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Abstract: This paper explores the effects of social media on government accountability 

under authoritarian regimes. It examines whether online discussions have a disciplining effect 

on officials' scandals. We use a unique dataset containing records of scandals discussed on 

microblogs in China from 2011 to 2012 to systematically study their effects on the 

government response process and officials' disciplining. We find that the government 

employs clear strategies: higher levels of online discussion lead to quicker government 

responses and more severe punishment of the officials involved. Scandals involving sexual 

and economic factors, which initially capture more attention, involve quicker responses and 

more severe punishments. Even when we exploit rainfall as the instrumental variable to 

mitigate the endogeneity, the results are still robust. Our findings suggest that the Chinese 

regime's information strategies stipulate what kind of information can be released, as well as 

responses to the release of information that causes a scandal. 
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1. Introduction 

Although authoritarian regimes are usually less responsive to citizen demands than 

democracies (Dahl, 1971; Fearon, 1999), an increasing number of studies have found that 

authoritarian regimes strategically respond to societal actors through quasi-democratic 

institutions in order to solve the principle-agent problem (Gandhi and Lust-Okar, 2009; 

Malesky and Schuler, 2010). Recently such institutions have broadened its scope to the role 

of media and the Internet (Deibert, 2015; Gunitsky, 2015). For instance, work on China 

reveals how autocrats use the partially free media and strategic communications such as 

censorship, deliberation, consultation, and astroturfing to monitor officials, respond to social 

tension, and increase the regime legitimacy (King et al, 2013, 2014, 2017; Lorentzen, 2014; 

Noesselt, 2014; Stockmann and Gallagher, 2011). The extensive apparatus uncovered by 

these studies suggests that authoritarian regimes do not simply restrict all negative 

government information. Thus, two questions naturally arise that have not yet been 

systematically examined: does the government respond to leaks of negative information in 

social media, and is such responding in measurable and predictable ways?  

 

To answer the questions, this paper tries to investigate how the government responds to 

scandals exposed online and the effects of online discussion on government accountability. In 

particular, we focus on the impact of online discourse on the government’s response process 

and the disciplinary measures officials are subjected to.2 Based on about 27 million posts 

                                                             
2 China’s experience also provides a relatively “clean” setting in which to examine the “pure” 

impacts of media since it is one of 11 countries in the world that do not hold national 

elections (Hyde and Marinov, 2012), which is another important government accountability 

mechanism (O’Donnell, 1998).  



randomly crawled from China’s most popular social media channel, Weibo (a Twitter-like 

microblog service), we establish a unique dataset containing 441 records of political scandals 

discussed online from January 1, 2011 to June 30, 2012. For each case, we calculate the 

number of times that related posts were reposted to capture the degrees of online exposure 

and study their effects on government officials’ disciplining. Considering the heterogeneity 

of the online exposure, four categories of scandals are identified—economic crimes (i.e., 

bribery, embezzlement, misappropriation and illicit kickbacks), dereliction of duty, sex 

scandals, and inappropriate speech and behavior. For each category, the various effects of 

online exposure are investigated. 

 

Our empirical results show that China indeed employs strategies to respond to leaks of 

negative information: the speed of government response and the severity of punishment are 

significantly affected by the level of public attention. The results are robust after controlling 

for the amount of bribery for corruption and different types of sex scandal exposure (text, 

images and videos). We then argue that these estimated results are not driven by the sample 

bias of censorship or the truncation problem of the dependent variable. To address the 

endogeneity problem derived from the bias of omitted variables and reverse casualty, we 

exploit an instrumental variable (IV) approach. We use daily rainfall as an instrument for the 

scale of online discussion. The results corroborate the baseline estimation that more online 

discussion accelerates the government response process and increases the likelihood that 

officials will be punished.  

 

Examining the heterogeneous effects of political scandals further strengthens our argument. 

For sex scandals and economic crimes, which initially attract more attention, the involved 

officials generally receive more severe punishment. We also use another online scandal 



dataset between 2009 and 2014 to test the generalization of the above findings beyond the 

Weibo and get a similar conclusion: online discussion significantly increases the speed of the 

government response and the severity of the punishment of the involved officials. 

 

Most of the existing research discussing the impact of the media on political outcomes was 

conducted in democracies (DiTella and Franceschelli, 2011; Prat and Stromberg, 2013). 

Taking the scandal as an example, current studies indicate that political trust and mass 

support in democracies are highly influenced by the coverage of scandals (Bowler and Karp, 

2004; Tumber and Waisbord, 2004).  Little attention has been paid to authoritarian regimes. 

We believe this paper will enhance our understanding of authoritarian regimes in several 

respects. First, there has been a growing recognition that social media plays a critical role in 

improving public accountability and transparency, and even facilitating democratization in 

authoritarian regimes (Hassid and Brass, 2014; Hassid, 2015; Lynch, 2011; Yang, 2009), yet 

almost no systematic empirical evidence exists.3 Therefore, in this paper we provide unique, 

systematic empirical evidence of the impact of social media, where anecdotal evidence of 

cases is difficult to capture.  

 

Second, this paper also contributes to the literature on government responsiveness in 

authoritarian regimes. We argue that political scandals provide a unique opportunity to 

understand the political dynamics of authoritarian regimes. Compared with the recent 

                                                             
3 For instance, Yang Dacai, a former official was sentenced to jail when viral photos of him 

wearing luxurious watches caused an online public outcry against corruption in China. But the 

government didn’t respond to Chen Yaoheng’s case that a local official bought 79 acres of 

commercial land at a very low price and made a false capital declaration.  



emerging experiment method, which involves submitting individual requests to government-

managed websites (Chen et al., 2016; Distelhorst and Hou, 2014, 2017), investigating how 

the government responds to widely discussed online scandals uncovers the underlying 

concerns and strategies more directly. Finally, focusing on online posts is also related to the 

burgeoning discussion of the role of informal institutions in improving the quality of 

governance (Jiang, 2018; Stokes, 2006; Tsai, 2007). Online grassroots expressions have 

created an informal sanctioned channel that others have argued is essential for government 

accountability (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004; Lauth, 2000).  

 

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the related literature on 

the role of the media in good governance. Section 3 presents the hypothesis. Data and 

measurement are described in Section 4. Then we move to our empirical analysis in Sections 

5 and 6. Section 7 concludes.  

