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Introduction



Government 
communication 
in health 
emergencies

 The first known coronavirus disease (COVID-19) case was 
reported in China on November 17, 2019, and on January 23, 
2020, the government in China imposed a strict lockdown in 
Wuhan, the epicentre of  the virus. Despite a massive 
containment effort, by late February, 80,000 cases had emerged. 
By March, COVID-19 was confirmed in many countries 
worldwide and the World Health Organization (WHO) declared 
COVID-19 a pandemic on March 11, 2020

 A pandemic requires large-scale immediate actions by the 
government to connect with the public, inform the public about 
the latest updates of  the disease, motivate them to adopt 
preventive measures to minimize the transmission of  the 
disease, and reassure them that the government can handle the 
situation.



Social media 
and pandemic 
communication

 In health emergency communication, previous studies have 

found that social media platforms such as Twitter and even the 

photograph-based Instagram played a significant role in guiding 

the public during the Zika virus outbreak in 2016.

 For China, Sina Weibo performs a similar role during pandemics 

since the government, news media, and the public heavily relied 

on it as an online platform for communicating information 

during the current COVID-19 outbreak, especially during time 

of  lockdown and social distancing. 



In-home media consumption due to the coronavirus outbreak among internet 
users worldwide as of  March 2020, by country

Source: https://www.statista.com/statistics/1106498/home-media-consumption-coronavirus-worldwide-by-country/

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1106498/home-media-consumption-coronavirus-worldwide-by-country/


Health crisis 
communication 
and the research 
gap

 In terms of  what organizations emphasize in their epidemic or 
pandemic communication, prior studies suggested that 
government employed content frames that highlighted 
uncertainty, disease detection and preventive measures and 
positive narratives in health crisis communication to raise public 
awareness.

 Interactions created via the use of  dialogic loop and interactive 
feature on social media can also affect health behavior and 
attitudes.

 However, a research gap exists on the use of  social media to 
disseminate information about COVID-19 and public 
engagement with this information, especially in understanding 
the content frames employed by the government’s media in the 
Chinese context, its style of  communication, and the use of  
interactive features in its communication with the public 
regarding a new epidemic.



Developing an integrated framework

Health crisis communication framework (for public engagement)

Content frame (health crisis management and health 
communication studies)

1. action
2. new 

evidence
3. 

reassurance
4. disease 
prevention

5. health 
care 

services

6. 
uncertainty

Message style 
(narrative in 

health 
communication)

1. narrative
2. non-

narrative

Interactive features (public relations 
and health communication studies)

1. links to 
external 
sources

2. use of  
hashtags

3. use of  
questions

4. use of  
multimedia



Formulating the RQs

RQ1: How frequently did the official social media employ the subdimensions of  content frames, message 

style, and interactive features in its communication of  COVID-19?

RQ2: Did the subdimensions of  content frames, message style, and interactive features have different levels 

of  impact on public engagement?

RQ3: Could the dimensions (ie, content frames, style, and interactive features) or subdimensions interact 

synergistically to increase or decrease the levels of  public engagement with the government’s 

communication of  COVID-19?



Method



Source of  data 
and sample 
period

 People’s Daily’s (government owned media) Sina Weibo account is chosen for 

data collection. With 117 million followers, Sina Weibo of  People’s Daily is 

also one of  the top followed and most visited news media sites on Sina Weibo.

 All posts and the public’s responses communicated on COVID-19 from 

People’s Daily (between January 20, 2020, to March 11, 2020) were manually 

captured for the investigation of  government communication of  COVID-19 

and its interaction with the public.

 A text corpus containing 3255 posts were collected.



Sample size 
and data 
collection

 To generalize a sample size to represent the target population (3255 posts), 

we employed the sample size calculator developed by the Australian Statistics 

Bureau to estimate a sample size of  620, giving a confidence level of  95%, a 

confident interval of  0.035, and a standard error of  0.018. A random sampling 

method was employed. 

 We employed z score to identify and remove outliers from the data pool. 12 

posts (2%) which were significantly longer or shorter and would have caused 

problems during content analysis were removed. Consequently, 608 posts and 

the related public responses were included in the corpus for content analysis.



Content 
Analysis and 
Coding Scheme

 Content analysis is a widely employed method in the study of  technical and 
media communication. It is concerned with the context in which the 
occurrences of  words, phrases, signs, and sentences are recorded and 
analyzed in a developed conceptual framework to provide an in-depth 
understanding.

 For RQ1, we coded the sub-dimensions in the content frame and message 
style on sentence basis and the number of  interactive features to examine 
the frequency of  use.

 For RQ2 and 3, we recoded the dimensions of  content, style, and 
interactive loop using the dominant category for performing ANOVA and 
two-way ANOVA tests on content, style, and interactive loop and their 
interaction on public engagement.

