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ACADEMIC ABSTRACT 

 

 This study seeks to identify, understand, and compare the themes created by 

Russian and Chinese state-run media online in their framing of the United States. The 

study will compare the Facebook posts made by a Russian news agency and a Chinese 

news agency: RussiaToday and Xinhua News, respectively. The study incorporates 

agenda-setting, framing theory, and previous research to understand the themes present in 

the coverage of the United States during 2020. Additionally, the lengthy history of 

Russian and Chinese malign influence toward the United States, combined with the 

immediate nature of social media creates a unique opportunity for understanding the 

intersection between communication processes and international relations in the 21st 

Century. 

 A total of 100 Facebook posts were collected from CrowdTangle and analyzed 

using a software intended for qualitative data analysis to compare the frames that exist in 

the selected content. The findings reveal four major topics of importance that Russia and 

China primarily use to frame the United States. Additionally, the frames depicted in the 

social media posts were compared and examined. The findings reveal that in 2020 Russia 

and China overwhelmingly framed the United States in a negative light by describing the 

United States as an enemy and by highlighting American failures. However, some 



 

positive framing – though rare – also occurred by describing the United States as an ally 

and by emphasizing American successes. Lastly, the findings are consistent with previous 

research that indicates Russia and China craft specific, tailored narratives about the 

United States in the pursuit of national interests. The results of this study indicate that 

Russia and China capitalize on polarizing events to sow discord within American society. 

In general, this study has the potential to provide information that can be useful for multiple 

government agencies in identifying counter-messaging opportunities online.
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Hayden O. Whitley 

GENERAL AUDIENCE ABSTRACT 

 

 This study examines the framing of the United States by Russia and China on 

social, specifically Facebook. The study utilizes the Facebook posts from two state-run 

news agencies – one from each country – in order to understand the way each country 

frames the United States. The lengthy history of Russian and Chinese malign influence 

toward the United States, combined with the immediate nature of social media creates a 

unique opportunity for understanding the intersection between mass media and 

international relations in the 21st Century. Recent events such as the coronavirus 

pandemic, the 2020 presidential election, and issues of race combined with a prominent 

social media landscape serve as the backdrop to better understand how Russian and 

Chinese media operate online. The findings reveal that each country overwhelmingly 

frames the United States in a negative light by describing the United States as an enemy 

and by highlighting American failures. Surprisingly, however, some content does 

positively frame the United States by describing it as an ally and by highlighting 

American successes. Lastly, the findings show that Russia and China craft specific, 

tailored narratives of the United States in the pursuit of national interests, which directly 

supports previous literature. The results of this study indicate that Russia and China 

capitalize on polarizing events to sow discord within American society. In general, this 



 

study has the potential to provide information that can be useful for multiple government 

agencies in identifying counter-messaging opportunities online.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In the 21st Century, particularly, propaganda is everywhere, and the study of 

propaganda provides multiple opportunities to address the values associated with it. 

Understanding the exercise of power and its relationship with communication is essential 

to understanding the socio-political world. However, political communication research 

has been limited, which is a reflection of the interests and concerns of the world’s most 

powerful international players. Therefore, it can be argued that propaganda studies can 

provide important contributions to the widening of existing political communication 

research by drawing attention to the broad range of actors involved in the production and 

dissemination of propaganda, including, but not limited to, governments, academics, non-

governmental organizations, think tanks, popular culture, and the media. Additionally, 

propaganda studies can provide critical insights into the manipulative nature of 

persuasive communication, which can take multiple forms such as deception, 

incentivization, and coercion. As such, a thesis based on propaganda studies has potential 

for providing a richer and more accurate understanding of the role of mass media in the 

exercise of power, serving better the objectives of speaking truth to power and facilitating 

better forms of organized persuasive communication in the context of international 

relations (Robinson, 2019). 

Recently, increasing tension between the governments of the United States and 

the Russian Federation and China has resulted in debates about the relationship between 

communication and power. For some, Russia and China stand accused of information 

warfare aimed at disrupting democratic processes throughout Western states (Bennett & 

Livingston, 2018). For others, deceptive and manipulative political communication has 
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always been a critical part of international politics by both competing ideologies (Bakir et 

al., 2019). Although the scope of political communication research is very broad, there 

exist distinct biases regarding both the questions scholars ask and their normative 

foundations, and reviewing the history of the field of communication can help us to 

understand these biases (Robinson, 2019). For example, Simpson (2015) writes that the 

nature of the contemporary field of communication studies has been defined by its origins 

during the early part of the 20th Century. Key scholars like Lippman and Lasswell, for 

example, believed that the regulation of public attitudes and behaviors was one of the 

most essential tasks for governments, especially democracies. (Lasswell, 1971; Lippman, 

1922). As Robinson (2019) explains, “for both Lasswell and Lippman, the intelligent 

manipulation of the public mind through propaganda was an essential task for governing 

elites…this ‘instrumentalist’ approach led to what was to become a mantra for 

communication research” (Robinson, 2019). Thus, propaganda became an essential pillar 

for scholars of political communication and public opinion, questioning “who says what 

to whom and with what effect” (Simpson, 2015, p. 19). 

In the same light, the impact of Russian and Chinese influence activities within 

democratic states, such as the United States, has been the subject of many political 

debates in recent years. For instance, the Coronavirus pandemic has afforded Moscow 

and Beijing with new opportunities to advance their geopolitical goals through influence 

activities such as propaganda, misinformation, and disinformation. However, despite 

greater public awareness of these activities, governments have struggled to respond 

effectively (Conley et al., 2020). Occasionally, government countermeasures and more 

balanced economic relations might work to mitigate the subtle influence activities that 
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take place within democracies; however, China and Russia continue to respond by 

mutating their efforts and leveraging new techniques to exploit democratic vulnerabilities 

(Conley et al., 2020). This is often achieved through the creation and dissemination of 

disinformation and propaganda against the United States. With this in mind, this paper 

will compare the framing of the United States by Russian and Chinese state-owned news 

media in order to better understand the methods that both countries use in their media 

outlets. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

International Relations 

 A thesis centered around the subtle interactions between countries would be 

remiss without a discussion on the field of international relations (IR). IR as a field of 

inquiry is concerned with more than relations between or among states; other actors, such 

as non-governmental organizations, multinational corporations, and even terrorist groups 

are all part of the field. Beyond the major actors, the study of international relations 

includes questions pertaining to the balance of power among states, economic structures, 

and international law and ethics. Furthermore, most scholars of international relations 

agree that one of the most important and underlying motivations of world politics is 

globalization. According to Sengati (2016), states are, and have always been, entrenched 

in a transnational society that favors economic, social, and cultural interaction across 

borders. As such, state policies may facilitate or block certain interactions, which is 

represented by a country’s set of substantive motivations for foreign strategy. Moravcsik 

(2010) claims that these state preferences “give governments an underlying stake in the 

international issues they face” (Moravcsik, 2010, p. 1). In other words, countries would 

have no rational incentive to engage in world politics at all without concerns that 

transcend state borders. 

 According to McGlinchey (2017), “theories of IR allow us to understand and try 

to make sense of the world around us through various lenses, each of which represents a 

different theoretical perspective” (McGlinchey et al., 2017). In the field of IR, most 

theories operate on the assumption that states have and will always act in harmony with 
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their set of national interests. Mainly, these interests often include ideas related to self-

preservation, military security, economic prosperity, and international influence.  

Traditionally, the field of international relations has generally been divided into 

two schools of thought or perspectives: realism and liberalism. Realism emphasizes that 

survival in the international community is the top interest of states. According to realists, 

in order to achieve survival, there must be an increase in power “because world 

government is unachievable” (Weber, 2014, p. 17). In addition, for realists, conflict is not 

preventable because of international anarchy and therefore a state must do whatever is 

necessary as a means to protect its national interests. Therefore, the focus on conflict is a 

catalyst for a focus on power, as a state becomes concerned with its strength and 

influence in comparison with other international entities. In simpler terms, realism is a 

worldview based on the idea that world politics is a struggle for power between self-

interested states. 

 Liberalism, on the other hand, has historically been referred to as a utopian 

perspective and is still recognized as such today. Liberalists assume that human nature is 

inherently good and that international peace is not only achievable but desirable as well. 

This perspective is most commonly associated with Immanuel Kant, who developed the 

idea that states that share interests should have no reason for conflict with one another. 

Consequently, liberalists emphasize the well-being of individuals as the fundamental 

building-blocks of an international political system. Liberalism operates on the 

assumption that the broad relationships between actors not only have made it difficult to 

define national interests but also have decreased the need for military force.  
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 Regardless of the school of thought to which one is subscribed, propaganda plays 

a critical role in the pursuit of national interests. Relations among the most powerful 

Western nations fit a model of complex interdependence very well. The United States has 

significant disagreements with the eastern European and Asian powers over trade, 

economics, and foreign policy, but it is hard to imagine a circumstance that would result 

in full blown war. Still, it is important to note that this thesis was written before Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Though generally, international gamesmanship has been 

reduced from physical conflicts to more subtle information warfare, such as propaganda; 

however, the implications of Russia’s recent aggression may escalate the dynamics 

between the United States and Russia to a physical level. 

 

Propaganda and Persuasion 

In the most neutral sense of the term, propaganda refers to the dissemination or 

spread of a particular ideology. However, the word is still highly contested, as 

conversations about what constitutes propaganda continue to permeate academic 

discourse – although generally, the term implies characteristics of deception, 

incentivization, and coercion. Traditionally, propaganda has been studied by scholars 

involved in the fields of history, journalism, sociology, and psychology, as well as other 

interdisciplinary perspectives. However, propaganda studies are only just now beginning 

to be understood through the lenses of political communication and international 

relations. In a case study of propaganda, Chen (2019) writes that such content is most 

persuasive when “reality validates its messages” (Chen, 2019, p. 463). In other words, 
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propaganda has the greatest effect when it directly aligns with preconceived opinions and 

ideas held by the consumer. 

