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This study offers an analysis of cross-country difference in Southeast Asian
public opinion on China in the mid-2010s, using data from the Asian Barometer
Survey (ABS). I pursue two empirical questions: (1) how China fared in perceived
influence and positivity compared to the U.S. at the national level and (2) what
perception gaps existed in regional and national assessments of China’s positive
impact. The findings indicate that public perceptions by country are not radically
different from commonly known government-level orientations toward China.
Yet there are interesting patterns of clusters across countries and gaps in
perceptions. First, some countries consistently regard China more influential and
more beneficial than the U.S. while others face a contradiction between China
being more influential but less beneficial than the U.S. Second, in all countries,
Southeast Asian respondents think that the extent to which China benefits their
own country is greater than the extent to which China benefits the region,
implying a potential collective action problem for a coherent regional response.
It is also interesting to note that the largest perception gap is reported in the
Philippines, the country at the forefront of the South China Sea disputes with
China. The findings contribute to the larger literature on Southeast Asia’s
alignment choices in the face of the US-China strategic competition.
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INTRODUCTION
Popular accounts suggest that the past two years have seen a rapid deterioration
in public opinion on China around the world. Media reports and policy
commentaries using data from international and national polls increasingly
highlight this growing negativity toward China (Kassam 2021; Silver 2021; The
Economist 2020). These accounts give the impression that until recently, China
was seen as a benign, if not trusted, power. However, these are at odds with earlier
narratives of China being poorly received, if not with outright hostility, in many
parts of the developing world in the 2000s and early 2010s. As China’s political and
economic presence in developing countries rose rapidly, media reports of
concerns over labor and environmental issues related to Chinese investment
projects and the influx of Chinese workers, real or perceived, abounded. Signs
of occasional tensions were very clear in Southeast Asia. In 2014, national protests
and riots targeting Chinese businesses took place in the most dramatic fashion
in Vietnam, where Chinese-owned factories were torched, and Chinese workers
were attacked (Morris-Jung and Pham 2017). Myanmar’s popular backlash
against the China-backed Myitsone Dam project and the Letpadaung copper
mine during the political transition of the early 2010s is well known and often cited
as an example of the challenges that China faces in its overseas economic
expansion (Chan 2017; Chan and Pun 2020). Examining such challenges is now
a well-established part of the rapidly emerging “China in Southeast Asia”
literature, as seen in recent publications by Diokno (2019), Hiebert (2020),
Lampton, Ho, and Kuik (2020), Shambaugh (2020), and Strangio (2020).
Part of this dissonance may arise from the fact that most of the literature on
public views on the rise of China in Southeast Asia has relied more on events such
as protests and riots and less on public opinion data. Historical events and
anecdotes, especially critical cases that can shape public opinion and
government policy, are important evidence. Nevertheless, although public
protests provide valuable information about how China is viewed in other
countries, they need relatively high thresholds to be realized and are therefore
rare. They also need to be filtered through many other factors, not least economic
and political, to be observable, thus requiring a wide range of other
considerations for analysis. As such, case-centric approaches are often not
amenable to cross-national comparisons. In contrast, public opinion studies,
especially in cross-national settings, can provide considerably larger-scale and
comparable information. Public opinion research also enables more
generalizable representations of the phenomenon. For Southeast Asia, although
cross-country survey data, such as the Asian Barometer Survey (ABS), are
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available, analytical studies have been rare, with few exceptions, such as that of
Chu, Kang, and Huang (2015). Studies examining public views of a rising China
in wider Asia, including both Northeast and Southeast Asian countries, have
recently emerged (Sonoda 2021), yet they often include only two or three studies
from Southeast Asia and thus offers limited coverage for intra-regional
comparison.
In this study, I examine public opinion on China across Southeast Asian
countries, particularly in the mid-2010s, just after Chinese foreign policy in the
region underwent a major transformation under Xi Jinping. To study public
perceptions of China in Southeast Asia, I specifically pursue two empirical
questions: (1) how China fared in perceived influence and positivity compared
to the U.S. at the national level and (2) what perception gaps existed in regional
and national assessments of China’s positive impact. To answer these questions,
I used data from Wave 4 of the ABS, conducted in 2014–2016. The mid-2010s were
critical times that witnessed a structural transformation in China’s relations with
the rest of the world. In the 2000s, elite assessments and public perceptions of
China across the world were highly favorable. In East Asia, scholars were of the
view that regional countries rarely felt threatened by China’s rise (Kang 2007) and
that even China agreed to be socialized into accepting preexisting norms of East
Asian regional cooperation (Goh 2007). However, changes in China’s foreign
policy in the early 2010s with the ascent of Xi Jinping to power created a structural
break with the earlier period. The first half of the last decade was also a period
before the Trump administration in the U.S., China’s heavy-handed “wolf-warrior
diplomacy,” and the COVID-19 pandemic, which brought about many
complications in the geostrategic environment of Southeast Asia.
Examining Southeast Asian public perceptions of China matters because
Southeast Asia is a region strategically important to the evolution of the U.S.–
China competition. Since the success of China’s regional policy is critical to its
global ambitions, examining the public views of China in its neighboring
countries, especially in Southeast Asia, merits particular attention. If China
cannot achieve regional leadership in Southeast Asia, it will be almost impossible
for it to assume global leadership.
One might argue that public opinion comparisons across countries may raise
questions regarding the validity of the findings due to the different regime types
in Southeast Asia. Given the considerable heterogeneity of political systems and
the various levels of political freedom, this is a valid point. However, regardless
of regime type, public perceptions of a foreign power matter to a country’s foreign
relations. A democratic government is, in principle, more restricted by public
opinion in terms of foreign policy. The case for an authoritarian government may
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be more complex. A nondemocratic or illiberal government often seeks to
leverage or even manipulate anti-foreign sentiment to bolster its legitimacy and
regime support. Thus, it is particularly vulnerable to nationalistic criticism when
it appears unable to deliver on its nationalist promises (Zhao 2013). As such,
nationalist, anti-China sentiment may place a constraint on the official policy of
an authoritarian government in Southeast Asia and may restrain it from taking
a blatantly pro-China stance to the extent that it is vulnerable to nationalistic
criticism.
Examining cross-country patterns of public perceptions contributes to
broader research into the alignment choices of Southeast Asian countries. There
is considerable interest in how to classify Southeast Asian countries and locate
them on a spectrum in terms of their accommodation of a rising China. In the
recent literature on East Asian international relations, scholars have attempted
to group Southeast Asian countries according to their foreign policy stances
toward China (Chen and Yang 2013; Haacke 2019; Shambaugh 2020). Although
there are slight disagreements over exactly where to locate these countries, it is
generally agreed that while most countries are “hedging” or seeking to maintain
a balance of influence from external powers, some countries are more aligned
with China’s strategic preferences than others. Cambodia is often classified as
the most supportive of China’s Southeast Asian policy, whereas Vietnam and the
Philippines are considered the least aligned or even “soft-balancing” against
China. This study introduces public opinion patterns to this debate and can offer
a deeper understanding of the extent to which public preferences and official
government orientations are aligned across regional states.
Before proceeding, it is necessary to define the scope of this study. The
determinants of cross-country variations in public opinion on China are not
addressed in this study. Since the key motivation of this study was to identify
public opinion patterns across countries in light of the scarcity of previous
studies, the question of what may be driving these variations is left unanswered
and should be addressed in future research. Likewise, this study does not
examine how public views of China measured by the ABS can be identified to
influence individual countries’ specific foreign policy. Whether and how
successfully China has influenced public opinion in the regional states of
Southeast Asia is also outside the scope of this study. China’s soft power strategy
and public diplomacy have become major research topics in the past decade, and
there is a substantial body of literature on their evolution and performance (Cho
and Jeong 2008; Lee and Hao 2018; Shambaugh 2013, 2015). Related to this
literature, previous studies have also sought to understand the mediating effects
of the domestic political conditions of China’s soft power, although they have used
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data from outside the region (Hess and Aidoo 2014). I fully agree with the idea that
deliberate strategies of domestic politicians in the face of political or electoral
competition may significantly modify the way in which China’s economic and
diplomatic influence is channeled. This is also likely to have happened in
Southeast Asia; however, it is also beyond the scope of this study.
This study proceeds as follows. The next section introduces key themes to be
studied with respect to public perceptions of China, and more importantly, how
those themes will be approached in this article. The following section presents
analytical frameworks. The third section describes data and the metrics used.
The fourth section presents findings. The final section concludes.

