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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis interrogates how China influences one of its neighboring regions, Southeast Asia, in 

the aspect of media. Issues of how China’s growing influence extends to media coverage and 

framing of news involving China and China’s engagement in Southeast Asia have been brought 

up but has not been examined with empirical evidence. The research questions of this thesis 

concern how China is presented in local reporting in Southeast Asian media and why it is framed 

as it is portrayed in news media in the region. This research considers whether China’s political 

and financial interests through media ownership, funding, soft power, and other factors are 

exerting influence on media coverage in Southeast Asia. Drawing on theoretical contributions from 

the theory of the political economy of media, comparative media systems theory and the theory of 

public diplomacy, the thesis assesses the situations based on a case study of the Philippines, 

Thailand and Cambodia by collecting and analyzing empirical data from these three Southeast 

Asian countries. The mix-method approach has been adopted in this study, which includes a 

quantitative content analysis on the news content of the selected Southeast Asian newspapers, and 

a qualitative analysis depending on semi-structured interviews with local media practitioners who 

share their understanding of journalistic routines and personal experiences in reporting China-

related news in the field study. Some noteworthy findings have been drawn from the analysis. 

China has observable impacts on the media content in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, 

limited to certain aspects in relation to China’s growing regional power. Philippine newspapers 

adopt considerably more negative frames than newspapers of Thailand and Cambodia. There are 

unwritten guidelines in their news outlets and certain principles that media practitioners in 

Southeast Asia need to follow when covering China-related issues. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This study investigates Southeast Asia, a neighboring region in which China has invested 

considerable economic and diplomatic resources over the past decades, with a focus on the 

influence China exerts on news content and practice of journalism in Southeast Asian countries. 

Issues of how China’s growing influence extends to news reporting on China and China’s 

engagement in the region, along with the news framing of China, have been brought up but has 

not been examined with empirical evidence. Drawn from the literature from how the political 

economy of media and structure of media systems connects to the news content and journalistic 

practice, this research considers whether China’s political and financial interests through media 

ownership, funding, soft power, public diplomacy, and other ways are influencing how China and 

its engagement in Southeast Asia are covered, including China’s national image, bilateral 

relationships, financial aids and investment projects in the region. The research selectively 

assessed the situations in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia by collecting and analyzing 

empirical data from these three Southeast Asian countries. 

Asia is a region that includes the most vibrant groupings of economies and varied political entities 

under transition and simultaneously facing the possibilities and dangers of the growth of China’s 

economic strength and political impact (Hsiao & Lin, 2009). Unlike China’s relations with Asia’s 

main powers, the relationship between China and Southeast Asia is more asymmetrical because 

most of the nations are smaller, less developed and more dependent on China (Goh, 2014). A series 

of literature has discussed questions about the purposes and the consequences of the expansion of 

Chinese engagement in Southeast Asia (Lampton, 2008; Sutter, 2012). For example, is China an 

enabler for economic development or is it the new colonialist with a hidden ambition in the region? 

Do China’s investments and aids benefit the trade and improve the convenience of living in 

Southeast Asia, or increase the geopolitical tensions? In addition to economic and political 

engagements, China has progressively adopted a cooperative multilateral approach in Southeast 

Asia and is now broadly involved in various areas including security, culture, media, education 

and other matters. In particular, the local news contents reflect the increasing regional impact of 
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China. Therefore, it is interesting to consider and examine how China influences its neighbors in 

the aspect of media. 

The research topic needs to be divided into more precise research questions so that the analysis 

can be comprehensive enough to understand the dynamics of China’s influence on media in 

Southeast Asia. First, how China is framed in local reporting in Southeast Asian countries? 

Regarding this question, investigating what news sources, what types of news stories and what 

kind of frames are used when it comes to news about China and Chinese engagement are necessary. 

Second, why China is framed as it is in local reporting in Southeast Asian countries? The first 

question is answered on the basis of a quantitative content analysis of related texts in local 

newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. The second question is answered based 

on the face-to-face interviews I conducted with local media practitioners including reporters and 

editors who work for Southeast Asian media including newspapers, television stations, and radio 

stations. In addition to the analysis of the printed news text, the interviews serve to find out the 

whole process that generates news in relation to China and find out the journalistic routine or 

internal guidelines in the newsroom. Based on the empirical data, the conclusions are drawn by 

both results of the comparative content analysis of newspapers and information given by media 

practitioners to see the full picture of China’s influence on Southeast Asia in the area of media and 

what factors lead to such impacts. 

The increasing financial and political power of China is prominent in the past two decades or so, 

and it can be seen and felt by the world. China has engaged a wide range of involvements in 

regional multilateral institutions. And the diplomacy of China has received praise and respect in 

the region, on both bilateral and multilateral level (Shambaugh, 2005). China has been expanding 

its external engagement with its neighboring countries, in Southeast Asia in particular (Vaughn & 

Morrison, 2006).  Moreover, China has been dominating the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) meetings although it is not a member; China has also worked to settle disputes 

between Cambodia and Thailand. The development of China’s relationship with Southeast Asia is 

in the process of shifting. Shambaugh (2005) stated that many of China’s southeastern neighbors 

were in the concern of the possibility that China might turn into dominant regional power and risky 

military threat but later, most Southeast Asian countries began to perceive China as “a good 

neighbor”, “a careful listener”, “a constructive partner”, and “a non-threatening regional power” 
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(Shambaugh, 2005). Therefore, it would be meaningful to see what kind of image China is now 

presented in the news reports in the local press in Southeast Asia. 

The economic relations between China and Southeast Asia have resulted in growing flows in terms 

of trade and investment with speed and efficiency. A strong increase in trade between China and 

ASEAN took place, with the volume reaching $515 billion in 2018 from $192 billion in 2008 

(Biswas, 2018). In this study, the Philippines is worthy to study as its media industry is relatively 

developed and today China is the biggest trading partner of the Philippines, and the biggest import 

source (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2018). China also surpassed Japan to become the top 

country of origin for foreign direct investment in the Philippines in 2018, with approved spending 

ballooning more than 20-fold to $979 million, according to Philippine government data. Thailand 

exemplifies a vital trade relation for China too, as the bilateral trade amounted to more than $80 

billion between these two countries (Ministry of Commerce People’s Republic of China, 2019). 

Furthermore, the mutual investment by both sides has been growing rapidly, particularly with 

China’s investment to Thailand, and the economic ties between these two countries are reflected 

in investments and trade in products, and other forms such as tourism collaboration, financial 

cooperation, and trade-in service (Shen, 2013). China is the largest investor in Cambodia, pumping 

in $12.6 billion since 1994, with the majority of it coming in the last few years (Nachemson, 2019). 

However, Cambodia has a much lower gross domestic product per capita than the Philippines and 

Thailand as well as the less vibrant media industry, and the implications of its economic situation 

and media system will be further explained in the next chapter. 

Another significant issue discussed in this thesis is whether the increasing political and economic 

strength of China affects the media industry and the procurement of news in local media in the 

Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. The analysis is rooted in the theory of the political economy, 

the theory of comparative media systems and public diplomacy. There has been a discussion about 

the potential impact of China on the decreasing press freedoms in Southeast Asia and whether the 

practice of journalism is under the pressure of China’s intervention. For instance, China has been 

accused of giving direct support for surveillance and censorship technology to Southeast Asian 

countries that help to tighten control on the press (Peterson, 2019). 
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Whether in politics, the economy, or the media, the re-emergence of China as a major global power 

has presented a challenge on the world’s dominant liberal models (McCargo, 2012a). What China 

wishes to encourage in its neighborhood is far away from liberal values (Lynch, 2007). It has been 

argued that unlike the democratic development model that Western countries have always 

promoted, China presently exports an alternative growth model to many developing countries and 

regions. However, there has not been any study to date that test the argument. As such, there is a 

need to gain better understandings of China’s influence based on empirical evidence. 

The first part of this research involves quantitative content analysis, examining the news texts of 

the selected local media in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, concerning the news sources, 

news types and varied framing of China and China’s engagement in these three countries 

respectively. For the purpose of this research, three common frames in the reporting have been 

identified which are: positive frame, negative frame, and neutral frame. The quantitative approach 

makes it possible to compare how the framing of the image of China differs from each other among 

the selected three Southeast Asian countries.  

The second part of the research requires a qualitative method that relies on semi-structured 

interviews with local media professionals. The responses from the interviewees help to enhance 

the understanding of journalistic practices regarding the selection of news sources, preference on 

news types and potential pressure in reporting in relation to China. 

China has widely involved in the media industry in Southeast Asia, taking various forms including 

investing in media institutions, offering journalism education, organizing media trips to China and 

building international news media associations in the region. Chinese companies have made long-

term investments in Southeast Asian media companies while they have collaborated with local 

media ventures in the region by providing direct investments (Russel, 2017). Chinese embassies 

in the region invite journalists from Southeast Asia to participate in scheduled trips to China, 

claiming to provide a more extensive and thorough knowledge of China to international reporters 

(Crismundo, 2019). 

The cooperation between China and Southeast Asia in the aspect of media has developed into a 

new mechanism. Aiming at serving major media institutions of countries and regions along the 

Belt and Road, the Chinese government established a media network “Belt and Road News 
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Alliance (BRNA)” which links media from China and more than 40 countries and regions 

including many Southeast Asian countries (Xinhua News, 2018). The members share and 

cooperate in news resources and reporting on the news exchange platforms, co-produce news 

programs and organize mutual visits as wells as journalism training programs including lectures 

on China’s politics, economy, diplomacy, history, society, and culture.  

The existing literature to date does not cover the direct influence China has on the reporting in the 

local press of Southeast Asia. Recent research has investigated how China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative is received in related countries and regions including Southeast Asia, based on news 

articles. It was found that the more often the country’s media mentions trade with China, the more 

likely it is for the country’s media to portray a negative image of the Chinese Initiative (Herrero 

& Xu, 2019). The attitudes towards the rise of China from the perspectives of the Philippines and 

Indonesia have also been studied, showing the public sentiments vary across stakeholders, time, 

and aspects of China’s rise (Hernandez, 2009; Fitriani, 2018). Nevertheless, there is no systematic 

proof yet of how the image of China is perceived by foreign journalists, how sources are used in 

the local press, or how much impact Chinese factor has on the news framing in Southeast Asia. 

Hence, the thesis points to fill in the gap and offer some explanations for the influence of China 

reflected in the news content of Southeast Asian media.  

While the media industry of the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia differ in many aspects 

including media market size, government censorship, press freedom and so on, the media 

landscapes in the three Southeast Asian countries share some similar traits. The media owners are 

closely tied with political power elites making commercial interests and political interests 

intertwined with each other in the media industry. All three countries have gone through a similar 

history of media control and repression, with Cambodia still struggling with a deteriorated media 

climate where many opposition voices have been silenced by the regime (Chhor, 2018). Going 

through periods of colonization, dictatorship, followed by social movements and 

democratization, the Philippines enjoys relatively high level of press freedom which is guaranteed 

under the constitution; however, media can still be intimidated in various ways without violating 

existing constitutional and legal rights that ideally protect press freedom (Media Ownership 

Monitor  Philippines, 2018). The thesis intends to find out how China is received in the press in 

Southeast Asia, given today’s media situations in the region.   
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Following the Cold War, China’s foreign policy showed great moderation, commitment, and 

integration with the current world order (Sutter, 2012). As a part of its “charm offensive”, China 

has projected a “benign national image” to Southeast Asian countries through many ways such as 

taking accommodating foreign policies, playing an active role in regional organizations, offering 

foreign aids, and improving economic ties (Kurlantzick, 2007). Besides the demonstration of 

economic, political and military power, China has also presented public diplomacy via 

collaboration in media, culture, education and related sectors. The cooperative multilateral 

approach in Southeast Asia creates a channel to introduce Chinese history, culture, policies, and 

developments to the world and help people get to know China, as the news discourse is mainly 

expressed in the scope of the ideology and concepts of the West and the press published in English 

has dominated the expression (Wang, 2008). In this manner, there is a need to explore whether the 

local media in Southeast Asia is affected by Chinese engagements and how journalism 

professionals portray China under the influence of the public diplomacy practiced by China. 

Southeast Asia spans some of the most repressive regimes and some of the most open and some 

of the most technologically advanced, and some of the least developed, some of the most vibrant 

media landscapes and some of the most constrained. The media systems in the region are dynamic 

and complex, which are often characterized by political agendas and the ownership is concentrated 

in prominent businesses and families (Wagstaff, 2010). As such, the political economy of the 

Southeast Asian media is essential to analyze China’s influence on Southeast Asian media. Chapter 

3 will explain the theory of political economy, the theory of comparative media systems and the 

theory of public diplomacy in detail. 

The Philippines features one of the freest and vibrant press in Asia, meaning the media system has 

a high level of protection for press freedom which results in the country as a libertarian in the 

media system. In the meantime, the press is under control by laws and regulations implemented 

by the government, but it is seldom censored. The journalists are relatively free in political 

reporting as they can write political affairs, voice out oppositional opinions and event attack the 

current administration (Pertierra, 2012).  Due to the complex system that consists of two different 

ownerships, namely government and private sector, the press in the Philippines is also highly 

committed to political and economic interests that influence the editorial decision, such as a 

deliberate framing of certain media coverage through direct ownership or political or economic 
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means (Guioguio, 2015).  

The media in Thailand is closely related to the political stability of the country as its politics appear 

to be in a state of constant crisis with the country experiencing more than ten coups since the 1930s. 

As such, the media have taken the social role as transformative and act as agents of change (Lang, 

2015). The media system in Thailand is characterized by the focus on surviving in the highly-

competitive environment and generating revenues, especially after the Asian Financial Crisis. 

However, all early television networks and radio networks, except private newspapers, are 

controlled by the Thai government and the army. In relation to the rigorous lèse majesté legislation 

that inhibits reporters in Thailand from reporting anything that may be considered critical of the 

royals, the environment for media reporting on governments, military, and individuals in power is 

increasingly difficult in Thailand (Wake, 2018).  

For Cambodia, the state ownership of media has been replaced by private ownership after the 

democratic transitions in the 1990s under international pressure while the privatized media remains 

largely controlled by political leaders, and the coverage continues to be manipulated in their favor 

(Heng, 2002). The media system in Cambodia, compared to the former two countries, is more 

restricted where most newspapers and broadcasters are directly or indirectly controlled by the state, 

and reporters reporting corruption or challenging government officials may face severe 

consequences including harassment, imprisonment, or physical attacks, according to Freedom 

House reports. The next chapter, Chapter 2 is going to provide a background to historical and 

political context of media landscape in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia.  

The methodological approach of the research builds on framing theory which is applicable in 

studying how news outlets in different media systems frame a certain news topic. As Mcquail 

(2009) describes, framing is “a way of giving some overall interpretation to isolated items of fact”, 

and one of the main approaches of framing is about how news is formed by journalists. By 

identifying the frames chosen by journalists and editors in the local press of Southeast Asia, it is 

possible to interpret the amount of influence China has on the news content.  

For journalism studies, probably the most widely cited definition of framing was from Entman 

(1995), who explains that to frame an event is to select what should be emphasized and what should 

be left out of the news story. The thesis aims to capture how controversial and the far-reaching 
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topic of China’s engagements in Southeast Asia by analyzing local news coverage and getting 

insights from local journalists. To understand the extent to which Chinese factor influences the 

framing of news stories in Southeast Asian media, the political economy of news organizations 

and selective news sources are researched. Framing, will be introduced as a research tool in the 

methodology section of Chapter 4. 

In this study, the data has been categorized into two parts, including news articles in the local 

newspapers in English that cover China and Chinese engagement in the Philippines, Thailand and 

Cambodia, and a serious of semi-structured interviews with media practitioners in these three 

countries. Over the period of two weeks in January 2019, ten interviews were conducted with 11 

individuals. The interviewees were initially referred by the news correspondents of Chinese media 

working in Southeast Asia as well as local scholars in the region. The interview list expanded later 

since the initial interviewees recommended more media practitioners they know to participate in 

the study. Quantitative content analysis and qualitative interview analysis are used to answer the 

research questions. Chapter 4 describes the methodology used in this research, explaining why 

such a methodology has been selected. 

Chapter 5 provides the findings of the quantitative content analysis. The results based on samples 

of articles drawn from Factiva and the analysis of the data are detailed in this chapter.  

Chapter 6 presents the detailed findings of qualitative interviews with media practitioners in local 

news organizations in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. The assessment of the problems 

raised during the interviews is structured. The chapter also contains suggestions on how to interpret 

the results. 

The last chapter, Chapter 7, concludes the thesis in which the main results are discussed and 

contributions to the existing knowledge in the area. Based on the theory of the political economy 

of media, media system theory and the theory public diplomacy, the research provides a clear 

picture of China’s influence on news coverage and framing of China and China’s engagement in 

Southeast Asia. Other than the limitations of the study, the concluding chapter outlines possible 

new directions, intending to lay the foundation for future research. 
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Chapter 2 

CONTEXTUALIZATION 

 

By reviewing the rise of China and China’s foreign policy coupled with its relationships with 

ASEAN countries, this chapter is going to introduce the background of the research and reveal the 

significance of the research questions. What follows is a thorough description of the situations in 

selected countries, which are the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, in its history, the 

development of media and the legislative framework that governs the media.  

 

2.1 Rise of China: Growing Global and Regional Influence 

 

It is no longer a contested claim that China is one of the most powerful countries in the world. 

Recovering from devastating Sino-Japanese War followed by civil war, the Great Chinese Famine, 

and a chaotic period during Cultural Revolution, China regained its position on the international 

stage becoming one of the major political and economic actors in the world after the late 1970s 

when gradual opening up and market reforms were introduced. The re-emergence of China has 

been one of the most important events in modern history (Liu, 2018). In recent years, the concept 

of “rise of China” caught global attention. 

Economically, China is a global powerhouse for its rapid economic growth over the past 40 years 

at the average rate of 10 percent annually, despite the recent slowdown partly due to the domestic 

economic transformations, trade disputes and the ever-changing global economy (Li, 2016). It is 

worth mentioning that China has surpassed Japan to become the world’s second-biggest economy 

(Monahan, 2011). In the global economy, China started to play a bigger and more visible role as 

it has become the largest trading country in the world (Bloomberg, 2013). In the past ten years, 

China has contributed significantly to the flows of international finance and foreign direct 

investment (FDI), through loans and financial aids to many developing countries (Ferchen, 2016).  

Politically, the rise of China in achieving prominent success in international politics also cannot 
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be neglected, with the admission of China to the World Trade Organization as a typical example 

(Li, 2016). China has played an important role in international affairs such as joining international 

and regional organizations, operating peacekeeping missions, mediating conflicts and settling 

territorial disputes. In the aspect of peacekeeping, China today is the largest troop contributor, 

from playing almost zero role in the United Nations peacekeeping two decades ago (Marc & Leung, 

2018). Such growth in political power allows China to send out its message around the globe, bring 

other countries in line with its interests and get international actors to comply with its decisions on 

significant issues, agendas, or initiates. Moreover, the possibilities of a power transition between 

China and the United States, and a new world order subordinate to “G2” has been suggested among 

the international community. Militarily, China is ranked third globally, following the United States 

and Russia (“2019 Military Strength Ranking,” 2019). 

The emergence of China’s display of “soft power” takes the role of a powerful country achieving 

its national strength through its culture, institutions and political ideology and as a part of its 

“charm offensive”. China has projected a “benign national image” to the world by adopting 

accommodating foreign policy (Kurlantzick, 2007). In the last decade, the Chinese government 

has devoted to boosting its appeal around the world. China has been developing an international 

media network, creating Confucius Institutes in many parts of the world to devote to language 

teaching and culture sharing, establishing educational exchange programs and so on, thereby 

reinforces the interest of China (Alber, 2018). By exercising such a form of power that hinged on 

intangible resources, the country can win support and allies in a less coercive way (Nye, 1990). 

With China’s growth in both hard power and soft power, a new development strategy- “One Belt 

One Road (OBOR)” initiate, was put forward by the Chinese government in 2013, marking 

China’s rise into the new century. The OBOR initiative refers to “the strategy of jointly building 

the Silk Road Economic Belt, which links China with Europe through Central and Western Asia, 

and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, which connects China with Southeast Asian countries, 

Africa, and Europe” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Peoples’s Republic of China, 2013). 