In communication studies, in particular, Jowett and O’Donnell (2019) extend 

previous definitions of the term, offering that propaganda is a specific form of 

communication that attempts to “shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct 

behavior to achieve a response that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist” 

(Jowett & O’Donnell, 2019, p. 1). Regarding political communication specifically, Bakir 

(2018) examined the importance of propaganda in relation to diplomatic processes: 

“organized persuasive communication is essential to the exercise of power at national and 

global levels” (Bakir et al., 2019, p. 311). This means that propaganda plays an important 

role in the day-to-day operations of countries, both domestically and abroad. Therefore, it 

can be said that propaganda has a governing effect, that is, it differs from other forms of 

content and has an underlying purpose to manipulate the behavior of consumers to have 

reactions that help the creator achieve an intended goal. In his book Public Opinion 

(1922), American writer Walter Lippman echoes this idea, saying that citizens represent a 

“herd” that must be guided by “a specialized class whose interests reach beyond the 

locality”  (Lippmann, 1922, p. 212). Here, Lippmann is referring to the responsibility of 

governments to maintain order, which he suggests is best achieved through an authorized 

propaganda machine to keep democracy functioning. 

Propaganda has been widely used throughout history both as a domestic tool for 

subservience and as an instrument to regulate international relations, especially during 

wartime. Many claim that the practice of propaganda was born in Napoleonic France and 

was generally exercised as a soft power strategy. In this period, propaganda was 
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distributed through pamphlets, newspapers, books, and even the education system in 

order to promote certain narratives in favor of the engaging country. Since the 

Napoleonic era, propaganda has had a long association with wartime, particularly starting 

with World War I. In fact, it is during this time that multiple countries established official 

propaganda departments. British propaganda during World War I was brought under 

government control as the War Propaganda Bureau in 1914. Similarly, Germany 

established the Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, which was responsible 

for controlling the content of the press, literature, visual arts, and radio. The diplomatic 

practice of propaganda subsequently grew and reached a peak during the Second World 

War. 

As a modern technique, propaganda was widely successful in the Gulf War. 

According to Thomas Müller-Kulmann (2003), propaganda was used by the United 

States in order to “raise and sustain support for the American troops on the home front” 

(Müller-Kulmann, 2003, p. 2). Furthermore, Müller-Kulmann claims that the propaganda 

efforts of the United States went as far as to seduce the American people into demonizing 

Iraq by deliberately spreading false stories of chemical warfare threats, incubator babies, 

and likening Saddam Hussein to Adolf Hitler.  

As demonstrated above, propaganda as a function of domestic and international 

relations has a long history, but recent discussions of influence activities have introduced 

new, more specific terms: misinformation and disinformation. Thus, I find it important to 

distinguish propaganda from misinformation and disinformation for the purpose of this 

thesis. While propaganda has been defined in multiple ways, this study will use a 

communication-centered approach regarding the term. Therefore, Jowett and O’Donnell’s 
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(2019) definition, as discussed earlier, represents the most useful understanding of 

propaganda and its intent. On the other hand, misinformation and disinformation differ 

from propaganda in that they always refer to something that is not true: misinformation is 

accidental while disinformation is not. Based on these definitions, it can be said that 

misinformation and disinformation can be forms of propaganda; however, propaganda is 

not only limited to these tactics.  

 

The Russian Propaganda Machine 

Propaganda efforts are not just limited to democratic countries; it has been in 

totalitarian regimes that propaganda has been used as a weapon for political 

indoctrination and social control. Specifically, propaganda played an important role in 

revolutionary struggles in Soviet Russia, which resulted in the “establishment of 

centralized state apparatuses for the control and dissemination of political propaganda” 

(Chapman, 2000, p. 680). In particular, the Soviet regime recognized the potential for 

propaganda and created the People’s Commissariat for Enlightenment – a propagandist 

title itself. Subsequently, this government organization released a series of films intended 

to glorify and celebrate the Soviet regime during both World Wars (Chapman, 2000). As 

a result, this emphasis placed on propaganda by totalitarian Europe caused the word to 

obtain a negative connotation in Western societies; it became associated with “war and 

other evil practices” (Chapman, 2000, p. 681). Though it is important to note that 

Western governments were conducting their own propaganda efforts to gain support for 

the war. 
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The period following the end of the Second World War did not bring forth many 

changes regarding Russia’s motivations to deliberately publish propaganda. In fact, one 

might argue that Soviet propaganda efforts actually increased during the Cold War, as 

propaganda became “embedded in all aspects of cultural, social, and economic life” 

(Roth‑Ey & Zakharova, 2015, p. 1). As tensions increased during the Cold War, Russia 

turned back to its old ways of coercion and persuasion, which quickly became pillars of 

the Soviet agenda. In this case, propaganda served as a weapon of pacification to 

brainwash the domestic population into supporting socialist ideology and rejecting liberal 

values. Not only this, but propaganda worked to create a demanding population that 

became needing of the services provided by the government, thereby validating the 

communist regime. Specifically, propaganda in the Soviet Union was rooted in every 

aspect of life; schools and other youth organizations were created to grow children into 

the next generation of communists (Figes, 2007). In addition, political shrines were 

erected that worshipped the previous founders and current leaders of the communist state. 

Propaganda was also spread through radio, films, and posters, along with other art that 

depicted Soviet triumphs. All of these efforts were meant to combat capitalism and 

uphold the supposed socialist values –equality, sacrifice, and service – that would last 

until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. 

Following the fall of the Soviet Union, Russia’s propaganda efforts were 

reformed to keep up with the rapid technological changes that marked the turn of the 

century. Specifically, Russia has started using the Internet and other digital spaces to 

create and disseminate propaganda, and this has accompanied a shift in the ideology of 

these efforts. In a case study of propaganda in Eastern Europe, Mejias and Vokuev found 
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that the Internet has only “strengthened the power of political actors to create 

disinformation” (Mejias & Vokuev, 2017, p. 1027). In recent history, that is, since the 

year 2000, Russia has not needed to conduct propaganda campaigns to the same extent as 

during the Cold War in order to manipulate its citizens. Russia continues to conduct 

information warfare on its own populations as an extension of the post-Soviet mindset, 

such as by controlling a majority of media to censor criticism. However, Russia’s 

information warfare measures have seen a shift in focus to international actors in an 

attempt to undermine Western ideology. In general, Russia’s targets for misinformation 

continue to be traditional Cold War adversaries, such as NATO members and former 

Soviet territories of Ukraine and Georgia. For example, one study found that Russia 

conducted a five-year cyber espionage campaign against the Ukrainian government by 

targeting Ukrainian politicians and hacking into government computers in an attempt to 

steal official documents, gain access to restricted networks, and plant pro-Russian content 

(Barth, 2019). 

 

Russian Propaganda and the United States 

In regard to the United States, Russia actively attempts to influence American 

populations by intentionally contributing to negative political discourse through online 

interactions and Russian-backed organizations and media (Ajir, 2018). These efforts 

involve the creation and spreading of polarizing memes and alteration of fact-based news 

through their own media outlets (Remnick, 2017). As a result, these activities provoke 

political divisions within the United States and influence public opinion to be swayed 

wherever the Russian government desires. Generally, the Russian government uses these 
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methods on a range of issues within the American political sphere to generate hostility 

among individuals with differing opinions, and who are often unaware of the role they 

play in the dissemination of Russian propaganda (Remnick, 2017). Ironically, the 

democratic values of American society aid the Russian agenda in some ways; Russia 

takes advantage of the United States’ pillars of free speech and individual thought to 

circulate misinformation without contention (Helmus, 2018). Specifically, Russia’s 

attempt to influence the 2016 presidential election is a testament to the level of 

escalation, scope, and directness of its efforts to undermine American-led democratic 

order.  

In particular, reports have shown that Russia’s efforts in the United States 

intentionally targeted the American public in order to discourage specific groups of 

people from voting, especially liberal voters (Background to “Assessing Russian 

Activities and Intentions in Recent US Elections”: The Analytic Process and Cyber 

Incident Attribution, 2017; DiResta et al., 2019). These studies found that Russia’s 

propaganda campaign included an extensive network of social media accounts to 

influence American voting patterns. Furthermore, a study conducted by the Office of the 

Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) of RT’s election coverage found that the 

Russia-media outlet primarily focused on Hillary Clinton’s leaked e-mail scandal, 

suggested she had ties to Islamist extremism, and claimed she had declining mental and 

physical health (DiResta et al., 2019). In fact, the same Russia-funded media outlet 

published a video titled, “How 100% of the Clintons’ ‘Charity’ Went to…Themselves,” 

which had over 9 million views on social media platforms (DiResta et al., 2019). The 

study conducted by the ODNI found that these efforts definitively prove Russia’s support 
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for the Republican campaign during the 2016 presidential election, which is evident by 

the Russian attempt to dissuade liberal voters from political participation while 

simultaneously encouraging conservative counterparts. 

Similarly, RussiaToday has also been successful in spreading Russian propaganda 

abroad; the news agency has created more tension and divisions between Russia and the 

West by producing uncensored content that supports the Russian agenda. Through a 

narrative analysis, Deverell et al. (2020) found that Russian state-owned media 

successfully contributes to dysfunction by taking advantage of issues related to political 

and societal conflict within democratic systems, like the 2016 presidential election, as 

well as consumers’ naivety to the objectives of the pro-Russian media source (Deverell et 

al., 2020). Furthermore, the same study found that Russia also broadcasts media in other 

countries, such as Norway and Denmark, with specially crafted narratives of the issues 

pertaining to each nation. This not only proves that Russia is determined in its 

propaganda campaigns, but that these campaigns are extensive, elaborate, and represent a 

major pillar of Russia’s political agenda. 

