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Abstract

In recent years, the growth effect of technology has reached many heights, such
as the more frequent use of new media platforms, like Twitter, Weibo, and
Facebook. The technological revolution has enabled people to communicate
across thousands of miles at a greater speed. With such advantages, social media
can also be used to inform, educate, and empower people about health related
issues. And, indeed, today there is a large number of people seeking health
information online and through social media applications. However, there is a
lack of data on social media adoption within broader public health settings,
particularly among Chinese international students. Against this backdrop, this
study aimed to understand the role of Sina Weibo in the lives of Chinese
international students in Canada and their online health related information
seeking process in particular. Results from quantitative and qualitative content
analyses revealed that Sina Weibo could be seen as a virtual community. More
importantly, its role from being an “imagined” to a “real” community is
evidenced in its creation of various social capital for Chinese international
students in terms of providing health related information and emotional support
to make their overseas lives easier.
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Chapter One: Introduction

The rapid growth of the Internet users and the economic booming in China

has drawn much attention to the studies of Chinese social networking sites.

Weibo, one of the most popular Chinese social networks, has been introduced

along with the increasing number of Chinese international students worldwide.

Globally, international students constitute a significant social media user group,

and the majority of them are aged between 20 and 30 (Lin et al., 2012; Martin &

Rizvi, 2014). TIMETechland reported on the “tweets-per-second record (at

25,088 tweets) [that was] reportedly shattered by [a] Chinese microblogging

service [with] an average of 32,312 messages per second in the first minute of

the Chinese New Year” (McMillan, 2012, p.1). With their several hundred

million users, Sina, Tencent and other Chinese microblogging services allow

netizens! to receive and express information more efficiently compared to

previous technologies (Sullivan, 2014). Among them, the company of Tencent

draws together multiple platforms from instant messaging to gaming, and

boasts the number of registered users reaching 469 million (Guan et al., 2014;

Sullivan, 2014). Compared with Tencent Weibo, starting life as a Twitter clone,

“Sina Weibo has added a number of features such as message threading and the

ability to comment directly on other users’ posts” (Sullivan, 2014, p.27). This

1 Netizens are “defined as those who use the Internet to obtain information, regardless of their traditional media use” (Lei, 2011, p. 10).



research paper is interested in studying the use of Sina Weibo platform (Guan

et al.,, 2014) among Chinese international students in Canada.

With the continuous trend of globalization, Canada has become one of the

most popular destinations for international students all over the world.

Canada’s reputation for offering considerable educational opportunities in a

multicultural context is an element that has made Canada a favorable

destination. According to reports from Citizenship and Immigration Canada

(2013), Canada had welcomed more than 265,000 international students and

over 80,000 Chinese students made the choice to study in Canada. More over,

roughly fifty percent of international students stay for a long duration of time

(for at least six months) and mainly arrive from East Asian countries: such as

China, South Korea, and Japan (Roslyn Kunin & Associates, Inc., 2009). In other

words, Chinese students are currently one of the largest groups of international

students in Canada. As such, many researches have focused on the lives of

Chinese international students across media studies, cultural geography,

migration studies, cultural anthropology, sociology and architecture, etc.

(Hendrickson et al., 2011; Kim, 2001; Martin & Rizvi, 2014; Ye, 2006).

Studies show that the presence of international students has a wide range

of benefits for host counties. For example, international students bring with

them important economic benefit: they enrich Canadian society with their ideas



and with their different perspectives and they promote the tourism industry

and so forth (Asanin & Wilson, 2008; Roslyn Kunin & Associates, Inc., 2009).

However, the overseas life of Chinese international students is not easy. These

students have to cope with multifaceted life stresses, such as financial pressure,

job opportunities, dating and marriage, language barriers, interacting with

institutions and clash of value, and so on (Carey & Denise, 2013; Hendrickson et

al, 2011; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Ye, 2006). Yan & Berliner (2009) reported that

topics concerning health did emerge during interviews with Chinese

international students about how to deal with stressors in the host countries,

including aspects of emotional health and physiological health (Carey & Denise,

2013; Yan & Berliner, 2013). For example, studies illustrated that in many cases

students who study abroad experience homesickness, discontentment, and/or

dissatisfaction with their current situation because of a lack of emotional bonds

in the host country (Hendrickson et al., 2011). On the other hand, researches

illustrated that the emergence of physiological health issue among international

students in host countries was due to “lack of responsibility for own health care

needs” and failure “to seek medical attention with perceived need” (Carey &

Denise, 2013, p. 2). The possible reasons for this “lack of responsibility” and

failure “to seek attention” could be that international students did not know

whether the problem was important and did not know how to access health



services related information which include existence, location, public

transportations, appointment procedures, absence of fees, and so on (Carey &

Denise, 2013). For example, it has been mentioned that some students only eat

one meal a day with sleeping less than four hours per night (Carey & Denise,

2013) and others reported, “ [I] never smoked in China but now smoke heavily

to assist with coping academic stress” (Carey & Denise, 2013, p. 3). Therefore,

this study is interested to find out the unique health related needs of Chinese

international students in Canada and the barriers they face when accessing

health care information/services. In this way, it will be possible to help them

with their life difficulties in the host counties.

Several studies have focused on the topic of emotional health of Chinese

international students (Carey & Denise, 2013; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Ye, 2006).

Scholars illustrated that the formation of friendship and emotional support

plays a significant role for students studying overseas and that international

students form complex social networks (Hendrickson et al., 2011; Kim, 2001;

Ye, 2006; Ying & Liese, 1991). For example, people have studied the role of

traditional and online support networks in the process of cross-cultural

adaptation and the results suggested that new arrivals reported higher

perceived support from online ethnic social groups/communities (Lin et al.,

2012; Ye, 2006). Besides providing emotional support, existing research also



focused on the advantage of online networks in providing help spread at a

much faster pace, and it has been studied decades under the bridging social

capital? topic (Ye, 2006). For example, scholars pointed out that, today, a large

number of people seek health related information online through social media

applications (Reynolds, 2010; Robillard et al., 2013; Thackeray et al., 2012).

This is because “social media are powerful tools for the dissemination of health

information as they can reach a broad audience in a very short period of time,

are easy and affordable to access and use” (Robillard et al., 2013, p. 6). However,

there is a lack of data on social media adoption among international students

during the health seeking process within broader public health settings

(Reynolds, 2010; Robillard et al., 2013; Thackeray et al., 2012). Most previous

studies about health seeking process have been focused on how immigrations

access and utilize health care services in a multicultural setting (Griffiths, 2011;

Lin et al,, 2011; Rubel & Garro, 1992). For example, scholars have studied the

health-seeking attitudes and behaviour of Chinese-American adolescents (Chen

& Mak, 2008), and the perceptions of Chinese immigrations regarding access to

public health services (Asanin & Wilson, 2008; Bollini & Siem, 1995). Besides

this, most studies about social media use for health care related purposes have

been concerned with certain topics such as the quality of information online,

2 “Bridging social capital consists of loose relationships (i.e., weak ties) which serve as bridges connecting a person to a different network, allowing

the person to access to new perspectives and diffuse information” (Lin et al,, 2012, p. 4).



source credibility in social media health messages, young adults’ addiction to

Facebook, and so on (Spence et al., 2013; Zheng, 2014). However, as mentioned

before, there is a lack of attention to the health-seeking process of Chinese

international students, especially to those made evident via social networking

channels. In other words, research has not paid much attention to how Chinese

international students use technology to manage social networks for the

purpose of obtaining useful information, such as health related information,

which has been considered one of the most important components of bridging

social capital (Lin et al., 2011; Ye, 2006). Moreover, it has been illustrated in

previous studies that aside from being informed by direct experience, most

peoples’ understanding of health and health related policies is mediated

(Ahmed & Bates, 2013). Therefore, it is important to investigate online health

information seeking process of Chinese international students expressed,

particularly, via social networking sites.

Against this backdrop, this paper focuses on understanding the role of Sina

Weibo3 in the lives of Chinese international students in Canada and their online

health related information seeking process in particular. Chinese international

students in this study are Chinese citizens who come to Canada to pursue

post-secondary education. For the purposes of the study, Chinese international

3 Sina Weibo is a Chinese microblogging website that has been called a hybrid of Twitter and Facebook. It is one of the most popular sites in China, with 368
million registered users as of mid 2012 (Millward, 2012).



students’ online search for medical treatment, medicine suggestions and other

health-related information will be defined as health information seeking

process.



Chapter Two: Literature Review

This chapter reviews existing literature related to social media and health
related information seeking process, with special attention to the experiences of
ethnic groups online; and, in particular, it examines the experiences of Chinese
international students in Canada. A review of previous studies provides a context
and background that enables further examination into the online health related
information seeking process of Chinese international students. It thus provides a
foundation to explore barriers and opportunities these students may confront
during their online health related information seeking process. Accordingly, the
literature review is divided into three parts. First, a discussion of Chinese
international students’ overseas lives will be presented, and their unique health
care needs, including their online health related information seeking process.
The second part will discuss how Chinese international students look for health
related information by using social media, Sina Weibo, and the role of it in
Chinese international students’ lives, following by a discussion of the concept of
virtual community. Finally, the theoretical framework for this study will be
introduced. The review covers both general ideas that provide a conceptual
framework and specific areas that affect health related information seeking
process in today’s multicultural society.