 

2. Literature Review 

Recently, a growing number of research has found that quasi-democratic institutions such as 

elections, parties, and legislatures can help to reinforce authoritarian rule (Boix and Svolik, 

2013; Gandhi, 2008; Shirk, 2010). Studies of China provide empirical support for many of 

these accounts and reveal how the congresses at both the national level and local level (Manion, 

2014; Truex, 2017), partially free media outlets (Stockmann, 2014), the public hearings 

(Ergenc, 2014), and online policy toolkits (Chen et al., 2016; Distelhorst and Hou, 2017; Meng 

et al. 2014) etc. could facilitate responsiveness and make government learn from citizens. This 

strand of literature assumes that the informational asymmetry between principle and agents is 

the key obstacle to monitoring lower-level officials, improving government accountability, and 



consolidating the regime. Therefore, the quasi-democratic institutions provide communication 

channels to solve the problem by either co-opting with potential opposition or providing 

information about the local officials’ performance.  

 

Consistent with this assumption, the ways in which authoritarian regime use censorship are 

also various in strategic ways. The seminal works by King et al. (2013, 2014) empirically 

demonstrate that censorship in China seeks to curtail collective action by silencing comments 

that may spur social mobilization and permit the “vitriolic criticism” of the state and its policies. 

Similarly, the theoretical literature also explores the impact of collective action on censorship 

strategies (Chen and Xu, 2015; Huang et al., 2016; Lorentzen, 2014; Shadmehr and Bernhardt, 

2015). For example, Shadmehr and Bernhardt (2015) emphasize the uncertain payoffs of 

participating in collective action; they find that lower levels of censorship and a freer press 

make citizens less likely to revolt and thereby benefit the rulers. With regard to the various 

degrees and specifics of the censorship over time, Lorentzen (2014) examines a model that 

how much investigative reporting is allowed hinges on the levels of the threats that the 

government perceived of collective action.    

 

Research on censorship tactics suggests that authoritarian regimes will not simply restrict all 

the dissemination of negative information. For the negative information released, does the 

government respond to it, and does it hold the government accountable?  Little existing 

research consists of case studies of government responsiveness, some of which involved 

officials who were punished. Since such qualitative studies often choose cases with large 

influences, we are not sure whether government responsiveness can apply to cases with limited 

influences. If the government handles the scandals differently, a more important question 

remains unanswered: does this variation represent a deliberate government strategy? This paper 



attempts to provide the first quantitative evidence to fill this gap by using political scandals 

exposed on the Internet in the context of China to examine their effects on officials’ disciplining 

and underlying government strategies.  

 

3. Hypothesis  

Failure to punish the malfeasant officials always undermines the regime legitimacy and 

threaten the stability for either democracies or authoritarianism (Rose-Ackerman, 1999; Wilson, 

1887). The authoritarian regimes, however, encounter a dilemma when disciplining officials: 

on one hand, any punishment on the subordinates could make the ruler lose the political 

supports from the ruling coalition, which is essential for the regime survival (Bueno de 

Mesquita et al., 2003; Shirk, 1993). On the other hand, punishing malfeasant officials could 

moderate public grievances and enhance the government reputation and legitimacy. 

 

A few studies have shown that authoritarian regimes tend to employ selective strategies of 

punishment as a remedy (Cai and Zhu, 2013; Fan and Grossman, 2001; Manion, 1998; Zhu, 

2015). The enforcement of punishment should then target those cases redressing the public 

grievances effectively such as malfeasant high-ranking officials, or cases attracting more public 

attention. 4  Therefore, the scandals exposed online provide an identification pool for the 

government to monitor the subordinates. Responding to the online discussion quickly and 

punishing the involved officials severely restrict the disciplining within a certain range to gain 

more internal political support, as well as reduce the negative public beliefs about the 

                                                             
4 Zhu (2015) find that the corrupt high-ranking officials are more likely to receive most 

severe punishment—death penalty than others. 



government capacity and maintain regime legitimacy. We therefore hypothesize that: 

 

Hypothesis: More public attention on scandal exposure increases the speed of government 

responsiveness and the severity of punishment of involved officials. 

 

4. Data and Identification Strategy 

4.1 Sampling Method  

The dataset is extracted from Weibo, the best-known microblogging platform in China, hosting 

87% of all Chinese microblogging activities (Wen and Sun, 2011).  We assembled the dataset 

as followed. We begin with social media posts by crawling about 27 million Weibo posts from 

January 1, 2011 to June 30, 2012. We randomly crawled the active users’ posts and the related 

information of each post including the number of reposted times and the number of comments 

(For the detail, see Appendix A.1) Our sample posts and the corresponding reposts account for 

59.97% of the whole during this period.5  

 

After getting the raw data, we removed posts that were not related to government officials. We 

assume that among all the scandal-related posts, most of the posts will mention the officials’ 

administrative position. Thus, we use all the names of officials’ administrative position as the 

keywords to find the related posts (For the keywords lexicon, see Appendix A.2). This left us 

with about 349,000 posts. 

                                                             
5 According to Xinhua News (2012), Sina Weibo had about 100 million messages sent daily. 

The proportion is estimated as the number of sampling posts and corresponding reposts (in 

this case, approximately 32,800 million) /(100 million*the number of days during the period).  



 

We then manually identified posts related to officials’ scandals, left with 441 observations 

(Appendix A.3 provides the coding details). We define scandals as negative information that 

violates the CCP’s discipline and state laws. According to the Criminal Law and Regulations 

on Disciplinary Sanctions of CCP (for details, see Appendix B),6 scandals are divided into four 

categories—economic crimes (i.e., bribery, embezzlement and misappropriation) (n = 207), 

dereliction of duty (n = 112), sex scandals (n = 43), and inappropriate speech and behavior (n 

= 188). In addition, 39 cases involve two or more kinds of scandals. Table 1 defines the scandal 

types and the number of observations in our dataset. For the purposes of the research, the 

criterion for identifying a case is whether a suspect is convicted of any of these crimes.   

 

Table 1: Definitions of Scandal Types 

Scandal Types Definition # of 

Scandals 

Economic crimes (1) accepting or offering bribes; (2) 

embezzlement; (3) misappropriation; (4) 

failure to explain the sources of a large number 

of properties; (5) concealing deposits abroad; 

(6) dividing state-owned assets; and (7) 

dividing confiscated property. 

207 

Dereliction of duty (1) abuses of power; (2) neglecting one’s duty; 

(3) engaging in malpractice for personal gain; 

(4) violating the provisions of the Law on 

Guarding State Secrets.  

112 

Sex scandal (1) improper sexual relations with others; (2) 

exploiting professional power, mentoring 

relationships, staff relationships or other 

similar relationships to have sexual relations 

with others. 

