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Abstract

Extensive research in Western societies has demonstrated that media reports of protests have succumbed
to selection and description biases, but such tendencies have not yet been tested in the Chinese context.
This article investigates the Chinese government and news media’s selection and description bias in
domestic protest events reporting. Using a large protest event data set from Weibo (CASM-China), we
found that government accounts on Weibo covered only 0.4 per cent of protests while news media
accounts covered 6.3 per cent of them. In selecting events for coverage, the news media accounts tacitly
struck a balance between newsworthiness and political sensitivity; this led them to gravitate towards pro-
tests by underprivileged social groups and shy away from protests targeting the government. Government
accounts on Weibo, on the other hand, eschewed reporting on violent protests and those organized by the
urban middle class and veterans. In reporting selected protest events, both government and news media
accounts tended to depoliticize protest events and to frame them in a more positive tone. This description
bias was more pronounced for the government than the news media accounts. The government coverage
of protest events also had a more thematic (as opposed to episodic) orientation than the news media.
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The media is crucial to the development and outcomes of social protests.' The general public
becomes aware of protests primarily through the media, which has a broad reach that transcends
individuals physically present at the protests. Scholarship on social movements has traditionally
identified the media as the most important channel shaping people’s participation in protests
and their legitimacy, thereby influencing the public support of protests.” This channel also mediates
the relationship between state and societal actors (protesters): autocratic states seek to contain

1 Caren, Andrews and Lu 2020.
2 Oliver and Maney 2000.
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movement diffusion and maintain social stability by prohibiting the media from reporting on con-
tentious events,” whereas democratic states attempt to influence the ways in which the media reports
protest events. Koopmans goes so far as to claim that the media has become the major battleground
between protesters and the state.”

However, the burgeoning literature on the protest-media relationship demonstrates that media
reports of protests are neither representative nor neutral. Two main forms of bias exist in the
media’s representation of protests, namely selection bias and description bias.” These biases can
be described as the media covering only a small, selected number of protests (selection bias) and,
for the events selected, portraying events differently from the way protest participants experience
them (description bias). Research on media selection and description bias has focused on demo-
cratic societies and highlighted the importance of factors such as news value and the news cycle
in media reporting and its content.’ In an authoritarian regime such as China, however, a unique
set of factors may shape media selection and description bias. The specific circumstances of authori-
tarian settings suggest that media bias may stem largely from an understanding of the government’s
restrictions and priorities, rather than from newsworthiness and editors’ discretion.”

Does the media in China selectively report protests? Do media reports differ from the indivi-
duals’ portrayal of the events? Answers to these questions can improve our understanding of the
interactions between the state, the media and society in China. However, little is known about
this topic due to the limited availability of data on protest events in the country. To the best of
the authors” knowledge, this study is among the first to systematically investigate these questions.

Addressing these questions in China requires a modified methodological approach that is
informed by the existing literature on Western societies. In the West, scholars often collect protest
event data from newspapers. But this is not viable in autocratic societies because the number of pro-
test events appearing in the newspapers is extremely limited relative to the actual number of protests
on the ground. Print media is heavily regulated in China and is largely prohibited from reporting on
collective action. For instance, official statistics from the Chinese Ministry of Public Security
reported 87,000 “mass incidents” in 2005; but fewer than 500 protests per year have appeared in
newspapers per year across the entire country.8

In contrast, social media has grown substantially in the past few decades, thanks to the advent of
modern communication and digital technologies. While still under state control, social media is not
regulated to the same rigor as print media and has emerged as a prominent platform for informa-
tion dissemination and mobilization.” Social media has reinvented reporting by allowing protesters
to directly publicize their efforts and mobilize offline action.'® This phenomenon takes place even in
China."" Moreover, social media has a broader reach as it offers a more widely available, decentra-
lized channel of information flow than traditional mass media outlets. As such, even traditional
mass media outlets (e.g. newspapers) have become active players in the social media world by digit-
ally disseminating their content. Local governments in China have also moved towards “consultative
authoritarianism” on social media by collecting individual grievances and posting resolution
plans.'?

3 Hale 2013.
4 Koopmans 2004.
5 McCarthy, McPhail and Smith 1996; Oliver and Maney 2000.
6 Andrews and Caren 2010.
7 Ong 2015.
8 Shao 2017; Chen, Chih-Jou Jay 2020.
9 Stockmann and Luo 2017; Roberts 2018.
10 Earl 2015.
11 Qin, Stromberg and Wu 2018.
12 Distelhorst and Hou 2017.
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This article uses CASM-China, a unique publicly available data set that contains information
on more than 136,330 offline protest events in China from 2010 to mid-2017, with detailed geo-
graphical information down to the county level.'"> The data set uses a two-step deep-learning
algorithm that identifies offline protest events from 9.5 million Weibo 7#(f# (a Twitter analogue
in China) posts that contain protest-related words. Zhang and Pan have performed extensive
validations to demonstrate that such machine identification of protests is reasonably accurate
and not subject to major biases brought about by censorship. In this article, for each event
in CASM-China posted by individuals (i.e. non-government and non-media accounts, mostly
protesters themselves but occasionally bystanders who witnessed the protests), we first exam-
ined whether the event was reported by government or news media accounts on Weibo and
then considered the factors predicting the probability of reporting (selection bias). Second,
for events that were reported, we further studied whether and how government and news
media accounts portrayed the protests as compared to individuals (description bias). We distin-
guished between news media and government accounts in all analyses and, in additional ana-
lysis, we further differentiated different types of news media on Weibo, based on their
embeddedness with the state.

In general, the results demonstrate notable selection and description bias in media reports of
protest events on Chinese Weibo. Selection bias for news media and government accounts have
similarities, but also differ in certain ways. Description bias, on the other hand, is more pronounced
in governmental than news media reporting. Among news media, those closer to the state (being the
government’s mouthpiece) exhibit selection and description biases similar to those of government
accounts, whereas news media established by persons unaffiliated with the state showed the lowest
level of selection and description biases, similar to the original descriptions by individuals who par-
ticipated or witnessed the protests.

Social protests are widespread in China. Reports published by China’s Ministry of Public Security
point to 87,000 “mass incidents” occurring in 2005. Although the government ceased publishing
aggregate counts of mass incidents after 2005, a widely cited number in the literature points to
180,000 mass incidents in 2010."* The frequency of these protests has prompted the Chinese gov-
ernment to make a reduction in the number of protests, or “maintaining stability” (weiwen 4%,
its top political priority.'”

Nevertheless, ordinary citizens who are unfamiliar with the issues and rely primarily on trad-
itional mass media may not believe that China faces a large number of protests. In the two most
comprehensive data collection efforts on protest events reported in newspapers, Shao identified
5,708 events between 1998 and 2014,'® and Chen collected data on more than 10,000 events
from 2000 to 2018."7 On average, these two studies have identified only 400 to 500 protests each
year from more than 700 newspapers in mainland China,'® which translates to less than one
event per year per newspaper. Ong'® and Elfstrom and Kuruvilla®® collected protest events from

13 Zhang and Pan 2019.

14 Lee and Zhang 2013; Goebel and Ong 2012.

15 Wang and Minzner 2015.

16 Shao 2017.

17 Chen, Chih-Jou Jay 2020.

18 Both studies used WiseNews, which is the largest electronic searchable database in China and contains over 870
newspapers.

19 Ong 2015.

20 Elfstrom and Kuruvilla 2014.
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mixed sources, including internet websites and mass media, but their data sets also contain infor-
mation on only several hundred protests per year.

