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Abstract

This discussion examines the role of real-name registration on social media platforms in China and its impact on
public perceptions, user behavior, and online communities. Real-name registration policies and procedures,
compliance and enforcement mechanisms, and user self-censorship are explored. Factors influencing acceptance
or resistance towards real-name registration are examined, as well as the impact on online communities and
public discourse. The analysis highlights the diverse public opinions on real-name registration and the potential
implications for freedom of expression and privacy. Balancing security concerns with the protection of
individual rights is crucial in shaping responsible and inclusive online environments.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background of Real-Name Registration Requirements on Chinese Social Media Platforms

In recent years, the Chinese government has implemented real-name registration requirements on social media
platforms as a means to regulate online activities and enhance user accountability. Real-name registration refers
to the policy mandating users to provide their real identities, including their names, identification numbers, and
contact information, when registering for social media accounts. This policy has been implemented across
various popular social media platforms in China, including WeChat, Weibo, and QQ.

The introduction of real-name registration requirements stems from the Chinese government’s concerns over the
potential risks associated with anonymous online activities, such as cyberbullying, spreading false information,
and engaging in illegal activities. By linking users’ online personas to their real identities, the government aims
to create a more secure online environment and hold individuals accountable for their actions.

The implementation of real-name registration has not been without controversy. Critics argue that it infringes
upon individuals’ right to privacy and freedom of expression, as it potentially enables increased surveillance and
self-censorship. Moreover, concerns have been raised regarding the potential for these registration requirements
to be used as a tool for political control and suppression of dissenting voices.

This research aims to explore the impact of real-name registration requirements on Chinese social media
platforms, specifically focusing on the balance between security concerns and the preservation of freedom of
expression. By examining the legal, ethical, and societal dimensions of this policy, this study seeks to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the implications of real-name registration on online discourse and individual
rights in China.

2. Overview of Real-Name Registration Requirements
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2.1 Definition and Purpose of Real-Name Registration

Real-name registration refers to the policy implemented by the Chinese government that requires individuals to
provide their true identities when creating accounts on social media platforms. Under this policy, users are
required to register using their real names, identification numbers, and contact information, which are then
verified by the platform or government authorities.

The primary purpose of real-name registration is to enhance online accountability and curb the spread of
misinformation, cyberbullying, and illegal activities. By linking users’ online personas to their real identities, the
government aims to discourage the use of anonymous accounts for malicious purposes and create a safer online
environment. Real-name registration is seen as a means to hold individuals responsible for their online behavior,
as they can be easily identified and traced if they engage in illegal or harmful activities.

Additionally, real-name registration is intended to help establish a sense of trust and credibility in online
interactions. By requiring users to provide their real identities, it is believed that the quality of online content and
discussions will improve, as individuals may be more cautious about their behavior when their real names are
associated with their actions.

The implementation of real-name registration has been encouraged and supported by the Chinese government as
part of broader efforts to regulate the internet and maintain social stability. However, its effectiveness and impact
on freedom of expression and privacy have been subjects of debate and criticism.

In the following sections, this research will delve deeper into the implications and consequences of real-name
registration requirements on Chinese social media platforms, considering both the benefits and concerns
associated with this policy.

2.2 Implementation and Enforcement of Real-Name Registration in China

The implementation and enforcement of real-name registration requirements on Chinese social media platforms
have been carried out through a combination of government regulations, platform policies, and cooperation
between platform operators and relevant authorities.

To ensure compliance, the Chinese government has issued various regulations and guidelines that outline the
specific requirements and procedures for real-name registration. These regulations emphasize the importance of
verifying users’ identities and collecting accurate personal information during the registration process. They also
stipulate the responsibilities of platform operators in verifying and maintaining the authenticity of user
information.

Social media platforms in China have implemented mechanisms to enforce real-name registration. When users
create new accounts, they are prompted to provide their real names, identification numbers, and other personal
details. Platforms may use various methods to verify the authenticity of this information, such as matching it
with government databases or conducting identity verification through third-party services.