 For RQ3, the coding results of  RQ1 were adopted to investigate the effect 
of  all subdimensions on public engagement using negative binomial 
regression analysis.

 Intercoder Reliability-120 posts (19%) were coded by two trained coder 
to ensure intercoder reliability. The average agreement was higher than 
0.83, and the average Cohen kappa was greater than 0.8, indicating an 
almost perfect agreement.



Results



RQ1
Figure 1. Comparison of  the mean counts 
of  subdimensions within each of  the three 
dimensions. (a) Mean counts of  
subdimensions under the content 
dimension. (b) Mean counts of  
subdimensions under the style dimension. 
(c) Mean counts of  subdimensions under 
the interactive dimension. *P<.05, 
**P<.01, ***P<.001, ****P<.0001. All 
histograms depict mean and standard error 
of  the mean.

Significant use of:  

1. new evidence and action than any other subdimensions 

2. nonnarrative than narrative message style

3. multimedia and hashtags than links to external source and questions



RQ2
Figure 2. Comparison of  the mean number of  

shares, comments, and likes for posts of  each 

subdimension. Mean number of  (a) shares, (b) 

comments, and (c) likes of  the subdimensions of  

the content dimension. Mean number of  (d) 

shares, (e) comments, and (f ) likes of  the 

subdimensions of  the style dimension. Mean 

number of  (g) shares, (h) comments, and (i) likes 

of  the subdimensions of  the interactive 

dimension. *P<.05, **P<.01, ***P<.001, 

****P<.0001. All histograms depict mean and 

standard error of  the mean.

• Although they were the most frequently used 

subdimensions, new evidence and the nonnarrative

style had the least impact on the number of  shares 

in their own dimensions

• Narrative posts generated significantly more shares 

than nonnarrative posts 



RQ3
Figure 3. Simple main effects between the sub-dimensions 
on the number of shares, comments, and likes. Simple 
main effects between the sub-dimensions of content and 
style on the number of shares, comments, and likes (a-c). 
Simple main effects between the sub-dimensions of 
content and interactive loop on the number of shares, 
comments, and likes (d-f). Simple main effects between 
the sub-dimensions of style and interactive loop on the 
number of shares, comments, and likes (g-i). ** P<.01, *** 
P<.001.

Results from simple main effect analyses indicated that:

1. For the number of  comments and likes, the narrative

style was significantly higher than that of  nonnarrative

in disease prevention posts 

2. The narrative style received significantly more shares 

than the nonnarrative one on the use of hashtag posts



RQ3

In our NB2 analysis, we confirmed that:

1.new evidence and nonnarrative style was a strong 

negative predictor of  the number of  shares 

2.narrative style was found to be a strong positive 

predictor of  the number of  shares

3.links to external sources was a strong positive 

predictor of  the number of  shares whereas the use of

multimedia was a weak positive predictor of  the 

number of  shares

4.use of questions to solicit feedback was a strong 

negative predictor of  the number of  comments and 

likes



Discussion



Principal
Results

 Although they were the most frequently used sub-dimensions, new evidence and 
non-narrative style were strong negative predictors of  the number of  shares. 

 The two-way ANOVA indicated that the pairing of  disease prevention posts with a 
narrative style generated a higher number of  comments and likes.

 NB2 results confirmed that the narrative style was a strong positive predictor of  the 
number of  shares.

 In line with previous studies, our results also revealed the strong effect of  the 
narrative style on public engagement. A narrative style of  communication fosters the 
public’s identification and emotional involvement through the character’s sharing in 
a story event.  Through this, health narratives can possibly raise the public’s 
awareness of  health risks and encourage them to take actions to curb the spread of  
the disease.



Principal
Results

 A “share” indicates a high engagement level because it involves a cognitive action of  
disseminating the post to others, which can potentially reach a large audience. 

 We found that shares are directly related to related to disease prevention, 
reassurance, and uncertainty posts, delivered in a narrative style as well as the 
provision of  links to external sources and use of  multimedia .

 Disease prevention is fundamental in a new epidemic and uncertainty needs to be 
addressed, because by indicating what is unknown, more transparency of  
information (links to external sources) is provided, thereby helping to build trust. 

 The communication of  uncertainty and reassurance might have served the 
purposes of  offering emotional support and allaying anxiety. 



Implications
1) Our integrated, comprehensive framework of  public 

engagement with government health communication 

regarding COVID-19 in China was empirically tested.

2) People’s Daily’s approach of  predominantly employing 

new evidence posts disseminated in a non-narrative style 

in COVID-19 communication was not perceived as the 

ideal strategy to engage the public. We have gained 

insights into the sub-dimensions that can effectively 

enhance public engagement with epidemic 

communication.

Limitations
1) this study pertains to the sampling period; 

2) our developed framework on COVID-19 

communication with the public can be 

further tested in experiment to assess the 

strength of  the three dimensions and its 

effects on other cultural contexts. 
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