Despite the strikingly low coverage of protests, news media reports of these events still matter.
Paradoxically, the general lack of attention paid to protests by traditional mass media means
that, when protests do make their way into newspapers or television, they tend to garner tremen-
dous attention and public support. Upper-level government is compelled to intervene, often by
instructing local governments to make concessions to protesters. Cai has found that media exposure
is among the most important factors facilitating the success of protests in China.*" Its effect on pro-
test success is on par with factors such as the number of casualties and the size of the protest.*”

Media reports on protests also matter in that they shape public understanding of existing social
problems and governments’ limits and disseminate protest-related information (issues, tactics, etc.).
Importantly, such media coverage signals political agendas and openings, legitimacy, and state tol-
erance of protests at the national and local level. Such processes may inspire fellow citizens with
similar grievances to mobilize. In extreme cases, media reporting on protests may facilitate waves
of protests, as in the widely cited metaphor “a single spark can start a prairie fire.”*’

The past decade has witnessed a proliferation of social media in China and around the world. Social
media platforms have provided ordinary citizens with a new channel for mobilization, and this topic
has been extensively studied in different parts of the world.** Traditional mass media and governments
have also emerged as active players in social media spaces. Nearly all traditional mass media outlets in
China, such as newspapers and television, have set up and maintained their own social media accounts;
such a strategy has proven useful for “saving the newspaper.”>® In 2012, only three of the twenty news
media accounts with the most followers on Weibo were owned by the state. Four years later, the twenty
news media accounts with the most followers all represented traditional news media organizations that
had existed long before Weibo and were all affiliated with the state.”® Local governments and their
affiliated departments and agencies (e.g. environmental departments or courts) entered the social
media world relatively late, but social media has quickly become the preferred channel for direct
government-to-public communication.”” The main functions of government accounts on Weibo
have been to create positive propaganda messages for the party-state, interpret central policies, and
influence public opinion, especially during unexpected events.”®

Given the aforementioned circumstances in China, this article focuses on news media and gov-
ernment accounts on social media and examines potential selection and reporting biases - that is,
whether certain protests receive greater media attention than others, and whether there is any bias
in the media’s portrayal of protest events.

Media biases in social movements reporting have been extensively researched in the Western con-
text.”® This literature focuses predominantly on two types of media biases: selection bias and

21 Cai 2010.

22 On a related note, studies have shown that protests are usually more effective than institutional channels of claim-making
such as xinfang {51/ (“Letters and Petitions”; a government agency handling citizen complaints) or lawsuits in China.
Ibid.

23 Lorentzen 2017.

24 Wolfsfeld, Segev and Sheafer 2013.

25 Hong 2012; Ju, Jeong and Chyi 2014.

26 Repnikova and Fang 2018.

27 Ibid.

28 See State Council 2018.

29 There is a larger literature on media biases in other domains, such as media biases in covering political news (Eberl,
Boomgaarden and Wagner 2017) or other agendas. This study confines the literature to media biases in reporting social
movements.
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description bias. This research adopts the same definitions as Earl et al.’® Selection bias aims to
measure “which subset of events are covered.” Description bias aims to measure “the veracity of
the coverage.” A thorough review of media bias in protest reporting can be found in Hutter.>'

For the causes of media selection biases, research has focused on noteworthiness and organiza-
tional factors.”® In democratic countries, news organizations play a prominent “gatekeeper” role and
make decisions about coverage based on the newsworthiness of protest events. Factors contributing
to the newsworthiness of a protest include its spatial proximity to the news agency, its relationship
to issue attention cycles,” the size of the protest and/or the size of the movements and organiza-
tions involved in it,>* whether any violent or disruptive action has taken place,” the existence of
counterdemonstrations,”® and the protest’s connection to current and significant issues for the gov-
ernment or local legislatures, among others. Andrews and Caren’ further show that protests
headed by professional social movement organizations tend to garner more attention than those
organized by confrontational volunteer-led groups.

In comparison, structural factors - “the broader structure of power relations in society” play a
less pronounced and consistent role in media selection biases in the Western world, where the
media is independent of the state.”® However, these factors may carry a heavy weight in reporting
of protests in authoritarian regimes. In these settings, the biggest structural constraint is the state’s
regulation and sometimes direct influence in what and how protests should be reported. This article
brings the state back in the dialogue and proposes a state-embedded view of media biases. This view
leads to the prediction that the selection biases of protest reporting depend on their embeddedness
to the state, with media closer to the state exhibiting a higher degree of biases and those closer to
society (i.e. individual users) displaying a lower level of selection biases.

Traditional news media in democratic societies is also fraught with description bias when report-
ing on protests. The media generally portrays the “hard news” aspect of protests (the “who, what,
when, where and why” of the protest) in a relatively unbiased fashion, especially when the events are
organized by large, credible organizations. The “soft news” dimension, on the other hand, is subject
to greater description bias. Such bias often involves omission of specific information rather than
purposive misrepresentation and/or distortion of information. Another source of bias emanates
from the framing of protests: media reports are sometimes framed to appeal to their audience rather
than to address the true cause underlying the protests. Such bias can undermine the movements’
agenda and affect the public’s interpretation of the movement.*

Similarly, we also posit that description biases will also likely differ depending on the actor’s
embeddedness to the state. We believe that such a state-embedded view makes a contribution to
the literature by providing a theory that can be extended to other autocratic regimes marked by
tight media regulations. The next sections offer a typology and lay out our state-embedded theory
of media biases.

30 Earl et al. 2004.

31 Hutter 2014.

32 Smith et al. 2001.

33 McCarthy, McPhail and Smith 1996.
34 Hug and Wisler 1998.

35 Barranco and Wisler 1999.

36 Oliver and Maney 2000.

37 Andrews and Caren 2010.

38 Smith et al. 2001, 1403.

39 Ibid.
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On Chinese Weibo, many accounts are owned by the government or CCP agencies, such as local
governments, people’s congresses, the courts, police departments, and environmental protection
departments. These government agencies and their social media accounts do not act in the same
way as traditional media actors. Rather, they resort to social media as a tool to boast its policy effect-
iveness and promote its public image. News media accounts for an even larger share of Weibo
accounts. Chinese news media operates under distinct institutional arrangements and is subject
to strict government regulations. It is compelled to constantly ponder whether it is perceived as
a troublemaker by the government. The rules of media regulation and censorship in China are
murky and capricious, forcing journalists to constantly play a guessing game of what is allowed
by the state. This tendency sometimes even leads to preemptive behavior such as self-censorship.
As a result, news media must regularly and tacitly balance a trade-off between newsworthiness
and not agitating the government. This structural constraint is where Chinese media deviates the
most from its Western counterparts. News media actors can further be classified into three
types: government news media, commercial media, and self-media. On one extreme is government
news media, which is directly owned by the government or the party, such as the People’s Daily,
Global Times, and many other “daily newspapers” owned by various levels of government.*’

On the other extreme is self-media (zimeiti F4A), which is the new media actors created by
social media, including “verified celebrities, social media influencers, and independent news
accounts that produce original content.”*' Commercial media occupies an intermediate position
between government news media and self-media. It is most akin to the media studied in the
Western context, which mainly follows a market logic. Figure 1 portrays the different types of actors
on a spectrum of state embeddedness.

This distinctive political sphere in China leads us to expect structural factors to have an outsized role
in shaping how the government accounts report protests on social media. We argue that the gov-
ernment follows the imperatives of stability rather than a market logic. The Chinese government’s
top priority is to maintain and enhance its legitimacy. Such legitimacy rests upon maintaining a
stable society and promoting economic growth. Therefore, the state has a strong tendency to
avoid reporting disruptive or violent protests because these events expose the state’s vulnerability.
By the same logic, the state may be more likely to cover protests if they are against non-state entities
and implore the government for help because drawing attention to such instances signals the citi-
zens’ trust of the state.*” The issue area may be another dimension that separates government and
news media accounts. Government accounts may be less likely to report protests organized by social
groups that are perceived as threatening to the state, such as those with economic powers or strong
mobilizing capacity.

