Since the first conceptualization of medienarchäologie by Siegfried Zielinski twentyfive years ago, research and scholarship that takes a media archaeology approach
has grown considerably and continues to be of immense interest. The development
of this emerging subdiscipline of media studies and, more specifically, media
archaeology, is so new that there is a substantial lack of scholarly work on social
media archaeology.
Social Media Archaeology from Theory to Practice attempts to fill this scholarly
gap through a collection of the most current interrogations of the social, political,
economic, and cultural impact of social media and the materialities of communication.
Prominent researchers contributing to this volume bring substantial expertise of
their research experience in Australia, Bangladesh, Canada, China, France, Nigeria,
Norway, South Africa, Sweden, Tunisia, Turkey, the UK and the US.
The collection includes a theoretical framework for contextualising the implications
and ramifications of social media archaeology activisms as cultural production,
theory-driven contexts in specific political and transnational situations and
environments, and empirical studies to illuminate the diverse praxis of social media
archaeology.
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CHAPTER 17

Online Accountability Disclosure:
Social Media Use by Environmental
Grassroots Organisations in China
Ming Xie and Chin-Chung Chao

Abstract This chapter focuses on the social media use by environmental
grassroots organisations in China, to discuss the role of social media in
accountability building in the nonprofit sector. Through two months of
online observation of three environmental grassroots organisations’ social
media activities, this research finds that these organisations have used social
media to disclose organisations’ information such as financial performance
and events. They also have used social media innovatively to engage with
various stakeholders and promote the organisations’ visibility and advocacy
work. Their online accountability building has focused on both information
sharing and stakeholder engagement. Although some of the organisations
face challenges such as lack of funding and professional staff, social media
allowed them to build communities with donors and volunteers as well as
engage with them through meaningful activities. Within the authoritarian
context of China, when channels of political participation and advocacy are
limited, social media have played a supplementary role for these organisations
to promote environmental protection and justice.
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Introduction
Currently, most nonprofit organisations, no matter their size, mission, and
type, all have a social media presence. However, it does not mean that they
are using social media at the same level and for the same purposes. Social
media has been praised as a technology of participation with the potential to
bridge citizens and politics, to increase citizen participation in the legislative
process, and to respond to the perceived crisis in a representative democracy
(Ranchordás, 2017; Wright, 2016). For grassroots nonprofit organisations,
diverse social media activities, and platforms allow them to convey their
transparency and accountability to their stakeholders. Social media has been
viewed as the primary means of civic engagement for grassroots organisations
because of the feature of free and open access to information sharing, equal
participation, and deliberate decision-making (Kruse et al., 2018; Zhou &
Pan, 2016). Nonprofit scholars have started the discussion of the impact
of information technology on accountability and conceptualised virtual
accountability (Dumont, 2013) and web-based accountability (Dainelli,
Manetti, & Sibilio, 2013; Saxton & Guo, 2011; Slatten et al., 2016). However,
the extent to which social media positively impacts civil engagement is
difficult to measure. The proliferation of social media prompts a question
regarding whether social media is able to revitalise Habermas’ (1974) idea
of the public sphere. With the development of globalisation and information
technology, opportunities and challenges co-exist for the development of
democratic civil society.
Environmental grassroots organisations in China have been active
social actors for environmental advocacy, social change, and community
improvement. With the increasing requirement for these organisations to
receive funding and facilitate collaborations with international organisations,
accountability has been one of the main aspects for them to demonstrate their
professionalisation and performance. Also, demonstrating accountability has
been a challenge for many grassroots organisations. Focuses on three specific
environmental grassroots organisations in China, this research provides
a valuable perspective for the existing literature on online and virtual
accountability of grassroots organisations in the digital age.
This research is important in both theoretical and empirical aspects.
The purpose of this research is to capture grassroots civic engagement
practices through social media. Specifically, this investigation seeks to better
understand the role social media play in situating grassroots organisations in
the public sphere. This research integrates the online presence of grassroots
organisations into the examination of civic engagement. This chapter aims
to discuss the role and impact of social media from the aspects of online
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accountability, to understand social media’s potential to engage people in
communicative action to realise a publish sphere and participatory democracy.
