
Critical Choice: Newspaper Framing of
China’s High-Speed Rail Coverage 2004-2019

Item Type text; Electronic Thesis

Authors Perkins, Anthony

Citation Perkins, Anthony. (2020). Critical Choice: Newspaper Framing of
China’s High-Speed Rail Coverage 2004-2019 (Master's thesis,
University of Arizona, Tucson, USA).

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction, presentation (such as public
display or performance) of protected items is prohibited except
with permission of the author.

Download date 26/05/2023 22:18:14

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/656743

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/656743


 

  

 

 

CRITICAL CHOICE: NEWSPAPER FRAMING  

OF CHINA’S HIGH-SPEED RAIL COVERAGE 2004-2019 

 

by  Anthony Perkins 

__________________________ 

Copyright © Anthony Perkins 2020 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the 

SCHOOL OF JOURNALISM 

 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA  

 

2020



 

  

 



3 

 

  

 

 

 

With Gratitude  

I would like to thank my committee members, Dr. Jeannine Relly and Professor Maggy 

Zanger, for their guidance and time spent working with me on this thesis. And I would like to 

especially thank my committee chair, School of Journalism Director Carol Schwalbe, who 

supported, encouraged, and guided me through my thesis work.  

Thanks for keeping me focused and propelling me forward through the lengthy process of 

producing this thesis.   



4 

 

  

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT……………………………………………………………………………………....7  

INTRODUCTION……………………………………………………………………………..….8 

LITERATURE REVIEW……………………………………………………………………..…..9 

    Framing theory…………………………………………………………………………..……..9 

    Newspaper framing of China……………………………………………………………..…...11 

    Role of media in China and the United States……………………………………………..….12 

    News coverage of disasters, crises, and protests in China.........................................................14 

    Coverage of China’s high-speed rail network...........................................................................15 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS……………………………………………………………..……….17 

METHODOLOGY……………………………………………………………………..………..17 

    Study period………………………………………………………………………………..….17 

    Selecting the newspaper articles………………………………………………………..…..…18 

    Unit of analysis………………………………………………………………………..............19 

    Coding the newspaper articles……………………………………………………………..….19 

    Intercoder reliability……………………………………………………………………...……22 

FINDINGS…………………………………………………………………………….……...….23 

   Framing of coverage………………………………………………………………………...…24 

    Change in framing over time…….……………………………………………………..….….25 

    Change in tone of coverage......…………………………………………………...……….......26 

    Sourcing of quotes and facts………………………………………………………...………...26 



5 

 

  

 

DISCUSSION……….…………………………………………………………………...……....27 

    Framing in Chinese newspapers…………….………………………………………..……….27 

    Framing in U.S. newspapers……….………………………………………................….....…27 

    Contrasts in framing between Chinese and U.S. newspapers……….………………..…….....28 

    Changes in framing of China’s high-speed rail coverage..........................................................29 

    Changes in tone of China’s high-speed rail coverage……………………………..........….….30 

    Sourcing of coverage of China’s high-speed rail……………………………………..…….....31 

    Implications for coverage of other events..................................................................................32  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES…………………………………………….……….33 

CONCLUSION………………………………………………………………………….……….34 

APPENDIX……………………………………………………………………….…….……......37 

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………….………….46 

LIST OF TABLES 

TABLE 1: Number of high-speed rail stories by individual newspapers in U.S. and China…....38 

TABLE 2: Framing of high-speed rail coverage by U.S. and Chinese newspapers…….…….…40 

TABLE 3: How framing of high-speed rail changed 2004-2019………………………….…….41 

TABLE 4: Tone of high-speed rail coverage in U.S. and Chinese newspapers 2004-2019……..43  

TABLE 5: Sourcing of high-speed rail coverage by newspapers in U.S. and China………...… 45 

LIST OF FIGURES 

FIGURE 1: Number of high-speed rail stories by individual newspapers in U.S. and China…...39 

FIGURE 2: Framing of high-speed rail coverage by U.S. and Chinese newspapers....…………40 

FIGURE 3: How framing of high-speed rail changed 2004-2019………………………….……42 

FIGURE 4: Tone of high-speed rail coverage in U.S. and Chinese newspapers 2004-2019…....44 



6 

 

  

 

FIGURE 5: Sourcing of high-speed rail coverage by newspapers in U.S. and China…...............45 

 

  

 

  



7 

 

  

 

 

Critical Choice: Newspaper Framing 

of China’s High-Speed Rail Coverage 2004-2019 

 

Abstract 

China’s high-speed rail system grew from a single limited service connecting Shanghai’s airport 

with its downtown to a network consisting of dozens of lines crossing the country. This 

engineering feat was completed within 16 years, and although major news organizations in China 

and the United States were slow to cover the early expansion of the system, subsequent events 

put a spotlight on high-speed rail’s triumphs and tragedies in China. This study examined the 

coverage by two major newspapers in each country between 2004 and 2019: The New York 

Times and The Wall Street Journal in the United States and China Daily and the South China 

Morning Post in China. A content analysis of 392 articles revealed that the economic frame 

dominated the newspapers in both countries. Other popular frames in the Chinese newspapers 

included inventiveness and the impact on culture and China’s image abroad. The U.S. 

newspapers relied on the environment and safety frame, followed by inventiveness. This analysis 

also examined whether the articles conveyed a positive, negative, or neutral tone, as well as 

whether the content came from elite or non-elite sources. Articles captured the ebb and flow of 

news coverage as it shifted from curiosity to criticism and finally a renewed enthusiasm for high-

speed passenger rail service in the Middle Kingdom.  

 

Keywords: China, economy, framing, high-speed train, rail system, sourcing, technology, tone 
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Introduction 

The People’s Republic of China launched high-speed rail service between the Pudong 

International Airport in Shanghai and the city’s downtown in 2004. It was the initial step in a 

nationwide high-speed rail network that would span 15,500 miles across the country by 2018 

(Barrow, 2018). China’s high-speed rail network now connects Beijing with Shanghai and links 

a dozen of China’s other major cities with almost 22,000 miles of track and includes the fastest 

train in commercial operation, the Shanghai Maglev, capable of reaching a speed of 268 miles 

per hour (Wilson, 2020).  

The network’s development has not been without controversy and tragedy. China’s 

ambition to import its high-speed rail technology to other nations for a price has come under 

question by the international community (McBeth, 2017). A collision between two trains in 

Wenzhou, China, in 2011 killed 40 people and cast doubt on the safety and integrity of the high-

speed rail system (Kuo, 2014). The crash was a serious setback to China’s hopes to showcase its 

high-speed rail technology and market it overseas. Investigators blamed railway officials who 

allowed bidding irregularities in construction, along with poor safety and maintenance 

procedures (LaFraniere, 2011). The incident sparked outrage that spread via Chinese social 

media and prompted a crackdown by the government on media commentary (Branigan, 2011).  

The current study employs content analysis to examine how four prominent, large-

circulation newspapers—China Daily and the South China Morning Post in China and The New 

York Times and The Wall Street Journal in the United States—framed the development and 

setbacks of China’s high-speed rail network from the first journey in Shanghai in 2004 to the end 

of 2019. By then, China’s politics, technology, and economy had become frequent news 

headlines—from the controversial breakthrough of gene-editing in humans to the trade war 
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between China and the United States. Comparing the text from these four newspapers highlights 

how the news media function in two countries with different forms of government.  

The current study is important because it shows how the Chinese news media covered 

one of the country’s major engineering successes. As a global economic power, China is exerting 

a growing influence on world affairs. International governments and businesses with offices in 

China watch the way events are portrayed in Chinese media outlets to find out what citizens are 

learning about their country. By including U.S. news coverage of the same event during the same 

period, the current study provides a contrast with the perspective of the Chinese news media.  

