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Abstract 
 
Guanxi 2.0: social capital within a cultural context revealed by the use of 
social media by Chinese international students 
 

Xu Zhang 
 

The group of Chinese overseas students has become a very important part of the 

cross-border communication group. The number of Chinese students studying in 

the UK continues to increase. For foreign students from other countries, 

constructing a new social network is a key step for them to obtain necessary help 

and support to carry out their new study and life. This thesis takes Chinese 

international students studying at the University of Plymouth in the United 

Kingdom as an example, using the ethnographic research methods of 

participatory observation and in-depth interviews to explore the process of 

Chinese international students building their social networks through social media 

(WeChat) in a cross-cultural environment, and through thematic analysis to 

decode their behaviour strategies to reveal the characteristic of social capital 

within a cultural context. 

 

The thesis points out the three stages of the construction of the social network of 

Chinese international students at Plymouth University: establishing their new 

network through direct and indirect methods, selectively developing and 

maintaining guanxi, obtaining necessary helps and supports by mobilising social 

resources in the network.  

 

In the process of network construction, the specific behavioural strategies of 

Chinese students are a mixture of instrumental and emotional motivations. In 

order to better adapt to the local society, the guanxi model of Chinese 

international students shown new features to accessing and mobilising social 

resources through social media. In the author's view, this new guanxi model 

present the characteristic of social capital within guanxi context, which namely: 

guanxi 2.0 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
1.1 Introduction 
This introductory chapter aims to provide an outline of the research undertaken 

for this thesis. It discusses the reasons for the research and how it may help to 

develop an understanding about the importance and necessity of social capital 

within a cultural context and the reason why select Chinese international students 

as the research target. The research aims and objectives, research process, 

methodology and the significances of the study are put forward. Finally, the 

structure of the thesis is outlined to provide a brief introduction to all the other 

chapters. 

 
1.2 The need of doing this research 
As globalisation accelerates, people from different cultural backgrounds interact 

more and more frequently with each other. Overseas students have naturally 

become a significant part of the transnational community. According to the "Blue 

Book" published by the Chinese Ministry of Education in March of 2021, it shown 

that the number of Chinese students studying abroad is increasing, and the group 

of Chinese students are the number one of international students in countries 

such as the UK and the US.  

 

For international students, the process of studying in a foreign country is not only 

a process of receiving advanced academic knowledge, but also a process of 

overcoming cultural barriers and shocks, and building new social networks in an 

unfamiliar environment. An individual's social network has an impact on his or her 

life, emotions and even major decisions. Through their networks, individuals 

receive important information, material and spiritual help (Bleeker, 2016; Wang 

and Miao, 2017; UKCISA, 2021).  

 

For international students in a foreign country, the social networks they build up 

in a cross-cultural environment help them to adapt to the unfamiliar society and 

to carry on with their studies and life as soon as possible. The social networks of 

international students have distinctive cross-cultural characteristics: on the one 

hand, the communication and behaviour of Chinese students reflect the influence 
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of guanxi (Chinese style relationships); on the other hand, individuals are 

influenced by new environment, and the different behavioural norms in cross-

cultural environments may also affect the quality of their network construction 

(Wang and Miao, 2017).  

 

Therefore, the social networks constructed by international students through 

social media in the cross-cultural environment and the way they access and 

mobilise social resources can reflect new characteristics of social capital within a 

cultural context. This new model (guanxi 2.0) requires further observation and 

exploration. 

 
1.3 Research aims and objectives 
This project continues my personal research and practice in the field of social 

capital, guanxi and social media with the i-DAT research group. The Chinese 

oversea students of Plymouth University will be treated as the research target. 

This study aims to explore the process of Chinese international students 

building their social networks through social media, and to decode their 

behaviour strategies under cultural influence. To achieve this goal, two research 

aims are sought and presented in Table 1.1: 
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Table 1.1 Research aims and objectives 

Aim 1 To produce an understanding of the motivations of Chinese 

international students in establishing social networks and discovering 

the meaning of guanxi and social capital for international students 

Objective 

1.1 

To analytically discuss the current situation of Chinese international students 

and their use of social media   

Objective 

1.2 

To critically review the theories regarding “Social Capital” and “Guanxi” 

through online and offline standpoints 

Aim 2 To decode the characteristics of social capital within a cultural context 

through online and offline aspects 

Objective 

2.1 

To observe and analyse the performances of online and offline communities 

created by Chinese students based on Plymouth University 

Objective 

2.2 

To provide recommendations for enhancing the level of international 

students’ participations and the cross–cultural adaptions 

(Source: the author’s own data) 

 

1.4 Methodology 
As the focus of this article is on the analysis of the process, the author believes 

that the establishing process and characteristics of the social network can be 

better presented through the participatory observation and in-depth interviews. 

Therefore, the author adopted ethnography as a qualitative research approach in 

order to understand the behaviour and meaning construction of the research 

subjects. 

 

The author lives and studies in the UK and is a member of this group. Being a 

compatriot in a foreign country gives the author access to the group and makes 

it easier to conduct participatory observation. The author's methods of 

observation and in-depth interviews were through cluster sampling and 

snowballing with acquaintances, while at the same time taking into account the 

wide distribution of the sample, the offline field sampling was accompanied by 

online interaction on social media platforms (WeChat). In the research process, 

the author was careful to maintain a "value-neutral" stance and tried to conduct 

the research as an objective outsider, not to analyse the interaction situation of 
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other international students with preconceived ideas, but to summarise them 

according to their narratives. This ensures the objectivity of the research findings. 

 

1.5 The significances of this study 
The author explores how Chinese students construct a new social network in a 

cross-cultural environment in order to understand the characteristics of that 

network and the influence of cultural factors in it. It further dissects the similarities 

and differences between social capital and guanxi (Chinese-style relationship) 

theory by summarising existing researches. The author attempts to fill the 

research gap of social capital under the influence of cultural factor on the basis of 

the previous studies. 

 

In addition, from a sociological perspective, to explore a dynamic social network 

can provide a clearer picture of international students' lives abroad. Compared 

with previous studies, observing and analysing the process of constructing social 

networks among Chinese international students provides further additional 

clarification in terms of their personal social resource acquisition and mobilisation. 

Subsequently some recommendations for the cultural adaptation of international 

students can be provided at the end. 

 

In terms of research methodology, the author used a combination of online and 

offline ethnography. A two-way examination of the actual impact on the cross-

cultural lives of Chinese international students through the use of social media. 

This study also reflects on the understanding of social capital in the context of 

guanxi through the differences in behaviour between online and offline. In this 

way, the characteristics of the social capital within a guanxi context can be better 

summarised. 

 

1.6 Outline of the thesis 
Chapter 1 provides a general introduction of this whole research from the 

rationales of this study, the research aims and objectives, research process, 

briefly introduce the methodology and highlighted the significance of this 

research. A broad outline of each chapter is listed at the end of this chapter. 
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Chapter 2 is a background research of Chinese international students in the UK 

and at Plymouth University, then a general introduction of current Chinese 

society and the use of social media by them are illustrated. 

 

Chapter3 reviews existing literatures of guanxi and social capital through 

definition, measurements, online aspect and summarized current researches of 

guanxi and social capital. The quality of guanxi and the importance of social 

capital to communities also have been discussed. After that, by combining the 

literature reviews and comparing the similarities and differences between guanxi 

and social capital, the research questions of this study are conducted in at the 

end. 

 

Chapter 4 aims to introduce the rationale of the research methodology and data 

collection methods. The chapter begins by identifying the philosophical position 

of the study, and a discussion of interpretivism shows the relationship between 

ontological and epistemological concerns in the study. Next, the author 

discusses the approach and strategy of qualitative research. A critical 

discussion of ethnography as a basis is presented and used to show the 

rationale and development of this research. 

 
Chapter 5 presents the findings and discussions. Firstly, it reveals two modes of 

establishing social network by Chinese international students, then discusses the 

way of developing and maintaining guanxi and mobilising social capital in the 

network. Afterward, the author further discusses the willingness and restriction of 

establishing social network, adaptation of communication strategies to the 

development and maintenance of guanxi in the network, and evasion of renqing 

dilemma to increase the mobilisation of social capital in the network. 

 

Chapter 6 reviews and summarises the key findings of the research, and 

indicates several limitations. Subsequently, the author provides particular 

recommendations to the universities in the UK based on the criterial of this 

research. 
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Chapter 2: Background Research on Chinese international students 
 
2.1 Chapter overview 
This chapter focus on Chinese student studying in the UK and Plymouth 
University. It is a background overview of the research target of the thesis, which 
can help the author to better find research questions and select research 
methods that the study is suitable for.  
 
Studying in the UK can be traced back to 1978 (Bleeker, 2016). As of today, 
China is the world's largest source of students. The number of Chinese students 
studying in the UK for higher education has reached 141,870 in academic year 
2019/20 (HESA,2021). Business is still the preferred subject (HESA, 2021; 
Universitiesuk.ac.uk, 2021). According to the Chinese ministry of education (MoE) 
published Blue Book Report in 2021, Chinese students spend an average of 
21.47 months studying abroad, including undergraduate, graduate and doctoral 
students. "To develop international vision and contacts", "to establish a more 
Complete personality through the experience", and "to accomplish better 
academic achievements" are the three main reasons for Chinese students 
studying abroad.  
 
The biggest problem facing by Chinese students is the weak communication and 
expression skills in English, and the lack of understanding of local culture and 
participate in local events (Wang and Miao, 2017; UKCISA, 2021). From the 
academic year of 2014/15 to 2019/20, the number of Chinese students enrolled 
at Plymouth University has remained around 500, a slight decreases each year 
(HESA, 2021). The Plymouth Chinese Student and Scholar Association 
(Plymouth CSSA) is the main international student community. In addition to 
offline culture activities, the community also keenly promotes the interaction of 
social networking platforms, it has established Facebook homepage, Sina Weibo 
account, QQ groups, WeChat official account, and WeChat groups. With the use 
habits of Chinese social users, WeChat has gradually become to the dominant of 
Chinese students' social platform (Plymouth CSSA QQ groups, 2021; Plymouth 
CSSA WeChat, 2021; Plymouth CSSA Sina Weibo, 2021; CSSA-Plymouth, 2021; 
Plymouth Chinese Society, 2021). 
 
2.2 The facts of Chinese students studying in the UK 
Since 1978, China has sent international students to the UK, the number of 
Chinese students has increased and continued to expand every year. According 
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to the "Blue Book" published by the Chinese Ministry of Education in March of 
2021, the total number of Chinese students studying abroad in 2019 was 703,500, 
an increase of 41,400 or 6.25% over the previous year, while the total number of 
all types of students returning to China was 580,300, an increase of 60,900 or 
11.73% over the previous year. The five countries with the highest number of 
international students from China were the United States (369,548), Australia 
(153,822), the United Kingdom (109,180), Canada (96,195) and Japan (86,439).  
 
In terms of the age of study abroad, the largest number of Chinese students are 
be aged 18-21. The number of Chinese studying in the UK with 34% for high 
school; 33% for undergraduate studies; and 46% for postgraduate studies. In 
terms of region of application, Chinese students are more likely to choose 
colleges and universities in the London region, which is related to the number of 
institutions, employment opportunities and the economic activity (UKCISA, 2020; 
CCG,2021). 
 
In addition, the report also investigates and analyses the cultural adaptability of 
international students. The mean socio-cultural adjustment score of young 
Chinese international students is 3.83 ± 0.65, close to 4 "with a little difficulty". 
Wang and Miao (2017) indicated that "to develop international vision and 
contacts", "to establish a more complete personality through the experience", and 
"to accomplish better academic achievements" are the three main reasons for 
Chinse students studying abroad, accounting for 20.66%, 19.39 %, 17.60%. Only 
10.46% of the students focus on enhancing a fluent foreign language ability, and 
fewer students (7.14%) will consider how to better integrate into Western society. 
At present, weak language skills and inability to integrate local cultural practices 
are the practical difficulties encountered by Chinese students. They often take 
three to six months or even longer to adapt to studying abroad. Compared with 
other international students, Chinese students have better performance in 
academic essay level and research ability, but their performance in social ability, 
personality activity and expression ability are still weak (Wang and Miao, 2017; 
UKCISA, 2020; CCG,2021). 
 
2.3 Chinese students at Plymouth University 
According to the records of Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), there 
were 595 mainland Chinese students, 170 Hong Kong students, 5 Macao and 5 
Taiwan students were register in Plymouth University in academic year 2014/15, 
the total number of international students was 2,500 in that year. It was slightly 
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drop down started from academic year 2015/16, the number of students came 
from mainland China was decreased 11%, Hong Kong students were dropped 
18%, students came from Macao and Taiwan were keep the same, and the total 
number of international students went down to 9.2%. Similarly, the total number 
continued to decline in the next academic year, which was 2,090. However, the 
number of mainland Chinese students and Taiwan students were kept the same, 
students from Hong Kong decreased to 110, and there were no students came 
from Macao at the academic year 2016/17. The number of Mainland Chinese 
students enrolling at Plymouth University began to decline from the 2018 
academic year and has slightly increased for the 2019 academic year. In contrast, 
students from Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan are steadily increased. (HESA, 
2021). 
 
Figure 2.1 Plymouth Chinese students in academic years 2014/15 to 2019/20 

 
(Source: HESA, 2021) 

 
2.4 Plymouth Chinese society and the use of social media 
The Plymouth Chinese Student and Scholar Association (Plymouth CSSA) as 
known as Plymouth Chinese Society, is a non-profit student organization under 
the guidance of the Chinese Embassy and Plymouth University Student Union 
(UPSU) in the United Kingdom. Its mission is to serve all Chinese students and 
scholars in Plymouth to provide them with the information and help they need to 
learn and live, such as holding social events, parties and trips (Plymouth Chinese 
Society, 2021; Chinese Society, 2021). With the rise of social media, Plymouth 
CSSA has established its own social accounts. Its Facebook account was the 
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first to be created, which was built in February 2011 as named CSSA-Plymouth 
(CSSA-Plymouth, 2021). The related content accounts Plymouth CSSA and 
Plymouth Chinese Society was created in October of the same year and 
November of the following year. Until 2021, the followers of those three accounts 
were 125, 649 and 288. However, the usage rate of these 3 Facebook 
homepages was not high, and the content update was very slow. From the 
content analysis, Plymouth CSSA started to gradually drain users to other social 
platforms, such as promoting their Sina Weibo and WeChat accounts from 2012 
(CSSA-Plymouth,2021; Plymouth Chinese Society, 2021). Sina Weibo account 
of Plymouth CSSA was created in September of 2011, there were 1,625 followers 
on this platform by 2021. Although this platform has been used to promote 
learning and life issues related to Plymouth, its activity was also decreasing year 
by year. Until August 2021, Plymouth CSSA's Sina Weibo account has only 386 
tweets, The number of comments and the number of likes was also very low. It 
can be seen that students are mainly engaged in information on this platform and 
lack of interactivity (Plymouth CSSA Sina Weibo, 2021). QQ group was another 
social app for congregating new students and current students lived at Plymouth. 
However, it just active around 18 months and was gradually replaced by WeChat 
from 2014 (Plymouth CSSA QQ groups, 2021). WeChat official account of 
Plymouth CSSA was launched out by the end of 2013 and was promoted from 
2014. From 2013 to 2021, there were 316 articles about Plymouth's study and 
life was pushed here. Compared to the Sina Weibo account, because it could be 
pushed to users more conveniently and in time, the number of hits per article was 
much larger than the Sina Weibo account (Plymouth CSSA WeChat, 2021). The 
WeChat group was a more efficient and interactive function. Followed with the 
social media usage habits of Chinese users, QQ was gradually replaced by 
WeChat. Iinternational students were more acceptable and actively participate in 
the interaction when the WeChat group function was promoted at 2016 by 
Plymouth CSSA (Plymouth CSSA WeChat, 2021). In short, comparing with 
Facebook, QQ groups and Sina Weibo, WeChat platform has higher active users 
and user’s retention. 
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Figure 2.2 The timeline of Plymouth CSSA social media with keystones 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: data adapted Plymouth CSSA QQ groups,2021; Plymouth CSSA 
WeChat, 2021; Plymouth CSSA Sina Weibo, 2021; CSSA-Plymouth, 2021; 
Plymouth Chinese Society, 2021) 
 
In summary, starting from the academic year 2014/15, more than 500 Chinese 
student study at Plymouth University each year. Among them, students from 
mainland China are the majority. The Chinese student community in Plymouth is 
dominated by CSSA. In addition to offline activities, this community also focuses 
on social media interaction. With the development of the media and Chinese user 
habits, Plymouth CSSA has established Facebook homepage, Sina Weibo 
account, QQ groups, WeChat official account and WeChat groups. And WeChat 
groups gradually occupied the main position of Chinese students to obtain and 
exchange information (Plymouth CSSA QQ groups,2021; Plymouth CSSA 
WeChat, 2021; Plymouth CSSA Sina Weibo, 2021; CSSA-Plymouth, 2021; 
Plymouth Chinese Society, 2021) 
. 
2.5 Chapter summary 
This chapter first introduced the overall overview of Chinese students in the UK 
and then summarized the situation of Chinese students at Plymouth University in 
the academic year of 2014/15 to 2019/20. It was found that the number of 
students studying in the UK has far exceeded that of other countries. The average 
length of study abroad was 21.47 months. Students were mainly studying 
business subject (Wang and Miao, 2017; Universitiesuk.ac.uk, 2021). The main 
purposes of studying abroad were to develop international vision and contacts, 
to establish a more Complete personality through the experience, and to achieve 
better academic achievements. The weakness of Chinese students was weak on 
language communication ability, not understanding local culture and customs, 
and lack of enthusiasm for participating in local activities (Wang and Miao, 2017; 
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UKCISA, 2021). The Plymouth Chinese Student and Scholar Association 
(Plymouth CSSA) as the main international student community, is committed to 
helping international students better understand local Culture, better adapt to 
study abroad. In addition to offline activities, Plymouth CSSA is also committed 
to spreading information on social media to help students study abroad, such as 
Facebook homepage, Sina Weibo account, QQ groups, WeChat official account, 
and WeChat groups.  
 
It can be seen that WeChat groups has gradually become the main social media 
platform for Chinese overseas students (Plymouth CSSA QQ groups, 2021; 
Plymouth CSSA WeChat, 2021; Plymouth CSSA Sina Weibo, 2021; CSSA-
Plymouth, 2021; Plymouth Chinese Society, 2021).  
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Chapter 3: Literature review of guanxi and social capital 
 

3.1 Chapter overview 

In this section, the author reviews existing literatures of guanxi and social capital 

through definition, measurements, online aspect and summarized current 

researches of guanxi and social capital. The quality of guanxi and the 

importance of social capital to communities also have been discussed. After that, 

by combining the literature reviews and comparing the similarities and 

differences between guanxi and social capital, the research questions of this 

study are conducted in at the end. 

 

3.2 Definitions of Guanxi  

In Chinese, the word “guanxi” has been used for thousands of years to describe 

the relationships between people. According to the textual research, “guanxi” first 

appeared in the latter context in 1978 (Yang, 1994), it originates from Asian 

Confucianism (Pablos, 2006). The term appears in the Confucian discussion 

which talks concerning its five major frameworks for relationships; which focus 

on the distinction between husband and wife, the family affection between father 

and son, the loyalty between monarch and minister, the order between elder and 

younger brothers, and the trust between friends (Lee and Humphreys, 2006). 

Hwang (1987) pointed that the nature of the Confucian frameworks for 

relationships (guanxi) is to do with social resource allocation, and the principles 

whereby the five relationships are dealt with rely on degrees of respect and 

closeness. “Respect” indicates levels of status, the degree of “closeness” is 

related to the distance of relationship. In interpersonal activities, who the resource 

dominator is should be decided by the level of status (from high to low), and the 

social resources should be allocated according to the distance of the relationship 

(from close to distant). Confucianism emphasised social ties in its rules, and it 

formed the modes of thinking and ways of behaving which have been deeply 

embedded in the Chinese people’s mindset for centuries (Alston,1989).  
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Figure 3.1 Confucianism “Rules in Five Relationships” 

 

 

(Source: Pablos, 2006) 

 

On the other hand, the Chinese characters of “guanxi” (关系) have different 

meanings when this word is separated into a phrase of two words. The first 
character, guan (关), as a noun, literally means “relation”. As a verb, it indicates 

“close”. Moreover, the second character Xi (系) as a noun represents “knot” and 

as a verb means to “tie up”. The phrase, “guanxi” in Chinese as a noun, usually 

needs a verb to be added such as pull, engage, go, run, set, etc. In comparison 

with the word “relationship” in English, which points to a common attribute of two 

people, the terms “to engage guanxi” or “to set guanxi” indicate that the guanxi 

concept relates to a dynamic process rather than a static state (Fan, 2002). And 

the term guanxi may refer to the relationships which already exist between people, 

but can also refer to actual (but perhaps not recognized) connections created by 

frequent contacts between people, or connections that exist because of indirect 

interactions (Bian, 1994).  

 

In Western literature, guanxi is usually defined as a special relationship or as 

existing through particular ties, connections, exchanges, social resources, social 

capitals, or as a process (Pye,1982; Butterfield, 1983; Alston,1989; Fan, 2002).  

 

Jacobson (1979) stated that “guanxi” is a special relationship which exists 

between two persons. The degree of their intimacy depends on the whether the 

relationship exists via birth or blood (family, relatives or marriage), is of a social 

nature (between fellow students, teachers and students, colleagues, neighbours, 

and so on), or is an acquired relationship (friend’s friend, or acquaintances). In 

contrast, Tsang (1998) argued that guanxi is produced by purposes: “relationship” 
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is not guanxi. Affinity relationships which already exist via nature are called 

“guanxi base”; these only do not involve an action taken for a specific purpose.  

 

Liu (1983) indicated that guanxi is dynamic and active. If a person obtains a 

connection with another person, this may be static and remote. Such 

relationships may be disconnected at any time. Guanxi is different; it facilitates 

access to wider and stronger network connections and the ability to reach more 

resources in order for people involved can achieve their purposes. Therefore, the 

word “connection” does not explain guanxi properly. 

 

Can guanxi be treated as an exchange? Hwang (1987) argued that “guanxi is 

reciprocal exchange between two persons in relation to a specific purpose.” And 

there are three channels through which for exchange can take place: qinqing 

(family affection), ganqing (emotion evoked by friendship) or renqing (favour to 

acquaintances). Exchanges can be in the form of intangible or tangible resources: 

information, help, or gifts, products etc.  

 

Butterfield (1983) considered guanxi as a kind of social investment or social 

capital, encompassing forms of assets and liabilities which can be used to help a 

person to obtain support when they need it. However, there is a lack clear 

evidence which supports this view that guanxi is an asset or resource which can 

be owned by individuals and which can thus be transferred (Fan, 2000).  

 

The following is a new definition provided by Fan (2000). Guanxi is a social 

interaction process which occurs between two people. For instance, “A” has a 

problem and requires help from “B”. If “B” can directly help “A”, then the problem 

is solved and the process is complete. If “B” cannot offer to help directly, and 

introduces “C”, then a new process will be initiated between “A” and “C”. Although 

“C” may find others to help “A”, guanxi has already been set up between them.  

 

 

 

 

 



 15 

Figure 3.2 How guanxi works 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Fan, 2002) 

 

These definitions describe guanxi from various perspectives and via certain of its 

features, but no single description can generalize to the extent that it can cover 

the whole phenomenon of guanxi (Fan, 2002). Through the above discussion, 

the author agrees that “guanxi” is an individual ability to access and mobilise 

social network resources, it is dynamic and pluralistic and based on the dynamic 

distribution of the individual’ social network and the Chinese-style ethical values 

in the network. Although most researches focused on the benefits gained through 

“guanxi” (Fan, 2002), but the author wishes to examine the role and significance 

of “guanxi” at the level of accessing and mobilising social resources through 

social networks. 

 

3.3 The quality of guanxi 

The quality of guanxi is a neutral qualitative value which can be characterized 

using general descriptive terms such as good/bad and deep/light. Social network 

researchers measure the strength of social relationships through interaction 

frequency or stability (duration) (Brass, 1995), and social psychologists often 

include trust, satisfaction, and commitment as values which can be used to 

measure guanxi (Bejou, Wray and Ingram, 1996; Berscheid, Snyder and Omoto, 

1989b; Crosby, Evans and Cowles, 1990; Smith, 1998). 

 

To determine the predictors of guanxi quality, Chen and Chen (2004) turned to 

two closely related Chinese concepts, trust (xin) and feeling (qing). Trust mainly 

refers to the credibility of another relationship party, and feeling reflects the way 

in which a given relationship satisfies the mutual emotional and functional needs 

of all parties. In turn, human credibility is composed of ability and sincerity, while 

A 
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feeling is composed of obligations (jiaoqing) and affection (ganqing). Figure 3.3 

depicts the relationship between relationship intimacy, trust and feeling. 

 

Figure 3.3 Guanxi quality 

 
(Source: data adapted from Chen and Chen, 2004) 

 

Chinese society is described as supporting special forms of trust, such as trust 

between family members, but a low degree of general trust within larger groups 

(Fukuyama, 1996; Gudykunst et al., 1996; Redding, 1993). Interpersonal trust is 

critical to building quality relationships. In other words, trust is the basis of 

differentiated order in a network: the higher the level of trust between two people, 

the higher guanxi quality they have (Chen and Chen 2014). 

 

Trust needs to be emphasized from two points of view. Firstly, trust (xin) mainly 

refers to sincerity (cheng) rather than to ability. According to Yang (2001a, 2001b), 

sincerity (cheng xin /cheng yi) means that a person has an authentic intention (yi) 

to enter into and stay within a relationship, and is significantly concerned about 

you (xin). Following the social norms of relationships, a person’ sincerity is 

reflected in their reliability. Although, in Chinese society, sincerity is considered 

an important feature of trustworthiness, nevertheless ability is still important. In 

fact, when the English word "trust" is translated into Chinese, it requires a 

compound word (xing ren), which means that a person is both trustworthy and 
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ability. Furthermore, ability emphasises the competence of a person in relation to 

a particular expertise or in certain areas. It is clear that ability-based trust is 

domain-specific, while sincerity-based trust is more centred on the person 

(partner) as a whole. Since guanxi quality is an overall judgment of the 

relationship between two people, trust based on sincerity may be more important 

than ability-based trust in developing of close relationships (Chen and Chen, 

2004). 

 

Qing in itself means feeling but it has somewhat different meanings in different 

contexts: affection (ganing) and obligation (jiaoqing). Affection refers to a degree 

of emotional understanding and connection, as well as the feeling of shared 

happiness or fear, etc. In addition, it refers to a sense of loyalty and solidarity, 

and the willingness to take care of each other under any circumstances. On the 

other hand, obligation involves the sense of obligation and debt generated by 

social and economic transactions which are undertaken to meet the pragmatic 

needs of work and life. It is related to the degree of debt experienced, which is 

often described in terms of quantity and depth, meaning long-term exchange or 

extensive communication (Tibaut and Kelly, 1959). 

 

The accumulation of affection (ganqing) and obligation (jiaoqing) will increase the 

intimacy between two related parties. Obviously, trust and feeling are closely 

related. In particular, trust based on sincerity is closely related to affection 

whereas trust based on ability (or cognition) is more closely linked to obligation. 

