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Scrolling, sharing, shaping: cognitive and behavioral
effects of SNS communication on Japan's national
image in China

Tengfei Zhang® '™

National images today are shaped not only by state-led narratives but also through daily
interactions on social networking sites, where passive consumption and active expression
converge to influence public perceptions. This study investigates how message reception and
expression affect Chinese audiences’ image of Japan. We examine how cognitive responses
mediate the influence of SNS engagement on behavioral intentions by integrating a com-
munication mediation framework with the bidirectional message effects model. Our findings
indicate a dichotomy: while message reception fosters a positive evaluation of Japan, mes-
sage expression elicits skepticism and cautious intentions toward Japan. It is thus imperative
to expand beyond reception-oriented models to encompass the reciprocal nature of online
communication, contesting the prevailing perspective that excessively highlights the role of
digital communication in augmenting soft power. The study's implications are noteworthy for
digital and public diplomacy endeavors, suggesting practitioners should consider the inter-
action between passive and active engagement on SNS.
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Introduction

ocial networking sites (SNS) are web-based platforms that

enable individuals to generate personal profiles and share

connections within a bounded system (Boyd and Ellison,
2007). SNSs have surged in popularity over the past decade,
particularly with WeChat and Weibo being among China’s most
frequently used platforms. WeChat alone accounted for ~13.3
billion monthly active users as of the second quarter of 2023,
while Weibo accounted for 599 million monthly active users,
according to the interim financial report. This surge in popularity
has opened up new avenues for youth engagement, allowing for
the articulation of thoughts and participation in political dis-
course. This trend fosters an in-depth exploration into soft power
and nation branding, two intertwined methods employed by
states for global projection. As defined by Joseph Nye
(1990, 2004), soft power denotes a nation’s ability to shape the
preferences of others through appeal and attraction, as opposed
to coercion or force. Nation branding—a related concept—entails
strategic promotion of a country’s image through public diplo-
macy, aiming to project positive images to international audi-
ences (Anholt, 2006). Given this, social media platforms have
developed into key instruments for nations to interact with for-
eign audiences, and disseminate narratives that reflect national
identity and values, contributing to the construction of national
images (Dinnie, 2015; Castells, 2008). Yet, despite the capability
to serve as a vehicle for state-led branding initiatives, SNSs
facilitate individual-driven discourse, empowering individuals to
engage in the construction of national images, transcending their
role as mere passive recipients. This reciprocal influence, wherein
both message reception and expression influence public attitudes
and behaviors towards a nation. SNSs thus serve as arenas for
both state narratives and public discourse, enabling individuals to
amplify or counteract official messaging.

This is particularly relevant in discussions on national image
construction, as researchers have increasingly examined how SNS
usage affects public opinion and international images from an
interdisciplinary perspective. A nation’s strategic capital can be
fortified through the cultivation of its national image (Whalley
and Weisbrod, 2012), which can serve as an invaluable instru-
ment for foreign policy (Cappelletti, 2019). Japan provides a
compelling case study of a country that has long recognized the
importance of soft power and nation branding. Since the 1920s
and 1930s, Japan started leveraging its culture and media to
improve its international reputation, well before the term “soft
power” emerged (Sato, 2012). Its soft power assets, including its
popular culture exports and constitutional rejection of military
aggression, have made it an attractive player on the global stage
(McConnell, 2008). Japan’s efforts to brand itself as a peaceful
and culturally rich nation are integral to its soft power strategy
and SNS platforms play a significant role in promoting these
narratives. However, Japan’s efforts have been hindered by ter-
ritorial disputes and historical memory, which have impacted
Japan’s relations with other Asian countries (Lam, 2007;
Iwabuchi, 2015). Despite its efforts, Japan has not been able to
shake its image as an insular society (McConnell, 2008). In
response, the Japanese government’s soft power campaign aims to
project a positive image of the country and promote mutual
understanding and trust with key targets (MOFA, 2022),
including China as a prominent one. This is especially relevant
given the recent decline in China’s perception of Japan since
2015, which has been attributed to tensions over territorial dis-
putes, the Prime Minister’s visit to Yasukuni Shrine, and history
textbook controversies. This decline has been extensively dis-
cussed among scholars (e.g., Burcu, 2022; Vekasi and Nam, 2019;
Gries et al. 2016).

Research into the effects of SNS on national image con-
struction has shown an increase in interdisciplinary efforts.
However, the lack of an analytical framework has resulted in
mainly descriptive research. Studies have demonstrated that
SNS usage contributes to the negative images of Japan among
the Chinese public, allowing individuals to express and amplify
anti-Japanese sentiment during times of heightened tension
(Hyun et al. 2014). This shift has marked a significant change
from ‘state-led’ to ‘society-driven’ anti-Japanese sentiment,
enabling individuals to have a greater influence on authority
agendas through the use of Web 2.0 technology (Cui, 2012).
SNSs have played an unprecedented role in disseminating
information that facilitates the gathering of participants and is
providing a public sphere for users to engage in social events
and express their opinions on debated issues. A better under-
standing of how online communicative behavior contributes to
a nation’s international image would facilitate the development
of more effective interventions that encourage specific desir-
able attitudes and behaviors. However, the role of the user in
the content generation process and the expression effects of the
bidirectional trait have received little attention. Expression
effects involve the impact of producing and sharing content on
users’ attitudes and perceptions. Meanwhile, the bidirectional
trait pertains to the interactive nature of SNS communication,
wherein users are not only recipients of content but also active
producers and disseminators. This dual role allows users to
influence the flow of information and, consequently, the con-
struction of national images in a dynamic and reciprocal
manner. Although studies have examined the reception effects
of media use on national images (Jiang, 2013, 2014; Li, 2006),
there is a lack of research on how communicative behavior
contributes to the construction of national images. As of yet,
there is no established mechanism for how this process occurs.
Therefore, this study aims to investigate how communicative
behaviors on SNS affect the perception of Japan by the Chinese
public. It also seeks to provide insights into the extent to which
nationalist sentiments impede the cultivation of a positive
image in China. A comprehensive understanding of the
mechanism of SNS communication is essential in promoting
positive attitudes and behaviors between Japan and China at
the civil level.

