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Abstract

Set out to understand the continuous use of censored mainland Chinese
information sources among mainland Chinese students (MCSs) who have migrated out
of the GFW, my thesis provides a systematic overview of both psychological
approaches to individuals’ media choices and structural analyses of the mainland
Chinese information ecology’s constraints on people’s information practices. Drawing
on Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field, | seek to integrate individual agency and
structural factors to explain MCSs’ media consumption.

Based on the media diaries and interview data from 17 MCSs in Hong Kong, |
have first provided a nuanced picture of MCSs’ social media and news media habits.
Most MCSs are heavily consuming mainland Chinese social media, especially WeChat,
while some MCSs, especially those holding liberal political attitudes, engage with
Hong Kong local news media as well. Then, | have disentangled the roles played by
contextual cues (the algorithm recommendation in particular), social networks,
information ecosystems, as well as cultural and political identities in shaping MCSs’
media habits.

Based on the above-mentioned literature review and empirical analyses, | have
proposed a generalized research program on immigrants’ media habits connecting
intrapersonal deliberation, micro-level contextual cues, meso-level social networks,
and the macro-level information structure and social culture in general. The proposed
framework pays attention to both unconscious and conscious behaviors, both subjective
motivations and objective opportunity structures, as well as both agency and socio-

cultural conditions. Empirically, my observations and analyses have illustrated the



difficulties faced by MCSs in designing a media diet that balances the quality and cost

of their information consumption.

Keywords: Habitus; Field; Media habit; Immigration; Censorship; Political
communication; Computer-mediated communication; Selective exposure; Cultural

identification; China; Hong Kong
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Censorship can generally be defined as “any exercise of power that intervenes
in the process of sharing information and ideas between otherwise willing senders and
willing receivers” (George, 2020, p. 1). Researchers have tried to elaborate on the term
“willing senders” to raise awareness of not only direct censorship but also soft
censorship manipulating the senders’ willingness to speak. This line of research
includes studies of organizational censorship (e.g., Lee & Chan, 2009), market
censorship (e.g., Baker, 1992; Beattie, 2019; Podesta, 2009), and even the “censorship”
ingrained in cultural languages and grammars (e.g., Bourdieu, 1991; Butler, 1997,
Foucault, 1990). There is also research that has focused on the receivers’ level of
unwillingness to receive certain information, typically by studying the messages’ harm
on the receivers to reflect on whether censorship can be justified under certain
circumstances (e.g., Cox, 2014; Mendel, 2012; Veninga, 2016). However, scant
research has examined the receivers’ willing use of censored information sources.

Somewhat anomalously, people from authoritarian countries frequently choose
tightly controlled regime media (e.g., Wojcieszak et al., 2019). Even after migrating to
Hong Kong and getting abundant choices of free press, many mainland Chinese
students (MCSs) still prefer censored mainland Chinese sources (Qin et al., 2020).
Sustained use of such channels arguably contributes to the pro-regime sentiments
prevailing among mainland Chinese immigrants in Hong Kong (Wong et al., 2018) and

other host societies (Saunders & Ding, 2006; Feng, 2011).



1.1 Censorship in Authoritarian Regimes and Its Political Implications

Censorship is an important tactic deployed by many authoritarian countries to
sustain their regimes. By manipulating information available to their citizens,
authoritarian regimes can dilute the impact of negative news (Zhu et al., 2012),
scapegoat failures and claim achievements (Rozenas & Stukal, 2019), as well as
mobilizing public support through skillful propaganda (Geddes & Zaller, 1989;
Stockmann, 2010; Stockmann & Gallagher, 2011).

In China, news media’s journalistic practices have always been under strict
party control (Huang, 2011; Lee et al., 2007), especially after Xi’s presidency
(Repnikova, 2017). As for social media, though many scholars are optimistic about its
liberalizing potential (Shen et al., 2009; Shao & Wang, 2017; Tang & Huhe, 2014),
Roberts (2018) has shown that the Chinese government use fear (chilling effect),
friction (imposing barriers to citizens’ access to certain information), and flooding
(filling the information environment with distractions and propaganda) to
systematically distort the online information environment.

Nevertheless, unlike totalitarian regimes seeking to fully control the everyday
life of their citizens, modern authoritarian countries like China often allow a certain
degree of diversity of opinions about trivial social issues, entertainment, and even some
political topics (King et al., 2013) that do not threaten the foundation of the regime, in
order to create an illusion of pluralism and boost the resilience of the regime
(Puddington, 2017). As censorship in China is primarily for political purposes, this
study is also driven by concern over the censored information sources’ political

influences on MCSs in Hong Kong.



In a study comparing the political stands of mainland Chinese immigrants in
Hong Kong and Hong Kong locals, Wong et al. (2018) found that mainland Chinese
immigrants are more supportive of the political and economic establishment and less
likely to vote for the pro-democracy camp. Given the large number of mainland
Chinese immigrants coming to Hong Kong every year, this group of people’s
influences on Hong Kong politics through voting and participating in pro-
establishment protests cannot be overlooked (Wong et al., 2018).

There are also over 38,000 mainland Chinese students pursuing higher
education in Hong Kong (Government of HKSAR, 2019). Many of them acquire
permanent resident status after staying in Hong Kong for seven years. Others who do
not end up as permanent residents will not influence Hong Kong politics directly, but
as a “bridge” between Hong Kong and mainland China, they have the potential to get
Hong Kong people’s messages heard by people on the other side of the Great Firewall
(GFW) and boost mutual understanding between the “Hong Kongers” and the
“mainlanders”. However, instead of bridging the information and sentiment gap
between Hong Kongers and mainlanders, mainland Chinese students in Hong Kong are
often deeply involved in the Sino-Hong Kong conflicts (Economist, 2019; Li, 2019;
Power, 2019) and are occasionally used by the Chinese government to discredit Hong
Kong’s pro-democracy camp and show the nation’s care for its citizens by “evacuating
nationals” amid social movements (Kirton & Tam, 2019).

In fact, not only in Hong Kong, but mainland Chinese students in other
countries also show a high level of nationalism (Saunders & Ding, 2006; Feng, 2011),

which contradicts the popular assumption that immigrants will be re-socialized and
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adapt to the political culture of the host society (White, et al., 2008). According to Qin
et al. (2020), the persistence of the MCSs’ nationalistic and pro-regime political
attitudes is at least partially due to the students’ sustained use of censored mainland
Chinese information sources after going abroad.

In a word, censorship is widely exercised in China and other authoritarian
regimes as an important tool to exert control over public opinion and sustain popular
support. However, on the individual level, censored information sources can frustrate
people’s effort to achieve a relatively objective understanding of the world and form
informed political opinions based on this understanding, since these information
sources usually provide the audience with information distorted in favor of the
government’s agenda (e.g., Du, 2018; Rozenas & Stukal, 2019; Zhang & Boukes,
2019). Regarding the anomaly that MCSs voluntarily use censored information sources
even after migrating to a society with many high-quality independent media outlets,
and the political implications of this anomaly, this article seeks to explore MCSs’
willing use of censored information sources and discuss potential circumstances when
such information practices are challenged and renegotiated.

1.2 Consumption of Censored Sources: Agency or Structure

Why do people opt for censored sources when there is a wide range of
alternatives? Existing scholarship pertinent to this question can be roughly categorized
into two strands, with one focusing on psychological factors and the other highlighting
structural constraints. Within the first strand, a selective exposure account (lyengar &
Hahn, 2009; Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009, 2011) may attribute MCSs’

continuous use of censored sources to their pro-regime political leaning, while
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scholarship on uses and gratification (Hanson & Haridakis, 2008) may explore the
benefit and enjoyment MCSs get from such sources. In particular, mainland Chinese
information sources serve as home country media for MCSs, facilitating their social
and cultural connections to their hometown (Lin et al., 2010; Shumow, 2010). On the
other side of the coin, host country media may be used less often due to anticipated
cognitive dissonance (Cotton & Hieser, 1980; Tsang, 2019) and immigrants’ cultural
inertia (Za'rate & Shaw, 2010).

While psychological traits play an important role in individuals’ media diet, a
sole focus on such traits may blind us from the broader structural constraints limiting
people’s media choices. On the macro level, studies have shown that the GFW has not
only created frictions that demotivate people from seeking alternative information
(Roberts, 2018) but also cultivated a self-contained information ecosystem
characterized by censored abundance (Wu, 2018).

Despite the abundance of studies tapping on both the psychological and the
structural factors underlying people’s media choices, attempts to bridge individual
tendencies and societal influence remain rare. A noticeable example is Lugiu and
Kang’s (2021) study of overseas Chinese people’s loyalty to WeChat. Applying media
system dependency theory, they connect the Chinese government’s techno-nationalism
design and the diaspora’s motivations to use WeChat to formulate a comprehensive
analytical framework that considers China’s socio-political structure, the framework of
WeChat, and the audience’s agency in choosing information channels. However,
revolving around WeChat, Lugiu and Kang’s research does not cover the full picture

of the Chinese diaspora’s information consumption. Despite WeChat’s nationalism-
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inducing design, using this platform does not entail the same political implications for
every individual, whose media diet may also include powerful anti-doses against state
propaganda. To unpack the nuances of MCSs’ information practices and explicate such
practices’ psychological and structural underpinnings, this research focuses on
individual MCSs and adopts Bourdieu’s pair of concepts, habitus and field, to analyze
their media diets.

Habitus refers to the set of permanent yet alterable practices, values, and
dispositions internalized by individuals from the field they interact with, whereas field
denotes the socio-cultural arena individuals inhabit. Habitus is permanent as it can
sustain and reproduce itself through the reinforcing feedback loop running between its
behavioral and attitudinal components without overly relying on a conducive field.
However, rather than firmly fixed, habitus is still subject to individuals’ negotiations
with their socio-cultural surroundings, especially upon drastic changes in the field
individuals inhabit. The dynamic exchange happening within habitus and between

habitus and field vividly captures immigrants’ “re-socialization” struggles in host
societies, and thus, serves as an apt framework for my analysis of MCSs in Hong Kong.
Based on a comparison of 17 cases each studied through a combination of media diaries
and semi-structured interviews, my study provides a comprehensive account of MCSs’
media habits and reveals the motivational and structural factors woven in the formation
and re-negotiation of these habits.

In the second chapter, | will review two lines of research, selective exposure

theory and cultural inertia framework, which suppose individuals consciously select



information sources based on their needs. Discussions of both approaches in the context
of MCSs in Hong Kong will also be provided.

In the third chapter, I will first go through the Chinese government’s three
information control strategies proposed in Roberts’s (2018) book and discuss how each
strategy creates structural barriers hindering citizens’ pursuit of alternative information.
Then, I will look into China’s information ecosystem in detail, arguing that this
ecosystem hosts a “censored abundance” (Wu, 2018, p. 910) of information which de-
motivates information-seeking beyond the firewall.

In the fourth chapter, I will introduce Bourdieu’s concepts of “habitus” and
“field”, this thesis’s theoretical framework which helps me to connect both sides of the
agency-structure debate mentioned above and propose a holistic way to look at the
reasons underlying immigrants’ media consumption. On the macro level, | will
describe the socio-cultural environment of both mainland China and Hong Kong, in
order to contextually situate MCSs’ initial formation and post-migration re-negotiation
of habitus. On the micro level, behavioral research on habits proposes that habits are
constructed and maintained by contextual cues and active intentions. As for contextual
cues, | will first analyze the low-level physical and virtual contexts composed of
situational cues, accompanying actions, and algorithm recommendations in particular.
Then, I will propose a fine-grained categorization of the field into the immediate field
(both virtual and physical) individuals interact with and the secondary field (both
virtual and physical), the society’s mainstream socio-cultural environment that is
readily accessible for yet not necessarily accessed by individuals. The distinction

between the immediate and the secondary fields is useful in studying immigrants’ re-
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socialization process as it is typical for immigrants to live in diaspora communities
without merging into the mainstream host culture. To better understand the active
intentions behind MCSs’ media habits, | will refer back to the selective exposure and
cultural inertia frameworks to explore individuals’ deliberation regarding media
choices.

In the fifth chapter, I will introduce my sampling and data collection procedures.

My findings will be reported and discussed from the sixth to the eighth chapter.
In the sixth chapter, | will describe the media habits | observed from my informants
and explain how the micro-level physical and virtual contexts and the meso-level social
network facilitate the reproduction of MCSs’ media habits. In the seventh chapter, |
will show how cultural and political identification factor in MCSs’ information habits.
In the eighth chapter, I will go beyond the theoretically informed inquiries and share
some additional findings worth noticing.

Finally, in the concluding chapter, | will discuss the theoretical and empirical

implications of my thesis, the limitations, and potential directions for future research.



CHAPTER 2: AUDIENCE AGENCY IN SELECTING MEDIA SOURCES

Early media studies at the beginning of the 20" century subscribed to a
“hypodermic needle model”, considering the audience as a homogeneous mass
passively receiving media influence. Blind to interpersonal influence and individual
differences, this powerful media effect paradigm was soon overthrown by limited
media effects theories represented by the two-step flow of communication model and
Klapper’s (1960) selective exposure theory. Acknowledging the audience’s agency in
selecting media sources, Klapper proposed that individuals are only influenced by the
media they choose. Klapper’s theory sparked further investigations into the audience
selection of information, among which the uses and gratification approach developed
in the 1970s has assumed the most autonomy of the audience in their media practices.

According to the uses and gratifications theory, individuals actively access
media of their choice to gratify their information, personal identity, integration and
social interaction, as well as entertainment needs (Blumler & Katz, 1974). Over the
past several decades, myriads of studies have adopted the uses and gratifications
approach to explore various motivations behind people’s media activities (e.g., Cutler
& Danowski, 1980; McQuail, 1984; Rubin, 1984). These studies contribute to our
understanding of people’s media choices, yet are also accused of being fragmented.
Indeed, it makes little theoretical sense to compile a list of reasons why different people
use different media. To provide a more theoretically fruitful account of MCSs’ use of
censored sources, | will only focus on the personal identity gratification and integration

and social interaction gratifications they get from such sources. Despite the prevalence



of information and entertainment gratifications in the audience’s motivations to
consume media content, these two gratifications are not much relevant to my inquiry
as both mainland Chinese media and Hong Kong media provide information and
entertainment. Whether MCSs choose information and entertainment from mainland
Chinese or Hong Kong sources reflects their issue priority, social needs, or cultural
preferences rather than needs of information or entertainment per se.

The most prominent differences between mainland Chinese sources and Hong
Kong sources include: (1) While mainland Chinese sources are homogeneously pro-
regime due to censorship (Brady, 2012; He, 2007; Zhao, 2008), Hong Kong sources
are more diverse in terms of political orientation (Wang, 2018). (2) Information
circulated in the mainland Chinese sphere and the Hong Kong sphere has different
cultural underpinnings. Therefore, MCSs may use censored sources to reinforce their
political attitudes and avoid cognitive dissonance or use mainland Chinese sources due
to cultural proximity. In the following sections, | will use the selective exposure
paradigm and the cultural inertia framework to theorize these two potential motivations
behind their information practices.
2.1 Selective Exposure Paradigm and Political Gratification

Selective exposure typically refers to individuals’ preference for pro-attitudinal
messages and ideologically congenial information sources (lyengar & Hahn, 2009;
Knobloch-Westerwick & Meng, 2009, 2011). Political polarization studies (Stroud,
2007, 2010; Tsfati et al., 2014) demonstrate that selective exposure to like-minded
information may reinforce people’s existing attitudes and lead to further selective

exposure, thereby forming a polarizing spiral. In this regard, the pro-regime and
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nationalistic political attitude shaped by the mainland Chinese information
environment before migration spurs MCSs in Hong Kong to tune in censored
information sources that match their political stand. These information sources
strengthen their pro-regime and nationalistic beliefs, which in turn consolidate their
information choices.

