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Digital diplomacy and domestic audience: how
official discourse shapes nationalist sentiments
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This article aims to reveal the domestic implications of China’s digital diplomacy by centring

the interaction between official diplomatic discourses and Chinese nationalist sentiments.

Examining diplomatic discourse presented by Chinese foreign affairs spokespersons and the

related nationalist comments of the Chinese domestic audience, this study illustrates the

dynamic interplay between official diplomatic discourses, the salience of other, and nation-

alist sentiments. The findings suggest that China’s digital diplomatic discourse can influence

the dynamic of domestic nationalist sentiments. A positive diplomatic tone contributes to

more positive nationalist sentiments through an enhanced sense of national identification.

Conversely, a negative tone of diplomatic discourse tends to generate more negative

nationalist sentiments through intensified social comparison and derogation, particularly in

the presence of salient foreign others. The study puts forward the theoretical commensur-

ability between digital diplomacy, social identity theories, and nationalism construction. It

also offers practical insights into China’s multifaceted nationalist communication and digital

diplomacy strategies.
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Introduction

The 21st century has witnessed China’s substantial invest-
ment to enhance global outreach and influence. Public
diplomacy, primarily understood as a country’s engage-

ment and investment that target foreign publics (Cull 2010), has
become one essential component of China’s overall diplomatic
strategy in recent years (Hartig 2016). Parallel to this diplomatic
approach is China’s growing use of digital communication tools, a
phenomenon referred to as “digital diplomacy,” to exceed con-
ventional diplomatic practices. China’s evolving digital diplomacy
constitutes a pivotal element of China’s construction of public
diplomacy strategy, contributing to the overall process of China’s
rise (Zhang and Ma 2022). Meanwhile, with the adoption of
China’s national plan to defend its “discourse power” against
distorted narratives, China is increasingly resorting to a more
confident, assertive and firmer rhetoric in diplomacy. For
instance, fronting with the foreign press, Chinese foreign affairs
spokespersons often respond with strong criticism towards the
decoupling and confrontation from the West with China, and
defend China’s policies combatively. The assertive diplomatic
messages have not only been transmitted to Twitter for foreign
digital publics, but also been presented by domestic media to
reach the Chinese digital audience. Under the context of “Tell
China’s Story Well”, China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA)
has been actively present on Chinese major social media. How-
ever, the current discussion of China’s digital diplomacy mainly
focuses on its external impact on the foreign public, whilst there is
a relative scarcity of scholarly attention to how China’s digital
diplomacy impacts its domestic audience.

The diplomatic assertiveness has raised many international
concerns about China’s rising nationalism (Johnston 2017; Weiss
2019) and the internet has become a commonplace for nationalist
discussion. However, most of the scholarly focus is mainly on
high-profile international conflicts and disputes, which often
trigger nationalist movements. This may lead to the difficulty of
gaining a full picture of nationalist sentiments (Zhang et al. 2018).
Moreover, in a broader context of China’s engagement with the
international community, various foreign issues, external “others”
encountered and the corresponding diplomatic responses may
exert nuanced influence on the domestic nationalist response.
There is, therefore, a need to further explore the daily expressed
nationalist sentiments within the nuanced impacts of Chinese
diplomatic discourse.

The aim of our article is thus to study the impact of the digital
diplomatic discourse on the domestic audience, specifically
focusing on nationalist sentiments as the central theme. To this
end, this paper draws upon the Social Identity Theory (SIT) to
investigate the two dimensions of nationalist sentiments, namely
national identification and social derogation. It combines dis-
course analysis, sentiment analysis, and quantitative methods to
examine the interplay between foreign affairs spokespersons’
diplomatic discourse, public perception of “self” and salient
“others”, and nationalist sentiments. By incorporating SIT into
the analysis of nationalism, the study represents how official
diplomatic discourses shape domestic nationalism from a social
psychology perspective. Furthermore, with an examination of the
daily interaction between official discourses and the public, this
research facilitates the multifaceted understanding of Chinese
nationalism and the nuanced influence of digital communication
on the complex landscape of nationalist sentiments.

This article is structured as follows. The first section presents
the existing literature and gaps on Chinese digital diplomacy and
nationalism. The second section develops a conceptual scheme
that links all potential variables, followed by the third section
where we introduce the method, research data and measurement.
Section four uses a series of multivariate models to test the

influence path of the variables. In the final section, based on the
empirical results, we offer some concluding thoughts and suggest
avenues for further research.

Literature review
Public diplomacy, digital diplomacy and audience. The initial
academic definition of public diplomacy focused on its direct
communication with foreign peoples, aiming at affecting their
thinking and, ultimately, that of their governments” (Malone
1985:199). Later definitions identified the object of public diplo-
macy, most of the definitions agreed that the public diplomacy
targeted foreign publics (Vickers 2004), as well as their foreign
policy decisions (Signitzer 2008). With the development of new
technologies, states are offered opportunities to conduct online
international communication, contributing to the rise of “digital
diplomacy”. The digital transformation in the diplomatic arena
has been widely recognised as to shift the traditional public
diplomacy and forms a crucial component of the “new” public
diplomacy (Zhang and Ma 2022), evident in the emergence of
various terminologies such as public diplomacy 2.0 (Cull 2011),
digital public diplomacy (Huang 2022), and virtual statecraft of
public diplomacy (Williamson and Kelley 2012).

The digitalisation of public diplomacy has challenged the
minimalist definition of public diplomacy in recent scholarship
(Fallon and Smith 2022) since it has speeded up the “digital
blurring of the foreign and the domestic” (Bjola et al. 2019:
85–86). Digital diplomatic communication can be targeted at
“foreign audience” (Bjola 2016) and “foreign publics” (Bjola and
Jiang 2015), but it can also reach the “general public” (Lewis
2014), “audience they seek to influence” (Adesina 2017), “digital
public” (Zhang, Ong’ong’a (2021)), and “mass audience” (Luqiu
and Yang 2020). A growing scholars recognised the previously
overlooked domestic dimension of public diplomacy in the
literature, adopting the notion “two-level game” (Fallon and
Smith 2022) to indicate that public diplomacy is not exclusively
about states projecting towards foreign audiences, but also
involves interaction between a state and its domestic audiences.