Connecting countries and regions that cover around 60% of the global population and 30% of the 

global trade, the OBOR initiative aims to promote the prosperity of the countries along the region, 

to establish market integration, to sustain its great power, and to strengthen mutual understanding, 

particularly through trade and infrastructural cooperation(Chan, 2018). The China-led Asian 
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Infrastructure Investment Bank is a development bank that strives for improving social and 

economic outcomes in the Asia-Pacific region by providing investments in the infrastructure sector 

in Asia and beyond, is another facilitator for China’s new strategy to connect markets, service, and 

people in the region. Scholars believed that China’s new initiatives-such as OBOR and AIIB-have 

significant geopolitical and geoeconomic implications that mainly focus on its pivot toward the 

West, the build-up of Eastern-led globalization and China’s return to the center of the world 

economy (Hobson, 2015; Liu, 2018). 

Despite the opportunities brought by China’s growth, the rise of China has generated a global 

concern which gives rise to its potential threat to the rest of the world. For one thing, the impacts 

of China as it grows in power and influence are hard to predict resulting in many countries to 

remain uncertain and anxious (Lampton, 2008).  And for another, the worry of China’s greater 

ambitions with assertive foreign policy as well as widely publicized public diplomacy has been 

intensified around the world, especially in the neighboring regions like Southeast Asia, Northeast 

Asia and South Asia (Johnson, 2014). 

It is often assumed that the material power of a country including economic, political, and military 

resources, automatically generates certain influence on others, or the soft power makes 

contributions to the impacts. Yet, relatively little attention was paid to how “powerful” China 

actually is and how exactly effective does China exert its influence at a global and regional level 

depending on its growing power. Hence, studying observable influence is essential to understand 

China’s impact on other countries. In this study, China’s influence on the area of media in 

Southeast Asia is investigated.  

 

2.2 China’s Foreign Policy and Relationships with ASEAN Countries 

The main strategy of China’s foreign policy has been “peace and development”, which is 

profoundly rooted in Chinese socio-economic growth, cultural traditions of China and strategic 

decisions (Wang, 2011). This shows that the sustainable economic growth and social development 

is the top priority for the rising China to shape foreign policy. There are other factors embedded 

in the foreign policy of China such as national interests on which Chinese foreign policy thinking 
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and behavior base, cooperation with the rest of the world, and common development with 

neighboring countries (Liu, 2017).  

In some respects, the “peaceful development” concerning foreign policy has been implemented. 

China’s policy actions include proposing a new type of major power relationship that focuses on 

non-conflict, non-confrontation and win-win cooperation, playing a more active role in global and 

regional institutions, increasing economic relations with other countries, and linking China to 

Asian and European countries via “One Belt One Road (OBOR)” initiate and solving issues about 

borders with neighboring countries. 

China adopts a “win-win” approach in foreign policy, which starts from solving easy issues first, 

leaving disputes and conflicts aside and postponing difficult issues. However, the complications 

related to international presence such as misunderstanding, resentment and cultural backlash are 

still novel to China (Dumbaugh, 2010). 

Above all, the most prioritized goal of Chinese foreign policy, actually of all Chinese policies, is 

to maintain the legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and to ensure political and 

social stability (Varrall, 2015). To achieve the goal, China also needs to maintain a stable 

peripheral environment so that maintaining friendly and stable relations with the neighboring 

region including Southeast Asian countries is vital. In the new era, China has become a more 

competent and sophisticated player in the battlefield of diplomacy, in spite of some limitations  

(Medeiros & Fravel, 2003). A “good neighbor” policy towards the surrounding countries has been 

utilized by China and the “five principles of peaceful coexistence” has been set as a policy 

foundation for developing a peaceful international and regional environment benefiting China’s 

economic growth. In this manner, the Southeast  Asian countries give critical contributions to the 

realization of Chinese policy (Bert, 2003).  

Yet, looking back, the relationship between China and Southeast Asian countries has experienced 

a complex and tortuous time since the founding of the People’s Republic of China 70 years ago. 

From the late 1940s to early 1970s, although China established friendly relations with countries in 

the region such as Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, it was in a state of opposition and isolation from 

most Southeast Asian countries at that time, and didn’t form any relationship with the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations(ASEAN), a regional intergovernmental organization in Southeast Asia 
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aiming at promoting cooperation and facilitating integration among its members and other 

countries in Asia in regard to economics, politics, security, military, culture, and education. Until 

the mid-1970s, some ASEAN countries like Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand changed their 

attitudes towards China to a various extent and established diplomatic relations with China. 

However, the situation could not maintain as the relationship between China and its Southeastern 

neighbors started to deteriorate, especially with Vietnam and Laos. 

Generally, China-Southeast Asia relations did not begin to fundamentally move forward until the 

1990s when the Cold War has come to an end. In particular, the relations between China and 

Southeast Asian countries have entered a new phase of overall improvement in the aftermath of 

the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997. Thanks to the decision of China not to devalue the renminbi, 

countries such as Thailand and Indonesia were saved from further economic damage and the image 

of China was remarkably improved in Southeast Asia. China involved with Southeast Asian 

countries in a relatively passive and apprehensive approach with its major concern for the 

engagement with ASEAN was to prevent opportunities that might put its national interest into 

danger (Kuik, 2005).  

Since the mid-1990s, China gradually participated in multilateral organizations comprising its 

southeastern neighboring countries in the region and accepted many existing international rules. 

What’s more, it also started to initiate multilateral cooperative mechanisms (Liu, 2018).  

In 1996, China became a full dialogue partner of ASEAN, and in 1997, China strengthened the 

cooperation with Southeast Asia by ASEAN + 1 and ASEAN + 3 (Hsu, 2007).  In addition to the 

participation in the ASEAN Regional Forum, the Greater Mekong Subregion Summit and the East 

Asian Summit, China proposed to set up the ASEAN–China Free Trade Agreement (ACFTA) in 

2001, and held the first China-ASEAN Expo in 2004. 

The general relationship between China and Southeast Asia has been shifting, with the 

transformation starting from isolation, and later passive engagement, to increasing cooperation, in 

terms of trade and investments in particular.  

China has already been ASEAN’s largest trading partner for nine years by the end of 2018. China 

is also a key source of foreign direct investments for ASEAN (Zhao & Chen, 2019). Meanwhile, 
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ASEAN has also been China’s third-largest trading partner for seven years (“China-ASEAN in 

numbers: Trade ties,” 2018). The total volume of trade between China and ASEAN reached a 

record high of $587.87 billion last year, with China’s total imports from ASEAN growing from 

$12.4 billion in 1997 to $279.1 billion in 2017 and its total exports to ASEAN growing from $12.7 

billion in 1997 to $235.7 billion in 2017 (“China-ASEAN trade volume hits record high in 2017,” 

2018).  The two sides agreed to realize a goal of $1 trillion in trade and $150 billion in investment 

by 2020, according to the China-ASEAN Strategic Partnership Vision 2030 (“Spotlight: China-

ASEAN trade continues to boom amid global growth slowdown, uncertainties - Xinhua,” 2019). 

Many Southeast Asian countries rely heavily on foreign investment for their economic 

development. China has been positioned to engage in such investing activities which include 

investments in the media industry.  

The location of Southeast Asia which harbors crucial sea lanes connecting Asia with the Middle 

East and Africa is of the region’s geopolitical importance. Some observers argue that the proximity 

of China to Southeast Asia can lead to a security challenge for countries in the region (Ott, 2006). 

In the realm of political diplomacy, there have been difficult periods for ASEAN and China, mostly 

resulting from border conflicts. One notable case took place in 2012 when, for the first time ever, 

the ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting ended without a joint communique. The only cause of 

disagreement was the wording of the position on matters of territorial disputes in the South China 

Sea (Zha, 2019). Therefore, Southeast Asian countries confront the dilemma of maintaining 

economic relations with China while not compromising its sovereign claims (Liu, 2018). 

China’s role in Asia is often associated with family obligations. Hence, the image of China is 

presented in a regional family as a “father” or “elder brother”. In one of the statements made by 

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi on ASEAN, in which he described China and ASEAN as a big 

family and attributed the intimate relations to the friendly and neighborly foreign policy of China 

and the preference for being good neighbors, partners, and friends with ASEAN. He emphasized 

the determination of China to protect the interests and rights of developing countries, including 

those within ASEAN, however strong and developed China becomes in the future (“Wang Yi: 

China and ASEAN Countries Are like a Big Family, We Support the Development and Growth of 

ASEAN,” 2013). 
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While China is trying to present its image as a friendly “older brother” and seeing ASEAN 

countries as members of a big family in the region, Countries in Southeast Asia are cautious 

about the rise of China and the people’s views on China are far from positivity. A survey by a 

Singapore-based think tank, with more than 1000 respondents from all member countries of 

ASEAN, found out that more than 70 percent of individuals thought that China has the biggest 

economic influence in the region, that less than one in ten regarded China as “a bengin and 

benevolent power”, and that half believed China has “an intent to turn Southeast Asia into its 

sphere of influence”(Kim & Lewis, 2019).  

According to China scholar David Shambaugh, the engagement of China with Southeast Asia can 

be regarded as a growing appreciation by China of the significance of “soft power diplomacy” that 

reflects in the spread of Chinese popular culture, media, music, and food across the region 

(Shambaugh, 2005). 

 

2.3 Case Study: The Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia 

In Southeast Asia before 1980, media organizations were either directly or indirectly controlled by 

incumbent political leaders, providing informational, entertaining, and educational content that 

matched up the economic, political and social objectives of government policies so that citizens 

could accept and follow the lead of the authorities as the later expected (McDaniel, 2002). Such 

tight control media policy had been carried forward from the colonial era to the post-independence 

period in Southeast Asia. As the societies matured in a new political environment with 

technological advancements, the media climate changed over time and developed into various 

forms of media systems in the region.   

Despite efforts by President of the Philippines Duterte to build better relationships with China 

especially stronger economic relationship with China, the attitudes of many political elites and the 

general public toward China are still hostile and the voices of keeping tough on the ongoing 

territorial disputes between the two countries are also common. Given its reliance on financial 

assitances and investments from China, Cambodia has long maintained close ties with China  and 

the strong historical friendship of the two countries can be dated back to 13th century. Cambodia 
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is also one of the countries that express firm support for China’s policies and initiatives. Thailand, 

compared to the Philippines and Cambodia, has less evident inclination to China in terms of 

bilateral relationships. With its deep diplomatic ties to China and solid friendship with the United 

States and the same time, Thailand is selected in this study to provide an example of a country that 

is “in the middle” regarding the degree of closeness and friendliness with China. In this section, a 

summary of the recent political history and developments in the press of three Southeast Asian 

countries chosen for the case study would be presented respectively.  

2.3.1 The Philippines and Its Media  

The Philippines experienced successive waves of colonizers since the 16th century, namely the 

Spanish for 350 years, the Americans for 50 years and the Japanese for four years during Wolrd 

War II, before it gained independence in 1946. The press was used to set the colonial agenda and 

to impose censorship during that period (McDaniel, 2002). Given the past turbulent history, the 

media in the Philippines is the product of its upheavals and changes that have shaped the country.  

Rooted in its colonial past, the media in the Philippines was considerably influenced by the 

appearance  of Philippine nationalism and the independence movements starting from the late 19th 

century, when anti-colonial press emerged (Coronel, 2000). As the independence fights, first 

against the Spanish, and later against the U.S., broke out and prevailed, 16 nationalistic newspapers 

were published within a very short period of time in favor of independence, liberalism, and 

democracy (Taylor, 2005). 

It is the legacy of the colonization of the Philippines that constructed its media system much like 

those in Europe and the United States. Under the American military rule, daily newspapers in 

English were published in the Philippines, at first for the colonial community, and later for Filipino 

readers. These publications laid the foundations for the present media in the Philippines as the U.S. 

during its occupation introduced the American concepts of the commercial press, brought in 

printing technology and educated a generation of Filipino journalists in the US-style (Coronel, 

2001). 

American’s First Amendment is adopted in the Philippines. The Philippine Constitution Article 3, 

states, “no law shall be passed abridging the freedom of speech, of expression, or of the press, or 
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the right of the people peaceably to assemble and petition the government for a redress of 

grievances.” Also, section 7 guarantees the right of the people “ to information on matters of public 

concern shall be recognized”. 

The Philippines is the first country in Southeast Asia to experience democracy after political 

transition in 1986, with the democratic movement of the Filipinos against the Ferdinand Marcos’s 

dictatorship, forming an important force to overthrow his authoritarian regime (Ku, 2002). Since 

the regular and periodic presidential elections through consititutional procedures first held in 1987, 

the media climate in the Philippines relieved from the martial law period when all private 

newspapers, magazines, radio, and television were shut down and media practitioners were 

arrested and kept in prisons(Tuazon, 2015).  

By the beginning of the new century, the media in the Philippines was, overall, one of the freest 

around the world (Zubri, 1993). The downfall of Marcos saw the rise of media with its remarkable 

expansion in size and influence, catering to the increasing news-hungry population(Coronel, 2001). 

By 2004, there were 82 daily newspapers and by 2012, the country had more than 350 television 

stations and 1200 radio broadcast stations in the country (“Philippines Media Stats,” 2012). 

Regarding media ownership, newspapers, radio, and television in the Philippines have been almost 

privately owned by the giants of the Philippine business and wealthy families, although some 

media outlets such as Intercontinental Broadcasting Corporation (IBC) and the Philippine 

Broadcasting Service, are owned by the Philippine government (Woodier, 2008a). Television, in 

particular, where the U.S., one of the former colonizers, provided the model, has been heavily 

commercially driven. As a consequence, the media is likely to report news with special interests 

concerning business and politics, and media owners who run interlocking business empire in the 

Philippines including telecommunication, banking, real estate, manufacturing, power generation, 

highway management and so on, are vulnerable to pressure from the government (Coronel, 2000).  

During elections, the media outlets are utilized as political instruments for transforming the 

audience into a voting public, and turning  influence into political power (Woodier, 2008a). 

The media system in the Philippines is regarded as one of the laxest in Asia as the press is not 

censored by any government body, and no license is needed to start a newspaper or magazine. 

Therefore, the press, in theory, can report on whatever it wants, subject only to restrictions imposed 
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by the laws of libel, slander, and sedition (Coronel, 2001). Moreover, unlike elsewhere in 

Southeast Asia, even the foreign media can write with impunity about the Philippines, and foreign 

journalists are allowed to report from within the country without a permit. The Press Council of 

the Philippine Press Institute, the Center for Press Freedom and Responsibility, and the Ethics 

Committee of the National Press Club are the three non-official monitoring bodies which only 

provide a “fragile consensus within the journalistic community”, in the absence of legal basis 

(Masalog, 2000). 

The rapid growth of media in the Philippines resulted in fierce competition and sensational 

orientation in reporting. Tabloid journalism driven by the audience demand and industry trends 

has been popular, and the orientation toward the growth of profits has diminished the media’s 

commitment to factual and serious content (Coronel, 2000). 

Another problem is the shortage of experienced journalists mostly due to the difficult working 

conditions for wages even below the legal minimum, with young journalists dropping out from the 

profession for careers with better payments. In addition to low pay, journalists in the Philippines 

also concern about the violence against them and the difficulties in information access (Tandoc, 

2017). It is noticeable that the Philippines is the second most dangerous country for journalists in 

the world, as measured by the number of work-related murders, despite the free media system it 

has (Stiftung, 2018). The corruption of journalists by high-level officials, politicians, or 

businessmen who use bribes and other incentives to create a twisted report for their benefits has 

been reported by independent observers in the Philippines (U.S. Department of State, 2018). 

As the present Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte took office, the Philippines’ foreign policy 

has pivoted to China, moving away from traditional political and economic allies like the United 

States and the European Union (John & Ibarra, 2017). As for China, the relationship with the 

Philippines has always been a priority in its neighborhood diplomacy and China regards the 

Philippines as the coordinator for China-ASEAN relations, despite some disputes from time to 

time. China’s One Belt One Road Initiative and the Philippines’ “Build, Build, Build” scheme 

have similar focus on regional developments and both countries have been cooperating on 

maritime oil and gas development, infrastructure and telecommunications (Xinhua, 2019). 

2.3.2 Thailand and Its Media 
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Even though Thailand avoided the disruptions of Western colonial rule, which was unique in 

Southeast Asia, the country has witnessed 19 military coups since a constitutional monarchy in 

1932. Under the control of a military-royal coalition, it is suggested that Thailand represents the 

Southeast Asian model of illiberal democracy, where the authoritarian political culture has 

changed the nature of western liberal concepts of freedom of speech, electoralism and pluralism 

on Thai soil (Woodier, 2008b).  

Thailand’s capitalist development has made it one of the strongest economies in Southeast Asia, 

in spite of the 1997 financial crisis which started in Thailand (Church, 2006). The Thai economy 

and society have been open and liberal. Nevertheless, its civil and military bureaucracy has 

remained a closed system.  

The media in Thailand conform to Thai-style democracy. As the process of political 

democratization began in the 1990s and accelerated since the 2000s, a more assertive and 

outspoken media sector emerged and Thai media’s ability to shoulder social responsibility, to 

report sensitive issues including exposing government corruption had strengthened through the 

newly established newspapers during that period (Lewis, 2006).  

For while its vibrant and energetic media appeared to provide hope for those supporting the 

advance in democratization, the ongoing influence of political and business elites is still in effect. 

The media in Thailand consists of different elements that back the democratic forces pushing for 

political reform while some are associated with the rights of the authoritarian and the military 

(Samudavanija, 1997). Given the centralized character in Thailand, the media remained “one of 

the principal sites of political contestation”  (McCargo, 2012b).  

The political turmoils and the conflicted society have created the polarized media landscape in 

Thailand. The Thai media is brightly color-coded like the bitterly divided political camps, with 

yellow representing the royalists opposed to the various governments linked to the deposed former 

Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and red supporting Thaksin (Tudor, 2018). The media tends 

to side with political camps, making political propaganda outlets of the color groups come into 

being. Freedom House, an independent watchdog organization, observed that the politicisation in 

the Thai media industry was getting worse, as most mainstream media and many journalists 

remained highly polarised, and media outlets were at the risks of harassments, attacks and 
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closedowns (Freedom House, 2017). Consequently, Thais have access to fewer viewpoints and 

less media diversity which in turn intesify the political divisions. In addition, the media’s 

polarization has been harming the press freedom in Thailand since it hampers the media 

practitioners from uniting against pressure from the government and various interest groups. 

Whether by royalty, the military, political leaders or business elites, the Thai media has long been 

seen as a tool to be used by those who own and control it and the same agenda remains well into 

the 21st century (Woodier, 2008b). 

All main daily newspapers in Thailand are privately owned, but nearly all radio networks and 

television networks are under the control of the government or the military and operated as 

business enterprises (Lewis, 2006). Generally, newspapers, subjected to little governmental 

supervision, are viewed as more credible than broadcast media. In the early 2000s, all television 

stations in Thailand were owned by the state except for ITV owned by the Shin corporation of 

Thaksin Shinawatra, which was the biggest telecommunications company in Thailand by then. 

After the pro-democracy insurrection in 1992, ITV was founded and once considered the most 

independent news organization but later became a mouthpiece for the government when the owner, 

Thaksin, was democratically elected as Prime Minister (Hays, 2014). Hence, the absorption of free 

expression and plural communication media was hindered under Thaksin. 

Notably, the number of Thai lèse-majesté cases has surged since the army coup in 2014 (Reuters, 

2018). One of the harshest lèse-majesté laws is currently enforced in Thailand. Reporting anything 

that might be considered critical of the royal family is forbidden (Cochrane, 2017). Section 112 of 

the Thai Criminal Code sanctions punishment from three to 15 years of imprisonment for lèse-

majesté: It is illegal to defame, insult, or threaten the royals. The law is appeared to be interpreted 

by the Prime Minister so that the government has used the law to exercise control over the Thai 

media when it wants to restrain the press freedom, resulting in self-censorship among journalists. 