 

The Chinese Propaganda Machine 

As is the case in Russia, China has a deep political history rooted in propaganda. 

In fact, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was largely influenced by Russian 

totalitarianism, learning many of its propaganda methods through the lessons of the 

Russian state (Shambaugh, 2007). Further still, the propaganda system of the CCP fully 

represents the quintessential Leninist theory of “transmission belts,” which refers to the 

relationship between the Communist Party and the people, used for indoctrination or 
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mass mobilization (Shambaugh, 2007). As prominently noted by many scholars, 

indoctrination through propaganda was a hallmark of the Maoist state after 1949 in 

China. 

Starting with his ascension to power in 1949, Mao Zedong employed a variety of 

thought control methods to mobilize the Chinese population. In a discussion of the 

history of Chinese propaganda strategies, Shambaugh (2007) found the Maoist state 

preferred techniques such as: 

mass mobilization campaigns; the construction of models to be emulated; the 

creation of study groups and ideological monitors throughout society; 

incarceration for the purpose of brainwashing; the promulgation of a steady 

stream of documents to be memorized; control of the subject matter to be taught 

throughout the educational system; control of the content of newspaper articles 

and editorials; development of a nationwide system of loudspeakers that reached 

into every neighborhood and village; domination of the broadcast media; the use 

of propaganda teams to indoctrinate specific segments of the population; and 

other methods. (p. 26-27) 

However, while the role of propaganda today in China has changed considerably since 

the end of the Maoist regime, propaganda remains an important pillar of the Chinese 

political agenda. 

In today’s Chinese society, the propaganda apparatus takes a more commanding 

role through the media, that is, the scope of modern Chinese propaganda includes 

virtually every conceivable medium that transmits and conveys information to the people. 

As such, Chinese propaganda oversight includes, but is not limited to, newspapers, radio 
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stations, television, systems of education, production studios, museums, and other 

recreational media (Shambaugh, 2007). Official government sources report that, in 2018, 

these outlets included 3,359 television stations, 2,900 radio stations, and 1,871 

newspapers (China Statistical Yearbook 2019, 2019). Not only this, but “hundreds of 

internal circulation papers and local gazetteers, approximately 68 million Internet 

accounts with more than 100 million users, and more than 300 million mobile phone 

users fall under the purview of the [Chinese Communist Party Propaganda Department]” 

(Shambaugh, 2007, p. 28). China has continually used these mediums as a proactive tool 

to educate and shape society in ways the Communist Party sees fit. 

Similar to Russian efforts, Chinese propaganda is not only limited to domestic 

politics. In a hearing on China’s state control mechanisms and methods, Friedman (2005) 

noted that leaders of the Chinese Communist Party feel compelled to challenge 

“international institutions so as to block the spread of democracy and human rights, 

imagined as a threat to the very survival of the CCP” (Testimony of Professor Edward 

Friedman to the United States China Commission, 2005, p. 5). Furthermore, China’s 

foreign propaganda activities are mainly aimed at two broad groups of people: overseas 

Chinese citizens and non-Chinese foreigners (Brady, 2015). A report published by the 

Wilson Center, a prominent think tank on global issues, states that China’s international 

propaganda efforts have three main goals: “to neutralize antagonism toward the regime, 

to increase antipathy toward anti-CCP forces, and to encourage overseas Chinese to 

invest in China” (Brady, 2015). Most notably, these goals are achieved through a long-

used approach by the CCP in which China places its own news articles in leading foreign 

newspapers. This borrowing of foreign newspapers represents an attempt to “cultivate 
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good relationships with foreign journalists considered to be politically friendly to China” 

(Brady, 2015). 

In addition to leveraging foreign mediums, China utilizes a variety of state-owned 

media to promote its messages abroad. Specifically, outlets such as China Daily, Beijing 

Review, China Radio International, and the Foreign Language Press are used to shape a 

positive international image (Brady, 2015). Another part of China’s propaganda strategy 

is to partner with foreign media to create films and documentaries that paint the country 

in a good light. According to Brady (2015), Chinese companies with close ties to Beijing 

have begun to invest in American production studios, and as a result, some recent 

Hollywood films “have added pro-China references, while others have deleted plot 

elements that might have offended CCP political sensitivities” (Brady, 2015).  

 

Chinese Propaganda and the United States  

Recently, China’s foreign propaganda agenda regarding the United States has 

become more sophisticated and effective. Similar to Russian strategies, China has 

leveraged American values of free speech and thought to carry out covert propaganda 

campaigns in the United States. China views the vulnerability of Western society as an 

opportunity to spread information and achieve its international agenda. Specifically, in a 

report published by the public policy think tank Hoover Institution, Yu (2021) claims that 

the Chinese Communist Party’s propaganda campaigns in the United States “can be 

divided into four general categories: disinformation, elite capture, coerced self-

censorship, and brainwashing” (Yu, 2021, p. 1). 
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Firstly, the Chinese Communist Party’s malign influence campaign in the United 

States has been substantial enough to warrant a direct response from social media 

platforms. In fact, in 2020 alone, Twitter was forced to shut down roughly 200,000 

accounts directly tied to the Chinese Communist Party (Yu, 2021). Recently, China’s 

efforts to spread disinformation on state-sponsored social media accounts involved 

spreading fake news that painted the country as an ordinary democracy that granted 

individual freedoms. These efforts went as far as to attempt to illustrate the advantages of 

“Chinese democracy” over American democracy (Yu, 2021). The second category, elite 

capture, has been a staple of Chinese propaganda campaigns in the United States for 

some time. This tactic involves capturing the attention of unsuspecting “American 

intellectual and social elites to function as the CCP’s proxies in the U.S.” (Yu, 2021, p. 

2). Thirdly, the CCP propagandist efforts are effective in the United States because of the 

American media’s self-censorship of references to China. For example, a report 

published by the free speech charity PEN America, notes that American film agencies 

want to avoid losing access to China’s lucrative box office market, the second largest in 

the world. Because of this, the report claims that “casting, content, dialogue, and plotlines 

are increasingly being tailored to appease censors in Beijing” (Tager, 2020, p. 1). Yu 

(2021) notes that this tactic is passive because it relies on the natural curiosity for China 

by American culture.  

The last but most severe category of Chinese propaganda toward the United States 

is brainwashing. Since the 21st Century, brainwashing has become an essential pillar of 

the Chinese propaganda agenda toward the United States. For example, the CCP controls 

multiple Confucius Institutes throughout the United States, which sponsors programs in 
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multiple schools to provide Chinese language education and cultural programs (Yu, 

2021). During the last two decades, China’s propagandist efforts toward the United States 

have significantly increased because of the creation and advancement of new 

technologies. Generally speaking, China has shifted its efforts to paint its ideology in a 

favorable light on digital contexts. As discussed previously, social media has become an 

important tool for China to achieve its foreign agenda. Naturally, the immediate nature of 

digital mediums has allowed China to build support abroad much easier than ever before 

(Brady, 2015). 

 

Social Media 

With the emergence of new technologies, public opinion research has reached a 

new era in which traditional survey methods may be less dominant. Specifically, the 

increase in mobile devices and the use of social media platforms are currently changing 

the nature of public opinion research. Murphy et al. (2014) notes that “as these 

technologies expand, so does access to users’ thoughts, feelings, and actions expressed 

instantaneously, organically, and often publicly across the platforms they use” (Murphy 

et al., 2014, p. 789). Furthermore, the ubiquity of these social media platforms has 

provided researchers with new opportunities for data collection tools and alternative 

sources of qualitative and quantitative information. Therefore, it is only natural for 

communication researchers to conduct research in settings with the highest potential for 

collecting information. However, this new digital social landscape is not without its share 

of issues, and much remains to be investigated regarding its use for propagandist 

agendas.  
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For the purpose of this study, I borrow the definition of social media from 

Murphy, Hill, and Dean (2013): “social media is the collection of websites and web-

based systems that allow for mass interaction, conversation, and sharing among members 

of a network” (Murphy et al., 2013, p. 3). Furthermore, these authors contend that this 

working definition of social media considers four defining characteristics of the term: 

user-generated content, community, rapid distribution, and two-way dialogue (Murphy et 

al., 2013). Since the inception of the Internet, social media has commonly encompassed a 

variety of platform types, including blogs, social-networking services, discussion sites, 

content-sharing services, and virtual worlds (Murphy et al., 2014). Furthermore, over 90 

percent of Americans have access to the Internet, with roughly 313 million active users 

nationwide. In regard to social media, roughly 223 million Americans used a social 

network site via any device at least once per month in 2021 alone. It is important to note 

that both of these statistics have increased every year in the last decade, and it can be 

inferred that they will continue to do so. These two statistics highlight the prominence of 

the Internet and social media not just in American society, but globally as well.  

In addition, the public nature of social media transcends national boundaries, 

which means that individuals can freely participate in international conversations. This 

phenomenon is not only limited to the individual level as well; many governments have 

adopted social media policies to communicate information both domestically and abroad. 

However, it is worth noting that both Russia and China tightly control which social media 

can be accessed within national boundaries. While limiting access to their own citizens 

domestically, the governments of Russia and China use American-based social media to 

attempt to influence the views of people outside of their respective countries. As noted in 
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the above discussion of Russia and China, social media has become central to 

international agendas in the 21st century. Thus, social media naturally represents a 

landscape for communication researchers interested in the proliferation of propaganda. 