The three types of news media tend to exhibit noted differences according to their embeddedness
with the state. Government news media is likely to behave more similarly to government accounts
themselves than the two other types of news media with respect to selection bias. On the other end
of the spectrum, self-media is not restricted by the “gatekeeper” role of traditional news media and
should be more similar to individuals and exhibit the lowest selection bias.

Commercial media, which is most akin to mass media analysed in the Western literature, tends
to occupy an intermedia position. It faces an imperative to balance the trade-off between market
and state pressure. The commercialization of Chinese media institutions has forced media, even

40 Stockmann and Gallagher 2011.

41 Fang 2022, 4-5.
42 Tang 2016.
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Figure 1. Illustration of Different Types of Actors on Chinese Social Media
Source: the authors

official media, to adopt the logic of the market,*’ leading it to favour reporting newsworthy events
that can reap enormous public attention and broaden its readership. However, Chinese commercial
news media is still subject to strict government regulations.** Therefore, although unconventional
tactics — namely, disruptive and violent protests*’ — are considered to have high news value, only
the former may be viewed as acceptable to report in China. The latter — violent protests — are
regarded as regime-threatening and are thus unlikely to be covered by the Chinese media. The
same holds for the targets of protest action. Although the Western literature suggests that protests
addressing issues relevant to the government or legislature often draw greater media attention,
Chinese media may eschew reporting on protests that target the government to avoid agitating
the state.

Media description bias in China

Considering the circumscribed sphere of the Chinese media, it is probable that the description bias
in media portrayal of protest events is amplified in China. On a general level, media actors are likely
to construct news content in ways that depoliticize the claims of protesters and marginalize protests
that threaten regime legitimacy. Such bias is likely to manifest itself in misrepresentation and dif-
ferential framing of protests. Specifically, the media may misrepresent key characteristics of protest
events by deemphasizing the form of action, the presence of police, and the negative sentiments of
the protests. The media may be more likely to portray protests as peaceful rather than violent or
disruptive, while less likely to mention government agencies in their descriptions of protests.

Given these considerations, we speculate that, in the China context, the tendency in depoliticiz-
ing protest reporting may be especially salient for government accounts on social media. They are
likely to describe protests in a more peaceful manner, and with more positive sentiments, less focus
on the presence of police, and less mention of government agencies. It can also be predicted that
government social media posts exhibit greater description bias than news media. This serves the
need of political actors to uphold the image of the state and to foster a positive state-society rela-
tionship. In reporting selected events, government accounts can frame these events in such a way
that depoliticizes them and deemphasizes the systemic and structural social issues that prompt
them. This can result in a portrayal characterized by more positive sentiments, less violence and
less policing.

These tendencies partly apply to news media, but to a lesser degree. News media in China is
likely to highlight the violent and disruptive behaviors during protests for dramatic effect. But
news media also has the disposition to tread a fine line between newsworthiness and conformity
to state regulations. Therefore, the media may still neutralize the reporting of disruptive behavior

43 Lei 2016.

44 Stockmann and Gallagher 2011.

45 Violent protests in China take the form of physical conflicts with government officials and/or the police. Disruptive pro-
tests often take the form of occupying buildings and land, barricading construction, cutting off power, sitting on roads,
and blocking roads or the front entrance of government buildings or organizational offices. Disruptive protests must dis-
rupt public order by occupying public space; protests that are confined to a private space are not considered to be dis-
ruptive. See Chen, Xi 2009 and Cai 2010 for discussions.
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by framing the protests in a relatively positive tone and decentering the role of the police in resolv-
ing the conflict. Whereas government social media posts exhibit greater description bias than news
media in general, there is further heterogeneity across different types of news media. Description
biases of government news media would be more similar to government accounts, and thus
more severe than that of commercial media and self-media. Self-media, on the other hand, is likely
to be the most neutral in protest reporting.

One subtle but nonetheless powerful form of description bias involves differential framing.
Iyengar*® and Smith et al.*” identify two styles of protest framing: episodic and thematic. The former
is oriented towards concrete acts that constitute a protest. The latter highlights the general develop-
ment of the issue and the underlying social tension.

In our context, the style of protest framing is also likely to differ between government accounts
and news media. Government accounts are prone to providing a synthesis of government responses
to similar protests rather than attending to individual protests in part because of the sheer number
of protest events. This practice also showcases the government’s systematic efforts and responsive-
ness in addressing popular grievances without having to explicitly acknowledge the large number of
unresolved cases. In this perspective, government accounts are likely to gravitate towards a thematic
style.*® By contrast, news media may be obligated to cover the details of the protests, although its
descriptions are likely biased according to our previous discussions. Hence, we argue that news
media is more likely to adopt an episodic style of reporting.

The protest event data was taken from CASM-China. Zhang and Pan®® developed a two-step
deep-learning algorithm based on text and image data to identify 118,026 offline collective action
events from 9.5 million Weibo posts using 50 general words related to protests. The approach
has been extensively validated. Human validations show that CASM-China extracts instances of col-
lective action 10 to 100 times more frequently than newspapers; at the same time, over 90 per cent
of protests covered in major Chinese newspapers are captured in CASM-China. CASM-China also
covers a wider range of issues than newspapers and does so in a more balanced way. Essentially,
underlying this study is the assumption that the CASM data represent protest events in China rea-
sonably well, having overcome the limitations of traditional news media. It constitutes the best avail-
able, even if imperfect, source of data on protest events in China.

For each protest in CASM, we created the following variables: geolocation; date; account charac-
teristics (number of followers, followees and posts); issue areas of the protest (land/rural protests,
unpaid wages, homeowner property, fraud/scams, environmental, pension/welfare, taxi drivers,
medical, education, veterans); protest size; protest target (against state actors including the CCP,
against non-state entities such as companies, or against non-state entities but involving the govern-
ment as a mediator such as imploring the government for help); action form (peaceful, disruptive,
or violent); police presence and sentiment of reporting. A detailed description of the variable con-
struction process is in Appendix A (supplementary materials).

46 Iyengar 1991.

47 Smith et al. 2001.

48 On a related note, the recent literature on “consultative authoritarianism” posits that, in contrast to what democratic the-
orists predict, the Chinese government actively listens to and responds to citizen’s grievances via official platforms built
and maintained by the state, such as mayors’ letterboxes and local people’s congresses. See Teets 2013; Su and Meng
2016; Truex 2017. Some of these platforms operate online. Rather than passively answering the complaints (e.g. “message
noted”), local officials sometimes address citizens’ complaints by providing or helping them obtain monetary compen-
sation, especially when the threat of collective action looms large. Because of a lack of reliable data, though, it is unclear
how often this occurs.

49 Zhang and Pan 2019.
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To examine the media selection bias for each event in CASM, we identified mentions of the same
protests by news media or government accounts on Weibo. We started with the raw data in CASM -
the 9.5 million Weibo posts that mentioned at least one of the 50 protest-related words.”® We pro-
ceeded with two steps: (1) identifying whether an account belonged to the news media or the gov-
ernment; (2) finding mentions of each protest in CASM-China by news media or government
accounts.

We first classified each Weibo user into five types as listed in Figure 1. We relied on both the
official verification status of Weibo accounts as well as the accounts’ usernames to determine
whether they belonged to each of the five types. See Appendix B in the supplementary materials
for details.

