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Social media marketing strategies in China

AFFEHE Staff reporter
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China’s unique social media landscape calls for different social media marketing strategies.
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ccording to two researchers, one from Huagiao University, Fujian
Aand the other from The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, over-
seas Destination Marketing Organisations (DMOs) wanting to
improve their marketing strategies in China, which they describe
as having a “unique social media landscape”, should better under-
stand that landscape and consider expanding their social media
presence.

DMOs are non-profit-making organisations that generate tourism
for specific destinations, develop destination images and provide infor-
mation for visitors. Yet in recent years, as younger tourists have tended
to “trust and rely on” user-generated content on social media when
making travel-related decisions, DMOs have been criticised for failing to
have effective social media marketing, which differs considerably from
that on more traditional channels such as TV and websites.

A distinct social media landscape

In China, the most popular Chinese social media sites, such as
Renren, Sina Weibo and Tencent Weibo, “have captured 91% of
China’s Internet users”, as popular sites in Western countries such
as Facebook, Twitter and Tumblr are blocked there.

Ten DMOs from Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Indonesia, Singapore,
Thailand, the United States, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macao were se-
lected for the study. Posts and comments were collected from the official
sites of these DMOs between 1 July and 31 August, a time of year when
such organisations are “most aggressively promoting their destination
as a summer vacation spot”. The researchers then analysed the content
of the posts according to their frequency, the amount of interaction with
users and the type of content, such as whether it was professionally
generated and whether it contained photos, text, videos or game-related
messages.

Performance of DMOs

The DMOs used three types of social media for destination mar-
keting in China: micro-blogs (such as Sina Weibo and Tencent
Weibo), social networking sites (such as Renren and Douban) and
mobile social applications (such as WeChat). Micro-blogs were the
“preferred social media marketing vehicle” for most of the DMOs, with
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Sina Weibo the most popular.

The most active DMOs were those from Hong Kong and Sin-
gapore, both of which used several social media outlets and posted
on each at least once a week. The Korean DMO adopted a different
strategy by focusing on just one micro-blog, Sina Weibo, where it
was the most active DMO with“770 posts and an average of 12 posts
per day”. The Macanese, Thai, US, Japanese and Malaysian DMOs used
the most popular outlets, such as Sina Weibo and WeChat, but were less
active on them. The Taiwanese and Indonesian DMOs, however, had no
presence on any social media channels.

Most of the posts contained professionally generated content intended
to promote the destination and provide tourist information. Game-
related content was the next most popular category, particularly on
Sina Weibo. User-generated content was also popular with many of the
DMOs.

The Hong Kong Tourism Board had the highest number of follow-
ers on the micro-blog channel Sina Weibo at more than a million, with
the second highest, the Singapore Tourism Board, way behind with just
over 400,000, followed by the Korea Tourism Organisation with 200,000.
However, on the social networking sites the Singapore Tourism Board
had the highest number of followers, followed by its Hong Kong coun-
terpart.

Perhaps more important than the number of followers is how
active those followers were. On Sina Weibo, for instance, although
the DMO of the United States had fewer than 50,000 followers, it had
the highest number of reposts — over 40,000.

Overall, the Hong Kong, Singaporean and Korean DMOs out-
performed their counterparts in terms of the number of followers
and message reposts, and the frequency of their interactions with
followers. The researchers describe the Korea Tourism Organisation,
in particular, as an“outstanding example of social media marketing in
China”. Despite limiting its activity to Sina Weibo, it had many followers
and interacted with them frequently.

The researchers comment that it will never be enough to just
open a social media account without keeping it “active and alive
with interesting content, instant response and feedback, and an
innovative style of communication”. Success in this arena will re-

quire particularly sustained effort. iffs
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