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Performative Propaganda Engagement: How Celebrity Fans 
Engage with State Propaganda on Weibo
Yingdan Lu

Department of Communication Studies, School of Communication, Northwestern University, Evanston, 
Illinois, USA

ABSTRACT
Authoritarian regimes have increasingly co-opted non-state actors such 
as celebrities and fans to extend the reach of state propaganda in 
fragmented digital environments. Despite this growing trend, there 
remains limited understanding of how fans in authoritarian contexts 
respond to such efforts. This paper identified a novel phenomenon, 
performative propaganda engagement, to explain why and how celebrity 
fans in informational autocracies engage with state propaganda. 
Combining quantitative analysis of fan engagement with People’s Daily 
on Weibo and qualitative interviews with celebrity fans in China, this 
exploratory research finds that celebrity fans actively incorporate the 
promotion of state propaganda into their daily activities, aiming to 
enhance the visibility and reputation of their celebrities. Fans primarily 
engage with celebrity-signaling propaganda, and some of this engage
ment is instrumental. This research contributes to political communica
tion theory by offering an alternative view of the downstream effects of 
digital propaganda in authoritarian contexts. The findings shed light on 
how non-state actors are strategically incorporated into state commu
nication efforts and how fans may behave under a compliance-based 
logic shaped by political constraints and platform incentives, bridging 
scholarship on authoritarian information control, fandom politics, and 
algorithmic media environments.
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Introduction

Digital technologies have created unprecedented challenges for authoritarian regimes 
seeking to influence their publics, due to the emergence of high-choice media environ
ments, massive horizontal information flows, and the fragmentation of audience attention 
(Enikolopov & Petrova, 2015; Fletcher & Nielsen, 2017; Neuman, 2016). These technologi
cal shifts have fundamentally reshaped the strategies of authoritarian propaganda (Huang,  
2015; King et al., 2017; Little, 2017; Lu & Pan, 2021; Lu et al., 2025; Mattingly & Yao, 2022; 
Pan et al., 2021; Roberts, 2018), transforming many autocracies into so-called “informa
tional autocracies” (Guriev & Treisman, 2019) that maintain control by shaping public 
perceptions, behaviors, and the visibility of regime narratives through expanding propa
ganda systems (Dalrymple & Scheufele, 2007; Enikolopov & Petrova, 2015; Lu & Pan, 2021; 
Lu et al., 2025; Tolbert & McNeal, 2003).
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An emerging strategy that authoritarian regimes have been employing is the co-optation 
of celebrity fandoms – highly organized and influential online communities devoted to 
certain celebrities – to promote state agenda (Gao & Chen, 2024; Li et al., 2024). Given the 
expansive reach of celebrity fanbases, such co-optation enables the state to broaden the 
reach of state messaging and engage audiences with diverse media habits in a fragmented 
information environment. Despite this growing trend, there still lacks a clear understanding 
of how fans and fandom communities in authoritarian settings respond to such co-optation. 
Specifically, little is known about whether celebrity fans engage with state propaganda, what 
motivates them to do so, and how this engagement manifests in their daily online media 
activities.

To address these gaps, this paper introduces a novel phenomenon, performative propa
ganda engagement, to understand the impact of digital propaganda on authoritarian pub
lics. Drawing on literature in communication and political science, I identify this 
phenomenon in China, one of the most capable informational autocracies with a robust 
propaganda system and a rapidly expanding online celebrity and fandom culture (Lu et al.,  
2025; Xu & Yang, 2025; Zhang, 2016). Using a mixedmethods approach that combines 
exploratory quantitative social media analysis on 12 thousand state-created social media 
posts from People’s Daily, the biggest propaganda outlet in China, and their comments, as 
well as in-depth qualitative interviews with 21 fans in China, I find that celebrity fans 
actively engage with state propaganda on social media. Fans do not engage indiscriminately 
with all state-created propaganda. Instead, they selectively engage with propaganda posts 
that signal their favorite celebrities to support the success and online visibility of the 
celebrities. In addition, some celebrity fans engage with state propaganda through instru
mental approaches and minimal effort necessary to achieve their celebrity-oriented goals.

By exploring why and how celebrity fans engage with authoritarian propaganda, this 
research contributes to political communication theory by moving beyond traditional 
persuasion-centered frameworks to examine other outcomes of state influence in digital 
contexts. The phenomenon of performative propaganda engagement highlights both the 
potential benefits and inherent limitations of co-opting non-state actors like celebrity fans. 
It extends existing communication theories by offering a new lens to understand how active 
audiences interact with political propaganda (Blumler & Katz, 1974). Meanwhile, this 
research also bridges political communication research with cultural studies by exploring 
the online political behaviors and activities of fans. Findings that fans integrate state 
propaganda into their daily metrics work adds an authoritarian, compliance-based per
spective to contemporary fandom studies, offering insights into how fandom intersects with 
mainstream political culture and the broader authoritarian political structures that shape 
their engagement. Finally, this study also enhances a multi-directional understanding of 
fans’ online activities with consideration of celebrity, the state, and the metrics-driven social 
media ecosystem.

Digital Propaganda in Authoritarian Contexts

This study focuses on digital propaganda and its engagement in authoritarian regimes. 
Authoritarian regimes face two principal threats: mass uprisings and elite power struggles 
(Svolik, 2012). To counter the first, authoritarian leaders rely heavily on propaganda to 
shape public opinion, signal regime strength, and foster behavioral compliance (Carter & 
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Carter, 2023; Huang, 2015; Jowett & O’donnell, 2018; Mattingly & Yao, 2022; Peisakhin & 
Rozenas, 2018). Numerous studies have found authoritarian propaganda to be effective in 
changing attitudes and shaping mass behavior during the traditional media era. In Nazi 
Germany, the expansion of radio broadcasting significantly increased support for the 
regime and incited anti-Semitic mobilization (Adena et al., 2015; Barber & Miller, 2019). 
During the 1994 Rwandan genocide, state-sponsored radio broadcasts were linked to 
increased participation in mass violence against the Tutsi population (Yanagizawa-Drott,  
2014). Propaganda is often defined as a subcategory of persuasion (Jowett & O’donnell,  
2018) related to “the management of collective attitudes by the manipulation of significant 
symbols” (Lasswell, 1927), which plays a foundational role in the maintenance of author
itarian rule.

Digital technologies have fundamentally reshaped the strategies of authoritarian political 
propaganda. Authoritarian regimes have had to expand their presence across media for
mats, through state-controlled media outlets and other regime-affiliated organizations, to 
reach the mass public. While autocrats were able to capture public attention by dominating 
a limited number of broadcast channels in the traditional media era, this is no longer 
feasible in the high-choice media environment enabled by digital media, massive horizontal 
information flows, and the resulting fragmentation of audience attention (Enikolopov & 
Petrova, 2015; Fletcher & Nielsen, 2017; Neuman, 2016). In response, many autocracies 
have transformed into “informational autocracies” that sustain power through strategic 
information control that combines censorship and propaganda to maintain influence in this 
competitive media environment (Guriev & Treisman, 2019; Yao, 2023).

The implication is that in the digital media era, the autocratic media system as a whole 
functions as a propaganda system, designed to shape public perception, behaviors, and the 
visibility of regime narratives. Although not every single piece of content produced and 
disseminated by such a system is false, biased, or manipulative, the system as a whole is 
designed to reinforce regime legitimacy and mitigate mass threats to regime survival. As a 
result, this paper defines authoritarian propaganda based on source. Content produced by 
regime-affiliated outlets, including state broadcasters, government-affiliated accounts, or 
government-sponsored agents, is considered propaganda because it inherently serves the 
political goals of autocrats.

