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4. Research Design and Methodology 

This study focuses on online political talk to explore how ordinary Chinese citizens engage 

in politics in the everyday life context. Specifically, the research aims to localize citizen 

deliberation and political engagement in the informal online networks of Chinese minjian. 

To answer the research question – does online political talk encourage a process of citizen 

deliberation – a normative approach was applied. After operationalizing the formal criteria 

of deliberation in the public sphere, the deliberative quality of online political talk is 

assessed.  

Moving beyond the conventional framework of deliberation, an explorative design 

was adopted to investigate how online political talk is interwoven with other modes of 

political engagement. It explores how other communicative practices, such as complaining 

and the expression of emotions, emerge from everyday talk online, and how they conflict 

or correspond with deliberative norms. Both the normative and explorative analyses were 

carried out via three empirical case studies, which focus on three topics respectively, 

including the environment, public health, and childcare and parenting. A comparative 

approach was adopted to analyze political talk across three distinct online forums for each 

topic. The selected forums include an explicitly political (government-run) forum, a 

commercial-lifestyle forum, and a commercial-topical forum. For the normative and 

explorative purposes, a multi-layered content analysis, which utilizes both manifest and 

latent coding categories, was applied.  

First, in Section 4.1, the research design is laid-out. In Section 4.2, the criteria for 

case section, followed by a brief description of the three forums/cases is discussed. I 

continue to delineate the data selection process in Section 4.3 by providing an account of 

how political talk was identify and how the sample was collected. Afterward, Section 4.4 

describes the primary method – content analysis, which was employed to evaluate the 

nature of online political talk. Here I discuss how the normative conditions were 

operationalized into empirical measures. The section ends with the reporting of validity 

and reliability measures. In Section 4.5, I discuss how the data was archived, organized, 

and managed during data collection and analysis. The chapter ends (Section 4.6) with 

some reflection on ethical issues for each stage of research.  
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4.1 Research Design 

In order to comprehensively analyze online political talk, a normative, descriptive, and 

comparative design were adopted. The normative analysis is applied to evaluate the 

deliberativeness of such talk based on deliberative democracy and public sphere theory. A 

descriptive analysis aimed at capturing other social-civic communicative forms beyond the 

normative model of deliberation. Finally, a comparative analysis of the nature of political 

talk across three distinct forums and topics allowed for an examination of how different 

features and characteristics, in relation to the forums and topics, affect the communicative 

process.  

4.1.1 Normative analysis 

In short, normative analysis evaluates/assesses real-world practices against a set of 

ideals/norms. As defined by Heery and Noon (2008), “a normative theory or model 

typically tells us how various concepts or ideas should be linked in order to produce certain 

desirable outcomes” (p.111). They explain that normative analysis is not developed based 

on empirical evidence, but it is composed of a set of ideals, standards, requirements, or 

rules that are derived from a logical process based on theories. The normative approach 

aims to improve how things ‘should be’ through an evaluation of the characteristics of the 

object of study. Only with normative analysis can researchers explain the discrepancies 

between ideals and real-world practices, allowing researchers to modify – prescribe 

changes to – the original object of study or improve the normative framework. In the field 

of online deliberation, a normative approach, based on deliberative democratic ideals and 

public sphere theory, has been the dominant approach empirically for examining online 

political discussions (Dahlberg, 2001, 2004).  

Although this study focuses on informal political talk situated in the Chinese 

minjian, it is still evaluated against the normative conditions of deliberation. Mansbridge 

(1999) argues that the criteria for judging the deliberative quality of political discussions, 

either in formal public assemblies or informal settings, not be fundamentally different. 

However, they may be applied at different degrees depending on the type of venue/forum. 

If people wonder what standards are necessary for effective deliberation in formal settings, 

people should also ask what motivates deliberative communication in informal places. 

Thus, the first research question is:  
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RQ1: To what extent does everyday political talk in Chinese online spaces meet the 

conditions of deliberation as outlined in public sphere theory?  

Applying the normative conditions of deliberation to online political talk helps us 

study how the (Western) ideals of deliberation and public sphere theory can be applied to 

the Chinese socio-political context. The normative analysis too addresses the question of 

whether what constitutes the public sphere envisioned by Habermas can be localized in 

the Chinese social-civic culture. It enables researchers to explore how the local social-

cultural background in Chinese society supports or conflicts with the deliberative ideals 

rooted in Western political culture. Such a comparison will allow for a better 

understanding of the particular socio-cultural norms and political culture, allowing us to 

create a more grounded notion of the public sphere that caters to the particular social 

norms, accustoms, and civic culture adopted in ordinary Chinese citizens’ everyday life.  

4.1.2 Descriptive analysis 

Descriptive analysis aims to find out the current status of affairs without any manipulation 

or control from the researcher. Its primary purpose is to describe what was observed 

accurately. “Descriptive research may be characterized as simply the attempt to determine, 

describe or identify what is” (Ethridge, 2004, p.24). Descriptive design is most useful to 

describe characteristics of a phenomenon or events (the object of study) to gather new 

knowledge about it or to identify new or emerging phenomenon. However, descriptive 

studies are not limited merely to a descriptive purpose. The results of descriptive studies 

usually provoke future research that investigates why the observed patterns exist and what 

they imply.  

In this study, in order to provide an accurate account of citizens’ online 

communicative practices, descriptive analysis, in addition to the normative evaluation, was 

conducted as a means of exploring the communicative forms used by Chinese netizens 

when talking politics online. The description is based on observations of social-civic 

communicative forms beyond the formal conditions of deliberation. As such, an 

interactional analysis of the deliberative process, social-civic practices, and emotional 

expressions was applied. The research question being addressed here is: 

 

RQ2: What social-civic communicative forms and emotional expressions, beyond the 

framework of deliberation, emerge in the course of everyday online political talk?  
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4.1.3 Comparative analysis 

Blumer and Gurevitch (1995) maintain that there are several arguments in favor of 

comparative research in political communication. One being that it serves against narrow-

mindedness and “render[s] the invisible visible” (p. 75-76); the differences and similarities 

that emerge through comparative analysis provide us with a better understanding of 

individual cases. The crucial value of a comparative study is that “it attempts to reach 

conclusions beyond single cases and explains differences and similarities between objects 

of analysis against the backdrop of their contextual conditions” (Esser, 2015, p.45). 

