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CHAPTER 3

Social Media as Mechanism 
for Accountability: Cases of China’s 

Environmental Civil Society

Ming Xie and Chin-Chung Chao

IntroductIon

Arguably, no recent advancement in technology has impacted civil society 
organizations more than the proliferation of social media. Social media 
provides new ways and communication platforms for civil society organi-
zations to connect with constituents and clients, promote their programs 
and work, raise awareness for causes, and garner donations. Scholars have 
studied social media activities (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012) and the influenc-
ing factors of social media adoption and use by civil society organizations 
(Curtis et al., 2010; Maxwell & Carboni, 2016). There is also growing 
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scholarly attention to the development of online accountability (Dumont, 
2013; Saxton & Guo, 2011; Slatten et  al., 2016). Within a neoliberal 
context, civil society organizations “mobilize citizens for politics, advocate 
for causes, and build social capital within communities” and therefore 
develop power relationships with other social actors (Frumkin, 2002, 
p. 25). The power relationships of social actors can also be understood by 
the extent to which these relationships encourage civic engagement in the 
capacity of facilitating “individual growth, attachment to society, and the 
democratic process” (Sobieraj, 2006, p. 52). For civil society organiza-
tions, social media has been seen as a primary means for civic engagement 
(Zhou & Pan, 2016) because of the feature of free and open access to 
information sharing, equal participation, and deliberate decision-making 
(Kruse et al., 2018; Loader & Mercea, 2011; Shirky, 2011). The prolifera-
tion of social media prompts a question of how civil society organizations 
establish and maintain relationships with social actors in the digital age.

The increasing economic and social impact of civil society organizations 
has been a global phenomenon. While nonprofit and civil society organi-
zations have been used interchangeably throughout scholarship, the scope 
of this research will adopt the language of civil society organizations. 
There have been various definitions and proxy concepts across contexts 
regarding the social institutions and organizations beyond the public sec-
tor, the private sector, and the family. These distinctions include civil soci-
ety, nonprofit, nongovernmental, voluntary sector, and third sector 
organizations. For example, nonprofit organizations are primarily used in 
the U.S., while nongovernmental organizations and charity organizations 
are commonly used in China. Wagner (2012) argued that the third sector 
concept represents the economic paradigm while the civil society concept 
represents the political and democratic paradigm. Civil society organiza-
tion is defined as “any legal entity that is nongovernmental, nonprofit, not 
representing commercial interests and pursuing a common purpose in the 
public interest” (Rainey et al., 2017, p. 1993).

Based on shared values and beliefs (Glover, 2004), solidarity, mutuality, 
and voluntary altruism (Smith, 2000), civil society organizations are posi-
tioned as a bottom-up approach of empowerment and participation as 
opposed to the elitist and top-down approaches of social change that is 
espoused by neoliberalism (Nygreen, 2017). Therefore, it is essential to 
explore how civil society organizations build their accountability and 
engage in participatory democracy through social media use. Furthermore, 
the exploration will help gain an in-depth understanding of the extent to 
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which social media has been put into practice and how to facilitate alterna-
tive community-based democratic participation. Therefore, the following 
research question guides the current research:

How do environmental civil society organizations in China construct 
accountability mechanisms and interact with social media upward and 
downward social actors?

The case of China offers a valuable perspective for the cross-context com-
parison with the existing literature regarding the formation and develop-
ment of civil society and democratic practice. Also, this research challenges 
the neoliberalist understanding of accountability. It views accountability as 
a concept of power relations and a lens to understand the role of civil soci-
ety organizations rather than a concept about performance measurement 
and assessment. The analysis of accountability building will enrich the 
accountability literature. Finally, this investigation seeks to understand 
better the role social media and information technologies play in situating 
civil society organizations in the public sphere.

the AdoptIon And use of socIAl MedIA by cIvIl 
socIety orgAnIzAtIons

Although the Chinese government has banned most foreign social media 
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram, the 
Chinese versions of social media platforms such as WeChat, Sina-Weibo, 
and Tencent QQ have been integrated into Chinese people’s daily lives. 
The development of the civil society sector in China is significantly influ-
enced by the proliferation of information technology (Tai, 2006; Yang, 
2003; Yang & Calhoun, 2007; Zhou & Pan, 2016). The literature on 
Chinese civil society organizations explored how Chinese civil society 
organizations use information technology to raise awareness and to express 
their opinions on issues such as domestic violence (Leggett, 2017), disas-
ter relief (Wu & Yang, 2016), feminist movements (Li & Li, 2017), and 
environmental issues (Yang & Calhoun, 2007; Zhou & Pan, 2016).