 

Literature Review 

Framing Theory 

This study uses framing theory as a lens to analyze news reporting of China’s high-speed 

rail system. The news media place events within a field of meaning (Goffman, 1974). Scheufele 

(1999) described media frames as central organizing ideas or story lines that provide meaning to 

an unfolding sequence of events. He further defined media frames as necessary to turn otherwise 

meaningless and non-recognizable happenings into discernible events. Reporters often refer to 

pursuing a specific “angle” of a story or subject or giving an article a certain “spin” to arrange 

facts in an intentional manner (Scheufele, 1999). Media frames serve as working routines for 

journalists to quickly identify and classify information and to package it for distribution to their 

audience (Scheufele, 1999). The framing of a news event can affect the way that news 

consumers understand the event (Scheufele, 1999). 

Entman (1991) described framing as a way to bring context and meaning to a news story, 

thus affecting the perceived importance of an event. He called the essence of framing “sizing,” or 
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the overall salience of the event, referring to how much information is available and how much 

of it is used in presenting the story. News frames can de-emphasize salience by leaving out 

certain content, thus changing what is important and what is not (Entman, 1991). Entman (1991) 

noted that framing defines problems, creates moral judgments on the causes and effects of an 

event, and suggests remedies to correct the problems revealed in the story. 

Entman (1991) compared how media framing of two air disasters in the 1980s affected 

U.S. foreign policy toward the Soviet Union. In the crash of Korean Air Lines 007, The New 

York Times, The Washington Post, Time, Newsweek, and the CBS Evening News emphasized the 

Soviet Union’s role in shooting down the airliner. In contrast, Time and Newsweek de-

emphasized the role of a U.S. Navy destroyer in downing an IranAir plane. Entman (1991) noted 

the similar visual framing of the air disasters on the covers of the two news magazines. Time’s 

cover illustration of the KAL 007 incident included a passenger jet in flames accompanied by a 

Soviet fighter plane. A photo on the cover of Newsweek showed an airliner with a crosshair 

pattern superimposed on it, with a Soviet fighter plane flying beneath it. In contrast, Newsweek’s 

cover for the Iran Air incident did not depict an airliner at all but showed a naval vessel while 

posing the question “Why It Happened?” Time did not present a story-related image or 

illustration on its cover. Instead, it used a corner headline reading “What Went Wrong in the 

Gulf.” Entman (1991) referred to the consistent use of imagery directing responsibility for the 

reported action as “agency.” He wrote that agency in the KAL illustrations portrayed the Soviet 

Union as the responsible party, while agency in the IranAir picture did not specifically label the 

U.S. Navy destroyer as the cause of the disaster. 

Framing is not only used in journalism. Boydstun et al. (2013) studied framing through 

natural language processing and the work of political communication scholars by connecting 
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politicians’ use of language to the ideological or partisan positions they promoted. The authors 

outlined how candidates in the 2008 and 2012 U.S. presidential elections moderated their 

language following the ideologically charged primary election season. Boydstun et al. (2013) 

also identified the tone of newspaper articles about key political issues as positive, negative, or 

neutral, based on whether the subject was presented as good, bad, or balanced.  

Newspaper Framing of China  

Golan and Lukinto’s (2015) study of the framing of China in two elite U.S. newspapers 

showed how opinion pieces play an important role in influencing the public’s view of China. 

Editorials from The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal discussed China’s economic 

strength relative to the United States, along with issues such as trade imbalances, state-supported 

businesses, and China’s potential as a global economic leader. Despite the two newspapers’ 

political leanings, both framed China as a rival and identified its global emergence as a threat. 

Another study looked at how five newspapers in Colombia, Peru, Mexico, the Dominican 

Republic, and El Salvador framed news coverage of China (Ospina Estupinan, 2017). The 

researcher found that coverage highlighted its importance internationally, with the frames 

demonstrating a multifaceted view of modern China instead of a one-dimensional picture based 

on the country’s political system. 

Liu’s analysis (2010) of news frames during the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake in China 

compared natural disaster coverage by two Chinese and two U.S. newspapers. The most common 

frame in all the newspapers was “government policies, actions and response,” which emphasized 

the government’s response to the disaster and decision-making, along with updates on how 

officials performed during the crisis. The “damage and human mortality” frame, which focused 

on the destruction caused by the earthquake and the loss of life, was observed more often in U.S. 
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than Chinese newspapers. U.S. earthquake coverage also relied more on the “survivor” frame, 

including victims’ accounts of family members killed or missing. Chinese news media turned to 

the “reconstruction” frame, which emphasized the restoration of the affected areas, but this frame 

was rarely observed in U.S. coverage. Liu (2010) concluded that news framing of the earthquake 

illustrated the differences between the Chinese (state-run) media’s role as a “guard dog” with 

that of the U.S. (privately run) media’s role as a “watchdog.” 

Yan and Kim (2015) compared how newspapers in China, South Korea, and the U.S. 

framed the 2013 crash of a South Korean Asiana Airlines jet, which affected all three countries. 

The crash happened in the United States, and half the passengers were from China. The study 

found that the “responsibility” frame was most frequently used in newspapers from all three 

countries, but U.S. media most often cited pilot error as the cause of the crash. South Korean 

newspapers attributed the cause to multiple factors, while Chinese news media were less likely to 

assign blame before the official investigation was complete (Yan & Kim, 2015). 

Role of Media in China and the United States 

Chinese media operate under a political system consistent with an authoritarian model 

serving the needs of the ruling Communist Party (Liu, 2010). Under this model, the press 

supports and promotes the policies of the state and helps the government achieve its goals and 

objectives (Liu, 2010). The central government, via the state-run news media, uses framing to 

enhance national pride and political trust (Liebman, 2005). Media framing creates news stories 

that uphold the authority of the Communist Party and connect the country’s economic success 

with government policies (Fei & Zhongshi, 2013).  

Ever since the formation of modern China under the Communist Party in 1949, the press 

has served the party and informed citizens based on needs dictated by the state—to rally support 
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behind its programs, implement party policies, and alert the party about wrongdoing by lower-

level cadres and officials (Liebman, 2005). All major national newspapers and broadcast stations 

are managed by or linked to the party system (Liebman, 2005). This relationship is repeated at 

the provincial and local levels. Managing mass media is part of managing the culture of China, 

so it is controlled by the government’s Central Propaganda Department (Liebman, 2005).  

Independent publications in China, such as the biweekly newsmagazine Caijing, exist to 

serve the people and government equally (Scotton, 2010). For example, Caijing emphasizes 

stories exposing corruption, which the Chinese government wants to eliminate. Thus, the 

government welcomes Caijing’s reporting, considering that these goals are shared (Scotton, 

2010). If a low-level Communist Party official is accused of corruption or other misconduct by 

citizens and if the case against him gains the attention of the news media, the official is put under 

tremendous pressure by high-ranking officials to relinquish his position (Liebman, 2005). 

Essentially, the accused official fears being disciplined by party chiefs through exposure in the 

media. This is how the traditional “watchdog” function of media coverage works in China 

(Liebman, 2005). The press does not speak for the people; it speaks for the Communist Party 

(Liebman, 2005). 

Democratic nations provide a hospitable environment for watchdog reporting (Coronel, 

2008). Investigative reporting is also a feature of journalism in China, but press freedom is not 

guaranteed and journalists cannot count on protection (Coronel, 2008). Investigative reporting 

emerged in China in the 1970s, when economic and media reforms forced news outlets to rely 

less on the government for survival and more on advertising and circulation, which led to 

reporting on corruption, crime, and the environment (Coronel, 2008). However, investigative 
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reporting of the government is limited, targeting only low- and medium-level officials (Coronel, 

2008).  

