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dPolitical propaganda

Information intended to shape
people’s political perceptions,
preferences, and behaviors.
(Bernays & Miller, 1928)

UPropaganda evolution
* Traditional Media vs Digital Media
» Passive vs Participatory
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- Social medla propaganda IS not merely propaganda W|th new tools. They represent
-evolutionary strategies of manipulation with infinite possibilities — both benign and mallgnant |
..

O Propaganda is promoted on social media by dozens
of governments (The Washington Post., 2017)

O Social media — visibility and engagement
The information flood has put governments
compete with dissident voices and overwhelming
non-political content to promote propaganda

O Current propaganda strategies on social media
» Deliberate fabrication of interaction (Ferrara et
al., 2020; Woolley & Howard, 2017)
e.g., social media bots, fake accounts
= Misinformation and disinformation (Woolley &
Howard, 2017; Vosoughi et al., 2018)
e.g., rumors, false news

O However, current strategies may increase the
public’'s negative perception of governments and
significantly damage their reputation
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Under the Context of China k
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;
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. Notably, a binary, controlled

| liberalization framework is no longer
|

|

'\‘

appropriate for understanding
Chinese cyberspace

U Instead of “hard” censorship, the Chinese
government is looking for more open, dialogical
strategies to communicate with citizens through
social media platforms N P

O The Chinese government restricted the use of artificial manipulation and disinformation, forcing
propagandists to actively look for effective operation strategies on social media. (Lu & Pan, 2021; Shan, 2019)

1 We observed that the Chinese government has gained substantial popularity on social media,
especially among young people (gaining millions of Generation Z followers).

[ This provides a valuable space for us to explore innovative government strategies for engaging young
audiences on social media.



d Gen Z
= The generation born after 1996.

» Stands as the largest global demographic today
and plays an important role in society.

O This cohort has developed unique characteristics
shaped by the Internet’s inexorable rise (stahl & Literat,
Gen Z Social Media U Statisti Pew R h 2023; Du et al., 2022; Suwana et aI.,2020)
en £ Social Media Usage Statistics - Pew Researc = Spend most of time on social media

» [nclination toward visually appealing content

95% = Prefers user-generated content (UGC)
71% | 70% 65%
48% 42%
Do

= Memetic engagement
YouTube | Facebook. Snapcha-t TikTok Twitter st LinkedIn D More vulnerable tO propaganda and diSinformation
Social Media Platform on social media (Maertens et al., 2023; CBSNEWS, 2016)

O Decline of interest in engaging in political activities
in traditional forms (Barrett, 2018; Schoenbach et al., 1999)
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( Therefore, while propaganda strategies are becoming more diversified and covert on social

. media, it is important to explicitly identify them and explore the information operation by the |

| government, so that Gen Z can be better aware of the underlying intentions and methods |

i used to shape their opinions and behaviors, ensuring a more informed and critical
engagement with online content. )



Aims: Exploring the Chinese government’s innovative strategies to engage Gen Z and
promote propaganda through video-based social media

Three Questions:
0 RQ1: What strategies does the Chinese government use on Bilibili to engage Gen Z?

0 RQ2: To what extent can these strategies engage Gen Z with the Chinese
government’s content posted on Bilibili?

0 RQ3: What are the opinions of Gen Z responding to these strategies?






Grounded Analysis

RQ1:

What strategies do the
Chinese government-
related accounts use on
Bilibili to engage Gen
Zers?

24,136 videos posted by 24
government-related accounts

on Bilibili

Craft Cilickbait Video Titles

~
N

Extract by LIWC

Use Meme Thumbnails

Quantitative Regression
Analysis

Manually annotate a subset
and train model to auto
annotation on left videos

Post Non-political Content

Indicators—»}

Classified by uploader-

"] generated tags on Bilibili

Collaborate with
Influencers

Classified by collaboration
feature (True/False) in
videos metadata

Online User Engagement

(E.g., views, likes, shares)

RQ2:

To what extent can these
strategies engage Gen Z
with content posted by
Chinese governments on
Bilibili?

Predictors

Topic Modeling

|

RQ3:
What are the opinions of
Gen Zers responding to
these strategies?







