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About Me

§ Dr. Dani Madrid-Morales
§ Assistant Professor, University of Houston
§ Graduate of City University of Hong Kong

§ Areas of research:
§ Global/Transnational Communication 
§ Chinese media in Sub-Saharan Africa
§ Journalism, Politics & Popular Culture
§ Computational Text Analysis
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My Work
§Madrid-Morales, D. (2017). Soft power in the living room: A survey 

of television drama on CCTV’s foreign-language channels. In P. 
Voci & L. Hui (Eds.), Screening China’s Soft Power (pp. 38–55). 
Routledge. 

§Madrid-Morales, D. (2021). Sino-African Media Cooperation? An 
Overview of a Longstanding Asymmetric Relationship. In It’s about 
their story: How China, Turkey and Russia try to influence media in 
Africa (pp. 9–70). Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung.
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Today’s Learning Goals
1. Become familiar with concepts and terms commonly used in the 

study of global news and entertainment flows.
2. List some of the milestones in the internationalization of China’s 

media sector.
3. Analyze different cases studies of Chinese media and 

telecommunication companies going global.
4. Assess the impact of current internationalization strategies by 

Chinese media and telecommunication companies.
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Agenda
§ Lecture 

1. A bit of theory
2. A bit of history
3. Actors, strategies & reach
4. Case Studies
5. Impact Assessment

§ Break
§Q&A
§Group In-class Exercise
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Trivia
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1. A bit of theory
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Globalizing the media
§ Starting in the 1980s, the media sector worldwide started a 

process of convergence and concentration
§ Many large corporations (e.g., Warner Brothers, Sony, Bertelsmann) 

began acquiring media assets in other countries.
§ Domestically these companies started to merge and grow intro 

horizontally integrated corporations.

§During the 1990s, the attention of debates on media globalization
were private news organizations and transnational conglomerates.

§ In parallel, we see the advent of strong State-sponsored global 
media organizations outside the assumed hegemonic nodes of 
content production.
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Public diplomacy (公共外交)
§ Tuch has defined public diplomacy as “a government’s process of 

communication with foreign publics (…) to bring about 
understanding for its nation’s ideas and ideals, its institutions and 
culture, as well as its national goals and policies” (1990, p. 3).

§ There are usually five types of public diplomacy activities:
§ Listening
§ Advocacy
§ Cultural Diplomacy
§ Exchange Diplomacy
§ International Broadcasting 
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International broadcasting
§ International broadcasting can be defined as: 

§ “An actor’s attempt to manage the international environment by using the 
technologies of radio, television, and the Internet to engage with foreign 
publics” (Cull, 2008, p. 34)

§ “Elegant term for a complex combination of state-sponsored news, 
information and entertainment directed at a population outside the 
sponsoring state’s boundaries” (Price, Haas, & Margolin, 2008, pp. 152–
153)
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Harnessing “soft power” (軟實⼒)
§Nye defines soft power as “getting the outcomes one wants by 

attracting others rather than manipulating their material 
incentives” (2008, p. 29).

§ There are two components of soft power:
§ Perceptual influence: the degree to which a country is able to influence 

foreign audiences in the formation of representations of that given 
country

§ Cultural appeal: The ability of a country’s cultural products, norms and 
values to be attractive to global audiences
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What Nye had in mind…
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HOLLYWOOD



K-pop model
§ Since the early 2000s, South Korean cultural products (the so-

called ‘Korean wave’) have been penetrating the global market 
because 
§ State sponsored distribution of content;
§ Active seeking by local broadcasters;
§ Active promotion by South Korean broadcasters;

§ The “Korean model” of cultural exports built on Japan’s successful 
efforts to improve their image overseas through the promotion of 
cultural assets such as animation, fashion and others.
§ Ideas associated with Japan’s imperial/militaristic legacy are almost non-

existent in the region today.
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China’s ‘going out’ policy (⾛出去战略)
§ For decades, mediated engagements have been at the core of China’s 

foreign policy, and more recently officially tied to idea of harnessing of 
“soft power.”

§ Since the mid 2000s, Chinese (state-owned) media have been pursuing 
a new push to become more international.