However, trust and feeling are two distinct concepts that both contribute to 

increased guanxi intimacy (Chen and Chen, 2004). 

 

In short, to exam the quality of guanxi requires to use multi-dimensions; the 

proper evaluation of guanxi cannot be done via just a single layer. Therefore, in 

the practical research part, the author needs to refer to more indicators. 

 

3.4 Online Guanxi 

When digital media becomes integrated into people’s daily life, guanxi can also 

be cultivated online in order to obtain instrumental and emotional support from 
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families, friends, acquaintances and strangers (Liu, 2013). Chinese trust is built 

on the intensity of guanxi, which is closing to the affinity, and progressively 

diminishing to acquaintances and strangers. Under guanxi’s system, trust is hard 

to spread to strangers and the whole society (Luo, 2011). Liu (2013) found that 

gender, personality, and network usage were impacted by network trust. In turn, 

network trust also affected the forming of the new of type of online guanxi. 

Furthermore, context was another important factor which influenced individual 

online guanxi. Virtual communities have different types of relationships, such as 

relatives, friends, classmates, and colleagues. In different situations, people have 

different rules of communication and play diverse roles; when these situations 

are mixed, the characters will be adjusted (Bian, 1997).  

 

Generally speaking, kinship relationship and close friends are linked to a higher 

intensity of instrumental and emotional support in real life (offline). However, with 

the development of digital social networks, the types of personal guanxi have 

gradually changed (Li, 2014). Facebook users mainly use SNS to maintain and 

consolidate existing offline relationships rather than using it to develop new 

relationships online (Ellison, Stenfield and Lampe, 2007). In contrast, Chinese 

users are more likely to dig into the potential relationship (friends’ friend) through 

social media platforms. In China, “latent guanxi” is different from the strangers, 

because it exists based on bridging guanxi; moreover, it is also distinct from the 

acquaintances, which may make it easier for it to be developed into a strong tie 

when compared to the bridging guanxi. Put briefly, latent guanxi is based on 

friends and acquaintances’ social relations, the purpose of which is to expand the 

number of individuals’ weak ties continuously. This intermediator has a better 

foundation for trust than strangers, and is easier to grasp online (Huang and 

Hwang, 2011). 

 

In a word, compared with the traditional Chinese guanxi, online interaction with 

acquaintances, latent friends and strangers had no significant effect on the 

exchange of benefits; moreover, the interaction of the “guanxi” structure was 

omnidirectional, which mixed the instrumental and expressive purposes. Thus, it 

can be concluded that the digital platform provides a new opportunity for 
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emotional support; the users are more frequently promoting emotional exchanges 

and talking to online strangers. 

 

3.5 Research on guanxi 

Based on the papers which could be found in English languages from the Web 

of Science, there are 1,636 papers relevant to guanxi which have been published 

from 1970 until 2020. The earliest research started in the 1980s; this focused on 

making a comparison between Japanese and Chinese culture. Guanxi at that 

period did not receive much more attention than this. An interesting facet is that, 

from the 1990s onwards, a few researchers did begin to investigate related 

contemporary issues and tried to find some connections between social capital 

and guanxi. The most famous early paper is “Guanxi: connections as substitutes 

of formal institutional support” from Xin and Pearce (1996), which had a profound 

influence on the researchers who followed. The period in which guanxi research 

really took off was in 2000; the topics covered then were those of affectivity, the 

transition economy, turnover intentions and the Chinese business context. It is 

easily seen that more and more western scholars paid attention to the functions 

and implications of guanxi in the business area. Park and Luo (2001) are 

representative of this activity; they made significant contributions to research into 

guanxi and organizational dynamics, as reflected in the networking within and 

across Chinese firms. Recently, investigations into guanxi have taken in a wider 

research area, and have not only focused on the business networking, but have 

also looked at the social side: social obligations, social networking, social 

behaviour and culture values. 

 

In a word, following the development of guanxi, scholars have realised that 

guanxi does not just describe certain aspects of Chinese culture and behaviours. 

It is a dynamic phenomenon immersed in social networks. Trends in existing 

research suggest that the social meaning of guanxi is a worthwhile topic to 

explore. Therefore, the author believes that the Chinese international student 

community would be a good sample of this research to explore in depth the value 

and meaning of guanxi in social networks. 
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Figure 3.4 “Guanxi” research, timeline from 1970-2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: data adapted from the Web of Science, 2020) 

 

Guanxi can be changed not only through digital social networks, but also with 

the external environment. How do international students’ guanxi change when 

they are away from their home and in a different cultural environment? Will they 

be westernised? What is the embodiment of “guanxi” in Western culture? With 

these thoughts in mind, the author does a further review on the concept of social 

capital. 

 

3.6 Definitions of Social Capital 

The term "social capital" originally came from an economic point of view. When 

we talk about “social capital”, the first word we have to understand is “capital”, 

which is a core term in economics that refers to the exchange of something in a 

specific material form with an economic value. Marx (1999) gave the definition of 

capital as “An investment of resources with expected returns in the marketplace”. 

In Marxist economics, capital is defined as a productive attribute, it is not a 

material thing, it relates to a production taking place within social relations; here, 

the essence of capital is the accumulating and preserving of labour in order to 
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increase its exchange value. In other words, capital is a factor of production: all 

factors that can be used for this production are known as “capital”. 

 

In Marx's work, social capital is a concept which is related to individual capital. In 

his point of view, the circulations of capitals of each unit are intertwined; each is 

the prerequisite and condition for the other and social capital is formed in the 

process. It can be seen that social capital is an accumulation of a kind of capital. 

In the classical sociological literature, social capital has four theoretical 

prototypes (Portes, 1998): (1) the “limited solidarity” of Marx and Engels, which 

indicated that adverse circumstances can contribute to collective cohesion; (2) 

Simmel's perspective of “reciprocal transactions, norms, and contracts” which 

emerge through personal communication networks; (3) Durkheim and Parsons 

explored the concepts of “value fusion" and "collective consciousness” — they 

argued that values and moral principles exist before personal goals; and (4) The 

“mandatory trust” concept introduced by Weber whereby formal institutions and 

various particular groups use differing mechanisms to ensure compliance with 

established rules of conduct, such as bureaucrats, who use legal and rational 

mechanisms, or families, who use ethical or social mechanisms. 

 

The term social capital has been around for decades, and the discussion in the 

academic area still based on Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988, 1990) and 

Putnam (1993, 1995)’s standpoints. Although their research areas were different, 

they all conclude with a very similar outcome – “social relations are an important 

social resource”. Bourdieu (1986) argued that identifying social capital is a 

primary variable in determining social mobilisation and how hierarchical relations 

are produced. Social capital is “a continuous network that links more or less 

familiarity with real or potential resources or understands institutional 

relationships, and provides the context for each member's collective ownership 

of capital.” (Bourdieu, 1986). Through network connection, individuals can access 

other types of capital (such as cultural or economic) which enables them to enter 

other social classes. Bourdieu (1986) pointed that when social capital is to be 

established as an important concept in research, it should be regarded as a 

strength, in terms of linking to other forms of capital. In relation to this argument, 

Schuller, Baron, and Field (2000) pointed out that the concept is still somewhat 
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enigmatic and has not been developed, particularly in terms of empirical research; 

it is not easy to demonstrate the concept’s attributes or explain social capital. 

 

Social network research emerged in the 1960s; it is an important topic which is 

very relevant to social capital research. The economist, Loury (1977), argued that 

social capital expresses the social relationships which promote or facilitate 

valuable skills in the marketplace. From this point of view, social capital is one of 

the resources which exists in family relations and in the social organisation of 

communities; such resources are essential for children’s and youths’ 

psychological and social development, and provide positive opportunities for 

them to develop their human capital. 

 

Coleman is the sociologist who has made the most contributions to social capital 

research. He stated that every person has three kinds of capital from birth: first, 

genetic talent forms their human capital; second, congenital material conditions 

constitute their physical capital; and third, the social environment creates their 

social capital. He implied that social capital is where individuals have capital 

property which performs on social structural resources, and that the definition of 

social capital should be determined by its function. Social capital consists of 

elements that frame the social structure; these mainly exist in the structures of 

interpersonal relationships, and they facilitate individuals within such structures. 

As with other forms of capital, social capital is productive; it makes possible the 

attainment of certain ends, and if it is absent, the outcomes cannot be achieved 

(Coleman, 1990). 

 

In “Structural Holes”, Burt (1992) argues that social capital signifies the 

opportunities which exist to use other types of capital through friends, colleagues, 

and more general relationships. Relationships between firms and other firms is 

also said to involve social capital, and this is the ultimate determinant of business 

success. In short, Burt considered social capital as an extension which can 

provide resources and control resources for each node in a network structure. 

 

Putnam (1993) defined social capital, in the book “Making Democracy Work”, as 

follows: social capital comprises the characteristics of social organisations, such 
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as trust, norms, and networks, which can promote coordinated action to improve 

the efficiency of the society in question. In Putnam's view, there are two forms of 

social capital: first, the type of social capital, which is acquired when people who 

are already familiar with each other have a strong social tie — this is called a 

“bound” connection; and the other type is acquired via the association of people 

or groups who do not know each other — these may form a “bridge” connection. 

 

Portes (2000) argued that social capital is the ability of individuals to mobilise 

scarce resources in networks or broader social structures. He specified that there 

is a growing consensus in the existing social capital literature, which is that social 

capital represents the ability of actors to assure benefits through membership of 

social networks or other social structures. 

 

There is much debate from scholars concerning this topic. However, an accurate 

definition of social capital has not yet been confirmed. Social capital is a broad 

concept that refers to a structure of social relations inherited between actors 

(Coleman, 1988). It is valued for its ability to produce something, such as 

collective action or the furtherance of personal interests. It may be a resource 

that an individual has, but it is not determined by individuals. It is a group asset, 

but it must be conceptualized and measurable. Social capital is often described 

as a multidimensional concept, but it can be examined via two generalizations. 

First, social capital can be seen as a personal network — this is based on the 

conceptualisations of Coleman (1988, 1990) and Putnam (1993, 2000). Second, 

according to Bourdieu (1986) the social capital comprises a narrative network 

and the resources embedded within it.  

 

To sum up, there are four representative definitions of social capital: 

1. Social Structure: 

Coleman (1990) is representative of those who believe that social capital 

inheres in the structural elements of society. He pointed out that social capital 

is defined in terms of its function, not as a separate entity but in relation to 

various different entities in a variety of forms. It has two common 

characteristics: it consists of elements that help to make up the social 

structure and it facilitates individual action within this structure. Social capital, 
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like other forms of capital, is productive and the extent of social capital 

possessed by someone determines whether they can achieve certain goals. 

 

2. Organisational Characteristics:  

Putnam (1993) argued that social capital refers to the features of social 

organisations, such as trust and norms, which can improve the efficiency of 

society by promoting coordinated action. 

 

3. Capacity:  

Portes (1995) definition of social capital was that it can be said to be 

representative of capacity. Potts argued that social capital means the ability 

of individuals to mobilise scarce resources across networks or broader social 

structures. 

 

4. The Relationship (Network) Resources: 

Bourdieu (1986) and Burt (1992) are the prominent representatives of this 

view, that social capital is a collection of real or potential resources that are 

inseparable from social networks (Bourdieu, 1997). Burt (1992) specified that 

social capital is the opportunity to use (other forms of) capital. The relationship 

between companies is also a form of social capital, it is crucial to the success 

of business in terms of competition.  

 

From the above definitions by a variety of scholars, the conceptual description of 

social capital can be formulating as follows: a tight social connection with certain 

characteristics which is involved with social networks, social structures, norms, 

trust, authority, consensus of action and social morality. Social capital is different 

from economic capital and human capital; it exists in the social structure, and is 

non-material. It enhances the efficiency of society and the degree of social 

integration possible, through cooperation between people (Lu, 2009). In line with 

these perspectives on social capital, the author believes that social capital also 

originates from interpersonal relationships and accumulates as a stable result 

over time. An individual's social resources may be acquired innately from the 

family that determines his or her social class status, or they may be accumulated 

as a result of self-improvement through education, hard work and occupation. 



 25 

The method and scope of social interaction determines the extent of social capital 

that an individual can access and mobilise (Portes, 1995; Lu, 2009). 

 

3.7 Measurements of social capital 

Researchers have various different understandings of the concept of social 

capital, so the methods used to measure social capital are also numerous. In this 

paper, social capital is measured relative to the micro levels which represents 

external social capital or social private goods in addition to personal relationships 

(however these relationships also have a resource implication). It also includes 

the personal network structures which are occupied by these resources (Bian, 

1997; Lin, 1999).  

 

At the micro level, the measurement of individual social capital is focused on the 

measurement of individual social network conditions. The basic idea is that the 

system of social connection between individuals is regarded as a “network” and 

that large systems constitute a whole society. Researchers into network analysis 

have formed a set of mature indicators, concepts and analytical methods (Bian, 

1997). In the empirical studies, the measurement of social capital at the individual 

level has focused on two aspects: (A) the measurement of the total resources 

embedded in the individual social network, which can be accessed by the 

individual; and (B) the mobilisation of social capital by individuals for instrumental 

action, which focuses on the usage of social capital by individuals. (Bian, 1997; 

Lin, 1999) 

 

A. Measuring the total resources that individuals have acquired 

   A.1 The network members’ generation 

      A.1 i) Nomination (name-generator)  

      A.1 ii) Position-generator  

A.2 The type of network used 

    A.3 The use of network indicators 

A.3 i) Central positions  

      A.3 ii) Intermediate positions 
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In short, the structure, the positions within, and the resources embedded in the 

network should be used as optional measurement indexes when assessing the 

“owned” social capital of the individuals by using social network analysis methods 

(Bian, 1997; Lin, 1999) 

 

B. Measuring the social capital in use 

   B.1 The informal network approach 

   B.2 The flowing resources 

 B.3 The characteristics of the key contacts 

      B.3 i) The strength of relationships 

B.3 ii) Social status 

 

In the study of social networks and social capital, “The Power of Weak 

Relationships” has become a classic proposition, Granovetter (1973) pointed out 

that heterogeneous information is more likely to be accessed via weak ties, so 

the role of these may be stronger than that of the bond relationships. The 

following researchers conducted a great deal of empirical research in relation to 

this matter, although their results did not prove to be consistent. Nevertheless, it 

is believed that the strength of the relationship between people constitutes an 

important element which must be taken account of in social capital measurement. 

Granovetter also indicated that the intensity of a relationship is a multidimensional 

indicator which involves the amount of time spent on the relationship (by both 

parties), the emotional intimacy and familiarity (mutual trust) involved and the 

interactive services offered. This means that a single indicator should not be used 

to measure the strength of such a relationship. But in fact, most researchers have 

adopted a single index method for simplicity. Commonly used methods are those 

based on “interactivity” or “role”. The “interactivity” method is based on the 

intensity of people’s interactions: the more frequent these are, the stronger the 

connection which will be formed. The “role” method is based on network members 

or researchers determining the nature of the relationship: e.g., “friends” 

represents a strong tie and “acquaintances”, a weak tie. In the relevant research, 

the “role” method has been the one more widely used (Lin, 2005). 
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Table 3.3 The index of social capital measurement 

Levels: Contents: Indicators: Methods: 

Micro  

(individuals) 

Social networks 

of individuals/ 

Families 

-Relational resources,  

-Relational networks,  

-Structural positions:  

(Network size/density/ 

heterogeneity/ level/ 

reachability) 

-Name generator 

-Position generator 

-Case studies 

-Interviews 

Culture 

background 

-Values and 

responsibilities 

 

(Source: data adapted from Miao, 2006) 

 

Furthermore, the UK government established five dimensions to measure its 

social capital in 2005: social participation, civic participation, social networks and 

support, reciprocity and trust and views of the local area. Nevertheless, there are 

two main issues in the social capital measurement (SCM): firstly, adults and 

young persons have different standards for measurement; secondly, different 

nations have different standards in SCM (ESDS Government, 2005). In other 

words, the age groups and culture background could influence the quality of 

social capital. 

 

From the above, we can see that in the measurement of social capital at the 

individual level, the indicators used by the various researchers focus on 

resources, positions and networks. So far, the research on the network structure 

is mainly concerned with social capital as “private goods” rather than “public 

goods”, but more and more researchers are beginning to realise that it is possible 

to combine cultural context to analyse social capital in more depth and 

systematically (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Lin, 2005). 

 

3.8 The importance of social capital to communities 

Comprehensive and sustainable community development aims to improve the 

quality of life, as shown by the associated economic development, social 

development and environmental development (Taylor, 1992). An improved 
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quality of life needs both tangible and intangible resources to be created for and 

by communities, especially intangible resource. Social capital is not only seen as 

vital for improving the situation of poor communities, but it is also seen as an 

essential element in enhancing the quality of community life and for sustainable 

development. Higher levels of social capital can form a better quality of life as a 

result of elevated degrees of social trust, closer social networks and more 

established norms of mutual support (the main characteristics of social capital) 

(Newman & Dale, 2005; Kay, 2006). On the contrary, the lack of social capital 

may be a cause of community poverty, which results in social exclusion, sporadic 

social networks, lack of trust and ineffective interaction (Wallace, 2007).  

In the context of community development, social capital is not merely a single 

univariate concept. It may have different levels depending on the identity of the 

community members and their interaction networks. Gittell and Vidal (1998), who, 

based on Putnam’s (1993) theory, divided social capital into “bonding” and 

“bridging” types to fit the cases found in community development. These types 

are similar to Granovetter’s (1973) “strong ties” and “weak ties”. 

Recently, some scholars have been paying more attention to the relations 

between individuals, communities, and public organisations/groups at different 

levels, some of these researchers have categorised these community-level 

relationships as “linking social capital” (Halpern, 2005). In general, if social 

relations are viewed as a continuum, social capital can be divided into three types 

from “strong link” to “weak link” (Woolcock, 1998; Newman & Dale, 2005; 

Middleton et al., 2005): 

(A) Bonding social capital:  

involves individuals with a unique identity and homogeneous members of the 

organization. A multi-oriented relationship is formed between members who 

have close contacts and have strong mutual commitment, such as family, 

friends and relatives or neighbors. 

 

(B) Bridging social capital 

mainly involves heterogeneous individuals who form between them a weaker 

and wider cross-section of social connections: such as peers, work 

colleagues, civic organisations or religious groups within the community.  
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(C) Linking social capital:  

indicates linkages between people or organisations which are at a tangent to 

the existing boundaries or status links. These vertical linkages are mainly 

motivated by situations which directly or indirectly affect individuals, or 

community, or public organisations and which drive people or groups to 

access resources across existing boundaries. 

 

Briefly, this classification of social capital at the community level represents the 

community as an open system which is able to acquire energies generated by 

links and interactions. In terms of the degree of network tightness, the bonding 

social capital is related to informal networks of direct relationships; the bridging 

type is related to interactions between people across the informal networks and 

with other people or groups outside the immediate community; the linking social 

capital highlights the interaction of individuals, groups or organisations that cross 

social boundaries and go outside the community, which have a significant impact 

on the community's access to external resources.  

 

There are some other scholars who have advocated Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 

and based on this concept have mapped social capital in communities in relation 

to seven forms (Estin, 2011). Living capital represents the services our 

ecosystem provides to us and all other living organisms, such as carbon and 

water, it forms the basic conditions of people’s daily lives. A more advanced form 

of living capital is material capital, which includes natural resources, tools, and 

infrastructure. Financial capital refers to money, and this complexes to financial 

instruments and securities. This makes contributions directly to community 

wealth (Roland and Landua, 2009). Social capital shapes the relationships, 

connections and influences within people’s social networks, its purpose may be 

similar to those of cultural capital, which is enhancing the life of the social 

community (Estin, 2011). The difference between knowledge capital and spiritual 

capital is that the former capital emphasizes skills, ideas, and knowledge, it is a 

kind of intellectual property which may have a direct effect on economic or social 

development. Conversely, spiritual capital is formed from faithful and intentional 
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attainment. It is the highest level in relation to forming community wealth, and not 

simply in relation to achieving economic growth (Estin, 2011).  

 

“Whereas economic capital is in people’s bank accounts and human capital is 

inside their heads, social capital inheres in the structure of their relationships.” 

(Portes, 1998) 

 

Figure 3.5 Different forms of capital 

 

(Source: Estin, 2011) 

 

To put it concisely, social capital is an essential element in building bonds, in 

communication, and in maintaining cohesion when communities are threatened, 

and it enables cultures to re-create and protect themselves. However, due to the 

vague intersections of social capital, it is difficult to define clearly the boundaries 

of the various types of such capital in practice. Nevertheless, the typing of social 

capital can help us to understand or grasp its impact on the community, and then 

adopt more appropriate interventions in order to promote community growth and 

development (Mel and Jenny, 2007). 

 

3.9 Online social capital  

Online social capital is another essential research perspective. The concept of 

online social capital is adapted from Lin’s theory by the author, and she redefine 

it as follows: “consists of resources embedded in social relations and social 
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structure through digital social network sites”. Indeed, it can also be divided into 

three types: bridging, bonding and maintained (Ellison, Steinfield and Lampe 

2007; Wilson 2006). For instance, Facebook uses a positive association between 

university campuses and social capital. Students can use this platform more 

frequently to create a greater connection to trusted parties and support networks 

in campuses (bonding social capital), search for other wider communities 

(bridging social capital), or contact old school friends (maintained social capital). 

Even though users keep Facebook pages for their friends and closer circle of 

acquaintances, in actual fact this has a deeper effect on weak ties management 

(Wilson, 2006; William, 2006). Of particular note here is online social capital 

access to broader sources of information at a lower cost to extend power and 

influence; this access makes personal social ties between actors solid, although 

weak ties work much better than strong ties for building up online social capital. 

To engage in online participation, there is not only a need to offer tangible benefits 

to online users, but also to satisfy the desire for positive ascriptive identity. The 

latter involves giving users an opportunity to become the kind of person they want 

to be (Cottingham and Samuel, 2009). 

 

 “People participate in a particular activity not because they want to say ‘I do this’, 

but because they want to say ‘I’m the kind of person who does this”  

(Cottingham and Samuel, 2009) 

 
Previous studies have focused on how social media influence people's self-

identity and social structure. However, the impact of social media on culture is a 

new perspective. Social media, to some extent, can be considered a cultural 

product, and also affects and shapes users’ cultural orientation. The tangible 

cultural products include advertising, television, text and law. They are created 

by people’s concept of cultural consensus; in turn, they also affect people's 

cultural preferences. The core value of social networking is to help users connect 

and share user-generated content (UGC); at this stage, the study is considered 

a cultural product to strengthen the cultural concept of a particular case (Li, 2014). 

 

    3.10 Research on social capital
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Searching the Web of Science for the title of “social capital” in the literature entries 

will result in 45,708 relevant topics dating from 1970 until 2020. “Cluster A” 

presents the studies from of the 1970s; these are mainly focused on the area of 

capital theories from a social policy aspect, and the cooperation between 

sociology and economics. “Cluster B” provides the studies from 1980 to 1989; 

researchers at this stage investigated the structural factors, the social class 

differences, and social capital’s role in the creation of human capital and 

citizenship. From the 1990s, as the representation of “Cluster C” in figure 3.6 at 

below shows, the nodes are larger and denser than formerly, and this signifies 

that the concept of social capital has by this time been considered more widely 

by scholars. The research orientations included social participation, ethnicity, 

social mobility, personal wealth distribution and occupational segregation. 

Moving to the 2000s (Cluster D), because of Putman’s “bond” and “bridge” social 

capital theory, the topics of clique identification, civil society, stratification and 

bounded rationality, subcultural capital and individualization are discussed more 

frequently. From 2010 until now, researchers have begun to emphasise the role 

of institutional and cultural factors in economic and social development (Cluster 

E). Social capital theory has become an important element in cultural studies — 

introducing trust and reciprocity norms, citizen participation and formal and 

informal networks into the research into economic development and collective 

actions; this has involved the subjects of sociology, economics, management, 

pedagogy, education, and so on.  

 

In short, the historical process of undertaking social capital research indicates the 

fact that both concepts and measurements of social capital are improved when a 

dynamic environment is assumed. The cultural and digital layer may be the next 

stage for researchers to explore. 
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Figure 3.6 “Social Capital” in research timeline from 1970-2020 

 

(Source: data adapted from Web of Science, 2020.) 

 

3.11 Social capital vs. guanxi 

The concept of social capital was well known and has been frequently used by 

sociologists, political scientists, management scientists of the last century. 

Bourdieu (1986) indicated that social capital is a kind of social convention; it is 

based on reputation and social status. In some discussions, it is said that this 

social convention refers to the social networks via which people associate with 

each other, and that simple social networks appear to be formed via personal 

relationships or interpersonal ties (Bian, 1997). Thus, the study of social capital 

in a certain sense can be seen as a study of “relationship” theory, and therefore 

it would appear that the concept of social capital could be used to study the 

Chinese “guanxi” phenomenon. However, social capital is a new theory of social 

networks which is based on the concepts of material capital, technical capital and 

human capital, and key concept associated with social capital is whether 

individuals are willing to join a community or an organisation and actively 

participate in that community or organisation (Lin, 2005). On the other hand, 

guanxi, according to the Confucian point of view, indicates the human itself, and 

so trust in guanxi is not built on a social system, but on individuals and the 

personal social contexts of associations. It can be seen that social capital and 
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guanxi are both based on social networks, but at different levels and to different 

degrees (Li, 2006).  

 

Social capital can be used to interpret aspects of western communities: 

democracy, the market and non-governmental aspects; it is integral to the 

examination of association, cooperation, trust, reciprocity and information 

channels (Coleman,1988; Putnam, 1993; Fukuyanma, 1996); Guanxi is based 

on the Chinese family-oriented society, its origin is in familial ties and geography 

and expanding from that, in classmates, colleagues and people in other 

relationships with the subject; discussions of guanxi are generally based on the 

range of social circle (Alston, 1989; Fan, 2002). The difference between the two 

concepts is that social capital is mostly related to associations, and guanxi is 

primarily related to personal relationships. Social capital pursues public welfare 

and justice, and these return benefits back to individuals, communities and 

society as a whole (Gittell and Vida 1998). However, the characteristic of guanxi 

is of individual shortcuts, and these always require self-interest to drive them; 

rigorous and rigid system cannot allow for this. Thus, with guanxi, more problems 

are solved through personal relationships, feelings, and negotiation (Chan, 2006). 

Furthermore, a community is a voluntary organisation, individuals can join, 

participate or exit depending on their personal aspirations and interests. However, 

a family is an involuntary organisation which relates to the interests of all parties; 

parties cannot join and cannot leave, but can escape (Hwang, 1987; Li, 2006; 

Huang and Wang, 2011). 

 

On the other hand, both guanxi and social capital are concepts which can be 

utilised for guidance purposes. They can be used to study any social 

phenomenon which operates under their respective frameworks (such social 

phenomena do not necessarily belong to a particular society) (Pye, 1982; Pablos, 

2006, Qi, 2013). However, we cannot use one of these concepts (guanxi or social 

capital) as a substitute for the other. Using social capital to study guanxi does not 

allow us to see the multiple modes of operation of the relationships. And inversely, 

using the guanxi concept to investigate social capital would not allow us to 

understand the operation of power in civil society, organisations and 

management. However, just as it is certain that Chinese society has the 
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phenomenon of social capital, Western society would also appear to have a form 

of guanxi operational within it (Li, 2006; Pilotta, 2013). 