Bilibili
dSimilar to YouTube, Bilibili is a popular video-
sharing platform in China
 According to Bilibili Official, Gen Z makes up
approximately 86% of all users
dThe Chinese government has had great success
Favorites

on Bilibili, having authorized official accounts with
millions of followers
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Data Overview

dWe selected Chinese Communist Youth Leagues (&[], CYLSs) at the
central and provincial levels, with 24 accounts in total

UThe dataset includes 24,136 videos from 24 central and provincial
accounts, spanning from February 25, 2016, to June 5, 2022

LFor each video: title, thumbnails, authors, user comments, and metadata
(e.g., the number of viewings, likings)



RQ1: Open Coding Analysis

O Previous studies have provided
evidence of new government
engaging strategies on social
media without reaching a
systematic conclusion

O Through open coding analysis,
we conclude and propose four
distinct engagement strategies,
demonstrating their effectiveness in
reaching and influencing Gen Z

O We applied different coding
schemes to each of these
strategies, as shown on the
following slides

RQ2: Quantitative Regression

L Negative binomial regressions
(NBR) were used to further
investigate the relationship between
the four engagement strategies and
Gen Z’s online engagement

O Independent Variables: engaging
strategies

0 Dependent Variables: engagement
metrics, such as views, likes, etc

RQ3: Topic Modeling

0 We performed topic modeling
and content analysis on the
13,107,446 comments of videos
in which the strategies were
applied

O Specifically, Top2Vec model was
adopted, which can
automatically detect the number
of topics without manually
determining the number







I Video Title: Only 3 minutes, let you get excited 4 times!
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MFl‘v Government Account

Strategies:

L Clickbait video titles ﬂ*l*i
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L Non-political contents

Influencers

Fig. 3. Social media strategies of the Chinese government on Bilibili.



O We adopted common characteristics of clickbait
shown in Table 1

= Personal pronouns
" |nformal Language
= Affective process

L Method: We use LIWC to extract the above
characteristics in all 24,136 video titles and
calculate the percentage of total words in the
text that belong to each of the clickbait
characteristics

O Figure: Boxplot of LIWC scores of clickbait
characteristics on the dataset

=  Qverall, the government makes extensive
use of all the clickbait characteristics for
making video titles

Clickbait characteristics

Table 1: Characteristics of clickbait titles.

Clickbait Characateristic

Descriptions

Examples

Personal Pronouns

Informal Language

Affective Process

First-person

Second-person

Slangs

Positive Emotion

Words that refer to the speakers or

writers

Words that refer to the person or

people being spoken or written to

Informal and trendy language often
used on the Internet, such as col-
loquial expressions, internet jargon,

abbreviations, or popular phrases

Express emotions that we typically

find pleasurable to experience

I, me, we, us

you, you guys

YOLO, AKA

Love, nice, sweet

Negative Emotion Expression that evoke feelingsof un-  Hurt, ugly, nasty
happy and sad
First-person - T T T v
Second-person -}—-—{. R '
Positive emutiun-}—-—{tmu N S R ' i
Negative Emutiun-}—- Jlﬂt O O R S A ) ‘e
5|ang-}—- I;lllu-lnu I I I O T T T ¥ [
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O Using pronouns and informal language often gives users a sense of intimacy
and personal involvement for users, allowing governments to create a more
personal connection with their audience.

= CYCLs often use personal pronouns (e.g. |, you)
= They even create their own nicknames, such as Tuantuan ([F][#])
= E.g., “As the New Year 2019 is approaching, Tuantuan has something to tell

you"(2019 Sr FRIRF 2K - HIHS FIE SRR IR 5)

= Affective words are also commonly found in clickbait headlines, as they can
potentially translate into moments of paying attention.

» CYCLs used both positive and negative affective words in crafting their titles,

such as “impressive”, “furious”

= Some of the clickbait titles are emphasized by the “[affective words]...”
structure to further highlight these emotional feelings

= E.g., s ‘[Impressive] Understanding Made-in-China in three minutes.” ( [ZE##]

=T PIE SE T E R AS).



