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ABSTRACT

Western media coverage of Covid19 had a focus of special interest in China during
2020, due to globalization and the pandemic nature of the crisis. The news agen-
das deepened and debated the responsibility of the Asian power in the spread of
the disease. However, China’s international attitude and diplomatic actions based on
donations of medical supplies and vaccine development also began to spread. The
research uses econometric models in linear probability to determine which are the
main variables that explain Chinese public diplomacy in the news of 24 countries. The
investigation shows that the western media give China a high level of interference
in the origin of the pandemic. However, the results indicate that certain features of
Chinese public diplomacy entered significantly in the news that mentioned the Asian
giant, spreading a type of international leadership that disputes positions with the
global hegemony of the United States.
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INTRODUCTION

The information produced in the media creates a strategic place that is espe-
cially relevant during times of crisis and instability (Riorda et al., 2020), as
has been proven during the Covid-19 pandemic. With digital characteristics
and inserted in a global communication ecosystem (Castells et al., 2012),
the news flow gains dynamic roles in building international agendas that
may influence the behaviors and decisions of politicians, businesspeople, and
citizens.

Following a long theoretical tradition and considering the new types of
intersections and interactions in the global system, public diplomacy places
importance on a nation’s communication efforts that wishes to establish rela-
tions with citizens of other countries (Noya, 2010) and does so by producing
messages and information intended for those target audiences. Thereby, they
apply a massive or selective persuasion using different strategic actions to
improve commercial, political, or cultural relations (Hayden, 2012).
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As a result, the information produced by the media in countries that host
public diplomacy gains a special significance, since they can transmit the mes-
sages of the external country interested in publishing them and making them
known in the public opinion of the hosting countries, through the news and
media of the local information industries (Melissen, 2005).

In the pandemic context, these mediations intensified throughout different
geopolitical realities, disputing the versions that were given to the internatio-
nal community, due to the complex internal situations experienced by nume-
rous governments and actors who were competing to receive recognition
for their health policies or the credibility of their vaccines (Casero-Ripollés,
2020).

It was clear that the origin of the coronavirus and China’s health manage-
ment over its population since December 2019 attracted the world’s public
opinion because of the potential risks that the illness could carry on a glo-
bal scale. Questions also arose regarding the transparency with which the
Chinese regime was delivering the information to inter-national agencies.

However, in the course of the following months, Xi Jinping’s administra-
tion carefully evaluated a damage control campaign and drove China to
adopt a public diplomacy towards different nations, causing an international
debate. For instance, media reports from various cultures and nations began
to use terms such as a “mask,” “wolf warrior,” or “vaccine” diplomacy when
referring to China’s approach.

The following study aims to explain the presence of China’s information
in the digital media of 24 western countries, to determine China’s type of
public diplomacy that was present in the news during the first semester of
2020. Two research questions were formulated to measure the variables:

Q1: Are there positions or news sources that blame China for the origin of
the pandemic?

Q2: Do the news sources include any message, statement or mention
of China supporting western populations or governments during the
Covid-19 crisis?

Q1 intends to determine the variables that would best explain the attribu-
tion of responsibilities to China during the pandemic crisis, by collecting and
analyzing news from west-ern media sources, while Q2 defines the variables
that would best explain the inclusion of discourses of Chinese collaboration
with western countries where the news is produced.

Therefore, we’re interested in evaluating in which ways China’s diplomatic
efforts were able or not to penetrate the digital information of western coun-
tries and the variables that are significant to determine this, on the basis that
China had not received a favorable media coverage at the start of the pande-
mic (Wen et al., 2019). Countries are sensitive to these dynamics, especially
those seeking to establish themselves as global leaders. When governments
are perceived as manipulative or the international community stops trusting
these authorities, their credibility is destroyed (Nye, 2011).

This kind of study can analyze whether the information obtained from a set
of western media platforms increases narratives that attribute responsibilities,
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or if there could be nuances or other roles that have not been detected when
looking at China’s news narrative, beyond the tendency to blame or show
suspicion, as some Chinese actors have affirmed.

