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CHIRPY ABOUT TWEETS
THE WHOLE NATION HAS TAKEN
MICRO-BLOGGING TO ITS HEART
By HU YONGQI

C

heng Yuan and three friends
recently went to a restaurant
in Beijing’s Chaoyang district.
Before checking the menu
they took out their mobile
phones and started sending
a series of tweets. Cheng, who had been to
the restaurant before, said he sent a tweet
suggesting a dish and his companions
silently answered with tweets. They have
been communicating like this since August
2010. They are an extreme example of a
segment of the population who are devoted
to micro-blogging and describe themselves
as “addicts” — but Cheng and his friends are
not alone. The National Report on Micro
Blogs in 2010, released by Shanghai Jiaotong
University in December, suggests more than
65 million people are active micro blog users.
Micro-blogging here is much the same as
in other countries, with the ability to send
images or embedded videos, and messages
with a maximum of 140 characters.
Over the past three years, more than 50
operators have started providing micro blog
services and many people believe the pattern
of information exchange between people has
been transformed.
“Micro blogs can transmit information
fast and, more importantly, we can use
mobiles to stay in touch any time and anywhere,” said Cheng, who started using the
Sina Weibo micro-blogging service when
he was in the United States in 2010 and
wanted to get more news on the 7.0-magnitude earthquake that shook Yushu, Qinghai
province.
“About 160 out of 192 followers on my
micro blog are close friends. We don’t send
text messages anymore, we contact each
other by micro blog,” said the 27-year-old consultant on overseas studies.
But his micro blog is not just for friendly
messaging, it’s also for criticism. In October,
Cheng tweeted that the service at a restaurant was bad. The restaurant owner responded to him, apologized and invited him to have
a dinner on the house to prove the service
had improved. Cheng accepted and said they
are good friends now.
Cheng said another advantage of microblogging is that he can follow pop stars and
gets the opportunity to chat with them on his
micro blog.
“The interaction between me and public
ﬁgures shows that the distance between us
has been reduced. This is not something I
could do in the real world,” Cheng said.
Government officials have also taken up
micro-blogging. Wu Hao, the spokesman for
Yunnan province’s Party Committee when he
started micro-blogging in November 2009,
now has more than 15,000 followers (known
as “fans” in China), though he is no longer
the spokesman.
In early 2010, the Foshan public security
bureau in Guangdong province registered its
micro blog on Sina Weibo. Today, local public
security bureaus have registered more than
500 micro blogs.
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Of all the government micro blogs registered in 2010, those opened and maintained
by public security bureaus make up more
than 70 percent, according to the National
Report on Micro Blogs in 2010.
At the same time, pop stars, scholars and
businessmen have joined up. Celebrities Yao
Chen and Na Ying have, respectively, nearly
5 million and more than 1 million followers;
while Pan Shiyi, chairman of SOHO China,
one of the largest real estate developers in
Beijing, has 3.1 million.
Yao tweets about her acting activities and
expresses how she feels; while Na was caught
out in January when she tweeted that her
assistant required a police car to fetch the
costume she had forgotten for a Spring Festival performance at the Beijing Traffic Management Bureau. Na was severely criticized
for taking advantage of her position and later
apologized for her “poor attitude”.
Many Chinese enterprises have caught
onto the potential of e-marketing via micro
blogs. Sina Weibo had about 50 million users
in October and has been trying to encourage
more people to sign up by diversifying its
services. Since November, users have been
able to upload pictures, videos and share Web
links with followers.
“Micro blogs are a combination of mobile
terminal and social network, combined with
the fast development of mobile technology,”
said Cao Guowei, CEO and president of
Sina.com.cn, which operates Sina Weibo.
Cao said micro-blogging would continue
to provide more than just user-to-user messaging and evolve into e-commerce and elec-

The interaction between me and
public figures shows that the
distance between us has been
reduced. This is not something I
could do in the real world.”
CHENG YUAN, A MICRO-BLOG USER IN BEIJING

tronic games platforms in the next ﬁve to six
years. He said micro-blogging is a new channel for enterprises to promote their products
online.
During the South Africa World Cup, Cai
Wensheng, president of the online game
website 4399.com, promised to give some
of his fans iPads and iPhones as gifts. The
promise of gifts drew more than 160,000 fans
in 26 days and boosted his and his company’s
proﬁle.
As micro blogs gain in popularity, any
micro blog that has at least 10,000 followers
is eligible to post ads and thus gain profits, said one micro blog programmer who
declined to reveal his name and employer.
As a result, perhaps, hundreds of online
shops have been selling fake micro blog followers or fans on Taobao, China’s largest
online consumer-to-consumer trading platform. Consumers can ﬁnd 20 online shops
selling followers after typing “micro blog followers” on the website.

“Your page will become a notice board
when 1,000 fans keep an eye on your micro
blog. When you get over 100,000 fans, you
are like a bestselling newspaper in Beijing.
When you have 10 million fans, you can
advertise like CCTV does,” claimed one advertisement from a shop owner to promote his
“micro blog followers”.
Fake followers sold for around 0.2 yuan (3
cents) in August 2010, but the price increased
to 1 yuan in January.
Almost all online shops claim the “highquality” micro blog followers they sell are
legally registered and have their own individual photos, registration information and fans.
Even their micro blog messages are updated
from time to time.
A shop owner who only wanted to be identiﬁed as Jiou (his registered name on Taobao)
provides a service package at his shop: 1,000
followers plus 50 comments plus 500 tweets
is priced at 298 yuan ($45); 1,500 followers
plus 20 comments plus 500 tweets sells for
308 yuan. There’s no limit to the number of
followers Jiou sells.
According to his site, Jiou earned around
2,000 yuan in December, when he started
selling fake followers.
“As micro blogs are becoming more
popular, advertisements and false information have shown up. Therefore, the micro
blog market needs to be better regulated
to prevent deceptive and false information
from spreading,” said Yin Yungong, director
of the institute of journalism and communication of the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences.

