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Culture, Community, and the WeChat Platform in a Time of Crisis
By Jinglin Lu

Abstract: Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, museums have
been considered crucial institutions for the preservation and transmission of Chinese culture,
civilization, and history. As social and political environments change, the ways that museums
support their audiences also transform. Recently, as museums in China reopen after months of
closure due to the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic, museum directors find themselves deluged with too
much information and too many concerns about the post-Covid world to make informed
decisions about how use online platforms. This article offers suggestions about how Chinese
museums can use WeChat, the most popular social media platform in China, during and after
Covid-19. It focuses on how WeChat offers opportunities for museums to foster equal
participation in the museum, develop engaging programs, and make collection resources more
accessible. The hope is to reimagine Chinese museums to meet the needs of audiences in the

post-Covid world.
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As museums in China are gradually reopening after months of closure due to the 2020
Covid-19 pandemic, museum directors find themselves deluged with too much information and
too many concerns about the post-Covid world to make informed decisions. How can museums
keep supporting their audiences during this hard time? How can museums use online platforms
to keep serving the public? And, what do communities expect from museums through online
interactions? In response to these questions, | aim to review the topics of culture, community,
and online platforms related to museums in China. In addition, I will give some possible
suggestions about how Chinese museums can use the WeChat platform during and after Covid-

19.

Museums are crucial institutions for the preservation and transmission of human culture,
civilization, and history. They bridge the past, the present, and the future. In recent years,
“museum fever,” has become a highlight of China’s rapid socio-economic development.
According to data released by the State Administration of Cultural Heritage in China, as of April
2019, there were 5354 museums nationwide. Of this total, 3766 are state-owned, and 1398 are
privately owned. As a whole, state-owned museums are the majority of museums in China, as

they account for more than 70% of the total.’

In 2008, the aforementioned administration implemented the free admission policy for all
state-owned museums and memorial halls." This policy demonstrates how the state feels that it is
necessary to meet the growing spiritual and cultural needs of the people. It is partly because of
the state’s economic support that these museums survived the Covid-19 pandemic. The situation
in China contrasts with other countries like the United States where, according to the American

Alliance of Museum’s data, 33% of museums are likely to close by fall 2021 due to the



economic pressure caused by the pandemic.™ All of these statistics have raised global awareness

about the importance of adapting museums to online platforms.

Since the 2010s, China has entered a digital era in which information and
communications technologies play a prominent role in almost every aspect of Chinese citizens’
lives." The government proposed a new term “Internet + in 2020 that helps institutions like
museums to accelerate their recovery from Covid-19 by focusing on internet-based

programming.” Nanjing University professor Yunhao He said that,

“Everyone is talking about ‘Internet + Something else,” but I think that the ‘something
else’ in the phrase is the most important. The emphasis is on the context... Since the
internet is a technology, the real focus needs to be on how to achieve value by showing
content of the museum and its exhibitions.”"'

One important means through which museums can develop their internet presence is
social media. Among social media applications, Tencent’s WeChat is the most-used app in the
Chinese digital communication landscape.”"" WeChat provides users a seamless connection to a
one-stop cybernetic space and is equipped with diverse services such as instant messaging,
shopping, and blogging. It is a medium to interact, exchange, and share among Chinese netizens.
It has the advantages of fast, broad coverage and low operating costs. WeChat is also a timely

communication tool with strong interactions and high intimacy between its users.

One of WeChat’s major functions is the public account. In WeChat, the public account
allows both institutions and individuals to share articles and other information to their
subscribers in a social media feed format. According to the 2019 data released by Jing Travel,
among the 945 million WeChat monthly active users, more than 80% of them follow public
accounts.”"" Furthermore, it is common for people to follow the public accounts of institutions

that they like, so that they can keep up with their latest news.