This explanation of MCSs’ media use seems plausible. It matches the media
use pattern demonstrated by Qin et al. (2020), that for new MCSs in Hong Kong, the
use of mainland Chinese traditional media, online media, and social media, as well as
the political discussions with other MCSs, are associated with pro-regime and
nationalistic political attitudes.

However, Qin etal. (2020) also found that MCSs in Hong Kong are more likely
to search for sensitive political news about mainland China (the news they think will
be blocked or deleted if posted on the internet in mainland China), compared with non-
sensitive political news about mainland China and political news about Hong Kong. It
seems that when it comes to information searching — one of the most active forms of
information seeking — MCSs in Hong Kong are more interested in censored
information (that rarely appears on censored information sources) rather than
uncensored information (non-sensitive political news about mainland China) or semi-
censored information (political news about Hong Kong which is sometimes censored
while sometimes allowed). According to Tai (2014), sensitive political news in
mainland China mainly includes political news challenging the party’s legitimacy and
negative news within the jurisdiction of some local leaders. Both types convey criticism

of the Chinese government and can potentially induce cognitive dissonance in those
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holding pro-regime and nationalistic political attitudes. The fact that MCSs in Hong
Kong are willing to deliberately search for counter-attitudinal information requires us
to reconsider categorizing their use of censored information sources as selective
exposure.

On the one hand, people can subscribe to political information sources for many
different purposes, while seeking ideologically congruent information is just one of
them. Other purposes include obtaining information for utilitarian purposes, seeking to
reach an accurate judgment, as well as reinforcing pre-existing beliefs through
counterarguing. First, as demonstrated by Atkin (1972), Knobloch-Westerwick, et al.
(2005), and Knobloch-Westerwick et al. (2003), anticipated political discussions, and
perceived consequence, likelihood, and immediacy of an issue both promote selective
exposure to political information. Such information utilities sometimes even override
confirmation bias in determining the information people select (Knobloch-Westerwick
& Kleinman, 2011). Second, individuals, especially those interested in politics,
sometimes deliberately reach out to information favoring the opposite side, in order to
avoid echo chambers and make more accurate political judgments (Dubois & Blank,
2018). Third, even if individuals seek to reinforce their pre-existing beliefs, they can
achieve this goal not only by acquiring pro-attitudinal information, but also by
counterarguing against counter-attitudinal information (Meffert, et al., 2006).

On the other hand, people’s information consumption is never fully driven by
political purposes. Ample studies suggest that people may be attracted more by
entertainment than by political information (Bode et al., 2017; Arceneaux et al., 2013).

Moreover, as shown by Knobloch-Westerwick and Meng (2011), by acquiring attitude-
12



consistent information, individuals are strengthening their political self-concept. This
finding is echoed by Dvir-Gvirsman’s (2018) research on selective exposure and
political social identity. Regarding individuals’ political attitudes as a part of their self-
identity, this line of selective exposure research also recognizes other aspects of
individuals’ identity and tries to explore their influence on selective exposure. For
example, they have shown that age (Knobloch-Westerwick & Hastall, 2010) and
gender (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018) can both influence individuals’ information choices.
Instead of solely focusing on one’s need to reinforce his political attitude, these studies
call us to pay more attention to one’s need to fulfill other aspects of his self-identity.
However, the existing research on selective exposure does not provide us with enough
insights into this perspective.

Fundamentally, people’s identity is multifaceted. We form the concept of
ourselves based on our race, gender, socioeconomic status, group affiliation, and other
factors. We constantly refer to these identities when forming different decisions, while
the salience of each identity differs across different contexts (Gaither, 2018; Kang &
Bodenhausen, 2015). Political identity is just one of the many aspects of our identity
and is not necessarily the most important or salient one. To better capture the reasons
behind an individual’s media consumption, instead of reducing his complicated identity
to a political attitude, we need to pay attention to a broader picture.

In conclusion, selective exposure is a very active form of political information
acquisition. Based on the selective exposure paradigm, we may envision a group of
MCSs very willingly using censored information sources to confirm their pre-existing

political attitude. However, this image may not be true given that as a small portion of
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their identity, political attitude may not dictate their information practices. Though
deeply concerned about the political implications of consuming censored information
sources, we cannot focus exclusively on the political reasons behind such information
consumption. It should be noted that exposure to censored information sources for non-
political purposes can also contribute to the political consequences we are solicitous
about.

2.2 Cultural Inertia Framework, Social Gratification, and Cultural Gratification

As mentioned above, individuals often have multiple identities, while different
identities become salient in different contexts (Gaither, 2018; Kang & Bodenhausen,
2015). For MCSs in Hong Kong, the most salient identity might be the identity as an
immigrant, wandering around and struggling between the two different cultures of
Hong Kong and mainland China. Therefore, in this section, | draw on the cultural
inertia framework from social psychology to theorize immigrants’ utilitarian use of
home country information sources and provide an alternative explanation for MCSs’
exposure to the censored mainland Chinese information sources.

Developed to shed light on the prevailing migration phenomena from a
psychological perspective, the culture inertia framework offers a fascinating account
of the widespread conflicts between the immigrants and the hosts — the mentalities
underlining the immigrants’ separation and the hosts’ resistance are essentially similar
— both parties prefer stability over change. At the foundation of the cultural inertia
framework is the acknowledgment of the advantage of having a stable self-concept
(Baumgardner, 1990; Fite et al., 2017; Kernis et al., 1993; Swann et al., 2007) and the

disadvantage of having an unstable self-concept (Baumeister et al., 1985; McGregor,
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2003). Consequently, individuals tend to value stable self-concept by resisting changes
in their cultural identity, which resembles the inertia concept in physics — stable objects
resist change in their motion.

Therefore, regarding the immigrants’ acculturation mode, the hosts usually
prefer assimilation, which requires immigrants to abandon the culture of their home
society and adapt to the culture of the host society. On the contrary, the immigrants
usually prefer multiculturalism, which demands the hosts to embrace the co-existence
of diverse cultures in the host society so that the immigrants themselves do not need to
change their own cultural identity (Za'rate & Shaw, 2010).

Unwilling to assimilate to the host society, immigrants seek to retain their
cultural identity by maintaining transnational connections to their home country
through economic, social, and communication practices (Lin et al., 2010; Shumow,
2010). Such transnational connections can help them cope with the uncertainty brought
about by migration (Lim & Pham, 2016) and comfort their attachment to the home
country (Shumow, 2010). Moreover, as illustrated by Ley’s (2013) study of East Asian
business immigrants in Vancouver, transnationalism often trumps integration among
immigrants holding sojourner attitudes. In sum, MCSs’ use of censored mainland
Chinese information sources can be quite utilitarian, for the purposes of maintaining
ties with their hometown, coping with the pressure of migration, and for those with
sojourner attitudes, getting useful information to prepare for the return.

Moreover, by highlighting the same psychological mechanism underlying both
the immigrants’ and the hosts’ attitudes towards immigration, the cultural inertia

framework implies the possibility of a person possessing a “host mentality” and an
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“immigrant mentality” simultaneously. This feature of cultural inertia theory enables
theorists to test some interesting boundary conditions. For example, Za'rate et al.’s
(2012) experiment shows that when Mexican Americans living in El Paso, Texas are
led to believe that the influx of soldiers will change the local culture, they exhibit
greater prejudice towards the incoming soldiers compared with those led to believe that
the soldiers will assimilate to the local culture, despite that both groups are primed to
believe that the soldiers will bring economic benefits. In this case, even the Mexican
Americans, a group typically considered as an ethnic minority, demonstrate a host
mentality when they become the majority.

In the case of Hong Kong, though MCSs constitute a cultural minority in Hong
Kong, they are the cultural majority in China. As members of the cultural majority
migrating to a city hosted by a cultural minority, will MCSs act as immigrants by
assimilating to Hong Kong culture or hope for multiculturalism that allows their culture
and Hong Kong culture to thrive together? Or will they act as hosts by seeking to
assimilate Hong Kong people into the dominant culture in China, which is the culture
of mainland China? If the latter mentality is the case, MCSs will have even less
willingness to adapt to Hong Kong’s local culture, since it is often meaningless for a
member of the majority to adjust himself to a minority culture.

In summary, regardless of categorizing themselves as immigrants or hosts,
MCSs in Hong Kong may have a strong tendency to resist changes in their cultural
identity. Instead of using censored information sources to get pro-attitudinal
information, they use home society information sources to maintain ties with their

home society and retain their cultural identity. Though this information consumption
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pattern is not free of political implications, it is established primarily for utilitarian
purposes.

Taking non-political information consumption into consideration, the cultural
inertia framework may be more comprehensive than the selective exposure paradigm
in explaining MCSs’ information practices. However, like many other communication
and social psychology theories, the selective exposure paradigm and the cultural inertia
framework are both subject to the fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977), by
assuming that immigrants choose mainland Chinese information sources because of
their political preferences or psychological traits and overlooking the structural
constraints faced by immigrants. To tackle this problem, in the following chapter, 1 will

introduce some structural factors constraining MCSs’ information practices.
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CHAPTER 3: STRUCTURAL FACTORS IN CONSUMING CENSORED

SOURCES

Selective exposure and cultural inertia theories provide us with a useful
framework to understand how individuals make information choices at their own will
based on their own needs. However, “choices” are not necessarily conscious and
intentional. Individuals’ choices are often limited by the socio-cultural environment
around them, and the exercise of their choices is usually enabled or constrained by the
environment (Hays, 1994).

Involving exchanges between senders and receivers, communication practices
are vulnerable to interruptions and distortions in between. Moreover, information is
never produced or consumed in a vacuum, but is always conditioned by the macro-
level information environment. Therefore, it is important to analyze how structural
factors intervene in people’s information consumption. In this chapter, I will first
analyze how fear, friction, and flooding, strategies deployed by the Chinese
government to manage the internet within the GFW (Roberts, 2018), may continue to
affect information practices outside the GFW. Then, drawing on Wu’s (2018) concept
of “censored abundance”, | will describe the mainland Chinese information ecosystem
and its role in de-motivating people’s search for alternative information.

3.1 Information Seeking Thwarted by Fear, Friction, and Flooding

In her intriguing book on China’s internet censorship, Roberts (2018) has

revealed three strategies used by the Chinese government on internet “management”

(p. 1), fear, friction, and flooding. Developed mainly to govern netizens within China’s
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GFW, these strategies nonetheless have lingering effects on those who have already
migrated out of the GFW. In this section, | will discuss such effects in the context of
MCSs in Hong Kong.

Fear refers to the use of punishment and rewards to deter or incentivize the
production and consumption of certain content. To create a chilling effect among all
targeted citizens, the punishment and rewards need to be enforced in a visible manner,
so that people are aware of the consequences of certain information practices and
convinced that such information practices entail the corresponding consequences.
While Roberts (2018, pp. 54-55) comments that fear is costly and likely to backfire in
the internet era, it is still an integral part of China’s information censorship. Different
levels of fear are observable among the Chinese people.

Unlike the conspicuous operation of fear, friction is much subtler. The Chinese
government creates friction in people’s information access by hindering information
workers’ data collection and interfering in the information exchanges between
information producers and receivers. According to Roberts (2018), the Chinese
government blocks some sites and slows down others, while occasionally imposing
keyword censorship upon major events. The frictions posed by the government are by
no means insurmountable yet able to significantly alter users’ behaviors as individuals
are becoming remarkably impatient in the internet age (Brutlag, 2009; Krishnan &
Sitaraman, 2013; Mark et al., 2012). Without conscious awareness, individuals’
browsing behaviors can be steered by less than a second of difference in websites’

loading time, let alone the more powerful forms of censorship such as blockages.
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Like friction, flooding is also an unintrusive technique. The authority floods the
public sphere with irrelevant information directly or indirectly through the media.
Flooding is often used in accordance with friction to further distract people from the
key information by providing massive low-cost alternatives. The information flood is
not necessarily political. Rather, it is likely to be soft entertainment news. The purpose
is less to propagate than to distract. The concept of flooding is echoed by many other
scholarly works on the Chinese internet and is arguably the Chinese government’s most
important strategy to pacify citizens and sustain legitimacy. | will discuss these works
in detail in the following section.

In summary, fear and friction create a micro dynamic where people feel
deterred or disinterested in furthering an information-seeking attempt. Flooding, on the
other hand, is relevant to the macro information environment inside China’s GFW, a
self-contained ecosystem whose ostensible plurality dissolves dissents and de-
motivates its inhabitants from reaching out to truly free alternatives. Although these
techniques are very useful in regulating information practices within the GFW, they
should have been rendered obsolete outside the GFW. Then, why are some MCS still
fearful of political expression given the lower level of government surveillance? Why
do they still opt for censored mainland Chinese information sources when the great
firewall is removed and sensitive political content becomes as cheap as any other
content?

Migration to a relatively free information environment like Hong Kong has
certainly mitigated fear of the punishment incurred by information practices. However,

fear-inducing urban legends are still widely disseminated among them. For example,

20



during the Anti-Extradition Bill Movement, stories such as “my friend’s friend was
captured by high-resolution facial-recognition cameras while participating in a protest
and later caught by the police at the customs” were popular among MCSs in Hong
Kong, dissuading some from participating in protests and even from accepting pro-
democracy leaflets on the streets. A more prevalent phenomenon is self-censorship on
social media due to the fear of government surveillance.

As contended by Roberts, the strategy of friction only works because people
allocate limited time, energy, and monetary budget for information consumption.
Therefore, in absence of a strong need for information, their information-seeking
behaviors can be inhibited by a tiny increase in cost. This logic is also applicable to
MCSs in Hong Kong. Though no longer affected by the GFW or the Chinese
government’s manipulation of internet speed, MCSs will still find mainland Chinese
information sources “cheaper” than others. First, comfortable with simplified Chinese,
MCSs may find it inefficient to acquire information from English channels. Taiwan
and Hong Kong media’s use of traditional Chinese and local writing styles may also
pose moderate obstacles for mainland Chinese readers. Second, before migration, the
GFW has obstructed MCSs from learning the media landscapes in Hong Kong and
other countries. Upon stepping out of the GFW, they are facing an alien information
ecosystem where they have no clue which channel is credible, which notorious, which
popular, and which obscure. Third, they also lack experience in using overseas social
media platforms, while their familiar Chinese social media platforms, such as WeChat,
can still take care of their most social and informational needs in Hong Kong (Luqiu &

Kang, 2021).
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Although fear and friction continue to shape MCSs’ information practices
outside mainland China, they are no longer purely structural factors anymore. The
migration of fear relies heavily on individuals’ social network, while friction takes on
another form — from the external manipulation of bandwidth and content priority to the

internal work of habits and predispositions.

3.2 Information Seeking De-motivated by Censored Abundance

Far from the bleak information desert envisioned in Orwell’s 1984 (1961), the
information ecosystem in China, the world-leading country in internet censorship and
surveillance, is a colorful and vibrant information garden. Instead of one-size-fits-all
censorship, Lorentzen (2014) has demonstrated that the contemporary Chinese media
policy is a strategic scheme allowing criticism of lower-level officials and exposure of
solvable problems while censoring critiqgue of the one-party rule and systematic
problems. King et al.’s (2013) study of the Chinese internet reveals parallel findings:
diverse opinions are usually tolerated as long as they are not perceived as regime-
challenging.

The loopholes in censorship have not weakened its effect, but have rather made
it more robust, pacifying citizens and reducing boomerang effects. Zheng (2008) shows
that online activism targeting local officials or solvable problems boosts regime
legitimacy. He also distinguishes between “voice activism” and “exit activism” (pp.
164-165). Exit activism poses more radical resistance to the regime, whereas voice
activism is mild petitions which constitute public opinion resources for liberal officials

to negotiate with their conservative counterparts. In a similar vein, He and Warren
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(2011) have observed an anomalous combination of authoritarianism and deliberation
on the Chinese internet. Such authoritarian deliberation may either pave the way for
liberal democratic reforms or end up reinforcing the legitimacy of the authoritarian
regime.

