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Abstract
This study investigates factors that determine how citizens in Asia evaluate
China’s influence during the Xi Jinping era. In particular, it assesses whether China's
deployment of “hard power” has reinforced or inadvertently compromised and even
contradicted its effort to upgrade its “soft power”. The study also teases out the relative
explanatory power of a number of hypotheses regarding how subjective perceptions are
related to favorable or unfavorable views of China’s influence in Asia. This study has
five main findings. First, citizens of political systems that are South China Sea
claimants have less favorable views of China’s influence. Second, citizens who support
economic globalization have more favorable views of China’s influence. Third, citizens
who perceive the United States as less democratic have more favorable views of
China’s influence. Fourth, citizens with greater liberal democratic values tend to view
China’s influence negatively. Fifth, favorable perceptions of China are also related to
identification with China as the future model for development. Based on these findings,
we conclude that China’s long-term strenuous efforts in contributing to the global
economy could be significantly compromised by hard-power exercises such as building
up large-scale artificial reefs in the South China Sea. The vulnerability of China’s soft
power emerges not only when issues of hard power are at stake, but also when the
competition between different value systems becomes overtly heated.
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Introduction
Soon after Donald Trump took office, the United States began to escalate its
strategic confrontation with China. Before the election, Trump accused China of
conducting unfair trade and manipulating the exchange rate. One year after the election,
in November 2017, Trump denied granting China market economy status. Since then,
confrontation between the two powers has worsened further, as revealed in two US
official documents, the National Security Strategy (2017)1 and the National Defense
Strategy (2018).2 These reports stated that China was intent on changing the status-quo,
and labeled the country along with Russia as a major strategic competitor to the United
States. In particular, the reports explicitly mentioned China’s authoritarian system,
predatory economic strategy, rising military power, and attempts to exert influence
through technology and propaganda. Trump himself has criticized China's intention to
replace the United States as the top global economic power and harm American
interests. 3 As a result, although the major focus has been on trade wars and tariff
sanctions, many officials in the Trump administration have also pointed to China as the
number one threat to US national security. In 2018, strategic conflict between the two
superpowers escalated rapidly and spread into every conceivable domain from trade,
currency and finance, technology, intellectual property rights, geopolitics, the military,
to the space. The conflict has even been branded as a clash between democracy and
authoritarianism as well as a competition over who steer the future world order.
Prior to the Xi Jinping era, with the rise of Chinese power there were calls within
the country during the “Hu-Wen regime” to change Deng Xiaoping’s foreign policy
strategy of “bide and hide” as early as 2007.4 However, the official position was still
to keep a low profile in foreign affairs. During the second term of Hu Jintao’s
presidency, China was more refrained from advocating a more assertive and ambitious
global agenda. The major focus of China’s foreign policy was still centered on its
peaceful rise and its willingness to participate in and contribute to the international
regimes that sustain the existing world order. China hoped that by investing in public
diplomacy, the international community would accept China’s rise, averting direct
Trump, Donald J. 2017. National Security Strategy of the United States of America. Executive Office
of the President, Washington DC Washington United States. https://www.whitehouse.gov/wpcontent/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
2
Mattis, Jim. 2018. Summary of the 2018 national defense strategy of the United States of America.
Department of Defense Washington United States.
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strategic confrontation with the United States.5 However, after Xi unveiled the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013, while also stressing “the great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation” and calling for a “new type of great power relationship” between China
and the United States, Xi has undoubtedly signaled the end of the foreign policy of
“bide and hide”, and instead sought a level of influence commensurate with its national
strength in international politics. In the minds of Western elites, this signals China’s
intent to change the international status quo, a fact that cannot be concealed no matter
how hard China has tried to cast the beneficiary effects to humanity of its peaceful rise.6
Experts generally regard the BRI as a top-down and systematic plan envisaged by
Xi Jinping and implemented by the Chinese state, with a vision to inject new impetus
into globalization by deepening economic partnership with the Global South and
accelerating the integration of the vast Eurasia continent. The BRI is also deployed as
a central piece in China’s public diplomacy programs at national and local level. 7
However, at key moments, China’s exercise of hard power over geopolitical issues
might appear to compromise the aims of its public diplomacy. On the one hand China
has upgraded its development assistance program, encouraged its state-owned firms to
expand foreign direct investment, and actively carried out cultural diplomacy through
its Confucius Institutes.8 On the other hand, when the conflict in the South China Sea
intensified in 2015, Sun Jianguo, Deputy Chief of the Joint Staff of the People’s
Liberation Army, sent by the CCP to the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore outlined
China's position in the dispute in coarse and unyielding terms. 9 This type of language
was repeated in 2016 when the Philippines submitted an arbitration case over the South
China Sea and the international community closely watched China's response. Again,
Sun Jianguo’s stern posture and remarks to the international media could have set back
the CCP's public diplomacy efforts for many years. Clearly, the CCP could use
Wang, Yiwei. 2008. Public Diplomacy and the Rise of Chinese Soft Power. Annuals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science 616(1): 257-273
6
Swaine, Michael D. 2015. “Chinese Views and Commentary on the ‘One Belt, One Road’ Initiative.”
China Leadership Monitor 47(2): 1-24.
7
See, for instance, The National Development and Reform Commission of PRC, The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of PRC, & The Ministry of Commerce of PRC. (2015, March 28). Vision and Actions
on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. Retrieved from
http://en.ndrc.gov.cn/newsrelease/201503/t20150330_669367.html; China Power Team. "How will the
Belt and Road Initiative advance China’s interests?" China Power. May 8, 2017. Updated May 29,
2019. Accessed July 10, 2019. https://chinapower.csis.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative/
8
See, for instance, Paradise, James F. 2009. “China and International Harmony: The Role of Confucius
Institute in Bolstering Beijing’s Soft Power,” Asian Survey 49(4): 647-669.
9
At the 2015 Shangri-La Dialogue, Sun said that “China and the Chinese military are not afraid of
ghosts and do not believe in evil, we believe in reason and not hegemony. Never expect us to yield to
evil fallacies and power hegemony. The United States disregards history, law, and facts and blames
China for its legal, reasonable, and sensible reef construction. We express our firm opposition to this
position.” (中國和中國軍隊歷來不怕鬼、不信邪，服理不服霸、信理不信邪，絕不要指望我們
會對歪理邪說和強權霸權屈服。美方無視歷史、法理與事實，對中國合法、合理、合情的島礁
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diplomatic language to reaffirm its position rather than resorting to this more abrasive
approach. The fact that Sun Jianguo repeated these remarks in 2016 indicates this was
not a one-off aberration, but was actually approved by the highest echelon of the CCP.10
Incidents like this raise the question of whether the CCP has carefully coordinated its
policies and practices in public diplomacy, or whether China's tough military rhetoric
and action will undermine the image of the peaceful rise that it has long carefully crafted.
Over the past two years, faced with Trump's more hostile approach, China has to
some extent softened its “Belt and Road” rhetoric and publicly denied its political
strategic objectives while continuing its effort to promote large scale cooperation
projects under the BRI.11 The mass media in the West has in the mean times turned
overtly more hostile toward China, running all kind negative reports regarding potential
threats of China’s advances in science and technology, PLA’s military build-ups in the
South China Sea, suppression of minority’s religion freedom and human rights in
Xinjiang, and burdening its loan recipient countries with heavy debt. To some degree,
China faces a dilemma because the fundamental basis for China to pursue a
commensurate international status is the continuous development of its hard power, but
if China is too successful in this regard it will be very likely perceived as a threat. On
the other hand, if China sacrifices its future rise in national strength simply to reduce
the perceived threat of Chinese hard power, then China has little need to conduct public
diplomacy in the international community. Therefore, when Trump clearly stated that
China's continued rise threatened the national interest of the United States, this has
effectively limited China’s space for public diplomacy. As a result, China has resorted
to soft power in order to hide its attempts to elevate its structural position in the
hierarchy of the existing world order.
At the current stage, there exists contradiction for China in respect of the goal to
develop hard and soft power simultaneously.12 As a matter of fact, the harder a rising
power pushes for more influence in world affairs, the more incumbent powers will
accuse it of revisionism. 13 On the contrary, the easiest way for the international
The original text of Sun Jianguo's speech in Shangri-La Dialogue in 2016 “China is firmly opposed
to this [referring to freedom of navigation operations]! We do not make trouble, but we are not afraid of
trouble. China will not bear the consequences, nor will it allow any infringement on its sovereignty and
security interests. We will not sit by and watch a small number of countries throw the South China Sea
into chaos.” (中國對此堅決反對（指航行自由計畫）！我們不惹事，也不怕事，中國不會吞下苦
果、惡果，不會允許自己的主權和安全利益受到侵犯，不會坐視少數國家在南海搗亂)
11
In 2017, an official CCP directive prohibited reference to the BRI as a “strategy”. The initiative’s
official English translation was changed from One Belt, One Road (OBOR) to its present name in mid2016 due to concerns that the former name may lead to misunderstandings about China's intentions.
Official information can be reached on The Second Belt and Road Forum for International Cooperation
(BRF). (2019, April 24). 15 cognitive misunderstandings about the “Belt and Road”(In Chinese).
Retrieved from http://www.brfmc2019.cn/201.shtml
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See Nye, Joseph. 2015. The Limits of Chinese Soft Power. Project Syndicate, 10.
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See, for instance, Economy, Elizabeth C. 2014. “China's imperial president: Xi Jinping Tightens his
grip.” Foreign Affairs 93 (6): 80-91.
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community to acknowledge a rising power and its corresponding status is to make
everything look like it just has happened naturally.14
China, as the message sender in carrying public diplomacy, needs to find a way to
frame its intention in seeking world leadership as trustworthy and dem
t %

