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Content analysis can reveal intangible phenomena through clues that they leave in text. In this case study 

we employ content analysis of newspaper articles to understand China’s efforts to build soft power by 

hosting the Olympic Games in 2008 and 2022. We construct a manually curated corpus of 4871 articles 

from seven western and Chinese-based newspapers spanning from 2000 to 2022. We use a mix of 

qualitative and computational techniques which collectively reveal that although China accrued soft 

power through hosting the Olympics, it failed to convert it into international primacy. Coverage across 

news sources is tonally and topically dichotomized within a limited set of frames, suggestive of opposing 

agendas confirmed qualitatively. Finally, we find evidence for wolf-warrior diplomacy in the increasingly 

assertive manner of Chinese reporting over time. 
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The Olympic Games are inherently newsworthy, and international media coverage of the Olympics is 

one of the avenues through which host countries are able to engage with the world at large to promote 

their image, national prestige, and interests. In fact, since the very inception in 1896, the modern Olympic 

Games "have provided a stage for the symbolic contestation of modernity as well as between different 

models of development" (Brownell et al., 2011).  

This case study contrasts China- and western-based newspapers portrayals of the 2008 Summer 

and 2022 Winter Beijing Olympic Games to assess the PRC’s success in using the Olympics as a conduit 

for soft power (Nye, 1990). The growth of accessible digital archives affords the opportunity to conduct 

computational analyses of language to guide, support, and challenge hypotheses about host countries’ 

efforts, their reception and presentation in mainstream printed media sources. Content analysis 

(Berelson, 1952), in general, is a set of non-invasive techniques for studying communication artifacts such 

as documents, photographs, and recordings. Computational methods have supercharged content analysis 

by complementing subject matter expertise with the potential for massive scale (Field et al., 2018; 

Demszky et al., 046 2019; Lucy et al., 2020). Computational content analysis approaches can be traced at 

least to the dictionary-based approaches of the General Inquirer (Stone and Hunt, 1963) and of Laffal 

(1969) at the third-ever COLING. In this work, we perform content analysis to discover how newspapers’ 

coverage captures intangible concepts, with particular focus on soft power. Our research revealed the 

following about how China- and western-based newspapers portray the Beijing Olympics:  

1. China failed to convert the soft power accrued 058 through hosting the Olympics into 

international political primacy.  

2. China- and western-based newspapers portray the Olympics differently in terms of volume 

of coverage, tone and topic, which is symptomatic of opposing agendas vis-a-vis China’ 

emergence as global power.  

3. Collocational shifts show that the Chinese press becomes more assertive by using keywords 

067 in increasingly politicized contexts over the extended timeline of our research. 
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Soft power is the ability of a country to affect others through its power of attraction and persuasion. 

Whether a country is attractive is inherently subjective and depends on how the country is perceived by 

the international community. As such, building and projecting a positive national image internationally, 

based on the attractiveness of culture, appeal of state’s values, and legitimacy of foreign policy (Nye, 

1990), is key to soft power.  

The Olympic Games as a soft power strategy has a long history. The most notable example is the 

1936 Berlin Olympic Games, when Hitler took advantage of the first televised Games in history to show 

the world a powerful and well-organized Germany (Boykoff, 2016). The 1964 Tokyo Games and the 1988 

Seoul Games demonstrated the political reliability of their hosts and showcased high-technology national 

industries (Dennis et al., 1988). Further, Australia used the 2000 Sydney Olympics to raise its international 

profile as “being more than merely a good source for raw material” (Palmer and Pomianek, 2007, 9). 

In 2008 and 2022, China leveraged the soft power inbuilt in hosting the Olympics to demonstrate 

its growing importance worldwide. In 2001, Beijing was awarded the 2008 Summer Olympics, which are 

often referred to as China’s coming out party, and through which China showed off its cultural and 

economic power. Moreover, China’s emergence as a country on equal footing with the world’s strongest 

economies also appealed to domestic audiences and bolstered national pride. The 2022 Winter Olympics 

arrived at the tail end of a decade and a half during which the West had increasingly perceived China’s 

growing economic and political stature as threatening. In response to what felt like an unfair portrayal 

of China’s achievements, China’s President Xi deployed a new foreign policy strategy which advocated 

a more assertive role for China on the world stage that became known as Wolf-warrior Diplomacy.1 This 

aggressive style of diplomacy strengthened China’s media power to gain discourse power in international 

politics and denounce the widespread criticism of the Chinese government and its policies in the media.2 

In this context, China used the soft power of the 2022 Winter Olympics to assert and safeguard, rather 

than promote, its interests worldwide. 