43 

Inappropriate 

speech and 

(1) luxurious lifestyles, hedonism or the 

pursuit of vulgar interests; (2) inappropriate 

118 

                                                             
6 Our classification is also consistent with Thompson (2000)’s, which define scandals as 

“actions or events involving certain kinds of transgressions sufficiently serious to elicit a 

public response”.  



behavior acts in a public place that violate the public 

order and good morals; (3) serious violation of 

social morality. 

 

 

4.2 Key Independent Variables from Social Media 

Online discussion of the scandals, measured by the number of times posts were reposted, is our 

key variable of interest. Based on the officials’ names, we performed the content analysis of 

the raw data so as to find all the posts that mentioned the involved officials’ names (for coding 

detail, see Appendix A.4).  Then we calculate the total number of times the posts of each 

scandal were reposted. Figure C1 in Appendix C plots the integrated daily distribution of the 

number of reposts; Figure C2 plots the daily distribution by scandal type.  

 

4.3 Dependent Variables 

The primary goal of this study is to evaluate how fast the government responds to scandals and 

the severity of the punishment of involved officials. After getting the names of involved 

officials, we searched their names and related keywords of scandals one by one on the Internet. 

The rule is that if the government responded, we could check the related news on the Internet 

and get the approximate date of the government response. We calculate the speed of 

government response as a dichotomous variable that is coded 1 if the government responds to 

the scandal within one month,7 and 0 otherwise. Panel A of Figure 1 displays the distribution 

                                                             
7 The date of the response for each case is only available for monthly data. We choose one 

month as the threshold since 95% online hot topics will be discussed within one month 



of the government responsiveness across scandal types. To measure the severity of officials’ 

disciplining, we use an ordinal variable ranging from -1 to 10. The variable of officials’ 

disciplining is ordinal, ranging from -1 to 10: promotion (-1), no action (0), (serious) warning 

and record a (serious) demerit (1), suspension from post (2), resignation (3), removal from post 

(4), dismissal from post (5), expulsion from party and discharge (6), fixed-term imprisonment 

(7), life imprisonment (8), death sentence with reprieve (9) and death sentence (10). Panel B 

of Figure 1 plots the distribution of punishments across scandal types. 8 We distributed these 

cases into four categories based on the severity of the punishment: promotion (-1), no action 

(0), administrative penalty (1-6) and judicial penalty (7-10).9 

 

Figure 1: Distribution of Government Responsiveness and Punishment across Scandal Types 

                                                             

according to the Annual Report on Development of New Media in China (2013, p. 50). We 

also choose two months as threshold, and the results are still consistent with our expectation. 

8 The classification is based on the Regulations on Disciplinary Penalty within the CCP. 

9 We also separately plot the Loess curves on online discussion, government responsiveness 

and severity of punishment, providing prima facie support for our expectation. For more details, 

see Appendix D.  



 

4.4 Other Control Variables 

Previous studies have demonstrated that the penalties imposed on officials are closely related 

to their personal characteristics, especially their administrative levels and positions (Zhu, 

2015).10  Therefore we collect data on officials’ positions and corresponding administrative 

levels. These variables will be controlled in the empirical analysis. The summary statistics of 

the variables mentioned above are presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Obs Mean SD Min Max 

Internet Reposts (ln)  441 8.045 3.361 0 16.259 

Whether the government responds 

within one month  
441 0.361 0.481 0 1 

Severity of punishment  436 4.88 3.14 -1 10 
                                                             
10 In our sample, the distribution pattern across all scandal types is quite similar: officials 

with leading roles of sections or divisions have more scandals than others. This is consistent 

with the findings of Zhu (2015, p.603).  



Rainfall (20:00-20:00) 163,161 28.962 95.474 0 3,610 

Scandals 441 2.089 1.226 1 4 

      Economic crimes 207     

Dereliction of duty 112     

Sex scandal 43     

Inappropriate speech and 

behavior 

118     

Officials’ administrative level 441 3.392 2.009 0 8 

Officials’ position 438 4.436 1.665 1 6 

Note: The ordinal variable “officials’ administrative level” is coded from 0 to 8 as follows: staff 

and clerk (0), assisting roles of sections or equivalent (1), leading roles of section or equivalent 

(2), assisting roles of divisions (3), leading roles of divisions (4), assisting roles of departments 

(5), leading roles of departments (6), assisting roles of ministries or provinces (7), leading roles 

of ministries or provinces (8). The nominal variable “officials’ position” is coded according to 

six categories: the village committee (1), the party committee (2), organs of public security, 

People’s Procuratorate and People’s Court (3), People’s Congress and People’s Political 

Consultative Committee (4), government branches (5) and functional organs (6). 

 

5. Empirical Analysis 

5.1 Baseline Results 

Since the variable of punishment is a set of ordered categories, we employ a probit model to 

analyze the effects of online discussion on the government’s processing and an ordered-probit 

model on officials’ punishment. The functional forms of our estimation are: 

 

𝑃𝑟(𝑌1 = 1) = Φ(𝛼1𝑅𝑖 + 𝛽1𝑇𝑖 + ∑ 𝛾1 𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀1𝑖)                                           (1) 

 

𝑃𝑟(𝑌2 = 𝑘) = Φ(𝛼2𝑅𝑖 + 𝛽2𝑇𝑖 + ∑ 𝛾2𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀2𝑖),    𝑘 = −1, 0, 1 … , 𝑘         (2) 

 

Where Φ  is the cumulative standard normal distribution function,   𝑌1  is the dichotomous 

measure of whether the government responds to the scandal 𝑖 within one month, 𝑌2 denotes the 

severity of the punishment (ranging from -1 to 10),  𝑅𝑖 refers to the number of times related 

online posts were reposted, 𝑇𝑖 stands for the type of online scandal, 𝑋𝑖 is a vector of variables 

measuring personal characteristics such as proxies for officials’ administrative levels and 

positions, and 𝜀𝑖 is the disturbance term that absorbs the effects of other random sources of 



differences in the dependent variable. 