This source-based definition of propaganda builds upon scholarly work (e.g., Bleck & 
Michelitch, 2017; Pan et al., 2021) that extends beyond conventional definitions of propa
ganda as merely biased or persuasive information (Jowett & O’donnell, 2018; Lasswell,  
1927). Effect-based definitions centered on the persuasive outcomes may preclude content 
and narrow the scope of analysis, as propaganda system influences the public through an 
integrated system encompassing diverse mechanisms. In regimes like contemporary China 
and Hafez al-Assad’s Syria, where autocrats face minimal electoral constraints and possess 
high repressive capacity, propaganda also functions as a tool of domination (Carter & 
Carter, 2023; Huang, 2015, 2018; Wedeen, 1998). This domination manifests through 
consistent, positively biased, and even seemingly absurd coverage of the regime, which 
signals the regime’s strength and elicits compliance, even without necessarily changing 
individual beliefs (Carter & Carter, 2023; Huang, 2015).

Furthermore, this definition encompasses how autocrats saturate public discourse with 
various types of state-sponsored content, including traditional party-line ideological messa
ging, nationalism, morality promotion, soft news, as well as entertainment and cheerleading 
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content (King et al., 2017; Lu & Pan, 2021; Lu et al., 2025; Zhu & Fu, 2024). Even seemingly 
non-manipulative, mundane, or entertainment-oriented content serves important func
tions within this system – filling digital spaces that might otherwise feature critical voices, 
diverting attention from critical issues, or boosting the algorithmic visibility of regime- 
affiliated accounts (King et al., 2017; Roberts, 2018; Woolley & Howard, 2017). These varied 
state-content streams ultimately advance the regime’s broader objectives of influencing 
public attitudes, shaping behaviors, and cultivating political support.

Co-Opting Celebrity Fandom in Authoritarian Propaganda

Authoritarian Co-Optation of Celebrity Fandom

Against this backdrop of informational autocracies, a growing body of research has shown 
how authoritarian regimes extend the reach of their propaganda through co-optation of 
non-state actors. These non-state actors – including celebrities (Chen & Gao, 2022; 
Shadijanova, 2022; Xu & Yang, 2025), influencers (Loh, 2023; Xu et al., 2022), and public 
relations professionals (Lowenstein, 2022) – are able to communicate regime messages to 
broader, less politically engaged audiences. These actors have organic followings (Boorstin,  
1992), are experienced in boosting their online visibility (Bucher, 2017; Cotter, 2019), and 
are perceived to have high authenticity (Cunningham & Craig, 2017; Marwick & Boyd,  
2011), serving as influential intermediaries for autocratic narratives.

Previously dismissed as subcultures, “dangerous others,” or apolitical groups that deviate 
from mainstream political culture (Jensen, 2002; Sandvoss et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2019), 
celebrity fandom communities have emerged as strategically important targets for author
itarian co-optation (Li et al., 2024). Fans are individuals who devote themselves passionately 
to a particular cultural product, such as an entertainment celebrity, influencer, sport, or 
game (Brough & Shresthova, 2012; Yan & Yang, 2021). These emotional ties with their fan 
object often give rise to organized communities, known as fandoms, that are structured, 
self-regulating, and governed by shared norms, identities, and collective practices (Brough 
& Shresthova, 2012; Harris, 1992; Jenkins, 2006; Lynch, 2022).

Among the many forms of fandoms, celebrity fandom stands out as particularly influ
ential in the digital era. As media construct and amplify the visibility of entertainment 
celebrities, this visibility also attracts large numbers of passionate fans (Brough & 
Shresthova, 2012; Yan & Yang, 2021), many of whom develop one-sided intimacy, strong 
loyalty, and emotional attachment to the celebrity (Horton & Richard Wohl, 1956; Lueck,  
2015). In the digital era, these fandoms have become highly coordinated, with members 
engaging as “immaterial laborers” and voluntarily contributing their time and effort to 
enhance the celebrity’s public visibility without compensation (Andrejevic, 2008; Fung,  
2009). A central expression of this labor in the digital world is “metrics work,” the 
coordinated efforts to boost celebrities’ online engagement metrics (i.e., likes, comments, 
reshares) to ensure the visibility and favorability of their celebrity on social media platforms 
(Chu, 2018; Zhang et al., 2023).

Authoritarian regimes have increasingly sought to co-opt celebrity fandoms into their 
propaganda system to reach broader publics. They have enlisted celebrities as ambassadors 
of state policies, events, or campaigns in their online content creation, creating what I term 
“celebrity-signaling posts.” For example, in China, the Hunan provincial government 
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recruited Lay Zhang, a top singer from Hunan with more than 50 million followers on the 
Chinese social media platform Weibo, as a “Public Relations Ambassador of the Hunan 
Taxation Service,” and publicized this relationship on Weibo (Global Times, 2021). 
Authoritarian governments also incentivize celebrities to promote state initiatives and 
agendas through their own social media channels (Chen & Gao, 2022; Shadijanova,  
2022). For instance, during and after Pelosi’s 2022 visit to Taiwan, Chinese top celebrities 
like Jackson Yee reposted China Central Television’s “One China” message on their own 
Weibo to millions of followers (Chen & Gao, 2025).

Fan Engagement with Authoritarian Propaganda

Despite this increasing co-optation, there lacks understanding of how fans and fandom 
communities react to state propaganda in authoritarian contexts. As active audiences 
(Blumler & Katz, 1974; Fiske, 2010; Hall, 1973), fans engage with media through a complex 
process of interpretation, where their preexisting attitudes may shape their perception of 
and interaction with state propaganda. Therefore, fan engagement with state propaganda 
represents an intricate interplay between individual self-presentation, media consumption 
patterns, and the features of an authoritarian political context.

While co-optation of celebrity fandoms occurs in democratic settings – as seen in Oprah 
Winfrey’s and Taylor Swift’s endorsement of Democratic candidates (Gabbatt, 2018; Majic 
et al., 2020), celebrity fandoms in informational autocracies navigate a far more restrictive 
landscape. Celebrity fandoms can be targeted if perceived as politically threatening, parti
cularly when their collective action potential becomes visible (King et al., 2013). While overt 
coercion is not always present, the ever-present threat of digital repression (Earl et al., 2022) 
makes dissent and refusal to engage almost impossible, as they are often met with content 
removal or even more severe punishment. However, within the implicit boundaries set by 
coercion and censorship, fans may still maintain limited forms of agency in the granular 
decisions regarding their propaganda engagement – for example, when to engage, how to 
engage, and how much effort to devote to such engagement.

Research on why and how fans engage with state propaganda remains sparse. Current 
case study evidence suggests two different expectations. On the one hand, studies have 
suggested substantive engagement, with celebrity fans primarily motivated by nationalism or 
strong regime loyalty to engage. For example, celebrity fans in China have mobilized to 
create hundreds of thousands of posts in online campaigns against Taiwanese and Hong 
Kong activists (Fang & Repnikova, 2018; Liu, 2019), while numerous fans of Z bloggers on 
Telegram have promoted pro-Russia narratives during the Russo-Ukrainian War. However, 
these studies usually focus on spontaneous nationalist events or crises, while knowledge 
regarding whether these fans engage with state propaganda during their everyday activities 
remains absent. If this explains fans’ propaganda engagement on a daily basis, one would 
expect: (a) state-oriented motivations driving propaganda engagement and (b) comprehen
sive and effortful promotion of propaganda content.

On the other hand, emerging case studies suggest that celebrity fans may engage with 
authoritarian propaganda in a symbolic, performative way, using it as a resource to benefit 
their celebrity or fandom. For instance, Wang and Luo (2023) illustrate how fans symbo
lically engaged with pro-state nationalist content in COVID-19 discussions primarily to 
amplify their idols. Similarly, Gao and Chen (2024) demonstrate that celebrity followers in 
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China selectively interact with celebrities’ reposts of state messages instead of all state- 
created posts. If celebrity fans’ propaganda engagement is performative on a daily basis, one 
would observe the following features.

