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Abstract 

In 2013, Chinese president, Xi Jinping, announced the Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI) to his audience in Kazakhstan. He stated that this will involve 

the construction of roads, railways, and even special trade corridors, among 

others along the ancient Silk Road in a bid to foster economic, political, and 

social relationship between China and partner countries. This paper focuses 

on analyzing how leading newspapers in Nigeria, Malaysia, and Vietnam, 

namely The Sun, Vanguard, The Punch, The Nation, New Straits Times, Malay 

Mail, Business Insider, The Star, Saigon Times and Vietnamnet Bridge, have 

framed and communicated this multi-national project to their various 

audiences six years after Xi’s announcement. Working on 200 editorial 

contents published between May 2017 and March 2019 across the selected 

newspapers, this explores how they framed BRI. We found that while most of 

the reports have framed BRI positively, others are framed to reflect cautious 

optimism. We suggest that BRI managers should take necessary steps to 

engage the media, policy makers, and other stakeholders to properly educate 

them on the vision and mission of the initiative.  

Keywords: BRI framing, Economic corridor, Mutual benefit 

 

Introduction 

At Nazarbayev University, Astana, Kazakhstan, in 2013, President Xi 

Jinping, unveiled the Belt and Road initiative (BRI). He said the multibillion 

dollar initiative was meant to boost infrastructure, create employment, 

enhance economic growth, and promote people-to-people exchanges among 
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subscribing nations. BRI was part of the Resolution of the Third Plenum of 

the 18th Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. Thus, the document 

encapsulates China’s drive for comprehensive reforms. 

The BRI aims to follow ancient Silk Road, a major trading route 

between China and other parts of the world, connecting countries along the 

route with roads, bridges, railways, as well as creating special trading and 

commercial corridors. It involves no fewer than 65 countries and 900 projects 

with investment estimated at $850 billion. The bulk of the project is being 

funded with a $100 billion startup domiciled at Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB). 

By attempting to revamp the Ancient silk road, according to 

Nalbantoglu (2017), China has demonstrated its understanding of the 

historical importance of the route in facilitating not only trade between the 

East and the West but also cultural, political, and social exchanges between 

the two peoples.  

Chen and Zhang (2016) stated that BRI’s strategic thinking is “all 

serve me, I serve all” rather than an attempt by China to economically 

dominate partnering countries, describing it as an attempt to more effectively 

integrate global resources and capital. Sarker, Hossin, Yin, and Sarki (2018) 

opined that by contributing to the economic development of partner countries, 

BRI could advance international peace.  

Figure 1. One Belt One Road map. Source: The Economist 
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However, BRI faces some criticisms one of which Peter (2017) alleged 

that BRI’s main objective is to help China in achieving geopolitical goals by 

economically binding her neighbors more closely to Beijing. Ivan (2015) says 

China has to do more to convince other countries that BRI is a force for good 

by being more transparent in pushing the BRI agenda. Despite criticisms, 

Seesaghur (2016) is optimistic that the initiative will facilitate China’s efforts 

to coordinate with other nations, provide financial integration, expand trade 

liberalization, and contribute to strengthening people-to-people connectivity.  

 

Literature Review 

Since Xi unveiled BRI, it has been under media scrutiny. As the 

international media coverage grows, so does its scholarly investigation. Tran 

(2018), in one of such studies, found that media framed the BRI to be mutually 

exclusive to China and her partners. The study, which focused on Radio China 

International and Voice of Vietnam, observed that while the Chinese 

broadcaster framed BRI as China’s effort to promote regional integration, the 

Voice of Vietnam framed the Initiative having considerable potential for the 

Vietnamese economy. 

Similarly, Tai (2018) examined the different lenses through which BRI 

is viewed. This included the media narrative and concluded that in many 

instances, the media had reported it with optimism. It is considered as a project 

that would be beneficial to both mainland China and Taiwan on the one hand 

and the other partners in general on the other hand. 

In a study on the place of BRI in China’s profile in international 

politics and diplomacy, Huang (2018) found that the media framed it in a 

manner that has helped to improve China‘s image in India and Pakistan by 

avoiding minimizing expressions that invoke skepticism. 

Zhang and Wu (2017) found that sometimes, in reporting BRI, western 

media tried to portray China to be forceful and domineering. In a study which 

compared the BRI coverage between China Daily and Financial Times, the 

scholars posited that in some instances, Financial Times portrayed China as a 

fearful empire to be wary of. 