 

 

 
1 See Appendix A. 
2 During the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2014, Xi Jinping remarked that “We should 
increase China’s soft power, give a good Chinese narrative, and better communicate China’s messages to the world.” 
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The corpus of articles that informs our research comes from a small-N sample of English language 

newspapers: The New York Times (NYT), The Wall Street Journal (WSJ), The Financial Times (FT), and 

Barron’s, and three China-based English language newspapers: the China Daily, the Shanghai Daily, and 

the South China Morning Post (SCMP). We used the East Coast edition of the NYT and WSJ, the UK 

edition of the FT, and the Beijing edition of 128 the China Daily.3 

Current limitations of natural language processing (NLP) comparison across languages led us to 

include only English-language newspapers (Earl et al., 2004; Baden et al., 2021). While multilingual NLP 

approaches are being proposed, they are typically proven only for languages related to English (Mimno 

et al., 2009; Reber, 2019; Chan et al., 2020). In fact, Bender (2009) discusses the limitations generally, and 

Baden et al. (2021) focus on specific issues in multilingual NLP for the social sciences. Moreover, a recent 

WMT shared task (Barrault et al., 2019) shows why translation as a preprocessing step is sub-optimal (cf. 

Field et al., 2018), as current translation systems struggle to maintain coherence across long document 

contexts.  

Besides these NLP limitations, other factors validate our methodological choice. The SCMP and 

China Daily are the printed English-language newspapers with the largest readership in mainland China 

and Hong Kong. Also, as our research focuses on whether China’s hosting the Olympic Games helped 

further its interests and promote its image, investigating the perception and reception of these efforts in 

English language newspapers is key to assessing China’s soft power success. Finally, our methodological 

approach is consistent with the work of Bhatia (2015), Yu (2015); Wong and Liu (2018); Du et al. (2018), 

Lee (2014), McCarthy and Dore (2022), and Scharf et al. (2021), who rely on English language news sources 

to investigate news portrayals of protests in Hong Kong.  

The articles were collected through keyword-based searches in ProQuest Newspapers for western 

English language newspapers, and Newsbank Access World News Research Collection for China-based 

English language newspapers. We searched for “Beijing” + “Olympics”; “Beijing” + “Olympic Games”; 

“Beijing” + “2008” + “Olympics”; “Beijing” + “2022” + Olympics”; “Beijing” + “Olympic” + “legacy”; 

“Beijing” + “Olympics” + “infrastructure”; “Beijing” + “investments” + “Olympics”. To be eligible for 

collection, articles had to be published between January 1, 2000 and June 30, 2022, be at least 300 words 

long, and focus on the Beijing Olympic Games. A one-by-one, manual screening process eliminated 

 
3 See Appendix B. 
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eventual duplicates within each publication, readers’ letters, and articles that included any of the chosen 

keywords but whose content was not pertinent to the scope of our research. Following the manual 

screening, we retained 3229 articles from western-based newspapers and 1642 from the China-based ones. 

A total of 4871 articles makes up the novel and highly curated Beijing Olympic Legacy Dataset (BOLD). 

 

 

In this research, we conceive of interdisciplinarity as the space between computer science and social 

science. An inquiry must go farther than matching computational techniques to a social science research 

question (O’Connor et al., 2011); it involves the design of a synergistic methodology that connects the 

norms and standards for empirical evidence from these two strange bedfellows.  

This means partnering computer science’s preference for the structured, generalizable, and 

objective with the unstructured, critical, and contextual that the social sciences champion. This level of 

interdisciplinarity allows moving beyond individual findings to explanations of their broader importance 

and contextual understanding. Skepticism can remain toward findings not drawn from the standard 

practices of one’s own field (Armstrong, 1967). To assuage doubts, we leverage predictive validity —i.e., 

expected correspondence between a measure and exogenous events uninvolved in the measurement 

process -- and convergent validity — i.e., correlation with other measures of the same construct” (Quinn 

et al., 2010; Grimmer and Stewart, 2013).  

To meet the challenges inherent in operationalizing our interdisciplinary research, we use a 

mixed-method approach. As language is at the heart of our research, computational analysis emerges as 

important for its ability “to analyze signals ranging from simple lexical clues to word clusters to choices 

of syntactic structure” (Boydstun et al., 2014) as well as its speed, scale, and granularity. In using statistical 

techniques to analyze text, the case study builds on research of Field et al. (2018) on the use of word 

embedding similarity, topic models, and dependency parsing to generate clues toward differing portrayals 

of race and gender in US history textbooks; Field et al. (2018), who relate the content of Russian state-run 

news articles to the nation’s economic performance to push an agenda of distraction; Mosteller and 

Wallace (1984) and Bergsma et al. (2012) on content analysis and stylometry in consideration of 

authorship; Jatowt and Duh (2014) and Kulkarni et al. (2015) on the detection of shifts in word meaning, 

whether between groups or over time, and gradual or at specific change points; Wijaya and Yeniterzi 

(2011) on whether relevant historical events lead to differences in word usage; and Blei and Lafferty (2007) 

on tracking shifts in entire topics, rather than in the semantics of individual words.  
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In terms of qualitative analysis, we employ qualitative content analysis (Fulcher, 2010; Howitt 

and Cramer, 2007; Braun and Clarke, 2006) and descriptive interference—in the sense of King et al. 

