke; Its 5 Million Luxurious Mansions Were Built Upon a 220 kV Substation” was published in Qingqingdao Community. It was posted because property owners of Qingdao Vanke Lanshan Community found a project sign saying “Cuobuling 220 kV Substation” on the construction site at the northern side of the building.

Within 100 meters from their homes will be built a 220kV large substation, thus triggering owners’ concerns about electromagnetic radiation, so a series of online and offline rights protection activities quickly began. On February 19, the property owners in Qingqingdao Community established a network special edition for the 220 kV Cuobuling Substation Project; on February 20, “An Open Letter of Property Owners of Qingdao Vanke Lanshan to Seniors of Vanke” was published. On February 25–26, property owners of Lanshan distributed self-made materials about the hazards of substations in Cuobuling residential community; on the morning of February 27, more than 200 property owners of Vanke Lanshan gathered in front of the gate of the substation next to the building, and residents holding signs saying “Respect for life, give our green homes back” blocked the entrance of the construction site to protest, asking for the relocation of the substation or refund of price of their houses.

The property owners’ protests received no response from the official. In April, they spontaneously set up a rights protection company – the Qingdao Yewei Yingsheng Management Consulting Co. Ltd. The original arbitrary, poorly organized rights protection activities evolved into a protracted war of cooperative, institutionalized corporate rights protection. However, there was a dramatic turn of events in May. Qingdao Vanke sued the rights protection company and three property owners for interfering with its normal business activities. A month later, Qingdao Shibei District Court rejected the lawsuit of Qingdao Vanke.


Event three: CR Land Wuhan Oak Bay corridor shrinkage protest

Houses at CR Land Wuhan Oak Bay went for sale on the market in February 2011. In the brochure, the developer promised to build a 300-meter-long “landscape corridor”, and that the “internal layout of the community is set up in a circular and continuous way to connect all residential units”. However, in May 2012, some property owners found that the corridor design had been altered, and the original seven-section corridor connecting all the buildings had been reduced to two sections, with a total length of 40 meters. China Resources did not make any explanation and publicity prior to this change.

Property owners began to gather and post on the forum to report the problem. In addition to the shrinkage of the corridor, other owners exposed hidden dangers in the quality of the buildings. As the communication with China Resources was to no avail, on July 1, a number of owners met at the Sales Department of Oak Bay to defend their rights, but they received no response. On July 8, about 50 property owners returned to the Sales Department of Oak Bay to protest, holding up a banner saying “Unauthorized Changes in Planning, False Advertising, Decreased Quality and Degraded Facilities”. This time, property owners were invited to meet the Sales Department somewhere for negotiation. However, several unidentified people grabbed their banner. It was not until an hour later that CR Land’s Public Relations Department received them positively, clearly stating: two sections of corridors, that is the ones between Buildings 2, 3, and 4, were the only ones left, and they did not respond to the objections of the property owners at all.

On July 15, 10 representatives of property owners came to the Sales Department again. CR Land eventually received two of them and explained the relevant issues, but still no specific remedial measure was proposed. China Resources claimed that the Oak Bay project was the flagship project of CR Land, and they had been adhering to a responsible and sincere attitude to communicate with property owners, and there was no improper behavior.


Event four: The word “stink” was hung up all around Nanning District to protest against air pollution

Guangxi Nanning’s Liusha Peninsula is a purely commercial residential area and a key project of the local government, but the lack of planning in the early years of development resulted in the close proximity between residential areas and landfills, pig farms, and a medical waste incineration center. Since 2009, residents have suffered from stench and dust. They called to complain, posted on the Internet, ask local media for help … Residents had used various means to identify the problem to the government. For example, on the local leader’s message board on People’s Daily Online, there were more than 20 comments reporting related problems. Gxnews.com, China Network and other media had all covered the issue of air pollution.

In 2010, the medical waste incineration center was shut down, and Nanning also took treatment measures against other sources of the stench: covering urban domestic waste landfills with film, sealing garbage leachate ponds with lids, and upgrading garbage leachate treatment standards. However, the stench had still not been eradicated. On July 28, 2012, in Daguantianxia Residential Community of Liusha Peninsula in Nanning, Guangxi, many residents hung a banner with a red background and a white character “Stink” on their balconies to express dissatisfaction with the lasting air pollution problem and they hoped that the government would revolutionize this long-standing issue. Southern Daily, Xinhua Net, and Sina Real Estate reported the story. People’s Daily released a commentary on the issue; many residents posted microblogs, and some celebrities, including real estate tycoon Ren Zhiqiang, reposted the news.

In 2013, Nanning Municipal Government introduced a system to control the overflow of odor and spread odor barrier film on the garbage dump in the south of the city. Meanwhile, a biogas power station was also constructed. According to Gxnews.com, the stink has now been reduced.


Event five: residents of six residential communities in Beijing boycotted Beijing-Shenyang High-Speed Railway

In August 2012, the design of the Beijing-Shenyang High-Speed Railway was announced. In the proposal, the high-speed rail line would pass through several residential communities within Beijing’s fifth ring area, drawing widespread opposition from residents for its proximity to residential areas. Beijing Times, Caixin and other media followed up the story. On August 16, residents of Cappuccino Residential Community in Chaoyang District became the first to react as five representatives arrived at the Ministry of Environmental Protection, Beijing Environmental Protection Bureau, Beijing Municipal Government and Beijing-Shenyang High-Speed Railway Preparatory Office with relevant materials and more than 600 signatures from property owners, calling for a new environmental impact assessment (EIA) and alterations to the design of the Beijing-Shenyang High-Speed Railway.

In November 2012, the scale of protests by residents further expanded. Residents in six residential communities along the line of high-speed railway in the design proposal, including Guomeidiyicheng, Huafangyicheng, signed a joint signature, believing that the EIA of the high-speed rail was fake and that residents “were forced to agree without being actually informed”, and they protested against the high-speed railway passing by their doorstep. Resident representatives said in an interview that they had formed multiple QQ groups to keep themselves informed of the progress of the high-speed railway project. To the demands of the residents, the preparatory group of Beijing-Shenyang High-Speed Railway responded that the situation had been reported to higher authorities, and they would actively carry out relevant work. Beijing Times, Xinhua Net, ifeng.com, Takungpao and other media reported this joint protest.

In response to the residents’ opposition, the Third Railway Survey and Design Institute released the fourth EIA report of the Beijing-Shenyang High-Speed Railway on August 9, 2013. The departure station was changed from Beijing Station to the Xinghuo Railway Station, and the project between Xinghuo Railway Station to the fifth ring area was optimized as seamless railways and ballast tracks would be installed to reduce the noise generated by the passing of trains. Inside the fifth ring area, the speed would be limited to 80 km/h, the sirens of the trains would not sound, framed and vertical type sound barriers were adopted and other measures were taken. In December, the Ministry of Environmental Protection approved the EIA report of Beijing-Shenzhen High-Speed Railway, and the Railway was allowed to start its construction.


Event six: Qidong opposed to the sewage discharge of Oji Paper

As early as February 2010, on the Internet, citizens in Qidong called for a halt to the sewage discharge by Oji Paper. A post on Tianya entitled “Qidong People’s Letter for Help: Calling to Stop Nantong Oji Paper from Discharging Sewage into the Sea” questioned the waste discharge project of Oji Paper with a designed treatment capacity of 150,000 tons of sewage per day. It generated view counts of 120,000 from netizens, and more than 2,200 of them replied, however, they failed to get the official attention and a response.

In July 2012, the voice of opposition in Post Bar, forums, Weibo and other cyberspace reached its peak, and citizen representatives formally applied for a march to the relevant departments. On July 27, a spokesman of Qidong Municipal Government said that the construction of the discharge project had been suspended, but it did not dispel the various concerns on the Internet. Around 7:00 in the morning of July 28, in Qidong City, Nantong, Jiangsu, a large number of citizens gathered in front of the Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government to express their opposition. Thousands of citizens broke through the doors of Qidong Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government, and the government offices were once attacked by the people. At around 12 a.m., Nantong Municipal People’s Government decided to permanently cancel the Oji Paper Drainage Project.