Nonetheless, the above-mentioned academic works are mainly based on
empirical evidence from the pre-Xi Jinping era Chinese internet. Xi has been holding
internet governance in high regard since his presidency in 2012 (Cai, 2021). Under his
leadership, China has not only reinforced its censorship but also updated its propaganda
strategies. Gui et al. (2020) have shown the shrinkage of the liberal leftists on Weibo
from 2012 to 2014, possibly due to the government’s increasing censorship of labor
rights discussions. Guo’s (2020) historical analysis of the Chinese internet also traces
the evolution of Weibo, the largest online public sphere within the mainland, from a
“platformatized news media” where physical witnesses, digital witnesses, public
intellectuals, as well as traditional media and their journalists collaborated to complete
a full picture of news stories under the moderation of the platform’s editors to a
“platformatized corporation” (p. 198) driven more by commercial interests and less by
social responsibility. A comparison of the Weibo discussions on the Wenzhou high-
speed rail crash case and the Zhao Wei and Leon Dai case mentioned in Guo’s (2020)
book reveals the simultaneous de-politicization and pan-politicization of the mainland
Chinese online discursive field.

On the one hand, the discursive field is de-politicized in that major political
topics, such as the Wenzhou high-speed rail crash, are no longer discussable, while

platforms like Weibo have been increasingly occupied by entertainment (Jia & Han,
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2020). The wide variety of soft content encompassing not only films, TV series, and
reality shows but also games, music, and myriads of subcultures have made the Chinese
internet extremely sticky for users from diverse backgrounds with varying interests. As
demonstrated by Taneja and Wu (2014), the global internet is mainly segregated based
on cultural proximity rather than government control. Despite a dearth of political
discussions, the rich cultural contents are enough to retain the attention of mainland
Chinese netizens.

On the other hand, the discursive field is pan-politicized as entertainment news,
such as the case of Zhao Wei and Leon Dai, is more often politicized. The dual process
of de-politicization and pan-politicization has important implications. Most
importantly, the agenda for online deliberation no longer emerges naturally based on
the public’s interest, as discussions about serious matters that draw wide public
attention will likely be banned or removed. With political topics pumped out, the
discursive field is rife with controversies manufactured by strategic players out of
nothing more than trivial celebrity gossip. By manufacturing such controversies, they
give the public a false sense of political participation (as protesting “problematic
artists”), trivialize the idea of political discussion (as close to cyberbullying certain
controversial figures), and thereby further legitimizing the de-politicization of the
online public sphere.

In summary, the mainland Chinese information environment is characterized
by the abundant supply of cultural products and strategic manipulation of political
content. Regardless of the benefits and disadvantages of censored abundance, those

living in the mainland have little power to choose otherwise. Free from the shackles,
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some MCSs in Hong Kong embrace the freer internet outside the GFW, while others
voluntarily choose the censored mainland Chinese internet, primarily due to their
media habits and cultural identification. The structural constraints cannot account for
the individual variances, and its effectiveness is moderated by idiosyncratic

predispositions.
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CHAPTER 4: HABITUS AND FIELD

In the previous chapter, | have reviewed the literature on both motivational and
structural factors underlying MCSs’ information choices. Despite my categorization of
the theories into the “agency” and “structure” camps, the dichotomy between “agency”
and “structure” is a misguided assumption. In fact, structure and agency are
interconnected. We gain a concept of ourselves and a toolkit for actions through
interactions with the social structure. On the other side of the coin, the social structure
is reproduced or reformed through our actions (Hays, 1994). MCSs’ information
choices are constantly shaped and reshaped in the interplay between the social structure
and their motivational goals.

To explicate this dynamic process, in this chapter | will propose a theoretical
framework based on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and field. To be sure, Bourdieu is
not the only major sociologist who grapples with the structure-agency duality. Another
notable example is Giddens, whose structuration theory acknowledges both social
forces and the role of actions in shaping and disrupting the structure (1984). His action
theory also well captures ‘autonomous action’, ‘routine’, and repercussions of actions,
fitting my research topic of unintentional daily information practices with unintended
political implications. However, unlike Giddens whose theorization focuses on either
micro-level corporeal actions or macro-level socio-historical analysis, Bourdieu, who
started his research as an ethnographer, offered a nuanced habitus-field framework that

greatly informs meso-level analyses.
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In his book An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology co-authored with Wacquant,
Bourdieu recounted his own experience renouncing his socialization in “a tiny and
remote village of Southwestern France” (p. 204) in exchange for formal education
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). As a reflexive sociologist, Bourdieu rooted his theories
deep in his lived experiences, resulting in a class-based understanding of cultural
reproduction, centering on concepts such as “distinction” and “cultural capital”.
However, the scope and implications of Bourdieu’s theory extend much beyond that.
As argued by Joas et al. (2009), Bourdieu’s theoretical framework was already laid out
in his very early book Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972/1977), while his later
works were mainly defense and applications of this fundamental framework involving
three key concepts: field, habitus, and capital.

Bourdieu’s sociological work can be understood in a broader theoretical milieu,
as a response to a major scholarly debate in the 20t century France. As an existentialist,
Sartre provocatively claimed that “man is condemned to be free” (1946/1989, para. 13).
Despite all the contingencies thrown upon us, he believed that individuals are always
free to make choices, dismissing loyal enaction of social roles as “bad faith” — acting
as if one has a pre-defined identity while one is in fact nothing more than his own
choices (Sartre, 1943/1993). Structuralists objected, with Lévi-Strauss (1949/1977)
recognizing that “absence of rules seems to provide the surest criterion for
distinguishing a natural from a cultural process” (p. 8). In other words, humans only
become humans by internalizing social norms, while individuals are tightly caught up

in an intricate web of meaning.
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Bourdieu set out as a Lévi-Straussian cultural anthropologist when doing his
fieldwork in Kabylia, Algeria (Joas & Knobl, 2009). However, contradictory to his
original hypotheses, he found that community norms by no means defined actions of
its members. Rather, these norms constituted a “field” that limited the actors’ choices
and conditioned their behaviors (Bourdieu, 1972/1977). The field, through
socialization, shapes its actors’ “habitus”, a taken-for-granted, natural, and intuitive
way (from the actor’s point of view) of navigating through life. Habitus is characterized
by a sense of unconsciousness, which distinguishes habitus from not only existentialists’
transcendental agency (the ability to form subjective interpretation of one’s own
objective situation) but also utilitarianists’ rational calculation, in its claim that actors
are often-times blind to the goals they are objectively after.

The goals are associated with Bourdieu’s third key concept, “capital”. For
Bourdieu, actions are linked to interests, albeit the latter are rarely beknown to the actor.
Capital is a quality associated with field, with different fields prioritizing different
types of capital. As summarized by Joas and Knobl (2009), “Bourdieu ultimately
asserts the pre-eminence of an objectivist form of analysis in which the structures of a
social field are determined by the sociological observer — structures that impose
constraints on actors, of which they themselves are generally unaware” (p. 380, original
emphasis). Therefore, while Bourdieu provided an influential typology of capital into
economic, symbolic, cultural, and social (1983/1986), he did not provide a typology of
actions. Indeed, Bourdieu acknowledged the fact that actors often inhabit multiple
fields, while their actions are simultaneously conditioned by different forms of capital

prioritized by various fields (Bourdieu, 1994/1998).
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The focus of my thesis —why MCSs consume certain information sources rather
than others — is essentially a question about action. Actions, practiced moment to
moment in diverse forms across the fluid boundaries of multiple fields, defy a
classification of their unique subjective purposes or objective repercussions into any
single form of capital. Therefore, instead of Bourdieu’s concept of capital, | will use
the more context-specific gratifications reviewed in Chapter 2 as measures of MCSs’
information practices.

4.1 Mainland Chinese Students’ Reproduction and Renegotiation of Habitus in
the Field of Hong Kong

In response to the structuralists’ overemphasis on external factors dominating
individuals’ actions and the existentialists’ excessive focus on human subjectivity
(Bourdieu, 1990), Bourdieu developed the concept of “habitus” to illustrate a new
angle of understanding human actions — rather than purely following social norms or
individual subjectivity, human actions are based on the “internalization of externality”
(Bourdieu, 1972/1977, p. 72). Tightly linked to habitus is the concept of “field”,
denoting differentiated arenas, from as small as a family to as big as a society, with
distinct organizing logics. Each field has its own taken-for-granted values, explicit or
implicit behavioral rules, and definition of “capital”, or qualities that matter in power
struggles within the field (Leander, 2010). Habitus is developed in people’s
socialization process by internalizing values and behaviors available in the field they
inhabit.

As the internalized externality is not a timely-updated perfect copy of the real

externality, some human behaviors (such as MCSs’ sustained use of mainland Chinese
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sources) are consistent and foreseeable even when they are no longer strictly regulated
by the external structures that produced them (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Therefore,
to fully understand immigrants’ habitus, one needs to analyze both its original
formation (in relation to the home society field that gave rise to it) and its ongoing
renegotiation (its continuity and change in the new field). In this section, | will discuss
the following questions. (1) Before coming to Hong Kong, what kinds of externality
are internalized by MCSs, and how? (2) After coming to Hong Kong, what aspects of
the external environment are maintained or changed? What are the implications for
MCSs’ habitus?

4.1.1 Habitus Developed by Pre-migration Socialization

Habitus is a set of durable practices, values, and dispositions. Besides a
behavioral habit of using mainland Chinese information sources, the information
habitus of MCSs in Hong Kong also incorporates an array of values, such as their
political values and the position of such values in their overall value system, and a
range of dispositions, including (but not limited to) their tendency to use media outlets
and social media platforms that they are familiar with. While the behavioral habit is the
manifestation of individuals’ habitus, we cannot overlook the values and tendencies
backing up and predisposing the behavior.

In the absence of other information choices, most MCSs have developed
behavioral habits of using certain mainland Chinese information sources before
migration. It should be noted that in the mainland, the heavily controlled official media
are more trusted than foreign media (Dickson, 2016), implying that people may have

limited incentive to change their media habits after migration.
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Many students have also formed a set of political values in the mainland.
According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), education plays a uniquely important role
in one’s socialization process. It is the early education that develops an individual’s
primary habitus, which is more determinative of internal dispositions than the
subsequent habitus is. In the context of mainland China, Cantoni et al.’s (2017) study
has presented an example of the Chinese government’s successful cultivation of
nationalism among the youth through manipulating textbook contents. In addition to
nationalism, research also suggests that Chinese people have a conceptualization of
democracy which, rooted in the Confucian tradition, is different from the Western
liberal tradition (Cabestan, 2019; Chu, 2016; Dowd et al., 1999). Triumphing economic
growth and stability over democratic procedures and being satisfied with paternalistic
meritocracy, the Chinese version of democracy is compatible with an authoritarian
regime.

Moreover, pre-migration socialization also manifests itself in people’s cultural
predispositions. As demonstrated by Taneja and Wu (2014), what divides the World
Wide Web is not firewalls, but geo-linguistic affinities. China is not more isolated
compared with other geo-linguistic zones without online access blockages. The
researchers, therefore, speculate that mainland Chinese internet users would still
concentrate on Chinese websites if the Great Firewall were lifted, due to linguistic and
cultural proximity. Although the Chinese websites in Taneja and Wu’s (2014) research
encompass not only mainland Chinese sites but also Taiwan and Hong Kong sites
outside the Great Firewall, the researchers have noted that Taiwan and Hong Kong sites

focus more on local issues and are thus of lower cultural proximity to mainland Chinese
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internet users. Moreover, Taiwan and Hong Kong media’s use of traditional Chinese
and local writing styles may also pose moderate obstacles for mainland Chinese readers.

In addition to the media use habits, political attitudes, and cultural
predispositions mentioned above, MCSs’ pre-migration habitus also comprises much
knowledge constraint, including a lack of knowledge of the media landscape in Hong
Kong and other countries and a lack of experience in using overseas social media
platforms.

4.1.2 Post-migration Renegotiation of Habitus

Since habitus is “durable” and “transposable” (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53), it will
not change as soon as individuals migrate to Hong Kong from mainland China. As a
structuring structure (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 170), habitus has “an endless capacity to
engender products — perceptions, expressions, actions — whose limits are set by the
historically and socially situated conditions of its productions” (Bourdieu, 1972/1977,
p. 95). Therefore, we need to investigate the change in external conditions (the field)
before situating the renegotiation of habitus into it.

For MCSs, Hong Kong can constitute a congenial field for maintaining their
pre-migration habitus. As discussed by both news reports (e.g., VOA, 2012; Ngow,
2013) and academic articles (e.g., Lim & Pham, 2016), international students usually
stick together instead of befriending local students, due to the ease of communication
with people from a similar cultural background. For mainland Chinese students in
Hong Kong, this tendency is further facilitated by the large proportion of their kind in
Hong Kong universities. Qin et al. (2020) have also found that MCSs in Hong Kong

talk more to other MCSs than to Hong Kong locals. Such homogeneous discussions
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not only increase MCSs’ exposure to information related to the mainland but also make
them less motivated to consume Hong Kong’s local information, since anticipated
interpersonal discussions are important incentives for mass media information-seeking
(Atkin, 1972).

Nonetheless, as a city with a relatively free flow of information, Hong Kong
also provides MCSs with possibilities to alter their media habits. First, in Hong Kong,
a place outside the Great Firewall, incidental exposure to previously blocked
information is almost unavoidable. MCSs may encounter sensitive political
information when surfing the internet, receive political campaign leaflets on the street
(less likely in recent days due to the enforcement of the National Security Law), or get
to know several pro-democracy Hong Kong peers. Second, MCSs may use overseas
social media sites for utilitarian purposes such as social networking, career
development, or entertainment. These social networking sites further increase their
chance of incidental exposure to blocked information sources.

Third, some MCSs may purposefully search for sensitive political information.
Wu (2018) has shown that people’s information practices are influenced by their lay
media theories in that the politically savvy interviewees perceive themselves as
deceived and brainwashed by the censored information environment, and thus actively
engage in anti-brainwashing media use. In my research, the subjects are not all as
politically engaged as those in Wu’s (2018) research. But, aware of the existence of
censorship in the mainland, MCSs in Hong Kong are likely to reach out for some
previously inaccessible information to satisfy their curiosity or get a more balanced

view of certain political topics. Such behaviors are also consistent with quantitative
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political communication research showing that those interested in politics deliberately
seek counter-attitudinal information (Dubois & Blank, 2018) and that people
sometimes bolster their political beliefs through counterarguing (Meffert et al., 2006).

In sum, most MCSs have been indoctrinated with behaviors, values, and
dispositions that are favorable for the regime before migration. For them, Hong Kong
is a multifaceted place hosting fields for both the reservation and the change of their
habitus. The elasticity of Hong Kong opens myriads of re-socialization possibilities
worthy of closer examination. Focusing on MCSs’ media consumption, | will elaborate
on this aspect in the following section.
4.2 Media Consumption: Context and Deliberation

As highlighted by Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), even individuals’ rational
choices will operate in a pragmatic and often-times unconscious way once they have
been internalized as mental dispositions. While information acquisition seems to be a
task demanding conscious and deliberate processing, choosing information sources is
not. In fact, scholars estimate that over half of people’s media consumption is habitual
(Wood et al., 2002), and this is likely to be an underestimation (LaRose, 2010).
Individuals’ largely habitual media consumption can create opportunities for the
censored information sources they subscribed in a lack of alternatives to continuously
influence them after their migration to a plural information environment.

RQ1: What (social) media platforms, functions, and channels are MCSs

habitually using or following?

LaRose (2010) has synthesized two approaches of habits research, a context-

dependent theory that ties habits to external triggers (e.g., Ouellette & Wood, 1998;
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Wood & Neal, 2007) and a goal-oriented theory that attributes habit to the repetition
of an action to repeatedly achieve a goal (e.g., Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 2000; Aarts et al.,
1998). Merging both notions of habits, Verplanken and Wood (2006) have proposed a
definition of habits as “a form of automaticity in responding that develops as people
repeat actions in stable circumstances” (p. 91). In the following sections, I will discuss
the two constituting components of habits, contexts and intentions.