EXAMINING PUBLIC OPINION ON CHINA IN SOUTHEAST ASIA
Public perceptions of foreign powers, including China, can be usefully
examined through the lens of the concepts of influence and positivity. The
concept of influence, which denotes the public recognition of China’s influence,
is quite straightforward. China’s influence primary comes from its economic
might. China is an important partner in economic interactions due to its vast
market size and growth potential. The stellar growth of the Chinese economy in
the 2000s boosted Southeast Asian recovery from the 1997 Asian financial crisis
and sustained the boom years, driven by a high Chinese demand for commodities
and industrial inputs produced in the region (Coxhead 2007). This made China
the top trade partner and a rising investor for most regional economies.
Accordingly, most of the international public recognizes the benefits of
enhanced interactions with China. The sheer size of the Chinese market and
dynamism make China an economic partner that neither firms nor the public
can easily ignore. China is also a new and ambitious international investor that
is more willing to take risks, thus providing new investment opportunities to
countries that struggle to attract conventional investors. Chinese investment has
also placed competitive pressure on existing investors, sometimes leading to
better terms for host countries. The weight of economic imperative is well found
in Canada, a country that reported a sharp increase in negativity toward China
in the wake of recent commercial and diplomatic disputes. Li (2021) showed that
despite a general decline in overall favorability, the Canadian public felt that
expanding trade and investment links with China should be the top priority of
the Canadian government’s relations with it.1

