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Abstract: Restricted by its top-down political structure, the efficient management of
social capital as a community-based resource is vital to the success of environmental
non-governmental organizations in China. Based on both the Resource Mobilization
Theory and the Social Capital Theory, this case study research describes and explores
the role of mobile-enabled social media in assembling social capital resources among
environmental communication organizations in China. Using a case study of two
Chinese ENGOs, this study aims to demonstrate the benefits and limitations of mobile-
enabled social media as cross-boundary mobilization platforms to mobilize social
capital in promoting environmental causes and generating social changes. Discussion,
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1. Introduction

China’s fragile environment has been severely impacted after decades of rapid industrialization,
population pressure, urbanization, and ‘“unsustainable production practices” (Morton,
2003, p. 54). Multiple reports have found the severity of environmental impacts on China’s
ecosystem because of its fast-economic development (MarketLine, 2013). In November
2010, China officially admitted that it was the largest emitter of greenhouse gas (MarketLine,
2013). Environmental issues would become President Xi’s biggest problem after the Chinese
Communist Party’s 19% Congress in October (Wang, 2017). The World Bank (2007) found
that health costs of severe air and water pollution account for about 4.3 percent of China’s
GDP. Over 70% of the rivers in China have been found polluted and not suitable for human
consumption (Kaiman, 2013). Recent statistics continue to point out the negative impacts of
environmental depredations in China and, according to China’s Ministry of Environmental
Protection, the costs of pollution have been estimated to be about $227 billion (about 3.5% of
China’s GDP in 2010 (Albert & Xu, 2016).

Other alarming statistics have confirmed the severity of environmental complications in
China. Cancer mortality rates have grown 80% because of rampant water population in the
rural area, and air pollution in the urban area in the past 30 years (Kaiman, 2013). Carcinogens,
such as nitrosodimethylamine (NDMA), are found in tap water after a study of water
quality in 23 provinces and 155 cities in China (Cendrowski, 2016). Life expectancy among
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residents in the heavily polluted areas (such as the northern part of Huai River in Northern
China) are 5.5 years lower than the average (75.3 years for Chinese people) (Albert & Xu,
2016). Despite the increasing awareness among the public, how Chinese government shapes
its environmental policies is determined by the tension between economic development and
conservation (He, Zhuang & Xie, 2014). Protests related to environmental concerns rose to
712 cases in 2013 (31% increase from 2012) (Albert & Xu, 2016). Due to the severity of these
environmental problems, The World Bank has allocated US$1 billion to help China with air
quality improvement projects through the improvement of energy efficiency and air quality
reduction in its capital region (The World Bank, 2016).

Environmental non-governmental organizations (henceforth, ENGOs) constitute an
important part of China’s emerging civil society. However, due to President Xi’s ubiquitous
control over China’s political and social structures, China’s ENGOs continue to “struggle for
support” (Sha, 2012), their involvement in the policy-making process “ephemeral” (Li, 2012, p.
26). These challenges are likely to be caused by the absence of resources in China (Francesch-
Huidobro & Mai, 2014). Like those in other societies, the success of ENGOs in China will
also rely on their capacity to mobilize resources to take part in government’s policy-making
processes to conserve its environment (Francesch-Huidobro & Mai, 2014). The case study
by Francesch-Huidobro and Mai (2014) found that advocacy groups in Guangdong Province
accomplished their conservation objectives through consensus building in creating an advocacy
coalition system, forming coalitions among organizations, grassroots movements to create
demands, and pursuit of government recognition and endorsement. These approaches reflect
the importance of efficiently managing social capital resources to accomplish the conservation
objectives of these ENGOs. The abilities to build capacity through mobilizing various resources
is particularly critical at the time of the recent pervasive control of 7,000 foreign ENGOs in
China, by means of its 20/6 PRC Law on the Management of Foreign NGOs. This new law
is likely to affect fund-raising, volunteer recruitment, and other operations of ENGOs in this
country (Beech, 2016; Wong, 2016), further straining the access to resources instrumental to
the success of ENGOs in China.

