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ABSTRACT
A novel dataset is presented that reveals a general pattern of
declining favourability in news stories about Confucius Institutes
(CIs) from 2006 through 2015 in six English-speaking countries:
the US, the UK, Canada, Australia, India and Kenya. There are sig-
nificant differences in mean favourability and time trends across
countries, however. Decreasing trends in favourability are
observed in the US and Canada, in particular, whereas Kenya and
India’s time trends are nil or possibly increasing. We report empir-
ical models of favourability conditional on GDP per capita, trade
with China and the number of CIs across country-year observa-
tions. Consistent with Pew polling data, our data reveal an inter-
esting pair of conflicting income effects. High-income countries
tend to be more negative and less positive on CIs than low-
income countries overall. Within-country positive shocks to real
GDP per capita, however, are positively associated with favourabil-
ity after cross-country differences in income levels are absorbed
by country fixed effects. The number of CIs in a country has
mixed effects on the favourability of news coverage about CIs
across country-year observations. Despite billions of dollars spent
on public diplomacy by the Chinese government, our findings
suggest that its return on investment in public diplomacy in the
form of CIs may not be as expected.
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Introduction

This paper presents an analysis of the frequency and favourability of newspaper cover-
age of Confucius Institutes (CIs) across six countries: the US, the UK, Canada,
Australia, Kenya and India. News coverage about China in English-speaking countries
influences public opinion in those countries, which, in turn, affects policies towards
China and therefore has important economic effects. To observe systematic patterns in
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news coverage about China across countries and through time, we focus solely on news
stories about one China-related topic in particular: Confucius Institutes (CIs).

Justification for our focus on the six English-speaking countries mentioned above is
as follows. The US, the UK, Canada, and Australia are natural choices for inclusion
among English-speaking countries based on their economic size (GDP) and relatively
large numbers of CIs. In both Kenya and India, English-language news is
widely consumed.

The first CI in Africa was established in Nairobi, Kenya, in December 2005. By
2019, it had enrolled more than 15,000 programme participants. At least 68 languages
are reportedly spoken by Kenyans. Swahili and English are Kenya’s two official lan-
guages, however. Although the majority of Kenyans speak Swahili predominantly at
home, Kenya’s education system and many in its business sector have adopted English
as the default mode of communication or lingua franca, in part, reflecting Kenya’s his-
tory as a former British colony.

We include India because it has the largest English-speaking population1 in Asia
and a colonial history under the British rule. Similar to Kenya, multiple languages are
spoken in India. The first CI in India was established at Vellore Institute of
Technology in the state of Tamil Nadu in April 2007, followed by Mumbai University
in 2013.

Xinhua (2019) reports that ‘a total of 162 countries and regions have established 550
Confucius Institutes and 1,172 Confucius classrooms’ since the first CI appeared in
2004. As a topic for news coverage, China’s substantial investments in CIs, which offer
culture and language training in English-speaking countries (and elsewhere outside
China), provide a revealing range of variation in tone and latent default points of view
reflected in news coverage, which we argue is useful for observing newspapers’ diffi-
cult-to-measure attitudes towards China.

The tone or favourability towards China seen in stories on other China-related
topics, such as trade policy or political disputes, may be influenced somewhat predict-
ably by short-term changes in the political relationships between governments in news-
papers’ home countries and China. In contrast, our goal is to study longer-term trends
in the political orientation of mainstream English-speaking newspaper coverage of CIs
as a lens through which to observe attitudes and opinion with respect to China’s
changes over time. Stories about political disputes may obscure latent trends in news-
papers’ political orientation towards China, leaving less room for social scientists to
observe a wide range of rather subtle aspects of journalists’ default viewpoints towards
China. CIs are therefore a useful topic for observing the wide range of divergent opin-
ions in newspaper coverage of China in the English-speaking news media.

Our analysis focusses on the ten-year period from 2006 to 2015 that preceded
Donald Trump’s presidential campaign in 2016, which we refer to as the pre-Trump
era. The search algorithm and methodology we used are described in detail in the fol-
lowing section. In 2016, the appearance of then-candidate Donald Trump and his
criticisms about the US-China trade relationship may have shifted world politics and
English-speaking populations’ attitudes towards China. Some have speculated that
Trump’s influence on world politics – especially with regard to attitudes and policies
towards China – may turn out to be a global structural break from the pre-Trump era
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regarding sentiment towards China, although we do not have enough data to test this
hypothesis explicitly. Alternatively, the pre-Trump era could have been a period of gen-
eral decline in sentiment towards China and, thus, declining favourability of news
coverage about China. In either case, trends in the favourability of news stories in the
pre-Trump era are a worthwhile target of investigation that fills a gap in the existing
literature. The negative time trends in the favourability reported in this paper provide
new evidence that negative sentiment towards China – at least in the US, Canada and
Australia – began in the decade preceding the appearance of Trump in global politics
in 2016.