First, one would expect to see fans primarily motivated by the pursuit of gains for non- 
state agents to whom they are loyal rather than the state-oriented goals. At the individual 
level, this pursuit stems from fans’ strong loyalty to their celebrity, driving them to leverage 
state propaganda to enhance the visibility or other benefits of their celebrity or fandom. At 
the group level, when propaganda engagement is perceived as beneficial to the celebrity by 
their fandom, fandom members may be compelled by peer influence and in-group solidar
ity to support and amplify propaganda that aligns with their collective interests. If this 
motivation holds, fans may selectively engage with propaganda content that enhances their 
celebrity’s visibility rather than content that best serves state objectives. In particular, fans’ 
engagement patterns with celebrity-signaling propaganda – state content that directly co- 
opts their celebrity – should differ systematically from their engagement with comparable 
non-celebrity state content, with the celebrity signal, rather than the state agenda, driving 
their behavior.

Second, celebrity fans who performative engage with state propaganda are expected to 
engage in more instrumental ways, making their involvement performative rather than 
substantive. Fans engaging performatively may invest small effort in comprehending and 
promoting propaganda messages. They may only invest the effort necessary to leverage 
propaganda effectively for achieving their specific goals.

Information Control and Online Celebrity Fandom in China

This paper aims to shed light on why and how celebrity fans engage with autocratic 
propaganda by examining evidence from China. China represents one of the most capable 
informational autocracies today, where the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) maintains 
power through sophisticated information control rather than overt violence or excessive 
ideology in order to maintain regime stability (Guriev & Treisman, 2019). The CCP has 
long maintained centralized control over traditional broadcast media (Brady, 2009; Qin 
et al., 2018; Stockmann, 2013), effectively turning its entire media ecosystem into a cohesive 
propaganda system.

In the digital era, this propaganda system has evolved to capture public attention online 
through a combination of complementary strategies. First, the CCP has mobilized massive 
central and local agents to flood digital media and platforms (King et al., 2017; Lu et al.,  
2025). The party applies new content strategies to package political propaganda as soft, 
entertaining, and attention-eliciting content (Lu & Pan, 2021, 2022; Mattingly & Yao, 2022; 
Zhu & Fu, 2024; Zou, 2023) and augments state agents with political bots and human 
commentators to increase their reach (Bolsover, 2017; King et al., 2017). Simultaneously, 
the CCP implements large-scale censorship, from account bans to selective content 
removal, to eliminate dissenting voices and limit the public’s access to unfavorable content 
(Chen & Yang, 2019; King et al., 2013; Roberts, 2018). In addition, the CCP also collaborates 
with social media companies to embed algorithmic settings that favor state-sponsored 
content. For example, the Sunshine Credit Score on Weibo rewards users for engagement 
with pro-state content by improving their account status.1 These integrated strategies 
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collectively enable a comprehensive propaganda system in China that shapes public percep
tion, behaviors, and the visibility of regime narratives.

Online celebrity fandom in China has flourished alongside informational autocracy, 
concurrent with media marketization, economic reform, and Internet culture (Yin, 2020; 
Zhang, 2016). Initially influenced by imported cultures, it has since transformed under the 
influence of mobile Internet and social media. In recent years, reality shows like “Idol 
Producer” in 2018 attracted numerous fans to devote their time and labor to supporting 
their idols’ success through their daily social media practices on Weibo and video-streaming 
platforms (Chu, 2018; Zhang et al., 2023). Through decades-long development, Chinese 
online celebrity fandom has evolved to focus on fostering indigenous celebrities through 
“parakin relationships,” in which fans see their idols as family members, beyond traditional 
parasocial relations (Lueck, 2015; Yan & Yang, 2021).

Concurrently, the visibility competition on Chinese social media has motivated fans to 
boost online metrics for their celebrities through daily metrics work (Yin, 2020; Zhang et al.,  
2023) and to develop professional structures and specialized knowledge to support their 
metrics work. For example, fans’ daily metrics work is often organized by key stakeholders: 
the metrics team, influential fans, and the metrics station, as Figure 1 shows. These lead fans 
set goals, assign tasks, and supervise other fans (Zhang & Negus, 2020). Ordinary fans, 
though less influential, also contribute either independently or under the guidance of lead 
fans to enhance online metrics for their celebrity (Zhang et al., 2023).

While celebrity fandom has become increasingly prevalent on Chinese social media, its 
growth has been constrained by state control. The CCP has sought to manage celebrity 
fandoms through a dual strategy of regulation and co-optation, employing both indirect 
and direct approaches. With a longstanding history of regulating celebrities, the state 
enforces strict rules through departments like the Ministry of Culture and the National 
Radio and Television Administration, banning celebrities that challenge its legitimacy 
(Chen & Gao, 2022; Jeffreys & Xu, 2022; Sullivan & Kehoe, 2019). Fans are thus aware 
that if the state perceives them as disobedient their celebrity may be similarly sanctioned. 
Online celebrity fans also encounter direct government control. The “Qinglang Fandom 
Disorder Rectification” (清朗·饭圈乱象整治专项行动) campaign launched in 2021 has 

Figure 1. Organization of a typical celebrity fandom.
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resulted in large-scale removal of posts and fan accounts deemed as harmful by authorities, 
punishment of what is characterized as “vicious competition,” and active discouragement of 
various types of celebrity-related metrics work on Weibo (Chen, 2021; Zhang, 2024).2

Meanwhile, the CCP actively co-opts celebrities and celebrity fandoms into their content 
creation. The Chinese government and the CCP have a long history of recruiting high- 
profile celebrities into public service campaigns and patriotic projects, leveraging their 
visibility to promote policy messages, socialist values, or national unity (Chen & Gao,  
2022; Sullivan & Kehoe, 2019; Xu & Yang, 2025). In recent years, Chinese state media has 
also proactively incorporated fandom culture by integrating fan elements into their content 
creation. For example, during the 2019 Hong Kong protests, Chinese state media promoted 
fan-like hashtags such as #WeAllHaveOneIdolCalledChina (#我们都有一个爱豆名字叫阿 
中) to encourage pro-regime discourse on Weibo. Nevertheless, why and how Chinese 
celebrity fans engage with state propaganda on a daily basis remains unclear.

This combination of an informational authoritarian context, a high-loyalty and metrics- 
driven fandom culture, and the co-optation of celebrities and their fandoms in propaganda 
production makes China an ideal case for examining why and how fans engage with the 
autocratic propaganda system. Therefore, this paper addresses the following research 
questions:

RQ1: Why do celebrity fans in China engage with authoritarian propaganda in their 
daily metrics work, and to what extent is this engagement driven by non-state 
motivations?

RQ2: How do celebrity fans engage with authoritarian propaganda, especially celebrity- 
signaling propaganda?

Data and Methods

This study applies quantitative analysis of social media data and qualitative interviews with 
celebrity fans from different fandoms in China. Despite the dearth of prior research, these 
exploratory approaches serve as the first investigation into why celebrity fans in China 
engage with authoritarian propaganda in their daily activities on social media and how.