O Memes Thumbnails:

We observed a deliberate use of memes by
governments in the choice of thumbnails

U Method: We manually labeled 2000 video
thumbnails and trained a ResNet50 model to
automatically classify the remaining thumbnails

L The model has identified 3,381 videos with
meme thumbnails out of 24,136 videos

O Many of them are designed to resonate with the
Gen Z audience and break the traditional Gen
Z image of governments as serious, boring,
and outdated parents

0 We conclude these memes into the following
types based on the characters in memes: (1)
animals; (2) animated figures; and (3) humans
(e.g., government officers or well-known

people).
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(b) Meme using animated figures

(a) Meme using animals

M ! —ixeAS

(c) Meme using government officers

(d) Meme using well-known people

Fig. 5. Examples of meme thumbnails.



0 We conclude these memes into the following types based on the
characters in memes:

= animals;
» animated figures;
= humans (e.g., government officers or well-known people).

. : : : SR FreEe BHSEA IR
L Memes containing animals and animated figures are often more = ? W 2]
Casual and humorous Eg’ (a)Memeusmgammalsvr (b) Meme using animated figures
* Fig.5.(a): “If you are my buddy, come and play yah ” (& .55 » Fi3kr
)

= Fig.5.,(b): s “Look at my smart-ass eyes” (BEErsBRYARE)

L The use of human faces is a little more diverse

(c) Meme using government officers (d) Meme using well-known people

» The faces of government officials

» sarcastic and ironic, as the traditional political memes
= E.g., Fig.5.(c): “Heh! That's a load of crap.” (lf! —jkEAS)

«  Some memes with human faces are also served as fun and
pleasurable

= E.g., Fig.5 (d): “Happy! Applaud"” (FF.0x | G5 1 1)

Fig. 5. Examples of meme thumbnails.



0 Method: We assigned content type for each video based on the
tag that was self-designed by the video uploader (i.e., CYLS)

= Political tags: News, Journals, ...
= Non-political tags: Animations, Daily life, ... (Fig 6)
0 We found 7122 non-political videos out of 24,136 videos

O Overall, the government is trying to produce a variety of non-
political content such as daily life and entertainment content to
satisfy Gen Z’s preferences and engage them to interact
with the government

O Figure 7: Count of non-political videos under each tag
= Videos about daily life appear to be the most

prevalent

= Governments also post videos in different
entertainment genres, including music, TV and
Movies, and games, which are most popular
among Gen Z

¢

2558, BE/MMREIRIENE "FIER" AVNBEEFERIRSIN
A B! FAERESRAMEHRIESR
) 17 017-10-30 () 38.1 5 1-18

(a) Animations (b) Daily life

T
(858 IXETRAP, #AKET ! N T e
o BT SIYbE  EUEE SRS
SRS T ® 24.75 2020-5-4
(c) Music (d) Games

Fig. 6. Examples of videos with non-political content.
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O On Bilibili, over 71% of video uploaders belong to Gen Z

O Method: By examining the number of video authors (e.g., Fig 8), we found a total of 926
government-influencer collaboration videos

1 We found 926 collaboration videos out of 24,136 videos

O Interestingly, governments not only created recreational content with influencers, but they also
posted many collaboration videos of political news

News
_ Music
ekl Government ~ Knowledges
Account Mavies and DI_EIIT@S
o @ % Daly life
@ Collaborators E:mg
{Influencers) P
Animation
Dance
The “collaboration™ _ ~Technology
feature indicates that it Creative Chinese D‘E’SIQI‘I'

: i a collaboration video SDU_Fl".i.'
Bl |
N

Tag narme

Enlertainnggnt-
: rs
=1 Y Documendation 1 . . .

m 0 50 100 150 200 750 300

"REEIME, itDMATDM " Counts

Fig. 8. Example of collaboration videos. Fig. 9. Barplot of the number of collaboration videos under different tags.
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O We applied negative binomial regression (NBR) to
measure the correlation between the multimodal
metrics of Gen Z’s online engagement and four
government engagement strategies

O Dependent variable: user engagement metrics

Consuming Level _ Viewing < - - - ===== ‘& i

We categorize engagement into three levels based active Promotion Level &=m  Ssharing

on Gen Z's efforts and participation in
disseminating videos
= Consuming: Views
» Passive promotion: Likes, Coins, Favorites
= Active promotion: Sharing

O Independent variables: Engagement Strategies

Passive Promotion Level -

Favorites

Coins

Likes
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0 Independent variables: Engagement Strategies

Table 2: Descriptive summaries of independent variables.