In cases where users fail to provide accurate or valid information, platforms may restrict certain functionalities
or limit access to certain features. For instance, users who have not completed real-name registration may be
unable to post or comment on certain content, join specific groups, or participate in certain activities. Platforms
may also periodically conduct audits or request users to update their information to ensure compliance with the
real-name registration policy.

To support the implementation of real-name registration, regulatory authorities in China collaborate with
platform operators to monitor and enforce compliance. These authorities may conduct regular inspections, issue
penalties for non-compliance, and provide guidelines for platform operators on best practices for verifying and
maintaining user identities.

It is important to note that the enforcement of real-name registration requirements can vary across different
platforms and regions in China. While some platforms strictly enforce the policy, others may have more lenient
practices or face challenges in fully implementing real-name registration due to the sheer scale of their user base.

The impact and effectiveness of the enforcement of real-name registration requirements, as well as the
implications for freedom of expression and privacy, will be further explored in subsequent sections of this
research.

3. Impact on Freedom of Expression
3.1 Analysis of Potential Benefits of Real-Name Registration

Real-name registration on Chinese social media platforms has been touted to have several potential benefits. By
linking users’ online identities to their real identities, it aims to enhance accountability and discourage the spread
of misinformation, cyberbullying, and illegal activities. The potential benefits include:
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a. Reduction of online harassment and cyberbullying: Real-name registration may deter individuals from
engaging in online harassment and cyberbullying, as their actions can be traced back to their real identities. This
could create a safer and more respectful online environment.

b. Increased credibility of online information: With real-name registration, there is an expectation that users will
be more cautious about the accuracy and reliability of the information they share. This could lead to a higher
quality of online content and discussions.

c. Better protection of individuals’ rights: Real-name registration can help protect individuals from identity theft
and impersonation, as users are required to provide their authentic personal information. This could contribute to
a more secure online environment.

3.2 Examination of Concerns Regarding Freedom of Expression

Real-name registration requirements on Chinese social media platforms have also raised concerns about their
impact on freedom of expression. Critics argue that these requirements can lead to self-censorship and limit
individuals’ ability to express their opinions freely. Some of the concerns include:

a. Chilling effect on speech: The fear of potential repercussions or surveillance may lead individuals to
self-censor their opinions and limit their participation in online discussions. The requirement to disclose personal
information may create a chilling effect on freedom of expression.

b. Suppression of dissenting voices: Real-name registration could be used as a tool for the government to
identify and suppress dissenting voices or individuals critical of the regime. This can stifle political discourse
and limit the diversity of opinions online.

c. Privacy and data security concerns: Requiring individuals to provide their personal information raises
concerns about privacy and data security. There are concerns that this information could be misused or accessed
by unauthorized parties, leading to potential harm or surveillance.

4. Legal and Ethical Considerations
4.1 Constitutional Rights and International Standards

Real-name registration requirements on Chinese social media platforms raise important legal and constitutional
considerations. Individuals have the right to freedom of expression and privacy, as enshrined in international
human rights standards and many national constitutions. These rights include the freedom to express opinions,
ideas, and information without interference and the right to protect one’s personal information.

The implementation of real-name registration should be examined in light of these rights and international
standards. It is crucial to assess whether the requirements are proportionate and necessary in achieving legitimate
objectives, such as maintaining social order and curbing illegal activities. Any restrictions on freedom of
expression and privacy must be in line with established legal principles and avoid unnecessary infringements.

4.2 Balance Between Security and Free Speech

Real-name registration requirements aim to strike a balance between security concerns and the preservation of
free speech. While the policy may contribute to a safer online environment by enhancing accountability, it can
also potentially limit individuals’ ability to express themselves freely.

Finding the right balance between security and free speech is a complex task. It requires careful consideration of
the potential harms associated with anonymous online activities, as well as the importance of protecting
individuals’ rights to express their opinions and engage in open discussions. It is crucial to assess whether the
benefits of real-name registration outweigh the potential negative impacts on freedom of expression.

4.3 Ethical Implications of Real-Name Registration

Real-name registration on Chinese social media platforms raises ethical concerns related to privacy, consent, and
government control. From an ethical standpoint, it is essential to evaluate whether individuals are adequately
informed about the collection and use of their personal information and whether their consent is obtained in a
transparent and meaningful manner.