4.2.1 Physical and Virtual Contexts

Contextual cues in habit research focus heavily on preceding actions and other
behavioral cues (e.g., Botvinick et al., 2009; Graybiel, 1998; Verplanken, 2005). Some
of our media habits are also formed in relation to other activities. Examples include
checking social media updates while drinking morning coffee, browsing daily news
while standing on the metro, going through emails upon arrival at work, and reading a
book before going to bed. In addition to the physical world, nowadays people are also
inhabiting a virtual world. Certain technical (notifications from mobile devices), spatial
(physical surroundings), and mental cues (mental activities) may break into the flow of
our physical activities and connect us to the virtual world on our devices (Bayer et al.,
2016). While physically in Hong Kong, MCSs can conveniently access content from
the mainland through the internet. In the virtual world, there are again cues from the
carefully designed user interfaces (Garaialde et al., 2020) or our own customizations
which nudge us to certain applications and web pages.

RQ2a: What roles do the physical and virtual contexts play in MCSs’

consumption of mainland Chinese and Hong Kong media?
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In particular, the algorithm is playing an increasingly important role in people’s
online information consumption. While individuals may be prompted to use certain
platforms by contextual cues mentioned above, the contents they see on some platforms
are heavily affected by algorithms (e.g., Bodo et al., 2019). In this sense, once a user
logs in to a social media platform, the platform’s algorithm to some extent shapes the
context in which the user would make his/her following information choices. The
algorithm may inhabit a user’s habit of browsing a certain topic by prioritizing other
topics on the user interface and distracting the user from his/her habitual behavior.
Alternatively, it may facilitate such habits by repeatedly feeding users with a particular
type of content.

Nonetheless, users are not ignorant of the existence of the algorithm. Nor are
they passively manipulated by algorithms. While navigating through social media,
users are not only worried about their privacy but also concerned by their autonomy in
deciding what information they get (Monzer et al., 2020). However, they generally lack
knowledge in how algorithms work (Fletcher & Nielsen, 2019), let alone the agency to
effectively control their social media feed (Monzer et al., 2020). The relationship
between social media users and algorithms portrayed in existing research is an
antagonistic one. Fletcher and Nielsen (2019) show that individuals hold a generalized
skepticism about all curation of their information feed, including the traditional
editorial selection and the emerging algorithm filtering. Nonetheless, they note that
people worry less about the curation of soft news and that the younger generation is

generally more accepting of algorithm curation. In view of the algorithm’s potential
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impact on people’s media habits, | will single it out from other virtual contextual factors
and analyze MCSs’ perception of and interaction with the algorithm elaborately.

RQ2b: What roles does the algorithm play in MCSs’ consumption of mainland

Chinese and Hong Kong (or overseas) media?

4.2.2 Immediate and Secondary Fields

Despite habit research’s emphasis on contextual cues prompting habitual
behaviors, media habits are generally less context-dependent than other habits. As put
by LaRose (2010), “media are so deeply embedded in culture that the networks of such
associations are quite seemingly endless” (p. 200). The limitless cues that may trigger
one’s media habits make such habits much more resilient to changes in the environment
and render the conventional approaches concentrating on micro-level cues inadequate.
Broader attention to the socio-cultural environment that enables and constrains media
habits is necessary. Bourdieu’s concept of field is apt for this kind of analysis.

Drawing the concept from Physics where field refers to the relations of a set of
objects that “create effects that do not reduce to the properties of individual units”
(Swartz, 2016, p. 1), Bourdieu uses “field” as a theoretical tool to study the *“social,
cultural, economic and symbolic forces at play within an arena of social practices”
(Reed-Danahay, 2005, p. 133).

Denoting a set of relationships bounded by explicit or implicit values,
behavioral rules, and definition of capital, “field” is an elastic concept that can be used
to analyze organizations of varying scopes and scales. In the previous section, | have
discussed the field of mainland China where MCSs acquired their pre-migration

habitus and the field of Hong Kong where MCSs are currently interacting and
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negotiating with. However, the discussion is oversimplified as both mainland China
and Hong Kong are huge societies hosting myriads of smaller fields. As mentioned
above, international students may flock together and form a field diverging from the
local society. Even within MCSs, individuals may differ in their physical living
environment, affiliations to virtual communities, online and offline social networks,
and so on.

Fundamentally, the field inhabited by individuals is layered, with a relatively
distant general social background (the secondary field) and a direct contacting interface
(the immediate field). While individuals are influenced by both fields, the impact of
the immediate field comprising the physical and virtual environment they frequent and
the social network they maintain can be far important in the reproduction and
renegotiation of their media habits.

RQ3: What roles do the immediate and secondary fields play in MCSs’

consumption of mainland Chinese and Hong Kong (or overseas) media?

4.2.3 Deliberation: Cultural and Political Identification in Media Choices

Assuming habitual actions as default human behaviors, sociologists have also
proposed reflexivity as a mechanism to cope with contingencies (Archer, 2003). For
MCSs, while the use of mainland Chinese sources can be habitual, the use of Hong
Kong and overseas sources usually starts from contingencies. Incidental exposure to
and deliberate selection of Hong Kong and overseas sources offer important junctures
for MCSs to reflect upon and renegotiate their media habits. Besides external cues and

fields, the results of such negotiations also depend on MCSs’ goals and intentions.
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In Bourdieu’s theorization, habitus consists of both ethos (beliefs and
disposition) and hexis (behaviors) (Yoon et al., 2011). While hexis, commonly known
as “habits”, is the physical embodiment of habitus, it does not cover the full picture of
habitus. Hexis and ethos are mutually constitutive and in constant negotiation with each
other. Individuals’ media hexis both reflects and constitutes their identities. In Chapter
2, | have reviewed the selective exposure paradigm and the cultural inertia framework
and analyzed how media consumption may provide MCSs with political, social, and
cultural gratifications. Based on the literature review and analyses provided in Chapter
2, | hereby propose the following research questions:

RQ4: What roles does cultural identity play in MCSs’ consumption of mainland

Chinese and Hong Kong (or overseas) media?

RQ5: What roles does political orientation play in MCSs’ consumption of

mainland Chinese and Hong Kong (or overseas) media?
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CHAPTER 5: METHODS

With the dual aims of delineating MCSs’ information practices and
investigating the reasons behind the formation, maintenance, and change of these
practices, | conducted a comparison of 17 cases. Each case was studied based on a
three-week media diary and one to three hours’ semi-structured interview.

5.1 Sampling

Seventeen participants were sampled sequentially in three batches (five in the
first batch, six each in the second and third batches) following the case study logic
proposed by Small (2009). Despite the study’s underlying focus on political
implications, | did not collect data regarding political information consumption
exclusively. In fact, most part of the media diary and interview focuses on non-political
information practices, “politics” only emerges at the data analysis stage. Therefore,
participants were not intimidated by perceived political risks. Moreover, each
participant received a cash reward of 100 HKD for participation.

The first batch of participants was purposefully recruited to cover different
gender (male, female, and sexual minority), political positions (pro-democracy, pro-
establishment, and apolitical), educational backgrounds (Bachelor, Master, and Ph.D.
students), and years spent in Hong Kong (from less than one year to four years). The
following two batches were recruited based on findings yielded by studying the
previous batches to either literally (to examine whether patterns found in a case hold
for similar cases) or theoretically (to examine whether patterns found in a case hold for

disparate cases) replicate the findings.
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Saunders et al. (2018) has summarized four types of saturation: theoretical
saturation — the comprehensive coverage of theoretical categories in sampling,
inductive thematic saturation — data analysis stops generating new codes or themes, a
priori thematic saturation — identified codes and themes are adequately expressed in
the data, and data saturation — little new information emerges during data collection.
The sampling procedures | adopted helped me to achieve a hybrid saturation meeting
all above-mentioned criteria. First, the first batch of participants covered a wide range
of theoretical categories, facilitating theoretical saturation. Second, based on my
analysis of the first batch of information, for example, | further sampled more
undergraduate students in the second batch and more sexual minority as well as people
who had spent more years in Hong Kong in the third batch to see whether these
characteristics would cause variations in the reproduction and negotiation of MCSs’
post-migration information practices. Such sampling procedure helped me achieve a
priori thematic saturation by repeatedly testing whether my results were literally
relocatable. Last, as sampling of later batches was driven by analysis of previous
batches, | only stopped when the data collection ceased generating new information
and the analysis ceased generating new themes, ensuring data saturation and inductive
thematic saturation.

Table 1. Informants’ profile

Age 19-22 23-26 27-31
Number of Informants 5 6 6
Gender Male Female
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Number of Informants 7 10

Education Bachelor’s Master’s Doctorate
Number of Informants 6 5 6
Years Spent in Hong 1-2 3-4 5-6
Kong

Number of Informants 10 4 3

General Political Orientations  Pro-Democracy Ambivalent Pro-Regime

Number of Informants 6 5 6

A variety of participants were sampled to ensure the representativeness of the
data and the reliability of my findings. As will be shown in my findings, these
demographic variations manifest themselves as different contingencies introducing
individuals into different fields, which in turn produce different political and cultural
identifications as well as information practices. However, they do not change the
generalized paradigm of immigrants’ information practices, or the role played by the
field-habitus interaction in maintaining and reforming immigrants’ media habits.

5.2 Data Collection

To keep track of participants’ daily information practices both online and
offline, each of them was requested to keep a media diary. Ideally, such data should be
collected using more objective and nonintrusive measures such as computer or mobile
phone trackers (Barthel et al., 2020). However, such passive data collection methods
cannot effectively measure offline behaviors and in-app interactions. They are also

much more costly and more likely to induce participants’ suspicion of privacy intrusion.
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To obtain an accurate, reliable, and comprehensive media diary while minimizing cost
for the researcher and burden on participants, | adopted constructed days and weeks in
the media dairy design. Every day at a specific time (noon for morning media diet, 6
p.m. for afternoon media diet, and 10 p.m. for evening media diet), participants
received a reminder asking them to indicate their media diet during the given time slot.
As shown in the table, their three weeks’ responses were combined to form a whole
week’s information diet.

Table 2. Constructed week illustration

Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun
Week 1 Morning (M) A E M A E M
Week 2 Afternoon (A) E M A E M A
Week 3 Evening (E) M A E M A E

The media diary form included six sections: interpersonal discussion, use of
paper media, news applications, social media platforms, websites, and other media
formats. In each section, | provided detailed explanations and examples of the media
format in question (e.g., for the news applications section: what counts as a news
application, whether websites of certain newspaper count as news applications, and
examples of Chinese and overseas news applications), a comprehensive list of items
(e.g., 13 popular Chinese and overseas social media platforms were listed as options in
the social media section), as well as a text-entry box allowing participants to input other
uncovered sources. | also regularly checked participants’ text-entry boxes and added
common responses to their respective option lists. Despite its comprehensiveness, the
survey was carefully designed using conditional logics so that it took participants an

average of less than 5 minutes to finish (see Appendix 1 for the original survey).
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After obtaining the media diaries, | conducted in-depth interviews (see
Appendix 2 for the interview protocol) with each participant physically or virtually via
Zoom. During each interview, | went through the media list compiled from the
interviewee’s media diaries together with the interviewee, asking his/her usage of and
experiences on each medium and his/her reason to use the medium. For social media
platforms, | further asked about the interviewees’ subscription lists and their stories
with each account they subscribed to. | also asked about the interviewees’ political
trajectory. Special attention was paid to the constructed nature of interviewees’
responses (Silverman, 2017) during both the interview and data analysis processes.

The combination of media diaries and in-depth interviews turned out to be
fruitful. It managed to avoid a series of problems faced by typical self-report media use
research. First, as participants were asked to fill in only several hours’ media use in
each media survey, the resulting media diary loyally and nuancedly captured their
information practices, including some incidental exposure. Some interviewees were
surprised upon viewing their own media diary, as it was different from their subjective
memory. Second, follow-up interviews allowed me to corroborate the authenticity of
the media diaries. Third, media diaries served as a trace for me to approach the
interviewees’ complex stories of identity and political struggles without overly relying
on their subjective narratives. The seventeen media diaries and forty hours of

interviews offered me enough resources to learn and interpret MCSs’ media habits.
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CHAPTER 6: SITUATED REPRODUCTION OF MEDIA HABITS

In line with the habitus thesis (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) and
communication scholars’ observations (Wood et al., 2002), MCSs’ information
practices are mostly habitual. In the first section of this Chapter, | will describe MCSs’
social media and news media habits in detail, in response to RQ1. In the second section,
Human and Machine’s Joint Effort in Maintaining Media Habits, | will explicate the
role of physical and virtual contexts in MCSs’ media consumption (RQ2a) and discuss
the algorithm’s role in promoting MCSs’ use of Chinese social media platforms
(RQ2b). Finally, in the third section, I will focus on MCSs’ online and offline social
networks, the immediate field they inhabit, and show their important function in the
formation and maintenance of MCSs’ media habits (RQ3).

6.1 Media Habits of Mainland Chinese Students in Hong Kong

The information practices reported by my interviewees are highly repetitive in
three aspects. First, all interviewees repeatedly consume a limited range of media
outlets and mobile apps. 119 unique platform-level information sources are identified
in participants’ media diaries, among which 56 are mentioned more than once. A list
of the 56 sources is provided below (Table 3). In particular, 20 of these sources are
mentioned more than five times per user, illustrating the habitual nature of MCSs’
media practices.

Table 3. Frequency table of information sources mentioned in media diaries

Information Mentions Percentage Mentioned by  Avg. mentions
sources per user
WeChat Moments 141 11.89 14 10.07
Online Discussion 101 8.52 17 5.94
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Bilibili 88 7.42 14 6.29
WeChat Public 80 6.74 14

5.71
Accounts
Offline 75 6.32 16
Discussion 4.69
YouTube 70 5.90 13 5.38
Weibo 61 5.14 8 7.63
Games 53 4.46 8 6.63
Douban 35 2.95 5 7
Twitter 34 2.86 6 5.67
Initium Media 32 2.70 5 6.4
Red 30 2.53 3 10
Zhihu 29 2.45 6 4.83
HKO01 29 2.45 5 5.8
Facebook 25 2.11 7 3.57
Instagram 21 1.77 7 3
BBC 21 1.77 5 4.2
NYT 20 1.69 4 5
The Paper 13 1.10 1 13
Gamersky 12 1.01 1 12
Bloomberg 10 0.84 1 10
Now News 10 0.84 1 10
Netflix 9 0.76 1 9
Google News 7 0.59 2 3.5
CCTV 7 0.59 4 1.75
Clubhouse 7 0.59 2 3.5
LinkedIn 7 0.59 4 1.75
TikTok 7 0.59 5 1.4
NextDraft 6 0.51 1 6
RTHK 6 0.51 3 2
Caixin 6 0.51 1 6
SCMP 6 0.51 3 2
ICan| BB 5 0.42 2 2.5
Litchi Tutorials 4 0.34 1 4
Telegram 4 0.34 1 4
Hong Kong 4 0.34 2
Government 2
News
Team COCO 4 0.34 1 4
Stand News 3 0.25 2 15
Financial Times 3 0.25 2 15
Podcast 3 0.25 3 1
QQ Zone 3 0.25 3 1
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Suddenly, A 3 0.25 2

Knock On the 1.5
Door
Alsixiang 3 0.25 1 3
CNN 3 0.25 2 15
Hong Kong 2 0.17 1 2
Media Law
Xi Jinping on 2 0.17 1
" 2
Politics
Apple Daily 2 0.17 2 1
Ming Pao 2 0.17 2 1
Reuters 2 0.17 2 1
Hong Kong 2 0.17 2
; 1
Economic Journal
Our World in 2 0.17 1
2
Data
Yahoo News 2 0.17 1 2
AEON Magazine 2 0.17 1 2
Researchgate 2 0.17 1 2
Empowered 2 0.17 1 2
WeRead 2 0.17 1 2

Note. ‘“Mentions’ refer to the time an information source was mentioned in all media
diaries. ‘Percentage’ refers to the proportion of a specific source’s occurrence in the
total occurrence of all sources (1186). ‘Mentioned by’ denotes the number of unique
users that mentioned a source in their diaries. ‘Average mention per user’ is calculated
by dividing a source’s ‘occurrence’ by the number of unique users mentioning it
(‘mentioned by”).