Literature Review
The literature review section summarises the literature and main discussions
regarding grassroots nonprofit organisations’ accountability building and
social media use. The section begins within a contextual understanding of
environmental grassroots organisations. It is followed by a summary of the
literature on accountability mechanisms through social media for grassroots
organisations. Next, a review of the debates on social media as a public
sphere is presented.
Grassroots Organisations
Grassroots organisation is a contextually contingent concept that cannot
be generally understood across country contexts. Smith (2000) defines
the grassroots organisation as “locally based, significantly autonomous,
volunteer-run, formal nonprofit (i.e., voluntary) groups that manifest
substantial voluntary altruism as groups and use the associational form of
organization” (p. 7). He suggested that grassroots organisations have formal
membership of volunteers and there is no clear line between grassroots
organisations and paid-staff voluntary groups. Based on shared values and
beliefs, solidarity, mutuality, and voluntary altruism, grassroots organisations
are positioned as a bottom-up approach of empowerment and participation in
contrast to the elitist and top-down approach of social change (Glover, 2004;
Nygreen, 2017; Smith, 2000). In the context of China, the relationship with
the government is the most important component to understand grassroots
organisations. Thus, grassroots organisations are defined as organisations
that self-identified themselves as the opposite of mainstream (Zhou & Han,
2018), “with few or no ties to the government and closer ties to grassroots
communities and their concerns”(Shieh, 2017, p. 1790), and “privately
operated, bottom-up nonprofits that were established and managed by
individuals rather than government agencies” (Lu, Deng, Huang, & Chen,
2018, p. 540).
Understanding the concept of grassroots organisations needs to be based
on historical and cultural backgrounds, legal frameworks, and political
institutions. Especially in countries with hostile environments toward
civil society organisations, citizens take the initiatives to build informal
associations and coalitions for public service delivery and community
development. As Roelofs (1987) noted, “Sometimes it is necessary to

348

Ming Xie and Chin-Chung Chao

create ‘grassroots’ organizations to generate adequate political pressure for
reforms—or to overpower competing versions of reform” (p. 34). Bothwell
(2002) also suggested that grassroots organisations “are the bedrock of the
theory of citizen participation in a democratic society” (p. 383). The bottomup grassroots organisations take an active role to represent marginalised
communities, propose and disseminate alternative policies, and create and
maintain a vibrant civil society and public space for participatory democracy.
Based on the Communist Party’s ideology and the primary purpose to
stabilise the monopoly power of the party, grassroots organisations in China
have had the opportunities to develop with limited autonomy. With the
slow emergence of civil society and the public sphere, China is a unique
example in contemporary society regarding the power relations between the
government and grassroots organisations and the future development of the
civil society sector. Specifically, bottom-up grassroots organisations reflect
the tension between autocratic ideology and the development of civil society
on the one hand; on the other hand, they might be a direction for the ongoing
development of civil society toward democracy.
Online Accountability and Social Media
Accountability is a crucial component of deliberative democracy (Williams
& Taylor, 2013) and civil society organisations’ legitimacy (Edwards &
Hulme, 1996). Online accountability is defined as “the provision of inclusive
and transparent organizational practices that serve to demonstrate or
enhance accountability on the Web” (Lee & Joseph, 2012, p. 170). With the
developments of information technology, especially social media, grassroots
organisations have had various tools to disclose organisational information,
engage with stakeholders, and address accountability issues.
Before we look at the accountability mechanisms, it is necessary to have
a clear definition of social media. Scholars have used different terms such
as social media, social networking sites, social media networks to describe
the Internet-based information sharing and communication platforms. The
terms are used interchangeably or simultaneously (Evers et al., 2013; Kane
et al., 2014). Some scholars also argued that social media emphasises the
media function of information dissemination and broadcasting, while social
network focuses on the ties and connections among individuals, groups,
organisations, and societies (Coiera, 2013). For example, Ellison and Boyd
(2013) described social networking sites as a distinct type of social media.
