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Abstract 

Ever-developing media and innovative propaganda strategies continually change 

the ways that political authorities exercise their manipulation of the public, which 

always causes great concern among scholars in the field of political 

communication. To respond to the lively debate on the roles new modes of 

communication can play in the processes of politics in modern society based on 

the experience of China and also to help scholars adapt to the changing context of 

China today, we chose one representative trend in the latest political propaganda 

of the Communist Party of China (CPC) on social media—“cuteness-coated 

propaganda”—of which we study the impacts on political support among Chinese 

youth and the mechanisms involved. After conceptualizing and theorizing the 

cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC, we design and conduct two studies. In 

Study One, we firstly recruit 199 participants offline for a pair of between-

subjects 2 (selling cuteness or not) × 2 (soft content or hard content) factorial 

design experiments. In Experiment 1, the cuteness is presented in the form of 

video, and in Experiment 2, it is presented in the form of pictures. In Study Two, 

we recruit 386 participants online to join in the online survey-embedded 

experiments, in which the cuteness is presented in the form of text in Experiment 

3 and the form of pictures in Experiment 4.  

We find that in our research context when the CPC propagandizes with 

soft-oriented content using the selling-cuteness strategy in video form on Weibo, 

it improves the specific political support of Chinese youth by increasing their 

positive emotions or closing the psychological distance between themselves and 

the propagandist. This finding suggests that the “Double-Soft Model” of political 

propaganda (utilizing a soft propaganda strategy to publicize soft content) 

proposed in our thesis can be a very persuasive way of influencing young 

people’s specific political support. However, when the selling-cuteness with soft 

content is presented in picture form or textual form, it is unable to influence the 

specific support because it cannot evoke significantly increased positive emotions 

or psychological closeness. Meanwhile, neither general political support nor 

national pride is influenced by the selling-cuteness strategy no matter in which 

form it is presented, which is consistent with the findings of previous scholars. 

Our research represents a pioneering study of cuteness-coated political 

propaganda on social media, both theoretically and empirically. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Politics as a complex phenomenon always concerns the pursuit of power 

and influence (Romarheim, 2005). Communication, in its various forms, on the 

one hand, plays a significant role in predominant political groups gaining 

influence and consolidating their dominance. On the other hand, it can also 

provide politically disadvantaged individuals with the tools and channels to resist 

the power of dominant groups (Thompson, 2012; Romarheim, 2005). This thesis 

mainly focuses on the former phenomenon. 

Ever-developing media and innovative propaganda strategies continually 

change the ways that political authorities exercise their manipulation of the 

public, from direct, asymmetrical, tough, and impersonal propaganda to indirect, 

bidirectional, soft, and subgroup-targeted “psychological exploitation” 

(Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1948, p. 96). Therefore, the impacts and influencing 

processes of the evolving media and creative propaganda strategies have received 

considerable attention in academia (e.g., Apuke, 2018; Bolsover, 2018; Brantner, 

Lobinger, & Wetzstein, 2011; El-Khalili, 2013; Farkas & Neumayer, 2018; Guo, 

2016; Howard, Woolley, & Calo, 2018; Seo, 2014).  

Against this backdrop, we choose to study a new political propaganda 

strategy used on social media—the selling-cuteness strategy—of the Communist 

Party of China (CPC). We choose it because, for one reason, it is representative of 
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the increasing indirect, bidirectional, and subgroup-targeted soft propaganda of 

political authorities; a second reason is that although this new trend has been 

noticed by some scholars (e.g., Lu, 2017; Shen, 2014; Wei, 2013; Yuan, 2015), 

few of them have conducted empirical studies to explore the impact and 

mechanisms of the selling-cuteness strategy in political propaganda; thirdly, 

studying it in the Chinese context has the potential to enrich studies of political 

propaganda in the social media era with the experiences of a political system that 

is different from the U.S.-led democratic systems of the West.  

Besides the background and conclusion, there are two main parts of our 

research. In the first main part, we firstly summarize the characteristics of 

cuteness in the current Chinese context. Then, we conceptualize “cuteness-coated 

political propaganda” (propaganda that employs the selling-cuteness strategy) in 

China. Lastly, we provide a theoretical perspective from which to approach it—

soft propaganda—to help people understand its nature and characteristics in-

depth, which not only offers important insights that enabled us to propose the 

“Double-Soft Model” of political propaganda and relevant hypotheses but also 

represents an attempt to make a theoretical contribution to the field of cuteness-

coated political propaganda on social media. Based on the first part, we design 

and conduct four experimental studies (two offline and two online) on the 

influences and mechanisms of the selling-cuteness strategy in the political 

propaganda of the CPC, which consist of the second main part of our research. 
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The overall structure of the thesis takes the form of ten chapters, including 

this introductory chapter. Chapter 2 introduces both the academic contexts and the 

practical background of our research. In Chapter 3, we elaborate on the 

definitions and characteristics of cuteness, selling-cuteness, and cuteness-coated 

propaganda in our research context through the review and analysis of related 

literature and concepts. To aid in further understanding of cuteness-coated 

propaganda, we provide a theoretical view by connecting it with the idea of soft 

propaganda. Chapter 4 focuses on the literature review for our empirical studies 

to show the research gap: we firstly review the relevant studies on cuteness in the 

field of communication and political cuteness and then review the literature from 

the perspective of the domestic propaganda of the CPC. In Chapter 5, we pose our 

three research questions and advance seven hypotheses to prepare a 

thoroughgoing investigation of the influences of the selling-cuteness strategy of 

the CPC on the political support of Chinese youth, as well as the processes of this 

influence. Chapters 6 and 7 introduce the methodology and results of our first 

study, which consists of a pair of offline between-subjects 2 × 2 factorial design 

experiments. In these two experiments, cuteness is respectively presented in form 

of videos and pictures. To remedy some limitations in Study One, we redo two 

online survey-embedded experiments as Study Two, in which the cuteness is 

respectively presented in the form of text and pictures. The methodology and 

results of Study Two are respectively described in detail in the eighth and ninth 
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chapters. The final chapter concludes with a discussion involving a summary, 

implications, limitations, and future research avenues in the area of our research. 
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Chapter 2 Background 

The background here is twofold. Firstly, we unravel—from the traditional 

to the new media era—not only the academic contexts of the role of media in 

political propaganda but also the development of political propaganda strategies. 

The academic context situates this research in overlapping streams of 

communication research. Secondly, two aspects of the practical background of 

cuteness-coated propaganda (i.e., adopting cuteness to further the aims of 

political propaganda) of the CPC are elaborated: the development of 

governmental new media and related policies. Additionally, we provide a brief 

introduction to online selling-cuteness in related contexts. The presentation of a 

brief introduction and practical background provides a general depiction of our 

chosen focal phenomenon in China today.  

2.1 Media and Political Propaganda 

Early in the 1600s, the notion of propaganda appeared in the Catholic 

Church (Bolsover, 2018). Lasswell (1927a) defined propaganda as “the 

management of collective attitudes by the manipulation of significant symbols” 

(p. 627). Later, scholars gave it a more detailed explanation. One of the widely 

used definitions was advanced by Jowett and O’Donnell (1999): “Propaganda is 

the deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, 

and direct behavior to achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the 
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propagandist” (p. 6). Based on this definition, Romarheim (2005) provided 

another explanation of propaganda that placed more emphasis on its attribute of 

strategic communication:  

Propaganda is systematic strategic mass communication conveyed by an 

organization to shape perceptions and manipulate the cognitions of a 

specific audience. Its ultimate goal is to direct the audience’s behavior to 

achieve a response that furthers the objectives of the propaganda 

organization (p. 5). 

We adopt the definitions of Jowett and O’Donnell (1999) and Romarheim (2005) 

in our research and mainly study communication strategies employed in social 

media in the political propaganda area. 

Just as blood cannot go anywhere without veins and arteries, politics 

cannot be separated from communication. To better understand politics in society, 

it is necessary to analyze communication in its diverse forms (Romarheim, 2005). 

Thus, mass communication through the media is the most common form of 

political communication. Moreover, various media have been a significant part of 

political life for thousands of years of human history (Thompson, 2012), and they 

have played a vital role in political propaganda. Government and politicians 

usually propagandize policies, political norms, and ideologies to manufacture 

public consent through media channels (Herman & Chomsky, 1988). Many 

javascript:;
javascript:;
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scholars have mentioned how closely propaganda interweaves with channels of 

mass media (see Ellul, 1965; Farkas & Neumayer, 2018; Herman & Chomsky, 

1988).  

2.1.1 Important Political Propaganda Tools: From Traditional to New Media 

Before we delve further into the roles of media in political propaganda, a 

brief review of the research on media effects in political propaganda is necessary. 

Early studies of media effects were closely related to the media’s functions in 

wartime propaganda. During World War I, newspapers, radios, and leaflets were 

widely used and were believed to have direct, and irresistible effects on the 

passive and gullible masses (Lasswell, 1927b; Sears & Kosterman, 1994). 

Although from the 1940s to 1950s, with high social cohesion and advances in 

social psychology, indirect and limited effects of media were found in political 

campaigns (e.g., Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 1949; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, 

& Gaudet, 1944; Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955), media effects were again 

demonstrated to be powerful in the 1960s, when the television was popular in 

families and group affiliations were declining (e.g., Cohen, 1963; McComb & 

Shaw, 1972; Putnam, 2000; Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). Although today the 

internet is widely used by the public, traditional media still play a significant role 

in political propaganda (Álvarez-Peralta, 2018; Mullen, 2009). From the above 
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brief review of media effects, we can conclude that traditional media are very 

important tools of political propaganda, despite changing social contexts.  

Recently, advances in the internet and digital technologies have been 

promoting the proliferation of new media that are dramatically changing the way 

people consume information. As the audience becomes more active, fragmented, 

and individualized, the two-step flow of communication is becoming more of a 

one-step flow, and, in turn, communication is becoming more direct, point-to-

point, and diverse (Bennett & Manheim, 2006; Benoit & Holbert, 2010). The 

traditional media are gradually losing the hegemonic position that they held in the 

past, especially among the young generation. Instead, new media, which are 

“digital, interactive, hypertextual, virtual, networked, and simulated,” continue to 

gain popularity among these segmented young citizens as they are able to satisfy 

young people’s personalized needs (Lister, Dovey, Giddings, Grant, & Kell, 2009, 

p. 13).  

The mode in which the government exclusively uses traditional media to 

propagandize is out of date as the audience of traditional media is in rapid decline 

today (Wang, Sparks, & Huang, 2018). New media and digital technologies open 

up new opportunities and channels for the government to reach out to citizens 

(Thompson, 2012). New media platforms, such as government websites, 

government blogs, social media, and video websites, can be strategically and 

flexibly utilized as important propaganda tools by the authorities to legitimize 
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their governance, recapture public attention, and reassert leadership among 

citizens (see Benaissa, 2011; Bolsover, 2018; El-Khalili, 2013; Guo, 2016; Farkas 

& Neumayer, 2018). These new media platforms provide government and 

politicians with more chances to build positive public images in multimedia 

forms, update information instantly on the internet, access more of the thoughts 

and needs of citizens through online comments, etc. All of these advantages 

provided by new media and technologies mean that the rulers are now 

empowered to manipulate the political opinions of the public in more 

sophisticated ways.  

Based on the analysis above, we can see that new media platforms are 

important propaganda tools that are currently used by the authorities. New media 

and technologies bring not only technical or material changes to political 

propaganda, such as new communication channels or forms, but, significantly, 

also provide the authorities with new possibilities and innovative propaganda 

strategies and tactics that are more subtle, refined, and (seemingly) de-

ideologizing (Benaissa, 2011; Hu & Zhang, 2019).  

2.1.2 The Development of Political Propaganda Strategies 

Political Propaganda Strategies Found in Traditional Media. From the 

aforementioned definition of propaganda, it is clear that one of its substitutive 

characteristics is manipulating or persuading people for certain purposes; thus, 
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one related stream of academic research concerns the communication strategies or 

techniques employed in the processes of propaganda (e.g., Fremeaux, & 

Albertazzi, 2002; Lasswell, 1951; Johnson-Cartee & Copeland, 2003; Jowett, 

1987). Lasswell (1927a, 1927b, 1937) emphasized the usage of significant 

symbols or representations as techniques in propaganda, especially in war 

propaganda, which might take the form of pictures, stories, music, or reports, 

among others. Hovland and his colleagues, representatives of the “Yale Group,” 

also summarized certain central strategies of their experimental research on the 

effects of wartime propaganda in the 1950s, such as fear appeals, one-sided 

versus two-sided messages, climax approach versus anti-climax approach, and 

rational versus emotional appeals (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Hovland et 

al., 1957). Furthermore, since the 1950s, the traditional mass media have been 

widely used in political campaigns in Western democratic nations, and political 

propaganda has gradually evolved from the unilateral to the quasi-commercial, 

with many marketing strategies extracted from commerce being tailored and 

adopted to influence potential swing voters, such as by targeting, branding, 

advertising, media events, populist strategies, and attack-and-defense strategies 

(Lees-Marshment, 2014; Maarek, 1995; Maarek, 2008; Shah, McLeod, Friedland, 

& Nelson, 2007; Thompson, 2012). Although nowadays the TV is still the most 

important information source for voters in democratic countries, the internet and 
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digitalized new media are demonstrating notable and rising importance in 

political campaigns (Barney, 2009; Fletcher & Young, 2012).  

Development of Political Propaganda Strategies in Recent Years. In 

the 21st century, the changes in the global economy, social structure, and 

individual communicative preference, as well as the intertwining of media 

technologies, call for new developments in political marketing and its related 

strategies (Bennett & Manheim, 2006). By reviewing relevant previous studies, 

we summarize the development of political propaganda strategies through the 

internet and new media according to the following three points.  

Firstly, it has become easy for politicians to collect personal information 

exposed online with the help of the internet and digital technologies, which 

enables more precise targeting or segmenting strategies to appeal to the individual 

or subpopulations with similar demographics or interests (Bennett & Manheim, 

2006; Newman & Perloff, 2004). Scholars summarize this new trend as a second 

developmental stage of political marketing, which is characterized as comprising 

the following transitions: (1) from a two-step to a one-step flow of 

communication; (2) from an inside-out to an outside-in approach; and (3) from a 

known-unknown model to a known-known status (Bennett & Manheim, 2006; 

Kitchen, Brignell, Li, & Jones, 2004; Maarek, 2008). Moreover, new media, giant 

internet or commercial corporations, and the government are conspiring to a 
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deeper extent in leveraging these trends (Baym, 2015; Bennett & Manheim, 

2006).  

Secondly, the boundaries between politics and lifestyle are blurring. 

Nowadays, facilitated by advanced communication technologies, individuals have 

more opportunities to access all kinds of information from multiple channels, and 

they are gradually shifting much of their attention from the serious political 

affairs associated with traditional political institutions to entertainment, 

consumption, health, or other lifestyle information. Moreover, although 

individuals seem to be losing interest in civic or political engagement, they are 

involving themselves politically in lifestyle issues in a modern way that is more 

personalized, nongovernment, casual, and voluntary. Here, lifestyle issues closely 

related to every aspect of both public and private life, such as transportation, food 

safety, environmental protection, education, health care, personal privacy, and 

security. These tendencies increase the ruling challenges of the authorities as it 

has become difficult to attract the attention, represent the interests, and 

manipulate the consensus of individuals and groups in this new context (Bennett, 

1998; Benoit & Holbert, 2010; Giddens, 1991). To adapt to such social and 

individual changes, politicians are continuously innovating new methods and 

strategies to bring politics and lifestyle into greater proximity, which is more 

attractive and acceptable to the citizens, and, in the end, more facilitative of 

governance. Base on the above elaboration, we can conclude that within the 
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context of economic and social segmentation and individualized communication, 

to some extent, politics is close to lifestyle or consumption, and citizens become 

consumer-citizens (Benoit & Holbert, 2010; Shah et al., 2007).  

Thirdly, computational propaganda and disguised strategies in digital and 

social media are currently emerging scholarly concerns that are closely related to 

new communication technologies (e.g., Farkas & Neumayer, 2018; Woolley & 

Howard, 2016, 2018). Computational propaganda describes the array of new 

computer and digital technologies aimed at manipulating public opinion, 

including algorithms, semi-automated political bots, troll armies, social media 

platforms, and data mining, which is always characterized by automation, 

anonymity, and deception (Bolsover, 2018; Woolley & Howard, 2016). Also, 

disguised propaganda, unlike message-based deception, can be understood as an 

identity-based deception aimed at manipulating people’s perceptions (Hancock, 

2012). Although political deception is not a new practice among politicians, it is 

evolving on digital and social media, both technically and strategically. For 

example, to influence public opinion or win an election, a large number of fake 

social media accounts that spread favorable information or comments about the 

government can be created and generate an artificial supportive atmosphere 

within a short time. In this way, political misinformation is widely disseminated 

online. Besides this approach, the authorities can also elaborately construct and 

maintain either friendly, concerned, strong, influential, or other (cloaked) images 
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or identities by posting tweets, setting profile photos, posting comments, and 

initiating activities on social media platforms, which is yet another way to 

manipulate the netizens (Farkas & Neumayer, 2018).  

Considering these changes in political propaganda strategies, which 

include, among others, the precise segmentation of the audience, lifestyle 

expression, and computational propaganda, scholars wonder nowadays whether 

the effectiveness of political propaganda is likely to increase. Moreover, there are 

calls for formal and systematic empirical research to address this important 

question (Benoit & Holbert, 2010; Bolsover, 2018). One of our research aims is 

to respond to this question by drawing on China’s experience, specifically, by 

testing the effect of a particular new political propaganda strategy in social media 

in China. However, it is first necessary to review previous studies on the effects 

of political propaganda strategies. 

Effects of Political Propaganda Strategies. In the early years, which 

coincided with wartime, research into the effectiveness of political propaganda 

strategies exploded, represented by a series of experimental studies conducted by 

Hovland and his associates on the persuasive effects of various message strategies 

on attitude changes of American soldiers (see Hovland, Lumsdaine, & Sheffield, 

1949; Hovland et al., 1957). For example, one of their research results showed 

that two-sided messages functioned better among more-educated soldiers who 

objected to the government’s position. In contrast, one-sided information was 
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more effective in persuading less-educated soldiers and those who supported the 

government (Hovland et al., 1949).  

In addition to these effectiveness studies of wartime propaganda 

strategies, the effects of political campaign strategies have also received a great 

deal of academic attention (see Benoit & Holbert, 2010; Iyengar & Simon, 2000). 

Traditional research mainly focused on persuasive effects on voter preference, 

and the results often suggested minimal consequences or reinforcement effects 

(see Abramowitz 1996; Gelman & King, 1993). However, Iyengar and Simon 

(2000), in reaction to these studies, put forward the premise that scholars should 

not limit their focus to persuasive effects but rather add learning and agenda 

control effects when considering effect measurement. Furthermore, they 

emphasized the importance of the strategic part of the campaign. 

Nowadays, with the development of political propaganda strategies (see 

Section 2.1.2), some researchers have begun to analyze and test the effectiveness 

of new propaganda strategies that are usually utilized on new media platforms by 

political authorities. They have found that three new propaganda strategies—the 

visual framing strategy on social media (e.g., Twitter, YouTube, Instagram), the 

misinformation strategy applied to computational propaganda, or political bots in 

digital campaigns—could each increase the chances of manipulating public 

opinion and strengthen the ability to shape people’s perceptions to the advantage 

of political authorities (Apuke, 2018; Brantner et al., 2011; Howard et al., 2018; 
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Seo, 2014). Based on these findings, it seems that new propaganda strategies are 

very effective in manipulating and controlling citizens. 

2.1.3 The Debate on the Effect of New Political Propaganda 

Although the effectiveness of new propaganda strategies has been 

confirmed in some recent studies (see Apuke, 2018; Brantner et al., 2011; Howard 

et al., 2018; Seo, 2014), not all scholars agree with the conclusion that new 

political propaganda with digitalized communication technologies and 

sophisticated strategies must necessarily be very persuasive among citizens for 

two reasons. On the one hand, economic, social, and other environmental factors 

can also exert an influence on the effects of propaganda, which is often ignored in 

empirical studies (Bennett, 1998; Bennett & Manheim, 2006; Benoit & Holbert, 

2010); on the other hand, new communication technologies can also be used by 

citizens, thus changing and empowering them to some extent (Keane, 1995; 

Thompson, 2012). There are always intense debates on the roles and effects new 

media or communication can have in the process of politics in modern social 

contexts (Norris, 2000; Sparks, 2001; Tedesco, 2004). The evident dissent 

between Bennett and Iyengar (2008) and Holbert, Garrett, and Gleason (2010) on 

whether we are living in a new era of minimal effects in political communication 

can be seen as a great example of one such controversy.  
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In addition, some scholars have investigated the development and effects 

of political propaganda in the social media era (e.g., Apuke, 2018; El-Khalili, 

2013; Bolsover, 2018; Brantner et al., 2011; Farkas & Neumayer, 2018; Guo, 

2016; Howard et al., 2018), but this stream of research still lacks sufficient 

academic attention from various political and economic systems. The changing 

conditions and tendencies in, for example, media, society, politics, and culture 

always require systematic research guided by theoretical perspectives to obtain a 

better understanding of the nature of new tendencies (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; 

Benoit & Holbert, 2010). Therefore, our study here chooses one of the new 

phenomena of political propaganda on social media in China, namely, cuteness-

coated propaganda, as our focus. We aim to investigate its characteristics, 

effectiveness, and functional mechanisms.  

2.2 The CPC Sells Cuteness on Weibo 

In the above sections, we have introduced the academic context of our 

research. Put differently, through the above review, we have situated our research 

on the academic map of political communication studies and presented the 

overarching research problem or topic to which we are aiming to respond. 

Furthermore, to partly respond to this problem via China’s experience, our 

research will focus on a new and specific phenomenon that has appeared in the 

online political propaganda of the Chinese party and government. Before we 
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analyze this new phenomenon more deeply, in this section, we provide a detailed 

introduction to relevant aspects of its practical background along with a brief 

overview of its performance.   

2.2.1 Policy Background 

In 2011, when former President Hu Jintao was in power, efforts of 

nationwide propaganda and news were required to “go to the grassroots, 

transform the ways of working, and change the spoken and written styles,” which 

was officially called “Zou Zhuan Gai” for short (in Chinese, “走转改”) 

(People.cn, 2011; Xinhua News Agency, 2011). Liu Yunshan, a member of the 

Standing Committee of the Political Bureau of the CPC Central Committee, also 

stressed further deepening into the grassroots and entering the hearts of ordinary 

people, showing true feelings to the masses, and, finally, creating news reports 

that were lively and grounded (in Chinese, “接地气”) (Xinhua News Agency, 

2015). Huang Kunming, the head of the Publicity Department of the CPC Central 

Committee, emphasized again in 2016 that the news and publicity work of the 

Party should be innovative and efficient. Moreover, he elaborated more detailed 

instructions for this work, such as accurately targeting audience segments, 

effectively promoting the integration of media content, channels, platforms, 

operations and management, and, finally, building a batch of new mainstream 

media outlets (Huang, 2016). At a conference on national publicity and 
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ideological work, the current President Xi Jinping emphasized that to better guide 

and serve the masses, the government should learn the laws of internet 

communication, renew the ways of communication and discourse, render the 

Party’s innovative theories easily understandable to ordinary people, and 

effectively build national-level centers of media convergence. He also highlighted 

the significance of guiding the youth to form advanced and right values during 

this propaganda work (Zhang & Huang, 2018). Meanwhile, the General Office of 

the State Council (GOSC) further accentuated the following: government new 

media are important channels to contact, serve, and rally the public; they are 

important means of accelerating the transformation of government functions; they 

are important platforms to guide online public opinion; and they are important 

tools to explore new models and to improve their effectiveness in social 

governance (GOSC, 2018). 

We can see that the CPC has been actively seeking changes in their 

propaganda since 2011, including their usage of the new media, their style of 

expression, and their closeness to the citizens, especially regarding the younger 

generations. Another crucial background aspect of this study is that these leaders’ 

instructions are gradually being put into practice, e.g., by setting up the 

“Government Index Ranking,” holding summits and publishing reports on 

government usage of new media, and other reforms that will be introduced below.  
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2.2.2 The Rising Importance of the Government’s New Media  

In December 2018, the population of Chinese netizens reached 829 

million, and the overall internet penetration rate was 59.6% (CNNIC, 2019). As 

just stated, the authorities in China have emphasized the importance of new 

media and closeness to the public. To improve social management, inform the 

public of government affairs, and guide online public opinion, the Chinese 

government and the Party marched into the internet, setting up their official 

websites, social media accounts, and mobile applications (Li & Long, 2017; 

Schlæger & Jiang, 2014).  

Sina Weibo, the “Chinese Twitter,” is the most popular microblogging 

platform in China (as a rule, Sina Weibo is usually called “Weibo” for short, 

which means “microblog” in Chinese). The monthly active users on Weibo were 

reported to be more than 400 million, of which young people aged 16 to 25 

account for 61% (Sohu.com, 2019). 2010 was designated as the first year of an 

era of “government Weibo” (Zhengwu Weibo, “政务微博” in Chinese, which 

means microblogging by officials and state institutions, or official microblogging) 

in China. From 2010 to the end of 2018, the number of certified government 

Weibo accounts reached 138,253, and Weibo has become the earliest, most-

developed, and most-open social media platform used by Chinese authorities 

(CNNIC, 2019; Public Opinion Data Center of People.cn, 2019). Thus, in this 

research, we have chosen Weibo as our main and sole focus. 
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Both central and local governments are not only encouraged to open 

official social media accounts but also evaluated and ranked by their performance 

on social media. For example, People’s Daily publishes the “Government Weibo 

Impact Ranking” and relevant reports quarterly, semi-annually, and annually, in 

which the government Weibo accounts are classified by their duties, industries, 

and levels. Their impact is calculated based on these four indexes: dissemination, 

service, interaction, and recognition. The dissemination index is calculated based 

on microblog reads and video views. The service index is computed according to 

the numbers of blogs, comments, forwards, direct messages, and the like. The 

interaction index is determined using the numbers of messages forwarded and 

commented on, messages received, and mentions. The recognition index is 

tabulated according to the number of “likes” and reads (Public Opinion Data 

Center of People.cn, 2019).  

In addition to these policies, the China Internet Network Information 

Center (CNNIC) also began to include the development of governmental online 

applications, including government websites, Weibo, WeChat, etc., into the China 

Statistical Report on Internet Development annually and semi-annually from 

January 2017 (CNNIC, 2017). People’s Daily and Sina Weibo hold national 

summits annually on the development and impact of the government’s new media 

(Lie, 2018). Some local cyberspace administrative offices and local official media 

also collaboratively host regional summits on regional governments’ new media 
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performance as well (CAC, 2019). In addition, the GOSC also requires all the 

departments in each region to fully understand the great significance of their work 

on governmental new media as the evaluation of governmental new media 

performance is formulated and brought into the annual appraisal system for the 

government’s performance (GOSC, 2018). From the above elaborations, we can 

easily see how governmental new media, exemplified by government Weibo, are 

valued by the different levels of authorities in Mainland China. 

2.2.3 A Brief Introduction to the Selling-Cuteness of the CPC 

As introduced above, on the one hand, the internet and new media have 

become a part of daily life for many Chinese people; on the other hand, Chinese 

authorities realize the role of new media and attach great importance to it. Against 

this backdrop, the style of governmental expression in new media is changing 

from a rigid, formalistic, and ideological style to one that is relatively accessible 

and even vivid (Guo, 2018; Huang, 2015; Link, 2013). Furthermore, to engage 

the Chinese younger generations, who are the hopeful for the future of China and 

also one of the key targets of the CPC’s propaganda work, the government, to 

some extent, caters to their tastes and constantly makes new attempts at change 

(Zhang & Huang, 2018). One such attempt is trying to sell cuteness on the 

Chinese government’s social media platforms represented by Weibo.  
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Usually, the government employs comparatively young people to manage 

and operate its social media accounts as they are competent in the use of new 

media and know more about their young peers. One administrator of government 

Weibo said, in a news report, that he treated government Weibo as a human being 

with personalities, feelings, and hobbies instead of a cold machine at work. He 

conscientiously adopted the persona of a young woman on Weibo and expressed 

himself accordingly online. He explained: “I think women have unique 

advantages in social interaction, and Weibo users are mainly young people, so if I 

microblog in the tone of a cute young lady, it should be very easy to attract their 

attention.” He called himself “Little Bu” (in Chinese, “小布”) on Weibo, a cute 

female nickname, and blogged and sometimes joked with commenters. Much of 

the content that he published through government Weibo was close to local 

people’s daily life, such as posts about local food, scenery, weather, etc. His 

efforts attracted 152,000 followers to the government Weibo account (Zhuang & 

Su, 2012, p. 3). In this research, we mainly focus on this new phenomenon, 

selling cuteness on government Weibo, which is a typical example of Chinese 

authorities’ bold attempts at propaganda in the social media era. 
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Chapter 3 Conceptual Clarity and a Theoretical View  

Now that we have introduced the academic and practical research 

background, this chapter mainly clarifies three key concepts in our study: 

cuteness, selling-cuteness, and cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC. To clarify 

the meaning of cuteness in the current Chinese context, we introduce the general 

definition of cuteness first; then, we discuss two forms of Japanese-style cuteness, 

namely, kawaii and moe, which have won great popularity among Chinese 

younger generations online. We also touch upon traditional Chinese cuteness and 

the constantly-developing online pop culture to enrich our understanding of 

cuteness in the current Chinese context. Through the above review and analysis 

of related concepts on Chinese cuteness, as well as the practical background of 

the cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC, we provide clear conceptual clarity 

of cuteness, selling-cuteness, and cuteness-coated propaganda in our research 

context. In addition, to aid in further understanding cuteness-coated propaganda, 

we provide a theoretical view by connecting it with the idea of soft propaganda. 