 

Table 3 reports the effects of online discussion on the speed of government response to scandals 

and the severity of the punishment. Column 1 reports the baseline estimates of the effects of 

online reposts on the speed of government response, and Column 2 controls for the personal 

characteristics of the involved officials. Consistent with the first part of the hypothesis, a one-

standard-deviation increase in online discussion increases the probability that the government 

will respond to a scandal within one month by 7.9% (Column 1). Taking officials’ 

administrative levels and positions into account (Column 2), the point estimator is positive, 

which is statistically significant and substantively meaningful. In addition, we also control for 

GDP per capita, population density, and government expenditure to capture regional variations 

that the time-invariant fixed effects cannot capture. The results are still significant. In order to 

capture administrative characteristics that may influence both the online discussion and the 

response process, we add a dummy variable indicating the level of government to which the 

involved officials belong. The results are consistent with our expectation. In terms of scandal 

types, sex scandals are sensitive to both the speed of government response and the severity of 

punishment, while the economic crimes are statistically significant only on the severity of 

punishment. In addition, cases of the dereliction of duty and inappropriate speech have no 

statistical effects on the speed of government response. 

 

To examine whether online discussion holds the government accountable, we adjust for the 

dependent variable as the severity of punishment that the involved officials received in columns 

3 and 4 of Table 3. In line with the hypothesis, the results indicate that online discussion 

exacerbates the likelihood that officials received a severe punishment: the coefficient of online 

discussion is positive and statistically significant at the 10% level (Column 3). After controlling 



for officials’ characteristics, the results still demonstrate the sanctioned effects of online 

discussion (Column 4). A one-standard-deviation increase in online discussion increases the 

punishment by 0.079 of a standard deviation. The results also corroborate our expectation after 

controlling for GDP per capita, population density, the government expenditure and level of 

government. 

Table 3: Effects of Online Discussion on the Speed of Government Response and Severity of 

Punishment  

 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

VARIABLES 
Respond within 

one month 

Respond within 

one month 
Disciplining Disciplining 

      

Repost(ln) 0.059*** 0.066*** 0.029* 0.037** 
 (0.019) (0.021) (0.016) (0.017) 

Dereliction of 

duty) 
0.056 0.080 -1.943*** -1.945*** 

 (0.160) (0.169) (0.166) (0.170) 

Sex scandals  1.125*** 1.103*** -1.218*** -1.313*** 
 (0.285) (0.295) (0.291) (0.292) 

Inappropriate 

speech  
-0.204 -0.229 -2.077*** -2.164*** 

 (0.157) (0.172) (0.183) (0.195) 

Officials’ 

position 
No Yes No Yes 

Officials’ 

administrative 

levels 

No Yes No Yes 

Constant -0.872*** -1.120***   

 (0.183) (0.383)   

Observations 441 435 436 430 

Note: The scandal type of economic crimes is the omitted reference category. Standard errors 

clustered at the official level in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1 

 

Certain types of negative news could generate a flood of publicity and negative emotions and 

bring about different serious consequences (Baum, 2002; Kalb, 1998; Patterson, 2000). 

Obviously, the corrupt cases with larger amount of bribery accepted and sex sandals with more 



detailed information could attract more public attention. 11 Therefore, we expect that the high-

profile scandals get more severe punishment. We then collect data on the amount of bribery 

accepted for each case of economic crimes and different forms of exposure for sex scandals. 

The nominal variable “forms of exposure for sex scandals” differentiates between three forms 

of exposure (video, image and text). In Table 4, we examine the amount of bribery in the 

category of economic crimes (Columns 1 and 2) and introduce different forms of exposure for 

sex scandals (Columns 3 and 4). The results reveal that, as expected, the properties of scandals 

are significantly related to the severity of the punishment. With regard to the key variable of 

interest, the coefficients of the online discussion are positive and statistically significant across 

all specifications.  

 

Table 4: Online Discussion and the Severity of Punishment: Concerning the Properties of 

Scandals 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) 

VARIABLES 

Economic 

Crimes 

Economic 

Crimes 

Sex 

Scandals 

Sex 

Scandals 

      
Repost (ln) 0.078*** 0.076** 0.157* 0.350***  

(0.024) (0.027) (0.104) (0.108) 

Amount of bribery (ln) 0.152*** 0.138*** 
  

 
(0.042) (0.044) 

  

Exposure with text 
  

0.302 1.536**    
(0.583) (0.634) 

Exposure with video 
  

0.845* 1.898***    
(0.592) (0.707) 

Officials’ position No Yes No Yes 

Officials’ administrative 

levels 
No Yes No Yes 

     

Observations 164 163 40 40 

Note: The scandal exposure with image is the omitted reference category. Standard errors 

clustered at the official level in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1 

                                                             
11 It is difficult to capture other factors that affect the severity of punishment for cases of 

dereliction of duty and inappropriate speech and behavior. 



5.2 Censorship 

One possible concern of the sample selection bias is the censorship. 12  Methodologically, 

whether the estimations of Table 3 would be biased depends on the relationship between the 

censored posts and the key dependent variables (the speed of government response and the 

severity of the punishment).  If the estimated coefficient based on the uncensored posts were 

lower than the coefficient of Table 3, the effects of online discussion would be overestimated. 

Otherwise, the effects would be underestimated. Thus, it is necessary to understand the pattern 

of online censorship in China when discussing the relationship between censorship and our 

estimation. Some research has found that the government tends to censor posts related to high-

level officials or cases with greater influence since such discourse increases public grievances 

and threatens regime stability (He, 2008; Sullivan, 2014).13  In addition, King et al. (2013, 

2014) argue that the Chinese government permits the online criticism of the government and 

its policies, indicating that compared with others, online discussion about officials in 

government branches would be less likely to be censored. The literature provides valuable 

                                                             
12 How scandals were exposed online is another concern of the sample selection bias. The 

initiators of scandals may have the ability to access the officials’ malpractice and are willing 

to report this online. Nip and Fu (2016) find that the ordinary citizens prefer to make good 

use of the social media platform to initiate cases, and 82.76% of the corrupt cases exposed on 

Weibo were initiated by ordinary citizens, independent media workers, and even people 

involved in the cases. For the discussion on sample selection bias, see sections 5.2 and 5.3.  

13 Although some other scholars argue that local officials seeking for promotion have more 

incentive to censor the negative news within their jurisdictions (Tai, 2014), we believe this 

does not affect our sample since Weibo is a nationwide platform rather than a local website, 

and the local governments do not have capacities to censor content on Weibo.  



insights for us. We restrict the sample to both low-level officials and officials working in 

government section, and then re-estimate the models to mitigate the effects of censorship. The 

low-level officials include those below the municipal level, and officials working in the 

government section include those working in the executive- and functional branches of the 

government.  