Qian (2018) advised that China should engage the international media 

in more positive ways to tell BRI’s story without any bias. In a study, “China’s 

Belt and Road Initiative Through the Lens of Central Asia,” Roman and 

Overland (2019) stated that the media’s presentation of BRI had not altered 

the perception of China in Central Asian countries. The countries covered in 

the study include Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and 

Turkmenistan. As acknowledged, a substantial portion of the BRI projects will 

be located in Central Asian countries. This, however, does not change the fact 

that the image of China, as projected by the media, was dated mainly back to 
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the early 1990s when the most of the countries emerged from the defunct 

Soviet Union. 

 

Research Method and Scope 

This study used a quantitative approach to examine BRI coverage by 

online editions of major newspapers in Nigeria, Malaysia, and Vietnam. In 

Nigeria, the authors surveyed are The Nation, The Sun, Vanguard, and The 

Punch. Malaysian newspapers are the New Straits Times, Malay Mail, 

Business Insider, and The Star. For Vietnam, we studied Saigon Times and the 

Vietnamnet Bridge. Together, we studied ten newspapers involving over 200 

editorial contents. Grouping the total number of editorial contents on BRI, 

materials in three categories, positive, negative and neutral, the authors seek 

to determine how most of the reports framed the initiative. Using keywords 

such as OBOR ‘One belt one road initiative’, ‘China’s belt and road initiative’, 

‘belt and road’, ‘One belt and one road’ and ‘BRI’, the authors identified BRI-

related editorial contents through their headlines and full texts. 

Editorial content was considered neutral if the writer presented the BRI 

without injecting his or her views. On the other hand, a publication was 

considered negative if the author imposed negative views or opinion on the 

item. It was regarded as positive if it was framed and delivered in a manner 

that portrayed BRI in a positive light. The percentage representation of each 

of the sub-groups was captured using Statistical Program for Social Sciences 

(SPSS) software. The papers studied were selected based on their popularity 

in their respective countries of publication. Thus, they were published in 

English language. This study covers the period May 2017 to March 2019, 

which falls within the peak of mobilization of international support and 

resources following the 2017 BRI summit in Beijing.  

 

Purpose and Significance of Study 

This study aims to analyze the selected BRI publications i.e., the 

positive, negative or neutral presentation of the initiative. Understanding the 

framing provides an insight into how audiences perceive BRI, given the public 

opinion-shaping role of the media. We are curious about the media perception 

of the project in three countries across two continents. However, this led to the 

process of offering a simultaneous media assessment of the project in a single 

research. It not only enriches scholarly debate about the project but 

underscores the need for similar studies on media and public perception of 

multi-national projects being undertaken by governments. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Framing reveals how media practitioners influence their audience’s 

reaction to news and events. Some communications scholars argue that 
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through framing their news, the media tend to make some issue salient. 

Therefore, as Scheufele (2004) puts it, framing stresses particular objects and 

relations.  

Citing Shoemaker and Reese (1996), Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) 

posited that framing implies the modes of presentation of information that 

resonates with existing underlying schemas among their audience. This lends 

credence to the argument that framing works with existing biases in the mind 

of the audience. In framing, the communicator uses many approaches as he 

attempts to influence the audience (Moy, Tewksbury, & Rinke, 2016). They 

include phrases, images, analogy, or even metaphors. According to them, 

framing is crucial because it can influence how news audiences think about 

public affairs. This is because ‘frames have the potential to exert substantial 

influence on public opinion’. 

As a property of a message, a frame limits or defines the message’s 

meaning by shaping the inferences that individuals make about the messages 

(Hallahan, 1999). Frames reflect judgments made by the messages’ creators 

or famers. 

In objection, Cacciatore, Scheufele, and Iyengar (2016) picked holes 

in a manner where framing has overlapped with other theories such as priming. 

They were of the view that the overlap had left scholars with an incomplete 

understating of framing concept both in terms of its theoretical boundaries and 

methods of operationalization. They argued that ‘The ambiguity around the 

concept begins with a lack of consistency around how the concept is defined 

or how these definitions connect with the explanatory models underlying the 

theory’.  

According to Borah (2011), this convergence of different perspectives 

has created some form of fuzziness, avoidable by following strict 

operationalization of what framing is and what it is not. 