1 Li (2021) provides a good up-to-date review of global opinion polls of public perceptions of
China.
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The case of positivity, which refers to the evaluation of China’s influence, is
more complicated because it can be divided into two types according to its
relationship with influence. The first type is positivity generated by influence in
a way that “influence buys friends.” In the economic domain, through close trade
relations, foreign direct investment, and foreign aid, a country can receive
positivity from the public. A previous study found that close economic ties appear
to minimize low-intensity conflicts with China, although they do not necessarily
reduce high-intensity conflicts (Zeng 2021). In the political domain, the public
in some countries may see China as a champion of independence and a source
of leverage against more powerful and threatening neighbors and isolation from
the international community.
The other type is positivity undermined by influence in a way that “influence
creates resentment.” In the economic domain, the influx of Chinese goods,
workers, and businesses may create steep competition for domestic
manufacturers, workers, and traders. Economic dependence on China increases
a country’s vulnerability to manipulation and economic coercion. China, on its
part, has made it clear that it is willing to use sanctions to “establish a reputation
for resolve” to deter future challenges to its rise (Zhang 2019). The changes in
China’s geopolitical strategy under Xi Jinping (Smith 2021) have clearly
aggravated the situation. In the political domain, China’s support or patronage
of unpopular governments or ruling elites may provoke a backlash. China has
often been criticized as a patron of autocratic states (Bader 2015).
I make a distinction between positivity and favorability/approval, a related
concept that is widely used in public opinion research.2 Favorability/approval
metrics seek to capture respondents’ overall affect regarding a subject and are
usually obtained using a Likert scale or a feeling thermometer. An example is the
question used by the Pew Research Center on the view of China.3 Though
informative, favorability is a concept separate from positivity, and it has clear
2 Closely related to positivity toward China, but not discussed in this study is whether a China is
seen as a model for development or governance. This is a conceptually separate issue. The soft power
question whether the public admires or wants to emulate another country is indeed closely correlated
with positive evaluations (Nye 2008). In fact, many in the developing world became curious whether
China can be an alternative model of development for developing countries (Welsh and Chang 2015)
and that was one important element of China’s soft power that came to prominence in the late 2000s
(Cho and Jeong 2008). Nonetheless, for the purposes of this study, one must distinguish positivity
toward China from the desire to emulate Chinese model of development. This is because people can
see benefits from cooperation with China while not considering its mode of operation appropriate in
their social and economic context, which may be different from China.
3 The question is “Please tell me if you have a very favorable, somewhat favorable, somewhat unf
avorable or very unfavorable opinion of China” (https://www.pewresearch.org/global/database/indi
cator/24/)
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limitations. Favorability is a vague concept and it rarely allows respondents to
distinguish between the influence and positivity dimensions. It could be also
problematic measures of affect fail to differentiate between aspects of the foreign
relations in question (Li 2021). However, for countries that are under heavy
Chinese economic influence, this differentiation can be important. The extent
to which China is seen as influential and the extent to which its influence is viewed
as positive should be examined separately.
Although current approaches to Southeast Asian perceptions of China can
provide valuable information, they have two major limitations. First, they tend
to rely on absolute assessments of China’s influence or positivity in the region or
a country. Survey results are usually, if not always, based on absolute metrics. For
example, surveys report that a certain percentage of respondents believe that
“China is the most influential power in Asia” or that “China does more good than
harm” to the region or a country. Although these are a good starting point, I argue
that they are insufficient on their own and should be combined with relative
assessments of China’s competitor—that is, the U.S. Conceptually, this is because
perceptions of China, at both the elite and popular levels, are inherently strategic
in nature, both in origins and implications. China’s rise is a concept that implies
the relative decline of the U.S. In the U.S.–China strategic competition, it is
obvious that one is always viewed in relation to the other. If China is to become
the next hegemon, it should offer something better than the current one or be
seen as such. Thus, any conceptual analysis in this line of reasoning should reflect
the competitive aspect. If China appears to have a positive margin over the U.S.
in influence and positivity, its rise is much more consequential than currently
recognized. In contrast, if China does not have that margin, the discourse on its
rise should be qualified, even if the relative decline of the U.S. continues.
Moreover, in terms of measurement, some countries are inherently more
inward-looking and nationalistic, thus underestimating the influence of any
power. Although countries in Southeast Asia are generally suspicious of any sign
of external intervention or manipulation due to their colonial experience, this
proclivity may vary across countries. For these reasons, using an absolute
measure without any comparison is susceptible to potentially misleading results.
Comparisons offer more valid representations.
Furthermore, current approaches pay insufficient attention to perception
gaps in countries’ evaluations of China’s impact on regional and domestic affairs.
Identifying and placing countries’ responses on a spectrum has been standard
practice in the literature on Southeast Asia’s alignment choices. Yet, gaps in
perceptions between China being good to the region and China being good to
one’s own country have rarely been investigated. The distinction between
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regional and national assessments is critical because it has implications for
understanding the regional response to China’s rise. If perception gaps exist
between an external power’s impact on the region and its impact on a country,
this predicts a divergence of interests. Furthermore, if these gaps vary
significantly across countries, this implies varied levels of willingness to bear the
costs of pursuing a solution through region-wide collective action. In other
words, cross-country perception discrepancies between the extent of China’s
positive impact on the region and on an individual country may undermine
efforts to create a coherent Southeast Asian policy on China, at least on the public
opinion level.
Paying close attention to perception gaps driven by divergent national interests
is not an extreme proposition when studying Southeast Asia. This region is
characterized by geographic, historical, economic, political, and cultural
heterogeneity and is undergoing a process of forging an unlikely “region” out of
fragmentation and contradiction (Emmerson 1984). Its regional organization,
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), has been struggling to
produce a coherent regional response to the changing strategic and economic
environment in Southeast Asia. The lack of a coherent China strategy is attributed
to the divergent, even conflicting, national interests of member states. This has
forced the ASEAN to adopt the least ambitious measure, limiting the goal of its
regional cooperation to mitigating the extent of the problem instead of working
toward a solution (Davies 2018).
In dealing with China, the underlying diversity manifests itself as a divided
Southeast Asia, lacking a coherent regional strategy and limited in bargaining
power. More pertinent to this study, although South China Sea disputes constitute
a regional security issue, threat perceptions differ dramatically between littoral
states and non-littoral states. Cambodia even sees security benefits from its close
alignment with China for balancing the influence of its more powerful neighbors,
Thailand and Vietnam. China’s economic domination over or coercion of a single
country has cross-border and regional implications. However, the level of
overdependence on China for trade, investment, and financial relations also
varies, although China is a key economic partner with a large economic presence
in all countries. Diverse conditions lead to divergent interests, which are likely
to be reflected in country-level public opinion.
The above discussion suggests that a more accurate understanding of public
opinion of China in the Southeast Asian context requires (1) relativity metrics to
reflect the strategic nature of the U.S.-China competition, and (2) a way to gauge
a discrepancy between regional and national assessments to reflect the collective
action problem faced by divergent Southeast Asian countries. In the remaining
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of the study, I examine survey data through frameworks constructed to address
these two specific limitations.