2.1 Overseas Lives of Chinese International Students

Studies have focused on the overseas lives of Chinese international students

not only because they are one of the largest components of foreign students but



also because they have brought a wide range of benefits for the host counties
(Asanin & Wilson, 2008). As mentioned previously, Chinese international
students face many life difficulties that they need to cope with, including
financial stress, cultural difference, language barriers, social isolation, and so on
(Carey & Denise, 2013; Zhang & Zhang, 2013). Most existing studies about
Chinese international students have focused on cultural adaption. They illustrate
that social media play a critical role during the international students’ cultural
adaption process, especially when they first arrive in a new country, the ways
through which they make new friends, and build connections between the home
country and the host country (Carey & Denise, 2013; Hendrickson et al., 2011;
Yan & Berliner, 2013; Ye, 2006). For example, a Chinese international student
claimed that it gave her the feeling of being back at home when watching videos
shared by her friends online via social media platform (Martin and Rizvi, 2014).
In other words, watching those short videos, movies, and photos shared by her
friends via social media made her feel that she was at the same page with her
friends and had common interests. Moreover, watching the familiar buildings,
the scenes, and the people in videos/photos/movies made her feel that she was
physically in her home city/country even though she was not. This is one way
that social media build connection between the host country and the home
country. As such, it gave her a sense of being back home. Besides providing this
“back-home” feeling, social media also have enabled people to communicate

across thousands of miles with the greatest ease. Shuling, a 19-year-old



international student in Australia, has shopped online with her parents in China
by sharing photos via social media apps on her smartphone (Martin and Rizvi,
2014). Shirky (2009) explains that individuals use social communication tools
such as blogs and Facebook because these tools can reach a wide variety of
audience in a very short period of time with easy and affordable access. What is
missing from existing literature is, however, research focusing on the unique
health related needs of the Chinese international students, especially those
sought via social media platforms.

2.1.1 The Unique Health Needs of Chinese International Students

One research has been done toward 6,828 international students in
Australia, of whom 22.9% self-reported as Chinese (Carey & Denise, 2013). The
results showed that Chinese international students did not act on a perceived
need for help from the health services because of several reasons, such as “the
feeling of discomfort, the concern about being understood, and doubt that the
service would be able to help them” (Carey & Denise, 2013, p.2). Obviously, there
are a unique health needs among Chinese international students because of their
different culture background. As we known, culture plays a critical role when
communicating about health, in the health related information seeking process,
and so forth (Ahmed & Bates, 2012; Ahmed & Bates, 2013; Ting & Hwang, 2009;
Wang, Rosenberg, & Lo, 2008; Witte & Morrison, 1995; Wu, 2011). A great
number of literatures have determined that culture has a significant influence on

health related information seeking process and behaviours of



immigrants/newcomers (Carey & Denise, 2013; Griffiths, 2011; Han et al., 2013;
Hendrickson et al., 2011; Khawaja & Dempsey, 2008; Lin et al., 2012; Mori, 2000;
Rubel & Garro, 1992; Yan & Berliner, 2013). For example, scholars have studied
the perceptions of Chinese immigrants regarding access to public health services.
They have found that ethnic minority patients, including Chinese immigrants
often face many barriers when accessing and using health care services
compared with their non-immigrant counterparts because of cultural differences,
language, length of stay in the host country, financial constraints, and so on
(Abdulrahim & Baker, 2009; Ahmed & Bates, 2013; Asanin & Wilson, 2008; Liang
et al.,, 2009; Sam, 2001; Scheppers, et al., 2006). Therefore, it is necessary to
study health related information seeking process of unique population groups in
broader cultural contexts.

According to Kreuter and McClure (2004), “cultural characteristics of any
given group may be directly or indirectly associated with health-related
priorities, decisions, behaviors, and/or with acceptance and adoption of health
education and health communication programs and messages” (p. 440). Kreuter
and McClure (2004) also claimed that, “different people (e.g., African Americans)
use different mass media to gratify different needs [e.g., provide a sense of
community, cohesiveness, relevant information” (p.11). Therefor, this research
paper will focus on health related information seeking process of Chinese
international students through their use of Chinese social media platform.

Specifically, this research paper will focus on the Sina Weibo, which was



originally created in Mainland China with Mandarin as its premium setting
language. Sina Weibo has been one of the most popular social media tools among
Chinese international students. The unique context of Chinese international
students in Canada will be taken into account when studying Sina Weibo as a
virtual community that provides access to Chinese international students in their
online health related information seeing processes.

2.1.2 Health Related Information Seeking

The World Health Organization (WHO) defined health as a state of complete
physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or
infirmity” (Official Records of the World Health Organization, 1948, p. 100).
Accordingly, in order to discuss Chinese international students’ online health
related information seeking process in the Canadian context, health is defined in
this research paper as physical and emotional wellbeing, such as not having
disease, living with positive attitudes, being friendly to other people, and so on
(Davies, 1946; Green, 2011).

In terms of health related information seeking, Lambert & Loiselle (2007)
claimed that there is no apparent dominant definition of it because the
definitions are varied based on the purpose or focus of particular studies. For the
purpose of this research, first, a broader understanding of health information
seeking has been employed that “relates to the ways in which individuals go
about obtaining information, including information about their health, health

promotion activities, risks to one’s health, and illness” (Lambert & Loiselle, 2007,



p.3). Second, the terms "health related information seeking process" in this
research paper is intended to encompass a wide range of behaviours, including
individuals' health related information searching via social media platforms,
posts related to health issues, and online interaction with other people revolving
around these issues.

2. 2 Social Media and Health Related Information Seeking

Over the recent years, developments in technology have reached many
triumphs: one such triumph is the more frequent use of new media platforms.
Technological revolutions have enabled people to communicate across
thousands of miles with the greatest ease. For example, Shirky (2009) explains
that individuals use communication tools such as blogs and Facebook because
these tools can reach a broad audience in a very short period of time, with easy
and affordable access and use, catering to a large variety of audiences quickly.
With such advantages, Hawn (2009) illustrates that web- and mobile-based
applications of social media are powerful tools for the dissemination of health
information. For example, Robillard et al. (2013) mentioned that today there is a
large number of people seeking health related information online and through
social media applications, such as the evaluation of word-of-mouth
communication about medical corporate brands (Hawn, 2009; Naimy et al., 2013;
Park, Rodgers & Stemmle, 2011; Reynolds, 2010; Thackeray et al., 2012; Vance,
Howe & Dellavalle, 2009). However, as mentioned before, there is a lack of

attention paid to the health related information seeking process, especially via



social network channels, of international Chinese students, who are considered
one of the most important key drivers of Canada’s future prosperity. Therefore,
this research paper will focus on understanding the role of Weibo in health
related information seeking process of Chinese international students in Canada.

2.2.1 The Role of Weibo: Creating A Virtual Community for Chinese
International Students

Weibo, one of the most popular Chinese social networks, has been
introduced along with the increasing number of international Chinese students
worldwide. There are two types of the most popular Weibos in China: Sina
Weibo with 368 million users and Tencent Weibo with 469 million users (Guan
et al.,, 2014). TIMETechland reported on the “tweets-per-second record (at
25,088 tweets) [that was] reportedly shattered by [a] Chinese microblogging
service [with] an average of 32,312 messages per second in the first minute of
the Chinese New Year” (McMillan, 2012, p.1). We may then examine how the use
of Weibo among international Chinese students contributes to the social and
psychological adjustments of this population in the host country. We may further
explore how cultural differences and personality traits influence these students’
online health related information seeking process. Existing literature has focused
on how Internet-based social media affect the way people interacting with others
(Ellison et al., 2007; Ferlander, 2003; Lin, 2001; Wellman et al.,, 1996). For

example, Wellman et al. (1996) argued that, “computer-supported social



networks sustain strong, intermediate, and weak ties that provide information
and social support in both specialized and broadly based relationships” (p. 213).
This study begins with the idea of “imagined community” in its attempt to
study Sina Weibo as a virtual community. The idea of “imagined community*”
has been introduced in order to understand how people use new technologies to
form new connections and maintain old ones at the same time (Gruzd, Wellman,
& Takhteyev, 2011). Like “Little Italy”(the Italian community) and “China Town”
(the Chinese community), even when people are in networks with loose
boundaries, they will often identify themselves as part of a more defined group
or community (Freeman et al., 1989). Scholars have focused on locally
constrained communities, such as neighborhoods appearing before the 1970s;
however, from the 1970s and onwards, the proliferation of long-distance
relationships has led some community scholars to expand their area of study to
nonlocal ties among friends, relatives and workmates (Gruad et al.,, 2011;
Wellman, 2001). With the rise of the Internet, the notion of “virtual community”
has been rigorously studied in the early 2000s. After years, it has been illustrated
that in-person contact is extended and enhanced by contact experienced over the
Internet, and vice versa. Thus, these two methods of contact are not replaced by
each other. This is true for most modern forms of electronic communication
services such as email, listserv, instant messaging, and social media (Gruad et al.,

2011). Take Twitter as an example, Gruad et al. (2011) established that “ Twitter

4 "Imagined communities" is a concept coined by Benedict Anderson and he was dealing with societies forging a new social identity by emphasizing a common -
somewhat artificially constructed - community. He focused on such developing societies as Indonesia, where the authorities have tried to construct a common

identity out of thousands of islands and ethnic groups (Gruad et al., 2011).



users form what we can call an ‘imagined community’ and that one’s personal
Twitter network exhibits the characteristics of what Jones (1997) has called a
‘virtual settlement>” (p. 24). Furthermore, by analyzing a person’s Twitter
account, it has been shown that the Twitter network is more than simply
“imagined;” it also exhibits characteristics of both Jones’s “virtual settlement”
and the “sense of community” of McMillan and his research team (Gruad et al.,
2011, p. 33). As such, with lots of similarities shared between Twitter and Weibo,
the idea of “imagined community” will be applied to the understanding of
Weibo’s role in international Chinese students’ health related information
seeking process. It is possible that Weibo can also be recognized as hosting
Chinese online community; and, it furthermore provides a sense of belonging,
emotional support and various forms of social capital to its users, such as health
related information and so forth (Wu, 2011; Zhou, 2011).