However, Ardevol-Abreu (2015) posits that framing is an essential 

communication tool because it draws attention to some aspects of reality at the 

expense of others. Some communication scholars say framing is always 

present in the mind of the communicator as the news is written, processed, and 

delivered to the audience. Zhang and Boukes (2019) posit that frame-setting 

processes and their effects are particularly influential in news reports about 

foreign nations because ordinary domestic audiences have little knowledge 

about international affairs. This holds lots of implications for BRI. 

 

Data Analysis 

In Nigeria, with 39%, The Nation had the highest number of BRI-

related reports while Vanguard, The Sun, and The Punch had 26%, 19%, and 

16% of the total 31 materials respectively within the period covered by this 
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study. The study found that 58% of reports positively portrayed BRI, while 

26 % are neutral and 16% framed negatively. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Positive, negative, neutral percentage share of Nigerian newspaper 

 

The findings indicate that 59% of The Nation reports framed it 

positively, 33% framed it negatively, and 8% were neutral. For instance, on 

30 April, 2018, The Nation ran a story titled: One belt, one road policy can 

boost Nigeria’s economy; Nigeria, China to sign $328m agreement on ICT. 

The Nation, 2 September, 2018, expressed what Nigeria stands to benefit from 

being BRI. Other positive reports include: Why we are interested in doing 

business with Nigeria, The Nation, 7 July 2018; $20m investment excites 

Ambode (The governor of Nigeria’s Lagos State), The Nation, 13 May 2018. 

Some of the negatively framed reports included a copy published in The 

Nation, 23 August, 2018, under the headline: China an adversary, says 

Pentagon. The report warned countries of the negative security implications 

of joining BRI. A similar negative material was published in The Nation, 29 

July, 2017 under the headline: Sri Lanka signs port deal with China. The 

material warned that a deal on Hambantota port overlooking the Indian Ocean 

would lead to Sri Lankan being turned into a Chinese colony. Others are: 

Chinese Silk Road: Debt Peonage for Nigeria, which was published on The 

Nation, 13 November 2018. It speculated that BRI is a debt trap by China for 

partner nations. Also, ‘Getting yourself out of the Chinese quagmire, The 

Nation 8 April 2018. From the neutral perspective is a report on StanCharts 

Lists gains of Chinese Currency to Nigeria. The writer of the report did inject 

personal sentiments but just an account of what transpired at a BRI-related 

event. 
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.  
Figure 3. Positive, negative, and neutral percentage representation of materials in The 

Nation 

 

The results follow a similar pattern in The Punch where 80% reports 

framed BRI positively while the remaining 20% were negative. Curiously, 

none of the reports was neutral.  

On the positive frames are: China’s belt initiative and making of new 

world order, The Punch, 23 May 2017. It argued that BRI aimed at advancing 

economic globalization and cultural diversity. Another one, ‘Nigeria, others’ 

ill gain from US-China trade war’, The Punch 17 October 2018, projected BRI 

as an opportunity to upgrade infrastructure in many countries rather than a 

neo-colonial tool. Other positively framed reports includes ‘No strings 

attached to investment in Africa,' says China’s Xi, The Punch, 3 September 

2018; and Nigeria, China set to sign $328m ICT agreement, The Punch, 2 

September 2018.  

On the negative side is: Everyday for the borrower, one day for the 

creditor, a 10 September, 2018 report in The Punch which centered on the debt 

implication of the BRI on poor partner-countries. 

None of the BRI publications in the Vanguard was framed negatively. 63% 

per cent of BRI–related reports were neutral, while the remaining 37% per 

cent were positive. On the positive side is: The belt and road: new 

opportunities for China-Nigeria cooperation a Vanguard, 28 March, 2017, a 

report which framed BRI as an opportunity for Nigeria to form a mutually 

benefiting partnership with China. See also: The belt and road initiative: equal 

and inclusive development, Vanguard, 7 June 2017; Africa has chosen China, 

say Burkina Faso president, Vanguard, 29 August 2018. 

The neutral materials include: Nigeria, China to sign $328m agreement 

on ICT, Vanguard, 1 September, 2018; China says new Silk Road not about 
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military ambition, 25 May 2017, China’s Xi says no strings attached to African 

investments, which was published in the Vanguard, 3 September 2018. 