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORKS AND DATA
I examine two questions: (1) how China fared in perceived influence and
positivity compared to the U.S. at the national level and (2) what perception gaps
existed in regional and national assessments of China’s positive impact. For the
first question, I construct a framework to map China’s margin in influence and
positivity compared to the U.S. The two dimensions “China’s margin in influence
compared to the U.S.” and “China’s margin in positivity compared to the U.S.”
combine to produce the following four outcomes (Table 1).
Table 1. Perceptions of China Compared to the U.S. at the National Level
China’s Margin in Influence Compared to the U.S.
China’s Margin
in Positivity
Compared to
the U.S.

China Less Influential

China More Influential

China More
Positive

China is less influential but
its influence more positive

China is more influential and
its influence more positive

China More
Negative

China is less influential and
its influence more negative

China is more influential but
its influence more negative

Source: Author’s construction

The results categorize countries into four groups. Countries in the first
quadrant assign higher influence and positivity to China than the U.S. The same
schematic applies to other quadrants, which will not be repeated, except for the
fourth quadrant, which offers a contrast. This is the group of countries that assign
greater influence but lower positivity to China compared to the U.S. These
countries are in a position in which China’s influence in the political, economic,
or security domains may be relatively dominant but more poorly received
compared to the influence of the U.S. Clustering countries in this way provides
information and insights that can be compared to state-level alignment choices
in Southeast Asia.
The second question requires a framework that compares regional- and
national-level assessments of positivity toward China. The perception gap is
conceptualized according to the difference between positivity toward the foreign
power’s impact on the region and positivity toward its impact on the respondents’
country. This is again measured for China and the U.S. The second framework
is presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. The Positivity Gap between Regional and National Assessments
For the U.S.

For China

Perception Gap

The extent to which the U.S. is
beneficial to the region is …
the extent to which the U.S. is
beneficial to my country.

The extent to which China is
beneficial to the region is …
the extent to which China is
beneficial to my country.

Region benefitting more
than my country

Greater than

Greater than

No gap

Equal to

Equal to.

My country benefitting
more than region

Less than

Less than

Source: Author’s construction

For simplicity, I focus my discussion on outcomes related to China. The same
logic applies to the assessments of the U.S. presented in the second column. Of
the three possible outcomes related to China (presented in the third column), the
second category—no gap—would be the least problematic. No gap suggests that
China’s regional positivity is equal to its national-level positivity. There is no
conflict. The top right category is the outcome of respondents viewing the extent
to which China benefits the region as greater than the extent to which it benefits
their own countries. This may imply a view that the country is lagging behind in
its beneficial relationship with China relative to other regional countries. Such
public opinion may support a foreign policy that promotes closer ties with China.
In contrast, the bottom right category is the outcome where the extent to which
China’s influence benefits a country is greater than the extent to which it benefits
the region. This is the opposite of the top right category. This may lead to less
public support for regional cooperation with neighboring countries due to a
misalignment of incentives between regional and national interests. If most
regional countries or key countries in regional diplomacy have such tendencies,
this is likely to undermine the development of a coherent regional response to
China’s rise.
For the analysis, I used data from Wave 4 of the ABS, which is a cross-national
public opinion data series. The dataset used for the present analysis includes
responses from 10,216 respondents interviewed between 2014 and 2016 in eight
Southeast Asian countries.4 Besides the fact that the ABS has a standard battery
of questions that measure public views of a foreign country, it encompasses most
of Southeast Asia, with eight regional countries, excluding Brunei and Laos.5 The

4

Table A1 shows the year of fieldwork and the sample sizes for each country.

Southeast AsianPublic Perceptions of China 뺡 387

geographic coverage is one of the key strengths of the ABS. A few words are in
order to discuss the validity of examining only data from Wave 4. Mid-2010s,
covered by Wave 4, were the early years of the current phase of the China’s
assertive diplomacy. As Chu, Kang, and Huang (2015) correctly pointed out in
their ABS Wave 3 analysis, the first half of the 2010s witnesses a series of events
that dramatically changed the China’s approach to Southeast Asia. Xi Jinping
became China’s president in 2012 and launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
in 2013, ending China’s decades-long foreign policy of “hide your strength and
bide your time.” The ambitious economic promises made by the BRI may have
drawn some countries closer to China while the increasingly heavy-handed
Chinese diplomacy may have alienated others amid increasing Chinese
economic presence.
I created four outcome variables using responses to six survey questions from
Wave 4: influence, positivity, U.S. gap, and China gap. The influence variable
reports the margin that China has over the U.S. in the “the country has influence
on my country” category. China’s margin over the U.S. in perceived influence on
the respondents’ own countries is calculated by taking the difference between
two intermediate variables, each of which is the national share of positive
responses to the following question: “How much influence does China/the U.S.
have on your country?” The positivity variable is the key variable of interest and
takes the difference between the shares of “China’s influence on my country is
more positive than negative” and “The U.S.’s influence on my country is more
positive than negative” by country. Finally, the US/China gap variable takes the
difference between the shares of “The U.S./China does more good than harm to
the region” and “The U.S.’s/China’s influence on my country is positive.” Because
they take the difference between the response percentages, they are presented
on a percentage point scale. Detailed information on the methodology is provided
in Table A2 in the Appendix.