Despite that, the current discussion on Chinese digital
diplomacy still centers around China’s external impacts on
foreign audience. These scholarly contributions mainly include
China’s achievement in promoting its soft power (D’Hooghe
(2005)), cultivating a favourable national image (Hartig 2016;
Wang 2008; Chang and Lin 2014), integrating with the world
harmoniously (Zhao 2019), and legitimizing itself with foreign
audiences (Repnikova and Chen 2023). There is also increasing
research revealing the unwanted effects resulting from China’s
assertive rhetoric, including the “sharp power” as a consequence
of manipulative use of information (Nye 2017) and unfavourable
image of the “wolf warrior diplomacy” (Martin 2021; Mattingly
and Sundquist 2022). These external impacts are often studied by
investigating online activities conducted by Chinese state-led
media and MFA on foreign social media platforms such as
Facebook and Twitter (e.g., Vila Seoane 2023; Alden and Chan
2021).

When transferring digital diplomatic discourse to domestic
audience, Chen (2023) introduced the concept of “mediated/
transmitted diplomacy” to denote the process wherein state-
owned media transmit diplomatic messages to shape the
discussion of digital publics. In this respect, a small strand of
the existing research examined the domestic implications of
digital diplomacy through the prism of political legitimacy. Bjola
et al. (2019: 90) argued that digital technologies, from a public
diplomacy perspective, can help foreign policy institutions to
engage with the national citizenry, seeking public support for
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diplomatic policies and translating it into political backing. Yang
(2020) further explained that China’s public diplomacy helps
accrue legitimacy for the country at home. Huang (2022)
contends that China’s digital public diplomacy efforts contributed
the state to maintaining its dominant power domestically and
conquering discursive power internationally. Further, according
to Sullivan and Wang (2023), this process may foreground the
domestic mechanism of representative communications.

Chinese nationalism and foreign relations. The first strand of
literature on the dynamic interplay between Chinese nationalism
and foreign relations follows the top-down approach, examining
how nationalistic narratives structured by state or government are
transferred to individuals with the assistance of the modern
media system (Chen et al. 2019). Abundant sources contributing
to patriotic education and national identity construction in China
have been noted, such as the publication of “China Can Say No”,
news coverage of events such as the Olympic Games and National
Day military parade, and discursive use of symbols like
“Motherland” (Pan 2018). With technological development, dis-
cursive construction by elites accounts for the prevailing Chinese
cyber-nationalism (Schneider 2018). Many scholars also quanti-
tatively demonstrated the impact of online political expression on
public nationalist sentiments. For instance, Hyun and Kim (2014)
declared that online political discourse can enhance public sup-
port for the existing sociopolitical system through nationalism.
Zhang and Xu (2023) found that official expression constructed
nationalism embodied in the media’s constructed social reality.

The second strand of literature follows the bottom-up
approach, highlighting the crucial role of daily nationalist
sentiments and self-initiated patriotic consciousness (Chen
2023) in shaping foreign policies and external relations. The
bottom-up nationalist movements often raise scholarly concerns
that China would make popular nationalism for aggressive
foreign policy use (Hughes 2017), indicating that the pressure
posed by assertive or aggressive nationalist public opinion may
hijack the central government and its foreign policy-making
(Chubb 2018; Gries 2004; Quek and Johnston 2018). More recent
studies discussed that Chinese diplomatic posture is often
received as an appropriate demonstration of China’s fighting
for its interests against outside provocations and therefore
satisfies the domestic preferences for popular nationalism
(Sullivan and Wang 2023).

Despite the typological differences, top-down and bottom-up
approaches to constructing Chinese nationalism are not mutually
exclusive. The evolution of Chinese nationalism can be attributed
to the dynamic interplay between the state and society (Modongal
and Lu 2016), and is the result of interaction between different
stakeholders, including state and individuals (Schneider 2018).
Empirical studies also show that the construction of Chinese
nationalism online follows a two-way direction (Chen et al. 2019)
and is embedded in both social and political characteristics of
individuals (Tang and Darr 2012). It is noteworthy that we do not
inherently dismiss the efforts of either the top-down or the
bottom-up approach. In this paper, the objective is not only to
illustrate how digital diplomatic discourses, as presented by
Chinese foreign affairs spokespersons, influence nationalist
sentiments among the Chinese digital public, but also to
incorporate elements of social identity theories, such as the
public perception of salient foreign others.

Reflections on literature. Among the extensive literature, this
article aims to fill in literature gaps and provide empirical support
in the following ways. Firstly, compared to its external influence,
the domestic setting of digital diplomacy is arguably conceptually

undeveloped (Fallon and Smith 2022). Moreover, the existing
scholarship on the domestic implications of digital diplomacy
mainly focuses on China’s largest social media Weibo, whereby
the more traditional communication style of text-based post and
non-live comment may hinder the active participation of audience
in discussion or instant expression of their sentiments. In this
article, we endeavour to analyse the domestic nationalist reactions
to the digital diplomatic discourses presented by MFA spokes-
persons, which are, through the Chinese social media channel
Bilibili, transferred to China’s domestic digital population. Bilibili,
together with its unique interaction mode of bullet screen, pro-
vides an ideal place to study the “real-time” reaction and inter-
action of viewers. It helps us adopt a more micro-level perspective
to scrutinize the interaction between discursive elements, foreign
affairs, and public perception of “self” and “other”. Below we build
a theoretical model that explores these potential factors.