 

Social capital itself can be looked at in terms of individual networks and the 

collective network (Coleman, 1990; Portes, 1998; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 

Guanxi may be classified as focused on only ego-centered networks (individual 

networks). The study of social capital highlights the transition from personal 

attributes to relational attributes, emphasising quantitative research on relational 

structures, whereas research on guanxi highlights involuntary and non-selective 

structures, and the need to discuss the problems of favour, mianzi and personal 

characteristics; such research cannot be undertaken using quantitative methods 

(Alston, 1989; Park and Luo, 2001; Dauw and Chen, 2006.). 

 

Zhai (2013) pointed out that China is a society built of strong relationships. But 

when looking for the roots of Chinese people's relationships, the usual way is to 

try to discover the cultural roots of these relationships. To explain human 

behaviour patterns via culture is a very common method which is adopted by 

most researchers. However, if culture is used to explain relationships, these 

explanations cannot be combined with western research methods. Therefore, 

such a theory of relationships is returned to the status of a general theory only. 

Zhai (2013) emphasised that all human relationships (not just those of Chinese 

people) are placed in two dimensions: one is the time dimension and the other is 

the spatial dimension. Without any intervention from the cultural level, all 

relationships nevertheless occur in time and space (time here refers to timeliness, 

not physical time. Such timeliness has a duration, either short-term or long-term). 

In addition, space means spatiality, not physical space, it indicates human 

mobility. If a person is not move in any way and stays in one place for their entire 

lifetime, his or her communication selectivity is very low, and their guanxi exhibits 

low selectivity; if a person frequently travels and moves around, this means that 

their guanxi will exhibit a high selectivity. Such considerations can be analysed 

by looking at four quadrants, and four different relationships are thus obtained: 

short-term duration and high selectivity characterise loose relationships, short-

term and low selectivity characterise contractual relationships, long-term and high 
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selectivity characterise friendship relationships, and long-term and low selectivity 

characterise fixed relationships (Zhai, 2013). 

 
Figure3.7 The four quadrants of relationships 

 

 

 
 
 
 
(Source: Zhai,2013) 

 

A fixed relationship is the basis for generating renqing and mianzi. Loose 

relationships emphasise individualism. Westerners also have renqing and mianzi 

as part of their friendships, but these attributes are not as obvious as they are in 

Chinese relationships. Relationships between Chinese people are based on the 

characteristics of fixed relationship. Chinese people use the fixed relationship 

model to influence the nature of contractual relationships and friendship 

relationships. Relationships between westerners start from the basis of a loose 

relationship. They use loose relationships to think about how to make 

relationships with others (Zhai, 2013). 
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The most current form of communication is interaction via the Internet. Since 

people have so enthusiastically embraced this form of communication, the most 

common form of relationship has become a loose relationship. As a result, new 

behaviour patterns that Chinese people do not find easy to establish in physical 

reality are nevertheless established by them on the Internet. Loose relationships 

were difficult to establish in China, but with the prevalence of Internet 

communication, the younger generation of Chinese people are finding it is 

possible to leave behind the ideas which go with fixed relationships and form 

individualistic relationships instead (Zhai, 2013). 

 

To summarise the above, both social capital and guanxi are based on social 

networks, but at different levels. Firstly, social capital is based on the theory of 

social networks and emphasises the willingness of individuals to join and actively 

participate in that network; guanxi, on the other hand, emphasises the people 

themselves, and guanxi is not based on social systems, but in the social 

environment of the individual (Bian, 1997; Lin, 2005; Li, 2006). Secondly, the 

concept of social capital is community-based and pursues public welfare. In 

contrast, guanxi is based on the social circle of the family and is driven by self-

interest (Hwang, 1987; Li, 2006; Huang and Wang, 2011). Thirdly, individual or 

collective social capital is mostly investigated using quantitative methods, 

whereas guanxi is an individual-centred network that is more suitable for 

qualitative research (Alston, 1989; Park and Luo, 2001; Dauw and Chen, 2006.). 

Finally, Zhai (2013) presented a new model of relationships of how social capital 

and guanxi are related and different from each other in the dimensions of time 

and spatiality. 

 

3.12 Research questions 
Research questions are the starting point for academic research methods in the 

natural and social sciences. Designating a research question is one of the first 

methodological steps a researcher must take when conducting an investigation. 

Choosing a research question is a core element of quantitative and qualitative 

research, and in some cases, it may precede the construction of a research 

conceptual framework. In all cases, selecting a question makes the theoretical 
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assumptions in the framework clearer and, most importantly, it shows what the 

researchers most want to know (Wayne, 1995; Creswell, 2014). 

 

A research question has two purposes. First, it determines where the author is 

looking for research. Second, it identifies the specific goals that the research or 

the paper will address (Creswell, 2014). According to the background research 

of Chinese international students in the UK and their use of social media, combine 

with the current research issues and the latest research trends in guanxi and 

social capital, the research question of this study is defined as: how is social 

media used to shape international students’ lives and how might cultural context 

influence their online and offline social capitals through social media? 

 

Table 3.4 Current research issues and the latest research trends 

Chapters Current research issues Latest research trends 

Chapter 2:  

Chinese 

International 

students and 

their use of 

social media 

Social media has become an 

indispensable part of Chinese 

international students’ lives. Most of 

them have been participated in the use 

of WeChat groups 

Social media can be treated as a 

new method for scholars to 

conduct social research projects 

Chapter 3:  

Guanxi 

Lacks multi-perspective studies on 

guanxi, it could be changed through 

virtual communities, and breaks the 

rules of traditional Chinese social circles  

(Can only be tested using qualitative 

method) 

Guanxi in social obligation, social 

network, social behaviour and 

culture values 

“Latent friends” as a new indicator 

to examine the quality of online 

guanxi 

Chapter 3:  

Social Capital 

Lacks a comprehensive index system 

as a standard to measure social capital 

Different age groups and cultural 

backgrounds cannot be measured using 

the same scale  

(More focus on quantitative data rather 

than qualitative data) 

Social capital in cultural and virtual 

studies 

 

(Source: the author’s own data) 
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3.14 Chapter summary 

Chapter 3 is concerned with representing guanxi and social capital systematically 

with discussing definitions and measurements. Furthermore, the author has 

argued that guanxi is a dynamic process involved with personal social networks, 

and has indicated that there are five main relationships which can be used to 

interpret guanxi and have illustrated the reasons why guanxi can be described as 

a dynamic process. Guanxi is intangible and hard to quantify. Online guanxi 

depends on its social circle structures; the “latent friends” is selected as an 

indicator to exam the quality of bridging and maintained guanxi. Lastly, the 

previous literature reviews extracted from the web of science databases 

presented that the academic field lacks multi-perspective studies on guanxi; thus, 

this is a further direction for scholars to explore.  

 

The discussion of social capital has indicated that the reason for the difficulty in 

describing and managing social capital may be derived from its multi-

dimensionality. Thus, this chapter suggests that the scope of social interactions 

should be paid more attention when we consider social capital across different 

layers. Additionally, although most researchers used social network analysis to 

track the performance of social capital in people’s networks, there still a lack of a 

comprehensive index system which can be treated as a standard. On the other 

hand, social capital at the community level is also not easy to verify due to its 

vague boundaries. Thus, online social capital and its impacts has been explained 

by bonding, bridging and maintaining aspects. Through appraising the previous 

studies extracted from the web of science databases, we can see that scholars 

have recently started to undertake their research from both the individual and the 

collective points of view under the cultural and digital layers. The new research 

orientations may bring with them a fresh way for people to better understanding 

social capital. 

 

Lastly, by comparing the similarities and differences between guanxi and social 

capital, the author believes that guanxi and social capital are the ability of 

individuals to access and mobilise social resources in their networks from 
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different levels. Therefore, this study attempts to decode the acquisition and 

mobilisation of social capital in the social networks of Chinese students through 

online and offline observations by use of WeChat under the influence of guanxi 

culture.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology  
 

4.1 Chapter overview 

This chapter demonstrates the research methodology support to the current 

research. The philosophical position and paradigm are presented at first, then it 

narrows down to the methodological approach and research strategies. 

Considering the process of the author’s own research, the procedures of data 

collection and data analysis are illustrated step by step.  

 

4.2 Philosophical position and paradigm of inquiry   

Philosophy is the study of universal and fundamental problems, which are usually 

associated with being, knowledge, value, reason, mind, language, and so on. It 

is a systematic approach, based on a rational argument (Teichmann and Evans, 

1991; Grayling, 1998). A philosophical research framework is the set of beliefs, 

agreements or linked assumptions shared by a community of scientists who 

investigate how problems of the world should be understood and addressed, 

which can be defined as a research paradigm (Kuhn, 1996; Healy & Perry, 2000; 

Patel, 2015). Crotty (1998) manifested that ontology is a part of metaphysics of 

philosophy, which releases the nature of the world; while epistemology is a main 

branch of philosophy, which investigate the nature and origin of knowledge in 

disciplines; methodology is a system of methods of discovering and creating 

knowledge (Guba and Lincoln, 1994:109). The ontology (what reality it is), 

epistemology (how to know it) and methodology (how to find it out) are identified 

as three components in a research paradigm (Kuhn, 1996; Thorpe, Easter-by-

Smith and Jackson, 2012). On another hand, research philosophy is the concept 

of doing research, which focuses on examine the nature of knowledge (ontology), 

explain how it comes into being (epistemology), and transmit it through language 

(methodology). The research method is the approach to answer the research 

questions, and it is determined by research philosophy, both of research 

philosophy and research method are consisted research paradigm (Paton as 

Cited in Schlegel, 2015).  

 



 42 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) classified four paradigms for social science research 

by using dimensions of ontology and epistemology (see Figure 4.1). The 

functionalists believe that the world is mainly composed of social order (ontology), 

the objective methods (epistemology) can be independently used to observe and 

infer the order of events or behaviour patterns. However, the interpretivists stress 

on using the subjective interpretation to study social order and participants’ social 

behaviours. If the researchers believe that the world is made up of rapid changes, 

the persons who attempt to understand the changes in an objective way are the 

radical structuralists; or decode the changes through subjective interpretation of 

participants, they adopt the radical humanist paradigm (Bhattacherjee,2012). 

 

Similar to the natural sciences, most of the social science researchers use the 

functionalist paradigm, they argue that the study of social order or patterns can 

be understood by using objective methods (such as surveys and experiments). 

However, due to the rise of the post-positivism, a growing number of interpretive 

researchers attempt to use of subjective methods (such as interviews and ethnic 

studies) to clarify social problems. Comparing with the functionalists and the 

interpretivists who pay attention to the understanding of generalised social 

behaviours, events or phenomena, the radical humanist and the radical 

structuralist are very small parts in social science research (Burrell and Morgan, 

1979; Bhattacherjee, 2012). 

 

Figure 4.1: Four paradigms in social science research  

 
(Source: Burrell and Morgan, 1979) 
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Briefly, every discipline is a process under the guidance of certain paradigms to 

observe objects, collect and analyse data, test hypotheses, and develop 

knowledge. To clarify the philosophical position of research issues and combine 

with suitable research methods are necessary to all researchers (Burrell and 

Morgan, 1979). In the current study, the research question is how is social media 

used to shape international students’ lives and how might cultural context 

influence their online and offline social capitals through social media? 

Considering the consistency of the research purposes and a thorough review of 

the theoretical background, the interpretive paradigm is justified for this study, 

which is focusing on expound and understand a social phenomenon by human 

actions (Creswell, 2018). 

 

4.3 Research approach 

Sudeshna and Datt (2016) presented that research approach is a set of detailed 

methods been used for data collection, analysis and interpretation, according to 

the nature of the research question being addressed, it can be divided into the 

approach of data collection and approach of data analysis (reasoning). The 

approach of data collection includes quantitative, qualitative, and mixed research 

method (Onwuegbuzie and leech, 2005; Creswell and Clark, 2010); approach of 

data analysis contains deductive, inductive, and abductive reasoning (Soiferman, 

2010; Trochim, 2006; Kovacs and Spens, 2005).  

 

Figure 4.2: Components of the research approach 

  
(Source: adapted from Sudeshan and Datt, 2016; Creswell and Clark, 2010; Trochim, 2006) 

 

The reasons for selecting qualitative approach are because of it is one of the 

methods widely be used in social science research for collecting and analysing 
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data (Creswell, 2018). Qualitative method refers to any type of research that is 

not obtained by statistical procedures or other quantitative methods, and the 

research questions are not designed with operational variables, but rather with 

complex subjects in situations. It may refer to studies of people’s life experiences, 

behaviours, emotions and feelings, and may also include research on 

organisational functions, social movements, cultural phenomena and interactions 

among countries. In other words, qualitative research focuses on describing 

concrete life experience in a specific culture.  

 

Furthermore, inductive reasoning is a research process from specific 

observations to a general conclusion. It draws a number of individual cases or 

sub-arguments and then sums up their common characteristics to a general 

conclusion. Inductive method is reasoning derived from the individual knowledge 

to general knowledge; from the known true premise leads to possible conclusions 

(Trochim, 2006). When using the inductive method for inference, its “conclusion” 

express something beyond the “premise” in the content, which is not necessarily 

logic inference from the “premise”, so the “conclusion” cannot be guaranteed is 

true. In the case of scientific research, the greatest function of the inductive 

approach is to have creativity in the process of scientific discovery (Soiferman, 

2010). On the other hand, inductive approach is widely used for analysing 

qualitative data in order to build a theory, which is focusing on gaining an 

understanding of a social phenomenon rather than testing hypothesis (Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). 

 

In summary, the philosophical paradigms have been discussed above has 

identified the currents study is interpretivism. According to this paradigm and 

nature of the research questions and research aims, qualitative approach and 

inductive reasoning are more suitable for a theory building and decoding the 

meanings of human behaviours through observations (Creswell, 2018). This 

study is pay attention to the inner point of view, feeling, life experience and social 

action of the Chinese international students lived at Plymouth. Therefore, 

qualitative method with inductive reasoning as the approach of data collection 

and data analysis are more suitable to produce interpretive data that describes 

what students said and feel, and observable their behaviours (Creswell, 2018). 
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4.4 Research process 

Figure 4.3 is shown an overview of the research process of this study. Aim 1 is 

designed to produce an understanding of the motivations of Chinese 

international students in establishing social networks and discovering the 

meaning of guanxi and social capital for international students. This is to be 

achieved through the background research of the current situation of Chinese 

international students and their behaviours of using of social media, as well as 

literature reviews of guanxi and social capital in details. Subsequently, research 

questions are identified. 

 

Aim 2 is intended to decode the characteristics of social capital within a cultural 

context through online and offline aspects. This is to be accomplished through 

an ethnography research by observing and analysing the performances of 

Chinese students’ communities based on Plymouth University from 

participants’ views. Then, the recommendations for universities in the UK for 

enhancing the level of international students’ participation and the cross-cultural 

adoptions are provided. 
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Figure 4.3 Research process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: the author’s own data) 

 

4.5 Research Strategies 
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understanding of human behaviour and its causes. Therefore, it focuses on 

smaller and more intensive samples than quantitative studies to generate 

information or knowledge about a particular research case. Considering the need 

for this research, the author selects ethnography as research strategy for this 

study. 

 

4.5.1 Ethnographic research 
As a qualitative research method, ethnography originated in anthropology at the 

beginning of the 20th century (Pink, 2006). It is traditionally defined as the 

discovery and synthesis of the culture of an ethnic group. Ethnographic research 

requires the scholar to gain an understanding of the culture of the local people 

through his or her own personal experience (Fetterman, 2010). The quality of 

ethnography depends on the knowledge, competence, mind and conscience of 

the researcher who has to connect the local microcosm of research to the overall 

social and cultural landscape (Thomas, 1993).  

 

A suitable ethnography requires three things: firstly, a naturalistic approach to the 

research process, in which the researcher actively participates in the group of 

subjects, observes what is happening in the natural context as a participant, and 

tries to avoid preconceptions and prejudices about the situation being studied; 

secondly, a holistic approach to micro issues, which requires the researcher to 

be immersed in a particular culture in order to obtain a holistic picture of a specific 

micro-issue; finally, the researcher needs to adopt multiple research strategies 

and modes, not limiting self to one or a few specific methods, but using a variety 

of methods flexibly according to the needs of the context, and even in the 

formation of the problem and its definition, which can be revised at any time 

during the research process (Fetterman, 2010). 

 

The emergence of the Internet has promoted the development of social life 

networks, and the transformation of social forms means that the research 

methods of social sciences will also change (Underberg and Zorn, 2013). Firstly, 

the way of communication with the research object from face-to-face 

communication to non-face-to-face communication (to text, video, etc.,); 

Secondly, the diversity of cyberspace research objects, resulting in unlimited 



 48 

expansion of people’s activities. Both time and space expand within their 

dimension limits, and themes can be implemented anywhere on the Internet 

according to their own time, rather than the current time that researchers in a 

particular geographic space can be observed by traditional methods (Hine, 2000; 

Sade-Beck, 2004; Wilson, 2006). 

 

In the early 1990s, in order to cope with the challenges brought by the Internet to 

research methods, some scholars tried to use the Internet as a research field and 

tools, and proposed a virtual ethnography based on the revision and 

improvement of traditional ethnographic methods to study the virtual network 

culture (Sade-Beck, 2004). Virtual ethnography refers to the study of 

ethnographic research and the use of networks in a virtual environment. This is 

an interactive tool for gathering information, exploring and interpreting the 

Internet and related sociocultural phenomena (Hine, 2000).  

 

Virtual ethnography as an ethnographic method, researchers need to experience 

to make directly emotional connections with other online users in the field (Hine, 

2000). It is associated with the analysis of second-hand data such as text analysis, 

content analysis and image analysis. Researchers can only reach out to virtual 

fields when they participate in observations and have social interactions with 

other Internet users. And only truly understand and feel the culture of virtual 

communities by understanding the social connections of people in the virtual 

community in the process of participating in the interaction and understanding the 

individual meaning of the network users (Pink, 2006). On the other hand, if the 

researcher doesn't go deep into the offline world of web users, then the 

information they get online is just a one-sided and limited (Sade-Beck, 2004). 

Thus, the author not only limited to online observation and interaction when 

conducting research, but also return to individuals’ real life for face-to-face in-

depth interviews or offline life field work.  

 

The author believes that ethnographic research can provide new perspectives on 

complex social issues and reveal cultural differences in the social and perceptual 

aspects of Chinese students in through participant observation and interviews. 

And by the using of online and offline two-way contact, can help the author to 
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more deeply explore the motivation and significance of Chinese students' social 

network construction. 

 

4.5.2 Ethical consideration 
In the research process, ethical issues cannot be ignored (Taylor and Bogdan, 

1975). Researchers need to protect the rights and safety of research participants 

(Fistein and Quilligan, 2012). Nowadays, many academic institutions have 

formulated principles that determine the behaviour and ethics of researchers. 

Researchers, students, and staff must complete applications before they conduct 

research (Creswell, 2019). Before starting the data collection, the author had 

submitted an application for research ethics approval to the research ethics 

committee of Plymouth University, and received the ethics approval for this study.  

 

According to the university's guidance requirements, the author needs to ensure 

that all participants in the research have the right to fully and clearly understand 

the content of the invitation to participate. It is necessary to inform each 

participant of the purpose of the study at the beginning of the contact. And to 

show participants the openness and honesty of the research through the 

informed consent process. All participants in the study are voluntary and have 

the right to withdraw at any stage of the interview process. The author is obliged 

to inform each participant that they have the right to interrupt the interview at any 

time. Considering by this research contacts participants through participatory 

observation and in-depth interviews, the author needs to give the interviewees 

enough time to complete the participation without any pressures, especially the 

author need to avoid mentioning sensitive issues, if there is a need of participants 

who seeking professional consultation during the observation or interview, the 

author will recommend the relevant departments of the university for them, and 

do her best to provide participants with protection and away from harm. 

 

In addition, the author should introduce and update the research progress to each 

participant, so that all interviewees can understand the progress of the research. 

For confidentiality and anonymity, the author needs to guarantee the privacy of 

all participations in the beginning of contact, and to ensure that all participants 

private information will not be disclosed on any platform without their permission.  
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4.6 Techniques and procedures 
The previous section demonstrates strategies of qualitative research. Combining 

the nature of this research, the author conducts a participatory observation in 

Plymouth Chinese student communities to explore the online and offline activities 

of participators. Considered about the average time of Chinese student study 

abroad was 21.47 months (UKCISA, 2021). Thus, this investigates started from 

September 2015 to August 2017. During this period, in-depth interviews has been 

done during each year to revise current research result. 

 

4.6.1 Data collection 
Method 1: participatory observation 

The methods are used in the ethnographic fields to collect data, mainly based on 

research topics, methods of observation and interviews (Dougles, 1976). 

Observations in social studies refer to the systematic and direct understanding of 

what is happening, developing, and changing with a clear purpose, with their own 

senses and aids, and an analysis based on observed facts (Price, 2005). Regular 

interpretation mainly divided into non-participatory observation, semi-

participatory observation and full participation observation (Glaser, Strauss and 

Strutzel, 1968). 

 

Non-participatory observation mainly refers to the observation that the observer 

does not participate in the investigation, and is completely concealed. The 

advantage is that it does not disturb the daily life of people and things at all, and 

can observe the most real and natural phenomenon (Douglas, 1976; Glaser, 

Strauss and Strutzel, 1968). 

 

Semi-participatory observations give researchers two alternative roles, one is that 

the open researcher's identity participates in the observed person, and the other 

is the disguised identity for participation in observation (DeWalt and DeWalt, 

2011). These two features can be observed relatively deeply, but often disturb 

the normal life of the respondent, making them feel that they are being observed, 

and thus may change the way they behave (Glaser, Strauss and Strutzel, 1968). 
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The way to really not disturb the observed and in-depth observation is to fully 

participate in the observation. Throughout the observation process, members of 

the observed group believed that the researcher was an ordinary member of the 

group and did not know that he was an observer. This approach is often used to 

collect social phenomena or groups that are completely incomprehensible under 

normal circumstances (Rice, 2005). 

 

The author herself is one of the Chinese international students, and also 

participate in various activities held by the Plymouth Chinese Students and 

Scholars Association (Plymouth CSSA) every year. For example: New Student 

Welcome Party, Plymouth Voice, Chinese Spring New Year, etc. For these offline 

activities, the author adopts semi-participatory observation, which means that the 

author is not only an observer, but also an active member in offline events. 

Furthermore, the author cooperated with Plymouth CSSA to produce and analyse 

the feedback of offline activities throughout the year to help them further improve 

the content and methods of activities for the next year. 

 

Method 2: in-depth interviews 

Another research method used by the author is in-depth interviews. Qualitative 

interviews are a special purpose talks, researchers and interviewees, mainly 

focusing on the personal feelings, life and experience of the respondents, through 

the dialogue of each other, the researchers can obtain, understand and explain 

the personal recognition of the social reality of the respondents (Minichiello, Aroni 

and Hays, 2008). Interviews come in a variety of ways depending on the purpose, 

nature, or object of the study (Wilson, 2012). According to the way of 

communication between the interviewer and the interviewee, it can be divided 

into direct access and indirect access. The former is a face-to-face conversation 

between the two parties, and the latter is a conversation conducted by telephone 

(Knox and Burkard, 2009). According to the number of people interviewed, the 

interview can be divided into individual interviews and group interviews (Kazmer 

and Xie, 2008). Currently widely used in social studies is the classification 

according to the degree of control over access, which is divided into structured 

interviews, unstructured interviews and semi-structured interviews (Glaser, 

Strauss and Strutzel, 1968). 
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Structured interviews, also known as standardised Interviews, are highly 

controlled to the interview process. Access objects for such interviews must be 

selected in accordance with uniform standards and methods, and probability 

sampling is generally used. The biggest advantage of structured interviews are 

that the interview results are easy to quantify and can be used for statistical 

analysis. It is a kind of statistical survey and can control the reliability of the survey 

results. Secondly, the recovery rate and questionnaire response rate are higher 

than others, which can reach more than 80%. However, structured interviews are 

expensive and time-consuming, often limiting the size of the survey. It is not very 

effective for sensitive questions, or personal privacy issues (Given, 2008). 

 

Unstructured interview, investigators with advanced skills thoroughly interviewed 

respondents to reveal potential motivations, beliefs, attitudes and feelings about 

a problem (Wilson, 2012). Unstructured interviews are useful for understanding 

complex abstractions. These questions are often unclear, and only through free 

dialogue and in-depth discussion of topics of interest can the researchers 

summarise the information they need to know (Knox and Burkard, 2009). 

However, unstructured interviews also have shortcomings, due to the 

unstructured nature of the survey, the results are easily influenced by the 

investigators themselves. The quality of the results is often difficult to analyse and 

explain (Warren, 2002). In addition, the number of this kind of in-depth interviews 

in research projects is very limited due to the time and cost of the project (Wilson, 

2012). 

 

Semi-structured interviews are a collection of data between structured and 

unstructured interviews. Before the interviews, researchers must design an 

outline of the interviews based on the research questions and objectives as an 

interview guideline. However, during the entire interview process, the 

interviewers do not have to conduct interviews according to the order of the 

interview outline. Usually, the interviewer can also make flexible adjustments to 

the interview questions according to the actual situation. It assumes that although 

the interview questions are the same because the respondents have different 

perceptions of the problem itself and personal life experience, the response of 
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the respondents will often vary greatly (Glaser, Strauss and Strutzel, 1968). 

Compared with the other two interviews, semi-structured interviews have three 

advantages: firstly, it is often possible to adopt a more open attitude towards 

specific issues for data collection; secondly, respondents tend to adopt a more 

open attitude to reflect on their own experiences when they are less restricted in 

the interview process; lastly, semi-structured interviews is normally used to find 

a deeper understanding of personal life experiences (Given, 2008). 

 

In short, in-depth interviews is mainly focusing respondents’ feelings and 

experience through the dialogue (Wilson, 2012). Based on the above analysis 

and summary, the author chose a semi-structured interview method in her own 

in-depth interviews, aiming to give interviewees a more open attitude to express 

their true feelings and thoughts through specific guidelines. Additionally, in 

contact with the interviewees, the author continued to pay attention to Plymouth 

CSSA’s online and offline activities. Not only observing the interviewees’ 

behaviours of using social media WeChat, but also paid attention to the operation 

of Plymouth CSSA’s media platforms. 

 

Sampling issue 

The size of the sample is an important part that must be considered when 

designing a study (Kish, 1965 and Cochran, 1977). However, sampling is a multi-

step process. Firstly，the target population based on the characteristics of the 

person or object to should be defined. Secondly, selecting an accessible part of 

the overall goal, which is selecting the sampling frame. In order to select a 

suitable sample, an accurate sampling frame must be defined (Sheehan, 2002). 

There are generally two types of sampling methods, probability sampling and 

non-probability sampling (Bhattacherjee, 2021). Probability sampling means that 

each unit in the population has a chance of being selected (non-zero probability) 

when sampling, and this chance can be accurately determined including selecting 

a random sample from the population list. Probability sampling includes random 

sampling, systematic sampling, stratified sampling, cluster sampling, intercept 

sampling and multistage sampling (Lohr, 2010). However, when an accurate 

sampling frame is not easily available, non-probability sampling is the most 

appropriate method (Bhattacherjee, 2021). This includes convenience sampling, 



 54 

self-selection sampling, judgment sampling and snowball sampling (Sheehan, 

2002). Researchers need to determine the availability of sampling frames and 

research tools related to their own research (Lohr, 2010). 