Using a case study approach commonly found in past environmental communication
literature to provide a thorough analysis of cases and best practices (Francesch-Huidobro,
& Mai, 2012; Li, 2012; Li, 2017), we analyzed the role of mobile-enabled social media as
enabling platforms to mobilize social capital by two ENGOs in China. This case study aims
to describe how these emerging platforms have helped ENGOs in China to accomplish their
conservation objectives in a society where civil society sector is still developing. This study
begins by providing an overview of two main theoretical frameworks, followed by the research
method to provide case study data to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: What is the role of mobile-enabled social media in mobilizing social capital
resources by ENGOs in China?

RQ2: How have mobile-enabled social media helped ENGOs to mobilize resources to
accomplish conservation objectives for social change in China?
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RQ3: What are the challenges and difficulties in employing mobile-enabled social
media as resource mobilization platforms by ENGOs in China?

2. Literature Review

The advent of new media has impacted many non-governmental organizations (henceforth,
NGOs) in China (Li, Tang & Lo, 2018; Saxton & Guo, 2014). For example, Saxton and
Guo (2014) analyze the role of Twitter in targeting core stakeholders among 117 community
foundations in the U.S. Their quantitative study confirms the importance of Twitter in building
social media capital for these non-profit organizations. While the use of social media has been
found to generate positive benefits for many NGOs (Saxton & Guo, 2012), to what extent these
new media will be integrated into NGOs’ organizational activities depends on government
affiliation, government work experiences, and regulatory environment in China (Li et al.,
2018). Emerging areas of research on the use of new media by NGOs or ENGOs have begun
to address their benefits of mobilizing resources (Li et al., 2018), social media capital (Saxton
& Guo, 2014), or actual financial resources such as donations (Saxton & Guo, 2012). This
study aims to provide a first attempt to integrate both Resource Mobilization Theory and Social
Capital Theory to better conceptualize the role of mobile social media in mobilizing resources
for Chinese ENGOs, as demonstrated in the analysis of their best practices to accomplish
ENGOs’ conservation objectives.

2.1. Resource Mobilization Theory (RMT)

Resource Mobilization Theory (henceforth, RMT) has been applied to study social movements
since 1970s (See McCarthy & Zald, 1977, for review). Recently, RMT has been used to
study the strategies employed by these social movement organizations to study the roles
of communication media (Carroll & Hackett, 2006) and emerging media (such as Internet)
(Kropczynski & Nah, 2010). Kropczynski and Nah (2010) elaborate that RMT emphasizes
“the importance of acquiring a variety of resources, such as trust, authority, and connective
public goods, to mobilize members toward the completion of movement goals” (pp. 691-692).
These intangible resources, in addition to many tangible resources, are critical to the success
of any NGOs or ENOGs (Saxton & Guo, 2014). Many ENGOs have objectives similar to
social movement organizations; that is, to mobilize the society for positive social changes
through “the effective use of resources, including money, facilities, labour, legitimacy, land,
and technical expertise” (Hara & Estrada, 2005, p. 504). Therefore, it is viable to extend RMT
to study ENGOs in China, given its tightening of centralized controls after several decades of
the “Open Door Policy” (Fincher, 2018).

Past literature has identified at least five types of resources instrumental to the success
of NGOs in general, and ENGOs in particular: cultural, human, material, moral, and social
organizational (Edwards & McCarthy, 2004; cited in Corte, 2013, p. 29). Social media contribute
to seeking for human resources that refer to experience, expertise, labor, or skills a social
movement organization has (Edwards & McCarthy, 2004; Li et al., 2018). Li et al. (2018) found
that leaders of ENGOs who have previous government work experience tend to employ social
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media to maintain relationships with government to seek for resources. Similarly, Saxton and
Guo (2012) found the strategic use of social media can lead to better financial outcomes, which
are defined as a type of material resources, among other tangible artefacts such as equipment
or supplies (Edwards & McCarthy, 2004). Yang, Kang, and Wang (2019) similarly observed
that the use of mobile platforms help Chinese ENGOs to share their organizational visions with
outside communities to build moral resources, commonly defined as solidarity and sympathetic
support from the public (Edwards & McCarthy, 2004). Well-established and successful ENGOs
(such as WildAid) also attempt to change people’s culinary habit by not eating shark fin soup, as
an example of cultural social capital which is defined as “shared norms, values, attitudes, and
beliefs” (Ballet, Sirven & Requieres-Desjardins, 2007).