5
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for FDI outflows in 201718 and first for international tourism expenditure19. Second,
China has taken a more assertive foreign policy line. This is reflected in efforts to
strengthen both hard and soft foreign policy. For example, on the security issue, China
has taken tougher stance on East China Sea, South China Sea, and Taiwan Strait issues;
however, on economic and trade issues, it has also emphasized that China will play a
leading role in global free trade and shoulder greater leadership responsibility as just
the United States is abdicating its throne under Trump’s radical unilateralism. This
indicates that China indeed has a clear vision for the future world order, under which it
intends to play a leading role and believes that it is entitled to due recognition.20
Third, China actively pursues substantive voice and influence in global affairs by
launching new multilateral institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB), continuing the expansion of the BRI projects, and enlarging the
membership of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO).21 Although some BRI
projects have been prematurely canceled or terminated,22 and Chinese investment has
been criticized by the United States senior officials as predatory,23 with the ultimate
political objective of controlling other countries, 24 it is also undeniable that many
countries have welcomed this type of partnership and regard China as a future leader in
global affairs and international economic cooperation. 25 In 2017, one of the main
factors in the successful admission of India and Pakistan into the SCO is that both

https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/wir2018_overview_en.pdf
http://marketintelligence.unwto.org/content/unwto-world-tourism-barometer
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Gregory T. 2016. “Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: Governance Innovation and Prospects,” Global
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From the development of recent years, developing countries and some European countries hope to
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on: Shullman, D. 2019. Protect the Party: China’s Growing Influence in the Developing World. Retrieved
June 24, 2019, from The Brookings Institution Web site: https://www.brookings.edu/articles/protect-theparty-chinas-growing-influence-in-the-developing-world/.; Kenneth, R. (2017, January 24). Communist
China Is Now The Leader Of The 'Free Trade' World. Forbes. Retrieved July 15, 2019, from
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kenrapoza/2017/01/24/communist-china-is-now-the-leader-of-the-freetrade-world/#328bd0a521e0. ; Liu, C., & Jianjian, F. (2018, November 26). China-Europe Forum on
Reform and Globalization successfully held in Madrid. China Daily. Retrieved July 8, 2019, from
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countries believe that China and its economic partners represent an important
opportunity for their future economic development. 26 Finally, China has been more
aggressive in expanding its military capability, developing its science and technology
capability, and persistently pushing its advantage in ongoing security issues. China has
increased its military expenditure three-fold in less than a decade, and is now ranked
second globally in total military expenditure, only second to the United States.27 China
is now focusing on space technology and just completed a successful landing on the
far-side of the moon, demonstrating the advancement of its aerospace capabilities.28
China is also accelerating manmade island building in the South China Sea and holds
regular military operations in the area to assert its sovereignty.29
To what extent these changes in foreign policy have impacted the effectiveness of
China's soft power is ultimately determined by the feelings of the people in recipient
political systems toward China's influence. Therefore, how people view a future in
which China replaces the United States as the defender of free trade and economic
globalization can only be determined by empirical analysis. Alternatively, whether
China's hardline stance on the sovereignty in the South China Sea damages its national
image and causes citizens in other countries to view China negatively must also be
verified by empirical analysis. If people are aware of these events, they may produce
significant changes in perceptions of China and other related attitudes.
How Asians View the Influence of China vs. the United States
Many observers believe that while Asian people are increasingly cognizant of
China’s growing political and economic power, they are not necessarily persuaded by
its stated foreign policy objectives and strategic intention, and much less attracted by
its political system.30 To verify this received view, we need scientifically reliable public
opinion data across Asian countries. Although a number of cross-national survey
projects, such as Pew Global Attitudes Survey and BBC Global Scan, are in place they
only covered a few Asian countries. The Asian Barometer Survey (ABS) fills an
important void in our understanding of the phenomenon of China’s rise and its
implications for policy makers. The ABS has been periodically administered in fourteen
Ahmed, Z. S., Ahmed, S., & Bhatnagar, S. (2019). Conflict or Cooperation? India and Pakistan in
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Pacific Focus, 34(1), 5-30.
27
China Power Team. 2019. "What does China really spend on its military?" China Power. December
28, 2015. Updated June 13, 2019. Accessed July 15, 2019. https://chinapower.csis.org/militaryspending/
28
BBC News. (2019, January 3). China Moon mission lands Chang'e-4 spacecraft on far side. BBC.
Retrieved July 6, 2019, from https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-46724727
29
Blanchard, B., & Petty, M. (2016, July 12). China vows to protect South China Sea sovereignty,
Manila upbeat. Retrieved from https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-southchinasea-rulingidUKKCN0ZS02P.
30
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East Asian countries and territories based on country-wide probability sampling and
face-to-face interviews. In its most recent three waves, the ABS has incorporated a
battery containing several questions related to the rise of China. In its most recent two
waves, a parallel battery about the perception of the influence of the United States was
also incorporated. The results from this battery can help us understand how citizens in
the region view China in the context of its growing economic influence and
international stature, this perception has evolved over time, and whether the United
States still enjoy a cutting edge over China in Asia in terms of competition over soft
power.31
The first question regarding the rise of China is to ask the respondents “which
country has the most influence in Asia now?”. The answer set provides the following
five choices “China”, “Japan”, “India”, “United States”, and “Others”. Overall speaking
more and more Asian people think that China is the country with most influence in the
region surpassing the United States over the last decade. There exist two distinguishable
clusters of country in Figures 1a and 1b. In the first cluster the influence of China was
keenly felt early-on, i.e., since we had started collecting the data more than 10 years
ago and before Xi Jinping took over the helm from Hu Jintao. This cluster includes
Japan, Mongolia, Taiwan, South Korea Vietnam, Myanmar and Singapore, countries
that are either territorially adjacent and/or culturally proximate to China. In these
countries, the perception of China as the most influential country had also reached a
plateau early-on and has fluctuated over time. In South Korea and Japan, America’s
close security allies, that perception has even slid somewhat since Trump administration
started the trade war against China and pushed vigorously for an Indo-China Strategy.
In the second cluster are countries geographically farther away from China. People
there thought that the United States was the most influential ten year ago. But over the
last decade, their perception has changed dramatically. The recognition of China being
the most influential has surpassed that of the United States during Xi Jinping’s
leadership. This cluster includes the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia. The
drop in the perception of the United States being the most influential is quite astonishing
in some cases by a magnitude of 20% to 30%.
[Figures 1a and 1b about here]

The most recent three waves are ABS Wave 3, Wave 4 and Wave 5. The ABS Wave 3 was
administered between the autumn of 2010 and the spring of 2012, the fieldwork of the ABS Wave 4
was implemented between the autumn of 2014 and spring of 2016, and the latest wave, Wave 5, was
carried out between 2018 and 2020. The geographic scope of ABS Wave 4 is extended to cover
Myanmar for the first time. The ABS Wave 5 is further extended to cover India and Australia. However,
the fieldwork of ABS wave 5 in Cambodia and Hong Kong was suspended due to the covid-10
pandemic.
8
31

