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1.0  Introduction 

"If you can influence the leaders, either with or without their conscious 
cooperation, you automatically influence the group which they sway". Said 
Edward Bernays (1928) in his book Propaganda, “Third-party endorsement”, 
the indirect use of to plead for his clients, is one of Bernays’ favorite 
techniques for manipulating public opinion (Bakanovic, 2010). Even though 
public relations industry is a fast-changing industry, this technique doesn't 
disappear over time. In fact, it is still widely used among new social media 
platforms like Facebook, twitter or even photo social media Instagram. It adds 
a new dimension to the third-party-endorsement thinking that has shaped PR 
practice since Bernays’ earliest days, the people who find you through social 
media and “endorse” you or your project have the ability to spread the word of 
your “greatness” through online channels much faster than word of mouth. In 
addition, that online audience may come back again and again (Hell, 2009).  

 

This report focuses on the emerging and increasing third-party endorsement 
content on the Chinese-version twitter—Weibo. Moreover, it also examines 
mainly on consumer PR, due to the word limits. Weibo is chosen as the case 
because it is the most popular micro blog platform with probably the best 
commercial potentials in China. By the end of December 2012, Sina Weibo 
has reached over 500 million users, among which 50 million are active on a 
daily basis approximately (Horwitz, 2013). Meanwhile, it is considered the 
most mobilized micro blog platform in China, based on the fact that 75 percent 
of Sina Weibo users access the service through mobile devices. While the 
company receives 30 percent of its ad revenue from mobile, the growth rate for 
mobile ad revenue has surpassed that of its PC ads ( Horwitz, 2013). 

 

2.0  Background 

Given the enormous business opportunities and the power of new social 
media platform Sina Weibo has, it has become a trend of the industry that 
many consumer PR practitioners have moved from traditional media to the 
operations for commercial Weibo accounts. According to Sina Weibo & CIC 
(2012), the fundamental purpose of commercial users who run weibo accounts 
is for brand building. Many companies running weibo accounts successfully 
have gained huge outcome. 

 



In the traditional public relations field, the third-party endorsement works as 
one-way communication, which means audiences can only receive messages 
passively from traditional media platforms. “…implied editorial endorsements 
are characteristics inherent in messages found in newspapers or magazines or 
on radio or television and are the result of actions by media workers” (Hallahan, 
1999). But in recent days, the emerging of social media platforms greatly 
reinforced the power of third-party endorsement. On the contrary to the past, it 
is much easier for the audiences to access selected information in the way 
they choose. With social media, audiences can easily seek out for comments 
from others on almost everything on social media, Sun, T., Youn, S. Wu, G., 
and Kuntaraporn, M (2006) illustrated in their article that “The internet not only 
provides opinion leaders with efficient ways to disseminate information, but 
also greatly facilitates information searching for opinion seeker.” Therefore, the 
third-party endorsement on social media platforms is enjoying unprecedented 
transparency and much more engaging than it has ever been. 
 

3.0  What is Sina Weibo 
 

Sina Weibo is a Chinese micro blog (weibo) website. Akin to a hybrid of Twitter 
and Facebook, it is among the most popular websites in China, in use by well 
over 30% of Internet users, with a market penetration similar to what Twitter 
has established in the USA (Kenneth, 2011). The word Weibo is buzzing all 
over the net. “Weibo” literally translates as “micro-blog”, the prevalent form of 
social media in China today. There are multiple site in China that offer 
microblogging services, but Sina Weibo is the most popular one around the 
Chinese web (Koetse, 2013). 
 

4.0  Findings 

 
Some cases have been introduced in this report to analyse how third-party 
endorsements been applied to Sina Weibo by consumer PR practitioners, 
which bring an indication of how consumer brands are making use of 
third-party endorsement on Sina Weibo. The report will look back to the growth 
of the third-party endorsements, and then on specific examples from the 
perspective of consumer PR professionals. 
 

4.1 Popularity 
 
According to Sina Weibo & CIC (2012), by February 2012, there have been 
130,565 companies that opened their commercial accounts on Sina Weibo, 
among which leading industries are restaurants (approximately 50,000) auto 



(7,546), business services (7,212) and entertainment (6,549). The followers of 
those commercial accounts are over 7 billion; over 5,000 followers for each 
commercial account; 56% of total users of Sina Weibo follow at least one 
commercial account.  