Focusing on the cultural differences such as collectivism/individualism, 
high/low context, Waters and Lo (2012) compared civil society organiza-
tions in China, Turkey, and the U.S. and examined the cultural impacts on 
organizational online communication and engagement. They found that 
Chinese civil society organizations outperformed American organizations 
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in promoting their accomplishments, demonstrating the influence of 
“Western business principles” (p. 313). Despite the traditional knowledge 
that there would be a lack of civic engagement within authoritarian 
regimes, Wu and Yang (2016) found Chinese citizens’ active use of infor-
mation technology for political participation. More importantly, Chinese 
citizens invented different strategies (p. 2058). Wu and Yang (2016) ana-
lyzed the case of Yiyun, a participatory mapping website that collects and 
shares interactive maps for various types of social services. The website 
allows diverse civil society organizations to collaborate across organiza-
tional boundaries and overcome political restrictions without establishing 
a formal organization. With the growing impact of information technol-
ogy and globalization, social movements have emerged. Kou et al. (2017) 
studied the Umbrella Movement in Hong Kong and its interaction with 
mainland China through social media. Leggett (2017) examined a Chinese 
feminist organization that challenged the status quo of gender roles and 
domestic violence through online engagement. She found that the femi-
nist civil society organization uses “less confrontational engagement strat-
egies to raise awareness of problems, challenge the status quo and 
sometimes criticize subordinate authorities or abstract institutions” 
(p. 2275).

Scholars also explored the social media use by environmental organiza-
tions in China (Büsgen, 2006; Fedorenko & Sun, 2016; Yang & Calhoun, 
2007; Zhou & Pan, 2016). For example, Fedorenko and Sun (2016) 
found that “the Internet has become a predominant public sphere where 
environmental activists play a pivotal role in producing and disseminating 
information to mobilize the public” (p. 2079). Furthermore, they sug-
gested that social media play an essential role “to create sustainable chan-
nels for public dialogue with the State and other opportunities to influence 
the policy in urgent areas” (p. 2099).

socIAl MedIA As An AccountAbIlIty MechAnIsM

With the prevalence of information technology and social media, the 
development of online accountability has attracted scholars’ attention. 
Online accountability is defined as “the provision of inclusive and trans-
parent organizational practices that serve to demonstrate or enhance 
accountability on the Web” (Lee & Joseph, 2012, p. 170). From a social 
constructionist perspective, accountability integrates stakeholder partici-
pation in the decision-making process and involves beneficiaries in 
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organizations’ activities (Schmitz et al., 2012). Ebrahim (2005) identified 
five dimensions of accountability, information disclosure, evaluation and 
assessment, self-regulation, stakeholders’ participation, and organizational 
learning. He also pointed out that the information disclosure and evalua-
tion are generally tangible and repetitive tools, while the latter three 
dimensions are broader than tools and probably intangible. Scholars have 
also proposed two functions of online accountability: information provi-
sion and fostering dialogue from the perspectives of transparency and 
mandatory/voluntary accountability (Tremblay-Boire & Prakash, 2015).

Transparency and Information Disclosure

Transparency has been viewed as generating or improving organizational 
accountability (Anheier et al., 2013). Scholars have argued that transpar-
ency is the essential aspect of responsibility (Bothwell, 2001; Edwards & 
Hulme, 1996), which allows civil society organizations to fulfill their fidu-
ciary and legal duties (Sloan, 2009), to be accountable to stakeholders, 
and to increase the visibility and public scrutiny (Kearns, 1996). Frumkin 
and Kim (2001) pointed out that more information regarding organiza-
tional management and performance would lead to higher transparency 
and accountability. Slatten et al. (2016) stated that more details disclosed 
online might reduce the suspicion, audits, and other investigations from 
regulating agencies. However, studies on what kind of social media con-
tent generate transparency and improves accountability are still 
underdeveloped.

Studies have found that civil society organizations promote organiza-
tional processes, including outcome measurement and strategic planning, 
contributing to their reputation among influential institutional actors 
(Barman & MacIndoe, 2012; MacIndoe & Barman, 2013). However, 
even though civil society organizations have been seen as being more 
accountable for upward accountability (Schmitz et al., 2012), existing lit-
erature has demonstrated the underutilization of social media for financial 
disclosure and performance disclosure (Blouin & Lee, 2013; Saxton & 
Guo, 2011; Slatten et al., 2016). Although, for example, financial disclo-
sure and performance reporting are widely cited ways civil society organi-
zations demonstrate accountability (Ebrahim, 2016), Blouin and Lee 
(2013) found that among the 1769 civil society organizations they stud-
ied, only 43% posted their annual reports, 13% posted audited financial 
statements. Only 3% posted their IRS letters of determination. In 
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addition, Saxton and Guo (2011) found that most organizations do not 
make a concerted effort to disclose their financial and performance infor-
mation through social media. Also, Saxton, Neely, and Guo (2014) 
claimed that performance and annual report disclosure online is more 
critical than financial disclosure for current and potential donors. They 
suggested that deciding how much financial, strategic, and performance 
information they should disclose online is critical for civil society organiza-
tions to get charitable contributions.

