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Regulating Chinese and North American Digital Media in Australia: Facebook and WeChat as Case 

Studies 

 

 

Abstract 

 

As the Australian government has legislated for a ‘News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining 

Code’ to compel Google and Facebook to pay for news content, platform regulation in Australia has prompted 

a heated discussion worldwide. Questionable practices incited issues such as anti-competition behaviour, 

online harms, disinformation, algorithmic advertising, trade of data, privacy breaches and so on. 

Consequently, these technology tycoons are reinscribing industries and societies alike, posing a threat to 

digital democracy. This chapter examines how Facebook and WeChat are (or should be) regulated in Australia, 

the current regulatory frameworks, and the overall effectiveness of self-regulation. Through the lenses of 

comparative research, this study is focused on infrastructuralization, techno-nationalism (censorship), and 

civil society (media diversity), to identify distinct features and common themes in platform regulation and 

explore possible solutions to regulating global platforms in Australia.  

 

 

Introduction 

 

Digital media has become a significant part of people’s lives. Algorithms are shaping the way of information 

distribution, where ‘filter bubbles’ might occur (Flaxman, Goel, and Rao 2016); personal data are being traded 

discreetly as a ‘corporate asset’ for commercial gains (Srnicek 2016); and content moderation practices are 

still insufficient, as evidenced by the livestreaming of the Christchurch mosque massacre (Besley and Peters 

2019). For the Australian government, the problems caused by western platforms are not the only things they 

need to worry about these days. With the growing significance and attention around the Chinese tech-giants-

BAT (i.e. Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent, Chinese equivalent of Google, Facebook and Amazon)(Su 2019), risks 

and threats are largely overlooked in the Australian market. For instance, content regulation on WeChat is 

under-developed (Walsh and Xiao 2019), and platform transparency and neutrality are inadequate as well.  

 

These innate issues may intensify in offshore markets, such as Australia, or Canada, who holds the highest 

percentages of immigrants. According to the 2019 report released by International Organization for Migration 

(IOM), Canada received 690,000 Chinese immigrants, ranked 4th globally, and Australia received 640,000 

Chinese immigrants, ranked 5th globally, while the first 3 are United States, Hongkong, and Japan. In addition 

to the high volume of Chinese migrants, Australia are reported to have 30% of immigrant population (2nd in 

the world), where Canada have 21% (3rd in the world), with Saudi Arabian ranked as the world’s first 
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immigration country (McAuliffe, Khadria, and Bauloz 2019). Such data suggested that Australia and Canada 

are considered as the world’s leading multicultural society, with a large base of Chinese immigrants, which 

also indicates a wide-spread adoption of Chinese digital services. Localised services, varied provisions, 

challenges from local or other international players, these are general problems facing most of digital platforms 

across the world, especially when they are trying to enter or already operating in an international market 

(Plantin and Punathambekar 2019). This is even more so in the case of China, where domestic companies are 

shielded from the western competitors – a phenomenon termed as ‘splinternet’ that facilitated by the Great 

Firewall (Miconi 2019), which poses new challenges to standardize online regulations.  

 

In light of the current progress made by News Media Bargaining Code, this chapter selects Australia, rather 

than Canada, to examine and cross compare how Wechat and Facebook are regulated in the third country. 

There are different factors at play regarding this issue:  

1. Chinese digital services are permeating Australian businesses. Australia is a major international market for 

Chinese digital platforms Both Alibaba and Tencent are operating and expanding their services in Australia 

via Tian Mall (online-shopping store) and WeChat (instant messaging software). For instance, Australia is the 

third largest international market for Alibaba, following Russia and South East Asia (Brook 2018),  and 

WeChat (the primary service of Tencent) is attracting more and more non-Chinese speaking users, even 

Australian politicians (Hollingsworth 2019). As a result, more and more Australian businesses are beginning 

to adopt Alibaba and WeChat to reach their Chinese customers (such as David Jones, Chemist Warehouse and 

Destination NSW), and this supports a growing popularity of the use of these Chinese digital services in 

Australia (Shah, 2018).  

2. Strategic ties between Australia and China. Australia and China have a close economic relationship that 

extends over to the digital market. Indeed, Chinese internet companies have targeted Australia as a major 

western market for international expansion (Jing 2016).  

3. Similar to Canada, Australian digital market is heavily influenced by online services based in both US and 

China. Australian market is unique in that it is politically tied to the US, but economically bound to China. In 

this sense, the world’s biggest digital platforms (US and also China based services) are simultaneously playing 

on this battlefield. The Chinese government holds supreme power over the domestic market (Su 2019), 

whereas Australia aims to encourage the development of the free market. In comparison, America pursues the 

ideal of freedom of speech, vacillating between platform regulation and democratic rights of freedom of 

expression. With the mixture of Chinese and American online services operating within the Australian market, 

examining platform regulation in Australia will reveal unforeseen challenges and expose risks and 

opportunities associated with competing regulatory frameworks (Nooren et al. 2018). Therefore, the 

overarching research question is how to regulate the Chinese and North American digital media in Australia, 

or alternatively, is there a necessity to regulate Chinese digital services in the Australian market? 
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Aims 

 

Digital platforms like Google, Facebook, Amazon and Alibaba are becoming increasingly central to our 

economy. These companies are disrupting social, cultural and economic routines on a global scale, via 

interconnected services known as ‘network effects’ and economies of scale (Feld 2019). They operate in 

different political systems and territories, challenging policymakers and regulators alike, where officials are 

‘almost learning while doing’ (Rossotto et al. 2018). As such, traditional regulatory approaches need to be 

improved to adapt to these challenges.  

