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How to Save Lives With Microblogs?

Lessons From the Usage of Weibo for Requests
for Medical Assistance During COVID-19

Wenjie Yang, Zhiyang Wu, Nga Yiu Mok, Xiaojuan Ma

This study analyzed 8K posts regarding COVID-19 patients seeking medical assistance on a Chinese

microblogging platform to understand the affordance and limitations of microblogging services for
help-seeking during crises.
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Introduction

In large-scale crises, local emergency services sometimes fail to provide timely
and adequate assistance to the affected population due to limited bandwidth
and resources.
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In this case, some people turn to seek help from social media.

CBS News. Houston Emergency Officials Tell 911 Callers Not to Hang up. 2017
CGTN. Graphics: Does Wuhan have enough hospital beds for coronavirus patients? 2022



Introduction

Microblogging services provide functions such as posting and hashtags,

allowing people to create and spread help requests to a broader audience,
and have been widely used in many crises around the world.
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But, is microblogging an effective tool for help-seeking in an emergency?

1] Kabir, M. Y., & Madria, S. (2019)
Nazer, T. H., Morstatter, F., Dani, H., & Liu, H. (2016) 3
3] Bruns, A., Burgess, J., Crawford, K., & Shaw, F. (2012)
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Background

A case study that examines how COVID patients seeking help on Weibo, the
community they gathered (#COVID-19 patient seek help [super-topic]#, or the
help-seeking super-topic), and the microblogging functions they used.
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RQs

Research Questions

(RQ1T) What microblogging functions were used tor help-seeking and how
effective is it for this purpose?

(RQ2) How did COVID-19 patients use microblogging functions to seek
assistance?



Method

Annotated 2K
Weibo posts from
the help-seeking

super-topic and
other locations

Collected from wuhancrisis.com:;
2 annotators; Cohen kappa: 0.82

Extract 8K help
requests

Trained a BERT

Data Collection

Classified 100M

classifier Weibo posts
related to
1=help request; O=other; .
98% acc and F1 COV' D 19
From Jan - May, 2020
Data Analysis
RQ1: RQ2:
Content Trend analysis,
analysis controlled

interrupted time

series analysis
(CITS)

Extract 8K help
requests



Results (RQ1)

In total, nine microblogging functions were used for help-seeking. Posts to the
help-seeking super-topic were easier to identify, gain retweets, and managed
by help providers than posts to personal timelines.

Help-seeking super-topic: post on the
help-seeking community
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Results (RQ1)

Microblogging functions for help-seeking have four limitations: 1) search, 2)
tracking, 3) ease of use, and 4) privacy protection.

Misuse of the help-seeking super-topic Misuse of the mention function
: BN e am == N | it =
a 20-2-7 17:04 3R iPhoneZfis 2020-2-7 13:51 SEIHE R MBS KEEE
X A BB R HGEETR 2 b EEKAAEE
il
fEHE @ERHHIRICE
RS ! i

The user mentioned a non-existing influencer to ask for help

Despite following the template, the request was made on
personal timeline instead of the help-seeking super-topic



Results (RQ2)

Until the help-seeking super-topic was created and hit the trending list, most
requests were made by regular posting, but even after that, people didn't
make a significant switch to the super-topic, though it is more effective.

Gain public attention
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Conclusion & Implication

® A centralized managed channel (i.e., super-topic) can support more effective
communication between help-seekers and volunteers than regular
microblogging functions (e.g., posting).

But a trade-off need be considered: developing new technologies or
improving existing ones?

® Four limitations for existing microblogging services need to be improved in
the future
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