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1. Introduction 
Many have claimed that western media, including the British Broadcasting Corporation 

(BBC), is biased against China, while others have defended it as impartial. There is, on the other 

hand, a lack of study on the Straits Times (ST)’s biases regarding foreign events. This, coupled 

with the conflicting views on BBC, prompted us to study these two media outlets. In this 

research, we examine whether 2 media outlets — BBC and ST — are biased against China in 

their reporting of the South China Sea dispute (SCSD) and the Hong Kong pro-democracy 

protests since 2014 (HKPs). 

Our research questions are as follows: 

1. How do BBC’s and ST’s reporting of events involving China differ with regard to the 

SCSD and HKPs? 

2. Can BBC and ST be considered biased when reporting about China? 

a. Do BBC and ST portray China as the “other”? 
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2. Literature Review 
2.1. Western Media Bias and “Watchdog Journalism” 

Jiang (2012) stated that the Chinese felt that western media, such as BBC, is generally 

prejudiced against China, such as when they focus on China’s flaws. Wurzer and Qin (2017) 

stated that they “revealed several sensitive topics reported by Western TM (traditional media), 

for which we could not find a corresponding Chinese article”. This may explain why some 

western media is viewed as being biased against China, especially when compared to Chinese 

media. However, both reports did not objectively show whether western media portrays China in 

a negative tone or is prejudiced against China. 

According to Litcher (2014), the media is supposed to, but cannot be objective. The 

theory of western “watchdog” journalism was also mentioned. It states that western media’s 

“negative coverage may actually reflect a more general tendency to criticize all sides.” Coronel 

stated that a watchdog journalist “warns citizens about those that are doing them harm”, showing 

that western media tends to have a negative tone on everything. This may again explain why 

western media is seen as biased against China. 

2.2. Economic Model of Bias (Demand Bias) 

The economic model of bias theory proposes that media outlets may intentionally be 

biased to increase sales. According to Gentzkow and Shapiro (2014), “consumers tend to choose 

media whose biases match their own preferences or prior beliefs” (confirmation bias). One 

reason mentioned is that many believe that news reports with a different perspective from their 

own are biased while those aligning to their beliefs are unbiased. They also wrote that “a rational 

consumer who is uncertain about an information source’s accuracy will tend to judge it to be 

higher quality when its reports match the consumer’s priors.” They also found that most 

newspapers in the US are centre-left to maximise sales. Thus, news outlets may intentionally be 

more biased to increase sales. However, this does not apply to BBC, as it is state-owned and 

unaffected by sales. On the other hand, ST depends on sales and Singapore Press Holdings, its 

publisher, is listed on the stock market, thus possibly being affected by demand bias. Although 
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editorial guidelines may affect media outlets’ bias as well, the demand bias can still affect the 

guidelines and thus the bias. 

2.3. Media Representation of the “other” 

Fürsich (2010) examines the “media representation of the other”. She explains that the 

media can “promote or hinder a positive outlook towards cultural diversity” by making an idea 

of the “other”, someone different from the national mainstream. According to her, the media 

often portrays the “other” negatively due to cultural differences. Durham and Kellner (2006) 

wrote that the “other” is often portrayed as “primitive, uncivilized and highly antagonistic”. 

These traits are some criteria that we can use to assess if BBC or ST does portray China as the 

“other”. Huang and Leung (2005) reassessed this concept. During the SARS crisis, Vietnam was 

portrayed positively while China negatively, which they claimed was due to handling the crisis 

differently. However, we doubt it as Vietnam was thought to be pro-western then while China 

was not. 

2.4. BBC 

BBC was accused by many of being biased in its coverage of the Arab-Israeli conflict, 

including Malcolm Balen who wrote a report on it in 2004. BBC was reported to have spent 

about £200,000 fighting a case to prevent the report from being released to the public. However, 

Gaber, Seymour, and Thomas (2009) found that BBC journalists adhered to their editorial 

guidelines and were unbiased in controversial issues such as the Arab-Israeli conflict. Thus, they 

most possibly did adhere to their editorial guidelines when dealing with other such controversial 

issues, including the SCSD and the HKP.  

2.5. Straits Times 

In his book, Freedom from the Press, Cherian George accused Singaporean journalism of 

state censorship and being too pro-government. Although this is largely irrelevant to our 

research, it can give us an idea of possible biases ST has. 
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Netizens have noted that ST quoted the same commuter 8 times in 10 months, with her 

age ranging from 35 to 37, and that it modified a contributor’s article without informing her.  
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3. Methodology 
3.1. Reuters as Control 

For this research, Reuters would be assumed to be unbiased for comparison with BBC 

and ST.  Reuters provides news to over 200 news outlets. As it is well known to be one of the 

most objective media outlets, Reuters’ customers also tend to prefer facts. Thus, based on the 

economic model of bias, Reuters, which is on the stock market, would remain as objective as 

possible to maximise sales. Furthermore, Reuters’ editorial policy states that “[w]e are 

committed to reporting the facts and in all situations avoid the use of emotive terms”. Assuming 

it adheres to its policy, Reuters should be in theory unbiased. Hence, it is reliable to use Reuters 

as a control and assume it to be unbiased. 