 

Numerous countries are trying to work out how to regulate digital platforms. On 3 August 2018, the Australian 

Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) issued a media release in which it emphasised that the 

ACCC would ‘increase its enforcement action’ and hold a world-first inquiry into the market power and 

general corporate behaviour of digital platforms (ACCC 2019). Around the same time, European Union issued 

their General Data Protection Regulation in May 20181, and Mark Zuckerberg appeared before the US 

Congress in 20182. Subsequently, EU Digital Services Act was released in 2020, and later, US Congress 

Antitrust report was made available as well, not to mention the strong attitude on Antitrust for big Tech from 

the Biden Administration.   

 

These digital platforms are being regulated in different parts of the world. As a result, researchers have focused 

on political systems and pertinent policies as all digital services should operate under the provisions of local 

laws (Rossotto et al. 2018). For US-based platforms, this means adopting an evasive tactic to circumvent local 

government regulations, launching push backs under US jurisdictions while evading others in different 

political contexts. For example, companies like Facebook and Google have been trying to get away with AU 

regulations through various campaigns and aggressive measures. However, Chinese-based platforms are only 

starting to deal with the transnational use of their products. China is one of the few countries in the world to 

have an industry based eco-system similar to the US. This is partly because services like Google, Facebook 

and Amazon are well-accepted in most countries and are banned from the Chinese market through the Great 

Fire Wall (Keane and Su 2018). This particular situation has enabled Chinese market to incubate substitutes 

of US-generated services and foster local monopolies (Su 2019). But what challenges do Chinese digital 

services face when they enter the international market, and what does this mean for platform regulation 

globally? 

 
1 Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 April 2016 on the protection of natural persons 

with regard to the processing of personal data and on the free movement of such data, and repealing Directive 95/46/EC (General 

Data Protection Regulation). 
2 BBC, ‘Mark Zuckerberg to appear before Congress’, BBC Tech, 10 April 2018 (Dave Lee) 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/technology-43706820/mark- zuckerberg-to-appear-before-congress; Jennifer Rankin, ‘Mark 

Zuckerberg to appear before European parliament’, The Guardian (online), 17 May 2018 

https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/may/16/mark-zuckerberg-facebook-to-give-evidence-at-european-parliament. 
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This chapter examines how digital platforms of China and North America are being regulated in Australia, 

using Facebook and Wechat as case studies. While Facebook and Google have been a regular feature in the 

Australian market for some time, China is only now becoming a major player in the Australian market. This 

is due to: strong economic ties between the two countries (Baxter 2019); the size and scale of Chinese 

immigration in the Australian society (it is the second largest immigration community) (Walsh, Mantesso, and 

Xiao 2018); and the rapid expansion of Chinese digital platforms in the Australian market (Brook 2018). The 

comparative framework between Facebook and Wechat will be focused on societal issues created by 

disinformation, transparency in regard to content moderation, and potential or existing crisis for media 

diversity. By examining theses three aspects of US and China based social networking apps, this research 

presents a comparative analysis featuring infrastructuralisation, techno-nationalism and civil society, 

contributing to future discourses of platform regulation in diverse settings.  

 

Comparative Framework 

 

Wechat, as a counterpart or a different service 

Wechat is the most popular social networking digital service in China, created by Tencent – the world’s 9th 

internet company by market capitalization, next to Facebook (which ranked 8th as of 2021).  Similar to 

Facebook, Wechat entails features such as messaging, video calling, friends circle (equivalent to ‘Facebook 

Wall’), and short video sharing. It can be described as ‘a better WhatsApp crossed with social features of 

Facebook and Instagram, mixed with Skype and a walkie-talkie’ (Plantin and De Seta 2019), or in other words, 

a ‘super-sticky platform’ or a ‘super app’ (Chen, Mao, and Qiu 2018). Wechat however, is in many ways, 

distinct from its Western counterparts, in its capacity of platformization, as well as the establishment of 

infrastructuralisation. The structure of Wechat follows the logic of platform capitalism, focusing on ‘network 

effects’ and enclosed business loop, where the ultimate intention is to create a ‘super sticky’ platform, that 

every user is obsessed with. In addition to Wechat Pay (the third payment application), one of the most 

successful features would be ‘mini programs’, or in other terms, the idea of ‘apps within an app’ (Chan 2015). 

This invention empowers Wechat to become a virtual and also physical internet infrastructure in China 

(speaking to enabling of government related services, utilities fees, health codes and so on), that goes beyond 

linked services, and social networking purposes, but rather, as a beholder of various digital apps, with multi-

purpose functioning.  

 

A comparative study between Facebook and Wechat will unveil common issues faced by both platforms, and 

identify similar challenges posed by these digital giants. Through the lenses of infrastructuralisation, techno-

nationalism, and civil society, this study will address disinformation, censorship, and platform neutrality to 

argue for the imperativeness of platform regulation, with particular reference to Chinese digital services 

operating in international markets. 
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Disinformation and Infrastructuralisation 

One of the consequences of platform power is mistrust in digital services. There is a growing sentiment of 

mistrust in news, authority, and most of all platforms (Flew et al. 2020). Algorithms for instance, facilitated a 

personalized feed that constraints one’s own worldview via filter bubbles and echo chambers (Napoli 2018) . 