 

In this study, Chinese international students are a special group, and it is easy to 

find suitable interviewees in the activities organised by the group. Therefore, the 

author choses cluster sampling, target on the members who would like to 

participate in social event hold by Plymouth CSSA. In addition, participants can 

also introduce other people they know who study and live in Plymouth. More 

individuals who are helpful to this research through the knowledge and network 

of the initial participators can be quicker contacted by snowball sampling (Small, 

2009). 

 

In addition, considering the limited budget and time cost, both cluster sampling 

and snowball sampling can save the author's time cost. It is more helpful to the 

later investigation and development of this research. 

 

4.6.2 Data analysis 
Research operations 

Ethnographic research was used to investigate the performance of Plymouth 

CSSA’s offline social events and actives started from September 2015 to August 

2017. As a member of Plymouth CSSA, the author did the semi-participatory 

observation during this research period. In 2015, including the author, there were 

10 students, 3 men and 7 women, one doctoral student, two graduate students, 

three junior students, and four sophomores. No freshmen join the current 

Chinese student union. Plymouth CSSA held at least five major social events in 

each year, which included New Student Welcome Party, Basketball Competition, 

Plymouth Voice, Scotland tours for the New Year and Chinese Spring New Year 

(Plymouth CSSA, 2017). There was a total of 42 students are be interviewed 

through cluster sampling and snowball sampling based on those five social 

events held by Plymouth CSSA, including 26 undergraduates, 14 master 

students, and 2 doctoral students. In the choice of interviewees, the gender ratio 

is balanced.  

. 
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The semi-structured in-depth interviews for offline activities mainly focus on four 

aspects. The first part is the basic information of the respondents, including age, 

major, and the level of understanding of the UK and the city of Plymouth before 

they coming. The second part is about the basic social network of international 

students. Use kind of name-generator to generate important people in 

respondent’s network, and asking about the basic situation of these people. Van 

der Poel (2013) pointed that the current name-generator can be divided into four 

types: generator based on interactions, generators based on the importance of 

certain links; generators based on emotion and generators based on exchange. 

Because this paper adopts qualitative research methods, it aims to explore how 

social media is used to shape international students' lives and how cultural 

context may influence their online and offline social capitals. Therefore, the 

generators based on emotion is the main method used in interviews. The author 

asked the respondents to point out the people who are closely related to them 

from their own point of view and put them at different importance levels. At the 

same time, because this method is more subjective, the interview was also be 

supplemented by the exchange method, the third part revolves how social capital 

is formed by asking the respondents how to meet people, and close to each other, 

what kind of thing they do together, such as entertaining or talk emotional issues. 

This allowed the author to understand the use of social media from a more 

objective perspective. The final part of the interview revolves around cultural 

differences, asking respondents about some of the different experiences and 

feelings in the process of using social media, and giving a further perspective on 

social capital from a cultural perspective. 

 

On the other hand, Plymouth CSSA WeChat official account is an equivalent of 

a Facebook page, which can gather followers, send push notifications and 

redirect users to another website. It also included for a function of “chat”, but it is 

not convenient for an account holder to use it as an instant message. From 

September 2015 to August 2016, there were 70 articles be pushed (Plymouth 

CSSA WeChat, 2017), and only 5 tweets on its Sina Weibo account Plymouth 

Sina Weibo, 2017). The function of Plymouth CSSA social media accounts in this 

year was mainly focused on promoting its offline social events and actives. In the 

next academic year, “Plymouth New Student WeChat group 2016” has been 
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launched out, the online participation rate has sharply increased. Total of 176 

users joins this online group within a week. By the end of the survey, this online 

group have 327 users. Among them, there were 7 regular active contributors in 

this group, most of the users were lurkers and viewers. 230 messages on average 

were created per day from January 2016 to August 2017. And there were only 40 

articles was pushed by its official account on that year, and no actives on its Sina 

Weibo account (Plymouth CSSA WeChat, 2017; Plymouth Sina Weibo, 2017). 

 

Therefore, for the online semi-structured in-depth interviews on the WeChat 

group, the author pay attention to the participants’ own social network building 

and participation in social activities through the use of social media. Each 

interview lasts approximately 40 to 60 minutes. In the interview, the author 

recorded the entire respondent and transcribed it in time after the interview. The 

recording is necessary because it enables respondents to focus on interviews 

and promote transcription. Semi-structured interviews should be prepared in 

advance and asked the interviewer to understand the purpose of the study. In the 

interview process, in order to prevent respondents deviating from the interview 

theme, the interviewer should guide the interview direction (Knox and Burkard, 

2009).  

 

Before the interview, the author developed the following four interview questions 

based on this research topic and literature reviews:  

1. What kind of social media you regular used? 

2. How do you think about Plymouth CSSA? (online and offline)? 

3. Have you joined any social group (online or offline)? 

4. How much do you know about Plymouth? 

 

In the interview process, in order to successfully introduce this topic, the author 

showed her WeChat to the interviewee at the beginning and told them about the 

experience of using WeChat. After that, the author will follow the pre-set interview 

question “What kind of social media you regular used?” starts an interview. In this 

way, the author can easily explore the subject of the interview. In addition, the 

author will increase the question based on the respondent’s feedback. Present 

issues may change during the interview. For example, when interviewing AL, he 
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noticed that he was talking about the role of “group chat” in people's interactions 

and guanxi relationships. He said that “group chat” provided an opportunity to 

contact ordinary friends and even strangers, but he did not mention a good friend. 

So, in addition to the question: “What type of 'group chat' do you have?", the 

author added an interview question at the appropriate time: “Do you think that 

'group chat' has a different impact on maintaining the guanxi between people? 

friends and close friends? 

 

Out of the initial 42 respondents, the author selected 10 participants who were 

both active in offline social activities and keen in WeChat group online 

discussions for online semi-structured in-depth interviews. Five male and five 

female, all of them lived in Plymouth between the ages of 20 and 30. All interviews 

were conducted through WeChat.  

 

To sum up, the author studies in the UK and is a member of the group. The 

identity of the compatriots makes the author have convenient conditions close to 

the group, and it is more convenient to conduct participatory observation and in-

depth interview (Douglas, 1976). In the process of investigation, the author 

always pays attention to maintaining the position of “value neutrality” (Horowitz, 

1962), and strives to author self as an objective outsider to investigate Chinese 

students. And do not analyse the interactions of international students with a 

preconceived mindset, but summarises them according to their narrative. This 

can guarantee the objectivity of the research conclusions. 

 

Data analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2006) pointed that “thematic analysis is a method for 

identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It minimally 

organises and describes your data set in (rich) detail”. Thematic analysis is often 

used in qualitative analysis. Commonly in the initial analysis of some textual 

content. For example, the content of interviews, online community posts, etc. This 

content is summarised and organised in order to distil some themes (Crabtree 

and Miller, 1999). Combining the scenarios of the use of thematic analysis, the 

author analyses the collected data through six stages: 

Stage 1 Familiarising with data 
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Read all the collected data once, and transcribe the spoken language into words 

in the process of reading and sorting. This process is very time-consuming, but it 

is also a very important process to familiarize the content (Miles, Huberman and 

Saldana, 2014). 

 

Stage 2 Generating initial codes 

Preliminary coding of the data. Coding depends to a certain extent on whether 

the subject is more “data-driven” or “theory-driven” (Patton, 1990). In the former, 

the subject matter will depend on the data, but in the latter, the data is handled in 

a specific problem (Sandelowski, 1995). Encode as many potential 

themes/patterns as possible during the encoding process, and retain some 

context-sensitive data for code excerpts (Thorne, 2000). Finally, a single data 

excerpt is coded according to suitable multiple "topics", but it may appear that 

related excerpts are not coded or coded multiple times (King, 2004). 

 

Stage 3 Searching for themes 

At this stage, the code is sorted and summarized. Including sorting the different 

codes into potential themes, sorting out the themes extracted from all relevant 

coding data. Essentially, this stage begins to analyse the code and consider how 

to combine the code to form an overall theme (Crabtree and Miller, 1999). Some 

codes may form the main theme, some become sub-themes, and some may not 

belong anywhere. For this purpose, the author created a theme called "unknown" 

to store this kind of codes. 

 

At the end of this stage is the author receives several candidate topics and 

subtopics, as well as all the data summaries of the codes related to them. At this 

time, the author began to explore the importance of each topic. However, all 

codes will still be kept, so that the author can review all the excerpts in detail later 

to check if there are some that need to be merged or separated. 

 

Stage 4 Reviewing themes 

At this stage, through detailed analysis, the author found that some candidate 

themes are not real themes，because of they do not have enough data to support 

them, and the data is too diverse, while some other themes still need to be 
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merged with each other. The double standards for judging categories are internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity (Creswell, 2018). The data within the 

topics should be meaningfully combined, and there should be clear and 

identifiable differences between the topics (Green,2000). 

 

In addition, this stage involves two levels of subject review and improvement 

(Crabtree and Miller, 1999). The first level reviews the coded data extracts. This 

means that the author needs to read all the collated excerpts of each topic and 

consider whether they appear to form a coherent pattern and whether the topic 

needs to be redesigned. After the review, the author needs to consider the validity 

between individual topics and the data set, and whether the candidate topic maps 

accurately reflect the obvious meaning of the entire data set.  

 

Stage 5 defining and naming themes 

At this stage, the author can define and further refine analysis theme and the data 

in it. Reorganising the data excerpts for each topic and organising them into a 

coherent, internally consistent narrative (Patton, 1990). For each individual topic, 

it is important to consider how it relates to the author's research question to 

ensure that there is not too much overlap between the topics. At the end of this 

stage, the author can clearly define a concise theme. 

 

Stage 6 producing the report 

Through the above five stages, the author finally obtained three clear themes 

related to the research question through coding from the data obtained from 

participatory observation and in-depth interviews: the way of establishing of social 

networks by Chinese international students, the maintenance and development 

of existing guanxi，and the mobilisation of social capital in the network. 

 

Reliability and validity 

Interpretative research and positivism research are based on different ontological 

and epistemological assumptions (Creswell, 2018; Bhattacherjee, 2012). 

Therefore, the reliability and internal validity that positivists believe are not 

applicable to interpretive research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) presented that 

dependability, credibility, confirmability and transferability are alternative 
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indicators for judging the rigor of interpretive research. Similar to the reliability in 

empirical research, if other researchers can reach the same or similar 

conclusions based on the same or similar phenomena, then this research is 

reliable. When the readers or interviewees believe that the researcher's 

conclusion is credible and agrees with the research conclusion, the interpretive 

research can be regarded as credible and verifiable. Finally, if the research 

results can be generalised to other scenarios, it means that the research is 

transferable (Bhattacherjee, 2012). 

 

In this study, multiple data collection methods ensured the high validity of the 

study. Online and offline two-way participatory observation and in-depth 

interviews can provide a more comprehensive collect and explain of data. Keep 

up to date with the interviewees on the progress of the research, the author can 

get participants’ feedback at the same time to strengthen the sense of identity. In 

addition, the way of studying social capital in the guanxi context through social 

media can be used for reference by other cultural backgrounds. In summary, the 

author believes that this study has qualified reliability and validity. 

 

4.7 Chapter summary 
This chapter introduces the methodology. Firstly, it confirms the research as 

interpretive research from the philosophical perspective according to the 

research objectives and research aims, and then chooses ethnography as the 

research approach. In the research development stage, data collection adopted 

by participatory observations and in-depth interviews from offline activities held 

by Plymouth CSSA and online activities through WeChat platform. And finally 

through thematic analysis to get the themes relevant to the research. At the same 

time, the author also considered the validity and reliability of the article and 

explained it at the end. 
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Chapter 5: Findings and discussions 
 
5.1Chapter overview 
This chapter presents the findings and discussions based on the qualitative data 
collected through participatory observation and in-depth interview through 
WeChat platform reflect on online and offline performance by Chinese 
international students. The establishment of social network for international 
students, development and maintenance of guanxi in the network, and 
mobilisation of social capital in the network are three main themes be founded 
through thematic data analysis. At the discussion section, the willingness and 
restriction, adaption of communication strategies to the development and 
maintenance of guanxi in the network, and the evasion of renqing dilemma to 
increase the mobilisation of social capital in the network are be presented. 
 
5.2 The establishment of social network for international students 
Most of the relationships in the social network of international students are highly 
spontaneous. Therefore, the research ideas for informal relations can help to 
understand the network construction abandonment of international students. 
From the process point of view, the initial establishment of the relationship in the 
social network of international students has greater contingency and 
extensiveness. Therefore, in the first stage, the author follows the direct and 
indirect forms are used to summarise the ways in which international students 
are established. In the second stage, the way students maintain relationships can 
be summarised as liaison behaviour, social behaviour, and human exchange 
behaviour. The various relationships in the network are built through specific 
individual behaviours. The action strategies and behaviours determine the 
strength of the relationship. The network contains resources (social capital) to 
provide the necessary social support for individuals. In the third stage, 
international students take resources from the social network they construct and 
get help. Individual behaviour choices determine whether resources can be 
utilized and the extent to which resources are utilised. 
 
5.2.1 Direct mode 
The most direct way to establish a network of international students includes 
encounters in various scenarios and direct contact in joint activities in specific 
venues. Such as encounter. In the context of local culture, individuals rarely 
connect with others through encounters. In contemporary societies characterized 
by anonymity, indifference becomes quite common and privacy is considered 
extremely important. In a fast-paced life, individuals have a sense of distance 
from strangers and do not want to be close to strangers. However, in interviews 
with international students, encounters may even become an important way to 
reach local people. 
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In a cross-cultural environment, language barriers and cultural differences have 
objectively brought about barriers to communication, but on the other hand, the 
cultural identity of international students can also promote the establishment of 
their specific network relationships. Cultural differences can become attractive 
and become a link between cross-cultural relations. British people interested in 
China will take the initiative to contact with international students. In this case, 
the relationship is established, and the introverted and implicit Chinese students 
are usually passive, and the opportunities for contact between the two sides also 
have strong contingency. When international students first arrive in the UK, they 
often feel at a loss when they are faced with strangers and strangers. The 
emergence of compatriots at this time will arouse their willingness to take the 
initiative. Both sides of the contact often share common experiences and desires, 
which can further break the gap caused by the difference in status and status, 
thus further developing the relationship. 
 
In this article, international students at Plymouth University mainly meet other 
people in several places to build a social network. Schools, classrooms, and 
libraries are the main activities for international students. In the learning activities, 
international students first come into contact with other students and teachers, 
and then choose some of them to develop closer relationships. For some 
undergraduates, due to the large number of courses in the nature of lectures, 
there is very little opportunity to have separate access to the same school. In 
addition, most of the British are very independent and usually do not have a great 
interest in foreign students. Therefore, even if the number of students is large, it 
is still difficult for Chinese students to establish better personal relationships. 
 
"Although there are classmates, everyone goes away after class, and they don't 
talk. They do their own things. No one cares about others. It is impossible to know 
any friends." (Interviewee HYP) 
 
In the UK, recreational activities for young people usually take place in public 
places such as bars or clubs. Many international students also want to experience 
the life of young British people in this way and meet some friends. 
 
"We met the Party, and then we chatted and found that it was quite interesting. 
After he had a party, he called me. I don't like the party very much, but I have 
nothing to do, boring." (Interviewee SXJ) 
 
In addition, sports is also an important way for boys to build networks. ZZD, LX, 
ST, etc. all mentioned that playing basketball is an important way to make friends. 
. 
5.2.2 Indirect mode 
Indirect ways for international students at Plymouth to establish social networks 
include through third-party stakeholders, through institutional organizations, and 
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through the Internet. The way in which third-party stakeholders act as 
intermediaries to connect with others is common in any society. For Chinese 
students at Plymouth University, there are also many people who have expanded 
the membership of their networks in this way. 
 
When JXW first arrived in Plymouth, he hoped to make friends with the British, 
find a language partner, and practice oral English. Her undergraduate classmates 
happened to have exchanged here. So, she asked the classmates to help 
introduce the language partners, and actively asked others to introduce the 
British friends. Most of the foreign students are practicing oral English and 
forming a language relationship with the British. In another case, international 
students use strong relationships in existing networks to develop other contacts. 
Due to frequent joint activities, international students can meet other people in 
these people's social networks and selectively develop further relationships with 
some members: 
 
"The Englishman who has a good relationship with me also has Katrina, a 
sociology, and an undergraduate degree. I have played more with her. Then I 
met Vivi through this girl. They met before the university, basically together, I can’t 
wait. Sleeping all together. There is a game called geo-treasure hunt, we both 
like to play this, half-excursion semi-treasure like this. So usually we play 
together." (Interviewee HY) 
 
Third-party organizations also provide an important platform for the establishment 
of social networks for international students. Plymouth University emphasizes the 
international nature of the school and provides some social conveniences for 
international students. The role of the Academic Outer Administration as a 
separate department of the school and the student organization “International 
Student Center” is critical. 
 
XYY (Informal Interviewer) also mentioned that the event organizer, a sociology 
major Italian student, was met through the weekly “Coffee Café”; WJH met a 
person through the “Language Night” held by the International Student Center. 
Retired grandfather; XX and YYYY know many doctoral students from all over 
the world through doctoral outings. For international students, school-organized 
activities tend to be closer to their living needs than private or social entertainment. 
The participation of the event is higher. At the same time, fixed time and place 
also increases the frequency of interaction. Therefore, international students rely 
on institutions to have more opportunities to meet and develop relationships. It 
can be seen that this kind of structural mechanism that facilitates the exchange 
of international students also plays an important role in the establishment of the 
social network of Chinese students. 
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With the advent of the information age, various means of communication have 
become increasingly developed. The use of the Internet to build a platform for 
realistic communication is also a way for international students to establish a 
realistic social network. Network communication mainly refers to the 
interpersonal interaction between people and computers through the computer 
and the Internet, that is, the interaction of the "one person, one person" model. 
Different from the actual interaction, the network communication has the 
characteristics of anonymity, transcendence of time and space, and succession. 
A channel for foreign students to make friends. On the social networking 
platforms such as Weibo, WeChat and even looking for a website, international 
students choose appropriate interaction objects to establish relationships 
according to their own needs, reflecting a certain purpose. 
 
The Chinese student WeChat group at Plymouth University also plays an 
important role in establishing the connection between fellow students. The 
WeChat group was founded by CQ, the president of the Chinese Students' Union. 
The members of the group are mostly Chinese students studying in Plymouth, 
and some overseas Chinese and graduate students returning to China. The 
current number of people in the group has exceeded 300, and the content of the 
chat is mostly information consultation, help or transfer of goods. Due to the 
strong interaction needs in unfamiliar environments, online interactions can easily 
be extended to offline real interactions. The establishment of online Chinese 
organizations has expanded the way in which compatriots have established 
contacts, and has played an important role in the expansion of the overall network 
of international students. 
 
"That friend is the next home of my renting. I was just about to check out. I asked 
the (WeChat) group if anyone wanted to rent. In fact, the house does not have to 
have a home, but the landlord said it would be better to find it. The man looked 
for the landlord, and then I saw that I was Chinese and I was looking for it in the 
group." (Interviewee HR) 
 
Online communication promotes offline communication and contributes to the 
formation of new friendships in the real world. However, the premise of online 
friendship establishment is usually that they have something in common with 
people in real life. Lampe et al. pointed out in the article that college students use 
social media such as Facebook mainly to understand real-life friends, but less to 
seek new friends. However, in the author's research, it is not uncommon for 
international students to find new contacts through the Internet. This is mainly 
due to two reasons: On the one hand, international students are in a strange 
social environment, and their demand for belonging is more intense. Seeking a 
sense of belonging is an important reason why college students use social 
software. For Chinese students who are new to the UK, the break of the domestic 
social network and the strangeness brought about by the new environment will 
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make them feel confused and uncomfortable. They have stronger affiliation 
needs than in China. It is difficult to obtain a sense of belonging with the British, 
and the number of compatriots that can be made in reality is quite limited. 
International students will therefore resort to online methods and look forward to 
expanding their online relationships to the real world of the offline, thus more fully 
meeting their needs for “attribution”. On the other hand, in addition to the demand 
for “attribution”, the real social network of international students is not developed, 
which also makes it help to establish a new relationship with the Internet. Whether 
for instrumental purposes or based on common interests, international students 
use the Internet as an intermediary to expand the scale of real social networks. 
The subjects of communication and the students have something in common (for 
example, the same school), online communication is easier to expand to the real 
link under the line. This has also become another channel for international 
students to establish new social networks. 
 
With the invention and expansion of new media and communication technologies, 
time and space have no longer become obstacles to communication. The Internet 
overcomes the limitations of time and space in real-life interactions, enabling 
international students to reach more people. For different purposes, individuals 
expand their own social circle through virtual platforms to enrich the social 
network in reality. 
 
5.3 Development and maintenance of guanxi in the network 
The guanxi in the network has strengths and weaknesses. In the special context 
of China, some scholars have pointed out that China's "guanxi culture" lies in its 
ability to promote the transformation of weak relations into strong relations. In the 
first phase of network construction, international students establish contacts with 
others in unfamiliar society through various means, including the development of 
new weak relationships through strong relationships. In the process, the number 
of network members increased and the scale expanded. However, because the 
newly established relationship ties in the unfamiliar environment are usually weak, 
if the individual does not adopt the strategy to maintain it, the contact will be 
interrupted and the network scale will be reduced. Therefore, the newly 
established guanxi between foreign students needs a process of development 
and maintenance. 
 
5.3.1 Deepening and development of guanxi 
Due to the “distance rules”, the British are used to showing a reserved and 
cautious attitude in their interactions and less active contact with strangers. In 
dealing with acquaintances, the British are relatively friendly and easy-going, but 
they also pay attention to the maintenance of distance, not easily revealing 
emotions. Only when they have a real affection for each other, will they make 
private invitations and in-depth contacts. Many interviewees also stressed that it 
is difficult for British people to get in touch, just to do their own thing and pay little 
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attention to them. Therefore, if you want to develop a closer relationship with the 
British, the opportunity of communication is very important, and the structural 
factors in society often become the preconditions for the opportunity to happen. 
The dual relationship between international students and contacts, special events 
in the process of communication, and common interests or personalities can be 
an opportunity for further development of relationships. 
 
(1) Double identities 
The so-called double identities means that the two parties have two kinds of 
identity relationships, such as a classmate relationship and a neighbour 
relationship. The dual nature of this relationship objectively increases the 
frequency of interaction between the two parties and brings more common topics. 
The two sides are easy to have a sense of intimacy with each other, and then 
develop from an acquaintance relationship to a deeper friend relationship. 
 
"We have a room called Jena in our building. We are all in Japanese, so there 
will be a lot of conversations. We first met in the building, then when I was familiar 
with the class, I went to say hello and asked her. Is it living in our building, and it 
is true! Then we get to know it. We will also vomit what we are going to class in 
class." (Interviewee HY) 
 
The degree of time commitment is an important dimension to measure the 
relationship between strong and weak. The dual nature of the relationship 
objectively provides more time for the two parties to talk and work together, which 
brings them closer to each other and is more conducive to the further 
development of the relationship. 
 
(2) Special events 
Social networking not only enables strangers to get to know each other, but also 
provides opportunities for further development of relationships. Some occasional 
social opportunities can make the relationship intimate, such as an unforgettable 
banquet or an open-hearted conversation. 
 
SXJ mentioned that when the neighbors invited the birthday party for the first time, 
because of drinking alcohol, they broke the embarrassing situation, and the 
manners were very open, and the relationship with the other party was close. 
 
“The first time I drank too much, I said everything, and then the relationship was 
near, and I became a drinker. He always told me to go drinking and chatting.” 
(Interviewee SXJ) 
 
Many Chinese students have mentioned that foreign friends who are close to 
each other basically do not care whether the way they handle the problem is in 
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accordance with the standards of the British, and they are not puzzled and 
embarrassed about the way they behave differently. 
 
(3) Common interest 
People have the willingness to interact with people close to themselves. In the 
UK, because the overall social background is vastly different from the 
environment familiar to Chinese students, international students will cherish the 
commonalities with strangers. Therefore, common interests have also become 
an important opportunity for relationship enhancement. 
 
 "This person will ask me two Chinese sentences from time to time, because his 
brother's mother is Chinese and half-brother. So he has always been interested 
in China." (Interviewee ZZD) 
 
Personality is equally important, and this is an important prerequisite for 
relationship development in any cultural context. Many international students 
emphasize that whether they are British or Chinese, the key to being a friend is 
the personality of the other person, not their nationality. 
 
5.3.2 Guanxi maintenance 
Whether it is a strong relationship or a weak relationship, international students 
need to learn further communication strategies to maintain them. For weaker 
relationships, occasional contact can play a role in maintaining relationships. For 
strong relationships, international students need to invest more time and energy, 
using social strategies and human exchange strategies to maintain the strength 
of the relationship, and even make it further strengthen. 
 
(1) Contact behaviour 
The role of the Internet is not only to broaden the channels for network 
establishment, but also to help international students stay in touch with their 
former friends. In the virtual space, students are still engaged in real-life 
communication and maintain relationships with real-life friends through online 
communication. Many students have mentioned that they maintain a certain 
frequency of mutual greetings through social software and contacts. 
 
"You will like a comment on Facebook. If you are chatting, use message. Let's 
talk about it every week. In fact, there is nothing wrong with it. It is some life, and 
occasionally ask questions. So it will not be too awkward to play with him." 
(Interviewee ZJF) 
 
Contact behaviours exist in two situations: one occurs in a weak relationship. The 
contact strategy keeps the weak relationship intact and is not interrupted by too 
little contact, so it can still function when necessary. Liaison provides the 
necessary preparation conditions for the development of weak relationships to 
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strong relationships. It is precisely because of the relationship between them that 
social behaviour and human exchange behaviour can be smoothly carried out. 
On the other hand, liaison behaviour also occurs in the process of weakening the 
strong relationship. Due to objective factors, the two parties cannot communicate 
as frequently as before, and can only rely on liaison behaviour to maintain the 
relationship. In either case, liaison behaviour is the easiest and most widely used 
relationship maintenance strategy. It is the basis for further social behaviour and 
human exchange behaviour, and is also a necessary preparation process for 
resource intake. 
 
2) Social behaviour 
Here, "social behaviour" refers to continuous, frequent interactions in social 
situations, including participation in spontaneously organized entertainment such 
as drinking, eating, playing basketball, and participating in various activities 
organized by schools or society. 
 
Many international students also believe that common social activities can 
maintain each other's feelings, so they will also try to organise such activities 
through their own efforts. However, as the scale of social networks expands, the 
interpersonal relationships in the network become increasingly complex. 
Excessive social activities take up a lot of time and effort. Under this circumstance, 
international students make judgments based on the objects of interaction, 
rationally discriminate social activities, and reduce the social behaviour to 
achieve the purpose of simplifying interpersonal relationships. 
 
