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Abstract

Objectives: We explored the portrayal of older adults and the public response to topics concerning older adults during the
COVID-19 pandemic in Chinese social media (Weibo topics, equivalent to hashtags on Twitter). We also explored the tem-
poral trends of dominant themes to identify changes over time.

Methods: Topics related to older adults were searched in the Weibo topic search engine between January 20 and April 28,
2020. Overall, 241 topics and their view frequency and comment frequency were collected. Inductive thematic analysis
was conducted to classify the topics into themes. The popularity of each theme was also analyzed. In addition, the fre-
quency with which each theme appeared during the 3 major stages of the pandemic (outbreak, turnover, and post-peak)
was reported.

Results: Six main themes were identified. “Older adults contributing to the community” was the most prominent theme
with the highest average comment frequency per topic. It was also the most dominant theme in the first stage of the pan-
demic. “Older patients in hospitals” was the second most prominent theme and the most dominant theme in the second
and third stages of the pandemic. The percentage of topics with the themes “Care recipients” and “Older adults caring for
the young” increased over time.

Discussion: The portrayal of older people as being warm, competent, and actively exercising their agency is prevalent on
Weibo. The Weibo-viewing public shows signs of interest in intergenerational solidarity during the pandemic in China.
These findings are different from findings reported by studies conducted in the West.
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The portrayal of older adults in the media can help us
better understand the public discourse about and situ-
ation of older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. At
the same time, media portrayals may help shape people’s
attitudes about older adults (Fraser et al., 2020). Ayalon
et al. (2020) showed that various media reports world-
wide during the pandemic have portrayed older people as

helpless, frail, and incompetent to contribute to society.
Moreover, Jimenez-Sotomayor et al. (2020) noticed that
ageist stereotypes and attitudes have been widely propa-
gated on Twitter. Although the COVID-19 outbreak started
in China, little has been written about the portrayal of
older adults during the pandemic in China. Past research
has shown that China tends to have more positive attitudes
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toward older adults than some Western cultures (Levy &
Langer, 1994; Yoon et al., 2000). The present study aims
to explore the portrayal of older adults during the COVID-
19 pandemic in Chinese social media to better understand
the depiction of older people in China. This information is
subsequently used against published findings from Western
countries to better examine potential cultural differences in
how older adults are portrayed.

This research specifically focuses on Weibo, a popular
Chinese social media platform similar to Twitter (Li et al.,
2020). We identified major themes in all Weibo topics (the
Chinese equivalent of hashtags on Twitter) related to older
adults during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the pop-
ularity of each theme based on public views and comments.
We also sought to explore the temporal trends of domi-
nant themes to identify changes in the portrayal of older
adults over time. The findings of this study may contribute
to an understanding of the situation of older adults during
the COVID-19 pandemic from the perspective of China, as
well as cultural differences in the portrayal of older adults
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings might also
be used to help shape public opinion about older adults
during the pandemic in China.

Design and Methods

Data Collection

Retrieval of data from the Weibo platform occurred be-
tween March 1,2020 and April 30,2020. We first searched
the Weibo topic search engine using the following key-
words: “E A (older people),” “EBE A (old-aged people),”
“W315 (grandmother),” “353F (grandfather),” “EH (old
grandmother),” “E%% (old grandfather),” “#EX (old
woman),” “E3k (old man),” and “% (-year-old).” We then
went over the search results and manually selected topics
that were related to COVID-19 in China during the period
from January 20 to April 28, 2020. This period covers piv-
otal stages of the COVID-19 pandemic as described below.
Overall, 241 topics were collected.

Two index numbers shown on each Weibo topic
homepage were collected. “View frequency” is the total
number of times each post that includes a relevant topic
was viewed. This number is highly related to the number of
posts and thus reflects how widely the topic was dissemin-
ated online. “Comment frequency” is the total number of
comments under every post that addresses a relevant topic.
This may indicate the extent of public involvement in the
topic (Li et al., 2020; TranslateMedia, 2019). The creation
date of each topic was collected on the homepage of each
Weibo topic as well.

Data Analysis

We merged identical topics and reached 188 unique topics.
Thematic analysis was conducted using an inductive

approach and following the instructions proposed by
Braun and Clarke (2006). This process was conducted in-
dependently by two reviewers and consensus was reached
via consultation with two additional team members.