In general, only platform-level sources are listed in the frequency table. ‘WeChat
Moments’ and ‘WeChat Public Accounts’ are listed separately due to their
differentiated content focus and feeding mechanism. Discussions via all kinds of
instant messaging apps (WeChat, WhatsApp, Telegram, Signal, etc.) are uniformly
listed as online discussions while all types of face-to-face discussions (about public
affairs only) are bracketed under the term “offline discussions’.

Second, MCSs reveal in interviews that they have designated some functions
to every media/app they are using and developed certain browsing patterns for each
information source. For example, WeChat Moments are usually browsed during users’
fragmented time, while foreign media such as BBC and NYT are often-times read with

more cognitive input.
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Third, their information intake from social media platforms is roughly
predictable as they have stable contacts and subscription lists. While WeChat hosts
countless public accounts, platforms such as Twitter, Weibo, and YouTube are
constituted by millions of opinion leaders, microcelebrities, and ordinary users. | probe
into informants’ following lists during interviews and am informed that such lists are
relatively fixed, though some interviewees are increasingly reliant on the algorithm
(rather than subscriptions) to curate their social media feed. I will discuss this aspect in
detail in Section 6.2.

Figure 1 presents an overview of the popular information sources (those that
appeared three or more times in all media diaries) among MCSs in Hong Kong. Note
that the *Online Discussion’ category covers informants’ discussions via different
instant messaging tools, among which WeChat is the most popular. As offline
discussions are ubiquitous in our daily life, participants were only asked to report
discussions concerning public affairs or broader socio-cultural phenomena.
Nonetheless, a lot of offline discussions mentioned by informants are still very
pertinent to their personal concerns. For example, a recurring theme is the prospect of
the pandemic and China-Hong Kong border policies. Apart from the discussion, other
information channels can be roughly categorized into social media platforms and
standalone news media channels. In the following parts of this section, I will introduce

the most prevalent social media and news media habits among MCSs respectively.
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Figure 1. Information sources reported in participants’ media diaries
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Note. Font sizes reflect the channels’ number of mentions within all media diaries.

6.1.1 Mainland Chinese Students’” Social Media Habits

In line with the observation of Lugiu and Kang (2021), among all channels,
WeChat stands out as the predominant information source for MCSs. WeChat
Moments, a function provided by WeChat allowing users to share their personal life,
post and repost links to articles, as well as liking and commenting on posts of other
people within their WeChat network, is mentioned 141 times in the media diaries of 14
unique informants. While WeChat Public Accounts, incorporating more than 20
million information channels publishing content on the WeChat platform, is mentioned
80 times by 14 unique users. Moreover, WeChat’s instant messaging function is
frequently used by all informants, albeit categorized under ‘Online Discussions’. The
case of WeChat use among MCSs will be elaborated in Section 6.3.
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Following WeChat are two video-sharing sites inside and outside the GFW
respectively. Bilibili, the mainland Chinese equivalence of YouTube, is mentioned 88
times by 14 users. With a strong ACG (animation, comics, and games) underpinning,
Bilibili also provides copyright-protected Japanese and Chinese anime and manga in
addition to user-generated videos typically seen on YouTube. While half of the
informants occasionally use Bilibili to explore memes, cooking instructions, workout
demonstrations, etc., the other half are strongly bound to this site by some subcultural
interests in areas such as Japanese animation and video games. YouTube, mentioned
70 times by 13 users, mainly serves the first function of Bilibili. Moreover, it is worth
noting that despite the increasingly strong presence of some party accounts on Bilibili
(c.f., Pan, 2019), MCSs’ activities on this platform are usually apolitical. In contrast, it
is much more likely for MCSs to run into political videos on YouTube due to the
abundance of Taiwan and Hong Kong channels as well as overseas right-wing anti-
China channels there. Some preliminary observations of Bilibili and YouTube’s
different political implications on users will be discussed in Section 8.1.

Four public forums are frequently used by MCSs. Weibo, the Chinese version
of Twitter and the most popular public forum within the GFW, is mentioned 61 times
by eight users. Guo (2020) has illustrated the de-politicization of Weibo under
increasing political pressure. Other scholars (e.g., Jia & Han, 2020) also notice that
Weibo is becoming a hub of soft news and celebrity gossips. Nonetheless, for my
interviewees, Weibo is still an important arena hosting debates on social and cultural
issues, such as gender equality, and international relations (albeit dominated by a

nationalistic discourse). Douban, a Chinese social media site combining the functions
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of Reddit and Rotten Tomatoes, is mentioned 35 times mainly by female informants
who follow celebrity updates and daily-life sharing in the site’s different communities
(like subreddits). Twitter is the only overseas forum that is popular among MCSs.
While Reddit is only mentioned once, Twitter is mentioned 34 times by six users,
potentially because Twitter hosts both English- and Chinese-language opinion leaders,
while contents on Reddit are predominantly in English. Among the five frequent
Twitter users, four adopt the platform as a political information channel and mainly
follow foreign media and Chinese dissidents. Finally, Zhihu is mentioned 29 times by
six users who use it for varying purposes ranging from acquiring political opinions to
soliciting test preparation strategies.

Red is a picture- and short-video-based lifestyle-sharing platform in China. It
resembles Instagram yet is oriented more towards marketing and promotion and less
towards social networking. Mentioned 30 times by three girls, this platform is niche
but sticky.

Last, Facebook and Instagram are mentioned 25 and 21 times respectively both
by seven users. Both mentioned for less than four times per user, Facebook and
Instagram are less sticky than any Chinese social media platform on the list, albeit
relatively popular. Most MCSs are aware of Facebook and Instagram and have
accounts on both platforms. However, many are not motivated to log in to these
platforms regularly as they do not have strong social networks there and lack the
cultural background for decoding and appreciating mainstream content on such

platforms.
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In summary, Chinese platforms dominant MCSs’ social media repertoire.
Overseas social media platforms are generally used by fewer MCSs in a less sticky way
compared with their mainland Chinese counterparts.

6.1.2 Mainland Chinese Students’ News Media Habits

The 17 informants in this study pay different levels of attention to the news. Six
of them follow news on both social media and news media, four on news media only,
two on social media only, while the remaining five do not consume news regularly.

The Initium Media, a Hong Kong-based pro-democracy online media launched
in 2015, is mentioned 32 times by five users, all of whom are politically engaged and
pro-democracy. Although the Initium Media ranks the highest among all news media
outlets mentioned by my interviewees, considering that all the five users have paid an
annual subscription fee of more than 300 HKD, the media’s average frequency of
mention per user (6.4 times) is quite low. During the interviews, while praising the high
quality of its contents, three of the five subscribers express a mixed feeling for this
media. Consider a representative quote from an interviewee:

“The Initium Media posts so many long articles every day. | would like to, and
I believe I should read every single one of them. But there are so many contents,
and some of their analyses are so deep, that it takes a lot of time and effort to
read. It is not something that you can go through at a glance. | was not able to
finish reading everything, so | simply stopped reading anything.” (11 June
2021, personal communication).

Though his subscription to the Initium Media is still effective, this interviewee
is mainly following news through Twitter, YouTube, and WeChat Public Accounts.
His experience is echoed by three other informants who report giving up and picking
up the habit of reading the Initium Media or Caixin repeatedly for similar reasons. This

testifies the information budget assumption underlying Roberts’s (2018) friction thesis.
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Allocating limited time and energy to news consumption, individuals are easily
discouraged from information-seeking practices by increases in the information cost.
The fact that individuals voluntarily choose the Initium Media because of its high-
quality content yet are discouraged by the time and cognitive cost to decode such
content further complicates this problem, posing a tricky task for media outlets to
balance the cost and reward of reading their contents.

HKO01, a moderately pro-establishment Hong Kong media outlet, is mentioned
29 times by five MCSs, who mainly use it to get local news for pragmatic purposes.
RTHK is used in the same way and mentioned six times by three informants.

BBC and the New York Times (NYT) are mentioned 21 and 20 times by five
and four participants respectively. However, instead of subscribing to them and
browsing their updates every day, the informants’ use of these two media is issue-
driven — they check BBC and NYT’s reports for references upon encountering topics
they are interested in. On the contrary, the Paper, Bloomberg, Caixin, and NextDraft
were mentioned multiple times by single users who routinely read these media to
acquire news. In addition, to clarify, CCTV is mentioned seven times by four
informants not as a source of daily news, but as a result of the Spring Festival Gala.

Most mainland Chinese news media are accessed through their WeChat Public
Accounts. Among standalone news media channels, Hong Kong and overseas ones are
more popular among MCSs in Hong Kong. In fact, from a language point of view, it is
easier for MCSs to adapt to Hong Kong news media than Hong Kong social media.
There is little difference in the formal writing styles adopted by Hong Kong and

mainland Chinese news media, despite the huge disparity between the colloquial
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Cantonese and Mandarin used by Hong Kong and mainland Chinese netizens on social
media. Moreover, to improve MCSs’ user experience, some local media outlets (e.g.,
the Initium Media) provide both traditional and simplified Chinese versions of all news
reports and analyses.

Observations in this section also demonstrate the importance of looking at the
holistic picture of MCSs’ media diet. The pervasiveness of WeChat in the mainland
has made it almost a constant in MCSs’ media diets. To understand variations in MCSs’
values and behaviors, therefore, we need to investigate information practices beyond
WeChat.

6.2 Human and Machine’s Joint Effort in Maintaining Media Habits

In line with existing research on various human habits (e.g., Botvinick et al.,
2009; Graybiel, 1998; Verplanken, 2005), my informants also report many contextually
situated media activities. Consider a quote from an interviewee who explains the reason
why he has stopped browsing WeChat Public Accounts:

“There is no context for me to browse them. | would not read articles from
WeChat Public Accounts even if | felt bored on the MTR or a bus. | would feel
embarrassed if people saw me reading things from WeChat. How can you read
things on WeChat when others are all reading news or watching YouTube? |
would feel a sense of inferiority, [he repeated in a lower voice] a sense of
inferiority.” (11 March 2021, personal communication)

To cope with the anticipated peeps on his screen, this informant has developed
a habit of reading Google News during his 35-minute commute. Another interviewee,
on the contrast, describes her heavy reliance on WeChat, albeit in a different context:

“When I go to the washroom or get stuck while writing, | would like to read
something. In these scenarios, | would open WeChat Moments or Public
Accounts. | never browse Douban or Zhihu in the office, since | find it a waste
of my productive time. However, WeChat is different. | would not even realize
it. It’s just that when | feel a bit off as if | need to smoke a cigarette, | would

54



habitually grab my phone, open WeChat with my muscle memory, and read.
Then, | would feel as if | let off a plume of smoke in the flow of information. |
would feel relaxed and get back to my work.” (18 March 2021, personal
communication).

Such explanations prevail across all my interviewees’ accounts for their media
activities. Some use Tik Tok after finishing all the planned work for a day; some avoid
certain sentimental channels before going to bed; some save new anime releases to
watch while having meals... My informants’ stories demonstrate the interplay between
contextual factors and personal intentions in shaping media habits. No matter how
habitual one’s information practices are, such practices always date back to an initial
purposive process of figuring out how to refresh one’s mind, kill time during the long
commute, or reward oneself for a day’s hard work. Their habits result from countless
repeats of initially intentional actions calibrated for certain circumstances.

Another noticeable feature of MCSs’ information sources is that they are
predominantly online. All sources mentioned more than three times in my informants’
media diaries are online sources. Only some books mentioned one to three times across
the media diaries are consumed in physical form.

Marshall McLuhan understood media as “extensions of man” (1967). Though
dismissed as technological-determinist, McLuhan’s metaphor is still relevant, not in its
original emphasis on media effect, but in the sense that digital devices are implicitly
regarded and managed as a part of the body by many people. In the two cases discussed
earlier in this section, the first informant regards his mobile phone screen as an
extension of his “face” and a display of his identity. For the second informant, the
action of grabbing her phone and opening WeChat has become a part of her “muscle

memory”. In accordance with Bayer et al.’s (2016) research, some MCSs are very
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attuned to signals from their devices (or technical cues), such as push notifications and
the red dots on WeChat’s Moments or Public Accounts icons indicating there are new
updates. Some are sensitive to certain spatial or mental cues, summoning particular
sources upon specific contexts or feelings. More importantly, the machine seems to
become an extension of people’s consciousness in that selection of contents is usually
jointly accomplished by the human brain and the computer algorithm.

In line with previous research (Monzer et al., 2020), my informants also
consider both content and privacy when interacting with the algorithm. However,
instead of demanding sovereignty in deciding the content of their information flow,
they care more about whether the contents they get are palatable. Thus, most of my
informants not only rely heavily on algorithm curation of social media content but also
actively tell algorithms more about themselves to get feeds that match their tastes better.
While a subscription is traditionally done by clicking the “follow” or “subscribe”
button, my interviewees report “subscribing” to certain types of content by showing
the algorithm their preference. Rather than explicitly click the “follow” button, they
click into the content every time it appears in the information feed, so that the algorithm
will recommend such content more often.

By doing this, my informants believe that they are customizing a congenial
information environment as if they are furnishing a cozy home. However, this
information environment is not completely external to them. Just like our own
experiences and memories, the algorithm’s memory also factors in the sustentation of
our habits. The following plotline is repeated in multiple participants’ stories with

different platforms. Initially, they clicked into an article or video that appeared
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incidentally on their feed. Supposing they were interested in such content, the
algorithm started to feed them similar articles or videos. After several more clicks, such
content became a regular part of their information flow. Browsing such content also
became routinized as a part of their habit.

LaRose et al. (2001) demonstrate the habitual nature of some information
practices through a “deficient self-regulation” scenario where people’s media
behaviors are counterproductive if evaluated against their goals. The fact that
individuals are still performing these media behaviors shows the habituality of such
behaviors. Some of my informants also express concern over their lack of self-control
in certain media activities. For example, when reflecting on her repeated consumption
of cheesy marriage stories recommended by Zhihu’s algorithm, an interviewee laments
“l would click into it while cursing it. [...] There’s no way around. | know | am hopeless
but what can | do?” (13 March 2021, personal communication).

By curating their social media feed together with the algorithm, my informants
have managed to make their information environment on social media platforms cozier.
Meanwhile, they have also grown more dependent on these platforms. This
phenomenon partially explains the stickiness of Chinese social media platforms. First,
incorporated in MCSs’ media habits earlier than Hong Kong and overseas sources,
many Chinese platforms enjoy an incumbency advantage — MCSs have already
personalized their news feed on these platforms. Second, MCSs’ rich social network
on Chinese platforms makes it easier for such platforms to tailor information feeds.
Last, MCSs may find content on Chinese platforms more attractive due to cultural

proximity.
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While my informants generally welcome the algorithm curation of their social
media contents, few of them express somewhat self-contradictory anxiety over internet
companies’ intrusion into their privacy. For example, an interviewee once used Tik
Tok in visitor mode without logging in for months to avoid leaking personal data to
Byte Dance. Although he is actively showing Tik Tok his interests now. Another
interviewee searches political news with Twitter instead of Google. He says: “I don’t
want to give all my data to Google. | want it to spend more effort to get my data” (11
March 2021, personal communication). However, he is also trying to make Google
News recommend palatable news to him. When | point out the inconsistency in both
interviewees’ narratives and probe for their definition of “personal data”, the two
interviewees ponder and tell me that they want interesting information feed yet feel
uncomfortable that companies are possibly profiting on their browsing histories in
other ways. The contradiction demonstrated by my interviewees echoes Monzer et al.’s
(2020) finding that users conflate news personalization and commercial targeting and
perceive the former more negatively as a result. Nonetheless, despite their anxiety,
neither interviewee tries to protect his privacy systematically. This phenomenon is
discussed elaborately in Section 8.2.