Secondly, a great majority of scholarship examines the dynamic
of nationalism under the context of international conflicts and the
subsequent mobilisation and protests, while scant attention has
been paid to daily and routinized nationalist expressions. As
Zhang et al. (2018) declared, a significant portion of empirical
research on Chinese nationalism heavily leans on case studies,
with some scholars delving into single high-profile issues such as
the Diaoyu Islands dispute, and others focusing on critical
junctures such as Covid-19. Although major international
conflicts indeed can trigger nationalist movements, they may
lead to the ongoing scholarly worries of the “audience cost” of
nationalism (Weiss 2019; Sinkkonen 2013; Zhao 2014). More-
over, it is hard to gain a full picture of nationalist sentiments if we
look at sorely international conflicts. Under the broader context
of China’s engagement with the international community,
nationalism should be multi-faceted (Guo et al. 2007) resulting
from the dynamic international environment and China’s
international status. Additionally, under the context of highly
sensitive political topics, netizens may be reluctant to give
comments. There is, therefore, a need for further exploration into
the subtle operation of nationalism expression in individuals’
daily routines, as articulated by the concept of “latent national-
ism” (Guo et al. 2007). To facilitate a more comprehensive
understanding of Chinese popular nationalism, this article seeks
to examine diverse foreign affairs topics, scrutinise the corre-
sponding official statements, and understand the daily expressed
public nationalist sentiments within the context where nationalist
discussion naturally occurs.

Thirdly, an important concentration shared by the literature on
the impact of digital diplomacy on domestic nationalism is the
so-called “wolf warrior diplomacy”, highlighting the offensiveness
(Zhu 2020) and confrontational approach (Martin 2021: 3) of
Chinese diplomats presented on foreign social media. This focus
may overshadow various other factors present in China’s
contemporary digital diplomatic discourse. For instance, in
response to French President Emmanuel Macron’s appeal for
Europe and the U.S. to supply vaccines to developing countries to
prevent Russia and China from extending their influence over
these nations. Chinese foreign affairs spokesperson not only
expressed China’s “welcome and support for the provision of
vaccines by European countries and the USA to African nations”,
but also outlined China’s ongoing efforts and plans to contribute
to the anti-Covid efforts in Africa. Public comments showed, on
the one hand, positive nationalist sentiments such as pride,
appreciation, and affection, as well as horizontal comparisons
with Western countries to showcase the prestige China gains
from assuming international responsibilities as a major global
power, on the other. To shed light on the broader impact of
Chinese digital diplomatic discourse on domestic nationalism,
our article endeavours to conduct a sentiment analysis of the
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diplomatic tones and go beyond the examination of the “hard”
facet of Chinese diplomatic discourse.

Theoretical framework
We argue that both official diplomatic discourses and attributes of
foreign events influence public perceptions about one’s own
country and the other countries, driving the nationalist senti-
ments of the domestic audience. This study is designed to not
only test the direct impact of these potential variables on
nationalism, but also investigate the indirect impact and influence
path of them. We develop a framework that links all elements
which can be schematically represented in Fig. 1. Below we
unpack the potential relationships among these variables.

Official diplomatic discourse and nationalism. Firstly, we look
at the official diplomatic discourse with our overall thesis being
that it will have impacts on the domestic audience’s nationalism.
Official diplomatic discourse specifically refers to the remarks of
China’s foreign affairs spokespersons presented officially at the
regular press conference of the MFA, rather than their personal
comments. These remarks can be seen as the official diplomatic
stance toward a specific country or foreign policy choices, because
a considerable amount of literature has convinced that the
statements made by the spokesperson at the regular press con-
ference serve as both external and internal official political
communication functions (Wu 2020).

Given our particular interest in the domestic function of digital
diplomatic discourse, we thus need to examine what message
these diplomatic discourses deliver to the public regarding the
diplomatic events and the self-other relationship involved.
Therefore, the transmission of optimistic diplomatic messages
to the audience regarding foreign events and the external others
involved is anticipated to foster a corresponding positive trend in
nationalist sentiments, while conversely, less favourable messages
may yield negative implications.

Hypothesis 1. Positive official diplomatic discourse will increase
the likelihood of domestic audience exhibiting positive nationalist
sentiments.

Mediating effect of the national identification and social
derogation. Hypothesis 1 suggests a positive impact of the
positive official diplomatic discourse on the overall positivity of
nationalist sentiments. Furthermore, to elucidate the mechanism
through which official diplomatic discourse impacts domestic
nationalist sentiments, we estimate that the narrative construction

of the self-other relationship plays a pivotal role. In other words,
the influence is disseminated via two dimensions of nationalism:
national identification and social derogation.

The statement is derived from our induction of social identity
theory (SIT) and characteristics of nationalism. SIT, as articulated
by Hogg (2016), highlights significantly the distinction between the
in-group and relevant out-groups in a particular context, which
enhances its capacity to explain nationalism, as evidenced by
numerous scholarly contributions (e.g. Gries 2005; Huddy and
Khatib 2007; Li and Brewer 2004; Mummendey et al. 2001).
According to SIT, the motivation for positive intergroup distinc-
tiveness and self-enhancement (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), results in
in-group favouritism and out-group derogation (e.g. Huddy 2001;
Meeus et al. 2010). This framework aids in elucidating the
characteristics of nationalism, as described by Blank and Schmidt
(2003): (a) Idealization of the nation; (b) Sense of national
superiority; (c) Uncritical acceptance of state and political authority;
(d) Excessive emphasis on the attribution of the nation in the
individual self-concept; (e) Suppression of ambivalent attitudes
towards the nation; (f) Self-identifying; (g) Homoplasy; (h) Social
derogation towards groups not considered part of the nation. Based
on the delineation of national self-concept and the conduct of
intergroup comparisons, we propose that these characteristics can
be categorized as national (in-group) identification (d, e, f, and g),
and social (out-group) derogation (a, b, c, and h).

Moreover, we assume that national identification includes a
positive facet of nationalist sentiments. The positive aspect of
nationalist sentiments mainly stems from in-group affection
(Chen et al. 2019), revolving around concepts such as patriotism,
belonging to a country (Keillor et al. 1996), confident nationalism
(Oksenberg 1986), national pride, and inclusion. In contrast,
social derogation tends to focus on the out-group. This would
encompass relatively negative nationalist sentiments such as
history of humiliation (Schneider 2018, Callahan 2006, Gries
2004), out-group hostility (Callahan 2010), cross-national
comparison, hawkishness, and exclusion. It’s noteworthy that
the use of the term “positive” here might raise concerns, as
patriotic sentiments can occasionally lead to negative outcomes
such as violence and social intolerance. Accordingly, during the
subsequent content analysis, we took special care to evaluate the
discourse’s positive or negative attributes based on its potential
social implications.