The media in Thailand is overseen by the Prime Minister’s Office of the Department of Public 

Relations, which provides information about the government and the policies of the state, as well 

as national and international news on daily basis (Asian Development Bank, 1999). The Thai News 

Agency, the only news agency in Thailand, is also responsible for issuing news bulletins to media 

outlets. National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) which regulates the 
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media has been criticized by some journalists working for Thai news outlets for drafting strict 

regulations and failing to consult with them and press associations including Thai Journalists 

Association and the Press Council are accused likewise for their leaders being too supportive of 

the government and not doing enough to protect the interests of them (Ismaïl, 2015).  

China adopts a constructive and active attitude in developing relations with Thailand (The State 

Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2019). Thailand, as a member of ASEAN, has shown 

supports for China’s One Belt One Road (OBOR) Initiative and has collaborated with China 

through OBOR and Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC) frameworks to exchange practices and 

experiences in areas including economic development, poverty alleviation, technological 

innovation and infrastructure projects (Lin, 2019). 

2.3.3 Cambodia and Its Media 

Cambodia is of interest for this research for its young democracy, the rapid development of the 

media sector along with its restricted media climate. Followed the signing of the Paris Peace 

Agreements in 1991, Cambodia held its first democratic elections in 1993 as a part of a large UN 

peacekeeping mission and enacted its first constitution in the same year, which subscribed to the 

liberal democracy including protecting freedom of expression and press, after decades of French 

rule, Japanese occupation, civil wars and the brutal rule of Khmer Rouge regime. 

Cambodia is still an authoritarian state even though it holds general elections and has a constitution 

under the framework of a democratic model (Asian Human Rights Commission, 2010). The 

devastation of an entire generation under the Khmer Rouge regime between 1975 to 1979, during 

which an estimated two million people were killed, resulted in a desperate country and a hardly 

existing media sector. It is astonishing that only around ten Cambodian journalists survived after 

the fall of the Khmer Rouge (Neumann, 2000). Until the early 1990s, the United Nations 

Transitional Authority in Cambodia set the media framework for free independent and plural 

media, the media in Cambodia started to recover and grow, especially “non-state-non-party” new 

publications and broadcasters including independent media owned by international corporations 

trying to build up media empires in Cambodia and small local news outlets, emerged and attempted 

to function within a free-market economy (Marston, 1996). However, state media and the political 

party bulletins continued to report with stances, ignoring the voices of the opposition and political 
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violence (Manual, 2004). 

The media sector in Cambodia has developed in the past three decades. Today, there are more than 

20 television broadcasters, more than 42 radio stations, and around 30 newspapers that publish on 

a regular basis, while there is no free market competition or diverse opinions among media outlets 

(Oldag, 2015). Most media institutions are privately owned by political parties, individual 

politicians or business elites, with many affiliated with Prime Minister Hun Sen and his allies, as 

well as the governing Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). 

All Cambodia media institutions are required to get a license from the Ministry of Information. 

The media sector is regulated via several laws including the constitution, the Cambodian Law on 

the Press and the Penal Code. For example, it is stated in Article 41 of the constitution that, all 

citizens have “freedom of expression, press, publication, and assembly.” And the press law 

includes provisions that clearly indicate the rights of the press, like “public figures should 

recognize that they may be subject to scrutiny and critical comment by the press.” 

According to Asian Human Rights Commission, the overall Cambodian media enjoy relative 

freedom at the present, especially when comparing the current situation with the “bleak media 

environment” back in the 1970s till the 1990s (Asian Human Rights Commission, 2010). Yet, in 

the true sense, Cambodia does not have free media in that the press freedom in law does not always 

lead to freedom in practice. It is not uncommon to see the inappropriate use of laws in relation to 

defamation and disinformation against journalists, political figures, activists and so on (McCarthy, 

2012).  

The opposition parties are commonly denied media licenses, and there is no relating regulation or 

law to refer to when seeking procedures for licensing, given the fact that the relationship with the 

government decides whether someone gets a license or not (McCarthy, 2012). This reveals that 

the commitment to free media is still unclear and the media continues to be subject to the 

government’s whims in spite of the legal framework that has been built up to protect the press 

freedom. 

In terms of professionalism, the media in Cambodia has ameliorated significantly in the last three 

decades. With assistance and financial aids from international communities, non-governmental 
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organizations (NGOs) and neighboring countries, many media practitioners have been trained 

through short-term courses and have received a journalism degree in local and foreign universities. 

However, most media practitioners in Cambodia learn skills on the job, and the majority of them 

haven’t attended journalism schools or enrolled in professional journalism courses (Heng, 2016). 

The media literacy, therefore, is in need of improvements as the lack of professional skills and 

knowledge in ethics remains common, needless to say, the community journalists and citizen 

journalists that are mostly untrained and poorly supported. 

Having China as the largest direct investor, Cambodia, is in a strategic location for China’s One 

Belt One Road Initiative. In the recent five years, agreements worth billions of dollars for 

investments, developments of infrastructure and loans have been signed. Observers argued that the 

financial aids from China come in exchange for Cambodia’s steadfast support for China in many 

controversial issues including territorial disputes with other Southeast Asian countries like the 

Philippines, Vietnam, in the South China Sea (Ono, 2018). 

Moreover, China extends its influence in Cambodia beyond business into Cambodia’s press via 

investment into the media sector. NICE TV, a Cambodian national television station that was 

established as a venture between the China-based NICE Culture Investment Group and the 

Cambodian government in 2017, broadcasting 24-hour programs in Khmer involving news, 

dramas, variety shows, documentaries, etc. The television station highlights the ties between China 

and Cambodia, and cooperates with Chinese state media outlets and produce programs in 

collaboration with China (AFP, 2018). 
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Chapter 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The following section outlines the theories that have been applied in media research in the realm 

of comparative media systems and journalistic practice. Firstly, the study is on the basis of the 

theory of the political economy of media, which includes the investigation on media ownership, 

economic support mechanism, and government regulations. The concept of three models of media 

systems is also discussed for understanding how news institutions handle news sources, generate 

news content, and frame specific topics in media systems beyond the western world. Lastly, the 

theory of public diplomacy is introduced to provide possible approaches to analyze the different 

or similar presentations of China in media in foreign countries, with a focus on international 

relations and public opinions. 

 

3.1 Political Economy of Media 

Media scholars have used a political economy approach to analyze the power relationships 

between politics, economics, and mediation (Jin, 2018). This section attempts to outline the themes 

and concepts of the political economic study of media and present research directions of this 

analytical framework, followed by related arguments and findings derived from the theory. By 

studying media ownership, economic support mechanism and government policy, it is possible to 

detect how the news contents are generated.  

Developed from the work of 18th and 19th century classical political economists, the study of 

political economy emerged in the 20th century with the evolution of mass media (Januzzi et al., 

2016). The political economic approach used in the study of media and communication has been 

heavily influenced by Marxist or neo-Marxist theoretical framework, as it offered a radical critique 

of capitalism for its impact on media and democracy. Scholars in the field of critical political 

economy conducted class and power analysis by scrutinizing the media companies’ ownership 

patterns, organizational structures, and business operations, and they suggested media reform as 
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well as strategies for intervention in the marketplace (Winseck & Jin, 2011). 

The academic study of media communication didn’t embrace a political economic approach until 

the 1960s when Dallas Smythe and Herbert Schiller together made the historical and crucial 

statement that communication became a key element of capitalism and viewed communication and 

information as a whole. Later in the 1970s, the theory of the political economy of media was 

addressed in the work of Graham Murdock, Peter Golding, and Armand Mattelart. Murdock and 

Golding identified the trend of media’s role in capitalist industries and stated that “the mass media 

are first and foremost industrial and commercial organizations which produce and distribute 

commodities” (Graham & Golding, 1974). Mattelart paid special attention to the worldwide 

expansion of media and communication and concluded mode of production of communication, 

outlining production instruments and operating methods (Mattelart & Siegelaub, 1979).  

The media market was under assessment with public good theory and microeconomic analysis 

starting from the economist Edward Herman who made fundamental contributions to the political 

economy of media. Along with Noam Chomsky, Herman conceptualized the “propaganda model” 

to explain the pro-elite bias behind the pattern of the news coverage in public affairs in the United 

States in the 1980s, stated in Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media. 

To be more precise, the model consisted of five deciding factors that are media ownership, 

advertising, sourcing, flak, and anti-communist ideology, to illustrate how media reported similar 

news stories differently depending on their relationship to the interests the elites and how elite 

news sources supported the propaganda campaigns, marginalizing alternative critical opinions 

(Herman & Chomsky, 1988). They also discovered the difference of propaganda model between 

free-market media and government-controlled media. “In countries where the levers of power are 

in the hands of a state bureaucracy, the monopolistic control over the media, often supplemented 

by official censorship, makes it clear that the media serve the ends of a dominant elite”; but “it is 

much more difficult to see a propaganda system at work where the media are private and formal 

censorship is absent”.  

Later in the 1990s, the political economy was given a more precise definition by Vincent Mosco, 

which linked to the study of the social relations, that make up the production, distribution, and 

consumption, including power relations in particular. This provided an overview of the theories 
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and research related to the political economy of media. In spite of variations, the study of political 

economy in the research area of media and communication mostly emphasized decentralization of 

the media, capital, class, conflicts and oppositional struggles (Mosco, 1996). Such analytical tools 

can still apply to the information society of today, along with the growth in globalization and 

advancement in technology.  

Above all, the political economy of the media includes several domains including journalism, 

broadcasting, advertising, information and communication technology. According to McChesney 

(2012), there are three core components in the political economy of media.  

First, it looks at how the media interacts with and influences the allocation of power in society, 

and how the media systems integrate into the economy, in a critical perspective. Second, it 

examines how the media market structures, advertising, subscription, labor relations, revenue 

motivation, technologies combined with government policies shape media industries, journalistic 

practices and the nature of news. Third, it examines the process of policymaking in relation to 

media industries and how policy regulates affect media operates in society.   

Scholars in the study of the political economy of media have found out some trends over the years, 

in their analysis of media industries involving a variety of concepts, such as commercialization, 

diversification, and concentration (Januzzi et al., 2016). For example, resources of media have 

turned into products and services that are intended to sell to consumers and buyers, in order to get 

profits, with a continuum of privatization of media outlets. In addition, media conglomerates 

diversify their businesses to create a synergy that maximizes the revenues and minimizes the risks. 

The media market is increasingly dominated by powerful media conglomerates which lead to the 

lack of competition and concentration on the availability and quality of media content.  

It is notable that political economists in the study of communications have explored regional 

dynamics of media development in other parts of the world other than North America and Europe. 

The political economy approach in media studies has also been utilized in various issues of global, 

national and regional media systems, with special attention to areas of international 

communication, transnational communication, and globalization. 

As the digital technology is evolving, a range of issues in relation to media development has drawn 



 27 

the attention of political economists in media studies. With the advent of global television networks 

and more importantly, the Internet, it is possible to involve many more participants and more 

opinions. Chomsky argued that the Internet, controlled by a small number of major business groups, 

has made propaganda and labor control more efficient by giving an example of how the media was 

used to demonize distressingly the ongoing labor movement among workers in the U.S. (Chomsky 

& Barsamian, 2001). 

While the media is experiencing considerable changes in platforms, technology, and economic 

structure, new mechanism of powers in times of new media has emerged. Within the realm of the 

political economy of the Internet, digital work and digital labor, both characterized by the creation 

of new products through interaction with human brain, digital media, information and 

communication technologies, have been discussed in several studies, in order to develop a 

theoretical framework for a critical assessment of digital labor and associated ideas that inspire 

social changes in and beyond digital capitalism linked to work and labor (Fuchs & Sevignani, 

2013). Corporate involvement, commercialization, and commodification in the new media 

development have been detected and analyzed in historical perspectives (Wu, 2011). Moreover, 

the politics and policies about digitization have been studied (Burkart, 2014), while big data and 

cloud technology applied in cloud companies, government agencies and entire cloud cities in 

China, have also been investigated by the political economic approach (Mosco, 2014).  

Recently, the scholars in the field suggested that empirical evidence and documentation of the 

media need to be given more attention (Winseck & Jin, 2011). Southeast Asia has undergone a 

remarkable industrial and economic transformation in the last three decades. The changing 

contemporary development concerning economics and politics in the region has shaped the 

function, plurality, ownership, and professionalism of the press as the political economic contexts 

have major bearings on media, with the political systems of the region stretching from autocracy 

to democracy and levels of economic development differing substantially (Rüland, Lang & Wiese, 

2014). In summary, the study of the political economy of the media in Southeast Asia would help 

to understand China’s influence in the media sector, based on empirical evidence.  

 

3.2 Media Systems Theory 
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It is necessary to select an appropriate method to analyze different types of media systems. A 

theoretical framework developed by Hallin and Mancini (2004) could be used as a tool for 

analyzing in this research to conduct a comparative analysis of Southeast Asian media systems. 

The Three Models of Media and Politics have given an attentive answer to the prominent questions 

about media studies posed in Four Theories of the Press which are “why is the press as it is?” and 

“Why does it apparently serve different purposes and appear in widely different forms in different 

countries?” (Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 1956) 

The Three Models, including Polarized Pluralist Model, Democratic Corporatist Model, and 

Liberal Model, were built on research in media systems in Western Europe and North America. 

By comparing and analyzing media systems in 18 western democracies, Hallin and Mancini 

conceptualized three ideal models illustrating key dimensions of differences in media systems and 

related variables. It provides a framework to explore the journalism practice in the Philippines, 

Thailand and Cambodia in their political and historical contexts. 

The authors indicated that the Polarized Pluralist Model, has more similarities with the media 

systems in the other part of the world including most of Asia, than Democratic Corporatist Model 

and Liberal Model (Hallin & Mancini, 2004b). Although the three models were not intended to 

give a set of headings to categorize and classify all national media systems or to be claimed 

universal validity, the theoretical framework has been applied to comparative analysis of media 

systems in several new democracies, illiberal democracies and semi-authoritarian countries in Asia 

where media and political situations are significantly diverse. However, in order to satisfy 

particular features of media-political relations beyond the Western world, the theory requires to be 

reconceptualized. 

The Three Models for Media and Politics are characterized by four key dimensions for comparing 

different types of media systems which are the development of media markets, political parallelism, 

journalistic professionalism, and role of the state in the media system. 

The Polarized Pluralist Model, or the Mediterranean Model, which shows a low development of 

the media market, a high degree of political parallelism, weak journalistic professionalism, and a 

high degree of state intervention, can be found, for example, in France, Greece, and Spain. 
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The Democratic Corporatist Model or the North/Central European Model, which shows a high 

development of the media market, a high degree of political parallelism, strong journalistic 

professionalism, and a high degree of state intervention, can be found, for example, in 

Scandinavian countries and Germany. 

The Liberal Model of the North Atlantic Model, which shows a high development of the media 

market, a high degree of political parallelism, strong journalistic professionalism, and a low degree 

of state intervention, can be found, for example, in the United States and Canada. 

Mancini and Hallin, in the next step, identified five key for evaluating the political contexts of 

media systems, providing greater insight into the political effects of distinct media systems 

development by adopting relevant concepts from literature about political sociology and 

comparative politics.  Approaches such as integration with dichotomous variables, liberal 

democracies vs. welfare state democracies, moderate vs. polarized pluralism, and consensus vs. 

majoritarian democracies, are utilized in investigating the relationship between politics and media.  

Generalizing about the media is loaded with uncertainty and risks, especially to move beyond the 

West to apply theory and make statements about the other parts of the world as a whole since every 

region, and the country is unique in terms of political, socio-economic and historical contexts. 

Hence, it is important to take a cautious approach when studying Asian media cases with a broader 

geographical context than what has been covered by Three Models of Media and Politics, given 

the complex empirical realities. Many of the countries that Mancini and Hallin didn’t examine 

including Asia, the Middle East, Latin America, and Africa, share some features in common with 

the Polarized Plural model to summarize media-politics parallelism in Southern Europe. Some of 

what has been found in the research of media systems in Mediterranean countries, such as limited 

media markets, a high degree of parallelism, a lack of professionalism and the history of state 

intervention, can also be found in Asia Pacific region and the rest of the world (McCargo, 2012a). 

Yet, the non-West forms of polarization and pluralism are largely beyond the reach of conventional 

defining factors.  

Scholars in the field of international communication often find it hard to model the diversity of 

political and media systems and to assess how journalism in different areas of the globe is practiced. 

In order to solve this puzzle, many of them conclude significant dimensions of normative idea of 
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different media systems, highlighting the features and classifying the underlying variables (Hallin 

& Mancini, 2004a).  

The media systems, as Hallin and Mancini implied, are growing more similar resulting in the 

emergence of global media culture that closely resembles the Liberal Model. The trend of a more 

individualist political culture, a more commercialized and prosperous media market, and less state 

intervention is likely to prevail over the coming decades, in the face of increasing homogenization 

and convergence (Hallin & Mancini, 2004c). However, empirical studies of media systems in new 

democracies imply that such theoretical predictions can hardly hold. 

Increasing state intervention in the Southeast Asian media market has been noted, combined with 

the growing intense state-media relations. For instance, The Cambodia Daily, an independent 

English-language daily newspaper whose motto was “all the news without fear or favor”, was 

closed in 2017, arising from a dispute with the Cambodian government over a massive tax bill 

believed to be politically motivated, while the Voice of America, Radio Free Asia and Voice of 

democracy were banned as part of a country-wide media crackdown in Cambodia, let alone several 

reporters were arrested. Besides, The Phnom Penh Post, another major newspaper in Cambodia, 

collapsed into chaos generating concerns about editorial independence after a Malaysian investor, 

whose public relations firm previously worked for the government, bought the newspaper in 2018. 

The Cambodian online media also shows great support for the government and its “most 

trustworthy friend” – China, as described by Prime Minister Hun Sen. The owner of Fresh News, 

which is a government-friendly news website in Cambodia, officially declared his support for 

China and Chinese investment in Cambodia, but denied receiving direct funding from Chinese or 

Cambodian government. Yet, the website is widely seen as a state mouthpiece in Cambodia and a 

media model used to promote government aims and development (AFP, 2018). 

Based on the study on the media’s political role in Asia-Pacific region, McCargo (2012) argued 

that the Three Models of Media and Politics cannot be applied partly because there are so many 

exceptions to every rule and media actor in the region fail to fit the existing classification 

(McCargo, 2012a). However, the idea of modeling media systems helps to compare and explain 

media in non-West countries, and there are common features that appear among media systems in 

Pacific Asia, namely questionable profitability intense partisanship, ambiguous modes of 
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ownership, murky relations with power holders and persistent state interference. Additionally, 

even it is true that media in several Pacific Asian regions are characterized by Hallin and Mancini’s 

Polarized Pluralist Model which displays a limited development of media market, relative high 

political parallelism, weak journalistic professionalism, and strong state intervention, the meanings 

of the terms in Asia may not be necessarily in conformity with those embedded in a European 

context (McCargo, 2012a). For example, the understanding of the state intervention is complicated 

by questions about the nature of the state itself. Unlike the Western view on the state as an actor 

with consistent core interests and positions, many countries in Asia understand the state as 

aggregations of competing interests. There are implicit, unspoken but widely understood taboos in 

media such as sensitive issues like interethnic relations in Singapore and the political role of the 

royal family in Thailand. Under such circumstances, the state, therefore, may be “intervening” the 

media by doing nothing, which is apparently different from the ideas of state intervention in the 

Western perspective.  

 

With the rise of Pacific Asia, particularly the emergence of China as a global power, it is more 

difficult to conceptualize and model media systems as China is offering a nondemocratic 

alternative to the West, and challenging ways of doing politics as well as media (Lynch, 2007). 

Contrary to Hallin and Mancini’s suggestion about the growing trend of the Liberal Model 

throughout a number of developed countries in Western Europe and North America, China’s party 

rule let by CCP has proven to be resilient when it comes to its media system (Brady, 2008). With 

the growing media market, the party media model remains dominant in China where the level of 

party-press parallelism in the media system is extremely high and tight state control over media 

continues to exist, the impartiality of journalism is valued by Chinese journalists (Zhao, 2012). In 

the age of digitalization and socialization, it is notable that the state-controlled media in China is 

in an attempt to present China’s “soft power” by commercializing, capitalizing and expanding 

globally.  