Additionally, the potential for real-name registration to be used as a tool for government control and suppression
of dissenting voices raises ethical questions about the balance of power and the protection of individual rights.
Ethical considerations also extend to the responsibility of social media platforms to uphold user privacy and
ensure the secure handling of personal information.

Understanding the legal and ethical implications of real-name registration is essential in assessing the impact of
this policy on individuals’ rights and the broader societal implications. This research will explore these
considerations to provide a comprehensive analysis of the ethical dimensions surrounding real-name registration
on Chinese social media platforms.
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5. Role of Social Media Platforms
5.1 Platform Policies and Procedures for Real-Name Registration

Social media platforms in China have established specific policies and procedures to facilitate real-name
registration. These policies outline the requirements and steps for users to register with their real names and
provide necessary identification information. The platforms typically include the following elements in their
policies:

Platforms provide clear guidelines on how users should register their real names and provide the required
identification details during the account creation process. This ensures that users understand the expectations and
procedures for real-name registration.

Platforms often employ verification mechanisms to authenticate the authenticity of the provided information.
This may involve cross-referencing the information with government databases or partnering with third-party
verification services.

Data protection measures are implemented to safeguard users’ personal information and ensure compliance with
relevant data protection regulations. Platforms have a responsibility to handle and store user data securely.

Platforms also play a role in educating and informing users about the purpose and importance of real-name
registration. They provide resources and information to help users understand their rights and obligations
regarding the policy.

5.2 Compliance and Enforcement Mechanisms

Social media platforms implement various compliance and enforcement mechanisms to ensure adherence to
real-name registration requirements. These mechanisms include:

Regular audits and inspections: Platforms conduct periodic audits or inspections to verify the accuracy and
validity of user information provided during registration. This helps identify and address any instances of
non-compliance.

Penalties for non-compliance: Platforms impose penalties on users who fail to comply with real-name
registration requirements. These penalties can range from access restrictions to temporary or permanent account
suspension, depending on the severity of the violation.

Reporting mechanisms: Platforms provide reporting features that allow users to report potential violations of
real-name registration requirements by other users. This encourages users to be vigilant and helps platforms
identify and address non-compliant accounts.

Cooperation with regulatory authorities: Platforms collaborate with regulatory authorities to monitor and enforce
compliance. They may share user information and cooperate in investigations when required, ensuring adherence
to legal requirements.

5.3 User Behavior and Self-Censorship

The implementation of real-name registration requirements can influence user behavior and lead to
self-censorship on Chinese social media platforms. Users may exercise caution and limit their expression due to
various factors:

Fear of repercussions: Users may fear potential consequences, such as legal or social repercussions, for
expressing dissenting or controversial views under their real identities. This fear can lead to self-censorship and
a reluctance to engage in open discussions.

Social pressures and norms: Users may conform to social norms and expectations, limiting their expression to
avoid conflicts or negative reactions from others. This pressure to conform can restrict the diversity of opinions
and stifle open dialogue.

Trust and credibility considerations: Real-name registration may prompt users to be more cautious about the
information they share. They may consider the potential impact on their credibility and reputation when their
real names are associated with their online activities.

Understanding the role of social media platforms, their policies, and the impact of real-name registration on user
behavior and self-censorship is crucial in assessing the overall impact on freedom of expression and online
discourse in China. Platforms must carefully consider these factors and strike a balance between ensuring
compliance with real-name registration requirements and preserving users’ rights to express themselves freely.

It is important for platforms to foster an environment where users feel safe and empowered to express their
opinions, while also adhering to legal obligations. This can be achieved by implementing clear and transparent
policies, providing support and resources for users to understand their rights and responsibilities, and actively
addressing any instances of abuse or harassment that may arise.

52



LAW AND ECONOMY OCT. 2023 VOL.2, NO.10

Platforms should also be mindful of the potential for real-name registration to be used as a tool for government
control and suppression of dissenting voices. They should prioritize user privacy and data protection, ensuring
that users’ personal information is handled securely and not misused or accessed without consent.