Overall, ENGOs’ abilities to coordinate and mobilize these resources are important to
accomplish their organizational objectives for social changes in China. The access and generation
of cultural social capital will lead to the intended behavioral changes in society to better protect
the environment. In the process of resource mobilization, scholars often ignore the role of
communication (Edwards & McCarthy, 2004). However, increasingly, communication scholars
have paid attention to the relationships among people’s communication behaviors (including
media usage behaviors), social capital, and social/civic actions (Jeffres, Jian & Yoon, 2013;
Rojas, Shah & Friedland, 2011; Quinn, 2012; Tian, 2015). Therefore, we speculate that mobile-
enabled social media will play an equally important role in mobilizing social capital resources
for ENGOs in China. Saxton and Guo (2014) similarly argued that sending Twitter messages
to NGOs’ core stakeholders contributes to organizations’ “social media capital” (p. 289). Other
scholars also found social media play an important role in generating human resource capital by
encouraging, informing, and recruiting young people to take part in recycling campaigns through
SMS messages (Buil, Roger-Loppacher & Marimon, 2014). In Hara and Estrada’s (2005) case
study, they further examined the role of the Internet in the mobilization of grassroots activities
and concluded that this technology can capitalize on moral and cultural capital resources such
as credibility and legitimacy building, knowledge, identity support, interpersonal interactions,
etc. (Hara & Estrada, 2005).

ENGOs in China may use mobile-enabled social media for a variety of purposes such
as informing the public and stakeholders, recruiting volunteering, soliciting financial support,
generating relationships with other ENGOs, social groups, or individuals as discussed in the
studies in the Western contexts (Chung, Nam & Koo, 2016; Lodhia, 2014; Stein, 2011). Saxton
and Guo (2014) coined the term, social media capital, to refer to social media-based capital,
which is vaguely equated with cultural, financial, and symbolic capital. Their study seems to
assume that sending out Twitter messages will generate some form of social media capital
without differentiating what types of resources will be generated. Given that the concept of
social capital has been used ambiguously (Saxton & Guo, 2014), in the following section, we
will briefly review previous studies on the concept of social capital in the context of Chinese
ENGOs.

2.2. Social Capital Theory

Bourdieu (1986) defines social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources
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which are linked to possession of a durable network of institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance or recognition” (pp. 248-249). Other scholars have defined social capital as
“connections among individual social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness
that arise from them” (Putman, 2000, p. 19). In the study of ENGOs, social capital is a useful
concept because it refers to “social networks, the reciprocities that arise from them and the
value of these for achieving mutual goals” (Schuller, Barron & Field, 2000, p. 1). The emphasis
on collective action (i.e., to protect the environment) is particularly relevant to examine how
mobile-enabled social media help accomplish conservation objectives through reaching out to
the public to mobilize a variety of social capital resources to facilitate social changes.

Existing non-profit organization literature (such as Saxton & Guo, 2012, 2014) often
ignores the multi-dimensionality and complexity of the social capital concept. The term, social
media capital, was coined (Saxton & Guo, 2014) to describe social media-based activities by
U.S. community foundations; however, their study does not differentiate various types of social
capital due to their social media activities. However, rapid developments of mobile-enabled
social media have allowed the generation, maintenance, and mobilization of social capital
resources to exist virtually in many social networking media. These technological developments
have transformed social media from merely connecting with core stakeholders, to mobilizing
their material, human, culture social capital that demand scholars to better study the impacts
of these media platforms. For example, ENGOs may not be able to use social media to seek
for material social capital (such as donations) in China, but through frequently connecting with
the outside communities, these ENGOs are likely to build trust such that local communities/
stakeholders might perceive their participation is essential to result in positive social changes
(Glenane-Antoniadis et al., 2003).

Social capital theorists help environmental communication researchers to understand
social capital can have bonding and bridging functions (Chung et al., 2016; Foster et al.,
2017; Williams, 2006). In a collectivistic culture like China where guan-xi, or interpersonal
relationship, plays an important role, these two functions are likely to affect how social capital
will be generated from closely-knit interpersonal social networks. For example, sharing
campaign information through individuals’ social media, or word of mouth, may generate more
powerful persuasive results than through less personal mass media advertising. In addition to
the bridging form of social capital described above, the presence of pro-environmental social
norms, an example of bonding form and cultural social capital, may also be important to alter
behaviors among local villagers or fishermen in China.