We expect that the impact of official diplomatic discourse on
nationalism is conducted through two mediating effects of social
derogation and national identification.

Fig. 1 The proposed conceptual scheme.
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Hypothesis 2. Social derogation will mediate the effect of official
diplomatic discourse on nationalism. Namely, negative discourse
will lead to more negative nationalism by increasing the level of
social derogation.

Hypothesis 3. National identification will mediate the effect of
official diplomatic discourse on nationalism. This means positive
discourse will lead to more positive nationalism by raising the
level of national identification.

Moderating effect of the salience of other. Although official
diplomatic discourse may influence the domestic audience’s
nationalism through the mediating effects, the degree of the
effects can vary with the engaged actors in the foreign events, that
is, in our article, the salience of other. Drawing upon the SIT,
Gries (2005) argues that international competition and conflict
occur only when there is a consequential zero-sum comparison
with the salient other. In other words, the salience of other plays
an important role in triggering international competitions and
consequently shaping nationalist sentiments.

The first question is, what is the otherness of Chinese
nationalism? The existing literature suggests that understanding
Chinese nationalism requires to understand the dynamic
relationship between China and the West (Li 2019; Zhao 2014).
Not surprisingly, the collective memories of past humiliation that
China suffered from the Western (Japanese) imperialists have
been long shaped a victimisation sentiment towards the West and
Japan (Callahan 2010; Gries 2004). Since late 20th century, the
nationalism was characterised by a growing anti-West sentiment
and diplomatic assertiveness (Zheng 1999: 1). Moreover, with the
geopolitical turn of Chinese nationalism since 2008 (Hughes
2011: 602), the otherness of Chinese nationalism is targeting
increasingly Western liberalism and the U.S.-dominated interna-
tional order (Johnston 2017). Recent empirical research also
proves that the sentiments of anti-West, anti-hegemony (Zhang
2019), and ideological competition between China and the West,
especially the United States (Zhang 2022) remain dominant
nationalist sentiments in Chinese digital sphere. Therefore, we
assume that the West and Japan as the targeted salient others in
our research.

The second question comes to what determines a salient other.
According to Gries (2005), the salient other must be both external
and a desirable object of comparison. Earlier researchers
particularly highlighted the saliency of the threats from United
States and Japan in the Chinese public’s minds (Chen 2001). In
this study, however, we define the United States as the most
salient other among the broader context of the West. Theoreti-
cally, this argument can be supported by high-profile political
discourses and scholarly perspectives underscoring the U.S. as the
principal actor in the process of decoupling and containment vis-
à-vis China, in concert with its strategic partners such as Japan
(e.g. Carlson et al. 2016). Practically, a survey conducted by the
Center for International Security and Strategy at Tsinghua
University (CISS 2023) indicated that the U.S. ranked as the
most unfavorable country among Chinese public, followed by
Japan, India, South Korea, European Union. To include all
nation-actors involved in the foreign affairs that we collected, we
position Australia, Canada, India, Japan, South Korea, United
Kingdom as the second tier of salient others.

We suppose that when the external other is more salient, the
positive impact between the positivity of official diplomatic
discourse on the positivity of nationalism will be weakened
because the mediating effect of social derogation will be more
significant. Nevertheless, in the same situation, the positive
relationship between nationalism and official diplomatic dis-
course will be weakened because the mediating effect of national

identification will not work as significantly as when the external
other is less salient. Hence, this study also tests whether the
indirect association between official diplomatic discourse and
nationalism will be moderated by salience of other. We estimate:

Hypothesis 4a. Salience of other will moderate the indirect
effects of official diplomatic discourse on nationalism through
social derogation. With a higher level of salience of other, the
indirect effect will be enhanced.

Hypothesis 4b. Salience of other will moderate the indirect
effects of official diplomatic discourse on nationalism through
national identification. With a higher level of salience of other,
the indirect effect will be weakened.

It is important to acknowledge that, due to the inherent
limitations of cross-sectional observational designs, our assump-
tion of the relationship between official diplomatic discourse,
salience of other, and nationalism cannot definitively establish
causality. Our research aims to discuss the possibility of
influential directions of digital diplomatic discourse on domestic
nationalist responses. The establishment of a potential influence
path serves to enhance our understanding of the relationships
among these variables, providing a foundation for future
researchers to delve deeper into these dynamics.

Method
As Hughes (2005) argues, nationalism does not denote a concept
or a movement, but rather a discursive theme, it is therefore
necessary to identify the discursive elements and the inter-
relationships among them. This study combines qualitative and
quantitative methods. With discourse analysis, sentiment analy-
sis, and a multivariate regression model, we aim to examine the
potential impact of digital diplomacy on domestic audience by
creating a link among diplomatic discourse, foreign others and
nationalist sentiments.

Data. Data were obtained from videos related to the regular press
conferences posted on the Bilibili and the bullet screens of each
video. We chose Bilibili and bullet screens as our research
materials due to the following reasons. Firstly, Bilibili is an ideal
digital place for gathering a large number of video clips related to
MFA regular press conferences, with nearly 300 of them getting
millions of views. Secondly, Bilibili is a representative of Chinese
video-sharing community. The average age of Bilibili users is 22.8
years old, making it the online community with the highest
concentration of college students (Bilibili 2022). Moreover, Bili-
bili’s user distribution aligns with the rankings of the top five
provinces in China and the top five provinces by Gross Domestic
Product (GDP), closely resembling China’s economic and
population distribution (Bilibili 2022). Thirdly, the bullet screens
culture in Bilibili allows us to comprehend the daily nationalist
responses of viewers engaging in “real-time” discussions on for-
eign affairs and diplomatic discourses. As bullet screens only
appear at specific points, precisely when the comments are made
and inserted, they can more effectively reflect the audience’s
reactions to a specific phrase or tone, thus providing knowledge
of the “live” interaction of audience with both main characters
and other viewers (Li 2017).