In the contexts of "Internet + Museum," and the growing influence of WeChat, museums
need to more thoroughly consider the possibilities for using WeChat public accounts to
disseminate information. Since 2012, some museums in China have actively explored WeChat
platforms for education and promotion. The National Museum of China (Beijing) was the first
museum to open its official WeChat public platform in 2012. Since then, other major museums
have opened their own official WeChat public accounts. At present, the Palace Museum
(Beijing) and the Dunhuang Museum are leading institutions that use WeChat for educational

and promotional purposes.

However, the general trend in museums using WeChat public accounts remains
immature. In comparison to public accounts that publish daily news, humorous stories, and short
fiction, these museum public accounts fall short of attracting attention from the general public
outside the art field. In addition, when audiences visit museums in smaller urban areas, such as
those in a third-tier city,” it is usually hard for them to find any information about these museums
online. These smaller local museums have rarely established or operated WeChat public

accounts.

For public museums, WeChat has advantages over other forms of media. Many museums
develop their own applications that have similar functions, but need to be downloaded separately
from the app store. These apps require large development and maintenance costs.' Most visitors
do not download cell phone software specifically for one-time visits, so the user rates are also
low. For example, as one of the biggest museums in China, the Shanghai Museum launched its
own application, but it has received a low user rating of two points.X" Many of the reviews in the
comment section discuss the complicated registration process, slow running speed, and the

limited information available through the application.



In contrast, WeChat public accounts are free to make and do not require visitors to
download a separate app. WeChat public accounts are relatively simple to build, easy to operate,
have low development costs, and have more comprehensive plug-in features. It is also easier for
the viewers to share the museum’s content to their friends. These advantages make it both

suitable for museums and convenient for visitors.

Through the WeChat public account platform, museums can display basic information
about their institution, such as visiting instructions, tour information, and ticketing information.
This helps facilitate the audience’s visit prior to their arrival to the physical museum. It also
reduces the pressure on museum professionals to personally provide visitors with this

information.

However, museums must also maintain that they convey information clearly, and that
means that the public account’s interface must be accessible and intuitive. Each section and
subsection of the account’s menu bar needs to relay its characteristics to the audience. This
means that the name of each section needs to be concise. A catchy section header could also
attract the audience's attention. Finally, the sub-sections within each menu section should have a

unified classification standard.

One of the primary functions of museums is to educate. According to the American
Alliance of Museums’ 1992 report Excellence and Equity, "...the public dimensions of museums
lead them to perform the public service of education—a term that in its broadest sense includes
exploration, study, observation, critical thinking, contemplation, and dialogue.” ! The means of
museum education are diverse and flexible, and the effects of museum education are subtle and
pervasive. The way that the WeChat public account engages audiences is compatible with the

means and effects of museum education.



With the number of visitors to museums increasing, audience demands to know about
museum exhibitions and collections will also increase, and the museum’s educational staff will
become overwhelmed. Although museums often provide interpretive materials such as labels and
gallery guides to aid visitors, it can still be difficult for some visitors to engage with the museum
in these ways. As the need to address this issue increases, personalized programs, such as
museum tour guide services, become short supply. To help meet these demands, the WeChat
public account’s interface offers different functions such as browse, guide, feedback, etc., that
museums can use to offer detailed classifications and interpretations of the museum’s collection

and exhibitions.

The Big Bell Temple Museum, famous for its collection of big bells, in Beijing serves as
a good example of a museum using WeChat for this purpose. Their WeChat public account
offers an online panoramic virtual exhibition hall. Through this program, visitors can browse
through several of the museum’s ancient bells, including the Pailin Temple Bell, the Crane Bell,
and the Tanzhe Temple Bell, one by one, in real scenes. They also have audio information to

which users can listen by clicking on the individual bells.

A possible addition to this program would be to include a “Guided Tour” section that the
visitors can read at their leisure. This could provide an opportunity for the visitor to deviate from
the museum’s traditional script, which is often limited by imposed curatorial interpretations of
the objects, and draw their own conclusions about the works. A “Guided Tour” section could
include the background of a certain artwork and raise questions that might help the audience to
think independently about the object. This could become a precious learning experience for the
visitor and at the same time give the audience a chance to interpret the objects for themselves.