Comparative research in political communication aims to explore how the contextual 

environment shapes the phenomenon of communication (Blumler et al., 1992). It tries to 

highlight the characteristic features of the context to identify and explain similarities and 

differences with regard to communication displayed in different cases. Furthermore, the 

comparative approach requires a common theoretical framework to be applied, using the 

same concepts and methods for different cases (Esser, 2015). In the field of online 

deliberation, researchers have comparative political talk/deliberation across different 

political online forums (see, e.g., Dunne, 2009), between governmental and non-

governmental online platforms (see, e.g., Jensen, 2003a), and between political and non-

political online spaces (see, e.g., Graham, 2009).These studies have shown how different 

online contexts shape citizens’ communicative behaviors/practices.  

One of the aims of this study is to compare the nature of everyday political talk 

across three online platforms ranging from a political forum, a commercial-lifestyle forum 

to a commercial-topical forum. The three types of forums are associated with formal 

politics at different degrees, which generates different forum features and cultures. With 

the comparative analysis, this study explores how forum aims and characteristics 

regarding moderation rules, topics, and the nature of forum impact political talk. 

Comparing the (non-political) online forums with the explicitly political forum helps the 

researcher to better understand communicative practices rooted in everyday life, beyond 

the traditional framework of deliberation. Then, with the emergent communicative 

patterns, the study can further reveal how communicative acts are situated in the everyday 

lifeworld and how such communicative forms might promote a type of public sphere that 

differs from Habermas’s deliberative public sphere. Such an approach allows for a 

comprehensive understanding of how communicative practices in different online forums 

open up different spaces for citizens to engage in politics, further exploring the 

heterogeneity of Chinese cyberspace. Hence, the third research question is addressed: 
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RQ3: How do the forum’s aims and characteristics impact the nature of everyday 

political talk?  

 

Aside from the platform comparison, this study compares political talk across three 

topics: the environment, public health, and parenting and childcare. These topics all 

impact people’s everyday lives, but also concern public issues at different levels. 

Environmental issues are political in China. In the past two decades, the environment has 

become a major concern of the Chinese government. With deteriorating environmental 

conditions in recent years, environmental issues have been increasingly impacting Chinese 

people’s private lives. At present, environmental issues have transcended the public-

private divide, being both political and personal. Public health issues bring together social 

problems and personal experiences because political decisions in this field highly impact 

people’s lives. Parenting and childcare issues, on the other hand, are mostly considered as 

private concerns, though they involve and are connected to public issues such as child 

welfare. By comparing political talk on these three topics, which concern different levels of 

publicity, I can explore how the nature of specific topics influences the nature of everyday 

political talk.  

Moreover, by comparing political talk about the three topics, it is possible to bring 

the variable of ‘issue publics’, people who pay attention to a particular type of issue, into 

the equation of everyday online political talk. As Fishkin (2011) argues, all issue publics 

have their own interest and values that differ from other issue-related groups. Self-interest 

expression plays a crucial role in generating a version of the common good that takes 

participants’ interests into account, contrary to the version of common good promoted by 

the elites or the more powerful (Mansbridge et al., 2010). By taking into account issue-

specific political talk, it becomes possible to study how self-interests that are attached with 

certain issues impact the deliberative process.  

4.2 Cases 

There were three criteria for selecting the forums for this study. First, the language of the 

forum needed to be Chinese as the research targets internet use and the public sphere in 

China. The second criterion was based on the forum type: a clear distinction between 

explicitly political spaces and everyday spaces without a clear political focus. As discussed 

above, the three forums selected range from the center of politics to its periphery, from a 
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political (government-run) forum, a commercial-lifestyle forum, to a commercial-topical 

forum. The last criterion for forum selection was based on the popularity of the forums in 

terms of traffic and the ranking among similar forums of its kind. Following these 

principles, three Chinese online discussion forums were selected: People.cn’s Qiangguo 

Luntan (Strengthening the Nation Forum) as the political forum, Baidu Tieba as the mixed 

forum, Yaolan forum as the non-political one.  

People.cn’s Qiangguo Luntan (Strengthening the Nation Forum) is hosted by the 

official online media branch of People’s Daily, as a “central propaganda space” (Jiang, 

2010). It was established as the first Chinese online political forum by people.cn on May 9, 

1999, attempting to provide a space for nationalistic protest against NATO’s bombing of 

the Chinese Embassy in Yugoslavia. It has more than 2.3 million users, posting over 0.1 

million comments every day, according to the introduction on the website2 and a news 

report published on the website of People’s Daily3. In line with this tradition of patriotism 

and nationalistic spirit, the BBS forum was later called Qiangguo Luntan and became a 

platform where people talk about policy issues concerning the development of the country. 

Because it is affiliated with people.cn, this forum is perceived by internet users as a public 

space of authoritative influence where they can expose social problems to high officials and 

push controversial issues into local authorities’ policy agenda through higher-rank officials’ 

attention and pressure (Wang, 2011, p.238). Considering all these features, Qiangguo 

Luntan was selected as a political discussion forum.  

Baidu Tieba (called ‘Tieba’ below), literally a ‘post bar’ similar to a BBS forum, was 

started in 2003 by the Chinese search engine company, Baidu. Tieba became popular 

among grassroots users because of its entertainment-orientation. It is a place where people 

discuss games, playful and funny stuff, and private matters. Baidu users can choose to join 

specific bars (sub-forums) in accordance with their personal interests and hobbies. As 

reported by iFeng news, it has become the largest Chinese forum already in 2010, with 

more than 1 billion daily users4. Because of its popularity among grassroots and various 

non-mainstream subcultures, civic talk about societal issues, might emerge in this virtual 

                                                 

2 See the introduction of the website at http://www2.qglt.com.cn/fuwu/new.html 

3 See a piece of news report published in 2017 on the website of People’s Daily, titled A newspaper and its website. 

http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2017/0116/c391001-29025055.html 

4 See the news report at http://finance.ifeng.com/roll/20100928/2660578.shtml 

http://www2.qglt.com.cn/fuwu/new.html
http://opinion.people.com.cn/n1/2017/0116/c391001-29025055.html
http://finance.ifeng.com/roll/20100928/2660578.shtml
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space. In light of the entertaining and grassroots features of the forum, it was selected 

because it mixes politics with lifestyle and private matters. This commercial-lifestyle forum 

is open and accessible to every individual with access to the internet.  

Yaolan forum is a non-political forum that focuses on childcare and parenting in 

China. As embodied by its name ‘Yaolan’, which means cradle in Chinese, this commercial-

topical forum was established in 1999 to help parents deal with problems in different stages 

of parenthood. The Yaolan forum has over 9 million active users daily.5 Now, it is the 

biggest Chinese-speaking childcare and parenting forum. It covers topics related to 

pregnancy, health and nutrition, childcare, and education. With access to digital media, 

young mothers often turn to Yaolan when they want to discuss issues concerning parenting 

and child-care. Although these issues tend to be private, they are likely to become issues of 

public policy as well.  