(1995)—to corroborate the results emerging from the application of computational techniques to BOLD. 

Our choice to use qualitative analysis to complement quantitative techniques builds on Achen and Snidal 

(1989)’s recommendation to use historical case studies as a useful complement to statistical research; their 

plea was strengthened by Verba’s work in the early 1990s (Verba et al., 1993, 1995; Verba, 1996), and 

Tarrow (1995), which openly called for bridging qualitative and quantitative modes of research in social 

science. In the last decade, many authors have made a quantum leap Levy (2007) in social science 

methodology by providing a highly structured approach to qualitative analysis (Coppedge, 1999; Gerring, 

2004; Lieberman, 2010).4 

 

 

Cohen states that “newspapers may not be successful in telling people what to think, but they are 

stunningly successful in telling readers what to think about” (Cohen, 1963, 13). Newspapers do so through 

agenda-setting (McCombs and Shaw, 1972), which steers perceptions of issue importance, and framing 

(Entman, 2006), which involves selection and guides how issues should be interpreted. The interplay of 

agenda setting, and framing provides a unique vantage point for readers learn about a given issue. We 

tested for which frames China- and western-based newspapers used to characterize the Beijing Olympics 

to investigate how sports mega events can be used as a conduit for soft power.  

We build on established scholarship and use topic models to find the frames used in the articles 

across news sources and over time (Jacobi et al., 2016; Dehler-Holland et al., 2021; Ylä-Anttila et al., 2022), 

then manually validate these in terms of their semantic, predictive, and convergent validity (Quinn et al., 

2010; Grimmer and Stewart, 2013). For our topic models, we use latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA; Blei et 

al., 2003), a hierarchical admixture model of text, which allows us to capture and convey the prevalence 

of various topics, so that we can contrast these across news sources, and over time. We perform topic 

modeling with MALLET (McCallum, 2002), and to pre-process the articles, we lemmatize all tokens with 

WordNet’s morphy feature (Miller, 1995), and also extract common bigrams. The resulting unigrams and 

bigrams were then converted to term–document matrices and provided as inputs to MALLET. We created 

models exploring varying numbers of automatically discovered topics, we subsequently evaluated the 

coherence score (Mimno et al., 2011) of the resulting topics and manually spot-checked them. We estimate 

a topic’s prevalence in a news source or year by averaging the topic’s weight across the articles from that 

 
4 See Appendix C. 
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source or year. For the period 2000–2022, we operationalized issue framing by creating models, setting 

the number of topics from 8 to 25, and evaluating the coherence of the resultant topics. We found that 

using 10 topics produced the highest coherence score, and we identified each of these topics with an 

identifying label. 

 

Sentiment score may provide evidence of stylometric differences between newspapers sources, so we 

apply computational sentiment analysis to measures the tone and connotations of articles. While it is 

common to use hand-crafted sentiment (valency) lexica (Mohammad, 2018), we selected a technique that 

is robust to the specific words that are chosen. We chose a BERT-based model to classify a given sentence 

as positive or negative because of its near state-of-the-art sentiment classification abilities. We treat 

sentiment as a binary attribute (+, −) and use a probabilistic classifier trained on the Stanford Sentiment 

Treebank (SST-2; Socher et al., 2013).5 The model uses DistilBERT (Sanh et al., 2019) for feature extraction 

from text. Together with the analysis of lexical usage and topic modeling, sentiment analysis strengthens 

the understanding of newspapers’ portrayal of the Beijing Olympics. 

 

Approaching content analysis through the lens of corpus linguistics, we focused on lexical frequency and 

collocations. Word frequency exposes discrepancies in word choice and usage. A lack of event-related 

keyword in contemporaneous articles from different newspapers may signal omission of events in some 

of them. Our research builds on 26 keywords6, selected by the consensus of three subject-matter experts 

who independently created keyword lists and discussed which candidates to retain. Collocations further 

the understanding of how words are used differently across news sources. A word embedding model is a 

smoothed model of collocation that employs a vectorial, rather than symbolic, representation of words. 

It seeks to assign similar vectors to words in similar contexts, and different vectors to words in different 

contexts. If the usage of a word changes, then this should be reflected in changes to the word’s context 

and thus changes in the word’s embedding (Kulkarni et al., 2015).  

 
5 There is merit to including a third ’it’s complicated’ class (Kenyon-Dean et al., 2018). 
6 In this case study the term keyword is used in the information retrieval rather than the corpus linguistic sense, 
the latter of which signifies a term that is statistically characteristic in a text. See Biber and Reppen (2015, 90–150). 
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To assess these semantic and collocational shifts, we both replicate and extend the difference-in-usage 

model of Gonen et al. (2020).  