 Online Community Building
In 2011, the mobile phone-based application WeChat was launched by 
Tencent Company, which has become the most popular social media plat-
form over Sina-Weibo. As of September 2019, WeChat had 1.08 billion 
monthly active users. Compared to Sina-Weibo, which focuses on user- 
generated content posting and sharing, WeChat is a more comprehensive 
platform with multiple functions such as instant messaging, audio and 
video chat, individual posts, online shopping, and gaming. Besides the 
one-on-one chat, WeChat features a group chat function that allows up to 
500 users to communicate within a group. The group chat function pro-
vides a closed network and cultivates an alternative public sphere (Tu, 
2016), in which family members can use civil society organizations or any 
collaborative group to plan events, share information, and generate 
discussions.

Compared to other social media platforms featuring instant messaging 
and content sharing, one of the main features of WeChat is official 
accounts, which include three categories: service account, subscription 
account, and enterprise account. The three categories of accounts have 
different purposes and can post different posts each month (Table 3.1). 
Generally speaking, the official accounts allow individuals and 

Table 3.1 Official accounts categories of WeChat

Service account Subscription account Enterprise account

Main 
function

Provide service Disseminate information Internal communication 
and management

Users Companies, 
organizations

Individuals, companies, 
organizations

Companies, organizations

Number of 
posts

Four times per 
month

Everyday No limitation
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organizations to send out posts of text, images, audio, and videos to mas-
sive followers. WeChat users can follow an official account through QR 
code scanning or ID search and receive services and information through 
the account.

Among the three types of WeChat official accounts, service accounts 
and subscription accounts are the most used. These two types of accounts 
have different functions and post limitations. For instance, a service 
account can post four times per month, while a subscription account can 
post every day. Enterprise account is mainly used for an organization’s 
internal communication. Based on organizations’ types, they can open 
either service or subscription account, or both.

Mandatory Accountability Versus Voluntary Accountability

Compared with requirements for civil society organizations to be account-
able to government regulators, funders, and other upward stakeholders, 
the accountability based on information technology is a kind of voluntary 
accountability. Without mandatory responsibility and the formal standards 
and criteria such as auditing, accounting, and reporting systems of the 
governmental regulators, civil society organizations can decide what infor-
mation is shared and disclosed over social media. Through voluntary 
information dissemination, civil society organizations can legitimize their 
presence, elevate organizational images and perceptions, build reputations 
among various stakeholders (Manetti et al., 2017), and monitor the spread 
of awareness of their mission and issues (Appleby, 2016). For example, 
Svensson et al. (2015) found that civil society organizations share general 
information about the program or organization, including “events, news 
updates, and grants and funding approval focus on what the organization 
or one of its programs have achieved such as participation and funding 
milestones as well as program or chapter expansions” (p. 1094). In their 
research specific to social media and advocacy, Guo and Saxton (2014) 
found that information dissemination was focused on “getting the word 
out through the continuing sending of brief messages to the organiza-
tion’s followers” (p. 71). In addition, they found that hashtags on Twitter 
were a handy tool to get the organization’s advocacy message out.

The discussions of transparency and mandatory/voluntary accountabil-
ity focus on how social media content and activities can generate transpar-
ency and accountability for civil society organizations. The social media 
use by Chinese civil society organizations demonstrated that although the 
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civil society organizations face censorship and regulation regarding their 
online activities, they are using social media strategically to navigate and 
balance state control and their expressive function for civic participation, 
democratization, and social change. Social media allows them to gather 
and disseminate information, mobilize online conversations, and discuss 
public events (Dong et al., 2017). Generally, they focus on issue-specific 
public concerns (Zhou & Pan, 2016). However, the existing literature 
mostly stays at the descriptive and normative research; a more in-depth 
study is needed to understand the nuanced conceptualization of account-
ability and civil society organizations in Chinese society.

Methodology

This study employs the research method of multiple-case studies. The case 
study can be conducted to answer the “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 
2013) and can offer a prolific and detailed understanding of the variations 
and nuances of social phenomena (Snow & Trom, 2002). As Stake (2006) 
stated, the multi-case study focuses more on particularization instead of 
generalization. To make the research manageable, three cases were identi-
fied, which reflect the distinct characteristics of environmental organiza-
tions in China, to maximize understanding of how environmental 
organizations construct accountabilities and promote civic engagement in 
the digital age. The sample organizations vary tremendously in size, rang-
ing from 8 to 34 employees, from 3 to 25 years.