Although international relations have a long history of propaganda and 

misperceptions, the practice of propaganda on social media has caused a lot of concern in 

recent years. However, evidence of the ways in which this problem is evolving has 

remained limited in academic research. Recent studies suggest that foreign propaganda 

remains a problem on Facebook even after the platform announced changes to its news 

feed algorithm in 2018 (Allcott et al., 2019). An article published in 2018 provides 

evidence that many news stories that have been labeled as being deliberately deceptive 

have not been flagged accordingly in Facebook’s own detection system, and even two 

major fake news sites have seen little or no decline in Facebook engagement since 2016 

(Funke, 2018). In this light, media commentators have argued that efforts to fight 

propaganda and fake news through fact-checking are not working and that 

misinformation overall is “becoming unstoppable” (Ghosh & Scott, 2018).  

In a study of the role of social media in the proliferation of misinformation, fake 

news, and propaganda, Allcott et al. (2019) found that social media users’ interactions 

with misinformation rose exponentially on Facebook and Twitter from the beginning of 

2015 to after the presidential election in 2016. While this phenomenon may seem 

insignificant when considered singularly, it holds greater relevance when placed in the 

context of the subsequent time period. Specifically, the authors found that interactions 

with fake news sites on social media remained relatively stable in the years following the 

2016 presidential election in the United States (Allcott et al., 2019). 
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After outlining previous literature, the historical context of Russian and Chinese 

propaganda against the United States, and the nature of social media, the next chapter 

provides the theoretical foundations for this study. Next, the following chapter begins 

with the theoretical perspectives regarding the press and explores the implications of 

agenda-setting and framing theory. By calling upon these theories, the next chapter 

proposes three research questions regarding Russian and Chinese propaganda. 



AGENDA SETTING, FRAMING, AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

 

22 

Chapter 3: Theoretical Foundations 

Models of Press 

Throughout history, there has been mainly two distinct models of the press: the 

authoritarian model and the libertarian model. Historically, these two models have 

dominated and shaped communication research; however, some scholars have argued that 

two more models have emerged in the modern era. These two new models – the social 

responsibility model and the soviet communist model – are not entirely unique, but 

merely developments and modifications of the first two: 

The Soviet Communist theory is only a development of the much older 

Authoritarian theory, and what we have called the Social Responsibility theory is 

only a modification of the Libertarian theory. But because the Soviets have 

produced something so spectacularly different from older authoritarianism, and 

something so important to the world today, and because the social responsibility 

theory road is the apparent direction of development which our own press is not 

taking, we have thought it better to treat them as four separate theories. (Siebert, 

1956, p. 2) 

The underlying assumption of the differences between these four models is that the press 

is always a reflection of the social and political structures of the countries in which they 

operate.  

Historically, the authoritarian theory of press has been the most pervasive of the 

four models. Specifically, it is the model that is most commonly adopted by countries that 

have “acquired a definite institutional organization and operate by means of legal 

mandates enforced by definite penalties” (Siebert, 1956, p. 10). The authoritarian model 
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“is a theory under which the press, as an institution, is controlled in its functions and 

operation by organized society through another institution” or the government (Siebert, 

1956, p. 10). The authoritarian theory of press became popular beginning with the 

authoritarian nature of the Renaissance era, in which truth was not the product of the 

great mass of people, but rather the product of a select few wise men who were in a 

position to guide and direct society. Therefore, truth was considered to be a function of 

power, and the rulers of the time used the press to inform the people what they thought 

the people should know (Siebert, 1956). 

Like the authoritarian model, the libertarian model of press is a reflection of the 

social and political conditions in which it operates. Throughout the last century, much of 

the world has adhered to the principles of liberalism, and except for communist countries, 

most nations use liberal theories to motivate their social and political institutions (Siebert, 

1956). Generally, Siebert notes, subscribers of this press theory “agree that the prime 

function of society is to advance the interests of its individual members” (Siebert, 1956, 

p. 40). Thus, the press acts as a reflection of this belief, aiming to report the unbiased 

truth to the fullest extent. This is not to say that the libertarian press is completely free of 

bias, but instead, this theory values the fulfillment of individuals, and therefore the press 

prioritizes the happiness and well-being of individuals as the overall interest of society. 

Therefore, that China and Russia both operate extensive propaganda campaigns against 

the United States reflects the competing ideologies of the two models of press. 

An understanding of the competing ideologies pertaining to the models of press, 

specifically among the United States and China and Russia, may reveal important truths 

regarding each country’s coverage of one another. Considering a lack of previous 
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research on the topic and that the dissemination of propaganda is a significant function of 

the press – regardless of ideology – the relationship between media and propaganda 

presents a unique opportunity to understand the international agendas of foreign 

countries. 

 

Agenda Setting 

On a daily basis, media organizations receive many news stories from multiple 

national and international sources, and social media platforms are no exception. 

However, it has been noted that there are specific stories that get prominent coverage in 

media (Manzoor, 2019). In fact, media often determines the salience of issues by placing 

emphasis on certain issues at the expense of others. According to Dreier and Martin 

(2010), this theory suggests that since media has the ability to decide what should be in 

the news, it is therefore able to set the agenda. Furthermore, agenda-setting claims that 

the “media is successful in not only influencing people what to think about but also how 

the public will think about these topics” (Manzoor, 2019, p. 215).  

Since McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) influential study of agenda-setting, many 

empirical studies have attempted to examine the different dimensions of the agenda-

setting process. Speaking of the history of agenda-setting, Wu and Coleman (2009) note 

that this theory was “primarily concerned with establishing a first-level link, then with 

generalizing it to other countries and contexts” (Wu & Coleman, 2009, p. 775). As 

discussed above, this phenomenon – how media emphasizes certain issues – represents 

first level agenda-setting. Next came a proposal of a second level of agenda-setting, 

which examines the influence of attribute salience, or the properties, qualities, and 
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characteristics that describe objects or people in the news (Wu & Coleman, 2009). This 

second level of agenda-setting posits that the characteristics of an object are transferred 

from the media to the public in much the same way as the salience of issues (Wu & 

Coleman, 2009). 

In the case of this study, first level agenda-setting is most appropriate given the 

concern on how state-run media emphasizes certain topics over others. Therefore, I ask: 

RQ1: What are the main topics of interest in Russian and Chinese State-Owned 

Media? 

 

Framing 

Much like agenda-setting, framing theory has a central tradition in 

communication research pertaining to social and political phenomena. In fact, framing 

theory is particularly relevant when studying propaganda. However, framing is different 

from agenda-setting in that it is considered to be the next stage of news production by 

involving the display of issues. Consequently, the presentation of issues may influence 

the public’s interpretation of a certain fact. Framing theory, in general, attempts to 

explain how communication sources present and define an issue. Furthermore, framing is 

made up of multiple components that include "the communicator, the text, the receiver, 

and the culture” (De Vreese, 2005, p. 51), and that are all integral to three distinct stages 

of a dynamic process: frame-building, frame-setting, and individual and societal level 

consequences of framing (De Vreese, 2005). Frame-building refers to how journalists and 

news organizations frame issues with regard to internal and external factors (De Vreese, 

2005). Frame-setting, on the other hand, refers to the interaction between media frames 
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and the prior knowledge of individuals. Frames present in news media can influence the 

learning and interpretation of issues and current events. 

Entman (1993) distinguished framing theory from agenda-setting by claiming that 

framing is “the process of selecting some aspects of a perceived reality and making them 

more salient in a communicating text” (Entman, 1993, p. 52). Furthermore, Entman 

(1993) also suggested four major functions of framing. These functions are: “defining 

problems, diagnosing causes, making moral judgments, and suggesting remedies” 

(Entman, 1993, p. 52).   

Researchers interested in framing have traditionally focused on identifying 

“trends in issue definitions, comparing coverage across media outlets, and examining 

variations across types of media” (Chong & Druckman, 2007, p. 106). Previous research 

on news production indicates that there are at least five aspects of news media that can 

influence how journalists frame a particular issue: societal norms and values, 

organizational constraints, external interests, professional routines, and ideological and 

political orientations of journalists (Oliver et al., 2019, p. 56). Some scholars have argued 

that the framing of news is a result of the ideologies and prejudices of journalists, while 

others have claimed that framing is a function of external interest groups. The latter of 

these two prescriptions is particularly interesting to this study given the degree of 

involvement by governments that subscribe to the authoritarian model of press. Based on 

this knowledge, framing theory provides an interesting lens through which one can 

attempt to understand the motivations of state-run media. Therefore, I propose the 

following two research questions: 
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RQ2:  How do Russian and Chinese state-owned media frame the United States 

on social media? 

RQ3: Do Russian and Chinese media differ in propaganda directed toward the 

US? 

Agenda-setting and framing research in communication has generally been 

centered around traditional news media. However, as noted previously, the nature of 

communication in the 21st century has provided a unique opportunity for agenda-setting 

research on social media. Now more than ever, individuals are consuming news on social 

media, and foreign governments are leveraging this knowledge to easily publish 

propaganda through state-sponsored mediums on these platforms. While the 2016 

presidential election was an extraordinary event for scholars interested in Russian and 

Chinese propaganda, little research has been conducted regarding these countries’ efforts 

to influence American society in the following years. This can partly be attributed to the 

fact that there have not been many events as polarizing as the 2016 election in the 

subsequent period of time; although, this lack of research does not mean that Russia and 

China have loosened their efforts. Based on Russia and China’s histories and shared 

agenda to undermine the democratic values of the West, it can be inferred that 2020 was 

an opportune time for these countries to revamp their digital presence. In the United 

States the year was marked by multiple polarizing events, such as issues of race and 

gender, the Coronavirus pandemic, and another presidential election, which has provided 

researchers with an unprecedented time to analyze the influence of foreign propaganda. 