 

Figure 2 plots the coefficients of online discussion based on the restricted samples.  Panel A 

shows the estimation for the low-level officials, confirming the hypothesis that online 

discussion increases the speed of government response and the severity of punishment. The 

coefficients on the speed of government response and the severity of punishment are 0.045 and 

0.036, respectively and statistically significant. We also ran Hausman specification tests, and 

the results between the full sample and restricted sample of low-level cases consistently suggest 

that there is no systematic difference between the coefficients estimated. 14 Panel B displays 

the estimation of online discussion for officials working in the government section. The results 

still support our expectations that both coefficients for the speed of government response and 

the severity of punishments are positive and statistically significant. The results of Hausman 

tests between the full and the restricted also show no systematic difference between the two. 

The above evidence suggests that our baseline estimation is not driven by the censorship. We 

believe that it resonates with King et al.’s (2013, 2014) research to some extent. Since our data 

is all about the officials’ scandals, it would be less likely to be censored.  

                                                             
14 Hausman specification tests were also employed here to relax the assumption that 

censorship exists for high-level officials. The results of the Hausman tests between the full 

sample and subsamples of either low- or high-level cases show that there is no systematic 

difference between the coefficients estimated.  



 

Figure 2: Estimated Effects of Online Discussion 

 

 

In addition, the non-disclosure of punishment information on involved officials in certain 

scandals may lead to the truncated sample of the dependent variable, where some observations 

equal to 0 due to the secret punishment.15 Failure to take this phenomenon into account may 

result in selection bias. We exploit two strategies to mitigate the potential problem. First, we 

use the Tobit model to re-estimate the effect of online discussion on the punishment. Column 

1 of Table 5 reports the related results, which are consistent with the baseline estimation. The 

coefficient of online discussion is significant at 5% level. In terms of scandal types, compared 

with others, officials involved in either economic crimes or sex scandals are still receiving more 

severe punishments. Second, we restrict the sample to those observations that the values of 

                                                             
15  We believe this phenomenon does not affect the estimates of the effects of online 

discussion on the speed of government response since the non-disclosure of the response 

information means not responding which is consistent with our definition of the government 

responsiveness.  



dependent variable are larger than 0. The estimated results, shown in Column 2 of Table 5, 

corroborate our expectation that the coefficient of online discussion is significant at 5% level.16  

 

Table 5: Online Discussion and Severity of Punishment: Concerning Sampling Bias 

  (1) (2) 

 Disciplining Disciplining 

VARIABLES Tobit Model Restricted Sample 

      

Repost (ln) 0.115** 0.043** 

 (0.045) (0.019) 

Dereliction of duty -4.091*** -2.356*** 

 (0.352) (0.206) 

Sex scandals -2.525*** -1.567*** 

 (0.566) (0.351) 

Inappropriate speech -5.353*** -1.945*** 

 (0.447) (0.218) 

Officials’ position Yes Yes 

Officials’ administrative level Yes Yes 

Constant 3.988***  

 (1.297)  
Observations 430 350 

Note: The type of economic crimes is the omitted reference category. Standard errors clustered 

at the official level in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1 

 

5.3 Instrumental Variable Results 

5.3.1 Rainfall as Instrumental Variable 

 

We have discussed and tried to mitigate the problem of omitted variables such as the properties 

of scandals in specifications and the censorship. The baseline model may not capture other 

possible omitted variables, which may affect both the online discussion and officials’ 

                                                             
16 We employ the same method in Figure 5 to examine whether the results of Table 5 are 

driven by the censorship. The estimated results are robust.  



punishment.17 Meanwhile, the news that officials are being disciplined can itself attract public 

attention and increase the number of reposts. Thus, the potential reverse causality may bias the 

estimation. To make valid inferences, we exploit the amount of daily rainfall as an instrument 

for the scale of the online discussion. Several studies have shown that inclement weather 

significantly affects people’s decisions about whether to spend time outdoors or stay inside a 

climate-controlled house (Harries and Stadler, 1988). Individuals are more likely to choose 

indoor activities such as surfing the Internet and watching TV when the weather is bad (Starr-

McCluer, 2000; Gomez et al., 2007). Therefore, the bad weather will affect people’s intention 

to receive the online information and repost it.  More importantly, bad weather will not affect 

officials’ discipline measures directly or through any other channels.18   Figure 3 plots the 

relationship between daily rainfall and the scale of online discussion. The positive relationship 

between the two suggests that daily rainfall can serve as a suitable excluded instrument for 

                                                             
17 One possible omitted variable could be the political struggle. The exposure of an official’s 

scandal could be part of a power struggle in which an official leaks this information online to 

eliminate a competitor, as well as to influence the punishment.  

18 As Sovey and Green (2010) discussed, rainfall has been broadly used to predict economic 

growth, conflict, and insurgencies etc. One possible concern about IV validity of rainfall is it 

might simultaneously affect both netizens’ behavior and government behavior.  For instance, 

when it was rainy, the bureaucrats might also stay indoor to work, thereby increasing the 

censorship degree. We believe such influence is limited. First, bureaucrats’ daily work is 

relatively regular and insensitive to the weather compared with the ordinary people. Second, 

although we cannot exclude the effect of this part of censorship, the positive relationship 

between rainfall and online discussion showing in the first stage indicates that if this is the 

case, rainfall still increase the online discussion.   



online discussion.19   

 

Figure 3: Rainfall and Online Discussion  

 
 

5.3.2 2SLS Specification Setting 

 

The estimation equations are as follows.   

 

𝑅𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼3𝑅𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽3𝑇𝑖 + ∑ 𝛾3 𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀3𝑖𝑡                           (3) 

 

𝑃𝑟(𝑌1𝑖𝑡 = 1) = Φ(𝛼4𝑅𝑖�̂� + 𝛽4𝑇𝑖 + ∑ 𝛾4 𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀4𝑖)                   (4) 

 

 𝑌2𝑖𝑡 = 𝛼5𝑅𝑖�̂� + 𝛽5𝑇𝑖 + ∑ 𝛾5 𝑋𝑖 + 𝜀5𝑖                                        (5) 

                                                             
19 Another concern about IV validity is that online discussion may not be affected by heavy 

rainfall, since people use mobile phones outdoors. We believe that this does not weaken our 

argument. According to the Annual Development Report on China’s Mobile Internet (2012, 

2013, 2014), China’s mobile Internet developed rapidly after 2013 due to the introduction of 

fourth-generation wireless technologies. Yet during our study period, most mobile phone 

users in China only used their phones to surf websites rather than post. Also, there are no 

android/iOS applications for Weibo.  