Numerous scholars have explicitly articulated trust issues in news, with one study showing that mistrust in 

news has increased 3 percentage points from 24% in 2016 to 27% in 2019 (Park et al. 2020); another stated 

that news sharing on social media platforms ‘has increasingly come to be perceived as a predatory one’ (Flew 

2020). Critics often draw Facebook as an example, pointing to lack of content regulation that lead to 

livestreaming of NZ mass massacre (Douek 2020); misconduct of user information as in how they collect, use 

and trade personal data, such as Cambridge Analytica (Cadwalladr and Graham-Harrison 2018); over-reliance 

on algorithms that eventually incurred filter bubbles and echo chambers and problematic form of profiting 

models, where it is distributing established media content with likes of fake news, generating a ‘news gap’ in 

between (Flew et al. 2020).   

 

Such ‘news gap’ existed on both Facebook and WeChat and calls for joined forces to tackle the issue. 

Facebook has notoriously been known for its fake news problem, it is catchy, fast spreading and most of all 

profitable. The fact is, ‘disinformation is endemic to digital networks’, global platforms such as Facebook and 

WeChat have become ‘the possessor of social deviance online’ (Iosifidis and Nicoli 2020). The term 

‘information warfare’ is adopted to describe meddling of elections via disinformation, which normally 

happens between one country and their opposing regimes (Iosifidis and Nicoli 2020). Accusations such as 

Chinese government to disrupt Australian elections via WeChat, or Russian government to sabotage UK 

elections via Facebook, or in other cases, the famous incident of Cambridge Analytica, demonstrated how and 

why digital platforms are seen as a threat to democracy (Iosifidis and Nicoli 2020). Under this context, 

disinformation is a common theme (or problem) across digital platforms, one that serves similar aims and 

needs, despite various means. 

 

To obtain a better understanding of how disinformation functions on WeChat and Facebook, it is essential to 

look into the infrastructure or business model of these platforms. It is crucial to acknowledge that platforms 

like Facebook and Wechat are experiencing a dual process of platformization as well as infrastructuralization. 

Platformization lies in their attempt to centralise business models, while at the same time, amplifying and 

extending the ‘network effects’, focusing on the ecosystem of platform itself. In comparison, 

infrasructuralization points to the social impact of platforms, and how this socio-techno availability turned 

into a traditional mandate of infrastructures (Plantin and De Seta 2019). As users clattered on social media 

platforms to get and share the news, connect with friends, and update their lives, these internet giants are 

increasingly becoming an infrastructure that penetrates every aspect of users lives.  
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Infrastructuralization enlarges issues of disinformation, where reliance upon social media platforms 

aggravates the phenomenon known as fake news. Facebook has turned into an ‘advertising-driven business 

model delivered mainly on smartphones’ (Iosifidis and Nicoli 2020), personal information is then being 

collected and analysed for better advertising results through technologies known as online targeting – the same 

method that was later used in Cambridge Analytica scandal. This suggests that Facebook could be and almost 

is a platform that lives on and designed for disinformation. Conversely, WeChat incorporates state and self-

regulation, and are more responsive to similar issues. Unlike Facebook where the revenue stream is largely 

dependent on advertising income, WeChat has found various ways to monetize its service, especially ‘WeChat 

Pay’- an online payment system with financial services, a one-stop hub for utility fees, government related 

services, travel expenditures and so on. WeChat is a relatively more private space comparing to Facebook; 

rather than directly pushing notifications on your personal feed, WeChat has created a separate tab to aggregate 

information from official accounts. Additionally, advertising on WeChat Moments, a similar space of 

Facebook Wall, was only starting to appear until recently. Therefore, the disparity of their business models, 

lies in WeChat’s ability to support third-party applications, in other words, its affordance as the ‘super app’, 

whereas Facebook is overly reliant on data trade and online targeting.  

 

Nevertheless, diversified revenue income fails to prevent disinformation on WeChat, it is still the trickiest and 

most persistent and prominent problem on the platform, domestically or otherwise. Verifying online news has 

been a direct way of combating disinformation, where traditional media channels such as CCTV (China 

Central Television) was constantly releasing news stories to tackle or clarify fake news. However, this process 

can be problematic in overseas market, where disinformation is raging without proper regulation, and dual 

attention is yet to be given. The content disseminated on WeChat is not properly monitored, and it is difficult 

to verify the sources, especially for users who rely solely on the platform for news consumption. Fact-checking, 

a common set-up in various countries, therefore, has become an important feature for Chinese Australians, 

which is currently missing or at least inadequate (Chen and Wei 2020). It is challenging and time-consuming 

‘for Chinese readers in Australia to verify the authenticity of the information’, according to the WeChat group 

creator, who revealed in a news piece, ‘every day, members post news to the group’, in an attempt to verify 

the information presented there (Chen and Wei 2020). 

 

Infrastructuralization as well as platformization is reinforcing the imperativeness of platform regulation, 

especially for companies like Facebook and Wechat. Content regulation and influence on election campaigns 

associated with Facebook have become a regular topic, and most recently, Australian government compels 

Facebook and Google to pay for news content, through ‘Mandatory News Media Bargaining Code’ (Flew, 

Gillett, and Suzor 2020). Although tech giants were prepared for a hard fight (threatening to pull back from 

AU market) (SBS, 2021), Australian government were determined as well. It is evident that Australian 

government is one of the pioneers in regulating these US-based platforms, one move that is closely watched 
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and monitored by governments around the world (Hitch 2020). One notable challenge in the midst of platform 

regulation by the third country, is political nuance and balance, where a pushback from platform-based country 

is possible and foreseeable. Even though in this case, the US government attempted pressure on AU regulation 

appears to be in vain, it reveals political implications and tensions in regulating global platforms. On that note, 

any attempts to regulate WeChat would be seen as a direct threat to Chinese central government, one that 

disrupts censorship and challenges Chinese values. 