YXJ is not suitable for the entertainment of the British. "I am not willing to go to 
the party. First of all, I can't drink alcohol. I just can't get into trouble with them, 
and I think it's too noisy. They are too energetic to make two or three points, but 
I can't. I am going to bed at 12 o'clock. Even so, if the relationship is very good 
and a friend invites, she will go to participate. "This girl goes to the party. She 
sings very well. She is the lead singer in a band. She will call me." Although I 
don't like it, but since she is called, I sometimes go. (Interviewee YXJ) 
 
The social network of international students can be established through social 
activities, and the relationships in the network can be maintained through social 
behaviours and deepen the relationship. Through social behaviour, international 
students participate in the collective activities of local students. Collective 
activities are seen as important structural factors that influence the establishment 
and development of personal relationships. By participating in joint activities, 
members adhere to a common code of conduct in their activities and form a 
gradual consensus of values. The expectation and pressure of other members of 
the group on friendship will also strengthen the relationship between members. 
In the process of social behaviour, international students constantly adjust their 
own standards of behaviour and accept the values shared in the activities. The 
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acceptance of the members of the host country has been continuously improved, 
the relationship between the network of international students has been 
maintained, and they have also had cross-cultural behavioural capabilities. 
 
(3) Human exchange behaviour 
According to Huang’s classification in 2004, Chinese people have three basic 
types of interpersonal relationships: emotional relationships, instrumental 
relationships, and mixed relationships. Among them, emotional relationships are 
long-term and stable social relationships, such as family relationships and close 
relationships. Because international students spend relatively little time in the UK, 
their emotional relationships in the local social network are only a small part. The 
types of relationships in the new network of international students are mostly 
instrumental and mixed. Among them, the instrumental relationship is short-lived 
and aims to achieve certain material interests. A mixed relationship is the 
category of interpersonal relationships that individuals are most likely to influence 
others with “personality” and “face”. Its characteristics are in the continuity of time, 
and it needs to be maintained through the exchange of people between people. 
Human feelings are social norms in how people should get along in Chinese 
society. In normal times, individuals use gifts and other means to maintain good 
interpersonal relationships with other people in the relationship network; when 
someone in the network faces a problem, others should show sympathy, 
understanding and best efforts to help. Even in the UK environment, the specific 
behaviour of international students will be affected by this mode of Chinese 
communication, and the exchange of people is still the action strategy that they 
often take to maintain foreign relations. This serves as both a reward for the help 
of the other party and an investment in the return of potential resources to the 
other party. The human exchange behaviour discussed here mainly includes gifts 
and care (Huang, 2004). 
 
5.4 Mobilisation of social capital in the network  
Resource mobilisation is an important part of the dynamic process of social 
networks. It involves the use of an individual's social network and is a process of 
seeking resources and receiving support. Lin (2005) believes that resources refer 
to valuable goods that exist in society. The possession of these resources can 
maintain and promote personal interests that are beneficial to the survival and 
development of the owner. He divides resources into personal resources and 
social resources: personal resources are the resources owned by individuals, 
including the ownership of material and symbolic goods; social resources are the 
resources that individuals obtain through social connections. This view does not 
recognize the status structure of resources that can only be used through 
possession. Resources can be possessed not only by individuals, but also 
embedded in social networks and can be ingested through network relationships. 
People seeking help from others, in fact, are mobilizing resources through his 
social network.  
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From the perspective of social support, the network is seen as an interactive field 
where individuals in the field implement and receive help and protection. Social 
networks are the structure of the interactive process, and social support is its 
function. The network provides 1% of social support. For international students, 
the purpose of establishing a social network in the UK is not to acquire status and 
wealth as a symbolic resource, but to obtain the necessary help in daily study 
and life, and to better adapt to unfamiliar society and culture. 
 
The social network of international students is the source of their supporting 
resources. When the size of the social network is large, that is, the number of 
relationships included in the network is large, the international students usually 
make behaviours to help others to obtain such resources. Even if the number of 
relationships available in the network is small, there are various inevitable 
difficulties in an unfamiliar environment, and international students must adopt 
strategies to obtain the necessary supporting resources. The specific ways in 
which others can help are inextricably linked to the strategies for resource intake 
by international students. Therefore, this chapter will start with the embedded 
perspective and analyse the specific types of relationships in the social network 
of foreign students, and analyse the strategies adopted by international students 
to obtain practical social support. 
 
According to the actual needs of international students, this paper extracts three 
types of resources that are critical to the daily life of students studying abroad: 
information resources; material resources and emotional resources. Information 
resources refer to all kinds of information about study and life required by 
international students, such as academic information, job search information, and 
housing information. Material resources include the provision of materials, 
financial support, and services such as moving. Emotional resources include 
making recommendations on major issues, comforting emotions, and being able 
to share emotional experiences. The acquisition of emotional resources is often 
inseparable from the process of companionship. 
 
5.4.1 information resource 
In terms of the intake of information resources, the focus of academic debate is 
the different roles of strong and weak relationships in the individual job search 
process. Relationship strength is a combination of time input, emotional intensity, 
intimacy, and reciprocal exchange. Granovetter (1973) proposed the “weak 
relationship theory”, arguing that “strong relationship” often exists between similar 
individuals, while individual differences at both ends of “weak relationship” are 
larger. “Weak relationship” links different groups and can play a role as a bridge 
between groups, which is more conducive to the flow of information. Therefore, 
job seekers are more likely to get jobs through weak relationships. Different from 
Western society members to obtain the necessary information through "weak 



 71 

relationship" and establish job-seeking channels, Bian (2014)'s "strong 
relationship theory" believes that in the special social situation of China, the 
influence of authoritative possessors in the process of obtaining positions must 
be More important than simple information flow. Strong relationships in a human 
society Both parties have higher levels of intimacy and trust and should fulfil more 
obligations with each other, thus increasing the likelihood of informal influence. 
Because of this, strong relationships play a more important role for job seekers.  
 
In the survey of international students at Plymouth University, the author found 
that most of the international students choose the way to obtain information 
according to specific needs. “I feel where this information can be obtained from 
where to go”. Different types of information needs have become the starting point 
for the rational consideration of international students. Strong and weak 
relationships can play a role in the mobilization of social network resources. 
Because weak relationships connect people with relatively different identities and 
are easy to obtain different kinds of information, weak relationships are the main 
way for international students to obtain information. At the same time, due to the 
particularity of cross-cultural networks, strong relationships can also play a role 
in the ingestion of information resources. 
 
(1) Obtaining information through weak relationships 
The relationship with ordinary students and teachers is a weak relationship, and 
international students tend to seek help from such relationships to obtain 
academic information. In the local social network of international students, weak 
relationships account for a large proportion. This type of relationship links more 
groups. Due to the short-term life of international students in the UK, the number 
of strong relationships is small. The members of the strong relationship network 
are mainly students, and the flow of social information in the network is not 
sufficient. Therefore, students must fully play the role of weak relationships to 
obtain different types of information 
 
"In fact, dealing with the British, you can go directly to ask. If there is any problem 
with the course, just go to the professor directly. If you have any questions about 
registration, you can go directly to the school. I will not like some Chinese, in the 
WeChat group. Asked, who has any experience. You can go to the office and ask 
for it. Experience is nothing. I just came to the moment is a black, many things 
do not know how to do. But the British have a benefit, that is He won't leave this 
thing and no matter what, he will tell you, who you are looking for, how to do it. 
For example, when I first came to get insurance proof, I am stupid, go straight to 
the office to ask, that It’s the office of the supervisor. But I just sat there waiting, 
he just asked me to help me. So, I think it’s easy to do things in the UK, don’t 
worry about hitting the wall.” (Interviewee SY) 
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In the UK environment, weak relationships play an important role in the 
transmission of information. Classmates, professors, and even agency staff can 
help international students get the information they need. The way in which 
students take information from such relationships is straightforward. They only 
need to judge the situation, express the requirements clearly, and usually get the 
information they need. 
. 
(2) Obtaining through the letter of strong relationship 
Another way to ingest information is through strong relationships. Some 
international students pointed out that all aspects of their affairs will be asked to 
the nearest friends, so that they can get the information they need more quickly. 
SXJ has a girlfriend-like British friend, and the two are neighbours. The contact 
is also very convenient. Every time I encounter a problem, I will first ask her. 
 
"For example, the school must ask the British girl, the relationship is iron, and the 
trouble is not too much. After all, she is here for a long time, she can help all the 
help. As long as I can get the answer as soon as possible, who is in charge of 
him." Object SXJ) 
 
The strong interaction between the two parties is very frequent and better 
understands each other's needs, so it can directly provide the information the 
other party needs. SY's rental information is obtained in this way. 
 
"My original house was too small. I always wanted to change it. Then my 
roommate knew that there was a house. The person who lived in the house left 
and asked if I would move it." (Interviewee HY) 
 
In fact, in a cross-cultural environment, strong relationships can also connect 
different groups. Once an international student can establish several strong 
cross-border relationships, these relationships can often serve as a bridge 
between the British and foreign students. 
 
It is worth noting that with the advent of the information age, various 
communication methods are extremely developed. The online information 
channels are increasingly diversified, and international students search for the 
information resources they need more quickly and conveniently through the 
search for home websites, job search websites, and professional QQ groups. 
Even if you don't turn to friends, international students can easily get the 
information they need. Even so, the role of strong and weak relationships in the 
real network is still irreplaceable. 
5.4.2 Material resources 
The material help needed for international students can also be obtained by 
mobilizing resources in their social networks. Students are more inclined to seek 
help from people who are more closely related to themselves. The role of strong 
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relationships is more prominent. The British regard friendship as a relationship of 
trust. When one party faces difficulties, the other has an obligation to help. It is 
worth noting that Chinese culture is a typical high-context culture. Coupled with 
the “face” habits of interpersonal communication, international students are less 
likely to express their material resources in a straightforward manner. Uncertainty 
in the unfamiliar environment has strengthened the psychology of “euphemism 
temptation” for international students. Usually, the demand is perceived by the 
other party as the first step for the international students to ingest material 
resources. The strategy focuses on how to make this demand perceived by the 
other party and how to respond when the other party actively provides help 
 
(1) Expression of demand 
From the point of view of expression, Chinese students are more inclined to 
euphemistically express their own needs and guide each other to help. In 
Chinese society, the interaction mode between “human feelings” and “face” has 
become a social norm, Chinese In the interaction, more or less will take into 
account the "face" of the other party. The “direct” style of conversation in the UK 
is often understood as “not giving face”. In this case, the students express their 
needs euphemistically, only presenting the difficulties they face, and not explicitly 
asking for help, avoiding the embarrassment of being directly raised but rejected. 
If the other party is willing, they will help directly. This will save both the face and 
the help you need. In the cross-cultural social network, the strong relationship 
itself contains the tacit understanding of long-term relationship, which can reduce 
the obstacles of demand expression to some extent. 
 
(2) Response to help 
Due to the "face", international students usually make the other party aware of 
their own demands. Once the other party actively provides help, the international 
student immediately gives a positive response and accepts the help frankly. At 
the same time, the supporting resources in the network are not one-off items. 
Due to the small size of the international student network, they tend to seek help 
from the same people multiple times. Resources can be reused. 
 
On the other hand, as the relationship deepens and the degree of relationship 
increases, the behaviour of international students will also be influenced by local 
customary norms, and the way of expressing demand is more direct. The 
adjustment of resource intake methods is also a process of gradually improving 
the cross-cultural competence of international students. 
 
Personal values and his judgments on the values of others in the network will 
affect the individual's emphasis on “face”. 2 Over time, the values in British culture 
are gradually accepted by international students, and Become an integral part of 
its personal engagement guidelines. International students have adapted to the 
British model of interaction and are able to anticipate their possible responses. 
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Therefore, the behavioural strategy of “going face” will also be adjusted to the 
“direct” expression. The exchanges between the two sides are smoother and the 
resources are more convenient. Personal values and his judgments on the values 
of others in the network will affect the individual's emphasis on “face”. Over time, 
the values in British culture are gradually accepted by international students, and 
Become an integral part of its personal engagement guidelines. International 
students have adapted to the British model of interaction and are able to 
anticipate their possible responses. Therefore, the behavioural strategy of “going 
face” will also be adjusted to the “direct” expression. The exchanges between the 
two sides are smoother and the resources are more convenient. 
 
The intake of resources is an ongoing process. In order to ensure the long-term 
availability of resources, international students often interact with resource 
providers to provide timely feedback. XY pointed out that when I first arrived in 
the UK, I was very unfamiliar with the course. The task of completing the 
professor was more difficult, and the classmates gave her a lot of help. She is not 
satisfied with passively accepting help, but gradually participates in discussions 
and helps each other solve problems. 
 
In the second semester, we don't know how the class is. The teacher asked me 
to choose the theme of the report, and we will come up with each other and say, 
‘I think you are suitable for this, ‘you can choose this. Or ask, ‘How do you figure 
it out?’, then I said what I plan to do, what can you do. This helps each other. 
"(Interview object XY) 
 
From the perspective of cultural origins, Western society attaches importance to 
the spirit of independence and fulfils the principle of mutual benefit. Although the 
“giving” party does not expect the other party's return behaviour, the “reward” 
process enhances the frequency and extent of interaction between the two 
parties, and also conveys a polite and friendly signal that can deepen the 
relationship between the networks. It also provides a guarantee for the re-
resource intake of international students. 
 
5.4.3 Emotional resources 
The premise that emotional resources can be ingested is the trust and 
dependence that the two parties establish over a long period of time. Especially 
for the British who pay attention to the "distance rules", the formation of friendship 
requires a long process. It is the process of making the objective and rational 
gradually give way to sincerity, sensibility and openness as the two sides 
continue to communicate deeply. International students only stday in short-term 
residences. Therefore, from the perspective of characteristics, the number of 
emotional resources embedded in their social networks is small, and the 
emotional support of international students usually comes from the most intimate 
relationship. Compared with information and material resources, the interaction 
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between the two parties is the most important in the process of obtaining 
emotional resources. Talking and understanding each other becomes an 
indispensable part of the process of resource intake. 
 
(1) Choice of emotional resources 
Compared with the other two types of resources, international students are least 
good at obtaining emotional support through the local network. Many international 
students mentioned that they are more willing to show positive and optimistic side 
to their friends here. Sadness and sadness often rely on self-regulation, or rely 
on relatives and close friends who are still in China to obtain emotional support. 
Some international students can develop their relationship with local students to 
a certain intensity in a short period of time, making the acquisition of emotional 
resources a fairly natural thing. This usually happens when each other defines 
the other as a "friend" rather than an "acquaintance."  
 
The intake of emotional resources is embedded in the process of communication 
and interaction. From the perspective of cross-cultural communication, "empathy" 
is an important feature of cross-cultural competence and cross-cultural sensitivity. 
Empathy is the identification and understanding of others' situations, emotions 
and motivations. The attitude of empathy is culturally relevant, which is the ability 
to envision oneself as another person in another cultural context. Establishing 
deep friendships with individuals of different cultures and sharing the meaning of 
interactions in communication becomes an effective way to gain empathy. The 
way of empathy helps individuals capture the communication signals of 
experience sharing and transform their roles according to the new environment. 
When international students have this ability, they can exchange emotions and 
mutual understanding with individuals in different cultures. 
 
In addition to the sharing of emotional experiences, Chinese students who are 
studying in a strange country can have the opportunity to open their hearts and 
face their hearts and minds. They can find like-minded friends to understand and 
resonate with each other. This is a rare emotional resource. With the continuous 
deepening of network construction, the relationship in the network has reached a 
certain intensity, and mutual understanding has reached a certain depth. Cultural 
differences are no longer obstacles to communication. In the face of the common 
emotions of human beings, the tacit understanding brought about by the 
intersection of the souls is more important. 
 
(2) Interaction between "get" and "give" 
Wellman summarizes the three aspects of a strong relationship: (a) the two sides 
perceive the intimacy and particularity of the relationship, and will voluntarily pay 
for the relationship, strongly hoping to get the company's company; (b) in any 
case I hope to get along as long as possible; (c) have a tacit understanding, 
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understand each other's needs and be able to help. These three aspects can be 
summarized as: intimacy, obligation, tacit.  
 
Western countries generally emphasize equality and are used to treating 
everyone with the same standards in interpersonal relationships. In the British 
environment, “universality” is mostly reflected in the same rules of communication. 
On the emotional level, the different definitions of “friends” and “acquaintances” 
of the British are similar to those of “outsiders” and “self”. The division 
emphasizes the input of emotions and the obligations to each other. 
 
5.5 Willingness and restriction of establishing of social network for 
international students 
Social interaction is the basic needs of people, and the individual's social network 
can provide the necessary resources. For international students, in a strange 
society, it is necessary to establish their own social network as soon as possible 
to meet the needs of communication and solve difficulties in life, so as to adapt 
to and integrate into the local social culture. As a rational mover, most of the 
international students have a strong willingness to contact the British. In the 
process of network construction, they measure the cost and potential return of 
the relationship. 
 
The willingness of international students to contact the British is mainly for the 
following purposes: First, contact with local people can help improve English. 
This is true of almost all respondents. Language is a prerequisite for studying 
and living in a strange country. Only when the language reaches a certain level 
of proficiency can we communicate smoothly, and we can establish close 
contact with the local people, so that we can smoothly adapt to a strange 
society. As many students emphasize, “You can't express it and talk about deep 
communication.” At the same time, the role of language is not only the barrier-
free communication, but also the psychology and customs of a nation. In the 
process of acquiring language, the culture and customs of another country are 
also transmitted, which is crucial for the international students to understand 
and adapt to the UK. 
 
Secondly, foreign students are exposed to the British to experience local customs. 
Most of the students who choose to study abroad are interested in the destination 
country. They are eager to learn about the local society, experience different 
ways of life, and regard the difference as a wealth of life. XY has clearly pointed 
out that he is more willing to interact with the British, and he will also focus on 
social strategies. From the perspective of her social network, British friends have 
brought her more than just language improvement. "If they don't invite you to his 
home, you will never know how British parents express love; if they don't give you 
On birthday, you will never know what British children do on their birthdays.” 
(Interviewee XY) and British friends go to the restaurant to learn about their 
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dietary preferences and customs. When invited to the party, they understand that 
they have always been rigorous. How can the nation relax and relieve stress; go 
to the picnic together to understand that their love for nature is far better than the 
pursuit of urban prosperity... This kind of strange and novel activities attract young 
Chinese students. 
 
Finally, from the perspective of utilitarianism, the establishment of relationships 
with local people can get more help. From the perspective of study and life, the 
British are more aware of the local situation and have more resources. Compared 
with Chinese compatriots who are studying in the UK, the British have the 
resources they cannot access. For example, be more familiar with course content 
and essay writing methods; learn more about part-time, housing, second-hand 
market information; or even provide vehicles for travel or provide housing for 
temporary boarding. This will make it easier to solve the real problems 
encountered by international students. Therefore, the rational choice of resource 
possession is another reason why foreign students are eager to contact the 
British. 
 
Even though most international students have a strong desire to approach the 
British, the establishment of their social networks is affected by other structural 
factors. Chinese associations and international student organizations have a role 
in promoting network construction. On the other hand, the structure also limits 
the degree of personal choice. Secondly, the traditional Chinese “face culture” is 
not conducive to the establishment of relations with the British. British people 
rarely show strong willingness to contact strangers, actively expand relationships 
and even be seen as interference and entanglement with others, and maintaining 
distance is regarded as polite behaviours. In this case, international students 
need to adopt an active communication strategy. But in reality, many students 
still use passive communication. 
 
Group constraints are difficult to break through, and individual behavioural habits 
are often difficult to change. In this case, the role of the organization will highlight 
the role of the social structure in facilitating the establishment of the network. As 
mentioned earlier, the activities organized by international students promote the 
establishment of Chinese students' social networks in the UK. Participants in the 
event want to learn about foreign cultures, prefer to communicate actively, and 
socialize more internationally. For Chinese students, it is easier to establish 
relationships with foreign students simply by giving appropriate responses. 
Therefore, the social structure has also promoted the establishment of social 
networks for international students. 
 
5.6 Adaptation of communication strategies to the development and 
maintenance of guanxi in the network 
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In the process of constructing cross-cultural networks, the choice of foreign 
students' communication strategies affects their realistic effects on relationship 
maintenance. The improvement of cross-cultural communication ability will help 
foreign students adopt a more rational communication strategy. Adjusting their 
own communication according to different cultural situations should become a 
key link in the process of relationship maintenance. 
 
(1) Expression of opinions 
A deeper understanding of each other's views is often a prerequisite for 
strengthening the relationship. China and the UK have great cultural differences 
in their expression habits. For the Chinese, they are not good at expressing their 
opinions directly, but they are used to suggest attitudes in a suggestive way, and 
they tend to remain silent in heated debates. This habit often causes great 
confusion to the British. 
. 
"I know that China has a saying of 'harmony', but if you have problems, you can't 
help but face it. For example, when I was in China, I told my classmates that the 
teacher was not doing the right thing. Let's talk about it. Then they will say, 
Professor Know what they are going to do, then ignore the problem. Of course, I 
think the students here will be better." (UK interviewee WM) 
 
Britons are more accustomed to expressing their opinions directly, preferring to 
interact with people with clearer opinions, and the difference in opinions is the 
embodiment of personality. This is also the difference between individualistic 
culture and collectivist culture. 
 
(2) Adaptation of behaviour 
Successful interaction depends on the compromise and adjustment of the two 
parties' behaviours. Due to the social environment in the UK, Chinese students 
have a stronger need for communication, and the purpose of adapting to and 
integrating into foreign life is even more prominent. Therefore, in order to 
construct a new social network, Chinese students need to change their 
interactions according to local scenes. 
 
With the extension of stay time in the UK, international students are gradually 
able to freely adjust and change their behaviours in different cultural scenes. The 
imitation strategy succeeded in making the behaviours of international students 
more localized, thus breaking another barrier to the construction of British social 
networks. 
 
5.7 Evasion of renqing dilemma to increase the mobilisation of social 
capital in the network 
According to the Chinese people's behaviours habits, looking for someone to help 
actually owe the "human feelings" of others, we must wait for an opportunity to 
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return. Although there is no such complicated resource exchange rule according 
to the local social culture in the UK, Chinese students have formed such habits 
and codes of conduct in China, and the psychological “personality” norms still 
affect their way of resource intake. select. In British society, local people have 
more resources and more help, while Chinese students are at a disadvantage in 
resource flows, and the returns they can make are quite limited. In addition to 
making a return to the material resource provider in a “reward” manner; and 
maintaining emotional resources in a “compassionate” manner, it is difficult for 
international students to repay the “human feelings” of British students in other 
ways. Therefore, in the structural environment of British society, the behavioural 
viewpoints of foreign students will also be influenced by Western culture, and 
gradually will avoid the complicated situation of “renqing” from the strategic 
choice. 
 
Huang (2004) summed up four ways in which Chinese people evade renqing: the 
internalisation of personal orientation; the establishment of interactive rules with 
fairness rules; the establishment of fairness rules in unfamiliar areas and the use 
of psychological “division” strategies. For students studying in the UK, the 
internalization of personal orientation and the establishment of fair rules in 
unfamiliar areas are more applicable. The former means that when an individual 
internalizes modernized individualism as part of the adult personality trait, the 
issue of human feelings and face will be seldom considered; while the latter 
means that instrumental relations are established in unfamiliar communities, and 
then the law of fairness is followed. Interact with these people. Specifically, the 
evasion strategy of international students can be summarised as the change of 
cognitive habits and the avoidance of the human environment. 
 
5.8 Chapter summary 
This chapter first introduces the research findings in three parts based on the 
three themes of the construction of the Chinese student network, the 
development and maintenance of the existing guanxi in the network, and the 
mobilisation of social capital in the network. Based on the research findings, it 
further discussed the social willingness of international students in a cross-
cultural environment and the restrictions from compatriots to their own 
development of social circles. At the same time, it also discussed the self-
adaptive ability of Chinese students in the cross-cultural environment, from the 
expression of viewpoints and the adaptation of behaviours, especially for the 
evasion of renqing dilemma. The evidences show that the external living 
environment is gradually changing the cultural inherent genes of international 
students. Guanxi has not disappeared, but has changed under the new social 
network rules and the use of social media. When the international students return 
back to in China, traditional Chinese-style guanxi still dominate in their social 
interactions. The new characteristics of social capital within guanxi context of 
Chinese international students, could namely as guanxi 2.0. With the influence of 
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the media and the external environment, the author believes that this new form 
of guanxi will gradually strengthen as the length of stay increases. 
 



 81 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
6.1 Thesis summary 
This research complete and meets the pre-planned aims and objectives. The 

research aim 1 to produce an understanding of the motivations of Chinese 

international students in establishing social networks and discovering the 

meaning of guanxi and social capital for international students has been achieved 

through a background research of Chinese international students in the UK and 

at Plymouth University (chapter 2) and reviews existing literatures of guanxi and 

social capital through definition, measurements, online aspect and summarised 

current researches of guanxi and social capital. After that, by combining the 

literature reviews and comparing the similarities and differences between guanxi 

and social capital, the research questions of this study are conducted in at the 

end (chapter 3). 

 
Aim 2 to decode the characteristics of social capital within a cultural context 

through online and offline aspects. This is accomplished through an 

ethnography research by observing and analysing the performances of Chinese 

students’ communities based on Plymouth University from participants’ views 

through Chapter 4 and chapter 5  

 

Finally, the recommendations for universities in the UK for enhancing the level 

of international students’ participation and the cross-cultural adoptions are 

provided in chapter 6. 

 

6.2 Key findings and contribution of the research 
The thesis points out the three stages of the construction of the social network of 

Chinese international students at Plymouth University: In the first stage, the 

foreign students come into contact with an unfamiliar society and begin to 

construct a new social network through social media. And establish their new 

network through direct and indirect methods. Direct methods include occasional 

encounters with new friends and direct contact in joint activities in specific places. 

Indirect methods include establishing contacts through third-party related parties, 

Chinese international student organizations, and the Internet. In the second stage, 
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Chinese international students selectively develop and maintain guanxi in their 

own networks. Dual identities, special events and common interests are 

important opportunities for developing their guanxi on the Internet; to maintain 

guanxi, international students adopt contact behaviours, social behaviours, and 

exchange of favours. In the third stage, Chinese international students obtain 

necessary help and support by mobilizing social resources in the network. Such 

as gathering information resources from weak ties and strong ties; for material 

resources, the process of ingestion is reflected in the two stages, which are 

demand expression and response assistance; for emotional resources, Chinese 

international students often turn to the Internet for help with their close guanxi 

and have the same degree of emotional investment to the other party. 

 

In the process of network construction, the specific behavioural strategies of 

Chinese international students are a mixture of instrumental and emotional 

motivations. In order to better adapt to the local society, the guanxi model of 

Chinese students shown a dynamic process of cyclical conversion between 

kinship-based guanxi and contractual guanxi, and to mobilize and utilise online 

and offline social resources through social media. In the author's view, this new 

guanxi model present the characteristic of social capital within guanxi context, 

which namely: guanxi 2.0 

 

6.3 Research limitations 
Through ethnographic investigations, this research clearly shows the 

construction process of the social network of Chinese students studying abroad 

at Plymouth University, expands the scope of experience and research skills of 

social networks, and confirms the adaptability of related theories. But judging 

from the specific content, there are still some deficiencies. First of all, the thesis 

uses qualitative research methods to achieve the goal of in-depth analysis of the 

construction process, but through this method, it is impossible to draw clear and 

accurate conclusions about the specific holdings of foreign students' social 

networks. Many quantitative and graphical analysis methods have been 

developed in the field of network research, but due to the constraints of objective 

conditions, the author cannot apply cutting-edge analysis methods to this 

research. The article analyses the specific conditions of the international student 
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network with less pen and ink, and draws a conclusion through the narrative of 

the interviewees, which is subjective. If more professional network feature 

analysis methods can be applied, the understanding of the construction process 

will be deeper. 