3.1 What is Cuteness?  

The concept of cuteness is perceived as complicated and nuanced. The 

term, cute first appeared as a short form of acute in an English dictionary in 1731, 

which was defined as “keenly perceptive or discerning, shrewd.” Thus, in the 

early years of its usage, cute was used to describe something acute or ingenious. 
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As time went on, cute was gradually used to evaluate the aesthetic charm of 

something or somebody. Generally, it signifies something that sharply 

emotionally attracts people’s attention (Marcus, Kurosu, Ma, & Hashizume, 2017, 

p. 33; Nichols, Pickett, Kleinedler, & Leonesio, 2011).  

Cheok and Fernando (2012) define cuteness as “the feelings and emotions 

that are caused by experiencing something charming, cheerful, happy, funny, or 

something very sweet, innocent, or pure. It can stimulate a feeling of adoration, 

sympathy, or stimulating the care response” (p. 12). They mainly stressed the 

emotional aspects of cuteness. Other researchers link cuteness with a set of 

superficial characteristics that can cause such emotions. For example, (1) the 

features of baby schema or babyishness: “A large head relative to body size, a 

high and protruding forehead, large eyes below the horizontal midline of the 

skull, short and thick extremities, a plump body shape, soft body surface, and 

chubby cheeks,” (2) certain warm colors: pink, red, purple, etc., (3) soft textures, 

(4) high-pitched sounds: the chirps and squeals of baby animals or human babies, 

and (5) the motions of animals or small steps. All of these features can make 

things or people seem appealing, charming, joy-inspiring, endearing, and non-

threatening (Cheok & Fernando, 2012; Lorenz, 1943; Marcus et al., 2017; 

Nittono, 2016, p. 85).  

Actually, cuteness in different countries has somewhat different 

connotations, characteristics, and forms of expression. In the next section, we 
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mainly introduce Japanese kawaii and moe culture, traditional Chinese cuteness 

and the online pop culture in China, which are closely related to the current selling-

cuteness of the CPC.  

3.2 Kawaii, Moe, Traditional Chinese Cuteness, and Online Pop Culture in 

China 

Kawaii is often mentioned when cuteness is studied, and in some research, 

the two are simply seen as a pair of interchangeable synonyms (see Cheok & 

Fernando, 2012; Nittono & Tanaka, 2010). They share a certain extent of 

similarity, although they are not exactly the same. Kawaii can be regarded as one 

typical type of Asian cuteness, specifically Japanese cuteness, which has its own 

developmental history and cultural connotations (Marcus et al., 2017; Nittono, 

2016). Here we introduce kawaii and moe because both of these products of 

Japanese pop culture are popular among Chinese younger generations and have 

an influence on Chinese cuteness culture, which is closely related to the object of 

our research and can inform us regarding the cuteness-coated propaganda of the 

CPC (Marcus et al., 2017).  

The developmental history of Japanese kawaii culture can be traced back to 

the 10th century, when it appeared in an essay written by Sei Shonagon, a female 

Japanese writer and poet, where it was used to describe small and pretty objects, 

such as the chipping sparrow, a small leaf, and a pretty jar, which is quite different 
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from the original meaning and usage of the word cute (Cheok & Fernando, 2012; 

Marcus et al., 2017; Shonagon, 1991).  

Nowadays, kawaii is endowed with a much richer connotation. Nittono 

(2016) translated the definition of kawaii in a Japanese dictionary into English as 

follows: 

kawaii (adjective): 

(1) looks miserable and raises sympathy. pitiable. pathetic. piteous. (2) 

attractive. Cannot be neglected. cherished. beloved. (3) has a sweet nature. 

lovely. (a) (of faces and figures of young women and children) adorable. 

attractive. (b) (like children) innocent. obedient. touching. (4) (of things 

and shapes) attractively small. small and beautiful. (5) trivial. pitiful. 

(used with slight disdain) (p. 81). 

We can see that the meaning of kawaii in Japanese culture is very detailed, 

complex, subjective, contextually dependent, and extends far beyond the positive 

connotation of cuteness, which simply describes something lovely, adorable, 

sweet, innocent, and infantile. The kawaii aesthetic places greater emphasis on 

vulnerable qualities, such as being small, mammalian, round, soft, mute, insecure, 

helpless, or powerless, which encourages cuddling and unconscious obsession. 

Not only that, but kawaii can also imply some negative attributes, such as 

“inordinate[ness], spurious[ness], submissiveness and frailty” (Macpherson & 
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Bryant, 2018, p. 41). Thus, compared with cuteness, kawaii can be used to 

represent a broader psychological state that can even contain some contradictory 

feelings, e.g., fondness, sympathy, or contempt (Macpherson & Bryant, 2018; 

Madge, 1997; Nittono, 2016; Kinsella, 2013).  

Although nowadays, Japanese kawaii culture is popular worldwide 

through the dissemination of Japanese anime, video games, toys, cosmetics, etc., 

in most cases, only the surface layer of its cultural connotation is widely 

acknowledged and diffused in foreign countries, including China (Marcus et al., 

2017; Kinsella, 2013). That is to say that only the standard kawaii attributes—

“girlish women, squeaky voices, hyper-happy pop muzak, rounded cursives, and 

especially big-eyed cartoon characters” (p. 41)—are well accepted and popular as 

characteristics of kawaii among people outside of Japan (Macpherson & Bryant, 

2018). Nevertheless, these well-accepted elements or characteristics of kawaii are 

very close to those of cuteness, which is also the reason some scholars simply 

regard them as a pair of synonyms in their research. 

Since the 1980s, when Japanese cartoons, manga, video games, and other 

cultural products spread into China, Japanese kawaii culture, represented by 

certain classic animated images (e.g., Doraemon, Hello Kitty, and Pikachu; see 

Figure 1), has permeated every corner of the streets of China, where it has 

enjoyed great popularity and cultivated a new cognition of fashionable cuteness 
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with Japanese style among Chinese children and young people (Marcus et al., 

2017).  

Moe, another popular culture phenomenon that originated around the 

1990s in Japan, was developed from Japanese anime, manga, and video games to 

refer to characters that could evoke a feeling of strong affection. It can be seen as 

a new type of cuteness that “mainly refers to sweet, vulnerable, innocent, and 

naive girls” (p. 66) (see Figure 2). Around the 2000s, moe culture became widely 

welcomed by Chinese youth, especially by young ACG fans (Marcus et al., 

2017). 

As noted above, both Japanese kawaii culture and moe culture enjoy great 

popularity among Chinese younger generations. Actually, when the two aesthetic 

currents flow into China and take root there, Chinese people tend not to 

distinguish their connotations or characteristics strictly; rather, they just accept 

the ideas of kawaii and moe and quickly adopt them in their daily expression, 

particularly in their online expression. In other words, the Chinese people’s 

understanding and usage of the Japanese cultural concepts of kawaii and moe are 

much simpler and narrower than the originals. Generally, they just regard baby 

schema, soft and fluffy textures, squeaky voices, and charming personalities as 

kawaii or moe. All of these characteristics can evoke emotions or motivations of 

joy, endearment, caring, touching, cuddling, or getting physically close, which is 
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very near the meaning and characteristics of cuteness introduced above (Marcus 

et al., 2017).  

It should also be noted that the cuteness culture in China is not only deeply 

affected by Japanese kawaii and moe culture but also combines traditional Chinese 

aesthetics of cuteness. We can observe the conventional Chinese style of cuteness 

from traditional New Year pictures and modern mascot design, which is usually 

characterized by a plump baby with a chubby face, red cheeks, smiling crescent-

shaped eyes or big round eyes, and a robust body, usually wearing colorful clothes 

and associated with feelings of naivete, innocence, liveliness, joy, and happiness 

(Marcus et al., 2017; Ouyang, 2017; Zhang, 2006). Different from the cuteness in 

other cultural contexts, traditional Chinese aesthetics of cuteness put more 

emphasis on the auspicious patterns (Ouyang, 2017; Zhang, 2006). Figure 3 shows 

the conventional cute Chinese babies in a traditional New Year painting. Figure 4 

shows the mascot of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games, called “Fuwa” (in Chinese, 

“福娃”).  

In addition to the Japanese kawaii and moe culture, and traditional 

Chinese cute aesthetics, Chinese cuteness culture is also affected by the 

constantly-developing online pop culture. For example, popular slang words are 

always being updated on the internet, which also enriches the cute languages that 

are quite popular among the young generations. Common cute languages include 
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the usage of onomatopoeic words, homophonic words, reduplicated words, modal 

particles, among others (Han & Yang, 2017; Marcus et al., 2017). 

Figure 1 

Examples of Japanese kawaii characters 

                          

a. Doraemon1               b. Hello Kitty2            c. Pikachu3 

 

Figure 2  

Examples of Japanese moe characters4 

 

 
1 Source: The official website of Doraemon in China. Retrieved from http://dora-
world.com.cn/infor_person.aspx 
2 Source: The official website of Sanrio in China. Retrieved from 

https://www.sanrio.com/categories/hello-kitty 
3 Source: The official website of Pokemon in China. Retrieved from https://cn.portal-pokemon.com/ 
4 Source: The official website of Japanese anime Sing For You. Retrieved from  
https://www.gochiusa.com/news/hp0001/index07030000.html 
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Figure 3  

Examples of traditional Chinese cute babies5 

 

 

Figure 4  

The mascot of the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games6 

 

3.3 Defining Cuteness, Selling-Cuteness, and Cuteness-Coated Propaganda in 

Our Research Context 

In conclusion, today’s cuteness culture in China is diverse and continuously 

enriching. Not only does it contain the general characteristics of cuteness 

summarized by previous scholars (Cheok & Fernando, 2012; Lorenz, 1943; Marcus 

 
5 Source: Beautiful traditional Chinese New Year paintings. Retrieved from 
http://www.360doc.com/content/19/0110/02/54981114_807823205.shtml 
6 Source: The mascot of the 2008 Beijing 29th Olympic Games—Fuwa. The official website of 
Chinese government. Retrieved from http://www.gov.cn/ztzl/beijing2008/content_672483.htm 
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et al., 2017; Nittono, 2016), such as features of baby schema, soft and fluffy 

textures, warm colors, among others (see Section 3.1), but it is influenced by 

Japanese kawaii and moe cultures, traditional Chinese aesthetics of cuteness, and 

the ever-developing online pop culture. Therefore, the definition of cuteness is 

complex, nuanced, and relevant to a specific context (Marcus et al., 2017). We 

revise the definitions and characteristics of cuteness that are summarized by 

previous scholars according to the Chinese context as follows (see Han & Yang, 

2017; Lorenz, 1943; Macpherson & Bryant, 2018; Marcus et al., 2017; Nenkov & 

Scott, 2014; Nittono, 2016; Ouyang, 2017):  

“A particular type of attractiveness which is shown in an adorable or 

endearing way. It contains a series of characteristics, such as (1) the features of 

baby schema or babyishness (including baby animals): a large head relative to body 

size, large eyes, short and thick extremities, rounded shapes, soft and fluffy textures, 

and chubby cheeks, sometimes implies auspicious meanings; (2) certain warm 

colors: pink, red, purple, etc.; (3) high-pitched sounds or cheerful music; (4) the 

motions of animals or small steps; (5) facial expression: smiling, hyperbolic, etc. 

(6) some popular online slang, including the usage of onomatopoeic words, 

homophonic words, reduplicated words, modal particles, among others; (7) some 

popular online emojis, emoticons, and symbols; or (8) characters from animation, 

comics, and games (ACG).” 
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Influenced by online popular culture or other cultures, the expression and 

characteristics of cuteness will continue to develop and update, but we believe that 

the updated cuteness will still keep some of the characteristics mentioned above. 

When people, corporations, or institutions deliberately utilize cuteness to 

achieve certain purposes, we can call it selling-cuteness. Selling-cuteness can be 

defined as a means or strategy of communication: People, corporations, or 

institutions intentionally associate themselves with smiling babies, innocent 

children, lovely girls, pretty colors, cheerful music, and other elements or 

characteristics of cuteness to make their persuasion, influence, or control functions 

more invisible and easier (McVeigh, 2000). In our research context, the selling-

cuteness is regarded as a political propaganda strategy used by the CPC on social 

media to attract, guide, and engage the young Chinese citizens. 

In addition, selling-cuteness has but not limited to such functions: 

narrowing attentional focus, inducing positive feelings, priming affiliative 

tendencies, softening the superior/inferior relations, making serious issues or 

information (e.g. the warning sign of construction site) more acceptable in an 

entertaining or human way, motivating social engagement, among others (Han & 

Yang, 2017; Macpherson & Bryant, 2018; McVeigh, 1996; Nittono, Fukushima, 

Yano, & Moriya, 2012; Sherman & Haidt, 2011).  
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Above all, we have demonstrated the meanings, characteristics, or functions 

of cuteness and selling-cuteness, both of which will inform the design of our 

research.  

Combining the above-mentioned connotations and characteristics of 

cuteness and selling-cuteness in our research context with definitions of 

propaganda (Jowett & O’Donnell, 1999; Romarheim, 2005) and the policy 

background of the CPC’s cuteness-coated propaganda (GOSC, 2018; Zhang & 

Huang, 2018), below, we attempt to conceptualize our research topic—the 

cuteness-coated political propaganda of the CPC. 

The cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC refers to: The CPC posts 

text, emojis, pictures or (short) videos through its official social media accounts 

or other communication channels, the content of which involves the 

characteristic(s) of cuteness (see the eight characteristics in Section 3.3 for 

details) to attract the attention of people, especially young people, manipulating 

their perceptions, and even influencing their behaviors more easily and less 

visibly. Its ultimate goals are to win people’s support and to consolidate its rule in 

China. In short, the cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC signifies that the CPC 

skillfully utilizes the selling-cuteness strategy in its political propaganda, 

especially in its online domestic propaganda, which can make its manipulation or 

influence easier and more invisible. 
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Figure 5 

Illustration of the Concept of Cuteness-Coated Propaganda of the CPC 

 

3.4 A Theoretical View: Cuteness-Coated Propaganda as a Type of Soft 

Propaganda 

To aid in further understanding of cuteness-coated propaganda, we provide 

a theoretical view by connecting it with the idea of soft propaganda. The idea of 

soft propaganda is not maturely developed, which can be seen from the fact that 

there is no widely accepted definition of soft propaganda among scholars. Huang 

(2015) suggested that “these more subtle and persuasive messages” from the 

government or official media with political purposes can be called “soft 

propaganda,” while “the pretentious and dogmatic propaganda in ideological and 

political courses, as well as media programs and publications, can be termed ‘hard 

propaganda’” (p. 435). Through analyzing and classifying the content of online 

images, Hashemi and Hall (2019) generalized that when the content involves 
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violence and weaponry that present the coercive strength of a state, it should be 

classified as hard propaganda. On the contrary, when the content depicts a happy 

life, a civilized society, or other attraction of a state, it should be marked as soft 

propaganda.  

By the comparison of the two understandings of soft propaganda 

presented above (Hashemi & Hall, 2019; Huang, 2015), we find that the former 

emphasizes the persuasive power of soft propaganda, while the latter focuses on 

its attractive power. Therefore, combining Romarheim’s (2005) understanding of 

propaganda (see Section 2.1), here we can summarize that the soft propaganda of 

political authorities refers to their ability to manipulate the perceptions, attitudes, 

or behaviors of people with systematic strategic mass communication with 

qualities of attraction and persuasion. Its content usually relates to assets that are 

mentally pleasing or attractive, such as engaging artwork, cultural products, 

creative industries, positive lifestyles, and values of a state. Its ultimate goal is to 

achieve certain political purposes indirectly and subtly. On the contrary, hard 

propaganda refers to using direct, dogmatic, or even coercive ways of 

broadcasting violent, ideological, or other serious content of a nation.  

When we compare the definition of cuteness-coated propaganda of the 

CPC provided in Section 3.3 with the definition of soft propaganda summarized 

above, it is easy to conclude that cuteness-coated propaganda can be seen as a 

type of soft propaganda. In order to manipulate people’s perceptions or even 
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change their attitudes and behaviors, cuteness-coated propaganda usually 

employs some cute elements to attract people’s attention and express political 

information, ideas, and principles indirectly and subtly so that they are not easily 

recognized. In general, cuteness-coated propaganda satisfies the definition of soft 

propaganda. 
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Chapter 4 Literature Review  

We define cuteness, selling-cuteness, and cuteness-coated propaganda in 

our research context, introduce the idea of soft propaganda and theorize cuteness-

coated propaganda as a type of soft propaganda in the previous chapter. Now we 

review relevant studies on cuteness in the field of communication, especially in 

the sub-field of political propaganda, which will shed light on our research. Also, 

we review relevant literature on the domestic propaganda of the CPC to show the 

research gap. 

4.1 Cuteness in Communication and Political Cuteness 

The charm of cuteness (e.g., cute expressions, cute objects, cute animals, 

and cute dress-up) has been widely recognized and utilized by all sorts of 

institutions, groups, and individuals. These tactfully combine cuteness and 

communication, giving birth to novel communication strategies to gain some 

benefit or to fight for certain interests, which has attracted close attention from 

academia.  

From the cultural-political approach, scholars critically analyze how and 

why cuteness is utilized to exert influence invisibly in diverse power relationships 

(Abidin, 2016; Macpherson & Bryant, 2018; McVeigh, 1996; Nittono, et al., 

2012; Qiu, 2013; Steinbock, 2017; Yueh, 2012). For instance, in gender 

relationships, females sometimes adopt multiple cuteness strategies, such as 
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sajiao,7 online feizhuliu8 visual representation, or dolly dress-up to persuade 

males to do something for them or silently subvert the gender hierarchy for 

personal gain, etc. (Abidin, 2016; Qiu, 2013; Yueh, 2012). Elsewhere, in the 

relationship between minority groups and the social majority, posting a selfie with 

cute cats could show a transgender’s resilience in a culture with discrimination. 

The cuteness here is not an aggressive weapon wielded against perpetrators of 

discrimination but rather a softener to disarm feelings of hostility among the 

public (Steinbock, 2017).  

From the behavioral perspective, scholars have conducted empirical 

studies to examine the effects of cuteness in social interactions. Some of them 

have argued that certain physical characteristics of cute objects (e.g., baby 

schema, roundness, bright colors, and soft textures) can viscerally stimulate 

adoring or caregiving feelings in people (e.g., Cheok, & Fernando, 2012; Lorenz, 

1971; Marcus et al., 2017). Furthermore, Nenkov and Scott (2014) found that 

exposure to cute products can promote indulgent consumption since cute 

elements can bring mental happiness to consumers. Cuteness, as an expression of 

positive feelings, can also improve behaviors that require carefulness and 

 
7 sajiao: In Chinese, 撒娇 generally means “to talk or behave like a child for persuasive purposes” 

(Yueh, 2012, p. 1). 
8 feizhuliu: In Chinese, 非主流 refers to a form of non-mainstream, predominantly online youth 

culture popular particularly among the Chinese post-1990s generation and is characterized by 
hybrid and somewhat exaggerated styles, which include Western Goth, Punk and ‘emo’ culture, 
Japanese Hime (literally “princess”) and kawaii (cute) culture (Qiu, 2013, p. 225). 
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protection and can facilitate social interactions among people (Burdelski & 

Mitsuhashi, 2010; Nittono & Tanaka, 2010; Nittono et al., 2012; Nittono, 2016). 

The critical and empirical research on cuteness in all kinds of 

communication that was reviewed above illustrates how widespread the cuteness 

strategy is in society and how significant it can be in influencing subjects’ 

interests and social interactions. However, in the field of political communication, 

there are some descriptive studies on political cuteness, it still lacks empirical 

research to test the effects and processes of cuteness in political communication.  

In China, recently, the CPC actively transformed their propaganda work 

by innovatively utilizing selling-cuteness in new media (see Section 2.2). 

Examples can easily be found not only in the Chinese government’s new media 

but also in the renewed traditional party media, which has attracted much 

attention among scholars domestically. Shen (2014) set a Weibo account, @Moon 

rover Yutu,9 as an example to discuss the performance of the cuteness-coated 

propaganda of the Chinese government on Weibo. This selling-cuteness captured 

much public attention and inspired a great deal of content and many “likes” from 

netizens. There are many other similar examples elaborated in domestic research 

of the selling-cuteness performance of the Chinese government’s new media; 

however, we will not introduce each of them in detail here. Summarizing these 

studies, we can see that most domestic research only studies this new tendency 

 
9 Yutu: In Chinese, 玉兔, literally means the Jade Rabbit, which is derived from a Chinese fairy 

tale to describe a white rabbit that lived on the moon. 
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from a practical or descriptive perspective (1) by analyzing the characteristics of 

selling-cuteness, such as interesting, personalized, softhearted, and interactive, or 

(2) by discussing which principles official media or the government should 

follow when selling cuteness, such as the principles of news professionalism, 

social care, spreading positive energy, or public service (see Lu, 2017; Shen, 

2014; Wei, 2013; Yuan, 2015). Seldom has research approached this topic from 

the theoretical perspective of soft propaganda strategy, either critically or 

empirically.  

With regard to international research on Chinese political selling-cuteness, 

few studies can be found that explores the new phenomenon of the cuteness-

coated propaganda of the CPC on social media. That is to say that this new 

phenomenon has not attracted very much attention from global academia. The 

existing studies still limit their attention to the old-fashioned political cuteness 

from the traditional media of China, namely, panda diplomacy (see Hartig, 2013; 

Zheng, 2017).  

Although the cuteness-coated political propaganda of the CPC has not 

been emphasized in either the domestic or international academic community, 

research on Japan’s kawaii politics enriches the relevant research experience. As 

the kawaii and moe cultures are very popular and influential among Japanese 

people, the Japanese government creatively associates itself “with smiling babies, 

innocent children, talking animals, pretty colors, innocent funny creatures, and 
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cheerful things” (McVeigh, 2000, p. 150), which can make its persuasion, 

influence, and control directed at Japanese people gentler, easier, and more 

invisible (Bunyavejchewin, 2012; McVeigh, 2000; Snow, 2015). Moreover, the 

Japanese government has successfully intertwined cuteness, commodification, 

internal propaganda, and public diplomacy in order to, on the one hand, improve 

civic awareness and engage young Japanese in political participation and, on the 

other hand, promote “Cool Japan” worldwide and strengthen Japan’s soft power 

(Allison, 2002; Cheok & Fernando, 2012; Macpherson & Bryant, 2018; Yano, 

2009; Zhao, 2016).  

Above all, despite the prevalence of cuteness in political propaganda that 

has been valued and studied by some scholars, it still lacks empirical research to 

test the effects and processes of this type of propaganda on social media. 

Therefore, in our research, we aim to contribute to filling this research gap by 

conducting empirical research to explore the influence that the cuteness-coated 

propaganda of the CPC can exert on the political attitudes of young Chinese 

citizens and through what mechanism the influence works.  

4.2 The Domestic Propaganda of the CPC  

Propaganda can generally be divided into two basic categories: internal 

and external (Brady & Wang, 2009; Edney, 2012). In light of our observations, 

the selling-cuteness activities of the CPC are more common online in domestic 
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propaganda than in international propaganda; therefore, we mainly concern 

ourselves with the internal propaganda of the CPC and will, accordingly, review 

the empirical studies on its effects and influencing processes, if any. 

The CPC has always radically reformed its domestic propaganda system 

to adapt to the changing social environment and to meet its needs for better 

governance (Brady & Wang, 2009). Since the 1990s, China has strategically 

incorporated Western-style mass communication strategies into its contemporary 

propaganda system, such as persuasion, political and commercial public relations, 

advertisements, etc., and made it better serve the construction of socialism with 

Chinese characteristics (Brady, 2009; Brady & Wang, 2009). In this way, the 

CPC’s propaganda has become softer, more subtle, refined, and sophisticated. The 

rise of soft propaganda has supplemented its hard propaganda and increased 

people’s support for the regime (Esarey, 2015; Esarey, Stockmann, & Zhang, 

2017; Huang, 2015). 

With the advance of internet technologies and the increased penetration of 

social media, the ways that people gain information, express their opinions and 

establish social relationships have all been transformed, which brings new 

challenges for the CPC in guiding and controlling the public and maintaining 

social stability (Brady & Wang, 2009; Schlæger & Jiang, 2014). However, the 

CPC also actively adapts to these changing circumstances and continuously 

updates its ideas and mechanisms of propaganda, turning challenges into 
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opportunities. For example, it is suspected to hire people (the so-called “50 Cent 

Party”) to post a large number of favorable messages on social media in an 

anonymous and deceptive way to sway online public opinion (King, Pan, & 

Roberts, 2017). It encourages central and local party institutions and governments 

to set up official websites, social media accounts, and mobile applications to 

diffuse information and interact with netizens (see Section 2.2.2). Their rhetorical 

styles also change dramatically, as they tend to speak in an informal, vivid, and 

intimate way online and anticipate interactions with netizens. Moreover, to appeal 

to young people, they appropriate online popular cultures or elements to render 

their expression more attractive and charming. Meanwhile, they do not entirely 

leave behind their dogmatic and ruling roles on social media but promptly adjust 

their mode of expression as required. For instance, when referring to significant 

political, diplomatic, economic, or military issues, the forceful and hard 

propaganda styles return, and netizens, especially during negative discussions, 

tend to be rendered mute (Guo, 2018; Link, 2013; Repnikova & Fang, 2018; 

Song & Chang, 2017).  

We can see that China is always good at using the newest technologies, 

fashions, strategies, and other resources to enrich its domestic propaganda 

system. Moreover, China is very flexible in the use of both hard and soft 

propaganda: the soft propaganda component is continuously rising and updating 
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as time goes by; meanwhile, its hard propaganda component still maintains its 

important role.  

As a salient part of the CPC’s “adaptive governance” or “popular 

authoritarianism,” the modernized reforms of CPC propaganda since the late 

1980s have attracted considerable academic attention (Brady, 2006; Brady & 

Wang, 2009; Heilmann & Perry, 2011). We review this stream of empirical 

studies below. 

Although the studies were conducted at different periods, both Zhu (1990) 

and Huang (2018) found that the impact of CPC propaganda was most effective 

at repressing or deterring dissent, while it was least effective at shaping 

supportive attitudes toward the authorities, which could be understood as a 

signaling effect. Moreover, general or diffuse support for the authorities was 

proven to be stable and unchangeable in the short term, while specific support for 

particular policies, departments, or officials could be easily affected by the mass 

media via the main propaganda tools. The Chinese central government enjoyed 

higher levels of prestige and support among the public than did local governments 

during the period of propaganda implementation (Chen & Shi, 2001; Le & Pan, 

2013; Li, & Bleske, 1994; Zhao, Zhu, Stockmann, Esarey, & Zhang, 2011). Also, 

regularly consuming propagandist news could engender a persuasive effect on 

political trust and national pride, and national pride could mediate and moderate 
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the positive linkage between news consumption and political trust (Shen & Guo, 

2013).  

Nowadays the innovative strategies of the CPC can somewhat resonate 

with public sentiments, rejuvenate the bureaucratic images of party members, and 

even turn them into pop idols online, which can be seen from the number of their 

followers, “likes,” forwarded messages, and comments (Guo, 2018). Based on the 

endeavors and innovations of the domestic propaganda of the CPC since 2000, 

some scholars assume that their modern propaganda work is successful and 

effective among Chinese younger generations (Brady & Wang, 2009; Huang, 

2015; Zanardi, 2016).  

As reviewed above, the trend of the CPC initiating a series of new 

propaganda measures and strategies in the digital era, conceptualized as 

“authoritarian participatory persuasion 2.0” by Repnikova and Fang (2018), has 

also become a hot research topic in recent years; however, most researchers have 

only concerned themselves with the performance of the digital propaganda of the 

CPC (see Section 6.1), and very few of them have used empirical data or materials 

to examine the effectiveness of the influencing processes of such up-to-date 

propaganda from the perspective of citizens, especially of young citizens. Actually, 

many scholars have been aware of this research gap, but until the present, few 

scholars have tried to fill it (Esarey et al., 2017; Guo, 2018; Hassid & Sun, 2015; 

Link, 2013; Repnikova & Fang, 2018; Song & Chang, 2017; Xin, 2018).  
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In conclusion, mass communication via media always plays a significant 

role in political propaganda. The changing social, economic, cultural, and technical 

conditions facilitate the continuing development of media technologies and forms 

and the constant enhancement and innovation of propaganda strategies. Thus, to 

reveal how the political authorities exercise their social control in new ways, 

research on novel propaganda strategies on new media platforms from different 

political or propaganda systems has become highly significant and urgently needed 

(Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1948). Our research on the cuteness-coated propaganda of 

the CPC on social media can partly contribute to this area of research via the 

experience of China.  

We choose the cuteness-coated domestic propaganda of the CPC not only 

because it is one of China’s latest propaganda strategies on social media that has 

attracted little academic attention but also because it is a representative example 

of the rising soft propaganda of the CPC. Studying it will be helpful to obtain a 

better understanding of the characteristics, tendencies, ideas, means, etc. of the 

political propaganda of the CPC. Additionally, through a literature review, we 

also find that few pieces of empirical research have been conducted to examine 

the influence and functional mechanisms of the CPC’s updated propaganda on 

new media; thus, our research aims to figure them out by centering on the 

cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC on Weibo as its main focus. 
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Chapter 5 Research Questions and Hypotheses Development 

We introduce our research topic and how to understand it—the cuteness-

coated propaganda of the CPC—in Chapters 2 and 3. Then, in Chapter 4, we 

review the relevant previous studies and identified the research gap that our 

research will contribute to filling. Also, in the preceding chapters, we’ve 

mentioned our research questions in a general way several times. Here, we restate 

them as follows:  

RQ1: What are the influences of the online cuteness-coated propaganda of 

the CPC on the political attitudes of Chinese young people?  

