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1 Introduction

Since the initiation of its opening policy and reforms in three waves in 1978,
1992 and 2001, China has drawn an unprecedented degree of attention from
interest groups around the world that have viewed it from many different angles:
political, social and economical. Foreign audiences have naturally been most
interested in matters concerning themselves, i.e. the impact of events in China
on their own environment. With the tremendous wave of foreign investment
taking place in China and the growing presence of foreign companies there
(NBSC 2007), the media have found an ample supply of news to report back
to their home countries — both to the advantage and disadvantage of companies
operating in China.

Nike’s manufacturing units being accused of employing children (Connor
2001) or Google’s surrender to censorship by the Chinese government (Smith
2006) are just two typical and prominent examples of multinational enterprises
(MNEs) suffering from unfortunate global publicity due to their conduct in China.
The news travelled swiftly through the international media, which were present
on location, keeping their eyes on multinationals, in particular. Both companies
incurred significant global public relations expenses in the follow-up as well as
suffering blows to their brands. Following several weeks of headline news in the
United States about poisonous toys from China, US toy manufacturer Mattel, on
the other hand, received quite favourable reports from the media when its CEO
formally apologised to the Chinese government, thereby taking responsibility for
the quality issues concerning Mattel’s products (Bartsch 2007).

A simple data analysis was conducted by the author to understand just how
much the international media (i.e. TV stations such as CNN, newspapers such as
Handelsblatt or Le Monde, as well as news magazines such as The Economist and
TIME) report from China. As a proxy, the online archives of some prominent
newspapers in Europe and the USA were counted for the yearly impressions of
the keyword “China” from 1987 to 2007 (Table 1). We can observe an upward
trend for the various media listed, some doubling or tripling the number of
impressions within 20 years. Reports on China in the international media have
increased significantly, particularly since China’s WTO admission in 2001 (Figure
1). This trend can be expected to continue, assuming that international media

interest in China goes hand in hand with the international public’s growing
interest in the nation.
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Source: Own compilation.

Figure 1 Annual Impressions for “China” in Selected International Media, 1987-2007
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Source: Own graph.

The Chinese government is undoubtedly aware of these developments and has
accommodated them in various stages over the past 25 years of its opening-up
policy. Two truly worldwide events, the Beijing Olympic Games in 2008 and
the World Expo in Shanghai in 2010, are likely to boost the interest in China.
Supporting these communication opportunities, the Chinese government has
vigorously issued new legislation since 1 January 2007, more openly inviting
foreign journalists to report from China. The foreign media are also given more



freedom in their work, whilst registration and approval procedures have been
relaxed (State Council 2006). This embracing gesture seems to be paying off:
many media representatives from abroad relocated in order to be able to report
from China in the first half of 2007, the numbering rising by 16 percent, while
some 2,000 journalists visited the country on a reporting tour (Liu Jianchao,
Director-General of the Information Department of the Chinese Foreign Ministry,
quoted in Li & Su 2007).

Given these developments, this research paper aims at identifying key success
factors in international media relations management by multinational companies
present in China. It also attempts to determine how media relations in China are
different from other markets and why this is so. To this end, it takes into account
academic literature on international media relations and then applies these
concepts to practical case studies on ten MNEs based in China. The empirical
research, based on case study analysis (Eisenhardt 1989), was conducted in
August and September 2007 from Shanghai, China.

2 A Media Relations Framework for China

Media relations is commonly understood to be a particular discipline within Public
Relations (PR) — an organisation’s relationships with its publics or stakeholders.
China’s culture and recent history lead to special characteristics in PR practice
and, thus, media relations. Some discussion of the local context is required
in order to understand if and how these local particularities impact on media
relations with the international media in China (see sections 2.2-2.4).

2.1 From Public Relations to Media Relations

PR is a relatively new discipline in business and recently attracted the attention
of social and managerial science. Its roots can be traced back to propaganda
initiatives by railway and mining companies in the United States at the end
of the 19th century (Oeckl 1993:16). Predominantly used in connection with
war propaganda in the first half of the 20th century, the PR approach gained
considerable momentum after the end of World War II and then grew into
an industry in itself. First a sub-domain of many companies’ marketing or
communications departments, PR was quickly recognised as an independent
discipline. Growth rates of 6 percent, 9.5 percent and 13 percent from 2003 to
2005 reported by the US Council of Public Relations Firms (2005:6) underline
the growing importance of PR, well in line with earlier years (Oeckl 1993:26).