2.2.2 How Do International Students Look for Health Related Information by
Using Social Media? Creation of Social Capital

According to Safko and Brake (2009), social media refer to "activities,
practices, and behaviors among communities of people who gather online to
share information, knowledge, and opinions using conversational media" (p.6).
Moreover, Neiger et al. (2012) illustrate that social media can be used to “inform,
educate, and empower people about health issues, to enhance the speed of the

communication process about public health emergencies or outbreaks, to

5 The idea of virtual settlement community is based on sociable and supportive social relations, and not on physical locality and a strength of Jones’ notion is that

itis grounded in the combination of computer mediated communication, cyber-archaeology and virtual communities (Gruad et al.,, 2011).



mobilize community partnerships and action, to facilitate behavior change, to
collect surveillance data” (p. 1). However, few works exists on the discussion
about international students’ health related information seeking process via
social media. International students need to overcome many uncertainties and
difficulties when they first arrive in the host country. As such, it is very
important for them to build new ties/connections in the host country. These new
sets of relationships can help facilitate newcomers’ adaptation to respective new
cultural environments and maintain emotional well-being (Adelman, 1988; Kim,
1988). As mentioned before, social media platforms, like Twitter, have been
considered as the “virtual community,” which provides its residents with a sense
of belonging, and access to social capital (Gruad et al., 2011). Ferlander (2003)
also claimed that the Internet could provide, create, and maintain various types
of social capital,® which has been considered as one of the key elements during
the social and psychological adjustment for newcomers, international Chinese
students in Canada for example.

According to Coleman (1988), “social capital is the construct that describes
potential cumulated resources and benefits embedded in the relationships with
other people” (p.2). Therefore, new social networks that have been establish by
people in the host country and the long-distance relationships with the home
country can help an individual draw upon different resources in order to cope

with life difficulties, psychological stress and maintain emotional well-being

6 Social Capital is the construct that describes potential cumulated resources and benefits embedded in the relationships with other people, such as emotional

support, useful information, or financial aid assistance. There are two types of social capital, ‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ (Lin et al., 2012, p.4).



(Berry, 1997; Fontaine, 1986; Kim, 1988; Ye, 2006; Ying & Liese, 1991; Yum,
1982). Besides emotional support information exchanges (also known as
bridging social capital), it is even more urgent for newcomers to acquire
information/knowledge of the host country’s language, culture, worldviews,
beliefs, norms, and rules; and, it is important for them to develop interpersonal
relationships during the process of communication (Kim, 2005; Lin et al., 2012).
One of the most efficient methods is to establish new ties in the host country;
this serves to bridge social capital, as we discussed earlier. Friendship has been
rigorously studied for decades as one of the most important social support
resources; it is an extremely important component for individuals in satisfying
deeply personal and emotional needs especially in the host country
(Hendrickson et al., 2011). Zalenski and Raspa (2006) illustrated that friendship
falls in the third level of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, which fulfills the need for
belonging and love. Therefore, similarly, the need to acquire knowledge of the
host country language, and information regarding the norms, rules and medical
facilities, health related information falls into Maslow’s basic level in the
hierarchy of needs; in this level, we find the physiological and safety
requirements. Health related information is one of the most important types of
knowledge that newcomers need to obtain in the host country. As such, it is
important to study the extent to which the ability to acquire health related
information in the host country can help improve the lives of newcomers,

especially that of Chinese international students. However, few studies have



focused on this area. Therefore, there is room for a greater reflection on how
Chinese international students seek health related information, especially via the
Chinese social media platform Weibo; and, few studies have also examined the
barriers encountered when trying to access quality health care services and
information. Accordingly, two research questions are asked:

RQ 1: What role does Weibo play in the health related information seeking
process of international Chinese students in Canada?

RQ 2: What barriers do Chinese international students’ face when accessing
health care related information/services by using Weibo in Canada?

The following section presents a discussion on the theoretical framework
that the study adopted in order to examine the role of Weibo in the health
related information seeking process of international Chinese students in Canada.

2.3 Theoretical Framework

A large number of scholars have developed various theoretical frameworks
to study communication among people with diverse socioeconomic backgrounds.
For example, Hendrickson and other researchers (2011) pointed out the need for
the emotional well-being of sojourners during the adjustment process; similarly,
Ying & Liese (1991) emphasized both sociocultural and psychological aspects
during the process of cross-cultural adaptation; and, Kim (2001) examines the
process and structure of cross cultural adaptation in which individuals adapt to
new and unfamiliar cultures. As mentioned before, in many cases international

students may feel homesickness, discontentment, and/or dissatisfaction with



their current situation when they arrive in the host country; this may be due to
the lack of support, particularly emotional support (Hendrickson et al., 2011).
Therefore, the social support theory examines how to assist an individual to
reorganize different resources in order to cope with the difficulties of life,
psychological stress and so on during the cross-cultural adaptation process
(Adelman, 1988; Ye, 2006). Like the social support theory, Coleman (1988)
focused on the conceptualization of social capital, which is “the construct that
describes potential cumulated resources and benefits embedded in the
relationships with other people” (p. 2). This paper will focus on the theory of
social capital; in order to better understand the role of Weibo in the lives of
international Chinese students and the role that Weibo plays in their health
related information seeking behaviours. This theory will help facilitate
examination of how Weibo helps international Chinese students in Canada
overcome difficulties and how it provides various types of support during the
cross-cultural adaptation process. In Coleman’s theory (1988), “social capital is
the construct that describes potential cumulated resources and benefits
embedded in the relationships with other people” (p.2). There are many sources
of social capital that can be found in our daily lives: examples of these are
emotional support from old friends, useful information, advertisements, financial
aid assistance, and so on. Generally, the idea of social capital has two kinds of
functions: these two applications are referred to as bonding social capital and

bridging social capital. More specifically, bonding social capital, also known as



“strong ties,” mainly provides emotional support through close relationships in
our lives, such as from families and old friends. Bridging social capital (“weak
ties”) normally serves a similar function as a bridge; this can provide people
access to a different circumstance and help diffuse information (Lin et al., 2012).
When paying specific attention to international Chinese students, it is necessary
to explore specific ethnic social network sites. Weibo is an example of one such
site, which has been considered as one of the most important sources that
provides social capital as well as social support for Chinese international
students. Therefore, to better understand the Chinese micro blogging Weibo, this
paper aimed to study Sina Weibo as a virtual community and does so by using
Benedict Anderson’s (1983) idea of “the imagined community”. Benedict
Anderson noticed that “the members of even the smallest nation will never know
most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds
of each lives the image of their communion” (1983, p. 6). This seems to be what
is happening on Weibo, which will be examined later. Besides Anderson’s notion
of “Imagined Community,” the application of Jones’s (1997) notion of “virtual
settlement” and McMillan et al. (1986) concept of a “Sense of community,” can
provide insights into the role of Weibo in the lives of international Chinese
students. There are four conditions to Jones’s idea of “virtual settlement”: (a)
interactivity; (b) more than two communicators; (c) common-public-places
where members can meet and interact; (d) sustained membership over time

(Gruad et al.,, 2011). This model has been applied to social media platforms like



Twitter. In this research paper, it will be used to examine the “artifacts that
community members create (in the case of Twitter, artifacts are source-follow
relationships and their postings) and, based on these artifacts, [it will] quantify
each of the four conditions described above” (Gruad et al., 2011, p. 9). According
to McMillan et al. (1986):

Community members experience a sense of community if they feel that

they belong to the community (membership), [that] they can make a

difference to the community (influence), [that] they provide support

and are supported by other members (integration and fulfillment of

needs), and [that] they share history, common places, time together,

and similar experiences (shared emotional connection). (Gruad et al.,

2011, p.9)

Meanwhile, McMillan et al. (1986) also illuminate both the social and
psychological mechanisms that serve to link individuals to their community even
if that community is an imagined community; this is very similar to other
scholars’ understanding that it is necessary to examine both sociocultural and
psychological aspects of cross-cultural adaptation (Ward et al., 1997; Ward &
Kennedy, 1994; Ye, 2006; Ying & Liese, 1990, 1991).

Chapter Summary

This chapter provided a review of literature relevant to the topic of Chinese

international students’ health related information seeking process via social

media. The next chapter introduces the methodology that has been employed in



this study. It describes the specific data collection, and data analysis procedures

as well as methodological limitations.



Chapter Three: Methodology
This study employed qualitative and quantitative content analyses to
investigate health related information seeking process via Sina Weibo among
Chinese international students in Canada. Wright (1986) claimed that “content
analysis is a research technique for...the systematic classification...it may involve
quantitative or qualitative [approaches], or both” (p. 125). With regards to
quantitative content analysis, Starosta (1984) also argued that:

Content analysis translates [the] frequency of occurrence of certain

symbols into summary judgments and comparisons of content of the

discourse...whatever “means” [that] will presumably take up space

and/or time; hence, the greater that space and/or time [is], the greater

the meaning’s significance [will become]. (p. 185)

Robillard and colleagues (2013) pointed out that content analysis of tweets
can be a productive method to evaluate discourse surrounding health and
disease. Therefore, by conducting content analysis of Sina Weibo posts, the
researcher will be able to discover how Chinese international students use Sina
Weibo to seek health related information and potential barriers they may face
and/or opportunities they may be afforded. Content analysis may also provide
details of what sources of information about health related issues are promoted

through Weibo. Most importantly, analyses of Sina Weibo users’ posts/reposts,



the way they use language, and types of interaction messages they share with
each other will help to discover how Sina Weibo helps to create a virtual
community that provides Chinese international students various types of social
capital (Gruad et al., 2011; Ye, 2006).

3.1 Participants and Sampling

Participants in this study are presumably Chinese international students in
Canada who followed certain Sina Weibo accounts and contributed to the
discussion through Weibo posts. In this study, four Sina Weibo accounts (“The

» «

bulletin of how to save money in Canada,” “Canadian Tourism Commission,”

» «

“University of Ottawa,” “The Chinese international students union of University
of Ottawa”) were selected. This selection was based on the following criteria: 1)
the account must be created under the name of Canada/Canadian/Ottawa and it
must carry everyday information, which aim to help Chinese international
students overcome difficulties; 2) the brands must be popular among Chinese
international students; 3) the account must be active and employed by users of

Weibo.com instead of being hosted on alternative accounts or cyber accounts.