Mobile-enabled social media platforms have created a particularly interesting situation
for ENGOs in China. These platforms allow these ENGOS to mobilize many resources easily
and effectively within the existing social relationships in the Chinese society to accomplish
conservation objectives. Furthermore, the omni-present mobile platforms further enhance
ENGOs’ capabilities to “improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated action”
(Putnam, Leondardi & Raffaella, 1993, p. 167). Furthermore, Foster et al. (2017) observes that
the introduction of these emerging media platforms is likely to affect how people develop social
ties among themselves and generate new and more social capital resources (p. 6).
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3. Research Method
3.1. Case Study Method

As a popular qualitative research method, case study has been widely used in environmental
communication research (Jarreau, Altinay & Reynolds, 2015; Yang et al., 2019). Merriam
(1998) defines the case study method as “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a
single instance, phenomenon, or social unit’ (p. 21). Yin (2009) identifies three case study
methods: descriptive, explanatory, and exploratory. Unlike an exploratory case study that
merely identifies patterns in the data, this study employs a combination of descriptive and
explanatory case study methods to provide a through description of the selected ENGOs to
explain three theoretically-framed research questions (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013).
Based on the intent of a case study, Merriam (1998) points out three types of case studies:
descriptive, evaluative, and interpretive. This study aims to describe and evaluate the best
practices of these two ENGOs in terms of their mobile-enabled social media applications.

The case study method is a suitable method to offer researchers “an understanding of a
complex issue or object and [can] extend experience or add strength to what is already known
through previous research” (Jarreau et al., 2015; Soy, 1997; Yang et al., 2019). Past studies
on environmental communications have often employed this method to provide a thorough
exploration of how the Internet helps the Australian mining companies for sustainability
communication (Lodhia, 2016), effectiveness of environmental projects in China (Subedi,
Hocking, Fullen, McCrea & Milne, 2011), and the role of climate advocacy groups in
China (Francesch-Huidobro & Mai, 2012). This research method can be combined with
other quantitative and qualitative methods to provide more in-depth analysis of a particular
phenomenon interesting to researchers or policy-makers (Jarreau et al., 2015). Furthermore,
the case study research approach allows researchers to focus on “detailed contextual analysis
of a limited number of events or conditions and their relationships” (Soy, 1997; Yang et al.,
2019). To provide data to answer our research questions, we employed a case study approach
to examine and assess two ENGOs and their campaigns in China (Yin, 1994). We attempt to
provide a thorough description about what social capital has been mobilized by these emerging
platforms to help Chinese ENGOs accomplish their conservation objectives.

Defining a case as a unit of analysis is a critical step in a case study approach to allow
researchers to answer questions and issues relevant to a research project (Xiao, 2010). To
select our study cases, we have followed the case study strategies and procedures, such as
typical, diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, most similar, and most different (Gerring, 2008;
Seawright & Gerring, 2008). We have employed the typical and most similar case selection
strategies to choose representative cases that can provide the strongest foundation to generalize
to other ENGOs in China (Gerring, 2008; Seawright & Gerring, 2008).

The selection of two Chinese ENGOs in this study is based on the Directory of
Environmental Organizations and Environmental Government Agencies in China (https://www.
earthdirectory.net/china). We reviewed all ENGOs’ websites to identify their mobile-enabled
social media applications in recruiting volunteers, soliciting donations, informing stakeholders
and the public, and other activities related to social capital mobilization. The following two
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ENGOs were selected on the basis of the extent and creative applications of technologies and
practices that are likely to be representative and similar to other ENGOs in China. ENGOs were
chosen because of their mobilization of different types of social capital to demonstrate how
mobile-enabled social media have helped Chinese ENGOs in accomplishing their conservation
objectives. Because the present research is not a quantitative content analysis study of ENGOs’
websites, no numeric data on the above categories are provided to justify the selection of two
ENGOs. Our selection of these two ENGOs below is based on extensive discussions between
the two authors to abide by the case selection methods by Gerring (2008) and Seawright and
Gerring (2008). -

4. Findings and Discussion

In this section, we discuss two ENGOs in China that demonstrate their use of mobile-enabled
social media to mobilize different types of social capital resources in China. We also explain
how ENGOs’ new media applications reveal the processes and outcomes of social capital
mobilization to accomplish their conservation objectives in response to China’s changing
political and social milieu.