We don’t have a trend line for either Australia or India. The two cases with oneshot data point provide a stark contrast. In Australia, 70% of our respondents think
China has the most influence in the region and only 23% believe that the United States
being the most influential in 2018. In India, the view is split. More Indian people (32%
to be exact) believe that India is the country with the strongest influence, instead of than
either China (23%) or America (29%).
Among all the Asian countries that we have the successfully implemented the 5th
Wave, the perception of China being the most influential overshadows that of the United
State, with the only exception of India. Our data suggests that Obama's pivot to Asia
policy has done little to reverse the perception of US's declining influence. However,
one can argue that Donald Trump’s China-bashing strategy has at least averted that
regional trend in two important allies, Japan and South Korea.
So far our data has shown that the rise of China has been recognized by the great
majority of Asian. But the more important question is: Do Asians welcome China’s
growing influence? Since ABS Wave 3, we have included an item that asks respondents
to evaluate Chinese influence in terms of whether it does more good than harm, or more
harm than good, to the region. Since ABS Wave 4 we have incorporated a parallel
question for the United States.
Figures 2 and 3 show that most Asians view the presence and influence of the
United States in the region as largely benign while their views of China’s influence are
much more divergent. The two figures also suggest that the United State still enjoy a
cutting edge over China in terms of soft power in a great majority of Asian countries.
The lead of the United States over China varies a great deal from a whopping 56
percentage points in Myanmar to only 4 in Australia. In Vietnam and Japan, where
historical grievance has been compounded by present-day territorial disputes, negative
assessment of China’s influence is overwhelming. Only in three countries, Indonesia,
Malaysia and Thailand, China enjoys a higher positive assessment about its influence
than that of the United States. Among the three only in Malaysia we found that China
enjoys a clear-cut winning edge over the United States.
While there is no clear-cut region-wide trend when it comes to changes in popular
perception about the nature of China’s influence during the leadership transition from
Hu Jintao to Xi Jinping, Xi’s more assertive sovereign claims over disputed territories
in South China Sea and East China Sea apparently did considerable damage to the
country’s image abroad among the claimant countries, from Vietnam, the Philippines
to Japan. Also, China’s strong objection to the deployment of Terminal High Altitude
Area Defense (THAAD) in South Korea has caused a steep slide of positive perception
of China among South Korean citizens. Also, our data suggest that China’s BRI
initiative has not visibly helped the country to win over more friendship. Sometimes,
9

the expanding role of China as investor and lender has actually ignited popular backlash
as China tries to push through some controversial large-scale infrastructure projects as
in the case of building the Myitsone Dam in Myanmar and a high-speed rail between
Jakarta and Bandung in Indonesia. In the 2019 presidential election, Mr. Prabowo
Subianto, the challenger, has accused incumbent Indonesian President, Mr Jokowi, of
being too soft on China, and allowing millions of Chinese workers in to work on
Chinese-funded projects. Chinese government under Xi Jinping, nevertheless, managed
to sustain a highly favorable public opinion toward China in Thailand, Malaysia and
Singapore largely intact (please refer to Figure 2).
In comparison, Donald Trump did not fare any better. Trump’s attack on
multilateralism, transactional approach, and walking away from the core values that
used to define American foreign policy’s moral higher ground has significantly eroded
America’s favorability in four major Asian allies, namely Japan, South Korea,
Singapore and Taiwan. In Singapore and Japan, we eye-witnessed a steep drop in the
percentage of respondents with positive views of the United States by a magnitude of
38 and 23 percentage points respectively (please refer to Figure 3) during the transition
from the Obama to Trump administration. The United States, nevertheless, still enjoys
a floor of good will in most Asian countries, except the two Muslim countries (Malaysia
and Indonesia), so that the overall damage is not as distressing as what has been
recorded in Western Europe.32

[Figures 2 and 3 about here]

The two important findings so far are the following: First, the rise of China has
been recognized by the great majority of citizens living in neighboring countries (and as
far as Australia) and that China’s growing influence in the region is more intensively felt
by countries that are geographically or culturally proximate to China. Second, there is
great divergence among East Asians regarding whether they welcome China's
expanding influence. In the most general sense, Asian people acquire their view toward
China on the basis of the perceived risk and the benefit brought by a rising China. For
countries that are geographically non-adjacent and without territorial dispute with
China, the consideration is predominantly economic about the pros and cons of
expanding economic ties with China. For countries that are geographically adjacent
and/or geopolitically adversarial, the consideration might be more complicated and
32

Pew Research Center, “U.S. Image Plummets Internationally as Most Say Country Has Handled
Coronavirus Badly,” September 15, 2002. https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/09/15/us-imageplummets-internationally-as-most-say-country-has-handled-coronavirus-badly/
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more emphasis is placed on security and geopolitical consequence of China’s
ascendance. Still for others, such as Taiwan, Korea, the myriad factors that should be
taken into consideration entails multi-dimensional calculations under the constraints of
competing objectives and acute trade-offs. We need to carefully interpret the meaning
of these data with due consideration of each country's historical past and contemporary
contextual dynamics.
What factors drive the Popular Perception of China’s Influence under Xi’s
Leadership
Our multi-wave survey data not only provide valuable information on the trend of
people’s perceptions about China but also enable us to draw plausible causal
relationships between the actions of the message sender (China) and changes in the
views of the message recipients (China's Asian neighbors) toward China.
Aside from perceptions of China as an economic opportunity or security threat,
from the message recipient’s viewpoint, there are many other factors that could change
people’s feelings about China.33 The previous literature has discussed these factors
systematically, and they have also appeared in the rhetoric of Trump and other national
politicians toward China. The first possible factor is how people perceive their own
economic benefits or losses associated with China’s influence. For instance, many of
China's BRI initiatives in Myanmar, such as oil and gas pipelines, the Myitsone Dam,
as well as illegal Chinese logging in Kachin State have led to strong local opposition to
the BRI in Myanmar and a widespread view of Chinese investment in the country as
predatory.34 Similar sentiments also occurred in Taiwan in 2014 during the Sunflower
Movement. Many Taiwanese argued that the proposed Cross-Strait Service Trade
Agreement was a form of economic infiltration by China against the island.35 Another
example is the amendment to the East Coast Rail Link project (viewed as major
achievement under the Najib administration) on affordability grounds after the