Extensive research on online communication and interna-
tional public relations has highlighted a lack of consensus on
the subject, both theoretically and empirically. While existing
research has explored the reception effects of SNS use on
national images (Jiang, 2013, 2014; Li, 2006), there remains a
gap in understanding how communicative behavior—both
receiving and expressing—on SNS contributes to the con-
struction of national images. To understand the impact of
online communication on international public relations, the
expression-effect perspective is crucial (Pingree, 2007; Valk-
enburg et al.,, 2016; Valkenburg, 2017). This study integrates
recent theorizing based on the O-S-R-O-R model
(orientations-stimulus-reasoning-orientation-response; Shah
et al. 2007; Cho et al. 2009) and the bidirectional message
effects model (Pingree, 2007), which presumes mediating roles
for online expression and cognition in explaining the rela-
tionship between reception and behavioral responses. The
proposed theoretical model suggests mediated cause-effect
relationships between communication and outcomes and
highlights both the direct and indirect effects of SNS use. A
comprehensive understanding of this mechanism is essential in
promoting positive attitudes and behaviors between Japan and
China at the civil level.
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Theoretical background

As early as the beginning of the 21st century, the boundaries
between content recipients and producers have blurred, especially
with the rise of Web 2.0 technologies (Gillmor, 2006; McQuail
and Windahl, 2015; Liders, 2008). This dynamic communication
process is especially relevant in the context of SNS, where indi-
viduals frequently switch between consuming and producing
content (Valkenburg et al. 2016). To explore this dynamic, this
study adopts a framework that integrates several key models from
communication theory to understand how exposure to Japan-
related messages on SNS shapes both cognitive and behavioral
outcomes.

Bidirectional message effects model: integrating expression
and reception in analyzing cognitive-behavioral outcomes. The
bidirectional message effects model (BMEM), proposed by Pin-
gree (2007), stems from self-perception theory (SPT; Bem,
1967, 1972), which posits that individuals infer their attitudes and
beliefs from their own behavior. According to this model, com-
munication via SNS is not a one-way process where users are
passively influenced by what they consume. Instead, the expres-
sion itself has a feedback effect on the sender. For instance, when
individuals express messages about Japan, whether through
sharing posts or commenting on content, their attitudes, cogni-
tions, and behaviors toward Japan can change as a result of the
act of expression. This model highlights the recursive nature of
SNS communication, where message production impacts both
recipients and the sender themselves, thus supporting a dual
pathway of influence. BMEM challenges traditional models of
media effects that focus predominantly on the impact of recep-
tion. Instead, it suggests that the sender, through message pro-
duction, experiences changes in their own attitudes or beliefs.
This is relevant for understanding how engagements with Japan-
related messages on SNS may alter perceptions of Japan, not only
for receivers but for the message senders themselves. By high-
lighting the expression effect, this model complements cognitive
dissonance theory (Festinger, 1962) by emphasizing behavioral
influence on attitudes.

Communication mediation model: linking SNS communica-
tion to cognitive characteristics and behaviors. Over the past
decade, there has been a renewed interest in the relationship
between digital media use and national image. Previous research
has examined how exposure to social media affects cognitive
traits like impression or perception, though the results remain
inconclusive so far. While some studies have indicated that social
media use has no correlation with one’s image of Japan in China
(Jiang, 2014), others have found modest reception effects (Tur-
cotte et al. 2015; Li, 2006). The communication mediation model
(CMM; Cho et al. 2009; Shah et al. 2017) further enriches the
understanding of SNS communication by positing that media
exposure influences cognitive and behavioral outcomes through
post-exposure communicative processes. It proposes that after
individuals receive media messages, they engage in further cog-
nitive and communicative activities (e.g., discussing or sharing
messages), which in turn mediate the effect of message reception
on behavioral outcomes. This model is particularly relevant for
studying the influence of SNS communication on national image.
After being exposed to Japan-related messages, individuals engage
in cognitive activities such as discussing or reflecting on the
content, which can mediate the impact of media exposure on
subsequent behaviors, including travel intentions or economic
interactions.