3.2. Definition of Media Bias 

Bias is defined as “inclination or prejudice for or against one person or group, especially 

in a way considered to be unfair” (Oxford English Dictionary). Garner and Black (2009) defined 

“media bias” as “a political bias in journalistic reporting, in programming selection, or otherwise 

in mass communications media”.  
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3.3. Data collection 

We have gathered a total of 593,332 words worth of articles from BBC and ST in a total 

of 6 corpora. 

  

3.4. Corpus Linguistics 

We used corpus linguistics for our research. Weisser (2015) defined a corpus as a “a 

collection of spoken or written texts to be used for linguistic analysis and based on a specific set 

of design criteria influenced by its purpose and scope”. Corpus linguistics is the analysis of such 

corpora,  typically with computer software and techniques such as word frequency analysis and 

concordancing.  

For our research, we gathered the articles in 6 corpora (section 3.3) and processed each 

corpus individually in Antconc, a corpus linguistics software. Words possibly showing signs of 

prejudice or portraying China as the “other” that were collocated near words associated with 

China, such as “Chinese” and “Beijing”, were searched for. We checked the context these words 

appeared in to ensure they were used in relation to China. The word frequencies were then 

collated in tables (section 4.1-4.2).  
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In order to minimise our own bias, we checked the dictionary definitions of the words in 

question and picked them only if they fulfilled the criteria of prejudice. We also cross-checked 

each other to minimise personal bias. 

The words collated were mainly adjectives as adjectives can be applied subjectively. 

However, verbs and nouns were often used to refer to objective places and things, hence not 

often fulfilling the criteria of prejudice. Only verbs and nouns considered derogatory were 

collated.  
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4. Data Analysis and Findings 
4.1. Results by each media outlets 

 

The amount of biased words present in BBC and ST articles is low, at less than 1 in every 

2000 words, meaning that it is unlikely one would encounter more than two biased words in an 

average article. Furthermore, most of the stronger bias words such as “regime”, “suppress” and 

“propaganda” were used in articles as part of quotes or reported speech. Both outlets rarely used 

extreme words against China in their stated views, similarly to Reuters, our control media outlet 

assumed to be unbiased. Hence, we can conclude that BBC and ST are unbiased as well. 

Similar to Reuters, there were almost no words in the articles from BBC and ST 

associated with representation of the “other” (primitive, uncivilised and highly antagonistic).  
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4.2. Results by each event 

 

In relation to the SCSD, both BBC and ST produce similar results to Reuters. BBC has 

the largest proportion of biased words, followed by Reuters. 

In relation to the HKPs, however, Reuters has the largest proportion of biased words 

(including reported speech), while ST has the largest (excl reported speech). BBC has the lowest 

for both cases. 
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5. Discussion 
5.1. Implications & Explanation 

Our findings have shown that BBC and ST were largely unbiased when reporting about 

China. This challenges some people’s claims that BBC is biased against China. A study had 

found that BBC is also unbiased when reporting about other controversial topics such as the 

Arab-Israeli conflict (Gaber et al., 2009). Contrary to this, however, a research studying BBC’s 

coverage of the Scottish independence referendum reported that BBC was biased against the 

“Yes” campaign (Robertson, 2014). These three research shows that BBC is more impartial 

while reporting on foreign events. 

While there is a lack of existing study on ST’s biases regarding foreign events, our study 

can pave the way for future research on ST and broaden the public perspective on ST. ST 

produced very similar results as Reuters. This may be because ST often sources articles from 

Reuters.  

Some biased words can be found in Reuters’ articles, contrary to Reuters’ editorial 

policy. For both the SCSD and HKPs, there are still some biased words, possibly due to the 

inclusion of reported speech. 

5.2. Limitations 

We recognize that the study has some limitations: 

1. We only used corpus linguistics to analyse the data, and corpus linguistics is unable to 

detect if the news outlet omits information to sway the readers’ opinions. Nonetheless, 

we believe that corpus linguistics is a rather objective and suitable method in analysing 

bias in regards to linguistics. 

2. Deciding which words are biased can be influenced by our own bias. We realise that this 

is a problem, and as a result, we double-checked the meaning of the words we consider 

“biased” with the Oxford dictionary. If the dictionary indicates that a certain word can be, 

for example, used in a derogatory manner, we would classify the word as “biased”. This 
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can minimise our own biases and make the research more objective. A list of biased 

words was also created to ensure consistency.  

3. We only searched for bias against China. As such, we are unable to detect articles with 

bias in favour of China. Thus, while some articles may have plenty of biased words 

against China, it may also contain many biased words for China, which can balance out 

the words detected, making it less biased. 

5.3. Future Research 

Future studies can aim to patch up our limitations, such as using other methods to study 

the biases and checking of words biased towards China. Furthermore, they can study why some 

media outlets are biased/unbiased towards China because our current research does not study the 

reasons, and other events and media outlets can be studied to broaden the scope and more 

accurately ascertain the biases of the media outlets. Lastly, more research can be done to 

investigate ST’s coverage of foreign events. 
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6. Conclusion  
In this paper we studied the different extents of biases displayed by ST and BBC when 

reporting about China in the SCSD and the HKPs. 

When comparing between ST and BBC, with Reuters being used as a control media 

outlet, we found that both outlets are largely unbiased when compared to Reuters as a whole on 

reporting about China. Both outlets also showed no signs of portraying China as the “other” or 

any signs of bias against China. Thus, we are able to conclude that ST and BBC are unbiased 

when reporting and are trustworthy news sources with regards to events related to China. 

 

Word count (excluding title page and references): 2000  
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