Related literature can be reached on the following articles: Chu, Y. H., Kang, L., & Huang, M. H.
2015. How East Asians view the rise of China. Journal of Contemporary China, 24(93), 398-420.; Chu,
Y. H., Huang, M. H., & Lu, J. 2015. Enter the Dragon: How East Asians view a Rising China. Global
Asia, 10(3), 112-120. Chu, Y. H., Xiao, T., & Huang, M. H. 2018. Co-opetition and the Influence of
China and the United States in East Asia: An Empirical Analysis. CASS Journal of Political Science,
(03):39-50+126-127.
34
Lwin, E. E. T. (2019, May 22). Myitsone Dam project poses no threat to Myanmar-China ties:
Chinese envoy. The Myanmar Times. Retrieved from https://www.mmtimes.com/news/myitsone-damproject-poses-no-threat-myanmar-china-ties-chinese-envoy.html.; Brahma, C. (2016, June 14). China’s
dam problem with Myanmar. The Myanmar Times. Retrieved from
https://www.mmtimes.com/opinion/22517-china-s-dam-problem-with-myanmar.html.
35
Ho, M. S. 2015. Occupy congress in Taiwan: Political opportunity, threat, and the Sunflower
Movement. Journal of East Asian Studies, 15(1), 69-97.; Rowen, I. 2015. Inside Taiwan's Sunflower
Movement: Twenty-four days in a student-occupied parliament, and the future of the region. The
Journal of Asian Studies, 74(1), 5-21.
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opposition unexpectedly won the Malaysian general election in 2018. 36 These
examples show that if citizens believe that China's influence will have economic
benefits, they will have more positive views of China. Conversely, they may believe
that the downsides to Chinese influence are greater than the upsides.37
The second array of factors is related to regime evaluation in terms of level of
democracy. Previous studies have shown that people tend to rate a country more highly
in terms of democracy if they have positive perception of it, and lower if they have
negative perceptions of it.38 Although China claims to be a democratic country that
adheres to socialism with Chinese characteristics, China's system is consistently
characterized by international media as authoritarian and in opposition to the Western
system of liberal democracy. In fact, the legacy of the totalitarian politics of the early
days of the CCP still lingers in the minds of many people and is frequently evoked in
international news reports about the CCP’s violations of freedom, human rights, and
the rule of law. Both Trump and Pence have made speeches criticizing China's socialist
system39 and demanding structural reforms to China's state capitalism.40 At the same
time, some American politicians have accused the Chinese authority’s effort to infiltrate
the country and exercise unduly influence in the domestic politics. These examples
show that positive or negative perceptions of a foreign country are often reflected in
their regime evaluation, and therefore, citizens may assess China's influence positively
or negatively due to their perceived ideological difference when comparing their own
political system or the U.S. (as the role model of democracy) to China as the reference
The Straits Times. (2019, April 12). Malaysia's East Coast Rail Link back on track after government
signs $14.5b deal with China. The Straits Times. Retrieved from https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/seasia/145-bln-deal-signed-with-china-on-malaysias-east-coast-rail-link-mahathirs-office.
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This line of reasoning views China as an agent of greater trade and more economic globalization and
the formation of individual attitudes toward China on the basis of a respondent’s economic standing in a
global economy. See, for instance, Mansfield, Edward D., and Diana C. Mutz. 2009. “Support for Free
Trade: Self-Interest, Sociotropic Politics, and Out-group Anxiety.” International Organization 63(3):
425-457.
38
Democracies (especially developed democracies) are more tolerant of each other, while nondemocratic countries are more attractive. Related literature can be found: Werner, S., & Lemke, D. (1997).
Opposites do not attract: The impact of domestic institutions, power, and prior commitments on
alignment choices. International Studies Quarterly, 41(3), 529-546.; Mousseau, M. (2000). Market
prosperity, democratic consolidation, and democratic peace. Journal of Conflict Resolution, 44(4), 472507.; Manevich, D. 2018. People in less democratic countries are more likely to say China and Russia
respect personal freedoms. Retrieved June 26, 2019, from The Pew Research Center Web site:
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/12/people-in-less-democratic-countries-are-morelikely-to-say-china-and-russia-respect-personal-freedoms/. According to the Manevich’s papers, the
empirical data from the Pew Research Center also point out that non-democratic countries have better
evaluations of non-democratic countries, especially considering their respect for human rights and
individual freedoms.
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Steve Benen (2019). “Trump Seems a Little Too Fond of China’s Authoritarian Model”. MSNBC,
2019-02-26. http://www.msnbc.com/rachel-maddow-show/trump-seems-little-too-fond-chinasauthoritarian-model
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Jenny Leonard. (2019). “Trump Says Trade Deal With China Must Include Structural Change”.
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point. We posit that more favorable view of China will come along with smaller
perceived democratic difference, and more negative as the gap increases.
Culture in the form of value orientation and political predisposition also matters
for how citizens evaluate China's influence.41 If we apply the spectrum of authoritarian
and liberal values which distinguishes between collectivism and hierarchical order
versus individualism and freedom and equality, China and the United States are widely
received as societies representing two ends on the scale. Previous studies have shown
that the affinity (or lack of affinity) in political culture is a key factor affecting how
people evaluate China’s influence. 42 People tend to evaluate the familiar more
favorably than the unfamiliar. If people believe that China's rise threatens the values
that they are familiar with, they are likely to be more fearful, leading to more negative
evaluations of China. If citizens have authoritarian value orientations, they may be less
likely to view China's influence negatively due to similar value orientations; conversely,
citizens with anti-authoritarian values will be more likely to view China negatively
because of conflicting values.
Finally, popular perceptions of China's role in the international community as well
as past successful economic development experience will also systematically influence
their evaluations of China's influence. In social psychology, people tend to regard
successful people or things as “role models” and evaluate them positively.43 Therefore,
when they view China's past, present, or future as a role model for successful
development, they are likely to evaluate the country more positively. 44On the contrary,
See, for instance, Norris, Pippa, and Ronald Inglehart. 2009. Cosmopolitan Communications: Cultural
Diversity in a Globalized World. Cambridge University Press.
42
Shi, T. (2014). The cultural logic of politics in mainland China and Taiwan. Cambridge University
Press. In the seventh chapter of the book, Shi Tianjian emphasized the influence of cultural norms on
how people understand democracy. Shi Tianjian compared Western democratic concepts with China's
folk-based traditions. His data analysis found that modern cultural norms made people more inclined to
define democracy as a set of procedural arrangements that restricted political power, while traditional
cultural norms made people tend to Democracy is understood as the governance of benevolent guardians.
In addition, Shi Tianjian used the two orientation concepts of orientation towards authority (OTA) and
definition of self-interest (DSI) to explore the influence of culture on political attitudes and behaviors.
OTA focuses on the proper relationship between individuals and authority (hierarchy, equivalence), and
DSI focuses on the legitimate units of self-interest calculation (egocentric, non-self-centered). It is the
conceptualization and operation of OTA and DSI that enables Shi to verify the inherent stability and
independence of cultural norms based on survey data, and found that cultural norms as independent
variables are not a whole: their different internal components and their different cultural orientations have
a significant and different impact on people's political attitudes and behaviors.
Empirical evidences can be reach on Miao, H. 2016. American Public's Opinion of China's Economic
Competitiveness and China's Exchange Rate Policy. (In Chinese.) Forum of World Economics & Politics,
(05),42-61., Wang, X., Xiao Tangbiao. 2015. The Image of China in the Eyes of the American People.
(In Chinese.) Jiangsu Social Science, (05),132-137. The familiarity with Chinese culture can significantly
affect the impression or policy evaluation of China.
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This is known as “social contagion model” in American politics. See Pacheco, Julianna. 2012. “The
Social Contagion Model: Exploring the Role of Public Opinion on the Diffusion of Antismoking
Legislation Across the American States.” The Journal of Politics 74(1): 187-202.
44
Shullman, D. 2019. Protect the Party: China’s Growing Influence in the Developing World.
Retrieved June 24, 2019, from The Brookings Institution Web site:
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if people look to a “role model” that represents contradictory values or experiences to
China, they will assess China in more negative terms. In addition, such positive
perceptions can be also explained by bandwagoning behavior in that rational
individuals tend to identify themselves with prospective winners.
The six explanations for perceptions of China's influence given above does not
exhaust all possible explanatory factors. Socioeconomic background, interest in politics,
political efficacy, gender, age, and education are other possible predictors. The ABS has
conducted multiple survey waves including all of these possible predictors, enabling us
to carry out systematic and rigorous causal analysis on how these factors compete each
other to affect the perceptions of citizens in Asia toward China. In the following sections,
we will conduct a statistical analysis using a pseudo-panel method with data from Wave
3 to Wave 5 of the ABS to identify which of the aforementioned factors consistently
explain perceptions of China across different social contexts within Asia and the
strength of these effects.
Assessing Asian’s Perception of China’s Influence in Asia
The years 2013 and 2017 were critical junctures for Sino-US relations. In 2013,
Xi Jinping formally replaced Hu Jintao as China’s head of state (and concurrently
taking over the helm of the CCP and People's Liberation Army). Subsequently, China
adopted a more high-profile foreign policy in both hard and soft power terms. In
December 2013, China began large-scale island building in the South China Sea to
create artificial land for both maritime and military purposes and to assert its
sovereignty. This led to escalating tensions with Vietnam and Philippines, and the
United States soon issued a statement formally rejecting China’s nine-dash line claim
of sovereignty over the South China Sea. 45 The dispute between China and its
neighboring countries (including the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and
Brunei) as well as the United States quickly became heated, and global attention was
directed toward China’s aggressive turn in foreign policy under Xi. The year 2017 was
another critical time for Sino-US relations due to Trump's adaptation of confrontational
policy toward China, accusing it of unfair trade practices, manipulating currency,
infringing intellectual property rights, and stealing technology, and the allegation that
Huawei may have built “backdoors” into its devices that could be used to monitor users.
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/protect-the-party-chinas-growing-influence-in-the-developingworld/. The author of the article mentioned that the Chinese government trains foreign officials through
various cooperation programs, in addition to allowing them to recognize the Chinese model and
allowing them to support the Chinese model.
At present, Tsinghua University in China also has a similar degree program, attracting officials from
developing countries to Tsinghua for learning the Chinese model.
45
Russel, Daniel R. 2019. Maritime Disputes in East Asia. Retrieved June 24, 2019, from The U.S.
State Department Web site: https://2009-2017.state.gov/p/eap/rls/rm/2014/02/221293.htm
14