After establishing the account types, we found that out of the total 9.5 million posts that con-
tained protest-related words, 1,111,715 were from news media accounts and 240,591 were from gov-
ernment accounts. To find posts from news media accounts that discussed a particular protest in
CASM-China, we applied a first-stage machine classifier to the 1,111,715 media posts,”" which
removed irrelevant posts entirely (e.g. “people are gathering in the plaza for New Year’s Eve”; the
word “gathering” is also used frequently in protest-related posts). We then kept the media posts
that had the same location, at least one overlapping issue and had occurred within a week of the
protest to at least one protest in CASM-China,”* which resulted in 36,777 media posts. Finally,
we manually labelled 2,990 of the 36,777 posts to see if the media posts and the protest that had
the same location issue and within a week were actually about the same event (47.8 per cent of
them did). We then used the 2,990 posts to train a supervised machine learning algorithm -
Random Forest — and apply the trained algorithm to make a final decision on which of the
36,777 media posts were talking about a protest and which were not.”> This ended up with
18,994 media posts that were matched with a protest in CASM-China. These 18,994 media posts
were related to 7,694 protests (because some protests were discussed in multiple posts).
Furthermore, the composition of the 18,994 media posts is as the following: 237 government
news media accounts posted 2,031 posts; 612 zimeiti accounts posted 2,591 posts; and 2,627 com-
mercial accounts posted 14,372 posts. Hence, commercial media is the most popular media type,
and it represented the majority of the media posts.

To find posts by government accounts that discussed a specific protest in CASM-China, we fol-
lowed similar steps and obtained the 2,896 government posts. Because this time the number is
small, we therefore relied on research assistants to read all 2,896 posts in detail and find 810
posts that were indeed about a particular protest or a group of similar protests in a specific city.
These 810 posts were related to 530 protests. We ended up using these 530 protest events that
are verified by humans as the matched protests in government accounts. Figure 2 is an illustrative
chart summarizing our process of constructing mentions of protests by news media and the
government.

It remained possible that if we could not find media or government posts about a protest in
CASM-China, it was because these discussions did not use the 50 protest-related words at all
such that they did not enter our raw data. To mitigate this possibility, we randomly selected 30
unmatched CASM posts and checked whether we could find mentions of these protests beyond
the 9.5 million posts. Only three out of the 30, or 10 per cent, were not in the 9.5 million Weibo

50 About 3.85% of protests in CASM-China included multiple locations. We discarded these events from the beginning.

51 We used the publicly available CASM’s first stage classifier.

52 We carried out sensitivity analyses relaxing the one-week timeframe to two, four and eight weeks, which led to similar
results.

53 The Random Forest model achieved a precision score of 0.89 and a recall score of 0.76 through fivefold cross-validation
of the human-labelled 2,990 matched posts.
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Figure 2. Post Matching Flowchart
Source: the authors

posts, suggesting that the omission bias due to search queries is small. One additional concern was
that this 10 per cent of posts utilized different vocabulary to describe protests compared to the
remaining 90 per cent, potentially confounding our results on description biases. However, we
observed no such discrepancies. Consequently, we believe our approach was robust against omission
biases.”*

Next, we studied factors that predict whether and how often a protest in CASM was mentioned
by news media or government accounts. Specifically, we ran logistic regression models to test which
factors explained whether a protest event in CASM was covered by news media or government
accounts. We first estimated models by two broad categories of accounts (government vs. news
media). We then further distinguished between three types of news media. We also fit
quasi-Poisson regression to model the frequency of reporting. Quasi-Poisson regression models sep-
arately estimate the variance parameter and thus allow the variance to be greater than the mean,
which relaxes the assumption of regular Poisson regression that assumes the mean and the variance
of the dependent variable is the same. Both the logistic regression and quasi-Poisson regression used
event characteristics and user characteristics as the explanatory variables (based on CASM posts).>
In all the models used in this study, we included the provinces and year-fixed effects to adjust for
stable unmeasured provincial characteristics and for macro-sociopolitical changes over time.

54 All of the 10 per cent were because they used homophones or inserted irrelevant characters to evade censorship, which
were not included in CASM-China’s keyword lists. For instance, when people write Ji#17, they can write it as ¥ | 1T to
fool the censorship algorithm.

55 User characteristics were taken directly from meta information from Weibo, including the user’s number of followers and
followees as well as the number of total posts at the time of data collection (June 2020).
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To study the media description bias, we compared the descriptions of protests by individuals with
those of the news media or the government accounts along a series of characteristics. These analyses
were based on only the CASM events that were matched with news media or government accounts.
The same method used to generate protest characteristics in the overall CASM data set was used to
construct characteristic variables for protests covered by news media and government accounts:
namely, action forms, sentiment, presence of police, and mention of the state. We first estimated
models by two broad categories of accounts (government vs. news media). We then further distin-
guished between the three types of news media.

We obtained data on over 122,631 protests from CASM. Among them, 530 protests (or 0.4 per cent)
were covered by Weibo accounts affiliated with local governments and 7,694 protests (or 6.3 per
cent) were reported by news media accounts on social media. These results show significantly
fewer reports by the government compared to the news media. This gap may be partly explained
by the greater number of news media accounts than government accounts on Weibo. In addition,
the government accounts tended to report fewer protests for legitimacy purposes and for the sake of
reserving space for propaganda-related materials.

Table 1 presents the summary statistics of the variables included in the analysis. As expected, the
government and news media accounts had a greater number of followers and followings than indi-
vidual accounts did. They were also more likely to verify themselves on Weibo. Regarding the issues,
the government posts were more likely to report on protests related to unpaid wages, while the news
media posts’ tendency to report on protests is similar to that of individuals. As for the coverage of
the protests’ form of action, the government posts were significantly more likely to report on peace-
ful protests, while news media posts gravitated towards more violent protests. Regarding targets,
government posts were more likely to cover protests directed at companies, especially when the gov-
ernment served as the mediator, and news media posts were more likely to cover protests against
either companies or the government. These results should be interpreted with caution because
they were not adjusted for other factors. We provide a more systematic analysis in a regression
framework below.

Table 2 shows the regression results using two-way fixed-effect regression (at province and year
level), and the standard errors are clustered at the provincial level.>® The first two columns display
the results from logistic and quasi-Poisson regressions that predicted whether and how many times
a protest was covered by news media accounts based on user-level and protest-level covariates. The
third and fourth columns show the results of logistic and quasi-Poisson regression that predicted
whether and how many times a protest was covered by government accounts. The analysis was
based on complete cases after dropping missing values. The results were largely similar regardless
of whether we used dummy or count outcome variable measures (i.e. using logistic or quasi-Poisson
regression).

The results show that the characteristics of the user and the protest matter in the selection pro-
cess. Posts on protests by more influential and/or popular users were more likely to be reported by

56 We did not further cluster standard errors at the year level because there are not many years, and clustering with a short
panel will result in finite-sample biases. See Angrist and Pischke 2008 for discussions.
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Table 1. Summary Statistics