However, with the rapidly evolving technology with new features, it might
be hard to differentiate various types of social media technologies that solely
focus on specific types of functions. Therefore, this research uses social
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media as a broader concept and focuses on its function in information sharing
and as a channel of communication. More importantly, this research focuses
on social media’s potential to make political communication more accessible
and responsive to the public by enhancing public sphere participation.
Information Disclosure

The nonprofit literature emphasises the primary purposes of organisationallevel social media use: information dissemination, dialogue, community
building, and action (Jansen et al., 2009; Kent et al., 2003; Lovejoy & Saxton,
2012; Saxton & Waters, 2014). Information dissemination refers to the
sharing of the organisations’ news, updates, and activities so that “people feel
connected” (Lewis, Hamel, & Richardson, 2001, p. 18) to the organisation.
Information sharing through social media promotes the legitimacy and
accountability of grassroots organisations. Studies have documented
nonprofits most often leverage social media for one-way communication
in the form of disseminating information (Campbell et al., 2014; Lovejoy
& Saxton, 2012; Nah & Saxton, 2013; Shi, 2017; Waters & Jamal, 2011).
For example, Campbell et al. (2014) find that nonprofit organisations are
using social media mostly for marketing and promoting organisational
activities and to “remain up to date in the eyes of key constituencies” (p.
659). Scholars have discussed stakeholder engagement as a two-way and
relational communication strategy that involves and benefits all parties
of interests through improved understandings between organisations and
various stakeholders (Heath, 2006). The link between stakeholders and
the organisation is essential because it may induce more organisational
commitment and cohesiveness (Ohana, Meyer, & Swaton, 2013). However,
the research to date has demonstrated nonprofits predominantly use social
media to engage in one-way communication, rather than generating dialogue
and interaction and fully leveraging social media, given one of social media’s
main features is its function of generating real-time interaction.
Responsiveness to Stakeholders

Scholars have acknowledged that nonprofit stakeholders are unique because
their motivations in the engagement with nonprofit organisations are usually
driven by non-economic benefits such as feeling good or pride. Bruce and
Shelley (2010) defined stakeholder engagement as “the interaction between
an organization and those individuals and groups that are impacted by, or
influence, the organization” (p. 30). Literature on strategic management
and nonprofit accountability (Ospina, Diaz, & O’Sullivan, 2002; Saxton &
Guo, 2011; Saxton, Guo, & Brown, 2007) highlight the need for nonprofit
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organisations to strategically communicate with a variety of stakeholders
to promote the organisation; to garner continued support, and to identify
and assess stakeholder preferences and perspectives. Social media has the
potential to increase dialogic communication with stakeholders in a lowcost, public arena and to provide communication platforms for nonprofits
to reach large numbers of stakeholders quickly, efficiently, and publicly.
With inherent two-way, interactive, communal, and relational features, social
media has provided great opportunities for organisations to engage their
stakeholders and build long-term relationships with them (Saxton & Waters,
2014; Veldeman, Van Praet, & Mechant, 2017), and to redefine stakeholders’
expectations (Manetti et al., 2017).
As Kearns (1996) states, “the range of people and institutions to whom
the public and nonprofit organizations must account includes not only higher
authorities in the institutional chain of command, but also the general public,
the news media, peer agencies, donors and many other stakeholders” (p. 9).
Therefore, Kearns (1996) argues that to be responsive to various stakeholders,
nonprofit managers must practice “negotiated accountability” whereby they
manage accountability expectations from diverse and sometimes conflicting
stakeholders. Ospina et al. (2002) take Kearns work to the next level by
describing two broad categories of stakeholders: upward pulls and downward
pulls. Upward pulls come from stakeholders whom the organisation depends
on for resources and support, including board members, major donors,
government regulators, and other authorities; downward pulls come from
stakeholders who rely on the organisation, including partner organisations,
clients, staff, volunteers, and organisational supporters (Ospina et al., 2002).