A large volume of scholarship on CIs in general as an instrument of China’s soft
power has appeared across the social sciences, covering a broad range of normative
evaluations and interpretations of their function (e.g. Sahlins 2015; Gil 2017; Brady
2018; Hubert 2019). Metzgar and Su (2017) study 426 news articles that mention
Confucius Institutes or Confucius Classrooms (CCs) in US newspapers. They find that
only 183 out of those 426 articles contained more than a mention of a single CI or CC.
They also report that, of those 183 articles that did consider geopolitical motives, the
majority of them reported ‘uncritically on these Chinese institutions without providing
broader context about China’s rationale for engaging in such activities’ (Metzgar and
Su 2017, 1000).

Brazys and Dukalskis (2019) find that geographic proximity to an active CI has a
significantly positive effect on the ‘tone’ of media coverage of China-related events
(and not CIs in particular). Their data, which run from 2000 to 2018, cover more than
100 languages and 6,000 locations worldwide and show a significantly negative global
time trend in tone, with sharp drops in global mean tone in 2013 and 2015. Garc�ıa-
Herrero and Xu (2018) use the same data (GDELT) as Brazys and Dukalskis (2019) to
analyse news stories’ ‘tone’ by country and geographic region when reporting on the
topic of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI): ‘All regions as a whole, except South
Asia, have a positive perception of the BRI, but there are marked differences at the
country level, with some countries in all regions having very negative views’. Although
their data include observations from as early as 1979, Garc�ıa-Herrero and Xu’s study
contains no time-trend analysis.

Recent news about CIs (not included in our analysis of news stories from 2006 to
2015) includes the announcement by Texas A&M University that it will terminate its
relationship with the CI resident on its campus, based on the argument that their
relationship could pose a threat to US national security (Wang 2018). Another recent
news story in the Washington Post reports that US government officials, academics
and intelligence officers are committed to a policy of limiting the Chinese govern-
ment’s public diplomacy at public universities in the US, with the recommendation
that US universities reconsider their decisions to host CIs on their campuses (Rogin
2018). Moreover, the US Council on Foreign Relations refers to a research, which is
critical of China’s spending on soft power with the fact that China spent approxi-
mately US$10 billion per year expressing soft power and public diplomacy, of which
CIs were a major part (Albert 2018). In addition, Custer et al. (2019) provide an in-
depth qualitative and quantitative analysis of China’s ‘public diplomacy’ and its
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measurable effects on public opinion, including three dimensions of ‘favourability’
based on AsiaBarometer survey data.

Thus, debates surrounding CIs and CCs have intensified since they were first
launched. The observed variation across countries and over time in the intensity and
tone of these debates motivate testing a null hypothesis of a nil time-trend in favour-
ability against the alternative hypothesis of the declining favourability. We test this null
hypothesis for each country individually and in a pooled model that forces the data to
estimate a common time trend in favourability.

Our data consist of 337 newspaper stories published from 2006 to 2015 in six coun-
tries. We use these data to characterise the favourability of news coverage of CIs – in
levels, trends and variability – with special attention to macroeconomic drivers of
favourability across countries and years. Our analysis addresses four descrip-
tive questions:

1. Did the news media across these six countries in the pre-Trump era tend to view
CIs favourably, neutrally or unfavourably (i.e. what was the time-averaged level
of favourability)?

2. Was there a flat time trend in favourability during the pre-Trump era or was it
already trending negatively before Trump entered the global geopolitical scene
in 2016?

3. How much within-country variability was there relative to cross-country variabil-
ity in favourability?

4. Was favourability associated with real GDP per capita, trade flows with China, or
the number of CIs (as a proxy for China’s investment in soft power in each
country-year observation)?

The first question reflects our aim to provide an empirically-grounded descriptive
account of views about CIs in the selected English-language newspapers in six coun-
tries, pooled or averaged over time to establish a baseline measurement of average
favourability in English-speaking newspapers of record. Given different trade inten-
sities, cultural linkages and political relationships with China across the six English-
speaking countries we focus on, we expect to observe heterogeneity across countries
(i.e. large differences in mean favourability).

The second question looks for evidence regarding whether there was already an
identifiable time trend in favourability towards CIs before the geopolitical ‘shock’ of
Trump’s appearance and influence on international politics. If the data reveal a nega-
tive time trend (i.e. declining sentiment towards CIs) prior to Trump’s appearance,
then this would provide a novel empirical finding that complicates what we suspect are
over-simplified narratives which attribute deterioration in relations with China to
Trump’s influence. Instead, the declining favourability towards China could be inter-
preted as one of the conditions of possibility that, in part, led to Trump’s election and
other English-speaking leaders with less favourable views towards China than their
predecessors.