In 2019 Reporters Without Borders ranked China 177th out of 178 countries for press 

freedom. In contrast, the United States was 48th (Reporters Without Borders, 2019). A 2019 

survey of global press freedom by Freedom House gave the United States its highest score of 4 

points while awarding China 0 points (Repucci, 2019).  

Western news media operate under a political system different from the one in China. In 

the United States, for example, the news media serve the public. The First Amendment to the 

Constitution guarantees freedom of the press, which in turn supports democracy by holding the 

government accountable (Entman, 1989). 

News Coverage of Disasters, Crises, and Protests in China 

The 2002-2004 outbreak and spread of SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome) 

presented a stiff challenge to the Chinese news media. Sun (2003) found that English-language 

media in China turned to foreign experts to explain the crisis, while Chinese domestic media 

were limited to state-approved individuals. Sun (2003) also noted that state-run news outlets 

withheld information amid fears that misinformation would create concerns about the 

effectiveness of the government’s response. Although the internet was in its infancy in China, 

citizens began to voice concerns about SARS online, forcing the government’s Health Ministry 

to finally admit the health threat in Beijing and other Chinese cities (Sun, 2003). The SARS 

crisis exposed problems in transparency for the Chinese government and demonstrated that, with 

the advent of internet communications, it was almost impossible for the government to frame 

news content in its best interest, as citizens were able to access reports from Western news media 
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and draw a comparison between the two (Sun, 2003). With no information released through 

official channels, the public was prone to panic as rumors spread (Sun, 2003).  

The 2008 Wenchuan earthquake revealed the limits of China’s policy for news coverage 

of disasters. Reporters were initially allowed to enter some affected areas but were banned from 

reporting from those sites two weeks after the quake (Watts, 2008). In addition, journalists were 

barred from going to two towns where residents staged demonstrations demanding an official 

investigation into collapsed school buildings (Watts, 2008). 

Studies show that news media in China sometimes put the government’s needs ahead of 

those of the people. Singh (2008) found that coverage of natural disasters and the government 

response reminded the public of the value of the Communist Party while at the same time 

keeping the government on its toes. The freedom of the press to report during the aftermath of 

the Wenchuan quake forced Communist Party officials to accept their mistakes in public—a rare 

occurrence in an authoritarian country (Singh, 2008).  

After an uprising in Tibet, Chinese officials managed and manipulated media coverage, 

with the goal of curbing information that could have led to political and civil unrest. Officials 

prohibited foreign news agencies from reporting on protests in the mountainous region (Singh, 

2008). Mercille (2005) found that stories managed by the Chinese government maintained the 

popular image of Tibet as a peaceful destination for tourism—an image that was promoted by 

travel magazines and Hollywood films.  

Coverage of China’s High-Speed Rail Network 

The Chinese government also restricted media coverage of high-speed rail’s effect on the 

environment, following a similar pattern of promoting technological achievement at limited cost 

to the areas served by the system. The Chinese people rely on the central government for most of 
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their news about the environmental risks from high-speed rail, with the national media ranking 

second (He et al., 2015). People trust the National Ministry of Railroads more than the news 

media, based on a belief in the agency’s good intentions and concern, overall competence and 

capabilities, and reliability and transparency (He et al., 2015). 

Chen et al. (2016) examined the impact of high-speed rail on carbon dioxide emissions, 

infrastructure, land use, and productivity in China. Their study showed that rail development in 

China from 2002 to 2013 benefited the country overall but put more carbon dioxide into the 

environment. The reduction of emissions from the use of rail instead of cars or buses was small 

and offset by the growth of the system across China (Chen et al., 2016). The authors also 

concluded that the expansion of the high-speed rail network took arable land away from Chinese 

farmers and thereby harmed the country’s agricultural output. 

A study by Wang et al. (2016) explored the impact of the high-speed network on the 

accessibility to passenger trains in China’s Jiangsu province and the ambitious plan to cover 

more than 95 percent of its counties with high-speed rail by 2030. Jiangsu province has 

historically had a problem with the accessibility of rail transportation by residents living in 

remote areas. The authors predicted that the advent of a high-speed rail network would decrease 

the inequality of regional accessibility by an average of 25.7 percent per year. In addition, high-

speed rail would shorten travel time and enable more people to travel to locations within the 

province and elsewhere in China (Wang et al., 2016).  

China plans to export its high-speed rail technology to other countries. Salim and Negara 

(2016) studied a rail construction project between the Indonesian cities of Jakarta and Bandung, 

which Indonesia’s government prioritized to lure more Chinese investment into the country. The 

authors found that China saw opportunities to increase its infrastructure exports, strengthen its 
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economic influence in Southeast Asia, and convince potential buyers of its ability to build a 

high-quality, high-speed train system at a competitive price. 

Research Questions 

Framing forms the theoretical underpinning of this study. Through framing, journalists, 

editors, media owners, and other communicators emphasize different angles that help keep a 

story fresh, salient, and relevant. In the case of high-speed rail in China, frames help shape what 

news consumers in China and the rest of the world read about the development and operation of 

the country’s rapid train system. Deciding what to emphasize in a news article is often motivated 

by the politics or mission of the newspaper and its publisher. Chinese news content is approved 

by the government, which owns all the newspapers. U.S. newspapers, however, are privately 

owned and not beholden to government directives.  

The current study examines coverage of China’s high-speed rail network as reported in 

four newspapers—two in the United States and two in China.  

� RQ1: How did U.S. and Chinese news outlets frame high-speed rail coverage in China 

between 2004 and 2019? 

� RQ2: How did the framing of high-speed rail change between 2004 and 2019? 

� RQ3: How did the tone of the frames change during the 16 years of coverage?  

� RQ4: What sourcing did the newspapers use when reporting on the rail system? 

Methodology 

Study Period 

This content analysis examines how two newspapers in the United States and two in the 

People’s Republic of China framed the development and operation of China’s high-speed rail 
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network from January 1, 2004, to December 31, 2019. These 16 years span the time between the 

inauguration of limited high-speed rail service in Shanghai and the present day.  

Selecting the Newspaper Articles 

The two U.S. newspapers (The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal) and the two 

Chinese English-language newspapers (China Daily and the South China Morning Post) were 

chosen because of their reputation for international news coverage.  

The Wall Street Journal has long been a financial news outlet in the U.S., but since News 

Corp. purchased the paper in 2007, it has given more space to international events (Pew 

Research Center, 2011). The paper was founded in 1821 and ranks second among U.S. 

newspapers in circulation at 1 million (Cision Media Research, 2019). Its China bureaus are 

based in Beijing, Shanghai, and Hong Kong. 

The New York Times began publishing in 1851 and now has almost 500,000 subscribers, 

placing it among the top three newspapers (USA Today is first, with 1.6 million subscribers) with 

the highest circulation in the U.S. (Cision Media Research, 2019). The New York Times also 

influences news coverage in other newspapers, whose reporters, editors, and publishers often 

rely on it as a guide for deciding what is newsworthy and run its stories in regional and local 

outlets (Boykoff, 2007). Like the Wall Street Journal, The New York Times has bureaus in 

Beijing, Shanghai, and Hong Kong.  

China Daily is the best-known English-language daily newspaper in the People’s 

Republic of China (Moxley, 2013). Established in 1981, China Daily has a daily overseas 

circulation of 600,000 (Li, 2019). Including China Daily in this study provides a comparison 

between a newspaper produced in mainland China for consumption by international readers and 
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the South China Morning Post, which is produced outside mainland China for a diverse East 

Asian readership. 