Online research was conducted by observing these organizations’ 
online activities and conversations through their social media platforms. 
The online observation was undertaken from October 1 to November 30, 
2019, focused on all the available online platforms such as the websites, 
Sina-Weibo, and WeChat. The two-month period allowed the researcher 
to obtain sufficient information about multiple messages and was in line 
with previous research about social media use by civil society organizations 
(e.g., Saxton & Guo, 2011). Sina-Weibo and WeChat are both the most 
popular social media sites in China (Tu, 2016; Zhou & Pan, 2016). Sina- 
Weibo is the Chinese version of Twitter. Sina-Weibo is especially popular 
for business, civil society organizations, and governmental organizations 
(Zhou & Pan, 2016). At its start in 2011, WeChat was a platform for real- 
time communication. In 2012, it launched the public account platform, 
allowing both individuals and organizations to send out posts of texts, 
photos, audios, and videos. WeChat has been seen as a platform that 

 M. XIE AND C.-C. CHAO



53

profoundly changes people’s lives, “mediates information diffusion, public 
discussion, thus promoting the public sphere; it negotiates the relation-
ship between the civil society and the state and creates new forms of daily 
interactions” (Tu, 2016, p. 345). All three cases have WeChat accounts, 
while only Friends of Nature and Green Earth Volunteers have a Sina- 
Weibo account. The researcher was also able to join several group chats of 
Friends of Nature and Green Earth Volunteers. The online observation 
focused on the individuals and organizations the research participants 
interacted with and what type of content they shared. All organizational 
information published on Sina-Weibo and WeChat during the two months 
was downloaded for analysis. The content analysis was helpful to address 
the research questions regarding the dimensions of being accountable to 
whom and what kind of messages have been conveyed by these three cases.

The data analysis was conducted based on online observations. 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. The current research adopted a 
directed data analysis approach, which involves “using more analytic codes 
and categories derived from existing theories and explanations relevant to 
the research focus” (Lune & Berg, 2017, p. 183). The researcher was also 
aware of the emerging themes or surprising information that was not 
expected. Initial themes and additional concepts not mentioned in the 
previous interviews were recorded in memos and used for future inquiry. 
Below in Table 3.2 is the codebook for data analysis.

Table 3.2 Codebook

Accountable mechanism

Performances and resources: being a stable mechanism that 
accounts just for performance and resources

Financial and performance 
disclosure
Regulatory oversight
Evaluation and external 
control

Responsiveness: integrating stakeholder participation in the 
decision-making process and involving beneficiaries in 
organizations’ activities

Stakeholder participation 
and integration

Adaptiveness: organizations’ adaptive strategies and capacity 
that are executed and developed to adjust to the changed 
circumstances

Capacity development and 
organizational changes
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fIndIngs

The development of the civil society sector in China is significantly influ-
enced by the proliferation of information technology (Tai, 2006; Yang, 
2003; Yang & Calhoun, 2007; Zhou & Pan, 2016). Social media provide 
opportunities for environmental civil society organizations to gather and 
disseminate information, mobilize online conversations, and discuss pub-
lic events (Dong et al., 2017). The findings section focuses on activities 
and content on the selected three organizations’ websites and social media 
platforms to explore the online-based accountability mechanisms and 
what accountability messages have been conveyed by these three organiza-
tions. Table 3.3 shows the websites and social media platforms of these 
three organizations.

Information Disclosure and Transparency

Case 1 established its website in June 1999. Case 1 had a website with 
both Chinese and English versions, a Sina-Weibo account, two WeChat 
accounts (one official account and one service account), and several 
WeChat groups. The Chinese website of Case 1 has four main sections: 
Activities, Latest News, Organization Introduction, and Engagement 
Opportunities. As previously mentioned, the website provides archived 
historical documents of the organization, such as the annual reports and 
auditing reports, the organizational structure, contact information, orga-
nizational regulation, change, and the organizations’ projects, activities, 

Table 3.3 Social media platforms of environmental civil society organizations

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3

Website (Chinese) Yes Yes No
Website (English) Yes Yes No
Sina-Weibo 
account

Yes (291,108 followers; 
11,591 posts)

Yes (15,207 followers; 
17,538 posts)

No

WeChat official 
account

Yes Yes Yes

WeChat service 
account

Yes No No

WeChat groups Yes Yes No
Other platforms No BBS Jianshu

 M. XIE AND C.-C. CHAO



55

and publications. In addition, the Engagement Opportunities section pro-
vided information regarding how to become interns, volunteers, and 
monthly donors. Currently, the monthly donations’ data, including 
donors’ names and donation amounts in 2016 and 2017, was published. 
However, the information on the website was mainly before the end of 
2018. As of the time data collection in October and November 2019, the 
researcher only found that Case 1 published one article about the environ-
mental education school in April 2019. Other information was published 
on the website before 2019. At the bottom of the website’s page, there 
were QR codes scanned by cellphone to subscribe to the WeChat official 
account and service account.