By maintaining a proactive and responsible approach to real-name registration, social media platforms can
contribute to a balanced and inclusive online environment that respects users’ rights to freedom of expression
while also upholding necessary security measures.

6. Public Perceptions and Reactions
6.1 Public Opinion on Real-Name Registration

Public opinion on real-name registration in China is diverse and can be influenced by various factors. Some
individuals view it as a necessary measure to promote accountability, enhance online safety, and reduce the
spread of misinformation and harmful content. They believe that real-name registration can contribute to a more
trustworthy and responsible online environment.

However, there are also individuals who express concerns about the impact of real-name registration on freedom
of expression and privacy. They argue that it restricts individuals’ ability to express dissenting or controversial
views and leads to self-censorship. These individuals view real-name registration as a means for the government
to control and monitor online activities.

6.2 Factors Influencing Acceptance or Resistance
Several factors influence the acceptance or resistance towards real-name registration in China:

Cultural and societal factors: Cultural values and societal norms can shape individuals’ perceptions of online
anonymity and the importance of real-name registration. Cultural factors that prioritize collective harmony and
conformity may lead to greater acceptance of real-name registration.

Trust in the government: The level of trust individuals have in the government can impact their acceptance or
resistance to real-name registration. Those who have confidence in the government’s intentions and ability to
protect their interests may be more accepting, while those with skepticism towards government control may
resist.

Understanding of the policy: Individuals’ understanding of the purpose and implications of real-name
registration can influence their acceptance or resistance. Those who are well-informed about the potential
benefits and drawbacks may have a more nuanced perspective.

Online behavior and experiences: Personal experiences with online harassment, cyberbullying, or
misinformation can influence individuals’ opinions on real-name registration. Positive or negative experiences
can shape their perception of the need for such policies.

6.3 Impact on Online Communities and Public Discourse
Real-name registration requirements can have an impact on online communities and public discourse in China:

Encouraging responsible behavior: Real-name registration may foster a sense of accountability among users,
promoting more responsible behavior and reducing instances of online harassment, cyberbullying, and the spread
of false information.

Limiting diversity of opinions: The fear of potential consequences may lead to self-censorship, limiting the
diversity of opinions and stifling open discussions. This can impact the richness and robustness of public
discourse.

Polarization of online communities: Real-name registration may contribute to the formation of echo chambers,
where individuals with similar viewpoints gather and reinforce their beliefs. This can lead to polarization and
hinder the exchange of diverse perspectives.

Impact on marginalized communities: Real-name registration requirements may disproportionately impact
marginalized communities who rely on online anonymity to express their views or seek support. It can further
marginalize these communities and limit their participation in public discourse.

Understanding the public perceptions and reactions towards real-name registration and its impact on online
communities and public discourse is crucial in assessing the broader implications of this policy on freedom of
expression and the diversity of viewpoints in Chinese online spaces.

7. Conclusion

The implementation of real-name registration on Chinese social media platforms raises important legal, ethical,
and societal considerations. While it aims to balance security concerns with the preservation of free speech, it
also raises concerns about the potential infringement on individuals’ rights to privacy and freedom of expression.
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Social media platforms play a crucial role in implementing and enforcing real-name registration requirements,
ensuring compliance, and protecting user privacy. They must establish clear policies and procedures, implement
verification mechanisms, and educate users about the purpose and implications of real-name registration.

Public perceptions and reactions towards real-name registration are diverse. Some individuals view it as
necessary for promoting accountability and online safety, while others express concerns about its impact on
freedom of expression and privacy. Factors such as cultural norms, trust in the government, understanding of the
policy, and personal experiences influence acceptance or resistance towards real-name registration.

The impact of real-name registration on online communities and public discourse is significant. It can encourage
responsible behavior and reduce instances of harassment and misinformation. However, it can also limit the
diversity of opinions, lead to self-censorship, and contribute to the polarization of online communities.
Marginalized communities may face disproportionate impacts, further marginalizing their voices.

Understanding these considerations is essential in evaluating the broader implications of real-name registration
on freedom of expression, privacy, and the diversity of viewpoints in Chinese online spaces. Balancing the need
for security with the protection of individual rights is crucial to ensure a responsible and inclusive online
environment.
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