 

3.3 Public Diplomacy 

The perceptions of China in Southeast Asian countries as reflected in news outlets cannot be 
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studied without discussing the concept of public diplomacy. The conceptualization of public 

diplomacy has been explored in diverse disciplines such as international relations, communication 

studies, foreign policy, diplomatic studies, and diplomatic studies (Gilboa, 2008; Gregory, 2008; 

Melissen, 2005). The multidisciplinary understandings of public diplomacy are inclined to 

concentrate on public opinions and communicative aspects of diplomacy.  

Public diplomacy is regarded as a public dimension of  traditional diplomacy (Ross, 2002). It has 

been commonly defined as the method with which the government can influence public opinions 

directly or indirectly, and influence the decisions of another government on foreign politics 

(Signitzer & Coombs, 1992). Public diplomacy is also defined as a communication process by  the 

government with the aim of introducing foreign publics its country’s institutions, culture, policies, 

and ideals (Tuch, 1990). The distinguishing aspect of public diplomacy is its interaction, which is 

not only with governments but also with nongovernmental sector including individual citizens and 

private organizations, mostly through activities in the areas of education, culture, and information 

(Gilboa, 2001).  

With the advancement of technology and rapid globalization, the public diplomacy theory and 

practices are increasingly essential to diplomatic initiatives and the adoption of communication 

into public diplomacy is claimed to be revolutionary in international relations (Melissen, 2013). In 

order to keep up with the era of information, scholars are re-scrutinizing the term “public 

diplomacy” and proposing changes in the conceptual development of public diplomacy. Scholars 

agreed that the main actors of public diplomacy are no longer confined to government and passive 

foreign publics but active individuals and communities.  

Subsequently, the term “new diplomatic diplomacy” appeared as the differences between the 

traditional public diplomacy and its new incarnation were first identified by Rhiannon Vikers who 

pointed out the blurry distinctions between the original version of public diplomacy and the new 

public diplomacy (Vickers, 2004). The new factors of public diplomacy were later systematically 

illustrated: the enlarged groups of participants, clearer targets and changed information flow 

(Melissen, 2005). According to Melissen, the participants of public diplomacy included large and 

small non-state actors, and supranational and subnational players in addition to states; the targets 

should distinguish foreign publics from “domestic socialization of diplomacy”; the one-way 
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information flow is replaced by two-way dialogues. The new dynamic led to a clearer 

conceptualization of public diplomacy, as it is described as a process by which “direct relations 

are pursued with a country’s people to advance the interests and extend the values of those being 

represented”(Sharp, 2005). Public diplomacy has been further explained as a political instrument 

“used by states, associations of states, and non-state actors to understand cultures, attitudes, and 

behavior; build and manage relationships; and influence opinions and actions to advance interests 

and values” (Gregory, 2008). 

The concept of public diplomacy is often connected to the idea of soft power, which focuses on a 

country’s international influence through its culture, values and political ideology. Public 

diplomacy can be understood as a country’s ability to make other countries seek for shared 

objectives (Nye, 2004). Such a description is similar to the use of soft power because of the positive 

forecast of a potential result that is generated for the countries under its help. Hence, there would 

be unfavorable influences on the country if public diplomacy lacks appealing aspects of its culture, 

values, and related policies (Nye, 2008).  

Public diplomacy also engages communication to influence the international public’s attitudes and 

behaviors. Drawing on the complex relations between government, media, and perceptions of 

foreign publics, public diplomacy is motivated by public opinions (Yang, 2019). Therefore, the 

image of a country in foreign publics is closely related to its public diplomacy. The results of 

public diplomacy cannot be easily controlled by governments that strive for positive perceptions 

of the publics in target countries mainly due to the embedded culture and values of the respective 

societies.  

When it comes to attitudes towards China in other countries in this study, it is difficult to measure 

all indicators of how China is received in foreign publics. However, it is possible to focus on the 

portrayal of China’s image in foreign local news outlets, which could be considered as a part of 

the country’s public diplomacy. In the contemporary context, given the characteristics of public 

diplomacy, the research on China’s image abroad is in need of examining common goals and two-

way communications between China and the target foreign countries.  
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Chapter 4 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter explains the research questions and methodology used in data collection and analysis 

of case study in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. The research questions in this case study 

are answered through both quantitative content analysis and qualitative interview analysis on the 

basis of the empirical data. 

The first research question asks about how China is framed in local reporting in Southeast? 

Regarding this question, investigating what news sources and what types of news stories are used 

is imperative to detect the patterns and characteristics of the media coverage. The second research 

question is: why China is framed as it is in local reporting in Southeast Asian countries? 

For this research, a comparative content analysis was conducted first with the aim of giving a 

quantitative overview of how local media in chosen countries select news sources, use news types 

in reporting China-related issues and how China was portrayed in the news stories. A qualitative 

study was conducted in the field, based on face-to-face interviews with the media practitioners in 

local news institutions of the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. It facilitates a detailed 

observation of journalistic practices and attitudes about the influence of China in the region’s 

media, as well as an explanation of why China is framed as it is portrayed in the local media in 

Southeast Asia. 

An explanation of the framing theory, which is applied for the method of analysis in this study as 

a foundation to illustrate the media’s depiction of China and Chinese engagement, will also be 

given in the first place.   

 

4.1 Framing Theory 

To assess the possible Chinese influence on media content in Southeast Asian media, it is necessary 

to investigate the media’s role in presenting different news events and issues. Framing, as a social 
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theory, refers to a process of building a cognitive structure that involves the acts of making sense 

of the situations in the world at a certain point of time, which has been in media studies, sociology, 

and psychology (Goffman, 1974). First put forward by Erving Goffman (1974), framing theory 

comes from “primary framework” which helps in making meaningless events into something 

meaningful. Gaye Tuchman (1978) who later applied framing to the news production, pointed out 

that media can set the news frames of reference on purpose that the audiences apply to discuss 

public issues, and “news frame” should be understood as “parcel of everyday reality”, given the 

fact that news is characterized by its public feature. News frames were also defined as consistent 

patterns for media to interpret, present, select, emphasize and exclude news events (Gitlin, 1980). 

For journalism studies, probably the most widely used definition of framing was from Robert 

Entman, who described the framing process as choosing matters of  reality in perception and 

enhancing the salience of them in a text that communicates, and it contributes to strengthen a 

particular problem definition, moral evaluation, treatment recommendation and causal 

interpretation for what is described (Entman, 1991). Besides, by comparing similar media 

narratives of events, the critical choices for framing the news could be identified, but would 

otherwise remain unclear in undifferentiated texts (Entman, 1993).  

It is suggested that news contents produced by media practitioners are ample with keywords after 

a careful selection, phrases that used habitually and thus associated with certain groups of people, 

pictures that represent stereotypes, and sentences that promote collections of information or 

judgments with themes (Kerr & Moy, 2002). However, some scholars argue that media 

practitioners might construct frames unwittingly when they pick resources for news content. On 

one hand, media practitioners usually rely on quotes, insights, and analysis from “individuals eager 

to promote a certain perspective to a broader public audience” (Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997). 

On the other, they actually “have an agenda they wish to propagate, and while such an agenda may 

be acceptable and even lauded when it is for things such as world peace or to combat hunger, and 

it can be deceptive when subtly applied to news as a frame” (Kerr & Moy, 2002). From the 

perspective of news outlets, editorial choices are made depending on a number of factors, including 

the demand of the audience, ratings, access to information, the ideological orientations of the 

media, interests of advertisers and media owners and so on. 
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Within the realm of media studies, framing research mostly emphasizes on two aspects. The first 

aspect is the process of framing news while another aspect is the effects of framing, such as how 

media framing influences audiences (Neuman, Just, & Crigler, 1992). Framing theory is relevant 

for this research when comparing how press reporting in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia 

differs, and the first aspect that is how news frames were produced is the main focus.  

Regarding the elements that could influence how media practitioners frame a news event, 

Scheufele named societal norms and values, organizational constraints, pressure from interest 

groups (Scheufele, 1999). Hence, it is pertinent in Southeast Asia, in which a lot of media are 

affiliated with political and business elites in the region spanning from some of the most vibrant 

media landscapes to some of the most constrained. 

The political economy approach, which outlined in the previous chapter, suggests that media 

content is likely to coincide with the political economic circumstances created by the elites and 

strengthen them (Schudson, 1997). The sources from elite groups tend to have some impacts on 

the news reports to varying degrees and such suggestion is linked to one of the research questions 

of the thesis: What news sources are used in the local press in Southeast Asia when reporting 

China-related news stories? Obviously, the selection of news sources forms a part of the common 

practice of journalistic routines in the newsroom and influences the framing of a news story 

(Tuchman, 1997). It is also relevant to the interviews with local media practitioners on the process 

that generate media contents in the field study. 

For a study involving comparative analysis of news contents in three different countries, it is 

necessary to consider how the same event or issue is presented by media practitioners with 

different emphasis in the samples of news texts. The related concept of “equivalence frame” was 

explained as an event in which the same subject is described differently and is presented to the 

public in distinct ways (Vreese, 2010). 

In the media context of Southeast Asia, there are various methods to frame investments, trades, 

economic situations, foreign relations and also financial aids which in this study concentrating on 

matters related to China and Chinese engagement in the region. In this research, three news frames, 

namely Positive Frame, Negative Frame, and Neutral Frame are identified and used to facilitate 

the analysis. The coding protocol for the frames will be explained in the next part. Through coding 



 37 

of news texts, the study applies framing theory seeks to discern which of the competing frames is 

used in the news institutions in Southeast Asia and to deduce the potential impact from China as 

well as the significance of Chinese engagement in the media sector in the region.  

 

4.2 Quantitative Approach 

4.2.1 Quantitative Method and Content Analysis  

Quantitative research method has been used for assessing whether China exerts certain influences 

on the local press in Southeast Asia when covering China-related news stories in terms of news 

sources, news types and news frames. The study attempts to explore China’s influence by 

answering the question: How China is framed in the local media in Southeast Asia? To be more 

precise, the research was divided into the following sub-questions: First, what news sources are 

used in the local press when reporting China-related news stories? Second, what types of news 

stories are usually covered when it comes to news about China and Chinese engagement? Lastly, 

how China is portrayed in local reporting in Southeast Asian countries? It is also meaningful to 

find out the similarities and differences between three Southeast Asian countries that were chosen 

in this case study in reporting on China and Chinese engagement in the region, for the purpose of 

understanding the research topics.  

In conducting the case study, the research adopts a mixed-method approach that includes both 

quantitative method and qualitative method. In this part, quantitative method and content analysis 

are introduced. 

Quantitative research is a type of research intended to explain phenomena based on numerical data 

that are analyzed by methods in certain statistics (Creswell, 1994). It usually involves empirical 

statements and empirical methods. As for the empirical statements, they are expressed in numerical 

terms, describing what “is” the case in reality instead of what “ought” to be the case. As for the 

empirical methods, they are defined as methods that aim to decide the degree to which a particular 

policy or program satisfy or does not satisfy a specific standard or nom (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2011). Under the quantitative paradigm assumption, the case in the real world is 

objective and detached from the researchers.  
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Quantitative human communication study is guided by the “covering laws” perspective, with the 

assumption that the communicators display predictable behaviors in the majority of situations 

(Infante, Rancer, & Womack, 1997). Under this perspective, the results that have been proven to 

be important after related tests are applicable in all types of communication. 

Content analysis can be used to study and analyze a variety of forms of communication in a 

quantitative and objective way (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011). It requires explicit operational 

definitions and rules in the process of collecting data and coding samples. As for the sample 

selection, each item in the population must be included with an equal possibility. The consistency 

of coding is as well essential to assure the validity of the study. On the basis of a set of rules for 

content classification, the analysis leads to quantifiable results that constitute research findings.  

Widely used in mass communication studies, quantitative content analysis is “the systematic 

assignment of communication content to categories according to rules, and the analysis of 

relationships involving those categories using statistical methods” (Riff, Lacy, Fico, Lacy, & Fico, 

2014). Moreover, content analysis is suitable for comparative media studies, covering different 

cultures and languages (Rössler, 2012). In this study, the first part of the research is built on a 

quantitative content analysis of news texts selected from local newspapers in the Philippines, 

Thailand and Cambodia. 

4.2.2 Procedures of Quantitative Content Analysis  

In this section, there is a detailed description of how the quantitative content analysis of local news 

articles in relation to China from the selected newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and 

Cambodia. Several phases of this research were performed. 

4.2.2.1 Sampling and Data Sources 

Above all, the selection of a representative sample of newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and 

Cambodia is required to conduct a quantitative content analysis. The reasons and background of 

these three selected Southeast Asian countries for the case study have been outlined in Chapter 2.  

English is an essential language in all of the three countries, especially in regard to government, 

legal and business concerns. Therefore, English-language newspapers should be the subject of the 
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study as they are significantly representative in reflecting the interests of political and business 

elites, as well as in forming public opinions. For the purpose of the study, two English-language 

newspapers were selected from each country for analysis. 

In the Philippines, the most widely read and circulated daily English newspaper, Philippine Daily 

Inquirer, has been chosen as one of the subjects for this study. Started its publication in 1985, the 

Inquirer is the flagship brand of its owner, a mass media conglomerate named Inquirer Group of 

Companies that is majorly owned by the holding investment arm of Rufino-Prieto family. The 

other English-language newspaper chosen is Manila Bulletin, one of the most recognized al 

newspapers in the Philippines. Founded in 1900, the paper is the country’s oldest continuing 

newspaper and bills itself as the nation’s leading newspaper, which is now owned by Manila 

Bulletin Publishing Corporation. 

The media sector in Thailand is well developed. However, there are only two English-language 

daily newspapers, including Bangkok Post and The Nation (Thailand). These two newspapers were 

sampled in this study for analyzing. First issued in 1946, The Bangkok Post is the most widely 

circulated English-language newspaper and the second oldest newspaper in Thailand, which is 

owned by Post Publishing. Founded in 1971, the print issues of The Nation (Thailand) suspended 

from July 2019 and replaced by an online edition. The digital newspaper is owned by Nation 

Multimedia Group, one of the largest media companies in Thailand.  

For Cambodia, the two newspapers in English chosen are Phnom Penh Post and Khmer Times. 

The Phnom Penh Post is a daily newspaper in English, currently published in Cambodia and 

owned by the Malaysian businessman Sivakumar Ganapathy. First published in 1992, it is 

Cambodia’s oldest existing independent newspaper in any language. Founded in 2014, Khmer 

Times is a relatively new English-language newspaper based in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Its owner, 

Mohan Tirugmanasam Bandam, also comes from Malaysia. The Khmer Times was first launched 

as an online edition. It became a weekly newspaper and then a daily newspaper. 

The population of the study consisted of the complete news content about China in a total of six 

newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia including Philippine Daily Inquirer, 

Manila Bulletin, Bangkok Post, The Nation (Thailand), Phnom Penh Post and Khmer Times. 



 40 

The sample period dated from January 1st, 2019 to February 28th, 2019. The sample period lasts 

two months, which allows limited but sufficient samples for the content analysis of the study.  

The database Factiva owned by Dow Jones was used to collect published news articles about China 

in the selected six newspapers. The keyword “China” was used to search in full text in six English-

language newspapers. The unit of the analysis was a single article excluding all visual elements. 

Since there is no resource of the Khmer Times available in the database Factiva, the news archive 

of the Khmer Times on its news website was used to gather related news articles in the sample 

period. The keyword search was conducted in the same way as the search in Factiva. 

A total 1536 of articles were found in Philippine Daily Inquirer (N=255), Manila Bulletin(N=359), 

Bangkok Post(N=468), The Nation (Thailand) (N=291), Phnom Penh Post (N=71), Khmer Times 

(N=92). Due to the large disparity between the sample size of these six newspapers, this study 

employed systematic sampling to ensure an equal sample size. After excluding irrelevant articles 

like corrections, letters from the audience and several unrelated pieces in which “China” might 

represent high-quality clay, Republic of China or China Town, the final sample for analysis 

included a total of 652 pieces that consist of 166 articles from Philippine Daily Inquirer, 110 

articles from Manila Bulletin, 117 articles from Bangkok Post, 97 articles from The Nation 

(Thailand), 70 articles from Phnom Penh Post and 92 articles from Khmer Times. 

4.2.2.2 Variable Operationalization 

In this study, “news source”, “number of sources”, “story type” and “news frame” were coded, 

according to the research questions. Each news item was examined according to the code book 

(see Appendix I). The news source variable was classified into government, politicians, military, 

business, experts, news media, international organizations/non-governmental organizations, 

ordinary people, and others. News sources were coded on a presence or absence basis. The number 

of source variable represented the number of sources used in each article. The story type variable 

consisted of news article, feature story, and opinion. Lastly, the news frame variables were positive 

frame, negative frame, and neutral frame.  

An important aspect of news is the tone of the news stories which offers messages that can be 

evaluated by people (Sheafer, 2007). In this regard, news is considered as an information flow that 
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involves bias, either positively or negatively, setting a specific direction for the given subject. In 

particular, negativity is concluded as one of the essential factors that influence newsworthiness 

(Harcup & O’neill, 2001). For example, a negatively depicted event or individual would be 

perceived more newsworthy than those presented in a positive or neutral manner. In order to figure 

out how China is received in the three selected Southeast Asian countries as reflected in media 

coverage, the news stories that provoke different attitudinal associations about China are therefore 

divided into three categories. 

Coding protocol for the news frames is as follows:  

(1) Positive Frame: The texts used to describe the main subject evoke positive and favorable 

associations. The main subject is exposed in a good way in general. 

(2) Negative Frame: The texts used to describe the main subject evoke negative and unfavorable 

associations. The main subject is exposed in a bad way in general. 

(3) Neutral Frame: The texts used to describe the main subject evoke neither positive nor negative 

associations. The main subject is exposed in an objective manner, based on facts. 

4.2.2.3 Coding and Inter-Coder Reliability 

A coding training was conducted before the coding process. The author and a trained coder, each 

coded the same 20% of the whole sample to check the inter-coder reliability by using Cohen’s 

kappa calculated by SPSS. Although 10% of the complete dataset is an often guideline for testing 

inter-coder reliability, a higher percentage, 20% was used here due to relatively small sample size 

in this study and hence among total 653 news items, 130 were randomly selected. The Cohen’s 

kappa was .87 for the “news source”, .88 for the “number of source”, .83 for the “news type”, 

and .78 for the “news frame”. The results were acceptable according to Kassarjian’s (1977) 

recommendations on satisfactory levels for inter-coder reliability.  

 

4.3 Qualitative Approach 

4.3.1 Field Research and Qualitative Interviews 
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Focusing on different methods, qualitative research takes a naturalistic and interpretive approach 

to the item examined. In this manner, the subject matter is studied in a natural setting by the 

qualitative researchers, with an aim of making sense of phenomena regarding the meanings that 

people pass on to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). The qualitative study seeks to get a rich 

description of communication in real-life situations, despite the fact that the qualitative findings 

may be less conclusive and precise than experimental research (Frey, Botan, & Kreps, 2000). 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), qualitative research entails several different sorts of 

empirical materials including observations, personal experience, case study, visual items that 

explain the common practices and meaningful moments of people’s lives.  

In human communication studies, guided by the theoretical perspective of “human action”, 

humans are assumed to have different choices in different situations, bound by rules that are not 

predictable, regardless of the possession of possible patterns. Such rules can be studied and 

analyzed by qualitative approaches (Infante et al., 1997). 

Based on a quantitative method of analysis and explanation, the former content analysis of textual 

content selected from local newspapers in the Philippines, Cambodia and Thailand serves to reveal 

several features of how China and its involvements in Southeast Asia are reported in the local press. 

The qualitative approach can be used to complement the quantitative findings that are built on 

standardized norms singular from natural settings. The study facilitated by the qualitative method 

is useful to improve the understandings of complexities, details, and contexts. 

Field research, commonly used in the 20th century in the social sciences, is one of the qualitative 

methods of data collection that seeks to observe, understand, and interact with people in real life. 