1. Partition the corpus C into Ca and Ca based on the attribute of interest a.  

2. Fit separate word embedding models for each partition: Ma and Ma.  

3. Select a keyword w of interest.  

4. Obtain the set of nearest neighbors NNa(w) and NNa(w) of w according to Ma and Ma.7 

5. Score the usage-change of w as the size of the intersection, | NNa(w) ∩ NNa(w)|. 

 

After this process, if a word w is used differently based on the presence or absence of the attribute, 

we expect its score to be low. Words whose usage does not depend on a will have similar neighborhoods 

in each split. To extend Gonen et al. (2020), we contextualize the similarity score of a given word with 

the percentile in which the score falls. This distributional measure is more interpretable than the raw 

similarity score. 

 

  

 
7 Following Wendlandt et al. (2018) and Gonen et al. (2020), we use 1000 nearest neighbors. 
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How China- and western-based newspapers covered the 2008 and 2022 Beijing Olympics is telling of 

whether and how China leveraged the Olympics as soft power to proactively tell the story of its economic 

and political rise. As such, the volume and timing of newspapers’ coverage of the Games is indicative of 

the attention they attracted and importance they commanded at home and abroad.  

Between 2000 and 2022, China- and western-based newspapers published consistently about the 

Beijing Olympics, even though western-based newspapers published more than their China-based 

counterparts. China-based newspapers’ coverage suffers peaks and dips over time, whereas Western-

based newspapers show a more sustained and voluminous coverage over time. China-based newspapers, 

however, published more than their western-based counterparts between 2001 and 2003, when the 2008 

Summer Games were awarded to Beijing and repeated pledges of improving the country’s record on 

human rights and the rule of law were made; in 2006, when a Winter-Summer Olympics Partnership was 

set up between Turin, host of the 2006 Winter Games and Beijing; and 2008 when the Summer Olympics 

were held. These events were unprecedented for a country with China’s global standing at the time. We 

interpret this as China capitalizing on that fact to showcase the rising profile it grew through the Games. 

With 2274 and 654 articles, the FT and the China Daily emerge as the newspapers that published 

the most, whereas the WSJ, and Barrons published the least (i.e., 172; and 14). Overall, the western-based 

newspapers published 2.4 times more articles than their China-based counterparts (i.e., 3059 vs. 1252). 

This created the opportunity for western-based newspapers to set the agenda on how to frame the 2008 

and 2022 Olympics, and weaken China’s efforts to leverage the soft power of the Olympics, especially in 

light of China’s authoritarian system. Fifty-five percent (55%) of all China-based newspapers’ articles 

were published between 2000 and 2011, whereas 63% of western-based newspapers’ coverage was 

published over the last decade. Our findings further show that while coverage of "all things Olympics" 

decreases both in China- and western-based coverage between 2009 and 2011, the decline is significantly 

sharper in the China-based newspapers than in the western-based ones. In the case of the 2022 Beijing 

Olympics, however, in the months following the end of the Games (i.e., March-April 2022), western-based 

newspapers’ coverage declines of about 52% (i.e., 259 vs. 135), whereas that of China-based newspapers 

increases 2.6 times (i.e., 147 vs 390). Descriptive inference points to the trend-reversal as evidence of wolf-

warrior diplomacy in action. Chinese news sources bolstered positive Olympics-related coverage to 
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counter western-based newspapers’ characterizations of China as struggling to maintain international 

legitimacy as exemplified by mass diplomatic boycott of the 2022 Olympics. 

 

The western-based newspapers write not only more, but also more negatively about the Beijing 

Olympics.8 Between 2000 and 2022, China-based newspapers’ average positivity is significantly higher 

than that of western-based newspapers (62.16% vs. 43.8%). Western-based newspapers adopted a steady 

negative tone vis-a-vis China being awarded and hosting the 2008 and 2022 Olympics. The WSJ has the 

most negative tone of all western-based newspapers, followed by the NYT, and the FT. Among the China-

based newspapers, the SCMP emerges as the least positive, whereas the China 437 Daily and the SD 

present the most positive coverage of the 2008 and 2022 Beijing Olympics. Nevertheless, the SCMP 

remains more positive than any of the western-based newspapers. Over time, the consistent high 

positivity of the China Daily coverage supported President Xi’s call for "a good Chinese narrative."  

Western-based newspapers exhibit imperceptible changes in the negative tone of their coverage 

of the 2008 and 2022 Olympics. While China is no stranger to critical reporting from the West, it has 

changed its diplomatic style over the past two decades, from keeping a low-profile diplomacy to a wolf-

warrior diplomacy to counter what it is perceived as Western-based newspapers’ biased reporting style 

on China’s image and interests worldwide. China-based newspapers’ more positive coverage of the 2022 

Winter Games (than that of the 2008 Summer Olympics) is seen as both an exercise in self-assertion as 

well as stating to the world that China’s aspiration to global primacy would be beneficial for the world 

at large (Heath et al., 2021). 