CHINA’S MARGIN OVER THE U.S. IN INFLUENCE AND POSITIVITY
First, I discuss the means and variations of influence and positivity. Table 3
presents the values for each country, along with their means and standard
deviations. Influence and positivity show quite different tendencies. The mean
of influence is positive, suggesting that China is considered, on average, more

5 There are surveys that poll all Southeast Asian countries, such as the ISEAS–Yusof Ishak
Institute’s State of Southeast Asia Survey Report, yet it examines the view of policy elites (ISEAS–Yusof
Ishak Institute 2021).
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influential than the U.S. in Southeast Asia. In fact, in all countries except the
Philippines, the share of the responses that China is influential in the
respondents’ countries is higher than that for the U.S., with the gap in Myanmar
reaching 26.2 percentage points.6 However, the mean of positivity for China is
negative, suggesting that it lags behind the U.S. in perceived positivity. China’s
influence is considered more beneficial only in Malaysia, Indonesia, and
Thailand. The standard deviation of positivity is considerably larger than that of
influence. This indicates a wider divergence between Southeast Asian countries
in their assessments of the positivity of China’s influence than in their
assessments of the magnitude of its influence. These findings are consistent with
the broader narrative about Southeast Asia that (1) China is considered a more
important power than the U.S., but public attitudes toward it are not positive in
many parts of the region, and (2) regional countries have heterogeneous interests
and attitudes regarding China’s rise.
Table 3. China’s Margin over the U.S. in Public Perceptions by Country
Country

Influence on the Respondents’ Own
Countries

Positivity (Positive Influence) on the
Respondents’ Own Countries

Malaysia

4.1

18.0

Indonesia

1.3

12.8

Thailand

2.0

6.4

Singapore

3.4

-7.4

Cambodia

12.6

-8.6

Mean

5.5

-11.3

Myanmar

26.2

-20.4

Philippines

-14.3

-30.1

Vietnam

8.7

-60.9

Std. deviation

11.4

25.8

Min

-14.3

-60.9

Max

26.2

18.0

Note: Measured by percentage point, not by percent. Countries are sorted by positivity.
Source: Author’s calculation using data from the ABS Wave 4.

6 It is interesting to note that such patterns of public attitudes that the Philippines is an outlier
correspond with elite survey results when measures are taken in the political and security domain
separately from the economic domain. In State of Southeast Asia Survey Report 2021, the Philippines
is the only Southeast Asian country where the number of respondents who chose the U.S, as the most
influential political and strategic power in the region outnumbered those who chose China (ISEAS–
Yusof Ishak Institute 2021). Nonetheless, China was chosen as the most influential economic power
by respondents from all Southeast Asian countries in the same survey.
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Moving to the distribution of countries according to influence and positivity,
three groups are identified (Figure 1). The first group occupies the first quadrant,
in which China is seen as more influential than the U.S., and its influence is viewed
as more beneficial than that of the U.S. for the respondents’ own countries.
Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand belong to this group. The second quadrant,
in which China is seen as less influential than the U.S., but its influence is viewed
as more beneficial than that of the U.S., is empty. This probably suggests that
China is perceived by many in the region as a dominant economic and political
force. The second group, which in fact includes only the Philippines, is found in
the third quadrant. The Filipino public sees China as less influential than the U.S.
and considers its influence less beneficial than that of the U.S. In the first and
second groups, there is consistency between or alignment across Influence and
positivity. This is not the case for the third and most interesting group, located
in the fourth quadrant. Here, according to public perceptions, China is more
influential than the U.S., but its influence is less beneficial than that of the U.S.
Singapore, Cambodia, Myanmar, and Vietnam belong to this group. These
countries are thus characterized by a contradiction between influence and
positivity. Two findings regarding this group are worth further discussion. First,
Cambodia’s position suggests that, despite its reputation as the most closely
aligned with China in the region, public attitudes toward China suggest
otherwise. Second, the fact that the Philippines and Vietnam belong to distinct
groups is interesting, as it deviates from the common notion that both of these
countries are at the forefront of Southeast Asian conflicts with China.
I now discuss two countries that represent the first and fourth quadrants.7
Perceptions of China’s influence are aligned in the first quadrant and conflict in
the fourth quadrant. Indonesia constitutes the first group along with Malaysia
and Thailand where the publics assess China more highly both in terms of
influence and positivity at the country level. Although China’s margin over the
U.S. is moderate, China clearly has a surplus in both indicators. Indonesia may
represent a Southeast Asian position where Chinese security threats are limited
and potential economic benefits with close ties with China are substantial. Unlike
Vietnam and the Philippines, Indonesia does not have a territorial dispute with
China in the South China Sea. Its government officially has been staying out of
the dispute maintaining that Indonesia is not a party to the territorial dispute in
the South China Sea (Sirega 2020).