This would correlate with Hilde Hein’s suggestion that, “the [museum’s] objective is to induce



museum visitors to be guided by the experience rather than a prescriptive label.”™" Having a
social media program dedicated to this type of free-thinking would relinquish intellectual control

of the artworks from the museum to the visitors.

Museums can publish articles on their WeChat public account to convey even more
information to their audiences. However, the user groups engaging with WeChat public accounts
do not passively receive information, instead, they have their own choices in whether or not to
follow and view the public account’s content. The audience’s interests primarily determine their
choices; therefore, the audience will choose to continuously follow the content if they like it, but
avoid and ignore the content if it does not match their preferences. Thus, in the process of
branding and promoting a museum’s WeChat public account, it is important to consider whether

the content meets the audience’s interests.

The articles published on the WeChat public accounts are usually both visual and textual,
so playful writing styles and interesting dynamic pictures can help increase the impact of an
article. Articles can also incorporate audio, video, and interactive elements to increase views. For
example, a comment section allows audiences to write down their thoughts and suggestions to
the museum. Perpetual feedback from visitors will help the museum to determine the

effectiveness of its exhibitions and digital programs.

The Palace Museum’s WeChat public account exemplifies how a museum should
consider both its audience’s interests and the effects of multimedia when creating articles. In
September, 2013, after the Palace Museum opened its official “Palace Museum Taobao” public
account on WeChat, the museum’s early articles were serious, and only introduced the history of
the museum in an academic tone. This lasted until August 1st, 2014, when the museum published

an article called “Yongzheng: I think I am very cute.” The article included classic depictions of



the emperor that fans of the museum turned into GIFs and memes, including Yongzheng
walking, washing his feet in a river, fighting with tigers, playing with monkeys, and fishing. The
Yongzheng WeChat emoji package’s cover picture "cute emperor" became a huge hit, and
netizens continued to create and disseminate their own Yongzheng-inspired images. The average
viewing count before this article was in the thousands, however, this article about Yongzheng

has reached a hundred thousand views

Since this article about Yongzheng, the Palace Museum has consistently posted articles
about other emperors. This has helped to popularize the museum, and the history that the
museum teaches. In this way, the Palace Museum established a closer relationship with the
public, who in turn, came to understand better the value of the museum as an educational

institution.

To continue to attract the audience's attention, and to meet the needs of its diverse
audiences, the Palace Museum started to make calculated decisions regarding its official public
account. The Palace Museum created its “micro-Palace” WeChat account to help audiences
familiarize themselves with the culture of the Palace and learn about objects in its collection. The
museum has also continued to promote its “Palace Museum Taobao” account to maintain its
sales platform. These different WeChat public accounts have been in operation for a long time
and now have a wide fan base. They serve as the virtual window into the Palace Museum. Thus,
other museums can draw inspiration from the Palace Museum’s use of WeChat to connect with

their own audiences.

Museums in China must pay attention to the use of WeChat as it becomes an extension
of the museum. Not only will WeChat help museums meet the public's desire to continue

learning, but it will also allow museums to continue to develop their own digital education



operations. Through WeChat, museums can therefore change from their traditional model to one
responsive to the digital era that is more flexible, accessible, and equitable. The use of the
WeChat public platform can break through the constraints of time and space to show the

museum's message to the public anytime and anywhere.

In recent years, museums are taking a more "visitor-centered™ approach to their functions.
The Assistant Director-General for Culture at UNESCO Ernesto Ottone stated that, “museums
are more than just places where humanity’s heritage is preserved and promoted. They are also
key spaces of education, inspiration, and dialogue. At a time when billions of people around the
world are separated from one another, museums can bring us together.” ! During the pandemic,
Chinese museums can use WeChat's public account function to stimulate the public's interest,
achieve an increase in their audience, and meet the public’s demand for information. The
pandemic has accelerated the digitization of museums, raising expectations about the shape and
service content of museums in the future. Will the concept of the museum of the future change in
this wave of digitization? A museum is a complex system, but it seems that new technologies can

contribute to making the system work better.
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