Recent studies offer compelling evidence that online commu-
nication has a significant impact on an individual’s attitudes and

actions. Scholars view expression, independent from reception, as
a critical factor in communication processes. Notably, Pingree
(2007) and Shah (2016) have highlighted the complementary
effects of expression and reception in shaping cognitive outcomes.
In this context, expression does not merely reinforce received
messages but can also alter or strengthen attitudes. This dual
perspective leads us to the idea that cross-cutting exposure—
where individuals encounter messages from multiple perspectives
—often includes a feedback loop. Expression, in turn, influences
the cognitive processes involved in how individuals perceive and
respond to information (Pingree, 2007). Such a viewpoint sheds
light on how online communication shapes both cognitions and
behaviors. Furthermore, research shows that the joint process of
consuming and sharing relevant information influences cognitive
characteristics, which, in turn, could shape behaviors (Yoo et al.
2016). The mediation of cognitive characteristics between
communication and behavioral outcomes has been supported
by numerous studies (Mutz, 2006; Pingree, 2007; Valkenburg
et al. 2016; Valkenburg, 2017). For instance, Lu et al. (2022)
investigated the indirect influence of social media news
consumption on political consumerism, such as boycotting and
buycotting, during the US-China trade dispute. They found that
the influence is mediated through the expression of opinions and
supportive attitudes toward tariffs on China. These results
emphasize that expressing messages is as crucial as receiving
them in shaping opinions and behaviors. The research compiled
demonstrates that engaging with Japan-related content on SNS,
whether by receiving or sharing messages, can either fortify or
diminish users’ cognitive and behavioral responses. The cognitive
characteristics influenced by SNS exposure (e.g., recognition,
evaluation, and impression of Japan) are hypothesized to be
mediated by the impact of post-exposure communication on
behavioral responses. This provides a critical framework for
understanding how digital media contributes to nation branding
and public diplomacy efforts.

However, it is essential to recognize that cross-national media
exposure may yield dual effects. On the positive side, such
exposure often fosters pro-social attitudes, including enhanced
cultural engagement and support for diplomatic initiatives.
Research by Cull (2009) and Hayden (2012) demonstrates that
foreign media can raise awareness of a country’s contributions,
thereby promoting favorable perceptions and encouraging
international collaboration. Conversely, media exposure can also
amplify security concerns. Studies on public diplomacy and
international relations suggest that increased media focus on
geopolitical tensions and military activities may heighten
perceived threats, potentially leading to more cautious or
adversarial responses towards the involved nation. We, therefore,
hypothesize the following:

H1: Receiving Japan-related information via SNS positively
causally influences cognitive responses, such as greater recogni-
tion of Japan’s cultural and economic contributions, and also
leads to more favorable behavioral intentions, such as willingness
to visit Japan or engage in interactions with Japanese individuals.

H2: Expressing Japan-related information via SNS leads to
more favorable evaluations of Japan’s image and stronger
behavioral intentions, including increased support for diplomatic
relations and a higher likelihood of visiting Japan.

Mediating roles of cognitive characteristics: evaluation,
recognition, and impression. Theoretical perspectives on media
effects have long recognized that most influences are indirect,
mediated through various cognitive and affective processes (e.g.,
Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). The present study investigates the
four scales of image composition: recognition, evaluation,
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Fig. 1 Hypothesized model for examining the effects of SNS communication on behavioral intentions. Note: Age, gender, annual household income, and
origin are included in the theorized model as control variables, but not shown here.

impression, and behavioral intentions, as defined in social psy-
chology (Midooka et al. 1990). In exploring the relationship
between SNS communication and behavioral outcomes, the cur-
rent study emphasizes the mediating role of three key cognitive
characteristics. These cognitive dimensions not only reflect an
individual’s immediate reaction to Japan-related messages but
also shape their subsequent behaviors, such as travel intentions or
social and economic interactions with Japan. The evaluation of
Japan refers to a subjective assessment or judgment, often mea-
sured through semantic differential (SD) scales assessing favor-
ability or unfavourability (Jiang, 2013). The recognition of Japan,
meanwhile, concerns cognitive awareness or knowledge of Japan’s
culture, politics, and economic contributions. Finally, impression
reflects the emotional response and affective associations that
individuals hold toward Japan, which are formed through both
direct exposure to Japan-related content and interpersonal
communication.

These three characteristics—evaluation, recognition, and
impression—are central to the mediation process within the
extended O-S—R-O-R model (Shah et al. 2007; Cho et al. 2009),
which builds on the traditional S-O-R model (Markus and
Zajonc, 1985). This model posits that after initial exposure to
media stimuli (e.g., Japan-related content), individuals engage in
reasoning, a critical mediating process that influences their
cognitive characteristics (the second ‘O’) and ultimately affects
their behavioral responses (the second ‘R’). The O-S-R-O-R
model emphasizes the role of cognitive processing in transform-
ing media stimuli into meaningful cognitive outcomes. In this
study, the O-S-R-O-R model is adapted to explain how
receiving and expressing Japan-related information via SNS
influences Chinese university students’ perceptions of Japan.
Exposure to Japan-related messages (the stimulus) triggers
cognitive processing, which manifests as changes in evaluation,
recognition, and impression of Japan. These cognitive changes, in
turn, mediate the effect of SNS communication on behavioral
outcomes, such as individuals’ intentions to travel to Japan or
engage in economic activities related to Japan.