Celebrity-Signaling Propaganda on Social Media

The quantitative data used for this study were collected from Weibo, where fans actively 
engage in metrics work for their celebrities. I collected timeline posts from the Weibo 
account of the largest Chinese mainstream media outlet in China, People’s Daily (《人民日 
报》), which had 157 million Weibo followers as of November 2025 and widely regarded as 
the most influential propaganda outlet. As the flagship propaganda outlet of the CCP, 
People’s Daily occupies a central position within China’s propaganda system. It functions as 
the primary agenda-setter, setting the tone for state media narratives and propaganda 
strategies in China. Its content directly reflects the CCP’s political priorities and serves as 
the authoritative source that other state outlets follow, making it the ideal focal point for 
examining how celebrity fans engage with state propaganda. Simultaneously, the 
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propaganda produced by People’s Daily is highly visible on social media, allowing fans to 
engage with it. While focusing on a single outlet on a single platform may limit the 
generalizability of the findings, it provides a consistent and in-depth examination of the 
interplay between state media and celebrity fans within China’s most significant online 
ecosystem. In total, I collected 12,057 posts generated between January 1, 2021, and 
December 31, 2021, retrospectively in 2022, using Weibo Crawler, a Python-based web 
crawler built upon Weibo’s official API.3

To examine RQ1, I empirically tested whether fans engage more with celebrity-signaling 
propaganda content than with non-signaling state content as a proxy for underlying 
motivation. The first step was to identify state media posts that signal at least one high- 
influence celebrity in their content. I focused on high-influence celebrities as they are visible 
enough to attract numerous fans, and their fandoms are motivated and experienced in 
doing metrics work to boost their visibility. I compiled a list of 96 high-influence celebrities 
in Greater China from the Star Power List on Weibo, which routinely scored and ranked 
celebrities by their popularity, from December 2019 to June 2020. Most celebrities had more 
than five million followers on Weibo (More details about the celebrity selection can be seen 
in Appendix A1).

With this list of high-influence celebrities, I coded state media posts as celebrity-signal
ing posts if they met the following two criteria:

(1) If the post mentioned at least one high-influence celebrity’s name or signaled the 
high-influence celebrity in its content.

(2) If the goal of signaling the high-influence celebrity or celebrities was not for criti
cism, punishment, or other negative purposes. For example, a People’s Daily post 
created on July 31, 2021, condemning the behavior of Kris Wu and emphasizing that 
celebrities should be more careful in exercising self-discipline and following the law, 
was not considered a celebrity-signaling post.

To capture these celebrity-signaling posts, I extracted the posts automatically by 
using a dictionary of 96 high-influence celebrities’ names and Weibo handles. Then, I 
applied human validation to exclude the false positives based on the second criterion. 
In total, 52 posts among the 12,057 People’s Daily posts signaled a high-influence 
celebrity in their content. This low frequency is expected, as state propaganda often 
prioritizes content that emphasizes regime strengths, such as government achieve
ments, policies, and the image-building of national leaders. However, the presence of 
these 52 celebrity-signaling posts may serve as a gateway to attract broader and more 
diverse audiences, thereby extending the reach and influence of the state agenda in 
strategically meaningful ways.

Among these 52 posts, 39 did not involve the celebrity’s direct engagement with state 
propaganda (e.g., the celebrity forwarding a post immediately after being signaled), ruling 
out the potential influence of celebrity engagement on fan engagement, which were used for 
further analysis. Among these 39 posts, 20 propagated state-sponsored cultural activities, 
such as the Chinese New Year Gala and Chinese cultural heritage and products. Fourteen 
incorporated celebrities in promoting central-level political events, such as the Chinese 
Communist Party anniversary and the Winter Olympics. Five promoted central and local- 
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level policies and government behaviors. An example of celebrity-signaling post can be seen 
in Appendix A2.

To compare the engagement with celebrity-signaling propaganda posts and non-signal
ing posts, I conducted an analysis of the top comments on celebrity-signaling propaganda 
posts and their adjacent posts. I focused on comments as they reflect more efforts by fans 
through a composed communication process than other one-click social media engagement 
like endorsements, and comments are found to influence perceptions (Burke & Kraut, 2016; 
Zell & Moeller, 2018).

Figure 2 shows the process of this analysis. For each celebrity-signaling post, I included 
10 posts published before and 10 posts published after, resulting in a set of 21 posts 
(including the signaling post) per instance (T = −10, −9, . . ., 0, . . ., 9, 10). By examining 
adjacent posts, the analysis controls for temporal and topical variations in state media 
content, allowing for a more consistent comparison between celebrity-signaling and non- 
signaling propaganda. This yielded a corpus of 819 posts (39 celebrity-signaling +780 non- 
signaling). From each post, I collected the top 10 comments. Two human coders manually 
identified whether each comment was made by a fan account of the signaled celebrity or 
celebrities at T = 0 based on account name, verification status, description, avatar, and 
Weibo homepage background image. The rationale for this approach is to identify fans who 
actively engage in metrics work for celebrities, as most of these fans include references to 
their favorite celebrity in their account profiles to enhance the celebrity’s visibility.4 I then 
calculated the proportion of fan comments (%fans) for each post and averaged these 
proportions across posts made at time T. If fans performatively engaged with state propa
ganda with non-state motivations, %fans is expected to be high only among celebrity- 
signaling propaganda posts (T = 0), while the rate should remain at a continuously high 
level across all posts for state-oriented, substantive propaganda engagement. Additionally, I 
calculated the %fans across the three topics identified in People’s Daily posts (central-level 

Figure 2. Comments analysis of celebrity-signaling propaganda posts and adjacent posts.
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political events, policies and government behaviors, and cultural activities and products) 
and used ANOVA to compare the means of the %fans across these groups.

Given the small sample size and the non-normal distribution of %fans, I employed the 
non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test. Specifically, for each of the 39 identified 
celebrity-signaling posts, I conducted a Wilcoxon signed-rank test to determine whether 
the median %fans in the 20 surrounding comparison posts is significantly lower than that of 
the celebrity-signaling propaganda post. Additionally, I applied the Bonferroni correction 
to adjust the p-values, accounting for the increased risk of false-positive errors associated 
with multiple comparisons (39 tests).

As a robustness check, I expanded the window for selecting non-signaling propaganda 
posts to 20 posts before and after, encompassing a total of 1599 posts. Similarly, I collected 
the top 10 comments for each post, performed the same human annotation on 15,990 
comments, and replicated all analyses. Findings of this robustness check are provided in 
Appendix A3. Additionally, since the state may employ bots to boost the visibility of 
propaganda (Bolsover & Howard, 2019) that potentially interfere or confuse with fan- 
driven visibility boosting, I randomly sampled 10% of all fan accounts found in this analysis 
to assess whether each was a bot (see Appendix A4). This assessment involved an in-depth 
analysis of account metadata, activity patterns, and post engagement.

Qualitative Interviews

While the quantitative analysis provides an approximation of fans’ motivations through 
engagement patterns, I conducted in-depth qualitative interviews with 21 celebrity fans to 
more directly explore why and how they engage with state propaganda, particularly 
celebrity-signaling propaganda. The interviewees were recruited from Weibo. I initially 
sent out an advertisement post on Weibo for recruitment. Among the 212 fans who 
responded, 160 were fans of celebrities who originated from the Greater China.5 After 
filtering and sampling (see more details in Appendix A5.1), 21 fans of 20 celebrity fandoms 
ultimately participated in interviews. The celebrities they follow included singers, actors, 
actresses, and idols selected from idol-production programs. Fans ranged in age from 18 to 
45. They had been dedicated members of the fandoms for between 7 months to 15 years, 
and the number of followers of their Weibo accounts ranged from 35 to 12,000. Among 
these fans, 12 of them are verified as a “Super topic influencer fan” (超话粉丝大咖) or 
“Super topic moderator” (超话主持人), which can only be applied after a continuous 
dedication to metrics work regardless of their number of followers. Five of them are lead 
metrics-work fans who managed their metrics work team or set up their own metrics-work 
fan station. More detailed fan characteristics are listed in Appendix A5.2.

With each fan, I conducted a semi-structured interview ranging from 60 to 75 minutes 
using videoconferencing software. The interviews all started from a series of guiding 
questions: when and how they entered fandom, when they engaged in metrics work for 
their celebrities and in what types, how they reacted when their celebrities were mentioned 
by state propaganda, how they understand state interactions with fandom, and their 
thoughts on the relationships among their celebrity, the state, Weibo platform, and their 
fandom. Most of these questions were open-ended by design. Throughout, the interviews 
were supplemented by more probing questions about issues such as why and how fans 
engaged with state propaganda, what types of metrics work they had undertaken, as well as 
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their experiences and observations in their fandom. The interview typically ended with 
questions about their demographic characteristics and some extra questions if time per
mitted. The interviews were recorded with consent and anonymized. I assigned celebrity ID 
and fan ID in reporting the quotes and findings in the following sections to prevent re- 
identification.