RQ2: What are the influencing processes or mechanisms of the online 

cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC on the political attitudes of Chinese young 

people?  

Our research mainly concerns the influences and the influential processes 

on Chinese young people instead of middle-aged people, old people, or other 

groups of Chinese people. Although the reasons for choosing the younger 

generation as the research objects have been referred to in the previous sections, 

here we summarize them again.  

(1) Kawaii or cuteness culture is popular among the younger generations 

(see Section 3.2), and to attract, engage, and influence those generations of 

Chinese, cuteness-coated propaganda is creatively utilized by the CPC on social 
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media (see Section 2.2). That is to say that the young Chinese are the main target 

group of the cuteness-coated propaganda. Thus, choosing the young Chinese as 

the object of study will allow us to directly gauge the effectiveness of the new 

type of soft propaganda strategy used by the CPC. 

(2) The younger generations are usually the subjects of academic attention 

in the field of political communication because they tend to be politically 

apathetic about politics that lack liveliness (see Bennett,1998; Chen & Zhong, 

1999; Lam, 2004; Li, 2015; Marsh, O’Toole, & Jones, 2006; Sloam, 2007), and 

their political cognition and attitudes are still in the process of development and 

formation. Therefore, it is meaningful for us to study the reactions of Chinese 

young people to the adaptive initiative of the CPC and to obtain further insights 

about the related influencing mechanisms from psychology. 

To respond to our research questions, beginning with this chapter, we aim 

to specify the research questions by turning them into measurable or operable 

variables and hypotheses and testing the influencing relationships among key 

variables via the experimental studies.  

5.1 Political Support 

According to our literature review in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, the selling-

cuteness in political propaganda is believed to shorten the distance between 

government and the public, moderate the seriousness of political discourse, render 
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political control easier, softer, and more subtle, and, finally, prompt political 

authorities to win more popularity and support among citizens (e.g., Allison, 

2002; Han & Huang, 2017; McVeigh, 2000; Snow, 2015; Zhang & Su, 2012). 

These functions of cuteness in political propaganda are nevertheless only the 

views of previous researchers that, as yet, lack empirical proof. Cuteness has been 

proven to be persuasive in changing people’s perceptions, feelings, or behaviors 

in other sorts of communication (see detailed review in Section 5.1); therefore, it 

is reasonable to assume that cuteness can influence people’s political opinions or 

attitudes to some extent.  

In our research, to examine the influence of selling cuteness in the 

political propaganda of the CPC, we choose as a metric the change in people’s 

political support. Below, we will further elaborate on the reason for our choice as 

well as the rich connotations of political support.  

5.1.1 Why do We Choose Political Support? 

Propaganda is considered an effective means of social control (Chomsky, 

1989; Herman, 1999; Herman & Chomsky, 1988). From the definitions of 

propaganda of Lasswell (1927a), Jowett and O’Donnell (1999), and Romarheim 

(2005) presented in Section 2.1, it is known that the ultimate purpose of 

propaganda is to benefit the propagandist by shaping the perceptions, managing 

the attitudes, and even directing the behaviors of other people. The effects of 
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propaganda are always an important concern for research. Furthermore, 

propaganda is always utilized with different manipulating goals in changing 

historical and social contexts, which can be seen from the different dependent 

variables set in increasing empirical studies on propaganda effects. 

Dating back to around the 1920s, the studies on political propaganda 

during World War I were concerned with its powerful effects on public opinion in 

such efforts as mobilizing the minds, men, and money of nations in the war, 

weakening the enemy, and winning the support of neutrals (Lasswell, 1927b ; 

Lippmann, 1922). After Lazarsfeld led the first quantitative study of the effects of 

mass media on people’s voting behaviors in the 1940 Erie County Study, voting 

as an import political act has always been a popular research focus in the field of 

political propaganda (Chaffee & Hockheimer, 1985; Lazarsfeld et al., 1944; 

Rogers, 2004). The diffusion of TV throughout the United States stimulated the 

diversifying of electoral campaigns, which gave rise to much academic concern 

regarding its effects on people’s political behaviors, such as the vote (Rogers, 

2004). The internet and social media provide diverse platforms and forms of 

political propaganda for authorities. For example, Twitter has been widely used in 

electoral campaigning (see Aparaschivei, 2011; Ahmed, Jaidka, & Cho, 2016; 

Hendricks, 2014; Vergeer & Hermans, 2013). The effects of political propaganda 

can be measured by various indicators, such as the political tendency of a 

personal profile, political posts, “likes,” retweets, comments, networks, and 
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hashtags on social media (see Aragón, Kappler, Kaltenbrunner, Laniado, & 

Volkovich, 2013; Howard, Bolsover, Kollanyi, Bradshaw, & Neudert, 2017; 

Woolley & Guilbeault, 2017).  

As the political and propaganda systems in China are quite different from 

those in democratic countries, we should consider these different contexts when 

designing our empirical research. For one thing, the CPC is the only ruling party 

in China, and the President of China is elected by the National People’s Congress, 

so there is not a wide range of presidential or electoral campaigns in China. Thus, 

we will not set people’s voting choices in campaigns as a metric to evaluate the 

effectiveness of political propaganda. In addition, the internet in China is under 

comprehensive and strict censorship from the government, and political bots—or 

the “50 Cent Party”—are hired by the government to plant supportive messages 

to steer online public opinion (King et al., 2017; MacKinnon, 2009; Tsui, 2003). 

In this study, we will not collect or analyze people’s political opinions or 

behaviors on social media platforms because they cannot accurately reflect 

situations in the real world, although the CPC’s official Weibo account is our 

main concern. For the above reasons, we decided to use people’s self-reported 

political attitudes as the indicator of the effectiveness of the CPC’s cuteness-

coated propaganda, following previous studies.  
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5.1.2 Three Levels of Political Support 

In previous empirical research, both political trust and political support 

have often been measured to indicate the effects of political propaganda in China 

(e.g., Chen & Shi, 2001; Shen & Guo, 2013; Stockmann et al., 2011). Political 

trust refers to people’s faith in their governmental system (Chen & Shi, 2001; 

Miller, 1974). To be specific, “it is the belief that the political system or some part 

of it will produce preferred outcomes even if left untended” (Shi, 2001, p. 401). 

Political trust also implies a regime’s perceived legitimacy and is regarded as one 

of the significant determinants of a regime’s stability (Easton, 1965; Patterson, 

Wahlke, & Boynton, 1970). Previous scholars have always divided political trust 

in China into two levels: abstract or general trust and specific trust. For example, 

Chen and Shi (2001) separately measured and analyzed regime-based trust, 

signifying general trust in the political system, and incumbent-based trust, 

defining specific trust in particular political institutions; Zhong (2014) 

differentiated political trust into trust in the central government and trust in local 

governments; and Wang (2005) categorized political trust into trust in the 

“imagined” state, represented by the CPC, the National People’s Congress, and 

other abstract and high-level institutions, and trust in the “real” state, such as the 

police, neighborhood committees, and other institutions encountered in daily life. 

The findings of their investigations revealed that citizens tended to express a high 

level of trust in the regime, central government, or the “imagined” state and, in 
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contrast, reported a low level of trust in the incumbent, local government or the 

“real” state (see also Kennedy, 2009; Li, 2004; Shi, 2001). Furthermore, 

compared with specific political trust, general political trust was believed to be 

more stable and less immediately affected by media representations, short-term 

policy performance, a particular leader, etc. (Stockmann et al., 2011). 

In addition to political trust, political support is another significant factor 

that is often used to evaluate the effects of political propaganda in China (see 

Hyun & Kim, 2015; Kennedy, 2009; Le & Pan, 2013). Political trust has been 

seen as an important component of political support (Shi, 2001), although the 

former and the latter have not been strictly differentiated in research (see 

Stockmann et al., 2011; Wang, 2005). The meaning of political support is variably 

defined, and its division is distinct from different theoretical perspectives (Chen, 

2004; Dalton, 1999). Based on its different objects, Easton (1965) distinguished 

three major levels of political support: the support for the authorities, the regime, 

and the political community. Support for the authorities referred to supportive 

attitudes toward incumbents (or groups of incumbents) in political office. The 

regime stressed the process, institutions, and principles of government. Support 

for the political community denoted identification with the nation or political 

system without considering the present institutions or authorities in power. 

Moreover, Easton (1965, 1975) put forward another, twofold classification of 

political support: diffuse support and specific support. Diffuse support 
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represented people’s identification with the foundational norms, values, and 

institutions of government, which also implied the legitimacy of the political 

system or institutions and was relatively difficult to change. On the contrary, 

specific support placed more emphasis on the performance and actions of the 

government, which were more easily influenced. Comparing Easton’s two ways 

of dividing political support, diffuse support primarily referred to support for the 

regime, while support for the authorities basically belonged to the category of 

specific support (Easton, 1965). Subsequently, both Norris (1999) and Dalton 

(1999) spoke highly of Easton’s classification of political support. They greatly 

refined it and subdivided it into five levels (political community, principles of the 

regime, performance of the regime, institutions of the regime, and political 

actors). Norris (1999) viewed the process from support for political actors to 

support for the political community as a continuously transitioning process from 

the low level to the high level and from specific support to diffuse support. 

Dalton (1999) proposed that each level of political support could be further 

decomposed into two types of political beliefs based on affective orientations and 

instrumental evaluations. 

In view of the above, firstly, compared with the concept of political trust 

(Chen & Shi, 2001; Miller, 1974), the connotation of political support (Dalton, 

1999; Easton, 1965, 1975) is richer and more comprehensive, containing not only 

political trust but also political satisfaction, affection, identification, etc. Thus, we 
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think that political support is more suitable for our use in detecting the political 

attitudes of Chinese people. Secondly, although Dalton’s (1999) classification is 

more precise, Easton’s (1965, 1975) classifications of political support are more 

applicable and widely utilized (with some tailoring) in some empirical studies of 

China (see Chen, 2004; Chen, Zhong, Hillard, & Scheb, 1997; Le & Pan, 2013; 

Tang & Huhe, 2014). Therefore, in the present research, we choose to measure 

political support as our dependent variable and to customize Easton’s (1965, 

1975) classification of political support for the Chinese context and investigate it 

for Chinese people at these three levels: (1) specific support for a particular 

political department/officer in China; (2) general support for the overall 

government and political system of China; and (3) support for the community of 

China (i.e., national pride). The reason we differentiate between general support 

for the political system and support for the Chinese community is that the latter 

contains people’s sense of belonging to, entrenched emotional attachment to, and 

identification with the Chinese nation, which are shaped over a lifetime of 

political socialization and are not easily shaken due to changes in the political 

systems in China (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1965; Hyman, 1959; Shafer, 1955; Shen 

& Guo, 2013). In addition, our logic of classifying specific support and general 

support is very similar to the classification of political trust in the previous 

research of Chen and Shi (2001), Wang (2005), and Zhong (2015), which are 
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mentioned above. In summary, our classification of political support is suitable 

for the Chinese context. 

According to Easton’s (1975) conceptualization, specific support is 

formed in a short period and varies with the government’s performance and 

citizens’ perceived satisfaction. In this sense, specific support is “relatively 

volatile and changes swiftly” (Chen, 2004, p. 6). In contrast, diffuse support, as a 

long-term, cumulative evaluation of the political system, does not easily change 

with the short-term performance of particular political objects. Therefore, diffuse 

support is believed to be comparatively stable with slow changes (Chen, 2004; 

Finkel, Muller, & Seligson, 1989). As discussed above, the support for the 

Chinese community, setting national pride as a representative example, is 

perceived as very resistant to change. Similarly, specific political trust is thought 

to be easily influenced, while general political support is not (Stockmann et al., 

2011). In the same way, in our research, we can assume that specific support for a 

particular political object in China is the most likely to be influenced by the factor 

of selling-cuteness in the political propaganda of the CPC; general support for the 

overall government and political system is less likely to be influenced by selling-

cuteness, while support for the Chinese community is the least likely to be 

influenced among these three levels of political support.  

When examining the effects of selling-cuteness on political support, we 

need to take another influencing factor, namely, the content of messages, into 
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consideration because this factor has been proven to be influential in political 

communication (Stockmann et al., 2011) and is closely related to our research 

objects. We will provide a detailed discussion of it below. 

5.2 Content of Message 

5.2.1 The Soft v.s. the Hard 

The content of the message, as an essential part of Lasswell’s (1948) “5W” 

model of communication, has been proven reliably effective in affecting people’s 

perceptions or attitudes (see Mastro, 2009; Smith & Granados, 2009). Existing 

research into the effects of media content is very rich, and the topic has been studied 

from various perspectives, such as agenda-setting (McCombs & Shaw, 1972), 

rhetoric (Hahn,1998), and one or more of the specific elements involved (Moy, 

Xenos, & Hess, 2005; Polk, Young, & Holbert, 2009). Here, we mainly focus on 

the different topics of the message and their influence on people’s political 

perceptions or attitudes.  

One of the classic ways of classifying media content is to divide news into 

soft news and hard news based on the multi-dimensions of news attributes (see 

Reinemann, Stanyer, Scherr, & Legnante, 2012; Scott & Gobetz, 1992; 

Shoemaker & Cohen, 2006). Soft news tends to be sensational, cover human 

interest stories, lack any public policy component, and be presented in episodic 

frames, while hard news usually reports important public issues and major 
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disruptions with reliable information in thematic frames (Baum, 2004; Patterson, 

2000; Reinemann et al., 2012). Baum (2003, 2004) found that the low-educated 

or apolitical people were strongly influenced by the content of soft news, while 

people with high political awareness or who are highly educated were relatively 

immune to being influenced by either hard news or soft news because of their 

higher capability to judge the content of news. Later, Moy, Xenos, and Hess 

(2005) concluded that consuming political infotainment was associated with 

increased levels of political participation among people with high political 

sophistication rather than with those who are not politically sophisticated. Boukes 

and Boomgaarden (2015) also demonstrated that watching more soft news 

indicated more cynicism about politics than watching hard news in their analysis. 

In addition, this relationship was not moderated by individuals’ level of political 

knowledge and interest. The abovementioned studies were mostly concerned with 

traditional media content and its effects. However, similarly, in the internet era, 

researchers have also presented evidence that consuming political information on 

SNS would awaken political passions and exert a positive influence on political 

participation, but nonpolitical SNS use would not (Baek, 2015; Valenzuela, 

Arriagada, & Scherman, 2012; Valenzuela, Kim, & Gil de Zúñiga, 2012). 

In sum, compared with consuming hard/political news, exposure to 

soft/nonpolitical news through both traditional and new media produces different 

effects on people’s political perceptions, attitudes, or even behaviors. Given that 

https://www.semanticscholar.org/author/Mark-Boukes/3182049
https://www.semanticscholar.org/author/Hajo-G.-Boomgaarden/1380500114
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specific political support is also an important aspect of people’s political attitudes, 

it is reasonable to assume that the content of propaganda may also have a 

relationship with political support. To date, very few studies have been conducted 

to explore the role of the content of online or social media messages in affecting 

people’s political support. Furthermore, when we seek to explore the influence of 

the online cuteness-coated propaganda of the CPC on people’s political support, 

the content of propaganda is also a vital factor that must be considered. 

Therefore, we add the content of online propaganda to our analysis. 

5.2.2 Content as a Moderator: The Fit Between the Selling-Cuteness Strategy 

and the Content 

Baum (2002) argued that soft news usually applied episodic frames to 

appeal to apolitical audiences; such frames presented the experience of specific 

individuals or small groups. Hard news tended to utilize thematic frames that 

placed issues into a broader social, economic, or political context. However, 

nowadays, political issues tend to be reported “softly” and entertainingly, which 

might cause people to care less about the details of policies and geopolitics and 

more about the sensational human drama of political issues (Baum, 2007). Just as 

we introduced in Subsection 2.1.2, politics is closing the gap with lifestyle or 

consumption, and citizens are becoming consumer-citizens (Benoit & Holbert, 

2010; Shah et al., 2007).   
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Propagandists have actively applied one or more of thematic frames, 

entertaining styles, and sensational methods to report messages because they 

thought that doing so would catch the attention and arouse the positive emotions 

of the audience, which, in the end, would render the message more acceptable and 

even change people’s attitudes or behaviors (Baum, 2007; Hale & Dillard, 1995). 

Moreover, these functions of positive affect were suggested to be immediate but 

transitory (Kim & Vishak, 2008). However, not all of these practices, whether of 

political entertainment, infotainment, or both, achieved ideal effects for 

propagandists because they placed too much emphasis on the emotional appeal of 

the means, frame, style, or strategy of the message but ignored other factors and 

their interactions, such as content, personal differences, and environmental 

differences. In this thesis, we are mainly concerned with the interactive effect of 

the content and the strategy on political propaganda.  

From the perspective of political psychology, Nadirashvili (1984) pointed 

out that one of the important principles of organizing propaganda activities is to 

balance people’s emotional and intellectual states because these two states 

interfere with each other. That is to say that when a person is in a highly 

emotional state, it is not suitable for him or her to deal with rigorous intellectual 

work and vice versa. Therefore, we argue that the strategy of propaganda should 

fit its content in order to stimulate the emotional state (or the intellectual state) of 

people in the same direction. Specifically speaking, when the content is about 
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politics, the economy, the military, diplomacy, or other serious issues that can 

induce active intellectual activities in people, the strategy of the propaganda 

employed should be suitable for people to continue those intellectual activities. In 

contrast, if the content is about lifestyle, entertainment, culture, or other 

nonserious issues that stimulate emotional rather than intellectual states in people, 

the appropriate propaganda strategy should be conducted in an emotional and 

relaxed mode. In short, when the propaganda strategy matches the content, it is 

more probable that the message will bring about the desired response of the 

propagandists. Otherwise, persuasion is more likely to fail. For example, in 

Gross’s (2008) research, although episodic frames were proven to be more 

emotionally engaging than thematic frames, episodic frames were only shown to 

be very persuasive in changing people’s political views when the story inside was 

able to arouse the emotions intended by the communicator. Boukes et al. (2015) 

also discovered that watching human-interest-framed political news on TV tended 

to decrease support for the government on certain issues. Moreover, a strong 

human-interest frame does not show any higher effectiveness in persuasion than 

does a weak one. These findings of the studies cautioned that solely considering 

the frame of the political message is not enough as the content and the interaction 

between the content and the frame also exert an influence on people’s political 

opinions or attitudes. Apart from the area of political communication, the 

congruence between the content and the strategy of communication is also 
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stressed in the field of advertising. Yang et al. (2010) found that the fit between 

advertising appeal (i.e., the means) and product type (i.e., the content) is crucial 

in determining the effectiveness of advertising, an approach that they named “the 

fit strategy.”  

In accordance with this line of reasoning, we propose that two-way 

interaction effects exist between the content and the selling-cuteness strategy on 

the political support of Chinese young people. Furthermore, as we introduced in 

previous sections, the political support in the Chinese context can be divided into 

three different levels wherein specific political support is relatively volatile, while 

general political support and national pride are relatively stable (Chen, 2004; 

Easton, 1975). Media content is usually classified into hard news and soft news, 

and the two differently influence people’s political choices (Baum, 2003, 2004; 

Boukes & Boomgaarden, 2015). From the above, we can make further 

assumptions about the Chinese context as follows: 

H1: The content of propaganda moderates the relationship between the 

selling-cuteness strategy and SPECIFIC political support, such that H1a–H1c 

hold true. 

H1a: When the content of propaganda is soft-oriented, cuteness-coated 

propaganda wins significantly higher SPECIFIC political support than does non-

https://www.semanticscholar.org/author/Mark-Boukes/3182049
https://www.semanticscholar.org/author/Hajo-G.-Boomgaarden/1380500114
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cuteness-coated propaganda (“Congruence Hypothesis” or “Double-Soft 

Hypothesis”). 

H1b: Propagandizing with soft-oriented content using the selling-cuteness 

strategy wins significantly higher SPECIFIC political support than does 

propagandize with hard-oriented content using the selling-cuteness strategy 

(“Congruence Hypothesis” or “Double-Soft Hypothesis”). 

H2: The two-way interaction effect between the content and the selling-

cuteness strategy on GENERAL political support is not significant. 

H3: The two-way interaction effect between the content and the selling-

cuteness strategy on NATIONAL PRIDE is not significant. 

5.3 Emotional Attraction and Psychological Proximity of Cuteness 

We have emphasized the significance of the fit between the selling-

cuteness strategy and the content of political propaganda in the above discussion. 

Here, we wish to explore further the processes that are responsible for the mutual 

effects of the selling-cuteness strategy and the content. Furthermore, we wish to 

investigate the kind of propaganda that is the most effective among the different 

collocations between the content (soft vs. hard) and the strategy (selling-cuteness 

or not).  
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A large amount of research from a political psychology approach has 

emphasized the crucial roles of people’s emotions and cognitions in political 

propaganda or persuasion and also explored their functional mechanisms 

(Boukes, Boomgaarden, Moorman, & Vreese, 2015; Brader, 2005, 2006; 

Hartmann, 1936; Hovland et al., 1953; Kim, Rao, & Lee, 2009; Lambert, Scherer, 

Schott, Olson, Andrews, O’Brien, & Zisser, 2010; Lerner, Gonzalez, Small, & 

Fischhoff, 2003; Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000; Stockmann et al., 2011). 

Appealing to emotions has also been noted as an important propaganda technique 

by previous scholars (Conserva, 2003; Hovland et al., 1953). Moreover, through 

reviewing the existing literature on cuteness in daily life, we summarize two of 

the important functions of cuteness: emotional attraction and psychological 

proximity. Both shed light on paths of further inquiry into the influencing 

processes of the selling-cuteness strategy. Therefore, in this section, we firstly 

introduce the emotional attraction of cuteness reported in previous research and 

then analyze the mediating role of these positive emotions on the mutual effects 

of cuteness and content on political support. Secondly, the psychological 

proximity effect of cuteness will also be presented, and it will be regarded as 

another mediator in the influencing process. That is to say that below, we will 

propose two paths, separated from the emotional and the cognitive ones, to 

demonstrate how the selling-cuteness strategy influences people’s political 

support moderated by the content of the message in political propaganda.  
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5.3.1 Positive Emotion as a Mediator. 

One of the typical and widely accepted effects of cuteness is that it can 

induce strong feelings. Usually, it evokes positive feelings, such as pleasantness, 

fun, and endearment, but it sometimes also produces mixed feelings, e.g., 

sympathy, frivolity, a sense of security, etc. (Marcus et al., 2017; Nenkov & Scott, 

2014; Nittono, 2016; Nittono & Tanaka, 2010; Nittono et al., 2012;). Because of 

its strong emotional attraction, some scholars treat cuteness (or kawaii) as an 

emotional or a psychological state distinctly different from other positive 

emotions (e.g., Marcus et al., 2017; Nittono, 2016; Nittono & Tanaka, 2010). 

More than that, scholars dive deep into the analysis of its emotional effects. Some 

have argued that certain physical characteristics of people or objects (e.g., baby 

schema, roundness, bright colors, soft textures) can stimulate the adoring or 

caregiving feelings of people in a visceral way, which is usually suggested from 

an ethological perspective (e.g., Cheok & Fernando, 2012; Lorenz, 1971; Marcus 

et al., 2017). 

In addition, considering these emotional effects of cuteness, some scholars 

have further examined its practical or behavioral effects on people in various 

aspects of daily life. Nenkov and Scott (2014) found that exposure to cute 

products can promote indulgent consumption since cute products have the power 

to bring mental happiness to consumers. Cuteness, as an expression of positive 

feelings, can also improve behaviors that require carefulness and protection and 
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can facilitate social interactions among people (Burdelski & Mitsuhashi, 2010; 

Nittono, 2016; Nittono et al., 2012; Nittono & Tanaka, 2010). Furthermore, 

cuteness is also widely applied in the practice of political communication (see 

Sections 2.3.3 and 4.2.2), but research has seldom been conducted to test whether 

cuteness can affect people through its emotional attraction in the field of political 

communication.  

Humor, however, which in its political expression is similar to cuteness in 

its emotional appeal, has been fully examined in its political influences by 

previous scholars. Among these influences are political interest (Young, 2004), 

political attention (Cao, 2010), political knowledge (Baum, 2003), political 

participation (Cao & Brewer, 2008), political trust (Guggenheim, Kwak, & 

Campbell, 2011), the scrutiny of political messages (Polk et al., 2009), and others 

(Pearce & Hajizada, 2014). Furthermore, scholars have also demonstrated that 

humor can play an important role in political or commercial persuasion by 

inducing negative or positive feelings (Lee & Kwak, 2014; Strick, Van Baaren, 

Holland, & Van Knippenberg, 2009).  

Above all, we can conclude the following. (1) Cuteness usually has strong 

emotional effects. In most conditions, cuteness can bring people joy, happiness, a 

desire to provide caregiving, and other positive feelings. It also sometimes 

produces some complex or even negative emotions, which is dependent on 

cultural and social contexts, personal factors, etc. (2) The emotional attraction of 
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cuteness has been extensively researched in the fields of psychology, behavioral 

science, marketing, and social interaction, while its emotional effects in the field 

of political communication still lack sufficient academic attention. (3) Although 

the emotional appeal of cuteness in political persuasion has not attracted marked 

academic attention, a large amount of research on the role and functional 

mechanisms of humor in political persuasion can furnish us with enough 

guidance and confidence to conclude that cuteness has great research potential 

and value in political communication. Therefore, this thesis attempts to make a 

fresh contribution to this important and promising research area. 

Moreover, in the present study, we divide the political support of Chinese 

people into three levels wherein specific support is regarded as being easily 

influenced, while general support and national pride are not (Section 5.1.2). 

Accordingly, this section will further explain how the selling-cuteness strategy, 

moderated by the content, exerts an influence on the specific political support of 

young Chinese people through emotions.  

How does emotion work in the processes of political propaganda or 

persuasion? Dodge (1920) thought that emotion had a powerful radiative 

function, by which it could spread over the whole consciousness of people 

through the building of certain associations between symbols and reality, between 

things and persons, or between persons and circumstances, etc. When propaganda 

activity puts people in a happy mood that envelops their whole consciousness, it 
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discourages them from thinking rationally, logically, or critically. Consequently, 

people are easily persuaded by the message (Brady, 2008; Nadirashvili, 1984; 

Sotirovic & McLeod, 2001). In this way, it is more likely that soft content with 

the selling-cuteness strategy wins significantly more positive emotions (e.g., joy, 

happiness, the desire for caregiving) than soft content without the selling-cuteness 

strategy, which renders it more persuasive. This is because, on the one hand, soft 

content and the selling-cuteness strategy fit each other, which can promote 

balanced emotional and intellectual states, as analyzed in Section 5.2.2. On the 

other hand, as cuteness can evoke positive feelings (Nittono, 2016; Nittono & 

Tanaka, 2010), in general, the selling-cuteness strategy can stimulate more 

positive emotions than can pallid and straightforward expression. However, hard 

content with the selling-cuteness strategy is a different case. For one thing, it may 

bring about unbalanced psychological states (see Section 5.2.2). For another, hard 

content usually activates the rational thinking part of a person. Under these 

conditions, the selling-cuteness strategy cannot evoke many positive emotions 

and may even bring about some negative or complex emotions, thereby 

decreasing the effect of persuasion. Consequently, it is reasonable to speculate 

that when the content is hard, the persuasive effects of cuteness-coated political 

propaganda and propaganda without cuteness are not significantly different. 

Based on the above analysis, we can advance the following hypothesis. 
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H4: The content moderates the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and positive emotions such that cuteness-coated propaganda will evoke 

significantly more positive emotions than will non-cuteness-coated propaganda 

when the content is soft-oriented, while it will not do so when the content is hard-

oriented. 

In general, positive emotional states tend to have a positive influence on 

political attitudes. Therefore, we can also affirm the successful mediating role of 

positive emotions on the moderating effect of the content on the relationship 

between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific support. However, an 

unsuccessful relationship exists between the selling-cuteness strategy and general 

support or national pride. Accordingly, we can advance the following hypothesis. 

H5: Positive emotions mediate the moderating effect of content on the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support. 

Specifically, the indirect effect of the selling-cuteness strategy on specific support 

via positive emotion will be significant when the content is soft-oriented, while it 

will not be significant when it is hard-oriented.  

Figure 6 summarizes the hypothesized mediated moderation model when 

positive emotions act as the mediator. 
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Figure 6  

Overview of the Hypothesized Mediated Moderation Model When Positive 

Emotions Act as the Mediator 

   

 

 

 

5.3.2 Psychological Proximity as Another Mediator 

Here we introduce another function of cuteness: psychological proximity. 

Psychological proximity refers to the perceived state of being close to a target 

item. Its contrary state is psychological distance. Both are based on the concept of 

psychological distance, which signifies “how psychologically close or 

psychologically far the item is from oneself at this moment” (Katz & Byrne, 

2013, p. 246). Generally speaking, psychological distance encompasses four 

dimensions: temporal, spatial, social, and hypothetical (Bar-Anan, Liberman, & 

Trope, 2006). 

Although the psychological proximity of cuteness has not been directly 

mentioned by previous scholars, some similar descriptions of related functions of 
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cuteness have been noted. For example, Nittono (2016) believed that kawaii is 

associated with approach motivation, which means that people have the social 

motivation to keep close to such adorable and cute objects. Sherman and Haidt 

(2011) showed that cuteness has the function of sociality, especially for affiliative 

interactions, which can help to explain why people always want to cuddle cute 

babies, animals, or other cute entities. In an earlier study, Allison (2002) pointed 

out that kawaii commodities—cartoon characters, anime, songs, and the like—

can provide Japanese young people with companionship and emotional comfort 

in post-industrial societies, which may also demonstrate the function of the 

psychological proximity of cuteness. In sum, it seems clear that cuteness can 

encourage subjective proximity between people. To the best of our knowledge, 

the function of the psychological proximity of cuteness has not been 

experimentally examined in previous studies. This research will attempt to test it 

and fill this research gap in the political communication context.  

