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Abstract

Foreign aid is politically vulnerable because donor publics often view overseas spending as competing with
domestic needs. This article examines how Chinese state media frames outgoing foreign aid and how these
frames affect public support. We argue that official media link aid to national benefit, international status, and
moral responsibility, creating a favorable interpretive environment for overseas assistance. Empirically, we
combine an 80-year content analysis of People’s Daily coverage from 1946 to 2025 with a preregistered survey
experiment of 2,954 Chinese online respondents. Text analysis shows a shift from Mao-era socialist solidarity
toward contemporary frames of economic benefit, geopolitical influence, and humanitarian responsibility. The
experiment shows that economic and political frames increase aid support, especially among respondents with
little prior exposure to foreign-aid news. These findings show how authoritarian information environments can
shape support for costly internationalism.
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1 Introduction

Foreign aid is rarely evaluated by donor publics as a purely external policy. Citizens often ask
whether overseas spending diverts resources from domestic needs, whether it serves national
interests, whether recipients deserve assistance, and whether aid expresses a moral obligation
to help others. These evaluations make foreign aid politically vulnerable (Torres-Raposo et al.
2025). For the first time in nearly three decades, France, Germany, the United Kingdom,
and the United States reduced their official development assistance (ODA) in 2024, with
further declines across many OECD donors continuing into 2025 (OECD 2025). In many
democratic donor countries, public skepticism, partisan contestation, and populist opposition
have constrained governments’ ability to sustain international development commitments
(Milner and Tingley 2013a, 2015; Heinrich et al. 2021). Citizens frequently overestimate aid
spending and perceive foreign assistance as competing with domestic welfare priorities, making
aid budgets especially susceptible to retrenchment during periods of economic insecurity or
nationalist mobilization (Gilens 2001; Scotto et al. 2017; Kobayashi et al. 2021).

Authoritarian donor states face a different but theoretically important version of the same
problem. Their leaders are not directly accountable to voters through competitive elections,
but they are not indifferent to public opinion (Yang and Williamson 2026). Costly external
commitments can affect domestic legitimation when citizens interpret them as evidence of
national strength, moral leadership, wasteful generosity, or misplaced priorities. This is
especially true for foreign aid, which sends public resources abroad while domestic welfare
claims remain salient. The absence of electoral competition does not eliminate the need to
justify aid. It changes the political environment in which justification occurs.

This article examines how authoritarian governments manage the domestic politics of
foreign aid through state-controlled information. The central argument is that authoritarian
information environments can lower the legitimacy costs of outward-oriented spending by
repeatedly defining foreign aid as beneficial, strategic, and morally appropriate. Unlike

democratic donor publics, who encounter competing claims from parties, independent media,



legislatures, civil society, and opposition actors, authoritarian publics encounter aid in a more
asymmetric framing environment. The state cannot fully determine what citizens believe,
but it can more consistently supply pro-aid interpretations that foster a favorable opinion
environment. This creates a potential authoritarian information advantage in the domestic
legitimation of foreign aid.

China provides a theoretically revealing case. It is one of the world’s most important non-
democratic providers of overseas assistance and development finance (Fuchs et al. 2025; Horn
et al. 2021; Dreher et al. 2021). Yet, its aid policy is formulated in a political system without
competitive elections or a free press. Chinese foreign aid is vulnerable to domestic criticism
when the government still brands itself as a “developing country” and citizens perceive aid as
spending that should instead be used to address poverty, unemployment, inequality, health
care, education, or other domestic welfare needs (Cheng and Smyth 2016; Wang and Cooper
2023). While existing research documents the scope and strategic motivations of China’s
overseas assistance, far less is known about how such outward-oriented spending is received
domestically and how the regime manages its potential political costs. This configuration
makes China an important case for studying how authoritarian regimes sustain domestic
support for costly international engagement.

We argue that Chinese official media sustain public support for foreign aid through
cumulative framing. Historically, state discourse presented aid as an expression of socialist
internationalism, anti-imperial solidarity, national identity, and reciprocity with the Global
South. This narrative made foreign aid legible not as charity from a wealthy donor to passive
recipients, but as assistance among countries with shared histories of colonial subordination
and common struggles for development (Lee 2010; Mawdsley 2012; Monson 2009; Rudyak
2023). Contemporary propaganda has not abandoned this older vocabulary, but it increasingly
supplements it with more pragmatic claims. Official media frame aid as economically beneficial
because it supports Chinese firms, exports, markets, and employment, politically valuable

because it strengthens China’s international influence, geopolitical position, and global



recognition, and humanitarian because it expresses responsibility, solidarity, and shared
developmental experience.

This argument differs from a simple claim that propaganda persuades passive citizens.
Instead, we emphasize three linked mechanisms. First, state media shape the supply of
frames by making pro-aid interpretations more available than anti-aid counterframes. Second,
repeated exposure produces a favorable baseline environment in which many citizens already
associate foreign aid with national benefit and international status. Third, this cumulative
exposure conditions marginal persuasion: citizens with little prior exposure should be
more movable when they encounter official pro-aid frames, while citizens who have already
encountered such narratives should exhibit smaller treatment effects. In this sense, the
persuasive power of authoritarian propaganda lies not only in the immediate effect of any
single message, but also in the long-run construction of the informational terrain on which
policy attitudes are formed.

We evaluate these claims with two complementary studies. Study 1 analyzes foreign-aid
coverage in People’s Daily from 1946 to 2025. The analysis uses a staged corpus-construction
strategy designed to identify articles in which Chinese outgoing aid is either the primary
focus or a substantively discussed component of the story. Because the language of Chinese
aid has changed over time, the retrieval process combines historically sensitive semantic
expansion, high-recall article screening, supervised classification, and LLM-assisted relevance
coding. The resulting corpus allows us to trace the long-run evolution of official aid discourse
over eight decades. The analysis shows that Mao-era coverage emphasized ideological
solidarity, anti-imperial struggle, and Third World friendship. Reform-era and contemporary
coverage increasingly adopted a more practical vocabulary of projects, infrastructure, finance,
agriculture, medical assistance, and implementation. In the most recent period, however,
pragmatic and ideological registers appear together: aid is presented simultaneously as
concrete development cooperation and as evidence of China’s renewed global role.

Study 1 also examines contemporary aid narratives under Xi Jinping. Topic modeling of



post-2012 People’s Daily coverage shows that official aid discourse clusters around three broad
themes. Economic cooperation narratives emphasize infrastructure, agricultural technol-
ogy, development partnerships, trade, investment, and international production cooperation.
Political-gain narratives emphasize sovereignty, diplomatic recognition, geopolitical compe-
tition, global leadership, and China’s role in the Global South. Humanitarian narratives
emphasize medical teams, infectious-disease response, vaccines, disaster relief, clinical care,
and emergency assistance. These patterns indicate that contemporary official discourse does
not present foreign aid as a single policy with a single justification. Instead, it repeatedly
connects aid to multiple evaluative criteria through which citizens may judge whether overseas
assistance is worth supporting, corroborating findings from democratic contexts (e.g., Van der
Veen 2011).

Study 2 tests whether these official-media-style frames causally affect public support for
foreign aid. We fielded a preregistered survey experiment with 2,954 Chinese respondents
recruited through major online survey platforms. Respondents were randomly assigned to
a pure control condition, a factual-statistic control condition, or one of several treatment
messages adapted from People’s Daily coverage. The treatment messages emphasized eco-
nomic benefits, global leadership, geopolitical competition, foreign praise, or humanitarian
responsibility. The primary outcome is a composite index combining general support for
Chinese foreign aid, willingness to increase or decrease aid spending, and support for aid
under an explicit domestic-spending tradeoff.

The survey reveals high baseline support for Chinese foreign aid among respondents. Most
respondents believe that Chinese foreign aid benefits both China and recipient countries, and
many report prior exposure to foreign-aid news. Baseline support is positively associated with
self-reported exposure to foreign-aid news and nationalism, consistent with the argument that
citizens’ attitudes are related to both information and national identity. At the same time,
the data show that support is conditional. Some respondents express concern that foreign

aid should not come at the expense of domestic welfare, and many overestimate the scale of



aid spending. These patterns suggest that Chinese public support for aid is substantial but
not unconditional.

The experimental results show that foreign aid propaganda frames can increase support
for foreign aid. Messages emphasizing economic benefits, geopolitical competition, and foreign
praise generate positive effects on the composite support index. The humanitarian frame is
weaker and does not consistently reach conventional levels of statistical significance. This
pattern is theoretically informative: even in an authoritarian context with strong official
narratives of international responsibility, citizens appear more responsive to frames that link
aid to national material interest, strategic advantage, and international recognition than to
frames emphasizing humanitarian obligation alone. Foreign aid becomes more persuasive
when it is presented as serving China as well as helping others.

The experiment also provides evidence consistent with a cumulative saturation mechanism.
The effect of the pooled foreign-aid frames is largest among respondents who report little
or no prior exposure to foreign-aid news and smaller among respondents who report more
frequent exposure. This pattern suggests that a one-time message has the greatest marginal
effect among citizens who have not already been saturated with official narratives. For more
exposed respondents, the relevant effect of propaganda may already be incorporated into
baseline attitudes. The implication is that experimental estimates of short-term persuasion
may understate the broader importance of sustained state media exposure, because much of
the effect of the information environment precedes the experiment.

The article makes three contributions. First, it extends the study of donor public opinion
beyond democratic settings. Existing research has shown that citizens in democratic donor
countries evaluate aid through fiscal, strategic, humanitarian, ideological, and identity-based
considerations (Milner and Tingley 2013b; Paxton and Knack 2012; Heinrich et al. 2018;
Prather 2024; Winters et al. 2025). We show that these evaluative dimensions also matter in
an authoritarian donor state, but that the information environment through which citizens

encounter them differs sharply. In China, official media can more consistently connect foreign



aid to national interest, global status, and moral responsibility, reducing the visibility of
anti-aid counterframes.

Second, the article contributes to research on Chinese foreign aid by shifting attention
from allocation, motives, and recipient-country effects to domestic legitimation. Existing
studies have documented the scale, strategic uses, and developmental consequences of Chinese
overseas assistance and development finance (Brautigam 2009; Dreher et al. 2018, 2021; Fuchs
et al. 2025). Much less is known about how Chinese citizens understand and evaluate these
external commitments. We show that domestic support is not simply a background condition.
It is actively constructed through official narratives that portray aid as compatible with
national rejuvenation, economic development, geopolitical influence, and global responsibility.

Third, the article contributes to the literature on authoritarian propaganda and opinion
formation. Research on propaganda in authoritarian regimes has produced mixed findings,
with some studies identifying persuasion and others emphasizing signaling, cynicism, backlash,
or limited effects (Huang 2015, 2018; Chen 2019; Chang 2021; Pan et al. 2022). Our findings
suggest that propaganda may be most consequential when understood as a cumulative
information environment rather than as a single persuasive intervention. In the case of
foreign aid, official media appear to shape both baseline support and marginal responsiveness.
State-managed information does not eliminate public concerns about domestic tradeoffs,
but it can make outward-oriented spending more acceptable by repeatedly defining it as
nationally beneficial, strategically necessary, and morally legitimate.

The rest of the article proceeds as follows. The next section develops the theoretical
framework linking donor public opinion, foreign-aid framing, and authoritarian information
environments. We then discuss the Chinese case and derive hypotheses about historical aid
discourse and contemporary framing effects. The empirical sections present the People’s
Daily text analysis and the survey experiment. The conclusion discusses the implications for
authoritarian public opinion, the domestic politics of foreign aid, and the sustainability of

Chinese overseas development engagement.



2 Foreign Aid, Donor Public Opinion, and Information Environment

Foreign aid is often treated as an elite-directed instrument of foreign policy, but its political
sustainability depends in part on how donor publics interpret it. Even when aid decisions
are made by executives, bureaucracies, or foreign-policy specialists, citizens can shape the
political costs of aid spending, the institutional channels through which aid is delivered,
and the justifications leaders use to defend overseas assistance (Milner and Tingley 2013b,
2015; Paxton and Knack 2012). The large literature on donor public opinion, developed
primarily in OECD democracies, shows that citizens evaluate foreign aid through multiple
considerations. They ask whether aid diverts resources from domestic needs, whether it
generates returns for the donor country, whether it advances strategic interests, and whether
it fulfills humanitarian or identity-based obligations (Hudson and vanHeerde-Hudson 2012;
Torres-Raposo et al. 2025).