The English website had a similar structure, design, and less content 
compared to the Chinese website. It also had information regarding dona-
tions. However, some of the content was linked back to the Chinese web-
site. Some sections, such as the financial disclosure and members’ stories, 
were empty. The organization’s introduction included the organization’s 
vision, mission, core values, and the founder LCJ. There was no informa-
tion regarding the organization’s current structure, such as the board’s 
information.

Similarly, Case 2 had both Chinese and English websites. The Chinese 
and English websites provided information regarding the organization’s 
introduction, projects, archived documents such as daily newsletter, and 
media coverage related to environment protection. At the bottom of the 
English website, there was information regarding the needed volunteers 
and donations. On the English website, the first page had a link to the 
website of the Guardian Environment Network and highlighted that Case 
2 was a part of the network. However, the English website’s latest content 
was published in January 2019, while the Chinese webpage was updated.

Sina-Weibo is a Twitter-like platform in China. Since its launch in 2009, 
it has become the biggest online platform and the most used social media 
platform for individuals and organizations. Many social issues such as 
scandals, government corruption, environmental problems, and social 
conflicts have been revealed and attracted public attention through Sina- 
Weibo. As of June 2019, Sina-Weibo had 486 monthly active users 
(Table 3.4).

Case 1 and Case 2 both have Sina-Weibo accounts (Table 3.2). As of 
November 2019, the Sina-Weibo account of Case 1 had 291,108 follow-
ers and 11,591 posts. Within the online observation period, there were 54 
posts, including information about the volunteer recruitment, the 
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organization’s events, and activities, such as Green Peacock Protection 
and environmental public interest litigations, and the discussion of current 
environmental issues. Case 1 had 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 orga-
nizations were mentioned. Among the 54 posts, 3 posts were about public 
participation in governmental policy-making. On November 11 and 12, 
Case 1 posted two posts regarding the regulation of the eco-certification 
for the mails and packages by the National Post Bureau. On November 
21, a post was about the public opinion solicited by the National Energy 
Bureau regarding the regulation of small hydropower projects. The posts 
shared the links and encouraged the public to provide suggestions for 
soliciting. On November 21, the post was retweeted 32 times, which was 
the most retweeted post during the observation period.

Overall, the Sina-Weibo account of Case 1 lacked engagement with the 
followers. Among the 54 posts, usually, there were only no more than ten 
retweets or likes. The post which got the most retweets was retweeted 32 
times. Most of the posts did not have any comments.

As of November 2019, Case 2 had 15,207 followers and 17,538 posts. 
Within the online observation period, there were 49 posts, mainly focused 
on the field trips of the founder WYC and the news coverage related to 
environment protection. For example, WYC had trips to Iceland and the 
Balkans in the fall of 2019. She recorded the videos of her trip. The videos 
were edited and shared on Sina-Weibo. There was no information regard-
ing the organization and no comments and likes from followers. The Sina- 
Weibo platform was more like an information-sharing platform than a 
communication and interaction platform for Case 2. Of the 49 posts, 19 
included videos, and 30 had external links to the original media coverage. 
The content on Sina-Weibo reflected the emphasis on the media by Case 

Table 3.4 Sina-Weibo accounts of Case 1 and Case 2

Sina-Weibo Case 1 Case 2

Followers 291,108 11,591
Posts in total (November 2019) 11,591 17,538
Posts between October 1 and November 30, 
2019

54 49
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2. The collected news coverage was all from both traditional and new 
media outlets. Also, the content had shown the substantial personal influ-
ence of the founder WYC.

Online Community Building

Besides information disclosure, these organizations have used social media 
to build their online communities since they started using social media. 
Three organizations have official WeChat accounts. As of November 
2019, the subscription account of Case 1 had 632 posts, Case 2 had 57 
posts, and Case 3 had 172 posts. Unlike Sina-Weibo, the users cannot see 
the total number of followers of the WeChat official account but can only 
see how many of the users’ friends are following the same official account. 
Also, the users can see how many times the accounts’ posts have been read 
and all the other users’ comments. The WeChat subscription accounts’ 
information is shown in Table 3.5.

Case 1 has one subscription account and one service account. The sub-
scription account is more like an integration of the website and interaction 
platform. There were three sections on the account’s main page: About 
Us, Support Us, and Funny Stuff. The About Us provided similar infor-
mation as the website, including the organization’s history and founder 
LCJ, the annual reports, the newsletter of environmental public interest 
litigations, and the members’ stories. The Support Us provided informa-
tion regarding the contact information of the litigations, the volunteer 
opportunities, monthly donation acceptance, and disclosure and hiring 
information. In addition, the subscribers could fill out the online forms of 
litigations, volunteer registration, and event sign-up.