Overall, the algorithm is playing an increasingly important role in conditioning
people’s media habits. Demand for interesting content prompts individuals to cooperate
with the algorithm to customize their social media feed. The better they curate the feed
on a platform, the more they are obsessed with that platform. Introduced to MCSs
earlier, hosting more of MCSs’ social network, and culturally proximate to MCSs,

Chinese social media platforms are benefited more in such processes. Privacy concerns
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exist among MCSs yet fail to elicit systematic changes in their online information
consumption and expression.
6.3 Social Reproduction of Media Habits

Most MCSs’ current media habit is a mixture of the continuation of their
information practices in the mainland and new information habits formed after coming
to Hong Kong. Counterintuitively, new information sources subscribed by MCSs after
migration are not necessarily Hong Kong or overseas. In fact, most MCSs’ list of
mainland Chinese information sources keeps expanding after coming to Hong Kong,
while their repertoire of Hong Kong and overseas sources remains stagnant. Lugiu and
Kang (2021) have documented many motivational reasons for using WeChat shared by
overseas Chinese. On top of these subjective motivations, my findings demonstrate that
the information and social environments MCSs inhabit also contribute to their
sustained use of WeChat and the expansion of their mainland Chinese information
repertoire.

On the one hand, WeChat’s platform ecology thrusts unsolicited information
into MCSs’ motivational use of certain functions, thereby introducing new information
sources and sowing new media habits. For example, keeping in touch with friends and
family is the most common purpose of using WeChat among my interviewees. Even
the most “localized” interviewees regularly call their families and chat with friends
through WeChat. Aiming at maintaining social ties and obtaining social support rather
than information-seeking, many MCSs nonetheless get much information during such
conversations. An interviewee masters all the heated discussions and trending internet

memes in the mainland simply by chatting with his friends in a WeChat group.
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In addition to direct communication with their close friends and relatives, many
MCSs also preserve their weak ties through monitoring the status updates of their
friends and acquaintances on WeChat Moments. “In fact, | have already lost real-life
contact with around 60% or more of my WeChat friends. Some of them have never
been real-life contacts”, an interviewee said, “but because neither of us has blocked
each other, I will still view their posts on WeChat. [...] People have a natural interest
in information, especially information about someone who is somehow relevant to you.
But does this person really matter to you? Not at all” (16 March 2021, personal
communication). Browsing WeChat Moments to monitor the personal lives of their
friends, MCSs will nonetheless run into some public topics. For example, the batch of
participants who were interviewed in late May all report having witnessed heated
debates over a student suicide case on WeChat Moments. The suicide case initially
drew much public demand for police transparency due to the absence of surveillance
footage. After the police revealed more details, however, the tide was turned, and
people started to accuse the government questioners of being manipulated by hostile
foreign forces. Exposure to social issues on WeChat constitutes a window for MCSs to
add new channels to their media diet: they may encounter think-pieces shared by their
friends on WeChat Moments or search for relevant information on other platforms.
Either way, they may subscribe to some sources they find insightful. Revolving around
issues about mainland China, these new channels are likely inside the GFW.

On the other hand, the increasingly strong presence of mainland Chinese people,
organizations, and culture in Hong Kong has made Hong Kong more and more

congenial for MCSs to retain their home culture and less and less favorable for
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assimilation to the local culture. An interviewee describes her three education
experiences in Hong Kong. When she came to Hong Kong as an exchange student in
2015, she had a local roommate and lots of local peers. She downloaded Facebook and
WhatsApp, asked her roommate’s opinion on the June 4th Incident, and borrowed some
sensitive books from the library before leaving Hong Kong. “Those were my last days
in Hong Kong. | just wanted to seize the chance as | would lose access to such materials
after returning to the mainland” (21 June 2021, personal communication). After
spending one year in the mainland, she came back to Hong Kong for her Master’s
degree in 2017. This time, she did not have much contact with local peers as most of
her classmates were from the mainland. She took a gap year in 2018 and returned to
pursue a Ph.D. in 2019, while this time, there is no local in her office. “If | had enough
time, | would have learned more about Hong Kong culture before coming here for the
first time. But for the second and third times, I did not feel any need to learn Hong
Kong culture or blend in Hong Kong society” (21 June 2021, personal communication).

The interviewee’s experience is a microcosm of the changing landscape of
Hong Kong universities’ student composition. According to Hong Kong’s Concourse
for Self-financing Post-secondary Education (CSPE), the proportion of non-local
students (undergraduate and above) in Hong Kong universities has been steadily
increasing, from 18.28% in the 2016/17 academic year to 24.05% in the 2019/20
academic year (2020). Moreover, as illustrated in the interviewee’s story, the
proportion of non-local students varies in different degree programs. Among Hong
Kong undergraduate students, 11.81% are non-locals. The figure rises dramatically to

43.60% in taught postgraduate programs, and 79.53% in research postgraduate
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programs (CSPE, 2020). The high proportion of non-local students makes postgraduate
programs a suitable field for MCSs to sustain and reproduce their habitus developed in
the mainland. However, even undergraduate students can live and study smoothly in
Hong Kong without much interaction with local peers. Before coming to Hong Kong,
my undergraduate interviewees had already gotten in touch with organizations such as
the Association of Mainland and Hong Kong Youth (AMHKY) and the Chinese
Students & Scholars Association Undergraduate (CSSAUG). Through such channels,
senior MCSs impart information to incoming MCSs and respond to their questions.
The information shared among MCSs is very different from the mainstream Hong
Kong culture. For example, rather than local news media, senior MCSs typically
recommend the juniors to follow WeChat public accounts such as “Hong Kong 365”
and “Gang Piao Jia” to get updates about local issues. In addition to the information
bubble, such organizations also create social bubbles. At the beginning of the fall
semester, senior MCSs will organize orientation camps to introduce new students to
the MCS community in Hong Kong. In this way, MCSs form a circle of their own and
reproduce the circle cohort by cohort.

In summary, MCSs’ connection to the mainland has exposed them to a virtual
field with a strong presence of topics about the mainland and media in the mainland.
Their interaction with the secondary field of Hong Kong’s local society, however, is
usually filtered by an immediate field constructed by people and organizations with a
strong mainland root. Instead of Hong Kong, Most MCSs live in the field of mainland

Chinese immigrants in Hong Kong, which not only maintains their habitual
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consumption of mainland Chinese media but also expands and renews their interests in

such media.
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CHAPTER 7: IDENTIFICATION AND THE (RE)NEGOTIATION OF

MEDIA HABITS

In Chapter 6, I have introduced the prevailing social media and news media
habits among MCSs and analyzed how physical and virtual contexts (algorithm in
particular), as well as immediate and secondary fields, facilitate or inhibit their
formulation and sustentation of certain media habits. Nonetheless, while a conducive
field provides MCSs with plenty of opportunities to form and maintain habits of using
information sources from the mainland, MCSs’ active engagement with these
opportunities is also necessary for the production and reproduction of such habits.
Although Hong Kong and overseas media are at a structural disadvantage in gaining
and retaining the audience from the mainland, some MCSs’ deliberate efforts to reach
out to these sources can compensate for such disadvantage.

In this chapter, I will focus on MCSs’ agency in making media choices and
interpreting media content. The first section details how different MCSs choose to
embrace or defy the structurally advantaged media choices based on their cultural
identification, responding to RQ4. The second section details how politically engaged
pro-regime MCSs use sources on the other side to reinforce their pre-existing
convictions by decoding the message “in a globally contrary way” (Hall, 1991, p. 127)
with the assistance of discursive tools drawn from the official propaganda, responding
to RQ5. Finally, the third section explores a question arising from the second section —
how did liberal MCSs become pro-democracy given the Chinese government’s

effective ideological inoculation. Based on interviews with six pro-democracy MCSs,
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the speculative answer | provide in this section, again, involves a dynamic interplay of
the socio-historical conditions and MCSs’ personal efforts.
7.1 Information Practices as an Identity Work

In line with the cultural identity hypothesis, many MCSs show strong
attachment to their home culture. Such cultural affinity makes them more willing to
follow up with their incidental exposure to information related to the mainland, as
described by an interviewee:

“Occasionally, I get to know some hot topics through WeChat Moments. For
example, one day while browsing WeChat Moments, | saw a post saying,
‘Weibo suddenly broke down’, and another one saying, ‘My house collapsed’.
| researched a lot and finally found out that they referred to the news of a
celebrity’s illegitimate child. It was very hard, you know? Every time, | sense
the smell of some hot topics and get some traces in out-of-the-way places such
as WeChat Moments. Then I will put in a lot of effort to find out what happened,
because they never post the full story clearly.” (16 March 2021, personal
communication).

Despite the physical distance, many of my interviewees share a great interest in
news from the mainland. Such enthusiasm stems from their long-term immersion in the
mainstream mainland Chinese culture. During the interviews, many of my interviewees
mention trending hashtags on Weibo (e.g., celebrity gossips and scandals), invoke
popular memes on Tik Tok (e.g., punchlines from different Tik Tok celebrities), and
frequently drop buzzwords on the Chinese internet (e.g., referring to rubbernecking as
“eating watermelon™). Their collective identity and shared memories are manifested in
the topics they bring up and the way they talk. Moreover, in addition to the broader
identity as a Chinese netizen, niche identities such as Korean maniac, gamer, and ACG
fan also tie MCSs to certain subculture communities in the mainland Chinese internet

sphere.
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Identity’s role in shaping information practices is more evident in cases where
an individual undergoes some identity shift and adjusts his/her media diet accordingly.
A telling example comes from an interviewee who is gay and has been hating the
Chinese government since the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film
and Television’s (SARFT) definition of homosexuality as “abnormal sexual
relationships” in 2017. Before coming to Hong Kong in 2020, he learned Hong Kong
politics through the internet and found the pro-democracy camp’s resentment against
the Chinese government relatable. “Therefore, | decided to learn more about Hong
Kong politics and blend into the Hong Kong society” (21 June 2021, personal
communication), he said. After coming to Hong Kong, he subscribed to Initium Media
and became a regular reader of Now News, both are local media outlets. He has also
dated few locals and met his boyfriend, who is a pro-democracy Hong Konger. In this
case, the interviewee’s resentment against the Chinese government makes him eager to
join the community of Hong Kong and assume an identity as a Hong Konger. To build
this new identity, he deliberately reaches out to local information sources and local
people.

Selective exposure to ideologically congruent information may be proposed as
an alternative explanation of the interviewee’s change. However, other cases
demonstrate that one can be anti-regime and pro-democracy yet retain a firm Chinese
identity without much engagement in Hong Kong’s local culture and politics. A
representative quote at length:

“In fact, my attention to Hong Kong’s political environment, freedom of

expression, human rights, and democracy is not as much as my attention to the

mainland. This has something to do with my understanding of the Hong Kong

issue. | believe a reform in the mainland is the prerequisite for Hong Kong’s
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development and progression. Even if | am very interested in Hong Kong
topics, | would still be attentive to what is happening in the mainland. Thus, |
am not so keen on Hong Kong issues. In addition, I am from the mainland.
Therefore, | care more about the mainland.” (11 June 2021, personal
communication).

This quote vividly captures the interviewee’s cultural identity and his
understanding of the Hong Kong-China relationship. In his narrative, Hong Kong is a
part of China, without any agency to reform its own society. The vibrant political
struggles going on in Hong Kong civil society, thus, is rendered irrelevant. This
narrative sounds objective, especially when Hong Kong’s freedom and democracy are
being ripped apart by the Chinese government’s imposition of the National Security
Law. It nonetheless reflects the interviewee’s subjective prioritization of mainland
Chinese issues over Hong Kong local issues. If efficacy were his only criteria for
attention distribution, he would not have paid much attention to ordinary netizens’
online discussions about China’s politics, as such discussions would barely have any
effect on the institutional politics in China. On the other side of the coin, a Hong Konger
would follow the local cultural and political trends even if he acknowledged that Hong
Kong’s political system is tightly tied to decisions made in the mainland.
Fundamentally, one’s issue priority is a manifestation of his standpoint or identity.
Identifying himself as a liberal Chinese, the above-mentioned interviewee actively
utilizes the information resources in Hong Kong to explore topics such as the Chinese
government’s persecution of dissidents and the China-U.S. relations.

Habitus consists of not only behavioral habits but also values and dispositions.
One’s cultural underpinning and self-identification are important aspects of his habitus.

As a supplement to behavioral habits, identity plays an important role in maintaining
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and reproducing individuals’ information practices. MCSs’ unconscious identification
with the mainstream culture inside China’s GFW spurs them to devote considerable
effort to keeping in touch with news from that cultural sphere. Pro-democracy MCSs
either merge into Hong Kong’s local culture to construct a new identity or retain their
Chinese identity by caring about their homeland in a different way. In this regard, many
of our active and purposive information practices constitute an identity work - we
decide what to consume based on our understanding of who we are.

7.2 Selective Exposure and Ritualistic Deliberation

Previous research (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2018) has demonstrated that the selection
of information sources based on political leanings most frequently happens to people
who are deeply engaged in politics. Likewise, in my study, apolitical interviewees
seldom subscribe to political information sources, nor do they consider a source’s
political stand while making subscription decisions. Their exposure to political topics
is mainly incidental. Politically engaged participants do consume a lot of pro-attitudinal
sources, but they are also deliberately reaching out to the other side. In other words,
they select both pro- and counter- attitudinal sources.

For example, an interviewee used to be quite apathetic towards politics and did
not subscribe to any political channels. Once he became concerned by politics, however,
he started to read both pro-regime official media and anti-regime opinion leaders.
Though more convinced by the latter, he nonetheless regards the former as an important
window to learn the Chinese government’s intentions and future directions. Another
pro-democracy interviewee browses Zhihu and Weibo whenever some political

controversies break out in China. “I think people who comment on Zhihu are those who
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are sitting on the right chair (a satirical reference to “where one stands depends on
where one sits”, “on the right seat” means “in line with the regime”). They are different
from us who are sitting improperly. [...] | just want to know how those sitting on the
right chair rebut opinions of the so-called foreign forces” (29 May 2021, personal
communication).

While pro-democracy MCSs are straightforward in that they use mainland
Chinese information sources for the strategic purpose of “knowing more about the
enemy” or just for curiosity and fun, pro-regime MCSs typically stress the function of
overseas media in their deliberation process. Consider the following quote from an
interviewee:

“If the news is about China, I will usually conduct a comparative reading.
Because in China there is only one voice. Overseas media may allow some
censored voices to be heard. Thus, | will also read these foreign media as a
reference since they are not complete nonsense. Dissidents are not necessarily
bad, so I will read both sides and compare. Many issues have two sides. If you
only read the so-called ‘positive energy’ stuff, I think you may lose your critical
ability as time goes by.” (6 June 2021, personal communication).

In his media diary and interview, this interviewee claims to read New York
Times (NYT), BBC, and South China Morning Post regularly. However, he does not
know NYT has a paywall. His media use report, therefore, may be subjected to the
social desirability effect. Nonetheless, the excerpt above shows that he is at least aware
of the importance of hearing from both sides. In fact, all interviewees have at least once
conducted intensive searches for information regarding the June 4th incident after
circumventing the GFW. Yet few have changed their political stance as a result. Their
deliberation about the incident reflects two dominant discourses implanted by the

Chinese authorities, namely whataboutism and pragmatism. Those who engage in
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whataboutism would downplay the government’s deeds and focus instead on denying
the strategies and tactics deployed by students in 1989 or criticizing some survivors of
the incident for posting right-wing conspiracy theories on social media (a phenomenon
detailed in Section 8.1). The pragmatists, on the other hand, would acknowledge the
government’s fault yet stress the priority of social stability and economic development
over freedom and democracy. Exemplified by pro-regime MCSs’ interpretations of the
June 4th incident, whataboutism and pragmatism are also widely invoked in their
deliberation about contemporary issues such as Hong Kong’s social movement and
China’s internet censorship. Two representative quotes are listed below:

[Whataboutism] “My feeling (about Chinese and overseas media’s
performance during Hong Kong’s social movements) is that we are both
villains. So don’t look down upon each other. Don’t say you are better than
me.” (24 June 2021, personal communication).