§ Since the 2008 Beijing Olympics, Chinese leaders have repeatedly
voiced their concern on what they perceive as a negatively biased
media narrative on China’s growth.

§ North America and Africa have been at the center of China’s media 
internationalization.
§ In Africa, Chinese media are “returning” and not simply arriving out of nowhere 

(Shinn & Eisenman, 2012).
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Core objectives in ‘going out’ 
§ In 2008, China’s ‘chief propagandist’ Li Changchun’s set forward a 

triple strategy:
1. Efforts were needed to overcome China’s lack of influence in 

international media;
2. A ‘go out’ strategy, including television, radio, press and internet 

was needed;
3. Professionalisation of the information and communication sectors

was seen as an urgent requirement

§ Xi Jinping has called for the development of powerful (State-
owned and private) global Chinese media conglomerates that can 
work towards increasing China’s discursive power (話語權).
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Xi’s “appropriation” of Hu’s legacy
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Xi Jinping’s first 
message on Weibo
25 December 2015



The media’s family name is the Party (媒体姓党)
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Xi Jinping visits
Xinwen Lianbo

18 February 2016



2. A bit of history
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Reach of Chinese media
§During the 1950s and 1960s, Mao Zedong placed a very great 

importance to the development of external propaganda對外傳播.

§ These efforts included:
§ Radio broadcasts from Radio Peking (which is now China Radio 

International) in multiple languages.
§ Printed media such as copies of books (Mao’s “Little Red Book” ⽑主席語
錄) and  magazines, such as Peking Review, China Reconstructs and 
China Pictorial in the 1950s.

§ Films, exhibitions, artistic troupes and other forms of cultural expressions.
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Explore!
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Revolutionary literature
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Importance of Communist Radio
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Liberation Struggles & Anti-Americanism
§ Throughout the Cold War, Russian and Chinese propaganda 

stoked anti-American feelings around the world.
§ Content of radio broadcasts and publications described inequality in the 

US, criticized imperialism (broadly understood), and supported liberation 
movements.

§ Soviet/Communist support was most pronounced in countries 
where “revolutionary struggles” were successful, but they also 
proved popular in countries where they did not succeed.
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Sino-African Historical Tropes (I)
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Sino-African Historical Tropes (II)
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Sino-African Historical Tropes (III)
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Listeners and readers
§ China’s official historiography highlights the success of radio 

broadcasting to Africa
§ At the Hausa department, between 1963 and 1978, 47,414 letters were 

received.
§ In 1990 alone, more than 35,000 letters were received.
§ According to journalists working at the time, these numbers were higher 

“than the BBC or Voice of America received annually”

§ Survey research at the time reveals a different picture. Chinese 
broadcasts never developed an audience. There was no market for 
it (like there was none for other international broadcasters).
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Foreign Radio Listeners in 1960
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BBC RTF VoA Radio Cairo Radio Moscow Radio  Peking

Nigeria

Every day 41% 1% 7% 1% 2% 1%
Several times a week 12 4 7 1 3 1
Once a week 1 2 5 2 2 #
Once of twice a month 1 # 1 # 1 1
Less often # 1 1 # # #

Ivory Coast

Every day [7] 10% [5] [2] [5] [1]
Several times a week [22] 16 [15] [2] [13] [4]
Once a week [14] 11 [17] [2] [20] [5]
Once of twice a month [1] 1 [3] [1] [9] [6]
Less often [3] 2 [2] 0 [1] 0



3. Strategies, actors, and reach
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Chinese media operations overseas
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Type of 
Involvement

Company 
Name Industry Date Description

Infrastructure 
Development Cell C & ZTE Telecom 2010

Chinese telecommunications company ZTE awarded a 
USD378 million dollar contract to expand Cell C’s GSM/UMTS 

network.

Training -- Multiple 2015
Journalists from African countries participate in a workshop 

for media officials & senior editors organised by China’s 
MOFA.

Content 
Production CGTN Africa Broadcast 2012

Launch of CCTV Africa, a broadcasting and production centre 
in Nairobi (Kenya) that delivers 3 hours of African-related 

content daily.