At the time of the incident, the government did not take strict measures to block the news, and many media reported the incident publicly. On Weibo, such as Sina Weibo, and Baidu Post Bar, the word “Qidong” was blocked, but microblogs related to it could still be posted. Meanwhile, Qidong Post Bar displayed a line that “sorry, according to relevant laws, regulations and policies, this post bar is temporarily closed”, and many photos of the scene were deleted by the administrator. The incident also attracted the attention of international media, including CNN, the BBC, and Reuters.


Event seven: Shifang’s opposition against molybdenum and copper

The molybdenum and copper smelter of Sichuan Hongda Co., Ltd. is a key project in the economic revival of Shifang City. However, the smelting and refining of copper produce a variety of toxic byproducts that residents of Shifang and the surrounding area feared would penetrate into the city’s air and water systems.

In the resistance actions of Shifang, students of the post-1990s generation became the main force. On July 1, 2012, hundreds of them gathered in front of the building of Municipal Government to protest. On July 2 and 3, the number of protesters increased to thousands. They carried banners with slogans such as “United to Protect the Environment for the Next Generation”, “Defend Our Homes Against the Construction of Chemical Plants”, or “We Can Sacrifice, We Are the Post-90s”.

In this case, social media platforms and mobile phone text messages were the primary means of sharing information about the protests. According to the China Media Research Project of the University of Hong Kong, from July 1–4, “about 5.25 million microblogs containing the word ‘Shifang’ were posted on Sina Weibo, of which 400,000 included images and nearly 10,000 contained videos. Most of the official media stayed silent on the issue. On July 3, People’s Daily and Xinhua News Agency reported on the protests and the local government’s commitment to suspend the construction of the smelter.


Event eight: Ningbo Zhenhai’s opposition to the PX project

The Zhenhai refining and chemical integration project involved in this incident was established by Sinopec and the People’s Government of Zhejiang Province in 2009. It was extended on the basis of the original production scale of Zhenhai Refining & Chemical Company in Ningbo Sinopec Economic and Technological Development Zone, with a total investment of 55.873 billion yuan, occupying an area of 422 hectares, including the PX plant.

In early October, 2012, residents of Zhenhai District began to petition the District Office. On October 22, more than 200 villagers collectively petitioned the District Government, and the latter met with the villagers separately, claiming that the project had satisfied the environmental standards. Such a statement aroused the dissatisfaction of villagers, and some of them protested by blocking the traffic intersections in the city, and then they left when persuaded by the District Government.

On October 26, residents of Zhenhai District gathered on the highway to demonstrate, holding up slogans such as “We Want to Survive, We Want to Live”, “Your Wages Come from Our Hard Work. You Can Easily Bully People Like Us but You Can’t Deceive God”. The officials dispatched police to maintain order and citizens clashed with the police and were forcibly dismissed in the end. On October 28, citizens of Zhenhai District staged a second demonstration and were again dismissed.

During the incident, the word “Zhenhai” was blocked on Sina Weibo and Tencent Weibo, and some of the pictures and texts related to the demonstration were deleted. It was not possible to upload pictures on Sina Weibo and Tencent Weibo in Ningbo, and it could only be done from somewhere else.

Domestic and international media, such as Ningbo Daily, Global Times, People’s Daily Online, Associated Press, and Reuters, all paid close attention to this incident, and each showed a relatively obvious preference. Ningbo Daily published an article pointing out that citizens’ demonstrations undermined the overall stability and development of the country. People’s Daily Online published a special article entitled “Communication First, Then the ‘PX’ Will Not Escalate”, which pointed out that the essence of the incident was “the public’s unease and resentment at the PX project, as well as dissatisfaction with local government departments’ neglect of the public’s right to know, right to express its views and right to participate.


Event nine: the suspension of the operation of the shuttle in Guangzhou Star River

On December 1, 2012, the property management of Star River posted a notice on the owners’ forum of Sohu Focus Net about the adjustment of the bus route, which stated that the shuttle service to and from downtown Guangzhou would be suspended on January 1, 2013 due to the operation of Metro Line 2 and 3 and many other bus routes in Panyu District.

Guangzhou Star River Community is located in Panyu District and the shuttle is a public transportation service commuting between the community and downtown provided by the property management of Star River. Later, posts filled the owners’ forums, such as those on Sina Weibo and Sohu Focus, and most of the property owners expressed their strong opposition to the unilateral decision by the property management to suspend the shuttle operation.

Property owners then began to spontaneously defend their rights. They put up and distributed flyers in the shuttle, the community, and the elevators, asking the property management to maintain the shuttle operation. After the network call, on December 8, nearly 500 property owners gathered in front of the property management of Star River, and defended their rights by protesting against its unilateral cancelation of the shuttle to and from the city without the consent of the property owners.

On December 12, the property management company stated that they were applying for the establishment of a special bus line of Star River, and before the bus line entered operation, the existing shuttle would not be suspended, which marked the success of the owners’ resistance actions to protect their rights.


Event ten: Huizhou R&F Modern Plaza rights protection incident

R&F Modern Plaza is located in Boluo County, Huizhou, Guangdong Province. It went on the market in 2011. In its promotional slogan, it was indicated that the buildings had “high-grade fine decoration”, an “international kindergarten”, and the R&F Modern Plaza “is the landmark of Boluo County”. However, by the end of 2012, some property owners had found a series of quality problems in the property after they had moved into the houses: the promised refined decoration of the entire building had turned into a number of roughcast rooms, and the planned land for kindergartens stated in the sales advertisements was not owned by R&F Properties.

In the face of the many problems regarding the houses, property owners believed that the houses were not in accordance with the early promotion and that the developer was selling them fraudulently. They confronted the developer multiple times, but the latter denied that there was any fraud in the sales process. Thereafter, the property owners complained to the local government of Boluo County, which set up a relevant coordination group led by the Deputy Mayor to deal with the complaints related to R&F Modern Plaza.

On December 10, 2012, a number of property owners gathered at the Sales Office of R&F Modern Plaza and put up banners, such as “R&F Fraudulent Sales” to “demonstrate” against the developer. However, the banners were quickly snatched by unidentified people, and some women and children were injured. Many property owners said that they were ready to petition Beijing if the matter was not properly solved.

People’s Daily Online reported the incident with the title of “People Protect Their Rights Against Inferior Quality of R&F Huizhou, 50 Property Owners Plan to Go to Beijing to Petition”, which was reprinted by Sohu Finance and many other media. An article in China Economic Net entitled “Property Owners Defend Their Rights Against R&F Modern Plaza, Rapid Expansion May Be the Cause of the Frequent Quality Problems” provided an in-depth introduction to the relevant background. However, there has been no further report on the incident since.


 Major community public sentiment events in 2013


Event one: the Shenzhen “toxic factory”

On the afternoon of January 19, 2013, hundreds of residents near Kehua Road in Nanshan District, Shenzhen, took to the streets to protest against the construction of an LCD factory in the Science and Technology Park. The marchers held up banners with slogans such as “Boycott Toxic Factory, Protect Our Home” and “Save the Children”, while shouting slogans and demonstrating around the factory. Nearly 10,000 people in the area signed their names on the banner jointly boycotting the “toxic factory” and demanding its operation to be immediately halted.

According to the reports of People’s Daily Online, ifeng.com, Shenzhen Evening News and other media, the LCD factory belonged to Shenzhen Sunmax Technology Co., Ltd, which was next to Keyuan Garden Residential Community, Keyuan Kindergarten, and Shenzhen Wuzhou Hospital. The project started in July 2012, but the nearby residents were not informed of the significant pollution the project might bring, or the huge threat the exhaust gases, wastewater, and solid waste might pose to their health and safety once the factory was put into use until the end of 2012.

On January 22, 2013, Shenzhen Habitat Committee held a press briefing. Resident representatives pointed out that the construction of the project was adjusted in 2008 when the application was submitted, but the EIA report was not reissued. The Habitat Committee of the city answered seven questions raised by the residents, and requested the project be suspended.


Event two: dispute over school district housing in Beijing Changyang

Changyang Town is located in the northeast of Fangshan District in Beijing. In early 2013, the property owners of Changyang Peninsula and Changyang International City had a dispute over the allocation of school districts for Beijing Primary School Fangshan Branch (hereinafter referred to as the branch school).