 

143 of World’s top 500 companies opened their Weibo accounts in China, 
which account for 29%. In term of China, 207 of China’s top 500 company 
(41%) opened Weibo accounts. 

 

Another notable fact is that, according to CNNIC, as of November 2012, the 
total amount of Sina Weibo users in China has hit 309 million, which means 
54.7 percent of the population are active Sina Weibo users. Of all the Weibo 
users, 202 million access Sina Weibo via their mobil phones (Millward, 2013). 
 
From the latest report released by Sina, CEO Charles Chao revealed that 
Weibo’s daily active users grew 11.2 percent to reach 60.2 million from June to 
September. That’s better than the 8.3 percent rise in daily actives during Q2 
(Millward, 2013). 
 

4.2 The Growing Trend Of Third-Party Endorsement In Weibo 
 
This report aims to look into some companies succeeded in Weibo PR, and 
examined their content curation from last year. The result showed that the 
constitution of third-party endorsement content had significantly increased 
from last year. 
 
The first company used here is a B2C (Business-to-Customer) fashion shop 
established by 2 girls with enthusiasm on fashion. At the beginning, they just 
sorely post photos of the clothes and fashion accessories on their Weibo. Their 
Weibo account started with about 2000 followers. However, their followers 
raised from 2000 to 1 million now over three years. There were only few tweets 
about third-party endorsements at the beginning, but in midst of the latest 100 
tweets, 80 of them are about third-party endorsements. The species of those 
third-party endorsements varied. To be specific, 50 of them are real buyer 
show and comments, while 20 of them are activities and promotions that 
encouraging buyers to show clothes out, and 20 of them are endorsements by 
celebrities. This model of success has been imitated many times by other B2C 
fashion boutiques on Sina Weibo. 
 
Another B2C high-end flower brand--Roseonly also proved this huge 
successful trend. Taking advantage from word of mouth spreaded by Sina 



Weibo, Roseonly is seen as one of the most successful and legendary Weibo 
consumer Public Relations case. Roseonly was established in January 2013. 
Up to now, its Sina Weibo account already reaches over 0.5 million followers. 
Its success can be attributed to its successful third-party endorsement on 
Weibo. Since the brand was founded, over 90% of all tweets posted were 
related to third-party endorsements. The flower photos with couples shared by 
real customers created an attractive engaging environment on their pages. 
Besides, the company has invited a lot of Sina Weibo users like celebrities and 
big-V users (authenticate user who tends to have more than 10,000 followers, 
most of them have a expertise or influential at sa field, can be seen as an 
opinion leader) to post endorsements on their Weibo pages, and then repost 
them onto their own Weibo page. 
 
It is worth mentioning that on Twitter, brands are increasingly sponsoring 
tweets from influential Twitter users like celebrities as well. “The third party 
endorsement of a celebrity’s recommendation can be communicated to 
millions more followers than brands can achieve on their company accounts, 
as celebrities tend to have far larger followings than brands”(Riley, 2012). 
Nickie O’Hara also has mentioned “I believe I am endorsing the information in 
the tweet or accompanying link - I am showing my support.  More often than 
not, I try to add a few words into the retweet to express my opinion.  This is 
easier using a third party client such as Tweetdeck as the Twitter web only 
allows a direct retweet with no alteration to the original text” (2011). 

 

4.3 Benefits to consumer Public Relations. 

 

4.3.1 High credibility 
Although the business models of consumer PR of Sina Weibo is still to be 
explored, “among all the methods of third-party endorsement, word of mouth is 
one of the most effective one. The most recent study from Nielsen on global 
consumer trust in advertising showed that consumer confidence in paid 
advertisements had declined by 25% between 2009 and 2012, and that fully 
90% of consumers trust recommendations from friends and family as 
compared to the next most trusted source of information – consumer reviews – 
perhaps which could be seen as a kind of recommendation. (Neilsen Global 
Trust in Advertising survey, 2012). 
 