The Trump administration outlined its view to the international community that China
and Russia are the prime threats to American global leadership, indicating that the
conflict has already expanded from a few hot button issues to all-encompassing
strategic competition.
A lack of longitudinal survey data at the individual level has prevented researchers
from directly assessing the extent to which shifts in the foreign policy of China or the
United States affects Asians’ perceptions of China’s influence as well as the relative
importance of hard power or soft power related factors in these explanations. The Pew
Survey has collected longitudinal survey data in a few Asian countries but only
publishes its data at the aggregate level without enough information on covariates for
control purposes.46 The ABS, in contrast, collects country-representative individuallevel data through face-to-face interviews. Using cross-sectional data from the ABS
accumulated at multiple time points, we can apply a pseudo-panel method to resolve
the problem of the lack of individual-level panel data and incorporate time-variant
variables at the political system level to test whether critical events generate a large
impact by applying a quasi-experimental design where other variables measuring
perceptions are controlled. The logic of the pseudo-panel data analysis is to use the
demographical variables (gender, age, education) to form fixed cohorts of people and
then aggregate cross-sectional survey data into the cohort level for statistical analysis.
The number of cohorts defined is inversely related to the precision of cohort-level
estimates, and there is a tradeoff between the sample size of cohorts and the data quality
of cohort-level measurements.47
The ABS included a battery of questions regarding the rise of China since Wave 3,
in which we ask a specific question on whether China’s influence in Asia does “more
good than harm” or “more harm than good”. We apply this item as our binary measure
of favorable/unfavorable perceptions toward China and aggregate it to the cohort level
as the dependent variable (a percentage estimate). The formation of the remaining
covariates from the ABS survey follows the same aggregate procedure, except for the
political system level, time-point, or entity variables. 48 The definition of cohorts
comprises three demographic variables: male/female for gender, youth/adult/senior for
age, and below college/college for education, by which each county sample can be subdivided into twelve cohorts (subgroups). The fieldwork for the three waves of the ABS
used in the present study was conducted between in 2010–2012 (ABS 3), 2014–2016
Pew Research Center. 2013. Attitudes toward China. In America’s Global Image Remains More
Positive Than China’s. http://www.pewglobal.org/2013/07/18/chapter-3-attitudes-toward-china/
47
There are twelve cohort observations excluded from analysis because their sample size is under
three. The criterion applied here is that eligible cohort observations should have a sample size three or
above.
48
Entity variable refers to the demographic variables that are used to defined and form the cohort
observation. In this study, the entity variables are coded as binary group dummies.
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(ABS 4), and 2018-June 2020 (ABS 5). For Wave 3 and 4, thirteen macro samples
(political systems) are included in the analysis, and China is excluded for not being the
recipient of soft power. Wave 5 of the ABS is currently still in the field. However,
surveys in fifteen political systems were available on June 2020, providing additional
data time points to incorporate the possible effects of Trump’s presidency into our
analysis. The detailed information regarding pseudo-panel formation and
methodological issues can be found in the Appendix I.
Our analytical purpose is to evaluate four groups of factors that possibly account
for popular perceptions of China’s influence across Asia. The first group is time-variant
variables that capture the temporal junction of critical events associated with Sino-US
relations, such as Xi’s foreign policy shift or Trump’s confrontational strategy. The
second group includes cohort and societal-level covariates included for control
purposes. Specifically, they comprise perceptional variables (political interest, political
efficacy) and entity variables (dummies that represent the demographic information pf
the cohorts). The last two groups are composed of the major competing explanatory
variables. One is the treatment variable for hard-power incidents, specifically the
political systems involved in the East China Sea disputes (Japan, Korea, Taiwan from
Wave 3 to 5) and the South China Sea disputes (Philippines, Taiwan, Indonesia,
Vietnam, and Malaysia from Wave 4 to 5).49 In terms of the East China Sea dispute,
there have been sporadic but continuing conflicts between Japan, Korea, China, and
Taiwan. Therefore, the cohort observations in Japan, Korea, and Taiwan are coded as a
treatment group without the before or after distinction. However, in case of the South
China Sea dispute, a sudden escalation occurred in December 2013 when China
launched large-scale island building and subsequent military escalation.50 Therefore,
we code the cohort observations for the five sovereign claimants as the treatment group
and the before-after distinction is defined at Wave 3 (2010-2012, pre-treatment) and
Wave 4 and 5 (2014-2016, 2018-, after treatment). Such a quasi-experimental design is
made possible due to the coincidence of survey timeline matching with the timing of
the outbreak of the South China Sea disputes.
In addition to hard-power incidents, we also include five groups of major
explanatory variables corresponding to the plausible reasons discussed in the last
section: Globalization, Socioeconomic Perception, Regime Evaluation, Liberal Values,
and International Relations. All the variable in this group are formed from aggregation
of survey data, and each group is composed of three indicators, with a stepwise method
U.S. Department of State. 2014. China: Maritime Claims in the South China Sea, Limits in the Seas
Series Report No. 143. Available at https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/234936.pdf.
Accessed 20 February 2019.
50
Reuters. 2015. China’s Land Reclamation in South China Sea Grows: Pentagon Report. Available at
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-southchinasea-china-pentagon/chinas-land-reclamation-in-southchina-sea-grows-pentagon-report-idUSKCN0QQ0S920150821.
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applied to select stronger predictors in the final model, in which we only select two
explanatory predictors for each group of predictors. In this way, we can compare the
competing statistical power of all theoretical explanations in the final model. It should
be noted that panel-data analysis requires a missing-at-random (MAR) hypothesis to
analyze unbalanced data (missing observations in repeated measures), but the
restriction of data availability means this condition is not met. Therefore, we split the
overall cohort observations and regroup them into two separate datasets: one with Wave
3 and Wave 4 including thirteen macro cases (abbreviated “two-wave sample”), the
other with Wave 3, Wave 4, and Wave 5 including fifteen macro cases (abbreviated
“three-wave sample”). We seek to draw reliable findings from those consistent
statistical results in analysis of both samples.
Perceptional Change of China’s Influence in Asia
In this section, we present the findings of the pseudo-panel analysis for the twowave and three-wave sample. Before we specify the full model, it is necessary to
conduct a preliminary test on the entity dummies to see whether the demographic
variables composing the cohorts are actually strong predictors of the dependent variable.
If they are strong predictors, then the way we categorize the cohorts will matter a lot in
the model estimation, producing a further complication in consideration of model
specification. In this preliminary test, we include four groups of predictors in the basic
model aside from the five major groups of explanatory variables. Here we also include
the macro dummies but do not report its coefficient or the constant; instead we estimate
the mean of each political system’s predicted percentage in favoring China’s influence.
As Table 1 shows, the dependent variable is the percentage of respondents with positive
views of China’s influence in Asia, and the two columns report the result of the basic
model using the two-wave and three-wave samples, respectively.
[Table 1 about here]
First, we find a consistent and negatively significant result for being a South China
Sea claimant. The impact is about -11% to -12%, and this indicates that China’s hardpower exercise did generate negative impact to its perceived image. On the other hand,
the effect of East China Sea claimants is not consistent when the temporal scope extends
to cover the Trump period. We find the result is trivial and not significant in two-wave
analysis (-4%) but it becomes large and significant in three-wave analysis (-24%).
While the lack of consistency might be simply driven by the data restriction, we believe
that reflects what Trump changes is not a direct impact on the favorability of China but
rather a structural shock that influences how those relevant factors associated with the
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way Asian people perceived China. Apparently, when Trump directly confronted China
by accusing its revisionist intention in contending the hegemonic status, the global
concern has already shifted toward great-power politics and geopolitical competition
and Asian people have been cognitively mobilized to think over strategic and security
issues. And that generates a strong cuing effect which makes the long-existing territorial
dispute become salient again.
Regarding the time-variant predictor, we find a significant difference before and
after Xi took office in 2013, which suggests the foreign policy shift under Xi had been
perceived causing some damage to China’s favorability (-17% to -18%). Much interest
has been focused on Trump’s confrontational policy toward China, but the effect of his
policy on popular perception toward China is not significant. Further analysis in the full
models will provide more information for a comprehensive interpretation. For the entity
dummies, none of the demographical variables shows a significant result, indicating
that the way cohorts are defined does not influence the estimate of the dependent
variable, suggesting that there is no need to change the cohort specification. Lastly,
neither political interest nor political efficacy is found to be associated with favorable
perceptions of China, and this result is consistent in both data samples.
A more comprehensive analysis proceeds with the comparison of relative power
between the five explanatory accounts as well as the hard-power event, the escalation
of South China Sea dispute. We simplify the model by excluding the entity variables
given their trivial explanatory power. We select three indicators that fall into the general
concept but differ somewhat in nuance. For example, under the concept of globalization,
we choose three indicators that are generally associated with different aspects of
globalization: Following Foreign News (information acquisition), Learning More from
Other Countries (social globalization), and Doing More Trade with Other Countries
(economic globalization). The same practice applies to the selection of the other four
groups of variables. The rationale for choosing each indicator is explained in Appendix
II. Information related to variable formation can be found in Appendix III.
[Table 2 about here]
As shown in Table 2, Model 1.1 to 1.5 present the results of each group of
explanatory accounts. Throughout the five models, the hard-power factor remains
negatively significant and the magnitude varies between 10% to 14% in the decrease of
favorable perceptions of China among people in South China Sea claimants. Also, the
Xi period has a 16%-17% drop in positive rating of China comparing to pre-Xi era.
With respect to the give groups of explanatory variables, as Model 1.1 and 1.2 shows,
none of the three globalization measures have significant results, while all of the
18