In 2010, a four-party agreement was signed between Fangshan Education Commission, Xicheng Education Commission, Beijing Vanke, and Beijing Primary School, which stipulated that “Beijing Primary School is the educational support of Changyang Peninsula, and in principle, the children of the property owners of Changyang Peninsula will be given priority to attend the school”. On the eve of the division of the branch school, the property owners of Changyang International City, which was closer to the school, objected to the allocation, demanding that the International City be included in its enrollment according to the principle of proximity to the school.

Some of the property owners of Changyang International City posted on the community forum calling for a protest, which received many responses from fellow property owners. Some of the property owners of International City revealed the matter to the media. China News Service Website, Legal Daily and others reported the matter in the keynote article that “Children of Property Owners of the First Price-Restricted Commercial Residential Houses in China Face Difficulties in Attending School”, forming public sentiment in favor of the property owners of International City.

In May 2013, Fangshan Education Commission issued the Beijing Fangshan District Education Committee on the Enrollment Allocation of Fangshan CSD Changyang Core Area, in which it was clearly stated that the children of property owners of CRC Changyang International City could attend the Changyang branch of Beijing Primary School.


Event three: a residential community in Shenzhen was accused of false propaganda for claiming to be school district houses

In September 2012, Gemdale Mingfeng Residential Community, developed by Shenzhen Gemdale Group, officially went on the market. In its promotional materials, content such as “Shenzhen Experimental Middle School May Be Stationed Across the Site Location of the Project” was highlighted, implying to the property owners that Shenzhen Experimental Middle School would be established nearby and that they were committed to help owners solve the problems of school vacancies by October.

Several months later, however, property owners of the first phase houses learned from the public notice issued by the Shenzhen Longgang District Education Bureau and Longgang District Construction Public Works Bureau that the nearby school was not Shenzhen Experimental Middle School but Baolong Settlement School. In April 2013, a number of property owners of Gemdale Minfeng complained to the Finance Center of China Network, saying that the developer Gemdale Group had failed to deliver on its promise of school district housing, and was suspected of false advertising. In response, China Network paid continuous attention to the matter.

On April 13, after the repeated communication with the developer bore no fruit, some property owners went to the offices of the headquarters of Gemdale Group in Futian District to defend their rights, holding up banners saying “Evil Gemdale, Give Back My Son’s Future” and other slogans, accusing Gemdale Mingfeng of using “school housing” as the selling point of the houses and that they were suspected of fraud. This right protection action failed. On April 20, dozens of property owners gathered again in front of the buildings to defend their rights, but the developer did not respond to false advertising, and in the second phase of the promotion, contents related to the school were erased.


Event four: Kunming’s protest against the PX project

In November 2012, whether the PX project was included in the downstream products of Anning refinery project attracted the attention of the Kunming public, and the news that the PX project would be built in Kunming began to circulate on Weibo. On February 6, 2013, Kunming Daily published an article entitled, “The National Development and Reform Commission Formally Approved the Yunnan Project of CNPC, Anning Will Become the Hub of the Petroleum Industry of Southwest China”. After that, paraxylene production project of CNPC (China National Petroleum Corporation) with an annual capacity of 500,000 tons in Anning began to attract public attention.

At the end of April, the public passed on information about the protest through text messages, Weibo, WeChat, QQ groups and other ways, the content of which was:


Protest activities against PX project: 13:30 pm on May 4, civilized standing at the gate of Xinkunbai, wearing masks painted with “X”; Do not talk, do not argue, do not block the road, do not litter, civilized expression of our love for our hometown Kunming; boycott Anning refinery project!


On the afternoon of May 4, Kunming citizens took to the streets, wore masks, held banners with slogans such as “PX… Get Out of Kunming”, and “Spring City Refuses the Pollution Project”, and protested in Nanping Street Square. The protest proceeded peacefully and there were no clashes. Photos were posted on Sina Weibo and Tencent Weibo by people who participated in the march, but were quickly deleted by the Weibo secretary. On May 16, the crowd gathered at Wuhua Mountain downtown, where the old Provincial Government was located, for another march. On May 17, Li Wenrong, the Mayor of Kunming, opened a Weibo account at the request of the public to communicate with netizens and promised to fully respect the will of the masses.


Event five: residents of Songjiang District marched to protest against the construction of a battery factory

In March 2013, Shanghai Guoxuan New Energy Co., Ltd. settled in the Western Science and Technology Park of Songjiang Industrial Park. The company was mainly engaged in the research and development, production and sales of lithium iron phosphate batteries, battery packs, and power management system. The environmental impact assessments of the project were announced on the Shanghai Environmental Hotline and Songjiang News in September and November 2012, but did not receive widespread attention from residents. It was only after the news of the imminent start of construction of the battery plant that strong reactions from the citizens of Songjiang District were aroused.

There are 35 residential communities and three rivers within 3 kilometers of the planning area, with a population of about 80,000. The nearest one is Qin’an Community in Xiaokunshan Town, Songjiang District, which was about 2 kilometers away and was home to around 5,000 residents. The property owners of a number of communities involved began to defend their rights on the Internet, forming multiple QQ groups for discussion. In Baidu Songjiang Post Bar, relevant information continued to be updated, and a post named “The ‘Battery King’ Guoxuan High-Tech Settled in Songjiang, Which Will Cause Heavy Pollution” became one of the posts with the highest click rate in the post bar.

On May 1, Songjiang citizens protested in front of the District Government against the establishment of the battery factory in Songjiang. On May 11, the residents in the surrounding areas gathered for another march. On the morning of May 29, Songjiang District Government announced through its official Weibo that the production stage of the Guoxuan project would be cancelled, and further public opinions would be sought on other stages to be retained by the enterprise.


Event six: the Jiangmen “nuclear crisis”

In March 2013, CNNC and the government of Heshan City (a county-level city in Jiangmen, Guangdong Province) reached an agreement to build a nuclear fuel industry cluster project in Heshan, including a series of facilities such as a nuclear fuel processing plant. On July 4, the announcement of the social stability risk assessment report on the Jiangmen Government website immediately triggered strong reactions from the people of Jiangmen.

Reminders of paying close attention to the government announcement first appeared in the Jiangmen Forum, Jmmam.com, ShunDeRen Forum and other community forums, then spread to Sina Weibo. “Jiangmen Nuclear Crisis” entered the rank of hot topics in Weibo on July 10. Some citizens started to call for a “walk” on Weibo, and even though it was blocked by Sina shortly after, the news spread through forums and WeChat.

Starting in July 12, Jiangmen citizens have conducted three orderly “walks”. While holding up slogans such as “Anti-Nuclear” and “We Want Life Not GDP”, they gathered in front of the Municipal Government, asking for a dialogue. On the morning of July 13, the Mayor of Heshan City, Wu Yuxiong, told the public that the Municipal Government respected public opinion and the project had been canceled.


Event seven: the garbage transfer station of Huizhou Xinhu Park was boycotted

On June 25, 2013, the Environmental Protection Bureau of Huizhou City, Guangdong Province, announced the environmental impact assessment of the garbage transfer station of Xinhu Park, which was planned to be built next to Xinhu Park with an area of 100 square meters and a daily garbage disposal capacity of 50 tons. The news was forwarded by netizens to Today’s Huizhou Forum, after which residents around Xinhu Park gradually learned about it.

Most of the residents opposed the establishment of the garbage transfer station. On June 26, there was a post entitled “Feedback on the Problem of Building a Garbage Transfer Station in Xinhu Park” in the “Speak to the Secretary” section of Today’s Huizhou Net, requesting the Secretary to reply. On the morning of July 1, property owners of several nearby residential communities rushed to Yunshan Garden, pulling out banners and fiercely protesting against the government. Protest activities were covered by multiple media organizations such as Nanfang Metropolis Daily and Dongjiang Times.

This was already the fourth case of property owners’ collective protest against the sudden construction of garbage transfer stations within or next to their residential communities in Huizhou. In June 2012, a garbage transfer station was constructed in Hailunbao Garden all of a sudden. Property owners strongly opposed it after they found out, and finally the construction was terminated; in July of the same year, a similar incident occurred in Mingliu Yinxiang, and after repeated right protection activities by the property owners, the construction was halted; in February 2013, the property owners of Dingfengguohui Mountain collectively protested, and the construction of the garbage transfer station, whose walls had been already built, was suspended and has not yet resumed.