The emergence of mobile-enabled social media has fostered a new generation of civil
society leaders in China (Hook, 2016). Among them, environmental communication leaders are
among the forerunners to use these communication technologies. Many of them have employed
these platforms to mobilize resources to accomplish their conservation objectives (Yang et al.,
2019). Their decisions to embrace these new technological innovations are partially due to the
changing political and regulatory environment in China, where the development of ENGO’s
organizational capacities has been restricted by China’s new policies and regulations (Li et
al., 2018; Tang & Zhang, 2008). Contrary to state-owned media, mobile-enabled social media
are less regulated in China and more open to innovations. Emerging media platforms have
historically played a vital role in fostering civic organizations in China. For example, in August
2013, the environmental activist, Deng Fei, set up his own social media accounts and encouraged
users of China’s Sina Weibo (equivalent to Twitter in most of the world) to share photos of
contaminated rivers in their hometowns (Custer, 2013). Even though the river contamination
problem may be local, social media help spread the news to become a national focus when
other users share their own photos (Custer, 2013). Mobilizing national support of this important
issue is critical to the success of any water conservation campaign in China. Emerging media
platforms have made this possible through raising public awareness, increasing engagement,
and generating donation and volunteer activities. The easy sharing of photos in Deng Fei’s
Weibo account supports social media’s capabilities to amass “social media capital” (as coined
by Saxton & Guo, 2014) from previously-isolated pockets of concerned citizens all over China
to generate culture, human, and material social capitals.

4.1. Case Study #1: China Water Safety Foundation (henceforth, CWSF) (http://blog.163.
com/special/0012sp/shuianquan.html)

CWSF represents a close collaboration among ENGOs, civil society organizations, universities,
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and business enterprises. CWSF’s website, accessible through mobile-enabled social media
(such as Weibo and mobile devices), demonstrates a variety of resource mobilization functions,
ranging from online donations to e-Commerce and information-sharing functions to garner
capitals available in the society (Yang et al., 2019). Its website also includes an online donation
link and a real-time water safety inquiry link. The water safety inquiry function is particularly
noteworthy because it exemplifies social media’s roles to facilitate the mobilization of material
social capital without the needs of reporting to local governments and mass media. For
example, its water quality reporting link and real-time water quality map share and exchange
water quality information reported by concerned citizens in China. The visualization of data
is also made accessible through four QR codes linking to water quality monitoring and testing
data across China. The application of mobile-enabled social media by CWSF demonstrates that
these emerging media platforms can efficiently enable ENGOs to bridge different stakeholders
by establishing weak ties with the public through sharing and exchanging water contamination
information. The information-sharing capabilities are critical to the success of ENGOs in China
because many local governments have often kept water safety and quality monitoring data secret
to avoid public oversights (Liu, 2015). Informed citizens are also likely to prompt national
and local governments to reform their water management systems (Liu, 2015). Cooperation,
openness, reciprocity, social cohesion, and trust among ENGOs and the public help generate
bridging social capital to accomplish intended behavioral changes (Chung et al., 2016; Leonard
& Pelling, 2010) at the levels of both local community and governments.

Krasner (1978) points out that a state (or its sub-state actor) is often constrained by its
capacity to focus on the most urgent issues. Therefore, mobile-enabled social media has served
the important function of networking with ENGOs’ peer, government, and business organizations
to mobilize social capital from the society after alerting various stakeholders of pressing
environmental issues. Li et al. (2018) argue that managerial networking with these entities will
enable ENGOs to strengthen their organizational capacities by facilitating interorganizational
learning, taking advantage of environment opportunities, reducing environmental uncertainty,
and protecting against environmental threats. These findings concur with similar social media
research (Chug et al., 2016; Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe, 2007; Valenzeula, Park & Kee, 2009)
that found Facebook users utilize this social media platform for bridging social capital and their
usage behaviors to affect their political and civil society participation. Before the advent of
mobile-enabled social media, it would be cost inhibitive for CWSF and other similar ENGOs
in China to bond and bridge different stakeholders in a geographically dispersed country of 1.4
billion people (Yang et al., 2019). Existing bureaucratic and centralized structure in China have
made a timely response to these urgent environmental problems less feasible (Schwartz, 2004).