 

As shown in Figure 1, ten frames characterize the portrayals of the Beijing Olympics between 2000 and 

2022. There is a stark dichotomy between the choice of frames through which newspapers shape their 

narratives on the Olympics. Only five frames are used by both China- and western-based newspapers. 

We tested the generalizability of our findings against the Policy Frames Codebook of Boydstun et al.9 We 

found consistency with six of the 14 categories listed in the Codebook: Economic, Capacity and Resources, 

 
8 See Appendix D. 
9 The Codebook, a reference to aid coding in computational content analysis, “provides a general system for 
categorizing frames across policy issues (...) and contains 14 categories of frame ‘dimensions’ (plus an ‘other’ 
category) that are intended to be applicable to any policy issue and in any communication context” (2014, 4). 
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External Regulation and Reputation, and the Cultural and Identity, which provides convergent validity for 

the results of our unsupervised topic modeling. The Hosting and Winter Sports frames are used across all 

news sources, even though China-based newspapers employed them significantly more than their 

western-based counterparts. Qualitative content analysis, applied to a random sample of 30% of the 

articles, shows that the 

SCMP, the SD, and the 

China Daily used these 

frames to highlight the 

economic value of 

bringing the Summer and 

Winter Games to Beijing, 

showcase China’s culture 

and values, and promote 

China’s foreign policy. 

While skeptical and not 

necessarily positive, 

western-based papers’ use 

of these frames peaks 

when iconic sporting 

venues and high-tech 

aspects of the Games are 

revealed. 

The trends for how China- and western-based newspapers employed the Hong Kong frame mimic 

each other closely. Qualitative content analysis shows that, starting in 2001, China leveraged Hong 

Kong’s worldwide financial relevance to promote China’s image and interests in relation to the awarding, 

preparation, and hosting the 2008 and 2022 Beijing Olympics through a series of carefully choreographed 

events. Perhaps to be expected, Hong Kong’s pro-Beijing Olympics strategy received significant coverage 

in China-based newspapers. Western-based newspapers’ coverage, however, focused on Beijing’s 

authoritarian tightening of Hong Kong’s civil and political liberties and touched on the Olympics 

celebration-related events only in passing. This is iconic of a broader pattern of coverage: using the 

Olympic Games as the "excuse" to both bring up and negatively discuss "all things China."  

Both China- and western-based newspapers used the Foreign Investments and Growth frames, 

with trends broadly matching, even though western-based newspapers’ coverage is more voluminous, 

which could be seen as a positive development stemming from the soft power of the Olympics. Qualitative 

Figure 1. Prevalence of frames in western- and China-based news coverage 
of the 2008 and 2022 Beijing Olympics 
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content analysis, however, shows that western-based newspapers do not use these frames to discuss 

opportunities for economic growth and foreign direct investments that the Beijing Olympics created, 

rather they use the Olympics simply as the excuse to talk about China’s unprecedented economic growth 

relevance for, and impact on the world economy not in an appreciative manner. 

Western-based newspapers almost exclusively use the Domestic Economy, Foreign Development, 

and Europe frames when publishing on the Beijing Olympics. This finding could be misinterpreted as 

corroborating China’s success in using the Olympics to promote its interests. Qualitative content analysis, 

however, tells a different story as it reveals that the share of articles that uses these frames increases in 

coincidence with PRC’s announcing economic decisions or launching strategic initiatives (such as the 

inclusion of provisions relating to property rights in the Constitution in 2005, the launch of the One Belt 

One Road Initiative in 2013, and the announcement of the Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for the 

New Era in 2017, but discuss the Games only tangentially. These findings suggest that in hosting the 

Olympics China failed to reap the gains it hoped for internationally even after the introduction of its 

overtly assertive wolf-warrior diplomacy. 

 

The following 26 expert-selected keywords guided the investigations of changes in lexical frequency: 

Olympic games, Olympic, games, winter sports, venues, snow, tourism, Beijing, China, legacy, 

technology, reforms, foreign policy, power, politics, partnership, green, sustainability, infrastructure, 

innovation, investments, economic growth, economics, GDP, development, and human rights. As our 

corpus displays a non-parametric distribution, we apply Mann–Whitney U, splitting by newspaper source 

and using the Holm–Bonferroni correction with significance level of α = 0.01, to test whether any of the 

26 Beijing Olympics-related keywords has statistically significant differences in usage. Our analysis 

reveals that out of 26 keywords, the following 3 do not show statistically significant differences in usage: 

human rights, sustainability, and legacy. 