On the evening of July 2, residents near Xinhu Park took action again. They stopped the garbage transfer trucks from entering the garbage collection point, and the staff transferring the garbage had to dump the garbage on the road, so the road was blocked by the garbage. In the face of the fierce resistance from the residents, on the morning of July 3, Huizhou Environmental Protection Bureau published the Announcement on Xinhu Park Garbage Transfer Station Project, declaring that the planned garbage transfer station in Xinhu Park was suspended.


Event eight: Beijing man fired a gun to protest against the square dancing of neighbors

Shi, a Beijing citizen lives in Changping District near a small square, where the residents danced every morning and evening. Shi was a poor sleeper and preferred quietness. According to his words, the music of the square dance was extremely loud, which simply made it impossible for him to sleep. The reason for this was because those who danced in the square affected his rest, and Shi had repeatedly communicated with the organizer of the square dances, a resident surnamed Guo, but to no avail.

On August 30, 2013, around 8:00 p.m., Shi drank too much alcohol and the square dance music started playing again. He took out the shotgun he had hidden at home and went outdoors. At first, he argued with Guo about the noise of the music, and then fired his gun into the air. After that, Shi released his three Tibetan mastiffs, who then ran into the dance crowd, and those elderly dancers were so scared they ran away. After Guo and the others called the police, the police arrived and arrested Shi. CCTV news, Xinhua Net, People’s Daily Online, Beijing Times, and other media all reported on the incident, and this set off a heated discussion on the issue of square dancing in the country.

Changping court held that Shi’s behavior constituted the crime of illegal possession of firearms, and since he confessed his crime after he was arrested, the court gave him a lighter punishment according to the law. In the end, Shi was sentenced to six months in prison for the crime of illegal possession of firearms.

In April 2014, a CCTV reporter visited Shi, who told the reporter that after he had been released and come home, no one danced on the square, not even anyone playing basketball.


Event nine: the dilemma of unfinished buildings in Jinan

According to China Business, there were more than ten major unfinished building projects in Jinan City, and since August 2013, property owners of a number of buildings have started to defend their rights, and the unfinished building projects, on which nothing had been said for many years, were again to the fore.

Among a number of unfinished buildings, Caishi Villa was known as Jinan’s largest unfinished building. The developer of the project was Sanlian Group, a key enterprise supported by Shandong Province. Its construction started in 2006. In September 2008, due to its capital chain rupture, construction stopped and thence the work was never resumed. Data showed that out of 900 million RMB of housing prepayment, only 160 million RMB was used for residential community project construction and other supporting funds, while the rest was misappropriated for other uses.

Since 2008, more than 1,500 property owners started their journey to protect their rights. They have repeatedly gathered in front of Sanlian Group, with banners, using “walks” and other forms of protests, but did not receive any response or compensation from Sanlian Group. Meanwhile, the local court also refused to file a case. At the same time, the property owners protecting their rights continuously contacted the media, requesting they expose Sanlian’s breach of contract and breach of trust, but the only one responding was the Livelihood Program on Shandong Public News Channel who reported the issue on November 9, 2008, under the title of “It’s Time to Deliver the Houses But Why There Is Still No House?”. After that, there was no subsequent report.

In August 2013, the property owners once again held large-scale protests, and the owners’ rights protection for eight years covered by Business Radio of China National Radio drew widespread attention, but the problem still remained unresolved.


Event ten: Shenzhen’s largest housing project was caught having problems with quality

China Overseas Yuejing Garden in Longgang District, Shenzhen, the largest residential project in Shenzhen, was expected to be delivered at the end of October 2013. However, in June 2013, some residents found cracks and large peeling areas on the exterior walls of China Overseas Yuejing Garden.

On July 28, nearly 200 owners were summoned through QQ group to head to the project site of Yuejing Garden to defend their rights. They had broken into the construction site, which suspended the construction for a while.

On August 2, Shenzhen Municipal Housing and Construction Bureau issued a notice of administrative punishment to the responsible units for the illegal construction of China Overseas Yuejing Garden, and ordered China Overseas Property to carry out comprehensive rectification, but the latter did not respond positively. Moreover, their selective examination of the buildings to “amend wherever damages occurred” further infuriated the residents. On the morning of October 9, 2013, thousands of property owners went to Shenzhen Civil Center to express their demands.

On October 12, the official website of Shenzhen Municipal Housing and Construction Bureau released the article “Some Questions of Property Owners of the Yuejing Garden and Comments and Answers”, answering questions pertaining Yuejing Garden Building 1, 2, 3 and 4. China Overseas Property responded that it had replaced more than 2,000 sets of flooring, and at the same time set up Yuejing Garden After-Sales Service Center in the residential community in order to provide property owners with at least one year of after-sales service.


 Major community public sentiment events in 2014


Event one: Shenzhen OCT luxury car rights protection incident

On March 22, 2014, a number of property owners of OCT Swan Castle, a famous “luxury residential” community in Shenzhen, formed a “procession of hundred cars” on the street to protest, saying that OCT Real Estate had made unauthorized alterations in plot planning as it changed “villas, multi-story and high-rise” buildings of Swan Castle Phase Four it promised in the sales in 2013 to “super high-rise” buildings of Swan Lake 1, which destroyed the community landscape and violated the rights of the old property owners.

Nearly 200 cars with black-and-white banners saying “OCT Real Estate Is Treachery and a Shame” shuttled back and forth in the most famous wealthy areas in Shenzhen, most of them being BMWs, Mercedes and other luxury cars. Some property owners posted photos of the site on Sina Weibo, which were reposted by netizens and some media. On March 25, China Securities Journal published an article entitled “‘Local Tyrant’ Fighting with ‘Landlord’, Large-Scale Rights Protection of OCT Property Owners in Shenzhen”, and media such as QQ.com and Real Estate Website reprinted the article. In April, China Business, ifeng.com, Netease Finance, and other media continued to follow up the story, while Southern Metropolis Daily reported in depth on the rights protection incident.

Regarding the owners’ accusation of the change of planning, OCT Real Estate and Shenzhen City Planning and Land Resources Commission said that the construction land planning permission of Swan Lake 1 project was issued based on the approval of the statutory plans of the OCT area and was in line with the planning requirements. There was no change in planning, and the statutory plan was adopted in 2011 after deliberation.


Event two: 600 households in Wenzhou spent 26 million yuan to “control noise with noise”

On March 29, 2014, on the platform of the 4th floor of Building C of Xinguoguang Building Community across Songtai Square in Lucheng District, Wenzhou City, a high-pitched piece of equipment composed of six large speakers broadcast alarms in the direction of Songtai Square. After the alarm, a male voice said, “Please comply with the People’s Republic of China’s Environmental Noise Prevention and Control Law and immediately stop the illegal acts”,

Residents of Xinguoguang Building reported that, in the past two years, people had started dancing on Songtai Square, which had brought great distress to the life of the residents. In October 2013, the property owners’ committee raised 260,00 RMB to buy a “remote directional sound reinforcement system”. At that time, the residential community had hoped that the relevant departments would solve the problem, and the equipment was not be put into use. It was only after the government coordination and supervision failed that they adopted this method to fight against the noise of square dancing.

On March 31, Xinhua released a piece of news entitled “600 Households Bought a Tweeter of 260,000 RMB and Elderly Dancers on the Square Retreated”. The report immediately spread on the network, and the media and netizens expressed extensive concern on the matter. According to Xinhua News Agency, in a meeting on April 1, the main leaders of the Zhejiang Provincial Party Committee criticized the inaction of relevant departments of Wenzhou Lucheng District.

On the afternoon of April 1, the loudspeaker was removed. Lucheng District Government said that next they would take a number of remediation measures. For example, the “central sound control system” would be introduced, the place of use would be registered under real names, and a decibel meter and an electronic display would be installed on the square.