Founded in 1903, the South China Morning Post is published in Hong Kong and enjoys 

recognition as one of the most influential newspapers in the region (Lai & Weisell, 2011). Its 

daily circulation is 100,000, but its main website attracts about 10 million unique visitors each 

month (Wang, 2018). The paper is cited by diplomats, academics, and businesspeople observing 

China’s rising impact on the world (Wang, 2018). 

The author accessed articles from The New York Times, China Daily, and the South 

China Morning Post using the LexisNexis database, while articles from The Wall Street Journal 

were retrieved from the ProQuest Newsstand. The search keywords included “China AND speed 

AND rail,” “China AND crash AND disaster,” “China AND rail AND technology,” “China 

AND high-speed train,” “China high-speed rail technology,” and “crash investigation.” These 

terms reflected the emergence and development of China’s high-speed rail network. Keyword 

search results were filtered by date range (2004-2019). A random sample of 100 articles from 

each paper yielded a total of 400 articles for review. In order to be included in the study, the 

body of each article, not just the headline and lead, had to contain information about China’s 

high-speed rail. Some articles were repeated in the random sample, leading to the exclusion of 

eight articles from the list, for a total of 392.  

Unit of Analysis 

The unit of analysis was a breaking or developing news article, a feature story, or an 

investigative piece about China’s high-speed rail system. Editorials, opinion pieces, photographs, 

graphics, maps, and other visuals were not included.  

Coding the Newspaper Articles  
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The content was coded by the author and a second person trained in the coding protocol. 

(See the Appendix.) A pre-test ensured that the codebook instructions were clear. A total of 392 

newspaper articles were coded for media outlet, date, type, source, tone, and frame. 

Media outlet refers to the name of the newspaper that published the article—The New 

York Times, The Wall Street Journal, China Daily, or the South China Morning Post.  

Date of publication provides context relative to the timeline of the development of 

China’s high-speed rail network.  

Type indicates whether the story was (1) a general news item about high-speed rail in 

China, (2) a breaking news article about a recent incident involving high-speed rail, (3) a feature 

story providing a longer, more detailed look at the system, (4) an investigative article delving 

into safety, environmental issues, or China’s designs on exporting the technology overseas, or (5) 

another kind of article. 

Source points to the dominant sourcing from each article. Based on Mason’s (2005) 

definitions, the sources were coded as elite or non-elite. For this study of high-speed rail in 

China, an elite source refers to a government official, transportation spokesperson, academic 

expert, or journalist. A non-elite source refers to a rail passenger, crash survivor, victim’s family 

member, train engineer or driver, or transit passenger assistant.  

Tone refers to whether the article conveys a positive, negative, or neutral view of high-

speed rail. Based on work by Wessler et al. (2015), a positive article contains content and quotes 

that give a hopeful view of the technology expanding throughout China and improving the 

economy, society, and transportation industry. Positive articles include words such as “quick,” 

“safe,” and “efficient.” A negative article has content and quotes critical of high-speed rail 

transportation by casting a dim view of the technology and doubts about its future. Negative 
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articles include words such as “problems,” “unsafe,” and “malfunction.” A neutral article does 

not contain emotional expressions or exaggerated presentation of news or events, such as a story 

describing how technology enables trains to reach high speeds. If an article contains positive, 

negative, and neutral content, the coder evaluated each paragraph and determined the tone of the 

article based on the greatest number of paragraphs with a positive tone, negative tone, and 

neutral tone. If the tone of the headline differed from the tone of the text, then the tone of the text 

was coded.  

Frames capture the emphasis given to the subject of the article. The frames below are the 

author’s original designations, based on issues, topics, and characteristics associated with 

China’s high-speed rail industry. The selection of frames is based on studies by Durham (1998), 

Entman (1991), Jasperson et al. (1998), and Simon and Xenos (2000). If an article included two 

frames, both were coded. 

1. Technology: This frame focuses on the technology that China used to build and develop 

its high-speed rail network. Keywords include “technology,” “railway,” “track,” and 

“speed.” 

2. Inventiveness: This frame is based on China’s ability to combine workers and 

engineering technology to transform the country’s transportation industry through the 

development of high-speed rail networks. Keywords include “ingenuity,” “creativity,” 

“transformation,” and “productivity.” 

3. Economy: This frame focuses on how high-speed rail boosts China’s economic growth 

by drastically shortening travel time between major cities, industrial centers, 

transportation hubs, and the nation’s capital of Beijing. Keywords include “economy,” 

“financial,” “development,” “efficiency,” “travel time,” and “convenience.” 
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4. Environment and safety: This frame emphasizes the safety of China’s high-speed rail 

system and its impact on the environment. These articles describe the way China used 

natural resources in the construction of the high-speed rail system and its operation of the 

network once completed. Keywords include “safety,” “environment,” “countryside,” 

“air,” “water,” “land use,” and “land development.” 

5. Reputation and cultural identity: The Chinese view high-speed rail as a source of 

national pride, putting China alongside several countries in Europe and Asia that have 

developed similar systems. A successful high-speed rail system enhances China’s 

international reputation. This frame also considers how China’s Asian rivals—Taiwan, 

Japan, and South Korea—have developed high-speed systems of their own and regularly 

compete to claim bragging rights for the longest routes and fastest speeds. Keywords 

include “reputation,” “patriotism,” “national pride,” “dominance,” “competition,” and 

“prestige.” 

6. Political: The development of a high-speed rail system is an extension of political power 

in China. This frame looks at how the government sees transportation technology as a 

key to keeping the people united behind the Communist Party. The frame also considers 

China’s desire to export its high-speed rail technology to other countries. Keywords 

include “government,” “politics,” “unity,” “export technology,” “leadership,” and 

“power.” 

7. Other: This category includes stories that do not fit in the previous categories. 

Intercoder Reliability 

To ensure intercoder reliability, a second coder coded a 10 percent random subsample of 

the total number of articles coded (N=392). Intercoder reliability was calculated for each variable 
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using both Holsti’s (1969) formula for simple agreement and Cohen’s kappa (Lovejoy et al., 

2016).  

Holsti’s simple agreement ranged between 85% and 100% for each variable: publication 

name (100%), date of publication (100%), type of article (85%), source (95%), tone (95%), and 

frame (87%).  

Cohen’s kappa results ranged between 0.70 and 1.0 for each variable: publication name 

(1.0), date of publication (1.0), type of article (0.70), source (0.90), tone (0.90), and frame (0.74). 

Findings 

The content analysis of two Chinese and two U.S. newspapers in this study shows that 

coverage of China’s high-speed rail began slowly in 2004 and gradually increased over the next 

seven years. The number of articles peaked in 2011 after the collision of two trains and the 

subsequent investigation. The crash also prompted the largest number of negative articles about 

the high-speed network. The number of negative articles decreased as the rail system recovered 

from the disaster, and positive articles dominated during the last five years of the study period. 

All four newspapers favored an economic angle. While the U.S. newspapers framed high-

speed rail in terms of the financial and economic aspects of China’s growing network, Chinese 

newspapers concentrated on the growth of the network itself, particularly during the crash 

recovery years.  

The main source for news about the early years of China’s high-speed rail network was 

the South China Morning Post. It published not only the most stories about China’s high-speed 

rail but also the most negative articles of the four newspapers studied. It also relied heavily on 

sourcing from transportation officials and economic experts to describe the rail system. In 

contrast, the two U.S. newspapers devoted extensive coverage to the 2011 Wenzhou disaster but 
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produced fewer stories than did the two Chinese newspapers over the 16-year study period. The 

findings indicate that U.S. newspapers’ interest in China’s high-speed rail network was more of a 

curiosity than a detailed examination of a transportation system that many Chinese saw featured 

heavily in their domestic media. 