Also of interest what news coverage does not discuss. Several candidate keywords, in fact, had 

to be excluded because either the China-based or western-based articles, as a group, never use them. We 

interpret this as the Chinese government’s use of strategic ambiguity (Cheung, 2003); that is, warning 

media about topics whose coverage may not be welcome, without clearly defining which particular 

aspects of a topic should not be discussed. As such, strategic ambiguity widens the space between what 

is and is not allowed journalistically while at the 570 same time increasing the space for self-censorship.  
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The Mann–Whitney U test, splitting by before and after 2011, to check differences in keyword 

use in the characterization of the 2008 and 2022 Beijing Olympics, shows no statistically significant 

differences for 10 of the 26 keywords: games, human rights, legacy, green, investments, politics, economic 

growth, development, GDP, venues, power. The majority of the keywords that lose statistical significance 

after 2011 broadly relate to finance and 580 the economy. On the one hand, this shift, which also coincides 

with China surpassing Japan as the world’s second largest economy, can be interpreted as China’s success 

in using the soft power of the 2008 Olympics to further its economic interests. On the other, it can be 

revealing of the wolf-warrior diplomacy in action, with news coverage shifting its focus to the rising 

political profile of China at a time when the salience of China’s economic achievements has been 

established.10 

Lexical frequency and usage aid in 

the discussion of the evolution of 

how keywords are used 

differently, both in the 

China/western split and over time. 

Innovation is used 474 times 

across all news sources, with the 

CD and the FT using it more than 

any other newspapers overall (i.e., 

CD =37; FT =350), and also more 

in relation to the 2022 than the 

2008 Olympic Games (i.e., 2000–

2011: CD =17 vs FT=89; 2012–2022: CD=30 vs FT=261). This suggests that China used the soft power of 

the Olympics to showcase its “ability to innovate” (Dychtwald, 2021) both in 2008 and 2022. The lexical 

usage of this keyword reveals semantic divergence between China- and western-based newspapers over 

time. As shown in Table 1, the term’s nearest neighbors show the prevalence of vocabulary relating to 

communication or security between 2000 and 2011, but a more clear focus on winter Olympics matters 

between 2012 and 2022. We interpret these findings as reflective of the Chinese economy shift from 

replication to innovation (Dychtwald, 2021) that took place in the 2000s, and China’s determination to 

use the 2022 Olympics to showcase its very own take on technological innovation. Qualitative content 

analysis, however, shows how the West remained doubtful about China’s ability to innovate and its 

consistent negative sentiment about it (Abrami et al., 2014). 

 
10 See Appendix E.  

Table 1. Embedding 10 nearest neighbors of Innovation and Power 
before and after 2012. 
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Power is used 2845 between 2000 and 2022. While western-based newspapers use this keyword 

9.3 times more than China-based ones, both news sources use power more in relation to the 2022 Winter 

Olympics than the 2008 Summer Games (i.e., 61.7% vs 37.9%). Between 2000 and 2011, articles show a 

prevalence of vocabulary relating to 624 infrastructure and energy, whereas, between 2012 and 2022, the 

context in which the keyword power is most frequently used is political (i.e., neocolonial; waned; military; 

influence). Qualitative content analysis corroborates these findings in that they are consistent with 

China’s current efforts to shift away from accumulating material power to strengthening non-material 

power, more specifically its structural (i.e., hard) and discursive (i.e., soft) power capabilities, also 

embodied in Xi’s emphasis on China’s wolf-warrior diplomacy (Gustafsson, 2014). 

 

 

In this case study, we combine sentiment analysis, topic modeling and embedding neighborhood shifts 

with qualitative content analysis to characterize the effectiveness of China hosting the 2008 and 2022 

Olympic Games to build soft power. We apply this mixed-method research approach to a corpus of 4871 

English language articles from the Chinese and western press over a 22-year timeline.  

Topic modeling and sentiment analysis show that presses of China and the West portray the 

Olympics differently in terms of tone and focus of their articles. This is symptomatic of opposing agendas 

vis-a- vis China using the Olympics to build soft power, with Chinese coverage focusing on technological 

advances and details of the Games while the western press coverage uses the Games as an inroad for 

criticizing China writ large.  

Collocations reveal that China fails to attract western praise for its economic and political growth; 

instead, it is greeted with skepticism and hostility by a world that remains profoundly divided on what 

to think about China. This resulted in the deployment of a more assertive communication strategy to “tell 

China’s story right”, in the words of China’s President Xi. The new strategy moves the conversation to 

the political realm but still fails to sway the west’s opinion and garner praise for its accomplishments. 

Nevertheless, China’s assertion of soft power is reflected in “strategic rituals” of journalistic practice 

obeyed by the Chinese and western press alike. In this way, China’s search for soft power is an 

opportunity lost for the West to talk about key issues of relevance that China must address to become an 

internationally respected player on the world stage. 
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Wolf-warrior Diplomacy describes an aggressive style of coercive diplomacy adopted by Chinese 

diplomats in the 21st century under President Xi Jinping’s administration, and is in contrast to prior 

Chinese diplomatic practices of under Deng Xiaoping, which had emphasized the need to “observe calmly, 

secure our position, cope with affairs calmly, hide our capacities and bide our time, be good at maintaining 

a low profile, and never claim leadership.” Deng’s strategy to avoid controversy and take advantage of 

using a cooperative rhetoric became known as low profile diplomacy.  