Furthermore, the framework incorporates the expression
effects proposed by Pingree’s bidirectional message effects model
(BMEM), which suggests that message production (e.g., com-
menting or sharing Japan-related posts) influences not only the

4

recipients but also the message producers themselves (Pingree,
2007). Thus, SNS communication is a bidirectional process where
both receiving and producing messages play a role in shaping
users’ cognitive and behavioral responses. A mediating model
that incorporates the bidirectional effects of SNS communication
and a framework of mediation communication has been
advanced, as shown in Fig. 1. This model examines the
perceptions of Japan among Chinese university students, with a
focus on the expression effects of SNS communication, leveraging
Web 2.0 technology attributes and underlying theoretical frame-
works. It considers demographics (age, gender, origin, and annual
household income) as potential predictors of SNS communica-
tion, thereby outlining the structural propositions of the audience,
identified as the initial ‘O’. Adapting Pingree’s (2007) model, the
framework delineates the message exchange process, denoted as
the S-R portion, focusing on the reception and expression of
relevant messages. This study posits a correlation, rather than
causality, between reception and expression, following Shao’s
(2009) suggestion that active participation may boost reception
activities like commenting, rating, or sharing. Hence, this research
posits a correlation between the reception and expression of
content pertaining to Japan on SNSs.

Building on this integrated framework, the following hypoth-
eses are proposed to examine the mediating roles of cognitive
characteristics:

H3: Cognitive responses to Japan, including evaluation,
recognition, and impression, positively lead to behavioral
intentions.

H4: The effect of Japan-related information acquired via SNSs
on individuals’ behavioral intentions is channeled by cognitive
responses, encompassing progressiveness evaluation, perception
of threat, and Japan’s overall impression.

H5: The dissemination of information related to Japan on SNSs
influences behavioral intentions through cognitive responses,
including progressiveness evaluation, perception of threat, and
Japan’s overall impression.

Materials and methods
Procedure and participant. Undergraduate students were selec-
ted as participants due to their high education level and age, as
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the Statistical Report on Internet Development suggests that
young, highly educated adults are the primary users of SNS. As a
result, selecting university students for this study is deemed to be
the most relevant for this study. Over a fortnight, spanning from
2 September to 15 September 2017, an anonymous survey was
carried out at two national universities located in Beijing. The
study received approval for human subject research. To ascertain
the optimal sample size for the survey, a specific equation was
utilized, which took into consideration the population and other
statistical indices:

n= (ﬁ)z Zzp(l _f’) Z

&

N € T 4e2
where

o= standard error of the sample mean;

z=Ilevel of confidence of the estimate (in the case of
95% = 1.96);

¢ = sampling error;

n = sample size.

The survey required a minimum of 385 respondents, and we
used a multi-stage cluster sampling technique to recruit
participants. We based the sampling frame on dormitory rooms.
The household drop-off method was employed to distribute hard-
copy questionnaires, which voluntary respondents completed and
returned later. A total of 510 respondents were recruited, and 473
valid responses were included in the study. The questionnaire
recovery rate and effective rate exceed 90%. The data collection
methods suggest the sample is a representative cross-section of
Beijing’s undergraduate student population. Demographic analy-
sis (Table 1) revealed a mean age of 19.37 years (SD = 1.299,
range = 17-23 years) among the respondents, with males
constituting 38.5%. The sample’s geographic diversity aligns with
the 2021 National Population Census of China, ensuring a varied
respondent base.

Measures. The survey encompasses three primary components:
demographic data, SNS communication practices, and images of

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of respondents of
this study.

Age

Mean (SD) 19.37 (1.299)
Gender

Male 182 (38.5%)
Female 290 (61.3%)
Non-binary 1(0.2%)
Origin

Northeast China 38 (8.0%)
East China 152 (32.1%)
North China 80 (16.9%)
Central China 52 (11.0%)
South China 41 (8.7%)

Southeast China
Northeast China

Annual household income
Below RMB\100,000
RMB\100,001-120,000
RMB\120,001-140,000

55 (11.6%)
54 (11.4%)

118 (24.9%)
79 (16.7%)
55 (11.6%)

RMB\140,001-160,000 46 (9.7%)
RMB\160,001-180,000 29 (6.1%)
Over RMB\180,001 136 (28.8)
Respondents N=473

Created by the author.

Japan. All variables, except for demographic information, were
assessed using a Likert scale with five points. Through con-
firmatory factor analysis on cognitive characteristics, a two-factor
solution emerged: categorizing them into progressiveness eva-
luation and perceived threat. Below, we provide detailed
descriptions of these variables.

Independent variables

Reception and expression of Japan-related messages: The mea-
surement of engagement with Japan-related content on SNSs was
derived from an approach outlined by Yoo et al. (2016).
Respondents reported their exposure to content about Japan—
ranging from comments and pictures to videos and other forms
of information—across various platforms like Weibo, WeChat,
QQ Zone, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram over the last 30 days
(M=2.87, SD=1.18). Similarly, the frequency of message
expression was assessed using the same scale. Respondents were
instructed to retrospectively assess their involvement in Japan-
related expression over the preceding 30 days, without reference
to specific platforms. They rated how often they engage in
expression on a scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very often), with a
mean of 2.06 and a standard deviation of 1.15.

Mediators and dependent variables

Evaluation, recognition, and impression of Japan: The study
assessed the evaluation and recognition of Japan (Y =0.40,
p<0.01) utilizing nine SD items on a scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The items encompass:
backward and advanced, dangerous and safe, impoverished and
affluent, untrustworthy and trustworthy, culturally barren and
culturally rich, gender-unequal and gender-equal, militant and
peace-loving, conservative and open and free, and threatening
and contributing. The scale development was verified by con-
firmatory factor analysis (CFA) of the responses, resulting in the
identification of two subcomponents, progressiveness (Cron-
bach’s & = 0.71) and perceived threat (Cronbach’s a = 0.78). The
variable factor loadings exceeded 0.50. The respondents were
instructed to rate their impression of Japan on a five-point scale,
with 1 representing a very unfavorable impression and 5 repre-
senting a very favorable impression (M = 3.20, SD = 0.97).