These four Weibo accounts have been selected based on key words searches,

»n « » «

including “Canada,” “Chinese international students,” “Ottawa,” and “University
of Ottawa,” that were applied to Sina Weibo user accounts, and those four Weibo

accounts have been selected depending on how many followers each group has



and their popularity among Chinese international students.

A systematic random sampling technique was used as a first step to create

the database. The reason for choosing this technique was that it gave every unit

an equal rate in the population and it had been considered to be an effective

methodological procedure for maximizing external and internal validity by many

researchers (Andersson, 2011; Budd, Thorp & Donohew, 1967; Dattalo, 2010).

Specifically, this technique also “helps to minimize sampling bias, and

consequently, approximates results that would be obtained from studying an

entire population” (Dattalo, 2010, p.3). Similarly, Neuman (2011) stated that

“random samples yield samples most likely to truly represent the entire

population” (p. 312). Therefore, the quantitative results could demonstrate the

pattern and frequencies of how Chinese international students use Weibo. With

regard to the topic of health related information seeking process (e.g., how to

benefit from student health insurance; which health plan is better for

international students; how to find a Dentist who can speak fluent Mandarin in

Toronto; information about how to get free health-related product), a purposive

sampling strategy was employed for creating a database with health-related

theme. According to Neuman (2011), purposive sampling can help researchers to

locate all possible cases of a highly specific and difficult-to-reach population.

Thus this method could help to identify potential barriers and opportunities



associated with Chinese international students’ health related information

seeking process via Weibo. After creating the database of Weibo posts from

January 1st to the end of April 2014, the researcher went through all posts in the

database and removed those that did not fit the topic of health related seeking

information process.

3.2 Data Collection

Data reported in this study were focused on texts only, and were generated

through participants’ online activities, posts, reposts, and interaction comments

on Sina Weibo. For quantitative content analysis, data were collected from the

first post on Weibo.com from January 1st to the end of April 2014 by using

systematic random sampling technique. The study was delimited to a certain

period of Weibo posts (from January to April, 2014) to keep the sample size to a

manageable size for analysis. As Berger (1982) argued, although the sample size

for quantitative analysis should be as large as possible in order to improve

reliability, it is also necessary to consider the variables required in order to

conduct this study and reality as well. Besides this, the time frame (from January

1st to the end of April, 2014) has been selected due to two main reasons: first,

the number of Chinese international students increased apparently, due to the

beginning of a new semester; second, one of the most important traditional

Chinese festivals, the Spring Festival, fell in the period of January to April. People



generally become more active and sociable during the festive season. Therefore,

by focusing only on posts and participants’ interaction comments that occurred

from the beginning of 2014 to the end of April 2014, the researcher were able to

collect a sufficient and manageable amount of data for the study to allow the

needed time to process and analyze the data. In table 1, a breakdown of the

Weibo posts, from January to April 2014, was presented. There were around

4164 posts from January 1st to the end of April 2014 on the four Weibo accounts

compared to a total amount of 28,234 by the end of 2014, an amount way too big

to compete the current study given its limited scope.

Table 1: The Number of Weibo Posts in The Four Chosen Accounts

Name Weibo Posts Weibo Posts
(By the end of 2014) | (1st]January, 2014-30th
April, 2014)
Canadian Tourism 5604 340
Commission
The bulletin of how to save 21,299 3710
money in Canada
University of Ottawa 732 81
The Chinese international 599 34
students union of University
of Ottawa
Total 28,234 4,165

In order to produce a reliable and valid sample from the population size for

quantitative analysis, a population ranging from 1,000 to 10,000 requires a

sample of 10% (Neuman, 2011). Therefore, a total of 416 samples were gathered



for quantitative analysis, which was based on the division of the population by

the sample size (4165/416) and it equals a sampling interval of 10. The number

2 was chosen as the random start, and the value of the interval was added to the

randomly selected number to generate data. For example, the selected posts for

analysis were the 2nd, 12nd, 22nd, 32nd, and so on (see Table 2). The next steps

for data collection employed a purposive sampling technique. The research went

through all 416 collected posts in the database and removed all posts not related

to the research topic, health related information seeking process.

Table 2: Sampling Illustration for Quantitative Content Analysis

Population size = 4165

Sample size =416

Interval = population/sample = 4165/4161= 10

Random number = 2

For qualitative content analysis, the researcher used theory-informed

themes and sub-themes (see Table 3): the idea of Twitter as an “imagined”

community (Gruad et al.,, 2011), Jones’s (1997) “virtual settlement” and the

“sense of community” of McMillan et al. (1986) that yielded insights into how

Sina Weibo serves as a virtual community and provides Chinese international

students various types of social capital and how Sina Weibo promotes health

related information online.



Table 3: Main Themes and Sub-themes for Qualitative Content Analysis

Main Theme Sub-theme
Twitter as an “imagined” Common Language
community Temporality
High Centers
Virtual Settlement Interactivity

A Variety of Communicators

A Common Public Place Where Members Can
Meet and Interact

Sustained Membership Over Time

Sense of Community Membership

Influence

Integration and Fulfillment of Needs

Shared Emotional Connection

Table 3 emphasizes the importance of reciprocal connections and their

position as a core element of the community. Even though Twitter was not

designed to support the development of online communities, it has been noticed

that “Studying Twitter [by applying the idea of “imagined” community, the

theory of virtual settlement, and a sense of community is useful for

understanding how people use new communication technologies to form new

social connections and maintain existing ones” (Gruzd et al., 2011, p. 1). The aim

was to examine how people specifically grouped together under a certain

purpose, (e.g., health related information seeking) and how one

community/group could be created during the process of communication.

Moreover, this research focused on four different levels of study that could be

used to examine “virtual community”: the self, the interpersonal level, Internet



norms, and the broader community level (Gruad et al., 2011). The researcher

translated the Weibo posts and participants’ comments, with the assistance of a

computer, from Chinese language (e.g., Mandarin) to English. In so doing,

attention has been paid to verify, “whether the translation has captured the

meaning of each statement” (Hesse-biber & Leavy, 2008, p. 216).

3.3 Data Analysis

Data analysis was a complex process, which included data examining,

testing, recombining evidence, and so on (Yin, 2009). To reiterate, quantitative

data analysis in this study involved using descriptive statistics to categorize

health related Weibo posts collected form the database. Qualitative data analysis

in this study involved detailed examination of individual posts/comments and

translation because of the language difference. After translating, the researcher

employed thematic analysis method, which allowed an in-depth description of

patterns within the data to be identified (Attard & Coulson, 2012). Thematic

analyses of the Weibo posts related to health were undertaken. Besides this, in

order to examine whether Weibo can be imagined as a “virtual community,” for

the qualitative analysis part, the researcher applied three conditions of “the

Imagined Community”(common languages, temporality, and high centers); Jones’

four requirements of “virtual settlements” (interactivity, a variety of

communicators, a common public place where members can meet and interact,



and sustained membership over time); and the idea of sense of community to the

collected sample Weibo posts and participants’ interaction comments from

January 1st to the end of April, 2014 (Gruad et al., 2011).

3.4 Limitations

There are several limitations that need to be taken into consideration when

assessing the sample of this study. First of all, like in the case of in-depth

interviews and focus group studies, content analysis is time-consuming. A

voluminous number of posts and messages need to undergo analysis and in this

case translation too. Hence, the sample size of this study had to be small enough

to be manageable. Second, the sample included participants who were from a

specific university (e.g., University of Ottawa) in Canada. Third, there are other

major micro blogging platforms in China such as Tencent, Sohu, or 163, which

have not been taken into account. Therefore, the sample of this study is not

representative enough to make generalizations for the whole group.

Chapter Summary

This chapter discussed the selection of quantitative and qualitative content

analysis as the research method for this research paper, both research method.

The proposed study aims to understand the role of Weibo in the lives of Chinese

international students in Canada; this study pays special attention to the health

related information seeking process of Chinese international students via Sina



Weibo. While quantitative content analysis provides the general and manifest
outline of what kind of health related information/topics become popular on
Weibo, qualitative analysis provides a more in-depth understanding of whether
Sina Weibo can be considered a virtual community by meeting certain conditions
and how this virtual community creates social capital by providing different
levels of health related information.

For the next part of this research paper, results of the data analysis will be

presented in two parts: quantitative results and qualitative results.



Chapter Four: Results of Data Analyses
In this chapter, the results of quantitative and qualitative content analyses
are presented separately. Four Weibo accounts were selected for this study: “The

n

bulletin of how to save money in Canada/Dealmoon Canada,” “Canadian Tourism

»n «

Commission,” “University of Ottawa,” and “The Chinese international students
union of University of Ottawa.” From those Weibo accounts, 40 Weibo posts and
217 relevant interaction comments were selected from the database, from
January 1st to the end of April 2014. At first glance, the data analysis illustraed
that among the entire interaction comemnts, 147 were from people who
self-idetified as living in Canada, 34 comments were from people living in
mainland China; and the rest 21 could not be idetified because of lacking
information in their Weibo files. The details of data analyses are reported below.

4.1 Quantitative Content Analysis Results

There are three parts in the section of quantitative content analysis: Weibo
post results; interaction comments results; and gender-related Weibo posts and
gender composition of Weibo posters. The Weibo post results present general
data analysis and categories that emerged during the quantitative analysis. Then,
an analysis of Weibo interaction comments was performed, which was
categorized into four parts: information category, emotional support, category
including both information and emotional support related, and other. Finally,

gender-related Weibo posts and gender composition of interaction comment

publishers were analyzed.