The Funny Stuff section was more about environmental protection 
information such as reading lists, house renovating knowledge and skills, 
and kid games. Besides the three areas, the account sent out a daily post 
directly to the subscribers. The subscribers could access the post on their 

Table 3.5 WeChat subscription accounts

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3

Number of total posts 632 57 172
Number of posts during the observation period 44 43 10
Average reading times of each post 1255 12 656
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information page without logging in to the account’s main page. The 
subscription account stated that it aimed to share the latest environmental 
protection information, activities, stories, and daily life tips with the sub-
scribers. For example, memorizing the founder LCJ on October 28, 2019, 
got the most readings, 15,000 times. In contrast, the purpose of a service 
account was to provide a platform for donors and volunteers to keep track 
of the donations and volunteer opportunities and find interest groups and 
activities. At the service account, the subscriber was able to manage their 
contributions.

Like its Sina-Weibo account, the WeChat subscription account of Case 
2 was also mainly about the newsletter of the environment protection 
media coverage. Within the two months, two journalist salons’ informa-
tion was shared on the account. According to Table 3.5, the reading times 
of Case 2’s posts were very low, only 12 reads of each post. Also, the posts 
that got the most times were about the journalist salons (185 and 98 times 
for two posts, respectively). The part-time employee responsible for the 
WeChat management explained that all the newsletters were sent directly 
to the subscribers’ emails. Therefore, the people who were interested in 
the information might have gotten the information through emails. 
Consequently, they did not need to access the newsletters through WeChat.

There were three sections on the main page of Case 3’s WeChat 
account: Activities, About Us, and Engagement. The Activities included 
the village fairs, the conference held by Case 3, and workshops. The About 
Us introduced the organization’s history, mission, and primary focus. In 
the Engagement section, information included volunteer recruitment, the 
participation of the village affair, and tour organizations. The account sent 
out ten posts during the observation period, primarily focusing on the vil-
lage fairs, workshops, and the invited environmental protection experts. 
Although most of the WeChat posts of Case 3 did not have many read-
ings, the communication director believed social media was necessary. 
She stated,

This study could not determine that social media has been very effective for 
us, but it is necessary. Sometimes when you want to introduce the organiza-
tion to someone, or when someone wants to know more about our organi-
zation, social media would be a convenient platform. I can easily share our 
WeChat account with others, seeing the organization's introduction and 
previous posts.
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It has to be noted that both the subscription accounts of Case 1 and 
Case 2 provided information regarding the organizations’ registration 
numbers and registration type. According to the platform statement, the 
Tencent company and a third party inspect the organizations’ information 
each year. Therefore, for Case 3, although its introduction stated that it 
was a professional public interest institute focusing on waste sorting in 
rural areas, the account was categorized as a personal account rather than 
an organizational account.

Construct Accountability Through Meaningful 
Stakeholder Engagement

One of the main features of social media is its two-way communication 
and the function of user engagement. These organizations engage with 
their stakeholders through various social media activities. For example, the 
Chinese website of Case 2 disclosed the bookselling information and 
upcoming events. More importantly, it provided more engagement infor-
mation. For instance, on the first page of the Chinese website, there was 
also a QR code to subscribe to the WeChat official account of Case 2. 
Besides the information about volunteer recruitment, there was a section 
called “Pollution Report.” The website provided information regarding 
reporting pollution in local communities and promised to keep the reports’ 
anonymity.

Furthermore, there was also a link to a public forum. The public forum 
had nine themes: Forum Announcement, Home for Environmental 
Journalists, Weekend Jokes by the founder WYC, Me and Case 2, River 
Watch Project, Public Discussion of Environment, Yellow River Decade 
Project, River Decade Project, and Environment English. Under the nine 
themes, users could post and join discussions. As of November 2019, it 
had 52,376 users and 1416 posts. The posts included suggestions for vol-
unteer recruitment and the projects of Case 2, reports on local environ-
mental issues, and personal stories and experiences related to Case 2.

The WeChat official accounts are open to the general public; anyone 
can subscribe to the accounts through scanning the QR code or searching 
ID. In contrast, group chats are a relatively compact system; people can 
only join the group chats through the invitation from the existing mem-
bers in the group. Therefore, if the official accounts can be viewed as a 
type of mass communication, the group chat is more like organizational or 
small group communication, which features a close connection or shared 

3 SOCIAL MEDIA AS MECHANISM FOR ACCOUNTABILITY: CASES… 



60

interest among the group members. A WeChat group chat can have a 
maximum of 500 members. Each member can send out texts, visual mate-
rials, documents, and links in the group. The researcher was able to join 
two group chats of Case 1 and two group chats of Case 2. The content of 
the four group chats was collected from October 1 to November 30, 
2019. The general information of the four group chats is shown in 
Table 3.6.

The botanic group is composed mainly of the members of the botanic 
interest group of Case 1. The discussions in the group chat mostly were 
about the plants and the activities of the Botanic interest group. The 
members posted the photos of the plants they saw and asked for informa-
tion such as their names and categories or tips for taking care of a specific 
plant. The group chat was like a knowledge exchange platform for people 
who are interested in plants and nature. The members were from various 
places all over China, such as Beijing, Hainan, Guangdong, and Shandong. 
One member sent outposts of advertisement twice but received no 
responses. Another member posted discussions related to political issues. 
Other members immediately criticized the member. The other members 
said that the group chat was for interest in plants but not for political 
discussions.