The findings on tone indicate a dramatic rise in negative coverage of China’s high-speed 

rail in 2011, the year of the Wenzhou accident. Negative coverage dropped dramatically from 

2014 to the end of the study period, giving way to positive coverage that coincided with the 

continued growth of the network across China. 

This study examined 392 articles from four newspapers—two in the United States and 

two in China—from 2004 through 2019. Of that total, 136 (34.6%) were drawn from the South 

China Morning Post, 111 (28.3%) from China Daily, 57 (14.5%) from The Wall Street Journal, 

and 88 (22.4%) from The New York Times. The largest number of articles (97, or 24.7%) 

appeared in 2011, the year of the Wenzhou high-speed rail disaster. (See Table 1 and Figure 1.) 

The newspapers ran a total of 27 stories about high-speed rail from 2004 to 2010. The 

number of articles peaked at 97 in 2011, then ranged between 4 and 45 in the following years. 

China Daily all but ignored the rail system’s growth in the years before and including the 2011 

Wenzhou collision, but as the transportation system began to rebound in popularity after the 

crash, China Daily produced more articles about high-speed rail travel (111 stories, or 49.7%) 

than any of the other newspapers from 2012 to 2019. During the same period the South China 

Morning Post published 50 articles (22.4%), followed by The New York Times (48 articles, or 

21.5%) and The Wall Street Journal (24 articles, or 10.3%).  

Framing of Coverage 
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The first research question asked how U.S. and Chinese news media framed coverage of 

China’s high-speed rail network between 2004 and 2019. The content analysis showed that the 

South China Morning Post focused on the economic aspects (49 stories, or 35.0%) of the rail 

system, followed by the environment and safety (26, 19.1%) and inventiveness (18, 13.2%). (See 

Table 2 and Figure 2.) China Daily relied mainly on the frames of the cultural aspects (35, 

31.5%), inventiveness (33, 29.7%), and the technological facets (28, or 25.2%) of high-speed 

rail. The New York Times framed 20 (22.7%) of its high-speed rail stories in terms of the 

environment and safety, followed by inventiveness (17, 19.3%), the economy (16, 18.1%), and 

political aspects (15, 17.0%). The Wall Street Journal mainly used the economic frame (17, 

29.8%), followed by environment and safety (14, 24.5%) and inventiveness (10, 17.5%). The 

least-used frame was political aspects (9, 6.6%) in the South China Morning Post, environment 

and safety (1, 0.9%) and political aspects (1, 0.9%) in China Daily, technology (9, 10.2%) in The 

New York Times, and technology (6, 10.5%) and cultural facets (6, 10.5%) in The Wall Street 

Journal.  

Change in Framing over Time 

The second research question looked at how framing changed over the 16-year period of 

analysis. Accounting for 15.6% of the 392 total articles coded, the environment and safety frame 

dominated coverage in 2011, the year of the Wenzhou collision. (See Table 3 and Figure 3.) 

Analysis of the years before the crash noted an increase in articles focused on the inventiveness 

frame and the economic impact of the high-speed rail system. Articles written after the crash 

showed a shift toward the cultural frame as high-speed rail made a comeback and China 

expanded the system. By 2017, more than half (53.6%) of the 41 articles published about high-
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speed rail focused on inventiveness. The following year saw almost a third (30.5%) of the 35 

stories in the cultural frame.  

Change in Tone of Coverage  

The third research question examined how the tone of the coverage changed during the 

16-year study period. The results indicate a slightly more negative than neutral tone toward high-

speed rail in the first seven years. During this period the year 2010 saw the highest number of 

neutral articles (15 of 34 articles, 44.1%). (See Table 4 and Figure 4.) The coverage turned 

markedly negative in 2011 as 69 of 87 (79.3%) articles published that year zeroed in on the 

Wenzhou crash and subsequent investigation. Particularly significant is the jump in negative 

articles from the previous year, which saw more neutral coverage (15 stories, 44.1%) than 

negative (11, 32.3%). The trend toward critical articles remained in 2012 and 2013. In 2012, 15 

articles were negative (65.2%), compared with 4 that were positive in tone (17.3%). In 2013, 8 

articles were negative (57.1%), while 4 (28.5%) were positive. The popularity of high-speed rail 

re-emerged in the following two years, as both 2015 and 2016 saw a dramatic rise in positive 

news (26 stories, or 72.4% in each year). 

Sourcing of Quotes and Facts  

The fourth research question examined the sources of quotes and facts about high-speed 

trains in China. The results showed an overwhelming preference for elite sources, such as 

transportation officials, economic experts, and government reports. The South China Morning 

Post cited the most elite sources (125 articles, 91.9%). (See Table 5 and Figure 5.) The New York 

Times cited non-elite sources (20 of 88 articles, 22.7%) almost twice as often as its nearest rival, 

China Daily (14 of 111 articles, 12.6%). 
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Discussion 

Framing in Chinese Newspapers  

Almost half (44.9%) the articles in the two Chinese newspapers focused on the economic 

frame, thus reflecting the interests of governments, business observers, and financial experts in 

the vicissitudes of China’s economy from 2004 to 2019. The global economic slowdown had a 

significant impact on China’s economy after 2008, when millions of Chinese migrant workers 

returned to their homes after losing their jobs. The real GDP growth in the fourth quarter of 2008 

dropped to 6.8% year-on-year and continued to fall for the next six years (Morrison, 2018).  

 The second most used frame in the two Chinese newspapers was inventiveness (42.9%), 

which showed how the development of high-speed rail technology produced a sense of national 

pride for China’s citizens. The number of articles about expanding the high-speed rail network 

increased during the eight years after the 2011 Wenzhou train collision. From 2009 to 2019 

China built 25,000 kilometers (15,534 miles) of high-speed railway, which was more than the 

rest of the world combined (Lawrence et al., 2019). A China Daily article boasted that the total 

length of China’s high-speed rail system would reach 30,000 kilometers (18,641 miles) by 2020 

(All Aboard, 2018). 

Almost the same percentage of articles in the Chinese newspapers turned to the cultural 

frame, with 41.7 percent examining the impact of the high-speed rail network on travel and 

culture and the effect on China’s image at home and abroad. The emphasis on cultural impact 

showed how the Chinese newspapers emphasized the experience of riding a high-speed train and 

how the system would make life more enjoyable and travel more efficient.  

Framing in U.S. Newspapers  
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Nearly half the U.S. newspaper articles (47.9%) also relied on the economic frame. For 

example, an article in The New York Times (Bradsher, 2011) described the potential of high-

speed rail to transform the Chinese economy much as the interstate highway system boosted 

national commerce in the U.S. during the 1950s. A similar number of stories (47.2%) turned to 

the environment and safety frame, especially after the Wenzhou crash and investigation, before 

slowly receding to pre-crash levels. This was not the case for the Chinese newspaper articles, 

where the technology and inventiveness frames were dominant. Inventiveness was the third most 

used frame (36.8%) in the two U.S. papers.  

Culture and politics received less emphasis in the U.S. articles analyzed. Fewer than 22% 

of the articles used the cultural frame, and 24% concentrated on politics. In a Wall Street Journal 

article, high-speed rail called a potential cog in the renewal of the ancient Silk Road cultural 

connection between China and Central Asia. It suggested that an ultra-long route between 

Beijing and Moscow was feasible, along with other routes designed to help strengthen China’s 

interactions with the world (Browne, 2015). 