4.1.1 Weibo Posts Results

Seven categories emerged during the data analysis: looking for doctors,
products, health insurance, medicine, food, social issues and other, which
together reflected the literal topics of all Weibo posts in the data set (see Figure
1). Besides, due to the variability of Weibo content, sub-topics emerged in some

categories (see Figure 2).
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Figure 1: Numbers of Each Category of All Collected Posts

Looking for Doctors

The looking for doctors category contained information about doctors
generally, for example how to find a doctor in one area. Specifically, one post on
“The bulletin of how to save money in Canada/ Dealmoon Canada” mentioned:
“Is there any one who knows an experienced Traditional Chinese doctor in the
greater Toronto area?” Another poster tried to find a Dentist who could speak
fluent Mandarin (see Appendix 1). According to the data set, there were 7 Weibo
posts that included information about doctors and this category accounted for

17% out of the entire health related Weibo posts. Moreover, there were 7



sub-topics in the Looking for Doctors category, including: Traditional Chinese
Doctor, Ophthalmologist, Dentist, Gynecologist, Pediatrician, Cosmetic surgery,
and Dermatologist.

Products

In the product category, posts related to physical health related objectives,
including eye glasses, cosmetic products, and so on (e.g., “free glasses for
everyone;” advertisement of Tarte cosmetic product). As we see from Figure 1,
16 posts fell into the Product category, which accounted for 40% of the entire
sample, making it the leading category among the other seven categories. Three
sub-topics emerged: free product (4 posts, 25%), cosmetic related product
accounting for 62% (10 posts), and 2 (13%) health care related products posts.

Health Insurance

Any Weibo post that mentioned health insurance or shared health card
related information was categorized into the Health Insurance category. There
were 2 Weibo posts in this category, which was 5% of the whole posts. One of
the users posted: “#Help me to ask a question# I did not pay my Medical care
card for almost half a year. Can I cancel it? Or should I cancel it after paying the
money? [ have not received mails from the insurance company, and my billing
address stayed same. So in my case, should I just wait for the bill? ”(see Appendix
1). No sub-topics emerged in this category.

Medicine

2 Weibo posts talked about medicine, accounting for 5% of the 40 selected



Weibo posts. Between two posters in Medicine category, one of them was
looking for traditional Chinese medicine (50%) and the other one was looking
for general medicine information. For instance, one Weibo post stated: “Can
anyone tell me how should I deal with my expired medicine? Does anyone know
arecycling place?” Another Weibo post was asking questions related to
traditional Chinese medicine Custom clearance policy in Canada: “Does anyone
know Canada Customs’ policy about traditional Chinese medicine? Do [ need to
do Customs clearance? How many traditional Chinese medicine can I bring with
me?”

Food

This category included food-health-related information and product. Only 1
post had information about health-related-food information (2%), and the poster
asked: “Hi, is there anyone who knows where I can find the millet and Carp?
Because my baby will be born next month and I will need a lot of this kind of
food” (see Appendix 1).

Social Issues

This category was about publication, information or announcement that
affected a large group of people or the society as a whole, especially those
warnings about potentially dangerous behavior. For example, a Weibo post
shared information about one celebrity who died because of drug abuse; another
Weibo post posted latest news about fire break out at a factory located in

Toronto and cautioned people to be careful if they were in that neighborhood,



because the smoke would affect the air qualitative in that neighborhood. Also,
there were Weibo posts that reported car accidents in one highway of Toronto,
reminding people to be careful while driving. Moreover, there were Weibo posts
about product recall announcement: “because of some serious allergy issues, the
Fitbit Company announced that they would recall the latest wristband sold both
in the United States and in Canada, and users would get full refund” (see
Appendix 1). This category was the third largest category, which had 9 posts and
accounted for 23% of the 40 selected Weibo posts.

Other

This category was for posts that could not fit any above categories. For
instance, posts looking for dating information, praying for good luck with school
exams, expressing emotions, and so on. 8% of the entire data could not fit any of
the categories mentioned above. The two most popular sub-topics that emerged
in this category included posts related to looking for dating information and
expressing emotions. For instance, there was a Weibo user who published one
post that stated: “I am a female student in Ottawa and I am going to New York
City during study week from February 16th to February 22nd. I have already
booked the flight tickets and hotel room. I am looking for someone who can
accompany me and would like to join me during this journey. Please repost my
message and help me find someone who is interested. Thank you all.” Another
kind of common Weibo post is about expressing emotions. For example, one post

stated: “I am sharing this coupon with other people, and hopefully doing good



things can bring me some good luck for my final exams. I feel so tense about my

final exams” (see Appendix 1).

Figure 2: Composition of Category

To sum up, seven categories emerged during the data analysis: looking for
doctors (7 posts, 17%), products (16 posts, 40%), health insurance (2 posts, 5%),
medicine (2 posts, 5%), food (1 post, 2%), social issues (9 posts, 23%) and other
(3 posts, 8%). Among those seven categories some sub-categories emerged. For
example, under the category of looking for doctors, seven sub-categories
emerged: traditional Chinese doctor, ophthalmologist, dentist, gynecologist,
pediatrician, cosmetic surgery, and dermatologist.

4.1.2 Weibo Participants’ Interaction Comments Results

217 interaction comments have been selected from the sample posts
included in the study. After reviewing each comment carefully, four main
categories emerged: information category, emotional support related category,
category including both information and emotional supportand other (see Figure

3).



Information Category

In this category, comments involved direct answers to Weibo posts’
questions, with the intention to help by providing information or solution. While
in the emotional support related cetegory, comments did not contain direct
information/solution to the posts, but rather an attempt was made to share
personal experiences, stories, repost the original Weibo post looking for help, or
to simply put an emoticon (e.g., smily face) to provide support, and so on. Based
on the analysis, 114 comments that directly provided information or solution to
the Weibo posts, accouted for 52% of entire selected interaction comments. For
instance, one comment was: “glasses with -4.00 or above will be free and the
conversion rate is 100 equal to -1.00.” It also provieded helpful information in
the form of support in reposne to the original Weibo post: “free glasses for
everyone.”

Another Weibo post included a question regarding the search for a doctor
specializing in asthma treatment in the greater Toronto area. Five pepole replied
and proviede possible solutions, for example: “Try aromatherapy essential oils,

»

you can use eucalyptus, frankincense, lavender;” “You should let your kid try to

learn how to swim. Swimming is a good way to cure Asthma, and it works for me

» «

friend’s kid;” “You need a referral from a general doctor first;” “I know a doctor
DR. [name of doctor], but I cannot remember the phone numer;” “The doctors

are samilar. The only thing you can do is to askfor a prescription spray from

doctors, my kid has asthma too.”



The Emotional Support Related Category

Out of 217 (10%) comments, 21 were related to emotional support. In this
cetegory, comments did not contain direct information/solution to the posts, but
rather an attempt was made to share personal experiences, stories, repost the
original Weibo post looking for help, or to simply put an emoticon (e.g., smily
face) to provide support, and so on. For example, a Weibo users’ interaction
comment stated : “free glasses for everyone,” and another user commented in
response: [ also purchased exactly the same one showing in the post for my
mother, but they were reading glasses.

Category Including both Information and Emotional Support

11 (5%) comments contained both informaiton and personal
experiences/stories. For example, one stated that: “there is no such standard for
good or bad doctors. You can ask for spray medicine for your kids. By the way,
my kid has the same situation.” The original Weibo post stated: “Emergency! Can
anyone help me to find a good doctor in the greater Toronto area who specilizes
in asthma for children; he/she [my child] has been having serious breathing
issuelately.”

Other

71 (32%)comments could not fit either information categoriey or emotioanl
support related category. One example of these comments was: “I have a small

business that can help you [people living in maniland China] to purchase stuff

from Canada/North America with at a much cheaper price compared to one in



China. Please follow my Weibo account to get more information.” These kinds of
posts were found under almost every Weibo post, especially under those product

category posts.
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Figure 3: Composition of Weibo Interaction Comments

From the results, it has been noticed that information category of
interaction comments was the most popular category among the total
interaction comments. The second most poular category was other; it included
interaction comments that did not provide either information or emotional
support related responses to the original Weibo posts. The third popular
category was emotional support related category. Interaction comments
including both information and emotional support related responses were less
popular than the other three categories.

4.1.3 Gender Composition

Weibo Posts

Among 40 Weibo posts sample, 42 percentage was directly related to topics

relevant to females, 17 posts. For example, one post was related to the serach for



a Gynecologist who can speak fluent mandarin in the greater Toronto area (see
Appendix 1). The rest 23 (58% of the whole Weibo posts sample) posts were
related to general topics, and could not be idetified whether related to topics
relevant to females or males (see Figure 4). In the following, results of further

analysis of gender composition of Wiebo comments are presented.
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Figure 4: Gender Composition of Weibo Posts

Gender Composition of Weibo Interaction Comments

This anaysis involved 217 relevant interaction comments from 40 Weibo
posts. Among those comments 178 were from users who self-idenitfied as
females. They accounted for 82% of the entire comments sample. For example,
under one Weibo post of “free eye glasses for everyone,” a female Wiebo user
replied: “I just purchased the same eye galsses for my mother.” Another coment
made by a female user under one cosmetic related Weibo post stated:“I do not
like the cosmatic products from Lamer; for me it works the same as products
form Sisley and Shiseido.” Besides this, 17 female Weibo users participated in

one plastic surgery related post. Some of these posts stated: “Why do you bother



to do plastic surgery in Canada? You sould do it in South Korea on the way back

» «

to China. You can also find a lot of great stuff in there;” “I want to find a place to
do plastic surgery in Vancourver as well;” “Is this going to be covered by health
insurance?” (see Appendix 1). 38 (18%) posts were made from male Weibo

users who joined the discussion. There was only 1 comment from a user who did

not provide gender informantion in the account file (see Figure 5).