 

Secondly, the article focuses on the construction of international students' cross-

cultural network in the UK, so the communication between Chinese students is 

insufficient. In the survey, the author has learned that a small number of students 

are more enthusiastic about maintaining the relationship between small groups 

of compatriots. Due to the limitation of space and research focus, the author failed 

to discuss the sibling network construction strategy of such students, but only 

regarded it as a supplementary part of cross-cultural communication for analysis. 

The club activities of international students will also play a very important role in 

the communication and integration of students. However, most of the Chinese 

community interactions that the author investigates are online observation, which 

objectively limits the in-depth observation and analysis of the interactions 

between compatriots. 

 

Finally, the thesis takes the Chinese students from Plymouth University as an 

example to study the process and mechanism of the social network 

establishment of international students, as well as the social capital in the cultural 

context, but the extent to which the conclusions can be popularized requires 

further discussion. From the perspective of the time of studying abroad. The 

author's interview subjects are mainly short-term international students, and the 

research focuses on the communication strategies of international students and 

the development and change process of the network in the short term. However, 

the construction of the network and the transformation of social capital are a 

continuous process. As the time of studying abroad increases, the degree of 

cultural adaptation is strengthened, or the appearance of personal life planning 

problems will have an impact on the communication styles and network 

characteristics of international students. This has not been fully reflected in the 

author's research. From the perspective of field location, Plymouth University is 

not the most popular school for Chinese students to study in the UK. The 

relatively small number of compatriots makes the need for international students 
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and local students to establish social networks stronger. Although this is 

convenient for the author to study the construction process of his social network 

in a targeted manner, it will also affect the degree of promotion of the conclusion 

of the paper in the whole UK. The specific conditions of different regions need to 

be confirmed by further empirical research. 

 

On this basis, the author believes that research in this field can be continued in 

the following aspects: First, combine quantitative and qualitative research 

methods to explore the relationship between network scale and compactness and 

other specific indicators and the network construction process and strategy. 

Whether there is a certain relevance; second, pay attention to the process of 

communication between compatriots, and under the premise of sufficient 

samples, try to categorize the construction strategies of foreign students, and 

extract different time signs of different types of students' network construction; 

third, conduct Comparative research, such as selecting universities in other parts 

of the UK as online and offline observation sites, to find out whether the network 

construction of Chinese students in the UK has universal characteristics, or what 

are the differences in conditions in different regions. The author believes that 

taking the international students as the starting point, combining the social 

network theory in the field of sociology with the theory of cultural social capital 

more deeply, will surely make a greater contribution to the research in this field 

and the future academic development. 

 

6.4 Research recommendations 
The group of international students is a group that already holds its own national 

culture, but has a strong desire to integrate into another culture. Although after a 

period of cross-cultural life, the cultural habits and values of international students 

have gradually changed. From the perspective of cross-cultural understanding, 

in foreign cultures, foreign students will not only have difficulty in understanding 

the language of the two parties, but also misunderstand their behaviours due to 

the lack of a mutually recognized normative background. Cross-cultural 

communication embodies the tension between "understanding" and 

"understanding". The dynamic network development process of international 

students is also the process of change from misunderstanding to understanding 



 85 

in cultural collisions. 

 

From the perspective of social belonging, the understanding of content reached 

in individual communication does not mean acceptance by the social system. 

Because of the difficulty of group belonging, individual interactions are more 

based on common ground, such as common interests and similar personalities. 

This is crucial to the construction of the international student network. 

 

For international students, the main purpose of constructing social networks is to 

obtain help and achieve short-term social adaptation. Few people express the 

goal of long-term social integration. When talking about future ideas, most 

students have no plans to immigrate to the UK. "Belonging" is always an 

extravagant hope that is difficult to achieve in a foreign country. It is precisely 

because they know this well that international students will not try their best to 

expand social networks, but choose to focus on maintaining and deepening their 

existing relationships, and get enough support and help from them. At the same 

time, it is precisely because of such "non-belonging" that the social network 

among Chinese compatriots is equally important, especially for students who are 

unable to develop close relationships with the locals due to various reasons. By 

participating in the activities of Chinese associations, international students 

maintained their identity with their own national culture, and their need for a 

"sense of belonging" was thus met. 

 

From the perspective of social distance, international students in the UK are close 

to the British society; but from a psychological level, the differences between 

Chinese and English cultures make them feel a great social distance. For the 

local society, international students are not "non-participants", but some kind of 

"free participants". He can actively observe, objectively evaluate himself and the 

customs and norms of British society, and gradually learn and adapt to new 

behaviours patterns. In this process, international students gained knowledge 

about the new group and began to reflect on their own cultural differences. This 

is also the mechanism by which international students change their network 

construction behaviours in the process of perceiving social distance. 
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In order to expand the scale of social networks and enhance the degree of 

relations within the network, international students participate in local social 

activities. The different communication rules and judging standards in the 

activities collided with their previous values and behaviours, which made the 

international students experience a strong social distance. However, with the 

expansion of the Internet and the deepening of relationships, international 

students began to reflect on cultural differences and try to adjust their behaviours 

in accordance with local customs. At the same time, this social integration effort 

is not blind, but calm and objective. In the network of relations, it is precisely 

because of the existence of social distance that it maintains objectivity. It neither 

judge things completely in accordance with the standards of traditional Chinese 

culture, nor does it blindly accept the behavioural norms of Western society. 

 
Based on the above discussion, the author suggests that universities in the UK 

should pay more attention to the international student group and appropriately 

use social media to care and actively guide this group. Emphasise the value of 

using social media, which is an effective way to help international student groups 

adapt to the new cultural environment better and faster. In addition, the 

information and resources obtained through the familiar use scenes of 

international students can help them increase their sense of trust and belonging, 

which also has a positive influence on social participation. 
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Appendices 1 

 

 

Feedbacks for Plymouth CSSA social events 
 

Social Events Very good Good Not interest Bad Very bad 

New Student 

Welcome 

Party 

 

     

Basketball 

Competition 

     

Plymouth 

Voice 

 

     

Scotland 

tours for the 

New Year  

 

     

Chinese 

Spring New 

Year  
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Appendices 2 

中国留学⽣访谈提纲 

1.基本信息 

姓名;   性别 ;   年龄;    专业;    学历;     到英国的时间: 

为什么来 Plymouth ⼤学上学? 

之前是否对英国有所了解? (⻛俗习惯、⽇常⾏为标准等) 

⽬前是否适应这边的⽣活? (哪⽅⾯适应、哪⽅⾯不适应) 

你更希望和哪些⼈交往,为什么? 

 

2.社交⽹络基本状况 

你是如何定义"朋友"以及"熟⼈"的? 

来英国之后结识到的英国⼈/中国⼈/外国⼈当中, 朋友有多少? 熟⼈有多少?  

请按照他们对你的重要程度排出顺序。 

 

3.社会资本形成的过程 

请讲⼀讲你和这些⼈分别是如何认识的,你是否为此做出努⼒? 

你们的关系程度是如何増强的,你是否为此做出努⼒? 

你们都会在⼀起做什么? 

聊天的话题是什么? 

当你需要获得信息(课程信息、兼职信息、租房信息……),你会向谁求助? 讲⼀讲具体的过程. 

当你在物质上需要帮助(缺少东⻄、东⻄坏了……),你会向谁求助?讲⼀讲具体的过程。 

你的感受会向谁倾诉(不开⼼、抱怨、讲⼼事、重要的讨论……),讲⼀讲具体的过程。 

为什么会向他们求助? 你为他们做过什么吗? 

 

4.⽂化差异 

你觉得和英国⼈交流与和中国⼈交往有什么区别吗? 

你觉得和英国⼈的交流有障碍吗? 对你们的关系有影响吗? 请具体描述. 

你觉得交流过程中能够理解彼此的观点吗? 请具体描述。 

他们会对你产⽣影响吗? (观点态度、⾏为⽅式……) 

经过这⼀段时间,你对英国⼈的看法有改变吗? 

你对这边的交流状况满意吗,为什么? 

你对未来有什么打算? 
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Appendices 3 

 

Chinese Student Interview Outline 

1. Basic information 

Name;  Gender;  Age;  Professional;  Education;  Time to UK: 

1.1 Why come to Plymouth University for study? 

1.2 Have you had any knowledge of the UK before? (customary habits, daily behavior 

standards, etc.) 

1.3 Is it suitable for life here? (Which aspect is adapted and which is not suitable) 

1.4 Who do you want to associate with, and why? 

 

2. The basic situation of social networks 

2.1 How do you define "friends" and "acquaintances"? 

2.2 How many friends are there among the British/Chinese/foreigners who have met in the 

UK? and How many acquaintances are there? Please follow the order in which they are 

important to you.  

 

3. The process of social capital formation 

3.1 Please tell us how you and these people know each other.  

Are you making efforts to this end? 

3.2 How deep is your relationship? Are you making efforts to do this? 

3.3 What do you guys do together? 

3.4 What is the topic will you talk about? 

3.5 When you need to get information  

(course information, part-time information, renting information...), who do you ask for?  

Tell me about the specific process. 

3.6 When you need help physically (lack of things, things are broken...),  

who do you ask for help? Tell a specific process. 

3.7 Who will you talk to about your feelings (unhappy, complaining, worrying, important 

discussion...), and talk about the specific process. 

3.8 Why are you asking for help? 

3.9 What have you done for them? 
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4. Cultural differences 

4.1 What do you think is the difference between interacting with the British and interacting 

with the Chinese? 

4.2 Do you think there are obstacles to dealing with the British?  

Do you have any influence on your relationship? Please describe them in detail. 

4.3 Do you feel that you can understand each other's views during the process of 

communication? Please describe them in detail. 

4.4 Will they affect you? (Opinions, behaviors...) 

4.5 After this period of time, have you changed your views on the British? 

4.6 Are you satisfied with the status of the communication here, and why? 

4.7 What are your plans for the future? 
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Appendices 4 

中国留学⽣深度访谈提纲 

 

1.您经常使⽤哪种社交媒体？ 

2.您如何看待普利茅斯 CSSA？ （在线和离线）？ 

3.您是否加⼊了任何社交团体（在线或离线）？ 

4.您对普利茅斯了解多少？ 
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Appendices 5 

Chinese Student in-depth Interview Outline 

 

1. What kind of social media you regular used? 

2. How do you think about Plymouth CSSA? (online and offline)? 

3. Have you joined any social group (online or offline)? 

4. How much do you know about Plymouth? 

 



 93 

Bibliography 

1. Adler, P.S. and Kwon, S.-W. (2002). Social capital: prospects for a new 
concept, The Academy of Management Review, 27(1), pp. 17–40. doi: 
10.2307/4134367. 

2. Allen,M (2017). Survery: Sampling Issues. [online] Available at: 
https://methods.sagepub.com/reference/the-sage-encyclopedia-of-
communication-research-methods/i14379.xml (Accessed: 17 Aug 2020) 

3. Adler, R.P. and Christopher, A.J. (1998). Internet Community Primer. [online] 
Available at: http://www.digitalplaces.biz/pages/primer_00_toc.html (Accessed: 
20 November 2015). 

4. Alston, J.P. (1989). Wa, Guanxi, and Inhwa: Managerial principles in Japan, 
china, and Korea. Business Horizons, 32(2), pp. 26–31. doi: 10.1016/s0007-
6813(89)80007-2. 

5. Amedie, J. (2015). The impact of social media on society. [online] Available at: 
http://scholarcommons.scu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1002&context=eng
l_176 (Accessed: 2 April 2016). 

6. Armstrong, A. and Hagel, J. (1996). The real value of on-line communities. 
[online] Available at: https://hbr.org/1996/05/the-real-value-of-on-line-
communities (Accessed: 6 November 2015). 

7. Attride-Stirling, J. (2001). Thematic networks: An analytic tool for qualitative 
research. Qualitative Research, 1, 385–405. 
doi:10.1177/146879410100100307 

8. Badewi, A. (2013). MIS research methodologies, 8 March. [online] Available at: 
http://misresearchmethodologies.blogspot.co.uk (Accessed: 14 February 
2016). 

9. Bagozzi, R.P. and Dholakia, U.M. (2002). Intentional social action in virtual 
communities. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 16(2), pp. 2–21. doi: 
10.1002/dir.10006. 

10. Balasubramanian, S. and Mahajan, V. (2001). The economic leverage of the 
virtual community. International Journal of Electronic Commerce, 5(3), pp. 
103–138. 

11. Baldwin, S. (2015). The Internet unconscious: on the subject of electronic 
literature. United States: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc. 

12. Barnett, G.A. (2004). Social networks: being in with the niche crowd. 
Marketing Week., Social Networks, 26(4), pp. 339–342. doi: 
10.1016/j.socnet.2004.08.005. 



 94 

13. Barney G. Glaser and Strauss, (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: 
Strategies for qualitative research. New York: Aldine. 

14. Beaudoin, C.E. (2011). News effects on bonding and bridging social capital: 
An empirical study relevant to ethnicity in the United States. Communication 
Research, 38(2), pp. 155–178. doi: 10.1177/0093650210381598. 

15. Bellucci, F. and Pietarinen, A.-V. (2015). Charles Sanders Peirce: logic. [online] 
Available at: http://www.iep.utm.edu/peir-log/#SSH2bi (Accessed: 31 January 
2016). The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy 

16. Beninger, K., Fry, A., Jago, N., Lepps, H., Nass, L. and Silverster, H. (2014). 
Research using social media: users’ views. [online] Available at: 
http://www.natcen.ac.uk/media/282288/p0639-research-using-social-media-
report-final-190214.pdf (Accessed: 26 October 2015). 

17. Bennett, S. (2013). A brief history of social media (1969-2012) 
[INFOGRAPHIC]. [online] Available at: 
http://www.adweek.com/socialtimes/social-media-1969-2012/487353 
(Accessed: 25 October 2015). 

18. Berscheid,E. (1985). Interpersonal attraction. in G. Lindzey and E. Aronson 
(eds.), Handbook of Social Psychology, vol.2, 3rd ed. New York:Random 
House. 
 

19. Berscheid, E. Snyder, M and Omoto, A.M. (1989). The Relationship closeness 
inventory: Assessing the closeness of interpersonal relationships. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 57, pp. 792–807, 1989b. 

20. Bejou,D. Wray, B and Ingram, T.N. (1996). Determinants of relationship quality: 
an artificial neural network analysis. Journal of Business Research, vol. 36, pp. 
137–143, 1996. 
 

21. Bhattacherjee, A. (2012). Social science research: principles, methods, and 
practices. [online] Available at: 
http://scholarcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1002&context=oa_t
extbooks (Accessed: 31 January 2016). 

22. Bian, Y. (1994). Guanxi and the allocation of urban jobs in china. The China 
Quarterly, 140, p. 971. doi: 10.1017/s0305741000052863. 

23. Bian, Y. (1997). Bringing strong ties back in: indirect ties, network bridges , 
and job searches in China. [online] Available at: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234021344_Bringing_Strong_Ties_B
ack_in_Indirect_Ties_Network_Bridges_and_Job_Searches_in_China 
(Accessed: 12 October 2015). American Sociological Review 62(3):366-385 



 95 

24. Blau, P.M. (1964). Exchange and power in social life. [online] Available at: 
http://garfield.library.upenn.edu/classics1989/A1989CA26300001.pdf 
(Accessed: 12 October 2014).pp.352 

25. Bleeker, F. (2016). Media coverage on ministry of education’s (MoE) ‘Blue 
Book’ on returning overseas students and the labour market. [online] Available 
at: https://justrecently.wordpress.com/2016/04/01/media-coverage-on-ministry-
of-educations-moe-blue-book-on-returning-overseas-students-and-the-labor-
market/ (Accessed: 27 September 2016). 

26. Bohn, A., Buchta, C., Hornik, K. and Mair, P. (2014). Making friends and 
communicating on Facebook: implications for the access to social capital. 
[online] Available at: 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259515385_Making_Friends_and_C
ommunicating_on_Facebook_Implications_for_the_Access_to_Social_Capital 
(Accessed: 2 November 2015). 

27. Bottomore, T.B. (2002). The Frankfurt school and its critics. New York: 
Routledge. 
 

28. Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
 

29. Bourdieu, P (1998). Practical reason: on the theory of action. Stanford 
University Press. 
 

30. Bourdieu, P. and Nice, R. (1986). Distinction: A social critique of the 
judgement of taste. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 

 
31. Boyd, D.M. and Ellison, N.B. (2007). Social network sites: definition, history, 

and scholarship. Journal of computer-mediated Communication, 13(1), pp. 
210–230. doi: 10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00393.x. 

32. Boyatzis, R. (1998). Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis 
and code development. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

33. Brashears, M.E. (2012). Humans use compression Heuristics to improve the 
recall of social networks. Scientific Reports, 3, p. 1513. doi: 
10.1038/srep01513. 

34. Braun, V., Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3, 77–101. 
doi:10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

35. Brass,D. J (1995). A social network perspective on human resources 
management. Research in personnel and human. Resources management, 
vol. 13, pp. 39–79, 1995 

 



 96 

36. Brenner, J. (2006). Pew/Internet: pew internet & American life project, Choice 
reviews online. 44(01), pp. 44–0384–44–0384. doi: 10.5860/choice.44-0384. 

37. Bryant, A. and Charmaz, K. (2007). The SAGE handbook of grounded theory. 
Los Angeles, [Calif.]: SAGE. 

38. Bughin, J. and Hagel, J. (2000). The operational performance of virtual 
communities - towards a successful business model? Electronic Markets, 
10(4), pp. 237–243. doi: 10.1080/101967800750050353. 

39. Bulhof, I.N. (1980). Wilhelm Dilthey: A hermeneutic approach to the study of 
history and culture. The Hague: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

40. Burgess, R. G. (1984). In the Field: An Introduction to Field Research. Hemel 
Hempstead, U.K.: George Allen & Unwin. 

41. Burrell, G. and Morgan, G. (1979). Sociological paradigms and organisational 
analysis: elements of the sociology of corporate life. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann Educational Publishers. 

42. Butterfield, F. (1983) China: Alive in bitter sea. NY: Coronet Books. 

43. Calder, B.J. and Staw, B.M. (1975). Self-perception of intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation. Journal of personality and social psychology, 31(4), pp. 599–605. 
doi: 10.1037/h0077100. 

44. Campbell, K.E., Marsden, P. and Hurlbert, J. (1986). Social Resource and 
socioeconomic status. [online] Available at: http://www.netzwerk-exzellenz.uni-
trier.de/filebase/upl-20110719095144.psm (Accessed: 18 September 2013). 

45. Castiglione, D., Van Deth, J.W. and Wolleb, G. (2008). Handbook of social 
capital. Oxford University Press, UK.pp.150-176 

46. Center for China & Globaliztion (CCG). (2021). Annual Report on the 
Development of Chinese Students Studying Abroad (2020-2021). [Online] 
Available at: http://en.ccg.org.cn/archives/70684 (Accessed: 17 June 2021) 

47. Chan, A.M. (2006). The Chinese concepts of guanxi, mianzi, renqing and bao: 
their interrelationships and implications for international business. [online] 
Available at: 
http://www.anzmac.org/conference_archive/2006/documents/Chan_Alvin.pdf 
(Accessed: 15 January 2015). 

48. Chan, C. (2015). When one App rules them all: The case of WeChat and 
mobile in china. [online] Available at: https://a16z.com/2015/08/06/wechat-
china-mobile-first/ (Accessed: 26 October 2015). 

49. Charmaz, K. (2011). Grounded theory methods in social justice research. The 
Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, 4, 359-380. 



 97 

50. Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 

51. Chen, C. (2014). The history of social media. [online] Available at: 
https://boytony1992.wordpress.com/2014/02/19/the-history-of-social-media/ 
(Accessed: 26 October 2016). 

52. Chen, X. and Chen, C.C. (2004). On the intricacies of the Chinese guanxi: a 
process model of guanxi development. [online] Available at: 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download;jsessionid=CD85EAAB6FF7EA4
78BA25B7EB82438F7?doi=10.1.1.453.8461&rep=rep1&type=pdf (Accessed: 
3 November 2015). 

53. Chen, Y.-N., Lo, V.-H., Wei, R., Xu, X. and Zhang, G. (2014). A comparative 
study of the relationship between mobile phone use and social capital among 
college students in Shanghai and Taipei. International Journal of Journalism & 
Mass Communication, 1(1). doi: 10.15344/2349-2635/2014/105. 

54. Chiao, C. (1982). Guanxi: A prelimainary conceptualization. In K.S.Y and 
C.I.Wen (Eds).: The siniciztion of social and behavioral science research in 
China. pp. 345-360, Taipei, China: Academia Sinica. 

55. Chinese Society (2017). [online] Available at: 
https://www.upsu.com/societies/chinese/ [Accessed 18 Dec. 2015]. 

56. Chmielweski, D.C. and Sarno, D. (2009). MySpace iosing the battle to remain 
useful and relevant. The Leader-Post, p. 3 (Nexis-Lexis Academic).: . 

57. CIW (2016). China online community overview 2016. [online] Available at: 
https://www.chinainternetwatch.com/18994/online-community-2016/ 
(Accessed: 28 October 2016). 

58. Cochran, W.G. (1977). Sampling Techniques, 3re Edn. New York: John Wiley 
and Sons. 

59. Coleman, J.S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. 
American Journal of Sociology, 94(s1), p. S95. doi: 10.1086/228943. 

60. Coleman, J.S.S. (1990). Foundations of social theory. Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 

61. Comte, A. and Blumberg, A.S. (1974). The positive philosophy. New York, NY: 
AMS Press. 

62. Comte, A., Thompson, K. and Thompson (1975). The foundation of sociology. 
New York: John Wiley & Sons. 

63. Crabtree, B., Miller, W. (1999). Using codes and code manuals: A template for 
organizing style of interpretation. In Crabtree, B., Miller, W. (Eds.), Doing 
qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 163–178). Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 



 98 

64. Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2014). Basics of qualitative research: techniques and 
procedures for developing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications. 

65. Cottingham, R. and Samuel, A. (2009). Engaging online participation: the 
research. [online] Available at: http://www.socialsignal.com/methodology-
grounded-research (Accessed: 29 July 2012). 

66. Crosby, L. A. Evans, K.R.and Cowles,D (1990). Relationship quality in 
services selling: An interpersonal influences perspective. Journal of Marketing, 
vol. 54, pp. 68–81, 1990. 
 

67. Creswell, J.W. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 
methods approach. 5th edn. SAGE Publicaitons, Inc. 

68. Creswell, J.W. and Clark, V.P.L. (2010). Designing and conducting mixed 
methods research. 2nd edn. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications. 

69. Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research meaning and perspective 
in the research process. [online] Available at: https://uk.sagepub.com/en-
gb/eur/the-foundations-of-social-research/book207972 (Accessed: 24 January 
2015). 

70. CSSA-Plymouth, 2021. [online] Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/Chinese-Students-and-Scholars-Association-in-
Plymouth-CSSA-Plymouth-235556017313/ [Accessed 30 Mar. 2021]. 

71. Cunningham, W. (2002). Wiki: What is Wiki. [online] Available at: 
http://www.wiki.org/wiki.cgi?WhatIsWiki (Accessed: 26 October 2015). 

72. Cutcliffe, J. R., McKenna, H. P. (1999). Establishing the credibility of 
qualitative research findings: The plot thickens. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 
30, 374–380. doi:10.1046/j.1365-2648.1999.01090.x 

73. Dauw, S. and Chen, H. (no date). The development of guanxi scale -from the 
perspective of individual level and multidimensional. [online] Available at: 
http://www1.rdoffice.ndhu.edu.tw/exchange/abroad/abroad97/n8_paper.pdf 
(Accessed: 22 October 2017). 

74. David, H. (2004). Social Capital. [online] Available at: 
http://www.polity.co.uk/book.asp?ref=0745625479 (Accessed: 16 September 
2013). 

75. Davis, F.D. (1989). Perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and user 
acceptance of information technology. [online] Available at: 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/3969/e582e68e418a2b79c604cd35d5d81de9
b35d.pdf (Accessed: 19 November 2015). 



 99 

76. Davis, F.D., Bagozzi, R.P. and Warshaw, P.R. (1992). Extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivation to use computers in the workplace. Journal of Applied Social 
Psychology, 22(14), pp. 1111–1132. doi: 10.1111/j.1559-1816.1992.tb00945.x. 

77. Denscombe, M. (2007) The Good Research Guide: for small-scale social 
research projects (3rd edition) Maidenhead: Open University Press 
 

78. Denzin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S. (2011). The SAGE handbook of qualitative 
research. [online] Available at: https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/the-sage-
handbook-of-qualitative-research/book233401 (Accessed: 7 February 2016). 

79. DeWalt, K. M., DeWalt, B. R. (2011). Participant Observation. pp: 165-168. 
Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press. 

80. Dey, I. (1993). Qualitative data analysis: A user friendly guide for social 
scientists. London, England: Routledge. 

81. Dhesi, A.S. (2000). Social capital and community development. Community 
Development Journal, 35(3), pp. 199–214. doi: 10.1093/cdj/35.3.199. 

82. Dholakia, U.M., Bagozzi, R.P. and Pearo, L.K. (2004). A social influence 
model of consumer participation in network- and small-group-based virtual 
communities, International Journal of Research in Marketing. 21(3), pp. 241–
263. doi: 10.1016/j.ijresmar.2003.12.004. 

83. Ding, M. and Xu, J. (2015). The Chinese way. New York, NY 10017: 
Routledge Publishing.pp.399-353 

84. Doffana, Z.D. (2005). Introduction to Sociology: Lecture Notes. [online] 
Available at: 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Zerihun_Doffana/publication/266001678_
Introduction_to_Sociology_Lecture_Notes/links/5422c6c40cf290c9e3ac4b0d.p
df (Accessed: 25 January 2016).Hawassa University/ Ethiopian Public Health 
Traning Initiative/ the Carter Center. 

85. Douglas, J.D. (1976). Investigative Social Research. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage 
Publications. 

 
86. Dumas, M. J., & Anderson, G. (2014). Qualitative research as policy 

knowledge: framing policy problems and transforming education from the 
ground up. Education Policy Analysis Archives. 

87. Dunbar, R.I.M. (1992). Neocortex size as a constraint on group size in 
primates. Journal of Human Evolution, 22(6), pp. 469–493. doi: 10.1016/0047-
2484(92)90081-j. 

88. Dunbar, R.I.M. (2016). Do online social media cut through the constraints that 
limit the size of offline social networks? Royal society open science. 



 100 

89. Eaves, Y. D. (2001). A synthesis technique for grounded theory data analysis. 
Journal of Advanced Nursing, 35, 654-663 

90. Edwards, M. and Onyx, J. (2007). Social capital and sustainability in a 
community under threat. Local Environment, 12(1), pp. 17–30. doi: 
10.1080/13549830601098206. 

91. Ellison, N.B., Steinfield, C. and Lampe, C. (2007). The benefits of Facebook 
“Friends:” social capital and college students’ use of online social network 
sites. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 12(4), pp. 1143–1168. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00367.x. 