Third-party Recommendations are trusted because they’re personal; they’re 
passed between people in trustful relationships – something that can’t be said 
for brand-sponsored communications.  Other research conducted by the 



Keller Fay Group in 2012 also showed that personal recommendations are the 
primary driver of consumer purchase decisions, at every stage in the purchase 
cycle for every product category the study surveyed (Keller, 2012) 
 
Consumers are now more empowered than ever to search out information in 
support of a purchase decision. This have much more strengthened the power 
of third-party endorsement, “Now, rather than being reliant on the brand for 
information consumers can hop online and, in an instant, access many 
information sources from consumer reviews to testimonials to posts from 
customers on social media like Facebook” (reward stream, 2013) 
 

4.3.2 Engaging consumers 
 
Comments not only add unique user-generated content to your profile page, 
but they also add your branded content to the news feeds of users connected 
to the follower who posted the comment. Therefore, comments are great for 
kepping the brand page filled with fresh content while increasing brand reach 
by more exposure in user’ feeds (Aders, 2013). As one of fundamental social 
media engagement metrics, “User generated content is a valuable way of 
measuring the engagement and activity of the brand society” (Burd et al., 
2012). 
 
Secondly, the visuals given in the endorsement tweets also have added 
engagement to brands. The rise in value of visual social networks reflects that 
companies release progressively that visual content creates higher and quality 
engagement with consumers (etc-digital, 2013). 
 
BMW China is one of the brands that are very successful in their way of 
third-party endorsement. In August 2011 they created a stunt taking advantage 
of third-party endorsement on Sina Weibo that invited an influential 
photographer post a video on Weibo called “desert circle”, saying that shoot at 
Qinghai Province, China. Later on, this tweets been repost by about 10 big-V 
(Weibo opinion leader), Weibo users showed greatly interest of it and related it 
with aliens. After hot spot effect had been shaped, BMW China Weibo 
reposted the weibo and claimed the “dessert circle” was created by BMW 
1-series sedan, and attached evidence that was a promo video of BMW 
1-series. This declaration triggered another peak of comments, in spite of 
some UFO fans feel being cheated, but more citizens gave highly spoken of 
this stunt, and left an impressive image of performance and control of BMW 
1-series. This case gained more than 360,000 times repost and more than 
2,000,000 times comments. 
 

4.3.3 Easy to measure 



 
Strictly measuring the number of fans or followers does not guarantee an 
engaging successful social presence (Aders, 2013). However, the 
engagement of third-party endorsement on Sina Weibo could be easily 
measured by many ways.The primary measurement of a Weibo is forwarded 
number, “the more forwarded number you have, the more influence you can 
create” (Lau, 2012). There are 4 fundamental engagement metrics, which are 
comments, repost, and endorsements and click rates. 
 
For example, up to now, an endorsement tweet was post by Chinese Pianist 
Yundi Lee on March 2013 on his weibo have been forward 48,881 times, 
comments are 32,525 piece, and endorsement 6,858. On the tweet forwarded 
by Roseonly Company on November 2013, there are 251 repost, 30 
comments and 44 endorsements, these statistics can be easily traced on the 
Weibo page. (Roseonly Weibo, See appendices photo 8.2) 
 
5.0 Comparisons with twitter 
 
Though there is a growth of use of third-party endorsement on Sina Weibo, 
Most of social media observers don’t think a tweet on twitter can be used for 
endorsement, “The default option to retweet using Twitter via the web 
interface does not offer an opportunity to add context or comments to the tweet. 
You get to retweet the comment, as is, that is your only option. It’s what is 
referred to as a naked retweet” (Bishop, 2012). Users can use 3rd party apps 
like tweetbot to quoting tweets, however, it is not available on the web 
interface, “A retweet cannot be considered an endorsement because Twitter 
does not provide default tools to add context.” Buzz Bishop concluded on his 
blog. 
 
6.0 Future predictions 
 
Some of companies in China have already realized how effective third-party 
endorsement of consumer brands are. Therefore, there are many companies, 
from small to big, operating their Weibo, taking advantage of third-party 
endorsement business model of success brand. 
 
It’s also worth mentioning that it can be seen a trend within the huge amount of 
using third-party endorsement on Weibo, which is visuals. I found that at last 
year, only about half of endorsement on Weibo was attached with a photo or 
video, today, where there is an endorsement created by either celebrities or 
opinion leader, there is visuals. 
 