 

Censorship and Techno-Nationalism 

As of 2019, WeChat has more than 30% registered non-English speaking users, and it has more than 1.5 

million monthly Australian users (Koslowski 2019). The recent election campaigns had put WeChat on the 

government’s radar. Experts realized that compared to western platforms such as Facebook, WeChat has not 

been properly monitored by the Australian government and it may have unforeseeable impact on the election 

results (Koslowski 2019).  

 

 

One of the de-platforming events happened on Wechat in December 2020, where Australian Prime Minister 

– Scott Morrison’s post, has been deleted due to spreading of misleading information, the post said: the post 

of a false image of an Australian soldier does not diminish our respect for and appreciation of our Chinese 

Australian community or indeed our friendship with the people of China” (Johnson, 2020). Similarly, Donald 

Trump is also banned by Twitter and Facebook for disseminating inflammatory material (BBC News 2021). 

De-platforming has become increasingly mundane in the digital age, it is an effective result of platform as 

well as government censorship, but the guidelines were considered to be less transparent, and rather 

mysterious. Wechat users who experienced shut down of account or content removal unveiled that, further 

explanations are unavailable, except for official responses such as ‘according to platform policy’ (Li and 

Shelton 2019). 

 

Transparency is in short supply, especially with regards to the techno-nationalist platform like WeChat, where 

platform development is heavily dependent on ‘compliance-based privilege’ (Voltmer 2013), meaning 

infrastructural ambitions should coincide with policy alignment (Plantin and De Seta 2019). In order to comply 

with national policy, WeChat has adopted mainly two ways to filter online content, that is algorithm, and 

content moderators, where other studies have termed it as ‘auto and human censor’ (Yu and Sun 2020). The 

platform use algorithms to conduct key words searching and filtering and use content moderators to eliminate 

potential sensitive or harmful materials online where necessary. This combination of technology and human 

moderation is a well-adopted method for platforms like WeChat and Facebook, but WeChat has another layer 

of content monitoring – the state government.  
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Facebook is dependent on self-regulation (self-censor), whereas WeChat is implementing self and state 

regulation. Additionally, WeChat has a ‘one platform two systems’ policy, for example, blocking of chat 

groups normally ended up with shielding domestic users ‘from seeing and posting anything’, but ‘leaving 

overseas users to chat freely’ (Yu and Sun 2020). This suggested that the government is aware of its heavy-

handed approach and negative impact, and therefore is encouraging freedom of speech via lessened censorship, 

as an attempt to recruit overseas users. Facebook and WeChat happen to be on the opposite side of one extreme, 

where the former is reluctant to delete anything in fear of jeopardizing freedom of speech (Guess and Lyons 

2020), which is written in US constitution, and the latter is afraid of missing anything destabilizing, which 

aligns with national policy. Facebook has been condemned for its inactions in content regulation, with a direct 

result of NZ live-streamed massacre, whereas WeChat has been accused of state control and influence, leaving 

allegiance of overseas Chinese diaspora in question (Harwit 2017). 

 

Facebook and WeChat constitute a stark contrast. As Facebook struggles to pay for news content in Australia, 

WeChat subscription account (WSAs) has been restricted from reporting original news. According to 

‘Provisions for the Administration of Internet News Information Services’ released in 2017, WeChat 

subscription account ‘can cite or re-post news items from official or authorised sources or platforms’ but are 

prohibited from generating original news content unless registered and recognized by Chinese authorities (Yu 

and Sun 2020). For Australia-focused accounts, this means steer clear from political topic, since it is risky, 

and not business-wise. However, this has created a paradox, as indicated in the study of Sun and Yu (2020), 

‘they (WSAs) are Australian content providers, which serve the Australian local markets, yet they are subject 

to Chinese platform and content regulations as China-registered accounts’. As a consequence, Facebook in 

some ways, has fostered disinformation due to lack of censorship, and has resulted in mistrust in news, and a 

dying journalism industry in Australia, whereas WeChat triumphed in censorship, but damaged media 

diversity on the platform. 

 

Platform Integrity and Civil Society 

 

If disinformation is the manifestation of platform issues, and censorship is a mechanism to tackle the problem, 

then repercussions or collateral damage would include platform integrity and media diversity. The 

fundamental debate around these platforms resides in the nature of their businesses, and the social impact. 

Facebook exhibited enormous power in its fight against Australia’s News Media Mandatory Code, where the 

homepage of news institutions had been blocked to all Australian users, in comparison, Wechat exemplifies 

the techno-nationalist nature, ‘negotiates relationship between the civil society and the state’ (Tu 2016). Both 

platforms demonstrated the capacity of jeopardising democratic nature of platforms, and the power of shaping 

public discourses. Platform integrity is therefore under harsh scrutiny, especially as the boundary blurs 
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between publisher and distributer. Some scholars have hinted that Facebook is a publisher of all but name 

(Andrews 2019, Langlois et al. 2009).  