 

where Φ is the cumulative standard normal distribution function, 𝑅𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑙𝑖𝑡 is the continuous 

measure of daily rainfall for scandal 𝑖 at time 𝑡, 𝑌1𝑖𝑡 is the dichotomous measure of whether 

the government responds to scandal 𝑖 within one month at time 𝑡,  𝑌2𝑖𝑡 denotes the severity of 

punishment for scandal 𝑖 at time 𝑡, and 𝑅𝑖𝑡 refers to the number of times online posts were 

reposted at time 𝑡.  

 

We first use daily rainfall to predict the daily online posts of certain officials in the first-stage 

regression (Equation 3). The variation in the scale of online discussion in this stage stems from 

the exogenous variable—local rainfall. Next, we put the estimated values into the second-stage 

regression (Equations 4 and 5) as the key explanatory variable and obtain the final estimation. 

The weather dataset comes from China Meteorological Administration (CMA) data on daily 

rainfall estimates, which rely on 824 weather stations across the country to derive rainfall 

estimates. We use estimates of the daily rainfall of the municipalities where the government 

officials involved in the scandals worked during the study period.20 Although it is possible that 

residents living in other places repost information about local scandals, we still believe our 

method is valid: local rainfall increases the probability that a local scandal will be reposted on 

the Internet. As mentioned above, 84% of the scandals are at the local level, and local residents 

generally tend to repost local news rather than events happening elsewhere (Tong and Zuo, 

2014).  

 

                                                             
20 The daily rainfall estimates are means of the data from those stations if there is more than 

one station in a given municipality, and from the nearest station if there is no station in a 

particular location. 



Table 6 reports the two-stage least squares (2SLS) results. Column 1 reports the results of the 

first-stage regression specification describing the effects of rainfall on the scale of online 

discussion. The coefficient estimate of 0.77 implies that a 10% increase in rainfall raises the 

scale of online discussion by 7.7%. This coefficient is significant at the 1% level. The rainfall 

instrument is not strong enough (the F-statistic is 4.47 in Column 1) but is acceptable, 

suggesting that the point estimator of 2SLS is approximately median unbiased (Angrist and 

Pischke, 2009). 21   Columns 2 and 3 report IV-2SLS estimations of the effects of online 

discussion, which provide strong evidence of our main hypothesis that instrumented online 

discussion exhibits a positive and highly statistically significant effect on the likelihood of 

receiving quicker government response (Column 2) and a more severe punishment (Column 

3). Point estimates are slightly larger than the results reported in Tables 2 and 4, suggesting that 

the previous results are biased downward. This downward bias is likely attributable to 

measurement error, in particular for the censorship, which tends to be underreported. One 

concern about the exclusion restriction of IV validity is that online discussion of certain 

scandals may be affected by increasing protest activities when there is less rain. As an 

identification check, we add an interaction term between the instrumented online discussion 

and a dummy variable indicating whether there was moderate or heavier rain during the 

daytime22 as an additional explanatory variable (Columns 4 and 5). The rationale is that when 

there is heavier rain with less collective action, people tend to spend more time on the Internet, 

and therefore the effect of rainfall on online discussion should be greater. Thus, the coefficients 

                                                             
21  For “just-identified” IV models with a weak instrument (Staiger and Stock, 1997), Monte Carlo studies show that the estimator is 

approximately median unbiased, and the confidence intervals have relatively accurate coverage rates (Angrist and Pischke, 2009). 

22 According to the CMA standard, moderate rain means more than 5mm of precipitation 

within 12 hours.  Here we use rainfall data during the daytime from CMA (8:00–20:00). 



of interaction terms should be positive and significant. The results are in line with our 

expectation, indicating that the effect of rainfall on online discussion is greater on rainy days 

than on less rainy days.  

 

Table 6:  IV-2SLS Estimation about Effects of Online Discussion 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 First-stage 

Second-

stage 

Second-

stage 

Second-

stage 

Second-

stage 

Variables Repost  

Respond 

within one 

month 

Disciplini

ng 

Respond 

within one 

month 

Disciplini

ng 
      

Rainfall (ln) 1.470**     
 (0.684)     

Repost (ln)  0.056*** 0.057*** 0.035*** 0.029** 

  (0.008) (0.012) (0.008) (0.013) 

Dereliction of duty 703.908*** -0.001 -3.525*** 0.028* -3.473*** 
 (175.659) (0.014) (0.313) (0.015) (0.314) 

Sex scandals 81.501 1.668*** -1.653*** 1.670*** -1.650*** 
 (280.109) (0.023) (0.495) (0.023) (0.495) 

Inappropriate speech 38.758 -0.297*** -3.855*** -0.297*** -3.858*** 
 (178.081) (0.013) (0.314) (0.013) (0.314) 

Interaction term    0.017*** 0.012*** 

    (0.002) (0.003) 

Constant 72.564 -0.889*** 4.625*** -0.796*** 4.752*** 
 (341.722) (0.043) (0.597) (0.045) (0.598) 

Officials’ position Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Officials’ administrative 

level 
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

      

Observations 160,957 111,152 109,565 111,152 109,565 

Number of ID 436   429   429 

Note: The scandal type of economic crimes is the omitted reference category. Standard errors 

in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1. 

 

In order to capture the heterogeneous effects of online discussion explicitly, we estimate the 

effect of reposts by scandal type, which is presented in Figure 4. Panel A draws the related 

impact on the speed of government response, demonstrating more online discussion is 

associated with quicker government response. Panel B shows the impact on the officials’ 

disciplinary measures, confirming the sanctioned effects of the online discussion. The dots 



represent the point estimates of the causal effects of online discussion for the four types of 

scandals. The vertical lines are 95% confidence intervals. Although online discussion has a 

considerable effect on scandals related to the dereliction of duty, for economic crimes and sex 

scandals, the effects are relatively large and statistically significant. Moreover, officials are 

punished more severely for these two types of scandals. A 1% increase in online discussion 

increases the probability of receiving a more severe punishment for sex scandals and economic 

crimes by 24.25% and 10.11%, respectively. The comparable figure for dereliction of duty is 

8.6%, but it is not statistically significant for scandals involving inappropriate speech. 

Considering the public attention generated by sex scandals and economic crimes, the findings 

are consistent with previous studies, which have found that media attention can put pressure 

on the government beyond the court to remedy the issue in authoritarian regimes (Liebman, 

2005). Moreover, it also reflects the concept of “stability-driven responsive justice,” which 

holds that the prior work of the legal system in China has focused on keeping the regime stable 

(Gu, 2015).  