According to company weibo white paper released by Sina Weibo & CIC, we 
can see clearly that there has been a irresistible trend that companies in China 



open their official account on Sina Weibo, and shift their strategically focus of 
social media mainly on Sina Weibo. The Evidence lies in the fact that biggest 
public relations companies in China already offering a wide series of services 
on Sina Weibo like Weber Shanwick, Burson Marsteller and Edelman (Burson 
Marsteller, See appendices Chart 2). 
 
“The key to success for companies in China in next 5 years decide by 
successful public relations of social media” (Zhang, 2011). “There are over 500 
million netizens in china and over half of them using social media, which 
means one quarter of people in China are using social media, Company can 
no longer ignore the power of social media” (Lee, 2011). As one of the most 
effective strategy of Public Relations, third-party endorsement will still play a 
pivot role on China social media the recent future. 
 

7.0 Conclusion 
 
“Sina Weibo have became a new business battlefield for consumer brands in 
China, the accelerating pace of process of commercialization of Sina Weibo 
have raised demand of digital skills of Public Relations & Market professional” 
(Lau, 2013). The power of Social media like Sina Weibo and Wechat is rising. 
Traditional media in China like TV and newspaper are not the only media 
sources that consumers can access. Therefore, they are not as influential and 
irreplaceable as they use to be. Moreover, a trend is also indicated that Public 
Relations and marketing are integrated on Sina Weibo. Consumer brands or 
Public Relations companies will no longer rely on traditional media to publish 
their news release. Instead, communicating with audiences directly through 
social media is more preferable. Therefore, integrating marketing into their 
social media has become a logical and natural choice.  
 
The emerging trend of third-party endorsement on Sina Weibo can be seen as 
an indicator of the beginning of integration of Public Relations and marketing in 
consumer PR in China. 
 
As a consequence, the trend of combination of public relations and marketing 
has created a need for Public Relations practitioners to understand of their 
audiences and adapt their skill set to become savvier of marketing skills, for 
example, how to encourage consumers to share their experiences and 
endorsements on Weibo and how to curate the contents on Weibo.  

8.1 Reflection 
 
This report is my second writing assignment of the module as well as the 
first time I am writing a report both in Chinese and English, so for me this 



process is an exploration and tend to be very tough. I had started writing 
my first essay a week ahead of the deadline, and I found the time was 
not sufficient to finish so I spent a lot of time at late night. This time I 
started to do research of my report on the beginning of November, I 
started by reading reference books at library, trying to find some 
inspiration. However, the books I looked at seemed not very helpful in 
finding evidences for a trend. So I changed my attention to the Blogs and 
PR news websites on the Internet. After a few days, I spot some 
evidences of emerging trend—content curation and brand journalism, 
but finally I followed my tutor’s suggestion that is to start looking at the 
trends Chinese communications commentators are written about. 
 
Having confirmed my research area, I started to look at Chinese blogs 
and Sina Weibo, and searched at Baidu scholar (Chinese equivalent of 
Google scholar). However, it is disappointing that there isn’t so much 
relevant information on authoritative blogs or literature, and some of the 
few is either not allowed to access by public or required paid. On the other 
hand, I also tried to find some evidence of this trend on twitter and authoritative 
resources to support it, but due to my inadequate ability of English reading, I 
found it hard for me to do online research. Then I did research on Sina Weibo 
by monitoring 4 companies’ Sina Weibo accounts, all of which are consumer 
brands who gained success from Weibo Public Relations. After that, I used 
both library research and Google when researching references to support 
them. 
 
When I started writing, I found another problem on putting Chinese words of 
Weibo and references into English. It is understandably difficult for me to 
express meanings precisely, so I asked my friend to help me with the word 
expression, and hopefully it will work. 
 
I found time management is important to finish a writing assignment. I made a 
time line for this report and I find it really helped me to arrange my time. And I 
realized I still have to take more study skills course and invest more time and 
effort improving my language. 
 
In my dissertation I will make a more detailed plan before writing, started by 
doing much more library research to build solid and theoretic references 
instead of doing research mainly on Internet articles and blogs. And I will use 
more methodologies for conducting research. Moreover, I will spend more time 
working with my tutor.  
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