4.3 Data Collection 

In this study, the postings and the discussion thread in which they were situated, were the 

units of analysis. For data collection, the selection unit was threads containing postings in 

which political discussions emerge.   

4.3.1 Keyword searches 

Given the vast number of threads (and postings within threads) on these three popular 

discussion forums, a keyword search was used to identify potential threads for analysis. 

The forums’ search engines were used to carry out the search. Again, the three topics under 

investigation were the environment, public health, and parenting and childcare. As such, 

a list of relevant keywords for each topic was created. The keyword lists are based on news 

reports about social and political problems and the researchers’ personal knowledge of 

Chinese society. For example, I identified political talk about parenting and childcare by 

using keywords associated with current societal problems such as child food safety, one-

child policy, child abuse, left-behind children in rural areas, and so on. The keyword lists 

used are presented in Tables 4.1–4.3.  

                                                 

5 See the media report at  http://www.prnasia.com/story/114856-1.shtml      

 

http://www.prnasia.com/story/114856-1.shtml
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Table 4.1: Keyword List for Environmental Talk 

Keywords  English translation 

雾霾 /空气污染 Smog/Air pollution 

气候变化/全球变暖 Climate change/Global warming 

沙尘暴 Sandstorm 

节能减排 

Energy conservation and pollution 

reduction 

低碳环保 Low-carbon lifestyle 

车辆限购/单双号限行 

Curbing the purchase of vehicles for 

private use/ Odd-even numbered car ban 

Apec 蓝 Apec Blue 

污染企业 Pollution industries 

环保热线/举报电话 Hot-lines for environmental protection 

生态环境/生态保护/环保 

Ecological environment/ Ecological 

protection/Environmental protection 

抗霾行动/抵制雾霾/对抗雾霾 Anti-smog movement/Smog protest 

绿色出行 Green travel 

环保法   Environmental Protection Law  

水污染 Water pollution 
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Table 4.2: Keyword List for Political Talk about Health Issues 

Keywords  English translation 

吸烟/禁烟/控烟 Smoking/anti-smoking/ban on smoking 

疫苗/防疫/卫生防疫 Vaccines/epidemic prevention 

公共卫生 Public health and people's livelihood 

医院/医生 Hospitals/doctors 

看病 Medical care  

医保 Health insurance  

医患矛盾 

The relationship between doctors and 

patients 

医闹 Violence against medical practitioners 

药品/医药店 Medicines/Drugstore 

医疗改革 Health reform  

 

Table 4.3: Keyword List for Political Talk about Childcare and Parenting  

Keywords  English translation 

出生证明/准生证/二胎 

Birth certificate/birth permission/second 

child 

奶粉/食品安全/儿童公共卫生安全 Milk powder/food safety/children health 

拐骗儿童/防拐教育 

Children trafficking/anti-trafficking 

efforts 
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儿童安全/自我保护/保护儿童 

Children safety/self-protection education 

for children/children protection 

单亲家庭 Single-parent family 

幼儿园/幼儿园入学/小学/小学入学/学区

房 

Kindergarten/ enrolling and starting 

kindergarten/enrolling and starting 

Primary school/buying houses in good 

school zones 

留守儿童 Left-behind children in Rural China 

户口/上户口/新生儿上户口/社会抚养费 

Household registration for new-born 

babies /social maintenance fees 

虐童 Child abuse 

家庭暴力 Domestic violence 

 

4.3.2 Identifying political talk  

After each potential thread was identified, it was necessary to determine whether the 

thread contained political talk. As described by Graham (2008), identifying political talk 

in non-political forums is like looking for ‘needles in a haystack’. The difficulty lies not only 

in defining what constitutes the ‘political’ in political talk, but also in the informal nature 

of such talk in everyday spaces tied to, for example, lifestyle issues. Thus, how do you 

identify political talk in non-political online spaces where politics is not the focus of 

discussion? To overcome this problem, Graham (2008) proposes an approach to identify 

political talk in non-political online forums. Drawing upon Mansbridge’s (1999, p.214) 

definition of what is political, he identifies a political discussion thread when “a (a) 

participant makes a connection from a particular experience, interest, issue or topic in 

general to society, which (b) stimulates reflection and a response by at least one other 

participant” (p.22). For this study, Graham’s criteria were adopted for identifying political 

talk in the selected Chinese forums. Below is an example of how the criteria worked: 

Participant A: “I did the household registration for my second child already. But I was announced 

a fine this morning. Shall I pay it or not?” 
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Participant B: “The government does not tell citizens that families will be fined for their second 

child before they make the decision. When people have their second kid, they say, no, we have to 

give you a fine. People were entrapped into the second-child birth!”  

Participant C: “Those county officials have entrapped a lot of innocent families within these years.”  

 

This political thread was identified in a sub-forum on Tieba. Participants were talking 

about environmental pollution in the Xixia county of the Henan province in Central China. 

In this example, Participant A was asking others for suggestions about household 

registration and financial punishment for a second-child, in which he or she related a 

personal experience to the societal issue concerning ‘second-child policy’. Participant A’s 

personal experience stimulated responses from others. Participants B and C joined the 

discussion, expressing their criticism against the local government, which has imposed 

fines for additional children. As shown in the example, the exchanges meet the criteria of 

political talk. On the explicitly political forum, it was not necessary to apply these criteria 

since most of the discussions were political in nature given the fact that it is a space devoted 

to politics/policy.  

4.3.3 Sampling  

I collected 75 threads per forum (25 threads per topic), which allowed for a data-set that 

was both manageable and meaningful. When applying the keyword searches, a time-frame 

was initially used, as the aim was to collect threads from the same period on all three 

forums. However, this approach proved unmanageable because it was too challenging to 

find 25 threads per topic across all three forums using a universal time-frame. Given the 

nature of the forums, the time-frames for Tieba and Yaolan were extended because 

political talk did not emerge as regularly in these forums as it did in the political forum. As 

a result, the time frames were as follows: Qiangguo Luntan was January-September 2015; 

Tieba was January 2013 to October 2015; Yaolan was January 2013 to September 2015. In 

addition to the time-frame, a cap was placed on thread size. First, political threads with 

fewer than 10 postings were excluded because they were too short to generate continued 

back-and-forth political discussions from casual talk.  Second, political threads with more 

than a 100 postings were excluded as a means of maintaining a manageable amount of data 

given that each posting was going to be hand-coded during the analysis. These sampling 

criteria and procedures resulted in the following sample: 
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- For Qiangguo Luntan, the sample consisted of 584 postings for environmental 

issues; 608 postings for public health issues; and 618 postings for parenting and 

childcare issues. The data was archived on 22nd of September, 2015.  