Just like Vanguard, none of the reports in The Sun framed the initiative 

negatively. Rather, they either constructed it positively or they chose 

neutrality. But unlike the Vanguard at 67%, The Sun reports are framed 

positively, while 33% of them are neutral. In a report in The Sun on 16 March 

2018 under the headline, Nigeria and China’s one belt, one road initiative, the 

author framed BRI as capable of promoting shared interests. Other positively 

framed reports include: Nigeria and China’s belt and road initiative, The Sun, 

28 March 2018; When belt and road forum ushered in new economic order, 

The Sun, 13 June 2017; China’s Maritime Silk Road, game changer for global 

transport, The Sun, 12 November 2018; UNICEF cooperate with China 

through belt, road initiative, The Sun, 15 May 2017. On the neutral side, the 

reports include: China urges Nigeria to tap into $43.5bn Silk Road fund, The 

Sun, 25 May 2017. 

The framing follows a similar pattern in Malaysian newspapers where 

60% of the 85 BRI-related publications framed it positively. New Straits Times 

leads with the number of positive stories. However, all the five The Business 

Inside’s stories were framed negatively. On the positive side are: World should 

Support Initiative, written by Patrick Teh, New Straits Times, 1 June 2017; 

China’s one belt one road initiative; Strengthening Economic Linkages for 

Mutual Benefit, New Straits Times, 1 May 2017; Malaysia to grow by 6 per 

cent in 2017: UBS Bank, by Rupa Damodaran, New Straits Times, 24 

December 2018; and ASEAN will reap benefits from Chinese benefits from 

Chinese investments in the region, by Nurul Hazren Masitom, New Straits 

Times, 13 November 2017; Malaysia looking to improve ties with China—Dr 

M, by Bernama, New Straits Times, 15 February 2019; May bank prepares to 

facilitate substantial deals from China into ASEAN via OBOR, by Lilidiana 

Rosli, New Straits Times, 27 March 2018. 

 
Figure 4. New Straits Times positive, negative and neutral share of materials 
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Malay Mail had 25% negatively-framed materials, which includes: 

China is most influential in SE Asia, but has little trust, Malay Mail 7 January 

2017; China must not ‘colonize’ Italian businesses, Says League Party. Malay 

Mail, 12 March 2019 which highlights fears of the party at moves by the Italian 

government to sign up to BRI; and Making Waves in West, China luring 

Pacific Islands with Belt and Road, Malay Mail, 15 November 2018. On the 

positive side include Surging ahead with One Belt, One Road—Sin, Malay 

Mail, 17 May 2017; Malaysia ‘committed to being part of One Belt, One Road 

initiative, says minister; Malay Mail 8 March 2018; Malaysia ‘very open for 

business with China, says deputy trade minister, Malay Mail 28 February 

2019. 

The study further showed that Business Insider does not consider 

BRI’s positive framing to be advantageous. The following publications, 

among others, are entirely negative: China’s massive belt and road spending 

spree has caused concern around the world, and now it’s China’s turn to worry, 

by Christopher Woody Business Insider, 3 July 2019; ‘Australia’s New prime 

minister sounds like he wants to take on China’s growing influence in the 

South Pacific’, by Christian Edwards, Business Insider, 8 November 2018, a 

news story in which the PM Scott Morrison neither mentioned China nor BRI; 

Malaysia has axed $22 billion of Chinese-backed projects, in a blow to China’s 

grand plan to dominate world trade, by Alexandra Ma, Business Insider, 21 

August 2018. This search did not yield any story that celebrated BRI or 

showed an independent mind both in text and headlines. 

Conversely, based on majority of The Star materials, 58% of them 

portrayed BRI positively, 25% negatively framed stories, while the 

remaining 17% were neutral. Among the neutrals are: We need greater 

cooperation, says XI, The Star 16 May 2017; China’s new ‘Silk Road’ 

cannot be one-way, France’s Macron says; Understanding China’s vast 

market, written by Lo Tern Chern The Star 8 March 2018; Trade forum 

to focus on one belt one road The Star 11 January 2018. 

The positive publications in The Star include: Better days ahead 

for economy, The Star, 2 February 2018 publication which projects that 

with BRI, the Malaysian economy is on the right track to greater heights; 

OBOR initiative offers vast opportunities, The Star 22 July 2018; Belt 

and Road effort a boost for Malaysia, The Star, 16 January 2018; China’s 

belt and road initiative will be key catalyst for outbound investment 

flows, The Star, 9 June 2017; Why Malaysia supports China’s belt and 

road initiative, The Star, 12 May 2017. The negative side include: No 

Chinese belt, road or bedrooms for Malaysia, The Star, 30 August 2018; China 

tells the world bedtime stories in propaganda drive, The Star, 13 May 2017 
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Figure 5. Malaysian newspapers share of positive, negative and neutral materials  

 

The Vietnamese newspapers covered in this study, namely Saigon 

Times and Vietnamnet Bridge, both published in English language, framed 

their reports to reflect cautious optimism.  