These competing pulls require nonprofit managers to develop different ways
to communicate with stakeholders. The challenge for nonprofit organisations
is how to enhance communication channels with a diverse set of stakeholders
and how to produce targeted social media content for both upward and
downward pulls stakeholders. Compared to conventional mechanisms of
communication with stakeholders such as face-to-face meetings, phone calls,
and newsletters, information technology, and social media, in particular,
offer unique opportunities to engage with many different stakeholders
simultaneously.
Social Media as a Public Sphere
Habermas’ (1974) concept of the public sphere emphasises the social
institution encouraging participation of “all citizens” (p. 49) in the process of
public opinion formation. The public sphere is a “communication structure that
refers neither to the function nor to the contents of everyday communication
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but the social space generated in communicative action” (Habermas, 1996,
p. 360). In the public sphere, private individuals gather together, discuss
public affairs, and achieve consensus. Public participation is emphasised
as the core and essential element of a democratic society. Habermas (1974)
stressed the role of mass media in the public sphere where “mediated political
communication” is thus “carried on by an elite” (Habermas, 2006, p. 416).
Due to the one-way and mass-oriented communicative feature of mass
media, the public sphere did not encourage broad public participation but
rather controlled by “a minority of speakers” (Rasmussen, 2014, p. 1316).
With the proliferation of information technology and social media, the
discussion of the public sphere has been expanded from mass media to social
media. Discussions have been around whether technologies can create a
new environment for democratic institutions that are more participatory and
citizen-centric. Chun and Luna Reyes (2012) stated that “social media use in
government is considered a technological innovation and a transforming agent
in generating citizen engagement from campaigns and grassroots-activism
to shared governance promoting democracy” (p. 442). Questions are raised
regarding whether social media platforms such as Twitter and Facebook are
alternative structures of public spheres by encouraging broader participation.
Several studies have identified the function of information technology
and social media to initiate dialogues and interactions between organisations
and their constituents and therefore to foster openness, trustworthiness, and.
For example, Loader and Mercea (2011) stated that social media is able to
revitalise the public sphere by allowing people “to challenge discourses,
share alternative perspectives and publish their own opinions” (p. 760).
However, through empirical studies, scholars have also found that
social media has not realised its potential as a Habermasian public sphere
for deliberation and participation (Bonsón, Torres, Royo, & Flores,
2012; Johannessen, Sæbø, & Flak, 2016; Kruse, Norris, & Flinchum,
2018; McAllister-Spooner & Kent, 2009). These studies have found that
communication through social media is not inclusive and equal to all
stakeholder groups. For example, Kruse, Norris, and Flinchum (2018) argued
that the current discussion of social media to revitalise the public sphere
still stays at the theoretical level and that social media is not revitalising the
public sphere because of the absence of requisites such as civil and political
discourses. Also, Johannessen et al. (2016) found that stakeholders with low
power but high urgency to organisations are more likely to communicate and
promote their interests through social media than other stakeholders. They
argued that only when social media becomes a “true public sphere” and a part
of the formal decision-making process, the stakeholders with high power are
possible participate in social media communication (p. 233).
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Through the above literature, a question remains, beyond the function
of information disclosure, whether social media can be an instrument for
grassroots organisations to effectively engage with stakeholders, foster an
online community, and promote participatory engagement? Especially in
countries such as China, online environmental advocacy needs to be understood
from a context-specific perspective. More importantly, the proliferation of
social media prompts a question of how grassroots organisations establish and
maintain relationships with social actors in the digital age. This examination
will help to gain a better understanding regarding what extent neoliberalism
has been put into practice. It will also help to explore how to facilitate the
endeavor of community-based democratic participation, which allows people
affected by decisions to engage in the ongoing process of issue framing,
planning, decision-making, implementation, and evaluation (Stout, 2018).