Unknown
0%

Male
participants

Figure 5: Gender Composition of Weibo Interaction Comments

It has been noticed that most interaction comments were made by female
participants, and less male Weibo users participated in the discussion. It might
because that 42% of the total Weibo posts were directly related to female topics.
For the rest 58% general topic related Weibo posts, female Weibo users still
showed a lot of interest may be because of the nurturing female character taking
care of family’s health and well-being,and the fact that females are more prone to
seeking health care more often ((Correa-de-Araujo, 2004; Roe, McNamara &

Motheral, 2002). For example, 7 users posted interaction comments for one



general-topic Wiebo post of giving away free eyeglasses, and all of them were
female.

4.2 Qualitative Content Analysis Results

It has been examined in the study of Twitter that Twitter could be
considered a virtual community by applying Benedict Anderson’s (1983) concept
of “imagined community” (Gruad et al., 2011). Gruad et al. (2011) argued that,
“the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their
fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives
the image of their communion” (p.6). He employed both Jones’s (1997) theory of
“virtual settlement” and McMillan et al. (1986) view of “sense of community” to
examine “whether Twitter can sustain and provide grounds for development of
an online community that is not simply imagined” (p. 8). The research further
pointed out that the Twitter network could actually be “real;” because people on
Twitter interact with each other, provide different types of social capital, and
support each other (Gruad etal., 2011).

There are many characteristics that Twitter and Sina Weibo share. For
example, these two social media platforms both allow their users to send and
read short messages, with up to 140 characters. As such this research paper set
out to study Sina Weibo as a virtual community. The aim was to provide insights
into how Sina Weibo could serve as a virtual community to provide Chinese
international students various types of social capital, with specific attention to

their health related information seeking process.



4.2.1 “Imagined” Community

According to Gruad et al. (2011), the first step to become a virtual
community involves being an “imagined” community, and. to start with
“imagined” community, it has been noticed that, “a key element of community
formation is the development of a common language” (Gruad et al., 2011, p.12).
For example, every country has developed a set of conventions about how to
greet each other and how to start a conversation between friends. Specifically,
people in the West will normally start with ‘how are you doing today/how are
you,” ‘Hello/Goodbye’ in North America, ‘Pronto/Ciao’ in Italy, and ‘Moshi Moshi’
in Japan (Gruad et al., 2011). However, people in the East, China for example, will
likely start a conversation with ‘did you have your breakfast/ lunch/dinner?’ It
usually depends on when they meet each other. Weibo users in this study also
seemed to develop a similar a set of conventions about how to communicate.
Thus, the first step of examining Weibo as the “imagined community” is to relate
the data (40 selected health related Weibo posts with 217 participants
interaction comments) to Anderson’s (1983) discussion of a key element of
“imagined community”: common language.

Common Language

Certain forms of language or linguistic structures were adopted by Weibo
users. Two major ways were found to highlight one topic on Weibo: using
hashtags (#), or using square brackets to label intrinsic topics. For example, one

Weibo post stated: “[Tarte Cosmetics Canada] there is a promotion event about



makeup and skincare product, 20% off everything with the discount code
TARTECAD. Tarte is a good brand, which has been ignored by most of people, but
a lot of make-up artists in the U.S. will recommend this brand to other people.
Tarte is made of natural plant, with no chemical additives and flavors. Even those
women who are pregnant can also use this product. Personally, I will
recommend choosing the Amazon mud blush (it can be used as lipstick and lip
balm).” As can be noticed, this Weibo post used square brackets to highlight the
topic of Tarte. It would be much easier for people who want to discover more
information about the Tarte product to simply run a search by using the format
of [Tarte Cosmetics Canada] on Weibo platform. The use of hashtags to label a
topic is very similar with the use of square bracket. For example, if users are
interested in the discussion of Tarte Cosmetics Canada, they could run a search
by using the format of #Tarte Cosmetics Canada#.

Another important structure is using @name to identify the
username/person a user is talking to, or to raise user’s attention, to provide
information directly to someone, and so on. As can be seen, in Table 4, there
were five interaction comments that adopted the format of @name trying to
directly reach specific Weibo users, for example: XXX [the name of Weibo user]:

reply @XXX [the name of Weibo user].

Table 4: One Typical Weibo Post with Participants’ Interaction Comments

[Help someone asking a question] [ am an international student in Toronto. I
need to find a Gynecologist, who can speak fluent Mandarin. Is there anyone who
knows such female doctors with good reputation? Beside this, [ have another




question related to international students’ health insurance coverage issue.
Thank you very much in advance.

K B _ARZF 44 I reply@-F ok — B #8448 : Yeah!!!!

KB B _ARIF P4 e reply@7F 7718 [ %%:You two bad guys [“I got you two in
this discussion...”]~~

R—Ri 5 A5 reply @ K B B _R 2157 97 ## Uil: Ha-ha, got you~~~
T2 [A % reply @ K B B _ARZSF 3744 J:Hello~~

AR7HHR BR: There is a Gynecologist, named Dr. [last name of the Dr.]in [name of
the clinic]clinic.

KB B _ARZ5F§7 48 bi.: If you want to visit a specialist doctor, you will need to get
a referral letter from your family doctor, or from doctors in walk-in clinic, or
doctors at school first. Normally it will be very complicated. Actually, in my
opinion, clinic centers located on campus are good enough. You can tell the
registration people that you need a female doctor.

bella2333: I do not know any doctor who can speak Chinese. But there is a
women's health college on campus that can do examination for you, and
personally I like it.

P _"HH: Go to school’s clinic center and book an appointment with a female
doctor.

1% #7_#%: I heard that health examination package provided by school will include
the department of gynecology but you have to be above 21 years old.

JAEJEPE: 1f you did purchase the health insurance plan from school, you should
go to clinic center located on campus; because they have better doctors and
equipment compared with those private clinic center. Clinic center of school
will provide free gynecological examination. However, you need to send the
examination bill to your health insurance company, and the health insurance
company will refund the money shortly.

Ariel % % K45 % 5% any walk in clinic center provide such service...
HASC-HAL: Gynecologist only accept patients with referral letter from family
doctor or clinic doctor, and this process will take more than a month.

ER/NK Jessie: 1 do not know which school you are in. I know that [name of
university] provide a free health examination every year, including gynecological
examination.

AW /NIH P AEYE_YT: T do not have such experience because 1 prefer Traditional
Chinese Medicine (TCM), and I have only traditional Chinese doctor. Normally,
for international students’ health insurance, you need pay the medicine/medical
treatment bill first. After this, you will be able to claim refund from your health
insurance company by filling some forms, with the bill statement together. You
need to mail all these supporting documents to the health insurance company.
They will refund your money after a few days via a check.

Ooo -+ F&H I 000: Gynecologist....

a7 E8 9 5 reply @4EQE/NGH A2 YT Hello, do you know where I can
find a good traditional Chinese doctor?




Besides adopting the format of @username to reach specific persons, using
hashtags or square brackets to label topics, there was another interesting format
of linguistic conversation in Sina Weibo, the Chinese-language based social
media platform. This interesting linguistic structure is a combination of using
English-language and Chinese-language together in one Weibo post or in one
interaction comment (see Appendix 2). For example, one person posted a
message to share her personal experiences about how to deal with combination
skin type. In her post, she stated in English word of “sensitive+dehydrated+oily
skin” to describe her situation, but she used Chinese language to write the rest of
her Weibo post. Similarly, in most Weibo posts and interaction comments,
people used the name “T&T” instead of this supermarket’s Chinese name (K4t
1£); however the rest of the posts and comments were written in Mandarin.
Besides this, among other participants’ interaction comments, all cosmetic
products/brands were written in English instead of Chinese. As such, by using
this way to communicate with each other, people (who live in Canada,
international students for example) separated themselves from those who live in
Mainland China or those who do not speak English. This was how people created
a very unique common language based on common experience, knowledge,
language preference, and so on. Moreover, for English-language Weibo users,
international students for example, the data appeared to illustrate that, they
were more likely to adopt similar linguistic structures used by Twitter users. For

example, “M/Mark” means one Weibo user collected this Weibo post in his/her



own Weibo account file. “RT /Repost” refers to forwarded posts to other people
on Sina Weibo (Gruad et al,, 2011).

Temporality

The second important element related to the formation of “imagined”
communities is temporality (Gruad et al., 2011). It has been illustrated that, “the
formation of imagined communities is the presence of the homogeneous time, in
which a community is moving through history together by sharing a
consciousness of a shared temporal dimension in which they co-exist” (Gruad et
al,, 2011, p.15). In Table 4, 16 interaction comments were posted on the same
day (2014-04-09) after a Weibo post was published. Besides this, for social
media, there is a belief that only things that are happening now are what matter.
For example, one Weibo post stated: [Well.ca: Lily of the Desert] there is a
promotion for Lily of the Desert... This promotion is only good for today (2/11).
The last sentence was for emphasis on the temporality of this Weibo post.

High Centers

Benedict Anderson (1983) pointed out in his book The Imagined Community
that, community formation is associated with the decline of the conception that
society is naturally organized around and under high centers. However, similar
to Twitter, Weibo represents a de-centralized structure where anyone is free to
follow anyone, free to unfollow anyone, free to restrict access to his or her
account by blocking someone, and so on (Gruad et al.,, 2011). But it will be

another picture if we use a more network-oriented view of high centers.



According to Gruad et al. (2011), “high centers in Twitter are popular individuals
or organizations who are followed by many others” (p. 16). The situation of
Weibo is very similar. For example, in this research paper, four popular Sina
Weibo accounts have been selected to create the database. One selection
standard was based on the number of followers in each Weibo account. For
example, there were more than 120, 000 people who followed “The bulletin of
how to save money in Canada/Dealmoon Canada”, and the Sina Weibo account of
“Canadian Tourism Commission” had more than 600,000 followers by the end of
March, 2015.