Content 
Distribution StarSat Broadcast 2013

StarTimes’s acquisition of TopTV & creation of StarSat, a 
satellite platform offering Chinese and non-Chinese TV 

content.

Direct Investment Independent 
Media Print 2013

A Chinese investment holding acquires 20% of Independent 
Media South Africa easing content exchange between China 

and SA.

Public Opinion 
Management -- Multiplatform 2016

China’s (formed) Ambassador to South Africa weights in on 
local an international issues on Twitter, and pens Op-Ed 

pieces on local media.



Diverse priorities
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Locus of explanation Examples of China’s media presence in Africa

Market expansion and 
diversification 

Huawei’s contract with the Uganda Broadcasting Corporation to put in 
place a digital terrestrial television network across the country. 

Ideology and political alignment
Provision of telecommunications equipment to the Zambian 

government prior to the celebration of elections from 1996 to 2006.

Counter-hegemonic narrative
& harnessing soft power

Launch in 2006 of a local FM radio station broadcasting in Mandarin, 
English and Kiswahili in Nairobi, Kenya.

‘Cultural reproduction’
Series of workshops for African Journalists in Beijing organized under 

the FOCAC agreement for human resource development.



Global Chinese Media | Main players
§ The most active

§ State-owned media such as Xinhua (news agency), CGTN (the 
international branch of CCTV), China Radio International (CRI) or China 
Daily (English-language newspaper).

§ The most impactful
§ Profit-oriented corporations such as ZTE (中興通訊), Huawei or StarTimes 

(四达时代), all of which have the backing of the Chinese State through 
capital or political support.

§ The most “secretive”
§ State agencies at different levels of the administration such as ministries, 

provincial and city level.
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What is their priority?
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PLAYERS

§ State-owned media

§ Profit-oriented 
corporations

§ State agencies

PRIORITIES

§ Market expansion

§ Political alignment

§ Harnessing “soft 
power”

§ “Cultural 
reproduction”



Primary areas of influence
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StarTimes

Huawei

Xinhua



Comparing profiles
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BRI (⼀帶⼀路) and Digital Silk Road
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https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2019-01-10/china-s-digital-silk-road-is-looking-more-like-an-iron-curtain


4.1 Case Study 1: News Industry
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Chinese media in Africa
§ 2006 | CRI opens FM station 

in Kenya
§ 2010 | Xinhua launches CNC’s 

English language channel
§ 2012 | CCTV (now CGTN) 

opens broadcasting center
§ 2012 | China Daily launches 

an Africa Weekly Edition
§ 20XX | Chinafrica sets up an 

office in Johannesburg
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CGTN Africa
§ Launched in 2012, it is a production and broadcasting center

based in Nairobi. It produces two+ hours of content on African 
affairs daily.
§ Set up with a special license granted by Kenyan government through a 

company set up locally for this purpose, Brightview.

§ It employs over 120 staff, mostly Africans, but also Kenyans. 
CGTN Africa operates as the regional office for CCTV’s Africa 
operations.
§ Chinese employees—most of whom carry diplomatic passports—are 

young, graduates from foreign language schools (BFSU), and thus 
somewhat inexperienced.
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Structure of CGTN Africa
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CGTN Africa’s ‘purpose’

«We have the news of what is happening in Africa. We tell a positive 
story of African people»

(CGTN Africa Managing Editor, Pang Xinhua)

«Some people from a few countries are always painstakingly 
distorting the facts of China-Africa friendly ties (…) [Chinese media] 

is bound to tell the whole world the true picture of China-Africa 
exchanges»

(Chinese Ambassador to Kenya, Liu Guangyuang)
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Independent Media | Shares
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Sekunjalo
Independent Media 

Consortium (SIM)
55%

Public Investment 
Corporation (PIC)
25%

China International 
Television Corporation 
& China-Africa 
Development Fund
20%



Accusations of Meddling
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“It is going to be important to track the 
growing Chinese presence. Is this just 

investment, or is it colonialism with Chinese 
characteristics? How will their media 

investments serve their interests and will this 
affect our media culture?”