There is a heated debate amongst academics about using the terms “public
relations”, “corporate communications”, “issues management” and other expres-
sions for a company’s function of communicating with its publics and building
relationships with its stakeholders (Grunig et al. 2002:2). In the context of this
research, we use Grunig’s definition of PR as “the management of communication
between an organisation and its publics” (1992:4). In particular, this concept
includes media relations as intermediaries in reaching an organisation’s publics
as the audiences of the media it interacts with.

More importantly in the current debate, there is common understanding
amidst authors that the PR function has to be managed strategically and needs
to be given high priority and status within any organisation (White & Mazur
1996:4-6 or Testard-Ramirez 2006:494). White and Mazur argue:

communications are being recognized as an important source of competi-
tive edge [...], and organisations are realizing that developing a defined
and coherent public relations strategy as part of the overall strategic plan is
vital to the long-term success of the business. (White & Mazur 1996:v-vi)
Ingenhoff (2004) discusses in detail the implications of managing PR issues in
MNEs. As Grunig et al. summarise: “for public relations to be excellent, PR
must be viewed as symmetrical, idealistic and critical, and managerial” (2002:11).

When it comes to media relations, Grunig et al. have a simple overriding
guideline: “do good things and talk about them” (2002:138). In their definition,
the media are just one of the publics with which an organisation builds its
relationships to create a favourable image of itself. This is not the end of the
story, however. As Meckel and Will (2006:303) emphasise, the media play a
key role as intermediaries between an organisation and its various target groups
namely shareholders, employees, customers, public society and — interestingly
enough — the media itself. Meckel and Will (ibid.:301) further highlight the
media’s operation in a “double dualistic market”: the media’s products compete
in two markets, on quality of the publication and economic survival, but they
also offer content to their readers whilst offering advertising space to the industry.
This double duality, they argue, has augmented pressures in the media industry
in recent years, both from a market competition perspective and social systems’
expectations as regards media performance (e.g. politics). Getting information
across from an organisation to the media — particularly in a favourable tone — is
not an easy task, as Grossenbacher (1991) discusses and analyses.

b



Meckel and Will (2006:305-3135) further point out that some target groups
cannot be reached directly without the bridging function of the media. This is
particularly true when imparting financial information to the many shareholders
of quoted companies. To fully understand the media and their network effects,
the direct interaction, enforcement and multiplication of media and analysts with
each other must be taken into account as well.

In summary, media relations deals with one of the eight publics in the discipline
of PR. Furthermore, the media play a bridging role with all the other seven
stakeholder groups in their dual role of a communicator and provider of services
to an organisation.

2.2 Media Relations in China

Whilst the discipline of PR (alongside media relations) came to life in many
countries in the 1950s, China’s political leadership mostly instrumentalised PR
and related techniques for propaganda purposes during the planned economy
in the years from 1949 to 1980 (Chen & Culbertson 1992:36). Quite naturally,
there were no PR activities by any other players than the state and Party due
to the absolutist ruling of the Chinese Communist Party in all domains of the
economy and public life. There was no communication besides Party-controlled
propaganda, which is quite similar to the early understanding of PR in the United
States. Direct censoring of the media by the government rendered media relations
superfluous.

By definition, media relations builds on the concept of the relationship
of an organisation to its publics. Grunig and Hung (2002) have shown that
good relationships with its publics contribute to an organisation’s reputation.
As Grunig et al. (2002:95-96) note, it is the combination of relationships
and communications that create both capacity and limits of an organisation’s
autonomy within its environment. These organisation/public relationships are
defined by Hung as arising “when organisations and their strategic publics are
interdependent and this interdependence results in consequences to each other”
(2005:396). In interviews with executives of multinational companies based in
China, Hung researched a continuum of relationships along the axis of how much
one’s self-interest versus the concern for the other’s interest is taken into account
(see Figure 2) (2005:416). Beyond the five types of relationships suggested
by theory, she also discovered two new types: manipulative and symbiotic
relationships.



Figure 2 The Continuum of Types of Relationships
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Source: Adapted from Hung 2005:416.

More specifically, Hung found that most companies in China describe their rela-
tionships with the media as win-win or covenantal relationships, one interviewee
using the term “partnership” to describe his company’s relationship with the
media in China (2005:403). Whilst companies in China appear to maintain
different types of relationships with different publics, Hung found that relation-
ships outside the win-win zone where both parties benefit from maintaining a
relationship were not sustainable in China and would certainly harm a company’s
presence in the long run. This, she found, is particularly true for media relations
(2005:405-409).