[Pragmatism] “I will not say that the contraction of speech freedom is irrelevant.
Freedom of expression is very important. But in China, to maintain stability,
the government will need to control or mute the voices of some communities.
From a pure quid pro quo perspective, for a giant state apparatus, the benefit
of trading freedom of expression for a stable society outweighs the cost.” (7
June 2021, personal communication).

The logical fallacies of whataboutism and pragmatism are obvious.
‘Whataboutists’ tend to assert false equivalence between two parties that are similar in
some aspects but far from identical. In this way, they blur the nuances in the
comparison and make absolute claims (Franceschini & Loubere, 2020). Accusing
Hong Kong and overseas media of downplaying protesters’ wrongdoings, the first
interviewee not only ignores many diverse voices in Hong Kong and overseas media
but also falls into the trap of bothsidesism by requiring the media to always present an

issue as balanced debate or conflict between two sides. Pragmatists, on the other hand,
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tend to mistake correlation as causation. The relationship between authoritarianism and
economic development and the conflict between freedom of expression and social
stability are both unfalsifiable myths constructed by the authority to legitimize its
control over the society. Fundamentally, both whataboutism and pragmatism are
discursive gateways for the ruling authority to evade moral responsibilities of
respecting and protecting crucial human rights.

Despite the flaws in their arguments, whataboutism and pragmatism are widely
deployed as my pro-regime interviewees’ rebuttal of Hong Kong and Western media.
The prevalence of such arguments may result from the Chinese authority’s extensive
inculcation. Indeed, such rhetoric is in line with China’s recent diplomatic strategy with
a “fighting spirit” (Toosi, 2019) and its effort in redefining “human rights" in favor of
economic development and security rather than freedom and democracy (Tiezzi, 2021).
Having internalized these discourses, pro-regime MCSs’ “comparative reading” of
official media and overseas media is often-times ritualistic as they have already become
mentally prepared to counterargue what the overseas media have to say. Over time, the
process of browsing opinions from both sides — endorsing *“our” side and
counterarguing “their” side — reinforcing pre-existing political orientation itself
becomes a habitual process upon encountering controversial political topics for some
pro-regime interviewees.

To conclude, politically engaged MCSs from both the liberal and the pro-
regime sides purposefully reach out to information from the other side. Nonetheless,
neither party takes the opposite camp seriously. While pro-democracy MCSs use

mainland Chinese media for strategic or recreational purposes, pro-regime MCSs use
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overseas media for corroboration and deliberation. Their deliberation, however, is
usually ritualistic as they have already internalized two overarching arguments that are
powerful enough to nullify the other side’s words.
7.3 Inoculation from the Other Side and the Power of Doubt

If the Chinese government is so good at inoculating citizens against regime
criticism, how did liberal MCSs become pro-democracy in the first place? To answer
this question, | have interviewed the six pro-democracy MCSs. Despite their different
political trajectories, a commonality among them is early exposure to the Chinese
internet. As demonstrated by Guo (2020), the Chinese internet used to be a much freer
information sphere where cultural celebrities, internet platforms, and the audience
could collaboratively orchestrate performative resistance to disturb the political
hegemony. A rosy picture of the early Chinese internet is also depicted by an
interviewee at length:

“Initially, I used Weibo to download American TV shows posted by fansubs.

Ironically, recently the Ren Ren Fansub (the most famous fansub in China) was

censored. [...] Looking back at the period when | downloaded shows, | feel

that the political discussions | saw at that time are totally different from what

we see nowadays. [...] In the beginning, the censorship on Weibo was coarse.

Someone posted a screenshot from the Empresses in the Palace where the

protagonist said, ‘1 would be willing to become a vegan’. The unsaid half was

‘if only the emperor [implying Xi Jinping] could die earlier’. It was a popular

meme on Weibo. Everyone knew its implication, yet Weibo did not “harmonize’

it. Later, the Cyberspace Administration may have intruded into Weibo,

making its censorship increasingly active. You could no longer post such

pictures. Finally, what drove me away completely was the insertion of more

and more KOLs and water armies into this platform. [...] They were

brainwashing people and spreading propaganda.” (19 February 2021, personal

communication).

The early Chinese internet’s role in evoking people’s awareness of censorship

and doubt about the regime has already been well documented by Wu (2018) in her

study of the Bullog forum (a forum launched in 2006 and censored in 2009). Though
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my interviewees were too young to experience deviant platforms such as Bullog which
were more critical of the regime, some of them did witness the contraction of speech
freedom on mainstream platforms like Weibo. Such experience constitutes a powerful
antidote to the official propaganda. On the one hand, the liberal public sphere that
existed in the early days challenges the association of speech freedom with social
instability and testifies to the arbitrariness of censorship. On the other hand, the fellow
netizens my interviewees met online were mainland Chinese who criticized the
government together with them rather than external forces who criticize the
government for them. The collective deliberation on the early Chinese internet had
transformed some of my interviewees while it had left others in doubt. Consider a
telling quote from an interviewee who came to Hong Kong in 2019 but started to doubt
the ruling authorities in 2012:

“In March or April 2018 when I saw in the news that Trump would start a trade
war against China, honestly speaking, my heartbeat skipped, worrying if my
country was in a dangerous situation. [...] Later | watched some responses and
rebuttals from CCTV. In fact, | have always been skeptical about CCTV. They
were saying that China had gone through 5000 years of rain and shine and that
China did not want a war yet was not afraid of one either. | was ambivalent
about these words. On the one hand, I did not know much about world politics.
On the other hand, the information | got in the mainland was biased. Therefore,
the only thing | could do while watching CCTV was to tell myself “It’s fake.
It’s fake. Don’t believe in it. Don’t believe in it. No matter how sentimental it
is, don’t believe in it.”” (11 June 2021, personal communication).

This excerpt illustrates the mixed feelings shared by many people living inside
the GFW. Out of the love of their country and the concern over their own interests,
they thirst for quality information, especially when it comes to major socio-economic
topics such as the trade war. However, the tight information control precludes them

from acquiring such information. Caught up in the hegemonic political culture of
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mainland China, they can only protect themselves against the invasive propaganda
machine by preserving their skepticism. Such skepticism makes the interviewee more
open to dissident voices after coming to Hong Kong. He also occasionally helps his
friends in the mainland to circumvent censorship using the tools he gets outside the
GFW.

My interviewees’ experiences demonstrate the political effect of exposure to
the pre-Xi Jinping era Chinese internet. Xi has been holding internet governance in
high regard since his presidency in 2012 (Cai, 2021). Under his leadership, China has
not only reinforced its censorship but also updated its propaganda strategies. This is
not to say that China now has a perfectly pro-regime internet sphere. During the
research, | am introduced to some websites hosting alternative voices. An example is
Aisixiang (literal meaning: love thinking), a website where scholars from different
fields post non-academic think-pieces. At first glance, people will see topics such as
“CCP’s Great Practices in Respecting and Protecting Human Rights” in huge font and
may mistake the site as a propaganda platform. However, an interviewee details how
he navigates through the propaganda and obtains articles written by liberal scholars. In
fact, liberal voices still exist inside the GFW, albeit hidden at the corner of some niche
websites. Mainstream platforms, however, are flooded by pro-regime opinions. Having
grown up in this sanitized information environment, many of my younger interviewees
are not only accustomed to censorship but also inoculated against sources outside the

GFW.
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CHAPTER 8: ADDITIONAL FINDINGS

This chapter provides some preliminary observations and speculative
assumptions extending beyond my theoretically informed inquires. Some interesting
points and inspiring reflections collected during my research are organized into two
themes. In the first section, | will briefly describe the dark side of the information
environment outside the GFW - alt-right anti-China propaganda that effectively
boomerangs on the very agenda it seeks to advance. In the second section, | will analyze
the information fatigue | observed among politically engaged pro-democracy
informants in relation to its underlying identity struggles.

8.1 Backfire of the Anti-China Propaganda

Despite the absence of government censorship, the Chinese-language
information ecosystem outside the GFW is far from healthy. Most of my informants
have encountered anti-China conspiracy theories online. While pro-democracy
informants simply dismiss such content as “stupid”, pro-regime informants usually list
examples, elaborate on their absurdity, and end up justifying censorship.

Although studies of the far-right information sphere have been focusing almost
exclusively on Western democracies (e.g., Gallaher, 2020; Kaiser et al., 2020;
Torregrosa et al., 2020), this phenomenon is never limited to such contexts. Rather, the
far-right influence has plagued overseas Chinese for a long time. A telling example is
the case of the Epoch Times. This tabloid has come under the Western mainstream
media’s scrutiny in recent months due to its excessive pro-Trump advertisement

spending on Facebook (Roose, 2020), promulgation of coronavirus conspiracy
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(Bellemare et al., 2020), and support of Trump’s election fraud allegations (Hua, 2020).
However, few have noted that since its launch in 2000, the Epoch Times has been
influential among Chinese in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and other countries for more than a
decade. In recent years, the Epoch Times has devoted much effort to developing a series
of YouTube channels dedicated to anti-China propaganda. The three most popular
Epoch-Times-affiliated Mandarin-speaking YouTube channels have a total of 1.4
million subscribers.

Parallel to the early generations of Cuban Americans (Alfaraz, 2018; Heindl,
2013), the right-wing Chinese diaspora are primarily united by their opposition to the
Communist Party. They also tend to support foreign politicians (usually right-wing)
who are tough on China, oppose political correctness and social justice movements
(which may remind them of the Chinese Cultural Revolution), and support a libertarian
version of speech freedom (Johnson, 2020). Rather than provide logical and fact-based
political analyses, they tell unfalsifiable “inside stories” about China’s high-ranking
politicians and deploy automatic bots to amplify anti-Chinese-state voices (Bolsover &
Howard, 2019).

Inside the GFW, however, the pro-regime propaganda is getting increasingly
smarter. Pan (2018) shows how the Chinese Communist Youth League (CCYL) gain
popularity among China’s younger generation by participating in online discussions
and producing animation videos. Zou (2019) also illustrates Chinese hip-hop is
sanitized for nationalism propaganda. In competition with such creative and resource-

intensive propaganda, it is hardly surprising that the “cheap and dirty solution”
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(Bolsover & Howard, 2019, p. 2076) widely deployed in anti-China propaganda
backfires among pro-regime MCSs in Hong Kong.
8.2 Information Fatigue Powered by Political Awareness

Fatigue, a phenomenon well-documented in psychological research, refers to a
sense of weariness felt by individuals typically when they perceive certain tasks as
important yet tiring to accomplish (Hardy et al., 1997). Surveys done by the Pew
Research Center have repeatedly demonstrated that Americans are fatigued by news
(Gottfried, 2016; 2020) and political discussions on social media (Anderson & Auxier,
2020; Anderson & Quinn, 2019). Researchers have also observed privacy fatigue
among users of various information communication technologies (Acquisti et al., 2006;
Hargittai & Marwick, 2016; Kwon & Johnson, 2015). Importantly, behavioral studies
show that fatigue usually leads to disengagement from tasks that induce such feelings
(Carver et al., 1989; Hockey, 1997, Hopstaken et al., 2015).

I have observed multiple forms of information fatigue among my pro-
democracy informants. First, five of my six pro-democracy informants demonstrate a
strong “fear of missing out”. They try to keep themselves informed about current affairs
in mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, the U.S., and other countries where major
political events are going on (e.g., Myanmar), though only deeply concerned with
either Hong Kong or mainland China.

Second, they hold quality analyses and in-depth reports in high regard, with
five of them subscribing to the Initium Media and the remaining one subscribing to
Caixin. However, as mentioned in Section 6.1.2, four of them report repeatedly taking

breaks from such high-quality media due to the substantial time and cognitive cost.
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Third, as mentioned in Section 6.2, two informants report anxiety about their
online privacy yet fail to take systematic measures to protect their data. A similar
pattern can be found in pro-democracy informants’ responses to government
surveillance. Well aware of the government-platform complicity in online surveillance,
all my six pro-democracy interviewees still occasionally post or send improper remarks
on WeChat. Three of them even frequently engage in anti-regime group discussions on
WeChat. An interviewee describes how his friends and he playfully respond to the
perceived government surveillance: “We would send many random ridiculous
messages to the group chat after making anti-regime remarks, so that the internet police
would consider us as a bunch of retards instead of ‘counter-revolution enemies’” (14
June 2021, personal communication). Flooding the chat with meaningless messages
after posting transgressive political comments has become a ritual in the informant’s
WeChat group. Instead of taking serious steps to circumvent government surveillance,
he and his fellow groupmates choose to performatively mock it. Another interviewee
expresses the sense of fatigue more directly, in an indifferent tone: “In fact, it is not the
case that we don’t worry about surveillance. We think we are always surveilled.
Therefore, whatever...” (11 June 2021, personal communication).

Taken together, all the three aspects mentioned above demonstrate information
fatigue shared by my pro-democracy informants. Their mentalities may stem from their
political trajectories. None of them are anti-regime by nature, while all of them have
reached their current political orientation through intimate struggles over cultural
identity, political convictions, and information practices. Having grown over the

narrow nationalism, they are on guard against parochial ways of thinking. Once
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plagued by one-sided information and partisan sources, they treasure media outlets that
they deem credible. As a result, they aspire to become a responsible global citizen, and
thus, try to keep a deep understanding of political, economic, and cultural trends across
the world. Aware of the invasive corporate and government surveillance, they are also
anxious about personal data when using social media and worried about political risks
when expressing opinions. However, in our current information ecology, such high
self-demands are unachievable for any ordinary information consumer. Therefore, the
multiple sources of anxiety combine into information fatigue which leads to some pro-
democracy informants’ recurring disengagement from serious media contents and

inaction in privacy and political risk management.
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION

Set out to understand the reasons behind MCSs’ continuous use of censored
mainland Chinese information sources after migrating out of the GFW, my thesis first
provides a systematic overview of both psychological approaches to individuals” media
choices and structural analyses of the mainland Chinese information ecology’s
constraints on people’s information practices. Then, drawing on Bourdieu’s concepts
of habitus and field, | propose a framework integrating individual agency and structural
factors to explain MCSs” media consumption.

After analyzing the media diaries and interview data from 17 MCSs in Hong
Kong, I have answered five research questions. First, a nuanced picture of MCSs’ social
media and news media habits is provided in Section 6.1. Most MCSs are heavily
consuming mainland Chinese social media, especially WeChat, while some MCSs,
especially those holding liberal political attitudes, engage with Hong Kong local news
media as well. While the former observation reflects the mainstream information
practices among MCSs, the latter arguably helps us understand the variations within
MCSs.

Second, in Section 6.2, to explicate the role of contexts in MCSs’ media
consumption, | illustrate how my informants’ media habits result from countless
repeats of initially intentional actions calibrated for certain circumstances. Furthermore,
I analyze how social media users collaborate with the algorithm to personalize their

news feed and show that such user-algorithm cooperation disproportionately benefits
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the mainland Chinese social media platforms (rather than overseas ones) in retaining
MCS users.

Third, in Section 6.3, I reveal how MCSs’ online and offline social networks,
the immediate field they inhabit, play a much more important role in the formation and
maintenance of their media habits than the societal level information ecosystem and
socio-cultural background of either Hong Kong or the mainland.