This section builds on that literature but separates two analytically distinct components of
aid opinion. The first is the evaluative criteria citizens use to judge foreign aid. These criteria
are not unique to democracies. Citizens in authoritarian donor states can also ask whether
aid is affordable, useful, strategically valuable, or morally appropriate. The second is the
information environment through which these criteria become available, salient, and credible.
Here regime type matters. Democratic donor publics encounter foreign aid in a relatively
competitive communicative environment, where governments, opposition parties, independent
media, legislatures, civil-society organizations, and interest groups can offer competing
interpretations. Authoritarian publics encounter aid in a more state-managed information
environment (Guriev and Treisman 2019). Official narratives can more consistently define
what aid is, whom it benefits, and why it should be supported.

The central theoretical question is therefore how political communication connects foreign
aid to the evaluative criteria citizens use, and how regime-specific information environments
structure that connection. The argument is that authoritarian governments enjoy an infor-

mational advantage in the domestic politics of aid because the state can repeatedly privilege



pro-aid frames while limiting the visibility of counterframes. This cumulative exposure to

pro-aid frames shapes public aid support in autocracies.
2.1 How Donor Citizens Evaluate Foreign Aid

The aid-opinion literature identifies three broad sources of public support and opposition. The
first is material and fiscal. Because foreign aid allocates public resources to people outside the
donor country, citizens often evaluate it against domestic spending priorities. Support tends to
decline when aid appears costly, when citizens experience economic insecurity, or when aid is
framed as diverting resources from domestic welfare (Doherty et al. 2020; Heinrich et al. 2016;
Kobayashi et al. 2021). Misperceptions can intensify these concerns. Citizens in democratic
donor countries routinely overestimate the share of government spending devoted to foreign
aid, and correcting these beliefs can reduce opposition by making aid appear less fiscally
threatening (Gilens 2001; Scotto et al. 2017). From this perspective, foreign aid becomes
politically vulnerable when citizens understand it as an outward transfer that competes
with domestic needs. However, foreign aid need not be viewed as a pure fiscal cost. Aid
programs can create benefits for domestic firms, workers, contractors, agricultural producers,
and export-oriented sectors, which can make support stronger among constituencies that
expect material gains (Milner and Tingley 2010; Heinrich and Peterson 2020).

A second is political or strategic. Aid is often evaluated as an instrument of foreign policy.
Citizens support aid when it is understood to strengthen allies, expand donor influence,
compete with rival donors, protect valued international norms, or generate policy benefits
that voters care about (Heinrich et al. 2018; Heinrich and Kobayashi 2020; Winters et al.
2025). Ideology matters as left-leaning citizens are generally more likely to view aid as
a legitimate form of redistribution, whereas right-leaning, populist, and nativist citizens
are more likely to portray aid as a transfer away from deserving domestic citizens toward
outsiders or unaccountable elites (Lumsdaine 1993; Milner and Tingley 2010; Heinrich et al.
2021; Prather 2024). Democratic donor publics also differentiate recipients’ regime types and

dislike aid to illiberal and abusive regimes as aid can unintentionally sustain these regimes



(Heinrich and Kobayashi 2020; DiLorenzo 2018; Doherty et al. 2020).

A third foundation is moral and identity-based. Cross-national research links aid support
to generalized trust, religiosity, and beliefs about the causes of poverty (Paxton and Knack
2012). Generalized trust and affective empathy increase support for helping distant strangers,
while images and narratives that make recipient suffering vivid can heighten support for
development assistance (Bayram 2017; Bayram and Holmes 2020, 2021). Identity-based
attachments can operate similarly, as religious, ethnic, racial, and historical ties shape both
aid allocation and public support (Neumayer 2003; Hernandez and Vadlamannati 2017;
Werker et al. 2009; Baker 2015; Petersen 2015).

Taken together, this literature establishes the main evaluative dimensions through which
citizens assess foreign aid: fiscal cost and return, strategic value, and moral obligation. These
dimensions should travel across regime types. Citizens in authoritarian donor states can also
evaluate aid as wasteful, useful, status-enhancing, solidaristic, or morally necessary. What
does not travel automatically is the communicative environment in which these considerations

are supplied and contested.
2.2 Aid Information and Public Opinion: The Missing Link

Information is not peripheral to aid opinion. It is the mechanism through which material,
strategic, and moral considerations become politically meaningful. Citizens rarely observe aid
budgets, project outcomes, procurement benefits, diplomatic returns, or recipient conditions
directly. They must learn what foreign aid is, what it costs, whom it benefits, and what it
signifies. Public opinion on aid therefore depends not only on what citizens value, but also
on which considerations are made salient, intelligible, and credible.

Existing studies provide strong evidence that aid attitudes are information-sensitive.
Budget corrections reduce opposition by lowering perceived fiscal costs (Gilens 2001; Scotto
et al. 2017). Information about domestic economic benefits increases support by tying aid to
local constituencies (Heinrich and Peterson 2020). Information about human rights conditions,

regime type, and alternative donors changes how citizens evaluate where aid should go and
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whether aid serves national values or national interests (Doherty et al. 2020; Heinrich and
Kobayashi 2020; Heinrich et al. 2018; Winters et al. 2025). Visual and symbolic information
can also matter. Emotionally vivid portrayals of recipients can activate empathy, while
branded aid projects allow donor governments to claim credit for overseas assistance, thereby
increasing domestic support (Bayram and Holmes 2021; Dietrich et al. 2019).

Framing extends this logic by showing that the same policy can be interpreted through
different considerations. Frames do not simply add facts. They organize meaning by
emphasizing some aspects of a policy while downplaying others (Entman 1993; Chong
and Druckman 2007). In the context of foreign aid, governments can present assistance
as a humanitarian duty, an investment in security, a tool of influence, a contribution to
reputation, or a source of economic self-interest. Van der Veen (2011) shows that aid
programs in OECD countries are justified through durable interpretive frames, including
security, power and influence, economic self-interest, enlightened self-interest, self-affirmation
and reputation, obligation and duty, and humanitarianism. For the purposes of this study,
these justifications can be organized into three broader families: economic benefit frames,
political gain frames, and humanitarian responsibility frames. Each family activates a different
evaluative logic. Economic frames recast aid as materially beneficial rather than fiscally
wasteful. Political frames connect aid to national influence, diplomatic status, and strategic
competition. Humanitarian frames present aid as an expression of moral obligation, empathy,
and solidarity.

The key question is not whether elites use such frames. They do. The more important
question is how these frames are supplied, contested, and received under different information

environments.
2.3 Foreign Aid Opinion in Autocratic Donor Contexts

Autocratic donor states sharpen this question. In democracies, citizens can punish leaders for
unpopular aid policies through elections, parties, and legislative budget politics. In autocracies,

citizens lack routine electoral mechanisms to remove leaders, but public opinion can still matter
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for regime legitimacy, elite coordination, social stability, and policy responsiveness (Chen
et al. 2016; Truex 2016; Williamson and Magaloni 2020; Yang and Williamson 2026). Policies
that are costly, visible, or symbolically tied to regime performance can create legitimacy risks
even without competitive elections.

Foreign aid is one such policy. It is externally directed but domestically interpretable.
Citizens may see overseas assistance as evidence that the state is powerful, generous, respected,
and capable of contributing to global public goods. They may also see it as a misuse of
public resources that should be spent on domestic welfare. This ambiguity creates a demand
for justification. Authoritarian leaders have incentives to present aid as consistent with
national interests and regime competence, especially when domestic economic conditions
make distributive tradeoffs more salient.

The distinctive feature of authoritarian donor contexts is not that citizens automatically
accept official messages. Research on authoritarian propaganda shows mixed effects: state
media can persuade, signal regime strength, distract from problems, produce cynicism, or
even backfire under some conditions (Huang 2015, 2018; Chen 2019; Chang 2021; Pan et al.
2022). The distinctive feature is that frame competition is more asymmetric. The state can
more consistently define aid as a source of national prestige, international influence, economic
return, or moral responsibility, while reducing the visibility of counterframes that emphasize
waste, corruption, domestic opportunity costs, recipient resentment, or failed projects.

This asymmetric frame supply creates two related mechanisms. The first is immediate
persuasion. Exposure to a pro-aid frame may increase support by making national benefits,
geopolitical returns, or humanitarian responsibilities more salient. This is the standard
framing logic. The second is cumulative pretreatment. In a state-managed information
environment, citizens may encounter similar frames repeatedly over many years through
official newspapers, television, online media, education, speeches, and diplomatic narratives.
Repeated exposure can shape baseline beliefs before any particular survey experiment takes

place. If citizens have already learned to associate foreign aid with national benefit, global
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status, or moral responsibility, then a one-time experimental message may have only a modest
marginal effect. Conversely, citizens with little prior exposure should be more responsive
because the message supplies relatively new considerations.

The framework therefore generates a regime-type distinction in the domestic politics
of foreign aid. The evaluative criteria citizens use to judge aid are broadly similar across
political systems: cost, return, strategy, deservingness, and obligation. What differs is the
organization of information. In democratic donor contexts, aid opinion emerges from a more
pluralistic contest over competing frames. In authoritarian donor contexts, official media can
more systematically connect aid to regime narratives of competence, benevolence, national
strength, international status, and historical mission. Sustained foreign aid propaganda
reduces the legitimacy costs of aid by making pro-aid interpretations more available and more

familiar than anti-aid alternatives.
3 Foreign Aid and Public Opinion Management in China

China provides a theoretically revealing case for this inquiry. It is one of the world’s most
important non-democratic development financiers, yet its aid policy is formulated in a political
environment without competitive elections or a free press. Foreign aid remains a potentially
sensitive policy because it directs public resources abroad while domestic welfare demands
remain salient. The Chinese state therefore has incentives to present foreign aid as consistent
with national interests, regime competence, and China’s broader international mission.
This section applies the theoretical framework developed above to the Chinese case. We
distinguish between two layers of official aid discourse. The first is historical. During the
Maoist period, foreign aid was embedded in a revolutionary narrative of socialist interna-
tionalism, anti-imperialism, national sacrifice, and South-South solidarity. This historical
discourse supplied a durable vocabulary through which Chinese publics could understand
aid as an expression of national identity and international responsibility. The second is

contemporary. As China has become wealthier, more globally integrated, and more prag-
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matic in its foreign policy, official media have increasingly justified aid through frames that
connect overseas assistance to concrete economic benefits, political gains, and humanitarian
responsibilities. These frames map directly onto the evaluative dimensions identified in the
aid-opinion literature, but they are embedded in a state-managed information environment
that privileges pro-aid interpretations. Together, they create the cumulative frame supply

that shapes aid support.

3.1 Historical Aid Propaganda: Socialist Ideology, National Identity, and South-
South Solidarity
China’s foreign aid programs predate its economic takeoff, and their origins are inseparable
from the ideological project of the Maoist state. The early years of the People’s Republic
and the revolutionary foreign-policy era from the 1960s through the 1970s were foundational
for the symbolic meaning of Chinese aid (Dreher et al. 2022b). During these periods, foreign
aid was a central component of revolutionary foreign policy, through which the Chinese state
claimed solidarity with anti-colonial and anti-imperialist movements across Asia, Africa, and
Latin America. The 1955 Bandung Conference was a formative moment in this narrative.
China articulated the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence and positioned itself not as
a wealthy great power extending charity downward, but as a formerly humiliated country
standing alongside newly independent states in a shared struggle against imperial domination
(Lee 2010; Mawdsley 2012). This framing established a normative grammar through which
Chinese aid could be justified to both foreign and domestic audiences. Aid was not simply a
transfer from China to others. It was presented as mutual support among countries with
shared histories of subordination and common aspirations for sovereign development.
Following the Sino-Soviet split, China competed with both superpowers for influence in the
decolonizing world, and foreign aid became one of its principal instruments (Brautigam 2009;
Dreher et al. 2022b). Premier Zhou Enlai’s 1963-64 visit to Africa and the announcement of
the Eight Principles for Economic Aid and Technical Assistance further codified this discourse.