Event three: Guangdong Maoming PX project incident

Guangdong Maoming PX project incident is another group protest event caused by the controversy over PX project, following those in Xiamen, Ningbo, Dalian, and Pengzhou. On the morning of March 30, 2014, Maoming citizens gathered in front of the Municipal Party Committee and jogged on the roads, the overall situation being peaceful and rational. But in the evening, some citizens clashed with local police forces. According to pictures of the scene and texts posted by a netizen, “a large number of people were injured, and the scene is tragic”.

At midnight on March 31, Maoming officials issued a press release “To All Citizens” through the Maoming Daily stating that demonstrations were illegal, which seriously affected social order, and they made a vague response to the PX project. Maoming News published pictures of the demonstration scene and the government’s public notice, which was reprinted by Tencent, ifeng.com, hexun.com and other media.

That night, social media posts about the protest were deleted and blocked, and the words “Maoming” or “Maoming PX” were blocked on Sina Weibo. Major domestic media only published the announcement of the Maoming Government, without in-depth coverage of the event.

On the evening of March 31, a spokesman of the Maoming Government again stated that the PX project was only at the science popularization stage and it would not be initiated in the near future. When considering the launch of the project, public opinion would certainly be sought through various channels before the decision was made. If the majority of the public opposed the project, the city would not go against them. The Beijing Times was the first to publish an article entitled “Maoming PX Project Is Only at Science Popularization Stage, And It’s Too Early to Start”, which was reprinted by Global Network, China Daily, China Network, and ifeng.com.


Event four: controversy over “hospice care” in the Hangzhou residential community

Chaohui District Nine, located in the center of Hangzhou, was built in the 1980s, and in early 2014, an elderly care center called Baile Time (formerly known as Baishou Palace) was constructed in the community, which included a hospice care program in its plan. The construction of the elderly care center met with widespread opposition from residents, who believed that it would be considered unlucky if ambulances and funeral cars entered the community, and that it would also cause noise and medical pollution issues.

Since late February 2014, some community residents had been expressing their dissatisfaction with Baile Time hospice care through Hangzhou 12345 and an online petition. On March 23, a hot article entitled “Illegal Constructed Platform Is Used as Mortuary, Baishou Palace Is So Unethical That Only Profit Matters and It Has Aroused Extensive Resentment” appeared on Hangzhou Net Forum. Residents actively responded, resulting in the click rate of this article surpassing 10,000. Some posts on Hangzhou Net Forum, Hangzhou 19th Floor, said that “enterprises cannot construct on every available land at the cost of residents’ interests under the name of elderly care and the national policy”. In order to express their views, residents also used banners, joint signatures, and other forms to report their views on the issue to the subdistrict, Zhejiang Provincial Department of Health, and the Provincial Government, many times.

Zhaohui Subdistrict has twice organized resident representatives to coordinate with the project side. On April 16, Wang Lingnan, the person in charge of the Baile Time project, said in an interview with the Oriental Morning Post that the hospice care project would be canceled due to the strong opposition from residents. On the following day, Oriental Morning Post published an article entitled “Hangzhou to Build a Hospice Center, Which Is Forced to Be Canceled Due to Residents’ Resistance”. The article was reprinted by several media such as Tianjin Morning Broadcast and Netease Finance.


Event five: Yuhang Zhongtai waste incineration plant incident

In April 2014, Hangzhou City unveiled its key planned projects for 2014. The projects included the construction of a waste-to-energy plant in Jiufeng Village, Zhongtai Township, Yuhang District, west of Hangzhou, to address the growing problem of waste disposal. Some local residents noticed this and posted it on the owners’ forum on Sofang.com, which received more than 10,000 views.

On April 24, villagers of Jiufeng submitted a collectively signed letter of objection to the Hangzhou Bureau of Planning, who promised to reply within a month. In the meantime, local media had been publishing information about the sparsely populated site chosen for the construction of the incineration factory and the harmless nature of incineration, while residents continued to petition and make suggestions on forums and government websites. On May 7, however, villagers noticed construction vehicles driving into the village and became aware that the construction of the incineration plant was about to begin.

On May 10, a large number of people, including urban residents and villagers from Jiufeng, poured onto Provincial Highway 02 and the Yuhang section of the Hangzhou-Huizhou Expressway, as a result of which traffic was disrupted for a long time. Conflicts occurred during the gathering, and many people and policemen were injured while several police cars and social vehicles were overturned. At about midnight on May 11, order at the scene was basically restored. Beijing News was the first to publish the incident, after which Xinhua Net, the Global Times, China Daily, CCTV news, Netease and other media reported on the incident, and many netizens on Sina Weibo expressed their concern.

On the afternoon of May 11, Hangzhou held a press conference to report the “510” incident. In the notice issued by Yuhang District People’s Government, the government promised to invite local people to participate in the entire pre-project stage, fully listen to, and solicit public opinions. The project would not begin until the statutory procedures had been completed and everyone’s understanding and support have been sought.


Event six: property owners in a Guangzhou residential community protested against the unplanned construction by property management

On May 10, 2014, people gathered and protested at the door of Heyi International Residential Community in Baiyun District, Guangzhou. More than 50 residents put up banners with slogans such as “Demolish Illegal Construction and Give My Home Back” to protest against the unplanned construction of the property management.

According to the owners, starting in 2013, the property management had built four or five iron sheet buildings selling commodities on the vacant land on the residential community land near Guangzhou Avenue; from April 2014 to date, a row of iron sheet houses began to be built on the vacant area in North Plaza as shops, and more than 40 rooms had been constructed on the only basketball court in the community. In protest, community residents complained about the inaction of the management office and the city management, which resulted in the long-term existence of a large number of illegal constructions and poor community environment.

The protest was reported by Gznet under the title “More Than 40 Iron Steel Houses Occupy Basketball Court in Suibaiyun Residential Community, and Property Owners Hold Banners to Protest Against It”. Caijing.com released a series of pictures under the title, “Property Owners in a Residential Community in Guangzhou Protest Against the Inaction of City Management”, which was reprinted by multiple media. On May 12, the subdistrict where the residential community was located and the person in charge stated that the iron sheet houses in construction had not undergone formalities, so the construction had been ordered to stop, and further investigation would be conducted. On May 22, Southern Daily and other media reported that the illegally constructed shops in the North Plaza of the residential community had been demolished before May 18, and the ones in South Plaza were being dismantled, which was expected to be completed within a week.


Event seven: Wuxi residential building’s “demon detector” versus large spotlights

On May 9, 2014, seven large spotlights were installed on the windowsill of the fourth floor of Building 50 in Zhongxing Lake City in Yixing City, Wuxi. These spotlights were turned on all night, and the dazzling lights made it impossible for nearby neighbors to sleep well. The property owner who installed the spotlights said that this was because the residents in building opposite had installed a “demon detector” on the wall outside.

About two weeks ago, a resident of Building 45 installed a “demon detector” and charms on the exterior wall, facing the window of the property owner who installed the spotlights. The owner thought that it would have an adverse impact on his home so he communicated with the other party through property management and community many times. However, the other party refused to remove the items. As the communication turned out ineffective, he finally decided to adopt this extreme method, in the hope that the other side would remove the “demon detector” if they could not tolerate the strong light.

Two households “fought” with each other, as a result of which the surrounding households suffered. Residents sought help and reported the issue to the relevant department, but the local police station said they had no law enforcement power, while the city management department claimed that they could not interfere as this was a private conflict. On May 13, Modern Express published an article entitled “Resident Installed ‘Demon Detector’ on the External Wall, and the Opposite Building Installed Seven Big Spotlights as a Countermeasure”, which was reprinted by multiple media such as Tencent, Netease, and Hualong Net. The incident was also covered by television news programs such as those of Hebei TV and Anhui TV. With further coordination from the local media and the community, the two families agreed to dismantle the devices on the external walls.


Event eight: green space was occupied and property owners in Yanjiao collectively defended their rights

Dongmao International Garden is a residential community in Yanjiao, an eastern suburb of Beijing. Since May 2014, residents and property management had repeatedly clashed over the illegal occupation of green space in the community.

The encroachment of green space in Dongmao International Garden had happened once back in November 2013, when the property management encroached on the green space on the east side of the community in the name of pipe maintenance. In May 2014, nearly 1,000 square meters of green space between Buildings 14 and 17 was again occupied due to the expansion of kindergartens, triggering dissatisfaction among the owners, so they set up a QQ group to defend their rights and discuss related issues.