The field researchers engage in several activities during the data collection, including participating, 

observing, interviewing and usually analyzing documents or artifacts created by the people they 

observe (Blackstone, 2012). This method allows researchers to gain firsthand empirical data, 

namely the knowledge and experience about the people and processes that they study with “close-

up lens”. 

Taking a human action perspective to this research favors a qualitative method in field research. It 

is suitable to travel to the region and conduct qualitative semi-structured interviews with media 

practitioners working for news outlets in Southeast Asia to achieve a detailed observation of 
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attitudes and opinions about how media practitioners in Southeast Asia report China and China’s 

engagements in the region, with an emphasis on the journalistic routines and common practice in 

the real newsroom setting.  

In order to ensure the credibility of this thesis, it is compulsory to provide a balance of viewpoints 

and reduce “perspectivalism”, which means perception, experience and reason change according 

to people’s perspectives (Hansen, 1998). The interviews were involved with a broad range of 

media practitioners including journalists, editors, editor-in-chief, and managers. All interviewees 

were asked the same set of questions and potential follow-up questions, which formulated a 

diversity of their relevant knowledge and personal experiences to reflect the research topics that 

need to be analyzed. 

4.3.2 Procedures of Qualitative Semi-Structured Interviews 

It has been discussed in literature about news framing that media practitioners, including 

journalists and editors, have their judgments calls in what should be emphasized and left out in 

reporting. The decisions made by them are not intended to impose certain influence on the public, 

but rather parts of media routines and norms of the news industry (Lawrence, 2010). The media 

practitioners interviewed in the field research for this study shared about their experience in 

reporting China-related news and choices that they make to choose news sources and news angles 

in their stories.  

The interviews conducted with the local media practitioners were designed with an aim to 

understand the journalistic routines and practices regarding the selection of news sources, 

preference on news types, news frames and potential pressure in reporting in relation to China, 

with a different media landscape. The population for this study was randomly gathered through 

snowball sampling from the local press in Southeast Asia. All of the interviewees in three countries, 

the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, are listed in Appendix III with the interview date, location, 

type of news organization, and title of the profession.  

The field trip was conducted from 6 January 2019 to 18 January 2019 in three Southeast Asian 

countries including the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. In total, there are 11 interviewees, 

who work for different local newspapers, television stations and radio stations in the region. 



 44 

Among all, four interviewees are from the Philippines, three from Thailand and four from 

Cambodia. The language of the interviewees’ news outlets in this field study is mainly English 

and Chinese, along with one Thai language television broadcaster and one Cambodian newspaper 

in Khmer. The positions of the interviewees include journalists, editors, editor-in-chief and 

management role. The interviews were taken in the capital city of the selected countries, namely 

Manila, Bangkok and Phnom Penh and the locations for the interviews were mainly meeting room 

in the media practitioners’ news organizations, sometimes in public venues like coffee shops and 

restaurants at the convenience of the interviewees. 

Southeast Asia accommodates a large number of overseas Chinese and education in Chinese 

language has already existed for more than a century. The Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia all 

have sizeable local Chinese communities and the ethnic Chinese diaspora and people coming from 

China who do business in the region, would read Southeast Asian newspapers published in Chinese. 

Hence, it is necessary to include media practitioners from Chinese-language news institutions to 

explore the influence of China on Southeast Asia in the sector of media.   

Initially, the interviewees were referred by a news correspondent of Chinese media working in 

Southeast Asia and a local scholar in the region. The interview list expanded later since the initial 

interviewees recommended more media practitioners they know to participate in the study. The 

interviewees were contacted by email, WhatsApp messenger and Facebook messenger. An outline 

of the questions for the semi-structured interviews was sent to them in advance. The interviews 

were conducted in English with media practitioners from English language and local language 

news outlets while the interviews with media practitioners from news outlets in Chinese were 

conducted in Chinese.  

All interviews of the study have been recorded and transcribed to texts. The Chinese texts were 

translated into English for the study. The interviewees were ensured that what they talked about 

would be handled in confidentiality, and their names or news organizations would not be disclosed 

either. A reference code is used for each interviewee in the study. The interviewees from the 

Philippines would be marked as “PHI” plus the order they were interviewed. The same rules apply 

to the interviewees from Thailand and Cambodia, and “THAI” and “CAM” were used to refer to 

the interviewees from these two countries respectively. For example, the second interviewee in 
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Thailand is referred to as “THAI 2”. The statements of the interviewees were used in the analysis 

part of the thesis, and the reference code would be assigned to their statements accordingly. 

During the interviews, the media practitioners inevitably talked about issues related to politics that 

could be sensitive. When mentioning politically sensitive issues in recorded interviews, the 

interviewees would be conscious of themselves, regardless the promise of keeping the statements 

confidential (Frey et al., 2000) Hence, it is vital to pay special attention to the way of asking 

questions and tactics in encouraging the interviewees to speak freely and share the most genuine 

views on the specific topics, which would help to enhance the accuracy of the research. Despite 

the possible shortcomings, the interviews for the case study are appropriate and effective to 

ascertain the journalistic practices of media practitioners who work for Southeast Asian media in 

the context of handling news stories related to China and China’s engagements in the region. For 

the qualitative part of the research, the interview protocol includes nine questions (see Appendix 

II). 
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Chapter 5 

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS OF THE QUANTITATIVE STUDY 

 

This chapter contains the quantitative content analysis of the news content in relation to China in 

the selected newspapers of the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. For each country, two 

English-language newspapers were chosen to be the research subjects. Hence, there were six 

newspapers under examination, including Philippine Daily Inquirer, Manila Bulletin, Bangkok 

Post a, The Nation (Thailand), Phnom Penh Post and Khmer Times. The details of sampling and 

data collection have been explained in the part of methodology in Chapter 4. 

In the statistical analysis, the research questions were addressed by measuring the frequency and 

percentage of different news types, news sources and news frames presented in the reporting about 

China in the newspapers of the three Southeast Asian countries. Additionally, cross-tabulation tests 

were run in SPSS to understand the relationship between the countries, and the selection of news 

types, news sources and news frames. Cross-tabulation which suits categorical variables, is not 

only capable of analyzing the joint frequency with chi-square statistics, but determining the 

variables are statistically independent or associate (Carroll Mohn, 1990). Also, a one-way ANOVA 

test was employed, for comparing the mean difference between the number of news sources used 

in different newspapers.  

This chapter is divided into three sections based on research topics. To begin with, the first section 

is about what news sources are used in the local press when reporting China-related news stories. 

Second, it considers what types of news stories are used when it comes to news about China and 

Chinese engagement?  The last section summarizes the results of how China is framed in news 

outlets in Southeast Asian countries. 

 

5.1 News Sources 

The first research question concerned about how China is portrayed in Southeast Asian media. The 

selection of news sources in news coverage of China-related news has been investigated, with the 
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Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia as research targets in a case study. In covering China, 

newspapers of the Philippines Thailand and Cambodia cited multiple sources in their news 

coverage. In this study, news sources were categorized into nine groups--government, politicians, 

military, business, experts, news media, international organizations/non-governmental 

organizations, ordinary people, and others.  

Overall, in covering China-related issues, newspapers in the three selected Southeast Asian 

countries used official sources (42.9%) most frequently, followed by business sources (26.2%) and 

expert sources (23.3%). For newspapers in the Philippines, the following sources are most 

frequently appeared in news coverage: government (43.1%), politicians (22.5%), business (17.8%). 

For newspapers in Thailand, the following sources are most frequently appeared in news coverage: 

business (38.8%), government (31.3%), experts (25.2%). For newspapers in Cambodia, the 

following sources are most frequently appeared in news coverage: government (58%), news media 

(34.6%), experts (24.7%). 

5.1a: News sources used in all newspapers 

 All Newspapers (N=652) 

News Sources Frequency Percentage 

Government 280 42.9% 

Politicians 83 12.7% 

Military 10 1.5% 

Business 171 26.2% 

Experts 152 23.3% 

News Media 88 13.5% 

International 

Organizations/NGO 

34 5.2% 
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Ordinary People 46 7.1% 

Others 58 8.9% 

 

Regarding the use of attributed news sources, the cross-tabulation tests showed significant 

differences within the newspapers in three Southeast Asian countries in using sources from 

government (χ² (2, N=652) = 26.87, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.20), politicians (χ² (2, N=652) = 41.23, 

p<.001, Cramer’s V=.25), business (χ² (2, N=652) =28.07, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.21), news media, 

(χ² (2, N=652) =85.48, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.36) and ordinary people (χ² (2, N=652) = 10.88, 

p=.004, Cramer’s V=.13). 

In terms of using military, expert, international organization/NGO and other sources, there was no 

significant difference among reports about China in newspapers of the Philippines, Thailand and 

Cambodia.  

5.1b: News sources used in newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia 

 Philippines (N=276) Thailand (N=214) Cambodia (N=162) 

News 

Sources 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Government 119 43.1%** 67 31.3%** 94 58%** 

Politicians 62 22.5%** 14 6.5%** 7 4.3%** 

Military 4 1.4% 3 1.4% 3 1.9% 

Business 49 17.8%** 83 38.8%** 39 24.1%** 

Experts 58 21% 54 25.2% 40 24.7% 

News Media 11 4%** 21 9.8%** 56 34.6%** 
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**p<.01 

 

In order to further investigate which country contributed to the difference in terms of using news 

sources among newspapers in three Southeast Asian countries, several chi-square post-hoc tests 

with adjusted standardized residuals were run for pertinent source variables. The adjusted 

standardized residuals for pairwise comparisons between groups could be used to compute p value 

respectively, which tells the statistical significance (García-Pérez & Núñez-Antón, 2003).  

The retrieved test statistics indicated that there was a significant difference between the 

newspapers of Thailand and Cambodia in terms of using government sources. While 58% of 

reports in Cambodian newspapers including Phnom Penh Post and Khmer Times cited government 

sources, whereas, only 31.3% of news coverage in Thai newspapers including Bangkok Post and 

Nation(Thailand) cited government sources.  

There were significant differences between newspapers from every two countries among the 

Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, in using news sources from politicians. Newspapers of the 

Philippines, including the Philippine Daily Inquirer and Manila Bulletin cited more sources from 

politicians than newspapers of Thailand and Cambodia. 

Another significant difference was the use of business sources. In comparison, newspapers of 

Thailand (38.8%) were more likely to quote sources from the business sector than those of the 

Philippines (17.8%).  

As for the use of sources from news media, there was a stark difference between newspapers of 

International 

Organization/

NGO 

11 4% 16 7.5% 7 4.3% 

Ordinary 

People 

11 4%** 15 7%** 20 12.3%** 

Others 26 9.4% 19 8.9% 13 8% 
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the Philippines and Cambodia, revealed by the p value of the pertinent statistics in the cross-

tabulation test. While 34.6% of Cambodian newspapers cited sources from news media, only 4% 

of Philippine newspapers relied on sources from news media.  

The statistics also indicated that the use of ordinary people sources in newspapers of Cambodia 

was significantly different from that in newspapers of the Philippines. Phnom Penh Post and 

Khmer Times used far more sources from the ordinary people than Philippine Daily Inquirer and 

Manila Bulletin. Specifically, 12.3% of Cambodian newspapers and 4% of Philippine newspapers 

quoted ordinary people. 

In the coding process, the number of different types of news sources used within one article was 

marked down accordingly. The average number of sources cited in newspapers in the Philippines 

was 1.27 (SD=.535); the average number of sources cited in newspapers in Thailand was 1.37 

(SD=.745); the average number of sources cited in newspapers in Cambodia was 1.73 (SD=.746).  

The results of the ANOVA test showed that the difference in terms of the number of sources cited 

in newspapers in these three countries was significant, F (2, 649) = 25.56, p<0.001. Scheffé 

criterion for significance was used in the post hoc analyses. The results suggested that the number 

of sources cited was significantly larger in the newspapers in Cambodia (M=1.73) than in the 

newspapers in the Philippines (M=1.27), p< .001 or Thailand (M=1.37), p< .001. 

 

5.2 News Types 

The second part focused on what types of news stories are covered when it comes to news about 

China and Chinese engagement in Southeast Asian media.  

For all six newspapers from the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, which were sampled in the 

content analysis, three news types-news article, feature and opinion-were disproportionally used 

in their coverage on China and China-related issues. Among 166 samples of Philippine Daily 

Inquirer, 77.1% were news articles, 4.2% were features, and 18.7 % were opinions. Among 110 

samples of Manila Bulletin, 79.1% were news articles, 1.8% were features and 27.8% were 

opinions. Among 117 samples of Bangkok Post, 76.9% were news articles, 4.4% were features, 
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and 18.8% were opinions. Among 110 samples of Nation(Thailand),19.1% were news articles, 

5.2% were features, and 25.8% were opinions. Among 70 samples of Phnom Penh Post, 95.7% 

were news articles, 1.4% were features, and 2.9% were opinions. Among 92 samples of Khmer 

Times, 76.1% were news articles, 4.3% were features, and 19.6% were opinions. 

5.2a: News types in terms of newspapers     

 

The most common news type for all news outlets was news article which reports basic factual 

information of events, followed by opinion which mainly reflects the author’s views about the 

issue and includes in-depth analysis, whereas feature accounted for an extremely small percentage 

with only less than 5% in each newspaper.  

To make a comparison between newspapers in the three selected countries, the distribution of news 

types in newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia during the sample period was 

relatively similar. For the samples of the Philippines, 77.9% were news articles, 3.3% were features, 

and 18.8% were opinions. For the samples of Thailand, 73.2% were news articles, 4.7% were 

features, and 22% were opinions. For the samples of Cambodia, 84.6% were news articles, 3.1% 

were features, and 12.3% were opinions. The Chi-square test indicated that there was no significant 

difference among newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia (χ² (4, N = 652) = 7.107, 

 Newspaper 

News 

Types 

Philippine 

Daily 

Inquirer 

Manila 

Bulletin 

Bangkok 

Post 

Nation 

(Thailand) 

Phnom 

Penh Post 

Khmer 

Times 

Total 

News 

Article 

128 

(77.1%) 

87 

(79.1%) 

90 

(76.9%) 

67 

(69.1%) 

67 

(95.7%) 

70 

(76.1%) 

509 

(78.1%) 

 

Feature 

7 

(4.2%) 

2 

(1.8%) 

5 

(4.3%) 

5 

(5.2%) 

1 

(1.4%) 

4 

(4.3%) 

24 

(3.7%) 

 

Opinion 

28 

(18.7%) 

21 

(19.1%) 

22 

(18.8%) 

25 

(25.8%) 

2 

(2.9%) 

18 

(19.6%) 

119 

(18.3%) 

 

Total 

167 

(100.0%) 

110 

(100.0%) 

117 

(100.0%) 

97 

(100.0%) 

70 

(100.0%) 

92 

(100.0%) 

652 

(100.0%) 
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p =.13) in their news types. Overall, among 652 samples that reported China-related issues and 

China’s engagement in the region, 78.1% were news articles, 3.7% were features, and 18.3% were 

opinions. 

 5.2b: News types in terms of countries 

  χ² (4, N = 652) = 7.107, p =.13 

 

In covering China, all six news outlets in Southeast Asia preferred to present the events in news 

articles rather than use feature stories that tend to be “softer”. The news stories generally take a 

factual approach explaining what happens instead of engaging detailed description and further 

explanation of the situations with a variety of examples. In addition, the presence of a considerably 

large number of opinion pieces such as editorials and columns revealed their attempts to reflect 

the stances of the newspapers on China-related issues, particularly China’s investments as well as 

its intervention and influence in the region, and even to shape the public’s agenda.  

 

 

 

Country 

Total Philippines Thailand Cambodia 

News 

Article 

Count 215 157 137 509 

% within 

country 
77.9% 73.4% 84.6% 78.1% 

 

Feature 

Count 9 10 5 24 

% within 

country 
3.3% 4.7% 3.1% 3.7% 

 

Opinion 

Count 52 47 20 119 

% within 

country 
18.8% 22.0% 12.3% 18.3% 

 

Total 

Count 276 214 162 652 

% within 

country 
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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5.3 News Frames 

The third part for answering the research question of how China is presented in local reporting in 

Southeast Asian countries assessed the news frames. Based on a quantitative content analysis of 

textual content selected from local newspapers in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, news 

frames used in covering China were identified. The news frame variables were classified as 

positive frame, negative frame, and neutral frame. 

Among sampled articles concerning China in all newspapers, 12 % employed positive frame, 8.1% 

employed negative frame and 79.9% employed neutral frame. It is obvious that the neutral frame 

is remarkably dominant, with positively framed news pieces outweighing negatively framed news 

pieces.  

Among 166 samples of Philippine Daily Inquirer, 3.6% adopted positive frame, 19.3% adopted 

negative frame, and 77.1% adopted neutral frame. Among 110 samples of Manila Bulletin, 8.2% 

adopted positive frame, 12.7% adopted negative frame, and 79.1% adopted neutral frame. Among 

117 samples of Bangkok Post, 5.1% adopted positive frame, 1.7% adopted negative frame, and 

93.2% adopted neutral frame.  Among 110 samples of Nation(Thailand), 11.3% adopted positive 

frame, 5.2% adopted negative frame, and 83.5% adopted neutral frame.  Among 70 samples of 

Phnom Penh Post, 15.7% adopted positive frame, 0% adopted negative frame, and 84.3% adopted 

neutral frame. Among 92 samples of Khmer Times, 38% adopted positive frame, 0% adopted 

negative frame, and 62% adopted neutral frame. 

The most common frame used to report China and China related issues in all six selected 

newspapers was neutral frame. The proportion of neutral frame was as high as 93.2% for the Thai 

newspaper Bangkok Post, while the lowest proportion of neutral frame used among all six 

newspapers was 62%, belonging to the Cambodian newspaper Khmer Times. It was interesting to 

note that neither of the Cambodian newspapers adopted any negative frame in their coverage on 

China and China’s engagement in the region. On the contrary, one of the Philippine newspapers, 

Philippine Daily Inquirer used negative frame in almost one in five of its reports about China. In 

addition, the Khmer Times employed significantly more positive framing (38%), compared to the 

other five newspapers. 
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5.3a: News frames in terms of newspapers 

 

In comparing the newspapers of the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, there was a significant 

difference in adopting different news frames, χ² (4, N=652) =97.07, p<.001, Cramer’s V=.39), 

indicated by the chi-square test. 

5.3b: News frames in terms of countries 

 Country Total 

Philippines Thailand Cambodia 

News 

Frame 

Positive 

Frame 

Count 15 17 46 78 

% of within country 5.4% 7.9% 28.4% 12.0% 

Negative 

Frame 

Count 46 7 0 53 

% of within country 16.7% 3.3% 0% 8.1% 

Neutral 

Frame 

Count 215 190 116 521 

% of within country 77.9% 88.8% 71.6% 79.9% 

Total Count 276 214 162 652 

% of within country 100% 100% 100% 100.0% 

χ² (4, N=652) =97.07, p<.001 

 Newspaper 

News 

Frames 

Philippine 

Daily 

Inquirer 

Manila 

Bulletin 

Bangkok 

Post 

Nation 

(Thailand) 

Phnom 

Penh Post 

Khmer 

Times 

Total 

Positive 

(percentage) 

6 

(3.6%) 

9 

(8.2%) 

6 

(5.1%) 

11 

(11.3%) 

11 

(15.7%) 

35 

(38%) 

78 

(12%) 

Negative 

(percentage) 

32 

(19.3%) 

14 

(12.7%) 

2 

(1.7%) 

5 

(5.2%) 

0 

(0%) 

0 

(0%) 

53 

(8.1%) 

Neutral 

(percentage) 

128 

(77.1%) 

87 

(79.1%) 

109 

(93.2%) 

81 

(83.5%) 

59 

(84.3%) 

57 

(62%) 

521 

(79.9%) 

Total 

(percentage) 

166 

(100.0%) 

166 

(100.0%) 

117 

(100.0%) 

117 

(100.0%) 

70 

(100.0%) 

92 

(100.0%) 

652 

(100.0%) 
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When the chi-square test of a table larger than 2u2 is significant, it is desirable to investigate the 

data further. In this analysis, it was a 3u3 table, containing nine comparisons. Pairwise 

comparisons with Bonferroni corrections of p values have been proven to be useful in conducting 

post hoc tests (MacDonald & Gardner, 2000). As there were nine comparisons, applying 

Bonferroni correction means that a p value has to be less than .05/9=.00556 to be significant at the 

p<.05 level, seven out of nine categories showed a significant difference between countries and 

news frames. 