Behavioral intentions towards Japan: A behavioral intentions
measure was developed based on four elements derived from
principal component analysis (PCA): vigilant intention, intimate
intention, interest, and social distance. The following assertions
were put on the respondents, asking them to rate their agreement:
(1) ‘We should remain vigilant regarding Japan’ (M =3.17,
SD =0.93); (2) ‘We should enhance cooperation and cultivate
intimate relations with Japan in the future’ (M = 3.58, SD = 0.81);
(3) Japan piques my interest’ (M = 3.53, SD =1.02); and (4) ‘I
am inclined to reside or live in Japan’ (M =3.00, SD =1.18). A
five-point scale (1 being strongly disagreed and 5 being strongly
agreed; Cronbach’s « = 0.77) was used to record the responses.

Demographic variables. For control purposes, all endogenous
variables were linked to the paths of the sociodemographic fac-
tors, which functioned as exogenous variables in the mediation
model of this analysis. These demographic indicators represent
the structural attributes of an individual. Respondents were
questioned about their gender, age, and geographic origin in
China. They were also requested to estimate their household
income for 2017 on a scale of 1-6, where 1 represents <RMB
100,000 and 6 signifies more than RMB 180,000. The afore-
mentioned information was gathered to control for the structural
characteristics of the respondents and to elucidate the demo-
graphics of the respondents.
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Fig. 2 Structural equation model for predicting the receiving and expressing Japan-related messages on behavioral intentions towards Japan. Note:
Standardized path coefficients are reported. Age, gender, household income, and origin are included as exogenous variables, but not shown here.

72 =156.518 p=0.00, df = 81, SRMR = 0.034, RMSEA = 0.046, CFl =

Results

This study begins by assessing the reliability and validity of the
CFA model. Using Cronbach’s alpha (CA) coefficients, com-
posite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE) as
primary indicators, the results confirm high-scale reliability with
CA coefficients exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.7
(Field et al. 2012). Both latent variables demonstrated strong
convergent validity of measurement, with CR and AVE values
above 0.8 and 0.5, respectively. The measurement model’s
reliability and validity were demonstrated. To test the overall
hypothesized model (Fig. 1), a structural equation model (SEM)
was performed using SPSS Amos after imputing missing data
using the full conditional specification (FCS) method. This
method is known to be less biased and more flexible with
multilevel data (Audigier et al. 2018). The goodness-of-fit
between the theorized model and the sample data was assessed
with two types of fit indices: absolute indices and incremental
indices (Bollen, 1987; Gerbing and Anderson, 1992; Hu and
Bentler, 1999).

Model evaluation. As the most common absolute fit index, the
x>-distributed test (Hoyle and Panter, 1995) indicates that the fit
of the data to the hypothesized model is not adequate, yielding a
chi-square value of 329.7 with 90 degrees of freedom and a
probability of <0.0001. However, the y*-distributed statistic has
its limitations and additional indices were utilized for a more
comprehensive evaluation of the model fit. The comparative fit
index (CFI; Bentler and Bonett, 1980) and Tucker-Lewis index
(TLL Tucker and Lewis, 1973) were employed to assess the
improvement in model fit compared to the baseline model
(Byrne, 2010), while the root mean squared error of approx-
imation (RMSEA) were presented together to provide a better
understanding of the model’s observed sample data (Browne and
Cudeck, 1993). The results of the analysis indicated that the
hypothesized model was a good fit for the sample data, with a y?
of 156.518, p-value of 0.00, degree of freedom of 81, SRMR of
0.034, RMSEA of 0.046, CFI of 0.968, and GFI of 0.966. Based on
these findings, it can be concluded that the model fits the data
reasonably well.

6

0.968, GFl =

0.966. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p< 0.05, p < 0.10.

The direct effects of message reception and expression. Upon
analysis of the hypothesized paths outlined in Fig. 2 and the
interrelationships among communicative behaviors and three
dimensions related to the image of Japan in the eyes of Chinese
undergraduate students, Table 2 presents estimates of these
results. The results support the notion that message reception and
expression are positively correlated (r=0.61, p <0.001), as pre-
dicted in the theorized model, and support Shao’s (2009) work. In
other words, respondents who frequently receive Japan-related
information are more likely to produce Japan-related messages on
SNS and vice versa. The direct effects of receiving Japan-related
messages on SNS were also examined, and the data supports the
H1 that receiving such information facilitates Chinese university
students’ evaluation of Japan’s progressiveness (3 =0.184,
p<0.01) and impression of Japan (f=0.225, p <0.001). How-
ever, no significant effects on the perceived threat (8 = 0.122, n.s.)
were found. Additionally, while message reception has a positive
direct effect on respondents’ interest in Japan (f=0.179,
p<0.01), there was little total effect on vigilant intention
(B = —0.079, n.s.), intimate intention (= 0.092, n.s.), interest in
Japan (8=0.175, n.s.), or social distance to Japan (§=0.113,
n.s.). Thus, this study did not find support for the total effects of
Chinese undergraduate students’ message reception on their
behavioral intentions towards Japan.