 

In contrast, WeChat is not regarded as a publisher due to inability of creating original news (unless registered 

and recognized by Chinese authorities), but it has been frequently criticized for its omni-present censorship 

scheme, one that threatens platform integrity and freedom of speech (Ruan et al. 2016, Tu 2016). One of the 

concerns is that WeChat is creating an information vortex, ‘which means that no matter where they live in the 

world, they still live under the same sets of narrative and the systems of mainland China’ (Chen and Wei 

2021). This claim is evidenced by previous analysis on subscription accounts, where Australian-focused 

WeChat subscription accounts are subject to repost and translate of local news (Yu and Sun 2020). However, 

the idea of information vortex is similar to that of filter bubbles and echo chambers (Chen and Wei 2021) - 

certain narratives are repeated and strengthened, constituting a limited worldview – a phenomenon that is 

being studied and examined on Facebook as well.  

 

Platform integrity is an essential debate due to undetermined nature of digital platforms (whether it is a 

publisher or a distributer), whereas media diversity is often overlooked in the process. Much attention has 

been given to dwindled numbers of legacy media – decreasing of media companies and increasing of media 

ownership, and media diversity seems to be a long-lasting problem, that is less urgent to attend to. Indeed, 

Australian media ‘has been too white for too long’ (Rogers 2020), and media diversity is a serious issue 

predates digital media. The tech giants have exacerbated an imbalance in news distribution, but it would be 

biased to say they are stealing news content from an already concentrated news market. This suggested that 

Australian media policy has remained dormant or light-handed where the real damage is inflicted upon quality 

journalism with concentrated media ownership and a lack of media diversity (Dwyer 2014).  

 

The scope of the News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code, therefore, goes beyond 

news media, market, and extends to broader digital media landscape at large. The main focus is about 

traditional media industry, advertising revenue, and algorithm (ACCC 2019), but it should also be about media 

diversity. That being said, the current Code fails to tackle with media diversity (how it is supporting 

independent journalism) (Clark and Ketchell 2020), issues of media ownership (restricting power of media 

monopolies), inclusiveness of the media market and culture (percentage of non-English/English media outlets), 

but rather sticks to specific guidelines to payment (Beecher 2021). Potentially, the Code could have had an 

effect on all digital platforms operating in Australia, forcing platforms like WeChat to start weighing media 

diversity in third countries, and deal with such issues. Additionally, the Code could have had the chance to 

facilitate Australian media to establish an integrated media landscape, one that reflects and resonates with this 

multicultural society. 
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Conclusion  

 

This chapter offered a comparative perspective between Facebook and WeChat and attempts to engage with 

platform regulation discourses in Australia. Among other well-known issues, this research has focused on 

disinformation, where the lack of or incompetence of fact-checking has exposed publics to political 

manipulation, contributing to a contaminated digital public warfare. Disinformation on Facebook is more 

straightforward and direct, with online targeting functioning on the front page in most cases, conversely, fake 

news on Wechat tend to spread through personal networks, such as group chat, or moments (a similar function 

as Facebook page), susceptible to particularly elderly generation. 

 

Disinformation disseminates via different channels on the two platforms, and censorship is the mechanism in 

place to tackle such issues. Wechat is more relentless to battle fake news, and Facebook is often caught in a 

dilemma of benevolent actions (reluctant to delete items for fear of limiting freedom of speech). This is due 

to different cultural as well as political values, but also different regulatory frameworks. Wechat adopted a 

combination of state and self-regulation, which has proven to be effective in filtering fake news and preventing 

disinformation, however, this heavy-handed approach is considered to be demolishing against the ideals of 

democracy and freedom of speech. But more importantly, foreign governments are worried about the way 

Chinese government uses WeChat to penetrate their political influence and agenda, and this similar set of 

scepticism applies to Facebook as well. Ultimately, self-regulation, state censorship, or current regulatory 

framework are being scrutinized for its necessity and validity.  

 

Setting aside the effectiveness of censorship, Wechat and Facebook has concurrently damaged media 

diversity, both on a local and global perspective. Scholars have raised concerns about filter bubbles on 

Facebook (Flaxman, Goel, and Rao 2016), and particularly its impact during election campaigns; similarly, 

critics worry about ‘information vortex’ on WeChat, and its influence of political agenda and cultural values 

on Chinese diaspora (Chen and Wei 2021). This phenomenon leads to a slackness of fact-checking 

mechanism, where diversified media organizations and news agencies are able to facilitate. WeChat 

specifically regulates the operation of official subscription accounts domestically and otherwise, with only a 

few licensed or authority recognized news accounts to report and post original news, suggesting that the 

majority of news media accounts on WeChat are simply transporting the information, rather than generating 

them. Therefore, Wechat subscription accounts are running the pilot mode in overseas market, translate and 

repost other news sources, while steering clear of political pieces and views.  

 

As for Facebook, the Mandatory News Media Bargaining code has exposed some of the deep-rooted problems 

in Australian news media, such as concentrated and commercialized media markets, a lack of public interest 

or independent journalism, and also, the absence of media diversity. In other words, Facebook has jeopardized 
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traditional news media industry in Australia, but it also intensifies the issue of media diversity, especially in 

terms of how it fails to represent the multicultural society. A lack of media diversity in Australia pushed 

Chinese diaspora to seek information elsewhere, and tightened regulation of WeChat subscription accounts 

prevented local media outlets to break through the ‘information vortex’ (Chen and Wei 2021). At the end, 

users are trapped or in a way forced to stay on digital media platforms, repeating filter bubbles and echo 

chambers, with no other choices. However, Mandatory News Media Bargaining Code could be a historical 

development to deal with these issues.  