5.3c: P values of pairwise comparisons between countries and news frames 

Categories P value 

Positive vs. Philippines .00001 

Negative vs. Philippines .00000 

Neutral vs. Philippines .27133 

Positive vs. Thailand .02711 

Negative vs. Thailand .00152 

Neutral vs. Thailand .00008 

Positive vs. Cambodia .00000 

Negative vs. Cambodia .00001 

Neutral vs. Cambodia .00237 

 

 

Newspapers of the Philippines employed 5.4% of its coverage in positive frame, which was in 

sharp contrast to newspapers of Cambodia (28.4%). In terms of negative frame, there was a clear-

cut difference among newspapers of the three Southeast Asian countries. The Philippine 

newspapers (16.7%) adopted considerably more negative frames than newspapers of Thailand 

(3.3%) and Cambodia (0%). Besides, the difference among the newspapers of the three Southeast 

Asian countries in using neutral frame was relatively less stark. Newspapers of Thailand (88.8%) 

used neutral frame a bit more than newspapers of the Philippines (77.9%) and Cambodia (71.6%) 

did. 
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Chapter 6 

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS OF THE QUALITATIVE STUDY 

 

This chapter summarizes the perspectives of the sample of media practitioners who work for news 

institutions in Southeast Asia regarding China-related news, as wells the insights into China’s 

influence on the media in the region. The research has been focused on the case study in the 

Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. Among the media practitioners interviewed, their positions 

range from journalist, editor to editor-in-chief, and the news outlets include newspapers, television 

stations and radio stations in English and Chinese along with one Thai-language television station 

and one Cambodian newspaper in the local language, Khmer.  

In the qualitative analysis, comprehensive direct quotes from the local media practitioners are used 

to explain their viewpoints of the related questions about the research, under the theoretical 

framework outlined in Chapter 3.  

Based on the theory of the political economy of media, media system theory and public diplomacy, 

the interview responses reflected on the matters pertinent to media ownership, censorship, 

regulations, relationship with government, Chinese investments and cooperation. 

All interviewees in the qualitative study are listed in Appendix III with the date and location of the 

interview, the type of news organization they work for, and the title of their profession. The semi-

structured interviews were conducted under the guideline from the set of questions that are 

presented in Chapter 4. In addition, the interview protocol designed for this field study can be 

found in Appendix II. 

This chapter is divided into four sections according to the subject areas relevant to the research 

questions. Firstly, it explains the selection of news sources when reporting China-related news 

stories are discussed. Second, it deals with the editorial decision on various types of news stories 

about China and Chinese engagement. What follows is the subject about news frames the media 

practitioners usually pick to portray the image of China in their reporting and the possible reasons 

for employing certain frames. Lastly, it investigates the news production in the newsroom to 
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understand the whole process that generates China-related news, focusing on their journalistic 

routines, possible censorship, pressure, and obstacles that comprise factors that influence the news 

content. 

 

6.1 News Sources 

In terms of news sources for China-related news, some media practitioners would choose to refer 

to news materials from Chinese news agency or Chinese media including Xinhua News Agency, 

China News Service, China Central Television (CCTV), People’s Daily and Global Times. On one 

hand, some of them find the Chinese media trustworthy and use them directly without making 

many modifications, as the following quotes suggested. 

 As editors, we normally go through it. If it is a wire story from Xinhua, we simply look at if there’s 

a grammatical error or spelling error. But normally, it stays as it is. (PHI2) 

We also look at Xinhua because it is an international news wire service trying to compete with 

international media like AP. I think journalists are also doing the same reporting. My newspaper 

is a government-aligned newspaper, so even for the wire service, the sources have to be selective. 

If it is the story about Cambodia’s relationship with China, we prefer Xinhua than other 

international media. (CAM 1) 

On the other hand, media practitioners acknowledged the official background of the Chinese news 

outlets and regard them as one of the many sources they would look for as a reference in their 

reporting of news related to China to ensure the accuracy of the stories. 

CCTV reports pretty much based on the Chinese government’s stances. But, we don’t just check 

on CCTV. When I report a Chinese news story, I check on many sources. Other than CCTV, we 

refer to other sources to be accurate. (THAI 2) 

Notably, partnerships have been formed between some Southeast Asian media and Chinese media. 

Thanks to the cooperative relationships, the process of acquiring news sources has become a lot 

easier. An interviewee from an English language broadsheet newspaper in the Philippines and 

another interviewee working for one of Thailand’s commercial television stations broadcast in the 
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Thai language claimed that their institutions have close ties with some Chinese news outlets, and 

even they maintain personal connections with Chinese state media journalists. 

We’re a partner newspaper of the People’s Daily, which is an official newspaper of CCP. So, we 

get a regular dose of news coming from them. (PH 2) 

We have personal contacts with journalists from CCTV. Whenever I have a question, I ask them. 

If they have questions, they ask me. We can ask for information from each other, and we’re helping 

each other. I’m happy about that. We’re more like friends. (THAI 2) 

Regarding Chinese news media as the main source for news stories pertinent to China is interlinked 

with the affiliation of the news organization. For example, the interviewees from the pro-

government and even pro-China news outlets in the region bluntly admitted they prefer news 

sources from Chinese official media.  

I can tell you our newspaper takes a pro-China stance and supports China in international 

conflicts. We present a controversial event, like disputes in the South China Sea, with facts, which 

guarantee the public right to know by referring statements from each side. At the same time, we 

attempt to use comments, opinion pieces from Chinese official media acting in concert with related 

news reports. (PHI 4) 

It is also interesting to know that some media organizations in Southeast Asia used to subscribe 

wire service from Chinese news agencies, but decided not to use them anymore due to economic 

considerations, along with wider choices brought by the development of Internet and digital media.  

When I just started my journalism career working for my newspaper in 1999, my stories about 

China mainly rely on Chinese wire services such as Xinhua and China News Service that provided 

news materials for a certain fee. We were subscribers by then. However, with the advancement of 

technology and the emergence of news websites, we cut the subscriptions as there are a bunch of 

sources that we can get for free now, needless to say, news articles from Xinhua appear to be too 

official and lack readability. (CAM 4) 

There are also a few statements made by respondents that expressed their distrust in Chinese media. 

The executive editor and managing director of a Chinese daily newspaper in Thailand expressed 
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the following critical opinions on Chinese media, in the Thai context.  

I think the reporting of local media in Thailand including newspapers in English, Thai, and 

Chinese as well as television broadcasters, on China-related issues is more or less like “the 

emperor's new clothes”, meaning the widely accepted Chinese news media actually fail to provide 

the information that reveals the reality. As soon as the Chinese President Xi Jinping stated a few 

years ago that all media in China must work to speak for the party’s will, I decided not to use 

Xinhua or China News Service anymore in my newspaper, as there’s no neutrality or credibility 

in them. Therefore, I ask my editorial staff in the newsroom to gather all the information they can 

get online, nicely pack them and write their own stories. My personal relationships with Chinese 

people including people in the field of politics, my friends and my family members in China are 

also my sources. (THAI 3)  

 

Evidently, apart from Chinese news agencies, media practitioners in Southeast Asia usually check 

on newswire when they cover China-related news, and in daily practice, they’re inclined to refer 

to big players in international wire services such as Reuters, AP, and AFP. Media from Singapore, 

Hong Kong, and Taiwan have also been highlighted by the media practitioners. 

We mainly use AFP. Besides, Reuters, Central News Agency from Taiwan, and the magazine 

Economist are some sources that we often monitor and use in our news stories. We don’t take their 

stances but facts. (THAI 3) 

We subscribe Xinhua, Reuters, AP and AFP in the newsroom. (CAM 2) 

We refer to Singaporean media such as The Strait Times, Channel News Asia. I think the news 

media of Singapore reports a lot of incidents about Asia including China and I find them pretty 

trustworthy. Also, we check on South China Morning Post, a Hong Kong English-language 

newspaper, owned by Alibaba. (THAI 2) 

Thanks to the widespread use of the Internet, search engines have also been regarded as platforms 

to obtain news stories. A multimedia journalist working for a radio broadcaster in Phnom Penh 

shared his preference for Google. 

Normally, we depend on Google. Wire is not something you can assess for free. Google has 
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everything. I don’t really monitor the wire. When I put in keywords to search on Google News, 

everything I need comes up. (CAM 3) 

In addition to Google, I search “Philippines” in Chinese on Baidu on daily basis to keep track of 

what has happened in China that related to the Philippines or Filipinos. (PHI 3) 

The Chinese embassies in the region play a vital role in providing news sources to local news 

institutions, especially issues associated with economic figures and business development. 

Moreover, according to the respondents, the Chinese embassies regularly invite local journalists 

to visit China and arrange media tours to provide chances for them to gather first-hand materials 

to report Chinese news stories.  

If we report the economics of China, we get information from the Chinese embassy in Phnom Penh. 

But in case that crimes committed by Chinese happen in the provinces, we contact local police… 

(CAM 2)  

In general, local news outlets in Southeast Asia have limited resources to send reporters to China 

for reporting, and it is not common to have correspondents based in China, except short-term trips 

on specific issues or events sponsored by Chinese embassies in the region, Overseas Chinese 

Affairs of the State Council and organizing committees of forums or summits held in China, in 

cooperation with local press associations. During the trips in China, the journalists from Southeast 

Asian media normally don’t just cover what the Chinese government wants them to report. Instead, 

they find their way to get other information they need to develop more interesting and less official 

news stories about China. Despite the convenience offered by the Chinese government to media 

practitioners in Southeast Asia to cover China, the sponsored trips at Beijing’s expense have been 

viewed as an attempt of China to extend its impact into the regions’ media sector (AFP, 2018).  

We seldom send reporters to China to do the reporting, unless some big events like the president’s 

official visits to China. I went to Beijing two years ago to cover the 19th National Congress of the 

Communist Party of China, invited by Overseas Chinese Affairs of the State Council. I did cover 

the conference, but that was not the main reason I went to China. During my stay in Beijing, I 

interviewed Filipino people who work in China and got my own stories. I didn’t want my reports 

to look too official, or even to be seen as Chinese propaganda. I also went to Nanning, Guangxi 



 61 

province to report on China-ASEAN Exposition, on the invitation of the organizing committee. 

(PHI 3) 

 

I just got back from a 5-day media trip to Guangzhou and Shenzhen. I went there with the Thai 

Journalists Association and the Chinese Embassy in Thailand. We have to make a proposal to give 

them to interview. It was about innovative stories so that we visited Tencent and Huawei. In the 

end, my editor and leader back in Bangkok decided not to air the story of these Chinese technology 

companies. Instead, I did an interview with an officer in the Consulate of Thailand in Guangzhou 

and got a story about the tendency of Thai entrepreneurs’ investments in Guangdong. (THAI 1) 

Media practitioners in the region also seek experts, scholars, and analysts with specific expertise 

on their China-related stories. Relations between China and the Southeast Asian countries have 

recently become hot issues leading to the increasing need for China experts to refer to as part of 

the news sources. An editor of a daily newspaper in the Philippines emphasized the shortage of 

experts on China and the relationships between China and the Philippines.  

China is a new subject for us, along with its relationship with the Philippines. As we focus on 

disputes, we interview experts from international think tanks about international relations and 

international law. About China issues, there are only approximately five experts that we regularly 

talk to. We have more people we can ask, about issues like trade with the United States, European 

Union. It’s happening relatively longer. China is a new emphasis. So, I think we’re still finding 

our way. (PHI 1) 

 

6.2 News Types 

The type of news reporting is important to explore the pattern of how Southeast Asian media report 

China and Chinese engagement in the region, as there is a difference in the depth and availability 

of news types that news media carry. 

For the media in Southeast Asia, China news is part of world news or international news. However, 

when it forms a relationship with the home country, China-related news would become national, 

and even make headlines. China has become an indispensable topic for Southeast Asian media to 
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cover with China’s increasing engagement in the region. A foreign news journalist in one of the 

main television stations in Thailand made a remark on the importance of China news in the 

interview.  

We focus more on China, compared to the United States, Britain or Europe. I think in our channel, 

30 to 40 percent are China news among all world news. (THAI 1) 

Every day, we report news about China in our newspaper. We’re very interested in the engagement 

of China with Asia. That’s where the Philippines is. We’re interested because we’re neighbors and 

we keep a close eye on what’s happening in the region. (PHI 2) 

According to respondents in all three countries, the fundamental observation of handling China-

related stories was that there is far more hard news than soft news. Most of the reports are event-

oriented dealing with politics, business, foreign affairs, crimes, conflicts, and disasters.  

As for China news, political news accounts for the most. We also cover news about culture, 

technology, and military, with less attention undoubtedly. Yet, there’re exceptions. The South 

China Sea dispute between China and the Philippines belongs to military news. We report related 

news every single day occupying quite a lot of pages, and the number of pages depends on the 

situation and the development. For all general news, we normally have four pages, in which three 

were focused on the South China Sea when the tensions became extremely intense. (PHI 4) 

In general, we put emphasis on financial news and business news relating to China. To be more 

specific, among average eight to nine articles reported daily about China in our newspaper, five 

to six pieces are stories on current affairs. (CAM 4) 

Apart from hard news, news features and investigative stories are news types that media 

practitioners usually use in their China-related news stories. In those reports, the issues of China 

are reported in a way that concentrates on analysis, reasons, background, and interpretation. 

I’m doing an investigative story about a power dam project by China in Cambodia. I’ve got 

sources saying that some of the construction workers came to Cambodia illegally by ship without 

passports. They are probably prisoners in China. After the construction is finished, they marry 

local women and don’t go back to China. I’m still doing the research and getting information from 
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interviewees. (CAM 2) 

As outlined in the previous chapters, China has been increasingly engaging in Southeast Asia, 

mainly via investments, financial aids, and infrastructure projects, with the growing political and 

economic power. Several interviewees agreed that the media in the region frequently include 

coverage of investments, trade agreement and infrastructure projects run or financed by the 

Chinese government or Chinese enterprises. The news angles for those kind of stories mainly focus 

on the influence brought to their own countries, such as the jobs created for the local people, crimes 

committed by the Chinese construction workers who came to Southeast Asian countries to build 

buildings, roads, and bridges.  

We cover a lot of China’s investments and projects. I usually pick how Thai people see the changes 

for the mega projects coming from China.  Thai audience is the main focus. I have to pick the 

angle that Thai people can apply or get some benefits. For example, what’s the aim of China to 

invest in here or what the Thai entrepreneurs can get from the investment? (Thai 1) 

Our reports are so inward-looking. For example, how a certain agreement or project would benefit 

local people. How many jobs it will create?  Or China is willing to hire a certain number of 

Filipino teachers to teach English in China. That would be interesting for us. (PHI 1) 

The China-led initiative, One Belt One Road, is served as one of the essential topics for the local 

media coverage of China in Southeast Asia. In particular, Thailand strives to link the Chinese 

initiate with its East Economic Corridor (EEC).  

China tries to get many ASEAN countries involved in the Belt and Road Initiative. So, we just 

report on the information. But mostly, the angle is about Thailand and ASEAN. Sometimes from 

the angle of China. (THAI 2) 

Right now, the One Belt One Road initiative shows that China is no longer a country that would 

close for everyone outside. It tries to open more than before to get people to know what china is 

or what China’s way is. In our report, we usually cover the East Economic Corridor. (THAI 1) 

There were also statements from some respondents pointing out the common practice in China 

reporting, that stands in contrast with the preference above. Some news outlets tend to downplay 
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the news about China’s investments and trade in the region. 

We cover not so much on investments or trade agreement. First of all, it’s a number story, so it’s 

harder to dissect. What we usually report are political stories related to China. I also think a lot 

of commitments are still not certain or forthcoming. And they’ve not been realized yet. (PHI 1) 

It was also mentioned that some ASEAN countries get scared of the consequences of the expansion 

of Chinese engagement in Southeast Asia. Such concern is also reflected in the news presented by 

the local press. 

Through trade and investments, China uses its own methods to get into other countries. Some 

ASEAN countries worry about China’s coming. Sometimes, we report from this angle. People 

working in the field of environment have concerns about China’s projects that would harm the 

environment, and the national resources like what already happened in Cambodia, Laos, 

Myanmar, and Vietnam. (THAI 1) 

For example, if it is an infrastructure project, that’s pretty much the story about the funding. We 

would consider the risk of the project. We understand it’s a little complex. At most, we’ll say we 

need to be careful about whether we need to pay in exchange for this funding or what we have to 

exchange. (PHI 1) 

The editorial decision on what to be reported is heavily dependent on different crucial issues 

accordingly in different contexts. In this case study, the proximity determines what China-related 

issues should be reported more than others in media in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, 

respectively. As for the Philippines, the news about the disputed waters with China is always a 

focus for their local media. When it comes to Thailand, the tourism news stands out, explained by 

a Thai journalist in the following quote. 

Thailand is a country that pretty much depends on tourism. We got the Chinese tourists most and 

therefore, we give the priority to them. So, if anything about Chinese tourists happens, we have to 

focus on that. (THAI 2) 

The emphasis of news reporting about China for media practitioners in Cambodia is also based on 

the country’s political and economic situations and its relationship with China, which fits with the 
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theory of the political economy. The political economy of media implies that the news stories are 

likely to coincide with and even strengthen the political situation in the country or region in which 

the news outlet exists (Schudson, 1997). 

We always think we have a good relationship with China. It’s already there. That’s particularly 

for the time being since the U.S and Europe posed some sanctions on Cambodia two years ago. It 

is important to report any new development of the relationship between China and Cambodia, 

mainly positive development. (CAM 1) 

In addition, significant events of China or Chinese which have no direct relationship with the 

country in Southeast Asia or the region, are of interest to Southeast Asian media as well. Issues 

concerning the relations between China and the United States are frequently included in the local 

press in the region. 

We mostly report major policies of the Chinese government and major incidents taking place in 

China. Like today, the president of North Korea Kim Jong Un is visiting China for their 4th summit. 

We’re closely following that. So, if China has engagements with the two Koreas and with the 

United States, we would definitely report on it. (PHI 2) 

Our newspaper provides half a page daily for the major events in China. For instance, we cover 

the China-U.S. trade negotiations today. Major events of China like the 19th National Congress 

of the Communist Party of China, a successful moon landing for the Chang'e-4 and devastating 

disasters like earthquakes happening in China. (CAM 4) 

 

6.3 News Frames 

One of the research questions relevant to this thesis is how China is framed in the local reporting 

in Southeast Asian countries. It is suggested that the practice of media practitioners including 

journalists and editors in the newsroom would affect the framing of a news story (Tuchman, 1997). 

The following analysis of the responses of the interviewees seeks to present the common frames 

that they usually depict China and explain the factors that influence the portrayal of the image of 

China. 
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The majority of the media practitioners interviewed in this study highlighted the powerfulness of 

China as a country with the development of its increasing economic growth and political influence. 

Words like “super power”, “big power” are most frequently mentioned to describe China in their 

reports.  

In my reports, China is the super power of Asia. Sometimes, it’s more than that. For my editor and 

manager, China is the super power equal to the United States, on the worldwide stage. (THAI 1) 

China is a big power, when North Korea is in the fight with the U.S. China is always the middle 

man to make a balance in the region. (THAI 2) 

The closer ties and partnership between China and ASEAN countries are also reflected in how 

media in the region report China. China adopts a “good” neighbor” policy towards its surrounding 

region, getting ready to act as a competent player on the diplomatic stage (Medeiros & Fravel, 

2003).  Some of the interviewees, particularly media practitioners from Cambodia referred to 

China as “a partner”, “a good friend” or “an ally” of the country they come from and develop their 

news stories according to the reoccurring theme of partnership.  