As negotiation between the owners’ representatives and property management failed, on May 28, more than 100 property owners gathered in the residential community to protest, putting up banners with words such as “We Strongly Demand Restoration” and “Give Us Back the Green Environment”. Xinhua Net reported the issue.

In the face of protests, the property management and the developer refused to admit that they had conducted illegal construction, and they refused to respond to the demands of property owners. Some owners went to negotiate and said they were locked in the building and were threatened, which was denied by the property management. Residents complained against the Petition Office, the Planning Bureau, subdistrict office and the relevant personnel of the Housing Reform Commission of Yanjiao High-Tech Development Zone.

On June 5, the residents of the community launched another action to protect their rights, attempting to remove the walls that occupied the green space but were prevented by security. That night, windows at the home of a property owner were smashed, and the property management cut off water and power to the residential community. Xinhua Net followed up on the story and the police station has been involved in the investigation.


Event nine: municipal road crossed the residential community, which was questioned

On May 17, 2014, Guangzhou Guangzhipian Area Planning, Deepening and Control Regulation Revision asked for public comments on the website of City Planning Bureau. The residents of Baoli Garden Residential Community on Industrial Avenue found out from the plan that the two-lane Baokang Road and four-lane Bolin Road would pass through the community to link Industrial Avenue.

This plan had aroused strong questions from the residents. Multiple posts such as “Strongly Opposing to Baoli Community Garden Turning into a Park” and “Property Owners, Please Visit the Website of Planning Bureau to Fill Out an Objection Letter Against the Construction of Municipal Road!” appeared on property owners’ forum of Baoli Garden. Hundreds of messages opposing municipal road planning filled the citizen interactive section of the website of Guangzhou Municipal Planning Bureau.

On the afternoon of June 8, between 500 and 600 residents gathered at the Property Management Office of Baoli Garden and Industrial Avenue, displaying banners to protest against the construction of municipal roads in the residential community, which they believed would lead to the division of the community, noise, air pollution, safety hazards, and many other problems. The protest led to the north-south direction of Industrial Avenue being blocked, and more than a dozen police officers were dispatched to maintain order at the scene. In addition, owners set up stalls in the community to collect signatures for the opposition.

Guangzhou Daily, houseifeng, Netease Real Estate and other media reported on the residents’ rights protection activities. The relevant departments of Guangzhou City Planning Bureau organized visits to Baoli Garden by planning and design units several times to listen to the views of the public. After the public notice expired on June 17, Guangzhou City Planning Bureau said that they were working with the relevant preparation unit, experts, and local government to discreetly study the feedback collected as well as improve and optimize the planning scheme.


Event ten: protest once more against Solid Resources Recycling Center

Guangzhou has been facing a serious problem of waste disposal. In 2012, Guangzhou Municipal Government approved a municipal waste management plan to address this issue. The construction of a Solid Resources Recycling Center in Eastern Guangzhou was part of the plan, which had been publicized on the official website of the Commission of Urban Management since the end of 2013.

The Solid Resources Recycling Center was proposed to be constructed in Fushan Village, Nine Dragon Town, Luogang District, and the center possessed incinerators, a livestock carcass treatment plant, and other facilities. However, 2.5 kilometers away from the center was Yuhu Mingdi Residential Community which went on the market at the end of 2012 and was sold out in mid-2013. When the owners learned of the news, they believed that the developer of Yuhu Mingdi Residential Community, Hong Kong Cheung Kong Holdings, had concealed the fact that an incineration plant would be built nearby when the properties were for sale.

On June 19, 2014, 25 owners’ representatives traveled to Hong Kong and demanded a dialogue with the management. According to media reports, the owners’ representatives, wearing black T-shirts reading “Protest Against the Waste Incineration Plant in Fushan”, put up banners in front of the Hong Kong headquarters of Cheung Kong Holdings. A senior manager from Cheung Kong Holdings was sent to receive the protest letter and said that the company’s top management would reply in two to three weeks.


 Major community public sentiment events in 2015


Event one: property owners of Jinan Haier Greentown protested against the disturbance of slag cars

On the morning of October 17, 2015, property owners of Jinan Haier Greentown hung multiple banners with a white background and black characters all over the sales office of the community and the subdistrict. On South Guihua Road in the south side of the community, more than 10 private cars were parked by property owners on the east side of the road, blocking the entrance to the South Guihua Road. As soon as the incident occurred, it attracted the attention from various media, including Qilu Evening News Net and dahe.cn. Livelihood News of Shandong Radio and TV Station also reported on this rights protection incident.

The residents of the residential community told reporters of Jinan Daily that slag cars, concrete mixers, and trucks carrying material were constantly passing on the South Guihua Road on the south side of the community and East Baihe Road on the east side. In 2010, there was a booth on both sides of South Guihua Road, where someone was on sentry duty and there were also height-limiting poles on both sides. However, in 2012, the booths and the poles were quietly removed. Buildings had been under construction and Taiping Villa at the southeast direction had even set up a new slag dumping point. The number of slag cars and engineering vehicles passing through increased rapidly.

Residents in the community also uploaded relevant videos on the network to attract more attention. In a two-and-a-half-minute video called “Slag Cars Rampage East Olympic Road on the East Side of Jinan Haier Greentown National Games Village”, a total of six slag cars passed through the residential community. The compartments of these trucks did not have lids and they were driving at a fast speed as they quickly drove past a running car nearby. The huge noise could be heard from a distance.

In the face of pressure from residents, the developer of Haier Greentown responded:


Developers cannot guarantee that slag cars of other construction units will not pass this road. At this moment, what the developer can do is to control the running time and driving speed of their own vehicles. At the same time, in order to minimize the disturbance to the owners, they also entrust property management to lock the door on the east side of the South Guihua Road through which the slag trucks entered and they would not be permitted to enter at night.



Event two: residents in Wuhan Panlong City opposed the construction of a waste transfer station

In early December 2015, residents of Huangpi Panlong City and Meijingtian City in Wuhan reported on platforms such as QQ.com and Dachu.com that the government was going to build a waste transfer station near the community, and that the health of the residents would be greatly affected. On December 9, residents of the community released multiple posts on Tianya Forum, such as “Huangpi Government of Wuhan, Hubei, Illegally Constructs Waste Station”, and “Save Residents in Panlong City” protesting against the construction of the waste transfer station, which received many views and comments.

After receiving the tip-off from the residents, a reporter from Jinchu Net intervened to investigate. The reporter found that the transfer station site was located in between Julong Avenue and Tenglong Avenue of Panlong City. It was near the road between Meijingtian City Residential Community and F Sunshine Residential community and about a few hundred meters away from the two communities. The two newly constructed walls of the construction site of transfer station had both been overturned, bricks and stones scattered all over the place. However, the construction site was still not stopped, as bulldozers and other large machinery were filling and leveling the site. Residents came over to the road next to the site to watch from time to time.

Community residents told reporters that some time ago, they accidentally found that someone was building fences on both sides of the road behind the community, and a drawing was posted on the fence, showing that the City Management Department was building a solid waste transfer center here in Panlong City, and that tens of thousands of residents in two communities nearby might be affected.

Huangpi District Land Planning Bureau said in an interview with the reporter from Chutian Metropolis Daily:


The transfer station mainly collects, compacts and transports domestic waste from the Panlong City Economic Development Zone, but it does not treat the waste. According to the relevant standards and regulations, the distance between this type of transfer station and the adjacent buildings is no less than 15 meters, while the transfer station is 660 meters away from the nearest residential area, so the project site conforms to the relevant specifications.



Event three: the garbage mountain occupies the community; Changzhou residents posted a “rescue” request

In January 2015, a netizen with the user name of “Inspection Team” from Changzhou, Jiangsu Province published a post entitled “Hongmei Subdistrict, Secretary Zheng Ya, Please Rescue the Residents of Hongmei East Village; The Garbage Has Been Piled into Mountains and When Will It Be Cleaned?” He said that the vacant land in front of Building 31 of Hongmei East Village, Tianning District was always used to stack garbage by subdistrict staff. It had continued for half a year and more and more garbage was piled there without anyone cleaning it up. Nearby residents were hugely distressed by it and they had reported the issue to the subdistrict and the community yet the situation had not been improved at all. “Please save the people of Hongmei East Village. When will the dump be cleaned up? It doesn’t stink in winter, but what should we do when summer arrives?”