- For Tieba, the sample consisted of 846 postings for environmental issues; 1096 

postings for public health issues; 1128 postings for parenting and childcare issues. 

The data was archived on 27th of September, 2015.  

- For Yaolan, the sample consisted of 18 threads containing 467 postings for 

environmental issues; 20 threads with 472 postings for public health issues; and 37 

threads consisting of 691 postings for parenting and childcare issues. Due to the 

lack of political talk about the environment and public health, more threads on 

parenting and childcare were collected in order to reach 75 threads. The data was 

archived on 22nd of September, 2015.  

4.4 Methodology 

In order to answer the research questions above, a multi-layered content analysis was 

employed as the primary method for the investigation. Content analysis is an adaptive 

method for describing and exploring the general patterns and individual instances 

emerging in the phenomenon of communication (Reinard, 2007). Content analysis is an 

important method in the research field of political communication, widely applied to 

analyze the content of political messages, such as political news and political campaigns 

(Neuendorf and Kumar, 2015; Benoit, 2007). Benoit (2011) offers a comprehensive 

explanation of the role of content analysis in political communication, defining it as “a 

means of measuring and quantifying dimensions (variables) of the content of messages” 

(p.268). He argues that content analysis is an especially appropriate method to study the 

verbal elements of messages such as arguments, claims, and themes. As this research aims 

to investigate citizens’ communicative practices via the content of their messages, it 

particularly invites the use of a content analysis. Furthermore, in the field of online 

deliberation research, content analysis is considered the most versatile tool, which serves 

to answer questions concerning the nature of online political discussions such as the 

exchange of diverse opinions, and the level of homogeneity and rationality (Wilhelm, 

2000, p.57). Not surprisingly, it is a well-adopted approach to systematically examine the 

nature of online political discussion in empirical studies (see e.g. Graham, 2008; Zhang, 

2005; Jensen, 2003a). Finally, a key advantage of content analysis is that it allows for the 

analysis of both manifest and, more importantly for this study, latent content.  For 
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example, in this study, the communicative form of storytelling is typified as a latent 

category.  

4.4.1 Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted to test the initial coding scheme for the functionality of the 

categorical framework of deliberation. In addition to the categories, which were based on 

the normative indicators of deliberation, additional categories beyond the framework of 

deliberation were developed in the pilot study. Building off of the real-world approach for 

analyzing online political talk in non-political spaces (Graham et al., 2015), I applied 

qualitative content analysis, which used both deductive and inductive coding techniques 

(e.g. through the use of ‘feedback loops’), to capture other common ingredients of online 

political talk in China (Mayring, 2000). By closely reading and analyzing the texts, I 

developed new categories for forms of communication that emerge such as complaining 

and questioning. I noticed here too the use of emotions in postings, which seemed closely 

connected to the way Chinese netizens talked politics online. Consequently, I further 

delineated these formulated new categories by providing clear definitions for each of them 

and making coding rules.  These categories allowed me to capture the informal 

characteristics of everyday political talk in China. They were eventually added to the coding 

scheme for the final deductive content analysis. 

4.4.2 Coding Scheme 

The coding scheme allowed the researcher to examine communicative practices rooted in 

the particular socio-civic context of China aligning with and beyond the norms of 

deliberation. I developed a three-layered approach to comprehensively analyze the nature 

of online political talk. The first level of analysis investigated the deliberativeness of online 

political talk by operationalizing the normative conditions of deliberation: the process of 

rational-critical debate (rationality, continuity, and convergence), dispositional 

requirements for achieving mutual understanding (reciprocity and sincerity), and the 

norms of debate (discursive equality). The second level, which moves beyond the 

framework of deliberation, examined social-civic communicative forms: complaining, 

questioning, advice giving/helping, storytelling, and social talk. Lastly, the third level of 

the coding scheme examined the expressive nature of everyday online political talk by 

coding for emotions: anger, sadness, fear and happiness. The complete coding manual is 

available in Appendix 4.1.  
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Level 1 The process of deliberation 

Drawing upon Graham’s (2008, 2009) coding scheme, three groups of coding categories 

were operationalized: the process of rational-critical debate (rationality, continuity, and 

convergence), dispositional requirements for achieving mutual understanding (reciprocity 

and sincerity), and the norms of debate (discursive equality). The unit of analysis was a 

single posting, and the context unit of analysis was the thread in which a posting was 

situated.  

Rational-critical debate 

As stressed in Habermas’s theory of the public sphere, rational-critical debate is the most 

crucial communicative form guiding the process of deliberation. It requires citizens to 

apply the “public use of reason” to justify their claims via the exchange of arguments (1989, 

p.27). Such a process requires three vital elements: rationality, continuity, and 

convergence.   

Rationality refers to participants’ use of reasoning to justify their views and claims, 

a crucial element of the Habermasian public sphere. A basic way of assessing the level of 

rationality in previous content analysis research is coding for the absence or presence of 

arguments (Wilhelm 1999; Jankowski and van Os, 2002). However, this method only 

counts messages that contain explicit opinions or suggestions, while it overlooks implicit 

claims that are supported by internal evidence such as personal experiences and values. 

Other scholars have modified the coding rules to include not only arguments supported by 

external evidence such as facts or sources, but also arguments based on internal evidence 

such as personal experiences (Jensen 2003a, 2003b; Graham, 2008, 2009). In this study, 

rationality was measured based on the presence or absence of the following characteristics: 

posts that were on topic, which contained an explicit assertion supported by an expressed 

justification, which provided external evidence such as facts, sources, examples, or 

personal experiences, were coded as reasoned claims. The level of rationality was 

determined by the frequency of the arguments that participants used to back up what they 

wanted to say. It was defined by calculating the number of reasoned claims in relation to 

the total number of claims made (including reasoned claims and non-reasoned claims).  

The next two indicators of rational-critical debate were continuity and convergence. 

They require that participants engage in rational-critical debate until some form of 

agreement is achieved. Most online deliberation scholars do not only evaluate the 

justification of arguments or claims, but also trace how citizens negotiate between 
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differences via their (back-and-forth) exchange of arguments (Zhang, 2005; Einspänner, 

Thimm and Dang-Anh, 2014; Zhou, Chan and Peng, 2008; Stromer-Galley, 2007). 

However, most of these assessments ignore argument depth and focus mainly on the level 

of disagreement expressed. Furthermore, they do not track conversations for instances of 

convergence (the moments when agreement is achieved) with some exceptions (see, e.g. 