Videos in our dataset were selected based on the following
criteria. Concerning the origin of videos, we took measures to
guarantee the authenticity of each video, ensuring they were
accurate records of the MFA’s regular press conferences. This can
help us minimise the influence of individual interpretation and
processing on the videos. Following the principle of universality,
all videos selected have more than 50,000 views and over 100
bullet screens. Unlike the videos displayed on the highly
personalized endless scrolling portal, trending and positive energy
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videos are not influenced by user preference or location (Chen
et al. 2021). Following the principle of diversity, the time span is
from 2019 to 2022, and the videos involve diplomatic events with
different themes and objects. The variety of periods and
diplomatic affairs allows us to grasp more comprehensively the
daily nationalist expressions under the long-term of construction
of diplomatic discourses. We finally selected 200 videos and Table 1
shows some examples of selected videos and their bullet screens.

After obtaining all video samples and discursive samples, we
started the measuring and coding of variables. Firstly, we
extracted all the bullet screens (122291 pieces of bullet screens
in total) from each video with Python. Secondly, we used the
most common Chinese word segmentation software in China -
NLPIR system to form a self-defined nationalism lexicon
dictionary. We selected nationalistic words applicable to this
analysis to construct a nationalistic lexicon dictionary (with 544
words in total). Thirdly, all bullet screens that indicate nationalist
sentiments were collected and coded by Gooseeker. It is an
automated coding instrument and is also able to conduct textual
analysis. Specifically, a machine learning algorithm automatically
extracts text features to identify and classify attributes of a text.
Machine learning is also equipped with the bag-of-words
technique that tracks the occurrence of words in a text. It can
also use neural networks to analyse words with similar meanings.

Variables
National identification and social derogation. For all nationalism
lexicons, we first customized the two sets of keywords tags that
categorize the nationalism lexicon as national identification (225
words) and social derogation (319 words) to build the coding
scheme. We then code the national identification as 1 and the
social derogation as −1. Next, we let Gooseeker identify the
counts of frequencies of occurrence of these keywords in bullet
screen discourses of each video. We calculated the percentages of
frequencies of both kinds of categorization in each video. For
example, national identification= 15.87% means that in a certain
video, the bullet screens that involve “national identification”
account for 15.87% of the total bullet screens. Similarly, social
derogation= 32.16% means that in a certain video, the propor-
tion of bullet screens that mention “social derogation” is 32.16%.

Nationalism. After identifying all bullet screens that contain
obvious nationalist sentiment for each video as mentioned before,
we used the Gooseeker to conduct sentiment analysis for all

samples that fit the nationalism identification. This step was to
extract the polarity, namely the positivity and negativity of the
public nationalist sentiments. We adopted BosonNLP, the largest
sentiment dictionary in China to identify and weigh the senti-
ment lexicon. We integrated our nationalism lexicon into the
sentiment dictionary to develop a nationalist sentiment assess-
ment system. Gooseeker then calculated the sentiment score of
bullet screens for each video. If the score was larger than 5%, we
coded this video as 1, because it indicated more positive
nationalist sentiments; if the score was less than −5%, we coded
this video as −1, because it was more likely to indicate negative
nationalist sentiments. If the scale ranged from −5% to 5%, we
coded it as 0 because the bullet screens had mixed and rather
neutral nationalist sentiments. We thus designed an ordinal
variable to reflect the positivity of nationalism of each video.

Official diplomatic discourse. There have been many scholarly
efforts to evaluate the tone of political discourse and news
reporting. The overall tone can be captured by sentiment lexicon
coding (Young and Soroka 2012), with more positive tones
increasing the inclination of voters to support (Hopmann et al.
2010). This supports our measurement of spokespersons’ atti-
tudes toward a specific diplomatic issue. Keywords are selected
based on the sentiment dictionary provided by BosonNLP and
the Chinese Diplomatic Language Corpus edited by the China
Academy of Diplomatic Discourse. It is worth noting that this
may reduce the precision of the sentiment analysis, and we
acknowledge that this is where the limitation of our study lies.
However, we still coded whether the spokesperson’s depiction of
the foreign issues - as likely perceived from his or her perspective-
had a neutral or mixed (coded as 0), negative (− 1), or positive
(1) tone. Generally, if the spokesperson’s response is of con-
demnation, sarcasm, refutation, etc., it indicates a negative dip-
lomatic tone and is coded as −1. A more positive diplomatic tone,
which is coded as 1, is indicated if the speaker’s response contains
appreciation, support, welcome, etc. If the spokesperson is merely
stating facts or responding objectively, without any obvious
emotional tendencies, it indicates a neutral diplomatic tone and is
coded as 0. The coding reflects the positivity of official diplomatic
discourse, making it an ordinal variable.1

Salience of other. Based our above discussion on the otherness of
Chinese nationalism, we assign different weights to different
others based on their salience to China. Therefore, we coded the
United States as 2, the most salient other, and Australia, Canada,

Table 1 Examples of video and bullet screen samples.

Date Foreign issue Official diplomatic discourse Bullet screens

2022/7/4 NASA said China’s space
program was a military program
and it might colonise the Moon.

This is not the first time that the head of NASA has
been reckless with facts. Some US officials keep
slandering China’s normal and reasonable outer
space undertaking. China firmly opposes such
irresponsible remarks.

The US is trying to compete with us in the space.
// LoL, you can’t stop our advance in the space.
// Actually it is the US who wants to take over
the moon.

2022/7/7 UK planned to block Huawei The British side, without any solid evidence,
repeatedly discriminates and excludes Chinese
enterprises, which seriously harms the legitimate
interests of Chinese enterprises, which China
strongly opposes.

From now on, I will not buy anything from the
West. // Open the door! We want free trade.
// China hasn’t shown its strength yet, they
have already gone crazy.

2020/3/17 Serbia sought aid from China to
fight Covid-19.