92. Ellison, N.B., Steinfield, C. and Lampe, C. (2011). Connection strategies: 
Social capital implications of Facebook-enabled communication practices. 
New Media Society, 13(6), pp. 873–892. doi: 10.1177/1461444810385389. 

93. ESDS Govenment (2005). Cultural capital and social exclusion: A critical 
investigation, 2003-2004 - user guide. [online] Available at: 
http://www.esds.ac.uk/doc/5832/mrdoc/pdf/5832userguide.pdf (Accessed: 20 
April 2012). 

94. Fan, Y. (2000). A classification of Chinese culture. Cross Cultural 
Management: An International Journal, 7(2), pp. 3–10. doi: 
10.1108/13527600010797057. 

95. Fan, Y. (2002). Questioning guanxi: Definition, classification and implications. 
International Business Review, 11(5), pp. 543–561. doi: 10.1016/s0969-
5931(02)00036-7. 

96. Fann, K.T. (1970). Peirce’s theory of abduction. Holland: Martinus Nijhoff, 
1970. 

97. Farr, J. (2004). Social capital. Political Theory, 32(1), pp. 6–33. doi: 
10.1177/0090591703254978. 

98. Fei, X.T (1992). From the soil: The foundations of Chinese society. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 

99. Fetterman, D. M. (2010). Ethnography: Step by step (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage. 

100. Fistein, E., & Quilligan, S. (2012). In the lion's den? Experiences of interaction 
with research ethics committees. Journal of Medical Ethics, 38(4), 224-227. 

101.  
102. Fletcher, H. (2008). Human flesh search engines: Chinese vigilantes that hunt 

victims on the web - times online. [online] Available at: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20090304053728/http://technology.timesonline.co.
uk//tol//news//tech_and_web//article4213681.ece (Accessed: 26 October 
2014). 



 101 

103. Flora, J.L. and Lundy Allen, B. (2006). Introduction: community development 
and social capital. Community development, 37(1), pp. 1–4. doi: 
10.1080/15575330609490150. 

104. Flyvbjerg, B (2016). Five misunderstandings about case-study research. 
Qualitative Inquiry. 12 (2): 219.  

105. Fuchs, C. (2013). Social media: a critical introduction. London: SAGE 
Publications. 

106. Fukuyama, F. (1996). Trust: the social virtues and the creation of prosperity. 
New York: Simon & Schuster Adult Publishing Group. 

107. Gaile, S.M. (2015). The role and functions of social media in modern society. 
Is social media worthwhile for local media? Journalism research, 0(0) pp. 43–
62. 

108. Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures: selected essays. NewYork: 
Basic Boo. 

109. Geuss, R. (1981). The idea of a critical theory: Habermas and the Frankfurt 
school. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

110. Giddens, A. and Sutton, P.W. (2009). Sociology. 6th edn. Malden, MA: Polity 
Press. 

111. Gittell, R.J. and Vidal, A.C. (1998). Community organizing: Building social 
capital as a development strategy. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

112. Given, L.M. (2008). The SAGE Encyclopedia of qualitative research methods. 
[online] Available at: https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/the-sage-encyclopedia-
of-qualitative-research-methods/book229805 (Accessed: 6 February 2016). 

113. Glaser, B. G., Strauss, A. L., and Strutzel, E. (1968). The discovery of 
grounded theory; strategies for qualitative research. Nursing Research, 17, 
364. 

114. Gobo, G., Belton, A. and Gobo, G. (2008). Doing ethnography (introducing 
qualitative methods series). Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications Ltd, United 
Kingdom. 

115. Gold, T.B., Guthrie, D. and Wank, D.L. (eds.) (2002). Social connections in 
china: Institutions, culture, and the changing nature of Guanxi. New York: 
CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS, United Kingdom. 

116. Goldstein, W.S. (2009). Marx, critical theory, and religion: A critique of rational 
choice. IL: Haymarket Books. 

117. Grahl, T. (no date). The 6 types of social media. [online] Available at: 
http://timgrahl.com/the-6-types-of-social-media/ (Accessed: 26 October 2015). 



 102 

118. Granovetter, M. (1973). The strength of weak ties: A network theory revisited. 
Sociological Theory, 1, p. 201. doi: 10.2307/202051. 

119. Granovetter, M. (2002). Social connections in china: Institutions, culture, and 
the changing nature of guanxi. Edited by Thomas B. Gold, Doug Guthrie, and 
David L. Wank. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

120. Green, J. (2000) Understanding social programs through evaluation. In Denzin, 
N., Lincoln, Y. (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 981–
999). London, England: Sage. 

121. Gary,T (2011). How to do your Case Study. Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

122. Grayling, A.C. (1998). Philosophy: A guide through the subject. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

123. Grootaert, C. and Bastelaer, T.V. (2001). Understanding and measuring social 
capital: A synthesis of findings and recommendations from the social capital 
initiative. [online] Available at: 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTSOCIALCAPITAL/Resources/Social-
Capital-Initiative-Working-Paper-Series/SCI-WPS-24.pdf (Accessed: 9 July 
2013). 

124. Gruen, T.W., Summers, J.O. and Acito, F. (2000). Relationship marketing 
activities, commitment, and membership behaviors in professional 
associations, Journal of Marketing. 64(3), pp. 34–49. doi: 
10.1509/jmkg.64.3.34.18030. 

125. Guba, E.G. (1991). The paradigm dialogue. 4th edn. United States: Sage 
Publications. 

126. Guba, E.G. and Lincoln, Y. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative 
research. [online] Available at: 
http://www.uncg.edu/hdf/facultystaff/Tudge/Guba%20&%20Lincoln%201994.p
df (Accessed: 24 January 2016). 

127. Guo, M. (2016). Chinese concerns about impact of social media continue to 
grow. [online] Available at: http://cn-en.kantar.com/media/social/2016/kantar-
china-social-media-impact-report-2016/ (Accessed: 26 October 2016). 

128. Gupta, S. and Kim, H.W. (2004). Virtual community: Concepts, implications, 
and future research directions. [online] Available at: http://www.virtual-
communities.net/mediawiki/images/4/4a/SIGEBZ05-1115.pdf (Accessed: 6 
November 2015). 

129. Gudykunst, W.B. Matsumoto, Y.Ting-Toomey,S. Nishida,T. Linda, K.S. and 
Heyman,S.(1996). The influence of cultural individualism-collectivism, self 
construals, and individual values on communication styles across cultures. 
Human Communication Research, vol. 22, pp. 510–543, 1996. 



 103 

130. Hagel, J. and Armstrong, A. (1997). Net gain: Expanding markets through 
virtual communities. Journal of Marketing, 62(1), p. 120. doi: 10.2307/1251808. 

131. Hammersley, M. (1991). What’s wrong with ethnography? Methodological 
explorations. New York: Routledge. 

132. Hanson, N.R. (1958). Patterns of discovery: An inquiry into the conceptual 
foundations of science. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

133. Haralambos, M. and Holborn, M. (2008). Sociology: Themes and perspectives. 
7th edn. London: Collins Educational. 

134. Harpham, T., Grant, E. and Thomas, E. (2002). Measuring social capital within 
health surveys: Key issues, Health policy and planning. 17(1), pp. 106–11. 

135. Hastings, A., Imrie, R. and Raco, M. (2015). Strategic, multi-level 
neighbourhood regeneration: An outward-looking approach at last? [online] 
Available at: http://eprints.gla.ac.uk/38688/ (Accessed: 16 March 2016). 

136. Healy, M. and Perry, C. (2000). Comprehensive criteria to judge validity and 
reliability of qualitative research within the realism paradigm, Qualitative 
Market Research: An International Journal. 3(3), pp. 118–126. doi: 
10.1108/13522750010333861. 

137. Heffernan, V. (2005). The Podcast as a new podium. [online] Available at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/07/22/arts/the-podcast-as-a-new-podium.html 
(Accessed: 26 October 2014). 

138. Hegel, G.W.F., Wood, A.W. and Nisbet, H.B. (1991). Hegel: Elements of the 
philosophy of right. 13th edn. Cambridge, United Kingdom: Cambridge 
University Press. 

139. Held, D. (1980). Introduction to critical theory. Horkheimer to Habermas. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 

140. HESA (2021). Where do HE students come from? HESA. [online] Available at: 
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/where-from [Accessed 27 
March. 2021]. 

141. Hine, C. (2000). Virtual Ethnography. London Thousand Oaks.New Delhi:Sage. 

142. Hodges, H.A. and Hodges, M.A. (1998). Wilhelm Dilthey: International library 
of sociology A: Social theory and methodology. London: Routledge. 

143. Hogg, M.A. and Hardie, E.A. (1992). Prototypicality, conformity and 
depersonalized attraction: A self-categorization analysis of group 
cohesiveness. British Journal of Social Psychology, 31(1), pp. 41–56. doi: 
10.1111/j.2044-8309.1992.tb00954.x. 



 104 

144. Hogg, M.A. and Turner, J.C. (1985). Interpersonal attraction, social 
identification and psychological group formation. European Journal of Social 
Psychology, 15(1), pp. 51–66. doi: 10.1002/ejsp.2420150105. 

145. Holden, M.T. and Lynch, P. (2004). Choosing the appropriate methodology: 
Understanding research philosophy. The Marketing Review, 4(4), pp. 397–409. 
doi: 10.1362/1469347042772428. 

146. Horkheimer, M., Adorno, T.W., Translated, J.C. and Cumming, J. (1972). 
Dialectic of enlightenment. New York: [New York] Herder and Herder [1972]. 

147. Horowitz, I. (1962). Social Science Objectivity and Value Neutrality. [online] 
SAGE Journals. Available at: 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/039219216201003902?journalC
ode=dioa [Accessed 1 Apr. 2016]. 

148.  

149. Huang, G. and Hwang, K.K. (2011). Foundations of Chinese psychology: 
Confucian social relations. New York: Springer-Verlag New York. 

150. Huang, K. and Wang, Y. (2011). How Guanxi relates to social capital? A 
psychological perspective. Journal of Social Sciences, 7(2), pp. 120–126. doi: 
10.3844/jssp.2011.120.126. 

151. Huberman, M.A. and Miles, M.B. (2002). The qualitative researcher’s 
companion: Classic and contemporary readings. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications. 

152. Hult, F.M. (2017). Discursive approaches to policy. In S.E.F. Wortham, D. Kim, 
& S. May (Eds.), Discourse and education.pp. 111-121. New York: Springer. 

153. Hwang, K.K. (1987). Face and favor: The Chinese power game. American 
Journal of Sociology, 92(4), p. 944. doi: 10.1086/228588.92 (4), 944-974 

154. Hwang, K. K. (1993). Dao and the transformative power of Confucianism: A 
theory of East Asian modernization. In W. M. Tu (Ed.), The triadic chord: 
Confucian ethics, industrial East Asia, and Max Weber (pp. 229–278). 
Singapore: The Institute of East Asian Philosophies. 

155. Hwang, K. K. (1995). Knowledge and action: A social psychological 
interpretation of Chinese cultural tradition. Taipei: Psychological Publishers. 

156. ICEF (2016). A record number of Chinese students abroad in 2015 but growth 
is slowing. [online] Available at: http://monitor.icef.com/2016/04/a-record-
number-of-chinese-students-abroad-in-2015-but-growth-is-slowing/ (Accessed: 
27 September 2016). 



 105 

157. Jackson, G. (2011). Rethinking the case method. Journal of Management 
Policy and Practice. 12 (5): 142–6 

158. Jacobs, J.B (1982). The concept of guanxi and local politics in a rural Chinese 
cultural setting. in S. Greenblatt, R. 

 

159. Jakobson, L. (1979). A Million truths: A decade in China. The China Journal, 
42, pp. 190–191. doi: 10.2307/2667677. 

160. Jay, M. (1973). The dialectical imagination: A history of the frankfurt school 
and the institute of social research, 1923-1950. Boston, MA: Little and Brown. 

161. Jarvie, I. C. (1967). On Theories of Fieldwork and the Scientific Character of 
Social Anthropology, Philosophy of Science. Vol. 34, No. 3 (Sep., 1967), pp. 
223-242. 

 
162. Jeong, H., Hmelo-Silver, C. E., & Yu, Y. (2014). An examination of CSCL 

methodological practices and the influence of theoretical frameworks 2005-
2009. International Journal of Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning, 9, 
305-334. 

163. Jerzy, K. (2011). Virtual communities: Concepts, methodologies, tools and 
applications. Edited by Information Resources Management Association. New 
York, NY, United States: Information Science Publishing. 

164. Jiang (2012). Formation and trend of Guanxi practice and Guanxi 
phenomenon. International Journal of Criminology and Sociology, . doi: 
10.6000/1929-4409.2012.01.19. 

165. Johnson, R.B. and Onwuegbuzie, A.J. (2004). Mixed methods research: A 
research paradigm whose time has come. Educational Researcher, 33(7), pp. 
14–26. doi: 10.3102/0013189x033007014. 

166. Junco, R., Heiberger, G. and Loken, E. (2010). The effect of Twitter on college 
student engagement and grades. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 
27(2), pp. 119–132. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2729.2010.00387.x. 

167. Kai, L. (2010). China’s top four social networks: RenRen, Kaixin001, Qzone, 
and 51.Com. [online] Available at: http://venturebeat.com/2010/04/07/chinas-
top-4-social-networks-renren-kaixin001-qzone-and-51-com/ (Accessed: 26 
October 2014). 

168. Kant, I. (1999). Critique of pure reason. Edited by Paul Guyer and Allen W. 
Wood. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

169. Kantar China. (2014). Social media impact report 2014. [online] Available at: 
https://cn-



 106 

en.kantar.com/media/634739/kantar_china_social_media_impact_report_2014
.pdf (Accessed: 26 October 2016). 

170. Kantar China. (2015). Social media impact report 2015. [online] Available at: 
https://cn-en.kantar.com/media/908826/0202-en-infographic-1950.pdf 
(Accessed: 26 October 2016). 

171. Kantar China. (2016). Social media impact report 2016. [online] Available at: 
http://cn-
en.kantar.com/media/1190989/kantar_social_media_impact_report_2016.pdf 
(Accessed: 26 October 2016). 

172. Kantar China Insight. (2017). About Kantar China insight - Kantar. [online] 
Available at: https://cn-en.kantar.com/about/ (Accessed: 09 October 2017). 

173. Kantar China. (2017). Social media impact report 2017 – Growth in the Social 
Media Era. [online] Available at: 
http://download.cicdata.com/upload/Kantar/EN-
Kantar_Social_Media_Impact_Report_2017.pdf (Accessed: 11 October 2017). 

174. Kavanaugh, A.L., Reese, D.D., Carroll, J.M. and Rosson, M.B. (2005). Weak 
ties in networked communities. The Information Society, 21(2), pp. 119–131. 
doi: 10.1080/01972240590925320. 

175. Kay, A. (2006). Social capital, the social economy and community 
development. Community Development Journal, 41(2), pp. 160–173. doi: 
10.1093/cdj/bsi045. 

176. Kazmer, M. M. and Xie, B. (2008). Qualitative interviewing in internet studies: 
Playing with the media, playing with the method. Information, Communication, 
and Society, 11(2), 257-278. 

177. Kietzmann, J.H., Hermkens, K., McCarthy, I.P. and Silvestre, B.S. (2011). 
Social media? Get serious! Understanding the functional building blocks of 
social media. Business Horizons, 54(3), pp. 241–251. doi: 
10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.005. 

178. King, N. (2004). Using templates in the thematic analysis of text. In Cassell, C., 
Symon, G. (Eds.), Essential guide to qualitative methods in organizational 
research (pp. 257–270). London, UK: Sage. 

179. King A. Y. (1991). Kuan-his and Network Building: A Sociological 
Interpretation. Daedalus, 120, 63-84. 
 

180. Kish, L. (1965). Survey Sampling, New York: Wiley. 
 

181. Klonoski, R. (2013). The case for case studies: Deriving theory from 
evidence. Journal of Business Case Studies. 9 (3): 261–6. 

 



 107 

182. Knox, S. and Burkard, A. W. (2009). Qualitative research interviews. 
Psychotherapy Research,19(4-5), 566-575. 

 
183. Kovács, G. and Spens, K.M. (2005). Abductive reasoning in logistics research. 

International Journal of Physical Distribution & Logistics Management, 35(2), 
pp. 132–144. doi: 10.1108/09600030510590318. 

184. Kozinets, R.V. (2009). Netnography: Doing ethnographic research online. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications Ltd, United Kingdom. 

185. Kuhn, T.S. (1996). The structure of scientific revolutions. 3rd edn. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 

186. L’Abate, L. (2009). What is the difference between a paradigm, a theory, and a 
model? What difference does it make? Psycritiques, 54(4). doi: 
10.1037/a0013651. 

187. Lasswell, H.D. (2007). The structure and function of communication in society. 
[online] Available at: 
http://www.themedfomscu.org/media/elip/The%20structure%20and%20functio
n%20of.pdf (Accessed: 1 November 2014). 

188. Lasswell, H.D. and Kaplan, A. (1977). Power and society: A framework for 
political inquiry. 9th edn. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

189. Law, K.S., Wong, C.-S., Wang, D. and Wang, L. (2000). Effect of supervisor–
subordinate guanxi on supervisory decisions in china: An empirical 
investigation. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 
11(4), pp. 751–765. doi: 10.1080/09585190050075105. 

190. Leander, K. M.and Kelly K.M. (2003). Tracing the Everyday ‘Sitings’ of 
Adolescents on the Internet: A Strategic Adaptation of Ethnography across 
Online and Offline Spaces. Education Communication and Information,pp3(2). 

191. Lee, F.S.L. and Vogel, D. (2003). Virtual community informatics: a review and 
research agenda. The Journal of Information Technology Theory and 
Application (JITTA), 5(1), pp. 47–61. 

192. Lee, P.K.C. and Humphreys, P.K. (2006). The role of Guanxi in supply 
management practices. International Journal of Production Economics, 106(2), 
pp. 450–467. doi: 10.1016/j.ijpe.2006.07.007. 

193. Li, C. (2014). A tale of two social networking sites: How the use of Facebook 
and Renren influences Chinese consumers’ attitudes toward product 
packages with different cultural symbols — university of Miami’s research 
profiles. Computers in Human Behavior, 32, pp. 162–170. doi: 
10.1016/j.chb.2013.12.004. 

194. Li, H. (2004). Virtual community studies: A literature review, synthesis and 
research agenda. [online] Available at: http://www.virtual-



 108 

communities.net/mediawiki/images/a/ad/SIGEBZ05-1612.pdf (Accessed: 7 
November 2015). 

195. Li, H. (2012). Virtual community participation and motivation: Cross-
disciplinary theories. Boca Raton, FL, United States: Information Science 
Reference. 

196. Li, P. (2006). Guanxi as the Chinese norm for personalized social capital: 
Toward an integrated Duality framework of informal exchange. Handbook of 
Research on Asian Business Chapter 4, 62-83Henry W. Yeung (Ed.), 2007, 
Edward Elgar, Cheltenham, UK, , pp. Chapter 4, 62–83. 

197. Lin, N. (1999). Building a network theory of social capital. Connections,22(12). 

198. Lin, N. (2005). A network theory of social capital. [online] Available at: 
http://pro-classic.com/ethnicgv/SN/SC/paper-final-041605.pdf (Accessed: 12 
October 2013). 

199. Lin, N., Smith, J., John, S. and Granovetter, M. (2002b). Social capital: A 
theory of social structure and action. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

200. Lincoln, Y. S., and Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA: 
Sage Publications.   

201. Lipscomb, M. (2012). Abductive reasoning and qualitative research, Nursing 
Philosophy.13(4), pp. 244–256. doi: 10.1111/j.1466-769x.2011.00532.x. 

202.  Liu, B.(1983) In P. Link (Ed.), People or monster? And other stories and 
reportage from China and Mao. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press. 

203. Liu, K. (2013). Analysis of the mode of interactive relations online and its 
content - the virtue display of culture characteristics of Guanxi. [online] 
Available at: 
http://iessr.xjtu.edu.cn/Uploads/userMetiarials/aco2013101119002188/ 
(Accessed: 3 November 2015). 

204. Livesey, C. (2006).Sociology:  sociological methods revision. [online] Available 
at: http://www.sociology.org.uk/revgrm1.pdf (Accessed: 31 January 2016). 

205. Lohr, S. L. (2010). Sampling: design and analysis. Thomson Brooks/Cole. 
 

206. Lou, T. and Lu, X. (2010). A empirical research on the connected mechanism 
model between members in virtual community: Based on the  perspective of 
identity and bonding. [online] Available at: http://www.paper.edu.cn (Accessed: 
21 November 2015). 

207. Loury, G. (2005). A dynamic theory of racial income differences. [online] 
Available at: 
https://www.brown.edu/Departments/Economics/Faculty/Glenn_Loury/louryho



 109 

mepage/papers/A%20Dynamic%20Theory.pdf (Accessed: 11 October 
2013).1977:153-186. 

208. Lu, Y. (2009). Dispersion and integration of social capital. [online] Available at: 
http://www.openthesis.org/documents/Dispersion-Integration-Social-Capital-
233646.html (Accessed: 11 October 2014). 

209. Luo, J.-D. (2011). Guanxi revisited: An exploratory study of familiar ties in a 
Chinese workplace, Management and Organization Review. 7(02), pp. 329–
351. doi: 10.1111/j.1740-8784.2011.00230.x. 

210. Lysloff,R.(2003). T A. Musical Community on the Internet: An on-line 
Ethnography, Cultural Anthropology. pp18(2). 

211. MacDonald, B; and Walker, R (2006). Case-study and the Social Philosophy 
of Educational Research. Cambridge Journal of Education. 5 (1): 2–11. 

212. Macionis, J.J. (2005). Sociology (10th edition). [online] Available at: 
https://www.abebooks.co.uk/servlet/BookDetailsPL?bi=9006662791&searchurl
=&cmtrack_data=cm_abecat%3D100201866&cm_mmc=ggl-_-UK-
DSA_GOOGLE-_-All%20Pages%20esvg_8215850-_-_cat:abebooks.co.uk 
(Accessed: 25 January 2016). 

213. Malim, T. & Birch, A.(1997) Research Methods and Statistics, MacMillan Press 
 

214. Malterud, K. (2001). Qualitative research: Standards, challenges, and 
guidelines. The Lancet, 358, 483–488. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(01)05627-6 

215. Mangold, G.W. and Faulds, D.J. (2009). Social media: The new hybrid 
element of the promotion mix. Business Horizons, 52(4), pp. 357–365. doi: 
10.1016/j.bushor.2009.03.002. 

216. Manheim, E. (1992). The Frankfurt school and critical sociology and critical 
philosophy. Social Thought and Research, . doi: 10.17161/str.1808.5088. 

217. Manjikian, M. (2013). Positivism, post-positivism, and intelligence analysis. 
International Journal of Intelligence and CounterIntelligence, 26(3), pp. 563–
582. doi: 10.1080/08850607.2013.758002. 

218. Markham A, N. (2005). Reconsidering Self and Other: The Methods, Politics, 
and Ethics of Representation in Online Ethnography. The Sage Handbook of 
Qualitative Research (3rd ed). 

219. Marshall, A. (1980). Principles of economics. [online] Available at: 
http://www.econlib.org/library/Marshall/marP.html (Accessed: 12 February 
2015). 

220. Marx, K. (1999). Economic manuscripts: Capital. Vol. I - chapter Four. [online] 
Available at: https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-
c1/ch04.htm#6a (Accessed: 20 April 2014). 



 110 

221. Maslow, A.H. (1970). Motivation and personality. 2nd edn. New York: Addison-
Wesley Educational Publishers. 

222. Mathwick, C. (2002). Understanding the online consumer: A typology of online 
relational norms and behavior. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 16(1), pp. 40–
55. doi: 10.1002/dir.10003. 

223. Maxwell, J.A.A. (2005). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. 
8th edn. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

224. Maya, L. (2013). Profit from mobile social media revolution: Learn how to 
engage social media and triple your profits. United States: eBookIt.com. 

225. McIntyre, K.E. and Hill, C. (2015). The evolution of social media from 1969 to 
2013: A change in competition and a trend toward complementary, niche sites. 
The Journal of Social Media in Society, 3(2). 

226. McKenna, K.Y.A., Green, A.S. and Gleason, M.E.J. (2002). Relationship 
formation on the Internet: What’s the big attraction? Journal of Social Issues, 
58(1), pp. 9–31. doi: 10.1111/1540-4560.00246. 

227. McLuhan, M. (1966). Understanding media. New York, NY, United States: 
Penguin Books. 

228. McQuail, D. and Windahl, S. (1993). Communication models: For the study of 
mass communications. 2nd edn. New York: Addison-Wesley Longman. 

229. Megginson, M. (2013). Breaking through the great Chinese social media 
Firewall. [online] Available at: http://blog.tailwindapp.com/chinese-social-
media/ (Accessed: 27 October 2015). 

230. Miao, H. (2006). Social capital research: The typologies and measurement--
《Journal of Chongqing university (social science edition) 》2015/06. [online] 
Available at: http://en.cnki.com.cn/Article_en/CJFDTotal-CDSK201506015.htm 
(Accessed: 11 January 2016). 

231. Middleton, A., Murie, A. and Groves, R. (2005). Social capital and 
neighbourhoods that work. Urban Studies, 42(10), pp. 1711–1738. doi: 
10.1080/00420980500231589. 

232. Miles, M.B. and Huberman, M.A. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An 
expanded sourcebook. [online] Available at: pp.18. 

233. Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., Saldana, J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A 
methods sourcebook (3rd ed.). Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 

234. Milgram, S. (1977). The individual in a social world: Essays and experiments. 
Reading, MA: Longman Higher Education. 



 111 

235. Minichiello, V; Aroni, R and Hays, T. N. (2008). In-depth interviewing: 
Principles, techniques, analysis (3rd ed.). Frenchs Forest: Pearson Education 
Australia. 

236. Morone, P. and Taylor, R. (2004). Knowledge diffusion dynamics and network 
properties of face-to-face interactions. Journal of Evolutionary Economics, 
14(3), pp. 327–351. doi: 10.1007/s00191-004-0211-2. 

237. Morrow, R.A. and Brown, D.D. (1994). Critical theory and methodology. [online] 
Available at: https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/critical-theory-and-
methodology/book4006 (Accessed: 25 January 2016). 

238. Moser, C. A. & Kalton, C. (1989) Survey Methods in Social Investigation, 
Guildford, Gower. 
 

239. Muniz, A.M. and O’Guinn, T.C. (2001). Brand community. Journal of 
Consumer Research, 27(4), pp. 412–432. doi: 10.1086/319618. 

240. Murthy, D. (2008). Digital ethnography: An examination of the use of new 
technologies for social research. Sociology, 42(5), pp. 837–855. doi: 
10.1177/0038038508094565. 

241. Nahapiet, J. and Ghoshal, S. (1998). Social capital, intellectual capital, and the 
organizational advantage. Academy of Management Review, 23(2), pp. 242–
266. doi: 10.5465/amr.1998.533225. 

242. Nell, E.J and Errouaki, K. (2008). Conceptual Analysis, Fieldwork and Model 
Specification: Laying Down the Blueprints for a Klein-Nell Model. MS. The 
New School, NY. 
 