Despite the lack of experimental studies on the psychological proximity of 

cuteness, a similar concept, vividness, has been sufficiently delineated in the field 

of persuasive communication (e.g., Coyle & Thorson, 2001; Keller & Block, 

1997; Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Taylor & Thompson, 1982). As Nisbett and Ross 

(1980) indicated: “Information may be described as vivid, that is, as likely to 

attract and hold our attention and excite the imagination to the extent that it is (a) 

emotionally interesting, (b) concrete and imagery-provoking, and (c) proximate in 
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a sensory, temporal, or spatial way” (p. 45). By comparing this description of 

vividness and the connotation of cuteness introduced in Chapter 3, it is easy to 

see that both refer to strong emotional attraction and concrete expression. What is 

more, when discussing the effects of vividness in persuasion, scholars generally 

believe that vivid information is more persuasive than non-vivid information, but 

the effects of this vividness are also conditional and controversial (Alter & 

Balcetis, 2011; Ewell & Guadagno, 2017; Frey & Eagly, 1993; Kisielius & 

Sternthal, 1986). For example, off-thesis and incongruent vividness may 

undermine persuasiveness (Ewell & Guadagno, 2017), which follows the same 

logic of the first hypothesis (H1) in our research. Considering these similarities 

between cuteness and vividness, we reason that cute information can also be 

“proximate in a sensory, temporal, or spatial way.” In the following part, we will 

further elucidate how psychological proximity mediates the persuasiveness of 

congruent cuteness in political communication.  

Construal level theory (Trope & Liberman, 2003) suggests that the 

psychological distance from a referent to oneself determines the construal level 

(the abstractness of the mental representation) of the referent. In other words, 

when people perceive their temporal, spatial, social, or hypothetical closeness to 

the target item, people tend to think about it in concrete, vivid, and specific terms 

(i.e., low-level construal). When people perceive psychologically distance to the 

referent, they tend to mentally represent it in abstract and general ways (Lewin, 
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1951), and vivid lower-level construal exerts more direct influences on the 

judgments and actions of people and is more resistant to persuasion (Gill, Swann, 

& Silvera, 1998; Kallgren & Wood, 1986; Kardes, Cronley, & Kim, 2006; 

Vallacher & Wegner, 1987).  

The construal level theory indicates the unidirectional relationship 

between psychological distance and construal level. In fact, their association is 

bidirectional: closer psychological distance will promote lower levels of 

construal, and, conversely, lower levels of construal will shorten perceived 

distance (Liberman, Trope, & Stephan, 2007). Following this logic, we speculate 

that the cuteness-coated political propaganda of the CPC is more vivid, concrete, 

and emotionally attractive than direct propaganda when the selling-cuteness is 

congruent with the orientation of its content. The lower-level construal brought 

about by selling cuteness with soft content closes the psychological distance 

between the Party and the people. However, when the selling-cuteness strategy is 

not congruent with the orientation of its content (e.g., hard content), the lower-

level construal may become invalid, and, in this way, the psychological distance 

may become greater because it may disturb people’s intellectual reading or 

thinking regarding hard-oriented issues (Nadirashvili, 1984). Thus, we posit the 

following hypothesis. 

H6: Content moderates the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and psychological proximity such that the selling-cuteness strategy will 
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bring about increased psychological closeness when the content is soft-oriented 

than when it is hard-oriented. 

In addition, according to extant research, reducing the psychological 

distance by implementing a variety of strategies in public communication can 

decrease the sense of risk, lower self-defense barriers, and enhance 

persuasiveness (see Dong & Zhao, 2011; Howard, Poston, & Benning, 2019). 

Thus, we suppose that the closer psychological distance induced by congruent 

cuteness will further increase specific political support. To sum up, we implement 

this assumption by setting psychological proximity as another mediator below. 

Figure 7 summarizes the hypothesized mediated moderation model when 

psychological proximity acts as the mediator. 

H7: Psychological proximity mediates the moderating effect of content on 

the relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support. 

Specifically, the indirect effect of the selling-cuteness strategy on specific support 

via psychological proximity will be greater when the content is soft-oriented than 

when it is hard-oriented. 
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Figure 7  

Overview of the Hypothesized Mediated Moderation Model When Psychological 

Proximity Acts as the Mediator 

   

 

 

 

Based on the above analysis, soft content and the selling-cuteness strategy 

not only fit each other but also induce the most positive emotions. This 

combination has the potential to evoke a joyful mood that occupies the entire 

consciousness of individuals and achieve the closest psychological distance 

because of the lowest level of construal among all four collocations of strategy 

(selling cuteness or not) and content (soft or hard). Thus, it yields the most 

persuasive effects. In Chapter 4, we elaborated on how cuteness-coated 

propaganda can be regarded as a type of soft propaganda. Therefore, we label the 

model that combines soft content with the selling-cuteness strategy in political 

propaganda as the “Double-Soft Model” of political propaganda, and we suppose 

that utilizing the soft propaganda strategy to publicize soft content can be a very 

Psychological proximity 

Content 

Specific political support 
Selling-cuteness 

strategy 
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persuasive way of influencing young people’s specific political support (see H1a 

and H1c). 

5.4 Forms of Communication: Text, Pictures, and Videos 

Based on a review of existing literature, other than communication 

strategies and media content, the form of the communication outlet is another 

important factor that influences the effects (see, e.g., Benoit & Holbert, 2010; 

Igartua, Cheng, & Lopes, 2003; McLuhan, 1964). It was empirically confirmed 

that videotaped or televised presentations are more effective in persuasion than 

presentations in pictures or words in certain circumstances (e.g., when the source 

was highly credible) because the former is more vivid and concrete and have a 

lower level of construal (Taylor & Thompson, 1982). In the experiments of 

Igartua, Cheng, and Lopes (2003), the function of formats was also proven. They 

found that a message in musical format was more persuasive than one in dialog 

format for participants with lower involvement as the former was more affective 

and raised more emotional effects.  

In addition, the selling-cuteness performance of the CPC usually appears 

on new media platforms with multiple presentation formats. Using Weibo as an 

example, a message can be presented in words, emojis, pictures, short videos, 

hyperlinks, and the like. In our eagerness to test the effects of the cuteness-coated 

propaganda strategy of the CPC online, we must not ignore the differences 
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between the different forms of message presentation. Therefore, we plan to 

compare the different outcomes of the selling-cuteness strategy in the most 

common forms of communication on Weibo: video form and picture form. 

Accordingly, another research question is posed as follows: 

RQ3: Are there any differences between the selling-cuteness strategy in 

different forms (e.g. in text, pictures, or short videos) in terms of its effects or 

influencing processes? If yes, what are the differences? 

5.5 Summary 

 We raise three questions and seven hypotheses to deeply investigate the 

influences of the selling-cuteness strategy of the CPC on the political support of 

young Chinese as well as to explore its influencing processes. According to the 

rule of congruence between content and the strategy of communication, we posit 

that the message content (soft or hard) will moderate the influence of the selling-

cuteness strategy on political support. In addition, political support is divided into 

three levels based on the Chinese context, among which specific support is 

assumed to be influenced by the interaction between the selling-cuteness strategy 

and content, while general support and national pride are assumed not to be 

affected. Furthermore, drawing on relevant political psychological theories and 

knowledge (e.g., emotions, construal level theory, psychological distance) as well 

as existing research on the persuasion of cuteness, we put forward two possible 
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influencing paths of the selling-cuteness strategy in political propaganda: one is 

through positive emotions (the emotional approach), whereas the other is 

mediated by psychological closeness (the cognitive approach). These two paths 

can also be regarded as two significant functions of cuteness in political 

persuasion for the reference of future research. Next, we propose a “Double-Soft 

Model” of political propaganda to describe the high effectiveness of the selling-

cuteness strategy with soft content as this strategy is theorized as a type of soft 

propaganda strategy in our research, which can be generalized to and be tested 

against other types of soft propaganda strategies. Finally, the forms of 

communication are also considered, and we compare the influences and 

influencing processes of the selling-cuteness strategy in video, picture, and text 

form.  
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Chapter 6 Methodology (Study One) 

An experimental method was used in this study. An experiment is a 

powerful method of determining cause-and-effect relationships by manipulating 

one or more independent variables while eliminating extraneous variables to 

measure the effect on the dependent variable(s) (Showkat & Parveen, 2017; 

Thorson, Rob Wicks, & Glenn Leshner, 2012). It is most suitable for testing 

explanatory hypotheses that formulate an expectation about how a specific 

phenomenon or process works (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Experimental research 

(especially for laboratory experiments) maintains the causes and settings under 

careful control in an effort to ensure high internal validity. Its strength regarding 

internal validity makes it popular in the fields of communication psychology, 

where the influences and the influencing processes of media use on people’s 

cognition, attitudes, and behaviors have been investigated and relevant media 

theories have been developed (Showkat & Parveen, 2017). Thus, for the present 

study, experimental research is the most appropriate method to examine the 

effects and functional processes of the cuteness-coated propaganda strategy on 

the political support of Chinese young people.  
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6.1 Experimental Design and Treatments  

6.1.1 Experimental Design  

Study One contains two offline experiments: A pair of between-subjects 2 

(selling-cuteness, two levels: yes/no) × 2 (content, two levels: soft/hard) factorial 

design experiments were designed and conducted. In one experiment, the selling-

cuteness was presented in video form (Experiment 1), and in a second 

experiment, the selling-cuteness was presented in the form of pictures 

(Experiment 2). The findings of the two experiments were compared to respond 

to RQ3 to confirm whether there were any differences in impacts and 

mechanisms between the selling-cuteness in video form versus in picture form. 

Both Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 consisted of two treatments, selling-

cuteness, and content, for which we directly select real posts meeting certain 

standards from a Chinese government Weibo account instead of creating the 

political propaganda materials ourselves. We believe utilizing real posts helps 

guarantee a comparatively higher validity of our experiments because, first, 

participants believe in the authenticity of the posts, and, second, participants’ 

reactions to them are more likely to be similar to their reactions in the real world. 

Below, we explicate how we selected suitable posts as treatments for our 

experiments according to the following steps: first, a typical government Weibo 

account was picked; second, appropriate posts were carefully selected from it.  
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6.1.2 The Government Weibo Account @CCCYL  

In Section 2.2, we introduced how the CPC requires party and government 

organs at all levels to reform their spoken and written styles and encourages the 

creation of official reports that are lively and grounded. New media has become 

an important platform for this reform because of its natural advantages, such as 

multimedia presentation, instant transmission, a large number of young users, and 

convenient interaction. Weibo is one of the most open and popular social media 

outlets in China (see Section 2.2.2), and it has been rated highly by the CPC. 

Therefore, here we chose Weibo as the platform where we studied the cuteness-

coated propaganda of the CPC. 

By dividing political support into three levels, one of our aims was to 

determine the effects of cuteness-coated propaganda on specific support for a 

particular political department or officer of the CPC; therefore, it is better to 

select posts published by one specific political institution on Weibo and then test 

for changes in specific support for it. The government Weibo account @The 

Central Committee of the Communist Youth League of China (@CCCYL, in 

Chinese, @共青团中央) was selected. The following reasons support our choice.  

Firstly, @CCCYL is usually ranked in the top three, and even first, in the 

Government Index Ranking.10 It has also been ranked second for the past three 

 
10 The Government Index Ranking (herein also used to refer to the Government Weibo Impact 

Ranking) is published and updated by People’s Daily in real time; it is introduced in Section 2.2.2 
and can be viewed at its official website: https://bang.Weibo.com/zhengwuwb 

https://bang.weibo.com/zhengwuwb


 

94 

 

years in China’s top-20 Central Government Weibo Ranking (Public Opinion 

Data Center of People.cn, 2017, 2018, 2019). This level of performance indicates 

that @CCCYL has been extremely effective online when viewed from multiple 

dimensions—dissemination, service, interaction, and recognition (see the detailed 

introduction of how to calculate the Government Weibo Impact in Section 

2.2.2)—and can be regarded as a successful example of new media use by the 

Chinese government. Moreover, @CCCYL has more than 13,141,000 followers 

on Weibo,11 many of them young people.  

Secondly, compared to other well-performing government institutions on 

Weibo, such as the Ministry of Public Security (Weibo account: @The Chinese 

Police Online) and the Fire Department of the Ministry of Emergency 

Management (Weibo account: @The Chinese Fire Department), which are also 

usually ranked in the top three in the real-time Government Index Ranking, the 

CCCYL is neither a functional department of the Chinese government that has a 

strong social-service function nor is it practically related to people in the daily 

life. Rather, it is a leading body of the Party, whose influence is primarily 

dependent on its propaganda activities. In other words, for a political institution 

like the CCCYL, its propaganda work, instead of its daily behaviors, mainly 

influences people’s cognition, evaluations, or attitudes toward it. With regard to 

 
11 Retrieved from the official page of @CCCYL on Weibo: 

https://Weibo.com/u/3937348351?from=feed&loc=nickname&is_hot=1. Accessed on April 26, 2020. 

https://weibo.com/u/3937348351?from=feed&loc=nickname&is_hot=1


 

95 

 

government departments such as the Chinese Police, people’s attitudes are formed 

based on their evaluation of daily performance.  

Lastly, @CCCYL has usually been mentioned or analyzed in research 

papers because of its strategic method of expression, including selling-cuteness, 

grounded, and personification strategies, as well as others (see Shi, 2017; Liu, 

2019; Fan, 2019) Therefore, we supposed @CCCYL to be the most suitable 

official account for the purposes of our experiments. Its selling-cuteness 

performance on Weibo was observed by the participants, and the change in the 

participants’ support for the CCCYL was tested. 

6.1.3 Details of the Treatments 

After determining the particular government Weibo account to use, we 

further decided on how to select its posts as the treatments. This was 

accomplished via the manipulation of the two variables at different levels: 

selling-cuteness (yes/no) and content (soft/hard). In other words, we determined 

the criteria for differentiating cuteness-coated posts on Weibo from non-cuteness-

coated posts, as well as soft posts from hard posts.  

Drawing on previous research on cuteness (see Chapters 3 and 5), we 

conclude that cuteness is a concept with rich connotations from various 

dimensions (e.g., psychological, cultural, political, aesthetic, and social 

dimensions). Consequently, to obtain a more detailed understanding and 
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definition of it, it must be situated in a specific context. In the present research, 

we introduced the characteristics of the selling-cuteness strategy in the Chinese 

context and provided a conceptual clarification of the cuteness-coated propaganda 

of the CPC in Section 3.3. These provide the basis for us to distinguish cuteness-

coated posts (or selling-cuteness posts) from non-cuteness-coated posts (or non-

selling-cuteness posts). Here we show the eight characteristics of cuteness in the 

Chinese context again: (1) the features of baby schema or babyishness (including 

baby animals): a large head relative to body size, large eyes, short and thick 

extremities, rounded shapes, soft and fluffy textures, and chubby cheeks, 

sometimes implies auspicious meanings; (2) certain warm colors: pink, red, 

purple, etc.; (3) high-pitched sounds or cheerful music; (4) the motions of animals 

or small steps; (5) facial expression: smiling, hyperbolic, etc. (6) some popular 

online slang, including the usage of onomatopoeic words, homophonic words, 

reduplicated words, modal particles, among others; (7) some popular online 

emojis, emoticons, and symbols; or (8) characters from animation, comics, and 

games (ACG). Among them, the first characteristic, “(1) the features of baby 

schema”, is widely recognized in academia, and in some research baby schema 

and cuteness are almost interchangeable (Nittono, 2016). Therefore, it is a 

necessary condition to identify cuteness-coated posts. In addition, to reflect the 

richness of cuteness in the Chinese context, in our experimental studies, only the 

post whose content meets at least two of the above characteristics and one of 
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them must be the first characteristic, it will be selected as a cuteness-coated post, 

otherwise, it will be considered a non-cuteness-coated post. 

In Section 5.2.1, we briefly introduced the characteristics of soft news and 

hard news. Here, we supplement that information with more findings from the 

existing literature to help us distinguish soft posts from hard posts on Weibo. 

Firstly, there are multiple ways to differentiate soft news and hard news in 

traditional media. Shoemaker and Cohen (2006) focused on one attribute of news: 

its timeliness. They defined hard news as urgent occurrences that need to be 

reported immediately because of the timeliness requirement. In contrast, soft 

news does not need to be timely. Other scholars clarify the differences between 

the multi-dimensions of news attributes. Patterson (2000) argued that hard news 

includes coverage of top leaders, important issues, and major disruptions in 

everyday life that keep citizens informed and help them respond to public affairs 

in the world. Hard news emphasizes both the timeliness and publicity of news. 

Soft news is personally oriented, practical, and time-independent, and its 

vocabulary is familiar for readers. Reinemann et al. (2012) summarized three 

dimensions to differentiate hard news from soft news—topic dimension (political 

vs. nonpolitical relevance), focus dimension (societal vs. individual relevance), 

and style dimension (unemotional vs. emotional reporting). However, posts on 

social media are not the same as news coverage in traditional media. For 

example, according to our observations, the written style of most posts is 
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emotional to attract users’ eyes. Therefore, the style dimension cannot be used as 

a criterion to separate soft posts from hard posts. However, a review of the 

prevailing studies on social media usage clearly reveals that the topic dimension 

(political vs. nonpolitical) is a common way to categorize social media messages 

(see Baek, 2015; Sweetser & Lee, 2008; Yu, 2016). Based on the above, we 

decided to use the following two criteria to differentiate soft posts from hard 

posts in our experiments: (1) Does the post refer to important and serious public 

topics (e.g., political, economic, military, and diplomatic topics)? If the post 

cannot be categorized based on the first criterion, the second criterion will be 

considered: (2) Does the post need to be posted in a timely fashion?  

Based on the above criteria, in all, we selected 34 Weibo posts published 

by @CCCYL, which were very typical examples of the following four types of 

posts (called the four conditions): cuteness-coated hard posts, cuteness-coated 

soft posts, non-cuteness-coated hard posts, and non-cuteness-coated soft posts. 

Among these 34 posts, 14 were published in video format and assigned to 

Experiment 1, and 20 in picture format were assigned to Experiment 2. The 

earliest post was published on April 30, 2014, and the last one was posted on 

March 6, 2019. Moreover, to guarantee the participants in each condition received 

the same degree of stimuli, two investigators were trained to control the 

presentation of the posts in the experiment and ensured that the total amount of 

time of the presentations in each condition was about the same: 4–5 minutes. To 
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be specific, in Experiment 1, each treatment consisted of 3–4 posts, each post 

consisted of lines of text and a short video, and each video in the post was 

controlled to play for around one minute. In Experiment 2, each treatment 

consisted of five posts; each post consisted of lines of text and some pictures (on 

average, about 6–7 pictures/post); and each picture in the post was displayed for 

around 6–7 seconds. In Appendix 1, we provide screenshots of all the 34 posts to 

illustrate the treatments in our first two experiments.  

6.2 Participants  

Initially, we planned to conduct the experiments in mainland China and to 

recruit participants at an affiliated campus on the mainland. However, this plan 

was not implementable due to several sensitive questions that were asked about 

political attitudes during the experiments. Subsequently, we changed our 

experiment site to another affiliated campus in Hong Kong (called “X University” 

for purposes of anonymity), where the sensitive questions could be asked. There, 

we recruited college students who were from mainland China as participants by 

distributing leaflets on campus (including in classrooms, in canteens, on campus 

roads, etc.) and posting advertisements in students’ WeChat groups. However, we 

found that these were not efficient ways to successfully recruit participants (even 

though we promised to give participants a little money in return in the ads) 

because most students were busy with their own business, and only a few of them 
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were willing to spend time going to our lab and completing the experiment. 

Therefore, we changed our method of recruitment and tried instead to contact 

teachers at X University. Firstly, we found course information, focusing on the 

venue and the name of the teacher from the official website of X University. 

Then, we contacted teachers and asked them to allow us to recruit students from 

their classes who were from mainland China and to conduct an experiment for a 

Ph.D. thesis in their classroom during breaks or after class. For one group of the 

teachers, we looked up their email address on the official website of the relevant 

department and contacted them by email. For another group that we already 

knew, we simply contacted them via WeChat, phone, or face-to-face conversation. 

Once we obtained permission from a teacher, we made an appointment to conduct 

the experiment at a suitable time in the classroom. We finally recruited 199 

participants for two studies (approximately 25 people were assigned to each 

condition; there were a total of eight conditions). After removing the six invalid 

data sets that were incomplete or completed within too short a period, we 

collected 193 valid experimental data sets (95 for Experiment 1 and 98 for 

Experiment 2). The distribution of participants and posts for each condition is 

shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

The Number of Participants and Posts for Each Condition 

Conditions 

 

Experiment 1 (Video)       Experiment 2 (Picture) 

Participants Posts   Participants Posts 

Hard + Cute 25 3   25 5 

Hard + Non-cute 23 3   23 5 

Soft + Cute 25 4   25 5 

Soft + Non-cute 22 4   25 5 

Total 94 14   98 20 

All of the 193 participants in our experiments were from mainland China, 

which meant that they grew up, received nine years of compulsory education in 

mainland China, and came to Hong Kong to pursue higher degrees. In 

Experiment 1, 96.8% of the participants were graduate students who were 

pursuing a master’s or doctoral degree; 3.2% were undergraduate students who 

were pursuing a bachelor’s degree. Their average age was 23.65 years (range 18–

33), and 80.4% were female. Members of the CPC or people who had submitted 

an application to join the CPC comprised 23.2%. In Experiment 2, 81.6% of the 

participants were graduate students who were pursuing the master’s or doctoral 

degree; 18.4% were undergraduate students who were pursuing a bachelor’s 

degree. Their average age was 22.74 years (range 18–30), and 82.7% were 
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female. Members of the CPC or people who had submitted an application to join 

the CPC comprised 21.4%. 

6.3 Experimental Procedure 

The experimental procedures of Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 were the 

same, which consisted of having the participants watch the stimuli—the Weibo 

posts—and fill out the questionnaire. Before we formally began our experiments, 

we did some preliminary tests to find any problems with the questionnaire (e.g., 

any questions that were not clearly articulated or too general) and the overall 

procedure (e.g., whether the speed of playing the posts was too slow). Based on 

the feedback collected in the preliminary tests, we appropriately modified the 

content of the questionnaire and the operations during the experiments. In 

addition, we created instructions for the experimental procedure, and the 

researcher was required to conduct the experiments in strict accordance with 

these instructions. 

At first, the researcher briefly introduced herself and the study and asked 

the students who were from mainland China to voluntarily stay behind in the 

room (classroom or meeting room) to participate in the experiment, while the 

foreigners or local students in Hong Kong were asked to leave the room or keep 

quiet in the room without participating. Then, the researcher explained the 

procedure of the experiment and other matters that needed attention. During the 
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entire orientation process, any keywords or details related to the research topic 

were not to be mentioned. Next, participants used their mobile phones to scan a 

QR code on the screen in the room, which was linked to an online questionnaire. 

For those who did not bring a phone or encountered technical problems, we had 

also prepared paper questionnaires. Actually, in our experiments, almost every 

participant answered the questions by cell phone. After they finished the first part 

of the questionnaire, they were asked to watch the Weibo posts on the big screen. 

The researcher played the posts, and the content, order, and duration of play were 

all strictly controlled (see Section 6.1.3). When the presentation was over, the 

participants continued filling in the rest of the questionnaire until it was complete. 

That describes the entire procedure of the experiment, which took about 10 

minutes in total.  

6.4 Measures 

6.4.1 Dependent Variables: Specific Support, General Support, and National 

Pride 

As introduced above, we divide political support into three levels: (1) 

specific support for a particular political department in China; (2) general support 

for the government and political system of China; and (3) support for the 

community of China. We chose the official Weibo account of the CCCYL as the 

object of observation. Thus, in our research, specific support refers to support for 
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the CCCYL. Dalton (1999) not only demonstrated a detailed way of classifying 

political support into five levels with two orientations but also gave some 

examples of questions to measure each type of political support. Following 

Dalton (1999) and Le and Pan (2013), we developed a scale of specific support 

for the CCCYL consisting of four items and a scale of general support of the 

Chinese government and political system comprised of six items. Each item is 

assessed using a five-point scale that ranges from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). 

The reliability of the scale of specific support was high in both Experiment 1 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .92) and Experiment 2 (Cronbach’s alpha = .91). The 

reliability of the scale of general support was also high in both Experiment 1 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .97) and Experiment 2 (Cronbach’s alpha = .96).  

Specific support: 

(1) How much favorability do you feel toward the CCCYL? 

(2) To what extent do you support the CCCYL? 

(3) To what extent do you trust the CCCYL? 

(4) To what extent do you feel satisfied with the work of the CCCYL? 

General support: 

(1) To what extent do you trust the political institutions of China? 

(2) To what extent do you trust the political system of China? 

(3) To what extent do you support the political institutions of China? 
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(4) To what extent do you support the political system of China? 

(5) To what extent do you feel satisfied with the political institutions of 

China? 

(6) To what extent do you feel satisfied with the political system of China? 

For the measurement of support for the community of China, we only use 

one significant indicator, national pride. This is because we believe that national 

pride contains deep emotions of patriotism and a strong sense of identification 

and belonging of individuals to their country, which could be regarded as an 

important affective bond between them. To measure national pride simply and 

straightforwardly, we adopt a single-item indicator without any ambiguity, which 

is considered to be highly valid but feebly reliable (see also Shen & Guo, 2013). 

It is also rated on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). 

National pride: 

How much pride and sense of belonging do you have regarding China? 

6.4.2 Mediators: Emotion and Psychological Distance 

We manipulated the IV (cuteness) and the moderator (content) via two 

treatments (see Section 6.1.3), and in this section, we introduce the measurements 

of the two mediators. 

Emotion. Emotions are feelings responding to comparatively short-term 

stimuli (Aristotle, 1954; Crigler & Just, 2012). They are usually seen as the 
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opposite of reason or rationality, although both can affect people’s judgment, 

albeit via different and even interferential routes (Aristotle, 1954; Hovland et al., 

1953; Nadirashvili, 1984). The role of emotions has long been emphasized and 

studied in the area of political communication, such as in connection with 

political advertising, elections, and debating (Brader, 2005; Brader, 2006; 

Hartmann, 1936) The measurement of emotions in political communication 

includes both the measure of each specific emotion, such as anger, fear, anxiety, 

or happiness (see Lambert, 2010; Lerner et al., 2003; Marcus, 2017; Nabi, 2002), 

and the measure of categorized emotions, typically of two types: positive and 

negative (see Freedman & Goldstein, 1999; Igartua et al., 2003; Lau, Sigelman, & 

Rovner, 2007; Lecheler, Schuck, & de Vreese, 2013). In the present research, we 

pay attention to the mediating role of positive emotions evoked by cuteness 

instead of discrete emotions; thus, we utilize the valence model (positive vs. 

negative) of measuring emotion (Crigler & Just, 2012).  

Drawing on previous studies (see Abelson, Kinder, & Peters, 1982; 

Harmon-Jones, 2000), we asked: “After watching the Weibo posts, to what extent 

do the posts make you feel the listed emotion?” Participants chose from not at all, 

a little bit, somewhat, very much, or extremely, based on which the positive 

emotion was coded from 1 to 5 and the negative emotion was inversely coded 

from 5 to 1. Four positive emotions (happy, friendly, pleased, and joyful) and four 

negative ones (disgusted, uncomfortable, confused, a feeling of disharmony) were 
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listed under the question. Among them, happy, friendly, disgusted, and 

uncomfortable were directly picked from the Positive and Negative Affect 

Schedule—Expanded Form (PANAS-X) (Watson & Clark, 1991) and the 

dissonance affect questionnaire (Harmon-Jones, 2000), which were also suitable 

to measure the emotions evoked by the stimuli in our research. The remaining 

listed emotions were derived from our reasoning. For example, we thought that 

watching the posts of which the content and strategy were incongruent (e.g., 

cuteness-coated hard posts) might give people feelings of confusion and 

disharmony. The reliability of the scale of positive emotions was high in both 

Experiment 1 (Cronbach’s alpha = .88) and Experiment 2 (Cronbach’s alpha 

= .86). 

Psychological Distance. As previously noted, the concept of 

psychological distance is used to describe “how psychologically close or 

psychologically far the item is from oneself at this moment” (Katz & Byrne, 

2013, p. 246) and that it has four dimensions: temporal, spatial, social, and 

hypotheticality (Bar-Anan et al., 2006; see Section 7.4.2). Temporal distance 

refers to “distance or proximity in the future or the past”; spatial distance refers to 

“remoteness or closeness in space”; social/personal distance refers to “high or 

low familiarity with social objects”; and hypothetical/real distance refers to “high 

or low probability” (Fiedler, Jung, Wänke, & Alexopoulos, 2012, p. 1014).  
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According to previous studies, these four dimensions of psychological 

distance are positively related to each other and share common meanings as 

instances of psychological distance (Fiedler et al., 2012; Liberman et al., 2007). 

We also considered their relevance to the stimuli in our experiments and chose 

two dimensions out of four to measure: spatial distance and social distance. We 

adjusted the numerical rating scale for psychological distance in Fiedler et al.’s 

study (2012) to the context of our experiments, settling on five statements (one 

for spatial distance and four for social distance). Each statement was judged using 

a five-point scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The 

reliability of the scale of psychological proximity was high in both Experiment 1 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .94) and Experiment 2 (Cronbach’s alpha = .95). 