4.2.2 From “Imagined” Community to “Real” Community

As mentioned, this research paper aimed to understand the role Sina Weibo
plays in Chinese international students’ oversea lives and their online health
related information seeking process in particular. Through the first step of data
analysis, it was found that, Sina Weibo could be recognized as an “imagined”
community because of the common language developed by Weibo users, the
temporality of Weibo posts’, and the presence of the “high center” feature. The
second step of data analysis went beyond looking at Sina Weibo as an “imagined”
community, because this study wanted to find whether Sina Weibo could
maintain and provide social capital and support its followers. In this way, Sina
Weibo will not simply be imagined by each user but it will also be built on the
shared sense of community: from the “imagined” to “real” community that can

bring people together. Since this research paper aimed to study Sina Weibo as a



virtual community that maintains and provides social capital to its users, it is
necessary to examine the idea of virtual settlement and sense of community.

Virtual Settlement

To start with, previous studies pointed out that the prerequisite for an
online community is the presence of a “virtual settlement” and it needs to meet
the following four conditions: interactivity, more than two communicators,
common-public-place where members can meet and interact, and sustained
membership over time (Gruad et al., 2011; Jones, 1997). As such, it is necessary
to focus on whether Sina Weibo can be recognized as a “virtual settlement.”

Interaction

There were 217 interaction comments existing in 40 selected health related
Sina Weibo posts. Among 40 Weibo posts, 10 of them used the format of
@username to facilitate talking to another Weibo user directly, which accounted
for 25% of the entire data set (Sina Weibo posts). 75 interaction comments (27%
of the whole interaction comments) included the structure of @username to
reach other discussion participants, or someone they would like to directly reach.
Moreover, those 40 Weibo posts were reposted 64 times in total according to the
calculator tool of Sina Weibo itself.

More than Two Communicators

Taking a typical Sian Weibo as an example, there were 13 different Weibo
users who joined one Weibo post discussion (see Table 4). If we included the

Weibo post publisher, in this case, there were 14 communicators who



participated in a health related information seeking discussion. Hence, there
were more than two communicators on Sina Weibo.

Common-Public-Place Where Members Can Meet and Interact

As a social media platform, Sina Weibo has certain features for its users to
communicate with each other publicly or privately. Everyone is free to make
public any messages on Weibo platform by simply creating a message with 140
characters or below and users can easily reach anyone on Weibo platform via
private message box.

Sustained Membership over Time

Based on the current data collection methods used in this study, it was not
possible to examine the sustained membership over time. In this paper, the data
only illustrated when users made Weibo posts, published Weibo interaction
comments, and so on. It was impossible to tell when Weibo users become a
member of a particular Weibo account. This limitation calls for further research.

Sense of Community

According to Gruad et al. (2011), “the presence of a virtual settlement does
not necessarily guarantee the presence of a community” (p.9). In other words,
social media system like Sian Weibo that allows people to talk to each other and
exchange information does not necessarily allow Sina Weibo users to have a
sense of belonging to a particular community (Gruad et al., 2011). As such, the
view of sense of community was employed the following way. Four conditions

characterize a sense of community: membership, influence, integration and



fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection. With regard to
integration/fulfillment of needs and shared emotional connection, both of them
have been examined already during the first part of quantitative data analysis.
From previous analysis, it was apparent that, out of 217 comments, 21 (10%)
were related to emotional support, and 114 comments that directcy provided
information or solution to the Weibo posts, accouted for 52% of the whole
interaction comments. The remaining two conditions are examined below.

Membership

Based on the current data collection methods used in this study, it was
difficult to examine when a Weibo user of an account became a follower of
another Weibo account, or users. This limitation calls for further research.

Influence

Simply, influence means the difference made by each person to one
community. As noticed, people’s discussion did appear to have an influence on
other Weibo users’ actions. For example, one Weibo user posted a public Weibo
post about her personal experience with skincare product: “this is for girls who
unfortunately have similar skin type that I have, which is
sensitive+dehydrated+oily skin. After trying a lot of cosmetic products and
different brands, I finally found that the product of Chanel gel and Chanel hydra
essence works great: it can help you with hydrator, and will be good with
sensitive skin type...I used these two products for a month, and they worked

great...cannot wait to recommend to other people.” Among interaction



comments resulting from this post, there was one user who affirmed: “I am going
to save money for these two products, since it worked great for you....” As such,
from this and other similar examples, it can be argued that, Weibo posts can have
an influence on users’ actions.
Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the results of quantitative and qualitative data

analyses of the four Weibo accounts: “The bulletin of how to save money in

» « » «

Canada/Dealmoon Canada,” “Canadian Tourism Commission,” “University of
Ottawa,” and “The Chinese international students union of University of Ottawa.”
The analyses included 40 health related Sina Weibo posts and 217 participants’
interaction comments. Seven categories emerged during the quantitative
analysis, and these seven categories were divided into two parts: providing
information and emotional support. Among 217 interaction comments, 114
directcy provided information or solution to the Weibo posts; 21 provided
emotional support; 11 provided both information and emotional support; and 71
could not be categorized to fit any of the two parts. For the qualitative analysis,
Anderson’s (1983) concept of “imagined community,” Jones’s (1997) theory of
“virtual settlement,” and McMillan et al. (1986) view of “sense of community”
have been employed to examine whether Sina Weibo could be imagined as a

virtual community that could create and sustain various social capital. The next

chapter will provide an attempt to answer the research questions.



Chapter Five: Discussion

In the following chapter, answers for research questions will be presented
based on data drawing from quantitative and qualitative content analyses. The
research questions that were posed earlier included:

RQ 1: What role does Weibo play in the health related information seeking
process of international Chinese students in Canada?

RQ 2: What barriers do Chinese international students’ face when accessing
health care related information/services by using Weibo in Canada?

5.1 The Role of “Virtual Community”

The results illustrated that Sina Weibo could be studied as a “virtual
community” for its users during their online communication related to health
issues. In other words, the answer to the first research question is that Sina
Weibo plays the role of a “virtual community” in Chinese international students’
health related information seeking process.

5.1.1 “Imagined” Community

A virtual community needs to meet conditions of an “imagined” community
first. As part of an “imagined” community, Weibo users did create unique
linguistic structures during their daily interactions, including using @username
to directly talk to someone, hashtags or square brackets to label discussion
topics, a combination of two different languages (Chinese and English) together
in one post or one interaction comment, and so on. The development of the

common language among Weibo users provided a foundation for Weibo



becoming an “imagined” community. As discussed in the results of data analyses
chapter, the other two important conditions of being an “imagined” community,
temporality and “high center,” can also be applied to Sina Weibo. For example,
most Weibo posts about health related products information/promotion
highlighted the expired date of promotion, such as “the offer is only good for
today (2/22)” could be considered a sign of temporality. With regard to the
feature of “high center,” the Weibo account of “The bulletin of how to save money
in Canada/Dealmoon Canada” had more than 120, 000 followers by the end of
March 2015, which speaks to the idea of Gruad et al. (2011): “high centers in
social network are popular individuals or organizations who are followed by
many others” (p. 16).

5.1.2 From “Imagined” to “Real” Community

The findings illustrated that beyond being an “imagined” community, Sina
Weibo also plays the role of a “real” community that could create social capital
for and provide support to its users to some extent. In other words, Sina Weibo
could be considered as a virtual community that provides support to its users.
Generally speaking, there are more than two communicators who interact via
this common-public-place, Sina Weibo platform, making Weibo a virtual
settlement according to the idea of Jones (1997). Moreover, the results also
indicated that, Weibo users’ actions did appear to be influenced by other users’
Weibo posts/interaction comments during their communication. For example, as

discussed in the results of data analyses chapter, some Weibo users appeared to



make purchasing decisions about cosmetic products based on personal
experiences that other Weibo users shared with them on this social media
platform. Besides the condition of membership, maintaining membership for a
certain period, Weibo platform appeared to meet all other standards to become
one “virtual settlement” and provide a sense of community to its users. As such,
Gruad et al. (2011) noticed that social network, such as Twitter, is both real and
imagined, can be applied to Weibo as well in that “It [Weibo] is real because the
participants [users] interact, especially the mutuals. It is imagined because they
have some sense of community: of interpersonal commitment,” “and that they
have the ability to influence others in the network through their replies [posts]
and retweeting [interaction comments]...” (p. 33).

5.1.3 “Real” Community that Provides Social Capital

As mentioned in the literature review chapter, Gruad et al. (2011) argued
that, “Twitter is a good case to understand how people integrate information and
communication technologies to form new social connections or maintain existing
ones” (p. 33). His (Gruad et al,, 2011) study findings illustrated that the
interaction messages among Twitter users display a sense of belonging, and
Twitter users have the ability to influence others in the network through their
communication. The results of this study also illustrate the existence of this
sense of belonging among users of Sina Weibo via their posts and interaction
comments that amount to providing information and emotional support to each

other. This study, however, makes a point of departure by analyzing analyzed the



kinds of information and emotional support provided by Weibo users.

The results of the quantitative analysis of the 40 Weibo posts and 217
interaction comments showed that generally Weibo users’ posts and interaction
comments could be divided into two major parts, information related and
emotional support related. Specifically, information related posts and interaction
comments provided “bridging social capital,” also known as “weak ties,” that,
“serve as bridges connecting a person to a different network, allowing the person
to access to new perspectives and diffuse information” (Lin et al,, 2012, p. 3). In
this research paper, this type of social capital might be able to help Weibo users
to acquire information/knowledge of the host country’s language, culture,
worldviews, beliefs, norms, and rules (e.g., posts about where to purchase
certain products, posts about health insurance information, announcement
about social issues, like someone died because of drug abuse, and so on.).
Emotional support related Weibo posts and interaction comments provided
“bonding social capital,” also known as “strong ties,” and this type of emotional
support can be gained from close relationships in our lives (Lin et al., 2012). This
emotional support may help an individual draw upon different resources in
order to cope with life difficulties, psychological stress, and maintain emotional
well-being.