In the third question, we hypothesise that within-country variation in favourability
through time is less than cross-country differences in time-pooled mean favourability.
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The last question examines the link between country-specific macroeconomic condi-
tions (including trade intensities with China) and favourability towards CIs. One
hypothesis based on a rather orthodox reading of economic theory and a narrow set of
data measuring trade flows would hold that unfavourable news coverage could be
expected to appear most frequently where it costs the least (i.e. in country-year with
below-average trade intensities with China). However, this prediction based solely on
trade flows fails to consider other expected economic costs and perceived rivalries over
longer time periods tied to fear of losing political and economic influence relative to
that of China, particularly in developed countries. Lien, Oh, and Selmier (2012) and
Lien and Lo (2017) report that CIs provide much larger positive effects on trade and
FDI for developing countries than for higher-income countries. Given the large magni-
tude of these effects, we expect greater favourability in views on CIs in Kenya’s news
reporting. Lien and Co (2013) find that CIs promote US exports to China, which may
improve favourability somewhat, but not enough to overcome otherwise generally
unfavourable views based on developed countries’ perceived threat to their economic
and political power. Based on these previous studies, we predict that the data will show
greater frequencies of unfavourable views about CIs in developed countries. This pre-
diction is based on the hypothesis that developed countries perceive political rivalry
more intensely and are therefore more concerned about China’s rising political and
economic power than developing countries are.

This paper begins by providing additional methodological detail about data col-
lection and measurement of favourability. Then it presents mean contrasts in
favourability, broken out by country, by newspaper and by year. Then we model
the conditional probability of this discrete ordered dependent variable (i.e. favour-
ability) using an ordered logit model, conditional on a country-year’s real GDP
per capita, the number of CIs located in each country-year and its square (to
allow for nonlinear effects of the number of CIs). A previous study
(Akhtaruzzaman, Berg, and Lien 2017) use count data on the number of CIs in
each country as an explanatory variable (interpreted as a proxy for soft power) in
a model of FDI inflows as the dependent variable.

We test the null hypothesis that the marginal effect on favourability of an additional
CI in the newspaper’s home country is zero, adding a novel test to the literature on
soft power and an important dimension of China’s return on investment in public dip-
lomacy. We compare empirical models that alternatively include country, newspaper
and year fixed effects. Newspaper and country fixed effects cannot be included simul-
taneously due to perfect collinearity between country and newspaper fixed effects. We
jointly test whether the data reveal significant differences across countries and newspa-
pers and through time.

The paper proceeds as follows. The following section describes the methodology
used to collect the primary data presented in this paper measuring favourability of
news stories about CIs. The next section presents descriptive statistics summarising
mean favourability and trends in favourability across the six English-speaking coun-
tries included in our sample. The subsequent section presents an ordered logit empir-
ical model of favourability with country fixed effects, per capita income, trade, and
an opinion variable (i.e. country-specific view towards China) as the main
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explanatory variables. The final section concludes with a discussion of the empir-
ical findings.

Methodology

New primary data were collected for this study. We began by selecting six English-
speaking countries spanning five continents from which to sample newspaper reports
on the topic of CIs: the US, Canada, the UK, Australia, Kenya and India. Newspapers
were selected as primary data sources because of their influence on both domestic and
international politics. Newspapers with large readerships and a reputation as being a
‘newspaper of record’ (see below) were included.

According to Martin and Hansen (1998), the concept of ‘newspaper of record’ is
mostly informal and determined by reputation rather than by law. There is no authori-
tative credentialing organisation that provides a master list of ‘newspapers of record’ in
each country, although a list (see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Newspaper_of_record)
can be found on Wikipedia which overlaps considerably with the six countries in our
sample design. We acknowledge that, in practice, there is no perfectly neutral or object-
ive standard of news reporting to use as a filter for selecting which newspapers to sam-
ple. Systematic patterns (across countries and through time) in the subjective content
in news stories published in those newspapers that are regarded by many as ‘neutral’,
‘balanced’ or ‘middle-of-the-road’ (on an ideological or political spectrum) were the
target of our investigation. Whether conscious or subconscious, decisions about which
facts to notice and report as newsworthy challenge journalists and scholars’ best
attempts at classifying news stories and newspapers as ‘neutral and objective’ or other-
wise (Minsky 1974; Iyengar 1994; Cappella and Jamieson 1997; Druckman 2001;
Cacciatore, Scheufele, and Iyengar 2016).

Despite the challenge of defending judgments regarding which newspapers are
‘newspapers of record’ or ‘middle-of-the-road’, the following list of 20 major newspa-
pers (subsequently reduced to 16, as explained below) should be mostly uncontrover-
sial, as they represent what are at least ‘widely regarded’ as ‘newspapers of record’ that
are ideologically ‘middle-of-the-road’. They are representative of trends in journalistic
viewpoints towards China reflected in each country’s ‘mainstream’ news coverage.

Considering differences in quantities of news articles published in the English-
speaking countries in our sample and different numbers of CIs, our selection of
newspapers was mainly determined by readership (i.e. circulation) and - as a secondary
criterion for inclusion – overseas readership as an indication of each newspaper’s
international influence, as well as the practical constraint of database accessibility. We
readily acknowledge that virtually any sampling technique of news coverage, including
ours, is imperfect and incomplete. More comprehensive data of news coverage about
CIs will be worthwhile to pursue in future research.