Jankowski and van Os, 2002). Graham (2008, 2009) has developed a coding scheme that 

operationalizes the continuity of debate by coding for what he calls ‘extended debate’ and 

‘convergence’. This study builds on Graham’s coding scheme to measure the level of 

continuity and convergence. Continuity (the level of extended debate) was measured via 

the presence of strong-strings. Strong-strings are defined as a minimum of three 

comments engaged in the exchange of claims (ideally in the form of a claim-rebuttal-refute 

exchange).  

 

 

Figure 4.1: An example of a strong-string. 

  

Below is an example of a strong-string exchange:  

 

Participant A: “Baoding (a city in Heibei Province) has been a heavily polluted city for years.”  

Participant B replied A: “How can the city develop without industries”!  

Participant A replied B: “Non sense. There are cities developing well with little pollution. It is the age to pursue 

green development.” 

 

As the example shows, participant A makes a claim about the pollution situation in the city 

of Baoding, north of China. Participant B then posts a counter argument (a rebuttal), 
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arguing that cities cannot develop without industries even though pollution occurs. 

Participant A refutes the counter argument by arguing that development and pollution are 

not mutually contradictory. Note that this is a simplified example of a strong-string 

exchange. Of course, the strong-string can also include other types and forms of arguments 

such as affirmations and the posting of evidence as listed in Figure 4.1. By calculating the 

number of postings involved in strong-strings, the level of extended debate was measured.  

Convergence was measured based on the presence or absence of the following 

characteristics: posts that (partially) conceded (or agreed-to-disagree with) to the ‘better’ 

argument during the exchange of claims. For instance, in the example below (see Figure 

4.2), two participants engaged in an extended debate about the Tiger Mother method of 

strict parenting after Participant A posted a message saying his or her neighbor has been 

scolding and physically punishing his/her child. After the discussion, they partially 

conceded that the other may be right, but still disagreed. This is an example of 

convergence, in which the two users arrived at an understanding but still disagreed with 

each other.  

 

Participant B: It is useless to post and talk about this here.   

Participant A: I think strict punishment for children does not work in family education. That’s child 

abuse.  

Participant B: No, what you say here does not make much sense. First, you don’t know the reason 

why the parent was punishing the child. You only see the scolding and beating. Physical 

punishment is useful but the parent may educate his or her child in a different way. Childhood 

trauma, not necessary!  

Participant A: Physical punishment may work, but I don’t like the idea.  

Participant B: I don’t like it either. We don’t know the story behind. Maybe, the parent just got too 

angry. 
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Figure 4.2 

 

Reciprocity and Sincerity 

The two dispositional conditions under empirical investigation here are reciprocity and 

sincerity6. As Dahlberg (2004) asserts, a fruitful process of argumentation becomes only 

possible when participants are willing to take the position of others into account. 

Reciprocal exchanges are necessary to help participants to reconsider their own validity 

claims in reference to others’ validity claims or arguments (Graham, 2002). Reciprocity 

requires participants to listen and respond to others’ questions, arguments, or statements 

in the discursive process. In past research, scholars have measured the level of reciprocity 

mainly by coding the number of reply messages – reply percentage indicator (Jensen, 

2003b; Schneider 1997). However, such an approach relies on the reply functions of the 

forums and ignores the more latent replies in participants’ messages. Thus, to assess the 

                                                 

6 The other dispositional condition, reflexivity, is not used in the empirical part of the study. 
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level of reciprocity, postings involving a reply to others were coded as reciprocal. 

Specifically, not only were the messages made directly through the reply function of the 

platform counted as replies; messages responding to the other participant’s comments 

without using the reply function were also coded as replies, if identifiable. For instance, a 

participant sometimes directs his or her reply to a specific user by using an @,  or simply 

calling that user symbolically as 楼上(upstairs, meaning people who comment above)  or 

楼主 (the original poster).  

Graham (2009), however, argues that the reply percentage indicator ignores how 

participants wihtin a thread are connected as a whole via their interactions. That is, he 

argues that the reply percentage indicator on its own tells us little about the social structure 

of a discussion thread. For example, a thread could have a high percentage of replies, but 

the replies come in the form of a many-to-one type of dicussion (a thread where, e.g., most 

participnats are replying to the openning post), which is not type of reciprocity delibertaive 

theories describe (see Chapter 2). As reciprocity also refers to the interactivity among all 

participants at a structural level, it is necessary to look at the interactive context situated 

within threads — how the replies are distributed among participants — in addition to the 

reply percentage indicator. Hence, in addition to the quantitative analysis, I also 

investigate qualitatively the social context situated in threads to assess the level of 

reciprocity more comprehensively.  

The next dispositional condition is sincerity. The requirement of sincerity implies 

that the presupposition of rationality will not be achieved unless participants follow the 

principle of “sincere and unconstrained weighing of the arguments” (Habermas, 2001, 

p.34). Sincerity requires that all claims, arguments, and information provided during the 

discussion are sincere and truthful. Recognizing the difficulty in assessing whether a 

participant is sincere in debates is difficult because sincerity is an internal mental activity. 

Graham (2008) therefore suggests identifying instances when participants question or 

challenge the sincerity of others during debates. He argues the perceived sincerity is the 

factor that influences the process of deliberation. Practically, this approach is very feasible 

for textual analysis. Therefore, sincerity was measured based on the presence or absence 

of the following characteristics: posts that challenged or expressed doubt concerning the 

truthfulness/sincerity of another participant’s posts–questionable sincerity.  
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Discursive equality  

Discursive equality, the sixth indicator, requires that participants respect and recognize 

each other as having an equal voice and standing within the deliberative process. This 

requires that every participant has an equal opportunity to speak, free from domination. It 

stresses that participants respect each other as equals thereby prohibiting abusive and 

degrading communicative practices. 

Discursive equality has been a popular indicator used by online deliberation 

researchers, but the operationalization of this requirement is complex. Previous empirical 

studies tend to measure discursive equality from the perspective of an ‘equal voice’ 

(Schneider, 1997; Jensen, 2003b). They calculate the distribution of postings among 

participants to see to what extent the conversation is quantitatively dominated by a small 

number of participants; what Graham and Wright (2014) call “super-participants”. The 

dominance of super-participants drowns out other participants’ voices, harming discursive 

equality. As Schneider (1997) believes, the conversation meets the condition of discursive 

equality when participants are given equal chances to contribute equal amount of 

messages.  

However, such an approach ignores the level of substantial equality (Graham, 2008).  