 

Figure 4: Causal Effects of Online Discussion23 

                                                             
23 We also ran the same regression using baseline data, and the results are similar.  



   

6. External Validity 

We use another online scandal dataset between 2009 and 2014 to test the generalization of the 

above conclusion. The data was selected from the Annual Report on Public Opinion in China 

(2009-2014), which covered all the online hot topics during this period. For the purposes of 

this project, we also use data from the Baidu Index24 to measure the online exposure activity 

of the scandal and supplement the analysis with data about the punishments received by 

involved officials. We also use rainfall data as the instrument for the Baidu Index in Table 7 

and get a similar conclusion: online discussion significantly increases the speed of the 

government response and the severity of the punishment of the involved officials.  

Table 7: External Validity: IV-2SLS Estimation 

  (1) (2) (3) 

 First-stage Second-stage Second-stage 

VARIABLES 

Baidu Index 

(ln) 

Respond within 

one month Discipline 

        

Rainfall (ln) 0.162**   

 (0.076)   

                                                             
24 Baidu is the largest search engine in China.  



Repost (ln)  1.867*** 1.059* 

  (0.626) (0.559) 

Dereliction of duty -1.092* 3.480*** -1.286 

 (0.615) (1.174) (1.024) 

Sex scandals -0.124 2.909*** -1.373* 

 (0.569) (0.977) (0.738) 

Inappropriate speech -0.963** 3.112*** -3.182*** 

 (0.487) (1.003) (0.801) 

Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes 

Provincial fixed effects Yes Yes Yes 

Constant 8.886*** -21.185*** -5.706 

 (1.147) (6.773) (5.925) 

    

Observations 187 107 172 

Note: The scandal type of economic crimes is the omitted reference category. Standard errors 

in parentheses. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1 

 

7. Conclusion 

Most previous studies on government responsiveness and the impact of the media on political 

outcomes were conducted in democracies. The large variation of media freedom in 

authoritarian regimes indicates the diverse and complicated tactics they use to manage access 

to information. Little previous research has explored authoritarian regimes’ information 

management strategies. Few studies exclusively examine the mechanisms that determine what 

information can be disseminated in such countries. Strategic censorship suggests that 

authoritarian regimes do not simply restrict all negative information about the government. In 

this paper, we examine the effects of negative information on government responsiveness and 

accountability.  

 

Based on a unique dataset that contains records of scandals discussed on the most popular 

microblog in China from 2011 to 2012, we systematically study their effects on the speed of 

government response and the severity of officials’ disciplinary measures. We find that the 

authoritarian regime indeed employs dedicated strategies: more online discussion leads to 



quicker government response and more severe punishment of the officials involved. In 

particular, the government handles those prominent sexual and economic scandals more 

quickly, and the officials receive more severe punishment. By exploiting rainfall as the 

instrument variable for online discussion in order to mitigate the endogeneity problem, the 

results still corroborate the baseline estimation. Our findings suggest that authoritarian regimes’ 

information management strategies involve deciding what kind of information can be released 

(i.e., censorship) as well as how to respond to leaks of negative information.   

 

We believe this paper will enhance our understanding of authoritarian regimes in two ways. 

First, the empirical evidence reveals that China has strategies to respond to the release of 

negative information. While being responsive to societal demands will enhance the regime’s 

legitimacy, it may also ultimately erode the fairness and authority of the judiciary, which is 

another important dimension of legitimacy. The effects of this kind of double-edged sword 

merit further study. Second, our study shows that the online expression emerging from the 

grassroots can create an informal sanctioned channel, which previous studies have argued is 

essential for government accountability. 
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Appendix A 

This appendix provides information on data construction. The data used in the analysis is built 

using the following four steps: 

 

A.1: Raw data 

 

We use a Weibo message crawler25 (PMSinaMsgCrawler) to randomly crawl Weibo’s overlay 

and got 659,692 users’ posts (about 26,608,054 posts) on Weibo from January 1, 2011 to June 

30, 2012. All valid user accounts on Sina Weibo have a 10-digit identity code. The crawler 

generated randomly possible account codes between 1,000,000,000 and the maximum (in this 

case, 2,909,292,288) and tested their validity using the computer program on the Sina Weibo 

website. If the account were active, which means the user wrote one post at least once a month, 

we crawled that user’s posts and the related information of each post. The related information 

of each post includes the number of times certain post was reposted and the number of 

comments of certain post etc. Consistent with findings by Fu and Chau (2013), we find that the 

active accounts on average contribute to 80% posts. Our sample and the corresponding number 

of times posts were reposted account for 59.97% of the whole during the period.  

 

Figure A1 shows the time distribution of the number of posts in our sample. A steady increase 

in the number of posts was observed in this period. The sudden increase from April to May 

2012 may be due to the commercialization of Sina Weibo. During this period, many e-

                                                             
25 The PMSinaMsgCrawler is one of the most widely used open-source trawlers to collect 

Weibo posts, which is developed by an organization called Pameng (http://cnpameng.com/) 

to blend crowdsourcing with big data analytics. We crawled the data at the end of 2012.  

http://cnpameng.com/


commerce shops opened Weibo accounts, and the new e-commerce platform and interactive 

advertising increased the overall number of posts.26  

 

Figure A1: Time Distribution of Sample Posts 

 

 

In order to test the representativeness of our data, in Figure A2 we compare our sample with 

the general pattern of registered Weibo users, which is a typical indicator to measure Weibo 

development before 2013.27 It shows that both patterns are quite similar.  

 

Figure A2: Time Distribution of Sample Posts and the Number of Weibo Users 

                                                             
26 https://www.huxiu.com/article/16983/1.html.  

27 The number of registered users is the only way to measure the development of Weibo in 

Sina financial reports during the study period. After 2013, Sina cited the number of active 

monthly users instead in its financial reports.  

https://www.huxiu.com/article/16983/1.html


 

 

A.2: Keyword Search 

After getting the raw data, we then removed posts that were not related to government 

officials. We assume that among all the scandal-related posts, most of the posts would 

mention the officials’ administrative positions. Thus, we use all the officials’ position names 

as the keywords to find the related posts. The position names are from Law of the People’s 

Republic of China on Public Servants, On the Implementation of the "Interim Regulations on 

National Civil Servants" by the CCP, and Interim Regulations on the Supervision and 

Administration of State-Owned Assets of Enterprises (The words list is listed below).  This 

search revealed 348,983 posts related to officials’ positions (see Figure A3). 

 

Figure A3: Time Distribution of Official Administrative Position Related Posts 



 

 

Below we provide a complete list of administrative-position-related words: 

 

Chief and deputy at the central level, chief and deputy at the provincial and ministerial 

level, chief and deputy at the department and bureau level, chief and deputy at the 

county and division level, chief and deputy at the township and section level, inspector, 

deputy inspector, analyst, associate analyst, senior section member, junior section 

member, section member, office clerk, judges, public prosecutors, committee member, 

representative, secretary, the general manager, deputy general manager, chairman, and 

accountant. 