On the basis of social capital literature, mobile-enabled social media is also capable of
enhancing trust of ENGOs. The construction of trust between ENGOs and their stakeholders
depends on whether ENGOs can employ these emerging technologies to faciliate communication,
information diffusion, and social relationship/tie development among individuals and ENGOs
(Durant, 2011). Past research on problems and challenges facing ENGOs in China has often
cited that “the lack of trust throughout society” has affected the recruitment of volunteers and
the sustainability of their existing programs (Ewon & Rollins, 2011, p. 57). To build trust with
its stakeholders, CWSF relies on the general public’s abilities to access the most updated water
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quality and mobilize people’s participation in helping to monitor and report any potential water
pollution incidents across any parts of China. Trust in CWSF is established through impartial
and non-censored information, and openness to report and share information. For example,
CWSF’s blog page provides a real-time water quality monitoring map and water pollution
incident reporting (indicated by @) to read and share information (Refer to Figure 1). Users
are able to employ different color notations (indicated by @ @ @ @ ©) to show whether any
pollution incident has been reported and subsequently resolved (Yang et al., 2019). Chinese
netizens are also encouraged to share any information through other social media platforms
such as RenRen (like Facebook), Sina Weibo (equivalent to Twitter), or QZone (like blogging)
(Yang et al., 2019). The blog page (as seen in Figure 1) also includes a section that allows users
to interact with each other through existing Weibo platforms to maintain the involvement of the
concerned citizens through which bonding and bridging social capital can be mobilized to shape
government’s policy-making process. What is demonstrated in Figure 1 can further establish
bonding social capital among users of CWSF’s platforms by creating a virtual community of
concerned citizens. This networking opportunity is likely to produce what Geber et al. (2016)
refer to as participatory capital that is generated among “associational memberships that afford
opportunities for people to bond and articulate their demands” (p. 495).
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Figure 1. Real-Time Water Quality and Pollution Incident Map Enabled by
Mobile Social Media (by China Water Safety Foundation)
Source: http://blog.163.com/special/0012sp/shuianquan.html
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To take advantage of the popularity and pervasiveness of mobile devices in China where
penetration is expected to reach 51.1% in 2018 (eMarketer, 2014), CWSF also uses four QR
codes to allow concerned citizens to download water pollution maps by reading these QR
codes. As a strategy to mobilize social capital through easy access to pertinent information,
mobile-enabled social media has the advantage of facilitating the dissemination of information
to build more social capital for many NGOs (Trivedi & Vyas, 2014). Mobile-enabled social
media will similarly help ENGOs in China to reach their target audiences and generate greater
impacts on government policies (Trivedi & Vyas, 2014). The dissemination of information
through these networking tools is likely to reduce public distrust of ENGOs in China (Li et al.,
2018). Among the tech-savvy middle class in China, the inclusion of QR codes does contribute
to the generation of social capital for conservation objectives (Yang et al., 2019). Leonard and
Pelling (2010) point out that “social capital can be inclusive or exclusive depending on a social
actor’s socio-economic status, capacities, opportunities and strategies for networking to engage,
organize and respond to industrial risk” (p. 582). Nevertheless, it should be cautioned that the
application of QR codes could generate unanticipated negative consequences by excluding
certain less technology-savvy groups while bridging social capital by offering “informational
advantages” (Glenane-Antoniadis et al., 2003; Leonard & Pelling, 2010).

4.2. Case Study #2: Institute for Public and Environmental Affairs (henceforth, IPE)
(http://www.ipe.org.cn/)

IPE was founded in June 2006 to monitor whether China’s corporations are responsible for
the air pollution in China (Hook, 2016; IPE, n.d., http://wwwen.ipe.org.cn/about/about.aspx).
Chinese citizens can retrieve available information about the possible environmental impacts
of any registered corporations by entering their stock code to search IPE’s database (Hook,
2016). According to its website, IPE is “a non-profit environmental research organization
registered and based in Beijing, China...... dedicated itself to collecting, collating and analyzing
government and corporate environmental information to build a database of environmental
information” (IPE, n.d.). IPE’s website, social and mobile platforms provide thorough collection
of government-published data on environmental quality, emissions and pollution records from
31 provinces and 338 cities (IPE, n.d.; Yang et al., 2019). Information disclosed by corporations
to meet social responsibility requirements and relevant regulations are made available through
these platforms to educate the public about the importance of air pollution in China (IPE, n.d.;
Yang et al., 2019).