7

The Philippines is discussed in the next section.
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Figure 1. China’s Margin over the U.S. in Influence and Positive Impact on the Respondents’
Own Countries

Note: Numbers next to a country name indicates the positivity gap toward China and the U.S.
Source: ABS Wave 4 (2014-2016)

On the economic front, China’s massive demand global commodities fueled
Indonesia’s economic expansion for much of the 2000s and onward and made
China as the country’s top export market (Shrestha and Coxhead 2018). Although
Indonesia maintained a limited role as an investor earlier, China’s investment
came to prominence in Indonesia with the launch of the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) in 2013. President Jokowi’s national agenda of massive infrastructure
development fitted well with the BRI and this gave a high-profile status to China
as an investor despite domestic concerns and criticism around Chinese projects
(Anwar 2019).
Yet one should note that China’s surplus in visibility and positivity in this regard
is quite modest, probably reflecting Indonesia’s wariness toward China’s
intentions. Large-scale infrastructure projects may have created anxiety about
increasing Chinese presence to balance out any enthusiasm for close ties with
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China (Herlijanto 2017). Even on the security front, China’s claims to historical
fishing rights in the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) off the coast of Indonesia’s
Natuna Island have created concerns in Indonesia. The intrusion of Chinese
fishing vessels and their illegal fishing in the Natuna Island waters emerged as
a national issue in Indonesia in 2015 (Meyer et al. 2019). The Indonesian
government cracked down on Chinese illegal fishing and there were
confrontations between Coastguards from two countries. Nonetheless, it did not
lead to anti-China sentiment. An Indonesia national survey conducted in 2017,
a year later than the ABS Wave 4’s Indonesia survey, report that 41 percent of the
respondents think China will have a positive impact on Indonesia whereas 39
percent think the impact will be negative (Fossati, Hui and Negara 2017). The same
survey also reports that the majority of the public thinks close economic relations
with China will benefit China although the its extent varies. Such popular
sentiment is not incongruous with elite views. Yeremia (2020) interviews
Indonesia policy and academic elites to find that China is perceived as a threat
rather than an opportunity in Indonesia but the concerns were over China’s
economic exploitation and political subordination rather than military
aggression.
Vietnam represent the cluster of “conflicted” countries. The extent to which
its public sees China influential in its country is greater than the extent of the U.S.
being influential, yet the degree of positive evaluation of China’s influential is
much lower than the degree for the U.S. influence. China’s deficit in positivity in
Vietnam is as large as 69.9 percentage point, suggesting deep contradictions felt
by the Vietnamese public. Vietnam has a long historical relationship with China
over two thousand years and past wars and conquests work as a source of
Vietnam’s strong nationalist sentiments toward its northern neighbor (Womack
2006). Since 2010, China has become a critical trade partner of Vietnam. The rise
of its export-manufacturing industry, particularly the electronics sector, has
been aided by Vietnam’s integration into China-centered regional production
network where parts and components, as well as industrial machineries, are
imported by multinational companies from China for assembly and processing
for export. It transformed the structure of the Vietnamese industry and export
in the past decade, putting Vietnam on a high growth path. Yet close economic
ties with China appears to raise concerns of over-dependence on China rather
than appreciate more economic opportunities (Ngan Ahn 2014)
Most notably, Vietnam contests China’s claim to the South China Sea. The
dispute clearly affects public attitudes toward China and can serve as a trigger
for mass mobilization. An unprecedented public display of anti-China sentiment
took place during the 2014 protests, whem China’s state-owned oil company
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placed an oil rig to contested waters near the Paracel Islands in the South China
Sea. This triggered nation-wide anti-China protests and riots during which time
Chinese workers were attacked and Chinese-owned factories were set on fire
(BBC News 2014). Thousands of Chinese citizens were evacuated from Vietnam
and China later withdrew the rig.
At the same time, Vietnam is the country where the government may have a
political incentive to carefully manage and reign in negative public attitudes to
China. To be sure, no government in Southeast Asia is willing to confront China
heads-on or appear to join any explicit international containment campaign
against China. Yet Vietnamese elite attitudes toward China may be more
conflicted than the public perceptions because the Communist Part of Vietnam
has an ideological reason to cooperate with other powerful Communist regimes
(Do 2018). Combined, this may be why Vietnam’s official policy is much more
measured than public preferences (Le 2016).

GAPS BETWEEN REGIONAL AND NATIONAL ASSESSMENTS
Now I examine the potential discrepancy in regional and national assessments
of China’s positivity across countries. The values of the Gap variables are
presented along with its summary statistics in Table 4 and again visually in Figure 2.
For comparison purposes, I first discuss the results concerning the U.S.
Respondents in all countries except Malaysia and the Philippines report that the
extent to which the U.S.’s influence benefits the region is greater than the extent
to which it benefits their own countries. Except for the Philippines, in which the
value is close to zero, the responses in the other seven countries suggest that their
countries may be failing to take advantage of the opportunities created by the
U.S.’s presence in the region. This is an interesting finding.
Moving to the results concerning China, the finding that respondents in all
eight countries assess its regional impact more negatively than its impact on their
own countries is also interesting. It suggests that the Southeast Asian public sees
China’s influence as less beneficial when the reference is the region than when
it is one’s own country. The Philippines, Singapore, and Indonesia show two-digit
gaps, while Vietnam and Myanmar exhibit small gaps. This may suggest that the
Southeast Asian public may be more optimistic about the impact of China’s rise
on one’s own country and more pessimistic about its impact on the region. This
could create a moral hazard problem with Southeast Asia’s collective response
to China’s rise from a public opinion point of view.
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Table 4. Discrepancy in Positivity between the Regional and National Levels for the U.S. and China
Country

The difference between the U.S. good to The difference between China good to the
the region and good to my country
region and good to my country

Myanmar

45.7

-2.3

Vietnam

7.6

-5.4

Thailand

14.8

-6.5

Cambodia

8.8

-7.2

Malaysia

-10.0

-9.3

Indonesia

8.7

-10.1

Singapore

0.7

-10.5

Philippines

-1.0

-22.4

Mean

9.4

-9.2

Std. deviation

16.5

6.0

Min

-10.0

-22.4

Max

45.7

-2.3

Note: Measured by percentage point, not by percent. Countries are sorted by the difference for China (third column).
Source: Author’s calculation using data from the ABS Wave 4.