From the transcriptions and interview notes, following the critical steps of grounded 
theory (Creswell & Poth, 2016), I identified patterns and categories around two themes. 
First, I focused on fans’ engagement with state propaganda after the state media directly 
mobilized their celebrity. Additionally, I examined fans’ attitudes toward the interactions 
among the state, celebrities, algorithms, and fandoms. Based on these categories and 
patterns, I developed a systematic explanation of why and how fans engage with state 
propaganda on a daily basis.

Results

Celebrity-Oriented Motivations for Propaganda Engagement

To answer RQ1, both quantitative and qualitative results point to celebrity-oriented moti
vations as the primary motivations. The quantitative analysis reveals that fans in this dataset 
engage selectively with state propaganda based on celebrity presence. Figure 3 shows that 
fans make approximately 62% of the top comments under celebrity-signaling propaganda 
posts (T = 0), while their engagement remain below 5% among posts created before and 
after the celebrity-signaling posts. Thirty-seven out of 39 Wilcoxon signed-rank tests show 
that the median proportion of fan-made comments in the surrounding comparison posts is 
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significantly lower than that in the celebrity-signaling post. The findings remain robust 
when the adjacent window is expanded to 20 and no bot activity is found.

Furthermore, the subtopic analysis finds that even among propaganda posts that feature 
celebrities, fans exhibit selective engagement patterns (p < .001). On average, 75% of com
ments on propaganda posts about central-level political events (median = 0.8) and 64% of 
comments on cultural promotion posts (median = 0.6) are made by fans. In comparison, 
only 22% of comments on state policy posts are made by fans (median = 0.3). These findings 
show that fans selectively engage with high-salience or popular political content that is likely 
to attract broader attention, suggesting how visibility considerations motivate their propa
ganda engagement.

From qualitative interviews, some fans who have engaged with state propaganda talked 
about how they recognize and value the distinctly political significance of state recognition 
for their celebrities. They are highly aware that being featured by state media carries 
different weight than other forms of publicity. As Fan ID6 explained:

Being mentioned by official media is seen as a great honor by fans. It means your idol is not just 
a celebrity, but also officially recognized as an outstanding artist. That’s why we definitely do 
forward-boosting to promote the post. Fans might even take screenshots of it and share them 
on Douban or in other fan communities, saying things like “My idol was featured by [a specific] 
official media outlet.” It’s something we’re really proud of.

This awareness of the state source’s unique authority is further emphasized by Fan ID4, who 
highlighted that regime-affiliated accounts like Beijing News are even more important than 
top influencers or entertainment platforms precisely because these accounts are verified 
government accounts representing an official stance.

Beyond symbolic recognition, some celebrity fans perceive the state’s signaling of 
celebrities as significant because it directly translates into tangible career benefits and 
resources within China’s political system, as Fan ID9 explained:

Currently there is very limited space for idols to develop their career. They either transition to 
be actors or participate in variety shows. If you want to participate in A-list shows or programs, 
you definitely need the recognition of state media . . . . Once you fail to obtain recognition from 
the state media, you will be excluded from such opportunities. Therefore, having a positive 
image and gaining recognition from the state media as a positive idol is crucial. It determines 
your access to resources and the opportunity to participate in important programs.

These insights reveal that fans’ engagement with state propaganda is fundamentally shaped 
by their understanding of China’s political context – they recognize that state propaganda 
system operates differently from commercial media. This political awareness distinguishes 
their behavior from general fandom activities, as fans navigate state power structures to 
benefit their celebrities.

Celebrity-Oriented Approaches of Propaganda Engagement

To answer RQ2, interviews reveal three major approaches that fans use to leverage 
celebrity-signaling propaganda for their celebrity’s benefit. These approaches are 
specifically designed around celebrity-oriented goals rather than promoting state 
messages. The most common practice is comment manipulation (控评), where fans 
strategically manipulate the comments on a post at a large scale to maintain a 
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positive image for their celebrity. Among the 21 fans interviewed, 13 mentioned that 
they engage in comment manipulation under the celebrity-signaling propaganda 
post.

Comment manipulation is facilitated in two ways. The first way is by flooding the target 
propaganda post with hundreds and thousands of positive comments about their celebrity. 
Another common form is to boost the likes of comments created by other fans in the same 
fandom, known as “liking positive comments” (控红). In this way, comments with more 
likes appear at the top of the comment section of the propaganda post and are given more 
prominence. Fan ID15 explained that ordinary fans are more likely to do this because their 
own comments are often not able to reach the top due to the limited influence of their 
accounts. Instead, they can contribute to the visibility of their celebrity on state accounts by 
boosting likes for comments from more influential accounts in their fandom. Using these 
two different approaches, fans can enhance the presence of their fandom in the comments 
section of celebrity-signaling propaganda posts on state media, which explains the high 
proportion of fan-created comments in Figure 3. By observing the top comments, state 
propaganda outlets may also be able to evaluate whether co-opting certain celebrities 
effectively activates their fandoms for engagement.

Another type of metrics work in promoting celebrity-signaling propaganda is forward 
boosting (轮博), in which fans generate hundreds of thousands of reshares of a post. Seven 
fans mentioned that they engage in forward boosting when they see state accounts signaling 
their celebrities. Some fan groups even set specific numeric goals for forward boosting. For 
instance, Fan ID5, a manager of a metrics team for a singer, mentioned that they typically 
aim for 10,000 forwards on celebrity-signaling propaganda posts by state media or govern
ment accounts.

However, several fans acknowledged that, compared to comment manipulation, forward 
boosting is less frequently employed when it comes to state-created content, and they 
provided several reasons for this. Some of them expressed concerns about potential negative 
online consequences, such as a drop in the Sunshine Credit Score or the risk of being flagged 
as a bot account by Weibo, which may hinder their daily metrics activities. Others high
lighted the potential dangers associated with forward boosting, as excessive metrics work 
has been one of the primary targets of state regulations on online fandom (e.g., the Qinglang 
campaign). These regulations may result in content removal and account banning by the 
state. At the same time, it may harm the perception of the celebrity, both from the state and 
among individuals outside their fandom.

In addition to post-level metrics work, 16 fans mentioned that they also follow the state 
account that signals their celebrity. Most of them follow the state account to be able to 
promptly engage in metrics work for future posts if their celebrity is signaled again. Fans 
who observe frequent collaborations between their celebrities and the state emphasized this. 
Several fans also noted that some state accounts on Weibo only allow comments from their 
followers, which means that fans instrumentally follow these accounts in order to have the 
opportunity to boost metrics for their celebrities. In particular, a few fans mentioned that 
they would follow the state account even before their celebrity was signaled if they knew that 
their celebrity would be involved in planned state events, such as the Spring Festival Gala. 
Through regular interactions with the state propaganda, they prepare their account and 
comments to be quickly observed by the state during their propaganda engagement. Fan 
ID3, a fan of several singers and idols, described the process in more detail:
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The New Year’s Gala (organized by provincial state media) is something we will prepare in advance. 
Regardless of whether [Celebrity 2] will attend these New Year’s Gala or not, we will go to Weibo 
accounts of various TV stations and definitely become devoted fans (of them) . . . When the official 
announcement is made, we can manipulate the comments. Because we don’t know where 
[Celebrity 2] will go for the New Year’s Gala, we cast a wide net, hoping to catch at least one.

Instrumental Propaganda Engagement

Beyond celebrity-oriented motivations and approaches, I observed an instrumental engage
ment with celebrity-signaling propaganda among some fans, making their involvement 
more performative rather than substantive. This pattern directly contrasts with how state- 
recruited agents or bots would engage with state messaging.