243. Newman, L. and Dale, A. (2005). The role of agency in sustainable local 
community development. Local Environment, 10(5), pp. 477–486. doi: 
10.1080/13549830500203121. 

244. Nie, L., Fu, C. and Cheng, D. (2013). Moments of WeChat: The virtual 
community form social network perspective. [online] Available at: 
http://www.cnki.com.cn/Article/CJFDTotal-XWJZ201305015.htm (Accessed: 
19 November 2015). 

245. Nobbs, J., Hine, R. and Flemming, M.E. (1978). Sociology. Macmillan. 

246. O’Dell, J. (2013). The history of social media. [online] Available at: 
http://mashable.com/2011/01/24/the-history-of-social-media-infographic/ 
(Accessed: 25 October 2014). 

247. O’Donnell, M. (1997) Introduction to sociology. 4th edn. United Kingdom: 
Nelson Thornes. 

248. Office for National Statistics (2016). Measuring social capital. [online] Available 
at: 



 112 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http://www.ons.go
v.uk/ons/dcp171766_371693.pdf (Accessed: 3 July 2015). 

249. Onwuegbuzie, A.J. and Leech, N.L. (2005). Taking the “Q” out of research: 
Teaching research methodology courses without the divide between 
quantitative and qualitative paradigms. Quality & Quantity, 39(3), pp. 267–295. 
doi: 10.1007/s11135-004-1670-0. 

250. Osawa, J. (2016). Tencent targets corporate clients with enterprise WeChat 
launch. [online] Available at: http://www.wsj.com/articles/tencent-targets-
corporate-clients-with-enterprise-wechat-launch-1460977294 (Accessed: 26 
October 2016). 

251. Pablos, P. (2006). Western and eastern views on social networks. The 
Learning Organization, 12(5), pp. 436–456. doi: 10.1108/09696470510611393. 

252. Palmer, R.E. (1969). Hermeneutics; interpretation theory in Schleiermacher, 
Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer. 8th edn. United States: Northwestern 
University Press. 

253. Park, S.H. and Luo, Y. (2001). Guanxi and organizational dynamics: 
Organizational networking in Chinese firms. Strategic Management Journal, 
22(5), pp. 455–477. doi: 10.1002/smj.167. 

254. Patel, S. (2015). The research paradigm – methodology, epistemology and 
ontology – explained in simple language. [online] Available at: 
http://salmapatel.co.uk/academia/the-research-paradigm-methodology-
epistemology-and-ontology-explained-in-simple-language (Accessed: 28 
January 2016). 

255. Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.). 
Sage Publications, Inc. 

256. Paxton, P. (1999). Is social capital declining in the United States? A multiple 
indicator assessment. American Journal of Sociology, 105(1), pp. 88–127. doi: 
10.1086/210268. 

257. Peirce, C.S. (1903). Abduction and Induction. Philosophical Writings of Peirce. 
(pp. 302–305). . edn. New York: Dover (1955): In J. Buchler (Ed.). 

258. Petronzio, M. (no date). A brief history of instant messaging. [online] Available 
at: http://mashable.com/2012/10/25/instant-messaging-
history/#DqdmR8dsgkqQ (Accessed: 26 October 2014). 

259. Phua, J. (2013). Participating in health issue-specific social networking sites to 
quit smoking: How does online social interconnectedness influence smoking 
cessation self-efficacy? Journal of Communication, 63(5), pp. 933–952. doi: 
10.1111/jcom.12054. 



 113 

260. Pilotta, J. (2013). Confucius and contemporary Guanxi. International Journal of 
Area Studies, 8(1). doi: 10.2478/ijas-2013-0007. 

261. Pink, S. (2006). Doing visual ethnography: Images, media, and representation 
in research. Thousand Oaks,Calif: SAGE Publications. 

262. Plymouth Chinese Society (2021).  [online] Available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/pg/PlymouthChineseSociety/about/?ref=page_inter
nal [Accessed 30 Mar. 2021]. 

263. Plymouth CSSA QQ groups (2021). Personal communication at Plymouth 
CSSA QQ account. 

264.  Plymouth CSSA WeChat (2021). Personal communication at Plymouth CSSA 
WeChat account. 

265. Plymouth CSSA Sina Weibo (2021). Sina visitor system. [online] Available at: 
https://www.weibo.com/p/1005052425176444/info?mod=pedit_more 
[Accessed 30 Mar. 2021]. 

266. Portes, A. (1998). Social capital: its origins and applications in modern 
sociology. Annual Review of Sociology 24: 1-25.  

267. Postmes, T., Spears, R., Sakhel, K. and de Groot, D. (2001). Social influence 
in computer-mediated communication: The effects of anonymity on group 
behavior. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 27(10), pp. 1243–1254. 
doi: 10.1177/01461672012710001. 

268. Pope, C., Ziebland, S., Mays, N. (2000). Analysing qualitative data. British 
Medical Journal, 320, 114–116. 

269. Price, N. (2005). Fieldwork: It may be more important than you think. American 
Institute of Professional Geologists. Retrieved 2017-10-08. 

270. Putnam, R.D. (2000). Bowling alone. Proceedings of the 2000 ACM 
conference on Computer supported cooperative work - CSCW ’00, . doi: 
10.1145/358916.361990. 

271. Pye, L. (1982). Chinese commercial negotiating style.  Rand: Oelgeschlager; 
Cambridge, mass.: Gunn and Hain, The China Quarterly, 94, p. 366. doi: 
10.1017/s0305741000016556.pp.55 

272. Pye, L.W. and Yang, M.M. (1996). Gifts, favors, and banquets: The art of 
social relations in china. Pacific Affairs, 69(1), p. 105. doi: 10.2307/2760887. 

273. Qi, X. (2013). Guanxi, social capital theory and beyond: Toward a globalized 
social science. The British Journal of Sociology, 64(2), pp. 308–324. doi: 
10.1111/1468-4446.12019. 



 114 

274. Rabideau, S.T. (2005). Effects of achievement motivation on behavior. [online] 
Available at: http://www.personalityresearch.org/papers/rabideau.html 
(Accessed: 19 November 2015). 

275. Rapoza, K. (2011). China’s Weibo’s vs US’s Twitter: and the winner is? [online] 
Available at: http://www.forbes.com/sites/kenrapoza/2011/05/17/chinas-
weibos-vs-uss-twitter-and-the-winner-is/#76c39b57646f (Accessed: 26 
September 2013). 

276. Redding, S.G.(1993). The spirit of Chinese capitalism. New York: Walter de 
Gruyter. 

277. Reichertz, J. (2009). Abduction: the logic of discovery of grounded theory. 
Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 11(1). 

278. Ren, Y., Kraut, R. and Kiesler, S. (2007). Applying common identity and bond 
theory to design of online communities. Organization Studies, 28(3), pp. 377–
408. doi: 10.1177/0170840607076007. 

279. Rheingold, H. (1993). The virtual community: table of contents. [online] 
Available at: http://www.rheingold.com/vc/book/ (Accessed: 6 November 2015). 

280. Rice, E. and Adhikari, A.B. (2014). Internet and social media use as a 
resource among homeless Youth. 19(2). 

281. Rice, T et al. (2004), Future fields: introduction. Anthropology Matters Journal, 
Vol 6 (2). 

 
282. Richard, M., Liu, B. and Perry, L. (1984). People or monsters? And other 

stories and reportage from china after Mao. Contemporary Sociology, 13(4), p. 
498. doi: 10.2307/2069114. 

283. Richter, A. and Koch, M. (no date). Functions of social networking services. 
COOP ’08 : the 8th International Conference on the Design of Cooperative 
Systems, . 

284. Ridings, C.M., Gefen, D. and Arinze, B. (2002). Some antecedents and effects 
of trust in virtual communities. [online] Available at: 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.135.2663&rep=rep1
&type=pdf (Accessed: 6 November 2015). Journal of Strategic Information 
Systems 11  271–295 

285. Riley, M.W., Riley, J.J.W. and Johnson, M. (1969). Aging and society, volume 
2: Aging and the professions. United States: Russell Sage Foundation 
Publications. 

286. Ritholtz, B. (2010). History of social media - the big picture. [online] Available 
at: http://ritholtz.com/2010/12/history-of-social-media/ (Accessed: 25 February 
2012). 



 115 

287. Rothaermel, F.T. and Sugiyama, S. (2001). Virtual internet communities and 
commercial success: individual and community-level theory grounded in the 
atypical case of TimeZone.com. [online] Available at: 
https://www.scheller.gatech.edu/directory/faculty/rothaermel/pubs/01JOM.pdf 
(Accessed: 6 November 2015). 

288. Sabatini, F. (2011). An Inquiry into the empirics of social capital and economic 
development. [online] Available at: 
http://www.socialcapitalgateway.org/content/phdthesis/sabatini-f-2006-inquiry-
empirics-social-capital-and-economic-development-sapienza- (Accessed: 23 
May 2014). 

289. Sade-Beck,L. (2004). Internet ethnography: online and offline. International 
Journal of Qualitative Methods, pp3(2).  
 

290. Sandelowski, M. (1995). Qualitative analysis: What it is and how to begin. 
Research in Nursing and Health, 18, 371–375. doi:10.1002/nur.477018041 

291. Sandelowski, M. (2004). Using qualitative research. Qualitative Health 
Research, 14, 1366–1386. doi:10.1177/1049732304269672 

 
292. Sander, T. and Phoey Lee, T. (2014). A concept to measure social capital in 

social network sites. International Journal of Future Computer and 
Communication, , pp. 105–107. doi: 10.7763/ijfcc.2014.v3.278. 

293. Sanjek, Roger. (1990). A vocabulary for fieldnotes. In Roger Sanjek 
(Ed.), Fieldnotes: The Makings of Anthropology. pp: 108. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press. 

294. Saunders, M.N.K., Lewis, P. and Thornhill, A. (2019). Research methods for 
business students eight edition. Pearson Education, Limited. 

295. Saywell, W., Butterfield, F., FitzGerald, S. and Hewitt, P. (1983). China, Alive 
in the bitter sea. Pacific Affairs, 56(1), p. 133. doi: 10.2307/2758784. 

296. Schlegel, D. (2016). Research Philosophy and Ethics. [online] Available at: 
http://www.springer.com/us/book/9783319151342 (Accessed: 24 January 
2016). 

297. Schramm, W.S. and Roberts, D.F. (1972). The process and effects of mass 
communication. 2nd edn. Urbana, IL, United States: University of Illinois Press. 

298. Schubert, P. and Ginsburg, M. (2000). Virtual communities of transaction: The 
role of Personalization in electronic commerce. Electronic Markets, 10(1), pp. 
45–55. doi: 10.1080/10196780050033971. 



 116 

299. Schutz, A., Luckmann, T., Zaner, R.M., Engelhardt, T.H. and Schutz (1973). 
The structures of the life-world. 2nd edn. New York, NY, United States: 
Evanston [Ill.] Northwestern University Press, 1973-c1989. 

300. Sheehan, K. B. (2002). Online research methodology: reflections and 
speculations. Journal of Interactive Advertising, 3(1). 
 

301. Shu, W. and ChuangYu-Hao (2011). The perceived benefits of 
six-degree-separation social networks. Internet Research, 21(1), pp. 26–45. 
doi: 10.1108/10662241111104866. 

302. Small, Mario L. (2009). How many cases do I need? on science and Logic of 
case selection in field based research. Ethnography. 10(1):5-38. 

 
303. Smith, J.B (1998). Buyer-seller relationships: Similarity, relationship 

management and quality. Psychology and Marketing, vol. 15, pp. 76–92. 

304. Soiferman, K.L. (2010). Compare and contrast Inductive and deductive 
research approaches. [online] Available at: 
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED542066.pdf (Accessed: 6 February 2016). 

305. Sorokina, O. (2015). 8 types of social media and how each can benefit your 
business. [online] Available at: https://blog.hootsuite.com/types-of-social-
media/ (Accessed: 26 May 2016). 

306. Statista (2016). WeChat: Number of users 2016. [online] Available at: 
https://www.statista.com/statistics/255778/number-of-active-wechat-
messenger-accounts/ (Accessed: 8 November 2016). 

307. Stets, J.E. and Burke, P.J. (2000). Identity theory and social identity theory. 
Social Psychology Quarterly, 63(3), p. 224. doi: 10.2307/2695870. 

308. Stodd, J. (2011). The transient community. Understanding the role and impact 
of temporary learning communities and spaces. [online] Available at: 
https://julianstodd.wordpress.com/2011/05/19/the-transient-community-
understanding-the-role-and-impact-of-temporary-learning-communities-and-
spaces/ (Accessed: 27 November 2015). 

309. Strauss, A. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

310. Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (2000). Methodological issues in grounded theory. 
Journal of Advanced Nursing, 31, 1476-1484. 

311. Suddaby, R. (2006). From the editors: What grounded theory is not. Academy 
of Management Journal, 49, 633-642. 



 117 

312. Sudeshna and Datt, S. (2016). Importance of research approach in a research. 
[online] Available at: https://www.projectguru.in/publications/selecting-
research-approach-business-studies/ (Accessed: 2 December 2016). 

313. Tajfel, H. and Turner, J.C. (1986). The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup 
Behavior. [online] Available at: 
http://www.demenzemedicinagenerale.net/images/mens-
sana/Tajfel_e_Turner__Social_Identity_Theory.pdf (Accessed: 21 November 
2015). 

314. Taylor, M. (1992). Signposts to community development (community 
development briefing paper). London: Community Development Foundation 
and National Coalition for Neighbourhoods. 

315. Taylor, S. & Bogdan, R. (1975) Introduction to Qualitative Research Methods. 
3rd Edition. London: John Wiley and Sons. 

316. Teichman, J. and Evans, K.C. (1991). Philosophy: A beginner’s guide. Oxford, 
UK: Blackwell Publishers. 

317. Teo, T.S.H. and Lim, V.K.G. (1990). The effects of perceived justice on 
satisfaction and behavioral intentions: The case of computer purchase. 
International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, 29(2), pp. 109–125. 
doi: 10.1108/09590550110382039. 

318. Teo, T.S.H., Lim, V.K.G. and Lai, R.Y.C. (1999). Intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation in Internet usage. [online] Available at: 
http://bschool.nus.edu.sg/staff/bizteosh/TeoLimLaiOmega1999MotivationInter
net.pdf (Accessed: 19 November 2015). 

319. Thibaut, J.W and Kelley, H.H (1959). Interpersonal Relations: A Theory of 
Interdependence. Wiley, New York. 

320. Thiselton, A.C. and Torrance, J.B. (1996). The two horizons: New testament 
hermeneutics and philosophical description with special reference to 
Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and Wittgenstein. Carlisle: William B 
Eerdmans Publishing Co. 

321. Thomas, J. (1993). Doing critical ethnography. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

322. Thorne, S. (2000). Data analysis in qualitative research. Evidence Based 
Nursing, 3, 68–70. doi:10.1136/ebn.3.3.68 

323. Thorpe, R., Easter-by-Smith, M. and Jackson, P. (2012). Management 
research. London, United Kingdom: SAGE Publications. 

324. Tomar, A. and Kakkar, A. (2015). Maturity model for features of social 
messaging applications - IEEE Xplore document. [online] Available at: 
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/7014737/?tp=&arnumber=7014737&url=ht



 118 

tp:%2F%2Fieeexplore.ieee.org%2Fxpls%2Fabs_all.jsp%3Farnumber%3D701
4737%2F (Accessed: 19 May 2016). 

325. Touchpoint Digital (2016). Everything you need to know about Chinese social 
media [INFOGRAPHIC]. [online] Available at: 
http://www.touchpointdigital.co.uk/blog/everything-you-need-know-about-
chinese-social-media-infographic (Accessed: 26 October 2016). 

326. Triandis, H.C., Bontempo, R., Villareal, M.J., Asai, M. and Lucca, N. (1988). 
Individualism and collectivism: Cross-cultural perspectives on self-ingroup 
relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54(2), pp. 323–
338. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.54.2.323. 

327. Tripp, G., Payne, M. and Diodorus, D. (eds.) (2009). Social capital. New York: 
Nova Science Publishers. 

328. Trochim, W., Donnelly, J. and Arora, K. (2014). Research methods: The 
essential knowledge base. Belmont, CA, United States: Wadsworth Publishing 
Co. 

329. Trochim, W.M.K. (2006). Deduction & induction. [online] Available at: 
http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/dedind.php (Accessed: 31 January 
2016). 

330. Truett Anderson, W. (1999). Communities in a world of open systems. Futures, 
31(5), pp. 457–463. doi: 10.1016/s0016-3287(99)00005-1. 

331. Tsang, E.W.K. (1998). Can guanxi be a source of sustained competitive 
advantage for doing business in china? Academy of Management 
Perspectives, 12(2), pp. 64–73. doi: 10.5465/ame.1998.650517. 

332. Tsui,A.S and Farh, J.L (1997). Where Guanxi matters: Relational demography 
and guanxi in the Chinese context. Work and Occupations, vol. 24, no. 1, pp. 
56–79, 1997 

333. Tuli, F. (2011). The basis of distinction between qualitative and quantitative 
research in social science: Reflection on ontological, Epistemological and 
methodological Perspectives. Ethiopian Journal of Education and Sciences, 
6(1). doi: 10.4314/ejesc.v6i1.65384. 

334. Tönnies, F., Samples, J. and Tonnies, F. (1988). Community & society 
(Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft). New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers. 

335. UKCISA (2017). International students in UK HE - international student 
statistics: UK higher education. [online] Available at: 
http://institutions.ukcisa.org.uk//info-for-universities-colleges--schools/policy-
research--statistics/research--statistics/international-students-in-uk-
he/#International-(non-UK)-students-in-UK-HE-in-2015-16 (Accessed: 27 May 
2017). 



 119 

336. Uking and Michelle (2011). Special: Micro blog’s macro impact. [online] 
Available at: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-
03/02/content_12099500.htm (Accessed: 26 October 2015). 

337. Underberg, N.M. and Zorn, E.L. (2013). Digital ethnography: Anthropology, 
narrative, and new media. Austin: University of Texas Press. 

338. Universitiesuk.ac.uk. (2017). International higher education in Facts and 
Figures 2017. [online] Available at: https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-
and-analysis/reports/Pages/international-facts-figures-2017.aspx [Accessed 
25 Oct. 2017]. 

339. Uphoff, N. (2005). Understanding social capital: Learning from the analysis 
and experience of participation. [online] Available at: 
http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic980025.files/Wk%206_Oct%207th/Up
hoff_2000_Understanding_Soc_Capital.pdf (Accessed: 29 May 2012). 

340. Valenzuela, S., Park, N. and Kee, K.F. (2009). Is there social capital in a social 
network site? Facebook use and college students’ life satisfaction, trust, and 
participation. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 14(4), pp. 875–
901. doi: 10.1111/j.1083-6101.2009.01474.x. 

341. Van der Poel, M.G.M. 1993. Delineating personal support network. Social 
Networks 15:49- 70.  
 

342. Van Maanen, J. (1988). Tales of the field: On writing ethnography. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 
 

343. Wallace, A. (2007). “We have had nothing for so long that we don’t know what 
to ask for”: New deal for communities and the regeneration of socially 
excluded terrain. Social Policy and Society, 6(01), p. 1. doi: 
10.1017/s1474746406003290. 

344. Wang, F., Zeng, D., Hendler, J.A., Zhang, Q., Feng, Z., Gao, Y., Wang, H. and 
Lai, G. (2010). A study of the human flesh search engine: Crowd-powered 
expansion of online knowledge. [online] Available at: 
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/5551046/ (Accessed: 26 October 2015). 

345. Wang, J., Wang, G.G., Ruona, W.E.A. and Rojewski, J.W. (2005). Confucian 
values and the implications for international HRD. Human Resource 
Development International, 8(3), pp. 311–326. doi: 
10.1080/13678860500143285. 

346. Wang, Y. and Fesenmaier, D.R. (2004). Towards understanding members’ 
general participation in and active contribution to an online travel community. 
25(6), pp. 709–722. doi: http//dx..org/10.1016/j.tourman.2003.09.011. 

347. Wang, Y. and Miao, L. (2017). Annual Report on the Development of Chinese 
Students Studying Abroad (2017). [online] Available at: 



 120 

http://en.ccg.org.cn/annual-report-on-the-development-of-chinese-studying-
abroad-2017/ [Accessed 11 January. 2018]. 

348. Warren, C. A.B. (2002). Qualitative interviewing. In Jaber F. Gubrium and 
James A. Holstein (Eds.), Handbook of interview research: Context and 
method (pp.83-101). Thousand Oaks, CA:Sage. 

349. Wayne, B (1995). The Craft of Research. Chicago, IL: The University of 
Chicago Press. ISBN 0226065650. 

350. We Are Social UK (2016). Digital in 2016 - we are social UK. [online] Available 
at: http://wearesocial.com/uk/special-reports/digital-in-2016 (Accessed: 28 
October 2016). 

351. Web of science (2017). ‘Social Capital’ in research timeline. [online] Available 
at: http://wcs.webofknowledge.com/RA/analyze.do (Accessed: 16 October 
2017). 

352. Weber, M. and Parsons, T. (1964). The theory of social and economic 
organization. New York: Free Press [u.a.]. 

353. Wells, K. (1995). The strategy of grounded theory: Possibilities and problems. 
Social Work Research, 19, 33-37. 

354. Whiteley, P.F. (2000). Economic growth and social capital. Political Studies, 
48(3), pp. 443–466. doi: 10.1111/1467-9248.00269. 

355. Williams, D. (2006). On and off the ’net: Scales for social capital in an online 
era. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 11(2), pp. 593–628. doi: 
10.1111/j.1083-6101.2006.00029.x. 

356. Williams, K. and Durrance, J.C. (2011). Social networks and social capital: 
Rethinking theory in community informatics.4(3). 

357. Willis, J.W., Jost, M. and Nilakanta, R. (2007). Foundations of qualitative 
research: Interpretive and critical approaches. Thousand Oaks: Sage 
Publications. 

358. Wilson, B. (2006). Ethnography, the Internet, and youth culture: Strategies for 
examining social resistance and “Online-Offline” relationships. Canadian 
Journal of Education / Revue canadienne de l’éducation, 29(1), p. 307. doi: 
10.2307/20054158. 

359. Wilson, V. (2012). Research methods: Interviews. Evidence Based Library and 
Information Practice, 7(2), 96-98. 

360. Wilson, and A. Wilson. (1982). Social Interaction in Chinese Society. Praeger 
Publisher. 



 121 

361. Wolcott, H. T. (2008). Ethnography: A way of seeing (2nd ed.), Walnut Creek, 
CA: AltaMira. 

362. Wong, Y.-T., Ngo, H.-Y. and Wong, C.-S. (2003). Antecedent sand outcomes 
of employes’ trust in Chinese jointventures. Asia Pacific Journal of 
Management, 20(4), pp. 481–499. doi: 10.1023/a:1026391009543. 

363. Wong, Y.H. (1998). Key to key account management: Relationship (guanxi) 
model. International Marketing Review, 15(3), pp. 215–231. doi: 
10.1108/02651339810221142. 

364. Woolcock, M. (1998). Social Capital and Economic Development: Toward a 
Theoretical Synthesis and Policy Framework. [online] Available at: 
http://www.socialcapitalgateway.org/content/paper/woolcock-m-1998-social-
capital-and-economic-development-toward-theoretical-synthesis-a (Accessed: 
12 September 2014).27 (2), 151-208. 

365. Woolcock, M. and Narayan, D. (2000). Social capital: Implications for 
development theory, research, and policy. The World Bank Research 
Observer, 15(2), pp. 225–249. doi: 10.1093/wbro/15.2.225. 

366. Xin, K. and Pearce, J., (1996). Guanxi: Connections As Substitutes for Formal 
Institutional Support. Academy of Management Journal, 39(6), pp.1641-1658. 

367. Yang,C.F (2001a) Acritical reviewof the conceptualization of guanxi and 
renqing. in C.F.Yang (eds.), The Interpersonal Relationship, Affection, and 
Trust of the Chinese:Froman InteractionalPerspective, Taipei:Yuan Liou 
Pulishing Co. (in Chinese), pp. 3–26. 
 

368. Yang, C.F (2001b). A reconceptualization of the Chinese guanxi and renqing. 
in C.F. Yang (ed.), The Interpersonal Relationship, Affection, and Trust of the 
Chinese:Froman InteractionalPerspective, Taipei:Yuan Liou Pulishing Co. (in 
Chinese), pp. 337–370. 
 

369. Yang, M.M. (1994). Gifts, favors & banquets: The art of social relationships in 
china. NY: Cornell University Press., . doi: 10.2307/2950164. 

370. Yanow, D. and Schwartz-Shea, P. (2012). Interpretive research design: 
Concepts and processes. United Kingdom: Routledge. 

371. Yanow, D. and Schwartz-Shea, P. (2015). Interpretation and method: 
Empirical research methods and the interpretive turn. United States: 
Routledge. 

372. Yen, D.A., Barnes, B.R. and Wang, C.L. (2011). The measurement of guanxi: 
Introducing the GRX scale. Industrial Marketing Management, 40(1), pp. 97–
108. doi: 10.1016/j.indmarman.2010.09.014. 



 122 

373. Yeung, I.Y.M. and Tung, R.L. (1996). Achieving business success in 
Confucian societies: The importance of guanxi (connections). Organizational 
Dynamics, 25(2), pp. 54–65. doi: 10.1016/s0090-2616(96)90025-x. 

374. Yi, L.M. and Ellis, P. (2000). Insider-outsider perspectives of Guanxi. Business 
Horizons, 43(1), pp. 25–30. doi: 10.1016/s0007-6813(00)87384-x. 

375. Yin, R.K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Method (3rd edn). 
London: Sage.  

376. Young, B. (2015). Interpretive research? Underlying assumptions. [online] 
Available at: http://slideplayer.com/slide/6170631/ (Accessed: 28 January 
2016). 

377. Yuan, C.Y., Gay, G. and Hembrooke, H. (2006). Focused activities and the 
development of social capital in a distributed learning “Community”. The 
Information Society, 22(1), pp. 25–39. doi: 10.1080/01972240500388347. 

378. Zhang, J. and Pimpa, N. (2010). Embracing Guanxi. International Journal of 
Asian Business and Information Management, 1(1), pp. 23–31. doi: 
10.4018/jabim.2010010103. 

379. Zhai, X. (2013). Favor, Face and Reproduction of the Power: A way of social 
exchange in an reasonableness society.Sociological Research. [online] 
Available at: En.cnki.com.cn. [online] Available at: 
http://en.cnki.com.cn/Article_en/CJFDTOTAL-SHXJ200405004.htm (Accessed: 
21 Jul 2014). 
 

380. Zheng, Z., Zhang, Q. and Wang, B. (2014). Research on model of online 
knowledge sharing for coPS R&D team based on WeChat platform - IEEE 
Xplore document. [online] Available at: 
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/document/6930322/?tp=&arnumber=6930322&url=ht
tp:%2F%2Fieeexplore.ieee.org%2Fxpls%2Fabs_all.jsp%3Farnumber%3D693
0322%2F (Accessed: 19 November 2015). 

381. Zou, J.M. and Zhang, J.P. (2016). Participation Research of Virtual Learning 
Community. [online] Available at: www.atlantis-
press.com/php/download_paper.php?id=25854080.3rd International 
Conference on Mechatronics and Information Technology (ICMIT 2016) 

 