Another interesting finding is that countries that are usually grouped together
are in fact located at greater distances from each other. Popular media, policy
documents, and academic studies frequently group the Philippines and Vietnam
together as the “least aligned with China” in the region due to South China Sea
territorial disputes. Nonetheless, the patterns emerging from this analysis
clearly show that the two countries are distinctly different. The Philippines is
characterized by the widest perception gap between the region and country
levels, with the discrepancy standing at 22.4 percentage point. This is more than
double the level of second-placed Singapore. The Filipino public sees China’s
impact on its own country considerably more positively than its impact on the
region. An explanation for this could be that regional assessments involve more
long-term considerations, while country-level assessments are driven more by
narrowly defined national interests.
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Figure 2. Discrepancy in Positivity between the Regional and National Levels
for the U.S. and China

Note: Measured by percentage point, not by percent.
Source: Author’s calculation using data from the ABS Wave 4.

I now examine two countries worth further discussion due to their roles in
regional cooperation for a collective response to the US–China competition.
Cambodia is often described as a close ally of China or a country aligned with
China’s regional strategic preferences (Ciorciari 2015). When explaining
Cambodia’s alignment choice, most academic analyses and popular accounts
emphasize political and security factors. It is suggested that the absence of
territorial or security disputes with China, China’s support of Cambodia against
pressure from Vietnam—the source of its primary security challenge—and its
increasing international isolation due to Hun Sen’s authoritarian rule contribute
to Cambodia’s gravitation to Beijing. The Wave 4 ABS data suggest that, in absolute
terms, the Cambodian public’s assessment of China’s influence on the country
is substantially positive, with 67.2 percent positive responses. However, in
comparison to the positivity levels that the U.S. enjoys, China has a deficit of 8.6
percentage points (Table 2). Although the deficit is not overwhelming, it suggests
that Cambodia’s public is more negative toward China than its government is. A
2014 report found that a broad anti-China sentiment was largely absent from
Cambodia despite strikes in Chinese-owned factories and community protests
against displacement caused by China-funded infrastructure development
(Nyíri 2014). This was before a substantial increase in public resentment over
China’s economic domination over Cambodia’s major province of Sihanoukville,
home to its only deep-sea port and a major tourist destination, and the influx of
Chinese migrants there as a result of massive investment in casinos and real estate
development (Wright 2018). It would be interesting to see whether public opinion
on China has changed since the mid-2010s.
Finally, the Philippines is a peculiar case. It is the only military ally of the U.S.
in Southeast Asia and has close political and historical ties with it. At the same
time, it is in dispute with China, along with other regional states, over the
Scarborough Shoal and parts of the Spratly Islands. For this reason, the
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Philippines, along with Vietnam, is often considered to be at the forefront of
security disputes with China in the region. Therefore, the higher positivity toward
the U.S. than China in the Philippines is not surprising. As shown in Figure 1, the
Filipino public’s perceptions according to the Wave 4 ABS fit the common
narrative that the country traditionally sees its relationship with the U.S. as much
closer and more positive than its relationship with China. The developments in
the South China Sea dispute in the early 2010s may have contributed to widening
the U.S.’s margin over China. After the diplomatic standoff between China and
the Philippines over the Scarborough Shoal in April 2012, the government of the
Philippines brought a case against China to the Permanent Court of Arbitration
(PCA) under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). In
the meantime, China unofficially imposed economic sanctions on the
Philippines by suspending fruit imports and outbound tourism (Lai 2018). Thus
far, this is consistent with the findings (reported in the preceding section) that
the Philippines is the only country in which China suffers deficits in both
Influence and Positivity compared to the U.S., as shown in Figure 1.
However, the gap analysis results reveal something different. Two findings
stand out. First, the region-wide finding that the extent to which China’s influence
is seen as beneficial for the respondents’ own countries is greater than the extent
to which it is thought to benefit the region is also observed in the Philippines. As
previously discussed, the fact that negative gaps are observed in all regional states
suggests that Southeast Asia as a whole may have a collective action problem since
each country has a different incentive to manage the Chinese challenge. The
second finding, obtained from the distribution of country values, is that the size
of the negative gap is largest in the Philippines, a country considered to be at the
forefront of regional tensions with China. It should be noted that the survey was
conducted in 2014, during the presidency of Benigno Aquino III, before the major
disruption to the country’s foreign policy on China under President Rodrigo
Duterte. Although his China policy has been often inconsistent, President
Duterte for the most part ignored the 2016 PCA ruling rejecting China’s claims
of historical rights to the South China Sea and took a softer and more
accommodating approach to China’s aggressive activities there.
Understanding why, despite the strongly negative assessment of China’s
influence, the divergence in positivity between the region and the country is
greatest in the Philippines requires a separate investigation. However, it is clear
that the Philippines and Vietnam, two countries that are often grouped together
in the spectrum of alignment choices, are markedly different in their perception
gaps. In contrast to the Philippines, Vietnam has one of the smallest gaps of all
countries. Although it also reports greater national than regional positivity

The KoreanJournal of International Studies 19-3뺡 396

toward China, it has a relatively small gap of 5.4 percentage points.