Table 3.6 Group chats information

Case 1 Case 2

Botanic group Media group Big family Yellow River decade 
project

Members 470 179 438 32
Active 
members 
during 
observation

141 16 135 16

Main topics Plants; birds; 
traveling; group 
activities;

Events and 
newsletters

Finance and 
donation 
disclosure, 
activities, 
environment 
protection 
knowledge

Protection of the 
Yellow River and 
the tamarisk trees; 
project documents 
sharing

Function Member 
communication

Information 
dissemination

Member 
communication

Member 
communication
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Compared to the botanic group chat, which had more communication, 
the media group was more like an information dissemination platform. 
The members of this group included the communication staff of Case 1 
and journalists from various media platforms such as the Central Television 
Station, Xinhua News Agency, and several newspapers and journals. The 
communication director of Case 1 was the main person who was manag-
ing the group chat. She introduced that the purpose of this group was to 
make close connections with various media outlets and provide informa-
tion resources for the media to report the activities and events of Case 1. 
Therefore, most of the information in this group was about the upcoming 
events of Case 1, such as conferences, workshops, and activities and a 
regular newsletter of the events summary of Case 1.

In the big family group chat of Case 2, discussions have had more 
diverse topics such as establishing national parks, donation soliciting, and 
the experienced pollutions in local communities. Besides the general dis-
cussion on broader topics, two types of information were shared explicitly 
within the group. The first was the information about financial and dona-
tion disclosure. The accountant of Case 2 shared the received money 
donations within the group. Also, the collected clothing and books were 
distributed to the local communities. The organization’s volunteers took 
photos when distributing the donations and shared the photos in the 
group chat. The second type of content was also from local communities. 
The farmers from various places could sell their products through the 
group chat, such as apples and crops.

The group chat of the Yellow River Decade Project 2019 was for the 
project’s participants, including organizers, volunteers, participants, and 
residents. Therefore, the group chat did not have many members, but the 
information was more targeted and focused on the project. During the 
field trip in summer 2019, the group chat was the primary communication 
platform for the 2019 trip members to share personal feelings and reflec-
tions. For example, the photos from the local communities when they 
received the donations were shared within the group. Also, because each 
participant was required to write at least one daily journal for the trip, the 
group chat served as a coordination platform for the organizers and par-
ticipants to share and manage documents. In addition, other information 
related to environmental protection, especially the protection of Yellow 
River and tamarisk trees, was discussed within the group.

Besides Sina-Weibo and WeChat, Case 3 used Jianshu, an online blog 
website, to publish the working summary and reflect on the organization’s 
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management. Her purpose was to use blogs as an internal communication 
channel between her and her colleagues and avoid misunderstandings. 
She said,

In 2018, we had a lot of internal conflicts among the staff. Our work was 
arduous, and we had different opinions about the organization's develop-
ment. And sometimes, I just felt that it was hard to talk with them. So, I 
hoped the blogs could be a way for us to understand each other.

Overall, all the group chats have remained a relatively active discussion 
among members. As a result, members were able to share and receive the 
information they were interested in. Although most of the content was 
not directly related to the organizations, the group chats provided equal 
communication opportunities.

It has to be noted that the social media use by these three organizations 
has shown the characteristic of lower social recognition regarding the 
environmental civil society organizations themselves and their activities. 
Even for Case 1, the reading times of their posts were not very high. As 
the board member of Case 2 said, they did not have much public engage-
ment on social media because they targeted environmental journalists and 
policy-makers. Although public participation is the central part of their 
mission, they believed that the achievement of public participation relied 
more on institutional recognition and policy change.

dIscussIons

The social media use by the three organizations has had both similarities 
and differences. First, the information sharing and engagement activities 
on social media have a similar frequency, although the three organizations 
have various organizational communication capacities. For example, Case 
1 has the Department of Communication and Public Relations with one 
director and two full-time employees; Case 3 has a communication direc-
tor, while Case 2 does not have any specific staff responsible for commu-
nication. Existing literature has discussed the relationship between 
organizational capacity and social media adoption. For example, scholars 
have argued that organizations with sufficient financial and human 
resources were more likely to allocate resources for social media manage-
ment and development (Curtis et  al., 2010; Kim et  al., 2014; Nah & 
Saxton, 2013; Young, 2017). However, this research found that 
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organizations with limited resources, such as Case 2, could also use social 
media to provide organizations with more resources.

Second, WeChat official accounts were the most used social media plat-
forms for all of them. The official accounts were like an information dis-
semination platform for the organizations to maintain an online presence. 
The websites and social media platforms have allowed organizations to 
store and share archived documents such as the main events, newsletters, 
and annual reports.