Methodology
To address the above question, this research conducted online observation
for three selected environmental grassroots organisations. In China,
grassroots organisations are “privately operated, bottom-up nonprofits
that were established and managed by individuals rather than government
agencies” (Lu, Deng, Huang, & Chen, 2018, p. 540). The word grassroots
[caogen] in Chinese means that the organisations are led by individuals and
nongovernmental actors instead of governmental entities. Therefore, even
some national-level organisations with much full-time staff, such as Friends
of Nature and Shanshui Nature Protection Center, call themselves grassroots
organisations (Ma, 2005).
While grassroots organisations defined by Smith (2000) identify the key
grassroots organisational criteria of being volunteer-led and staffed, this
research includes organisations that have formal or even paid employees.
Allowing these kinds of grassroots organisations into the research sample is
a choice that aims to illuminate contextual differences between the western
theoretical framework and the socio-political context of China. Qualitative
research seeks to identify nuanced differences across contexts and to carefully
explore a social phenomenon and expand current theoretical understandings
of grassroots organisations; thus, the research design needs to be responsive
to emerging challenges when examining non-western case studies. Finally,
three organisations were selected through purposeful and strategic sampling,
Friends of Nature, Green Earth Volunteers, and E. P. Jing. All three cases are
bottom-up organisations that are founded and managed by individual citizens
rather than governmental entities.
Online observation of these three organisations’ social media activities
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was conducted from 1st October to 30 November 2019. The two-month period
of time allowed the authors to obtain sufficient information about multiple
types of messages and was in line with previous research about social media
use by nonprofit organisations (e.g., Saxton & Guo, 2011). The social media
platforms included Sina-Weibo, WeChat, and the organisations’ websites.
Sina-Weibo and WeChat have been the most popular social media platforms
in China. Besides the publicly available social media information, the authors
contacted the organisations’ leaders to ask for permission to join their social
media groups. All three Cases have WeChat accounts, while only Friends of
Nature and Green Earth Volunteers have websites and Sina-Weibo accounts.
The researcher was also able to join several group chats of Friends of Nature
and Green Earth Volunteers. The online observation focused on what kind of
individuals and organisations the research participants interacted with and
what type of content they shared. All organisational information published
on Sina-Weibo and WeChat during the two months was downloaded for
content analysis. The online observation focused on what kind of individuals
and organisations these three organisations interacted with and what type of
content was shared.
Data analysis consisted of content analysis based on the data collected
from the online observation. Based on Lune and Berg’s (2017) suggestion,
the data analysis was conducted in three stages: data display to identify the
themes and patterns from research participants’ responses; data verification
to map out the relationship between themes; and final data analysis. Based
on the categorical data analysis, this research adopted a critical perspective
to analyse how the discourses related to one another or have power over
one another to understand the concept of power relations in the organisation
better.
Research Findings
Over the past forty years, Chinese society has witnessed the resurgence
of civil society and grassroots initiatives in various social aspects, such as
environmental protection, education equity, and migrant workers’ service.
Through online observation, this research finds that social media has enabled
these three organisations to increase their visibility through information
sharing, to build an active and engaged online discourse community, and to
promote individuals and communities’ change through awareness-raising
and calling for action. Regarding social media as a public sphere, this
research finds that the social media activities by environmental grassroots
organisations in China mainly focus on environmental education or less
politically sensitive activities rather than environmental justice and rights
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advocacy. Through the cooperation with the central government to monitor
local governments’ regulations and local situations, these organisations’ civic
engagement activities oscillated between incorporation and provocation,
constantly testing the state’s boundary.