[Anton Harper, 27 June, 2013]

“Has most of the Sekunjalo consortium’s stake 
been financed by the local and Chinese state 
companies? If so, they would effectively own most 
of Independent, which would be worrying given that 
South Africa’s and China's rulers are hostile to 
critical media organisations.”

[Craig McKune, August 30, 2013] 



Overt Interference?
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§ In 2018, a freelance journalist 
writing for IOL said he had 
been fired for writing about 
Xinjiang.

§ Unlikely that the ‘order’ came 
directly from Beijing. 

§ Preemptive actions not to 
displease South African 
leaders and Chinese leaders 
might become more common.



… Or Covert Influence
§ Since 2015, Xinhua has 

contributed its content to the 
Africa News Agency (ANA), 
created by Independent Media.

§ Similar agreements exist with 
multiple other large news 
agencies across the continent: 
Ghana News Agency, 
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Degrees of Influence
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Degrees of impact
§ At the micro level, Chinese news media rarely shape content in 

South Africa.
§ Indirect influence through adopters and pragmatists who crave for a 

“Chinese perspective” on global affairs.
§ At the meso level, none of the informants referred directly to 

perceived or real changes in news values, newsworthiness or 
professional norms.
§ At the meso level, none of the informants referred directly to perceived or 

real changes in news values, newsworthiness or professional norms.
§ At the macro level opinions are divided on the impact of Chinese 

ownership of South African media
§ Some describe it as “worrisome” although the threat is “not immediate, 

but in the future.”
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“Borrowed Boats” (借船出海)
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https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/china-radio/


4.2 Case Study 2: Entertainment
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China’s own version of the “Korean wave”
§ The Chinese government has been following the “same” strategy 

of the South Korean government, with less success so far.

§ Through soap operas/dramas, China is able to shape the general 
public’s views of China in at least three ways:

1. It contributes to the re-writing and re-interpretation of history, from 
ancient to the recent past.

2. It is able to present an image of itself that is overly urban, homogenous
and “harmonic”.

3. It associates China with ideas of news views on development, creating 
a new or alternative understanding of modernity.
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China’s drama exports
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§ Confucian ethics/values
§ Stressing of filial piety
§ The wise voice of the 

elderly

§ Women at the center of the 
plot

§ Discussing “contemporary” 
issues (extramarital affairs)

§ Reinforcement of the family



China’s drama exports
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Movie industry
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Was this a success…?
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4.3 Case Study 3: Technology
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The ubiquity of StarTimes
§ Privately owned company, founded in Beijing in 1988 as 四达时代
集团 and specializing in digital TV services.
§ A subsidiary in Rwanda was established in 2008. 
§ Now present in 23 African countries (operating in 16).

§ It is the only private company in China allowed by the Ministry of 
Commerce to move into radio and TV content production in Africa.
§ It has links with the Exim Bank that facilitates financing.
§ StarTimes’ second largest shareholder in China-Africa Development Fund.

§ Its core business is pay TV services with a quasi full vertical 
consolidation of operations.

The Internationalization of Chinese Media  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 60 |



StarTimes’ business model
§ Close relationship of 

companies’ CEO Pang 
Xinxing’s to Chinese leadership

§Quasi monopoly over multiple 
sectors of payTV industry:
§ Content distribution over 

satellite and DTT
§ Provision of equipment for DTT 

(costumers and TV companies)
§ Joint ventures for DTT signal 

distribution
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Success? Soap operas and sport
§Much of StarTimes appeal has 

to do with low prices, and the 
type of content it provides.

§ StarTimes has acquired 
broadcasting rights for many 
European soccer leagues, 
drawing a large crowd.

§ It has also popularized soft 
entertainment, such as soap 
operas many produced in 
China.
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StarTimes – Digital TV in Mozambique
§ Early 2014, Exim Bank provides (a conditional) 

loan for digital migration to Mozambican 
government

§ April 2014, StarTimes and Ministry of 
Transport and Communication sign an 
agreement without public tender.

§ June 2015 and December 2015, StarTimes 
misses deadline to implement the migration.

§ July 2016, a new public tender is announced to 
complete digital TV migration.