The principles emphasized equality, mutual benefit, non-conditionality, recipient self-reliance,
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and no special privileges for Chinese experts (Dreher et al. 2022a). These commitments
differentiated China from Western colonial powers and Soviet paternalism while presenting
aid as an extension of China’s own revolutionary experience.

This discourse was domestically important because Mao-era foreign aid required visible
material sacrifice. During parts of the 1970s, foreign aid consumed a substantial share
of government expenditure even as China itself remained poor and economically strained
(Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 2019; Dreher et al. 2022a). Under such
conditions, the state needed to invert the potentially damaging domestic tradeoff. Instead
of presenting aid as spending that competed with domestic needs, official discourse framed
sacrifice as evidence of revolutionary virtue, international duty, and national leadership. State
media, posters, and official narratives depicted the Global South through the language of
friendship, solidarity, and common struggle rather than through a donor-recipient hierarchy
(Monson 2009; Cheng 2011). Mao’s reported statement after China’s 1971 admission to the
United Nations Security Council—that African brothers had carried China into the United
Nations—captured this reciprocal understanding of aid and international support (Rudyak
2023).

The Maoist era established a durable normative vocabulary, such as solidarity, mutual
benefit, non-conditionality, and shared anti-imperial struggle, which continues to structure
official discourse on Chinese foreign aid and to which Chinese publics have been repeatedly
exposed (Dreher et al. 2022a; Mawdsley 2012). It created an interpretive repertoire that still
shapes the symbolic environment in which citizens encounter foreign aid. In contemporary
China, where citizens may be increasingly pragmatic and attentive to domestic welfare, this
older discourse supplies a baseline moral and identity-based justification for overseas assistance.
It makes foreign aid legible as part of China’s historical responsibility, South-South identity,
and international role. We therefore expect historical foreign aid discourse to emphasize
ideological and identity-based meanings more strongly than practical economic or policy

returns.
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H1: Historical Chinese foreign aid propaganda emphasizes ideological solidarity

and national identity more than practical economic or policy considerations.

3.2 Contemporary Foreign Aid Propaganda: Framing

The ideological vocabulary of the Maoist era remains important, but contemporary Chinese
foreign-aid discourse operates in a different political and social environment. Chinese citizens
today are wealthier, more educated, more digitally connected, and often more pragmatic
in their evaluation of public policy. Decades of ideological campaigns have also produced
ideological fatigue. That is, citizens may recognize official slogans while treating them
instrumentally or skeptically rather than internalizing them (Stockmann 2013; Zheng and
Hu 2023). In response, the Chinese party-state has adapted its propaganda strategies by
combining ideological language with more concrete claims about performance, competence,
national interest, and international recognition (Lu and Pan 2021; Wang 2024). Framing has
become a central instrument of this broader strategy of discursive governance and public
opinion management (Pan et al. 2022; Xia et al. 2022).

Foreign aid is well suited to this adaptive propaganda strategy because it can be connected
to multiple evaluative criteria. The same policy can be presented as economically useful,
politically strategic, or morally responsible. Contemporary official media therefore do not
need to rely exclusively on socialist internationalism or revolutionary obligation. They can
make aid meaningful to domestic audiences by linking it to China’s development interests,
international status, geopolitical competition, and humanitarian responsibilities. These
frames map directly onto the evaluative dimensions identified in the donor-public-opinion
literature, but they are supplied in a state-managed information environment that privileges

pro-aid interpretations.

3.2.1 Economic Benefit Frames

The first contemporary frame presents foreign aid as economically beneficial to China.

Economic benefit frames respond to the vulnerability of foreign aid when seen as an outward
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transfer that competes with domestic welfare by redefining aid as productive rather than
costly. They emphasize that aid can facilitate trade, create opportunities for Chinese firms,
support overseas infrastructure cooperation, stabilize markets, generate employment, and
help Chinese companies accumulate international experience.

This framing is grounded in the organization of China’s contemporary overseas develop-
ment engagement. Unlike traditional OECD-DAC donors, China often embeds foreign aid
within a broader system of state-led overseas economic activity. Chinese assistance frequently
intersects with infrastructure construction, productive-sector projects, procurement, tech-
nical cooperation, concessional finance, and the internationalization of Chinese enterprises
(Brautigam 2009; Brautigam 2011; Harchaoui et al. 2021). Recent research finds that Chinese
aid-funded projects can increase exports and generate revenue gains for Chinese state-owned
enterprises, especially those with large domestic employment footprints (Liu and Zhang 2025).
Other work debates whether Chinese aid is disproportionately directed toward resource-rich
or strategically important countries, but this debate itself underscores the extent to which
Chinese aid is commonly interpreted through the lens of material return (Dreher and Fuchs
2015; Dreher et al. 2018; Reilly 2013).

Economic benefit frames translate these policy features into a domestic justification. They
allow state media to portray foreign aid not as charity, waste, or fiscal leakage, but as a “win-
win” policy that advances development abroad while serving China’s own economic interests.
This frame should be persuasive because it activates a material-return logic. Citizens support
aid when they believe it benefits Chinese workers, firms, exports, supply chains, or long-term
national development. It also mitigates the domestic tradeoff problem by suggesting that

overseas spending is not opposed to domestic welfare but indirectly contributes to it.

H2: Exposure to economic benefit frames increases domestic support for Chinese

foreign aid.
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3.2.2 Political Gain Frames

The second contemporary frame presents foreign aid as politically and strategically valuable.
This frame is central to the Chinese case because overseas assistance is closely tied to Beijing’s
broader foreign-policy objectives. Like other major donors, China does not allocate aid solely
on the basis of recipient need. Chinese aid and development finance are associated with
diplomatic alignment, strategic importance, support for Beijing’s positions in international
institutions, and adherence to the One China policy (Alesina and Dollar 2000; Dreher et al.
2018, 2009; Hoeffler and Sterck 2022; Kuziemko and Werker 2006).

Political gain frames operate through three related narratives. The first is global leadership.
Since the 2008 Beijing Olympics, and especially under Xi Jinping, official discourse has
emphasized China’s transformation from a once-marginalized developing country into a
responsible major power that contributes to global governance and development (Pei 2018;
Zhao 2016). Concepts such as the Chinese Dream and a community of shared future for
mankind portray China as historically ascendant, morally principled, and entitled to a larger
role in shaping the international order (Callahan 2016; Zhao 2018). Within this frame, foreign
aid becomes tangible evidence of China’s leadership. It demonstrates that China can provide
public goods, support the Global South, and participate in global governance on its own
terms. Aid is therefore not a drain on national resources but a marker of national ascent.

The second narrative is geopolitical competition. Chinese official discourse frequently
portrays international politics as a competitive environment in which Western powers seek
to contain China, preserve unequal hierarchies, and delegitimize alternative development
models (Lams 2018; Yu 2022). External threat narratives are often domesticated to mobilize
public support for costly foreign and domestic policies (Dong et al. 2026; Fu 2023; Liu and
Shao 2024; Xu 2025). Applied to foreign aid, this frame presents assistance as a strategic
instrument in great-power rivalry. Aid helps China secure diplomatic partners, compete
with Western donors, protect overseas interests, shape international norms, and reduce the

diplomatic space of Taiwan. By embedding aid in a geopolitical competition frame, official
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media can justify overseas spending as necessary for China’s long-term security and strategic
autonomy.

The third narrative is foreign praise. Chinese propaganda often amplifies favorable
reactions from foreign leaders, recipient governments, international organizations, and overseas
publics to demonstrate that China’s policies are respected and admired abroad (Brady 2008;
Repnikova 2017). External validation can function as a proxy for competence, legitimacy, and
global recognition, especially in a political system where domestic accountability channels are
limited (Fang 2022). Applied to foreign aid, this frame highlights gratitude from recipient
countries, favorable comparisons with Western donors, and stories of friendship or partnership.
It presents aid as a source of soft power and national prestige while minimizing controversies
over debt, conditionality, local backlash, or domestic opportunity costs.

These political gain frames differ in emphasis, but they share a common logic. Each
connects foreign aid to China’s national status, strategic position, and international recognition.
Citizens who encounter these frames are encouraged to evaluate aid not as a charitable transfer

but as a policy that strengthens China’s place in the world.

H3: FExposure to political gain frames increases domestic support for Chinese

foreign aid.

3.2.3 Humanitarian Responsibility Frames

The third contemporary frame presents foreign aid as an expression of humanitarian re-
sponsibility and shared developmental experience. Although Chinese aid is often analyzed
through economic and strategic lenses, it also includes disaster relief, medical aid, food
assistance, hospital construction, agricultural cooperation, emergency support, and long-term
medical teams, particularly in Africa and Southeast Asia (Grépin et al. 2014; Kobierecka and
Kobierecki 2021; Lin 2021; Liu et al. 2014). Chinese aid is also more likely to flow to poorer
countries, even as strategic and political considerations remain important (Dreher et al. 2018;

Hoeffler and Sterck 2022).
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Humanitarian responsibility frames draw on these practices while linking them to China’s
broader identity as a developing country that has experienced poverty, humiliation, and
external domination. Rather than presenting aid as charity from a superior donor to inferior
recipients, official discourse often emphasizes respect, mutual learning, sovereignty, and
common development. This framing distinguishes Chinese assistance from portrayals of
Western aid as conditional, politicized, or paternalistic (Woods 2008). It also connects
contemporary aid to the historical vocabulary of South-South solidarity, but in a less
overtly revolutionary register. Aid is framed as helping other developing countries improve
infrastructure, agriculture, education, public health, and emergency response capacity (Jiang
et al. 2016). The Chinese government’s white paper China’s International Development
Cooperation in the New FEra makes this linkage explicit, describing China’s development
cooperation as rooted in internationalism and humanitarianism and as support for other
developing countries’ efforts to improve people’s lives.!

Humanitarian responsibility frames activate a moral and identity-based logic of support.
They encourage citizens to view aid as an expression of empathy, responsibility, and solidarity
rather than as a narrow transaction. They can be especially effective when aid is tied to
visible human needs, such as disasters, epidemics, medical treatment, or poverty alleviation.
At the same time, humanitarian frames may be more vulnerable than economic or political
frames when citizens perceive a conflict between helping foreigners and addressing domestic

welfare needs.

HY: Ezxposure to humanitarian frames increases domestic support for Chinese
foreign aid.

4 Study 1: Official Aid Discourse in People’s Dazly, 1946-2025

Study 1 examines how Chinese official media have represented outgoing foreign aid over time.

The goal is not only to document the volume of aid-related coverage, but also to identify the

LFull text: https://english.www.gov.cn/archive/whitepaper/202101/10/content_
WS5ffa6bbbc6d0£72576943922 . html.
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interpretive frames through which official discourse makes foreign aid meaningful to domestic
audiences. The theoretical argument developed above implies two expectations. First,
historical aid discourse should emphasize socialist internationalism, anti-imperial solidarity,
national identity, and South-South friendship more strongly than practical economic or policy
considerations. Second, contemporary aid discourse should increasingly connect foreign aid to
development cooperation, national benefit, political status, and humanitarian responsibility.
The text analysis evaluates these expectations using the full People’s Daily corpus from 1946

to 2025.
4.1 Data and Classification

This study uses the People’s Daily corpus, which contains all published articles between
1946 and 2025.2 The raw source contained 2,014,046 records across 80 yearly files. After
normalization and exact duplicate removal, the working corpus contains 1,995,242 unique
newspaper articles.

The central measurement task is to identify articles in which Chinese outgoing foreign aid
is either the primary focus or a substantively discussed component of the story. This task is
difficult because the vocabulary of Chinese aid changes substantially over time. Mao-era aid
coverage often uses language of anti-imperial struggle, socialist solidarity, national liberation,
and Third World friendship. Contemporary aid coverage is more likely to use the vocabulary
of infrastructure, technical cooperation, finance, medical assistance, emergency relief, poverty
reduction, and international development. A simple keyword search would therefore risk
missing historically specific forms of aid discourse, while an overly broad search would return
large amounts of generic diplomacy, trade, or foreign-policy coverage.

To address this problem, we use a staged high-recall corpus-construction procedure. The
procedure first expands historically variable aid vocabulary, then retrieves a broad candidate

pool, then uses supervised screening to identify likely aid articles, and finally applies an LLM-

2Papersnake, “people_daily news,” Hugging Face. https://huggingface.co/datasets/Papersnake/
people_daily_news.
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assisted relevance-depth classification to distinguish substantive aid coverage from passing
mentions or unrelated articles. The full procedure, including the ontology construction,
BM25 retrieval model, active-learning protocol, and classification prompt is reported in
Appendix Al.1. Here, we summarize only the key decisions.