 

Despite a thorough investigation of disinformation, censorship and media diversity, this study has mainly 

focused on a few issues at hand. Therefore, the viewpoints presented here are restricted due to limited time 

and space, and a lack of comprehensive examination of regulatory frameworks worldwide. Nevertheless, the 

overarching argument has been placed upon the conflict and necessity between localized policies and 

globalized platforms. For Facebook, it is about how to maintain and contribute to media industry and media 

diversity in the local market, as for WeChat, it is rather about how to encourage, foster or establish the AU-

focused news services, as a direct measure to tackle disinformation in overseas market. The Mandatory News 

Media Bargaining Code is a promising start to a better integrated and regulated internet, but the question 

remains – to what end, a splintered internet, the four internets (O’Hara and Hall 2018), or else, a connected 

world? 

 

 

References 

 

 ACCC. 2019. Digital platforms inquiry: Final report.  

https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/Digital%20platforms%20inquiry%20-%20final%20report.pdf 

Andrews, Leighton. 2019. Facebook, the Media and Democracy: Big Tech, Small State?: Routledge. 

“Australia Now Needs to Consider China a Partner, Not Customer.” 2019. South China Morning Post. May 

21, 2019. https://www.scmp.com/comment/insight-opinion/article/3011201/australia-now-needs-

considerchina-partner-not-customer. 

“Australia to Force Google, Facebook to Pay for News Content.” 2020. Accessed February 8, 2021. 

https://au.finance.yahoo.com/news/australia-force-google-facebook-pay-065755361.html. 

Baxter, Andrew. 2019. “Marketing to the Million plus Australian Chinese Consumers.” Sydney Business 

Insights. September 24, 2019. https://sbi.sydney.edu.au/marketing-to-the-million-plus-australian-

chinese-consumers/. 

BBC News. 2021. “Facebook’s Trump Ban Upheld by Oversight Board for Now,” May 5, 2021, sec. 

Technology. https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-56985583. 

https://au.finance.yahoo.com/news/australia-force-google-facebook-pay-065755361.html
https://sbi.sydney.edu.au/marketing-to-the-million-plus-australian-chinese-consumers/
https://sbi.sydney.edu.au/marketing-to-the-million-plus-australian-chinese-consumers/


 

Page 12 

Beecher, Eric. 2021. “Digital Bargaining Code Needs to Protect Australia’s Media Diversity.” InDaily. 

February 1, 2021. https://indaily.com.au/opinion/2021/02/02/digital-bargaining-code-needs-to-

protect-australias-media-diversity/. 

Besley, Tina, and Michael A Peters. 2019. Terrorism, trauma, tolerance: Bearing witness to white 

supremacist attack on Muslims in Christchurch, New Zealand. Taylor & Francis. 

Brook, Benedict. 2018. “Chinese Retail Giant Alibaba Is Expanding across Australia.” NewsComAu. 

August 20, 2018. https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/chinas-online-giant-alibabas-

warning-to-laggard-australian-retailers/news-story/f2ff115e6b71e46f5ea3c020e9232966#.ypy1v. 

Cadwalladr, Carole, and Emma Graham-Harrison. 2018. "Revealed: 50 million Facebook profiles harvested 

for Cambridge Analytica in major data breach."  The guardian 17:22. 

Chan, Connie. 2015. “When One App Rules Them All: The Case of WeChat and Mobile in China.” 

Andreessen Horowitz. August 6, 2015. https://a16z.com/2015/08/06/wechat-china-mobile-first/. 

Chen, Helen, and Wang Wei. 2021. “‘Trapped in an Information Vortex’: Why Banning WeChat in 

Australia May Not Be as Easy as It Sounds.” SBS Your Language. Accessed February 8, 2021. 

https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/trapped-in-an-information-vortex-why-banning-wechat-in-

australia-may-not-be-as-easy-as-it-sounds. 

Chen, Yujie, Zhifei Mao, and Jack Linchuan Qiu. 2018. Super-Sticky WeChat and Chinese Society. Emerald 

Group Publishing. 

Chung, Frank. 2020. “‘Harmful’ Influence of Chinese App Exposed.” NewsComAu. December 16, 2020. 

https://www.news.com.au/technology/online/social/wechat-behind-ccps-widespread-influence-over-

chineselanguage-australian-media/news-story/84fef20c62b24ea4e6e55464bad722e9#.fzly5 

Clark, Benjamin, and Misha Ketchell. 2021. “The Conversation’s Submission to the Senate Inquiry into 

Media Diversity in Australia.” The Conversation. Accessed February 8, 2021. 

http://theconversation.com/the-conversations-submission-to-the-senate-inquiry-into-media-diversity-

in-australia-152011. 

Cunningham, Stuart, David Craig, and Junyi Lv. 2019. "China’s livestreaming industry: platforms, 

politics, and precarity."  International Journal of Cultural Studies 22 (6):719-736. 

Douek, Evelyn. 2020. "Australia's' Abhorrent Violent Material."  Australian Law Journal. 

Dwyer, Tim. 2014. "Press freedom discourse after Leveson: Ethics, elections and media concentration in 

Australia."  The Political Economy of Communication 2 (1). 

Facebook’s Trump ban upheld by Oversight Board for now. 2021, May 5. BBC News. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-56985583 

Feld, Harold. 2019. "The Case for the Digital Platform Act: Market Structure and Regulation of Digital 

Platforms."  Roosevelt Institute & Public Knowledge. 