Third, generally speaking, the open social media platforms for the gen-
eral public lacked engagement activities. For example, the Sina-Weibo 
posts of both Case 1 and Case 2 had very low numbers of retweets, com-
ments, and likes, especially when comparing with the alleged large number 
of volunteers by these two organizations. Also, the reading times of the 
WeChat subscription accounts of these three organizations were not very 
high. In contrast, the WeChat group chats have been more engaged plat-
forms for the members to communicate and share information.

In terms of social media as an accountability mechanism, the three 
organizations have shown their resource-based accountability based on 
the stakeholders who have held the critical resources for the organizations 
through their social media activities. The various mechanisms and dis-
courses reflected resource-oriented accountability and the power relations 
of different stakeholder groups. For example, all the organizations dis-
closed their financial information. However, the disclosures were at differ-
ent levels and with other purposes. According to the 2018 annual report, 
64% of Case 1’s revenue came from domestic foundations with a business 
background. Therefore, Case 1 has enacted accountability by a profession-
alized organizational structure and demonstrates effectiveness and effi-
ciency through numbers, financial disclosure, and social enterprise 
incubations.

For Case 2, the media, journalists, volunteers, and participants have the 
essential resources and support. Therefore, their accountability mecha-
nisms have been mainly focused on these two groups. First, regular jour-
nalist salons, newsletters, and publications have been the primary way to 
reinforce a close network with the media and journalists. The journalists 
were able to receive the training and information resources from Case 2 
for their media reports. In turn, Case 2 has achieved its goal through the 
mobilization of media and journalists. Therefore, the primary account-
ability mechanism for Case 2 was to retain the mutuality with media and 
journalists. Second, the financial disclosure of Case 2 was targeted to the 
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individual donors to maintain the trust and accountability with the mas-
sive support. For individual donors, they do not care about the organiza-
tion’s financial status and auditing. Instead, they are more interested in 
seeing their donations have been delivered to the people and communities 
in need. The organization published photos of when the local community 
received donations and the number of libraries established books pur-
chased using the individuals’ donations. In the process, Case 2 played the 
role of an intermediary to connect the individual donors with the benefi-
ciaries, and they knew how to satisfy the primary stakeholders’ demands 
and expectations.

In contrast, Case 3’s work focused on mobilizing support from the 
local government and the local community. Therefore, its information dis-
closure focused on the beneficiaries’ experiences and contributions to 
communities rather than the organization itself. As Christensen and 
Ebrahim (2006) defined, accountability is “being answerable to stake-
holders for the actions of the organization, whether by internal or external 
initiation” (p. 196). For Case 3, the stakeholders and resources they held 
were the foundations and the funding they received, the community’s par-
ticipation, and the organization’s reputation. Therefore, although the 
beneficiaries did not provide financial support for the organization, the 
organization’s discourses have focused on the individuals’ responsibility 
for problem-solving. Through their positive description of the active par-
ticipation and the influence on the community, the organization attempted 
to create shared values and joint responsibility of the whole community for 
environmental protection.

Overall, the above understanding and practices of accountability by the 
environmental civil society organizations presented a complex and multi-
dimensional concept of accountability. Understanding the organizations’ 
practices has to be based on understanding the nuanced power relations of 
various stakeholders and each organization’s unique stakeholder groups. 
Even for financial disclosure, it cannot be understood as the accountability 
mechanism for funders. The organizations were disclosing the informa-
tion based on various purposes.

conclusIon

The rising green public sphere was composed of various actors such as citi-
zens, environmental organizations, and multiple media platforms and 
information technology. Indeed, environmental civil society organizations 
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such as Case 1 and Case 2 have played a critical role in constructing a 
green public sphere. In addition, scholars have discussed the potential of 
information technology to be a public sphere for public participation in 
decision-making. For example, Fedorenko and Sun (2016) found that 
“the Internet has become a predominant public sphere where environ-
mental activists play a pivotal role in producing and disseminating infor-
mation to mobilize the public” (p. 2079). They also suggested that social 
media play an essential role “in creating sustainable public dialogue chan-
nels with the state and other opportunities to influence the policy in urgent 
areas” (p. 2099).

However, the review of the websites and social media content of the 
three environmental civil society organizations in China shows limited 
public participation and limited impact on policy-making. First, the con-
tent was primarily issue-based rather than challenging the root cause of the 
issues, which might explain the deteriorating environment after several 
decades’ efforts of environmental activists and organizations. Second, 
information technology has been a tool or instrument for organizations to 
demonstrate their accountability and transparency, lacking the engage-
ment and direct input from the public and the community. Therefore, the 
use of social media reflected the organizations’ understanding of their 
roles and functions in society rather than shaping the relationship among 
civil society organizations, the state, and the public.
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