Supporting H2, expressing Japan-related messages on SNS
yielded a scant effect on the evaluation of Japan’s progressiveness
(8= —0.173, p<0.05). Those who posted about Japan more
frequently exhibited lower levels of evaluation of Japan’s
progressiveness. It is difficult to explain this result, but it might
be related to the nature of the issues that users are inclined to post
on SNS. Another theorized relationship between message
expression and the perceived threat of Japan fell just short of
the threshold of significance. Only intimate intention showed a
significant positive effect, partially supporting H2 that sharing
messages is associated with Chinese undergraduate students’
intimate intention towards Japan (= 0.023, p <0.10).

Supporting H3, the evaluation of Japan’s progressiveness has
positive associations with behavioral intentions. Specifically, there
is a strong link between the evaluation of progressiveness and
vigilant intention (B =0.632, p<0.001), intimate intention
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Interest

Behavioral intention (estimate/SE)
Intimacy

Vigilance

Impression (estimate/SE)

Perceived threat

Evaluation & recognition (estimate/SE)

Table 2 Structural relationships among exogenous and endogenous variables (standardized total effects).
Progressiveness

g § g § g § g g § Table 3 Standardized total indirect effects of message
SSSSSoSoSS reception and expression on behavioral intentions
% g @ § 25 O g _ towards Japan.
IRCERNS AL
o © Message reception Message expression
Estimate LB UB Estimate LB UB
e o~ N Vigilant -0.027 -0.168 0.225 0.166** 0.889 0.048
SSSSSSS3S Intimate 0.125* 0.020 0.258 -0.075 —-0.234 0.057
STowvonmar N intention
55355355k Interest 0162 0062 0272 —0.054 —0181 0.098
F9°°7989% Social 0131 0039 0229 —-0023 -0138 0.077
distance
Created by the author. Standardized coefficients are reported.
o *p<0.01.
9585884ed
OO0 O0O0OOO0O
:§§§§§z§; (8=0.472, p <0.01), interest of Japan (8 =0.309, p <0.001), and
350 s2855 2 social distance (f=0.200, p <0.001). However, the perceived
7 S 1e threat of Japan is positively associated with the vigilant intention
(8=0.778, p<0.001), while negatively associated with social
distance (= —0.215, p<0.10). The findings partially support
S H3. Nevertheless, the relationship between the evaluation of
88 gg BRRBIS progressiveness and intimate intention (8= —0.109, n.s.) and
SoSoSsSsSooS interest in Japan (8 = —0.077, n.s.) appears to leave relatively little
LARNBREL to be explained. In this section, three hypotheses in terms of
23382 < 3 E N direct effects were tested. It is worth noting that most media
PTTTT  ss9 effects are indirect rather than direct, as advocated by some
theorists (Petty and Cacioppo, 1986). In order to comprehen-
sively understand the processes and mechanisms of SNS
communication, indirect effects have been taken into account
in this study.
28055 - . .
2223922 The indirect effects of message reception and expression. Table
TITETT 3 presents estimates and critical values for a 95% confidence
333805 interval of the total indirect effects of message reception and
°9s° g 9 expression on behavioral intentions. The study found that Japan-
related message received through SNS produces positive total
indirect effects on intimate intention (8=0.125, p<0.001),
interest in Japan (f=0.162, p <0.001), and reduction in social
28s88s distance from. Japan (.,B =0.131, p<0.001). Thi§ suggests Fhat
S353000 compared to information that may provoke vigilant intention,
gggg{%g Co users are more likely to consume the opposite of Japan-related
23583 85 information. In contrast, we found that Japan-related message
©5 9°-° expression has a positive total indirect effect on vigilant intention
! towards Japan (8 =0.166, p <0.001) through outcome orienta-
tions, indicating that the more frequently individuals produce
Japan-related messages on SNS, the more likely they intend to be
o~ vigilant towards Japan. These findings confirmed that the
2IED § 8 expression effects channeled by cognitive characteristics are
ssgsgsgeg, , _ positively linked with vigilant intention only. The concluding
gg\ 58%o % section will discuss the reasons for the inverse findings.
S5°95 SI 8 Table 4 displays the estimates and a 95% confidence interval of
\ 2= specific indirect effects of message reception and expression on
32 behavioral intentions mediated by cognitive outcomes. H4
By posited that cognitive outcomes will mediate the relationship
o o9 between receiving relevant information and behavioral intentions.
s 87 _ e The results supported this hypothesis, demonstrating that the
g 5% SS 12383 evaluation of Japan’s progressiveness served as a mediator by
g 88 ég s5a channeling the effects of receiving Japan-related messages on
PN c E% s f%fg’ = behavioral intentions, except for vigilant intention (8 =0.132,
Szgcadsg|33c p<0.01 for intimate intention; = 0.148, p < 0.01 for interest in
$53288858 | 8% A Japan; f=0.133, p<0.01 for social distance). Additionally, this
toToz=zsa=o0; study found that a higher level of receiving relevant messages led
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Table 4 Mediating pathways between receiving/expressing Japan-related information and behavioral intentions.