§ November 2016, StarTimes wins the tender 
with the cheapest bid.
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2011, launch of StarTimes
Mozambique. A joint venture 

led by Valentina Guebuza



StarTimes – Digital TV in Kajiado (Kenya)
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120 households in Saina Village 
received free access to StarTimes

PayTV through by satellite

The event was attended by Sun 
Zhijun, vice minister of the 

Publicity Department of the CCP

“Digital broadcasting platforms will expose Chinese culture to Kenyan 
people (…) It will enable local people to access content that enriches

their cultural and spiritual awareness”
Sun Zhijun



StarTimes – Development Communication?
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StarTimes sponsors an annual 
conference on “Digital TV” aimed 

at exploring the “potential of social 
development” of digital TV

StarTimes is building a content 
production and dubbing centre in 

Nairobi as well as a training centre

StarTimes corporate funding 
extends to cultural and sports 

events



More Examples?
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4.4 Case Study 4: Online media
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Actors in China’s online influence operations

The Internationalization of Chinese Media  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 68 |

Diplomatic 
Missions

State-Owned 
Media

Other 
Media

State 
Agencies

Listening Some Low None Low

Advocacy High High High High

Cultural 
diplomacy -- Some -- Some

Exchange 
diplomacy -- -- -- --

International 
broadcasting -- High High --



Layers of online public diplomacy
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monologue dialogue cooperation

§Unidirectional
§Top-down
§Legacy & new media
§Online newsrooms

§Multidirectional
§Top-down
§Social media
§Facebook & twitter

§Multidirectional
§Bottom-up & top-

down
§Multiplatform
§Collaborative tools



Parochial and self-serving messaging
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Most frequent hashtags by CGTN in 2016
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Hashtag Frequency
1. #XiJinping 188
2. #Africa 90
3. #Nigeria 65
4. #SouthAfrica 65
5. #XiUSAVisit 62
6. #Kenya 60
7. #XiUKVisit 56
8. #BusinessNews 53
9. #BurkinaFaso 45
10. #Egypt 42

Hashtag Frequency
11. #Burundi 40
12. #GlobalBusiness 37
13. #BREAKING 36
14. #FOCAC 36
15. #tanzaniadecides 34
16. #China 33
17. #Coted 33
18. #Zimbabwe 32
19. #Mali 29
20. #SportsNews 26



Audience engagement on social media
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Social media following in 2017
Twitter Facebook
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0 1 2 3 4

New China Xinhua

BBC Africa

Reuters Africa

CCTV-News

CNN Africa

CCTV-America

CCTV-Africa

DW Kiswahili

0 5 10 15 20

CCTV-News

Russia Today

New China

BBC Africa

CCTV-America

CCTV-Africa

DW Kiswahili

Africanews



COVID-19, misinformation and social media
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Diplomats on Twitter
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Op-Eds and “Sponsored” Content
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5. Impact Assessment
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Low Direct Impact | Newspaper readership
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1.4 %0.7 %
20202018

1.1 %0.8 %
20202018



Low Direct Impact | TV viewership
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6.7 %6.8 %
20202018

3.3 %2.0 %
20202018



Evolution of attitudes towards China
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KENYA SOUTH

Pre
COVID

During 
COVID

Pre
COVID

During 
COVID

China is competently and honestly governed 2.44 1.90 1.79 1.48

China respects the rights of its citizens and treats them 
with fairness 2.19 1.70 1.71 1.47

China behaves responsibly to protect the environment 1.95 1.69 1.66 1.38

The media in China are free and objective 2.04 1.50 1.60 1.34

China has a positive economic  and political influence 
on Africa 2.85 2.65 2.40 2.12

China is a country where I would like to live and work 1.89 1.07 1.40 1.10



Mixed Public Opinion
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Russia

China

Iran

US



Impact on news content
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Systemic Asymmetries (I)
§ China does not welcome foreign investment in telecommunication 

and media/information industries, even from countries/regions 
that the Chinese government considers “friendly”

§ Only one foreign company is present in China’s telecom sector… 
Telefónica with 1 per cent (!!) stake in China Unicom.