The distribution of voice itself does not indicate whether participants’ speech acts are 

equally respected and treated. In the past, researchers have analyzed online political talk 

by identifying instances of trolling, flaming, and other uncivil acts to assess whether there 

are practices of discursive inequality prohibiting deliberation (Streck, 1998; Barber, 1998). 

In this study, I focus on gauging the level of substantial equality to examine the level of 

discursive equality. Postings were coded for those instances of inequality when 

participants actively degrade – to lower in character, quality, esteem, or rank – another 

participant’s claim, argument or opinion in general (Graham, 2008). For instance, in the 

example below (see Figure 4.3), participant A accused patients of their abusive behavior 

towards doctors in a post; then participant B degraded A’s post as nonsense and blamed 

the hospital and doctors for the high cost of medical care, which led to increasing medical 

violence. Then the degrading message provoked a further response from participant A, 

who explained the expensive medical care resulted from government’s health policy, not 

the doctors’ fault.  
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Figure 4.3 

 

Level 2 Other social-civic communicative forms  

Past studies often confine their analytical scope to the normative framework of the public 

sphere (deliberation), while neglecting other forms of communication in their analysis of 

the nature of political discussions online (Stromer-Galley, 2007; Wilhelm, 2000; 

Dahlberg, 2004; Zhang, 2005; Zhou, Chan & Peng, 2008). In recent studies of political 

talk in the net-based public sphere, scholars have started to include communicative forms 

beyond deliberation when analyzing online forums. Graham and Wright (2014) and 

Graham et al. (2015) include informal or personal forms of communication such as Q&A, 

advice giving/support, chatting, banter, humor, and storytelling, in addition to arguing 

and debating, in their analysis of the nature of informal political talk in everyday life online 

spaces. Yan, Sivakumar, and Xenos (2017) also looked at multiple discursive forms beyond 

deliberation. In line with these more inclusive approaches to studying online political talk, 

a set of coding categories that identify social-civic communicative practices were 

developed. The categories were defined based on the researcher’s observations in the small 

pilot study discussed above and the coding schemes developed by Graham and Wright 

(2014) and Graham et al. (2015). Based on the latter, three categories were developed: 

advice giving/helping, storytelling, and social talk. Based on the former (pilot study), 

another two categories were developed: complaining and questioning. The inclusive 

approach adopted here allows for an examination of other social-civic communicative 

practices and their (interactional) relation with various elements of (the process of) 

deliberation in China.  
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Complaining and Questioning   

Due to the lack of opportunities to participate in collective action, Chinese citizens often 

employ the speech act of complaining to express their dissatisfaction with public issues 

that bother them. As a form of personal communication with authority, complaining 

creates a communicative space for citizens to enter into dialogue with state institutions. In 

this process, complaints function as an instrument to shed light on citizens’ subjectivities, 

civic practices, and power relations. Similar to complaining, questioning is another way for 

citizens to express critique to the powerful actors. It is used to pressure authorities to make 

changes.  

Complaining was measured based on the presence or absence of the following 

characteristics: posts that expressed unhappiness or discontent with an issue, policy, or 

state of affairs. Questioning was measured based on the presence or absence of the 

following characteristics: posts that posed questions concerning a particular issue or 

relevant policy (questions of accountability and legitimacy). As the following example 

(Figure 4.4) from Qiangguo Luntan shows, a participant is making a complaint about the 

incredible rise of house prices in a school zone in China; he is also complaining about the 

corruption in education: “Is there anything worse than corruption in education?!”  

 

 

Figure 4.4 

 

Advice giving and Storytelling   

Aside from complaining and questioning, advice giving and storytelling are also commonly 

used by citizens in their everyday political talk. On Yaolan, for example, participants often 

post messages asking for advice from others when encountering difficulties in everyday 

life. This (potentially) promotes the sense of belonging and community among forum 

participants. Participants often give advice and help others by sharing their experiences, 

attracting more people’s attention to the topic. With the joint effort to figure out a solution 

for a problem among participants, private troubles are brought into the public arena and 

gain public attention. Storytelling is also part of sharing experiences with others, 

expressing feelings and seeking solutions, especially in the two non-political forums. As a 

natural form of everyday talk, storytelling is a speech act for participants to reflect upon 

what they experience.  
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Advice giving/helping was measured based on the presence or absence of the 

following characteristics: posts aimed at helping or giving advice to other participants. 

Storytelling was measured based on the presence or absence of the following 

characteristics: posts that tell a story or share life experiences with others.  For instance, 

in the following thread from Tieba (see Figure 4.5), participants are talking about children 

trafficking in Chinese villages. One participant states he/she often keeps his/her child at 

home and advices others to call the police and report suspected trafficking. Another 

participant supports the advice given and then shares his/her concerns about the safety of 

his/her kid. This example illustrates both advice giving and storytelling (the sharing of 

personal concerns/experiences). 

 

 

Figure 4.5 

 

Social talk/chatting 

Participants in online forums like Yaolan and Tieba engage intimate conversations 

(without explicit political meanings), such as casual chatting to get acquainted with each 

other, or just communicating care and support to others. Although not explicitly dealing 

with the political issues, these social interactions generate social niches, creating a friendly 

and caring online environment. As a result, the friendly atmosphere helps to enhance 

mutual trust and bonding among participants, strengthening their sense of belonging in 

the online communities. Social talk was measured based on the presence or absence of the 

following characteristics: posts that contained chitchat (e.g. greetings, banter), which did 

not involve any of the other behaviors described above.   

Level 3 Expressive speech acts  

According to the literature, the emotions of citizens play an important role in politics 

(Dryzek, 2000; Rosenberg, 2004). Deliberative theorist John Dryzek (2000) reveals that 

emotional expressions are not necessarily impeding rational arguments, but may guide 

and aid the reasoning process as an accompanying variable. Similarly, Rosenberg (2004) 

assumes that good deliberation requires not only the conditions for cognitive reasoning 
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but also depends upon a certain degree of affective engagement. He argues that social 

bonds and emotional connection, such as the feeling of solidarity, are necessary conditions 

to motivate arguments in the discursive process. Mouffe (2005) too argues that passion in 

politics presents people’s real desire and their wishes, which could make up for the 

deficiencies of formal deliberation that has an exclusive orientation to the common good.  