We always mention China as an ally. We have to portray a cooperative image of China mainly 

after the U.S. and EU started to put pressure on the Cambodian government after the dissolution 

of the former opposition party in 2017 when the Chinese government started to offer financial 

support to the Cambodian government. (CAM 1) 

We become better friends mainly because of the good cooperation between the Cambodian 

government and the Chinese government. We write them in the reports. China is providing aids, 

assistance, equipment for the military so that it is quite easy to show the friendliness between our 

two countries in news. (CAM 2) 

Family obligation is often used by China to refer to its role in Asia as the statement by Chinese 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi made in 2013 saying China and the ASEAN countries are adjacent 

neighbors and are like a “big family”. The image of China presented by the media in Southeast 

Asia echoes the Chinese official expression.  

To Thailand, I guess China is like a big brother. Our relationship is like brothers and sisters.  
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Obviously, China is a big model for Thailand. So, we cover many China-related issues with this 

background. (THAI 2) 

It is argued that the rise of China has generated global concern over its potential threat to other 

countries, especially the neighboring areas including Southeast Asia where China engages a lot. 

China, as it grows in power and influence, is hard to predict resulting in many countries to remain 

uncertain and anxious (Lampton, 2008) According to the media practitioners interviewed in the 

field study, they seldom portray China as a “threat” in their daily practice, but they do cover and 

investigate the possible risks that China’s involvement in the region would bring to the homeland, 

in order to warn the local government and inform the general public including the business sector. 

We have never looked at China as a threat as far as my newspaper concerns. China has been 

colonized. The colonizers also came into the Philippines. So, we have a shared history. I totally 

don’t agree with the saying that the rise of China is a new colonial threat to the developing 

countries in Africa and in Southeast Asia. (PHI 2) 

We heard all of those issues that caught by Cambodian eyes, especially the educated people trying 

to warn the government to take investments from China carefully. The presentation of China’s 

issues depends on the topics and how our sources say. Even though Chinese investments are bigger 

than the U.S. and other countries in Cambodia, we still need to present our sources saying we 

need to be careful about Chinese investments to warn the Cambodian government which always 

protects investors. (CAM 3) 

The comparative framing research on the local newspapers in the region was conducted in a 

quantitative approach in this study. The news frames are classified as positive, negative and neutral. 

The interviews with the media practitioners further explain their preference in news framing of 

China’s image in general and China’s engagement in the region. Positively framed news reports 

concerning China are a common occurrence in Southeast Asian media. Those who tend to report 

China in positive ways admitted the unwritten guideline in their news outlets and certain principles 

they need to follow. It is interesting to find out that three out of four media practitioners working 

for Chinese language newspapers in Southeast Asia give a clear answer about the positive 

reporting of China, in spite of some coverage of negative matters that confirmed by Chinese 

official media.  
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For the image of China, we report positively. We stick to one-China policy. Basically, you will not 

see expressions like “Republic of China”, “president of Taiwan” in our newspaper. Instead, we 

use “the leader of Taiwan” as Chinese state media does. I can say that we follow a guideline for 

the usage of such terms, mostly in the area of politics. (PHI 3) 

For our newspaper, we are positively reporting on China news, especially in terms of politics and 

political institutions. The practice is not only aligned with the aim of our newspaper but also 

accepted by the Chinese community in Cambodia. (CAM 4) 

The respondents also made a comparison with the Western media in covering China to illustrate 

the reason why China receives slanted press coverage.  

Western media likes to focus on the “stains” of China and they like to hype. Even though such 

“stains” can be true, we don’t want to over-hype the problems. Media in the West, in Southeast 

Asia and in China, all have their colors and stances. (PHI 3) 

When it comes to the negative news about China, the news outlets that incline to positive reporting 

use some tactics to downplay the negative news stories, in order to ensure the overall positive 

image of China, such as allocating the negative news stories about China to less important pages 

and using the title of the article to realize the editorial choices.  

Currently, there are claims from some politicians in the Philippines claiming China has a lot of 

debt traps which may give rise to many problems that influence the stability of the Philippines’ 

economy. An editor in a Chinese-language newspaper in the Philippines shared his tactics in 

reporting such matters and emphasized the importance of treading a very fine line when covering 

controversial issues. 

We report this kind of voice because people have concerns about certain issues about China and 

it is also a news fact. I would include this in my page, but would not put it on the front page. 

Probably, I would put the article on a minor page. If I think the accusation is not right, my attitude 

will be shown even in the title of the article. If the comment is fair, the title is, of course, a more 

neutral one. This is the power of editing. The principle is not explicitly stated but is kept in the 

minds of the editors. (PHI 4) 
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According to the media practitioners, the preference in positive reporting is resulted from the aim 

of the news outlets, the ownership, the relationship with the local government, the personal stances 

of the editorial staff.  

Our newspaper is funded by one of the largest banks in Cambodia and the corporation involves in 

a variety of industries. From the perspective of the boss, he has to do his business. He is a pro- 

government entrepreneur. And he’s also one of the advisors of the Prime Minster Hung Sen. He 

doesn’t interfere with the newsroom directly, but we need to consider the situation of the ownership. 

(CAM 4) 

The quote above from the editor-in-chief of a Chinese-language newspaper in Cambodia 

confirmed the research of scholars who conclude that the media must take the interests of their 

owners into account when deciding how news stories are covered (Lawrence, 2010).  

Additionally, the mission and the vision of a news outlet as well as the media staff are pertinent to 

the framing of China in local media in Southeast Asia. 

As the editor-in-chief, I originally come from China. Most employees of the newspaper themselves 

would not blame both governments all day long. At the time the newspaper was established, the 

founder set the tenet which is to promote Chinese culture, build a bridge of industry and commerce, 

and serve the Chinese community. (CAM 4) 

Despite the preference in positive coverage of China practiced by some of the Southeast Asian 

media that the interviewees in this study work for, the difference in presenting the image of China 

between their media organizations and Chinese state media is underlined.  

Chinese state media, in all types of news, would show the official views by presenting the image 

that the Chinese authorities promote. Let’s say “China’s peaceful rise”. What we present is 

slightly different. The overseas media like us can’t be a party newspaper. This is my own principle. 

The overseas media must have its own characteristics. The Chinese government also understands 

that overseas media have their own voice. (PHI 4) 

A few interviewees appointed to China for several issues that are negative for the civic society in 

their coverage on China.  



 70 

I will address the fact that China is involved in a violation of human rights and the rules of the 

game that recognized by the international community. The lack of credibility on the world stage is 

as well cannot be accepted. In my article, I put forward an unwelcome stance, with a not serious 

anti-communist argument. (THAI 3) 

The reporting on negative events related to China does not necessarily lead to a negative framing. 

The media practitioners interviewed agreed that the coverage on crimes and violence conducted 

by Chinese in their countries, mainly with the emphasis on the cooperation between two 

governments with the aim of cracking down crime groups and gangsters, would not be framed in 

a negative way. 

The resent for Chinese working in Cambodia, especially in Sihanoukville is growing in the past 

two years. The stories about crimes conducted by Chinese are spiking. A lot of negative things 

happen related to Chinese in Cambodia. We investigate a little bit, take the story angle and report 

the crimes, and the views of local people. We’re not in the position to impose racism against any 

nationality in Cambodia. We try to bring everything neutral. (CAM 3) 

The neutral news frames are also often applied in news stories in relation to China in the local 

media in Southeast Asia. In neutral news stories, the organization of news content is two-folded. 

Media practitioners tend to write what happens and let the readers make their own judgments.  

Maybe from the ASEAN aspect, China has some conflicts with the Philippines, Vietnam over the 

South China Sea. Thailand, as a member of ASEAN, we don’t intervene with each other. Usually, 

when we report it, we just report the information. We don’t take sides. It’s always neutral even 

when it comes to Thailand. If we use comments from experts saying things about China, we report 

both sides. I translated from other news media without adding my perspective. (THAI 2) 

 

6.4 Journalistic Routines and Obstacles  

The media practitioners interviewed in this study come from three different countries in Southeast 

Asia, which are the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. Despite the differences in political 

situations, social contexts and media markets, the journalists and editors share several things in 
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common in terms of journalistic routines, pressures, and obstacles in the process of covering stories 

about China and China’s engagement in the region.  

The assessment of the relationship between Chinese embassies and local media in Southeast Asia 

is one of the channels to understand China’s influence on the media sector in the region. As some 

interviewees mentioned, they have a hard time getting responses from the Chinese embassies, even 

though the announcements and statements from the embassies are regarded as important news 

sources when they report on China-related issues.  

It is a common practice for Chinese embassies to send press releases to the local news outlets in 

Southeast Asia. However, it is rather difficult to form personal contacts with press officers. And 

this is partly due to the frequent shifting of officers responsible for public and media relations. An 

editor in a local newspaper in the Philippines shared his personal experience in reaching the 

Chinese embassy. 

I wish the Chinese embassy can reach out a little more. We hardly hear from them. It’s a little 

hard to get news. They did get to local media. But they’re shifting officers all the time so maybe 

they lose check. It would be nice to get more in line with media officers. I used to have someone’s 

number but never get any response. They send out press release, but never respond personally. 

(PHI 1) 

Similar situations happen in Cambodia when journalists seek for responses from the Chinese 

embassy. 

The embassy doesn’t want to communicate with local journalists. Even if we can reach them, they 

decline to comment. They usually reply to you: “Please don’t call me. I’m not in the position to 

answer your question.” We’re trying to reach the Chinese ambassador, especially we’re trying to 

do Chinese influence in Cambodia. I can’t reach the press officer of the Chinese embassy. (CAM 

3) 

The above quote is from a multimedia journalist working for a radio broadcaster in Cambodia. He 

complained about the difficulty to get access to information from the Chinese Embassy in Phnom 

Penh. Yet, another media practitioner from a local English-language newspaper also in Cambodia 

described the situation in stark contrast. 
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The Chinese embassy has invited the Cambodian reporters to China to report. The Chinese 

embassy in Cambodia has also invited our journalists to get information, have dinner together and 

share some news. This has happened for a long time. (CAM 2) 

The contrasting statements from the two Cambodian media practitioners may result from the varied 

types of ownership and the relationship with the Cambodian government. While the former one 

works for an independent radio broadcaster, the latter comes from a pro-government newspaper 

owned by a Malaysian businessman with close ties with the government. 

When it comes to news about misconducts of Chinese tourists or crimes conducted by Chinese in 

the region, Chinese embassies would hold press conferences to clarify the stance that they would 

not tolerate any Chinese criminal and would cooperate with the local authorities to crack down 

crimes. However, some media practitioners pointed out that they have to follow what the Chinese 

embassies have announced according to the journalistic routines in their news outlets.  

We cannot criticize the Chinese without the consent from the Chinese embassy. If the Chinese 

embassy or the Cambodian government has not released a news statement, we cannot report about 

it. (CAM 1) 

It is interesting to note that some local news outlets in the Chinese language are seen as Chinese 

state media by the Chinese embassies. This leads to misunderstandings between local Chinese-

language media and Chinese embassies in Southeast Asia.  

The Chinese embassy sometimes regards our newspaper as a Chinese state newspaper and ask us 

to listen to them. For us, we maintain a friendly relationship with the Chinese embassy with self-

discipline. To be strict, we don’t need to listen to them. But such things happen. For example, one 

Chinese ambassador once accused a pro-Taiwan Chinese-language newspaper of creating “two 

Chinas” at the dinner meeting with the senior management of local newspapers in the Chinese 

language. Actually, the Chinese embassy can do nothing to alter the stances of the Chinese 

newspapers here. (PHI 3) 

The pressure from the Chinese embassies is closely related to the ownership of the news outlets in 

the region.  The influence on the media outlets is exerted on the owners first and then owners 

transfer the pressure to the editorial staff in the newsroom by intervention to varying degrees. The 
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news creators have to spare no effort to adapt to the demand from their boss by making adjustments 

to the content they write.  

The Chinese Embassy was very upset with some of my articles and hope that I would stop writing 

such articles. They put pressure on my boss. My boss who owns five bank branches in China ask 

me to consider his interests. I fully understand and master the boundary. I still can write what I 

want to say but with limits. My boss agrees on how I balance the interest of all sides.  (THAI 3) 

It can be implied from the quote above that the business elites that finance and run the media 

outlets are trying to control what can be said, and what should be left out concerning the content 

of the news. The business interest is of vital significance in deciding how to report China-related 

news. However, the media practitioners use their skills to offset the power of self-censorship in 

the newsroom and reach the standards for publishing.  

I wrote a very sensitive story about China’s potential motive to build a military base in Cambodia 

and get the article published in my pro-government newspaper. At the first glance, you feel like 

the story supports the government, but actually, contents of warning the government are also 

included.  I have many writing styles that are used in different types of news articles. We just sneak 

in a critical line in political pieces. (CAM 1) 

The pressure from the local government is also one of the main pressures that media practitioners 

would encounter in reporting China.  A media practitioner from a pro-government newspaper in 

Cambodia made a statement about their practice in covering news stories involving China and 

other countries.  

I’ve written articles about the trade war between China and the United States. We have to take 

side with China. That’s the pressure we have and we need to consider Cambodia’s relationship 

with China. We just celebrated the 60th anniversary of the bilateral relationship between 

Cambodia and China. (CAM 1) 

Apart from the government, political elites play a relatively important role in influencing how 

journalists cover certain issues in Southeast Asia, especially in political reports. The political 

economy theory suggests that the content of news would probably coincide with the political and 

social situations that develop with the political elites (Schudson, 1997). 
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Sometimes, we get interference from politicians. Some of our political reports influence the high-

ranking officials. They ask to correct something. We need to be careful when we write political 

reports, including issues about China.  (CAM 2) 

As for some media practitioners, it is not acceptable to take sides when they write stories about 

China and its interaction with the home country no matter how good or bad the relationship with 

China is. 

Our newspaper belongs to the Filipino government. We have to present both sides of the story. If 

we put out the side of the Chinese, we have to put out the side of the government of the Philippines. 

As journalists, we’re not supposed to be emotional about things. So just present the story the way 

it should be presented, with all the important details. Even if the relationship is good or bad 

between two countries, we cannot be subjective. (PHI 2) 

 

There are various aspects that can affect how media practitioners frame a news event, including 

societal values and norms, organizational limitations, and interest group pressure (Scheufele, 

1999). The statements of the interviewees have confirmed the effects of these factors. 

When asked about media censorship, most respondents from the Philippines and Thailand seemed 

to be quite sure that their news stories are free from censorship and they are able to write whatever 

they want.  

I never encounter censorship during my ten-year-long media career as a foreign news reporter. 

I’m confident to say there’s also no internal guideline in the newsroom, at least according to my 

experience. (THAI 1) 

However, there could be some guidelines in Southeast Asian news organizations, which have 

integrated into the political economy of the country. For instance, the media practitioners are aware 

of the sensitivity and significance of certain issues about China and handle related news with care. 

Those news stories could affect the interests of the government, and even the economy of the 

country.  

We are informed that we have to be careful about Chinese tourists because our economy depends 

heavily on tourism. We have to be careful when we report on the negative aspects of Chinese 
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tourists in Thailand. We sometimes try to avoid saying Chinese tourists. We say foreign tourists 

or tourists from Asia. I understand we should think about the economy of Thailand. (THAI 2) 

Censorship and internal guidelines are not rare in local news organizations in Cambodia, according 

to the Cambodian media practitioners interviewed. Political stories about high-ranking officials in 

the country are always censored, while the restrictions on China-related news are rather loose, 

despite their preference for positive reporting on the image China which has been discussed earlier 

in this section. 

You can just do around here as told. You cannot jump over there. Regarding China news, we have 

to think if it’s a good image or a bad image. So far, we don’t get a denial from the owner for not 

allowing publishing China-related stories. (CAM 2) 

The interviewees also pointed out the problem of professionalism in local media outlets in 

Southeast Asia. The content of the news stories sometimes can be too radical in the light of 

professional standards for factual reporting.  

There are some radical journalists supporting the government or the opposition in blind. They use 

abusive languages to stereotype the opposition. But sometimes my article was not published 

because the editor-in-chief can’t understand the professional standard of news writing and he 

would expect me to write in radical style, for example, criticizing the opposition of the government.  

(CAM 1) 

Lack of professional journalism training is accounted for the problem of professionalism in the 

media sector in Southeast Asia, particularly in Cambodia, as described by a Cambodian newspaper 

editor who also works as a journalism trainer in local institutions in the interview. 

Because of the lack of training, the quality of news stories was quite poor and journalists often 

made ethical mistakes. Journalists usually learn the skills on the job. My working with the previous 

newspaper was paired with experienced foreign reporters, mainly from the U.S., Australia and 

New Zealand. (CAM 1) 

Many media organizations in the region are facing a manpower crisis.  The number of journalists 

or editors responsible for international news including China-related news is considerably rigid. 
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Due to insufficient staff, it is difficult to arrange journalists to go out for interviews about news 

events other than national news. In this regard, the news stories about China mostly come from 

newswire service, instead of firsthand interviews. 

For covering China-related news, we have only one editor, but usually, we don’t have enough 

people to do interviews and get firsthand materials. The power of journalists is relatively weak. It 

is good enough to take care of local affairs. The editor for the China-related news is responsible 

for several pages. We used to have a translation team for wires, but not anymore for now because 

of the lack of manpower. (PHI 3) 

With China’s increasing engagements in Southeast Asia, a new development in the area of the 

media sector has emerged. An English-language newspaper in Cambodia, for which one editor 

interviewed in the study works, just launched a new version in the Chinese language including 20 

pages. The news would be slightly different from the original English one, and it would be 

published in print and online. The newspaper has hired Chinese and local people who can speak 

Chinese, some of them have worked for Chinese-language newspaper before. Making profits is 

the major reason for establishing the new outlet in the Chinese version, according to the 

interviewee. 

I think the economic factor is driving the new Chinese edition. A lot of Chinese investors come to 

invest in Cambodia so that they need to read news about what is going on in this country. It is easy 

to get advertisements from Chinese companies. (CAM 2) 

Such new developments match the views of some scholars in the study of the political economy 

of media, who have found out some trends over the years, in their analysis of media industries 

involving a variety of concepts, such as commercialization, diversification, and concentration 

(Januzzi et al., 2016). For example, media companies diversify their businesses to create a synergy 

that maximizes profits and minimizes risks. 

The trend of globalization is reflected in the media landscape of Southeast Asia. Chinese news 

media expanded the network to Southeast Asia, setting bureaus and hiring journalists in the region. 

Those news organizations target overseas Chinese and also the local audience. The presence of 

Chinese media in Southeast Asia helps the local media practitioners to better understand the 
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national conditions of China, and their reports about foreign relations with the Southeast Asian 

countries provide a reference for local media in the region when covering related issues, as the 

interviewers in the study suggested. 

I think the Chinese media has also a positive influence in Cambodia. For example, Chinese 

Cambodian Radio station has established local channels both aired in Chinese and Khmer 

language. They report daily economic and political situations of Cambodia as well as visits of 

Chinese officials. So, in a way, they offer jobs to local journalists as well as good competition. We 

know the limits and boundaries of our reporting. If Xinhua can report on anything, we can also 

report the same thing relating to the relationship between China and Cambodia. (CAM 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 

CONCLUSION 
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The study was in an attempt to examine China’s influence on the media sector in one of its 

important neighboring regions, Southeast Asia. The news content and practice of journalism in 

reporting China and its engagement in the region were assessed in three Southeast Asian countries 

including the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, based on empirical data and analysis.  

The results from the quantitative content analysis and the qualitative interview analysis indicated 

several signs of influence exerted by China on the news outlets in Southeast Asia. The empirical 

data from news texts and interviews with media practitioners in the region can support the 

statement that China has observable impacts on the media content in the Philippines, Thailand and 

Cambodia, limited to certain aspects in relation to China’s growing regional power. 