The LexisNexis database, which describes itself as containing the largest number of
English-language news stores (among all available databases), was our source for news
reports about CIs. Keyword search was conducted using the LexisNexis database for
‘Confucius Institute’, ‘Confucius Classroom’, ‘Hanban’ (the parent organisation in
China that administers CIs and CCs), including abbreviations such as ‘CI’ plurals, and
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a short list of variations and related keyword-search terms. This search returned 339
articles across the 16 newspapers from 1 November 2004 to 31 December 2015. The
earliest-appearing article coincided with the founding date of the first CI in November
2004. Only two news reports were found in 2004–2005 (one negative story in the
Sydney Morning Herald and one negative story in The Globe and Mail). We therefore
included only the years from 2006 onward. The estimation sample from 2006 to 2015
includes N¼ 337 news reports in total.

Financial Times and Toronto Sun both had zero news stories mentioning ‘Confucius
Institute’ or related keywords during the 2006–2015 period and were therefore
excluded from the results reported in this paper. Kenya’s The Nation and The Sunday
Nation were both coded as news reports from their parent newspaper, Daily Nation.
Thus, our original list included 20 newspapers before dropping Financial Times and
Toronto Sun due to observing zero CI stories and re-coding the two Kenyan titles,
which left 16 newspapers whose CI stories from 2006 to 2015 comprise our data.

The following list summarises the number of news reports collected from each
country (in brackets [.]) and each newspaper (in parentheses (.)), pooling over the ten-
year period of 2006–2015:

� four US sources [86]: The New York Times (40), The Washington Post (32), Los
Angeles Times (11) and The Wall Street Journal (3);

� five UK sources [58]: The Times (5), The Daily Telegraph (10), The Guardian (36),
Independent (7) and Financial Times (0);

� three Canadian sources [82]: Toronto Sun (0), The Globe and Mail (64), National
Post (18);

� two Australian sources [80]: The Australian (55) and TheSydney Morning
Herald (25);

� four Kenyan sources [16]: Star (6) and Daily Nation (10), which also publishes
The Nation and The Sunday Nation; and

� two Indian sources [15]: The Times of India (10) and Hindustan Times (5).

In comparison, Metzgar and Su (2017) include a total of 426 news articles about
CIs, 183 of which contain sufficiently meaningful discussions from which ‘tone’ or pol-
itical viewpoints could be discerned. Our research differs from Metzgar and Su (2017)
in both the choice of media and timeframe. Our data include only four American
newspapers from 2006 to 2015. In contrast, Metzgar and Su (2017) consider 109
American news agencies from 2003 through early 2016. Since the first CI was opened
in 2004 and the first CI in the US was established in 2006, we decided to examine the
ten-year pre-Trump era from 2006 to 2015.

Our empirical strategy was to summarise the outcome (and not the underlying
mechanisms) of possible ‘framings’, ‘takes’, ‘attitudes’, ‘tone’ or ‘interpretations’ of CIs
in mainstream news reporting by adopting a simple polychotomous scale of favourabil-
ity whose range includes three possible values: ‘negative’, ‘neutral’ or ‘positive’. To gen-
erate a dependent variable that captures each news story’s favourability towards CIs in
the newspapers listed above, we hired two ‘coders’ (i.e. ‘raters’) who worked independ-
ently to code each article as negative, neutral, or positive in its attitude towards CIs
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based on the following protocol. To deal with the challenge of objectively measuring
favourability of news coverage, we gave the raters detailed instructions with keywords
and examples illustrating the boundaries we had in mind to distinguish ‘negative’ and
‘positive’ from ‘neutral’.

Coders read each news story. First they recorded the factual information which
(after training) they considered to be relatively ‘value-free’: for example, the country in
which the story was published, the date it was published, and statements of fact about
CIs (e.g. the year in which the first CI was established, the number of CIs worldwide,
the administrative function of Hanban, the agency in Beijing affiliated with China’s
Ministry of Education that is responsible for administering CIs worldwide). Then,
using the full text of each news report (including headlines and quotations from inter-
views), the coders were instructed finally to code each report’s favourability towards
CIs on the three-valued favourability scale, i.e. negative, neutral or positive. These two
coding results achieved a high inter-rater kappa¼ 0.76 on the three-valued discrete
measure. Landis and Koch (1977) regard values of this statistic between 0.60 and 0.80
as ‘substantial agreement’. In the next section, we report mean contrasts in favourabil-
ity by country, newspaper and year.

Descriptive statistics

In Table 1, we present mean rates of (three-valued) favourability along with mean rates
of binary indicators for negative, positive and neutral news reports by country, year,
month and day of week. Mean favourability (pooling over time) is found to be the low-
est in Canada with a negative score of �0.695, followed by (from the 2nd-least to the
greatest) the US’s �0.465, Australia’s �0.213, India’s �0.200, the UK’s �0.052, and
Kenya’s 0.688. The six countries’ greatest-to-least ordering in mean negativity is almost
the same (with only India and Australia switching ranks 3 and 4). Mean rates of nega-
tivity cover a wide range of variation, from Canada’s 0.720 to 0 in Kenya. Interestingly,
the six countries’ ranking by rates of neutrality is noticeably different (from most to
least neutral): the UK, Australia, India, the US, Kenya and Canada, covering a range of
0.672 in the UK to 0.256 in Canada. The large number of neutral observations in the
UK results in its low negative mean score of favourability. In contrast, Kenya’s low rate
of neutrality (0.313) and high rate of positivity (0.688) result in its low ranking
by neutrality.