§ It is a highly regulated market, considered very sensitive by Chinese 
authorities.

§ For many years, foreign investment regulations prevented foreign capital 
from being the majority in joint ventures. Naspers’ ownership of Tencent 
(31 per cent) has been declining.
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Systemic Asymmetries (II)
§Random (yet regular, and increasingly systematic) curtailment of 

reporting within China. 

§ Chinese reporters (like others) expect to be able to report freely across 
the world, but the world is not expected to report freely in China. 

§ Some foreign media are inaccessible in China.
§ Foreign correspondents are frequently “invited for tea” and their visas are 

not renewed when needed and decided by Beijing.

§ Chinese journalists report from every corner of the world. Few(er)
African, Latin American, Asia journalists report from China—those 
who do are often “invited” by Chinese organizations.
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Systemic Asymmetries (III)
§ China severely restricts the media content market, and limits the 

import of audiovisual content (both TV and cinema). 

The Internationalization of Chinese Media  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 85 |

(Year 2016) TV Series Animation Documentaries

Africa
Imports 0 0 3
Exports 4 19 106

Europe
Imports 82 416 1,245
Exports 11 41 15

United States
Imports 109 1,041 376
Exports 30 419 240

Rest of America
Imports 1 0 34
Exports 36 270 717



Systemic Asymmetries (IV)
§ Chinese global media have small but relatively loyal audiences.

§ Chinese dramas (dianshiju) circulate globally and are said to be popular. 
A “Beautiful Daughter-In-Law” (媳妇的美好时代) had audience ratings of 
3.2 in Egypt. In Tanzania, it had “six million viewers”.

§ Netflix has acquired Chinese content from Youku and iQiyi. Audience 
figures are non-existent.
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Final Takeaways I
1. Beijing’s plan is very long term, with generous funding and no 

rush to achieve immediate goals;

2. An important shortcoming is the disconnect between policy 
objectives and the actual implementation on the ground;

3. While there is a clear united effort by many different actors 
involved in influence operations (part of CCP’s United Front 
efforts), Beijing lacks a consistency “grand strategy”;
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Final Takeaways II
4. Under Xi Jinping, there’s been a change in the nature of 

influence operations (less pragmatic, more ideological), which 
has led to more pushback than under Hu Jintao.

5. There is strong competition for attention, and influence on the 
news media agenda on the continent. 
§ This involves authoritarian regimes (Iran, Russia, China), as well as liberal 

democracies (France, Germany).
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Final Takeaways III
6. The success of influence operations is not the same across 

actors, nor across sectors.
§ Most of the attention has gone to elite relations (news), with 

entertainment (popular culture) getting less attention.

7. Audiences are somewhat receptive of “alternative” perspectives
§ Particularly as they look at authoritarian regimes as “legitimate” 

alternatives to the US, which remains unpopular amongst large sectors of 
the population.
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Break!

See you in 20 minutes.
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Q&A
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Trivia (again!)
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Exercise
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Part 1 | China’s entertainment exports
1. The image below shows some of the most popular Chinese TV shows 

available to Netflix users in the United States.

2. Select two of these shows and find out:
§ What the main storyline is.
§ Who produced and broadcast them in Mainland China.
§ When they were released in Mainland China and in the US.
§ How popular were/are they in Mainland China.

Be ready to present your findings to the whole class after 10 minutes.
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Part 2 | China’s global news production
1. Visit the English language website of CGTN 

(https://www.cgtn.com). Look at the top 10news stories. 
§ What are the most common themes in these stories?
§ What are the most often mentioned countries?

2. Do the same for the top 10 stories on the website of Reuters 
(https://www.reuters.com/), one of the world’s largest news 
agencies.

Discuss the similarities and differences with your breakout room 
group for 10 to 15 minutes and be ready to present your main 

conclusions to the whole group.
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https://www.cgtn.com/
https://www.reuters.com/


The internationalization of Chinese media: 
news, entertainment and technology

The Internationalization of Chinese Media  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 96 |

Dani Madrid-Morales, PhD
dmmorales2@uh.edu
@DMadrid_M
www.danimadrid.net