5.2 Barriers and Opportunities Facing Chinese International Students

5.2.1. Barriers

Studies pointed out that Chinese international students face many life



difficulties that they need to cope with, including financial stress, cultural
difference, language barriers, social isolation, and so on, during their overseas
stay (Carey & Denise, 2013). With regard to their health, previous research
showed that Chinese international students seemed reluctant to health services
in the host country because of reasons related to discomfort, misunderstanding,
and lack of trust (Carey & Denise, 2013,). As evidenced in existing literature with
regard to ethnic minority patients (Scheppers, et al., 2006), the results of this
study also found that, when accessing health care services in the host country,
Chinese international students often face barriers that relate to using health
services, and these barriers occurred at three different levels: patient level
(including demographic variables, social structure variables, health beliefs and
attitudes, personal enabling resources, community enabling resources, perceived
illness and personal health practices, and so on), provider level (relating to
health care/service providers’ skills and attitudes) and system level (mainly
health care organizations ). These barriers are discussed below.

Language

Language barrier has been mentioned many times in most cultural
adaptation studies, studies related to international students’ issues, and, health
communication studies (Carey & Denise, 2013; Hendrickson et al., 2011; Lin & Yi,
1997; Yan & Berliner, 2013; Ye, 2006). The results of this research paper also
found that, language plays an important role during Chinese international

students’ health related seeking process. It has been noticed that among the



category of looking for doctors, 2 (29%) Weibo posts out of 7 included
information about language issues that Chinese people faced. For example, one
Weibo user mentioned: “I am a Chinese international student in Toronto...can
anyone recommend me a female doctor who can speak fluent Mandarin.... ”
Another Weibo post stated: “Is there anyone who knows a good dentist in
Toronto, who can speak Mandarin? It will be much easier for me to communicate
with a dentist who can speak Chinese language.” It appears that, even Chinese
international students who can speak good English, still prefer to communicate
with doctors who know their first language, Chinese language.

Lack of Information

Another barrier for Chinese international students to access health
information/services is lack of information relevant to their needs. Simich (2011)
pointed out that Chinese immigrants are often faced with the problem of lacking
meaningful information about health issues, such as, “knowledge of where to find
the right health care, [and] how to access preventive health care services” (p.18).
In this research paper, 16 Weibo posts (40%) out of 40 related to the search for
health related information. For instance, many posts were about how to find a
doctor, including traditional Chinese doctor, ophthalmologist, dentist,
gynecologist, pediatrician, cosmetic surgery doctors, and dermatologist (see
Appendix 1). Moreover, there were other posts about purchasing health related
products, such as: “Is there anyone who knows where to purchase Chlorophyll in

Canada?” “Hi, is there anyone who knows where I can find the millet and Carp?



Because my baby will be born next month, and I will need a lot of this kind of
food.”

Health Beliefs

Previous studies illustrated that one’s perceptions of health and illness is
related to his/her health-seeking attitudes and behaviours and these perceptions
directly and indirectly determine one's interpretation of illness (Ahmed & Bates,
2012; Carey & Denise, 2013; Copeland, 2005). Chinese culture, particularly
traditional Chinese medicine and/or medical treatment, which are very different
compared with the western medicine and health treatment, influence Chinese
international students’ health seeking process, attitudes, and behaviours (Kwan
& Holmes, 1999; Ma et al,, 2010). Results of this study also found similar
influence of one’s health beliefs on his/her health related information seeking
process. For example, one Weibo interaction comment stated: “I do not have
such experiences of looking doctors in Canada, and this is because personally I
prefer to use the traditional Chinese treatment. I know a traditional Chinese
doctor in Toronto for a long time;” While another interaction comment stated:
“Why do people want to bring traditional Chinese medicine to Canada? Those
medicines are useless in my opinion” (see Appendix 2). From this interaction
comment, it appears that this Weibo user’s belief about traditional Chinese
medicine influenced his/her decision to not seek treatment from western
doctors

Other



The results of this study showed that, there were other barriers when
Chinese internationals students searched for health related information in
Canada, such as financial difficulties, the idea of “face saving,” and so on. There
were two health-insurance related Weibo posts, and both of them were about
some financial issue. For example, in one post, a user asked questions related to
medical treatment fees, and another user in another post was looking for details
of health insurance plan, especially the associated costs.

Regarding the idea of “face saving,” Talley (2014) argued that, the face is a
core feature of our physical identity, status, and the way of being in the world. It
was noted that, one plastic surgery related Weibo post had been deleted after
many people participated in the discussion, and it might be because the user who
posted the plastic surgery Weibo post felt like “losing face,” and did not want
people to identify who he/she was by clicking on the original Weibo post linking
to his/her Weibo account file.

5.2.2. Opportunities

Besides the above barriers that Chinese international students faced, they
were also presented with opportunities to increase their social networks, gain
health and wellness related information, and form community ties through their
health related seeking process via Sina Weibo. For example, there was one post
about a gunfire that happened in Toronto, which resulted in 198 interaction
comments. Moreover, 460 people reposted this post the same day when the

gunfire happened. Similarly, another Weibo post stated: “my skin suddenly has



scars, especially after I came to Canada...is there anyone else with similar
experience? Can anyone help me with some treatment information or anything? ”
113 people participated in this discussion and 24 Weibo users reposted the
original post. According to existing literature, that web- and mobile-based
applications of social media are powerful tools for the dissemination of health
related information, and there is a large number of people seeking health related
information online and through social media applications (Hawn, 2009;
Robillard et al., 2013). The results of this study found that Sina Weibo social
network plays an important role in Chinese international students’ lives through
providing one social networking platform that brings together the Chinese
international community. For example there were more than 120,000 users in
one Weibo account: “The bulletin of how to save money in Canada/Dealmoon
Canada.”
Chapter summary

This chapter argued how Sina Weibo appears to meet almost all conditions
to be a “virtual community.” It further discussed how Sina Weibo operates as a
“virtual community” and creates various types of social capital for its users,
including information and emotional support. It has been noticed that facing
Chinese international students faced certain barriers and opportunities during
their health related information seeking process via Sina Weibo. In the next
chapter, conclusions are drawn, limitations are discussed, and,

recommendations for future studies are presented.



Chapter Six: Conclusions, Limitations, and Recommendations

This chapter highlights some major findings of this study, then discusses the
limitations, and makes some recommendations future research.

6.1 Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to understand the role of Sina Weibo in the
lives of Chinese international students in Canada and their online health related
information seeking process in particular. An application of the idea of Twitter as
an “imagined” community (Gruad et al., 2011), Jones’s (1997) “virtual
settlement” and the “sense of community” of McMillan et al. (1986) yielded
insights into how Sina Weibo can provide grounds for development of an online
community that is not simply imagined. In other words, the quantitative and
qualitative content analyses findings demonstrate that it is possible to consider
Sina Weibo as a virtual community that provides Chinese international students
with various types of social capital. Specifically, Sina Weibo creates an online
public place for its users to interact with each other; there are more than two
communicators on Sina Weibo; and the Weibo posting and interaction comments
related to health related information seeking seem to have an influence on their
actions. These three characters appear to make Sina Weibo a “real” community,
which provides a sense of community among its users and a sense of belonging
as well.

Moreover, the results illustrated that there were mainly two kinds of social

capital provided by the Sina Weibo platform: social capital that provides



information, and bonding social capital that brings people together with a sense
of belonging and that provides emotional support, and so on. The types of
information provided by the Sina Weibo platform were divided into seven
categories, including: looking for doctors, products, health insurance, medicine,
food, social issues and others, which together reflected the literal topics of all
Weibo posts in the data set. Emotional support provided by the Sina Weibo
platform were divided into three categories, including: looking for dating
information, expressing personal emotion, and sharing personal experiences to
support others or simply posting some words/smiley face to support others.

To sum up, similar to the study of Gruad et al. (2011) on Twitter as an
“imagined” community, this research paper argues that Sina Weibo could be
recognized as an imagined community, and more importantly, it could be
recognized from an “imagined” to a “real” community (a virtual community),
which seem to create various social capital for Chinese international students in
the form of providing health related information and emotional support to make
their overseas lives easier.

6.2 Limitations

As mentioned in the methodology part, there are several limitations that
need to be taken into consideration when assessing the findings of this study.
First of all, the sample size of this study is not big enough to cover the whole Sina
Weibo posts and interaction comments. This is because the method of content

analysis is very time-consuming; it involves analyzing a voluminous number of



posts and interaction comments need to undergo analysis, and in this case,
translation too. Hence the reason for selecting a small, manageable number of
posts and interaction comments to carry out this research.

Second, for this research paper, all Weibo posts and interaction comments
were selected from the Sina Weibo platform only. However, there are other
major micro blogging platforms in China, such as Tencent, Sohu, or 163, which
have not been taken into account. Therefore, the sample of this study is not
representative enough to make generalizations for the whole group.

Third, during the qualitative content analysis, it has been noticed that the
condition of “Sustained membership over time” from Jones’ (1997) notion of
“virtual settlement,” and the condition of “membership” form McMillan’s team
(1986) view of “sense of community” could not been accounted for because of
the data collection methods employed in conducting this research. Therefore,
future research should examine these two conditions of being a “virtual
community” by examining users’ Sina Weibo network activity for a period of
time and tracking all followers’ interaction comments/activities.

Fourth, the researcher’s bias could have influenced the conclusions of this
research paper focused on Sina Weibo, the Chinese-language based social media
platform. For example, the translation work was done by the researcher herself,
with the help of computer based translation tools.

6.3 Recommendations

Despite the limitations mentioned above, this research paper offers some



useful insights into an area of study that received less focus in existing research:
Chinese international students’ health related information seeking process via
social media platform. It provides the groundwork for future health related
information seeking process via social media platform, especially among Chines
international students.

Moreover, the findings revealed that female Weibo users were more active
participants in discussion via Sina Weibo. As such, future research can focus on
females’ online health related information seeking process, attitudes, behaviours,
and the influence of their health beliefs on the whole family by doing an in-depth

interviews and focus groups.
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Appendix C: One Typical Weibo Post with Participants’ Interaction
Comments
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