Engaging Strategy Value Types Videos Count
Non-political Content Categorical: non-political / political 7,122 /17,014
Government-influencer Collaboration Categorical: collaborative / non-collaborative 926 /23,210
Meme Thumbnails Categorical: memes / non-memes 3,381 / 20,755
Clickbait Titles

First-person Pronoun
Second-person Pronoun

Positive Emotion Numerical scores

Negative Emotion

Slang

24,136




&

Table 3: Result of negative binomial regression: viewing. ***p <
0.001; *p=<0.01; "p=0.05.

Viewings
a All engagement strategies positively Coef Std. Err p
contribute to the number of views Non-political Content 032  0.053 n
_ Government-influencer Collaboration 0.82  0.065 -
0 The government-influencer ‘ .
collaboration is the most predictive factor ~ Thumbnails Meme 030  0.042
for driving viewership, resulting in an Clickbait Titles
82% Increase
First-person Pronoun 0.07 0.014 i
Second-person Pronoun 0.12  0.050 *
Positive Emotion 0.05  0.008 e
Negative Emotion 0.10  0.009 e

Slangs 0.11  0.008 i




U The government-influencer collaboration continues to be the most effective, increasing
the number of likes, coins, and favorites by 114%, 229%, and 150%, respectively

0 The non-political videos also contribute greatly to the enhancement of coins (coef: 0.81)
and favorites (coef: 0.62)

Table 4: Result of negative binomial regression: likings, coins, and favorites. ***p < 0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05.

Likings Coins Favorites

Coef Std. Err. p Coef Std.Err. p Coef Std.Err. p

Non-political Content 0.16  0.048 - 0.81  0.057 T0.62  0.056 i

Government-influencer Collaboration 1.14  0.060 220 0.072 X150 0.070 wEE

Thumbnails Meme 0.29 0.039 = 0.01 0.046 - 0.17 0.045 i
Clickbait Titles
First-person Pronoun 0.11  0.021 009 0.024 T0.07  0.054 i
Second-person Pronoun 0.09  0.047 * 0.04  0.017 010 0 0.017 e
Positive Emotion 0.08 0.008 =012 0.009 =t 0.09 0.009 e
Negative Emotion 0.10  0.08 012 0.010 T 006 0.010 i

Slangs 0.12 0.007 r0.10 0.009 011 0.009 *
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Table 5: Result of negative binomial regression: sharing. ***p <

0.001; **p=<0.01; *p=<0.05.

Sharings

_ . Coef Std. Err p
d All engagement strategies positively

contribute to the number of shares Non-political Content 0.59  0.058
Government-influencer Collaboration 1.28  0.072 i
d Government-influencer collaboration Thumbnails Meme 033 0.046
showed the largest positive correlation
with shares, boosting them by 128%. Clickbait Titles
First-person Pronoun 0.06  0.016 i
Second-person Pronoun 0.09  0.017 *
Positive Emotion 0.09  0.009 e
Negative Emotion 0.13  0.010 i

Slangs 0.12  0.009 e




 Topic Model detected 9450 topic clusters
on 13,107,446 comments, with some
clusters that might share similar themes

L Some clusters that might share similar
themes. For each strategy, We searched
for keywords corresponding to it and
summarized the clusters of texts with
cosine similarity greater than 0.5 to these
keywords as the thematic clusters for that
strategy.