We define an article as aid-relevant if it discusses China providing financial, material, tech-
nical, humanitarian, medical, developmental, or concessional assistance to foreign countries,
overseas populations, or international organizations. Articles are excluded if they discuss
only non-Chinese donors, domestic welfare or disaster relief within China, cases in which
China is the aid recipient, ordinary commercial investment or trade, general Belt and Road
cooperation, or diplomacy without clearly identifiable assistance. The final classification
distinguishes four categories: primary aid, substantive aid, passing mention, and out of
scope. The main aid corpus includes articles classified as either primary aid or substantive
aid. This procedure yields 10,406 unique articles, including 5,078 primary-aid articles and
5,328 substantive-aid articles. This corpus captures the official discourse through which
Chinese citizens are likely to encounter state narratives about overseas assistance. The final
classification is validated against an independent LLM, showing strong agreement for the

main corpus inclusion decision.?

4.2 Temporal Patterns and Geographic References

Panel (a) of Figure 1 describes the temporal distribution of Chinese foreign-aid-related
reporting in the People’s Daily. The bars report the annual number of articles classified
as primarily or substantively about Chinese outgoing foreign aid, while the line reports
these articles as a share of the yearly cleaned newspaper corpus. In most years, fewer than
one percent of People’s Daily articles were devoted to Chinese outgoing aid. Aid coverage
nevertheless appears in distinct waves.

The first major wave occurs around 1970, the year before China (PRC) returned to the

United Nations with the assistance of many third-world countries. Articles from this period

3Validation procedures and metrics are reported in Appendix Al.1.
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(a) Temporal Trend of Foreign Aid Coverage
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Figure 1: Temporal Trend and Country Mentions in Foreign Aid Coverage in People’s Daily
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emphasize technical assistance, medical teams, infrastructure construction, material relief,
and support for revolutionary or anti-imperialist allies, especially in Africa and Southeast
Asia. For example, a January 18, 1970 article on Chinese medical teams in Tanzania described
them as 2&/02&E NHEFEILARARS [serving the Tanzanian people wholeheartedly]. This
language shows the centrality of socialist solidarity, anti-imperial internationalism, and Third
World diplomacy in Mao-era foreign policy discourse.

Coverage then declines during the reform-era transition and remains comparatively
moderate through much of the 1980s and 1990s before rising again in the 2000s and especially
after the late 2010s. The recent increase is visible both in absolute article counts and in the
share of all People’s Daily articles. Coverage peaks in 2020, at the height of the COVID-19
pandemic, when China engaged in mask and vaccine diplomacy and provided medical supplies,
expert teams, and vaccines to countries around the world. Overall, the figure indicates that
Chinese foreign aid appeared in distinct waves of official media attention: an early ideological-
internationalist wave, a lower-profile reform-era interval, and a contemporary resurgence
associated with a more expansive global development and diplomatic agenda.

Panel (b) of Figure 1 reports country mentions extracted from aid-relevant textual
contexts.* The most frequently mentioned countries reflect both recipient references and
broader geopolitical context. Several high-ranking countries, including Cambodia, Tanzania,
Pakistan, Vietnam, Guinea, Mali, Laos, North Korea, South Africa, and Zambia, are
consistent with well-known sites of Chinese aid, medical assistance, infrastructure support, or
postcolonial diplomatic engagement. At the same time, the presence of the United States
at the top of the list underscores that this measure captures contextual mentions rather
than recipients. U.S. references often appear in Cold War and Korean War-era aid contexts,
including discussions of “resisting America and aiding Korea,” U.S. aggression, or contrasts

with American aid. Some mentions of India correspond to Chinese relief assistance to India

4Country mentions are extracted from article titles and aid-relevant context windows rather than from the full
article text, because many People’s Daily articles are long and may mention countries in sections unrelated
to aid. Mentions are deduplicated at the article-country level. The measure should therefore be interpreted
as country mentions in aid-related contexts, not as a definitive measure of aid-recipient countries.
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in the early 1950s, while others appear in broader Asian diplomatic contexts.
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Figure 2: Semantic Shift in Chinese Foreign Aid Coverage, 1950-2025

Figure 2 traces the changing language of Chinese foreign-aid coverage over time. The
solid line captures project-implementation language, including concrete and technical terms
related to projects, infrastructure, finance, agriculture, training, implementation, and in-
stitutional mechanisms. The dashed line captures normative-political language, including
terms associated with socialist internationalism, solidarity, anti-imperialism, South-South
cooperation, global governance, and China’s normative role in the world.® Both series are
normalized as mentions per 10,000 full-article characters.

The figure shows a clear long-run transformation in the vocabulary of aid. In the
early decades of the People’s Republic, especially the 1950s and 1960s, normative-political
language is much more prominent than project-implementation language. Aid coverage
during this period was therefore framed primarily through broad political and identity claims

rather than through the concrete language of projects, finance, and implementation. This

5The dictionary is theory-grounded and applied only to articles already classified as substantively about
Chinese outgoing aid. It is designed to capture broad differences in narrative orientation rather than to
identify aid articles from the full corpus. The dictionary terms are reported in Appendix A1.2.
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pattern is consistent with H1: Mao-era aid discourse presented foreign aid as part of China’s
revolutionary identity, anti-imperial mission, and solidarity with the developing world.
Beginning in the late 1960s and especially after the reform era, project-implementation
language rises steadily while normative-political language declines from its early peak. This
shift suggests that aid was increasingly narrated through development cooperation, technical
assistance, infrastructure construction, agricultural training, and project delivery. The most
recent period shows a different pattern: both registers increase. Contemporary aid discourse
therefore does not simply replace ideology with pragmatism. Instead, it layers practical
development language together with renewed claims about China’s global role, South-South

cooperation, and international responsibility.
4.3 Contemporary Aid Narratives under Xi Jinping

To characterize contemporary aid discourse more systematically, we estimate a descriptive
15-topic Structural Topic Model (STM) on aid-related People’s Daily coverage from 2013 to
2025. The model is estimated on aid-relevant context windows rather than entire articles,
allowing the analysis to focus on the portions of text most directly related to foreign aid.
The full preprocessing procedure, model specification, and Chinese FREX terms are reported
in Appendix A1.3.

Table 1 groups the 15 topics into three broad narrative families. Under Development,
Infrastructure, and Economic Cooperation, the topics emphasize aid as a vehicle for material
development, productive capacity, and technical cooperation. One topic captures infras-
tructure construction and local development projects, with terms related to construction,
completion, roads, engineering, and hydropower stations. Agricultural cooperation appears
through rice, farmers, yields, planting, and agricultural technology. A broader South-South
cooperation topic links aid to climate change, the Global Development Initiative, green devel-
opment, poverty reduction, developing countries, and international development cooperation.
China-Africa coverage also appears as a development partnership topic, centered on Africa,

summits, forums, and infrastructure. Finally, a trade and regional economic cooperation
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Table 1: Substantive Themes and Representative FREX Keywords from 15 STM Topics in
Aid News, 2013-2025

Category Theme (Topic No.) Representative Keywords (English)

Development, Infrastructure, and Economic Cooperation

Infrastructure Construction and Local Development construction, completion, company, schools, roads, project opening,

Projects (T1) engineering, kilometers, road opening, hydropower stations

South-South Cooperation, Climate, and Global climate, South-South cooperation, change, agenda, developed

Development (T8) countries, Global Development Initiative, green development,
poverty, developing countries, international development
cooperation

Agricultural Technology and Food Security (T11) rice, hybrid, farmers, yields, crop varieties, planting, agricultural
technology, Burundi, farming households, demonstration,
agriculture

China-Africa Forums and Development Partnerships Africa, South Africa, Ghana, Mali, Zambia, Tanzania-Zambia

(T13) Railway, summit, continent, forum, Ethiopia, Kenya

Trade, Investment, and Regional Economic Cooperation Central Asia, trade, Shanghai, economic and trade cooperation,

(T15) investment, quotas, technology, connectivity, industry, digital
economy

Political, Diplomatic, and Security Gains

Sovereignty, Mutual Support, and Bilateral Political sovereignty, interests, firm support, opposition, meetings, mutual

Ties (T2) support, territory, safeguarding, appreciation, principles, foreign
ministers

Regional Partnership, Peacekeeping, and Social Cambodia, Mongolia, peacekeeping, Phnom Penh, women,

Assistance in Asia (T5) Vietnam, Mekong, Thailand, children, Myanmar, Ulaanbaatar,

mine clearance

Conflict, Security, and Humanitarian Diplomacy (T7)  Sudan, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Palestine, Syria, refugees, Darfur,
China-Pakistan ties, Gaza, conflict, Jordan, Yemen

Global Leadership and Civilizational Discourse (T12)  human rights, Communist Party, general secretary, diplomacy,
community of shared future, thought, world, destiny, humanity,
major-country diplomacy, Global South

Pacific Islands, Bilateral Friendship, and Cultural island countries, Pacific, Fiji, diplomatic relations, Confucius

Diplomacy (T14) Institutes, two countries, essays, Chinese language,
people-to-people exchange, bilateral ties, Samoa

Humanitarianism and Global Health

Medical Teams and Infectious Disease Response (T3)  Sierra Leone, Guinea, Liberia, infection, malaria, West Africa,
epidemic areas, disease, team members, medical personnel,
dedication, foreign aid

PPE, Medical Supplies, and Expert Teams during masks, Serbia, Peru, medical supplies, expert teams, Italy,

Covid-19 (T4) protection, video, Cuba, epidemic prevention, anti-pandemic
response, pneumonia

Peace Ark, Naval Medical Missions, and Clinical Care  Peace Ark, navy, Timor-Leste, Chinese medicine, surgery, hospitals,

(T6) ophthalmology, doctors, Zanzibar, patients, cataracts, medical
examinations

Vaccine Diplomacy and Global Health Governance (T9) vaccines, Covid-19 vaccines, vaccination, research and development,
World Health Organization, global, recovery, public health, supply,
life, distribution

Disaster Relief and Post-Disaster Reconstruction (T10) rescue, Nepal, earthquake, disaster areas, disaster relief, Philippines,
Kathmandu, Ecuador, cultural relics, restoration, Turkey, heritage

Note: Representative keywords are English translations of the top FREX terms for each topic. FREX
ranks terms by balancing their frequency within a topic and their exclusivity to that topic.

27



topic connects aid-related coverage to trade, investment, technology, connectivity, and digital
development. Together, these topics depict aid as a mechanism for building infrastructure,
technical capacity, agricultural productivity, and development-oriented cooperation.

The Political, Diplomatic, and Security Gains category centers on diplomacy, international
hierarchy, and China’s role as a political and security actor. One topic frames aid-related
coverage through sovereignty, territorial integrity, mutual support, and opposition to interfer-
ence. Another captures regional partnership and security-related engagement in Asia, with
references to Cambodia, Mongolia, Myanmar, Vietnam, peacekeeping, women, children, the
Mekong, and mine clearance. A conflict and humanitarian diplomacy topic foregrounds polit-
ically sensitive settings such as Sudan, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Palestine, Syria, Gaza, Yemen,
and refugee crises. A global-leadership topic connects aid coverage to broader ideological
claims about human rights, the Communist Party, Xi Jinping, diplomacy, the community of
shared future, humanity, major-country diplomacy, and the Global South. Finally, a Pacific
Islands and cultural diplomacy topic links aid-related engagement to Fiji, island countries,
diplomatic recognition, Confucius Institutes, Chinese language, people-to-people exchange,
and bilateral friendship. These topics show that aid is narrated as a tool of diplomatic
recognition, geopolitical positioning, security contribution, and normative leadership.