Information Disclosure
As grassroots organisations with very limited social and financial resources,
all of these three organisations have relied on low-cost communication
technologies to share information regarding the organisations’ information,
projects, activities, and events. Compared to nonprofit organisations that
were operated and affiliated with governmental agencies, these organisations
have much more structural, financial, and operational limitations from
the governmental regulatory bodies. For example, a lot of grassroots
organisations could not afford the cost to build their websites. Therefore,
social media have been important platforms for them. Also, since these
three organisations were all founded by social elites in China, such as
university professors, journalists, and former government officials, they
were aware of the usefulness of information technology and social media
for the organisations’ development. They tried to establish a visible online
presence through regular information sharing. For example, Friends of
Nature’s social media content included the presence of the general director
at those events and the board meetings. For example, the protection of the
Green Peacock has been the main activity of Friends of Nature in 2019. Its
posts on Sina-Weibo shared collaborative activities such as an art exhibition
and performance with Beijing Modern Music Institute, domestic foundations,
and other nonprofit organisations. Also, the General Director’s involvement
in the activities was highlighted on their social media platforms. On another
main social media platform, the Sina-Weibo account of Friends of Nature
had 291,108 followers and 11,591 posts as of November 2019. Within the
online observation period, there were 54 posts, which included information
about the volunteer recruitment, the organisation’s events and activities, such
as the event of Green Peacock Protection and environmental public interest
litigations, as well as the discussion of current environmental issues. There
was one post about the board meeting in November, introducing the work
reporting by the general director to the board. Among the posts, stakeholders
such as the domestic foundations, the general director, the project teams, the
volunteers, and partner organisations were mentioned.
Green Earth Volunteers, which was founded by a famous journalist in China,
published weekly news coverage summaries in relation to environmental
protection issues and policies and shared the weekly summary through their
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WeChat account. All subscribers of their accounts have the access to these
weekly summaries. The organisation also publishes its registration information
as well as the volunteers’ information. E.P.Jing focuses on the community’s
trash sorting and management in rural communities and organises monthly
affairs at a local village. On its WeChat account, the organisation publishes
the time and location of the affairs and shares the photos with the audience.
During the online observation period, E. P. Jing’s WeChat account sent out
ten posts, mostly focusing on the village fairs, workshops, and the invited
environmental protection experts.
Besides the general discussion on broader topics, two types of information
were specifically shared within the group. The first was the information
of financial and donation disclosure. The accountant of the Green Earth
Volunteers shared the received money donations within the group. Also, the
collected clothing and books were distributed to the local communities. The
organisation’s volunteers took photos when distributing the donations and
shared the photos in the group chat. The second type of the content was also
from the local communities. The farmers from various places were able to
sell their products such as apples and crops through the group chat.
Generally speaking, both the websites and social media platforms have
been a place for organisations to store and share archived documents such
as the main events, newsletters, and annual reports. As the literature review
suggested, information disclosure has been one of the main accountability
mechanisms for environmental nonprofit organisations in China. All three
organisations have disclosed their financial information through their
annual reports, websites, and WeChat, focusing on funders and donors.
The information disclosure includes both mandatory disclosure and
discretionary disclosure. However, the emphasis on financial performance
and organisations’ performance demonstrates a neoliberal mechanism of
accountability rather than accountability focusing on democratic participation
and public empowerment.
Stakeholder Engagement
As scholars have discussed, one of the main features of social media is its
two-way communication and online community building. Besides the regular
information sharing and disclosure, these organisations have used social
media to actively engage with various stakeholders, mainly focusing on
individual donors and volunteers. Based on the existing literature of nonprofit
stakeholder engagement that categorises upward and downward stakeholders,
these organisations have used social media to engage with both the upward
and downward stakeholders.
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As grassroots organisations, volunteers have been the main workforce
for their daily operation, strategic planning, as well as events facilitation.
Social media engagement has been an effective strategy for them to mobilise
volunteer and community resources. On these organisations’ WeChat
accounts, the information regarding volunteer recruitment is on the main page.
The information includes the volunteer registration form, volunteer events,
and volunteers’ stories. During the registration, volunteers will be asked
whether they would be interested in volunteer training. Currently, Friends
of Nature has 30 volunteers’ stories on its WeChat account. The volunteers
from various industries, including teachers, journalists, financial businesses,
artists, and lawyers, became active volunteers of this organisation, dedicating
to environmental protection. Volunteers are also able to post their own stories
on the organisation’s public WeChat account.