China will not forget the support of the Serbian
government and people to China. Now that Serbia is
facing the threat, China will stand firmly side by side
with the Serbian people and is willing to provide the
Serbian side with masks, protective clothing and
other materials, and send medical experts to Serbia.

Morality and justice. I love China! // I will
always remember the Belgrade bombing in 1999.
// China is a great nation and a moral example!
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India, Japan, South Korea, United Kingdom as 1, and all the rest
as 0. This scale of salience makes salience of other an ordinal
variable.

Statistical analysis. The analysis tool we used is PROCESS
developed by Hayes (2012), which is a popular statistical tool for
mediation and moderation analyses, as well as their combination.
We tested our study hypotheses in three interlinked steps. First,
the descriptive information and correlation matrix were calcu-
lated. Second, a mediation model was established. We finally test
the moderating effect and build a moderated mediation model.
Since that we treat all variables as continuous variables, therefore
we employ ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. Robust
standard errors are clustered by country to reduce
heteroscedasticity.

Tests of mediation. We followed MacKinnon’s (2008) four-step
procedure to test the two potential mediators. Step 1: we exam-
ined the significant direct effect of official diplomatic discourse on
nationalism (Hypothesis 1). Step 2: a significant relationship
between official diplomatic discourse and national identification,
and that between official diplomatic discourse and social dero-
gation. Step 3: a significant correlation between social derogation
and nationalism and that between national identification and
nationalism while controlling for official diplomatic discourse.
Step 4: a significant coefficient for the indirect path between
official diplomatic discourse and nationalism through national
identification and social derogation (Hypothesis 2 and Hypoth-
esis 3). We also ensured that the last step satisfied the boot-
strapping test of confidence intervals (CIs).2 CIs that do not
include zero indicate a significant effect (MacKinnon et al. 2004).

Tests of moderation. Concerning Hypothesis 4a and Hypothesis
4b, we predicted that the salience of other would moderate both
the indirect effects of national identification and social derogation
on official diplomatic discourse. Therefore, it is feasible to apply a
moderated mediation model to test whether the magnitude of a
mediation effect is conditional on the value of a moderator
(Muller et al. 2005).

Results
Our findings unfold as follows. The mediation model firstly
supported our Hypothesis 1 that official diplomatic discourse has
a significant and positive impact on the positivity of the audi-
ence’s nationalist sentiments. The same model also demonstrated
that the inverse relationship between official diplomatic discourse
and social derogation mediates the total effect of official diplo-
matic discourse on nationalism, supporting our Hypothesis 2.
While strong evidence for Hypothesis 3 was not obtained, the
subsequent examination of the moderated mediation model
reveals that both indirect effects via two mediators were sig-
nificantly moderated by salience of other, supporting our
Hypothesis 4a and 4b. This result explains the fact that the sig-
nificance of the indirect effect via national identification depen-
ded on the value of salience of other. Hence, our Hypothesis 3 is
partially supported.

Table 2 presents means, standard deviations, and the correla-
tion matrix for all variables. Generally speaking, contrary to most
scholars’ concerns, the majority of popular nationalist sentiments
are positive (see Supplementary Fig. S1 online). An inspection of
the correlations reveals that nationalism is positively related to
official diplomatic discourse (r= 0.21, p < 0.01). We further dis-
cussed the impact of official diplomatic discourse on nationalism
in the following mediation model. Moreover, nationalism is also
positively related to national identification (r= 0.58, p < 0.001),
whereas inversely related to social derogation (r=−0.71,
p < 0.001).

Test of mediation. While Hypothesis 1 suggests a positive effect
of positive official diplomatic discourse on positive nationalism,
Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 collectively suggest an indirect
effect model, whereby the correlation between official diplomatic
discourse and nationalism is transmitted by national identifica-
tion and social derogation. Table 3 presents the results for
Hypothesis 1, Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3. The total effect in
Table 3 illustrates the significant impact of official diplomatic
discourse on nationalist sentiments (B= 0.24, t= 2.99, p < 0.01),
indicating more positive official diplomatic discourse is associated
with a higher likelihood of domestic audience expressing more
positive nationalist sentiments (also see Supplementary Table S2

Table 2 Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix.

Variable M SE 1 2 3 4 5

1. Nationalism 0.10 0.85 1
2. Official Diplomatic Discourse −0.49 0.75 0.21** 1
3. Salience of Other 1.28 0.70 −0.07 −0.24*** 1
4. Social Derogation 0.22 0.09 −0.71*** −0.23*** 0.08 1
5. National Identification 0.25 0.12 0.58*** 0.112 −0.01 −0.19** 1

N= 200. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 3 Regression results for single-step multiple mediator model.

Path Effect Relative effect Boot SE P 95%CI

LL UL

Total effect 0.24 100% 0.08 ** 0.08 0.39
Direct effect 0.02 8.33% 0.45 / −0.69 0.11
Total indirect effect 0.22 91.67% 0.07 *** 0.08 0.36
ODD→ SD→Nationalism 0.16 72.73% 0.05 ** 0.06 0.25
ODD→NI→Nationalism 0.06 27.27% 0.04 / −0.01 0.15

N=200. ODD Official diplomatic discourse, NI National identification, SD Social derogation. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. LL Lower limit, CI Confidence interval, UL Upper limit. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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online). The significance of total effect can also be shown by the
bootstrapped 95% CI around the total effect not containing zero
(0.08, 0.39). Hypothesis 1 was therefore supported.

In support of Hypothesis 2, as shown in Table 3, we proved
that the indirect effect of official diplomatic discourse on
nationalism through social derogation was significant (indirect
effect =0.16), with a bootstrapped 95% CI around the indirect
effect not containing zero (0.06, 0.25). In addition, the direct
effect became insignificant as shown in Table 3. This indicated
that the mediation model was indirect-only.3

To our surprise, the indirect effect of national identification was
insignificant (indirect effect =0.06) with a bootstrapped 95% CI
around the indirect effect containing zero ([−0.01, 0.15]), which did
not provide enough support for our Hypothesis 3. However, we did
not deny the plausibility of Hypothesis 3 immediately. Hayes and
Rockwood (2019) put forward that the test of moderation does not
depend on the significance of the direct effect, and the test of
moderated mediation does not require the significance of the
mediating effect. It may be possible that the positive mediating
effect via national identification is moderated by salience of other.
Therefore, though the result does not fully support the mediating
effect of national identification, we continued our test of the
moderated mediation process in this effect path.