On the morning of January 19, a reporter from Zhong5.com found the “garbage mountain” that the netizen talked about 50 meters east of Building 31 in Hongmei East Village, and interviewed Huang Kunjie, the Director of the Residents Community of Hongmei East Village Community. Director Huang told the reporter that the subdistrict and city leaders had received the opinions of the residents, and were discussing methods of disposal.


The management ownership of this vacant land used to be unclear, which results in this situation of piled garbage. After the removal of a nearby waste transfer station, since the new transfer station is far away, the property management of the community temporarily stocked the dead branches and leaves pruned down here. When others saw this, they dumped garbage here as well.


At noon of the same day, Hongmei Subdistrict arranged for vehicles and personnel to go to the scene to clean up the “garbage mountain”. In the afternoon, the subdistrict, community residents committee, the residential property owners’ committee, the property management and other departments hosted a coordination meeting and an agreement was reached that the property management of the residential community would be responsible for the subsequent cleanup. Director Huang said that:


According to planning, this piece of open space was originally reserved for the construction of the waste storage area of the community, and after it was cleaned up this time, it would continue to be used as a stockyard for construction waste, but the property management company would strengthen the management so that the “garbage mountain” would no longer affect the community residents.



Event four: Lanzhou residents blocked the gate to protest against the construction of a logistics park next to the community

In March 2015, on the vacant land south of Lanzhou Tianqing Gelin Town Community, where Yantan Central Park was planned to be built, a large logistics park named Tianshunhe was constructed. Every day, many large trucks drove in and out of the logistics park to load and unload goods, dust permeating the sky during the day and noise thundering at night. On the evening of August 21, overwhelmed by the disturbance, the property owners of Gelin Town Community blocked the gate of the logistics park, demanding the developers show relevant procedures.

Property owner Mr. Tang of Tianqing Gelin Town reported to the news hotline of Lanzhou Morning Post that, due to the unbearable noise and dusts from the nearby Tianshunhe Logistic Park, property owners of the community had spontaneously organized a blockade at the gate of the logistics park, asking for explanations. According to Mr. Zhu, a property owner of Gelin Town who had participated in the blockage, as was stipulated in the regulatory plan of Lanzhou Yantan area, the land to the south of Gelin Town should be used as city green space and Yantan Central Park would be built there. The reporter of Lanzhou Morning Post also understood that regarding the trouble that Tianshunhe Logistic Park had caused the residents in the residential community, property owners of Gelin Town would hand over petition letters to the relevant departments of Lanzhou City requesting the government relocate the Logistic Park so as to eliminate the safety hazard. On August 23, the reporter of Lanzhou Morning Post published a report entitled “Logistic Park Is Built Near Lanzhou Tianqing Gelin Residential Community, Seriously Affecting the Lives of Property Owners”.

After negotiations, the logistics park decided to suspend large trucks from entering and exiting the park after 21:30, and declared water would be sprayed during the day to reduce dust pollution. Meanwhile, procedures such as planning, construction, environmental impact assessment, and social risk assessment would be provided on August 24.


Event five: dissatisfied with the mountain-like garbage in the residential community, Suzhou residents turned to reporters for help

December 20, 2015, Mr. Zhang, a resident of Suzhou, reported the problem of garbage piled up in the community to the reporter of Gusu Evening News:


Sir, I am a resident of Fengjin Community of Fengqiao Subdistrict of the High-Tech District, and I need your help on a matter: a few months ago, a vacant bit of land turned up next to our residential building, and it is filled with all kinds of life garbage. As no one manages it, the situation gets worse. Some construction trucks even come in the middle of the night to dump construction waste. Over the time, the area has turned into a big dumping ground. I hope that your report can draw the attention of the management department so that someone would pay attention to this forgotten corner.


On January 15, Gusu Evening News published a report entitled “500 Residents Were Besieged by Garbage for Half a Month”. On the afternoon of January 21, the reporter of Gusu Evening News contacted Fengjin Community of Fengqiao Subdistrict and the person in charge, Xu Yongguan, told the reporter in the interview that the community had received complaints from residents about the dump, and they had visited the scene; it turned out the situation residents reported was basically true. Xu Yongguan said that according to the understanding of the community, due to railroad construction, the road was closed so that large garbage cleaning trucks were unable to enter, leading to garbage piling up in the vacant land.

In view of the situation, the community strengthened communication with the city management department and the construction party. The garbage was gradually cleaned up, and the living environment of the residents was slowly improved.


Event six: Wuhan underground parking project was halted due to residents’ opposition

In 2012, a microblog named “Lake in Zhongshan Park Was Deforested to Build Large Parking Lot” widely circulated on the Internet. The reporter of Chutian Gold News investigated this and confirmed that a large underground parking lot was indeed to be built in the northeast corner of Zhongshan Park. In view of the concern of the netizens that “the lake would be filled and the forest would be destroyed”, the construction party, Wuhan City Investment Parking Company said they were not going to fill the lake as the parking lot would be built underground, so the existing lakes in the park would not be affected. But since the ground was to be excavated, part of the forest would have to be destroyed and valuable trees in the construction site would be uprooted. At that time, the survey of the whole underground parking lot had been basically completed, but due to the opposition of surrounding residents, the project was terminated.

On December 30, 2015, the reporter of Chutian Gold News found in the Planning Publicity column on the official website of Wuhan Land Resources and Planning Bureau,


Regarding the application of Wuhan Real Estate Development and Investment Group Co., Ltd., the Bureau intends to conduct a preliminary review on the project site selection of the public parking lot under the green land in Zhongshan Park. The project is now publicized for public comments.


The column shows that the public announcement period was from December 21 to December 31. The parking lot was located next to Yinsong Path, with a total project land area of 11,300 square meters. There was no other information.

On the same day, the reporter of Chutian Gold News came to Zhongshan Park, and did not see the public announcement or notice. A resident nearby, Mr. Shi, stated that indeed there used be a public announcement on the construction of underground parking lot, but a few days later it disappeared. The reporter found that, compared to 14,012 square meters of planned area in 2012, the land currently used was much smaller. Regarding the public’s question, “Why was the project that was called off three years ago restarted in the same place”, the reporter contacted Wuhan Municipal Planning Department, and the relevant person in charge explained that at present the planning was still in the publicity stage and had not been finalized so no comment would be provided.


Event seven: waste incineration power generation project in Ningbo Xiangshan County was boycotted by residents

On the afternoon of June 14, 2015, a conflict occurred in Song’ao Village, Xiangshan County, Ningbo City, Zhejiang. According to the relevant departments of Xiangshan County, local villagers prevented the garbage truck from entering the landfill construction site and were involved in mild physical conflicts with staff who came to persuade them to leave. Some people were injured. As of 4:00 p.m. that day, 14 people had left the hospital after treatment, and 12 people continued to be hospitalized for observation due to soft tissue contusions. The incident was reported by Xinhua Net, Sina.com and other media.

On the same day, the official Weibo of Xiangshan County Party Committee, Xiang Shan Release, posted that: recently, a landfill in Shuitong’ao, Dongchen Village, Xiangshan County smelled awful and villagers nearby reacted intensely and they started to prevent garbage trucks from entering the landfill, preventing garbage in counties and towns from being processed normally.

After learning about this situation, Xiangshan County Party Committee and the County Government called multiple special discussion meetings, invited some of the villager representatives to host forums to listen to their views and suggestions, and dispatched a working group to the village to explain the situation clearly. At the same time, relevant local departments and experts were organized to study the solution and the countermeasures, and then it was decided to adopt various methods, such as increasing the use of deodorant spraying, laying air conduit wells, covering the land with film to reduce the operating surface, and improving the rain sewage diversion to effectively solve the odor problem.

The relevant departments of Xiangshan County told the reporter of Zhejiang Online that after the incident, some netizens posted fake pictures on the Internet, drawing a large number of reposts and speculation, which resulted in a relatively serious consequence. After receiving a summons from the police, Chen and Qin, who had published the fake posts, had realized the seriousness of the problem and deleted their own false statements.