 



A.3: Manual Search 

After gathering the position-related posts, we manually searched the Internet.28 One author 

read about 3,500 posts each day for about 100 days to identify officials’ negative 

information.29 We define scandals as negative information that violates the CCP’s discipline 

and state laws.  According to the Criminal Law and Regulations on Disciplinary Sanctions of 

CCP, we divide the scandals into four categories—economic crimes (i.e., bribery, 

embezzlement and misappropriation) (n = 207), dereliction of duty (n = 112), sex scandals (n 

= 43), and inappropriate speech and behavior (n = 188)—and got 441 officials’ names and 

the scandal content.  

 

A.4: Calculate the Frequencies  

 

Now we only have officials’ names and the scandal content. We need to know the information 

on the online discussion. Since not all the posts discussing the scandal would mention officials’ 

positions, we need to go back to the raw data as in A.1. We performed the content analysis of 

the raw data based on the officials’ names so as to find all the posts that mentioned the officials’ 

names. Since some posts mentioned officials that were not related to scandals, we also 

manually delete posts that irrelevant to the scandals. Then each post has the information on its 

reposted times, we could calculate the total number of times the posts were reposted for each 

                                                             
28 Since there is no text corpus for political scandal tagging, we cannot apply a supervised learning method to identify the scandals. We 

then tried an unsupervised method only based on keywords to identify. The results are not as expected. Thus, manually searching would 

be a better way. We also provide a valuable resource to develop supervised machine learning method. 

29 We deleted cases of rumors from the sample. A case is defined as a rumor if it was refuted 

by official sources or public figures with at least some authority over the relevant matters 

(Huang, 2015). 



scandal. We used both “name” and “official position” to avoid mix-ups with common names.30 

The first largely reposted period of one scandal was regarded as the scandal-broken date. We 

also double checked this when we searched on the Internet to identify the speed of government 

response based on the news statement.  

  

 

Appendix B 

We define scandals as negative information that violates the CCP’s discipline and state laws.  

Based on the regulation and laws of the party and the state, we divide the scandals into four 

categories—economic crimes, dereliction of duty, sex scandals, and inappropriate speech and 

behavior.  

According to the Criminal Law and Regulations on Disciplinary Sanctions of the Communist 

Party of China, an act is defined as corrupt and violating discipline in an economic aspect if it 

involves (1) accepting or offering bribes; (2) embezzlement; (3) misappropriation; (4) failure 

to explain the sources of a large amount of properties; (5) concealment of deposits abroad; (6) 

dividing state-owned assets; and (7) dividing confiscated property. The following is a 

screenshot of an example of economic issues.  

                                                             
30 Here we use Sogou dictionaries of entertainment and sports stars to disambiguate official 

names. We do not disambiguate officials’ names from ordinary names, since our independent 

variable is the number of reposts of certain posts. If there are some cases of duplicate names, 

the numbers of reposts are quite small. We ignore this situation.  



 

According to the Criminal Law and Regulations on Disciplinary Sanctions of the Communist 

Party of China, an act is defined as a dereliction of duty if it involves (1) abuses of power; (2) 

neglecting one’s duty; (3) engaging in malpractice for personal gain; (4) violating the 

provisions of the Law on Guarding State Secrets. The following is a screenshot of an example 

of the dereliction of duty.  

 



According to Article 127 of the Regulations on Disciplinary Sanctions of the Communist Party 

of China, “where improper sexual relations occur with others, causing a negative impact, a 

sanction shall be given…Where professional power, mentoring relationships, staff 

relationships or other similar relationships are exploited to have sexual relations with others, a 

heavier sanction shall be given…”. We define an act as a sex scandal if the official violates 

Article 127. The following is a screenshot of an example of sex scandal.  

 

 

According to the Regulations on Disciplinary Sanctions of the Communist Party of China, the 

CCP will sanction behaviors such as “luxurious lifestyles, hedonism, or the pursuit of vulgar 

interests (Article 126),” “inappropriate acts in a public place that violate the public order and 

good morals (Article 128)” and “serious violation of social morality (Article 129).”  The 



following is a screenshot of an example of inappropriate speech and behavior.  

 

 

 

 

Appendix C 

Figure C1 plots the integrated daily distribution of the number of reposts; Figure C2 plots the 

daily distribution by scandal type. The horizontal axis is the number of days since the scandal 

was exposed, and the vertical axis is the means of the number of times posts about particular 

cases were reposted in a certain day. Generally, netizens’ discussions of scandals were most 

active in the first three days after their exposure and then fell quickly. The online discussion 

then rose about one month after the exposure, which is consistent with Nip and Fu (2016)’s 

finding that the entire diffusion and attention to political-related cases was usually one month. 



It is worth noting that both economic crimes and sex scandals attract more public attention.31 

However, economic crimes and dereliction of duty trigger more consistent and long-term 

discussion.  

 

Figure C1: Integrated Daily Distribution of Reposts 

 

Figure C2: Daily Distribution of Reposts (by Category) 

                                                             
31 On average, the total number of reposts for both economic crimes and sex scandals are also 

larger than for the other two types.  



 

Appendix D 

By using a locally weighted regression smoother,32  Figures D1 and D2 separately plot the 

Loess curves on online discussion, government responsiveness and severity of punishment. 

Figure D1 employs the conditional plots for online discussion and government responsiveness 

which is proposed by Friendly and Meyer (2015). The points represent the observations in each 

scandal type. The Loess curves provide a useful summary: across all the scandal types, the 

speed of government response rises steadily with the online discussion. Figure D2 also shows 

the positive relationships between the online scandals and the severity of the punishment, 

which could provide prima facie support for our expectation.  

                                                             
32 This technique traces the data without making particular assumptions about their 

distribution, which is appropriate for graphical summary assessment. As described by Harrell 

Jr., (2015), the Loess smoother has excellent performance when the response is binary.  



 

Figure D1: Online Discussion and Government Responsiveness by Scandal Type 

 
 

Note: Loess curve fitted to data on online discussion and whether the government responded 

within one month. The grey area represents the 95% confidence interval. 

 

Figure D2: Online Discussion and Severity of Punishment by Scandal Type 



 
 

Note: Loess curve fitted to data on online discussion and whether the government responded 

within one month. The grey area represents the 95% confidence interval. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 