Mean favourability would seem to be inversely related to income (i.e. GDP per
capita), although India and the highly neutral UK would be exceptions requiring
further explanation. This (as of yet speculative) negative association between mean
income and favourability can be seen most clearly in the ranking of rates of bin-
ary positivity, where Kenya is followed by India in ranks 1 and 2. According to
Table 1, the data decisively reject the null hypothesis of equality across countries
in (i) mean favourability, (ii) mean negativity, (iii) mean neutrality, and (iv) mean
positivity. The data also reject the null hypotheses (i)-(iii) of equal means by year
and by month. The bottom row of Table 1 shows that positive stories are far less
frequent overall, occurring at one quarter of the rate that negative and neutral
stories do. The small number of positive observations likely explains the relative
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Table 1. Mean favourability (three-valued: -1 negative, 0 neutral, 1 positive) and mean rates of
binary negative, neutral and positive news reports, by year, country, month and day of week.

　

3-Value overall
favorability 2 {-1,0,1}

　

Rates of binary negativity,
neutrality, positivity

Favourability Negative Neutral Positive

Mean
SE

(mean) N Mean
SE

(mean) Mean
SE

(mean) Mean
SE

(mean)

Country
USA �0.465 0.070 86 0.547 0.054 0.372 0.052 0.081 0.030
UK �0.052 0.075 58 0.190 0.052 0.672 0.062 0.138 0.046
Canada �0.695 0.057 82 0.720 0.050 0.256 0.048 0.024 0.017
Australia �0.213 0.070 80 0.325 0.053 0.563 0.056 0.113 0.036
Kenya 0.688 0.120 16 0.000 0.000 0.313 0.120 0.688 0.120
India �0.200 0.200 15 0.400 0.131 0.400 0.131 0.200 0.107
p-Val for null: 6 equal
country means

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Year
2006 �0.133 0.165 15 0.267 0.118 0.600 0.131 0.133 0.091
2007 0.111 0.159 18 0.167 0.556 0.121 0.278 0.109
2008 �0.308 0.175 13 0.385 0.140 0.538 0.144 0.077 0.077
2009 �0.258 0.113 31 0.355 0.087 0.548 0.091 0.097 0.054
2010 �0.261 0.129 23 0.348 0.102 0.565 0.106 0.087 0.060
2011 �0.429 0.094 35 0.457 0.085 0.514 0.086 0.029 0.029
2012 �0.200 0.135 35 0.429 0.085 0.343 0.081 0.229 0.072
2013 0.074 0.118 27 0.148 0.070 0.630 0.095 0.222 0.082
2014 �0.635 0.069 85 0.718 0.049 0.200 0.044 0.082 0.030
2015 �0.309 0.086 55 0.400 0.067 0.509 0.068 0.091 0.039
p-Val for null: 10 equal
yearly means

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.115

Month
1 �0.600 0.113 30 0.667 0.088 0.267 0.082 0.067 0.046
2 0.053 0.162 19 0.211 0.096 0.526 0.118 0.263 0.104
3 0.143 0.143 21 0.143 0.078 0.571 0.111 0.286 0.101
4 �0.115 0.101 26 0.192 0.079 0.731 0.089 0.077 0.053
5 �0.333 0.167 24 0.542 0.104 0.250 0.090 0.208 0.085
6 �0.522 0.102 46 0.630 0.072 0.261 0.065 0.109 0.046
7 �0.351 0.111 37 0.459 0.083 0.432 0.083 0.108 0.052
8 �0.667 0.140 18 0.722 0.109 0.222 0.101 0.056 0.056
9 �0.410 0.088 39 0.436 0.080 0.538 0.081 0.026 0.026
10 �0.239 0.089 46 0.326 0.070 0.587 0.073 0.087 0.042
11 �0.278 0.177 18 0.444 0.121 0.389 0.118 0.167 0.090
12 �0.231 0.201 13 0.385 0.140 0.462 0.144 0.154 0.104
p-Val for null: 12 equal
monthly means

0.000 0.000 0.000 0.125

Day of week
Monday �0.375 0.117 32 0.469 0.090 0.438 0.089 0.094 0.052
Tuesday �0.354 0.077 65 0.431 0.062 0.492 0.062 0.077 0.033
Wednesday �0.281 0.096 57 0.439 0.066 0.404 0.066 0.158 0.049
Thursday �0.405 0.097 42 0.476 0.078 0.452 0.078 0.071 0.040
Friday �0.391 0.101 46 0.500 0.075 0.391 0.073 0.109 0.046
Saturday �0.255 0.092 51 0.373 0.068 0.510 0.071 0.118 0.046
Sunday �0.227 0.117 44 0.432 0.076 0.364 0.073 0.205 0.062
p-Val for null: 7 equal
day-of-week means

0.820 0.922 0.739 0.503

Pooled �0.323 0.037 337 0.442 0.027 0.439 0.027 0.119 0.018

Data source: Calculated based on LexisNexis database.
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Citations count by country and year 
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lack of statistical precision that leads to the data failing to reject null hypothesis
(iv), by year and by month, at conventional levels.