Individual News media Government
N=122631 N=7694 N=530
Size (log) 3.03 (1.12) 3.21 (1.19) 3.33 (1.24)
Number of posts (log) 6.32 (2.51) 7.81 (2.18) 7.17 (2.47)
Number of followers (log) 5.85 (2.99) 8.53 (3.68) 7.52 (3.93)
Number of followees (log) 5.49 (1.44) 6.05 (1.22) 5.81 (1.28)
Verified 14.2% 34.7% 19.1%
Issue:
Land grabs 0.23 (0.42) 0.23 (0.42) 0.16 (0.36)
Unpaid wages 0.30 (0.46) 0.37 (0.48) 0.59 (0.49)
Homeowners 0.26 (0.44) 0.30 (0.46) 0.15 (0.35)
Fraud 0.08 (0.26) 0.08 (0.27) 0.06 (0.24)
Environment 0.05 (0.21) 0.06 (0.23) 0.08 (0.27)
Pension 0.04 (0.19) 0.05 (0.21) 0.04 (0.20)
Taxi 0.04 (0.20) 0.06 (0.24) 0.04 (0.20)
Medical 0.12 (0.32) 0.15 (0.36) 0.14 (0.35)
Education 0.08 (0.27) 0.11 (0.32) 0.10 (0.31)
Veteran 0.01 (0.07) 0.01 (0.07) 0.00 (0.00)
Action form:
Peaceful 37.0% 53.6% 72.8%
Disruptive 16.4% 11.6% 5.45%
Violent 46.6% 34.8% 21.8%
Police presence:
No police presence 77.8% 75.9% 71.3%
Police presence 22.2% 24.1% 28.7%
Target:
Company 40.2% 45.3% 43.2%
Company; government as mediator 20.5% 22.0% 27.9%
Government 39.3% 32.7% 28.9%
Mention state 50% 47% 55%
Sentiment —0.03 (0.11) —0.02 (0.10) —0.02 (0.08)

Source: the authors

news media and governments. However, if the protest was posted by a user who followed a lot of
social media users, it was less likely to be picked up by the news media, perhaps because following
many people (instead of being followed by many people) signalled the lower status of the user.
The size of the protest increased the probability of selection by both news media and government
accounts. The presence of police increased the probability of selection only for news media; for gov-
ernment accounts, its impact is positive but not statistically significant. This finding is consistent to
what has been well established in the literature regarding protests in Western countries: news media
tends to report protests with larger sizes and with police involvement. The finding that the Chinese

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0305741023001042 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741023001042

The China Quarterly 87

Table 2. Probability of Reporting a Protest Event by News Media or Government Accounts, Based on Two-Way Fixed-Effect
Regression at Province and Year Level with Clustered Standard Errors at Province Level

News media News media Government Government
Model Logit Quasi-Poisson Logit Quasi-Poisson
Number of posts (log) 0.0496** 0.0561*** —0.0031 —0.0013
(0.0178) (0.0153) (0.0386) (0.0378)
Number of followers (log) 0.2557*** 0.2007*** 0.2048*** 0.1970***
(0.0125) (0.0111) (0.0293) (0.0279)
Number of followees (log) —0.0811** —0.0561* —0.0531 —0.0505
(0.0287) (0.0238) (0.0542) (0.0531)
Verified —0.0737 —0.0152 —0.5420"** —0.5182**
(0.0647) (0.0527) (0.1457) (0.1417)
Size (log) 0.0989*** 0.0821*** 0.1562" 0.1518"
(0.0157) (0.0129) (0.0833) (0.0803)
Issue:
Land grabs 0.1278 0.1034 —0.1668 —0.1662
(0.0665) (0.0547) (0.3261) (0.3210)
Unpaid wages 0.3527*** 0.2851*** 0.8902*** 0.8684***
(0.0575) (0.0478) (0.1859) (0.1809)
Homeowners —0.0300 —0.0182 —0.8337*** —0.8223**
(0.0573) (0.0480) (0.2474) (0.2453)
Fraud —0.1337* —0.1062* —0.3599 —0.3499
(0.0549) (0.0465) (0.2547) (0.2478)
Environment 0.0553 0.0488 0.9107** 0.8917**
(0.0907) (0.0768) (0.2784) (0.2666)
Pension 0.1613* 0.1205 —0.1661 —0.1621
(0.0779) (0.0622) (0.3111) (0.3026)
Taxi 0.1061 0.0730 —0.0792 —0.0791
(0.0611) (0.0479) (0.2442) (0.2367)
Medical 0.0172 0.0171 0.1434 0.1416
(0.0554) (0.0445) (0.1750) (0.1690)
Education 0.0808 0.0580 0.2829 0.2749
(0.0763) (0.0616) (0.2309) (0.2222)
Veteran 0.1018 0.0897 —12.38*** —13.10***
(0.1809) (0.1459) (0.1370) (0.1308)
Police presence 0.1360* 0.1136* 0.2991 0.2919
(0.0578) (0.0481) (0.1977) (0.1932)
(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

News media News media Government Government
Model Logit Quasi-Poisson Logit Quasi-Poisson
Action form:
Disruptive 0.0168 0.0241 —0.6680** —0.6523**
(0.0748) (0.0611) (0.2149) (0.2110)
Violent —0.0666 —0.0535 —0.2234" —0.2181*
(0.0582) (0.0483) (0.1218) (0.1179)
Target:
Company; government as —0.0172 —0.0244 0.0691 0.0626
mediator
(0.0520) (0.0429) (0.2345) (0.2272)
Government —0.1990*** —0.1769** —0.1703 —0.1690
(0.0600) (0.0507) (0.1706) (0.1663)
Sentiment 0.1616 0.1466 0.6746 0.6628
(0.1354) (0.1148) (0.5697) (0.5584)
Observations 56,376 56,376 55,992 55,992

Signif. Codes: ***: 0.001, **: 0.01, *: 0.05, +:0.1
Source: the authors

government is also more likely to report it might be surprising for some. Protests that involved
many participants were considered newsworthy and were more widely known. Deliberately neglect-
ing such events could challenge the credibility and authority of news media and government Weibo
accounts, and prompt citizens to actively seek out information that the government intends to
hide.”” Instead, the government tends to adopt a strategy of reporting on large-scale protests or pro-
tests with police presence but framing them in a more positive, depoliticized way, as detailed in the
next section.

Regarding issues, both the news media and government accounts were more likely to report on
protests caused by unpaid wages. Other than this similarity, the focus of the reports delivered by the
news media and government diverged. The news media was more likely to report on protests asso-
ciated with unpaid wages and pensions, but refrain from reporting on fraud. Government accounts
were also more likely to report on protests organized by workers on unpaid wages. They were also
prone to reporting on protests organized by residents involving environmental issues (e.g. building
factories near lands). In the meantime, government accounts avoided reporting on property rights
demonstrations organized by the urban middle class (i.e. homeowners). The government was also
less likely to report on protests by veterans, which may be explained by the high organizational cap-
acity and tight relationships of veterans that transcend local boundaries; these types of protests fre-
quently involve thousands of people from around the country. These two groups carry strong
organizational capacity and resources: homeowners are frequently organized by the urban middle
classes who have the necessary monetary resources and knowledge for organizing collective action.
Veterans have strong ties and, because they spread across the country, they have the ability to mobil-
ize across geographic boundaries, posing a significant threat to the regime.”®

57 Francisco 2005; Roberts 2018.

58 Note that our discussions on how media biases vary by issues are not exhaustive, in part because this study focuses on
how media biases vary by media type. Little research has been conducted on media bias by issue, particularly in China.
Thus, our findings pave the way for more extensive future investigation.
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Regarding action forms, there was no statistically significant difference between news media and
individual accounts. This observation contrasts sharply with findings from similar research on
Western societies, which demonstrate that the Western news media reports disproportionately dis-
ruptive or violent protests. As expected, the government accounts shied away from reporting on
escalated protests, such as violent and disruptive ones.

Regarding targets, the news media accounts avoided reporting on sensitive topics that targeted
the government. This should come as no surprise since they need to balance the imperatives of
newsworthiness and political sensitivity. In comparison, the government accounts did not seem
to shun protests against the government itself. This observation may seem surprising at first.
However, as discussed below, this finding should be understood in the context of the description
bias. In other words, government accounts did not shy away from protests against the state but
framed such events in ways that depoliticized and desensitized the issues surrounding the
demonstrations.