U Table 6: The topics related to
strategies and the top 10 words with
the highest similarity

Table 6: List of topics related to engaging strategies

Strategies Topics Keywords

Clickbait Titles Nicknames of CYCL TuanTuan([# [#]), Yeah, TuanZi([f] ¥, up(uploader), Gongging-
(T1) tuan, XiaoTuan(/|>#]), official, account, submission, PiTuan(fZ [#])
Opinions to Titles (T2)  Title, prankish(# i), enchanting(Ji ), banter(¥%%), joke, first

Meme Thumb-
nails

Feelings (T3)

Describe and make fun
of meme (T4)

glance, click, view, wrong words, sarcastic
Regard as, first glance, thumbnails, damn(l'} ¥£), surprising, ele-

gant, kiss, handsome, funny, face, click, a few second

Smile, face expression, eyes, cute, Hua, Qian, idiots, mock, taunt,

cover

Non-political

Feelings (T5)

Wow, update, favorite, hahaha, a must-see, recommend, good to

Content hear, exciting (), awesome, like
Discussion of integra- Audience, Objective, Understand, forms, entertainment, Youth, en-
tion (T6) dorsement(i\ AJ), guidance, fusion, propaganda(& %)
Collaboration Feelings (T7) Fantasy, collaboration, ecstasy, play thousand times, good job,
Videos coin, hot series, coin, yeah, tears in the eye(jHH )

Fans of influencers and

governments(T8)

my favorite two(#{J#f), Luo Tianyi(influencer’s name), great, break
the fourth wall({% JG&E), collaboration, ahhhh, love you, dream
girl, handsome boy, yyds(forever god, 7j7c ) #)




Clickbait titles -- Gen Z frequently discussed the use of
O Pronouns (T1): especially the adorable nicknames of CYLs
“Tuantuan is so cute, feeling so close to you.”
O Slangs (T2): While most Gen Z find it interesting and respond positively, some criticism also exists.
“When the Foreign Ministry started to use Internet slang, it turned out to be so cool!”
“Official playing this stunt is unnecessary. It is really uncomfortable.”

Table 6: List of topics related to engaging strategies

Strategies Topics Keywords

Clickbait Titles Nicknames of CYCL TuanTuan([4][4]), Yeah, TuanZi([4]-f*), up(uploader), Gongqing-
(T1) tuan, XiaoTuan(/>[4]), official, account, submission, PiTuan(}¥ [4])

Opinions to Titles (T2)  Title, prankish(%f %), enchanting(§ ), banter(¥% ), joke, first

glance, click, view, wrong words, sarcastic




Video Meme Thumbnails
0 Meme thumbnails have gained great and wide acclaim and popularity among Gen Z
0 A common reaction among Gen Z to government video memes is surprise, as it breaks from the
traditional, serious image of authority (T3).
E.g., “The cover is awesome, at first glance | was frozen, thinking how this could be CYL.”
0 Gen Z talks mostly about memes with human faces, especially those using government officials
with customized captions (T4).
E.g., “Qian’s face on the cover is a look that desperately wants to mock.”

Strategies Topics Keywords
Meme  Thumb- Feelings (T3) Regard as, first glance, thumbnails, damn(IF4E), surprising, ele-
nails gant, kiss, handsome, funny, face, click, a few second

Describe and make fun  Smile, face expression, eyes, cute, Hua, Qian, idiots, mock, taunt,

of meme (T4) cover




Non-Political Content

O Gen Z used many positive words to express their love for non-political videos, such as “exciting”,
“awesome” (T5)

0 Some were likely to share these videos with others as “recommend”, “must-see” (T5)

0 Meanwhile, Gen Z also acknowledged the educational function of these videos and considered them

a good way to attract young people for propaganda (T6)
E.g., “Tuantuan is really trying its best to use the ‘language’ of the youth to fulfill educational missions”
L However, some concerns were raised: the large number of non-political content might negatively
affect the seriousness of public affairs
E.g., “If serious public discourse becomes childish baby talk, the nation will find itself in danger.”

Strategies Topics Keywords
Non-political Feelings (T5) Wow, update, favorite, hahaha, a must-see, recommend, good to
Content hear, exciting (), awesome, like

Discussion of integra- Audience, Objective, Understand, forms, entertainment, Youth, en-

tion (T6) dorsement(i) i]), guidance, fusion, propaganda(# %)




Government-influencer Collaboration
U Many Gen Z users expressed a pleasant surprise at collaboration, comparing it to fantasy (T7)
= E.g., “l cried with joy at the fantastic collaboration.”