Flaxman, Seth, Sharad Goel, and Justin M Rao. 2016. "Filter bubbles, echo chambers, and online news 

consumption."  Public opinion quarterly 80 (S1):298-320. 

https://indaily.com.au/opinion/2021/02/02/digital-bargaining-code-needs-to-protect-australias-media-diversity/
https://indaily.com.au/opinion/2021/02/02/digital-bargaining-code-needs-to-protect-australias-media-diversity/
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/chinas-online-giant-alibabas-warning-to-laggard-australian-retailers/news-story/f2ff115e6b71e46f5ea3c020e9232966#.ypy1v
https://www.news.com.au/finance/business/retail/chinas-online-giant-alibabas-warning-to-laggard-australian-retailers/news-story/f2ff115e6b71e46f5ea3c020e9232966#.ypy1v
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/trapped-in-an-information-vortex-why-banning-wechat-in-australia-may-not-be-as-easy-as-it-sounds
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/english/trapped-in-an-information-vortex-why-banning-wechat-in-australia-may-not-be-as-easy-as-it-sounds
https://www.news.com.au/technology/online/social/wechat-behind-ccps-widespread-influence-over-chineselanguage-australian-media/news-story/84fef20c62b24ea4e6e55464bad722e9#.fzly5
https://www.news.com.au/technology/online/social/wechat-behind-ccps-widespread-influence-over-chineselanguage-australian-media/news-story/84fef20c62b24ea4e6e55464bad722e9#.fzly5
http://theconversation.com/the-conversations-submission-to-the-senate-inquiry-into-media-diversity-in-australia-152011
http://theconversation.com/the-conversations-submission-to-the-senate-inquiry-into-media-diversity-in-australia-152011


 

Page 13 

Flew, Terry. 2020. "Trust and the Future Sustainability of News: The Collapse of Traditional Newsrooms 

and the Rise of Subscriber-Funded News Media."  Available at SSRN 3625428. 

Flew, Terry, Uwe Dulleck, Sora Park, Caroline Fisher, and Ozan Isler. 2020. Trust and mistrust in 

Australian news media. Queensland University of Technology. 

Flew, Terry, Rosalie Gillett, and Nicolas Suzor. 2020. "Mandatory news media bargaining code submission: 

Platform Governance team." 

Flew, Terry, and Derek Wilding. 2020. "The turn to regulation in digital communication: the ACCC’s 

digital platforms inquiry and Australian media policy."  Media, Culture & 

Society:0163443720926044. 

Guess, Andrew M, and Benjamin A Lyons. 2020. "Misinformation, disinformation, and online propaganda."  

Social Media and Democracy: The State of the Field, Prospects for Reform:10. 

“Google Bombards Australian Users as Its PR Campaign over Proposed Legislation Intensifies.” 2021. SBS 

News. Accessed February 8, 2021. https://www.sbs.com.au/news/google-bombards-australian-users-

as-its-pr-campaign-over-proposed-legislation-intensifies. 

Harwit, Eric. 2017. "WeChat: social and political development of China’s dominant messaging app."  

Chinese Journal of Communication 10 (3):312-327. 

Hitch, Georgia. 2020. “‘On Our Terms’: Federal Government Unveils Draft Code of Conduct to Force 

Facebook, Google to Pay for News.” July 30, 2020. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-07-31/draft-

mandatory-code-conduct-facebook-google-pay-for-news/12510776. 

Hollingsworth, Julia. 2019. “Why Australian Politicians Are Using WeChat to Win over Voters.” CNN. 

Accessed February 8, 2021. https://www.cnn.com/2019/05/15/world/wechat-australian-election-

intl/index.html. 

Iosifidis, Petros, and Nicholas Nicoli. 2020. "The battle to end fake news: A qualitative content analysis of 

Facebook announcements on how it combats disinformation."  International Communication Gazette 

82 (1):60-81. 

Jing, Meng. 2016. “Alibaba Opens New Office in Australia to Push Globalization Strategy - Business - 

Chinadaily.Com.Cn.” Accessed February 9, 2021. https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2016-

07/20/content_26150963.htm. 

Johnson, Ed. 2020. “WeChat Deletes Australian PM’s Appeal to Chinese Community.” Bloomberg.Com, 

December 2, 2020. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-02/australia-says-it-won-t-

give-ground-on-china-s-grievances. 

Keane, Michael, and Chunmeizi Su. 2018. "The Will to Power: the BAT in and Beyond China."   Willing 

Collaborators: Foreign Partners in Chinese Media (London: Rowman and Littlefield 

International.):47-62. 

https://www.sbs.com.au/news/google-bombards-australian-users-as-its-pr-campaign-over-proposed-legislation-intensifies
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/google-bombards-australian-users-as-its-pr-campaign-over-proposed-legislation-intensifies
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-07-31/draft-mandatory-code-conduct-facebook-google-pay-for-news/12510776
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-07-31/draft-mandatory-code-conduct-facebook-google-pay-for-news/12510776
https://www.cnn.com/2019/05/15/world/wechat-australian-election-intl/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2019/05/15/world/wechat-australian-election-intl/index.html
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2016-07/20/content_26150963.htm
https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2016-07/20/content_26150963.htm
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-02/australia-says-it-won-t-give-ground-on-china-s-grievances
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-12-02/australia-says-it-won-t-give-ground-on-china-s-grievances


 

Page 14 

Koslowski, Max. 2019. “Warning WeChat Could Spread Chinese Propaganda during Federal Election.” The 

Sydney Morning Herald. January 27, 2019. https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/warning-

wechat-could-spread-chinese-propaganda-during-federal-election-20190118-p50s90.html. 