As demonstrated in this ENGO’s website, mobile-enabled social media have been
incorporated into the promotion of IPE’s missions to the general public by converting less
accessible and comprehensive government data into actionable information that can help
Chinese citizens to influence corporations’ conservation efforts (Yang et al., 2019). Sharing
the missions of ENGOs help the building of what is known as “cultural social capital” (Ballet,
Sirven & Requiers-Desjardins, 2007). The mobilization of “cultural social capital” (e.g.,
norms, values, and shared beliefs to support conservation) (Ballet et al., 2007) enables ENGOs
in China to influence the operations of corporations and become “green”. Different from Case
#1 that CWSF utilizes social capital from its grassroots involvement to collaborate with the
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Chinese government to address water pollution problems through managerial networking
to build bridging social capital (Li et al., 2018), IPE mobilizes the same social capital to
influence corporation stakeholders to participate actively in conservation through their social
responsibility initiative.

As demonstrated in this case study, mobile-enabled social media have helped mobilize
different social capital resources to solve China’s environmental problems (Yang et al., 2019).
There are two mobile-enabled platforms to help promote the protection of air quality in
China: the Blue Map website and the Blue Map app that aims to “integrate environmental
data to serve green procurement, green finance and government environmental policymaking,
using cooperation between companies, government, NGOs, research organizations and other
stakeholders and leveraging the power of a wide range of enterprises to achieve environmental
transformation, promote environmental information disclosure and improve environmental
governance mechanisms” (IPE, n.d.). Furthermore, QR code as an emerging platform also
allows users to access IPE’s Sina Weibo and WeChat and mobile Blue Map App through their
mobile devices (Refer to Figure 2).

Interact with Us

We Chat Public Account Weibo Account Download the Blue Map App

Figure 2. IPE’s QR Code to Access Multi-Platforms to Interact with the Public
Source: http://wwwen.ipe.org.cn/about/about.aspx

The utilization of mobile-enabled social media to bond and bridge different ENGOs’
stakeholders through their networking capabilities (Li et al., 2018; Trivedi & Vyas, 2014) is
likely to produce what Foster et al. (2017) has called, “civic organization-based social capital,”
that are produced by many individuals who are organized by “norms and rules of behaviors”
(p- 8) to generate the resources that help accomplish environmental communication objectives.
The heavy use of these mobile platforms by ENGOs in China are likely to produce what Jeffres
et al. (2013) have called, “communication capital” that is defined as “persistent communication
patterns that facilitate social problem solving in the community” (p. 545). The benefits of
communication (social) capital as the generation, mobilization, and maintenance of useful
resources are most related to ENGOs in the environmental communication context. One of the
theoretical contributions of this study is to integrate RMT and social capital theories to examine
the communication activities facilitated by mobile-enabled social media by focusing the
mobilization of various types of social capital among ENGOs in China. Unlike previous ENGO
research that employs either resource dependence theory or institutional theory (Refer to Li et
al., 2018 for a complete review), this study further demonstrates that ENGOs in China have
taken advantage of the capacity-building potential of new technologies to mobilize resources
essential to their organizations, in spite of the “coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures”
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in China (Li et al., 2018, p. 328). This type of “network social capital” is a product of these
emerging media platforms in which interpersonal interactions are made possible, and social
relations are generated easily and effectively among individuals that belong to geographically
dispersed neighborhoods, communities, workplaces, civic organizations.

As demonstrated in this case study, the integration of mobile-enabled social media into
environmental communications has also helped ENGOs in many ways. First, mobile-enabled
social media platforms offer low-cost alternatives to deliver campaign messages to mobilize
the public. The global expansion of social networking media has even allowed local ENGOs
to communicate with a global audience (Trivedi & Meghna, 2014). Even China’s social media
are local in nature (with the banning of Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, WhatsApp, etc)
(BBC, 2017), and alternatives such as WeChat, Weibo, YouKu, WeiXin can be accessed from
outside of China to reach many Chinese citizens living overseas.

Secondly, as early as 2006, Pan Yue, Vice Minister for The Ministry of Environmental
Protection in China, pointed out “[pJublic participation is the key to solving China’s
environmental issues. Using these highly-penetrated mobile and social media will be in line
with what China’s Environmental Protection Law of 1989 states, ““All units and individuals
shall have the obligation to protect the environment and shall have the right to report on or file
charges against units or individuals that cause pollution or damage to the environment’” (cited
in Yue, 2006). Thirdly, the involvement of grassroots and stakeholders at various levels of the
Chinese society is likely to accomplish what China’s Law on Evaluation of Environmental
Effects (2003) emphasizes, that the government should hold “consultative meetings and public
hearings to protect environment interests of the public before approving any projects that may
have environmental impacts” (cited in Yue, 2006). Mobile-enabled social media will help
educate, mobilize, and motivate the public to become engaged stakeholders in making decisions
about environment protection. As a result, more social capital resources can be mobilized to
help with China’s worsening environmental problems.