Figure 1(a) presents the ten-year time series in number of observations, referred to
as citation count, by country-year, pooling over all news reports (negative, neutral and
positive) from a particular year and overall newspapers in a given country. The empir-
ical distribution of citation count is markedly non-uniform through time and across
countries. Figure 1(b) shows the time series of negative, neutral and positive story
counts by country-year. In Figure 1(b), negative story counts show an increasing over-
all time trend with a maximum (sample mode) in 2014. Neutral stories were the most
common type of CI news stories in most years of the UK and Australian time series.
There were, however, large spikes in the frequency of negative stories and a steady rise
in neutral stories in the US. In contrast, positive stories were frequent in most years in
Kenya’s time series.

As a baseline case before adding more explanatory variables in the next section,
Figure 2 shows predicted probabilities that depend only on a common linear time
trend and country fixed effects, estimated as an ordered logit model of favourability.
Negative news reports are significantly increasing. Positive news reports are signifi-
cantly decreasing, although, starting from a lower base rate of positive news stories, the
decreases observed in Figure 2 in the predicted probability of positive stories over time
are much smaller (in percentage points) than increases in the probability of nega-
tive stories.

Table 2 presents mean favourability and mean binary rates of negative, neutral
and positive news stories by newspaper. Five of sixteen newspapers have positive
mean favourability. The two most positive are Kenya’s Daily Nation and Star.
Perhaps surprisingly, the two UK newspapers, The Independent and The Times,
are ranked 3rd and 4th most positive, respectively. India’s Hindustan Times is the
5th most positive. In contrast, the five most negative newspapers (ranked 12
through 16) are concentrated in the US and Canada. Among US and Canadian

(B)
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Negative news report probability 
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newspapers, only Los Angeles Times (ranked 9, with mean favourability �0.273) is
not among the most negative five. One noteworthy pattern among the four UK
newspapers in Table 2 is the smaller number of CI stories published in the two
most positive versus two most negative, 5þ 7¼ 12 versus 10þ 36¼ 46. Recall
from Table 1, however, that the UK has the 2nd most positive mean favourability
and 3rd largest rate of positive stories.

Table 3 presents two more bivariate relationships between countries’ favourability
rankings and time-averaged mean gross exports to China as a share of GDP and GDP
per capita. This table shows that, with the exception of the UK, the ranking of coun-
tries by Chinese exports’ share of GDP almost perfectly matches the inverse ranking by
favourability. Table 3 implies that the expression of negative views towards China tends
to be more prevalent in countries where it is more affordable in the sense of potentially
jeopardising a smaller share of exports relative to GDP. Indeed, Lien, Oh, and Selmier
(2012) and Lien and Lo (2017) report that CIs have little effect on bilateral trade
between China and the host country when the latter is an advanced economy. Income
per capita is a weaker predictor of favourability among these six countries, in part,
because four of them have rather similar levels of mean per capita income. Lien and
Oh (2014) find that income per capita is an important determinant of the establish-
ment of CIs. The largest income differences, however, respect the negative association
between income and favourability mentioned earlier.

Ordered logit models of favourability

Whereas Table 1 presents comparisons of unconditional mean favourability, we now
report ordered logit models of the conditional probabilities of negative, neutral and
positive news coverage showing what the data reveal about the influence of time trends,
country fixed effects, macroeconomic and political sentiment towards China across
country-year observations. Marginal effects on favourability in an ordered logit model
are presented in Table 4. All models include country fixed effects, the natural logarithm
of GDP per capita, the number of CIs and a quadratic term in the number of CIs in
each country-year. Model A assumes a common linear time trend, which exerts an eco-
nomically and statistically negative effect on favourability, thus confirming the declin-
ing time trend in the pre-Trump era. Model B replaces the linear time trend with year
fixed effects, which allows for an arbitrary global shock to the predicted probabilities of
favourability each year.

Model C nests all regressors in Model B and includes one additional variable based
on Pew opinion data, referred to as ‘negative view of China’. Since the Pew data are
not available in all country-years, Model C includes only 210 (versus 337) country-year
observations. The Pew Research Centre (Silver, Devlin, and Huang 2019) reports a sig-
nificantly positive pairwise correlation between GDP per capita and the percentage of
the population with an unfavourable view of China in a cross section of 34 countries.
However, individuals who report that their country’s economy is strong in a particular
year tend to be more favourable to China. Appendix A reports means and empirical
ranges of variation for all variables in Table 4.
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In Models A, B and C, the country fixed effects absorb time-invariant mean differ-
ences in income, exports to China, trade volume with China, and other country-spe-
cific factors that affect favourability. The US is the omitted reference class. The
conditional model in Table 4 demonstrates a new finding that is not apparent in the
unconditional favourability rankings reported in earlier unconditional results: the US is
the most negative country overall, as seen in the uniformly negative coefficients on the
predicted probabilities of negative news stories across the other five countries (in
Models A, B and C). In Table 4, the US is also significantly less likely to run positive
stories (conditional on other variables in the model), as seen in the uniformly positive
effects on the predicted probability of positive news stories across the other five coun-
tries (with the lone exception of Australia in Model C, whose positive effect is not stat-
istically significant). Huang, Lien, and Xiang (2020) demonstrate that US decisions to
host CIs are influenced by China’s level of satisfaction with a potential host university,
budgets, and community engagement. After controlling for economic conditions
(which affect university budgets and community engagement), the typical US univer-
sity is more likely to accommodate a CI when China shows a higher level of satisfaction
with the US. The rapid growth of the CI network in the US and adamant concern over
the Chinese government’s policies and motives for sponsoring CIs generate large num-
bers of negative US news stories about CIs.