The term Wolf-warrior Diplomacy originates from the title of a patriotic Chinese action film series. 

At the end of the first Wolf Warrior movie a cover of the Chinese passport is displayed along with some 

text, which reads “Citizens of the PRC: When you encounter danger in a foreign land, do not give up! 

Please remember, at your back stands a strong motherland.” In line with the action movie series, Wolf-

warrior diplomacy is confrontational and combative, with its proponents loudly denouncing any 

perceived criticism of the Chinese government and its policies on social media and in interviews.  

As an attempt to gain discourse power in international politics, Wolf-warrior diplomacy is an 

integral component of President Xi’s new foreign policy strategy of Major Country Diplomacy, which 

advocate and legitimizes a more assertive and active role for China on the world stage, including engaging 

in an open ideological struggle with the West. This new foreign policy strategy become emerging around 

2010, when China’s GDP overtook Japan’s as the world’s second largest, and became more confident and 

assertive, gradually departing from Deng Xiaoping’s low profile diplomacy dictum. Wolf-warrior 

diplomacy is evidenced not only in combative words, but also aggressive actions intended to counter the 

growing perception of China’s economic and political development as a threat to other countries’ national 

interests, and address the highly ideologically biased western media portrayals of China. Wolf-warrior 

diplomacy is part of the Chinese government’s endeavor to “tell the China story.” 

 

The South China Morning Post founded in 1903 by an Australia-born Chinese a British journalist with 

funding from mostly non- 1033 Chinese businesspeople, with the manifest goal of supporting the reform 

movement in China, where revolutionaries sought to overthrow the imperial Qing dynasty. The 
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newspaper has long been the broadsheet of the city’s elites, and it is arguably the city’s most important 

title internationally, a position gained from a combination of both its size and its ownership.  

Through the late 1980s and into the mid-2000s, the paper was owned by the media tycoon Rupert 

Murdoch and then the Malaysian billionaire Robert Kuok. In 2015, the SMCP was acquired by Alibaba 

with the “uncertain future for traditional publishing” as a key reason behind the sale. As Hong Kong’s 

leading English-language newspaper, the South China Morning Post reports on issues and topics that are 

considered sensitive in mainland China, where the websites of several international media are blocked. 

While Ma is known to be politically well-connected, the shift in ownership is not as drastic as some 

people have indicated. Previous owners, in fact, were business tycoon with close ties to the Chinese 

government.  

The SCMP is not as well read as the international outlets that it would like to compete with, but 

because of its unique position—as the main English-language outlet in a strategically important city—its 

coverage plays an outsize role in shaping international understanding of events not just in Hong Kong 

but across the border in China, as well. Moreover, its coverage is far more credible than any mainland 

outlet, and has been courting a global readership hungry for news from China by dropping its paywall. 

In 2018, it announced a tie-up with Politico signaling the newspaper’s “growing credibility and authority.” 

(Gary Liu, SCMP’s CEO, internal email). Thanks to those factors, as well as drastically increased interest 

in China, where, of course, the coronavirus pandemic began, the SCMP has seen a sharp rise in readership. 

Though its daily print circulation is relatively limited, at just over 100,000, it averages more than 50 

million monthly active users—a tenfold increase over the past three years—and nearly 200 million 

pageviews a month. 

The China Daily is part of the China 1078 Daily Group, which runs 16 print publications in China 

and abroad, and according to its mission statement, ‘is an authoritative provider of information, analysis, 

comment and entertainment for global readers with a special focus on China.’ The China Daily is the 

largest English-language daily in China, and although it is state-owned, it is not officially a mouthpiece 

of the ruling Communist Party and is considered more liberal than the other Chinese state newspapers 

that circulate in Hong Kong. The China Daily Group also publishes the Hong Kong, US, European, 

African, Asian and Latin American editions of China Daily, with, according to its own statistics, a total 

circulation of 900,000 copies. China Daily in mainland China is published on a daily basis; there are two 

different forms of appearance outside the mainland. There is a China Daily Hong Kong edition and a 

China Daily USA edition, both with daily frequency, and there are weekly editions for Asia, Europe, 