Test of moderated mediation. With regard to Hypothesis 4a
and Hypothesis 4b, we predicted that with higher salience of
other, the inverse relationship between official diplomatic

discourse and social derogation will be stronger, and the
positive relationship between official diplomatic discourse and
national identification will be weaker. According to Hayes
(2015), to test the significance of moderated mediation, it is
necessary to examine whether the index of moderated media-
tion and the contrast between conditional indirect effects are
significant. We used the information from the regression
results (presented in Supplementary Table S4 online) to cal-
culate simple effects at low and high levels of salience of other
(see Table 4). As presented in Table 4, both the contrast and
index of the indirect effect are significant with the bootstrap
95% CI not including zero ([−0.33, −0.03] and [−0.23, −0.02],
respectively). When external others have a higher level of
salience, the inverse effect of official diplomatic discourse on
social derogation will be enhanced. On the contrary, with a
lower level of salience, the inverse effect of official diplomatic
discourse on social derogation will be less. Thus, Hypothesis 4a
was supported.

Similarly, we tested the moderated mediating effect via national
identification. Table 4 presents the significance of the moderated
mediation, with both the contrast and index significant within the
lower and higher level of salience of other (bootstrap 95% CI
[−0.36, −0.10] and [−0.26,−0.07] respectively). Empirically,
external others with a lower level of salience generated more
positive nationalist sentiments via an enhanced indirect effect of
official diplomatic discourse on national identification. Thus
Hypothesis 4b was also supported.

Figure 2a, b present the plots of conditional effects of official
diplomatic discourse on nationalism in paths through social
derogation and national identification respectively. It can be
inferred that the indirect effect via social derogation is much
stronger than the direct effect, regardless of the level of salience of
other. Concerning the indirect effect via national identification,
however, it is only when the value of salience of other is smaller
than 1.41 will the indirect effect surpasses the direct effect. However,
the value of salience of other should be an integer ranging from 0 to
2, thus the condition holds only if the value is 0 or 1.

Following Preacher et al. (2007), we also used the Johnson-
Neyman method to plot the conditional indirect effects of
salience of other in Fig. 3a, b. According to the plots, the indirect
effects are significantly far from 0 for any value of salience of
other smaller than 1.49 and 1.14. The plots show that when the
value of salience of other is 2, the indirect effect via social
derogation can still have a role to play, but the indirect via
national identification will not appear. This result is in accord

Table 4 Regression results for conditional indirect effect.

Path Moderator Moderated
Indirect effect

Boot
SE

Boot 95%CI

LL UL

ODD -
SD

M-1SD 0.22 0.06 0.12 0.34
M+ 1 SD 0.05 0.07 −0.10 0.18
Contrast −0.18 0.08 −0.33 −0.03
Index −0.13 0.05 −0.23 −0.02

ODD -
NI

M-1SD 0.15 0.05 0.06 0.26
M+ 1 SD −0.07 0.05 −0.16 0.03
Contrast −0.22 0.07 −0.36 −0.10
Index −0.16 0.05 −0.26 −0.07

ODD Official diplomatic discourse, NI National identification, SD Social derogation, SoO Salience
of other, M-1SD one standard deviation below the mean, M+1SD one standard deviation above
the mean. Bootstrap sample size = 5000. LL lower limit, CI Confidence interval, UL Upper limit.

Fig. 2 Conditional effects of official diplomatic discourse on nationalism moderated by salience of other. The direct and indirect effect of official
diplomatic discourse on nationalism via social derogation (a) and via national identification (b) versus the moderator (salience of other).
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with our prediction that the indirect effect via national
identification may be lower than zero because of the negative
moderation of salience of other, which contributes to the
insignificant indirect effect tested previously. It can partially
support our Hypothesis 3 that the mediating effect of national
identification is conditionally significant.

To investigate whether there is a possibility of alternative
models, we used the PROCESS to conduct several tests to
examine other potential effect paths. Firstly, we tested whether
salience of other simultaneously moderated the second-stage
indirect effects (path from social derogation and national
identification to nationalism). Secondly, we tested whether
salience of other moderated the direct effects. However, results
could not support that neither second-stage effect paths nor
direct effect was moderated by salience of other (see Supplemen-
tary Table S5 online). Our hypothesised mode thus provides
tentative evidence for the influence path suggested here.

Discussion and conclusion
This paper presents an empirical study of the domestic impact of
Chinese spokespersons’ official diplomatic discourse from the
perspective of nationalism. We developed an integrated con-
ceptual scheme with 5 hypotheses that the proposed potential
impact of official diplomatic discourse on nationalism, the inner
mechanism by which effects operate, and the factors that influ-
ence the strength of this mechanism. The findings of our research
indicate that digital diplomatic discourses transferred to Chinese
digital public are able to influence domestic nationalist senti-
ments. Spokespersons with a more positive tone will generate
more positive nationalist sentiments, and the impact is conducted
through a reinforced sense of national identification. Conversely,
spokespersons with a more negative tone will drive more negative
nationalist sentiments through a more intensive sense of social
derogation. In addition, with higher levels of salience of other, the
national sentiments will be more negative and vice-versa. The
study has the following implications.

Nationalism as a domestic dimension of digital diplomacy.
This research sheds light on the domestic implications of the state’s
digital diplomatic strategy, especially in terms of nationalism con-
struction. Abundant researchers have discussed the role that Chi-
nese digital diplomacy plays towards the international public, either
in her national image construction or, conversely, in the unwanted
critics of “sharp power” and “wolf warrior diplomacy”. We

demonstrate that digital diplomacy also works at home by shaping
the domestic public perceptions of other social groups and their
own national identification. The firmer, more assertive and con-
fident diplomatic tone, though given pejorative connotations in
Western interpretation, is however being reported, received, and
often praised in the Chinese context as a powerful demonstration
toward the unfriendly treatment by the outside world. The asser-
tiveness of Chinese diplomats can have nuanced impacts on
domestic nationalist sentiments through the intricate inner
mechanism. In other words, the nationalist sentiments raised are
not necessarily negative sentiments such as chauvinism or militar-
ism, but can also be positive emotions such as affection and pride.