Event eight: Shenzhen property owners opposed the meat and vegetable market in the residential community, questioning whether it violated the law

In November 2015, a property owner in Zhonghaikang City, Longgang District, Shenzhen, posted to complain that under their residential building there was suddenly a giant billboard, claiming that an integrated meat and vegetable market of about 2,500 square meters would be built. Apart from worrying that the meat and vegetable market would affect fire control, sanitation, and the environment of the residential community, property owners also questioned whether it was legal to build the market underneath their residential building.

This article entitled “Strong Opposition Against the Meat and Vegetable Market to Be Built Under the First Phase Buildings of Zhonghaikang City; Neighbors Unite to Protest” was posted by the property owners on Shenzhen Housing Network Forum on November 23, which mentioned that property owners of Zhonghaikang City found that downstairs in the residential building, a large meat and vegetable market was under construction, and the entire market covered an area of 2,500 square meters; meanwhile, some shops were accelerating the renovation and were about to open soon; property owners were worried that once the construction of the market was completed, it would cause a fire safety hazard, sanitation problems and affect the environment of the entire community.

After noticing the post online, a reporter of Shenzhen Economic Daily visited the scene on the morning of December 5. The Property Management Center of Longcheng Subdistrict told the reporter that the Subdistrict Office had organized the city supervisor, the comprehensive management, the material management to intervene and coordinate with the Huanggekeng Community. At present, the first thing for the subdistrict to do was to verify whether the shop had relevant legal permits for the operation as a meat and vegetable market; the second was to coordinate the property owners’ committee of Zhonghaikang City to collect the views of property owners; and the third was to require shop operators to suspend the decoration before the above two issues were clarified. To the questions posed by the property owners, relevant arrangements would be made regarding decoration, engineering and business management.


Event nine: construction of nursing home in a community in Shanghai was boycotted by owners, “Death Home, Get Out of the Community”

In August 2015, a nursing home was planned to be built in a residential area in Shanghai but it was boycotted, and some owners even put up a banner reading “Death Home, Get Out of the Community”. At the entrance of the residential community, residents wrote in big red characters on the billboard: “Shanghai’s house prices are soaring, so are the house prices in Yangpu, while the house prices of our community are plummeting. The so-called ‘positive energy’ of the nursing home has led to a negative growth of every household’s property”.

The disclosure of the news sparked heated discussions in society. Sina, Tencent, Netease and other portal websites had all reported the incident. The official WeChat account of Chinese News published an article entitled “Nursing Home = Death Home? Don’t Get Old If You Dare!” A resident of the community, Mr. Jiang, said in an interview with a reporter from CNN that there were three main reasons why they were so opposed to building a nursing home in this area: first, the building used for the nursing home did not have house property ownership certificate, so it was an illegal construction; second, the nursing home was adjacent to the homes of the surrounding residents with only one entrance and exit, so it was subject to safety hazards; and third, the nursing home had a morgue or hospice room, which would have an impact on the lives and psychology of nearby residents.

The project was halted because of strong opposition from local residents.


Event ten: Hong Kong proposed to build a super funeral city on the other side of Shenzhen, which was opposed by Shenzhen residents

In early 2015, there was rumor that Hong Kong intended to build an integrated “super funeral city” in the undeveloped area opposite Luohu Port to meet the growing demand for funerals in Hong Kong, and the move might have an impact on many Shenzhen citizens in neighboring areas.

A large number of netizens posted to express their views on the matter after they learned about the news. A netizen named Wudalang said in a post called “Hong Kong Shaling Will Build a Super Funeral City, Which May Cause Great Influence on More Than Ten Villages in Shenzhen” that Shaling in the New Territories of Hong Kong was located on the south bank of the Shenzhen River, near Shenzhen Luohu, Xiangxi, and Huangbeiling.


If Shaling Super Funeral City is successfully constructed, due to the influence of the seasonal southeast wind and southwest wind, not only Luohu and Liantang area, but areas as far as Shekou will be affected by the incineration gas. This will have a huge impact on residents living in the north of the Shenzhen River in the long term.


After making contact, the reporter of Daily Sunshine immediately found the poster of the online post, Chen Hong, the Chairman of Shenzhen Aboriginal No. One Platform Investment Management Co., Ltd. Chen Hong told the reporter of Daily Sunshine that they had no idea about this matter earlier. Then someone informed him that “a crematorium was going to be built in front of their home”, which attracted his attention. “Would you like a large crematorium to be built in front of your house?” Chen Hong said that he immediately learned about the situation, and wrote this post overnight with his subordinate, the Deputy General Manager of the Company, Liang Yongjian.

In the subsequent CPPCC and NPC sessions in Shenzhen, Liang Rui, Secretary of the Party Working Committee, Office Director and representative of Municipal People’s Congress of Nanhu Subdistrict, Luohu District, submitted the proposal “Suggestion on the Coordination on Hong Kong Intending to Build a ‘Super Funeral City’ in Shaling”, and the problem was officially reported to the municipal government level.
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On March 31, 2013, CNNC and Heshan
City jointly signed the CNNC Longwan
Industrial Park Project Investment
Framework Agreement and CNNC
Longwan Industrial Park Project Land
Use Agreement

|

On July 3, the Announcement of Social
ability Risk A sment of NC
Longwan Industrial Park Project was

Fox

published

On July 5, Jiangmen City urgently
convened multiple provincial and
municipal media, and organized a serics
of lectures and press conferences.

l

On July 12, Pang Guomei, Deputy
Secretary of the CPC Jiangmen
Municipal Committee and Mayor of
Jiangmen, made a televised speech on
behalf of the Municipal Government,
stating that the project would not be
approved and construction would not start
until a broad consensus was reached in

the society.

On July 13, the Mayor of Heshan, Wu
Yuxiong, stated at the scene of march that
the Heshan Government respected the
public opinion and decided to cancel the
nuclear fuel project in Jiangmen.

l

On July 14, leaders of Jiangmen
communicated with citizens at the scene.
Vice Mayor of Jiangmen, Huang
Yuesheng, read the government red
heading document in person, promising
that the project would never be launched
under another name.

On April 8, Xinhua Guangdong
Channel reported CNNC to
Invest 40 Billion Yuan to Build
Longwan Industrial Park in
Jiangmen.

>

In March, the villagers in the
project site did not express any
objections, and no large-scale
attention was drawn.

[

On July 3, “stability assess
announcement was simultancously
published in Jiangmen Daily.

[

On July 5, Southern Metropolis

Daily reported“Heshan To Build
Nuclear Fuel Processing Plant”;
on July 9. Southern Metropolis
Dailyreported “Tsinghua Profe-
ssor Talked About Nuclear in
Jiangmen” and Southern Metr-
opolis Daily Network reported
“*Stability Assessment’ Is Not
*EIA’, The Nuclear Project in
Heshan Is Not Filed”. On July
10,Southern Metropolis Daily
reported”Guangdong Jiangmen
Nuclear Fuel Project Was Que-
stioned, And Officials Said It
Was Due to Inadequate Conv-
ersation”

[

On July 12, China Moment rep-
orted “Jiangmen Heshan Nuclear
Fuel Processing Plant Raises Saf-
ety Concerns as Large Numbers
of People Gather in the Streets
1o Protest”™

[

On July 13, Jiangmen Daily rep-
orted “Jiangmen City Govern-
ment: Public Announcement Per-
iod of Nuclear Fuel Project will
be Extended”; CCTV News repo-
rted “Guangdong Jiangmen Nuc-
lear Fuel Project Won't Be Esta-
blished Due to Mass Opposition™.

0

On July 15, Xinhua Net reported

“Guangdong Jiangmen City Gov-
ernment Issues Notice to Halt
Heshan Nuclear Fuel Projec

On July 4, some people on the

Weibo and forums began to call
for public attention to this
matter.

On July 5-8, public sentiment
further fermented. The
questioning mainly focused on
two aspects: first, whether the
explanation of nuclear safety
was scientific, and second was
the right of public participation
and the right to know.

On July 12, the first anti-nuclear
fuel project march was held.

On July 13, the second anti-nuclear
fuel project march was held.

On 14 July, the third anti-nuclear
fiuel project march was held.
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