 

7.1 Discussion and Summary of the Findings 

Regarding news sources used in news coverage about China and Chinese engagement in Southeast 

Asia in newspapers of the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, most of them cited statements of 

government, government press conferences, quotes from officials including police force, 

government ministers, spokespersons of the leaders when reporting China-related issues, 

according to the quantitative content analysis and the qualitative interview analysis. It was implied 

that the Southeast Asian media narratives to events about China were driven by a government 

agenda that sought to communicate the news stories in the interest of the “ruling class” as they are 

the main contributor of news sources. In this case, the official sources establish the initial definition 

and the primary interpretation of the topic and the media’s relationship to the power has the effect 

of making them play a crucial role in reporting China. This resonates with the claim that media 

stand in a position of structured subordination to the government which defines the news events 

(Hall, 1978).  

Among the news coverage on China in newspapers in the three selected Southeast Asian countries, 

the second frequently quoted was business sources. There is no denying the fact that most media 

institutions in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia are privately owned by business elites and 

wealthy families, with many affiliated with political leaders. It is clear that the ongoing influence 
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of business giants who own and control the media is still in effect. A political economy approach 

has been used by media scholars to analyze the power relationships between politics, mediation, 

and economics (Jin, 2018). The preference on the selection on business sources when covering 

China related issues revealed the nature of Southeast Asian media, especially in terms of ownership. 

The Chinese embassies in the region were accounted for providing news sources to local news 

institutions, mostly concerning issues associated with economic figures and business development 

of China. 

Importantly, sources from experts were also often used in the news reports about China in the 

selected news outlets. Approximately one out of four news pieces about China in the selected 

newspapers cited expert opinions, indicated by the quantitative content analysis. Media 

practitioners in Southeast Asia use viewpoints of experts, scholars, and analysts with specific 

expertise on China issues. In the interviews with the journalists and editors in the region, they 

brought up the problem of the shortage of accessible China experts for attaining professional 

insights. Some Southeast Asian news outlets face an acute shortage of experts in the area of China 

issues, due to the increasing focus on news about China.  

Sourcing from other news media is not uncommon in reporting China and China’s engagements 

in the region. In particular, for newspapers in Cambodia, the sources from news media appeared 

in more than one third of the news coverage on China. Apart from big players in international wire 

services such as Reuters, AP, and AFP, media in Southeast Asia would refer to information from 

Chinese news agency or Chinese media including Xinhua News Agency, China News Service, 

China Central Television (CCTV) and so on, when they cover China-related news. Few 

modifications were made when quoting Chinese media because several media workers interviewed 

regarded Chinese media as a trustworthy source and therefore, they use Chinese news materials 

directly in their reports. According to the interviews with the journalists and editors in Southeast 

Asia, partnership to a certain degree has been formed between some Southeast Asian media and 

Chinese media which extensively facilitated the process of acquiring news sources from each other.  

Being aware of the Chinese government’s stances embedded in Chinese media and their official 

backgrounds, some of the Southeast Asian media still cite news information in relation to China 

provided by Chinese media. On one hand, the positive remarks on quoting Chinese media by the 
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Southeast Asian media practitioners showed the enhancement of credibility and efficacy of 

Chinese international media; on the other hand, the lack of plurality of voices and opinions in 

Chinese media somehow deterred the media in Southeast Asia from using news sources from 

Chinese media outlets without any concern.  

The image of China as a state dominated media system was reinforced when the Chinese President 

Xi Jinping called on the country’s media outlets to pledge allegiance to the Chinese Communist 

Party and follow its leadership. All the news reporting and commentaries must “reflect the party’s 

will, safeguard the party’s authority, and safeguard the party’s unity”(Associated Press, 2016). 

Contrary to Hallin and Mancini’s suggestion about the growing trend of the Liberal Model 

throughout the developed capitalist democracies of Western Europe and North America, the media 

system of China echoes its one party rule (Brady, 2008). With the growing media market, the party 

media model remains dominant in China where the level of party-press parallelism in the media 

system is extremely high and tight state control over media continues to exist (Zhao, 2012).  

In terms of news types, the most common one for all news outlets in the selected three Southeast 

Asian countries in covering China was news article which reports basic factual information of 

events. What followed was opinion pieces with a proportion of approximately 20% among all 

sampled articles. The feature story, was the least used news type when media outlets in the 

Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia report on China and China’s engagement in the region, 

accounting for less than 5% in each newspaper examined.  

It was suggested that the presence of a considerably large number of opinion pieces such as 

editorials and columns was a sign of the media outlets in Southeast Asia trying to convey their 

stances on China-related issues, with a focus on China’s investments and intervention in the region.  

Based on the responses of media practitioners in Southeast Asia, there is far more hard news than 

soft news in covering China in the local news outlets in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. 

Many of the reports are event-oriented dealing with politics, business, foreign affairs, crimes, 

conflicts, and disasters.  

With the growing political economic power in the region, China has been increasingly engaging 

in Southeast Asia via investments, financial aids and infrastructure projects that have been 
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included in local media coverage. The media practitioners talked about their preference for using 

news angles such as the influence brought to their own countries, such as the jobs created for the 

local people, crimes committed by the Chinese construction workers, concerns over the expansion 

of Chinese engagement in Southeast Asia. For example, an interviewee from an English-language 

newspaper in Cambodia was conducting an investigative story about a power dam project financed 

by China in Cambodia, and seeking to prove some of the Chinese construction workers came to 

Cambodia by ship without legal travel documents. 

The quantitative content analysis of news text in six newspapers of the Philippines, Thailand and 

Cambodia contributed to the research findings of how China is portrayed in the news stories in 

local media in the region, on the basis of mathematically based methods in particular statistics. 

The news frames used in covering China were identified and classified as positive frame, negative 

frame, and neutral frame. The coding was based on what kind of associations the news text to 

describe the core subject have been evoked and how the core subject is exposed. 

In general, nearly 80% of reports on China and China-related issues in all newspapers examined 

employed neutral frame, along with 12% adopting positive frame and 8% adopting negative frame. 

It is interesting to compare among the media outlets in terms of the usage of each news frame. In 

comparing the newspapers of the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia, there was a significant 

difference in adopting different news frames.  

The qualitative analysis based on the semi-structured interviews with the media practitioners 

working for local newspapers, television broadcasters and radio broadcasters was trying to provide 

broad knowledge of why China is framed as it is in the news coverage in Southeast Asian media. 

The field study conducted in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia is useful to improve the 

understandings of complexities, details, and contexts regarding the research topics. 

According to the quantitative analysis, the Philippine newspapers adopted considerably more 

negative frames than newspapers of Thailand and Cambodia. One of the Philippine newspapers, 

Philippine Daily Inquirer used negative frame in almost one in five of its reports about China. 

Meanwhile, newspapers of the Philippines employed only around 5% of its China coverage in 

positive frame.  
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There has been ongoing tension between China and the Philippines over territorial disputes 

involving both island and maritime claims in the South China Sea (Henden, 2019). In the meantime, 

China has become the Philippines’ top trading partner, the largest source of imports, and the top 

country of origin for foreign direct investment (Philippine Statistics Authority, 2018). Currently, 

there are claims that China has debt traps which may give rise to many problems that influence the 

stability of the Philippines’ economy. The Philippine politicians as well as the public called for 

protecting the Filipino people’s interests, resources and the lives from China’s aggression. As the 

political economic contexts have major bearings on media, the image of China in the local media 

outlets in the Philippines would be influenced by the present political and economic situations of 

the country. Therefore, the employment of more negative news frame than positive news frame in 

reporting China in the Philippine media can be partly explained by the current relationship between 

China and the Philippines along with the Philippine perception of China, in the perspective of 

political economy of media. 

As the Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte took office, the Philippines’ foreign policy has 

pivoted to China, moving away from traditional political and economic allies like the U.S. and the 

European Union (John & Ibarra, 2017). According to interviewees from the Philippines,  some of 

them mostly devote to positive reporting of China, in spite of some coverage of negative matters 

that confirmed by Chinese official media. The media system in the Philippines is regarded as one 

of the laxest in Asia as there is no government body censoring the press, and no license is needed 

to start a news outlet. Despite the signs of a growing rapprochement between the two countries at 

the governmental level, framing China in a negative way is still common and relatively pressure-

free in the local press in the Philippines.  

The most common frame used to report China and China-related issues in all selected newspapers 

was neutral frame. Newspapers of Thailand used more neutral frame than newspapers of the 

Philippines and Cambodia did in China news. The proportion of neutral frame was as high as 93.2% 

for the Thai newspaper Bangkok Post.  

However, there could be some unspoken rules in news organizations of Thailand, which have 

integrated in the political economy of the country. For instance, the Thai media practitioners in the 

interviews emphasized that they have to be extremely careful when dealing with news in relation 
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to Chinese tourists in Thailand because the economy of Thailand depends heavily on tourism. As 

a result, the journalists and editors are told to replace Chinese tourists with foreign tourists or Asian 

tourists in their news reports in covering negative news about tourists from China.  

The business consideration is of vital significance in deciding how to report China-related news. 

An editor of a Chinese-language newspaper in Thailand often modifies his articles at the request 

of the owner of the newspaper who owns business in China. It can be implied that the business 

elites that finance and run the Southeast Asian media outlets control what can be said, and what 

should be left out concerning the content of news about China. 

Thailand’s capitalist development has made it one of the strongest economies in Southeast Asia, 

and the Thai economy and society have been open and liberal (Church, 2006). All of the major 

daily newspapers in Thailand are private entities and they are subjected to little governmental 

supervision (Lewis, 2006). Pressure from interest groups could influence how media practitioners 

frame a news event (Scheufele, 1999). The statements of the Thai interviewees have confirmed 

the effect of business interests on news framing. 

The employment of news frames in reporting China by the selected two newspapers of Cambodia 

in this study was distinct from the newspapers of the Philippines and Thailand, indicated by the 

content analysis. It was interesting to note that neither of the Cambodian newspapers adopted any 

negative frame in their coverage on China and China’s engagement in the region. Especially, the 

Cambodian newspaper Khmer Times employed significantly more positive framing (38%), 

compared to the other five newspapers. In addition, newspapers of Cambodia were more likely to 

frame China in a positive way than newspapers of the Philippines and Thailand, accounting for 

nearly 30% of the total reports on China.  

The interviewees gave possible cause to the preference on the positive framing of China in 

Cambodian media outlets. They pointed out that the reporting on negative events related to China 

does not necessarily lead to negative framing. They agreed that the coverage on crimes and 

violence conducted by Chinese in their country, mainly focus on the cooperation between the 

Cambodian government and the Chinese government with the aim of cracking down crime groups 

and gangsters, would not be framed in a negative way. 
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The pressure from the government is also one of the main concerns that media practitioners in 

Cambodia would encounter in reporting China.  The interviewees also admitted that there are 

unwritten guidelines in their news outlets and certain principles they need to follow when covering 

China-related issues. For example, a media practitioner from a pro-government newspaper in 

Cambodia stated that they have to take side with China when writing news articles about the trade 

war between China and the United States, taking Cambodia’s relationship with China into 

consideration.  

Cambodia, an authoritarian state, has a much lower gross domestic product per capita than the 

Philippines and Thailand together with a less vibrant media industry. Cambodian state media and 

the political party bulletins report with stances, ignoring the voices of the opposition (Manual, 

2004). Moreover, majority of the Cambodian news institutions are privately owned by political 

parties, individual politicians or business elites, with many affiliated with Prime Minister Hun Sen 

and his allies, as well as the governing Cambodian People’s Party (CPP).  

The strongman politics in Cambodia, the tightly controlled media system and the Cambodian 

government’s pro-China stance that has been glaring for years possibly shape China’s image 

portrayed in the local news media and frame the Chinese narratives in a way that is preferable. The 

finding resonates with Entman’s (1993) claim that news framing “inadvertently highlights 

particular aspects of perceived reality, so as to promote particular perspectives and exclude others”. 

In addition to the analysis of the printed news text in the Southeast Asian newspapers, the 

interviews served to find out the whole process that generates news in relation to China and dig 

out the journalistic routine in the newsroom.  For instance, what obstacles media practitioners have 

encountered in reality is one question to ask.  

Most of the media practitioners working for Southeast Asian media in this study expressed a 

concern for the intervention from Chinese embassies in the region. As a journalistic routine, some 

media practitioners can neither write criticism of Chinese in their reports without the consent from 

the Chinese embassies nor report on negative stories about China or Chinese working in the region 

unless the embassies or the local government releases a statement.  Some local media outlets in 

the Chinese language are even regarded as Chinese state media by the Chinese embassies, and 

therefore, they are supposed to listen to and follow the lead of the Chinese embassies which creates 
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discontent among the Chinese-language media outlets in Southeast Asia. They also hoped for 

easier access to the information officers and prompt responses from the Chinese embassies in 

covering China-related news. 

Lack of manpower is another problem in Southeast Asian media in covering China-related news. 

The number of the staff responsible for international news including China news is considerably 

rigid, and the insufficiency of staff makes it hardly possible to get firsthand information about 

news events concerning China, suggested by the interviewees in the study.  

The interviewees also pointed out the problem of professionalism in local media in Southeast Asia. 

Lack of professional journalism training is accounted for the problem, particularly in Cambodia. 

The quality of news writing could be rather poor and some ethical mistakes are made from time to 

time. 

Some features found in the media system research in Mediterranean countries (Hallin & Mancini, 

2004a), such as high degree of parallelism, the use of media as a tool for satisfying the interests of 

politicians and businessmen, a lack of professionalism and the state intervention, also can be found 

in media in Southeast Asia. Based on the theoretical framework for comparing media systems, 

media of the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia share some characteristics with the Polarized 

Pluralist Model. Yet, as every region, and every country is unique in terms of political, socio-

economic and historical contexts, modeling media systems is not capable of grasping the full 

picture of the media in Southeast Asia in reporting China, especially the media systems of the 

region investigated in this research contain non-West forms of polarization and pluralism that are 

largely beyond the reach of conventional Western defining factors.  

The theory of media systems put forward by Hallin and Mancini,  foresees that the process 

commercialization of the mass media will bring more independence and less government 

intervention to media (Hallin & Mancini, 2004a). However, empirical studies of the media systems 

in less developed and non-West countries find how the theoretical prediction fails to hold up to 

scrutiny. There is a trend of growing state intervention in Southeast Asia’s media industry, and 

can be compared accordingly with the Chinese media under a strict supervision of the state and 

the ruling party.   
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Regarding public diplomacy, the image of China in the selected Southeast Asian countries is 

influenced by both the Chinese government and the local governments that place limits on news 

organizations. Despite the increasing commercialization of the media in the era of digitalized and 

socialized communication, the government has strengthened the media intervention, according to 

the media practitioners in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia in this case study.  

The study has shed some light on whether China has exerted influence on media content and 

practice of journalism in Southeast Asian countries, with a focus on the news related to China and 

China’s engagement in the region. The quantitative content analysis illustrates how different local 

news outlets in the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia choose to cover the news in relation to 

China, in terms of news sources, news types and news frames. The most common news frame used 

in the news coverage has been identified, and the possible reasons why China is framed as it is in 

the local press in Southeast Asia have been illustrated, according to the qualitative interview 

analysis. Based on empirical evidence, the findings from both analyses provide a thorough 

understanding of China’s influence on Southeast Asian media.   

 

7.2 Limitations and Future Research 

One limitation of the current study was the relatively rigid time frame and small sample size in the 

quantitative part of the study since sampling might influence the statistical power to reveal all the 

traits that truly exist in the population and detect significant differences between groups. It was 

challenging that sampling of the news text from the database, the coding of news pieces and 

making sense of the coding result was time-consuming. The case study included three Southeast 

Asian countries, namely the Philippines, Thailand and Cambodia. Given the fact that Southeast 

Asia is composed of eleven countries of impressive diversity in politics, culture, media system, 

religion and history, the selection of only three countries might potentially lead to limited validity 

in relationship to the target population. 

However, the qualitative part of the study with rich and in-depth information about the experiences 

of individual media practitioners, in a way compensated the shortcomings of the quantitative 

analysis, yet the findings pave the way for further studies with a larger population of news pieces 
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in more Southeast countries to confirm the results and to attain greater validity. The findings, 

therefore, can be generalized with confidence to the population of interest.  

The coding of news frame in this study was simply classified as positive frame, negative frame, 

and neutral frame. More precise framing upon news content with a specific topic would lead to 

more comprehensive findings.  

Also, the current study did not examine visual contents in the reporting such as photos and cartoons 

in the Southeast Asian news outlets. As such, future work could be pursued to explore the visual 

framing in the news coverage on China and China’s engagement in Southeast Asia.  

Within the realm of media studies, framing research mostly emphasizes on two aspects. The first 

aspect is the process of framing news while another aspect is the effects of framing, such as how 

media framing influences audiences (Neuman et al., 1992). In addition to news frames used in 

China-related news, perceptions on China among the public in Southeast Asia could be another 

direction for future studies wherein another aspect of framing, the audience frames will be 

investigated.  
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Appendix 

Appendix I: Code Book 

1. Coder  

   Coder Name: 1=Chen Cong   

                         2=Lau Hiu Ming 

2. Article Number 

3. Newspaper  

   1=Philippine Daily Inquirer 

   2=Manila Bulletin  

   3=Bangkok Post 

   4=Nation (Thailand) 

   5=Phnom Penh Post 

   6=Khmer Times 

4. Country of the Newspaper 

   1=Philippines  

   2=Thailand  

   3=Cambodia 

5. News Source (coding based on a presence/absence basis) 

    government (0=no, 1=yes) 

    politicians (0=no, 1=yes) 
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    military (0=no, 1=yes) 

    business (0=no, 1=yes) 

    experts (0=no, 1=yes) 

    news media (0=no, 1=yes) 

    international organizations/NGO (0=no, 1=yes) 

    ordinary people (0=no, 1=yes) 

    others (0=no, 1=yes) 

6. Number of source (count how many sources were used in each article) 

7. News Type 

    1=news article 

    2=feature story 

    3=opinion 

8. News Frame 

    1=positive frame 

    2=negative frame 

    3=neutral frame 

News Frame Explanation 

Positive Frame The texts used to describe the main subject evoke positive and 

favorable associations. The main subject is exposed in a good way in 

general. 
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Negative Frame The texts used to describe the main subject evoke negative and 

unfavorable associations. The main subject is exposed in a bad way 

in general. 

Neutral Frame The texts used to describe the main subject evoke neither positive nor 

negative associations. The main subject is exposed in an objective 

manner, based on facts. 
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Appendix II: Interview Protocol 

 

(1) What is your job? How long have you been working as a journalist or editor?   

(2) How often do you report news related to China or China’s engagement?  

(3) What type of story would you cover in relation to China?  

(4) How would you portray China in your news stories? What’s the image of China in your 

reporting? 

(5) How do you look for information and sources in your reporting or editing China related 

stories?  

(6) Is there any direction or guideline from your institution when covering China related news? 

(7) Have you ever encountered any self-censorship in your reporting? 

(8) Do you see changes in journalistic practice over time in terms of China-related news? 

(9) What factors do you think influence most in reporting China-related news in your country?  
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Appendix III: Interview List 

 

 

Interviewee 

No. 

Interview Date Location Type of News 

Organization 

Position 

1 2019.1.7 Manila, 

Philippines 

English-language 

Newspaper 

Editor 

2 2019.1.8 Manila, 

Philippines 

English-language 

Newspaper 

Editor 

3 2019.1.9 Manila, 

Philippines 

Chinese-language 

Newspaper 

Editor-in-

Chief 

4 2019.1.10 Manila, 

Philippines 

Chinese-language 

Newspaper 

Editor 

5 2019.1.11 Bangkok, 

Thailand 

Thai-language 

Television Station 

Journalist 

6 2019.1.13 Bangkok, 

Thailand 

Thai-language 

 

Editor 

7 2019.1.13 Bangkok, 

Thailand 

Chinese-language 

Newspaper 

Editor-in-

Chief 

8 2019.1.17 Phnom Penh, 

Cambodia 

Khmer-language 

Newspaper 

Journalist& 

Columnist 

9 2019.1.17 Phnom Penh, 

Cambodia 

English-language 

Newspaper 

General 

Editor 

10 2019.1.18 Phnom Penh, 

Cambodia 

Chinese-language 

Newspaper 

Editor-in-

Chief 

11 2019.1.18 Phnom Penh, 

Cambodia 

English-language 

Radio Station 

Multimedia 

Journalist 
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