Lock and Ludolph (2020) write that propaganda of any kind should be understood by 

analyzing “who employs it, to whom, on which channels, which media are used, the 
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objectives of the propaganda strategy, and in which contexts it occurs” (Lock & Ludolph, 

2020, p. 103). Thus, propaganda must be studied along with the context in which it exists, 

or else the desired intent cannot be understood to the fullest extent. To this end agenda-

setting theory is useful to understanding what topics are salient to both Russia and China, 

while framing theory is useful to understanding how these countries want Americans to 

think about these topics. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

Thematic Analysis 

A deductive qualitative thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to 

analyze the selected news articles posted by Russian and Chinese state-owned media on 

Facebook. Before providing an explanation as to how thematic analysis was used in this 

study, it is imperative to discuss the role of thematic analysis to a qualitative research 

method. Braun and Clarke (2006) outlined a set of main objectives and steps to guide a 

thematic analysis methodology, and the authors explain how this method can be 

combined in conjunction with a theoretical framework that explores themes in literature. 

In many disciplines, thematic analysis is a widely accepted and used methodology due to 

its theoretical freedom: “thematic analysis provides a flexible and useful research tool, 

which can potentially provide a rich and detailed, yet complex, account of detail (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006, p. 78). In other words, the flexibility of this methodology allows for 

unrestricted discretion; researchers can independently choose which themes are most 

appropriate for the data.  

In communication studies, thematic analysis is one of the most common 

methodologies since it allows researchers to be flexible in how the data is used and 

analyzed. For example, in a study of informal communication in the workplace, Fay 

(2011) identified five key themes in the interactions between teleworkers and their central 

office co-workers (Fay, 2011). The interactions were coded using a constructivist 

perspective and then grouped together accordingly. As a result, Fay (2011) was able to 

fill an existing knowledge gap by making assumptions about the informal communication 

structure within businesses. Although Fay’s study may seem insignificant to the scope of 
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this thesis, similarities exist in that both explore informal communication. On the surface, 

the foreign policies of most governments hinge on formal modes of communication, such 

as through embassies and diplomatic meetings; however, the informal and often covert 

operations of countries are essential for accomplishing intelligence-related goals – and 

propaganda is no exception. In the 21st Century, propaganda has taken multiple forms, 

especially in the digital landscape, and social media has made the spread propaganda 

easier yet harder to identify. In this thesis, thematic analysis is applied to explore the 

themes of Russian and Chinese framing of the United States online in the propaganda 

efforts of both countries. For the purpose of this study, themes refer to the key ideas or 

concepts that come out of the observed content, while frames refer to the interpretation of 

how the content is presented. For instance, a theme of media coverage of the United 

States may be the portrayal of a politician as corrupt, which would generally represent 

negative framing of American politics. 

 

Sample 

The collected data for this study of social media posts of Russian and Chinese 

media was restricted to one organization for each country: the Russian-owned 

RussiaToday and the Chinese-owned Xinhua News. According to the Columbia 

Journalism Review, RussiaToday is a “soft-power tool to improve Russia’s image 

abroad” in an attempt to counter anti-Russian bias (Ioffe, 2010, p. 1). Since its inception, 

the media outlet has come to represent a proxy for Vladimir Putin’s confrontational 

foreign policy. Similarly, Xinhua News is considered to be a leading Chinese propaganda 

tool by most press freedom organizations. According to Chang (1989), the news agency 
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“takes upon itself to publicize the policies of the Communist Party and the People’s 

Government, canvass the people’s views about these policies, and report these views or 

transmit them to the highest leadership through a feedback system” (Chang, 1990, p. 24). 

These two news agencies were chosen for two specific reasons: both are broadcast in 

English, and both are universally recognized as major propaganda outlets for the 

countries by which they are owned and their foreign policies. As such, these two news 

sources intentionally target English-readers as well as Russian and Chinese citizens that 

are abroad to sow doubt about the American way-of-life. Additionally, RussiaToday was 

specifically chosen due to Facebook’s recent decision to block users from accessing 

accounts owned by RussiaToday. Facebook’s decision to restrict the activity of this 

particular news agency represents an acknowledgment of RussiaToday’s attempt to 

influence public opinion.  

Furthermore, the date range of the selected Facebook posts was carefully decided 

based on Russia and China’s histories and shared agendas to undermine the United 

States. Because 2020 was marked by multiple polarizing events in American society (i.e., 

the coronavirus pandemic, a presidential election, and issues of race), it was inferred that 

the year represented an opportune time for both Russia and China to produce digital 

propaganda. Therefore, only posts made between January 1, 2020, and December 31, 

2020, were considered based on the rationale that there would be a large number of posts 

made by the RussiaToday and Xinhua News pertaining to the United States. 

Unsurprisingly, both news outlets each published roughly 1200 posts each about the 

United States. 
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Data Collection 

This study utilized CrowdTangle, which is a social media analytics tool used for 

gathering data about content on Facebook. Access to this tool is provided free of charge 

by Facebook (the parent company that owns CrowdTangle) to academic researchers. See 

Figure A1 for an image of the CrowdTangle interface. The search feature in 

CrowdTangle was used in order to extract the relevant content posted by both of the news 

agencies. Specifically, the data was filtered using a date range from January 1, 2020, to 

December 31, 2020, and searched using a combination of the following terms, as well as 

singularly: “the United States,” “USA,” “America,” “American.” This date range was 

chosen since 2020 encompasses a variety of highly polarizing topics within American 

society, as previously discussed. Search results were then sorted by total interactions and 

only the top 50 posts were extracted from each of the Facebook pages for a total of 100 

posts. Posts that appeared in multiple searches were only considered once and the next 

most popular post was included instead. According to Sandelowski (1995), “a common 

misconception about sampling in qualitative research is that numbers are unimportant in 

ensuring the adequacy of a sampling strategy” (Sandelowski, 1995, p. 179). However, a 

few scholars have provided some recommendations and best practices for determining 

sample selection in qualitative research designs. In an overview of sampling practices 

within social science research, Onwuegbuzie, Collins & Jiao (2007) suggest that research 

designs such as this require a minimum of 20 to 30 units of observation to achieve 

saturation. With this in mind, it is justified that the 100 total Facebook posts are more 

than enough units of observation to achieve acceptable data saturation in this study. 
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Nonetheless, the framing themes were persistent throughout the data, which provides 

further support that acceptable data saturation had been reached. 

Next, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach, the 

researcher then read the selected posts to become familiar with the content, and made 

note of any preliminary themes that were evident. Bearing this in mind, this analysis 

utilized a deductive approach, in contrast to an inductive approach. As Allen (2017) 

writes, a deductive approach is helpful in identifying “themes in the data that fit an 

existing theory, theoretical framework, or typology” (Allen, 2017, p. 1758). Considering 

the literature surrounding Russian and Chinese propaganda efforts and the context of the 

press of both countries, a deductive approach based on the implications of agenda setting 

and framing seemed most appropriate in this case.  

After reading through the extracted content, each Facebook post was then 

uploaded to MAXQDA, which is a service intended for qualitative data analysis. A 

software of this nature is useful for coding data as it provides methodical tools, such as 

highlighting and annotating capabilities. To locate the themes within the content, the 

researcher thoroughly read through the data to identify any patterns that occurred. As 

Braun and Clarke (2006) note, it is imperative to continually revisit the content to ensure 

that the interpretation of the themes and messages remains consistent throughout the 

process. As such, a codebook was utilized to assist in the sensemaking process by 

keeping track of how each theme was defined and understood. In this light, this study 

undertook an iterative approach that included the identification of themes and the 

development of a method to classify whether a theme was present throughout the selected 
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Facebook posts. Lastly, each theme was then coded with a specific color and categorized 

based on the topic (Allen, 2017). 

In general, this study has the potential to provide information that is can be useful 

for multiple government agencies in identifying counter-messaging opportunities online. 

The analysis of themes provides insight into the narratives that Russia and China are 

trying to craft, which could then help in better understanding the motivations of these 

foreign agendas regarding the creation of propaganda. Based on previous Russian and 

Chinese propaganda efforts, I expect to find that the social media content obtained from 

RussiaToday and Xinhua News is highly correlated with polarizing events in the United 

States in 2020. Specifically, discussions in the United States have revolved around many 

controversial topics within the last year, and I expect to find that the themes of the news 

articles reflect these conversations. Furthermore, the literature on this topic has outlined 

multiple motivations for the propaganda conducted online against the United States by 

both of these countries: discouraging voting, highlighting scandals, challenging 

international institutions and democracy, and restricting human rights. This information 

will not only be useful for understanding themes but will also serve as key indicators for 

the analysis of the digital content. 
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Figure A1 

CrowdTangle Interface 

 

 

Data Analysis 

According to Hawkins (2017) thematic analysis is useful for researchers who are 

interested in looking for “reoccurring topics, ideas, or patterns occurring within the data” 

(Hawkins, 2017, p. 2). This method may be applied to single documents or a collection of 

texts in order to provide a comprehensive understanding of a communication context. As 

previously noted, the long history of propaganda campaigns conducted by Russia and 
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China provides an excellent opportunity to deeply explore this phenomenon in the 

context of framing theory through a thematic analysis. 

Since themes serve as the basis of the proposed research method, Braun and 

Clarke (2006) claim that there is not a definite way of developing themes, but instead, it 

is the responsibility of the researcher to determine what themes are present in the data set. 