It is not immediately obvious why Canada (which is, unconditionally, most negative
and least positive in Table 1) is no longer most negative and least positive after includ-
ing control variables in the conditional results in Table 4. In addition, Table 4 shows
that the 2014 year fixed effect was the largest marginal effect on the predicted probabil-
ity of negative news stories across all year fixed effects. Figure 1 shows that Canada’s
negative news story count peaked in 2014, whereas the US’s spiked in both 2011 and
2014. Aside from 2014, Canada’s negative news story count was relatively low.
Therefore, the year 2014 fixed effect absorbed most of Canada’s negative stories, leav-
ing its country fixed effect to be relatively more favourable than the US’s.

In December 2013, the Canadian Association of University Teachers passed a reso-
lution calling on all Canadian universities and colleges that currently hosted CIs on
their campuses to close their CIs and halt those CIs still in the planning process. In
October 2014, the Toronto District School Board voted to cancel its CI contract with
Hanban. On the US side, the University of Chicago suspended negotiations with
Hanban on CI contract renewal in September 2014. Pennsylvania State University fol-
lowed, with the closure of their CI in October 2014. These first two CI closures in the
US attracted a lot of media attention, and further CI closures in the US continued
thereafter. The so-called Braga incident in July 2014 led to news coverage alleging that
Hanban and CI leaders threatened academic freedom by pressuring host universities to
suppress research and debate over Taiwan of China that led to further negative media
attention (European Association for Chinese Studies 2014). Regarding the 2011 spike
in negative CI stories in the US, there were two noteworthy China-related events. In
January 2011, President Hu Jintao of China visited the CI at Walter Payton College
Preparatory High School in Chicago (Chanpong 2011). In November 2011, a speech by
Li Changchun, then a member of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, also
attracted considerable media attention (Epstein 2018).
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Figure 3. Predicted probabilities of negative and positive news stories about Confucius Institutes
in six English-speaking countries as a function of country-specific linear time trends and country
fixed effects (with neutral stories serving as the omitted reference class in the three-valued poly-
chotomous measure of favourability).
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The variable Ln GDP per capita absorbs within-country variation in income that is not
absorbed by the country fixed effects and time trends in the model. According to Table 4,
income has a negative effect on the predicted probability of negative news stories but a
positive effect on the predicted probabilities of neutral and positive news stories, which is
worth considering in relation to Pew’s seemingly conflicting pair of bivariate findings on
income and negative views towards China. After absorbing countries’ mean level of
income and trade with China in the country fixed effects in Table 4, within-country
above-trend deviations in income are positively associated with favourability. Table 3
shows that, with the exception of the UK, high-income countries generally have below-
average favourability. Within a country, however, those years in which income is greater
than expected tend to have more favourable news coverage of CIs overall, as seen in the
coefficients on Ln GDP in Table 4. The two seemingly inconsistent income effects in the
Pew study mentioned above suggest that higher-income countries tend to have less
favourable views on China overall, but years in which people feel that their economy is
performing well tend to have more favourable views. Finally, Model C demonstrates that
favourability is associated with Pew opinion data by country-year where Pew data
are available.

Our model fits a quadratic in the number of CIs, which is non-monotonic over the
empirical range of 1 (India 2010) to 109 (the US 2015). In the fully conditional ordered
logit model, an additional CI is negatively associated with favourability when the num-
ber of CIs is greater than 83. The negative effects of the marginal CI on favourability in
Models A and B would suggest that China’s investments in CIs may not necessarily
generate a return on investment in terms of favourability in the same-country news
coverage as expected (cf. Custer et al. 2019). Country fixed effects in Table 4, which
measure the percentage-point difference from the US’s predicted probabilities, are
remarkably consistent across all three models.

Relaxing the assumption of a common linear trend and allowing each country to
have its own country-specific linear time trend, Figure 3 shows predicted probabilities
comparable with those in Figure 2, but with country-specific linear time trends and
country fixed effects. The main difference between Figures 3 and 2 is India. In Figure
3, the probability of negative news reports falls sharply in India, although the relatively
small number of observations from India (15) over the ten-year period suggests that
this result is not estimated precisely and should be interpreted cautiously. All other
countries’ estimated time trends in Figure 3 are consistent with the predicted probabil-
ities in Figure 2.

Comparisons reveal that the additional explanatory variables in Table 4 have little
influence on the wide-ranging country fixed effects. Appendix B shows an ordered logit
model of favourability with only country fixed effects, and Appendix C shows a linear
model of favourability regressed on country fixed effects estimated by OLS. Our main
conclusions remain robust.