Psychological proximity: 

(1) I feel that the CCCYL is at a place near to me. (Spatial distance) 

(2) I feel that the CCCYL shares common interests with me. (Social 

distance) 

(3) The CCCYL gives me a familiar feeling. (Social distance)  

(4) I feel that the CCCYL is as young and dynamic as me. (Social 

distance) 

(5) The CCCYL gets along well with us young people. (Social distance)  
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6.4.3 Control Variables   

Political interest (Blais, 2000; Blais & St-Vincent, 2011) and sense of 

political efficacy (Burns, Schlozman, & Verba, 2001; Dalton, 1996; Hu, Sun, & 

Wu, 2015) were regarded as significant psychological factors that influence 

people’s political behaviors (e.g., voting) and attitudes (e.g., political trust) 

(Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995). 

In the context of China, political interest and internal political efficacy were also 

proven to be significantly related to people’s voting behaviors (see Shi, 1999; 

Zhong & Chen, 2002). Therefore, in our research, we also controlled for 

participants’ political interests and internal political efficacy. 

Political Interest. Political interest was defined as the curiosity or 

willingness of an individual to pay attention to politics (Van Deth, 1990; Van Deth 

& Elff, 2004; Zaller, 1992). We adapted the political interest scales from Zwiener’s 

(2015) and Zhong and Chen’s (2002) research, modifying them based on the 

context of our research. Participants responded to five-point Likert-scale items, 

listed below, with responses ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). The reliability of the scale of political interest was high in both Experiment 

1 (Cronbach’s alpha = .79) and Experiment 2 (Cronbach’s alpha = .82). 

Political interest: 

(1) I pay a great deal of attention to politics in my daily life. 
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(2) I’m very interested in getting information about politics. 

(3) I’m very willing to discuss politics with others. 

Internal Political Efficacy. Political efficacy is an individual’s perception 

that his or her political action can influence the political process, and internal 

efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in his or her own ability to understand and 

participate in politics (Abramson,1983; Campbell, Gurin, & Miller, 1954; Lee, 

2006). Participants were asked to express their internal political efficacy by 

assessing the following three statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 5 = strongly agree). These three items were adopted with little change 

from Niemi, Craig, and Mattei’s (1991) scale and Harmel and Yeh’s (2015) scale. 

The reliability of the scale of internal political efficacy in our research was 

acceptable in both Experiment 1 (Cronbach’s alpha = .73) and Experiment 2 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .70). 

Internal political efficacy: 

(1) I know a great deal about China’s important political issues. 

(2) I have enough ability to understand political matters in China. 

(3) I have enough ability to discuss a variety of political issues. 

Familiarity with the CCCYL. We speculated that if a participant was 

well-informed about or had a close connection to the institution of the CCCYL in 

real life, the stimuli of our experiments might not influence his or her specific 
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attitudes toward the CCCYL. To control for the influence of existing familiarity 

with the CCCYL, we designed an item to measure it: “Before you watch these 

Weibo posts, to what extent are you familiar with the CCCYL?” Responses were 

measured on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (not familiar at all) to 5 (very 

familiar). 

In addition, some of the demographic variables were also measured and 

controlled for in our research because previous studies found that age (Glenn & 

Grimes, 1968), educational level (Baum, 2004), gender (Sweetser & Lee Kaid, 

2008), and party identification (or membership) (Verba et al., 1995) also had 

some political influence on people to different extents in various aspects. We have 

reported the relevant data regarding such demographic variables in Section 6.2.  
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Chapter 7 Results (Study One) 

In this chapter, we will report the results of the two offline experiments in 

Study One to respond to the research questions and the hypotheses proposed in 

Chapter 5. Firstly, the means, standard deviations, and correlations of 

Experiments 1 and 2 are reported. Then, to test the moderating effects of content 

on the relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and political support 

(H1–H3), the results of 2 × 2 analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) in both studies 

are reported and illustrated. Lastly, to examine the mediated moderating effects 

(H4–H7), i.e., the influencing processes, the results of mediated moderation 

(positive emotions and psychological proximity act separately as mediators) in 

both studies are also elaborated. In addition, the results of Experiments 1 and 2 

are compared after each analysis to respond to RQ3. 

7.1 Descriptive Analysis 

Means and standard deviations of all the measured variables are presented 

separately in Table 2 for Experiment 1 (video form) and Experiment 2 (picture 

form). Bivariate correlations for all the variables are presented in Table 3 (for 

Experiment 1) and Table 4 (for Experiment 2). 
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Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations of All the Measured Variables in Experiment 1 

and Experiment 2 

Variables 

Experiment 1 (n = 95)  Experiment 2 (n = 98) 

M SD M SD 

Specific support 3.19 .96 3.25 .91 

General support 3.33 1.02 3.28 .82 

National pride 3.95 .98 3.85 .88 

Psychological proximity 2.66 1.03 2.77 1.03 

Positive emotion 3.29 .89 3.13 .81 

Political interest 3.44 .86 3.45 .89 

Internal political efficacy 3.01 .77 3.06 .70 

Familiarity 2.75 1.246 2.74 1.17 

Age 23.65 2.14 22.74 2.07 

Gender 1.79 .41 1.83 .38 

Education 1.97 .18 1.82 .39 

Party Membership 1.77 .42 1.79 .41 
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Table 3  

Correlations Among All the Variables in Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5    6    7    8     9 10   11   12 13 

Experiment 1 (n=95)              

1. Spe support 

 
            

2. Gen support .72**             

3. National pride .52** .60**            

4. Cuteness .09 -.06 -.18           

5. Content -.09 -.10 .01 -.01          

6. Pos emotion .63** .42** .41** .11 -.14         

7. Psy proximity .78** .56** .44** .15 -.20 .62**        

8. Pol interest .12 -.08 -.06 .15 .09 .04 .14       

9. Int po efficacy .12 .10 .11 .20 .13 .24* .18 .35**      

10. Familiarity .24* .20 .14 -.02 .07 .12 .29** .28** .31**     

11. Gender -.20* -.27** -.24* .13 -.30** -.29** -.19 .08 -.15 -.25*    

12. Age .02 .06 .11 -.03 .03 .03 .09 -.06 .11 -.00 -.19   

13. Education .05 -.02 .11 -.17 -.18 .18 .08 .02 .00 .01 -.09 .28**  

14. Par member -.25* -.15 -.08 -.02 .11 -.21* -.29** -.05 -.16 -.37** .08 .10 -.10 

Experiment 2 (n=98)              

1. Spe support              

2. Gen support .65**             

3. National pride .48** .58**            

4. Cuteness .05 -.12 -.01           

5. Content -.16 -.16 -.06 .02          

6. Pos emotion .53** .29** .19 .28** -.26**         

7. Psy proximity .74** .51** .42** .21* -.26* .66**        

8. Pol interest .32** .21* .31** .12 .06 .16 .32**       

9. IPE .18 -.02 .02 .05 -.02 .15 .24* .43**      

10. Familiarity .18 .16 .16 -.16 .04 .10 .16 .16 .21*     

11. Gender -.10 -.05 .01 -.07 -.04 -.09 -.16 -.16 -.26* .04    

12. Age -.20 -.04 -.16 -.09 .01 -.20* -.22* -.14 -.08 .08 .09   

13. Education -.17 -.08 -.14 -.25* -.06 -.29** -.29** -.10 .00 .01 .13 .64**  

14. Par member -.13 -.02 -.06 -.06 -.09 .01 .04 -.11 -.12 .08 .16 -.32** -.25* 

Note. Spe support = Specific support; Gen support = General support; Pos emotion = Positive emotion; Psy proximity = 

Psychological proximity; Pol interest = Political interest; IPE = Internal political efficacy; Par member = Party 

membership. 

*p < .05.  

**p < .01. 
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7.2 Testing for Moderating Effect (H1, H2, H3, RQ1, RQ3) 

The first hypothesis (H1) predicted that the selling-cuteness strategy 

would have a conditional effect on specific support and that the content of Weibo 

posts would moderate the effect of selling-cuteness on a specific support. To be 

specific, we posited that cuteness-coated Weibo posts would significantly 

increase specific support compared to posts without cuteness when the content 

was soft-oriented (H1a). H1a was named the “Congruence Hypothesis” or 

“Double-Soft Hypothesis” in our research, which emphasizes the significance of 

the congruence between the content and the strategy in political propaganda. The 

selling-cuteness strategy was regarded in our research as a type of soft 

propaganda strategy that should be combined with soft-oriented content. 

However, Hypotheses 2 and 3 proposed that the selling-cuteness strategy would 

not influence general support (H2) or national pride (H3) in the soft-content 

condition nor the hard-content condition because they are stable and resist change 

in the short term.  

We conducted 2 × 2 analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) to evaluate the 

effects of two selling-cuteness conditions and two content conditions on the three 

levels of political support separately (i.e., specific support, general support, and 

national pride) while controlling for political interest, internal political efficacy, 

familiarity with the CCCYL, age, gender, education, and party membership. We 

report the results of the ANCOVA for Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 in turn. 
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7.2.1 Testing for the Moderating Effect in Experiment 1 

Dependent Variable: Specific Political Support. Firstly, we set the 

specific political support as the dependent variable. The results of the ANCOVA 

analyses for the video-form Weibo posts (Experiment 1) are shown in Table 4. It 

is evident that among all covariates across all conditions, none predict the specific 

support. The ANCOVA indicates a significant interaction between selling-

cuteness and content, F (1, 84) = 5.21, p < .05, partial η² = .06, but no significant 

main effects for selling-cuteness, F (1, 84) = .82, p = .37, partial η² = .01, or 

content, F (1, 84) = 1.30, p = .26, partial η² = .02.  

Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate the pairwise differences 

among the means of the specific political support in each condition. The adjusted 

means and standard error for each condition are shown in Table 5. For the sake of 

clarity, we have also created a bar graph to present the mean differences in each 

condition (see Figure 8). The results of the pairwise comparisons are presented in 

Table 6, which indicate that the cuteness-coated Weibo posts (M = 3.63, SE 

= .187) win significantly higher (p < .05) specific support for the CCCYL than do 

the non-cuteness-coated posts (M = 2.97, SE = .21) when the content of posts is 

soft-oriented. We also present the significance of the mean differences in Figure 

8. Therefore, we can conclude that H1a is supported.  

In the same way, the pairwise differences between the means of the 

specific support in the soft-content condition and hard-content condition for the 
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cuteness-coated and the non-cuteness-coated posts are evaluated as well. The 

results of the pairwise comparisons are presented in Table 7, which indicate that 

the soft-oriented Weibo posts (M = 3.63, SE = .187) win significantly higher (p 

< .05) specific support for the CCCYL than do the hard-oriented posts (M = 2.91, 

SE = .19) in the cuteness-coated condition. Therefore, H1b is supported. 

However, there are no significant differences (p = .44) in specific support 

between the soft-oriented posts (M = 2.97, SE = .21) and the hard-oriented posts 

(M = 3.21, SE = .21) in the non-cuteness-coated condition. The pairwise 

differences and significance can also be seen in Figure 8 when the values of bars 

of the same color are compared with each other. 

Above all, we can conclude that the first hypothesis (H1) is supported in 

Experiment 1. The content of the political propaganda on Weibo moderates the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support 

when the cuteness is presented in video form. In other words, the “Congruence 

Hypotheses” (or “Double-Soft Hypotheses”) are supported in Experiment 1.  
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Table 4  

Two-Way ANCOVA of Specific Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 1 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 .23 .28 .00 .60 

Political interest 1 1.33 1.61 .02 .21 

Familiarity 1 .30 .36 .00 .55 

Age 1 .01 .01 .00 .93 

Gender 1 1.81 2.20 .04 .14 

Party membership 1 2.07 2.51 .03 .12 

Educational level 1 .09 .10 .00 .75 

Cuteness 1 .67 .82 .01 .37 

Content 1 1.08 1.30 .02 .26 

Cuteness × Content 1 4.30 5.21 .06 .03* 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .196 (Adjusted R2 = .100) 

*p < .05.  
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Table 5  

Adjusted Means and Standard Error for Specific Political Support in Experiment 1 

Content Cuteness Mean SE 

Soft Non-cute 2.97a .21 

Cute 3.63a .19 

Hard Non-cute 3.21a . 21 

Cute 2.91a .19 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Internal political efficacy 

= 3.0070, Political interest = 3.4421, Familiarity = 2.75, Age = 23.65, Gender = 1.79, Party 

membership = 1.77, Educational level = 1.97. 

 

Figure 8 

Adjusted-Mean Differences and Significance of Specific Political Support in 

Experiment 1 
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Table 6  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Cuteness Conditions 

for Soft and Hard Content in Experiment 1 

Content (I) Cuteness (J) Cuteness Mean Difference (I-J) p b 

Soft Non-cute Cute -.65* .02* 

Cute Non-cute .65 .02* 

Hard Non-cute Cute .30 .31 

Cute Non-cute -.30 .31 

Based on estimated marginal means.        

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.        

b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 
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Table 7  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Content Conditions for 

Selling-cuteness and Non-Selling-cuteness in Experiment 1 

Cuteness (I) Content (J) Content Mean Difference (I-J) p b 

Non-cute Soft Hard -.24 .44 

 Hard Soft .24 .44 

Cute Soft Hard .71* .01* 

 Hard Soft -.71* .01* 

Based on estimated marginal means.        

* The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.        

b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 

 

Dependent variable: General political support. An ANCOVA was 

conducted to evaluate the effects of two selling-cuteness conditions and two 

content conditions on general support while controlling for the mentioned 

covariates. The results are shown in Table 8, where we can see that among all 

covariates across all conditions, none predict the general support. The ANCOVA 

indicates no significant interaction between cuteness and content, F (1, 84) = 

3.73, p = .06, partial η² = .04, no significant main effects for cuteness, F (1, 84) 
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= .28, p = .60, partial η² = .003, and also no significant main effects for content, F 

(1, 84) = 2.54, p = .11, partial η² = .03. Therefore, H2 is supported.  

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and general political support when the cuteness is presented in video 

form. These findings accord with previous research that found that general 

political support was stable and resistant to change (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1975; 

Finkel et al., 1989). 
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Table 8  

Two-Way ANCOVA of General Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 1 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 .09 .09 .00 .76 

Political interest 1 .19 .20 .00 .66 

Familiarity 1 .49 .51 .01 .48 

Age 1 .02 .02 .00 .90 

Gender 1 3.55 3.72 .04 .06 

Party membership 1 .43 .45 .01 .50 

Educational level 1 1.40 1.46 .02 .23 

Cuteness 1 .27 .28 .00 .60 

Content 1 2.43 2.54 .03 .11 

Cuteness × Content 1 3.57 3.73 .04 .06 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .184 (Adjusted R2 = .086) 

Dependent Variable: National Pride. The results of the ANCOVA of 

national pride are shown in Table 9, where we can see that among all covariates 

across all conditions, none predict the national pride. The ANCOVA indicates no 

significant interaction between selling-cuteness and content, F (1, 84) = .002, p 
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= .964, partial η² = .00, no significant main effects for selling-cuteness, F (1, 84) 

= 2.20, p = .14, partial η² = .03, and also no significant main effects for content, F 

(1, 84) = .18, p = .67, partial η² = .002. Therefore, H3 is supported in Experiment 

1.  

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and national pride when the cuteness is presented in video form. These 

findings accord with the findings of previous research that finds that national 

pride is shaped by lifelong political socialization and is not easily shaken by 

changes of political systems (Easton, 1965; Shafer, 1955; Hyman, 1959; Chen, 

2004; Shen & Guo, 2013). Thus, we can conclude that the “Double-Soft Model” 

of political propaganda is not suitable for influencing the national pride of young 

Chinese.  
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Table 9  

Two-Way ANCOVA of National Pride by Cuteness and Content in Experiment 1 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 1.01 1.05 .01 .31 

Political interest 1 .40 .42 .01 .52 

Familiarity 1 .29 .30 .00 .59 

Age 1 .18 .18 .00 .67 

Gender 1 2.08 2.16 .03 .15 

Party membership 1 .04 .04 .00 .84 

Educational level 1 .16 .17 .00 .68 

Cuteness 1 2.11 2.20 .03 .14 

Content 1 .18 .18 .00 .67 

Cuteness × 

Content 

1 .00 .00 .00 .96 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .11 (Adjusted R2 = .004) 

7.2.2 Testing for the Moderating Effect in Experiment 2 

We tested for the moderating effect of content in the relationship between 

the selling-cuteness strategy and political support (H1–H3) for both the video-

form Weibo posts (Experiment 1) and the picture-form Weibo posts (Experiment 
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2). The relevant results of Experiment 1 have been previously reported (Section 

7.2.1). Here, we mainly present the results of the ANCOVA in Experiment 2. 

Dependent Variable: Specific Political Support. Firstly, we set specific 

political support as the dependent variable. The results of the ANCOVA analyses 

for the picture-form Weibo posts (Experiment 2) are shown in Table 10. Among 

the covariates, political interest (p < .05) and party membership in the CPC (p 

< .05) are found to significantly influence specific support for the CCCYL. The 

ANCOVA indicates a significant interaction between selling-cuteness and 

content, F (1, 87) = 5.65, p < .05, partial η² = .06, and also a significant main 

effect for content, F (1, 87) = 4.92, p < .05, partial η² = .05, but no significant 

main effect for selling-cuteness, F (1, 87) = .002, p = .97, partial η² = .00. 

Therefore, H1 is supported in Experiment 2. 

Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate the pairwise differences 

among the means of the specific political support in each condition. The adjusted 

means and standard error for each condition are shown in Table 11. We also draw 

a bar graph to present the mean differences in each condition (see Figure 9). The 

results for the pairwise differences of specific political support between cuteness 

conditions for soft-oriented Weibo posts and the hard ones, presented in Table 12, 

indicate that no significant difference (p = .11) in the specific support for the 

CCCYL between the cuteness-coated Weibo posts (M = 3.23, SE = .17) and the 

non-cuteness-coated posts (M = 3.63, SE = .17) when content is soft-oriented. We 
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also present the significance of the mean differences in Figure 9. Therefore, we 

can conclude that H1a is NOT supported for picture-form selling-cuteness.  

In the same way, the pairwise differences between the means of the 

specific support in the soft-content and hard-content conditions for the selling-

cuteness and the non-selling-cuteness are evaluated separately. The results of the 

pairwise comparisons, presented in Table 13, indicate that the soft-oriented 

Weibo posts (M = 3.23, SE = .17) do not induce significantly different (p = .89) 

specific support for the CCCYL than do the hard-oriented posts (M = 3.27, SE 

= .17) in the selling-cuteness condition. Therefore, H1b is NOT supported in 

picture-form Weibo posts. Although there are significant differences (p < .01) in 

the specific support between the soft-oriented posts (M = 3.63, SE = .17) and the 

hard-oriented (M = 2.85, SE = .17) posts in the non-selling-cuteness condition, 

these do not concern us in this research. The pairwise differences and significance 

can also be seen in Figure 9 when the values of bars of the same color are 

compared with each other. 

Above all, we can summarize that although content does successfully 

moderate the relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific 

political support when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form (H1 is 

supported in Experiment 2), the “Congruence Hypotheses” (or “Double-Soft 

Hypotheses”) are NOT suitable for the picture-form online selling-cuteness in this 

condition (H1a and H1b are refuted in Experiment 2).  
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Table 10  

Two-Way ANCOVA of Specific Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 2 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 .09 .14 .00 .71 

Political interest 1 4.07 6.06 .07 .02* 

Familiarity 1 2.66 3.96 .04 .05 

Age 1 1.85 2.75 .03 .10 

Gender 1 .00 .00 .00 .99 

Party membership 1 2.81 4.18 .05 .04* 

Educational level 1 .49 .72 .01 .40 

Cuteness 1 .00 .00 .00 .97 

Content 1 3.31 4.92 .05 .030* 

Cuteness × Content 1 3.80 5.65 .06 .02* 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .272 (Adjusted R2 = .189) 

*p < .05.   
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Table 11  

Adjusted Means and Standard Error for Specific Political Support in Experiment 2 

Content Cuteness Mean SE 

Soft Non-cute 3.63a .17 

Cute 3.23a .17 

Hard Non-cute 2.85a . 17 

Cute 3.27a .17 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Internal political efficacy 

= 3.0612, Political interest = 3.4524, Familiarity = 2.74, Age = 22.74, Gender = 1.83, Party 

Membership = 1.79, Educational level = 1.82. 

 

Figure 9 

Adjusted-mean differences and significance of specific political support in 

Experiment 2 
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Table 12  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Cuteness Conditions 

for Soft and Hard Content in Experiment 2 

Content (I) Cuteness (J) Cuteness Mean Difference (I-J) p a 

Soft Non-cute Cute .40 .11 

Cute Non-cute -.40 .11 

Hard Non-cute Cute -.41 .10 

Cute Non-cute .41 .10 

Based on estimated marginal means.           

a. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 

Table 13  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Content Conditions for 

Selling-cuteness and Non-Selling-cuteness in Experiment 2 

Cuteness (I) Content (J) Content Mean Difference (I-J) p b 

Non-cute Soft Hard .78** .00 

 Hard Soft -.78** .00 

Cute Soft Hard -.03 .89 

 Hard Soft .03 .89 

Based on estimated marginal means.        

** The mean difference is significant at the .01 level.        
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b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 

Dependent Variable: General Political Support. ANCOVAs were 

conducted to evaluate the effects of two selling-cuteness conditions and two 

content conditions on general support while controlling for the previously 

mentioned covariates. The results are shown in Table 14, where we can see that 

two of the covariates, internal political efficacy (p < .05) and political interest (p 

< .01), significantly influence general support for picture-form Weibo posts. The 

ANCOVA indicates significant interaction between selling-cuteness and content, 

F (1, 87) = 13.81, p < .001, partial η² = .137, as well as a significant main effect 

for content, F (1, 87) = 5.21, p < .05, partial η² = .06., but no significant main 

effect for selling-cuteness, F (1, 87) = 2.42, p = .123, partial η² = .03. Therefore, 

H2 is NOT supported in Experiment 2. 

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

plays a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy 

and general political support when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture 

form. Furthermore, the online selling-cuteness strategy in a picture format can 

significantly lower general support compared to non-cuteness-coated propaganda 

on Weibo. These findings are not in accord with previous research that finds 

general political support to be stable and resistant to change (Easton, 1975; Finkel 
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et al., 1989; Chen, 2004). They do not meet our expectations regarding the 

positive role of the cuteness in China’s online political propaganda.  

Table 14 

Two-Way ANCOVA of General Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 2 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 2.36 4.33 .05 .04* 

Political interest 1 3.99 7.30 .08 .01** 

Familiarity 1 1.33 2.44 .03 .12 

Age 1 .00 .00 .00 .95 

Gender 1 .05 .10 .00 .76 

Party membership 1 .18 .33 .00 .57 

Educational level 1 .95 1.74 .02 .19 

Cuteness 1 1.32 2.42 .03 .12 

Content 1 2.85 5.21 .06 .03* 

Cuteness × Content 1 7.54 13.81 .14 .00** 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. R2 = .267 (Adjusted R2 = .183) 

*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001. 

Dependent Variable: National Pride. Finally, we set national pride as 

the dependent variable. The results of the ANCOVA analyses for the picture-form 
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Weibo posts (Experiment 2) are shown in Table 15. Among the covariates, 

political interest (p < .01) is found to significantly influence national pride. The 

ANCOVA indicates no significant interaction between selling-cuteness and 

content, F (1, 87) = 2.49, p = .12, partial η² = .03, no significant main effects for 

selling-cuteness, F (1, 87) = .25, p = .62, partial η² = .003, and also no significant 

main effects for content, F (1, 87) = 1.26, p = .27, partial η² = .014. Therefore, H3 

is supported in Experiment 2.  

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and national pride when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form. 

These findings accord with the findings of previous research that indicate that 

national pride is shaped by lifelong political socialization and is not easily shaken 

by changes in political systems (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1965; Hyman, 1959; Shafer, 

1955; Shen & Guo, 2013). Thus, we can summarize that the “Double-Soft Model” 

of political propaganda is not suitable for influencing the national pride of young 

Chinese.  
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Table 15  

Two-Way ANCOVA of National Pride by Cuteness and Content in Experiment 2 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 2.04 2.97 .03 .09 

Political interest 1 6.43 9.38 .10 .00** 

Familiarity 1 1.91 2.79 .03 .10 

Age 1 1.01 1.48 .020 .23 

Gender 1 .26 .38 .00 .54 

Party membership 1 1.26 1.84 .02 .18 

Educational level 1 .37 .54 .01 .46 

Cuteness 1 .17 .25 .00 .62 

Content 1 .86 1.26 .01 .27 

Cuteness × Content 1 1.71 2.49 .03 .12 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .201 (Adjusted R2 = .110) 

**p < .01.  

7.2.3 Experiment 1 vs. Experiment 2 Regarding the Moderating Effect 

We test the moderating effect (H1–H3) of content orientation on the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and the political support of 

young Chinese (including specific support, general support, and national pride) 
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using ANCOVA in Experiment 1 (video-form selling-cuteness) and Experiment 2 

(picture-form selling-cuteness) separately. The ANCOVA results differ for each.  

Firstly, in Experiment 1, the content orientation of Weibo (soft vs. hard) 

was found to successfully moderate the influence of selling-cuteness on specific 

support, but its moderating effect was disproven in Experiment 2. Similarly, the 

“Congruence Hypotheses” (or “Double-Soft Hypotheses”) of political 

propaganda are totally supported in Experiment 1 (H1a and H1b are supported), 

but are refuted in Experiment 2. Additionally, in Experiment 1, none of the 

covariates significantly affected specific support, while in Experiment 2, both 

political interest and party membership were found to be able to predict specific 

support. These results demonstrate that the cuteness-coated political propaganda 

strategy of the CPC on Weibo can conditionally influence the specific support of 

young Chinese (1) when the content of Weibo post is soft-oriented and (2) when 

the selling-cuteness is expressed in video form on Weibo. Thus, we argue that 

compared to non-cuteness-coated Weibo posts, the selling-cuteness in video form 

is more effective in improving the specific political support of young Chinese 

than is the selling-cuteness in picture form. More specifically, for the selling-

cuteness in video form, propagandizing with soft-oriented content is more 

effective in improving specific support than is propagandizing with hard-oriented 

content. 
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Secondly, we predicted that the general political support of young Chinese 

could not be influenced by the selling-cuteness strategy on Weibo. H2 is 

supported in Experiment 1. The content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and general political support when the selling-cuteness is presented in 

video form. These results demonstrate that the cuteness-coated Weibo posts 

cannot significantly improve the general political support of young Chinese 

compared to the non-cuteness-coated ones.  

Finally, for national pride, the results of Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 

both support our hypothesis (H3). These results demonstrate that the selling-

cuteness strategy of the CPC on Weibo cannot influence young Chinese national 

pride no matter what content it employs and how it is presented. 

In addition, by testing hypotheses H1–H3, we are also able to respond to 

the first research question: “What are the influences of the online cuteness-coated 

propaganda of the CPC on the political support of Chinese young people?” The 

answers have just been presented in the findings above. The third research 

question is also partly answered there. To answer the second research question, 

“What are their influencing processes or mechanisms?” and also to test H4–H7, 

some further analyses are needed, which are reported below. 
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7.3 Testing for Mediated Moderation (H4–H7, RQ2, RQ3) 

After examining the conditional influence of the selling-cuteness strategy 

on the specific political support of young Chinese, we continued the investigation 

of the mechanism of the selling-cuteness on specific support by testing positive 

emotions as well as psychological proximity as mediators of the moderating 

effect in Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 separately. We tested the mediated 

moderating effect through a computational tool for tests of moderation, 

mediation, and their combination, SPSS Process macro (Hayes, 2012). 

Specifically, we used PROCESS Model 8 to test H4–H7 in both Experiment 1 

and Experiment 2. Bootstrap-based bias-corrected confidence intervals (95%) for 

the indirect effects were generated using 5,000 iterations of bootstrapping. 

Among all the covariates, political interest (p < .05) and party 

membership (p < .05) were found to significantly influence specific support in the 

ANCOVA analyses in Experiment 2. Therefore, political interest and party 

membership were also retained as covariates in the mediated moderation model. 