METHODOLOGY

To determine the factors that explain China’s presence in the news, a binary
logistic regression model was fitted to the response, to estimate the proba-
bilities of two possible outcomes (Coughenour et al., 2016). Binary logistic
regression is used to estimate categorical variables or the probability of cate-
gory membership on a dependent variable based on multiple independent
variables (Clark et al., 2019; Chahuan et al., 2021). Binary logistic regression
uses maximum likelihood estimation to evaluate the probability of dicho-
tomic membership. Thus, this type of model allows us to characterize the
probability of a respondent’s decision of a particular binary discrete choice,
conditional on the values of the explanatory variables (Coughenour et al.,
2019). The distribution functions that characterize the explanatory variables
are often nonlinear. Thus, once the binary regression model is created, the
parameters are used to make predictions about the probability of an event
occurring compared to the reference category.

The sample has 541 news collected from western media websites, specifi-
cally from European and Latin American countries, and published during the
first semester of 2020. These pieces of news must fulfill mentioning China in
some way and form part of the segments of national or international poli-
tics, or the economic agenda. Opeds or editorial notes were not included in
the study, favoring the reporting structure instead. The media outlets had to
fulfill the condition of being accessible to the local population, and present
a traditional type of reporting, relative prestige and popularity in their coun-
tries of origin. To avoid natural biases in relation to the existing tensions,
North American media outlets were not included.

RESULTS

To fulfill the study’s objective, a binary logistic regression model was fitted
to estimate China’s presence in the news. Two models were developed to
answer the questions: Are there positions or news sources that blame China
for the origin of the pandemic? (model 1) and, Do the news sources include
any message, statement or mention of China supporting western populati-
ons or governments during the Covid-19 crisis? (model 2) In both cases, a
linear model was first run on the responses as a function of the predictors
to ensure that there were no problems with multicollinearity; only predictors
with variance inflation factors (VIF) < 2 were included in these models (Paz
et al., 2016).

Regarding the fitted model information, the omnibus chi-squared ratio
model test results were 326.341 and 210.129 (p-value = 0.000), respectively,
indicating that the variables incorporated in both models are good predi-
ctors. Acceptable values were also obtained for the pseudo R-squared (Cox
and Snell: 0.454; 0.323, Nagelkerke: 0.621; 0.5535, respectively). The power
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of our binary logistic models were suitable because they correctly classified
84.4% and 90.3% of the known observations and can be expected to project
future estimates.

CONCLUSION

The study and its respective methodological application have helped cla-
rify a series of “myths” in terms of how the western media have portrayed
China during the Covid crisis. Although it has been proven that the analy-
zed news sources make China responsible for the origin and expansion of
the coronavirus, China is far from being a power stigmatized by these media
reports.

We argue that favorable aspects associating China with strengths and qua-
lities were detected in news narratives because China’s public diplomacy had
the capacity to enter the western news with its “strength-ideas”, by acti-
vely producing information which drew media attention in several countries
during the pandemic crisis. For example, the diplomatic actions deployed
in different continental regions (Europe, North America, Central America
or South America) successfully became newsworthy events in these areas.
Despite the cultural differences in the media sources that were analyzed,
China’s representation was identified as a trend in these sources.

The models produced in this research help us deduce that China combined
a “soft power” with harder discursive positions to confront its interrogators,
giving rise to the “wolf warrior diplomacy,” which was developed effectively
in the western media. In other words, we consider that there was a media
construction of China’s image strategically cultivated in the news, drawing on
favorable aspects that they probably had been working on for global posi-
tioning in recent years (Sun, 2015; Zhang, 2008). At the same time, they
also faced a strong criticism that some western platforms made through their
headlines, while adding adjectives to the Covid crisis that would harm China’s
image (Wen et al., 2019; Chahuan et al., 2021; De la Fuente-Mella, et al.,
2021). Future research will continue studying the features of China’s current
diplomacy and its influence in the news, to see whether the “wolf warrior”
style remains, or other modalities emerge in face of potential crises. Ongoing
studies of this sort will help analyze China’s relevance in western news and
its role as a power disputing America’s hegemony (Vallina et al., 2020; De la
Fuente-Mella, et al., 2020).
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