Specific indirect effect Estimate SE Lower Upper Sig.
Reception — Progressiveness — Vigilance 0.092 0.007 —0.005 0.388 0.062
Reception — Progressiveness — Intimacy 0.060* 0.039 0.005 0.166 0.039
Reception — Progressiveness — Interest 0.049* 0.033 0.007 0.148 0.025
Reception — Progressiveness — Social distance 0.037* 0.030 0.001 0.147 0.046
Expression — Progressiveness — Vigilance 0.141 0.035 —0.236 1.972 0.386
Expression — Progressiveness — Intimacy 0.092 0.224 —-0.107 0.735 0.391
Expression — Progressiveness — Interest 0.075 0.175 —0.065 0.552 0.327
Expression — Progressiveness — Social distance 0.057 0.109 —0.036 0.479 0.219
Reception — Perceived threat — Vigilance —0.075 0.095 —-0.420 0.010 0.104
Reception — Perceived threat — Intimacy 0.009 0.005 —0.008 0.062 0.221
Reception — Perceived threat — Interest 0.008 0.015 —0.010 0.059 0.268
Reception — Perceived threat — Social distance 0.026 0.030 —0.004 0.109 0.105
Expression — Perceived threat — Vigilance 0.266** 0.877 4232 0.035 0.002
Expression — Perceived threat — Intimacy 0.033 0.017 —-0.027 1.740 0.144
Expression — Perceived threat — Interest 0.028 0.150 —0.039 0.820 0.193
Expression — Perceived threat — Social distance 0.093** 0.107 0.019 0.580 0.002
Reception — Impression — Vigilance —0.038 0.032 —0.087 0.010 0.084
Reception — Impression — Intimacy 0.017 0.0m —0.001 0.047 0.056
Reception — Impression — Interest 0.082*** 0.025 0.044 0.140 0.000
Reception — Impression — Social distance 0.068*** 0.023 0.033 0.125 0.000
Expression — Impression — Vigilance 0.003 0.0m —0.013 0.029 0.562
Expression — Impression — Intimacy —0.001 0.005 —0.017 0.006 0.560
Expression — Impression — Interest —0.006 0.022 —0.051 0.038 0.787
Expression — Impression — Social distance —0.005 0.017 —0.044 0.027 0.689
Created by the author. Standardized coefficients are reported.

***p<0.001, **p<0.01, *p<0.05.

to a favorable impression of Japan (see Fig. 2). This in turn
predicted higher levels of interest in Japan (8 = 0.082, p < 0.001)
and willingness to reduce the social distance from Japan
(B=0.068, p <0.001).

As proposed in H5, the perceived threat of Japan partially
mediated the effects of expressing Japan-related messages on
behavioral intentions. Interestingly, we observed that a higher
level of expressing Japan-related messages led to an increased
perception of threat, resulting in a greater intention to remain
vigilant (f=0.266, p<0.01) and to reduce the social distance
from Japan (8 =0.093, p<0.01). However, the impression of
Japan did not mediate the relationships between expressing
Japan-related messages and behavioral intentions towards Japan.
Hence, H4 and H5 were partially supported.

Discussion

The results of this study provide valuable insights into the rela-
tionship between SNS communication behaviors (reception and
expression) and national image perceptions. The analysis exam-
ined how bidirectional communicative behaviors (both receiving
and expressing messages) regarding Japan influenced Chinese
audiences’ cognitive responses and behavioral intentions. It
contributes to the literature by addressing the underexplored
expression effects of SNS communication on foreign countries’
national images. The key objective was to investigate how bidir-
ectional communicative behaviors shape attitudes and intentions
toward Japan. Five hypotheses were proposed to guide the ana-
lysis, and the results yielded mostly consistent support for these
pathways.

In general, the findings demonstrate that the frequency of
receiving and expressing relevant messages on SNS does exert
influences on Chinese youth’s cognitive and behavioral intentions
towards Japan. Specifically, for the total reception effect, the data
shows that receiving Japan-related information had a causality
with an improved evaluation of Japan’s progressiveness and a

8

favorable impression of Japan, suggesting that exposure to Japan-
related information, including potentially diverse or counter-
attitudinal viewpoints, has a positive impact on the cognitive
characteristics of Chinese youth. This supports the idea that
incidental or cross-cutting exposure to foreign information may
help moderate negative national images and foster more favorable
views. On the other hand, the expression of Japan-related mes-
sages on SNS negatively affected the respondent’s evaluation and
overall impression of Japan. This finding contrasts with some
existing literature, which posits that individuals may reinforce
their attitudes by engaging in expressive behavior. However, in
this study, higher levels of expression were associated with less
favorable perceptions of Japan. This seeming paradox-that
reception of information is linked to more positive perceptions,
while expression is associated with more negative views—can be
understood through an alternative explanation, as suggested in
the discussion. It is plausible that individuals with more extreme
negative views about Japan are more likely to express these views
on SNS, while those with more moderate or positive evaluations
may be less motivated to engage in message expression. This
could explain why expressing Japan-related messages is linked to
more negative attitudes.

An interesting pattern emerged in the analysis of indirect
effects: while reception had positive indirect effects on intentions
like reducing social distance and fostering interest in Japan,
expression showed a different trajectory. Expressing Japan-related
messages positively affected vigilant behavioral intention,
underscoring the idea that expression involves deeper cognitive
engagement and may reinforce pre-existing negative cognitions.
This aligns with previous findings that suggest goal-directed
behaviors, like message production, require greater cognitive
elaboration and self-reinforcement, which in turn influence
behaviors (Namkoong et al. 2013; Shim et al. 2011; Yoo et al,
2016). The contrasting impact of message reception and expres-
sion suggests the need to further examine how different com-
municative behaviors interact with specific issue frames, such as
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historical tensions or security concerns. These nuanced dynamics
could explain why frequent message expression results in less
favorable evaluations of Japan.