Specifically, in creating content to comment or forward celebrity-signaling propaganda 
posts, some fans mentioned that they borrow narratives provided by their metrics team. For 
instance, Fan ID9 mentioned that their metrics team often supplies fans with well-crafted 
sentences structured like elegant poems to use in their comments under celebrity-signaling 
propaganda. This reduces the workload of individual fans in thinking of their own words or 
narratives to promote state propaganda. For forward boosting, the content creation can be 
even less effortful. For example, several fans indicated that they include minimal content, 
such as adding a cardinal number or emoji, when reposting a celebrity-signaling propa
ganda post. The limited number of posts created for comment manipulation and forward 
boosting also distinguishes this engagement further from state-sponsored astroturfing or 
bots efforts that create high volume of messages to amplify propaganda (King et al., 2017).

However, this process is not completely effortless. Although several fans mentioned that they 
sometimes applied automated tools to generate pro-regime content, in most of times they 
manually create content to promote state propaganda and employ different narrative strategies. 
In particular, “genuine feeling” (真情实感) and “positive energy” (正能量) are two buzzwords 
that frequently emerged in interviews when fans discussed their narrative strategies for crafting 
comments under state media posts. Some fans mentioned that they are more cautious when 
drafting comments for celebrity-signaling propaganda. Fan ID17 shared that they would use 
formal languages to highlight their celebrity’s skills when praising them. Fans also reflected that 
their comments on state propaganda posts tend to focus more on the propaganda content itself 
rather than on the celebrity, which differs from their comments on brand or non-state accounts 
that primarily focus on praising the celebrity or their accomplishments. For example, Fan ID15 
mentioned that they avoid praising the celebrity’s appearance in their comments on state 
propaganda posts as it could make their celebrity and fandom appear “superficial.”

Highly intense propaganda engagement also happens, but mostly when it comes to the 
competition with other celebrity fandoms. Some fans mentioned that state propaganda 
posts sometimes signal more than one celebrity. Fan ID13 mentioned that in such cases, 
they usually “battle” with other fandoms to secure the top comments of these propaganda 
posts. Fan ID4 emphasized the competitive motivation in the following way:

If the state post mentions other celebrities in a Weibo post besides [Celebrity 3], there may be a 
requirement in terms of quantity (of doing metrics work). As a fan, you definitely want to try 
your best to put your idol in the front row (of comments) . . . . We will try to push comments 
related to [Celebrity 3] to the top 10 or even the top 5.
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Discussion

This paper sheds light on the engagement with digital propaganda in informational auto
cracies like China. By examining why and how celebrity fans interact with state propaganda, 
especially celebrity-signaling propaganda, this study identifies and characterizes a new 
phenomenon termed as performative propaganda engagement—selective, instrumental 
engagement driven by celebrity-oriented rather than state-oriented motivations. Through 
quantitative analysis of social media data and qualitative interviews with celebrity fans, I 
find that celebrity fans actively incorporate state propaganda into their daily metrics work 
and primarily engage with celebrity-signaling propaganda instead of indiscriminately with 
all propaganda content. The celebrity-oriented goals drive fans to develop specific 
approaches to engage with celebrity-signaling propaganda, including targeted post-level 
metrics work and celebrity-motivated following of state accounts. At the same time, these 
engagement practices can be instrumental when fans invest only the necessary effort to 
achieve their celebrity-oriented goals rather than substantively promoting state messaging.

Understanding Digital Propaganda Effectiveness in Informational Autocracies

The findings contribute to a growing body of literature on digital propaganda in author
itarian regimes by moving beyond traditional persuasion-centered frameworks (Jowett & 
O’donnell, 2018) to examine other outcomes of state influence efforts in digital contexts. As 
high-capacity informational autocrats are increasingly co-opting celebrity fandoms in 
increasing the reach of their agenda, the performative engagement indicates both promise 
and limitations of this approach.

Performative engagement does suggest measurable benefits for authoritarian informa
tion control when co-opting celebrity fandoms. As found in both quantitative and qualita
tive findings, celebrity fans contribute significantly to the metrics of celebrity-signaling 
posts created by the state. Even though some of the engagement approaches are instru
mental, these efforts can successfully engage audiences with diverse media habits and low 
political interests in consuming state messages, thus enhancing the overall visibility of state 
propaganda on social media. This significant increase in visibility may heighten the like
lihood of other social media users encountering propaganda within an algorithmic media 
ecosystem, potentially influencing their opinions and behaviors. This dynamic differs from 
traditional propaganda theories such as the two-step flow theory (Katz, 1957) that empha
size opinion leaders’ mediation role, while achieving similar effects of increased propaganda 
reach through organized community engagement.

This performative propaganda engagement also explains why informational autocracies 
like China may tolerate these alternative power structures that have organizational strengths 
for protests (McAdam et al., 1999). Rather than viewing fandoms as threats and eliciting 
complete elimination, as an informational autocrat, the CCP recognizes their strategic value 
for propaganda dissemination. By harnessing fans’ devotion to their celebrities and mobi
lization capabilities, the regime innovates its propaganda apparatus to capture attention in 
the fragmented digital media environment. Similar to the cultural governance strategies to 
actively mobilize popular culture for its political purposes (Perry, 2017; Zou, 2019), the co- 
optation of fandom power into propaganda indicates the innovation and reconfiguration of 
the authoritarian propaganda apparatus to capture attention in the digital era. The co- 

114 Y. LU



optation of fans, who are civil society actors, also speaks to the broader authoritarian politics 
literature that the state cultivates civil society forces to strengthen state capacity and exert 
informal control (Mattingly, 2020). Findings in the Chinese context also speak to the 
current practices of co-opting non-state actors in other informational autocracies (Loh,  
2023; Shadijanova, 2022).

However, the performative propaganda engagement also represents a more fragile and 
potentially counterproductive form of control. While China’s comprehensive information 
control system successfully creates structural incentives for engagement, the selective nature 
of fan engagement illuminates key limitations. The finding that fans selectively engage with 
high-salience political content while avoiding routine policy posts suggests they are optimizing 
for social media visibility. In other words, high engagement metrics for state propaganda may 
mask underlying resistance or the instrumental use of state messaging, as described by Fan ID19:

Considering those programs produced by the CCTV [The central television station in China] 
that utilize the popularity of stars to promote rural revitalization or economic development. 
This is a very positive and proactive way (to promote these messages). However, the impact of 
fans reposting, liking, and commenting on these programs on the actual promotion of policies 
is questionable. Instead of relying on a few stars to create a false sense (of impact), it would be 
better to focus on improving the content of the programs themselves.

Understanding Fans Political Engagement in Authoritarian Contexts

As Cayari (2020) emphasizes, “everyone is a fan of something.” While fandom has become a 
force for online activism and political mobilization in the global context (Dimitrov, 2008; 
Jenkins, 1992, 2006; Kanozia & Ganghariya, 2021), this paper shows how fans in authoritarian 
context may engage with politics in different ways. While celebrity endorsements and fandom 
engagement may occur in both democratic and authoritarian settings, the ubiquitous digital 
repression and political constraints in authoritarian systems like China limit fandom’s political 
engagement. Instead, these political contexts motivate fans to emphasize official recognition for 
celebrity’s resources and engage with state propaganda to support celebrity’s success, which 
aligns with previous findings that fans in China co-opt state narratives and political means for 
their own purposes (Liu, 2019; Wang, 2024; Wang & Luo, 2023; Zhang, 2024).