However, it is important that the research remains consistent when coding for themes and 

their prevalence. Furthermore, Braun and Clarke (2006) contend that thematic analysis 

methodology is a six-phase process that is guided by recursively revising themes as the 

analysis unfolds. Firstly, the process involves an initial read-through of all the data and 

taking notes of any initial ideas about the content. Following this phase, the next two 

steps involve the coding of the data into significant categories that address the research 

questions and guiding theory of the study. The fourth stage involves the researcher 

creating themes through the combination of codes based on characteristics that they may 

share. Lastly, the themes are polished after the researcher reads the initial data again and 

then he or she creates a final report. Braun and Clarke (2006) claim that the summary of 

the themes should focus on using the data to tell a story that is grounded both in theory 

and the research questions: “analytical claims need to be grounded in, but go beyond, the 

‘surface’ of the data, even for a ‘semantic’ level of analysis” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 

94). 

It is important to note that the process of determining themes in a dataset is 

determined by the researcher’s aim and experience; however, previous researchers have 

provided best practices for thematic analysis. As noted previously, Braun and Clarke 

(2006) outline a six-phase process for theme development that was used in this study. As 
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a result of these phases, the thematic analysis process can be transparent and systemic. 

Indeed, qualitative research is flexible in its ability to gain and decipher data but having a 

clear understanding of the methodology is important for ensuring the accuracy of data 

collection and analysis. 

Because a thematic analysis involves the determination of themes from a given 

media or data set, I believe this approach serves as the best method for this study. Theory 

and previous research act as a guide to help extract themes from media, and this study 

uses framing theory as the guide to identify themes within the selected social media 

content. While the unit of analysis for this study is Russia and China, the unit of 

observation is the 100 Facebook posts that were extracted using CrowdTangle from 

January 1st, 2020 to December 31st, 2020. A thematic analysis of social media content 

posted by RussiaToday and Xinhua News was conducted to compare how these news 

media frame the United States. The social media posts of these news sources were chosen 

due to the fact that these sources are state-owned, and therefore are a direct reflection of 

the political agendas of the countries by which they are owned. 

As previously noted, this study uses a deductive approach to identify themes that 

mirror those found in previous studies. In a study of Russian-owned media sources, 

Elswah and Howard (2020) identified three themes of the content: “to push the idea that 

Western countries have as many problems as Russia;” “to encourage conspiracy theories 

about media institutions in the West in order to discredit and delegitimize them;” and, “to 

create controversy and to make people criticize the channel, because it suggests that the 

channel is important, an approach that would particularly help managers get more 

funding from the government (p. 630).” While these themes were formed from an 
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analysis of Russian-owned media, it can be inferred that they are applicable to Chinese-

owned media as well due to the two countries’ shared ideologies against the United 

States. 

The addition of a theme table (Table B1) is included to demonstrate the process 

used in the development of the themes in the content selected from the Facebook 

accounts of the news agencies. As such, the included table allows readers to gain insight 

and better understand the links determined by the researcher in order to construct each of 

the observed themes. The table lists all themes that were grouped together using the 

approach set forth by Braun and Clarke (2006) in order to fully grasp the way the United 

States is framed in the 100 posts taken from Facebook. Framing theory, coupled with the 

six phases of thematic analysis, was applied to determine the themes that are most salient 

in the selected Facebook posts. The use of this methodology to conduct research allows 

for generalizations to be made from the data collected, and the application of framing 

theory along with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis allow for the 

extension of previous literature. 

Table B1 

Theme Table 

Initial Themes Final Themes 

Anti-American language  

 

 

 

Enemy 

Threat to world peace 

Threat to Russia 

Threat to China 
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Aggressive 

Hostility 

Discrimination  

 

 

 

Failure 

Racism 

Violence 

Sexism 

Military weakness 

Cooperation with USA  

 

 

 

Friend 

Friend of Russia 

Friend of China 

Positive factor of world peace 

Trade partner 

Successful legislation  

 

 

 

Success 

Economic progress 

Political progress 

Social progress 

Military progress 
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Chapter 5: Results 

 This thesis called upon framing theory and applied thematic analysis to examine 

Facebook posts from RussiaToday (n = 50) and Xinhua News (n = 50) to determine the 

main topics of interest in Russian and Chinese state-owned media and how these media 

sources frame the United States in the context of social media. Facebook posts from 

January 1, 2020, to December 31, 2020, were included in the dataset. This chapter 

outlines the results of this thesis, which includes four major framing themes that were 

consistent throughout the selected Facebook posts. This chapter begins by providing an 

overview of the topics covered by both the news agencies followed by a discussion of the 

themes identified through the thematic analysis. In other words, this chapter will identify 

the themes present in the selected content and explore how these themes frame the United 

States. Next, this chapter identifies the most prominent themes in the posts made by 

RussiaToday and Xinhua News. Finally, this chapter will highlight the observed 

differences in themes between the two news agencies.  

The first requestion question in this study asked the following:  

What are the main topics of interest in Russian and Chinese State-Owned Media? 

In order to answer this question, the Facebook posts published by both news 

agencies were cataloged and grouped together by topic. Upon examination, four general 

topics specifically pertaining to the United States emerged from the 100 Facebook posts 

that were collected from the news agencies. The topics most commonly covered were the 

COVID-19 pandemic, politics, the Syrian conflict, and issues of race. Because the social 

media posts were typically a paragraph or less, the overall topic of these posts was easy 

to identify using a simple lexical search. As seen in Table B2, politics was the most 
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common topic with 32 of the 100 total posts pertaining to political commentary. The 

coronavirus pandemic (21%) was the second-most common topic, followed by race 

(15%), and the Syrian conflict (8%). 24 of the 100 Facebook posts pertained to 

miscellaneous topics, such as singular events of violence, military matters, and national 

security. 

Table B2 

Frequency of Topics Covered by RussiaToday and Xinhua News 

Topic RussiaToday 

(n = 50) 

Xinhua News 

(n = 50) 

Total 

(N =100) 

Politics 12 (24%) 

 

20 (40%) 32 (32%) 

COVID-19 

Pandemic 

 

9 (18%) 12 (24%) 21 (21%) 

Race 14 (28%) 

 

1 (2%) 15 (15%) 

Syria 8 (16%) 

 

0 (0%) 8 (8%) 

Other 7 (14%) 17 (34%) 24 (24%) 
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Research question 2 asked: How do Russian and Chinese state-owned media frame the 

United States on social media? 

 In order to answer the second research question, the collected Facebook posts 

from RussiaToday and Xinhua News were evaluated through a thematic analysis. After a 

thorough examination, four themes – two positive and two negative – emerged 

demonstrating that framing of the United States does exist within the news media of 

Russia and China. The themes identified include enemy, failure, ally, and success. The 

themes of enemy and failure represent negative framing, while the themes of ally and 

success indicate positive framing. The identified themes were measured according to 

presence or absence, and it is important to note that the themes are not mutually 

exclusive. In other words, two or more themes could co-exist in each Facebook post. In 

fact, there were numerous instances of posts that included more than one theme. 

Furthermore, posts made by RussiaToday often exceeded a paragraph or more, while 

Xinhua News commonly published posts with three sentences or less. Therefore, content 

gathered from RussiaToday regularly had multiple themes, and content from Xinhua 

News typically only contained one theme. While this phenomenon made theme 

identification a little more difficult, this may explain the higher frequencies of themes 

covered by RussiaToday versus Xinhua News. 

 

Negative Framing: Enemy 

 The theme of enemy embodies the tendency of both news agencies to frame the 

United States as an aggressive and hostile opponent of Russia and China. The presence of 

the enemy theme was determined if the post contained content that described the United 
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States as an adversary of Russia or China or described the United States as a negative 

factor regarding global peace. Facebook posts that met at least one of these conditions 

were identified as having the respective theme. For example, one post made by 

RussiaToday claims that nearly half of all Russians living in the United States have faced 

discrimination based on their nationality. Similarly, a post made by Xinhua News reads 

“The current situation in China-U.S. relations is not what China desires to see, and the 

United States is responsible for all this.” In both of these examples, it is evident that 

Russia and China are attempting to negatively frame the United States as an enemy of the 

two countries by highlighting adversarial events. 

 

Negative Framing: Failure 

 Regarding the failure theme, each Facebook post was measured based on some 

observations. These observations considered whether the post contained language that 

described the negative economic progress of the United, negative political progress of the 

United States, negative military progress of the United States, or negative social progress 

of the United States. Facebook posts that met at least one of these conditions were 

identified as having the respective theme. For instance, one post made by RussiaToday 

claims that “The United States of America is not so united on the issue of a national 

lockdown – with one governor refusing to take part if it is ordered in the future.” 

Similarly, a post made by Xinhua News reads “George Floyd’s death serves as a chilling 

reminder that racial discrimination seems to be showing no signs of improvement among 

the American population.” 
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Positive Framing: Ally 

 Like the enemy theme, the ally theme was determined based on a set of 

observations. The presence of the ally theme was determined if the post contained content 

that described the United States as a friend of Russia or China or described the United 

States as a positive factor regarding global peace. Facebook posts that met at least one of 

these conditions were identified as having the respective theme. For example, a post 

made by RussiaToday discusses the United States’ involvement in the Artemis Accords: 

“The United States and seven other countries have signed a joint treaty to divide and 

conquer the Moon…the arrangement aims to govern future exploration of the satellite 

and its resources.” Similarly, a post by Xinhua News reads “The phase-one economic and 

trade agreement between China and the United States is well beyond an economic deal, 

as it also has a bearing on world peace and prosperity.” 

 

Positive Framing: Success 

 Similar to the failure theme, the success theme was determined based on a set of 

binary conditions. These conditions considered whether the post contained content that 

described the positive economic progress of the United, positive political progress of the 

United States, positive military progress of the United States, or positive social progress 

of the United States. Facebook posts that met at least one of these conditions were 

identified as having the respective theme. For example, a post made by RussiaToday 

claims that “California has taken another step towards granting reparations for slavery to 
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black Americans.” Similarly, a post made by Xinhua News reads “The USA is known to 

be a human rights preacher, a country where life is better protected and a responsible 

world leader.” 