Additionally, apart from these two covariates, only gender was found to have a 

significant influence in the tests of the mediated moderating effect. Thus, gender 

was also retained as a covariate in the mediated moderation model. 
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7.3.1 Positive Emotions as the Mediator 

Testing the Mediated Moderating Effect in Experiment 1. As shown in 

Table 16 (Equation [1]), among the covariates, only gender significantly predicts 

the positive emotions (p < .05); political interest (p = .40) and party membership 

(p = .16) do not. Furthermore, the interaction between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and content significantly influences positive emotions (Bint = -1.08, p < 

0.01). Simple slope analyses show that cuteness-coated propaganda produces 

significantly more positive emotions (Bsimple = .76, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.30, 

1.23]) than non-cuteness-coated propaganda when the content is soft-oriented, but 

not significantly more (Bsimple = -.31, p =.20, 95% CI = [-.80, .17]) when the 

content is hard-oriented. Figure 10 shows the interaction plot. These results 

provide full support for H4 in Experiment 1 when the selling-cuteness is in video 

form. 
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Table 16  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 1 (Positive 

Emotions as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Positive emotions)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Gender -.59* .22 -.05 .22 

Party membership -.28 .19 -.26 .19 

Political interest .08 .10 .11 .09 

Cuteness .22 .16 .03 .16 

Content -.39* .17 -.02 .17 

Cuteness × Content -1.08** .34 -.26 .35 

Positive emotions   .61*** .10 

F 5.48*** 9.13*** 

R2 .27 .42 

Note. n = 95; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Figure 10  

Moderating Effect of Content on the Relationship Between Selling-Cuteness 

Strategy and Positive Emotions in Experiment 1 

 

H5 posits that the moderating effect of content on the relationship 

between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support is mediated by 

positive emotions and aims to investigate the influencing mechanism. The results 

of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is significant (effect = 

-.66, 95% CI = [-1.13, -.23]), which means that there is a significant difference 

between the two conditional indirect effects via positive emotions when the 

content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-oriented. Specifically speaking, 

when the content is soft-oriented, the mediating effect of positive emotions is 

significant (effect = .47, 95% CI = [.19, .81], but when the content is hard-

oriented, the mediating effect is not significant (effect = -.19, 95% CI = 

[-.48, .10]). Also, as seen in Equation (2) in Table 16, none of the covariates, 

including gender (p = .84), political interest (p = .26) and party membership (p 
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B = .22, p = .19 

B = -1.08, p < .01 

B = -.26, p = .46 

B = .61, p < .001 

B = .03, p = .87 

= .18), are found to significantly predict specific political support. In addition, 

when positive emotions are included in the equation, the relationship between 

positive emotions and specific support is significant (B = .61, p < .001), while the 

interaction effect between selling-cuteness and content is not significant (B = 

-.26, p = .46). This suggests that positive emotions fully mediate the moderating 

effect of content on the relationship between selling-cuteness and specific 

support. Therefore, we can conclude that H5 is supported in Experiment 1 when 

the selling-cuteness is presented in video form. Figure 11 presents a model of the 

mediated moderating effect in Experiment 1 when positive emotion is the 

mediator. 

Figure 11  

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Positive Emotions as the Mediator) 

in Experiment 1 
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Note. Gender (p = .84), political interest (p = .26), and party membership (p = .18) 

are controlled for as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination (i.e., 

R2) of this model is 42.35%). 

Testing the Mediated Moderating Effect in Experiment 2. As shown in 

Table 17 (Equation [1]), none of the covariates, including gender (p = .52), 

political interest (p = .16) and party membership (p = .78), significantly predict 

positive emotions. Furthermore, the interaction between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and content does not significantly influence positive emotions. However, 

both selling-cuteness (B = .44, p < .01) and content (B = -.44, p < .01) have a 

significant main effect on positive emotions. The results mean that in Experiment 

2, the selling-cuteness strategy produces significantly more positive emotions 

than does non-selling-cuteness, and soft-oriented content evokes significantly 

more positive emotions than does hard-oriented content. Figure 12 also shows no 

interactive effect between the selling-cuteness and content on positive emotions. 

Thus, content does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the 

selling-cuteness strategy and positive emotions. These results do NOT support H4 

in Experiment 2 with picture-form selling-cuteness. 
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Table 17  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 2 (Positive 

Emotions as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Positive emotions)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Gender -.13 .21 .02 .20 

Party membership .05 .19 -.22 .19 

Political interest .12 .09 .25** .09 

Cuteness .44** .16 -.23 .16 

Content -.45** .16 -.08 .16 

Cuteness × Content .00 .31 -.64* .30 

Positive emotions   .57*** .10 

F 3.24** 8.39*** 

R2 .18 .39 

Note. n = 98; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Figure 12 

No Moderating Effect of Content on the Relationship Between the Selling-

Cuteness Strategy and Positive Emotions in Experiment 2 

 

The results of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is 

nonsignificant (effect = .002, 95% CI = [-.34, .39]), which means that there is no 

significant difference between the two conditional indirect effects via positive 

emotions when the content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-oriented. 

However, the results also show that when the content is soft-oriented, the 

mediating effect of positive emotions is nonsignificant (effect = .25, 95% CI = 

[-.002, .53]), while when the content is hard-oriented, the mediating effect is 

significant (effect = .25, 95% CI = [.006, .56]). These results do not support H5—

the indirect effect of the selling-cuteness strategy on specific support via positive 

emotion is significant when the content is soft-oriented, while it is not significant 

when it is hard-oriented (see Section 7.4.1). Therefore, H5 is NOT supported in 

Experiment 2 when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form. Figure 13 
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B = .44, p < .01 

B = .00, p = .99 

B = .64, p < .05 

B = .57, p < .001 

B = -.23, p = .14 

presents a model of the mediated moderating effect in Experiment 2 when 

positive emotion is the mediator. 

Figure 13 

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Positive Emotions as the Mediator) 

in Experiment 2 

   

 

 

 

 

Note. Gender (p = .93), political interest (p < .01) and party membership (p = .24) 

are controlled for as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination (i.e., 

R2) of this model is 39.47%. 

7.3.2 Psychological proximity as the mediator 

Testing the mediated moderation effect in Experiment 1. As shown in 

Table 18 (Equation [1]), among the covariates, only party membership 

significantly predicts psychological proximity (p < .05), while political interest (p 

= .09) and gender (p = .051) do not. Furthermore, the interaction between the 
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selling-cuteness strategy and content significantly influences psychological 

proximity (Bint = -.89, p < .05). Simple slope analyses show that the cuteness-

coated propaganda produces significantly greater psychological proximity (Bsimple 

= .75, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [.21, 1.29]) than does non-cuteness-coated propaganda 

when the content is soft-oriented, but not significantly more (Bsimple = -.14, p =.63, 

95% CI = [-.70, .43]) when the content is hard-oriented. Figure 14 shows the 

interaction plot. These results provide full support for H6 in Experiment 1 when 

the selling-cuteness is in video form. 
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Table 18  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 1 (Psychological 

Proximity as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Psychological proximity)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Gender -.52 .26 -.04 .18 

Party membership -.52* .23 -.05 .16 

Political interest .19 .11 .02 .08 

Cuteness .30 .19 -.06 .13 

Content -.51 .20 .11 .14 

Cuteness × Content -.89* .40 -.29** .28 

Psychological proximity   .71*** .07 

F 5.07*** 20.42*** 

R2 .26 .62 

Note. n = 95; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

148 

 

Figure 14  

Moderating Effect of Content on the Relationship Between Selling-Cuteness 

Strategy and Psychological Proximity in Experiment 1. 

 

H7 posits that the moderating effect of content on the relationship 

between selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support is mediated by 

psychological proximity and aims to investigate the influencing mechanism. The 

results of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is significant 

(effect = -.63, 95% CI = [-1.23, -.02]), which means that there is a significant 

difference between the two conditional indirect effects via psychological 

proximity when the content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-oriented. 

Specifically speaking, when the content is soft-oriented, the mediating effect of 

psychological proximity is significant (effect = .54, 95% CI = [.14, .97]), but 

when the content is hard-oriented, the mediating effect is not significant (effect = 

-.10, 95% CI = [-.48, .34]). Also, as seen in Equation (2) in Table 18, none of the 

covariates, including gender (p = .84), political interest (p = .81) and party 
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B = .30, p = .12 

B = -.89, p < .05 

B = -.29, p = .30 

B = .71, p < .001 

B = .06, p = .67 

membership (p = .74), are found to significantly predict the specific political 

support. In addition, when psychological proximity is included in the equation, 

the relationship between psychological proximity and specific support is 

significant (B = .71, p < .001), while the interaction effect between the selling-

cuteness and content is not significant (B = -.29, p = .30). This suggests that 

psychological proximity fully mediates the moderating effect of content on the 

relationship between selling-cuteness and specific support. Therefore, we can 

conclude that H7 is supported in Experiment 1 when the selling-cuteness is 

presented in video form. Figure 15 presents a model of the mediated moderating 

effect in Experiment 1 when psychological proximity is the mediator. 

Figure 15  

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Psychological Proximity as the 

Mediator) in Experiment 1 
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Note. Gender (p = .84), political interest (p = .81) and party membership (p = .74) 

are controlled for as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination (i.e., 

R2) of this model is 62.16%). 

Testing the Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 2. As shown in 

Table 19 (Equation [1]), among the covariates, only political interest (p < .01) 

significantly predicts psychological proximity, whereas party membership (p 

= .27) and gender (p = .27) do not. Furthermore, the interaction between the 

selling-cuteness strategy and content significantly influences psychological 

proximity (Bint = 1.00, p < .01). Simple slope analyses show that the cuteness-

coated propaganda produces significantly greater psychological proximity (Bsimple 

= .88, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [.35, 1.40]) than does non-cuteness-coated propaganda 

when the content is hard-oriented, but it is not significantly greater (Bsimple = -.14, 

p =.63, 95% CI = [-.70, .43]) when the content is soft-oriented. Figure 16 shows 

the interaction plot. These results demonstrate that H6 is NOT supported in 

Experiment 2 when the selling-cuteness is in picture form. 
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Table 19  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 2 (Psychological 

Proximity as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Psychological proximity)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Gender -.28 .25 .13 .16 

Party membership .25 .23 -.36* .15 

Political interest .36** .11 .08 .07 

Cuteness .37* .18 -.23 .12 

Content -.56** .18 .05 .13 

Cuteness × Content 1.00** .37 -.04 .25 

psychological proximity   .67*** .07 

F 6.03*** 19.27*** 

R2 .28 .60 

Note. n = 98; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Figure 16  

Moderating Effect of Content on the Relationship Between Selling-Cuteness 

Strategy and Psychological Proximity in Experiment 2 

 

H7 posits that the moderating effect of content on the relationship 

between selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support is mediated by 

psychological proximity and aims to investigate the influencing mechanism. The 

results of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is significant 

(effect = .67, 95% CI = [.19, 1.23]), which means that there is a significant 

difference between the two conditional indirect effects via psychological 

proximity when the content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-oriented. 

Specifically speaking, when the content is hard-oriented, the mediating effect of 

psychological proximity is significant (effect = .59, 95% CI = [.25, .97]), but 

when the content is soft-oriented, the mediating effect is not significant (effect = 

-.08, 95% CI = [-.45, .26]). These results show that H7 is NOT supported in 

Experiment 2 when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form. Figure 17 
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B = .37, p < .05 

B = 1.00, p < .01 

B = -.04, p = .88 

B = .67, p < .001 

B = -.23, p = .07 

presents a model of the mediated moderating effect in Experiment 2 when 

psychological proximity is the mediator. 

Figure 17 

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Psychological Proximity as the 

Mediator) in Experiment 2. 

   

 

 

 

Note. Gender (p = .43), political interest (p = .26) and party membership (p < .05) 

are controlled for as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination 

(i.e., R2) of this model is 59.98%. 

7.3.3 Experiment 1 vs. Experiment 2 Regarding the Mediated Moderating Effect 

We test the mediated moderating effect (H4–H7) using Model 8 of SPSS 

Process macro in Experiment 1 (video-form selling-cuteness) and Experiment 2 

(picture-form selling-cuteness) separately. The respective results are quite 

different. In summary, H4–H7 are all supported in Experiment 1, which means 

that both positive emotions and psychological proximity can independently 
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mediate the moderating effect of content on the relationship between the selling-

cuteness strategy and specific political support when the selling-cuteness is 

presented in video form on Weibo. However, none of H4–H7 are supported in 

Experiment 2, which means that the way in which positive emotions or 

psychological proximity influence the moderating effects is not what we 

assumed. In fact, the refutation of H4–H7 in Experiment 2 could have been 

inferred since we know that both H1a and H1b were disproven in Experiment 2 

from the results of ANCOVA. 

Through testing hypotheses H4–H7, we can also respond to the second 

research question: “What are the influencing mechanisms of the online cuteness-

coated propaganda of the CPC on the political support of Chinese young people?” 

The answers are as follows. When the CPC propagandizes with soft-oriented 

content using the selling-cuteness strategy in video form on Weibo, it induces 

more positive emotions or greater psychological closeness than by 

propagandizing with soft content in video form and without a selling-cuteness 

strategy, which further increases the specific political support of young Chinese. 

However, if the CPC propagandizes with hard-oriented content using the selling-

cuteness strategy in video form on Weibo, it does not induce more positive 

emotions or greater psychological closeness, which does not further increase the 

specific support of young Chinese. These influencing mechanisms are also the 

rationales of the “Double Soft Model” of political propaganda. However, if the 
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CPC sells cuteness in the form of pictures on Weibo, the advantage of the 

“Double Soft Model” (soft content + selling-cuteness) in promoting positive 

emotions or psychological proximity will disappear, and specific political support 

will not be improved, either. Now we have compared the mediated moderating 

effects in Experiment 1 and Experiment 2, which also partly responds to our third 

research question. Thus, overall, all of our research questions and hypotheses 

have been answered and tested. 

7.4 Brief Summary 

We can conclude from the findings of Experiment 1 and Experiment 2 

that the “Congruence Hypotheses” (or “Double-Soft Hypotheses”) on the political 

propaganda proposed in the Chinese context are all supported by video-form 

cuteness-coated propaganda. Specifically, when the CPC propagandizes with 

soft-oriented content using the selling-cuteness strategy in video form on Weibo, 

it does garner support for specific political organizations or officers among the 

young Chinese by increasing their positive emotions or closing the psychological 

distance between them. In other words, the “Double-Soft Model” of political 

propaganda can be effective in increasing the specific political support of young 

Chinese when the selling-cuteness is presented in video form.  

However, these hypotheses and the propaganda model are disproven and 

shown not to work when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form as it 
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cannot evoke significantly increased positive emotions or psychological closeness 

even though the selling-cuteness combines with soft content. These findings are 

consistent with evidence from previous studies showing that video is more 

persuasive in some circumstances than pictures because it is more vivid and 

emotionally evocative (Taylor & Thompson, 1982). The effects and mechanisms 

of picture-form selling-cuteness are not what we expected. Thus, future research 

is called for to discover the reasons. 

In general, the viewpoint of previous scholars that general political 

support and national pride are more stable and more resistant to change in the 

short term is confirmed in our experimental studies (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1975; 

Finkel et al., 1989; Stockmann et al., 2011), except for the finding in Experiment 

2 that general political support is influenced when selling-cuteness are expressed 

in picture form. We think that this influence seems to be accidental, and the 

reasons for it will be further explored in future research. 

7.5 Limitations and Reflections 

When we measured national pride and familiarity with the CCCYL, only 

one question was asked, which had low reliability. However, at the same time, we 

consider that the single-item indicator had high validity (Shen & Guo, 2013). In 

hindsight, we should have asked “how much pride” and “how much of a sense of 

belonging” they have in China as two separate questions instead of combining 
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them in one question when measuring national pride. In the future, similar 

mistakes should be avoided. 

Additionally, when we were unable to recruit enough participants by 

advertising on campus, we switched to conducting the experiments in the 

classroom and set the students in the class as a group of participants or part of a 

group of participants. This process resulted in the subjects in our experiments not 

being randomly assigned to each group. However, because the homogeneity of 

the participants in our experiments was relatively high—they were well-educated, 

studying in Hong Kong, came from mainland China, and most were the 

twenties—the groupwise results were relatively equivalent, no matter how they 

were assigned. However, in the future, it would be preferable to randomly select 

and assign the participants in the experiments if enough time and money are 

available. Besides this, the valid sample size for each experimental group was 22–

25 in our research, which just satisfied the minimum requirement for “a 

reasonable probability of detecting a difference in treatment effects,” as noted by 

Chassan (1979) (Hill, 1998, p. 4). In the future, it would be better to recruit more 

than 30 valid participants for each group, which will ensure “the benefits of the 

central limit theorem” (see Abranovic, 1997, pp. 307–308; Roscoe, 1975, p. 163). 

We only choose the posts from @CCCYL, a popular and young-people-

targeted official Weibo account, as the experimental stimuli, the findings may not 

be generalized to other government sources. Therefore, in the future, we can 
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choose a not-widely-known government Weibo account or just use an anonymous 

government Weibo account as the research object. 

We directly select some real posts that satisfy certain conditions from 

@CCCYL as the experimental stimuli (see Section 6.1.1 and 6.1.3 for details). 

However, such an option reduces the internal validity of our experiments, because 

we did not strictly control other elements of a post. There may be some other 

missed or ignored factors of a post that can also influence the specific political 

support from the young Chinese. Thus, in the future, we will try our best to keep 

the other elements of the stimuli consistent when manipulating cuteness and 

content. Besides, we should do manipulation checks for the experimental stimuli 

to ensure the success of the manipulation of cuteness. 

Meanwhile, just because the homogeneity of the participants in our 

experiments is relatively high, and they represented the well-educated segment of 

the young Chinese population, the results of our research seem to have low 

external validity. While from previous research, we know that highly-educated 

people are more resistant to being influenced by soft news and emotional frames 

than the low-educated (Baum, 2003, 2004), we are therefore confident in 

speculating that the results of our research can also apply to low-educated young 

Chinese, although this still requires more empirical evidence in the future. 

Finally, the hypotheses and the “Double-Soft Model” of political 

propaganda were all disproven for the picture-form selling-cuteness condition in 
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our research, as the strategy of selling cuteness in picture form did not 

significantly increase positive emotions or psychological closeness when 

disseminating the soft content. We infer that this may be because the picture form 

of selling cuteness is not as vivid or as cute as the video form and cannot 

sufficiently engage consumers either emotionally or psychologically. Thus, we 

look forward to more empirical research that either repeats our study to examine 

our results or initiates new research to determine why the effects and mechanisms 

of picture-form selling-cuteness are different from those presented in the form of 

video.  
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Chapter 8 Methodology (Study Two) 

To remedy some of the important limitations in previous two experiments 

(Study One), two online experiments (Study Two) have been done again and they 

have been improved from the following aspects: (1) All the elements, other than 

cuteness, of the experimental stimuli were consistent between each pair of 

treatment group and control group; (2) We recruited much more participants 

online through a data-collection company, and the participants were randomly 

assigned to each experimental group; (3) The participants recruited online come 

from all various places in mainland China and have different educational 

backgrounds, so they are more representative of Chinese young people than the 

sample of colleague students in Study One; (4) We measured national pride, 

familiarity with the CCCYL, and spatial distance with two questions instead of 

one. We believe that all these improvements would increase the validity of the 

experiments. However, because of our current limited time, money, and technical 

ability, we gave up a pair of experiments of video-form cuteness and replaced 

them with a pair of experiments with textual cuteness. The video experiments will 

be designed and conducted in the near future when the appropriate resources, 

skills, or funding are available. Also, to ensure the consistency of the entire 

research and the comparability of the results of two studies, most of the rest parts 

of the experiments were consistent with the ones in Study One. The detailed 

introduction to Study Two is introduced in the following parts. 
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8.1 Experimental Design and Treatments  

8.1.1 Experimental Design  

Study Two contained two online survey-embedded experiments: A pair of 

between-subjects 2 (selling-cuteness, two levels: yes/no) × 2 (content, two levels: 

soft/hard) factorial design experiments were designed and conducted. In one 

experiment, the selling-cuteness was presented in textual form (Experiment 3), 

and in another experiment, the selling-cuteness was presented in the form of 

pictures (Experiment 4). Similar to Study One, the findings of the two 

experiments were compared to respond to RQ3 to confirm whether there were 

any differences in impacts and mechanisms between the selling-cuteness in the 

form of text and the form of pictures. 

Similar to Study One, both Experiment 3 and Experiment 4 consisted of 

two treatments, selling-cuteness, and content. Different from Study One, we used 

a 3D drawing software to make some fake Weibo posts based on the selected real 

posts from @CCCYL. We’ve tried our best to make the fake Weibo posts look 

very realistic to make the participants believe in the authenticity of the posts. 

Below, we explicate how we selected suitable real posts and made the 

corresponding fake posts as treatments for our experiments.  
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8.1.2 Details of the Treatments 

To ensure the consistency of the entire research and the comparability of 

the results of Study One and Study Two, we still chose the government Weibo 

account @CCCYL as the source of experimental stimuli. The criteria for 

differentiating a hard Weibo post from a soft one and differentiating a cute post 

from a non-cute one were consistent with the ones in Study One, as well. Below 

we used some examples to illustrate how we chose and made the experimental 

stimuli.  

Firstly, according to the two criteria for classifying a Weibo post as a hard 

post or a soft post (topics and timeliness, see Section 6.1.3 for details), we 

selected 10 hard posts and 10 soft posts. Secondly, according to the characteristics 

of cuteness in the Chinese context (see Section 3.3 for details), we made four 

versions of each post (i.e. four conditions of stimuli) by altering its text and 

pictures. Thus, totally we got 80 posts as the experimental stimuli. Specifically:  

(1) cute-text condition: we changed the text in the original Weibo post into 

a popular cute expression, including adding modal particles, using onomatopoeic 

words, homophonic words, reduplicated words or other popular slang (see the 

sixth characteristic of cuteness in Chinese context in Section 3.3) (Han & Yang, 

2017; Marcus et al., 2017), and remove all the pictures of the original post. Thus, 

in this condition, we made cute text-only posts (see Figure 18);  
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Figure 18 

An Illustration of a Soft Post from Cute-Text Condition 

 

 

Note. We added some cute words or expressions into the text of the original post 

and deleted all the pictures of the original post. The content of this post was 

related to the popular majors of the college entrance examination; thus, it was 

classified as a soft post. 

(2) non-cute-text condition: we deleted all the cute words or expressions 

in the original text, such as modal particles, onomatopoeic words, homophonic 

words, reduplicated words, or other popular slang, and remove all the pictures. 

Thus, in this condition, we made the posts only containing non-cute text (see 

Figure 19);  

 

 

 

modal particles 

onomatopoeic word 

homophonic words 
popular slang 
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Figure 19 

An Illustration of a Soft Post from Non-Cute-Text Condition 

 

Note. The content of this post is similar to the above one, but it didn’t have cute 

words or expressions; thus, it was classified as a non-cute-text soft post. 

(3) cute-pictures condition: if the original Weibo post contained cute 

picture(s), we retained it/them; if it didn’t contain cute picture(s), we added one to 

four cute picture(s) into the original post. The cute pictures were all collected 

from the internet by searching the keywords related to the content of the original 

post. The criteria for judging whether a picture is cute or not is the same as the 

criteria in Study One (i.e. we regarded the picture that involved at least two 

characteristics of cuteness in the Chinese context and one of them must be the 

first characteristic, features of baby schema, as a cute picture; otherwise, it was 

regarded as a non-cute picture). Then we deleted all the cute words or expressions 

in the original text. Thus, in this condition, we made the posts containing cute 

pictures and non-cute text (see Figure 20);  
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Figure 20 

An Illustration of a Soft Post from Cute-Pictures Condition 

 

Note. We added three relevant cute pictures from the internet into the original 

post. The text of this post is non-cute, as the same as the above one. Thus, it was 

classified as a cute-pictures soft post. 

(4) non-cute-pictures condition: if the original Weibo post contained non-

cute picture(s), we retained it/them; if it contained cute picture(s), we deleted 

it/them or replaced it/them with non-cute picture(s) if necessary. The non-cute 

pictures were also collected from the internet by searching the keywords related 

to the content of the original post. We deleted all the cute words or expressions in 

the original text, as well. Thus, in this condition, we made the posts containing 

non-cute pictures and non-cute text (see Figure 21).  

baby schema, 

warm colors, 

smiling face 
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Figure 21 

An Illustration of a Soft Post from Non-Cute-Pictures Condition 

 

Note. We just retained three non-cute pictures from the original post. The text of 

this post is non-cute, as the same as the above one. Thus, it was classified as a 

non-cute-pictures soft post. 

Lastly, other elements of each post were kept consistent for each pair of 

treatment and control groups, such as the publishing time, the number of 

comments, and the logo of the CCCYL, among others. We attached all the 

experimental stimuli of Study Two in Appendix 2. 

In this way, we totally got 80 Weibo posts published by @CCCYL as the 

stimuli: 40 for Experiment 3 (textual form); 40 for Experiment 4 (in form of 

pictures). Each experiment had four conditions, cute soft posts, non-cute soft 

posts, cute hard posts, and non-cute hard posts, and each condition consisted of 

10 Weibo posts. In Experiment 3, each post contained about 50 to 150 Chinese 

characters and no pictures. In Experiment 4, besides the 50 to 150 Chinese 

characters, each post had about three to four pictures on average. 
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8.2 Participants  

A total of 410 Chinese young people aged 18-35 were recruited via 

Diaoyanba.com, an online data collection company. The company invited 

nationwide participants who registered on its website to participate in our online 

experiments via email. 24 data sets were excluded for inconsistent answers. The 

final sample included 386 participants (188 for Experiment 3 and 198 for 

Experiment 4). Approximately 49 people were assigned to each condition and 

there were eight conditions in total. The distribution of participants and posts for 

each condition is shown in Table 20.  
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Table 20 

The Number of Participants and Posts for Each Condition 

Conditions 

 

Experiment 3 (Text)       Experiment 4 (Picture) 

Participants Posts   Participants Posts 

Hard + Cute 47 10   51 10 

Hard + Non-cute 48 10   51 10 

Soft + Cute 46 10   47 10 

Soft + Non-cute 47 10   49 10 

Total 188 40   198 40 

In Experiment 3, 69.1% of the participants were male. 27.7% were 

between 18 and 23 years old; 33.5% ranged 24-29 years old; 38.8% ranged 30-35 

years old. No one got a PhD degree; 4.8% had a master’s degree; 60.6% had a 

bachelor’s degree; 34.6% didn’t get a bachelor’s degree. 72.9% were from 

relatively developed big cities; 23.4% were from relatively small cities and 3.7% 

were from villages and towns. Members of the CPC or people who had submitted 

an application to join the CPC comprised 28.7%. In Experiment 4, 67.7% of the 

participants were male. 24.2% were between 18 and 23 years old; 33.3% ranged 

24-29 years old; 42.4% ranged 30-35 years old. 0.5% got a PhD degree; 6.6% had 

a master’s degree; 56.6% had a bachelor’s degree; 36.4% didn’t get a bachelor’s 

degree. 69.3% were from relatively developed big cities; 26.8% were from 
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relatively small cities and 4% were from villages and towns. Members of the CPC 

or people who had submitted an application to join the CPC comprised 25.8%. 

8.3 Experimental Procedure 

Before we formally began our experiments, we did a pilot test (see 

Appendix 3 for details) to ask the participants how many seconds they were 

willing to spend at most to view each given post (including text-only posts and 

text-picture combined posts). Near half of the participants responded that 10 

seconds were acceptable when viewing text-only posts and 15 seconds for text-

picture combined posts, which respectively won the highest proportion among all 

the options, including 5, 10, 15, or 20 seconds. Therefore, in the formal 

experiments, participants in text-only conditions (Experiment 3) were forced to 

spend at least 10 seconds to view each of the stimuli. In text-pictures combination 

conditions (Experiment 4), the forced viewing time was 15 seconds.  

The experimental procedures of Experiments 3 and 4 were the same as the 

previous experiments (Experiments 1 and 2), which consisted of having the 

participants watch the stimuli—10 Weibo posts for each condition—and filling 

out the questionnaire. Upon entering the survey, participants were asked to 

respond to questions that measured their political interest and internal political 

efficacy. Then they were informed that they would be viewing 10 Weibo posts 

from @CCCYL and clearly told about the least time they were given to view. For 
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the text-only Weibo post (in Experiment 3), it was directly displayed as a whole. 

For the text-pictures combined post (in Experiment 4), it was displayed as a 

whole first, and then each picture inside was enlarged and displayed. This was 

also in line with people’s habit of viewing Weibo posts in real life: first, read the 

text and browse the small pictures, then click on the small pictures and zoom in to 

watch if they are interested in the pictures. After watching all the posts, they were 

allowed to click “Next” to continue filling in the survey. To ensure the high 

quality of the data, we designed one trap question to exclude the participants who 

did not fill in the survey carefully. The entire procedure of the experiment took 

about 10 to 15 minutes in total. 

8.4 Measures 

As mentioned before, to ensure the consistency of the entire research and 

the comparability of the results of two studies, we kept all variables measured in 

the same way as Study One, except for national pride, familiarity with CCCYL, 

spatial distance, and the region of the participant. In Study Two (Experiments 3 

and 4), we measured the first three variables with a two-items indicator instead of 

one-item to increase the reliability of the measures. The scales of national pride, 

familiarity with CCCYL and spatial distance were introduced below and Each 

item is assessed using a five-point scale that ranges from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very 

much): 
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National pride: 

(1) How much pride do you have in China? 

(2) How much do you feel of belonging to China? 

Spatial distance: 

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

(1) I feel that the CCCYL is at a place near to me. 

(2) I feel the CCCYL is by my side. 

Familiarity with the CCCYL: 

(1) Before you watch these Weibo posts, to what extent are you familiar 

with the CCCYL? 

(2) Before you watch these Weibo posts, how often do you follow the news 

or other information about CCCYL? 

Besides, we added the measure of the region into the survey because we 

would like to know more background information of the participants so that we 

could estimate the representativeness of the sample. We could see that most of 

our participants were in cities, and very few of them were from villages or towns 

of China. 

8.5 Manipulation Checks 

To check the manipulation of cuteness worked, we set up relevant 

questions in both the pilot test and the formal experiments. In the pilot test (see 
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Appendix 3 for details), we gave the definitions of cuteness in our research, and 

then asked the participants to choose the cute Weibo posts from the listed 10 

posts. This was a multiple-choice question. The result showed that the five most 

selected posts were just the cute posts we manipulated.  

In addition, in the formal experiments, we also defined cuteness first and 

then asked the participants to estimate how many of the ten Weibo posts (i.e. the 

stimuli) they viewed before were cute. This question was placed at the end of the 

online survey. The results showed: in Experiment 3 (text-form cuteness), there 

was a significant difference in the estimated number of the cute posts of cute 

(M=5.86, SD=3.32) and non-cute conditions (M=4.40, SD=2.88), t(181.10)=-

3.22, p=.002; in Experiment 4 (pictures-form cuteness), there was also a 

significant difference in the estimated number of the cute posts of cute (M=5.95, 

SD=3.34) and non-cute conditions (M=4.50, SD=3.00), t(196)=-3.23, p=.001. 