socioeconomic perception variables shows significant, but heterogeneous findings.
Specifically, those who are satisfied with their household income tend to view China’s
influence positively, while those who have higher subjective social status or rate
economic situation better tend to view China negatively. These three findings indicate
that the potentially divergent effects of socioeconomic factors. For the remaining three
groups of variables (from Model 1.3 to 1.5), we find significant results matching with
our expectations. First, respondents tend to disfavor China’s influence if the gap in how
they rank the democratic level of the U.S. and that of China becomes wider. Second,
people with stronger liberal democratic orientations tend to have less favorable
perceptions of China’s influence. Third, those who identify China as a model for future
development tend to show more favorable perceptions. Model 1.6 presents the full
model for the two-wave panel regression, in which all predictors are included in the
analysis. As expected, favorable perceptions of China for South China Sea claimants
drop significantly by 12%; however, the effect of East China Sea claimants is not
significant consistently as shown in Model 1.1 to 1.5. The time-variant predictor, Xi
Period, and most of the rest covariates in the five groups of explanatory accounts repeat
exactly the same result in block regressions, except the China model predictor which
falls short of the significant level. Taking all these findings together, we found that
income satisfaction is positively related to more favorable perceptions of China, which
signals rational thinking among respondents in terms of optimism about economic
opportunities that might come with a rising China. On the other hand, we also find
factors of subjective social status, overall economic evaluation, perceived democratic
distance between the U.S. and China, and liberal democratic attitude are negatively
associated with China’s favorability. This suggests that strategic competition and value
conflict still plays a significant role in explaining how Asians view the rise of China. In
sum, the result of the two-wave panel regression indicates that security threat, economic
opportunity, and value conflict are the essential causes that drive people to view China’s
influence positively or negatively.
[Table 3 about here]
We apply the same stepwise procedure and conduct the analysis with the threewave dataset as shown in Table 3. Model 2.1 to 2.5 produce fewer significant findings,
and in fact only three predictors are significant: those who rate the overall economic
situation worse, have less liberal democratic value, or view China as their model of
future development tend to perceive China’s influence more positively. When the same
full model (Model 2.6) is tested, the result differs slightly from what we found from
Model 2.1 to 2.5: people in South China Sea claimants remains have lower favorable
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rating of China by 12%, while those in East China Sea claimants do not show significant
difference. The latter result deviates from four of the five models but coincides with
Model 2.4, suggesting the existence of multi-collinear issues for East China Sea
claimants versus other countries. The effect of the Xi Period remains negatively
significant by 16%, but the transition to Trump period is not significant. Comparing the
overall result for two-wave and three-wave data analysis, the major difference exhibits
in the factors that show structural change in global strategic consideration, which is not
captured by the estimate of Trump’s period direct impact. Specifically, the China model
factor replaces personal economic satisfaction to explain favorable perception of China,
while ideological difference in terms of perceived democratic distance or class variable
such as subjective social class become non-significant. The two findings remaining
consistent are liberal democratic attitude and overall economic evaluation, both of
which by essence are highly associated with strategic consideration.
Vulnerability of Soft Power When Issues of Hard Power are at Stake
Due to the data restriction, many results of our analysis are not stable because of
limited coverage or multicollinearity issues. Nonetheless, we can still find most of the
results are fairly robust regardless of spatiotemporal restriction, and in the meantime
make sense of these varying findings between the two sample analyses.
A summary of the results is presented in Table 4, showing many findings that are
consistent in significant or non-significant in both analyses. Particularly, we found that
citizens of countries that are South China Sea claimants are at least 12% less favorable
to China’s influence; Asians tend to have lower favorable view of China during Xi
period by at least 16% comparing to Hu period beforehand. Those two are well expected
and show how vulnerable China’s soft power can be when issues of hard power are at
stake. In addition, competition mindsets that came along with China’s assertive foreign
policy also appears in the negatively significant covariates such as overall economic
evaluation and liberal democratic attitude. The former suggests that people might
become tougher on China when they perceive an optimistic economy and have less
scruple to reveal their disquiet over China’s domination. The latter, on the other hand,
clearly shows that the ideology of China’s one-party authoritarianism is always the
prime concern that leads to unfavorable perception of China.
The Trump factor does not weight in by its direct impact on China favorability,
however, it is very likely to be a triggering factor that cause structural changes from
greater economic consideration shifting toward more strategic and nationalistic
contemplation. As Table 4 makes evident, income satisfaction in two-wave sample
analysis has a marginal effect of 16% per unit of the scale (ranging from 1.17 to 2.89),
roughly in par with the effect of overall economic evaluation. This suggests that
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personal economic appeal is indeed a driving force that prompts favorable view of
China. In a similar vein, those who subjective identify as lower social class tend to view
China more favorably due to China’s role as the engine of regional economy.
Nevertheless, when we add the wave-5 dataset and specify the Trump time-variant
variable in the model, those two economic predictors become non-significant and what
replaces is the emergence of the China model variable, which shows a strong significant
effect in favoring China over those who believe China is the future developmental
model. Aligned with this change is the disappearance of the positive significant effect
regarding the democratic distance between the U.S. and China. In fact, under the
circumstance of intense cognitive mobilization brought about by recent U.S.-China
confrontation and Trump’s abandoning of a values-based foreign policy, regime
comparison becomes less consequential. All the above changes in findings of panel
regressions are likely to associate with the shifting the spotlight from more benign
China’s rise tilting towards the strategic clash between the two great powers.
At last, while we found that the factor of East China Sea Claimants does not
significant impact on people’s perception of China, the actual pattern of findings in
block regressions is rather unstable. The reason behind this phenomenon is likely
related to the multicollinearity issue, since East China Sea Claimants are only composed
of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan in the analysis and those three countries are the only
stable liberal democracies with the harsher audience in socioeconomic evaluation but
meanwhile showing stronger liberal democratic orientation. Therefore, as Model 1.2
and Model 2.4 shows, when a block regression contains only predictors in the group of
socioeconomic perception or liberal values, the result of the East China Sea Claimants
deviates from other models. Such instability indicates that, despite being a chronic
dispute, the East China Sea dispute might be still a main reason simultaneously pairing
up with the greater liberal oriented public that leads to the decreasing favorability of
China. Its actual impact might have been overshadowed (Model 2.4) or induced (Model
1.2) due to the collinear variance of multiple explanatory factors coincided with East
China Sea Claimants.
Conclusion
China’s public diplomacy faces many daunting challenges. First of all, it is almost
impossible to shed the image of being a revisionist power in the eyes of the great
majority of American policy makers because by definition China’s ascendance will
inevitably alter the existing pecking order in the international system and dilute if not
erode the power foundation of U.S. hegemony. While U.S. allies in the Western Europe
and East Asia might embrace China as a hedge against Trumpism, they still harbor
lingering doubt about China’s long-term strategic objective, are not fully convinced by
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China open pledge for upholding the existing multilateralism, and view the rising
popularity of the BRI as well as the Chinese development model in the developing
world as an antithesis to their long-held core values and beliefs. It is also difficult for
Beijing to win over the heart of many of its Asian neighbors, especially in countries
where suspicion toward China run deep due to historical grievance or present-day
territorial disputes. While in most Asian countries some segments of the population
might benefit from expanding economic ties with China, the distribution of risks and
benefits has been very uneven. There are always losers in the game of globalization and
economic integration. Only under the most favorable condition, such as the absence of
geopolitical conflict or ideological barriers, China’s charm offense might be able to run
its full course and steadily building up its image as a trustworthy rising superpower and
desirable economic partner, most notable in the case of Thailand, Malaysia and
Cambodia and potentially in Myanmar and Indonesia. Under less favorable condition,
China’s public diplomacy and its deployment of economic leverage can be significantly
comprised or nullified by the eruption of disruptive events such as the heightening of
the territorial dispute over South China Sea or China’s strong objection to the
deployment of THAID in its vicinity. The ensuing damage to China’s international
standing can be substantial and last for a long while.
For the near term, China might be able to persuade its Asian neighbors not to take
side in the escalation of strategic confrontation with the United States, but it is difficult
to convince most of its neighbors that China is a credible successor to the United States
in the region. China might be motivated to place more emphasis on three credentials
that could enhance the effectiveness of its public diplomacy. First, China is poised to
be a new provider of regional and global public goods in terms of establishing new
multilateral institutions, opening up its domestic market for trading partners, and being
a major source of development assistance and development-related soft loans. Second,
China commits itself to supporting the existing multilateral arrangements that are vital
to the stability and vitality of the global economy. China shall make it clear that it
advocates incremental reform in the prevailing international economic order and
mechanisms of global governance, rather than radical changes and much less their
undoing. Third, China can and will play the role of the locomotive of world economy
by sustaining its own growth momentum through reform and innovation for the
foreseeable future. These benevolent aspects of China’s rise may work to some extent
to reduce apprehension about potential Chinese security threats to the region, meet the
expectation of the economic opportunities brought about by China as it charters the
course of future globalization, and most importantly, soften opposition due to the clash
of civilization.
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Appendix I. Information of Pseudo-Panel Observation and Related
Methodological Issues
The pseudo-panel data is generated by taking aggregate means of twelve groups
in each ABS sample. The unit of analysis is a group, which is defined as a cohort
categorized by three demographic variables: gender (male/female), age
(youth/adult/senior), and Education (below-college/college). To avoid poor estimates
of the cohort statistics, we exclude cohorts that have two or fewer observations in any
single wave of surveys. In this study, we have two pseudo-panel samples for analysis.
The two-wave sample ideally should have 300 observations (Myanmar only has wave
4), but actually only had 287 qualified observations. The excluded samples contain
seven cohorts, mostly groups of seniors with college education (male or female) in
Indonesia (two), Vietnam (two), Cambodia (seven, due to the lack of college-educated
respondents in the adult and senior groups), and Malaysia (two). The three-wave sample
contain fifteen countries: Japan, Korea, Mongolia, Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand,
Indonesia, Vietnam, and Malaysia for Wave 3 to Wave 5, Hong Kong, Cambodia,
Singapore for Wave 3 to 4, Myanmar for Wave 4 to 5, and Australia and India for Wave
5 only. The actual sample size is 425. The average cohort size is 112 for the two-wave
sample and 120 for the three-wave sample.
The assumption of the pseudo panel method is that those cohorts resemble to the
very same unit if our estimates of cohort means are correct. Given the fact that time
varies in different waves of surveys, our cohort definition has to be adjusted in
accordance to the time of field work. The age variable is adjusted as follows:
youth/adult/senior is defined “below 36/36–55/above55” in Wave 3, “below 40/40–
59/above 59” in Wave 4, and “below 44/44–63/above 63” in Wave 5. The other
assumption is that the variables defining the cohorts (or called entity variables) should
not significantly related to the dependent variables, otherwise different categorization
could lead to very different outcome of the dependent variable, which requires more
complex analysis to deal with. In this study, as shown in the left-hand two columns of
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Table 1, none of the entity variables is significant, and this suggests that the composition
of the cohort makes little difference if we change the way we categorize the three entity
variables.