5. Conclusion

Emerging media are rapidly changing the conservation of nature (Biischer, 2014). Mobile-
enabled social media and their ever-changing applications have clearly opened many
opportunities for ENGOs to interact with their stakeholders and audiences in their environmental
communications activities. As shown in these two case studies, ENGOs in China have greatly
benefited from the mobilization of social capital resources enabled by these emerging platforms
to accomplish their conservation objectives to promote their causes and to educate their
stakeholders. These emerging platforms have demonstrated their important roles in a country
where free flow of information is sometimes impeded. However, environmental communication
activists as discussed in this study seem to have found a balancing act with the government’s
increasingly tight control of the technologies. Our findings might also pose challenges to claims
by many existing institutional theorists by demonstrating that the ingenuity of ENGOs and their
managers may alleviate these restrictions on their organizations.

Mobile-enabled social media, as part of the emerging multi-platform marketing
communications ecosystem, welcome the opportunities to reach much larger and more
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diverse audiences (Doyle, 2010; Neijens & Voorveld, 2015). But, at the same time, future
environmental communications professionals are also expected to encounter similar challenges,
such as how to tailor their communication activities for increasingly diverse and fragmented
audiences (Fulgoni, 2015; Yang et al., 2019). Therefore, to succeed in this micro-segmented
communication environment, these environmental communication groups are required to
enhance their understanding of micro-segment audience behaviors (Fulgoni, 2015; Yang et al.,
2019).

5.1. Limitations of This Study and Future Research Directions

First, one of the major criticisms about social capital research is its lack of conceptual clarity and
consensus among scholars (Leonard & Pelling, 2010; Lin, 2001; Saxton & Guo, 2014). Many
embedded resources in social networks are often ignored and subsequently cause confusion
among scholars about the validity of the findings (Lin, 2001). Durant (2011) summarized
problems and limitations in social capital research, including how to best measure the social
capital concept, whether social capital works best at the individual or group level, or inside or
outside a relationship, if the closure or density of social capital has any effects, etc. Chung et
al. (2016) also argue that social capital is made up of the cognitive, relational, and structural
factors. Future study will benefit from these concerns.

Secondly, this study is also limited because only two Chinese ENGOs and their
environmental communications activities were analyzed. Future research should further study
ENGOs with different organization sizes, financial resources, mission statements, conservation
types, relationships with the government, etc. to shed more light on these important topics.

Thirdly, the present study focuses on whether and in what ways mobile-enabled social
media helps mobilize resources for ENGOs in China through informing and connecting
with the stakeholders to generate social capital for environmental conservation. This type
of “mediated” communication through these emerging platforms should also consider other
cultural, economic, and political factors in determining the participation of these stakeholders
(Hansen, 2011). Future study may need to explore how these ecological factors could affect the
effectiveness of mobile and social media in the resource mobilization process among ENGOs
in China.

Fourthly, the generation and mobilization of social capital are likely to be affected by the
strength of ties in the social relationship. The strength of ties has also been empirically found to
affect the opinion formation process (Refer to Williams, 2006, for review). Bonding or bridging
in either online or offline contexts is likely to affect how social capital will be measured and
studied (Williams, 2006). As Williams (2006) points out, the type of social relationships within
the social network can predict what types of social capital will be produced. Future research
may explore whether social ties could affect social capital among ENGOs in China.

Lastly, scholars in non-profit marketing literature (Li et al., 2018; Saxton & Guo, 2012,
2014) have used quantitative methods to analyze the role of emerging social media in ENGOs’
resource mobilization activities. For example, Li et al. (2018) studied 267 Chinese ENGOs
to understand the impacts of political environment on their networking activities. Similarly,
Saxton and Guo (2014) examined Twitter usage to reach the core stakeholders among 117 U.S.
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community foundations. Their quantitative approach may help expand the study by examining
how various types of social capital can be mobilized by these emerging media platforms.
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