These results confirmed that the manipulations of cuteness were effective. 
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Chapter 9 Results (Study Two) 

In this chapter, we report the results of the two online experiments in 

Study Two to respond to the research questions and the hypotheses proposed in 

Chapter 5. Because the research questions and hypotheses are the same as Study 

One, the analysis strategies keep the same, as well. Firstly, the reliability of 

scales, means, standard deviations, and correlations of Experiments 3 and 4 are 

reported. Then, to test the moderating effects of content on the relationship 

between the selling-cuteness strategy and political support (H1–H3), the results of 

2 × 2 analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) in both studies are reported and 

illustrated. Lastly, to examine the mediated moderating effects (H4–H7), i.e., the 

influencing processes, the results of mediated moderation (positive emotions and 

psychological proximity act separately as mediators) in both studies are also 

elaborated. In addition, the results of Experiments 3 and 4 are compared after 

each analysis to respond to RQ3. 

9.1 Reliability Analysis and Descriptive Analysis 

Reliabilities, means, and standard deviations of all the measured variables 

are presented separately in Table 21 for Experiment 3 (textual form) and 

Experiment 4 (picture form). Bivariate correlations for all the variables in both of 

the experiments are presented in Table 22. 
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Table 21 

Reliabilities, Means, and Standard Deviations of All the Measured Variables in 

Experiment 3 and Experiment 4 

Variables 

Experiment 3 (n = 188)  Experiment 4 (n = 198) 

Cronbach's α      M       SD     Cronbach's α     M       SD 

Specific support .93 4.07 .58 .92 4.00 .91 

General support .94 4.16 .57 .92 4.10 .82 

National pride .82 4.25 .59 .81 4.20 .88 

Psy proximity .93 3.93 .77 .91 3.93 1.03 

Positive emotion .92 4.00 .72 .93 3.96 .81 

Political interest .87 3.37 .95 .84 3.39 .89 

IPE .90 3.61 .88 .90 3.64 .71 

Familiarity .78 3.75 .92 .74 3.61 1.17 

Gender - .69 .46 - .68 .38 

Party Membership - .29 .45 - .26 .41 

Note. Psy proximity = Psychological proximity; IPE = Internal political efficacy. 
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Table 22  

Correlations Among All the Variables in Experiment 3 and Experiment 4 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5    6    7    8     9 10   11   12 13 

Experiment 3 (n=188)              

1. Spe support 

 
            

2. Gen support .81**             

3. National pride .62** .75** 

           

4. Cuteness .06 .02 -.04 

          

5. Content -.02 .01 .02 .00 

         

6. Pos emotion .57** .46** .33** .09 -.02 

        

7. Psy proximity .68** .58** .42** .14 .02 .62** 

       

8. Pol interest .41** .35** .32** -.03 -.02 .43** .38** 

      

9. IPE .45** .36** .16* .09 -.08 .40** .52** .51** 

     

10. Familiarity .58** .42** .29** .02 -.08 .36** .53** .45** .56** 

    

11. Gender .04 -.04 -.15* -.01 -.03 .13 .17* .18* .34** .18* 

   

12. Age -.22** -.26** -.17* -.01 -.08 -.21** -.09 -.10 -.06 -.18* .12 

  

13. Education -.02 -.06 -.01 .00 -.04 -.05 -.01 .24** .08 .04 .10 -.02 

 

14. Par member .04 .01 .06 -.04 .01 .01 .09 .03 .11 .19** .09 .06 .26** 

Experiment 4 (n=198)              

1. Spe support              

2. Gen support .74** 

            

3. National pride .55** .71** 

           

4. Cuteness .00 -.07 .03 

          

5. Content .04 .05 .06 -.01 

         

6. Pos emotion .41** .37** .27** -.01 .12 

        

7. Psy proximity .60** .47** .31** .03 -.05 .55** 

       

8. Pol interest .37** .31** .26** -.05 -.02 .32** .45** 

      

9. IPE .45** .33** .13 -.03 -.04 .29** .38** .49** 

     

10. Familiarity .40** .27** .09 .05 -.04 .21** .48** .34** .47** 

    

11. Gender .12 -.03 -.16* -.01 -.02 .02 .15* .07 .34** .22** 

   

12. Age -.15* -.16* -.07 -.10 .07 -.02 -.03 -.15* -.06 -.01 -.07 

  

13. Education .06 -.06 .02 -.05 .04 .10 .09 .23** .13 .08 -.03 .02 

 

14. Par member -.02 -.05 -.08 .04 -.02 -.04 .05 -.10 .02 .28** .04 .13 .38** 

Note. Spe support = Specific support; Gen support = General support; Pos emotion = Positive emotion; Psy proximity = 

Psychological proximity; Pol interest = Political interest; IPE = Internal political efficacy; Par member = Party 

membership. 

*p < .05.  

**p < .01. 
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9.2 Testing for Moderating Effect (H1, H2, H3, RQ1, RQ3) 

We also conducted two-way analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) to 

evaluate the effects of two selling-cuteness conditions and two content conditions 

on the three levels of political support separately (i.e., specific support, general 

support, and national pride) while controlling for political interest, internal 

political efficacy, familiarity with the CCCYL, age, gender, education, and party 

membership. We report the results of the ANCOVA for Experiment 3 and 

Experiment 4 in turn. 

9.2.1 Testing for the Moderating Effect in Experiment 3 

Dependent Variable: Specific Political Support. Firstly, we set the 

specific political support as the dependent variable. The results of the ANCOVA 

analyses for the textual-form Weibo posts (Experiment 3) are shown in Table 23. 

Among the covariates across all conditions, internal political efficacy (p < .05), 

political interest (p < .05), and familiarity with CCCYL (p < .05) are found to 

significantly influence specific support for the CCCYL the specific support. The 

ANCOVA indicates a non-significant interaction between selling-cuteness and 

content, F (1, 177) = .57, p = .45, partial η² = .003, no significant main effects for 

selling-cuteness, F (1, 177) = .43, p = .51, partial η² = .00, or content, F (1, 177) 

= .07, p = .79, partial η² = .00. Therefore, H1 is NOT supported. 
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Follow-up tests are conducted to evaluate the pairwise differences among 

the means of the specific political support in each condition. The adjusted means 

and standard error for each condition are shown in Table 24. The results of the 

pairwise comparisons are presented in Tables 25 and 26. Table 25 indicates that 

the cuteness-coated Weibo posts (M = 4.13, SE = .07) don’t win significantly 

higher (p = .32) specific support for the CCCYL than do the non-cuteness-coated 

posts (M = 4.04, SE = .07) when the content of posts is soft-oriented. Therefore, 

we can conclude that H1a is NOT supported.  

Table 26 indicates that the soft-oriented Weibo posts (M = 4.13, SE = .07) 

don’t win significantly higher (p = .47) specific support for the CCCYL than do 

the hard-oriented posts (M = 4.06, SE = .07) in the cuteness-coated condition. 

Therefore, H1b is NOT supported, either.  

Above all, we can conclude that the first hypothesis (H1) is NOT supported 

in Experiment 3. The content of the political propaganda on Weibo doesn’t 

moderate the relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific 

political support when the cuteness is presented in textual form. In addition, the 

“Congruence Hypotheses” (H1a, H1b) are not supported in Experiment 3.  
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Table 23  

Two-Way ANCOVA of Specific Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 3 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 .90 4.24 .02 .04* 

Political interest 1 1.14 5.41 .03 .02* 

Familiarity 1 6.85 32.41 .16 .00* 

Age 1 .73 3.45 .02 .07 

Gender 1 .50 2.36 .01 .13 

Party membership 1 .05 .21 .00 .65 

Educational level 1 .09 .10 .00 .75 

Cuteness 1 .09 .43 .00 .51 

Content 1 .02 .07 .00 .79 

Cuteness × Content 1 .12 .57 .00 .45 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .41 (Adjusted R2 = .38) 

*p < .05.  
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Table 24  

Adjusted Means and Standard Error for Specific Political Support in Experiment 3 

Content Cuteness Mean SE 

Soft Non-cute 4.04a .07 

Cute 4.13a .07 

Hard Non-cute 4.07a . 07 

Cute 4.06a .07 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Internal political 

efficacy = 3.60, Political interest = 3.37, Familiarity = 3.57, Age = 3.11, Gender = .69, Party 

membership = .29, Educational level = 2.62. 

Table 25  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Cuteness Conditions 

for Soft and Hard Content in Experiment 3 

Content (I) Cuteness (J) Cuteness Mean Difference (I-J) p b 

Soft Non-cute Cute -.10 .32 

Cute Non-cute .10 .32 

Hard Non-cute Cute .01 .94 

Cute Non-cute -.01 .94 

Based on estimated marginal means.            

b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 
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Table 26  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Content Conditions for 

Selling-cuteness and Non-Selling-cuteness in Experiment 3 

Cuteness (I) Content (J) Content Mean Difference (I-J) p b 

Non-cute Soft Hard -.03 .73 

 Hard Soft .03 .73 

Cute Soft Hard .07 .47 

 Hard Soft -.07 .47 

Based on estimated marginal means.            

b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 

 

Dependent Variable: General Political Support. An ANCOVA was 

conducted to evaluate the effects of two selling-cuteness conditions and two 

content conditions on general support while controlling for the mentioned 

covariates. The results are shown in Table 27, where we can see that among the 

covariates across all conditions, political interest (p < .05), internal political 

efficacy (p < .05), familiarity with the CCCYL (p < .01), gender (p < .05), and 

age (p < .05) can all significantly predict the general support. The ANCOVA 

indicates no significant interaction between cuteness and content, F (1, 177) 

= .79, p = .38, partial η² = .00, no significant main effects for cuteness, F (1, 177) 
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= .00, p = .97, partial η² = .00, and also no significant main effects for content, F 

(1, 177) = .14, p = .71, partial η² = .00. Therefore, H2 is supported.  

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and general political support when the cuteness is presented in textual 

form. This finding accords with previous research that found that general political 

support was stable and resistant to change (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1975; Finkel et 

al., 1989). 
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Table 27  

Two-Way ANCOVA of General Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 3 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 1.15 4.73 .03 .03* 

Political interest 1 1.31 5.39 .03 .02* 

Familiarity 1 2.01 8.26 .05 .01** 

Age 1 1.66 6.84 .04 .01* 

Gender 1 1.12 4.61 .03 .03* 

Party membership 1 .59 2.41 .01 .12 

Educational level 1 .00 .02 .00 .90 

Cuteness 1 .00 .00 .00 .97 

Content 1 .04 .14 .00 .71 

Cuteness × Content 1 .19 .79 .00 .38 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .29 (Adjusted R2 = .25) 

*p < .05, **p < .01. 

Dependent Variable: National Pride. The results of the ANCOVA of 

national pride are shown in Table 28, where we can see that among the covariates 

across all conditions, political interest (p < .01), familiarity with the CCCYL (p 
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< .05), and gender (p < .01) can significantly predict the national pride. The 

ANCOVA indicates no significant interaction between selling-cuteness and 

content, F (1, 177) = .20, p = .66, partial η² = .00, no significant main effects for 

selling-cuteness, F (1, 177) = .25, p = .62, partial η² = .00, and also no significant 

main effects for content, F (1, 177) = .13, p = .72, partial η² = .00. Therefore, H3 

is supported in Experiment 3.  

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and national pride when the cuteness is presented in textual form. This 

finding accords with the findings of previous research that finds that national 

pride is shaped by lifelong political socialization and is not easily shaken by 

changes of political systems (Easton, 1965; Shafer, 1955; Hyman, 1959; Chen, 

2004; Shen & Guo, 2013).  
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Table 28  

Two-Way ANCOVA of National Pride by Cuteness and Content in Experiment 3 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 .01 .02 .00 .89 

Political interest 1 3.55 12.07 .06 .00** 

Familiarity 1 1.26 4.27 .02 .04* 

Age 1 .50 1.70 .01 .19 

Gender 1 2.59 8.82 .05 .00** 

Party membership 1 .24 .82 .01 .37 

Educational level 1 .35 1.20 .01 .27 

Cuteness 1 .07 .25 .00 .62 

Content 1 .04 .13 .00 .72 

Cuteness × 

Content 

1 .06 .20 .00 .66 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .20 (Adjusted R2 = .15) 

*p < .05, **p < .01. 

9.2.2 Testing for the Moderating Effect in Experiment 4 

We tested for the moderating effect of content in the relationship between 

the selling-cuteness strategy and political support (H1–H3) for both the textual-
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form Weibo posts (Experiment 3) and the picture-form Weibo posts (Experiment 

4) online. The relevant results of Experiment 3 have been reported above. Here, 

we mainly present the results of the ANCOVA in Experiment 4. 

Dependent Variable: Specific Political Support. Firstly, we set specific 

political support as the dependent variable. The results of the ANCOVA analyses 

for the picture-form Weibo posts (Experiment 4) are shown in Table 29. Among 

the covariates, internal political efficacy (p < .01) and familiarity with the 

CCCYL (p < .01) are found to significantly influence specific support for the 

CCCYL. The ANCOVA indicates a non-significant interaction between selling-

cuteness and content, F (1, 187) = .44, p = .11, partial η² = .00, a non-significant 

main effect for content, F (1, 187) = 1.34, p = .25, partial η² = .00, and no 

significant main effect for selling-cuteness, F (1, 187) = .01, p = .94, partial η² 

= .00. Therefore, H1 is supported in Experiment 4. 

Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate the pairwise differences 

among the means of the specific political support in each condition. The adjusted 

means and standard error for each condition are shown in Table 30. The results 

for the pairwise differences of specific political support between cuteness 

conditions for soft-oriented Weibo posts and the hard ones, presented in Table 31, 

indicate that no significant difference (p = .61) in the specific support for the 

CCCYL between the cuteness-coated Weibo posts (M = 4.02, SE = .07) and the 

non-cuteness-coated posts (M = 4.07, SE = .07) when content is soft-oriented. 
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Therefore, we can conclude that H1a is NOT supported for picture-form selling-

cuteness.  

In the same way, the pairwise differences between the means of the 

specific support in the soft-content and hard-content conditions for the selling-

cuteness and the non-selling-cuteness are evaluated separately. The results of the 

pairwise comparisons, presented in Table 32, indicate that the soft-oriented 

Weibo posts (M = 4.02, SE = .07) do not induce significantly different (p = .73) 

specific support for the CCCYL than do the hard-oriented posts (M = 3.98, SE 

= .07) in the selling-cuteness condition. Therefore, H1b is NOT supported in 

picture-form Weibo posts. 

Above all, we can summarize that content does not moderate the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support 

when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form (H1 is NOT supported in 

Experiment 4), and the “Congruence Hypothesis” (or “Double-Soft Hypothesis”) 

is NOT suitable for the picture-form online selling-cuteness in this condition 

(H1a and H1b are refuted in Experiment 4).  
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Table 29  

Two-Way ANCOVA of Specific Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 4 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 3.35 12.99 .07 .00** 

Political interest 1 .67 2.60 .01 .11 

Familiarity 1 2.84 11.00 .06 .00** 

Age 1 .86 3.33 .02 .07 

Gender 1 .12 .45 .00 .50 

Party membership 1 .18 .69 .00 .41 

Educational level 1 .00 .02 .00 .90 

Cuteness 1 .00 .01 .00 .94 

Content 1 .35 1.34 .01 .25 

Cuteness × Content 1 .11 .44 .00 .51 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .29 (Adjusted R2 = .26) 

*p < .05, **p < .01.   
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Table 30  

Adjusted Means and Standard Error for Specific Political Support in Experiment 4 

Content Cuteness Mean SE 

Soft Non-cute 4.07a .07 

Cute 4.02a .07 

Hard Non-cute 3.94a . 07 

Cute 3.98a .07 

a. Covariates appearing in the model are evaluated at the following values: Internal political efficacy 

= 3.64, Political interest = 3.39, Familiarity = 3.61, Age = 3.18, Gender = .68, Party Membership 

= .26, Educational level = 2.63. 

Table 31  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Cuteness Conditions 

for Soft and Hard Content in Experiment 4 

Content (I) Cuteness (J) Cuteness Mean Difference (I-J) p a 

Soft Non-cute Cute .05 .61 

Cute Non-cute -.05 .61 

Hard Non-cute Cute -.04 .68 

Cute Non-cute .04 .68 

Based on estimated marginal means.           

a. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 



 

189 

 

Table 32  

Pairwise Differences of Specific Political Support Between Content Conditions for 

Selling-cuteness and Non-Selling-cuteness in Experiment 4 

Cuteness (I) Content (J) Content Mean Difference (I-J) p b 

Non-cute Soft Hard .13 .20 

 Hard Soft -.13 .20 

Cute Soft Hard .04 .73 

 Hard Soft -.04 .73 

Based on estimated marginal means.        

b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 

Dependent Variable: General Political Support. ANCOVAs were 

conducted to evaluate the effects of two selling-cuteness conditions and two 

content conditions on general support while controlling for the previously 

mentioned covariates. The results are shown in Table 33, where we can see that 

four of the covariates, internal political efficacy (p < .01), age (p < .05), gender (p 

< .05), and education (p < .05) can significantly influence general support for 

picture-form Weibo posts. The ANCOVA indicates no significant interaction 

between selling-cuteness and content, F (1, 187) = .45, p = .50, partial η² = .00, no 

significant main effect for content, F (1, 187) = 1.57, p = .21, partial η² = .01., and 
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no significant main effect for selling-cuteness, F (1, 187) = 1.73, p = .19, partial 

η² = .01. Therefore, H2 is supported in Experiment 4. 

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

doesn’t play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and general political support when the selling-cuteness is presented in 

picture form. These findings are in accord with previous research that finds 

general political support to be stable and resistant to change (Easton, 1975; Finkel 

et al., 1989; Chen, 2004).  
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Table 33 

Two-Way ANCOVA of General Political Support by Cuteness and Content in 

Experiment 4 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 2.10 9.04 .05 .00 

Political interest 1 .90 3.89 .02 .05 

Familiarity 1 .85 3.64 .02 .06 

Age 1 1.16 5.00 .03 .03 

Gender 1 1.40 6.04 .03 .02 

Party membership 1 .00 .01 .00 .93 

Educational level 1 .97 4.18 .02 .04 

Cuteness 1 .40 1.73 .01 .19 

Content 1 .37 1.57 .01 .21 

Cuteness × Content 1 .11 .45 .00 .50 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .22 (Adjusted R2 = .18) 

*p < .05.  **p < .01. 

b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least significant difference (equivalent to no 

adjustments). 
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Dependent Variable: National Pride. Finally, we set national pride as 

the dependent variable. The results of the ANCOVA analyses for the picture-form 

Weibo posts (Experiment 4) are shown in Table 34. Among the covariates, 

political interest (p < .05) and gender (p < .01) are found to significantly 

influence national pride. The ANCOVA indicates no significant interaction 

between selling-cuteness and content, F (1, 187) = .56, p = .46, partial η² = .00, no 

significant main effects for selling-cuteness, F (1, 187) = .25, p = .62, partial η² 

= .00, and also no significant main effects for content, F (1, 187) = 1.02, p = .31, 

partial η² = .01. Therefore, H3 is supported in Experiment 4.  

We can summarize that the content of the political propaganda on Weibo 

does not play a moderating role in the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and national pride when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form. 

These findings accord with the findings of previous research that indicate that 

national pride is shaped by lifelong political socialization and is not easily shaken 

by changes in political systems (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1965; Hyman, 1959; Shafer, 

1955; Shen & Guo, 2013).  
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Table 34  

Two-Way ANCOVA of National Pride by Cuteness and Content in Experiment 4 

Source df MS F η²p p 

IPE 1 .26 .80 .00 .37 

Political interest 1 2.16 6.63 .03 .01* 

Familiarity 1 .10 .31 .00 .58 

Age 1 .13 .39 .00 .53 

Gender 1 2.7 8.34 .04 .00** 

Party membership 1 .12 .37 .00 .54 

Educational level 1 .05 .16 .00 .69 

Cuteness 1 .08 .25 .00 .62 

Content 1 .33 1.02 .01 .31 

Cuteness × Content 1 .18 .56 .00 .46 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

R2 = .12 (Adjusted R2 = .07) 

*p < .05, **p < .01.  

9.2.3 Experiment 3 vs. Experiment 4 Regarding the Moderating Effect 

We test the moderating effect (H1–H3) of content orientation on the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and the political support of 

young Chinese (including specific support, general support, and national pride) 
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using ANCOVA in Experiment 3 (textual-form selling-cuteness) and Experiment 

4 (picture-form selling-cuteness) separately. Their ANCOVA results are similar 

to each other.  

Firstly, in both Experiments 3 and 4, the content orientation of Weibo 

(soft vs. hard) was not found to successfully moderate the influence of selling-

cuteness on the specific political support. Similarly, the “Congruence 

Hypotheses” (or “Double-Soft Hypotheses”) of political propaganda are not 

supported in Experiment 3 or 4 (neither H1a nor H1b is supported). These results 

demonstrate that the cuteness-coated political propaganda strategy of the CPC 

cannot conditionally influence the specific support of young Chinese when the 

selling-cuteness is expressed in textual or picture form on Weibo.  

Then, we predicted that the general political support (H2) or national pride 

(H3) of young Chinese could not be influenced by the selling-cuteness strategy on 

Weibo. H2 and H3 are supported in both Experiments 3 and 4. These results 

demonstrate that the selling-cuteness strategy of the CPC on Weibo cannot 

significantly influence the general political support or national pride of young 

Chinese no matter it employs soft content or hard one, and no matter it is 

presented in text or in pictures. 

Above all, H1, H1a, and H1b are disproven in Experiments 3 and 4. H2 

and H3 are both proven in Experiments 3 and 4. These results show that the 

selling-cuteness strategy of the CCCYL is not effective in affecting the specific 



 

195 

 

support, the general support, or national pride of young Chinese no matter it 

employs soft content or hard one, and no matter it is presented in text or pictures. 

Thus, the first and the third research questions regarding the effects of cuteness 

on the political support of young Chinese are solved. To answer the second 

research question, “What are their influencing processes or mechanisms?” and 

also to test H4–H7, some further analyses are needed, which are reported below. 

9.3 Testing for Mediated Moderation (H4–H7, RQ2, RQ3) 

Because we’ve found the non-significant moderating effects of content on 

the relationship between cuteness and specific political support of young Chinese 

by ANCOVAs, we can reason that the mediated moderating effects will be 

invalid, either. However, it doesn’t mean that there is no need to do the mediated 

moderation analyses. On the contrary, we think that doing these analyses may 

help us understand more deeply why the moderating effect is not significant. 

Therefore, after examining the conditional influence of the selling-cuteness 

strategy on the specific political support of young Chinese, we continued the 

investigation of the mechanism of the selling-cuteness on specific support by 

testing positive emotions as well as psychological proximity as mediators of the 

moderating effect in Experiment 3 and Experiment 4 separately. Just like Study 

One, we also tested the mediated moderating effect through the PROCESS Model 
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8. Bootstrap-based bias-corrected confidence intervals (95%) for the indirect 

effects were generated using 5,000 iterations of bootstrapping. 

Among all the covariates, internal political efficacy (p < .05 in 

Experiment 3 and p < .01 in Experiment 4), political interest (p < .05 in 

Experiment 3) and familiarity (p < .01 in both) are found to significantly 

influence specific support in the ANCOVA analyses. Therefore, internal political 

efficacy, political interest, and party membership are also retained as covariates in 

the mediated moderation model. Additionally, apart from these three covariates, 

age (p < .05), gender (p < .05), and education (p < .05) are also found to have 

significant influences in the tests of the mediated moderating effect. Thus, age, 

gender, and education are also retained as covariates in the mediated moderation 

model. 

9.3.1 Positive Emotions as the Mediator 

Testing the Mediated Moderating Effect in Experiment 3. As shown in 

Table 35 (Equation [1]), among the covariates, political interest (p < .001), 

education (p < .05), and age (p < .05) significantly predicts the positive emotions. 

Furthermore, the interaction between the selling-cuteness strategy and content 

don’t significantly influences positive emotions (Bint = .01, p = .97). It means that 

when cuteness is presented in textual form, the content doesn’t moderate the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and positive emotions, and the 
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cute soft Weibo posts don’t evoke significantly more positive emotions than non-

cute soft posts. The results DON’T support for H4 in Experiment 3. 
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Table 35  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 3 (Positive 

Emotions as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Positive emotions)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Political interest .25*** .06 .03 .04 

IPE .14 .07 .06 .05 

Familiarity .07 .06 .24*** .04 

Education -.15* .07 -.02 .05 

Age -.14* .06 -.04 .04 

Gender .06 .11 -.14 .07 

Cuteness .11 .13 -.04 .09 

Content -.02 .13 -.03 .09 

Cuteness × Content .01 .18 .11 .35 

Positive emotions   .30*** .12 

F 8.1*** 18.31*** 

R2 .29 .51 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

n = 188; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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H5 posits that the moderating effect of content on the relationship 

between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support is mediated by 

positive emotions and aims to investigate the influencing mechanism. The results 

of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is not significant 

(effect =.00, 95% CI = [-.10, .11]), which means that there isn’t a significant 

difference between the two conditional indirect effects via positive emotions 

when the content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-oriented. Specifically 

speaking, when the content is soft-oriented, the mediating effect of positive 

emotions is not significant (effect = .04, 95% CI = [-.04, .12]; when the content is 

hard-oriented, the mediating effect is not significant, either (effect = .03, 95% CI 

= [-.04, .11]). Also, as seen in Equation (2) in Table 35, among the covariates, 

only familiarity (p < .001) was found to significantly predict specific political 

support. In addition, when positive emotions are included in the equation, the 

relationship between positive emotions and specific support is significant (B 

= .24, p < .001), while the interaction effect between selling-cuteness and content 

is not significant (B = .11, p = .40). This suggests that positive emotions don’t 

mediate the moderating effect of content on the relationship between selling-

cuteness and specific support. Therefore, we can conclude that H5 is NOT 

supported in Experiment 3 when the selling-cuteness is presented in textual form. 

Figure 22 presents a model of the mediated moderating effect in Experiment 3 

when positive emotion is the mediator. 
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B = .01, p = .97 

B = .30, p < .001 

B = .10, p = .40 

Figure 22 

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Positive Emotions as the Mediator) 

in Experiment 3 

 

 

 

 

Note. Gender (p = .06), age (p = .31), education (p = .63), familiarity (p < .001), 

internal political efficacy (p = .12), and political interest (p = .45) are controlled for 

as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination (i.e., R2) of this model 

is 50.84%. 

 

Testing the Mediated Moderating Effect in Experiment 4. As shown in 

Table 36 Equation [1]), among the covariates, political interest (p < .01) and 

internal political efficacy (p < .05) significantly predicts the positive emotions. 

Furthermore, the interaction between the selling-cuteness strategy and content 

don’t significantly influences positive emotions (Bint = -.15, p = .46). It means 

that when cuteness is presented in picture form, the content doesn’t moderate the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and positive emotions, and the 

Positive emotions 

Content 

Specific political support 
Selling-cuteness 

strategy 
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cute soft Weibo posts don’t evoke significantly more positive emotions than non-

cute soft posts. The results DON’T support for H4 in Experiment 4. 

98; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 

H5 posits that the moderating effect of content on the relationship 

between the selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support is mediated by 

positive emotions and aims to investigate the influencing mechanism. The results 

of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is not significant 

(effect = -.03, 95% CI = [-.13, .06]), which means that there isn’t a significant 

difference between the two conditional indirect effects via positive emotions 

when the content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-oriented. Specifically 

speaking, when the content is soft-oriented, the mediating effect of positive 

emotions is not significant (effect = -.01, 95% CI = [-.08, .04]; when the content 

is hard-oriented, the mediating effect is not significant, either (effect = .02, 95% 

CI = [-.05, .08]). Also, as seen in Equation (2) in Table 36, among the covariates, 

age (p < .05), internal political efficacy (p < .01) and familiarity (p < .01) were 

found to significantly predict specific political support. In addition, when positive 

emotions are included in the equation, the relationship between positive emotions 

and specific support is significant (B = .21, p < .001), while the interaction effect 

between selling-cuteness and content is not significant (B = -.07, p = .63). This 

suggests that positive emotions don’t mediate the moderating effect of content on 

the relationship between selling-cuteness and specific support. Therefore, we can 
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B = -.15, p = .46 

B = .21, p < .001 

B = -.07, p = .63 

conclude that H5 is NOT supported in Experiment 4 when the selling-cuteness is 

presented in picture form. Figure 23 presents a model of the mediated moderating 

effect in Experiment 4 when positive emotion is the mediator. 

Figure 23 

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Positive Emotions as the Mediator) 

in Experiment 4 

 

 

 

 

Note. Gender (p = .69), age (p < .05), education (p = .53), familiarity (p < .01), 

internal political efficacy (p < .01), and political interest (p = .25) are controlled for 

as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination (i.e., R2) of this model 

is 34.88%. 
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Table 36  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 4 (Positive 

Emotions as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Positive emotions)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Political interest .17** .06 .05 .04 

IPE .15* .07 .16** .05 

Familiarity .07 .06 .14** .04 

Education .01 .07 -.03 .05 

Age .01 .06 -.09* .05 

Gender -.12 .11 -.03 .08 

Cuteness .01 .10 -.01 .07 

Content .20 .10 .05 .07 

Cuteness × Content -.15 .20 -.07 .14 

Positive emotions   .21*** .05 

F 3.79*** 10.01*** 

R2 .15 .35 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

n = 1 
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9.3.2 Psychological Proximity as the Mediator 

Testing the Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 3. As shown in 

Table 37 (Equation [1]), among the covariates, familiarity (p < .001) and internal 

political efficacy (p < .001) significantly predict the psychological proximity. 