Contrasts in Framing Between Chinese and U.S. Newspapers  

Among the biggest contrasts in framing between the Chinese and U.S. newspapers 

happened in the years after the 2011 Wenzhou crash. The overall number of stories about high-

speed rail in the U.S. papers declined, while the number in both Chinese papers increased, 

especially in the cultural and inventiveness frames. Chinese articles published between 2012 and 

2019 championed the growth of high-speed rail and how it was burnishing China’s image in 

transportation and technology. High-speed trains were expected to bring more customers from 

Beijing to Tianjin and thus increase recreation and leisure in the surrounding area (Wang et al., 

2012). The network was also forecast to strengthen some Chinese cities, such as Beijing, 
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Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Wuhan, as first-level tourist redistribution centers because they were 

within a day’s travel for people from most other Chinese cities (Wang et al., 2012). 

The U.S. newspapers exhibited more interest than did the Chinese papers in the cause of 

the Wenzhou crash and its effects on the high-speed network and the Chinese economy and 

society. A rise in censorship of information in China and the tide of opinion against the rail 

network flowing through the Chinese internet drew attention in the days immediately following 

the accident (Buckley, 2011). This change suggests that the U.S. papers took note of the flow of 

information and reaction within China and observed conversations on social media that 

questioned the technology of high-speed rail. The focus of U.S. coverage on the cause of the 

crash emphasized the transparency (or lack thereof) of the Chinese government in determining 

the reason for the Wenzhou incident. 

Changes in Framing of China’s High-Speed Rail Coverage 

Overall, the framing of stories about high-speed rail changed over the 16-year study 

period. Most of the stories in the environment and safety frame appeared in 2011, the year of the 

Wenzhou train crash. Relatively few articles using this frame appeared in the seven years 

preceding the crash. The sharp increase was due not only to coverage of the disaster itself but 

also to subsequent stories about its aftermath, including the post-crash investigation. For 

example, a story in The Wall Street Journal questioned the cause of the disaster, putting the 

spotlight on corruption and detailing China’s pace of economic growth (Dean & Page, 2009). 

Articles in the economic frame dominated in 2009, heralding the strength of the Chinese 

economy. One such story in The New York Times highlighted China’s quest to counter the 

previous year’s economic downturn by spending more funds on high-speed rail infrastructure 

(Forsythe, 2009). The economic frame also showed strength during the recovery between 2010 
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and 2019, with articles describing how the rail system had recovered along with other aspects of 

the economy. 

Use of the inventiveness frame grew during the later years of the study period and peaked 

in 2017. This increase coincides with the growth of interest in the high-speed rail system and the 

expansion of the network, which helped China find its way out of the economic crisis and 

enhanced its technological reputation. An article in The New York Times highlighted 

infrastructure programs, including the building of bridges for high-speed rail and other 

transportation projects (Buckley, 2017).  

The cultural frame increased in use between 2009 and 2019, reaching its peak in 2018. 

Articles in China Daily often relayed news of new high-speed routes to popular tourist 

destinations in remote locations in Chinese provinces. One story, for example, reported a bullet 

train line inaugurating high-speed service from the Yunnan provincial capital of Kunming to 

Dali, a town known for its natural beauty (China Daily, 2018).  

Changes in Tone of China’s High-Speed Rail Coverage 

This study identified the tone of articles about high-speed rail as positive, negative, or 

neutral. In 2008 just over half (55.5%) of the stories about the system were negative, but by 2010 

most articles (44.1%) were neutral in tone. Negative articles spiked in 2011, the year of the 

Wenzhou crash. Then, in 2011, the tone was negative for almost 80% of the total articles as the 

Wenzhou crash and subsequent investigation dominated coverage.  

The tone of high-speed rail coverage made a turnaround in the years after the Wenzhou 

disaster. The number of positive stories began to grow in 2014 and dominated the coverage in 

2015, reflecting economic improvements in China and expansion of the high-speed rail system. 

Positive coverage still prevailed in 2017 and 2018, but neutral and negative stories grew. One 
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negative article published by The New York Times detailed a pushback against China’s efforts to 

build high-speed rail projects overseas. In Malaysia, for example, government officials expressed 

skepticism about deals that would leave their nation indebted for projects that benefited China 

more than Malaysia (Beech, 2018).  

Sourcing of Coverage of China’s High-Speed Rail  

The findings indicate that U.S. and Chinese newspapers reporting on high-speed rail used 

elite sources more often than non-elite sources. The South China Morning Post cited elite 

sources more often than did the other newspapers analyzed in this study. These articles tended to 

present the high-speed rail story from a more authoritative angle, using information from 

established experts in fields associated with transportation, science, economics, and government. 

In more than half of its articles, the South China Morning Post called upon a second elite source 

for comment. For example, an article about plans to develop wireless energy transmission 

technology to power high-speed trains quoted both an energy researcher and an engineering 

scientist (Chen, 2015).  

Of the four newspapers analyzed, The New York Times had the most quotes and 

information from non-elite sources, including rail passengers, engineers, train attendants, and 

villagers. One article, for example, focused on a survivor of the Wenzhou crash and his struggle 

to gain compensation for the deaths of his parents, who died in the disaster (Jacobs, 2012). 

Quoting non-elite sources enabled The New York Times to tell detailed stories that went deeper 

than brief statements from rail officials or industry experts.  

On the other hand, The Wall Street Journal cited the fewest non-elite sources, instead 

turning to transportation experts, government officials, and academic experts for information and 

quotes. Interestingly, high-speed rail stories in The Wall Street Journal were not exclusively built 
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on sources with economics expertise. For example, one article relied on information and quotes 

from bullet train designers and engineers to explain how innovation would drive future high-

speed rail ventures (Shirouzu, 2010).  

China Daily used the second highest percentage of non-elite sources in the study. This 

finding was surprising because many of the paper’s stories during the study period tended to 

concentrate on the opening of new passenger routes and the experience of riding bullet trains, 

where readers would expect quotes from people riding the system. A China Daily reporter 

writing about high-speed rail tours growing more popular with travelers did not interview 

tourists, instead opting for information and quotes from the secretary-general of the China 

Tourism Leisure Association and a public information official from an online travel service 

provider (Zhou, 2015). 

Implications for Coverage of Other Subjects 

The framing of China’s high-speed rail industry has implications for how newspapers in 

both countries frame other types of stories. A recent example is coverage of the 2020 COVID-19 

outbreak, which was first detected in Wuhan, China. U.S. newspapers focused on the search for 

the origin of the virus and how it is spread. In contrast, Chinese newspapers concentrated on the 

heroism of the doctors who fought to control the epidemic (Li, 2020). This pattern repeated the 

coverage of high-speed rail in the months after the Wenzhou crash: Most U.S. newspaper 

coverage framed the disaster in terms of why the crash happened and who was responsible, while 

the dominant framing in Chinese articles focused on rescue efforts and rebuilding the industry. 

The implication is that Chinese newspaper readers were less likely to learn about the reasons 

behind a domestic disaster than they were to find out about the people and events that cast the 

country and its leaders in a positive light.  
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All four newspapers in this study exhibited meager interest in China’s high-speed rail 

system from 2004 through 2010, but their coverage surged with the Wenzhou train crash and the 

investigation that followed. The South China Morning Post stood out for its sheer volume of 138 

articles about high-speed rail published from 2004 through 2019, compared with 88 by The New 

York Times, a newspaper known for its exhaustive coverage of issues and events. The South 

China Morning Post printed more stories with an economic frame than did any of the other 

papers. This finding indicates that The South China Morning Post was more comprehensive in its 

coverage of high-speed rail and its impact on China’s economy throughout the study period than 

the U.S. papers and China Daily.  