The Humanitarianism and Global Health category is dominated by public health, emer-
gency relief, and direct care. Two topics are closely tied to the COVID period. One emphasizes
masks, medical supplies, expert teams, protection, epidemic prevention, anti-pandemic re-
sponse, and pneumonia, while the vaccine topic emphasizes vaccines, COVID-19 vaccines,
vaccination, research and development, the World Health Organization, global public health,
supply, and distribution. Other topics capture non-COVID health assistance and humani-
tarian response. The West African medical topic centers on Sierra Leone, Guinea, Liberia,
infection, malaria, epidemic areas, disease, medical teams, and foreign-aid medical personnel.
A separate clinical-care topic focuses on the Peace Ark hospital ship, the navy, Chinese

medicine, surgery, hospitals, ophthalmology, doctors, patients, and cataracts. Disaster-relief
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coverage forms another distinct topic, with terms related to Nepal, earthquakes, disaster
areas, rescue, emergency supplies, cultural relics, restoration, and heritage. In combination,
these topics frame Chinese foreign aid as urgent, life-preserving action, but also as a recur-
ring institutional practice through medical missions, disaster response, and public-health
cooperation.

Overall, the post-2012 STM shows that contemporary official aid discourse is multidimen-
sional. It does not speak about foreign aid only as charity, only as development, or only as
geopolitics. Instead, People’s Daily repeatedly connects overseas assistance to three broader
narratives: development and economic cooperation, political gain and international status,
and humanitarian responsibility. The following question is whether these frames effectively

shape domestic support for Chinese foreign aid.
5 Study 2: Survey Experiment on Foreign Aid Propaganda Persuasiveness

To estimate the causal effect of foreign aid propaganda on public support, we fielded a
preregistered survey experiment in early 2026. The experiment directly tests the theoretical
claim that official narratives can increase support for foreign aid by making different evaluative
considerations salient. Respondents were randomly assigned to messages emphasizing the
economic benefits, political gains, or humanitarian responsibilities associated with Chinese
foreign aid. The experimental design, primary hypotheses, and outcome measures were
preregistered prior to data collection.® The power analysis, full demographic characteristics,

and balance tests are reported in Appendix A2.1.
5.1 Data and Design

The survey was fielded through three major Chinese online survey platforms. In total, 2,954
respondents provided informed consent and completed the survey. The experimental protocol
received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. Fielding the survey across multiple

platforms was intended to increase sample heterogeneity and mitigate platform-specific

6The anonymized pre-registration can be found through this link: https://osf.io/5y8hz/overview?view_
only=8cac18e012284f659e¢9a886615a32865.
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selection biases. As is common for online surveys conducted in authoritarian contexts, the
resulting sample is not nationally representative. Respondents are younger, more educated,
and more likely to reside in urban areas than the general population. Conservatively,
the estimated effects should be interpreted as the average treatment effects of the online
population, not of the nationally representative population.

Despite these limitations, the sample is well suited for evaluating the effects of foreign
aid propaganda in contemporary China. Prior research demonstrates that Chinese online
survey platforms reasonably approximate the country’s Internet population (Li et al. 2018),
and our own data quality checks indicate that respondents closely mirror Chinese netizens in
age and gender distributions, while being more educated and urban. These characteristics
are consistent with samples used in related studies of Chinese public opinion. We therefore
interpret the results as evidence about Chinese Internet users rather than as population
average treatment effects for all Chinese citizens. This population is substantively relevant
because official narratives about foreign aid are increasingly disseminated and encountered
through digital media. Online opinion is also politically consequential in China, where digital
public sentiment can shape policy agendas and governance strategies (Luo 2014; Wang et al.
2025). Thus, while the sample does not represent the entire Chinese public, it captures a
large and politically salient segment of the population most likely to encounter state media
narratives about foreign aid.

Respondents are randomly assigned to one of seven message conditions: a pure control,
a factual statistic condition, an economic benefit frame, three political gain frames, and
a humanitarian frame. The political gain frames emphasize global leadership, geopolitical
competition, and foreign praise. The design also randomized whether the vignette was
attributed to People’s Daily or presented without source attribution. Because the source-
label effects are empirically limited (see Table A.6), the main analysis focuses on the average
effects of the message frames and adjusts for source labeling as a covariate. All treated

vignettes began with the same definitional prompt: “Foreign aid refers to financial, material,
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or technical assistance provided by our country to other countries.”

The exact wording of the treatment vignettes for the seven experimental conditions is
reported in Appendix A2.2. All vignettes are indeed adapted from articles published in
People’s Daily. Drawing directly from these materials allows us to closely approximate the
language, tone, and rhetorical strategies used in official foreign aid propaganda, thereby
enhancing the external validity of the treatments. The economic and humanitarian vignettes
map closely onto high-prevalence topics in the corpus, including infrastructure, development
finance, medical teams, and COVID-era health assistance. The global leadership, geopolitical
competition, and foreign praise treatments correspond to official diplomatic and soft power
narratives. These topics are both theoretically motivated and empirically grounded in Chinese
official aid coverage.

The primary outcome is a composite index of support for Chinese foreign aid. The index
combines three items: general support for Chinese foreign aid, willingness to increase or
decrease foreign aid spending, and support for foreign aid under an explicit domestic-spending
tradeoff. The general support and domestic-tradeoff items are measured on 0-10 scales. The
aid-spending item ranges from substantial decrease to substantial increase. We standardize
the three components and average them into a composite index. Because the components
capture related but distinct dimensions of support, the three-item index has acceptable
reliability: raw Cronbach’s alpha is 0.711 and standardized alpha is 0.798 among 2,949
complete cases. The main analysis uses the composite index, and the results with individual

questions as dependent variables are reported in Figure A.3.
5.2 Pretreatment Exposure and Baseline Attitudes

Figure 3 summarizes respondents’ pre-treatment knowledge and attitudes regarding Chinese
foreign aid. Panel (a) reports self-reported exposure to news about Chinese foreign aid. News
exposure is relatively evenly distributed across three levels: approximately 36% of respondents
report encountering such news often, 32% report sometimes, and 29% report occasional

exposure. Only a small minority report either never encountering news about Chinese
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Panel (b) highlights the official benchmark used in the survey (4 billion RMB). Panels (c) and (d) are ordered from least supportive to most supportive.

Figure 3: Pre-Treatment Views on Chinese Foreign Aid

foreign aid or encountering it on a daily basis. This distribution indicates substantial but
heterogeneous baseline exposure to information about Chinese foreign aid among respondents.
Panel (b) displays respondents’ estimates of the total amount of Chinese foreign aid in 2025.
Relative to the official benchmark of 4.2 billion RMB, the majority of respondents substantially
overestimate aid levels: around 55% of respondents select estimates of 8 billion RMB, 20
billion RMB, or more than 20 billion RMB. By contrast, approximately 26% of respondents
provide estimates that align closely with the official figure, while 18% underestimate the
total amount of Chinese foreign aid. These patterns parallel findings from democratic donor
countries, where citizens often overestimate aid budgets (Gilens 2001; Scotto et al. 2017).
The lower panels summarize baseline attitudes toward Chinese foreign aid. Panel (c)
reports beliefs about the beneficiaries of Chinese foreign aid. An overwhelming majority

of respondents (79%) believe that Chinese foreign aid benefits both China and recipient

32



countries, while 17% believe that it benefits recipient countries only. Panel (d) shows that
69% express conditional support, indicating that China is not obligated to provide foreign
aid but may do so under certain circumstances. By contrast, 27% of respondents believe that
China has a responsibility and must provide foreign aid, while a small minority (5%) believe
that China is neither responsible for nor should provide foreign aid. Taken together, these

distributions suggest generally positive baseline attitudes toward Chinese foreign aid.

Table 2: Determinants of Pre-Treatment Support for Chinese Foreign Aid

(1) (2) 3)
FA News Exposure 0.118***  0.068***  0.063***
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017)
FA Estimate - Accurate 0.058 0.024 0.024
(0.044)  (0.044)  (0.044)
FA Estimate - Over —0.018 —0.050 —0.036
(0.040)  (0.040)  (0.040)
Nationalism 0.062** 0.066**
(0.022)  (0.022)
Life Satisfaction 0.232%*%*  (.232%**
(0.025)  (0.026)
Political Interest 0.105%**  0.117***
(0.026)  (0.026)
Political Knowledge —0.014 0.017
(0.038)  (0.038)
CCP Member 0.097** 0.115**
(0.036)  (0.037)
Male —0.080**
(0.029)
Age —0.007***
(0.002)
College —0.006
(0.040)
Income 0.007
(0.012)
Large City Residence —0.106***
(0.030)
Num.Obs. 2935 2930 2927
R2 0.018 0.068 0.081

Note: OLS coefficients reported. Standard errors in parentheses. + p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01,
K p < 0.001.

Table 2 examines the correlates of baseline support for Chinese foreign aid. The models
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include three sets of predictors: foreign aid information and knowledge, political attributes,
and demographic characteristics. Among the foreign aid information and knowledge variables,
exposure to news about foreign aid emerges as a strong positive correlate of support for
Chinese foreign aid. Respondents who report more frequent exposure to foreign aid-related
news express significantly higher levels of support. This association is consistent with the
broader argument that information environments shape how citizens evaluate aid. By contrast,
neither accurate knowledge of foreign aid levels nor overestimation of aid significantly predicts
support, contrary to conventional expectations.

Turning to political attributes, nationalism, life satisfaction, and political interest are
all positively and statistically significantly associated with support for Chinese foreign aid.
Individuals who are more nationalistic, more satisfied with their lives, and more politically
engaged are more likely to endorse foreign aid initiatives. Political knowledge, however,
is not significantly related to support, whereas Chinese Communist Party membership is
positively associated with pro-foreign aid attitudes. These patterns demonstrate that foreign
aid attitudes in China are connected to national identity, regime evaluation, and political
engagement.

Finally, demographic characteristics exhibit meaningful variation in support for foreign
aid. Men, younger respondents, and residents of metropolitan areas are significantly less
supportive of Chinese foreign aid than women, older individuals, and those living in rural or
smaller urban areas. College education and income are negatively associated with support for

foreign aid, although these effects do not reach conventional levels of statistical significance.
5.3 Causal Effects of Aid Propaganda Frames

Figure 4 reports adjusted treatment effects on the composite support index. The estimates
come from a model that includes frame indicators and adjusts for source labeling, pretreatment
support, foreign aid news exposure, perceived aid amount, political interest, life satisfaction,
political knowledge, party membership, gender, age, education, urban residence, and income.

With the pure and statistic control groups as the reference category, the treatment coefficients
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Figure 4: Effects of Propaganda Frames on Composite Foreign Aid Support

therefore estimate the average effect of receiving a substantive official aid frame relative to
receiving no evaluative justification for aid.”

The results provide causal evidence that official aid frames can increase support for
Chinese foreign aid. The economic benefit frame has a positive and statistically significant
effect, consistent with H2. This indicates that respondents become more supportive when
foreign aid is presented as generating economic returns for China through firms, employment,
market access, and industrial upgrading. Among the political gain frames, the geopolitical
competition and foreign praise messages also increase support, and the global leadership
frame is positive though somewhat weaker. These results support H3 and show that aid is
persuasive when framed as strengthening China’s international influence, strategic position,

and global recognition.

"The estimated effect of the foreign aid statistic, relative to the pure control condition, is not statistically
distinguishable from zero. The framing effects shown in Figure A.2 remain substantively similar when the
pure control condition serves as the sole reference category and when covariates are omitted, although
both robustness checks yield greater uncertainty due to reduced sample size and the absence of statistical
adjustment, respectively. Figure A.3 presents the framing effects for the individual aid support measures.
These results closely mirror the main findings, except that the economic benefit frame fails to increase aid
support when respondents are primed to consider domestic tradeoffs.
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The humanitarian responsibility frame has a smaller and statistically weaker effect, provid-
ing less consistent support for H4. This suggests that moral appeals are not the most powerful
way to increase support for Chinese foreign aid in this sample, even though humanitarian
themes are prominent in official discourse. Respondents appear more responsive to frames
that connect aid to national material interest, geopolitical competition, or international
recognition. Put differently, foreign aid becomes more persuasive when helping others is
presented as also serving China.