CONCLUSION
Understanding Southeast Asian public opinion on China can contribute to
improving our knowledge of alignment choices faced by Southeast Asia. To
provide analytical leverage, this study applied new metrics to better identify
China’s place in the mind of Southeast Asian publics. The findings indicate that
public perceptions by country are not radically different from commonly known
government-level orientations toward China. Yet there are interesting patterns
of clusters across countries and gaps in perceptions. First, countries are clustered
in the extent to which is China is positioned in relation to the U.S. in influence
and positivity. Respondents in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand consistently
regard China more influential and more beneficial than the U.S. while others,
including Singapore, Cambodia, Myanmar and Vietnam, face a contradiction
between China being more influential but less beneficial than the U.S.
Second, in all countries, Southeast Asian respondents think that the extent to
which China benefits their own country is greater than the extent to which China
benefits the region, implying a potential collective action problem for a regional
response. It is also interesting the largest perception gap is reported in the
Philippines, the country at the forefront of the South China Sea disputes with
China in the mid-2010s.
Cross-country variations in public opinion on China has influence on the
government’s foreign policy. The two are more aligned in some countries and
diverge in others. An accommodative policy toward China would have been
largely unproblematic in Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand from a public
opinion perspective whereas it would have been inconsistent with popular
sentiment in other countries, including Cambodia and Myanmar and not to
mention Vietnam and the Philippines. Yet at the same time, the peoples of
Southeast Asian regional states clearly had different interests in bearing the cost
of addressing the China question as seen in the perception gaps between regional
and national assessments of China’s positivity. The findings reaffirm the
challenge of creating and sustaining a coherent and effective regional response
in Southeast Asia to the rise of China. It is not only the policy elites but the masses
that have divergent views and interests across countries.
Finally, one would wonder what may explain the patterns of clusters and gaps
found in this study. Economic and political relations, likely conditioned by
historical factors, may play an important role in shaping public opinion on China.
In fact, the extent to which historical experiences of interactions with China may
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determine or shape public attitudes can be critical. Although China is an intricate
part of the region’s history, the weight of history can be heavier for some than
others. Understanding the extent to which different Southeast Asian countries
respond to contemporary events or deep-seated historical issues require
country-level public opinion data measured over time, which can be taken up by
future research.
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APPENDIX
Table A1. Data Profile
Country

Year of Survey Fieldwork

N

Malaysia

2014

1,207

Philippines

2014

1,200

Singapore

2014

1,039

Thailand

2014

1,200

Cambodia

2015

1,200

Myanmar

2015

1,620

Vietnam

2015

1,200

Indonesia

2016

1,550

Total

10,216

Source: The ABS

Table A2. Variables
Outcome
Variable

Intermediate
Q
Variables (IV) Number

IV 1

China's
Margin in
Positivity

IV 3

Response Categories

168

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘A great deal of influence’
2 ‘Some influence’
How much influence
3 ‘Not much influence’
does China have on our
4 ‘No influence at all’
country?
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
8 ‘Can't choose’
9 ‘Decline to answer’”

170

How much influence
does the United States
have on our country?

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘A great deal of influence’
2 ‘Some influence’
3 ‘Not much influence’
4 ‘No influence at all’
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
8 ‘Can't choose’
9 ‘Decline to answer’”

General speaking, the
influence China has on
our country is?

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘Very positive’
2 ‘Positive’
3 ‘Somewhat positive’
4 ‘Somewhat negative’
5 ‘Negative’
6 ‘Very negative’
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
9 ‘Decline to answer’ ”

China's
Margin in
Influence

IV 2

Questions

169
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Outcome
Variable

Intermediate
Q
Variables (IV) Number

IV 4

IV 5

IV 7

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘Very positive’
2 ‘Positive’
3 ‘Somewhat positive’
4 ‘Somewhat negative’
5 ‘Negative’
6 ‘Very negative’
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
9 ‘Decline to answer’ ”

General speaking, the
influence the United
States has on our
country is?

164

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘Much more good than harm’
2 ‘Somewhat more good than harm’
Does the United States
3 ‘Somewhat more harm than good’
do more good or harm to
4 ‘Much more harm than good’
the region?
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
8 ‘Can't choose’
9 ‘Decline to answer’ ”

171

165

General speaking, the
influence the United
States has on our
country is?

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘Very positive’
2 ‘Positive’
3 ‘Somewhat positive’
4 ‘Somewhat negative’
5 ‘Negative’
6 ‘Very negative’
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
9 ‘Decline to answer’ ”

Does China do more
good or harm to the
region?

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘Much more good than harm’
2 ‘Somewhat more good than harm’
3 ‘Somewhat more harm than good’
4 ‘Much more harm than good’
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
8 ‘Can't choose’
9 ‘Decline to answer’ ”

General speaking, the
influence China has on
our country is?

“-1 ‘Missing’
1 ‘Very positive’
2 ‘Positive’
3 ‘Somewhat positive’
4 ‘Somewhat negative’
5 ‘Negative’
6 ‘Very negative’
7 ‘Do not understand the question’
9 ‘Decline to answer’ ”

Perception
Gaps for
China's
Positivity

IV 3

Response Categories

171

Perception
Gaps for
US
Positivity

IV 4

Questions

169

Source: Author’s construction using the ABS Wave 4