China Daily picked up the cultural frame in 2014 and carried it for the next five years, 

including stories that quoted rail passengers extolling the ease and convenience of fast train 

travel. Other China Daily stories fitting in the cultural and economic frames stressed China’s 

quest for global leadership in high-speed technology.  

Coverage of China’s high-speed rail network by the two U.S. newspapers in the study 

surged in 2011 and 2012. This increase followed the Wenzhou train crash in 2011 and the 

continuing investigation into the collision. Interest in covering the high-speed system waned in 

the following years, while the China newspapers sharply increased their coverage. This finding 

indicates a lack of enthusiasm in the U.S. for following the story of the network’s recovery from 

the crash and the subsequent expansion of the rail system through the end of the study period.  

Limitations and Future Studies 

This study was limited to four newspapers, including two Chinese newspapers written in 

English. Although the English-language version of China Daily is a general translation of the 

parent newspaper, the content could be different relative to the target audience of foreign readers.  
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This content analysis was based on newspapers published in only two countries—the 

United States and the People’s Republic of China. Future studies could examine the news media 

in other countries with strong interest in developing high-speed rail transportation. 

The articles collected for analysis were limited to daily print publications. Future studies 

could examine weekly or monthly magazines, which would provide a longer perspective. Future 

studies could also include newspapers published in provinces or small towns, which would offer 

a local perspective on the development of high-speed rail.  

The current study did not include electronic media, such as radio or television newscasts, 

which distribute news and information faster than print journalism. Television could have a 

different effect on news consumers because of the content’s immediacy and strong emotional 

impact. 

In addition, the shift from print to social media during the study period could also provide 

a different perspective on how newspapers framed China’s high-speed rail network. Twitter and 

its Chinese counterpart, Weibo, are well-suited for audience interaction when news events 

happen (Wasike, 2013). The role of Weibo in distributing information among the general public 

after the Wenzhou train crash demonstrated how social media showed strength in crisis 

communication in China (Wu, 2012). A framing study that includes social media could 

document the rapid growth of the medium in both the U.S. and China during the early 2000s.  

Conclusion 

This content analysis examined media coverage of one aspect of China’s dynamic 

economic and technological growth. Newspaper articles captured the ebb and flow of news 

coverage as it shifted from curiosity to criticism and finally a renewed enthusiasm for high-speed 

passenger rail service in the Middle Kingdom. The economic frame dominated press coverage of 
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China’s high-speed rail network by two U.S. and two Chinese newspapers. They focused on the 

system’s growth and its impact on China’s economy, with a major rail disaster having only a 

limited effect on this trend.  

In its early days the network drew little press attention as the first bullet trains started 

servicing limited routes to major Chinese cities. Articles in this period framed the China high-

speed rail story as one driven by technology and inventiveness. This focus indicated the 

fascination that newspapers held about the country’s ability to quickly build and efficiently 

operate a small network of bullet trains linking a limited number of cities. Coverage focused on 

the mere fact that China was building a high-speed rail system, something that other countries in 

the region had already done. Despite China’s position as the world’s leading communist state, 

the political frame did not appear often in the coverage. Few articles fell in the cultural frame, 

suggesting that the four newspapers showed limited interest in how high-speed passenger rail 

would make a difference for the country. Overall press attention began to increase, however, as 

China’s growing economic strength in the years before the Wenzhou accident focused attention 

on the safety and technology of the system.  

After the Wenzhou crash and subsequent investigation, coverage shifted away from 

China’s high-speed rail as a curiosity. Instead, articles cast a more critical eye on the system. The 

environment and safety frame dominated coverage after the crash, emphasizing the cause of the 

accident and the mistakes that were made. This angle contrasted with the lack of attention paid to 

safeguards and security on the system immediately before the Wenzhou crash. After the crash 

investigation, the four newspapers dispatched the loss of lives in the Wenzhou disaster to history 

and focused their coverage on the future and China’s role in it, especially expansion of the 

network to various parts of China. Articles focused on the network’s impact on the country’s 
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economic growth and the inauguration of new connections for passengers and goods across its 

varied regions. Finally, stories began to concentrate on China’s expansion of the system and its 

technology to other countries, along with the mixed reaction those efforts received from rival 

nations in the region.  

Ancient China is filled with tales of emperors and empires and stories of the rise and fall 

of numerous dynasties. Given China’s ability to maneuver from triumph to tragedy to triumph 

again over the span of 16 years, high-speed rail is likely to stay in the headlines as part of 

modern China’s story for decades to come.  
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Appendix: Codebook protocol for a study of China’s high-speed rail coverage 

This content analysis examines articles in four newspapers containing content about 

China’s high-speed rail network from the inaugural run of the first high-speed passenger train in 

2004 to the country’s extensive network in 2019. The researcher wants to answer the following 

questions: 

 

� RQ1: How did U.S. and Chinese news outlets frame high-speed rail coverage in China 

between 2004 and 2019? 

� RQ2: How did the framing of high-speed rail change between 2004 and 2019? 

� RQ3: How did the tone of the frames change during the 16 years of coverage?  

� RQ4: What sourcing did the newspapers use when reporting on the rail system? 

 

 

VARIABLES 

 

VAR 01: MEDIA OUTLET (Newspaper) 

1=The New York Times 

2=The Wall Street Journal 

3=China Daily 

4=South China Morning Post 

 

VAR 02: DATE  

The date of the article’s publication is important in ascertaining the sequence of events regarding 

the development of the high-speed rail network in China. Dates range from January 1, 2004, to 

December 31, 2018. Enter the date the article was published: 00/00/0000 month/day/year. 

(Example: July 23, 2011, would be entered as 07/23/2011.) 

 

VAR 03: TYPE 

1=General news 

2=Breaking news 

3=Feature story 

4=Investigative story 

 

General news refers to an article about China’s high-speed rail system. Breaking news is a 

current event involving high-speed rail. A feature story provides a longer, more detailed look at 

the subject and the people involved. Investigative story refers to a piece that probes safety, 

environmental issues, or China’s designs on exporting the technology overseas. 

 

VAR 04: SOURCE  

Source refers to the dominant sourcing from each article.  

1=Elite source 

2=Non-elite source  
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1  

Number of high-speed rail stories by individual newspapers in U.S. and China (N=392) 

 

 New York Times Wall Street 

Journal 

China Daily South China 

Morning Post 

Total 

2004 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

2005 2 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (0.05%) 

2006 2 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (0.05%) 

2007 3 (60.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (40.0%) 5 (1.2%) 

2008 0 (0.0%) 3 (33.3%) 0 (0.0%) 6 (66.6%) 9 (2.2%) 

2009 0 (0.0%) 1 (11.1%) 0 (0.0%) 8 (88.8%) 9 (2.2%) 

2010 5 (14.2%) 7 (20.0%) 0 (0.0%) 23 (65.7%) 35 (8.9%) 

2011 28 (28.8%) 22 (22.6%) 0 (0.0%) 47 (48.4%) 97 (24.7%) 

2012 6 (26.0%) 4 (17.3%) 0 (0.0%) 13 (56.5%) 23 (5.8%) 

2013 5 (35.7%) 1 (7.1%) 2 (14.2%) 6 (42.8%) 14 (3.5%) 

2014 8 (23.5%) 4 (11.7%) 15 (44.1%) 7 (20.5%) 34 (8.6%) 

2015 8 (17.0%) 6 (13.3%) 25 (55.5%) 6 (13.3%) 45 (1.1%) 

2016 0 (0.0%) 4 (11.4%) 24 (68.5%) 7 (20.0%) 35 (8.9%) 

2017 8 (19.0%) 1 (2.3%) 28 (66.6%) 5 (11.9%) 42 (1.0%) 