The estimated effects are modest, approximately one-tenth of a standard deviation for the
strongest frames. This magnitude should be interpreted in light of the high baseline support
documented above. Many respondents already believe that Chinese foreign aid benefits both
China and recipient countries, and many have previously encountered foreign-aid news. In

such a context, a one-time message is unlikely to produce large shifts.
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Figure 5: Heterogeneous Treatment Effects by News Exposure

Figure 5 evaluates this saturation implication by pooling the substantive foreign aid frames
and estimating their effect across levels of pretreatment foreign aid news exposure. As shown,

the pooled frame effect is largest among respondents who report never encountering foreign
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aid news, reaching roughly 0.2 standard deviations, and becomes smaller among respondents
with more frequent exposure. This pattern is consistent with cumulative pretreatment and
information saturation: respondents who have already encountered official aid narratives
appear less responsive to an additional message, whereas less-exposed respondents are
more movable. The finding supports the broader argument that state-managed information
environments shape aid attitudes not only through immediate persuasion, but also through
prior exposure that is already incorporated into baseline opinion.

Because the sample is not nationally representative, we examine whether the pooled
frame effect differs across major respondent groups and pretreatment attitudes. Table A.7
reports adjusted effects separately by age, education, residence, pretreatment foreign-aid
support, and nationalism. The estimates are exploratory rather than definitive moderation
tests. They suggest somewhat larger effects among respondents without college education,
large-city respondents, and respondents who reported lower nationalism.

An emerging line of research emphasizes the role of source cues in shaping how political
messages are received (e.g., Arnon et al. 2023; Shen et al. 2025; Arnold et al. 2021). In
authoritarian settings, state media source labels function as a heuristic that cues propaganda,
prompting audiences to discount or resist the content regardless of its substantive framing
(Stockmann 2013; Rahmani 2025). Rather than enhancing credibility, such labels activate
skepticism by highlighting government control over information and the regime’s incentives
to engage in strategic persuasion. Applied to foreign aid frames, these insights suggest
that revealing state media as sources of the frames may weaken their persuasive potential.
Table A.6 reports the pooled frame effect separately for vignettes with and without source
attribution. The frame effect is positive in both subsets and statistically significant for labeled
frames. However, the labeled-minus-unlabeled difference is small and statistically indistin-
guishable from zero. This weakens the negative source-attribution expectation identified in
the authoritarian propaganda literature.

Finally, the survey asked respondents to provide open-ended comments on Chinese foreign
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aid. These comments help interpret how respondents reason about aid. Around 48.6%
of participants provided substantive comments, of which the majority (73%) expressed
support or conditional support, often emphasizing economic benefits, international status, or
humanitarian responsibility.® By contrast, 22% expressed either conditional or unconditional
opposition, citing domestic inequality and poverty as issues that should be addressed before
extending foreign aid. These respondents also emphasized that aid should be limited in scale
and demonstrably effective. The presence of critical and conditional comments suggests that
some respondents were willing to articulate reservations in the survey context. Nevertheless,
the open-ended responses cannot rule out preference falsification, since the design does not
include a list experiment, endorsement experiment, or other indirect measure capable of
identifying hidden opposition. We therefore treat social desirability as a limitation of the
experiment.

In sum, the experiment shows that one-shot exposure to foreign aid frames can increase
domestic support for Chinese foreign aid. Economic and political frames are especially
effective, while humanitarian framing is comparatively weaker. The effects are modest but
meaningful in light of high baseline support and substantial prior exposure to foreign aid
information. Consistent with the logic of cumulative pretreatment saturation, the frames
are most persuasive among respondents with little prior exposure to foreign aid news. The
evidence also suggests that these effects are not confined to a single demographic subgroup
and are not clearly weakened by explicit attribution to state media. Together, the results
support the paper’s central argument: state-managed information can shape public support
for foreign aid by linking overseas assistance to domestic benefit, national status, and moral

responsibility.

8We use GPT-5-mini to classify each substantive comment into five categories: support, conditional sup-
port (generally supportive with conditions), neutral, conditional oppose (generally opposed unless certain
conditions are met), and oppose.
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6 Discussion

Foreign aid is a domestic political problem as well as an international policy instrument.
Donor governments must justify why public resources should be spent abroad, especially
when citizens perceive unmet needs at home. Existing research has shown that, in democratic
donor countries, foreign aid is vulnerable to public skepticism, fiscal misperceptions, partisan
contestation, and populist claims that overseas assistance diverts resources from domestic
citizens (Gilens 2001; Heinrich et al. 2021; Milner and Tingley 2010, 2015; Prather 2024;
Scotto et al. 2017). This article extends that debate to authoritarian donor states by asking
how a government with extensive control over the information environment shapes domestic
support for costly international engagement.

The central argument is that authoritarian information environments can reduce the
domestic legitimacy costs of foreign aid by repeatedly defining overseas assistance as nationally
beneficial, strategically valuable, and morally appropriate. In such settings, state media
supplies a durable repertoire of pro-aid frames, and short exposure to those frames increases
expressed aid support, especially among less-exposed respondents.

The empirical evidence supports this interpretation. The People’s Daily analysis shows
that Chinese official aid discourse has evolved over eight decades. Mao-era coverage emphasized
socialist internationalism, anti-imperial struggle, Third World friendship, and national identity.
Reform-era and contemporary coverage increasingly incorporated the language of projects,
infrastructure, technical cooperation, agriculture, medical assistance, and implementation.
Under Xi Jinping, official aid discourse combines these registers. It presents aid as concrete
development cooperation while also connecting it to China’s renewed global role, diplomatic
influence, and humanitarian responsibility. The topic-modeling evidence further shows that
contemporary aid coverage clusters around development and economic cooperation, political
gain and international status, and humanitarianism and global health.

The survey experiment shows that foreign aid propaganda frames can increase support

for Chinese foreign aid at the margin. Frames emphasizing economic benefits, geopolitical
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competition, and foreign praise are especially effective, while humanitarian framing is weaker.
The experiment also provides evidence consistent with cumulative saturation. Framing effects
are largest among respondents who report little or no prior exposure to foreign-aid news and
smaller among those with more frequent exposure. This pattern suggests that prior exposure
to official narratives is already incorporated into baseline opinion.

These findings qualify the idea that authoritarian donor states like China can enjoy a
domestic legitimation advantage over democratic donors. China’s authoritarian institutions
reduce some electoral constraints, and its state-managed media environment allows official
narratives to be supplied more consistently than in pluralistic media systems. But public
support is not unconditional. The survey shows that many respondents support aid only under
certain circumstances, and open-ended comments reveal concerns about poverty, inequality,
fiscal constraints, and domestic welfare. Chinese foreign aid remains politically sustainable
only insofar as the state can continue to persuade domestic audiences that overseas assistance
serves Chinese interests as well as recipient needs. If economic pressure, unemployment, local
fiscal stress, or welfare demands become more salient, aid may become more vulnerable to
domestic criticism.

The international implications are significant. For recipient countries, Chinese aid and
development cooperation may appear more insulated from the electoral cycles and partisan
reversals that affect democratic donors. Yet the domestic politics of Chinese aid still matter. If
Chinese leaders must justify aid to a more economically anxious public, they may favor projects
that are easier to defend at home, such as visible infrastructure, emergency humanitarian
assistance, projects involving Chinese firms, assistance that generates diplomatic gratitude,
or programs that can be framed as advancing national status. Recipient-country access to
Chinese assistance may therefore depend not only on geopolitics, recipient demand, or Chinese
financial capacity, but also on the domestic narratives through which Chinese policymakers
legitimate overseas spending.

For democratic donors, the findings underscore that the politics of aid competition are not
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only about budgets, institutions, or project quality. They are also about domestic consent.
Western governments that seek to sustain development cooperation must explain why aid
serves national interests and global responsibilities without allowing foreign assistance to be
framed solely as a costly transfer to outsiders. Foreign aid is more politically durable when
citizens understand why helping abroad is compatible with priorities at home.

The article also contributes to research on authoritarian propaganda. Studies of propa-
ganda often focus on whether a particular message persuades, backfires, or signals regime
strength. The evidence here suggests that propaganda should also be studied as a cumulative
information environment. In domains where citizens have limited direct experience, such
as foreign aid, repeated official narratives can define what the policy is, whom it benefits,
and what it signifies. A one-time message may produce only modest effects in part because
prior exposure has already shaped attitudes. Future research should therefore examine both
immediate persuasion and long-run narrative saturation, especially in policy areas where
authoritarian governments seek to justify costly or externally oriented commitments.

Several limitations remain. First, the survey sample represents Chinese Internet users
rather than the entire Chinese population. Second, the experiment estimates the marginal
effect of one-shot frames, not the full causal effect of China’s propaganda system. Third,
social desirability may inflate expressed support for foreign aid, and the survey does not
include an indirect measure of hidden opposition. Fourth, the text analysis captures official
media discourse, not the full range of information citizens encounter through social media,
interpersonal discussion, commercial media, censorship, or unofficial criticism.

These limitations point to several directions for future research. One priority is to use
indirect questioning designs to estimate hidden opposition to foreign aid in authoritarian
settings. Another is to examine how official aid narratives circulate beyond People’s Daily,
especially unofficial ones on social media and short-video platforms. Future work could also
compare China with other authoritarian donors, including Russia and the Gulf monarchies,

to assess whether different regimes use similar strategies to legitimate external assistance.
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Finally, researchers should examine how changing domestic economic conditions affect public
tolerance for aid. If citizens become more concerned about domestic welfare, the effectiveness

of national interest frames may become even more important.
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Online Appendix
A1l Appendix for Study 1: Corpus Construction, Validation, and Text Analysis
A1l.1 Classifying and Validating Chinese Foreign Aid Coverage in People’s Daily

This appendix describes the procedure used to identify People’s Daily articles that discuss
Chinese outgoing foreign aid. The raw source contains 2,014,046 records across 80 yearly
files from 1946 to 2025. After normalization and exact duplicate removal, the working corpus
contains 1,995,242 unique newspaper articles.

The central goal is to identify articles in which Chinese outgoing foreign aid is either
the primary focus or a substantively discussed part of the story. We use a staged high-
recall corpus-construction process rather than a single keyword search or single-pass LLM
classification. The workflow first expands historically variable aid vocabulary, then retrieves
a deliberately broad candidate pool, then uses active learning to screen likely positives, and
finally applies a relevance-depth classification rule that excludes passing mentions while
retaining articles where Chinese outgoing aid is either the primary topic or a substantive
component of the article.

One major challenge is that the meaning and language of Chinese foreign aid evolve
over time. In earlier historical periods, Chinese foreign aid often served ideological purposes
and was frequently framed as an expression of anti-colonial struggle, socialist solidarity,
or political support for newly independent postcolonial societies. Foreign-aid articles from
these periods are therefore likely to employ ideological and diplomatic language, emphasizing
anti-colonialism, anti-imperialism, national liberation, Third World friendship, and opposition
to Western influence. More recent discussions of foreign aid tend to adopt a more pragmatic
vocabulary, focusing on infrastructure development, poverty alleviation, medical assistance,
technical cooperation, public health, and humanitarian relief.

To address this temporal variation, we divide the corpus into six historical periods
for retrieval, semantic expansion, and validation: 1946-1965, 1966-1978, 1979-1991, 1992
2000, 2001-2012, and 2013-2025. The period boundaries broadly correspond to major
transformations in China’s political economy and foreign-policy discourse. This periodization
allows the retrieval process to adapt to historical variation in language use while preventing
training and validation samples from being disproportionately drawn from more recent,
higher-volume years.

We then built a temporal semantic expansion pipeline before document retrieval. For each
historical period, we tokenize article titles and bodies using jieba with manually curated
aid-related phrase dictionaries and period-specific phrase dictionaries. The tokenized corpus
is used to train separate skip-gram word2vec models for each historical period. The semantic
expansion stage begins with a set of core aid concepts, including general terms such as %
B, BREE, 8240, BT8R, NGE, R, and EITRA, as well as phrase-level concepts such as Xf#p
=B, Vst TR, (RS mA, TR, IMEITIN, and NGB T ). For each
concept and period, we extract the top 50 nearest neighbors, resulting in an ontology of 1,991
terms related to Chinese foreign aid across the periods.

The nearest-neighbor outputs are converted into a retrieval ontology. Candidate terms
are aggregated by source concept, historical period, cosine similarity, rank, frequency, and
period coverage. A deterministic review layer assigns each candidate term to one of five



labels: CORE_INCLUDE, SUPPORT_INCLUDE, DOWNWEIGHT, ANALYSIS_.ONLY,
EXCLUDE. The ontology review file contains 1,991 reviewed terms. In the production retrieval
configuration, 19 terms are treated as CORE_INCLUDE, 128 as SUPPORT _INCLUDE, 1,762
as DOWNWEIGHT, 42 as ANALYSIS_ONLY, and 40 as EXCLUDE, supplemented by 52
default exclusion terms. The review process is intentionally conservative: ontology labels are
used for high-recall candidate generation, not for final article classification.