Appendix II. Selection of Indicators for Five Groups of Explanatory Accounts
In Table 2 and 3, five groups of explanatory accounts are tested and each of them
included three indicators in analysis. Below, we explain the rationale for why each of
the indicators was chosen.
1. Globalization
There are many aspects of globalization, for example, social and economic
globalization might associate with different concepts differently. However, the
hypothesis assumed here is that people who support a greater level of globalization
might be more likely favor China’s influence given its indispensable role in the global
economy. Here we also include indicators of information acquisition regarding foreign
news, which is a neutral behavioral indicator measuring the respondent’s level of
globalization in an objective sense.
2. Socioeconomic Perception
The most straightforward rationale to favor China’s influence is because of economic
benefits. However, whether people with a better socioeconomic situation would
positively evaluate China is an empirical question. We include three indicators to
capture different dimensions of socioeconomic perception: respondent’s income
satisfaction, their subjective social status, and their evaluation of the political system’s
economy.
3. Regime Evaluation
The premise in this group of variables is that people generally know what the
democratic level of China and United States should be. (China much lower and the
United States much higher) We measure the perceived democratic distance of
respondent’s country and the U.S. from China, respectively. We expect greater
democratic distance will be associated with a less favorable view of China due to its
authoritarian regime.
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4. Liberal Values
This group captures ideological values related to liberalism and democracy. The chosen
indicators include the measure of liberal democratic attitudes, whether the respondents
prefer only democracy as s system of government, and whether they put the value of
democracy ahead of economic development. The assumption is that respondents who
hold greater liberal and democratic orientations will evaluate China less favorably due
to its collectivism, hierarchical order, and illiberal norms.
5. International Relations
The debate between the Beijing Consensus and Washington Consensus is usually
understood as China model versus US model, which essentially is about which
developmental path people like better. So, the inclusion of the China model and the US
model aims to test this preference: respondents who think the China model better should
perceive China more favorably and those who identify with the US model should tend
to evaluate China less favorably. Regarding the prospective evaluation of China’s
influence, it is easily understood that people normally want to side with winner, and
therefore, China should be perceived more favorably if people believe it will be the
most influential country in Asia in the future.
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Appendix III. Information of Variable Formation
Variable
Favorability of China’s
Regional Influence
South China Sea Claimants
East China Sea Claimants
Xi Period
Trump Period
Political Interest
(mean score)

Political Efficacy
(mean score)

Following Foreign News
Learning More from Other
Countries
Doing More Trade with Other
Countries
Income Satisfaction
Subjective Social Status
Economic Evaluation
(mean score)

Assessment of Own
Democracy
China’s Level of Democracy
U.S.’s Level of Democracy
Demo. Distance (Self-China)
Demo. Distance (US-China)
Liberal Democratic Attitude
(mean score)

Preferability of Democracy
Priority of Democracy over
Economic Development
China Most Influential
Country in Future
China is Our Model of Future
Development

Questionnaire
Does China do more good or harm to the region?

Range
(0,1)

Country involved with the South China Sea dispute (after Dec 2013)
Country involved with the East China Sea dispute
Sample collected after 2013
Sample collected after 2017
How interested would you say you are in politics?
How often do you follow news about politics and government?
When you get together with your family members or friends, how often do
you discuss political matters? (all recoded into a 1-3 scale)
I think I have the ability to participate in politics.
Disagree that sometimes politics and government seems so complicated
that a person like me can't really understand what is going on.
Disagree that people like me don't have any influence over what the
government does. (all recoded into a 1-4 scale)
How closely do you follow major events in foreign countries/the world?
Agree that our country should do more to learn more from other countries.

(0,1)
(0,1)
(0,1)
(0,1)
(1-3)

Agree that our country should do more trade with other countries.

(1-4)

Does the total income of your household allow you to cover your needs?
Subjective social status
How would you rate the overall economic condition of our country today?
How would you describe the change in the economic condition of our
country over the last few years?
What do you think will be the state of our country's economic condition a
few years from now? (all recoded into a 1-5 scale)
In your opinion how much of a democracy is your country?

(1-3)
(1-10)
(1-5)

Where would you place China today on this scale (of democracy)?
Where would you place U.S. today on this scale (of democracy)?
Distance of democratic evaluation of respondent's country from China
Distance of democratic evaluation of U.S. from China
Disagree that government leaders are like the head of a family; we should
all follow their decisions.
Disagree that the government should decide whether certain ideas should
be allowed to be discussed in society.
Disagree that harmony of the community will be disrupted if people
organize lots of groups.
Disagree that when judges decide important cases, they should accept the
view of the executive branch.
Disagree that if the government is constantly checked by the legislature, it
cannot possibly accomplish great things.
Disagree that if we have political leaders who are morally upright, we can
let them decide everything.
Disagree that if people have too many different ways of thinking, society
will be chaotic. (all recoded into a 1-4 scale)
Democracy is always preferable to any other kind of government
Democracy is more important than economic development.

(1-10)
(1-10)
(-9~9)
(-9~9)
(1-4)

˙Whether China is the most influential country in Asia in the future?

(0,1)

Which country should be a model for our own country's future
development?