Overall, the results highlight some broad similarities and important differences between news
media and government reports of protests. In terms of the absolute number of protests reported,
the government covered significantly fewer events than the news media. This could have resulted
from government accounts having to strike a balance between different topics, the lower number
of government accounts than news media accounts on Weibo, and/or the fewer posts published
by the government accounts than the news media accounts. As for the factors shaping the coverage
of protest events, both the news media and the government selected the issue area, action form, tar-
get, size and police presence, albeit in different ways.

The media and the government’s priorities regarding issue areas were markedly different. The
news media selected for newsworthiness, but at the same time self-censored when presented with
events that targeted the government. Unlike their Western counterparts, news media accounts in
China did not tend to cover disruptive or violent protests to a greater extent. This could also be
explained as a result of self-censorship. The government accounts marginalized disruptive and vio-
lent protests, and protests organized by the urban middle classes or by veterans.

Table 3 further splits news media into three types: government news media, commercial media,
and self-media. The results point to significant differences across the three types of media. Notably,
government news media (such as the People’s Daily) is much more similar to government accounts
(in Table 2) than to self-media. For instance, government news media, similar to government
accounts, was less likely to report disruptive and violent protests, whereas self-media was more likely
to report disruptive protests, which follows naturally from a market logic. On the other hand, self-
media did not report protests targeting the state to balance the risk and shield itself, whereas gov-
ernment news media deviates from this pattern. The scales of coefficient estimates of the commer-
cial media are between the government news media and self-media, suggesting that commercial
media is more restricted than self-media but also distinguishes itself from government news
media (i.e. it does not entirely serve as the state’s mouthpiece).

We carried out an additional analysis: we further filtered posts by passerby individuals from all
the individual posts.”® We found that most individuals are indeed protesters: around 2.5 per cent of
posts included one of these words. We removed these 2.5 per cent of posts and reran our analysis.
The results, which are consistent with the main text, are presented in Appendix Table E.1 (supple-
mentary materials).

We also found that around 30 per cent of protests had two issues. This may be explained by the
lack of precision in CASM’s algorithm to classify the issue, which is based on the dictionary method
and did not use the most advanced machine learning techniques. It may also be because some pro-
tests genuinely span multiple issues (for example, taxi driver’s protests may also relate to unpaid

59 The criteria were whether the posts had any of the following words: weiguan Fl¥i (witness), pangguan 53 % (witness),
luguo %1t (to pass by), shangban lushang F¥EH I (on the way to work).
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Table 3. Probability of Reporting a Protest Event by Government, Commercial and Self-media Accounts, Based on
Two-Way Fixed-Effect Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) at Province and Year Level with Clustered Standard Errors at

Province Level

Government news Self-media
Model media Commercial media (zimeiti)
Number of posts (log) 0.0806** 0.0470* 0.0193
(0.0288) (0.0196) (0.0323)
Number of followers (log) 0.2688*** 0.2245*** 0.2892***
(0.0222) (0.0135) (0.0177)
Number of followees (log) —0.0816* —0.0154 —0.1788***
(0.0385) (0.0273) (0.0528)
Verified —0.6358*** —0.3445*** 0.8073***
(0.1246) (0.0752) (0.1273)
Size (log) 0.1085** 0.0844*** 0.1347***
(0.0406) (0.0185) (0.0230)
Issue:
Land grabs 0.1969 0.0825 0.2147
(0.1408) (0.0690) (0.1152)
Unpaid wages 0.7263*** 0.2290** 0.2536**
(0.1150) (0.0736) (0.0878)
Homeowners —0.3749** —0.0638 0.2231**
(0.1396) (0.0662) (0.0711)
Fraud —0.3578* —0.0830 —0.0474
(0.1771) (0.0832) (0.1255)
Environment 0.1534 0.0025 0.0492
(0.2248) (0.1055) (0.1711)
Pension —0.0177 0.2545** 0.1132
(0.1807) (0.0869) (0.1053)
Taxi 0.3531*** 0.0410 0.0548
(0.1057) (0.0682) (0.1616)
Medical 0.0029 0.0364 —0.0216
(0.1050) (0.0711) (0.1259)
Education 0.0417 0.1251 0.0026
(0.2006) (0.0927) (0.1079)
Veteran 0.6421 —0.2026 0.0896
(0.3506) (0.2501) (0.4594)
Police presence 0.3224*** 0.0662 0.0977
(0.0853) (0.0712) (0.1015)
(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued.)

Model Government news Commercial media Self-media
media (zimeiti)
Action form:
Disruptive —0.4519*** 0.0670 0.2234**
(0.1342) (0.0897) (0.0817)
Violent —0.3041** -0.0812 0.1617
(0.0940) (0.0672) (0.1020)
Target:
Company; government as 0.2241* -0.0199 —0.1302
mediator
(0.0988) (0.0695) (0.1005)
Government 0.0056 —0.0935 —0.5679***
(0.0964) (0.0705) (0.1347)
Sentiment 0.1585 0.0248 0.5497
(0.3076) (0.1824) (0.2822)
Observations 52,528 54,099 52,219

Signif. Codes: ***: 0.001, **: 0.01, *: 0.05
Source: the authors

wages). It is not straightforward to separate the proportion of the two types, though. We ran regres-
sions to include the number of issues of each protest as a control variable in Appendix Table E.2
(supplementary materials). We found that the protests with only one issue or multiple issues did
not have a statistical difference in their probability of being reported by news media and government
accounts.”’

When protests were covered, how did the government and news media’s reports of them differ from
the descriptions from individuals? For each protest that was covered by government or news media
accounts, the description of event characteristics (action form, sentiment, police presence and mention
of the state) was modelled based on a dichotomous variable indicating whether the description was
made by the government accounts (or news media), coded as 1, versus by individuals (coded as 0),
while controlling for the other covariates. For action forms in particular, a multinominal logit
model was used to distinguish between disruptive and violent protests. For other dependent variables,
linear regressions were used. Protest-level fixed effects were used. This way any variable stable at the
protest level was effectively adjusted for (e.g. the location, the date and the issue the protest was about).

Panel A of Table 4 shows the results of comparing the news media and individuals’ descriptions
of the same event. News media accounts were no more likely to portray the protests as disruptive.
However, they were significantly more likely to portray the protests as violent when compared with
the individuals’ descriptions. The news media reports were also more likely to exhibit more positive
sentiments.”' They were less likely to mention the police presence, but they were more likely to
mention the government.

60 We thank an anonymous reviewer for making these suggestions.

61 To check the robustness of the sentiment measures, we applied an open-source Chinese sentiment classification algo-
rithm, PaddlePaddle, developed by Baidu using deep-learning algorithms. The estimated coefficient was 0.0014 with a
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Table 4. Description Bias in the News Media and Government Descriptions

Outcome Action form Action form Sentiment

Level Disruptive Violent

Police presence

Mention state

Panel A: Description biases between the news media and protesters’ descriptions of the same event

News media 0.0091 0.0838*** 0.0070*** —0.0844*** 0.0433***
(0.0052) (0.3304) (0.0007) ((0.0031) (0.0038)

Observations 37,552 37,552 36,848 37,552 37,552

R? 0.84689 0.82301 0.60684 0.76800 0.73134

Panel B: Description biases between the government and protesters’ descriptions of the same event

Government —0.9182*** —1.2016** 0.0128*** —0.1475*** 0.0775***
(0.0319) (0.0226) (0.0027) (0.0169) (0.0229)

Observations 1,600 1,600 1,577 1,577 1,600

R? 0.82845 0.82819 0.51419 0.55466 0.57564

Panel C: Statistical test between two coefficients (government - news media)

Bootstrapping (over 10,000 samples) was used to calculate the p-values.