To better understand the influence of emotions in political thinking, this level of 

analysis investigates emotions in political talk, attempting to explore the role of emotions 

in the political process. In the past, the role of emotions tended to be neglected in online 

deliberation research. Most online deliberation scholars still stick to the normative 

analysis of political talk, separating rational discourse from emotional engagement 

(Stromer-Galley, 2007; Wilhelm, 2000; Dahlberg, 2004; Zhang, 2005; Zhou, Chan & Peng, 

2008). Recognizing that expressives are inherent to political talk, Graham (2009, 2010b) 

argues that empirical research can only provide a partial understanding of how people talk 

politics if there is no consideration of the role of expressives. Based on Graham (2009, 

2010b)’s research, level 3 of the coding scheme examines the use of expressives in online 

political talk. According to Jack, Grrod, and Schyns (2014), there are four primary emotion 

categories: happiness, sadness, fear/surprise, and anger/disgust. Furthermore, each 

primary emotion type consists of secondary types of emotion. For instance, anger includes 

many forms of secondary emotions, such as frustration, hate, dislike, resentment and 

annoyance. In this study, the emotional comments were coded at the secondary level, but 

are reported in the findings chapters via the four primary emotion categories: anger, 

sadness, fear, and happiness.  

Messages conveying participants’ feelings such as frustration, hate, dislike, 

resentment, annoyance, irritation, rage, disgust, envy, jealousy were coded as anger. 

Messages conveying participants’ feelings such as suffering, agony, sorrow, grief, 

disappointment, displeasure, shame, regret, remorse, guilt, neglect, isolation, loneliness, 

insecurity, embarrassment, insult, humiliation were coded as sadness. Messages 

conveying participants’ feelings such as horror, terror, panic, nervousness, and anxiety 

were coded as fear. Messages conveying participants’ feelings such as cheerfulness, zest, 

enthrallment, pride, optimism, and relief were coded as happiness. In addition, humorous 

ways of expressing emotions and attitudes are also very commonly employed by Chinese 

online participants. For instance, they may purposely use humor to discuss sensitive issues 

to avoid censorship. Therefore, the use of humor was investigated as well through a 

qualitative reading of the threads.  
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4.4.3 Validity and reliability  

To improve the feasibility of the coding scheme, different correcting measures were 

adopted at different stages of development. As noted above in the methodology section, a 

pilot study was conducted to increase the functionality of the coding scheme. During the 

pilot study, the coding categories were revised, deduced, and checked with respect to their 

reliability. Due to financial reasons, the data was read through and coded by one 

researcher. Thus, an intra-coder reliability test was necessary to evaluate the coder’s 

internal consistency and stability across time. Roughly two months after developing the 

coding scheme, a test sample of 415 postings was re-coded by the researcher. After 

calculating the percentage of agreement, the results show the intra-coder reliability met an 

acceptable level, with Scott’s Pi of all the categories ranging from 0.70 to 0.90 (see Table 

4.4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.4   Intra-coder reliability test results (N=415) 

Variables  

Percentage 

Agreement Scott's Pi 

Reasoned claims  87.2% 0.802 

Reciprocity 94.5% 0.888 

Continuity 97.3% 0.903 

Convergence  99.8% 0.856 

Questionable Sincerity 1 undefined* 

Degrading  99.5% 0.886 

Complaint  90.8% 0.703 

Questioning  98.8% 0.842 

Storytelling 94.7% 0.815 

Advice giving  98.6% 0.889 

Other 97.6% 0.757 

Emotions  93.5% 0.796 
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After the intra-coder test, an inter-coder reliability test was carried-out to evaluate 

the reliability of the coding scheme. For this test, the researcher and a research assistant 

coded a test sample of 395 postings, which were collected by drawing every 9th of the 75 

threads from the sampled data. According to the inter-coder test results, two categories 

(humor and argumentative engagement) received a percentage of agreement and Scott’s 

Pi score lower than 0.7, which was not sufficient enough. As a result, the coding manual 

was modified after checking and analyzing the errors/disagreements made for  humor and 

argumentative engagement. To improve the codebook, the researcher decided to scale up 

the sub-categories (satire, irony, joke, banter, other) of Humor, and change it into a binary 

yes/no code. The category of argumentative engagement, which was aimed at assessing the 

continuity of debate, was changed into a new coded called “continuity”, and the coding 

rules for it were clarified accordingly. To make sure the reliability of the revised codebook 

was at an acceptable level, a second inter-coder test was conducted with a new test sample. 

This time, Scott’s Pi for continuity achieved 0.83, which showing sufficient reliability. 

However, the agreement range between the two coders for the category of Humor still did 

not reach an acceptable level, with a Scott’s Pi score of 0.50. Consequently, the coding 

category Humor was removed from the coding scheme. According to the results of the 

second inter-coder reliability test, the Scott’s Pi scores met appropriate levels, ranging 

from .70 to 0.92, with convergence and questionable sincerity achieving perfect scores. 

The Scott’s Pi shows ‘undefined’ for the two categories because all the postings were coded 

as ‘No’ in the test sample. See Table 4.5 for all the individual reliability scores.  
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4.5 Archiving, organizing, and managing the data 

In the initial stage of data collection, I experimented with crawling data by using a Chinese 

software package called “火车采集器”, which could export the data to a MySQL database. 

However, it turned out that the software could only grab limited postings within a thread, 

one page maximum. It did not work for threads having several pages of postings. In 

addition, the software only had the programming language for Qiangguo Luntan, which 

could not be applied to the other two forums. Moreover, it was very costly to hire 

professionals to create suitable software for my data collection on Tieba and Yaolan. 

Therefore, computer-assisted programs were not used for data collection and storage. 

Another reason was that identifying political talk in non-political online spaces was 

challenging. Even when data was gathered automatically, it had to be identified manually 

Table 4.5  Inter-coder reliability test (N=415) 

Variables  Percentage of Agreement Scott's Pi 

Reasoned claims  84.1% 0.756 

Reciprocity 96.1% 0.923 

Continuity 95.2% 0.826 

Convergence  1 undefined* 

Questionable Sincerity 1 undefined* 

Degrading  99% 0.795 

Complaint  92% 0.727 

Questioning  98.6% 0.816 

Storytelling 93.3% 0.759 

Advice giving  98.6% 0.862 

Other 96.6% 0.752 

Emotions  91.3% 0.706 
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through careful reading and checking. Computing software was still not able to recognize 

all of the rich meanings of the data.  

After the data was identified, it was manually archived in Word documents. 

Separate files were created for each forum and topic. For the Qiangguo Luntan sample, 

the URLs of all selected threads, the title, and content of the initial thread, and postings 

and the discussion process in the comment area were copied and saved in specific 

documents, including relevant information about authors and the birth time of all 

postings. All these were possible because of the special algorithm settings and structure of 

the Qiangguo Luntan website. Unlike Qiangguo Luntan, it was very difficult to manually 

copy the content of a thread in good order from Tieba and Yaolan forums due to forum 

settings. Therefore, only the URLs of threads were archived, which potentially could lead 

to missing the data if, for example, threads/posts were delete by forum management.  