North America, Africa and Latin America. The newspaper also publishes China Watch, which is 

circulated as a supplement with the Washington Post, Los Angeles Times and London’s Daily Telegraph. 
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The North American and British Media Landscapes have been characterized by the centrality of 

large-scale cultural industries since the development of the penny press in the 1830s. For several decades 

in the mid-twentieth century, an equilibrium existed in the media system, with stable markets that made 

the dominant media companies highly profitable and very influential as social institutions. Newspapers 

invested heavily in newsrooms, and the journalist profession grew in autonomy and influence. Journalism 

was characterized by a low level of political parallelism, with the norm of objectivity dominating 

journalistic ethics, and most news organizations avoiding identification with political parties. Over time, 

economic, technological, and political change began disrupting those very elements that guaranteed the 

stability and fairness of the press system in the late twentieth century. Stable boundaries that once 

separated markets have been disrupted by digital convergence and deregulation. Changing business 

models have impacted newsrooms’ sizes, and the Internet has accelerated the fragmentation of broadcast 

industries. Political parallelism has increased, and newspapers have become more inclined to adopt 

partisan identities, with little concern about the reporting pitfalls of adopting such clear-cut political 

orientation, including declining public trust.  

 

Qualitative Content Analysis follows four stages: (i) decontextualization; (ii) recontextualization; (iii) 

categorization; and (iv) compilation.  

Decontextualization requires familiarization with the data, read through the text to get a sense of 

the content, and to learn “what is going on” before the content can be broken down into smaller meaning 

units to try answering the question at the heart of the inquiry (Catanzaro, 1988; Graneheim & Lundman, 

2004). Each identified meaning unit is labeled with a code, understood in relation to the context. Codes 

can be generated inductively or deductively, depending on the study design.  

Recontextualization. After the meaning units have been identified, it is important to check 

whether all aspects of the content have been covered in relation to question at the heart of inquiry 

(Burnard, 1991). The original text is re-read alongside the final list of meaning units. 

Categorization. Before beginning to create categories, extended meaning units must be 

condensed. This entails that the number of words is reduced without losing content of the unit 

(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). The depth of the meaning units determines the level at which the analysis 

can be performed. To extract the sense of the data, the coded material can be divided into domains: broad 

groups based on different attentions of the study (Catanzaro, 1988; Patton, 2002), generally called themes 
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and/or categories, and in sub-categories and sub-themes. There are no informal ways to describe specific 

strategies when categorization is performed (Burnard, 1991). 

Compilation. Once the categories are established, the analysis and writing up process begins. As 

a final check, the researcher must consider how the new findings correspond to the literature and whether 

or not the result is reasonable and logical. 

In the context of qualitative content analysis, validity means that the results truthfully reflect the 

phenomena studied, and reliability requires that the same results would be obtained if the study were 

replicated (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Morse & Richards, 2002; Burnard, 1991).  

Qualitative Discourse Analysis. Discourse analysis is intended to uncover "assumptions that are 

hidden in the worlds of written text or oral speech" (McGregor, 2010:4). It aims to explore often opaque 

relationships between discursive practices, texts, and events and wider social and cultural structures, 

relations, and processes. Discourse analysis tries to unite and determine the relationship between three 

levels of analysis: (i) the actual text; (ii) discursive practices; and (iii) the larger social context that bears 

upon the text and the discursive practices. According to Van Dijk (2006:259), the theory and practice of 

discourse analysis look to establish connections between properties of texts, futures of discourse practice 

(text production, consumption and distribution), and wider sociocultural practice (Fairclough 1995:87). 

The purpose is to analyze “opaque” as well as transparent structural relationships of dominance, 

discrimination, power and control as manifested in language (Blommaert & Bulcaen 2000: 448). Since 

discourse analysis is an interpretive and deconstructing reading, there are no specific guidelines to follow. 

However, one can make use of the theories of Jacques Derrida (deconstruction), Michael Foucault 

(genealogy and social criticism and analysis), Julia Kristeva (feminist interpretations of current social 

practices), or Fredric Jameson (post modernism). McGregor (2010:5) argues that discourse analysis does 

not have a unitary theoretical framework or methodology because it is best viewed as a shared perspective 

encompassing a range of approaches framing the details into a coherent whole. McGregor (2010:5) 

mentions the following techniques of discourse analysis that can be used to facilitate sentences, phrases 

and words:  

• Topicalisation, that is, in choosing what to put in the topic position, the writer creates a 

perspective or slant that influences the reader’s perception. 

• Sentences can also convey information about power relations. 

• Nominalisation, that is, converting a verb into a noun. 

• Presupposition can also occur at the sentence level in the form of persuasive rhetoric that can be 

used to convey the impression that what an agent of power says carries more weight. 
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• Insinuations, that is, when the facts, or the way the facts are presented, are challenged, the 

originator of the discourse can readily deny any culpability. 

• Connotations, that is, even one word can convey strong meaning. 

• Modality, that is, the tone of the text is set with the use of specific words to convey the degree of 

certainty and authority. 

• Phony register, that is, writers can deceive readers by affecting a phony register, one that induces 

mistrust and skepticism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Table 2. Average positive sentiment by both year and 
newspaper, with marginals. 
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A history is given in Figure 3, prepared and provided by Bert Hoffman; reproduced with permission. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 