Difference in means —1.0268 —1.4091 0.0058 —0.0649 0.0346

p—value 0.0584" 0.0101* 0.0581" 0.0023** 0.1228

One-way (protest) standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.001, **: 0.01, *: 0.05, +: 0.1
Source: the authors
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Panel B of Table 4 shows the results of a comparison between the government’s and individuals’
descriptions of the same event. The government reports were less likely to portray the protests as
either disruptive or violent when compared to individuals’ descriptions. Government descriptions
were more positive in sentiment and less likely to mention the police presence than individuals’
descriptions. Again, this observation may be explained by the fact that the government often dis-
cusses its role in the resolution of protest grievances, which is discussed in detail in the next section.

It is important to note that for sentiment, police presence and mentions of the state, the differ-
ence between news media reports and individuals’ descriptions was smaller than the difference
between the government’s reports and individuals’ reports (as measured by the magnitude of the
coefficients). We used bootstrap resampling to conduct statistical tests for the difference between
two regression coefficients across two samples.®> As shown in Panel C of Table 4, we found that
there were statistically significant differences between the two sets of coefficients (except mentions
of the government). This confirmed the prediction that the government’s description bias is greater
than that of the media. Specifically, the government portrayed protests as less violent, with less
police involvement and more positive than the individuals’ own accounts. The news media’s por-
trayals of the protests were also biased on certain dimensions, but less consistently and to a lesser
extent than government accounts.

Table 5 further shows the differences in reporting biases by the three types of news media: gov-
ernment news media, commercial media and self-media. Again, the reporting biases of government
news media are more similar to that of government accounts, compared to the other two types of
media. For instance, government news media, similar to government accounts, framed the protests
as less disruptive, compared with individuals’ descriptions. On the other end, self-media is more
similar to individuals. The only area where self-media and individuals diverges is in their descrip-
tion of police presence: self-media was less likely than individuals to mention police at the scene. For
other dimensions of description, there were no statistically significant differences between self-
media and individuals. Last, the majority of news media accounts were still commercial media
(see the number of observations in Table 5), and commercial media’s description biases conveyed
exactly the same story as we have seen for news media in general (Panel A, Table 4). In general,
Table 5 again finds support for the distinction across the three types of news media in protest
portrayal.

Finally, we compared the news media and government accounts in their style of reporting. We
hypothesized that the state tends to cover protests with a thematic style, while news media gives
more attention to details of protests in an episodic style (although both are subject to description
biases).

We first offer some examples of episodic versus thematic reporting of the same CASM event.
Here we discuss an exemplary event — a protest against the construction of a waste incineration
plant in the Zhongtai subdistrict of Yuhang District, Hangzhou City.”> In this incident, the protes-
ters demonstrated against the construction of a waste incineration plant near their homes. The pro-
test took place on 10 May 2014, with more than 5,000 participants. There was a lot of social media

standard error of 0.0009. The p-value was smaller than 0.001. Hence, the finding that the news media tended to describe
the same event using more positive tones than the individuals is robust.

62 We thank a reviewer for suggesting the use of bootstrap for comparing models.

63 We chose this event because it is one of the most discussed events on CASM-China and it has also attracted a lot of
domestic and international media attention; “Zhejiang Hangzhou kangyi laji fadianzhan yin chongtu jin sishi shang”
(Protest against incineration construction in Hang Zhou, Zhejiang has caused 40 injuries), BBC News, 11 March
2014, www.bbc.com/zhongwen/trad/china/2014/05/140511_china_hangzhou_environment_protest, accessed 9 June
2023. The other two posts were chosen because they provide details to illustrate different styles of reporting.
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Table 5. Difference between the Three Types of Media and Individuals’ Reports; Individual as Reference Group

Outcome Action form Action form Sentiment pfezlelsif:e Mention state
Level Disruptive Violent
Government —0.2796* 0.0441 0.0029 —0.0901*** 0.0950***
news media
(0.1169) (0.0658) (0.0021) (0.0099) (0.0131)
Observations 4,062 3,983 3,983 4,062 4,062
R? 0.7724 0.4603 0.54752 0.76140 0.64836
Commercial 0.0097 0.0952*** 0.0128*** —0.0906*** 0.0415***
media
(0.0375) (0.0261) (0.0010) (0.0037) (0.0044)
Observations 28,308 28,308 27,802 28,308 28,308
R? 0.7886 0.6347 0.58438 0.76347 0.72234
Self-media 0.1069 0.0552 0.0029 —0.0463*** 0.0131
0.0739 0.0021 (0.0017) (0.0071) (0.0079)
Observations 5,182 5,182 5,063 5,182 5,182
R? 0.8342 0.72 0.74941 0.79942 0.83852

Clustered (event) standard-errors in parentheses
Signif. Codes: ***: 0.001, **: 0.01, *: 0.05
Source: the authors

discussion on this protest. One participant wrote in his Weibo post (English translation comes first
and the original post in Chinese follows):

The collective action event in Hangzhou has escalated. Every street in the Yuhang District is
full of protesters. We are only protesting for our future. We firmly oppose the construction
of a waste incineration plant in Zhongtai subdistrict! We are engaging in such action for
our children, for our living environment and for our homeland! (FuN A FHAF L& T
P RPURBIHRIBEESN, NI RRIATEPR R, Ui h 2 i IR s ),

N T ENTIVEAS, 8T BAVERFIAEE, o8 7 EATR S . )

Our close reading suggests that the news media reported on the same event primarily in an epi-
sodic style. Below is a post by the New Beijing News (Xinjing bao #i 5{4}), an influential local trad-
itional media outlet that has successfully established itself as a popular nationwide social media
account (with over 46 million followers on Weibo, as of August 2022). The owner of the New
Beijing News is the propaganda department of the Beijing municipal committee of the CCP.
Therefore, the New Beijing News is classified as a government news media under our classification
scheme. The report by the New Beijing News provided four of the classic “five Ws” used in news
reporting (“who, what, when, and where”) but did not mention why the people were protesting
or any of the protesters’ perspectives. The New Beijing News also made no further comment on
its attitude towards the protest.

In response to the protests against the construction of a waste incineration plant in Zhongtai
subdistrict, Yuhang District, the Hangzhou Public Security Bureau announced today that
under the incitement of a small group of criminals, a group of people has gathered around
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Zhongtai subdistrict. Some criminals smashed cars and assaulted police officers as well as ped-
estrian bystanders. 53 people have been arrested. Another seven have been placed under
administrative detention because they spread false information about the protest online.
(CRTRPUPRBIRAERe) JULFEE, BUNA LR RAGEEDBAED Tl fial
AR ZE B BT i XN G R 5 B — e ANy 0 74T RGO 2 0 L A I8 4 T 72 R A
ToERERCIH53 N A7 NAE W 45 18518 5 80m M R M5 B AT B )

The government reported on the same event using a thematic style. Below is a quote from a
post by Hotline 12355 (12355 gingshaonian rexian 7 /04 #2k), the official Weibo account of
the Communist Youth League (gonggingtuan 3£75 [4]) in Yuhang District, Hangzhou City. The
post from this government account did not mention much detail of the protest at all.
Specifically, it did not provide details on who was protesting, the exact name of the construction
site (only the locality), or the date of the protest. The government post mainly used the protest
as an example to discuss the root causes of this type of protest and how the government should
prevent these types of protests and rebuild trust by using effective and transparent communi-
cation. Furthermore, it is evident that the blame for the protest was placed on the local
government.