(0,1)
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(1-4)

(1-4)
(1-4)

(1-4)

(0,1)
(1-5)

U.S. is Our Model of Future
Development

Which country should be a model for our own country's future
development?

Table 1. Favorable Perception of China’s Influence in Asia
(Base Models)
Independent Variable

Wave 3-4
(13 macro cases)

Wave 3-5
(15 macro cases)

-.12(.04)**
-.04(.05)

-.11(.04)**
-.24(.05)**

-.17(.03)**

-.18(.02)**
-.02(.02)

.01(.02)
-.00(.01)
-.01(.02)
-.02(.02)

.00(.01)
.00(.01)
-.00(.02)
-.01(.01)

.08(.07)
-.03(.09)

.01(.06)
.03(.06)

54.5%
90.8%
77.2%
287

50.7%
90.3%
77.8%
425

Hard Power
South China Sea Claimants
East China Sea Claimants
Time Variant Dummy
Xi Period
Trump Period
Entity Dummy
Female (ref: Male)
Adult (ref: Youth)
Senior (ref: Youth)
College (ref: Below College)
Cohort Controls
Political Interest
Political Efficacy
Model Fit
R-square (within cohort)
R-square (between cohort)
R-square (overall)
N

Note: Entry is unstandardized coefficient and figures in parentheses are unstandardized
errors.
Level of Significance: *p≦0.05, **p≦0.01, estimated by Stata (xtreg with random effect
and robust standard error). Country dummies and the constant will be presented by
predicted values in country means in Figure 1 and 2.
Data Source: ABS 3 (2010-2012), ABS 4 (2014-2016), ABS 5 (2018-June 2020)
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(0,1)
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Figure 1: Which Country Has the Most Influence in the Region
Figure 1a. China
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Figure 1b. United States
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Figure 2. Percentage of Respondents Who Hold a Favorable View of the Influence of Two Superpowers
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Figure 2b. U.S.
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Table 2. Results of Two-Wave Panel Regression on Favorable Perception of China’s Influence in Asia (13 Political Systems)
Independent Variable

Model 1.1

Model 1.2

Model 1.3

Model 1.4

Model 1.5

Model 1.6

Hard Power
South China Sea Claimants
East China Sea Claimants

-.12(.04)**
-.02(.05)

-.14(.04)**
-.24(.06)**

-.10(.04)**
-.01(.07)

-.13(.04)**
.13(.09)

-.12(.04)**
-.04(.05)

-.12(.03)**
-.10(.10)

Xi Period

-.17(.03)**

-.17(.03)**

-.17(.03)**

-.16(.02)**

-.17(.03)**

-.17(.02)**

Political Interest
Political Efficacy

.16(.09)
-.05(.09)

.10(.07)
-.04(.08)

.08(.07)
-.01(.08)

Following Foreign News
Learning More from Other Countries
Doing More Trade with Other Countries
Socioeconomic Perception
Income Satisfaction
Subjective Social Status
Economic Evaluation
Regime Evaluation
Democratic Distance (Respondent's country from China)
Democratic Distance (U.S. from China)
Liberal Values
Liberal Democratic Attitude
Preferability of Democracy
Priority of Democracy over Economic Development
International Relations
China is the Most Influential Country in Future
China is Our Model of Future Development
U.S. is Our Model of Future Development
R-square (overall)

-.06(.04)
-.01(.03)
.01(.02)

Time Variant Dummy
Cohort Controls
.14(.08)
.09(.08)

.06(.07)
-.05(.08)

.16(.09)
.05(.07)

Globalization
-.03(.04)
.-01(.02)
.01(.02)
.19(.06)**
-.05(.02)**
-.14(.04)**

.16(.05)**
-.04(.02)*
-.16(.05)**
.01(.03)
-.05(.02)**

.02(.02)
-.05(.02)**
-.28(.10)**
-.14(.09)
-.08(.11)

77.5%

79.4%

78.9%

79.0%

-.27(.08)**
-.08(.07)
.10(.08)
.13(.10)
.38(.12)**
.14(.13)
78.5%

.08(.07)
.22(.14)
.21(.12)
83.0%

Note: Entry is unstandardized coefficient and figures in parentheses are unstandardized errors. N=287. Country dummies and the constant are specified but omitted. Level of
Significance: *p≦0.05, **p≦0.01, estimated by Stata (xtreg with random effect and robust standard error). Data Source: ABS 3 (2010-2012), ABS 4 (2014-2016).
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Table 3. Results of Three-Wave Panel Regression on Favorable Perception of China’s Influence in Asia (15 Political Systems)
Independent Variable

Model 2.1

Model 2.2

Model 2.3

Model 2.4

Model 2.5

Model 2.6

Hard Power
South China Sea Claimants
East China Sea Claimants

-.11(.04)**
-.24(.05)**

-.12(.03)**
-.34(.06)**

-.09(.04)**
-.12(.05)*

-.12(.04)**
-.02(.06)

-.12(.04)**
-.24(.06)**

-.12(.03)**
-.06(.08)

Xi Period
Trump Period

-.18(.02)**
-.02(.02)

-.17(.02)**
-.03(.02)

-.18(.02)**
-.02(.02)

-.18(.02)**
-.01(.02)

-.18(.02)**
-.03(.02)

-.16(.02)**
-.01(.02)

Political Interest
Political Efficacy

.01(.06)
.02(.06)

.03(.06)
.03(.06)

.02(.05)
.02(.06)

.06(.06)
.14(.06)*

Following Foreign News (unavailable in Wave 5)
Learning More from Other Countries
Doing More Trade with Other Countries
Socioeconomic Perception
Income Satisfaction
Subjective Social Status
Economic Evaluation
Regime Evaluation
Democratic Distance (Respondent's country from China)
Democratic Distance (U.S. from China)
Liberal Values
Liberal Democratic Attitude
Preferability of Democracy
Priority of Democracy over Economic Development
International Relations
China is the Most Influential Country in Future
China is Our Model of Future Development
U.S. is Our Model of Future Development
R-square (overall)

─
-.02(.02)
.01(.02)

Time Variant Dummy
Cohort Controls
.02(.06)
-.01(.06)

.09(.06)
.09(.06)

Globalization
─
-.01(.02)
-.00(.02)
.04(.04)
-.02(.02)
-.09(.03)**

.02(.04)
-.01(.02)
-.11(.04)**
-.02(.02)
-.03(.02)

-.02(.02)
-.02(.02)
-.32(.07)**
-.08(.07)
-.08(.09)

77.8%

78.3%

79.1%

79.8%

-.33(.07)**
-.08(.06)
.06(.09)
.09(.07)
.41(.11)**
.08(.10)
79.1%

.08(.06)
.27(.12)*
.08(.10)
82.1%

Note: Entry is unstandardized coefficient and figures in parentheses are unstandardized errors. Country dummies and the constant are specified but omitted. N=425.
Level of Significance: *p≦0.05, **p≦0.01, estimated by Stata (xtreg with random effect and robust standard error ). Data Source: ABS 3 (2010-2012), ABS 4 (2014-2016), ABS 5
(2018-June 2020)
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Table 4. Result Summary for Both Two-Wave and Three-Wave Panel Analysis (Based
on Model 1.6 and 2.6)
Predictors

(Marginal Effect to China’s
Favorability)
W3 & W4
W3, W4, &W5

Comparison

Hard Power
South China Sea Claimants
East China Sea Claimants

-12%
non-significant

-12%
non-significant

consistent
consistent but
potentially not stable

-17%
—

-16%
non-significant

consistent
could likely triggering
structural change

non-significant
non-significant

non-significant
non-significant

consistent
consistent

16%

non-significant

Subjective Social Status

-4%

non-significant

Economic Evaluation
Regime Evaluation
Demo. Dist. (Self from China)
Demo. Dist. (U.S. from China)

-16%

-11%

possibly associated
with structural change
possibly associated
with structural change
consistent

non-significant
-5%

non-significant
non-significant

consistent
possibly associated
with structural change

Liberal Democratic Attitude
Preferability of Democracy

-27%
non-significant

-33%
non-significant

consistent

Priority of Democracy

non-significant

non-significant

consistent

International Relations
China Most Influential in Future
China Model

non-significant
non-significant

non-significant
27%

U.S. Model

non-significant

non-significant

consistent
possibly associated
with structural change
consistent

Time Variant Dummy
Xi Period
Trump Period
Globalization
Learning More from Other Countries
Doing More Trade with Other Countries
Socioeconomic Perception
Income Satisfaction

Liberal Value
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consistent