Besides engagement information for the general public, these organisations
also use social media for internal communication through group chats. The
group members with the same interests were able to exchange and share
information on a closed platform. For example, Friends of Nature has a
group chat just open to journalists and the organisation’s staff. The purpose
of this group chat is to make close connections with media for publicising
and marketing. Also, Green Earth Volunteers engages with its donors through
group chat. Its accountant shared the received money donations within the
group chat. Also, when the organisation distributed collected clothing and
books to local communities, the leader and volunteers took photos of the
kids who received the donation in the group chat. The organisation’s leader
explained that it is an effective way to satisfy the donors when they could
see the happy faces of the kids in rural and remote communities through
social media. All the group chats have remained a relatively active discussion
among members. Members were able to share and receive the information
they were interested in. Although most of the content was not directly related
to the organisations themselves, the group chats provided equal opportunities
for the members to communicate with each other.
Environmental Policy Advocacy
In the context of China, on the one hand, the Chinese government is placing
tight control on civil society; on the other hand, because of the deteriorating
environmental issues, the Chinese government has recognised the value of
nonprofit organisations in environmental protection and released a series
of favorable policies regarding environmental nonprofit organisations. For
example, the Environmental Law was amended by the National People’s
Congress, which is China’s legislature, in 2014. The law allows for nonprofit
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organisations to be the complainants of public interest litigations. During the
observation period, Friends of Nature had several Sina-Weibo posts were
about the success of an environmental litigation case and the accepted cases
of several environmental litigations.
Although these organisations are all grassroots organisations with no
affiliations with the government, they have been actively advocated for
policy changes and social changes in the area of environmental protection.
Regarding all the three organisations’ missions, all of them mentioned policy
advocacy. Green Earth Volunteers has launched several ten-year campaigns,
focusing on the environmental issues and local governments’ misconduct in
remote and rural areas. These campaigns demonstrated that environmental
grassroots organisations are able to effectively participate in policy advocacy
in the authoritarian regime of China. Through social media activities, they
were able to collect public opinions on environmental issues, provide
channels for the public to directly participate in environmental policymaking,
and enhance relationships with other organisations and policy-makers.
For E. P. Jing that focuses on a trash sorting system in rural communities,
it has successfully established collaborative relationships with the local
government and local community. In its WeChat account, there were a lot of
stories about the local businesses which have participated in the village fair,
including local restaurants, artistry and craft stores, and thrift stores. Through
the sharing, the organisation was able to demonstrate its contribution to the
local community as well as to encourage more participation. The texts and
photos provided vivid examples regarding the participants’ experiences of
Case 3’s activities and environmental protection practices. Because of the
advocacy of this organisation, the local village was the first village in the city
of Beijing that adopted a systematic trash sorting system, and later became
an exemplar case recognised and promoted by the Chinese government at the
national level.
In summary, social media platforms have been a place for organisations
to store and share archived documents such as the main events, newsletters,
and annual reports. The social media platforms that were open for the general
public lacked engagement activities. For example, the Sina-Weibo posts of
both Friends of Nature and the Green Earth Volunteers had very low numbers
of retweets, comments, and likes, especially when comparing with the alleged
large number of volunteers by these two organisations. Also, the reading
times of the WeChat subscription accounts of these three organisations
were not very high. In contrast, the WeChat group chats have been more
engaged platforms for the members to communicate and share information.
With increased engagement by environmental civil society organisations,
the environmental governance and policy-making process is becoming more
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open. Therefore, the development of civil society and democracy relies on the
ability of civil society organisations to negotiate with the party-state entities
and to mobilise citizen participation.