We next use the ontology to construct a high-recall candidate pool. Retrieval is performed
with an ontology-weighted BM25 model over article titles and bodies. Let ¢ index ontology
terms and d index articles. For each term, we compute a weighted score:

Sta = wey - 1df(t) [Br - BM25(t fly, |dr|) + Bp - BM25(t 5, |dgl)]

where £(t) is the ontology label, ¢ ftT gandt ffd are title and body term frequencies, and Sr and
Bp are field boosts. Production retrieval uses BM25 parameters k; = 1.5, b = 0.75, title boost
Br = 2.0, and body boost Sz = 1.0. Ontology-label weights are 5.0 for CORE_INCLUDE;,
1.0 for SUPPORT_INCLUDE, and 0.25 for both DOWNWEIGHT and ANALYSIS_ONLY.
Terms labeled EXCLUDE are not positive retrieval terms. Instead, they produce diagnostic
exclusion hits and a configurable score penalty. In the production run, hard exclusion is
disabled so that borderline articles are not permanently discarded at the retrieval stage.
The article-level raw score is:
Sp =" Su.

ted

The adjusted score subtracts exclusion penalties:
SV = grew _ \E,

where F, is the count of matched exclusion terms and A = 1.0. The retrieval system preserves
matched terms, ontology labels, core/support/downweight hits, analysis-only hits, exclusion
hits, and source shard metadata for downstream annotation.

This candidate-generation stage is deliberately permissive. Across the full 1,995,242-article
corpus, 1,507,479 articles matched at least one positive ontology term and were scored. The
retrieval stage wrote 1,497,690 candidate articles, including 1,097,520 articles matched only
through downweighted or analysis-only vocabulary. These articles are not interpreted as
positives. They form a high-recall search space for supervised classification and later LLM
adjudication.

Because BM25 retrieval is high recall but low precision, we trained lightweight classifiers
to identify likely Chinese outgoing foreign-aid articles within the BM25 candidate pool.
We first drew a stratified annotation sample of 1,000 articles from the candidate pool and
a noncandidate recall-audit pool. The initial sample was stratified by BM25 confidence,
ontology match type, historical period, and exclusion hits.

The first-stage annotation scheme uses three categories: positive, negative, and ambiguous.
An article is classified as positive if it substantively concerns China providing aid or foreign
assistance to foreign countries, regions, international organizations, or other overseas recipients.
The negative category includes unrelated articles, articles concerning only non-Chinese donors,
domestic welfare or disaster-relief activities, cases in which China is the aid recipient, and



discussions of diplomacy or international cooperation that do not involve clearly identifiable
aid activities. The ambiguous category is reserved for articles whose relevance cannot be
determined with confidence because they fall near the conceptual boundary of foreign aid.
For model training and evaluation, ambiguous cases are treated as non-positive by default,
while being retained as a separate category for diagnostic analysis.

We trained two supervised classifiers: balanced logistic regression and balanced linear
SVM. Both use the same feature builder. Textual features include character TF-IDF features
over the combined title and body, word-level TF-IDF features from jieba tokens, title-only
character TF-IDF, and body-only character TF-IDF. Structured features include BM25 raw
and adjusted scores, BM25 percentile, exclusion penalty, exclusion hit count, counts of core,
support, downweight, and analysis-only matches, historical period, BM25 sampling stratum,
ontology cluster, and selected high-value matched terms.

We then ran six rounds of active learning, accumulating 3,400 unique articles in the
training set. Each round selected additional rows using model uncertainty, logistic/SVM
disagreement, likely false-positive regions, likely false-negative regions, and period-balancing
needs. A separate 600-row threshold-calibration audit evaluates recall at different logistic-
regression thresholds. Using the round-six model, a threshold of 0.25 achieves a recall of
0.988 on the calibration sample. We therefore use prg > 0.25 as the production screening
threshold. Applied to the 1,497,690 BM25 candidates, this threshold yields 26,587 unique
articles for final LLM-based relevance-depth classification.

The final classification stage distinguishes articles in which foreign aid is a central topic
from those that merely mention it in passing. The 26,587 model-screened articles are classified
using DeepSeek-V4-Pro, one of the leading LLMs with advanced Chinese language capabilities.
The prompt assigns each article to one of four categories: primary aid, substantive aid, passing
mention, and out of scope. An article is classified as primary aid when its main focus is China
acting as a donor or provider of foreign assistance. Substantive aid is assigned when Chinese
foreign aid is not the article’s primary topic but receives meaningful discussion through a
specific project, policy, aid package, medical mission, training program, concessional loan,
debt-relief measure, or similar form of assistance. Passing mention refers to articles in which
Chinese foreign aid is mentioned only briefly or incidentally. Finally, out of scope is assigned
when an article is not genuinely about China providing aid to foreign recipients. The model is
prompted not to treat ordinary commercial investment, trade, construction contracts, export
credits, general Belt and Road activities, diplomacy, friendship, or broad forms of cooperation
as aid unless the article explicitly characterizes the activity as aid, assistance, a donation, a
grant, relief, concessional finance, or foreign assistance. China must be the donor or provider,
and the recipient must be foreign.

We define the main aid corpus as all articles classified as either primary aid or substantive
atd. This procedure yields 10,406 unique articles, including 5,078 primary aid articles and
5,328 substantive aid articles. Articles classified as passing mention or out of scope are
excluded from the final corpus.

To validate DeepSeek’s labeling against an independent LLM, we used the 600-article
stratified validation sample: 300 articles were drawn from the selected main corpus, split
evenly between primary aid and substantive aid, and 300 were drawn from not-selected
articles, including screened out of scope, screened passing mention, near-threshold regression
candidates, and broad-term non-screened recall-audit articles. Both models labeled the



same 600 articles with the same aid-relevance prompt, and we collapsed the labels into a
binary selected /not-selected outcome, where primary aid and substantive aid were treated as
selected, while passing mention and out of scope were treated as not selected. Under this
binary comparison, the two models agreed on 89.7% of articles. Treating the independent
LLM as the validation reference, DeepSeek achieved 86.2% precision, 88.4% recall, and 87.3%
F1, indicating strong agreement for the main corpus inclusion decision.



A1.2 Ideological and Pragmatic Keywords in Foreign Aid Coverage

Table A.1: Dictionary Terms for Ideological and Pragmatic Narratives

Theme (Topic No.)

Dictionary Terms

Development, Infrastructure, and Economic Cooperation

Infrastructure Construction and
Local Development Projects (T1)
South-South Cooperation, Cli-
mate, and Global Development
(T8)

Agricultural Technology and Food
Security (T11)

China-Africa Forums and Devel-
opment Partnerships (T13)
Trade, Investment, and Regional
Economic Cooperation (T15)

ML, R, BRAFE], AF], #8, Ak, —& JTL,
TR, AN B E%, K

S, R AR, 22, AR, ZBRERK, £ REI,
tn, AN, KERAER, BirxRalE, HER, LK

KA, 2858, RIS, P&, AT, FiE, RUVBOR, fikkd,
R, R, ARk, T

FEY, B, gy, SHE, BHL, Bk ER, M2, KRS,
Wiz, REMULIL, §RIL, Hitk

W, L, B 5, B, 25, 8O, B8 KT, BHY,
HiE, Pk, 87

Political, Diplomatic, and Security Gains

Sovereignty, Mutual Support, and
Bilateral Political Ties (T2)
Regional Partnership, Peacekeep-
ing, and Social Assistance in Asia
(T5)

Conflict, Security, and Humanitar-
ian Diplomacy (T7)

Global Leadership and Civiliza-
tional Discourse (T12)

Pacific Islands, Bilateral Friend-
ship, and Cultural Diplomacy
(T14)

EM, Mg, 1B5E, fovf, I, ME, it 4E, B,
JE], S, EH

WU, 5, dE, 0, 19k, B, B, RE,
JUE, gifa), B=0F, 3%

7591, BENHE, FETT, BEiE, SO, R, &
R, BE, b, wEE, B W]

ML, #7=, BAE, AL, ARamizdtFiE, AR, it
F, amiz, N, KE, £3Kr77, >JiF

By, K, 2B0F, B, fLT, PR, BB, P30 A
3, W, BEEE, RELAR

Humanitarianism and Global Health

West African Medical Teams and
Infectious Disease Response (T3)
PPE, Medical Supplies, and Ex-
pert Teams during Covid-19 (T4)
Peace Ark, Naval Medical Mis-
sions, and Clinical Care (T6)
Vaccine Diplomacy and Global
Health Governance (T9)

Disaster Relief and Post-Disaster
Reconstruction (T10)

FENA &, JLANILE, FICEE, gy, B, 1k, EX,
IR, A, BES5, 2Rk, 5

HE, ZFI/RYENL, W&, BT, TXKH, BAH, B
77, A, B, B, v, AR

MRER R, W, RN, PE, TR, B, IRE EAE,
FHEER, BF, HNE, 8

FEE, BUERCH, M, BT, TS, 23R, 295, A
S MR, A DAEANA, i, 5D

Kig, RIA/R, R, KIX, Bk, FEETE, IS, o
JRZR, X9, B, L HHE, 5™




A1.3 Chinese FREX Keywords from 15 STM Topics in Aid News

Table A.2: Chinese FREX Keywords from 15 STM Topics in Aid News, 2013-2025

Category Theme (Topic No.)

Representative Keywords (Chinese FREX Terms)

Development, Infrastructure, and Economic Cooperation

Infrastructure Construction and Local Development
Projects (T1)

South-South Cooperation, Climate, and Global
Development (T8)
Agricultural Technology and Food Security (T11)

China-Africa Forums and Development Partnerships
(T13)
Trade, Investment, and Regional Economic Cooperation

(T15)

WEL, I, HIRAR], AR, 25, Ak, —BE, T L, T, A%,

WL KLY

SR, AR, I, VR, ZOBEIR, AR, G, HIF,

KIEPER, ERZREATE, MR, LK

KA, 38, RE, T8, i, FiE, fROLER, Tl &7, RiE,

gl e

JEP, mEE, Ingh, DHE RRLGIE, SRBEEREE, WS, KBS, 1BIR, RE

ML, BRI, Wit

g% WL, 5, L, A, B, B8 KT, B, B, L,
=

Political, Diplomatic, and Security Gains

Sovereignty, Mutual Support, and Bilateral Political
Ties (T2)

Regional Partnership, Peacekeeping, and Social
Assistance in Asia (T5)

Conflict, Security, and Humanitarian Diplomacy (T7)

Global Leadership and Civilizational Discourse (T12)

Pacific Islands, Bilateral Friendship, and Cultural
Diplomacy (T14)

gﬁg HMad, BE, 5, 20, HE, St g7, B, E, S,
PRI, S, dER, el d%, M, JEAW, RE, JLE, i,

BB, HE

Tift, BT, BRI, BEHE, FUFIL, MR, XK, RE, N

W, g, A H, 7]

AR, F72, JPBIE, S5, AFKamstRE g, AR, R, ans, A

R, KE, £¥kE71, >

B[, AP, 3BT, @5, L, E, BEE, T30 A3 WG, BE
P, mE AR

Humanitarianism and Global Health

West African Medical Teams and Infectious Disease
Response (T3)

PPE, Medical Supplies, and Expert Teams during
Covid-19 (T4)

Peace Ark, Naval Medical Missions, and Clinical Care
(T6)

Vaccine Diplomacy and Global Health Governance (T9)

Disaster Relief and Post-Disaster Reconstruction (T10)

FERAM G, JLNIE, M HCELE, B, B, Pk, X, R, BAA,
[E55, 2k, $-5h

FE, SRR, R, EEITIIBE, TR, ORI, B, A,

B, B, fud, Ak

TP H%, 1BE, R, FIE, FA, BB, BRE BE, FA0EK,
BE, ANE, BB

FEH, B, HeRh, DRR, TG, 4Bk, ST, AL, gAY,
FIAEHEAR, Ean, 2

Rt RIHR, R, RIX, UK, JEREEE, INEEIEL, JEINE R, XX

v, B8, L HHE, wT

Note: Keywords are the top FREX terms from the context-window STM estimated on foreign-aid-related

People’s Daily coverage from 2013 to 2025.