2018 12 (33.3%) 3 (8.3%) 15 (41.6%) 6 (16.6%) 36 (0.9%) 

2019 1 (25.0%) 1 (25.0%) 2 (50.0%) 0 (0.0%) 4 (0.1%) 

Total 88 (22.4%) 57 (14.5%) 111 (28.3%) 136 (34.6%) 392 (100%) 
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Figure 1  

Number of high-speed rail stories by individual newspapers in U.S. and China (N=392) 
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Table 2 

Framing of high-speed rail coverage by U. S. and Chinese Newspapers (N=392) 

 

 

 

New York 

Times 

Wall Street 

Journal 

China Daily South China 

Morning Post 

Total 

Technology 9 (10.2%) 6 (10.5%) 28 (25.2%) 13 (9.5%) 56 (14.2%) 

Inventiveness 17 (19.3%) 10 (17.5%) 33 (29.7%) 18 (13.2%) 78 (19.8%) 

Economic 16 (18.1%) 17 (29.8%) 11 (9.9%) 49 (35.0%) 93 (23.7%) 

Env. & Safety 20 (22.7%) 14 (24.5%) 1 (0.9%) 26 (19.1%) 61 (15.5%) 

Cultural 10 (11.3%) 6 (10.5%) 35 (31.5%) 14 (10.2%) 65 (16.5%) 

Political 15 (17.0%) 4 (7.0%) 1 (0.9%) 9 (6.6%) 29 (7.3%) 

Other 1 (1.1%) 0 (0%) 2 (1.8%) 7 (5.1%) 10 (2.5%) 

Total 88 (22.4%) 57 (14.5%) 111 (28.3%) 136 (34.6%) 392 (100%) 

 

Figure 2 

Framing of high-speed rail coverage by U.S. and Chinese newspapers (N=392) 
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Table 3 

How framing of high-speed rail changed 2004-2019 (N=392) 

 Technology Inventiveness Economic Environment 

& Safety 

Cultural Political Other Total 

2004 0  

(0.0%) 

0  

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0  

(0.0%) 

2005 1  

(50.0%) 

1  

(50.0%) 

0  

(0.0%) 

0  

(0.0%) 

0  

(0.0%) 

0  

(0.0%) 

0  

(0.0%) 

2  

(0.5%) 

2006 1 

(50.0%) 

1 

(50.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

2 

(0.5%) 

2007 0 

(0.0%) 

1 

(20.0%) 

1 

(20.0%) 

1 

(20.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

1 

(20.0%) 

1 

(20.0%) 

5 

(1.3%) 

2008 0 

(0.0%) 

3 

(33.3%) 

2 

(22.2%) 

2 

(22.2%) 

1 

(11.1%) 

1 

(11.1%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

9 

(2.3%) 

2009 0 

(0.0%) 

1 

(12.5%) 

5 

(62.5%) 

1 

(12.5%) 

1 

(12.5%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

8 

(2.0%) 

2010 2 

(5.8%) 

7 

(20.5%) 

14 

(41.1%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

9 

(26.4%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

2 

(5.8%) 

34 

(8.8%) 

2011 6 

(6.0%) 

7 

(7.0%) 

17 

(17.0%) 

47 

(47.0%) 

3 

(3.0%) 

13 

(13.0%) 

7 

(7.0%) 

100 

(25.5%) 

2012 3 

(13.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

9 

(39.1%) 

6 

(26.0%) 

2 

(8.6%) 

3 

(13.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

23 

(6.0%) 

2013 1 

(6.0%) 

3 

(20.0%) 

3 

(20.0%) 

1 

(6.0%) 

4 

(26.6%) 

3 

(20.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

15 

(3.9%) 

2014 4 

(7.5%) 

11 

(36.6%) 

7 

(23.3%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

4 

(7.5%) 

3 

(10.0%) 

1 

(3.3%) 

30 

(7.8%) 

2015 9 

(19.5%) 

6 

(13.0%) 

15 

(32.6%) 

2 

(4.3%) 

11 

(23.9%) 

1 

(2.1%) 

2 

(4.3%) 

46 

(11.7%) 

2016 13 

(35.1%) 

8 

(21.6%) 

7 

(18.9%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

6 

(16.2%) 

1 

(2.7%) 

2 

(5.4%) 

37 

(9.4%) 

2017 7 

(16.6%) 

21 

(50.0%) 

4 

(9.5%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

7 

(16.6%) 

1 

(2.3%) 

2 

(4.7%) 

42 

(10.7%) 

2018 7 

(20.0%) 

7 

(20%) 

6 

(17.1%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

11 

(31.4%) 

2 

(5.7%) 

2 

(5.7%) 

35 

(9.1%) 

2019 1 

(25.0%) 

1 

(25.0%) 

1 

(25.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

1 

(25.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

4 

(1.0%) 

Total 55 

(14.0%) 

78 

(19.8%) 

91 

(23.2%) 

60 

(15.3%) 

60 

(15.3%) 

29 

(7.3%) 

10 

(4.8%) 

392  

(100%) 
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Figure 3 

How framing of high-speed rail changed 2004-2019 (N=392) 
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Table 4 

Tone of high-speed rail coverage in U.S. and Chinese newspapers 2004-2019 (N=392) 

 

 Positive Negative Neutral Total 

2004 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 

2005 1 (50.0%) 1 (50.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (0.5%) 

2006 0 (0.0%)  0 (0.0%) 3 (100%) 3 (0.7%) 

2007 2 (40.0%) 3 (60.0%) 0 (0.0%) 5 (1.3%) 

2008 2 (20.0%) 5 (50.0%) 3 (30.0%) 10 (2.5%) 

2009 5 (55.5%) 3 (33.3%) 1 (11.1%) 9 (2.3%) 

2010 8 (22.8%) 11 (31.4%) 16 (45.7%) 35 (8.9%) 

2011 9 (10.3%) 69 (79.3%) 19 (21.8%) 87 (22.1%) 

2012 4 (16.0%) 15 (60.0%) 6 (24.0%) 25 (6.3%) 

2013 4 (26.6%) 8 (53.3%) 3 (20.0%) 15 (3.8%) 

2014 14 (41.1%) 5 (14.7%) 15 (44.1%) 34 (8.9%) 

2015 26 (57.7%) 1 (2.2%) 18 (40.0%) 45 (11.4%) 

2016 26 (72.2%) 2 (5.0%) 8 (22.2%) 36 (9.1%) 

2017 25 (59.5%) 6 (14.2%) 11 (26.0%) 42 (10.7%) 

2018 22 (56.4%) 8 (20.5%) 9 (23.0%) 39 (10.2%) 

2019 3 (60.0%) 1 (20.0%) 1(20.0%) 5 (1.2%) 

Total 150 (38.2%) 137 (34.9%) 105 (26.7%) 392 (100.0%) 
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Figure 4 

Tone of high-speed rail coverage in U.S. and Chinese newspapers 2004-2019 (N=392) 
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Table 5 

Sourcing of high-speed rail coverage by newspapers in U.S. and China (N=392) 

 

 Elite Non-Elite Total 

New York 

Times 

68 (77.2%) 20 (22.7%) 88 (22.4%) 

Wall Street 

Journal 

53 (92.9%) 4 (7.0%) 57 (14.5%) 

China Daily 97 (87.3%) 14 (12.6%) 111 (28.3%) 

South China 

Morning Post 

125 (91.9%) 11 (8.0%) 136 (34.6%) 

Total 343 (87.5%) 49 (12.5%) 392 (100.0%) 

 

 

Figure 5 

Sourcing of high-speed rail coverage by newspapers in U.S. and China (N=392) 
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