» These collaborations increased the government’s visibility, attracting deeper engagement with broader and more
diverse Gen Z users. E.g., “From today on, |, as a fan (of other video uploaders), started to follow Tuantuan”

O The other topic often mentioned by Gen Z is their admiration for the influencers (T8)
= E.g., “The combination of top-notch lyrics and music is truly amazing. | love you!”

0 However, some users were also concerned that the proliferation of admiration could obscure the
government’s true intention, i.e., propaganda.
“Collaborating with idols inevitably leads to barrage praise and screen flooding, but | still hope can focus on the topic

at hand.”
Strategies Topics Keywords
Collaboration Feelings (T7) Fantasy, collaboration, ecstasy, play thousand times, good job,
Videos coin, hot series, coin, yeah, tears in the eye(jHH)

Fans of influencers and  my favorite two( ¥ [£f), Luo Tianyi(influencer’s name), great, break
governments(T8) the fourth wall(}}C JG2¥), collaboration, ahhhh, love you, dream
girl, handsome boy, yyds(forever god, 7KL )







0 We concluded four novel engaging strategies used by the Chinese government to engage Gen Z on
social media
= Clickbait title
= Meme video thumbnails
= Non-political content
= Collaboration with Gen Z influencers

0 Each of these four strategies has boosted the interaction and engagement of Gen Z users with the
government on different levels, such as viewing, liking, and sharing.

O The government’s collaboration with Gen Z influencers is the most effective strategy for boosting
Gen Z's engagement with videos across various metrics. A close second was posting non-political videos.
» Both strategies deviate from traditional propaganda approaches (only focused on political content)
= Both strategies resonate effectively with Gen Z, aligning with Gen Z’s preference for lighter, informal
content, and their tendency to trust and consume content created by peer influencers



0 Speak Gen Z’s language: The use of clickbait captions and meme thumbnails also had a positive
impact on Gen Z engagement, as it aligned with their preference for text and visuals.
= Qur regression results found that meme thumbnails outperformed clickbait titles, highlighting that
Gen Z prefers visually appealing content
» Slang was the most effective feature in clickbait compared to pronouns and affective processes

O Overall, Gen Z positively responded and welcomed the government’s efforts in these strategies
= Anew image of the government: less serious and trendy, like a peer friend of Gen Z
= More appealing content

O However, it is essential to strike a balance. Gen Z recognized the political role of the government,
which requires a certain level of seriousness. Overusing these strategies would overshadow the political
propaganda content and can lead to Gen Z’s dissatisfaction.



U Social Media raised challenges for both the government and Gen Z

U Bi-directional Adaption: Government <-> Gen Z

e e e —
. Government -> Gen Z \
. 1 Reshaping the image of the Chinese government |
: Our study shows that by embracing memes, slang, and trendy videos, the Chinese government is :
actively adapting to Gen Z's preferences, thereby redefining its image as more approachable,
relatable, and participatory in the eyes of Gen Z.

. O Designing strategies to effectively engage Gen Z

Our study offers valuable insights for governments on how they can design smarter strategies to
consciously engage Gen Z on social media, maximize the visibility and impact of government
messaging, and foster more inclusive and comprehensive communication with Gen Z.

.\.




U Social Media raised challenges for both the government and Gen Z

U Bi-directional Adaption: Government <-> Gen Z

P P p—— e i
Gen Z -> Government \

Q Critical thinking skills developed among Gen Z |
Our study also sheds light on how Gen Z can navigate government propaganda strategies more
effectively. By uncovering these strategies, Gen Z can recognize and resist manipulative
strategies, or critically evaluate the content and intentions behind such communications,
fostering a more informed and responsible digital society.

U Advocate for transparent government communication
This awareness also enables Gen Z to engage more constructively with government initiatives
and advocate for transparency and authenticity in governmental discourse, thereby contributing
to a more dynamic and participatory civic dialogue.




O Imbalanced data

The proportion of videos with strategies applied is relatively low.
U Generalizability
= This study was conducted only on a single video site in China. It remains unclear as to
whether these strategies can be generalized.
= Given Gen Z's global presence and common digital behaviors, the strategies we discussed

are potentially applicable to different cultural and political contexts. However, detailed

investigations are needed.
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