Six of the 12 BRI-related materials carried by Saigon Times, within the 

period under review, portrayed OBOR negatively. For instance, on 7 January 

2019, Saigon Times ran a story titled `Southeast Asia wary of China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative, Skeptical of U.S`, a report which warned that: ‘Southeast 

Asian countries should be cautious in negotiating with China on its flagship 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) to avoid being trapped in unsustainable debt’. 

Another of such headline is ‘Wary of China’s rise, Pompeo announces U.S. 

initiatives in emerging Asia’, Saigon Times, 31 July 2018. Similarly, the story 

under the headline `U.S pledges nearly US$300m on security funding for 

Southeast Asia’ Saigon Times, 4 August 2018, shows that BRI is a tool to 

expand Xi’s political clout rather than a genuine infrastructure initiative. 

However, some publications were not so critical but were rather 

framed positively. Some of them are: Saigon Times, 6 April 2018 ‘HSBC: 

Business optimistic about international trade prospects’  by Phuong Thao, 

which predicted that Vietnamese economy will benefit immensely from BRI; 

Saigon Times, 13 November 2017 ‘Vietnam and China look to US$100 billion 

trade’, by Truc Diem which said BRI was part of this trade deal aimed at 

boosting Vietnamese economy through Vietnam-China cooperative corridors; 

and Saigon Times, June 1, 2017 ‘Private sector key driver to Vietnam’s 

economic growth’. This report also portrays BRI as a potential major 

contributor Vietnamese private sector development. U.S.-China divisions 

dominate APEC Summit. The Saigon Times Daily, 17 November 2018 is one 

of the neutral publications. 
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Figure 6. Saigon Times share of positive, negative and neutral share of publications 

 

Investigation in the Vietnamnet Bridge shows that the online 

newspaper was also positively cautious in reporting BRI. For instance, on 7 

October 2017, the newspaper under the headline: ‘Trade carefully on China’s 

belt and road initiative: experts’ urged that “nations should look beyond mere 

economic gains and consider questions of sovereignty and excessive 

dependence when considering participation in China’s belt and road 

initiative.” So also is the story published under the headline ‘Vietnam 

welcomes Chinese investment capital but remains wary of risks,’ Vietnamnet 

Bridge, 4 April 2018. However, some other reports framed BRI positively 

such as Vietnamnet Bridge 25 August 2017 under the headline: China, 

Vietnam discuss belt and road initiative’ which framed BRI as a boost for 

regional integration and infrastructure development. 

See also, ‘Chinese capital keeps heading for Vietnam’, Vietnamnet 

Bridge published on 7 February 2018, which opined that BRI has further 

opened the doors for more Chinese investment to inflow to Vietnam.  

 

Conclusion 

This study BRI is framed positively in the surveyed newspapers, 

highlighting its economic and infrastructural development importance. This is 

similar to optimism expressed by Mwatela and Zhao (2016) who argued that 

for Africa, specifically, BRI provides a win-win-situation as Africa, in dire 

need of infrastructure, will benefit from the investment offered under the 

initiative while China will also benefit by using the corridor to advance its 

market into Africa. ‘BRI is a sustainable continuation development of the long 

term traditional and cultural convergence with Silk Road countries,’ say Kang, 
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Peng, Zhu, and Pan (2018). Most of the studied newspapers seem to align with 

this view. 

However, skepticisms continue about China’s sincerity. It is suggested 

that BRI handlers should address themselves to finding answers to disarm 

opponents, getting the right narratives across, and winning its ‘enemies’ from 

‘imperialism and neocolonialism narratives (Sidaway & Woon, 2017). 

Convincing the world that BRI is a force for good is one responsibility the 

Chinese authorities must meet because it is key to the success of the initiative 

(Shih-Chih, Jianing, & De, 2018). Achieving that requires China to reach out 

to participating nations towards ensuring that it got the necessary coordination, 

policy support, and incentives as well as legislations required for BRI’s 

success.  
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