Having explored the structural factors, | turn to the psychological factors
underpinning MCSs’ media consumption in Chapter 7. In Section 7.1, | demonstrate
how cultural identification prompts some MCSs’ relentless engagement with the
mainland Chinese information sphere while the need for a new cultural identity drives
other MCSs to painstakingly reach out to Hong Kong information sources. Finally, in
Section 7.2, | illustrate how political orientation factors in not only MCSs’ media
choices but also the way they decode media messages, responding to the last research
question.

In this chapter, I will highlight the theoretical and empirical implications of my
research. Limitations and directions for future research will also be discussed.

9.1 Theoretical Implications

9.1.1 Connecting Structure and Agency in Media Choice Research

Based on Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field, my research explores the
external and internal factors underlying mainland Chinese students’ sustained use of
censored information sources after coming to Hong Kong, disentangling the intricate
interplay between agency and structure in the formation and sustentation of people’s

media habits.
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A generalized research program is illustrated in Figure 2. At the most basic
level, habits are individuals’ quasi-automatic repeats of initially intentional actions
calibrated for certain circumstances. Habits are regarded as the “hexis” part of
individual “habitus”. Psychological factors come into play in the interactions between
hexis and ethos — individuals’ values and dispositions. Ethos can manifest as the
irresistible curiosity spurring us to find out the whole account of a piece of celebrity
gossip or the earnest desire to build a new cultural identity through transforming
information diets. Moreover, hexis can be more complicated than a single behavior
prompted by certain attitudes. An example is pro-regime MCSs’ habitual political
deliberation, a process of “exposure to a topic — consumption of media from both sides
— acknowledging one side’s opinions while counterarguing those of the other side —
reinforcement of existing political convictions”. A convoluted process involving
activation of both hexis and ethos for multiple times, such deliberation can still be
repeatedly performed in a habitual way.

Figure 2. Generalized research program on immigrants’ media habits

ation

Post-migration secondary field

At the upper level, habitus is in contact with individuals’ immediate field
comprising their pre- and post-migration social network, which increases their chance

of exposure to certain sources while lowering that of other sources. While there is a
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secondary field of the home or host society underpinning individuals’ immediate field,
immigrants do not usually interact with the secondary field directly. Their interaction
with the secondary field is usually filtered by the immediate field.

This generalized research program connects the micro-level automatic habits
and purposive deliberation of individuals to their meso-level social network and the
macro-level information structure and social culture in general. It pays attention to both
unconscious and conscious behaviors, both subjective motivations and objective
opportunity structures, as well as both agency and socio-cultural conditions.

Moreover, this research program is particularly suitable for analyzing
immigrants. First, it draws attention to the habitual nature of some attitudes and
behaviors of immigrants, which is usually omitted by observers who suppose the
drastic contextual changes would lead to a re-organization of immigrants’ life. Second,
the hexis-ethos interaction provides an apt framework to explore how behaviors and
values immigrants internalized in their home societies reinforce each other and
reproduce in host societies. Finally, the differentiation of the immediate and secondary
fields helps understand the unique socio-cultural landscape faced by immigrants in host
societies. Further discussions about the final point will be provided in the following
section.

9.1.2 The Multiple Layers of Field

When it comes to an immigrant’s information consumption, a static picture
home- and host-society sources is far from illuminating, as one does not directly inhabit
a society. Instead, our choice of media is itself mediated. Physically residing in Hong

Kong while virtually in touch with the mainland, MCSs’ immediate field comprises
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their friends, family, and acquaintances back in the mainland and a newly developed
social network in Hong Kong. On the one hand, interactions with the former expose
them to the mainland Chinese information sphere, expanding the mainland Chinese
sources in their media repertories even after their migration to Hong Kong. On the other
hand, due to the increasing presence of mainland Chinese people and organizations in
Hong Kong, MCSs’ social network in Hong Kong includes more other MCSs than
Hong Kong locals. In this way, MCSs are not directly interacting with the post-
migration secondary field of Hong Kong society. The immediate field’s filtering
function is pertinent to broader research into immigrants whose physical contact with
the host society is usually mediated by local diaspora communities. Therefore, to
balance immigrants’ information diet, one shall attend to not only the politics of press
freedom and media plurality in the home- and host-societies, but also the micro-politics
of human-machine interaction and interpersonal networks.

In addition, experiences shared by my pro-democracy informants demonstrate
the early Chinese internet’s role in sowing a sense of regime-doubt which can
potentially grow into profound attitudinal and behavioral changes. Such alternative
voices are still available, though less accessible, on the current Chinese internet. One
may still preserve their doubt about the regime without circumventing the great firewall.
The historical and horizontal diversity of the Chinese internet also demonstrates that,
rather than fixed and monolithic, the virtual field individuals inhabit is fluid and
segregated.

Overall, my study illustrates the multiple layers of field conditioning our

habitus. Rather than the overall information environment of a society such as mainland
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China and Hong Kong, we need to pay attention to the myriads of timely and spatially
constrained virtual and physical fields directly inhabited by different individuals.

9.1.3 Media Habits in A Digital Age

While McLuhan used the “extension of man” metaphor to alert us to the
medium’s powerful impact on humans, my observation shows that digital devices are
indeed regarded and managed as an extension of our bodies. Individuals regard their
mobile screens as a display of their identity, stay tuned for notifications and other
signals sent by their devices, and most importantly, heavily rely on algorithms to curate
their social media feed.

Previous studies (e.g., Fletcher & Nielsen, 2019; Monzer et al., 2020) typically
portrays a rivalry between users and the algorithm. My research, however, shows a
cooperative relationship between them. Users actively cooperate with the algorithm to
create a congenial information environment on their social media platforms.
Nonetheless, rather than an external environment, the information ecosystems users
create on platforms are deeply entangled in their internal media habits. As automatic
repetitions of actions in stable circumstances, habits are heavily dependent on
contextual cues. Thus, algorithm recommendations can easily be translated into
information consumption without users’ conscious awareness. The habitual nature of
such media consumption is rendered more evident by users’ reported lack of self-
control during the process. Furthermore, after creating a cozy information environment
on a social media platform, users are likely to grow increasingly reliant on that platform.

Overall, my observations and analyses illustrate how the information

personalization jointly accomplished by users and the algorithm starts as users’ active

85



attempts to manage their social media feed but ends up adding to their passive
dependence on algorithm recommendations.
9.2 Empirical Implications

The empirical contribution of my thesis is two-folded. First, based on
participants’ media diaries, | offer a comprehensive picture of MCSs’ social media and
news media sources. Second, my interviews explore factors underlying MCSs’ media
habits, from contextual cues that prompt automatic behaviors, active efforts motivated
by cultural and political identifications, to social networks and structures of the general
information environment in Hong Kong and mainland China.

On the one hand, my research reveals MCSs’ general media consumption
pattern, the wide adoption and frequent usage of Chinese social media platforms
represented by WeChat and Bilibili. Further interviews of ordinary MCSs have
responded to the question I set out to answer — why do MCSs continue to use censored
mainland Chinese information sources after coming to Hong Kong and getting
abundant choices of free press. | have also provided evidence regarding how MCSs
react to counter-attitudinal information widely available on the open Internet and made
some preliminary observations of the anti-China propaganda’s boomerang effect.

On the other hand, | have shown some attitudinal and behavioral variations
within MCSs and tried to understand “What is unique about pro-democracy MCSs?”.
As for political attitudes, | demonstrate the influence of the early Chinese internet in
provoking regime doubt and paving the way for future attitudinal changes. As for media
habits, | observe how pro-democracy MCSs’ high demand on the breadth and depth of

their information intake and anxiety about digital surveillance resulting from their
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transformative political experiences occasionally overwhelm them and produce
recurring disengagement from serious media and inaction in privacy and political risk
management.

Having realized that even individuals’ rational choices can operate in a
pragmatic and often-times unconscious way once they internalized as mental
dispositions, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) advocate for critical reflexivity — “the
ability to reflect rationally and critically on one’s taken-for-granted ways of acting”
(Swartz, 2002, p. 63). In this respect, MCSs in Hong Kong should reflect upon the
underlying power relationship and subsequent implications of their often-times
unconscious use of mainland Chinese information sources. Nonetheless, the ritualistic
deliberation demonstrated by pro-regime MCSs shows that a simple reflection of one’s
media choices is far from enough, as the current propaganda deployed by the Chinese
authorities involves not only legitimation of themselves but also a proactive
discreditation of different voices. A critical reflection involves questioning one’s
preconceptions, which is hard, and may again require some external junctures or a
supportive field. Conversely, pro-democracy MCSs, many of whom have undergone
critical reflections of their political convictions and media habits, are setting an
unrealistically high standard on their information practices. Given the limited time and
cognitive budget we allocate to information consumption, pro-democracy MCSs’
media habits are hardly sustainable either. These findings expose the difficulties in
MCSs’ media diet management.

9.3 Limitations and Future Directions
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During my research, | have collected many interesting observations and made
some theoretically informed analyses. However, 1 am not able to fully investigate all
the thought-provoking points arising from the study due to the limited scope of this
project. In this section, I will list four areas for future exploration.

First, limited by the small sample size, the patterns and reasons of MCSs’ media
habits reported by my thesis may not be representative and need further generalizable
quantitative testing.

Second, in Section 7.2, | mentioned whataboutism and pragmatism, two
discursive strategies deployed by pro-regime MCSs to refute counter-attitudinal
information. Despite the prevalence of these two discursive tools in China’s public
discussions, a systematic and historical analysis of the discourse’s origin and
dissemination is still missing.

Third, I made some preliminary observations of the anti-China propaganda in
Section 8.1 and discussed the boomerang effect it had created among my pro-regime
informants. Future studies may comprehensively examine such propaganda’s
producers, contents, channels, and effects on the audience. As put by Bolsover and
Howard (2019), it would be lamentable if the Chinese diaspora and those who
painstakingly circumvent the GFW looking for balanced information ended up finding
themselves in “an information environment in which a small number of anti-Chinese-
state voices are attempting to use automation (and conspiracy theories) to dominate
discourse” (p. 2063).

Fourth, as mentioned in Section 9.2, my observations of pro-regime MCSs’

ritualistic deliberation and pro-democracy MCSs’ information fatigue have illustrated
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the difficulties faced by MCSs in designing a media diet that balances the quality and
cost of their information consumption. This poses two important questions: Is there
something as a balanced media diet for MCSs? If yes, how to achieve it and maintain
it in a sustainable manner?

Last but most importantly, the habituality of information consumption
demonstrated in this research warrants more attention. While some politically engaged
participants carefully select their political news sources, few participants are mindful
of their non-political information consumption. As repeatedly iterated in my thesis,
non-political information is not free from political implications. It is especially true for
MCSs whose home-society media are heavily censored by political authorities.
Continued consumption of such information sources hinders political awareness and
distorts political views, not only posing obstacles to intergroup reconciliation between
MCSs and Hong Kong locals but also affecting MCSs’ ability to make informed
personal decisions regarding migration, investment, and even vaccination in the

contemporary hyper-politicized society.
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APPENDIX 1

Survey Design

Media Diet Entry

Please report your media diet in the past several hours based on the question prompts.
You are strongly encouraged to utilize your screen time record and browser history
to facilitate the recall.

Thank you so much for your contribution.

Q14

Did you have online or offline discussions related to public affairs (topics about
society, politics, economics, philosophy and culture) with others in the past several
hours?

Yes

No
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Display This Question:
If

Did you have

online or offline discus... =  Yes

Q16

Where did the discussion take place?
WhatsApp Clubhouse

Online (Please specify the platform, e.g., WeChat, WhatsApp, Clubhouse)

Offline (Please

indicate the space, e.g., office, classroom, canteen)

Display This Question:
If

Did you have

online or offline discus... =  Yes
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Q18
How many people are involved in the discussion?

2

3

()47

() 8-15

() 16+

Display This Question:
If

Did you have

online or offline discus... =  Yes
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\(lgvlhsat's the relationship between the discussant(s) and you?
Relative(s)
Couple
Friend(s)
Colleague(s)

Superior(s)

Others

Display This Question:

If
Did you have

online or offline discus... =  Yes

Q19
Could you please briefly indicate the topic(s) of the discussion?
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Q1

Did you read any paper publications (electronic versions excluded) in the past
several hours?

) Yes

) No

Display This Question:

If
Did you read any paper

publications (electroni... =  Yes

What is(are) the publication(s)? Please specify the name of the source(s) in the text
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box.
E.g. Newspaper - NYT, Caixin; Book - Disloyal

Newspaper

Magazine

Book

Others

Q2
app
NYT
Did you use any news applications in the past several hours?
[News applications refer to the mobile or desktop news readers provided by media
such as Caixin, New York Times, etc.]

Yes

No

Display This Question:
If app

NYT Did you use any news
applications inthe... = Yes
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Q2-1

app
Please specify the news application(s).

Q3

Twitter YouTube
Did you use any social media platforms in the past several hours?

) Yes

) No

Display This Question:
If

Twitter YouTube Did you use any social media platforms in... =

Vv

v QQ
v Twitter

What is(are) the social media platform(s)? Please indicate your main activities on the
platform(s) in the text boxes.
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E.g., WeChat - Moment; Zhihu - TOEFL strategies; Instagram - Cats; Twitter - US
sanction on Huawei

WeChat

Weibo

Tik Tok

Bilibili

Douban

Zhihu

QQ

-XX Other Chinese social media platforms [Please specify the
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platform(s) and your main activities on it] E.g. Baidu Tieba - xx Game

Facebook

Twitter

YouTube

Instagram

LinkedIn

Reddit-BLM Other overseas social media platforms [Please specify the

platform(s) and your main activities on it] E.g. Reddit - BlackLivesMatter

Q4

Did you browse any websites in the past several hours?
Yes
No
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Display This Question:

If Did you browse any websites in the
past several hours?...=  Yes
Q4-1
Vv BBC- ; MSNBC-
Vv Netflix-
v UNESCO
Vv /
\/

What is(are) the website(s)? Please briefly indicate the site(s) domain(s) and your
activities on it(them).
E.g.
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News sites: BBC - climate change news; MSNBC-US Election
Entertainment sites: Netflix - Stranger Things

News sites

Entertainment sites

Information sites

owned by non-profit governmental and non-governmental organizations

/ Professional work/study related websites

Functional sites

Others

Q5 /

TVB

< <l <0<

Protest solidarity and radicalization

124



Did you use the following media in the past several hours? Please briefly list the
names of the specific channels/events.

E.g. Podcast - Global news podcast, Today explained; Newsletter - Brookings brief,
Aeon magazine; Seminar - Protest solidarity and radicalization

Television

Podcast

Newsletter

Seminar

Film

Social cultural activities

Games

Courses related to society,

culture, politics, economics, etc.

Others
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APPENDIX 2
Interview Protocol

Source Usage

o How often do you use this source?
o How much time do you typically spend on this source?

o Can you walk me through your typical routine of using this source?
Media Habit Formation

o When did you start to use this source?
o How did you know this source?
o Have you subscribed to this source? Why did/didn’t you subscribe to this source?
o What is your perception of this source?
o What can you get from this source?
o What offered by this source is important to you?
o Do you trust this source? Why?
= Probe: how do you corroborate what you get from this source?
o [For political information sources only]
o Were your political attitudes affirmed/challenged by this information
source at the time of your encounter with it?
o Are your political attitudes congruent/incongruent with this source now?
o Are your political attitudes influenced by this source? How?

o Can you evaluate your experience with this source?
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o Are there any sources you stop to use/ use less after incorporating new sources

to your media diet? Why so?
Interpersonal Communication

o Who do you usually talk to?
o E.g., locals, international students, other mainland Chinese students
studying in Hong Kong, friends and family back in the mainland, etc.
o What are the main topics of your discussions?
o Do you have friends who hold different (& similar) political opinions?
o How often do you discuss politics with them?

o How do the discussions usually unfold?
Demographic information

o Years spent in Hong Kong, age, education level
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