Furthermore, the interaction between the selling-cuteness strategy and content 

doesn’t significantly influence psychological proximity (Bint = -.02, p = .93). It 

means that when cuteness is presented in textual form, the content doesn’t 

moderate the relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and psychological 

proximity, and the cute soft Weibo posts don’t evoke significantly more 

psychological proximity than non-cute soft posts. The results DON’T support for 

H6 in Experiment 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

205 

 

Table 37  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 3 (Psychological 

Proximity as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Psychological proximity)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Political interest .09 .06 .07 .04 

IPE .24*** .07 .02 .05 

Familiarity .28*** .06 .16*** .04 

Education -.08 .07 -.04 .04 

Age -.001 .06 -.08* .04 

Gender .00 .11 -.12 .07 

Cuteness .17 .09 -.02 .06 

Content .11 .09 -.02 .06 

Cuteness × Content -.02 .18 .11 .12 

Psychological proximity   .37*** .05 

F 12.17*** 22.70*** 

R2 .38 .56 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

n = 188; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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H7 posits that the moderating effect of content on the relationship 

between selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support is mediated by 

psychological proximity and aims to investigate the influencing mechanism. The 

results of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is not 

significant (effect = -.01, 95% CI = [-.13, .1]), which means that there isn’t a 

significant difference between the two conditional indirect effects via 

psychological proximity when the content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-

oriented. Specifically speaking, when the content is soft-oriented, the mediating 

effect of psychological proximity is not significant (effect = .06, 95% CI = 

[-.03, .16]; when the content is hard-oriented, the mediating effect is not 

significant, either (effect = .06, 95% CI = [-.04, .16]). Also, as seen in Equation 

(2) in Table 37, among the covariates, age (p < .05) and familiarity (p < .001) are 

found to significantly predict specific political support. In addition, when positive 

emotions are included in the equation, the relationship between psychological 

proximity and specific support is significant (B = .37, p < .001), while the 

interaction effect between selling-cuteness and content is not significant (B = .11, 

p = .33). This suggests that psychological proximity doesn’t mediate the 

moderating effect of content on the relationship between selling-cuteness and 

specific support. Therefore, we can conclude that H7 is NOT supported in 

Experiment 3 when the selling-cuteness is presented in textual form. Figure 24 
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B = -.02, p = .93 

B = .37 p < .001 

B = .11, p = .33 

presents a model of the mediated moderating effect in Experiment 3 when 

psychological proximity is the mediator. 

Figure 24  

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Psychological Proximity as the 

Mediator) in Experiment 3. 

   

 

 

 

 

Note. Gender (p = .07), age (p < .05), education (p = .36), familiarity (p < .001), 

internal political efficacy (p = .74), and political interest (p = .06) are controlled for 

as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination (i.e., R2) of this model 

is 56.18%. 

Testing the Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 4. As shown in 

Table 38 (Equation [1]), among the covariates, familiarity (p < .001) and political 

interest (p < .001) significantly predict the psychological proximity. Furthermore, 

the interaction between the selling-cuteness strategy and content don’t 

significantly influences psychological proximity (Bint = .04, p = .82). It means that 
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when cuteness is presented in textual form, the content doesn’t moderate the 

relationship between the selling-cuteness strategy and positive emotions, and the 

cute soft Weibo posts don’t evoke significantly more positive emotions than non-

cute soft posts. The results DON’T support for H6 in Experiment 4. 
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Table 38  

Regression Results for Mediated Moderation Effect in Experiment 4 

(Psychological Proximity as the Mediator) 

Predictors 

Equation (1) 

(Psychological proximity)  

Equation (2) 

(Specific support) 

B SE B SE 

Political interest .22*** .05 -.01 .04 

IPE .05 .06 .17*** .05 

Familiarity .25*** .05 .04 .04 

Education -.08 .07 -.02 .04 

Age -.001 .06 -.10* .04 

Gender .04 .09 -.08 .07 

Cuteness .04 .08 -.02 .06 

Content -.04 .08 .10 .06 

Cuteness × Content .04 .16 -.11 .13 

Psychological proximity   .44*** .06 

F 10.18*** 15.35*** 

R2 .33 .45 

Note. IPE = Internal political efficacy. 

n = 198; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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H7 posits that the moderating effect of content on the relationship 

between selling-cuteness strategy and specific political support is mediated by 

psychological proximity and aims to investigate the influencing mechanism. The 

results of the test show that the index of the moderated mediation is not 

significant (effect = .02, 95% CI = [-.11, .16]), which means that there isn’t a 

significant difference between the two conditional indirect effects via 

psychological proximity when the content is soft-oriented versus when it is hard-

oriented. Specifically speaking, when the content is soft-oriented, the mediating 

effect of psychological proximity is not significant (effect = .03, 95% CI = 

[-.07, .13]; when the content is hard-oriented, the mediating effect is not 

significant, either (effect = .01, 95% CI = [-.08, .10]). Also, as seen in Equation 

(2) in Table 38, among the covariates, age (p < .05) and internal political efficacy 

(p < .001) are found to significantly predict specific political support. In addition, 

when psychological proximity is included in the equation, the relationship 

between psychological proximity and specific support is significant (B = .44, p 

< .001), while the interaction effect between selling-cuteness and content is not 

significant (B = -.11, p = .37). This suggests that psychological proximity doesn’t 

mediate the moderating effect of content on the relationship between selling-

cuteness and specific support. Therefore, we can conclude that H7 is NOT 

supported in Experiment 4 when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form. 
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B = .04, p = .82 
B = .44, p < .001 

B = -.11, p = .37 

Figure 25 presents a model of the mediated moderating effect in Experiment 4 

when psychological proximity is the mediator. 

Figure 25  

The Proposed Mediated Moderation Model (Psychological Proximity as the 

Mediator) in Experiment 4 

   

 

 

 

Note. Gender (p = .31), age (p < .05), education (p = .59), familiarity (p = .34), 

internal political efficacy (p < .001), and political interest (p = .90) are controlled 

for as covariates in the model. The coefficient of determination (i.e., R2) of this 

model is 45.08%. 

9.3.3 Experiment 3 vs. Experiment 4 Regarding the Mediated Moderating Effect 

We test the mediated moderating effect (H4–H7) using Model 8 of SPSS 

Process macro in Experiment 3 (textual-form selling-cuteness) and Experiment 4 

(picture-form selling-cuteness) separately. The respective results are quite similar. 

In summary, H4–H7 are all disproven in Experiments 3 and 4, which means that 
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neither positive emotions nor psychological proximity can independently mediate 

the moderating effect of content on the relationship between the selling-cuteness 

strategy and specific political support of young Chinese no matter the selling-

cuteness is presented in textual form or picture form on Weibo. Just as we reason 

at the beginning of this chapter, the refutation of H4–H7 in Experiments 3 and 4 

could have been inferred since the moderating effects of content are not 

significant from the results of the ANCOVAs. 

Moreover, from the mediated moderation analyses of Experiment 3, we 

know that positive emotions (or psychological proximity) can significantly 

influence the specific support for the CCCYL of Chinese young people. 

However, the conditional effect of cuteness on positive emotions (or 

psychological proximity) is not significant when cuteness is expressed in form of 

text. These results seem to indicate that when cuteness is expressed in the form of 

text, even if its content is soft-oriented, it is still not cute enough to raise 

significantly more positive emotions (or psychological proximity) of young 

Chinese, which can further significantly increase the specific support for the 

CCCYL of them, let alone when its content is hard-oriented. In the same way, the 

results of mediated moderation analysis of Experiment 4 may also indicate that 

cuteness in picture form is not cute enough to increase the positive emotions (or 

psychological proximity), and then further increase the specific support for the 

CCCYL.  
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9.4 Brief Summary 

We can conclude from the findings of Experiment 3 and Experiment 4 

that the “Congruence Hypotheses” (or “Double-Soft Hypotheses”) on the political 

propaganda proposed in the Chinese context are not supported by textual-form or 

picture-form cuteness-coated propaganda. Specifically, when the CCCYL 

propagandizes with soft-oriented content using the selling-cuteness strategy in 

form of pictures or text on Weibo, it cannot garner more support for specific 

political for the CCCYL among the young Chinese by increasing their positive 

emotions or closing the psychological distance between them. Because when the 

selling-cute strategy is presented in the form of text or pictures, it cannot evoke 

significantly increased positive emotions or psychological closeness even though 

the selling-cuteness combines with soft content. These findings are consistent 

with evidence from previous studies showing that presentations in pictures or text 

is less persuasive in some circumstances than videos because they are less vivid 

or emotionally evocative (Taylor & Thompson, 1982). Thus, future research on 

video-form cuteness with high validity is called for to confirm the reasons. 

In addition, the viewpoint of previous scholars that general political 

support and national pride are more stable and more resistant to change in the 

short term is confirmed in our experimental studies (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1975; 

Finkel et al., 1989; Stockmann et al., 2011).  
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Chapter 10 Conclusion and Discussion (Study One & Study Two) 

10.1 Discussion of the Findings 

Propaganda has always played a significant role in the political system 

and is one of the key ways for the political authorities to exercise their power and 

to manipulate the citizens (Edney, 2014; Thompson, 2012). From World War I till 

today, the proliferating media and the evolving propaganda strategies make 

propaganda more and more sophisticated. Some scholars argue that political 

propaganda looks like marketing, politics is close to lifestyle or consumption, and 

citizens have become consumer-citizens (Benoit & Holbert, 2010; Shah et al., 

2007). In our research, we also notice a similar trend in the development of 

political propaganda, and here we emphasize that political propaganda is 

changing from hard to soft, from direct to indirect (or subtle), and from dogmatic 

to strategic. We chose to study one of the newest soft propaganda strategies—

selling-cuteness strategy—utilized by the political authorities on social media, 

which we name “cuteness-coated propaganda.” This propaganda practice can be 

widely seen based on the activities of the Chinese government and the CPC on 

social media, as they are encouraged to increase the influence of their official 

social media accounts, which are calculated and ranked based on the numbers of 

followers, reposts, comments, and “likes” on social media (Public Opinion Data 

Center of People.cn, 2019).   
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 Although many scholars believe and confirm in their studies that 

contemporary sophisticated political propaganda that employs innovative 

strategies via the new media must be very persuasive in influencing individuals or 

sub-groups of people (see, e.g., Apuke, 2018; Brantner et al., 2011; Howard et al., 

2018; Seo, 2014), we doubt its high effectiveness.  

By two experimental studies (four experiments in total), we investigate 

the effects and influencing mechanisms of cuteness (or selling-cuteness strategy) 

on three levels of political support of young Chinese. From the results of Study 

One (two offline experiments), we know that when the CPC utilizes video-form 

selling-cuteness to publicize soft-oriented content on Weibo, it significantly 

increases the positive emotions (Bsimple = .76, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.30, 1.23]), or 

reduces the psychological distance (Bsimple = .75, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [.21, 1.29]), 

and eventually effectively improved the specific political support of the young 

Chinese (F (1, 84) = 5.21, p < .05, partial η² = .06). That is to say that when the 

following three conditions are satisfied at the same time, the cuteness-coated 

propaganda on social media must be effective in increasing the specific political 

support of young Chinese: (1) it sells cuteness, (2) it employs soft-oriented 

content, and (3) it is presented in video form. Therefore, the “Double-Soft 

Model” of political propaganda is proven to be effective when these three 

conditions are met. However, the general political support and national pride of 

the young Chinese are not found to be influenced, although these three conditions 
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are all satisfied. In addition, when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture 

form, it cannot effectively increase the specific support, general support, or the 

national pride of the young Chinese, even though it publicized soft-oriented 

content. Therefore, the “Double-Soft Model” of political propaganda is proven to 

be useless when the selling-cuteness is presented in picture form. 

Due to the low-quality of the experimental stimuli in Study One, we 

redesign and remake new experimental stimuli and recollect relatively reliable 

data through an online data company (Study Two). Besides, we improve the 

measures of one-item indicators with two-items to increase the reliability of the 

measures. At the same time, the other parts of the experiments are kept high 

consistency with Study one. The results of Study Two show that the “Congruence 

Hypotheses” (or “Double-Soft Hypotheses”) on the political propaganda 

proposed in the Chinese context are not supported by textual-form or picture-

form cuteness-coated propaganda. Specifically, when the CCCYL propagandizes 

with soft-oriented content using the selling-cuteness strategy in form of pictures 

or text on Weibo, it cannot evoke significantly more positive emotions or 

psychological closeness, thus it cannot garner more support for specific political 

for the CCCYL among the young Chinese. These findings are consistent with 

evidence from previous studies showing that presentations in pictures or text is 

less persuasive in some circumstances than videos because they are less vivid or 

emotionally evocative (Taylor & Thompson, 1982). Thus, future high-internal-
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validity experimental research on video-form cuteness is called for to confirm the 

reasons. In addition, the viewpoint of previous scholars that general political 

support and national pride are more stable and more resistant to change in the 

short term is confirmed in Study Two (Chen, 2004; Easton, 1975; Finkel et al., 

1989; Stockmann et al., 2011).  

We can conclude from the above findings that cuteness-coated 

propaganda is not absolutely effective in any situation; rather, it is effective to a 

limited degree under certain conditions. In this sense, we can argue that people 

should not blindly believe in the high effectiveness of sophisticated political 

propaganda as it is a complex process to influence people’s psychological states, 

emotions, and attitudes, which must take many factors into consideration. 

Therefore, in our research, the cuteness-coated political propaganda was found to 

be effective to some extent but is certainly not a “magic bullet.” What is more, its 

effectiveness was only examined in our research context, which does not mean 

that it must be effective in other social, political, or cultural contexts. In the real 

world, a great many other factors can influence the effectiveness of online 

cuteness-coated propaganda, such as the offline performance of governments at 

work, relevant news reports about them in traditional media, the 

(in)appropriateness of the times when they sell cuteness, the frequency of selling-

cuteness, the degree of cuteness sold, the specific topic referred to, the particular 

local cultural context, and so on. However, one study cannot take all the factors 
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into consideration and examine them. Therefore, our research selected these three 

factors (selling cuteness, content, and form) and determined their effects and 

interactions in our research context. 

10.2 The Significance of Our Research  

 From a global perspective, first of all, the present research contributes to 

the field of effects studies of political communication, specifically, political 

propaganda, in the new era. The phenomenon we study—cuteness-coated 

political propaganda on Weibo—is a typical example of the new political 

propaganda characterized by the segmenting strategy and lifestyle expression and 

which takes advantage of social media (see Section 2.1). The results of our 

experimental studies show that cuteness-coated propaganda on Weibo is effective 

in increasing the specific support of young people in China, although certain 

conditions should be taken into consideration in terms of the form and content of 

its presentation. That is to say that the new propaganda does exert some influence 

on improving young people’s political attitudes, but its effects are not absolute 

but rather conditional and limited. To some extent, our results respond to 

controversial debates in academia with lessons from China’s experience regarding 

whether the sophisticated political propaganda of today is highly effective in 

influencing targeted citizens or whether this is a new era of minimal effects in 

political communication. 
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 Secondly, we develop the definition of soft propaganda based on existing 

understanding (Hashemi & Hall, 2019; Huang, 2015) and reemphasize its 

characteristics and significance compared with hard propaganda. In our 

definition, soft propaganda is the dissemination of nonpolitical presentations that 

give people what they want—but with certain political purposes. Unlike direct, 

forceful, and dogmatic hard propaganda, it is indirect and subtle propaganda that 

can influence the unconscious level. Setting cuteness-coated propaganda as an 

example of soft propaganda, we demonstrate what it is and how it affects the 

political support of young Chinese in this research. We believe that soft 

propaganda is a fertile field that deserves much more attention from the fields of 

communication, politics, international relations, etc., not only in China but also 

globally.  

Thirdly, to the best of our knowledge, we are the first to conceptualize the 

concept of “cuteness-coated political propaganda,” the first to offer it as a 

theoretical perspective of soft propaganda, and also the first to operationalize it 

and examine its effects and mechanisms through empirical studies. By sorting out 

the relationships among cuteness, the selling-cuteness, natural cuteness, kawaii, 

moe, and traditional Chinese cuteness, we give conceptual clarity to the cuteness-

coated propaganda in our research context, which will provide some important 

conceptual, theoretical, and empirical references for further research on cuteness-

coated political propaganda. 
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Fourthly, our research fills the research gap resulting from the lack of 

empirical studies on political cuteness. Although the effects of cuteness have been 

studied in social relationships (Abidin, 2016; Cheok & Fernando, 2012; Nittono 

et al., 2012; Nittono, 2016; Nittono & Tanaka, 2010; Qiu, 2013; Yueh, 2012), 

engineering design (Marcus et al., 2017), and marketing (Nenkov & Scott, 2014) 

from different approaches, there remains a paucity of empirical research into the 

effects and mechanisms of cuteness in the field of political communication, an 

area that our research has made a first attempt to explore. In the future, it will be 

possible to learn from cuteness studies in other areas in order to, for example, 

further explore the different effects of various types of cuteness or the different 

effects of cuteness among different populations.  

More significantly, through testing the moderating role of content and the 

mediated moderation model regarding emotions and psychological distance, our 

research provides a deeper understanding of “what” the selling-cuteness is and 

“how” it functions, thereby paving the way for future empirical studies on 

cuteness-coated propaganda. Moreover, the “Double-Soft Model” of political 

propaganda proposed during our experimental studies not only emphasizes the 

important role of soft propaganda or cuteness-coated propaganda but also 

demonstrates the significance of the congruence rule between content and 

strategy in political propaganda, which is valuable both in practice and for 

academic studies of political propaganda. 
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 In addition, we have innovated by dividing the online messages 

publicized by the government into soft-oriented ones (soft posts) and hard-

oriented ones (hard posts) by imitating the taxonomy of news in traditional media 

(Reinemann et al., 2012; Scott & Gobetz, 1992; Shoemaker & Cohen, 2006). We 

also exercised notable creativity in determining a way of differentiating posts that 

sell cuteness from those that do not in the Chinese context by drawing on 

previous studies (i.e., Marcus et al., 2017). These methods of classification will 

be helpful for future researchers who study related issues. 

 Last but not the least, we are the first to confirm the psychological 

function of cuteness—closing the psychological distance—in experimental 

studies, although previous scholars have mentioned that cute objects cause people 

to approach them and facilitate social interactions (Nittono, 2016; Sherman & 

Haidt, 2011) but without testing the psychological mechanism involved.  

 From a local perspective, by studying the cuteness-coated propaganda of 

the CPC on Weibo, our research has important implications for determining 

whether, to what extent, and how the modernization reforms of the CPC’s 

propaganda work is effective in winning support from the younger generations. 

Many scholars are paying attention to the trend of adaptive and up-to-date 

political propaganda work by the CPC and believe it must be effective (see, e.g., 

Brady & Wang, 2009; Huang, 2015; Repnikova & Fang, 2018; Zanardi, 2016), 

but seldom have they examined the effects and mechanisms by collecting and 
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analyzing empirical data. We offer a theoretical perspective of soft propaganda 

that encompasses cuteness-coated propaganda, which may provide inspiration 

and new ideas for future researchers who aim to study the adaptive propaganda of 

the CPC as well. To our knowledge, our research is among the pioneering studies 

on the soft propaganda of the CPC. 

From a practical perspective, the results of our research can be useful not 

only to governments and parties aiming to improve their propaganda methods but 

also to researchers by urging them to think thoroughly (e.g., of the content, the 

form of presentation, and the congruence among them) when designing empirical 

studies. Furthermore, our study on the selling-cuteness performance of the CPC 

on Weibo can help people (e.g., citizens) further understand the nature of the 

cuteness-coated propaganda, such as that it is soft and strategic political 

propaganda that can win the support of young Chinese for cutely presented online 

political organizations by evoking positive emotions in them and closing the 

psychological distance when posting about some lifestyle or other soft issues. 

Therefore, to borrow the metaphor of Cheok and Fernando (2010), we also 

suggest that the selling-cuteness of political authorities on social media is 

political propaganda with a flavored layer that makes the persuasion or 

manipulation more agreeable.  
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10.3 Limitations and Reflections 

Although we redo two online experiments (Study Two) to remedy the 

limitation of non-strictly-controlled experimental stimuli in Study One, the effects 

and influencing mechanisms of video-form cuteness on the specific political 

support of the young Chinese found in Study One are still lacking strong and 

valid empirical evidence. In the future, when the appropriate resources, skills, or 

funding are available, we will redo some valid experiments to confirm their 

effects and mechanisms. 

Additionally, we recruit a relatively larger size of participants for Study 

Two via an online data company with nationwide members, but the sample is still 

not representative of the Chinese population. Around 96% of the participants are 

in cities (including big cities and small cities), only about 4% report that they are 

in villages and towns in China. Thus, the results of Study Two might be 

generalized to the young Chinese in cities instead of villages and towns. In the 

future, we should recruit more participants in villages and towns. 

We only choose the posts from @CCCYL, a popular and young-people-

targeted official Weibo account, as the experimental stimuli, the findings may not 

be generalized to other government sources. Therefore, in the future, we can 

choose a not-widely-known government Weibo account or just use an anonymous 

government Weibo account as the research object. 
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Besides, we infer that the textual-form and picture-form cuteness cannot 

affect the specific support of young Chinese because they are not cute enough, 

not vivid enough, not emotionally evocative enough to significantly increase 

positive emotions or psychological closeness when comparing with video-form 

cuteness (see Section 7.3 or 7.4). However, when we calculate and compare the 

mean of the specific support for the CCCYL in Study One (M = 3.22, see Table 5 

and Table 17 for reference) and Study Two (M = 4.04 see Table 36 and Table 

42), we find that the mean in Study Two is quite larger than the mean in Study 

One (their difference is 0.82). Also, we calculate and compare the mean of 

general political support and national pride in Study One (Mgensup = 3.30, Mnatpri = 

3.90) and Study Two (Mgensup = 4.13, Mnatpri = 4.22), their differences are 0.83 for 

general political support and 0.32 for national pride. Therefore, we can see that 

participants in Study Two show generally higher political support than 

participants in Study One. The probable reason is that the participants in Study 

Two are all in mainland China and they may worry about potential risks if they 

don’t give very positive answers to the sensitive questions referring to their 

political attitude, despite that we emphasize several times in the survey that the 

survey is anonymous, for scientific purposes, and no personal information will be 

recorded, while the participants in Study One are all in Hong Kong and they may 

be more willing to show their real political attitudes. Considering the sensitive 

questions, in the future, we should change our ways of collecting data. For 
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example, we can try using structured interviews to replace the online survey-

embedded experiments so that we can reduce participants’ worries and enable 

them to express their political opinions or attitudes more truthfully.  

In our research, we define the key concept, cuteness in today’s Chinese 

context, through the review and analysis of relevant literature, which may lead to 

a few omissions or inaccuracies. In the future, we can do a systematic content 

analysis to summarize the definition and characteristics of current Chinese 

cuteness more systematically and comprehensively. 

Finally, due to my current limited time and ability, the combination of two 

mediators into one model will be tried in the future, especially when the high-

quality cute Weibo posts in form of videos can be successfully made by us as the 

experimental stimuli. 
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Appendix 1: Experimental Stimuli in Study One (34 Weibo Posts in Total) 

Experiment1: 

Group 1: Screenshots of 3 video-form cute hard posts 
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Group 2: Screenshots of 3 video-form non-cute hard posts 
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Group 3: Screenshots of 4 video-form cute soft posts 
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Group 4: Screenshots of 4 video-form non-cute soft posts 
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Experiment 2: 

Group 1: Screenshots of 5 picture-form cute hard posts 
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Group 2: Screenshots of 5 picture-form non-cute hard posts 
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Group 3: Screenshots of 5 picture-form cute soft posts 
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Group 4: Screenshots of 5 picture-form non-cute soft posts 
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Appendix 2: Experimental Stimuli in Study Two (80 Weibo Posts in Total) 

Experiment 1: 

Group 1: Screenshots of 10 textual-form cute hard posts 
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Group 2: Screenshots of 10 textual-form non-cute hard posts 
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Group 3: Screenshots of 10 textual-form cute soft posts 
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Group 4: Screenshots of 10 textual-form non-cute soft posts 
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Experiment 2: 

Group 1: Screenshots of 10 picture-form cute hard posts 
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Group 2: Screenshots of 10 picture-form non-cute hard posts 
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Group 3: Screenshots of 10 picture-form cute soft posts 
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Group 4: Screenshots of 10 picture-form non-cute soft posts 
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Appendix 3: Pilot Test in Study Two 

Firstly, we randomly select 10 Weibo posts (five cute ones and five non-cute 

ones) from experimental stimuli made by ourselves (see Appendix B for details) 

and then list them one by one on the online survey. We ask the participants to 

view these posts first, and they are forced to view each post for 10 seconds. After 

viewing the posts, they begin to answer the questions as follow: 

1. How many seconds you are willing to spend at most to view each text-only 

Weibo post? 

5 

10 

15 

20 

2. How many seconds you are willing to spend at most to view each text-

pictures combined Weibo post? 

5 

10 

15 
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20 

3. Cuteness can be defined as a particular type of attractiveness which is shown 

in an adorable way. Selling-cuteness means people or institutions intentionally 

associate themselves with the characteristics of cuteness to make their 

influence easier. Therefore, in the following 10 Weibo, which one(s) do you 

think are cute or selling cuteness? You can have more than one choice. (The 

10 posts that they viewed before are listed here and each one becomes a 

choice. Participants tick the post(s) that they think is/are cute). 
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Appendix 4:Translated Questionnaire in the Experiment (English Version) 

Note. Most parts of the questionnaires in Study One and Study Two are the same. 

We highlight the differences of questions in Study Two from Study One.  

Part One 

1.1 How much do you agree with the following statements? 

(1) I pay a great deal of attention to politics in my daily life. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(2) I’m very interested in getting information about politics. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 
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Strongly agree 

(3) I’m very willing to discuss politics with others. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

1.2 How much do you agree with the following statements? 

(1) I know a great deal about China’s important political issues. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(2) I have enough ability to understand the political matters in China. 

Strongly disagree 
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Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(3) I have enough ability to discuss a variety of political issues. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

Part Two 

2. Please watch some Weibo posts of @CCCYL below. 

(In Study Two, each post is forced to be viewed for 10 (textual-form) or 15 

(picture-form) seconds and then click “Next” to continue; While in Study One, 

the presentation of posts is controlled by an investigator) 

Part Three 
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3. After watching the Weibo posts, to what extent do the posts make you feel the 

listed emotion? Please chose from not at all, a little bit, somewhat, very much, or 

extremely: 

(1) Happy 

(2) Friendly 

(3) Pleased 

(4) Joyful 

(5) Disgusted 

(6) Uncomfortable 

(7) Confused 

(8) A feeling of disharmony 

Part Four 

4. How much do you agree with the following statements? 

(1) I feel that the CCCYL is at a place near to me. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 
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Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(2) I feel that the CCCYL shares common interests with me. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(3)  The CCCYL gives me a familiar feeling.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(4) I feel that the CCCYL is as young and dynamic as me. 
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Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(5) The CCCYL gets along well with us young people.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly agree 

(6)  I feel the CCCYL is by my side.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 
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Strongly agree 

Part Five 

5.1 How much favorability do you feel toward the CCCYL? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.2 To what extent do you support the CCCYL? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.3 To what extent do you trust the CCCYL? 

Not at all 
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A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.4 To what extent do you feel satisfied with the work of the CCCYL? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.5 To what extent do you trust the political institutions of China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 
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5.6 To what extent do you trust the political system of China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.7 To what extent do you support the political institutions of China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.8 To what extent do you support the political system of China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 



 

312 

 

Much 

Very much 

5.9 To what extent do you feel satisfied with the political institutions of China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.10 To what extent do you feel satisfied with the political system of China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.11 How much pride and sense of belonging do you have regarding China? 

Not at all 
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A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.11 How much pride do you have in China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 

5.12 How much do you feel of belonging to China? 

Not at all 

A little 

Some 

Much 

Very much 
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Part Six 

6.1 Before you watch these Weibo posts, to what extent are you familiar with the 

CCCYL?  

Not familiar at all 

A little familiar 

Some familiar 

Much familiar 

Very much familiar 

6.2 Before you watch these Weibo posts, how often do you follow the news or 

other information of CCCYL? 

Never 

Seldom  

Sometimes 

Often 

Always 

6.2 Gender 
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Male 

Female 

6.3 Age: ______________ (Please enter the number) 

6.3 Age 

<18 

18-23 

24-29 

30-35 

>35  

6.4 Educational level  

Undergraduate student 

Master/MPhil or PhD student 

6.4 Educational level (The highest one) 

Don’t get a bachelor’s degree 

Have a bachelor’s degree 

Have a mater’s degree 
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Have a PhD degree 

6.5 Are you a CCP member (including reserve party members) or have you 

submitted an application for membership? 

Yes 

No 

6.6 Where are you living now? 

A relatively big city (containing first- or second-tier cities) 

A relatively small city (cities except for first- and second-tier cities) 

Villages and towns 

Others 

6.7 Educational level (The highest one) 

Don’t get a bachelor’s degree 

Have a bachelor’s degree 

Have a mater’s degree 

Have a PhD degree 
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7. Cuteness can be defined as a particular type of attractiveness which is shown in 

an adorable way. Selling-cuteness means people or institutions intentionally 

associate themselves with the characteristics of cuteness to make their influence 

easier. Therefore, in the 10 Weibo posts that are presented before, how many of 

them are cute or selling cuteness? (We list the 10 posts here again) 

______________ (Please enter any number from 0 to 10)  
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