Findings of this research also posit fans’ online activities into a multilateral and multi
directional view with consideration of different actors, including the celebrity, the state, and 
the media platform. Regarding the relationship between fans and their celebrity, findings in 
this research echo previous psychological studies on how fans form a parasocial or parakin 
relationship with their celebrities and support their success by all means (Yan & Yang, 2021; 
Yen & Li, 2021). However, different from prior research, this research focuses on the 
promotion of state propaganda, which is not commercial-driven content but engaging 
state actors in message production. Through propaganda engagement, fans actively push 
themselves to engage with political and social issues when worshipping their celebrities and 
become more alike fandom publics who participate in discussions around public issues and 
perform public duty through their fan acts (Zhang, 2016). As celebrities and their compa
nies also closely monitor their fans’ activities, fans’ performative propaganda engagement 
may also influence how celebrities decide their own engagement with state propaganda. 
These shed light on future research to discover the multidimensional interactions among 
different actors to understand fan behaviors, especially fans’ interactions with the state.

POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 115



Limitations and Future Research

This research yields several limitations. First, the quantitative analysis only focuses on 
how fans engage with propaganda disseminated by one central state media outlet 
(People’s Daily), without considering other central-level or local-level state propaganda 
outlets in China. For example, local-level state media can also indenture celebrities to 
promote local policies and measures. Additionally, this study only examines one social 
media platform (Weibo). As the Chinese state has been leveraging various social media 
platforms (e.g., Douyin, Bilibili) to promote its propaganda, it is unclear whether fans 
may performatively engage with state propaganda on other platforms. Findings of this 
study are derived from a single national context but can be tested in other author
itarian settings.

Second, the analysis of online fan activities has several limitations. First, this study 
only considers the propaganda engagement of fans who actively present online and 
contribute to metrics work, which limits the generalizability of the findings to other 
fans (e.g., those who do not clearly indicate their fan identity in their accounts) but 
remain loyal to their celebrities. Future studies should diversify the types of fans to 
further theorize the phenomenon. Additionally, although the additional small-sample 
analysis did not detect any bots, this study cannot rule out the potential influence of 
state-sponsored bots and trolls if they seamlessly disguise their propaganda promotion 
as fan activities. Future research can employ more advanced bot detection tools to 
eliminate the influence of bots and compare fans’ engagement with other audiences or 
trolls.

Third, the analysis also focuses on fans of entertainment celebrities in Greater 
China, who actively engage in metrics work, potentially limiting generalizability to 
other fan types or cultural product fandoms. State and platform regulations may also 
affect fans who follow overseas celebrities but do most of their metrics work on 
Weibo, which may trigger them to engage with state propaganda with similar or 
different motivations. As fandoms of other cultural products such as ACGN (anime, 
comic, game, and light novel) and virtual reality also attract many followers on social 
media (Yin & Xie, 2018), more research could be done on these different types of 
fandoms and see if members of these fandoms also performatively engage with state 
propaganda in similar or different ways.

Theoretically, this study does not offer a fully developed theory of fan-propaganda 
engagement, lacking adequate comparisons between different types of fan engage
ment or between fans and other audience types’ propaganda engagement. This study 
serves as a starting point for theorizing how digital propaganda operates through 
non-state agents, pointing toward future research with more theory-building. Future 
studies can replicate the quantitative analysis in this study using more propaganda 
outlets, social media platforms, and national contexts to test whether celebrity fans 
performatively engage with state propaganda in different contexts. Through experi
mental or longitudinal designs, future research can also test whether fans have 
shifted their attitudes toward the state propaganda and the state policy after their 
performative propaganda engagement.
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Notes

1. Weibo designed its own Sunshine Credit Score system that evaluates the creditworthiness of 
users based on their online behavior and interactions within the platform. Each user is 
measured by scores in five dimensions: 1) content creation, which is calculated based on the 
frequency of Weibo use, posting behaviors, and metrics of posts; 2) user identity, which is 
determined by the user’s offline education and online real-name verification; 3) credit history, 
which is determined by the user’s long-term Weibo use behaviors; 4) social relationship, which 
is determined by their following relationships; 5) consumption tendency. In measuring credit 
history, the key measurement is how users post and behave on Weibo in a “positive” and 
“healthy” manner.

2. Excessive metrics work in all forms is among the primary targets of the Qinglang campaign. 
The Chinese state has been deleting posts, banning users for over-commenting, and imple
menting other corrective measures to discourage fans’ metrics work. See more from: http:// 
www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2021-06/15/c_1127564199.htm

3. See: https://github.com/dataabc/weibo-crawler
4. Admittedly, some fans may choose not to display their fandom status in their profile informa

tion. However, this likelihood is low among those engaged in metrics work, as omitting such 
information diminishes the effectiveness of boosting a celebrity’s visibility and complicates 
management by fandoms. While fans may follow multiple celebrities, they often create separate 
accounts to support each one rather than using a single account for multiple fandoms, in order 
to avoid conflicts or criticism from other members.

5. The 52 participants not included are fans of celebrities from South Korea, Japan, Thailand, and 
the United States.
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Appendix

A1. High-influence celebrities

Chinese online celebrities were routinely ranked by their social media popularity on the platform via 
the Star Power List (明星势力榜 in Chinese). Star Power List was an embedded page on Weibo that 
scored the popularity of celebrities by five dimensions: number of readers (阅读人数 in Chinese), 
number of interactions (互动数 in Chinese), social influence (社会影响力 in Chinese), admiration 
value (爱慕值 in Chinese), and positive energy value (正能量值 in Chinese). As shown in Figure A1, 
Star Power List consisted of different sub-lists where celebrities were ranked by their region of origin 
(Panel A). Each sub-list showed the top 10 celebrities and their total scores, and the top three 
celebrities were pinned to the top of the sub-list (Panel B). The detailed scores of the five dimensions 
could be found by clicking on each celebrity name or avatar (Panel C). From 2014 to 2021, the Star 
Power List acted as a crucial measurement for quantifying the influence and commercial value of 
celebrities in China (Peng, 2021).

To determine the most influential celebrities on Weibo, I collected three sub-lists of the Star Power List 
from December 2019 to June 2020: Mainland Sub-list (内地榜 in Chinese) to capture top stars in 
mainland China, Hong Kong/Macao/Taiwan Sub-list (港澳台榜 in Chinese) to capture top stars in the 
Greater China area, and the Rising Star Sub-list (新星榜 in Chinese) to capture the most popular rising 
stars. In total, I identified 115 high-influence celebrities. Most had more than five million followers on 
Weibo.

Figure A1. The Star Power List on Weibo.
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For each of the 115 celebrities, I searched for the official fan club (后援会 in Chinese) account on 
Weibo; having such a fan club is an indicator of an organized and mature fandom. I also searched for 
any metrics team (数据组 in Chinese) account or other metrics-work-related account (e.g., the fan 
station account that is used for metrics work, 数据站 in Chinese) with each celebrity’s name. The 
presence of such accounts indicates the commitment of a fandom into metrics work. Then, I excluded 
celebrities from the list of 115 based on the following criteria:

(1) Celebrities with no fan club account, indicating a lack of organization.
(2) Celebrities with no metrics-work-related account, indicating a lack of commitment to metrics 

work.
(3) Celebrities who originated from other countries, even if they are developing their career in the 

Greater China area (e.g., JJ Lin, a Singaporean singer captured by the Hong Kong/Macau/Taiwan 
sub-list for his achievements in Taiwan), as they may be inherently less incentivized to support 
Chinese state propaganda.

(4) Celebrities who were active when I collected the Star Power List but later banned by the state (e.g., 
Kris Wu, a top singer who was arrested by the state in 2021).

The resulting list consisted of 96 high-influence celebrities from the Greater China area.

A2. Example celebrity-signaling post

Figure A2. Example celebrity-signaling post by People’s Daily.
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This post shows an example of celebrity-signaling posts created by People’s Daily on Weibo. In 
commemoration of the 100th CCP Anniversary, the Chinese government organized a mass gala 
featuring performances by over 90 celebrities. One such post, created on July 1, 2021, showcased three 
top stars performing the song “Walk With Me”: Yibo Wang (with 40 million fans on Weibo), Junkai 
Wang (with 80 million fans), and Yuan Wang (with 84 million fans) at the gala, as depicted in Figure 
A2. This post received substantial engagement on Weibo, accumulating more than 813 thousand 
likes, 34 thousand forwards, and 491 thousand forwards.