Moreover, this research offers practical insights into China’s
digital diplomacy network on different social media carriers.
Weibo, along with its “long Weibo” service, enables MFA to
articulate China’s official stance towards diplomatic affairs
through long texts. Twitter, however, given its word limit,
necessitates Chinese diplomats to fragment and condense the
long posts and maintain their tweets concise and accurate, and
dynamic (Huang and Wang 2021). Compared to the relatively
serious and restrained discourse found on Weibo and Twitter, our
exploration into Bilibili has revealed a distinct feature of the
MFA’s digital diplomacy practices. The videos of the MFA regular
press conferences often incorporate discursive elements character-
ized by humorous language and references to internet popular
culture. This is evident in the captivating titles of the videos,
catchy buzzwords used by spokespersons such as “hilarious”
(xiaodiao daya 笑掉大牙) and “shrug out” (hehe 呵呵), as well as
striking rhetorical questions directed back at certain unfriendly
inquiries. This has made the Bilibili an ideal platform to convey
daily, light-hearted, and amusing expressions of nationalism to the
domestic audience, especially when its user base primarily
composed of youth who appreciate subcultural and entertaining
styles. Moreover, this asymmetry in digital diplomatic practices
may lead scholars to further consider China’s digital diplomacy
strategies to deliver homogenous and coordinating discourses to
different sets of publics, both internationally and domestically.

Towards a multi-faceted understanding of Chinese national-
ism. In this article, we put forward the theoretical commensur-
ability between social identity theories and nationalism, as
previously discussed by Huddy (2001) and Meeus et al. (2010).
Relying on the intergroup relationship, we disaggregated the
abstract concept of nationalist sentiment into two dimensions,
namely national identification and social derogation, and

Fig. 3 Conditional indirect effect of social derogation and national identification on nationalism moderated by salience of other. The indirect effect of
official diplomatic discourse on nationalism via social derogation (a) and via national identification (b) versus the moderator (salience of other), with
confidence bands.
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attributed the positive ingroup evaluation to the positive aspect of
nationalist sentiments, whereas outgroup rejection into the
negative facet of nationalist sentiments. Moreover, drawing upon
Gries’ (2005) argument regarding the conditions under which
international comparisons take place, we discussed the impact of
the salience of foreign others on nationalism, and demonstrated
empirically how it interacts with ingroup identification and out-
group derogation. As shown in our research, when facing more
salient external others, the Chinese netizen may place more
emphasis on social comparison and derogation, which is more
conducive to negative national sentiments. By integrating SIT
into nationalism research, this study conceptually advances the
nationalism analysis from the perspective of social psychology,
and encourages future studies to examine nationalist sentiments
via the logic of political identity and political psychology.

Moreover, this research addressed the literature gap between
extensively studied “manifest nationalism,” which centres on
high-profile nationalist events, and the relatively understudied
“latent nationalism”, which focuses on daily and routinized
nationalist cognition (Guo et al. 2007). By scrutinizing the
audience reaction on Chinese foreign affairs across various topics
and periods and the interaction between China’s foreign affairs
spokespersons and the public, this study explored the daily and
multifaceted nationalist communication through the lens of social
psychology. This research invites more scholarly efforts on the
quotidian nationalist discussion and online participation in
China’s engagement with the international community. In this
regard, the interaction mode of Bilibili also deserves more
attention given its popularity among Chinese internet users and
the uniqueness of youth subculture.

It is noteworthy that we do not deny the argument that China’s
firmer and more assertive diplomatic discourses may lead to
China’s rising nationalism and tougher foreign policy (Johnston
2017; Weiss 2019), and an increase in negative nationalist
sentiment may deepen other countries’ doubt and fear of China’s
rise. However, we do recognise that the state also possesses the
capacity to mitigate the adverse effects of nationalism on decision-
makers. This objective can be achieved, as previous scholars have
observed, through strategies such as harnessing “positive energy”
out of nationalism (Chen et al. 2021), or distancing itself from
undesirable nationalism narratives (Zhang and Ma 2022).

Limitation and future research. Firstly, we acknowledge that
socio-economic backgrounds would have a role to play in the
audience’s predispositions. However, due to data privacy, we do not
have access to the personal or contact information of bullet screen
posters. Future researchers can conduct surveys to include the
demographic variables or study the demographic discrepancy among
different social media platforms to increase the scientificity of the
research. Secondly, our attempts to quantify some of the variables,
such as the tone of official diplomatic discourses, the positivity of
nationalist sentiments, and the salience level of others, have mainly
relied on subjective evaluation and automated machine learning.
Whereas this does not invalidate the current research, future studies
that include additional, more objective performance measures would
enhance the robustness of our findings. Last but not least, all variables
are treated as ordinal variables for the sake of the simplification of
regression models. The moderated mediation model, for example,
can be built as one with categorical variables in future studies.

Data availability
The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study are
included in the supplementary information, further inquiries can
be directed to the corresponding author.
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Notes
1 To be precise, this ordinal variable is a qualitative variable. However, we treat it as a
quantitative variable. This transition may lead to a loss of accuracy.

2 The bootstrapped CIs is to test whether an indirect effect has power problems
introduced by asymmetric or other non-normal sampling distributions.

3 According to Hayes, the mediation analysis does not require that there be evidence of a
simple association between X and Y. See Hayes A (2009). Beyond Baron and Kenny:
Statistical mediation analysis in the new millennium. Commun. Monogr. 76: 408–420.
also see Hayes A and Rockwood N (2017) Regression-based mediation and
moderation analysis in clinical research: Observations, recommendations, and
implementation. Behav. Res. Ther. 98: 39–57.
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