The construction of a waste incineration plant in Yuhang, Zhejiang, triggered popular grie-
vances and evolved into a violent incident involving the smashing of police cars and the assault
of police officers. The key reason behind the event is the loss of trust in local government in
environmental protection. The local government must take actions to rebuild people’s trust in
its capacity to protect the environment. It also needs to facilitate effective communication and
transparency. This will avoid the dilemmas of construction projects being interrupted by pro-
tests. (WL ARPURBIIERE) 51 K AN EANHEE 8 v R B F 0k, oy
BRI RAS PSR RS AR, 07 BUR R A 5 S PrAT 20 B A fRAE
A, A RERTS B RV ERE Y, 8 G — il ] — e A B )

These examples illustrate different reporting styles by the government and news media on the
same protest event. The government mainly resorted to a thematic style and omitted the details,
whereas the news media provided greater details in an episodic style. To provide a more systematic
analysis of this diverging pattern, we identified the top 25 words used by individuals (measured by
word frequency). Typically, individuals® descriptions of the protests included more details of the
protests. We then calculated the corresponding ranking of these top 25 words in the news media
and government posts. If the government tends to use a thematic style, the words frequently
used by them would differ from those used by individuals.

Table 6 shows that the frequency of these words (i.e. the rankings) in posts by individuals and
by news media accounts was fairly similar. However, a notable gap emerged between individual
and government accounts. The words most frequently used by individuals, such as “police,”
“real estate developers,” “protest banners,” and “besiege,” were not frequently taken up by gov-
ernment accounts. Instead, the government frequently used words such as “court” (1st), “situ-
ation” (2nd), “begin/expand” (3rd), “company” (4th), “legal case” (5th), and “protect” (6th).
These words are, for the most part, related to the government’s efforts to address grievances
and to protect the rights of protesters through legal procedures. These results provide additional
evidence that the government’s reports are more “thematic,” while the news media reports are
more “episodic” and more similar to individuals’ descriptions. To visualize these patterns, we
also plot the content of Table 6 in Figure E.1 in the Appendix (supplementary materials) for
interested readers.
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Table 6. Top Words Ranked by Frequency by Weibo Posts from Individuals, News Media and Government Accounts

Rank Individual News media Government
Word:

jingcha %% (police) 1 3 21
kaifashang JT X7 (real-estate developers) 2 1 22
hengfu 11 (protest banners) 3 2 19
weidu [} (besiege) 4 5 20
xiaoqu /X (residential complex) 5 4 24
shenbian &1 (nearby) 6 7 25
yuangong % T. (employees) 7 6 23
gingkuang 11 (situation) 8 8 2
fayuan V£BE (court) 9 12 1
giye £\l (company) 10 9 5
gongzuo TAE (work) 11 10 9
weihu 4E3 (protect) 12 18 7
yifa #i% (according to law) 13 13 16
zhifu 3} (payment) 14 11 4
fafang K (distribute) 15 16 12
laodong %3] (labour) 16 14 15
huodong ¥%3) (activity) 17 19 14
anjian At (legal case) 18 17 6
baozhang 4% (social security) 19 15 11
hefaquanyi 2844 (legal rights) 20 20 8
kaizhan FJ& (begin/expand) 21 21 3
jizhong %+ (focus) 22 25 17
jiancha 1% (investigation) 23 22 13
zhuanxiang Tl (special project) 24 24 10
faliiyuanzhu 133388 (legal assistance) 25 23 18

Source: the authors

The present study advances the understanding of media biases in protest reporting in China. In doing
so, it sheds light on the complex interplay between the state, the media and society in contentious
politics. Past research on how the media report protests has focused on the traditional mass media
(i.e. newspapers or television) and is overwhelmingly centered on Western societies. There is also
scarce research on media reporting biases on social media platforms and on the differences between
government reports and news media reports. The rise of social media in recent decades has provided
ample opportunities for the traditional mass media and the government to have a strong presence in
virtual spaces. This article is among the first to examine the reporting of protest events by news media
and government social media accounts in China, producing results with broad relevance.

We examined two aspects of media reporting biases, namely selection bias and description bias,
and found evidence for both. With respect to selection bias, both news media and government
accounts were selective in their coverage of protests but in distinct ways. Unlike their Western
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counterparts, the Chinese news media engaged in a delicate balancing act between a market logic
and structural regulation. They tended to move away from reporting protests targeting the govern-
ment, but gravitated towards protests organized by disadvantaged groups. The government
accounts, on the other hand, shied away from reporting violent protests, as well as protests by
the urban middle class and veterans - the two groups with a particularly strong mobilizing capacity
that can potentially transcend local areas.

Additionally, both the government and news media reports were subject to descriptive biases, and
such biases were more pronounced on government accounts than news media accounts. The Chinese
news media sought to strike a delicate balance between a market logic and state restrictions, which
manifested in a high degree of selection bias and a moderate level of description bias. The Chinese
government accounts, in contrast, engaged in a comparatively moderate degree of selection bias
and a high degree of description bias. They tended to report on visible protest events of broad rele-
vance with less consideration of their political sensitivity. It did, however, construe the events in ways
that depoliticized individuals’ claims and enhanced the state’s legitimacy. This was achieved by por-
traying protests with more positive sentiments, less violence and less policing. Moreover, government
coverage of protest events also exhibited a more thematic orientation than the news media coverage.

Embeddedness within the state further stratifies news media sources, resulting in differential
selection and description bias among various types of news media. Government news media
behaves more similarly to government accounts than two other types of news media. Self-media,
on the other hand, is neither bound by the “gatekeeper” position of traditional news media nor dir-
ectly supervised by the Chinese government. Indeed, we found that self-media had the least amount
of selection and description bias: it was most comparable to individuals on Weibo. Commercial
media, which more closely resembles the mass media discussed in the Western context but is never-
theless regulated by an authoritarian state, tends to occupy an intermediary position in the level of
selection and description bias, between self-media and government news media.

This study has several limitations, which open the door to future research. Notably, the data set was
generated by machine prediction. Although the predictions had a high level of accuracy, the errors may
have still carried over to the regression model estimates. In the methodological literature, there has been
some recent progress in the discussion of how machine prediction errors should be accounted for in
next-step regression models,”* but these studies have not considered cases in which there are many
variables in the regression being predicted, as was the case in this article. Furthermore, the collection
of government and news media accounts was based on Weibo posts using 50 protest-related words. An
ideal design would sample all government or media accounts, but currently there is no combined list of
these accounts. Additionally, censorship may also bias the results, although government posts may the-
oretically carry a low risk of being deleted by the propaganda machine. Despite such limitations, we
believe the benefits of our data outweigh its drawbacks.

Finally, we did not have data for traditional newspapers in their original printed format. It
requires a separate data set to evaluate the extent to which our results generalize to printed news-
paper articles. A comparison between traditional newspaper and social media is beyond the scope of
this study. We anticipate, however, that the news media’s reporting in traditional format is subject to
additional control. Each newspaper report goes through comprehensive reviews (sanshen sanjiao =
H — %) before appearing in print. However, there has been no report showing that such a rigorous
ex-ante review process has been used by traditional media on social media. Future study is required
to empirically validate this hypothesis.

The present research has broader implications for the study of social movements both within and
outside of China. Recent literature has discussed why the Chinese state has allowed some space for
protest reporting in China. This study contributes to this burgeoning literature by providing a more
nuanced understanding of how the state strategically selects and frames protests in a way that serves

64 Fong and Tyler 2020.
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its own agenda. This study also contributes to the study of media biases in reporting on social move-
ments more broadly. Most studies on media bias in social movements coverage are conducted in the
Western world, where a relatively more open media environment is coupled with strong market
incentives. Reports of protests in authoritarian regimes have received scant attention. This article
enriches the scholarly understanding of how the news media operates in an authoritarian regime
by revealing how the news media in China strategically reports on protests to balance commercial
interests while also accommodating state restrictions. These results of differential patterns across
media characterized by varying state embeddedness will be helpful for future research investigating
the complex interactions between social movements, media and the state in a variety of regimes.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https:/doi.org/10.1017/
50305741023001042.
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