One of the most intriguing findings is the variation in direction
and slope of each frequency of communicative behaviors, in
particular, message expression. Hierarchical plots show that the
tendency of a frequent Japan-related message sender is incon-
sistent with the general tendency of other frequencies. Those who
did not send Japan-related messages in the past 30 days scored
higher in their evaluation of Japan’s progressiveness and had less
vigilant intention. This divergence in behavior raises questions
about the motivations behind expressing opinions on SNS and
the broader effects of message production. This distinction
between reception and expression effects highlights the com-
plexity of how SNS engagement influences national image per-
ceptions and suggests that engagement patterns may be
influenced by the intensity of pre-existing opinions. This study’s
theoretical contribution lies in its integration of a bidirectional
message effects model within the O-S-R-O-R framework. This
model recognizes the reciprocal and interactive features of SNS
communication processes. By analyzing the reception and
expression effects simultaneously, this study fills a gap in the
literature that has historically focused on message reception
without fully accounting for the impact of message production.

Implications. This study has significant implications both theo-
retically and practically. Firstly, this study, which found con-
siderable support for the mediation model, provides insights into
communicative behaviors and cognitive and behavioral intentions
concerning international communication of national images,
especially when compared with the studies rooted in a mere
reception-effects paradigm. Secondly, the model’s value lies in its
focus on the mechanism through which communicative beha-
viors generate effects, remedying the limitations of considering
only simple, direct effects. Additionally, the study also identified
the mediator of consuming and producing Japan-related mes-
sages on SNS and behavioral intentions. This finding has crucial
implications for research into public diplomacy and international
and political communication. Finally, the study’s findings not
only benefit communication researchers but also media practi-
tioners of all sorts, especially We Media practitioners and political
communicators. The findings on the mechanism by which online
communicative behaviors affect the Chinese public’s image of
Japan may help researchers and practitioners develop more
effective interventions to promote desirable attitudes or behaviors
within individuals and improve Sino-Japan relations at the
individual level.

Limitations and future directions. Although the present study
has furthered the extant literature in some aspects, several lim-
itations should be noted here. Firstly, the respondents of the study
were undergraduate students from two 4-year public and com-
prehensive universities in Beijing, which may not be representa-
tive of the more general Chinese population. This limitation
significantly affects the generalizability of the study’s findings,
making it crucial to recognize the influence of the sample’s
uniqueness. Secondly, the study primarily focused on behavioral
intentions towards Japan rather than actual behaviors, which may
limit the generalizability of the findings. Thirdly, the analysis
relied on self-reported data, particularly regarding exposure to
information and behavior. Self-reports, while a common method
in social science research, are prone to biases such as social
desirability and recall bias, which may undermine the accuracy of
the findings. This factor should be considered when interpreting
the results, as the respondents’ reported behavior may not fully

align with their actual behavior. This reliance on self-reported
behavior opens the door to self-selection bias. Individuals with
pre-existing negative attitudes toward Japan might have been
more likely to engage in SNS messaging. Consequently, the
observed relationship between SNS expression and attitudes may
be distorted by the participants’ initial attitudes, leading to a
potential reverse causality issue.

Given these limitations, several avenues for future research
should be pursued. Although previous research has primarily
focused on university students in major urban centers, recent
trends indicate a broader adoption of SNS platforms across
diverse demographics, including middle-aged and elderly popula-
tions. To address this, future investigations should encompass a
more representative sample that reflects the diversity of SNS users
nationwide, extending beyond the confines of first-tier cities.
Additionally, there is a need to expand research beyond
behavioral intentions to actual behaviors. While behavioral
intentions provide useful insights, they may not always align
with actual actions. Incorporating longitudinal studies or
experimental designs can help address the limitations of self-
reported data and offer a more precise understanding of how SNS
communication influences attitudes toward national images.
Moreover, although existing research has examined the
expression-effect paradigm of SNS communication (e.g., Finkel
and Smith, 2011; Prislin et al. 2011; Shah et al. 2017; Valkenburg,
2017; Yoo et al. 2016), there remain significant gaps in
understanding its broader implications. Future studies should
adopt interdisciplinary approaches to explore how SNS interac-
tions impact psychological, social, and behavioral outcomes. By
integrating insights from psychology, sociology, and communica-
tion studies, researchers can develop a more comprehensive
understanding of how SNS interactions shape cognitions, beliefs,
and behaviors at both individual and societal levels.

Conclusions

Despite numerous attempts by international relations scholars to
uncover the reasons behind the decline of the Chinese public’s
image of Japan, there has been a notable lack of research
grounded in communication effects studies. In this inter-
disciplinary study, media and communication effect theories were
utilized to explore the issue of national images. This study is
among the first to comprehensively examine the impact of SNS
communication on foreign country perceptions and its resulting
outcomes. The study emphasizes the nuanced and mediated
effects of SNS expression on behavioral intentions toward Japan.
A mediation model was utilized to investigate the bidirectional
effects of SNS communication on behavioral intentions toward
Japan, mediated by cognitive characteristics. In conclusion, the
results of the analysis align with theoretical and empirical lit-
erature, indicating that cognitive characteristics mediate the
effects of online communication on behavioral responses. As SNS
have become essential communication tools in everyday life, it is
increasingly important to continue studying the communication
processes and dynamics within communicators. Future research
should focus on the mechanism of communication processes in
greater detail.

Data availability

The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current
study are available from the corresponding author upon reason-
able request.
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