Langlois, Ganaele, Greg Elmer, Fenwick McKelvey, and Zachary Devereaux. 2009. "Networked publics: 

The double articulation of code and politics on Facebook."  Canadian Journal of Communication 34 

(3).  

Li, Michael, and Tracey Shelton. 2019. “Beijing Closes Account of One of Australia’s Most Popular 

Chinese Online Communities.” February 6, 2019. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-02-07/china-

crack-down-on-public-social-media-platforms/10780590 

McAuliffe, Marie, Binod Khadria, and Céline Bauloz. 2019. World Migration Report 2020. Geneva: IOM. 

Miconi, Andrea. 2019. "Scott Malcomson, Splinternet: How Geopolitics and Commerce Are Fragmenting 

the World Wide Web."  International Journal of Communication 13:4. 

Napoli, Philip M. 2018. “What If More Speech Is No Longer the Solution: First Amendment Theory Meets 

Fake News and the Filter Bubble.” Fed. Comm. LJ 70: 55. 

Nooren, Pieter, Nicolai van Gorp, Nico van Eijk, and Ronan Ó Fathaigh. 2018. "Should we regulate digital 

platforms? A new framework for evaluating policy options."  Policy & Internet 10 (3):264-301. 

O’Hara, Kieron, and Wendy Hall. 2018. "Four Internets: the geopolitics of digital governance." 

Park, Sora, Caroline Fisher, Terry Flew, and Uwe Dulleck. 2020. "Global mistrust in news: The impact of 

social media on trust."  International Journal on Media Management:1-14. 

Plantin, Jean-Christophe, and Aswin Punathambekar. 2019. "Digital media infrastructures: pipes, platforms, 

and politics."  Media, Culture & Society 41 (2):163-174. 

Plantin, Jean-Christophe, and Gabriele De Seta. 2019. “WeChat as Infrastructure: The Techno-Nationalist 

Shaping of Chinese Digital Platforms.” Chinese Journal of Communication 12 (3): 257–73. 

Rogers, Janak. 2020. “Australia’s Media Has Been Too White for Too Long. This Is How to Bring More 

Diversity to Newsrooms.” The Conversation. Accessed February 8, 2021. 

http://theconversation.com/australias-media-has-been-too-white-for-too-long-this-is-how-to-bring-

more-diversity-to-newsrooms-141602 

Rossotto, Carlo Maria, Prasanna Lal Das, Elena Gasol Ramos, Eva Clemente Miranda, Mona Farid Badran, 

Martha Martinez Licetti, and Graciela Miralles Murciego. 2018. "Digital platforms: A literature 

review and policy implications for development."  Competition and Regulation in Network Industries 

19 (1-2):93-109. 

Ruan, Lotus, Jeffrey Knockel, Jason Q Ng, and Masashi Crete-Nishihata. 2016. "One App, Two Systems: 

How WeChat uses one censorship policy in China and another internationally." 

Srnicek, Nick. 2016. Platform capitalism. Polity Press, Cambridge. 

Su, Chunmeizi. 2019. "Changing dynamics of digital entertainment media in China." Queensland University 

of Technology. 

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/warning-wechat-could-spread-chinese-propaganda-during-federal-election-20190118-p50s90.html
https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/warning-wechat-could-spread-chinese-propaganda-during-federal-election-20190118-p50s90.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-02-07/china-crack-down-on-public-social-media-platforms/10780590
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-02-07/china-crack-down-on-public-social-media-platforms/10780590
http://theconversation.com/australias-media-has-been-too-white-for-too-long-this-is-how-to-bring-more-diversity-to-newsrooms-141602
http://theconversation.com/australias-media-has-been-too-white-for-too-long-this-is-how-to-bring-more-diversity-to-newsrooms-141602


 

Page 15 

Su, Chunmeizi, and Terry Flew. 2021. "The rise of Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent (BAT) and their role in 

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)."  Global Media and Communication: 1742766520982324. 

Tu, Fangjing. 2016. “WeChat and Civil Society in China.” Communication and the Public 1 (3): 343–50. 

Voltmer, Katrin. 2013. The Media in Transitional Democracies. John Wiley & Sons. 

Walsh, Michael, and Bang Xiao. 2019. “‘Uncharted Territory’: WeChat’s New Role in Australian Public 

Life Raises Difficult Questions.” April 18, 2019. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-04-19/wechats-

new-role-in-australian-politics-raises-questions/11031878. 

Walsh, Michael, Sean Mantesso, and Bang Xiao. 2018. “Australia’s Population Hit 25 Million. Who Was 

Likely to Be the Newest Resident?” August 6, 2018. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-08-

07/australia-population-hits-25-million/10077100 

Yu, Haiqing, and Wanning Sun. 2020. "WeChat subscription accounts (WSAs) in Australia: a political 

economy account of Chinese-language digital/social media."  Media International 

Australia:1329878X20932356. 

 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-04-19/wechats-new-role-in-australian-politics-raises-questions/11031878
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-04-19/wechats-new-role-in-australian-politics-raises-questions/11031878
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-08-07/australia-population-hits-25-million/10077100
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-08-07/australia-population-hits-25-million/10077100