A3. Robustness check of quantitative comment analysis

As a robustness check, for each celebrity-signaling post, I included 20 posts published before and 20 
posts published after, resulting in a set of 41 posts (including the signaling post) per instance (T = -20, 
-9, . . ., 0, . . ., 9, 20). This yielded a corpus of 1,599 posts (39 celebrity-signaling + 1,560 non- 
signaling). Two human coders manually identified whether each of the 15,990 comment was made 
by a fan account of the signaled celebrity or celebrities at T=0 based on account name, verification 
status, description, avatar, and Weibo homepage background image. Then, I replicated the descrip
tive analysis and Wilcoxon signed-rank test with Bonferroni correction for this robustness check.

The findings remain robust when the adjacent window is expanded to 20. Figure A3 shows 
that, on average, fans made approximately 62% of the top comments under celebrity-signaling 

0

20

40

60

−2
0

−1
0 0 10 20

Posts before vs. posts after the celebrity−signaling post

%
C

om
m

en
ts

 b
y 

fa
ns

 o
f s

ig
na

le
d 

ce
le

br
ity

Figure A3. Average rate of fan comments at time T (Window = 20).
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propaganda posts (T=0). In contrast, the average proportion of fan comments remained below 
6% among posts created before and after the celebrity-signaling posts. Still, 37 out of 39 
Wilcoxon signed-rank tests show that the median proportion of fan-made comments in the 
surrounding comparison posts is significantly lower than that in the celebrity-signaling post.

A4 Investigation of bot activities

From 216 unique fan accounts identified through quantitative comment analysis, I randomly 
sampled 10% (20 accounts) to determine whether each is a bot account. Following previous studies 
in communication and computer science on bot detection (Beskow & Carley, 2019; Bolsover & 
Howard, 2019; Ferrara et al., 2016; Wan et al., 2025; Wu et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2020), I examined the 
accounts and their activities on Weibo and labeled them as bot accounts if they satisfied any of the 
following criteria:

(1) Bot-like metadata: The account has incomplete (e.g., nickname, avatar, user description) or 
abnormal profile information (e.g., random strings as profile names).

(2) Unusual ratio of followers to followings: The account follows more than ten times as many 
accounts as it has followers.

(3) Extremely low post engagement: More than 80% of the account’s most recent 20 posts have low 
engagement (likes, comments, retweets).

(4) Extremely high ratio of fast retweets: More than 80% of the account’s most recent 20 posts are 
fast retweets without any new information added.

(5) Extremely high frequency of posting: The account posts more than 50 posts per day.
(6) Extremely high frequency of same content: More than 80% of the account’s most recent 20 

posts have the same content.
(7) No bot warning from Weibo: The account does not have any labels or warnings indicating it is a 

bot account by Weibo.

A5 Additional information of qualitative interviews  

A5.1 Interviewee sampling

The interviewees were recruited from Weibo. For each of the 160 fans of celebrities who originated 
from the Greater China, I checked their major fandom-purpose Weibo accounts and eliminated those 
who did not meet the following criteria:

(1) They used Weibo as their main platform for metrics work.
(2) They actively engaged in metrics work for their celebrities on Weibo for more than 6 months in 

2021 or 2023.
(3) They followed at least five fans from the same fandom on Weibo.
(4) They were at least 18 years old.

Then, I applied stratified purposive sampling to sample fans with three strata for interview:

(1) Number of account followers, indicating the influence of the fan account.
(2) Account verification status, whether verified as a lead metrics-work fan (Yellow V with fan- 

related identification) or as an ordinary fan.
(3) Affiliated fandom, for representation from multiple fandoms.

After filtering and sampling, I replied to 29 fans of celebrities who originated from Greater China. 
21 fans of 20 celebrity fandoms ultimately participated in interviews.

126 Y. LU



A
5.

2
Ba

si
c 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

fo
r 

fa
nd

om
 in

te
rv

ie
w

ee
s

Ta
bl

e 
A

1.
 B

as
ic

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

fo
r 

fa
nd

om
 in

te
rv

ie
w

ee
s

Fa
n 

ID
Ag

e
Se

x
Ce

le
br

ity
 ID

Ce
le

br
ity

 d
om

ai
n

Ac
co

un
t 

ve
rifi

ca
tio

n
Le

ng
th

 o
f f

an
 d

ed
ic

at
io

n
Le

ad
 m

et
ric

s-
 w

or
k 

fa
n

1
26

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

Id
ol

N
o

7 
ye

ar
s

Ye
s

2
23

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

Id
ol

Ye
s

4 
ye

ar
s

Ye
s

3
25

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 2

Si
ng

er
Ye

s
15

 y
ea

rs
N

o
4

28
F

Ce
le

br
ity

 3
Id

ol
Ye

s
3 

ye
ar

s
N

o
5

22
F

Ce
le

br
ity

 4
Si

ng
er

Ye
s

4 
ye

ar
s

Ye
s

6
22

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 5

Id
ol

Ye
s

2 
ye

ar
s

N
o

7
20

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 6

Id
ol

N
o

2 
ye

ar
s

N
o

8
22

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 7

Id
ol

Ye
s

8 
m

on
th

s
Ye

s
9

20
F

Ce
le

br
ity

 8
Id

ol
Ye

s
2 

ye
ar

s
N

o
10

45
F

Ce
le

br
ity

 9
Id

ol
N

o
3 

ye
ar

s
N

o
11

18
F

Ce
le

br
ity

 1
0

Id
ol

N
o

5 
ye

ar
s

N
o

12
23

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

1
Ac

to
r/

Ac
tr

es
s

Ye
s

2 
ye

ar
s

N
o

13
22

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

2
Ac

to
r/

Ac
tr

es
s

N
o

4 
ye

ar
s

N
o

14
24

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

3
Si

ng
er

Ye
s

7 
ye

ar
s

N
o

15
23

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

4
Si

ng
er

Ye
s

5 
ye

ar
s

N
o

16
20

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

5
Ac

to
r/

Ac
tr

es
s

Ye
s

3 
ye

ar
s

N
o

17
21

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

6
Ac

to
r/

Ac
tr

es
s

N
o

10
 y

ea
rs

Ye
s

18
24

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 1

7
Ac

to
r/

Ac
tr

es
s

Ye
s

10
 m

on
th

s
N

o
19

21
F

Ce
le

br
ity

 1
8

Si
ng

er
N

o
3 

ye
ar

s
N

o
20

21
F

Ce
le

br
ity

 1
9

Id
ol

N
o

3 
ye

ar
s

N
o

21
24

F
Ce

le
br

ity
 2

0
Ac

to
r/

Ac
tr

es
s

N
o

7 
m

on
th

s
N

o

POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 127


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Digital Propaganda in Authoritarian Contexts
	Co-Opting Celebrity Fandom in Authoritarian Propaganda
	Authoritarian Co-Optation of Celebrity Fandom
	Fan Engagement with Authoritarian Propaganda

	Information Control and Online Celebrity Fandom in China
	Data and Methods
	Celebrity-Signaling Propaganda on Social Media
	Qualitative Interviews

	Results
	Celebrity-Oriented Motivations for Propaganda Engagement
	Celebrity-Oriented Approaches of Propaganda Engagement
	Instrumental Propaganda Engagement

	Discussion
	Understanding Digital Propaganda Effectiveness in Informational Autocracies
	Understanding Fans Political Engagement in Authoritarian Contexts
	Limitations and Future Research

	Notes
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure Statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References
	Appendix
	A1. High-influence celebrities
	A2. Example celebrity-signaling post
	A3. Robustness check of quantitative comment analysis
	A4 Investigation of bot activities
	A5 Additional information of qualitative interviews A5.1 Interviewee sampling
	A5.2 Basic information for fandom interviewees

