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Discovering China’s Policy Trajectories in the Xi Jinping Era:
A Text-as-Data Approach to Presidential Speeches, 2012-2022

Puzzle:
Politics and policy under Xi Jinping

* Observers agree that the last decade under Xi’s rule has seen a
drastic change in China’s policy process as the leader himself has
been involved in almost every stage of policy process, from agenda
setting through policy formulation to policy implementation and
evaluation (Heilmann and Stepan 2016; Lampton 2018).

* Ithas been argued that General Secretary Xi has extended his
personal reach into economic and social policy, domains that are
previously left to the premier and the State Council, earning him
the nickname “The Chairman of Everything” (Ang 2022; Shirk
2022).
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Puzzle:
Politics and policy under Xi Jinping

Despite Xi’s extensive involvement in policy process, however,
observers disagree over whether and to what extent Xi has made
real progress in implementing his policy initiatives (including his
so-called signature policies) and accomplishing policy goals (Pei
2022; Jaros and Tan 2019).

The relationship between Xi’'s personal commitment and policy
effects on the ground is at most ambiguous, raising many
questions regarding the nature and scope of Xi’s involvement in the
policy process, as well as the evolution of his own policy preferences.

Our Focus:
Agenda outcomes and political attention

* How many and what kinds of policy agenda has Xi Jinping as

supreme leader proposed and promoted since taking office in
20127

* How much of Xi’s attention has been devoted to each agenda

and how has it developed over the period under Xi’s rule?

What is the relationship among agendas and how has it
evolved over time?
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The literature:
Conflicting views on policy priorities under Xi

Existing research on agenda outcomes argues that unlike the Hu
Jintao era where policy inertia under incremental change became
the norm, Xi’s “strongman” rule enabled the swift and unilateral
adjustment of policy priorities, resulting in policy agenda
changing in greater frequency and converging to a stronger focus
(Chan etal. 2020; Yan et al. 2022)

Yet other studies note that Xi has stayed the course even when
his policies encountered serious difficulties or have become
extremely costly, as manifested in his major foreign policy
initiatives, the crackdowns in Xinjiang and Hong Kong, and the
continuation of the zero-Covid policy (Pei 2022)

The literature:
Gaps and problems

Despite the interest in Xi’s policy priorities, few studies have
systemically attempted to identify the entire spectrum (the
number, substance, and underlying relationships) of policy
agendas pursued throughout the Xi era.

More importantly, little is known about the evolution of Xi’s
personal attention and commitment to each policy agenda, which
constitutes a prerequisite for understanding variations in policy
effects.

These gaps in the literature stem in part from the paucity of
relevant data and method for identifying policy priorities and
measuring political attention.
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Data

» Text data compiled from Database of Xi

(Y7 p——

Jinping’s Important Speech Series (3 #1F

RINEEYEE B F)

* The material mainly comes from the
Chinese state media, including People’s
Daily, Xinhua News Agency, local
newspapers, several state and CCP
publications, such as Qiushi.

* The pre-cleaning dataset contains a total
of 12,532 articles from November 15,
2012 to October 31, 2022.
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Data (after cleaning)

¢ Total number of article: 9,016

¢ Total number of words: 14.11 million

* Average number of words per article: 1565 words
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Method:
Structural Topic Modeling (STM)

« Why STM?

* Topic modeling not only reduces manual labor but avoids
unintentional coding bias (ex. Dictionary-based approach)

* Topic modeling performs particularly well at the task of topic
extraction when analyzing newspaper articles or well-
prepared political statements.

* STM enables the investigation of how document metadata,
that is, observable covariates such as author or date, influence
the content of the text (Roberts et al. 2019)

Estimation Results

Table 1. Estimation summary: 20-topics STM (without labeling)
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Table 2. Estimation summary: 20-topics STM with labels
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Figure 2. Graphical display of topical contrast between Topic 10
(Innovation and Economy) and Topic 16 (Military)
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Figure 3. The network of correlated topics for a 20-topic Structural Topic Model. Node size
is proportional to centrality and edge width is proportional to the strengh of the correlation
between topics.
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Figure 4. Graphical display of topical prevalence over time
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Figure 5. Graphical display of topical prevalence (for all topics)
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Main findings (1)

Estimation results show that:

* 20 mutually distinct policy agendas are identified
throughout the decade.

* The core foreign policy agendas that have received the most
attention from the leader are China and the Developing
World and China and Economic Cooperation (accounting
consistently about 25% of the attention amount), while
presidential attention to China-US relations has significantly
decreased after Xi’s first years in office.

* The most important domestic policy agendas in terms of
topical prevalence include Economy and Innovation,
Administrative reform, and Anti-corruption Campaign,
although the prevalence of the anti-corruption campaign has
decreased over time.

17

Main findings (2)

Estimation results show that:

+ Attention to Ideology and History has grown over time,
especially since Xi’s second term, whereas the emphasis on
national unity has decreased and stagnated during most of the
period.

* The arrival of Covid-19 has taken away much attention from
many of the key agendas but not all of them; Economic
Cooperation and Innovation and Economy are among the
few agendas whose topical prevalence increased after the
Covid-19.

* The policy areas in which Xi’s personal involvement is most
striking are Military and Education.

18
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Works in progress

« Additional data collection

» Text data on policy agenda including the Hu period (regular
Politburo meetings statement, Politburo collective study
sessions)

* Improvement of topic extraction and validation
* Application of KeyATM (Key Word Aided Topic Modeling)

* More explicit, transparent validation of estimation results (i.e.
the number of K)
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