Discussion

We find evidence of important cross-country differences in the favourability of news
stories about CIs in ‘newspapers of record’ in six English-speaking countries. Based on
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337 news stories from 16 different newspapers from 2006 to 2015, we document a pat-
tern of significantly declining favourability in the pre-Trump era, especially in the US
and Canada. Kenya and India’s news coverage of CIs is significantly more positive, and
the UK’s news stories are significantly more neutral. The bivariate relationships
between GDP per capita, gross exports to China as a share of GDP, and trade volume
with China (on one hand) and favourability (on the other) are all negatively correlated.
Once country fixed effects and a time trend are included in the model, however,
income is positively associated with favourability, all else equal.

The number of CIs in a country-year increased rapidly in some cases from 2006 to
2015. Our model fits a quadratic term in the number of CIs, which is non-monotonic
over the empirical range of 1 (India 2010) to 109 (US 2015). The number of CIs is
negatively associated with favourability in the fully conditional ordered logit model
(when the number of CIs is greater than 83), suggesting that China’s return on invest-
ment in CIs might not live up to expectations, at least in terms of favourable news
coverage in the mainstream English-speaking press. Xie and Page (2013) reach a simi-
lar conclusion. Nevertheless, some further clarifications are in order. First, Yang (2020)
argues that, while CIs do not effectively promote China’s soft power, they do succeed
at improving perceptions of China and the Chinese government. In other words,
Yang’s analysis suggests that CIs can be interpreted as an inward-looking diplomacy
tool. Secondly, Brazys and Dukalskis (2019) find that the media in geographic proxim-
ity to an active report on CIs, and China in general, exhibit more favourable tone.
Thus, according to Brazys and Dukalskis, CIs may be understood to function as a
grassroots diplomacy instrument. Finally, Wang and Adamson (2015) document
ambivalence towards China in media reports about CIs, arguing that any measurable
positive effects of CIs on sentiment towards China is unlikely to occur at least in the
short run.

Most importantly perhaps is the finding that negative shifts in sentiment towards
CIs as an expression of China’s soft power and public diplomacy began in the decade
before Donald Trump appeared on the global geopolitical scene. Rather than attribut-
ing increased negativity towards China solely to the political influence of Donald
Trump throughout the English-speaking world, the data reported in this paper suggest
that favourability towards China’s CIs (and perhaps towards the Chinese government
more broadly) trended downward during 2006–2015 before candidate Trump’s cam-
paign began in 2016. After Trump assumed the role of US President and new trade dis-
putes led to a deteriorating Sino-US relationship, new rounds of criticism of CIs
emerged from 2017 to present in English-speaking news media and in the US in par-
ticular. Prior to 2018, two CIs in the US were closed in 2014, one in 2016, and three in
2017. Another two CIs in the US were reported to be closed in 2018, and further CI
closures took place thereafter. By June 2020, the National Association of Scholars
(2020) reported that 53 CIs in the US had been ‘closed or were in the process of clos-
ing’ with more than 60 remaining.
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Note

1. There are an estimated 125 million English speakers living in India (see https://www.bbc.
com/news/magazine-20500312;https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_English-
speaking_population).
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Appendix B. Country-specific marginal effects on the predicted probability distribution of
favorability in an ordered logit model, N¼ 337 (the US is omitted as reference class)
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Variable Favorability outcome D Predicted probability� Std err z p-Val

UK Negative �0.304 0.071 �4.310 0.000
Neutral 0.178 0.047 3.770 0.000
Positive 0.126 0.040 3.190 0.001

Canada Negative 0.187 0.073 2.560 0.010
Neutral �0.157 0.061 �2.560 0.010
Positive �0.029 0.013 �2.180 0.029

Australia Negative �0.204 0.072 �2.830 0.005
Neutral 0.141 0.051 2.740 0.006
Positive 0.063 0.026 2.460 0.014

Kenya Negative �0.505 0.055 �9.120 0.000
Neutral �0.137 0.107 �1.270 0.203
Positive 0.642 0.114 5.650 0.000

India Negative �0.197 0.130 �1.520 0.128
Neutral 0.137 0.141 �0.970 0.332
Positive 0.060 0.143 4.490 0.000

Predicted probability std err z p-val
Model evaluated at means Negative 0.445 0.037 11.930 0.000

Neutral 0.438 0.038 11.500 0.000
Positive 0.117 0.022 5.290 0.000

Note: Marginal effects have much higher levels of significance before we cluster on a country-year ID variable allow-
ing for within-country-year correlation of multiple news reports from the same country-year.

Variable Coeff SE t p-Value

UK 0.413 0.103 4.02 0.000
Canada �0.230 0.090 �2.55 0.011
Australia 0.253 0.099 2.54 0.011
Kenya 1.153 0.136 8.46 0.000
India 0.265 0.207 1.28 0.201
Constant �0.465 0.070 �6.66 0.000

Note: Test of null hypothesis of all zero coefficients on five country fixed effects has associated p-value ¼ 0.000.

Appendix C. Linear regression of favourability on countries (the US omitted as refer-
ence class).
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