During the coding process, it occasionally happened that a URL in the Tieba and 

Yaolan samples could not be retrieved and the data was lost. To assure a proper sample 

size, a new thread, which complied with the sampling criteria discussed above, was then 

collected, replacing the missing one. In the course of coding, I could directly get access to 

the postings from Qiangguo Luntan archived in the separate document. For Tieba and 

Yaolan postings, I had to retrieve the data again through the archived URLs and read them 

online, which was more time-consuming. Then, the SPSS software package was used to 

assist in data analysis and presentation. I coded the postings in a SPSS coding sheet 

developed on the basis of the coding scheme discussed above.  

4.6 Research ethics 

As scholarly attention is increasingly turning to online data, more and more data-driven 

research is conducted by scholars to explore the dynamics of digital technology, culture, 

and society. The digital development pushes not only new research agendas forward in the 

social sciences but also brings new ethical challenges for internet studies. Ethical 

regulations in traditional social science approaches seem inefficient to guide research 

practices in the online environment which affords access to vast amounts of (personal) 

data. Facing this new and complicated situation, media studies scholars suggest that 

internet researchers contextualize conventional ethical considerations and reflect upon 

possible ethical tensions in different stages of their research activity (van Schie, Westra 

and Schaefer, 2017; Markham & Buchanan, 2017).  
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In this research, ethical issues were taken into account during different stages of the 

research including research design, data collection, and the research process. During 

research design, potential ethical issues concerning the use of data involving users’ 

confidential information and the procedures for data collection were considered. During 

data collection, I carefully archived the data in Word documents on my office computer 

and research-related USB to make sure the data were collected only for research purposes. 

Since participants shared their personal experiences and sometimes disclosed their private 

information in online posts, protecting their personal information was taken into account 

in the process of data storage and usage. The access to the data sample was only allowed 

for people involved with the research.  

Generally speaking, research activities should be guided by the research ethics that 

are required in a particular research field and research institutes. For research in online 

settings, some argue that informed consent as a principal ethical norm concerning data 

usage in social science research is essential, particularly when the data come from private 

online spaces (Robert, 2015). Accordingly, scholars researching online data have been 

making efforts to obtain consent from their participants before using their quotes and 

postings. For instance, Marcus et al. (2012) has contacted bloggers and asked for consent 

before quoting their words published online and using their blogging websites. However, 

other scholars believe that informed consent is not necessary for research that uses 

publicly available data such as observations of participants in political rallies, public 

meetings, or other demonstrations which seeks public presence (Eysenbach and Till, 2011). 

Regarding internet research, Ess and Association of Internet Researchers ethics working 

committee (2002) has stated that the researcher is less obliged to get informed consent 

from internet users when the online platform is better known as a public venue.  

In this study, for practical reasons, it was not feasible to get informed consent from 

the participants in the selected three forums. First, a large amount of data, up to several 

thousands of postings in total, were collected for the study. It would have been too much 

manual work to contact all the authors of the sampled postings. Besides, there are a lot of 

inactive posters who do not log on to the forums very frequently or no longer join the online 

communities. Due to the practical difficulties with contacting participants and their 

unavailability, it was not feasible to obtain informed consent from them.   

Moreover, the selected forums are all open to the public, and no approvals are 

required to get access to the data. Registration and login are required only when people 

want to post something on the forums. Also, there is no harm or inconvenience to the 
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online communities involved in the study. In this situation, the requirement of informed 

consent can be waived according to the AoIR ethical codes mentioned above. In the 

reporting of the results, consideration was given to the exposure of sensitive data. To avoid 

any potential political troubles for participants, the likelihood of exposing participants’ 

information was reduced to a minimum. When it was really necessary to quote a 

participant’s post or comment, the user’s identity and profile information (their nickname) 

were anonymized in the publication of data. When the data contained sensitive political 

content, ways to disguise details about the person were considered.  
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Appendix 4.1: Coding scheme overview 

 

Part 1  

Normative 

condition 

Coding category and/or measurement  

Rationality  Rationality was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that were 

on topic, which contained an explicit assertion 

supported by an expressed justification, which provided 

external evidence such as facts, sources, examples, or 

personal experiences–reasoned claim.   

Continuity  Continuity was measured based on the presence or 

absence of strong-strings. A strong-string refers to a 

minimum of three posts involved in a reciprocal 

exchange of reasoned claims.  

Convergence Convergence was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

(partially) conceded (or agreed-to-disagree with) to the 

‘better’ argument during the exchange of claims. 

Reciprocity  Reciprocity was measured based on whether a post was 

a reply to another post. Posts were coded as replies if 

they responded to another post directly (via the 

platform’s reply function) or indirectly (latently 

responding to another post without using the reply 

function).   

 

Sincerity  Sincerity was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

challenged or expressed doubt concerning the 

truthfulness/sincerity of another participant’s posts–

questionable sincerity.  
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Discursive 

equality  

Discursive equality was measured based on the presence 

or absence of degrading comments: posts that degrade–

to lower in character, quality, esteem, or rank–another 

participant’s claim, opinion, or person–degrading. 

 

Part 2  

Other social-civic 

communicative 

practices 

Measurement  

Complaining 

 

Complaining was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

expressed unhappiness or discontent with an issue, 

policy, or state of affairs. 

 

Questioning 

 

Questioning was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

posed questions concerning a particular issue or 

relevant policy (questions of accountability and 

legitimacy). 

 

Advice 

giving/helping 

 

Advice giving/helping was measured based on the 

presence or absence of the following characteristics: 

posts aimed at helping/giving advice to other 

participants.  

 

Storytelling Storytelling was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that tell 

a story/share life experiences with others.  

 

Social talk Social talk was measured based on the presence or 

absence of the following characteristics: posts that 

contained chitchat (e.g. greetings, banter), which did 

not involve any of the other behaviors described above.   

Part 3  
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Expressive 

speech acts 

Measurement 

Anger Anger was measured based on the presence or absence 

of messages conveying participants’ feelings of anger 

(including the various types of secondary emotions) 

were coded as anger.  

 

Sadness Sadness was measured based on the presence or 

absence of messages conveying participants’ feelings 

of sadness (including the various types of secondary 

emotions) were coded as sadness. 

Fear Fear was measured based on the presence or absence 

of messages conveying participants’ feelings of fear 

(including the various types of secondary emotions) 

were coded as fear.  

 

Happiness Happiness was measured based on the presence or 

absence of messages conveying participants’ feelings 

of happiness (including the various types of secondary 

emotions) were coded as happiness.   
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