 

Research question 3 asked: Do Russian and Chinese media differ in propaganda directed 

toward the US? 

In order to answer this research question, the themes from RussiaToday and 

Xinhua News were compared. As seen in Table B3, the two media agencies differed 

slightly in their framing styles of the United States. Specifically, RussiaToday drastically 

used the negative framing themes of enemy and failure (80%). Similarly, Xinhua News 

most commonly used negative framing themes of enemy and failure as well, just not to 

the same extent (58%). On the other hand, RussiaToday used a positive framing theme 

only 3 times (6%), while Xinhua News used a positive framing theme 11 times (22%).  

In addition, the two news agencies differ in the frequencies of each frame used. 

Of the negative framing themes, RussiaToday preferred the failure theme (56%), while 

Xinhua News preferred the enemy theme (36%). Regarding the positive framing themes, 

both RussiaToday and Xinhua News preferred the ally theme, but to different extents. 

RussiaToday only published 2 posts (4%) that met the conditions for the ally theme, 

while Xinhua News published 8 posts (16%). Lastly, both news agencies published 

content that was considered to be neutral framing. These posts did not meet any of the 

conditions required to be labeled with any of the four framing themes. Table B3 offers a 

breakdown of the frequencies of the framing themes covered by both news agencies. 
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Table B3 

Frequency of Framing Themes in Facebook Posts by RussiaToday and Xinhua News 

 Theme RussiaToday 

(n = 50) 

Xinhua News 

(n = 50) 

Total 

(N = 100) 

 

Negative 

Framing 

Enemy 12 (24%) 18 (36%) 30 (30%) 

Failure 28 (56%) 11 (22%) 39 (39%) 

 

Positive 

Framing 

Ally 2 (4%) 8 (16%) 10 (10%) 

Success 1 (2%) 3 (6%) 4 (4%) 

Neutral Framing 7 (14%) 10 (20%) 17 (17%) 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

 This thesis examined how Russia and China frame the United States on social 

media, specifically focusing on RussiaToday and Xinhua News. In doing so, it addressed 

a gap in research by focusing on the intersection between communication processes and 

international relations. According to Van Sterkenburg & Knoppers (2004), framing 

theory is useful for determining the themes news media utilizes to create narratives for 

consumers. Using a qualitative thematic analysis of 100 posts made by the two media 

agencies, this study identified four framing themes that were present in coverage of the 

United States. Additionally, this thesis answered three research questions that examined 

the prominence of themes for each news agency and extended discussions on the role of 

propaganda as a diplomatic strategy. This chapter will examine the framing results of the 

United States across the selected Facebook posts and conclude by offering implications 

and recommendations for future areas of research. 

In order to establish the basis for the exploration of themes, the researcher thought 

it was necessary to examine the most common topics covered by the news media in 

question through the lens of agenda-setting. As discussed previously, agenda-setting tells 

the audience what to think about. In this light, the most common topics discussed in 

RussiaToday’s and Xinhua News’ coverage of the United States were politics, the 

coronavirus pandemic, race, and the United States’ involvement in Syria. While a handful 

of posts pertained to other miscellaneous stories, the frequency of the coverage of the 

listed topics may indicate that both Russia and China consider these topics to be the most 

damaging to America’s legitimacy and as opportunities to undermine American society. 

This directly coincides with a report published by the United States Senate Committee on 
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Foreign Relations that claims that the discussion of such topics by Russia and China is 

not only intended to promote national policies, but rather “to exacerbate existing divides 

on hot-button social and political issues like race, religion, immigration, and more” 

(Putin’s Asymmetric Assault on Democracy in Russia and Europe: Implication for U.S. 

National Security, 2018, p. 40). Therefore, the discussion of these hot-button issues 

indicates that both countries are focused on exploiting internal disputes in an effort to 

disrupt consensus on the importance of democratic institutions, thereby deepening 

domestic divides within the United States. 

Posts made by RussiaToday referred to issues of race 28% of the time, while 

Xinhua News only posted about issues of race 2% of the time. While both countries 

discussed American racial divides to some degree, targeting social tensions pertaining to 

race was an overwhelmingly popular tactic used by Russia. However, both countries 

posted messages that emphasized and leveraged police brutality, protests, and anti-

government standoffs. Similarly, political commentary functioned in the same way. 

As evidenced above, posts made by RussiaToday pertained to American politics 

24% of the time, compared to 40% of posts published by Xinhua News. This supports a 

U.S. State Department report that these countries’ commentary on American politics is an 

effort to influence elections. This phenomenon is demonstrated by both countries’ 

partaking in covert support for far-left and far-right political parties, funding political 

action committees (PACs) and lobbyists, and making investments in key economic 

sectors to increase their political influence. Additionally, this supports the RAND 

Corporation’s findings that Russian and Chinese political content aims to “tarnish 
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democratic leaders or undermine institutions through allegations of voter fraud, election 

rigging, and political corruption” (Helmus, 2018, p. 10). 

 Furthermore, the results of this study showed that mixed images of the United 

States are presented by Russia and China in their respective state-run media channels. As 

discussed previously, framing is considered to be the next step of agenda-setting. If 

agenda-setting tells the audience what to think about, framing tells the audience how to 

think about an issue. Unsurprisingly, the two countries repeatedly framed the United 

States in a negative light by describing the United States as a threat and by highlighting 

American failures. When considering the United States’ status as a competitor to both 

countries, it was not surprising to see the salience of negative framing themes throughout 

the content. A report published by the United States Army claims that a critical part of 

this negative narrative is the notion that Russia and China are increasingly surrounded by 

aggressive enemies who are working to prevent the countries from becoming true 

superpowers (Finch, 2019). This fear of foreign aggression not only elevates the stature 

of the militaries of both countries but also works to diminish domestic concerns about 

sovereignty. There remains a key linkage between maintaining domestic political 

legitimacy and the negative narratives pushed by both countries. Perhaps the prominence 

of negative framing themes reveals a truth about both Russia and China; that both 

countries overwhelmingly paint the United States in a negative light is an indicator of 

feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, and threatened ego in the wake of American power. 

However, the few instances of positive framing were unexpected when 

considering the historically deep ideological conflict between the United States and 

Russia and China. Indeed, the framing of the United States by these two countries is 
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drastically skewed to the negative side of the bipolar spectrum, yet the balancing of 

negative and positive frames, albeit small, may be based on the nature of modern 

international relations between the United States and these countries.  

Russia and China remain significantly different from the United States and the 

rest of the Western world in terms of ideology, but the leadership of these two countries 

remains hopeful about the possibility of a peaceful revolution orchestrated by the United 

States (Ong, 2007). This is evident in the countries’ building strong and cooperative 

economic ties with the United States. For instance, the Office of the United States Trade 

Representative explains that American goods and services trade with Russia totals an 

estimated $34.9 billion per year, while trade with China totals an estimated $615.2 billion 

per year. Russia represents the 26th largest trading partner of the United States in terms of 

total two-way trade; China, on the other hand, represents the second-largest trading 

partner of the United States.  

Additionally, these countries rely on the economic power of the United States to 

some degree – Russia more so than China. In recent years, American economic sanctions 

against Russia have shaved a few points from Russia’s annual GDP growth, which has 

steadily hampered Russia’s ability to borrow from and invest in foreign markets. It can be 

argued that the success of American sanctions against Russia is a testament to Russia’s 

reliance on American trade and economics. Similarly, China also benefits from economic 

ties with the United States. Since 2001, when China became a member of the World 

Trade Organization (WTO), China’s economy has grown eleven times larger due to a 

normalizing of trade relations with the United States. American imports from China 

increased dramatically as China became the world’s largest exporter in 2009. Despite the 
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clear ideological differences between the United States and these countries, these 

phenomena show that all parties appear committed to creating and maintaining strong and 

mutually beneficial economic ties. As a result, positive framing of the United States not 

only may act as a diplomatic tool that best serves the national economic interests of both 

Russia and China but also may symbolize both countries’ acknowledging that 

cooperation with the United States is mutually beneficial.  

Not only this, but positive framing of the United States may work to position each 

country as being more benevolent. In other words, it is a poor reflection of Russia and 

China if these two countries exclusively frame the United States in a negative light. Thus, 

the framing of the United States in a positive manner, though infrequent, may act as a 

strategic tool that presents Russian and Chinese media as being more fair and balanced to 

the public. 

A common tactic used in the Facebook posts published by both news agencies 

was the inclusion of a quote by a faux-expert, controversial figure, influencer, or 

celebrity. In some cases, the inclusion of quotes by these individuals works to undermine 

American legitimacy. For instance, a post made by RussiaToday included a quote from 

Noor bin Laden, who is the niece of the infamous terrorist leader Osama bin Laden. In 

the quote, Noor bin Laden pledged her support for Donald Trump’s reelection campaign. 

While Noor bin Laden has denounced terrorism and the 9/11 attacks, Russia’s association 

of the two may have a malevolent justification. In other cases, quotes by popular figures 

work to increase the believability of the content. For instance, another post made by 

RussiaToday quotes Bill Gates, the American business magnate and software developer. 

In a post that discusses the implications of the coronavirus pandemic, Gates is quoted as 
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saying “the global economy will be slowed down, which hurts America economically in a 

pretty dramatic way.” 