To understand the popularity of each theme, we calcu-
lated the average view frequency by adding up the view
frequency of all topics under the same theme and dividing
it by the topic frequency. We then calculated the average
comment frequency using the same approach. Finally, to
explore the temporal trend of salient themes, we sorted the
topics chronologically and classified them into the three
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. The definition of each
stage is based on a white paper published by the State
Council Information Office of China (SCIO, 2020), which
marks January 20-February 20 as the period of COVID-19
outbreak in China, February 21-March 17 as the turnover
period, when newly confirmed domestic cases dropped
to single digits, and March 18-April 28 as the post-peak
period in China when Wuhan reportedly had zero newly
confirmed cases. We then calculated the percentage of
themes in each stage.

Results

MainThemes Concerning Older Adults and
COVID-19 Based on Weibo Topics

We identified six main themes based on the 188 unique
topics, each representing an image of older adults during
the COVID-19 pandemic in China (Table 1). The definitions
of each theme and subtheme are detailed in Table 1. The
most prominent theme was termed “Contributing to the
community” (n = 46, 24%). Second, and slightly less prev-
alent than the first theme, was the theme “Older patients
in hospitals” (n = 43, 23%). The third prominent theme
was “Older adults as a vulnerable group” (7 = 33, 18%).
The fourth theme was “Care recipients” (1 = 28, 15%). The
fifth theme was “Caring for the young” (n = 20, 11%). The
theme “Public health rule breakers and followers” (n = 18,
10%) was the least prominent.

Themes' Popularity Based on Public Views and
Comments

The popularity of each theme was analyzed by calculating
the average view frequency and comment frequency per topic
calculated per each relevant theme (Table 2). The theme of
older adults as “Public health rule breakers and followers”
accounted for the smallest portion among all themes (10%),
but attracted the highest average number of views per topic
(116 million). The most prominent theme “Contributing to
the community” (24%) attracted the most public comments
per topic (14,000). It is worth noting that the topic “#84-year-
old Dr. Nanshan Zhong fights at the frontline against the
pandemic again#,” with the highest public views (1 billion)
and comments (328,000) among all the topics we collected,
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Table 3. Frequency and Percentage of Topics Under Each Theme During Different Stages of the COVID-19 Pandemic in China
Stage 1: Outbreak Stage 2: Turnover Stage 3: Post-peak

Theme January 20-February 20 February 21-March 17 March 18-April 28 Total

Contributing to the community 28 (32%) 14 (17%) 3(17%) 45

Older patients in hospitals 16 (18%) 21 (25%) 7 (39%) 44

Older adults as a vulnerable 20 (23%) 13 (16%) 0(0%) 33

group

Care recipients 12 (14%) 13 (16%) 3(17%) 28

Caring for the young 2 (2%) 13 (16%) 5(28%) 20

Public health rule breakers and 9 (10%) 9 (11%) 0 (0%) 18

followers

Total 87 83 18 188

Notes: Topic frequency is the number of nonduplicate topics under each theme during a particular stage. Percentage of topics is the percentage of topics under each

theme among nonduplicate topics created during a particular stage. Stage 1 is the outbreak of COVID-19 in China between January 20 and February 20. Stage 2 is
the turnover period of COVID-19 in China between February 21 and March 17. Stage 3 is the post-peak of COVID-19 in China between March 18 and April 28.

is under the theme “Contributing to the Community.” The
public responded least to older adults as “Care recipients,”
with the lowest average view frequency of 16 million per
topic and comment frequency of about 2,000 per topic.

Themes’' Temporal Trends

Table 3 presents the temporal trends of the six themes.
During Stage 1 of the pandemic, the theme of “Contributing
to the community” was the most dominant (32%). In the
second stage, the theme of “Older patients in hospitals” ac-
counted for the largest portion (25%), perhaps as there were
more recovery cases during the second phase. Compared to
the first stage, the portrayal of older adults in the second
stage was more balanced, with most themes capturing rela-
tively similar proportions of the topics posted. In the third
stage, the total number of topics dropped considerably
(from 87 and 83 in the first two stages, respectively, to 18
in the third stage), possibly because the public’s attention
to the pandemic has declined over time. Nonetheless, topics
classified under “Older patients in hospitals” were still the
most dominant in the third stage (39%). The percentage of
topics about “Older adults caring for the young” greatly
increased from Stage 1 to Stage 3 (2%-28%), whereas
the percentage of topics on “Older adults as a vulnerable
group” and “Public health rule breakers and followers”
dropped from 10%-11% to zero.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified intergenerational
conflict in many parts of the world (Jimenez-Sotomayor
et al., 2020). Older adults have been identified as the most
vulnerable group and have been depicted as exhausting
health care resources (Ayalon et al., 2020). In contrast
to this Western impression, the most prominent theme of
topics dealing with older adults during the COVID-19