A2 Appendix for Study 2: Survey Experiment on Foreign Aid Frames
A2.1 Experiment Power Analysis and Balance Table

Power analysis was conducted using pilot data for the main outcome on support for Chinese
foreign aid. We defined the primary treatment as foreign aid frames and computed the
outcome standard deviation from the pilot sample (SD = 2.01). The primary calculation
targeted 80% power to detect a substantively meaningful detectable effect of 0.4 points on
the 0-10 scale (standardized effect size d = 0.4/2.01). Under these assumptions, the required
sample size is 396 participants per arm, yielding a total required sample of 2,772 participants.
To allow for minor deviations from these assumptions, we plan to recruit 3,000 participants.
The power curve is provided in Figure A.1 to illustrate sensitivity to sample size.

Pilot outcome SD = 2.01, Meaningful Effect Size = 0.4, Alpha = 0.05

1.0
-
Size = 396
—
<
2 06
s
0.41
0.2
250 500 750 1000

Sample Size per Arm with 7 Arms

Figure A.1: Power Curve Based on Pilot Experiment



Table A.3: Covariate Balance by Treatment Status

Control / Economic Global Geopolitical Foreign Humanitarian  p value
Statistic Frame Leadership  Competi- Praise Frame
(N=853) (N=415) (N=422) tion (N=419) (N=423)
(N=417)
Gender 0.880
N-Miss 0 0 2 0 0 1
Female 464 (54.4%) 221 (53.3%) 223 (53.1%) 228 (54.7%) 221 (52.7%) 239 (56.6%)
Male 389 (45.6%) 194 (46.7%) 197 (46.9%) 189 (45.3%) 198 (47.3%) 183 (43.4%)
Age 0.097
Mean (SD) 32.669 31.892 31.398 32.273 32.609 31.766 (8.349)
(8.723) (8.164) (7.763) (8.380) (8.302)
Education 0.997
No College 154 (18.1%) 73 (17.6%) 76 (18.0%) 79 (18.9%) 76 (18.1%) 75 (17.7%)
College 699 (81.9%) 342 (82.4%) 346 (82.0%) 338 (81.1%) 343 (81.9%) 348 (82.3%)
Income 0.618
Mean (SD) 1.782 1.773 1.739 1.683 1.850 1.768 (1.296)
(1.342) (1.375) (1.347) (1.235) (1.397)
Geography 0.607
Rural or small 403 (47.2%) 177 (42.7%) 200 (47.4%) 203 (48.7%) 197 (47.0%) 199 (47.0%)
city
Large city 450 (52.8%) 238 (57.3%) 222 (52.6%) 214 (51.3%) 222 (53.0%) 224 (53.0%)
Party 0.792
Membership

Non-member
CCP member

686 (80.4%)
167 (19.6%)

343 (82.7%)
72 (17.3%)

345 (81.8%)
77 (18.2%)

340 (81.5%)
77 (18.5%)

332 (79.2%)
87 (20.8%)

348 (82.3%)
75 (17.7%)

Note: p-values are derived from Linear Model ANOVA for numeric variables and Pearson’s x? tests for categorical

variables.



A2.2 Experiment Vignette

Table A.4: Treatment Vignettes

Condition

Vignette (English Translation)

Comparison
Pure Control
Statistic Control

Null

According to customs data, in 2025 China provided approximately
RMB 4.2 billion in aid to other countries and international
organizations, accounting for about 0.015% of its total exports.

Economic Benefit
Economic Benefit

Through the in-depth implementation of foreign aid projects,
Chinese enterprises have accumulated valuable experience in fields
such as infrastructure construction, energy development, and
health care, continuously enhancing their international operational
capacity and core competitiveness. Foreign aid has increasingly
become an important channel for China to access overseas markets,
promote international production capacity cooperation, and
facilitate the optimization and upgrading of the domestic industrial
structure. It has created new growth opportunities for related
industrial and supply chains and has also provided a wide range of
overseas employment opportunities for domestic workers. Foreign
aid has thus generated tangible economic returns for China.

Political Gain
Global Leadership

China’s foreign aid serves as a symbolic demonstration of its
international leadership and governing capacity. China’s assistance
is not confined to a specific region or country; rather, it is
comprehensive and wide-ranging, presenting to the world China’s
commitment and responsibility as a major country. It reflects a
distinctive approach to major-country diplomacy with Chinese
characteristics, style, and vision. China’s foreign aid has enhanced
its soft power and international influence, enabling it to play a
more active and constructive role in global governance and
international affairs.

Continued on next page



Condition Vignette (English Translation)
Geopolitical China’s foreign aid helps strengthen its influence and
Competition competitiveness in international affairs. Historically, a series of

Foreign Praise

“development programs” proposed by some Western countries to
developing nations have often failed to address local problems
effectively and, in some cases, have even exacerbated existing
difficulties. At a time when advanced Western economies are
increasingly unable to make substantial contributions to other
countries, China’s foreign aid has brought new hope to many
recipient nations. As the global political landscape and economic
order undergo profound changes, China’s foreign aid is becoming a
new lever in its competition with Western countries.

China’s foreign aid has received widespread recognition and high
praise from governments and peoples around the world. Citizens in
recipient countries have directly experienced the positive changes
and support brought about by China’s assistance. Many have
remarked that no other country has extended help with the same
level of sincerity and persistence as China. They express heartfelt
gratitude for China’s selfless support, noting that it is precisely
this assistance that has brought new turning points and
opportunities to their lives and to their countries. People of
different nationalities and backgrounds, speaking different
languages, have voiced a shared sentiment: “Thank you, China.”

Humanitarianism
Humanitarian

China’s foreign aid has played an important and far-reaching role
in promoting socioeconomic development, improving livelihoods,
and enhancing public health in recipient countries. Through
infrastructure construction, medical assistance, and the sharing of
poverty reduction experience, China has effectively helped many
countries strengthen their capacity for independent development
and improve local living conditions. Today, as the world faces
multiple challenges and global humanitarian needs continue to rise,
China’s foreign aid not only embodies the spirit of international
humanitarianism but also promotes the principles of solidarity and
mutual assistance, injecting strong momentum into global shared
development.
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A2.3 Additional Survey Experiment Results

The main text reports the pooled-control specification because the factual-statistic condition
is not itself a persuasive frame. The supplementary analyses below show that the substantive
conclusion is not an artifact of that reference category, the composite outcome, source labeling,
or one obvious demographic subgroup.

Main Effects Table. Table A.5 reports the coefficients used to generate Figure 4.

Table A.5: Effects of Foreign Aid Frames on Public Support

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

Trt-Economic Frame

Trt-Global Leadership

Trt-Geopolitical Competition

Trt-Foreign Praise
Trt-Humanitarian Frame
Source Labeled
Pre-treatment Support
Foreign Aid Exposure
Accurate Aid Estimate
Overestimate Aid Amount
Political Interest

Life Satisfaction
Political Knowledge
CCP Member

Male

Age

College

Large City Residence
Household Income

0.057 (0.049)
0.054 (0.050)

0.088+ (0.050)

0.047 (0.053)
0.026 (0.050)

0.094* (0.037)
0.078* (0.038)
0.108** (0.038)
0.087* (0.039)
0.037 (0.038)
0.025 (0.023)
0.600%** (0.018)
0.043%* (0.015)
—0.008 (0.036)
—0.088** (0.034)
0.098%** (0.023)
0.237%** (0.024)
—0.015 (0.032)
0.118%** (0.031)
—0.055* (0.025)
—0.004** (0.002)
—0.037 (0.034)
0.006 (0.025)
0.047%%* (0.011)

0.220* (0.091)
0.182+ (0.097)
0.197* (0.092)
0.246* (0.097)
0.116 (0.092)
0.019 (0.058)
1.442%** (0.051)
0.102*%* (0.037)
0.016 (0.090)
—0.111 (0.085)
0.289*** (0.059)
0.518*** (0.060)
0.015 (0.081)
0.258*** (0.072)
—0.239%** (0.061)
—0.012** (0.004)
0.046 (0.090)
0.091 (0.062)
0.052* (0.027)

0.149%* (0.048)
0.073 (0.046)
0.136%* (0.048)
0.073 (0.048)
0.023 (0.048)
0.030 (0.029)
0.586*** (0.019)
0.058** (0.019)
—0.022 (0.046)
—0.081+ (0.043)
0.049+ (0.028)
0.127%%* (0.029)
0.036 (0.039)
0.111%* (0.040)
—0.013 (0.031)

—0.008*** (0.002)

—0.057 (0.043)
0.012 (0.032)
0.036%* (0.013)

0.050 (0.148)
0.192 (0.154)
0.242 (0.148)
0.185 (0.148)
0.085 (0.144)
0.097 (0.091)
1.373%** (0.059)
0.050 (0.058)
—0.024 (0.140)
—0.359%* (0.128)
0.294%* (0.090)
0.930%** (0.091)
—0.260* (0.126)
0.317%* (0.121)
—0.101 (0.097)
0.003 (0.006)
—0.207 (0.130)
—0.114 (0.098)
0.222%%* (0.041)

Outcome
Num.Obs.
R2

Composite Support
2949

0.001

Composite Support
2927

0.446

General FA Support

0.428

Increase FA Amount

0.303

FA-Domestic Trade-off

0.259

Note: OLS coeflicients reported. Standard errors in parentheses.

Alternative Model Specifications. Figure A.2 reports estimates when covariates are
unadjusted and when the pure control condition alone is used as the reference category. The
substantive pattern remains similar to the pooled-reference specification in the main text.
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Note: Points indicate OLS estimates. Thick black intervals show 90% confidence
intervals, and thin gray intervals show 95% confidence intervals, based on het-
eroskedasticity robust standard errors.

Figure A.2: Effects of Propaganda Frames with Unadjusted Models and Pure Control

Component Outcomes. Figure A.3 reports estimates separately for the composite index
and its three component outcomes. The component effects resemble the composite effects.
Interestingly, the treatment effect of the economic benefit frame is nullified when the outcome
measure explicitly primes domestic trade-offs associated with foreign aid. Although this result
differs from the positive effect found for the composite measure, it is nevertheless consistent
with the theoretical expectation that individuals are concerned about the economic and
domestic costs of foreign aid. By highlighting the domestic trade-offs involved, the outcome
measure appears to make these costs more salient, thereby undermining public support for
foreign aid.
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Figure A.3: Effects of Propaganda Frames with Subcomponents of Aid Support Index

Source-label sensitivity. Table A.6 reports the pooled frame effect separately for vignettes
with and without People’s Daily source attribution. The source-label interaction is small and
statistically imprecise, supporting the main-text decision to adjust for source labeling rather
than foreground it as a separate mechanism.

Table A.6: Pooled Frame Effects by Source Label

Source Label N Estimate SE 95% CI p-value
Unlabeled 1466 0.067 0.036 [-0.003, 0.138] 0.062
Labeled 1461 0.099 0.037 [0.027,0.171]  0.007

Difference (Labeled - Unlabeled) 2927 0.034 0.051 [-0.067, 0.134] 0.513

Subgroup sensitivity. Table A.7 reports exploratory subgroup estimates by age, education,
residence, pretreatment foreign-aid support, and nationalism. These are not confirmatory
moderation tests, but they help assess whether the average pooled frame effect is concentrated
in one obvious respondent group.
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Table A.7: Subgroup Sensitivity of Pooled Foreign Aid Frame Effects

Subgroup Level N Estimate SE 95% CI

Age 18-29 1189 0.057 0.038 [-0.018, 0.133]
30+ 1738 0.093 0.034 [0.026, 0.161]

Education No College 524 0.145 0.067 [0.013, 0.277]
College 2403 0.068 0.028 [0.013, 0.122]

Residence Rural or small city 1364 0.056 0.038 [-0.019, 0.131]
Large city 1563  0.099 0.035 [0.031, 0.167]

Pretreatment support Lower (< 4) 544 0.096 0.075 [-0.052, 0.243]
Higher (> 5) 2383 0.075 0.026 [0.024, 0.126]

Nationalism Disagree 319 0.200 0.080 [0.043, 0.357]
Agree 2608 0.069 0.027 [0.015, 0.122]
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