Discussion and Conclusion
In China, civic engagement is confronting a paradox situation because of
the different attitudes toward civic engagement. With the governmental
acknowledgment of the importance of nonprofit organisations, civic
engagement exists in various aspects of social life and policy-making
processes (Fu & Lin, 2014; Wu, Li, Liu, Huang, & Liu, 2019). Social media
provide opportunities for environmental nonprofit organisations to gather and
disseminate information, mobilise online conversations, and discuss public
events (Dong et al., 2017). More importantly, the practices identified by this
research demonstrates that the examination of civil society is necessary to
explore the “toleration, respect, cooperation, and interest in the common
good, autonomy, communicative and deliberative competence, knowledge,
industriousness, public-spiritedness,” and governmental effectiveness that
are attained through civic engagement (Chambers & Kopstein, 2001, p. 854).
It needs to take into account how the nation-state and institutions create “an
accessible and efficacious public sphere” based on a broader perspective of
social equity and political and socioeconomic context (Chambers & Kopstein,
2001, p. 857).
Echoing the existing literature, this research finds that social media has
been a powerful tool for environmental grassroots organisations to address
limited resource issues and to promote their organisations’ legitimacy,
accountability, and advocacy work. Although the Chinese government has
launched strict control and censorship on both grassroots organisations and
social media platforms, there is still space for these organisations to solicit
and represent public opinions and to urge the communities and individuals’
behavioral change for environmental protection. Through their social media
engagement activities, these organisations were able to bridge the gap between
the policy-makers and the local communities in remote and countryside
areas of China. Their social media activities also encouraged and motivated
individual donors and volunteers to join the online discourse communities
and to promote social changes.
There are several implications of this research. First, for scholars
of neoliberalism and civil society, this research will offer a better
understanding regarding what extent neoliberalism has been put into
practice in the authoritarian regime of China, as well as the relationship
between neoliberalism and civil society within various contexts. Second,
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from a contextual and institutional perspective, it is helpful to understand
the grassroots organisations and their activities to educate citizens, promote
environmental justice, and influence environmental policymaking. For
practitioners, they need to understand the organisations’ accountability and
their role in civil society. Third, the case studies will explore the possibility of
collaboration between grassroots organisations and other social actions such
as governmental and private sectors as well as cross-country collaboration to
address the environmental issues globally.
There will be two directions for further research. First, grassroots
organisations include both service organisations and advocacy organisations.
Although the challenge remains regarding sufficient data collection of some
specific types of organisations in different countries, the qualitative approach
will be necessary to collect intensive and detailed data case by case, to
accumulate our knowledge of the whole landscape of grassroots organisations
in different countries. Second, in order to map the global phenomenon of
grassroots organisation development, cross-country comparison of the
social construction of accountability, and the extent to promote participatory
democracy by civil society organisations, the research can be expanded to
more countries that represent different types of civil society regimes.
Nonprofit stakeholder theories emphasise that nonprofit organisations’
accountability and effectiveness are closely related to the assessment and
perceptions of different and often diverse stakeholders. To maintain their
legitimacy and accountability toward the central government, the three
organisations have formulated their statements of visions, missions, and values
to respond to the government’s needs. Currently, many nonprofit organisations
still see social media as a supplemental part of their communicative strategy.
Most nonprofits use social media to get the word out or to let more people
know who they are and what they are doing, instead of using social media
as an active channel for stakeholder engagement. This paper argues that the
potential of social media as a public sphere can only be realised based upon
the broad understanding of nonprofits’ power relations with other social
actors, taking into account social, cultural, and political influence.
More than 10 years ago, G. Yang and Calhoun (2007) discussed the rising
of a green public sphere in China, which was composed of non-state actors
such as citizens, environmental organisations, and various platforms of media
and information technology. Indeed, environmental nonprofit organisations
such as Friends of Nature and Green Earth Volunteers have played a critical
role in the construction of a green public sphere. The environmental nonprofit
organisations in China have extensively used various platforms and channels,
including traditional media, websites, social media, publications, workshops,
exhibits, and salons, to establish and expand networks, create discourses,
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foster discussions, and attract public attention to specific environmental
issues. During this process, social media can play an important role to create
channels and platforms for public dialogue with the policymakers and other
opportunities for policy and social changes.
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