pandemic outbreak—older adults as “Contributing to the
community”—on the Chinese social media website, Weibo,
illustrates that older adults in China have been portrayed
as actively exercising their agency to reduce the impact of
COVID-19 through their own efforts and abilities. This
theme covered most of the older adult-related content on
Weibo, especially at the beginning of the pandemic.

The Stereotype Content Model suggests that stereotypes
of groups of people are formed along two dimensions:
warmth and competence (Cuddy et al.,, 2002). Older
adults are usually perceived as being high in warmth but
low in competence, which further leads to feelings of pity
and sympathy toward older people (Fiske et al., 2002;
North & Fiske, 2012,2013). In contrast to these findings,
a number of topics we found on Weibo under the theme
of older adults as “Contributing to the community” stress
older adults as “warm” and “competent.” In addition, it
reflects altruism among older adults. Similarly, the theme
of “Caring for the young” and the subtheme of “Public
health rule followers” also showed that older adults were
being portrayed as competent and actively engaged in the
fight against the virus. These depictions of older adults are
in contrast to the traditional stereotypes of older adults
in Western countries. Moreover, our findings show that
these depictions greatly attract public attention and en-
dorsement. For example, the average view frequency and
comment frequency under the theme of “Contributing to
the community” were the highest among the themes we
identified. In the second most prominent theme of “Older
patients in hospitals,” the topics portrayed older people
with a focus on their high warmth, rather than low com-
petence. For example, many older patients were depicted
as being full of optimism, love, and appreciation. When
older adults were perceived as the group most vulner-
able to the COVID virus, they were also often depicted as
conveying encouragement and hope during the pandemic
in China.
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Finally, although the total number of topics dropped
during the third stage, there was a substantial increase in
the percentage of topics related to the theme of older adults
taking care of the young (“Caring for the young”: from 2%
to 28%) and a slight increase in the percentage of topics
related to young people taking care of older people (“Care
recipients”: from 14% to 17%) over time. This may imply
that the public in China was more focused on intergenera-
tional solidarity than on other issues, such as “Older adults
as a vulnerable group,” which fell from 23% to 0%, as the
pandemic evolved.

The results of this research are substantially different
from findings reported by Jimenez-Sotomayor et al.
(2020), who found that Twitter content regarding older
adults tends to be ageist and offensive and potentially in-
stigates intergenerational conflict. The difference between
the two social media platforms may be due to the culture
of filial piety in Chinese society, which stresses respect for
older adults and the importance of parent—child relation-
ships. Moreover, as suggested by Vauclair et al. (2017),
Chinese people tend to have more positive conceptions
of older people, especially in terms of competence and
admiration, than Western people. Another reason could
be the fact that most topics on Weibo are initially gen-
erated by organizational accounts rather than by private
accounts. In order for organizations to maintain a certain
public image, it is possible that they report more posi-
tive and less ageist content than private accounts (Oscar
et al., 2017).

Conclusions

Our findings show that the portrayal of older people as
actively exercising their own agency and being warm and
competent was prevalent in Weibo topics. Moreover, our
analysis shows an increasing focus on intergenerational
solidarity over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic in
China. The findings contribute to the best of our knowl-
edge about older adults as well as cultural differences
under the COVID-19 pandemic. Information obtained in
this study may guide policy stakeholders, educators, and
marketing agencies who may wish to affect public opinion
concerning older adults.

The study’s limitations should be noted. First, we
only explored view and comment frequencies as public
responses, without considering the actual content of the
comments. Future research should analyze the content
of the posts to get a more detailed picture of public at-
titudes about older adults during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in China. Another limitation concerns our focus
on a single country and a single social media platform.
Although we attempted to compare our findings to the
existing literature, future research will benefit from
embarking on a truly cross-national comparison of so-
cial media content.
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