Content published by Xinhua News frequently includes quotes from similar 

figures as well. In multiple instances Xinhua News quotes Cyrus Janssen, an alleged 

American entrepreneur. For instance, Janssen is quoted as saying “China could bring 

more substantial progress in common prosperity in the next five years.” While this source 

may seem credible, a quick Internet search returns numerous claims that Janssen was 

hired by China as a “fake” expert to promote Chinese narratives. In fact, Janssen is 

currently being investigated for illegal filming while making a pro-China video (Young, 

2020). When considering the fact that Americans who mainly get their news on social 

media are less knowledgeable, the inclusion of quotes by faux-experts, celebrities, and 

other prominent figures serves the Russian and Chinese pursuit of national interests by 

increasing the credibility of a post. 

 Another common tactic used by both countries in the discussion of the most 

common topics was alluding to conspiracies. For instance, a post by RussiaToday claims 

that the United States has been conducting human testing on soldiers to develop 

biologically enhanced capabilities. Similarly, referring to the coronavirus pandemic, a 

post by Xinhua News claims that the United States has been deliberately exporting 

infected individuals to Latin America. This common feature of the selected Facebook 

posts supports a report published by the RAND Corporation that claims the dissemination 

of conspiracy theories works to stoke fear, create confusion, and undermine trust in 

American institutions (Helmus, 2018). 
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Implications and Future Research 

Previous research on Russian and Chinese has indicated that the propagandist 

agendas of these countries are highly correlated with polarizing events. Because this 

thesis is congruent with previous findings, it can be inferred that this is not an isolated 

phenomenon. As such, this thesis contributes to academic discussions and can serve to 

strengthen justifications for counter-messaging measures. Similarly, previous literature 

on propaganda studies has outlined multiple motivations for the propaganda conducted 

online against the United States: discouraging voting, highlighting scandals, challenging 

international institutions and democracy, and restricting human rights. As indicated in 

this thesis, these motivations remain present in Russian and Chinese propaganda against 

the United States. By supporting previous findings, this thesis serves to eliminate doubts 

regarding the motivations of Russian and Chinese propaganda. Furthermore, this thesis 

was unique in that it compared the digital propaganda of Russia and China. While 

previous research has focused on one country or the other, there is a lack of comparative 

studies. Generally, comparative analysis emphasizes the explanation of similarities and 

differences. In doing so, a comparative analysis helps in the establishment of 

relationships between phenomena and unveils greater patterns among data. 

This study not only confirmed the findings of previous literature but also 

produced a unique set of implications within multiple areas of academia. This thesis was 

unique because it focused on the intersection between communication and international 

relations. Considering previous literature as well as the widespread application of 

communication theories, it can be argued that the field of communication is one of the 

most relevant tools in political strategies regarding international relations. Expanding 
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global communication, such as the Internet and social media, has had multiple effects on 

international relations, including the centralization and dispersion of power, the 

homogenization of societies, and the globalization of cultures. Though, little academic 

research has focused on the intersection of these two fields. However, as this thesis 

indicates, the role of communication in international relations cannot be underestimated. 

By understanding the interplay of communication processes and theory with international 

relations, this study has the potential to provide guidance in the identification of counter-

messaging opportunities online. The analysis of themes provides insight into the 

narratives that Russia and China are trying to craft, which may help in better 

understanding the motivations of their agendas regarding the creation of propaganda 

against the United States. 

 From a policy perspective, organizations that are interested in countering Russian 

and Chinese propaganda on social media could consider identifying American news 

agencies that are influential on social media and help build their capacity. For instance, 

The Hill is a popular source for policy and political coverage online due to its unbiased 

reporting. By providing support and increasing the visibility of American news media 

online, organizations interested in counter-messaging may successfully drown out the 

narratives being pushed by Russia and China. In addition, social media platforms can 

assist in these efforts as well by identifying and restricting central accounts to the Russian 

and Chinese propagandist machines. 

 In the future, it will be critical for the United States and other Western nations to 

confront the deliberate information campaigns sponsored by both Russia and China. In 

this regard, the development of policies that address the multidimensionality of foreign 
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influence will be necessary. Solutions include investing in resources to identify, monitor, 

and target the Russian and Chinese social media accounts in order to effectively respond 

to the malign influence of these countries. 

 Future researchers may consider investigating the ways in which propaganda-

driven media, such as RussiaToday and Xinhua News differ from market-driven media in 

their framing of the United States and the topics they cover. State-owned media agencies 

represent direct extensions of the governments by which they are owned; therefore, their 

motivations to report news may be different than independent sources. Similarly, 

researchers may consider studying media framing of the United States by foreign 

countries on other social media platforms. While this thesis selected Facebook for its 

popularity, other forms of social media differ in communication style. For instance, 

Twitter content is limited by a character count, whereas Instagram is meant for 

photographic content. Perhaps these variables influence the way Russia and China craft 

narratives of the United States. More specifically, the recent emergence of TikTok signals 

a new player in the social media landscape. Interestingly, this platform is owned by a 

Chinese company, which may have implications on the content being pushed to 

American audiences. 

 Lastly, future research may consider analyzing the framing of the United States 

by American media sources. A study that that juxtaposes domestic framing with foreign 

framing of the United States may provide greater insights into the breadth and 

extremeness of foreign propaganda campaigns. 
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Limitations 

 The date range for data collection was chosen specifically for the reason of 

significant events occurring at that time; however, these events represented an 

opportunity for rich data collection. Nonetheless, this may represent a limitation of this 

study that is common of any longitudinal analysis of media data: the unpredictable nature 

of major events around the world can potentially affect the sample. It can be argued that 

the noteworthy events within the United States that happened within the selected date 

range not only increased the United States’ visibility in RussiaToday and Xinhua News 

but also increased the salience of negative framing themes. Had these events not taken 

place, perhaps the data would not be as skewed to the negative end of the framing 

spectrum. 

 It is also worth noting that despite the influence of RussiaToday and Xinhua 

News, both are unique cases within the media landscapes of their respective countries. 

Specifically, both news agencies are directly owned and operated by their respective 

governments and therefore are heavily regulated. As such, the content published by both 

agencies is not fully reflective of the dynamics of the modern Russian and Chinese 

landscapes. Instead, both agencies can be considered outliers intended solely for the 

dissemination of political messages. However, with the assumption that these agencies 

are representative of the government, their selection is justified for this thesis.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 The method set forth by Braun and Clarke (2007) aided in the formation and 

construction of four framing themes that can assist in the blending of the fields of 

communication and international relations by understanding how foreign countries frame 

the United States online. In the 21st Century, specifically, propaganda is plentiful, and the 

study of propaganda provides many opportunities to address its effects. By examining 

Russian and Chinese propaganda through the theoretical lens of framing theory, this 

thesis attempted to widen and deepen existing political communication research. 

Propaganda studies like this are useful for providing insights into the manipulative nature 

of persuasive communication. Furthermore, propaganda studies can provide a fuller 

understanding of the interplay between communication and the exercise of international 

power.  

 This thesis assists in the interpretation of themes that are observed in online 

narratives of the United States promoted by foreign countries, specifically Russia and 

China. Because the nature of communication has become increasingly digital, social 

media represents an important landscape for communication researchers interested in the 

proliferation of propaganda. Particularly, in the United States, Russian and Chinese 

malign influence activities on social media have been common as multiple polarizing 

events in recent history have provided both countries with opportunities to exploit 

democratic vulnerabilities. Overall, the results of this study indicate that Russia and 

China capitalize on these polarizing events to sow discord within American society. 

Additionally, the themes depicted in the social media posts show that Russia and China 

overwhelmingly frame the United States in a negative light, with some instances of 
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positive framing. The findings are consistent with previous research and indicate that 

Russia and China craft specific and tailored narratives about the United States on social 

media in their pursuit of national interests. 

 In light of the broad influence activities conducted by Russia and China on social 

media platforms, American organizations and thinktanks, such as the RAND 

Corporation, have begun to address this phenomenon through policy recommendations. 

However, despite the efforts of these organizations, it remains difficult to completely stop 

foreign propaganda online due to its ambiguous nature since propaganda techniques are 

evolving at the same time as countermeasures. In a way, the United States is currently 

entrenched in a digital arms race that requires a multilayered defense to form a 

comprehensive solution that addresses the broadness of foreign propaganda online.  
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Appendix B: List of Tables 

Table B1 

Theme Table 

Initial Themes Final Themes 

Anti-American language  

 

 

 

Enemy 

Threat to world peace 

Threat to Russia 

Threat to China 

Aggressive 

Hostility 

Discrimination  

 

 

 

Failure 

Racism 

Violence 

Sexism 

Military weakness 

Cooperation with USA  

 

 

 

Friend 

Friend of Russia 

Friend of China 

Positive factor of world peace 

Trade partner 

Successful legislation  

 

 

 
Economic progress 
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Political progress Success 

Social progress 

Military progress 

 

  

Table B2 

Frequency of Topics Covered by RussiaToday and Xinhua News 

Topic RussiaToday 

(n = 50) 

Xinhua News 

(n = 50) 

Total 

(N =100) 

Politics 12 (24%) 

 

20 (40%) 32 (32%) 

COVID-19 

Pandemic 

 

9 (18%) 12 (24%) 21 (21%) 

Race 14 (28%) 

 

1 (2%) 15 (15%) 

Syria 8 (16%) 

 

0 (0%) 8 (8%) 

Other 7 (14%) 17 (34%) 24 (24%) 
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Table B3 

Frequency of Framing Themes in Facebook Posts by RussiaToday and Xinhua News 

 Theme RussiaToday 

(n = 50) 

Xinhua News 

(n = 50) 

Total 

(N = 100) 

 

Negative 

Framing 

Enemy 12 (24%) 18 (36%) 30 (30%) 

Failure 28 (56%) 11 (22%) 39 (39%) 

 

Positive 

Framing 

Ally 2 (4%) 8 (16%) 10 (10%) 

Success 1 (2%) 3 (6%) 4 (4%) 

Neutral Framing 7 (14%) 10 (20%) 17 (17%) 
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