In China and elsewhere, the media relations discipline within PR did not
play much of a role until the media sector developed. Before China’s opening
in the late 1970s, there were only 257 official print media, all state-owned and
fully state-controlled. The Chinese media industry then developed quickly: 930
publications were registered in 1978; more than 5,000 by 1985 and a growing
number ever since then: 8,000 in 1988; 8,725 in 2000 and 9,029 in 2002 (all
data from Hardebeck et al. 2006). Looking more closely at the media landscape
(most recent and consistent data from GAAP 2007; Friese 2007; Schlotter
2006; Bielenberg 2005; Carmosky 2005), we note some impressive facts and
figures: 96.6 million newspaper copies sold daily, 2,100 daily newspapers, 9,000
magazines, 370 TV stations (1,200 channels) and 300 radio channels. For 2006,
GAAP (2007) reports over 230 billion CNY of sales in the publications industry.

Recently, due to China’s WTO accession in 2001 and the subsequent opening
of even more markets, international media were able to build up their presence
in and start reporting from China (People’s Daily Online 2007). Foreign media
successfully established local versions of their magazines (Bielenberg 2005:48).
This also applies to Cosmopolitan and Vogue, for a recent example, visit http:
/[www.vogue.com.cn/. The Chinese Communist Party further loosened its grip
on the media by inviting foreign players and reducing subsidies and compulsory
subscriptions in 2003 (Carmosky 2005:34). Most recently, Chinese lawmakers
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have been discussing freeing journalists of government authorisation for reporting
on emergencies (Zhe 2007).

Established in 1931 as the official press agency of the Chinese government,
Xinhua News Agency used to be a key player dominating the industry and
governing public opinion through censorship. Its power, however, has been
fading in recent years, with the government cutting its budget support — nowadays
this covers a mere 40 percent of Xinhua’s operating expenses. Xinhua’s control
of foreign media in China was clearly criticised by Liu Binjie, Deputy Director
of the General Administration of Press and Publication, when he was quoted
as saying: “Other agencies of the Government will ensure that Xinhua will not
monopolise the news industry” (Cheng 2006).

Media censoring can still be observed and influences the range of subjects
reported. However, censoring does not appear to restrict the reported content
itself, but rather limits the topics permitted for reporting. Many areas of business
appear quite free of censoring. And as for delicate issues, journalists tend to
censor their own reporting, thus preventing formal intervention by government
agencies before publication of such content (Friese 2007:8; Schlotter 2006:51).
In this respect, the censoring sensitivity of journalists makes them key partners
in the media relations of organisations in China, both national and international.

With a view to the international media and in the advent of the Beijing
Olympics in 2008, the Chinese Government (State Council 2006) announced
a set of rules on international reporting entitled “Regulations on Reporting
Activities in China by Foreign Journalists during the Beijing Olympic Games and
the Preparatory Period”, which — as of 1 January 2007 — allows foreign journalists
to operate with much more freedom in mainland China, interviewing people
without official approval, a significant change after rules were tightened in the
1990s (Ching 2007).

2.3 International Media in China

The Chinese Communist Party has long understood the power of the foreign
press and in particular its outreach to the 2.4 million overseas Chinese (d’Hooghe
2005:90-95). Nonetheless, Chinese government officials have repeatedly accused
Western media of creating a negative international picture of China (Liang 2007).
The establishment of a media centre for the international press by China’s
Foreign Ministry in 2000 expresses this concern and the attributed importance
of smoothing out relationships with the international media on a government



level (’Hooghe 2005:99).

Liu Jianchao, Director-General of the Information Department of the Chinese
Foreign Ministry, was quoted by Li and Su (2007) as saying that in June 2007
there were 705 journalists from 351 media organisations based in 53 countries
present in China, compared to 606 journalists from 315 media organisations
from 49 countries only seven months earlier. Meanwhile, some 2,060 foreign
journalists are reported to have visited China during the first half of 2007. Liu
Jianchao undoubtedly attributes this increase and success to the newly passed
legislation (State Council 2006) and hopes this trend will continue into the
Beijing Olympics. His department is making a great effort to accommodate
journalists in China

to cover their stories in China in a more comprehensive, objective and
balanced way and enable their audiences and readers to understand what
is happening in China. (Ibid.)
During the Olympic Games in 2008, some 20,000 journalists (both national and
international) are expected to report from China (Brahm 2007).

2.4 Internationalisation of Media Relations

Grunig et al. (2002:xii) highlight clearly the new challenge for PR: globalisation.
When developing their framework of excellence in PR, they unambiguously
attributed differences to the understanding of excellence in various countries
(Grunig et al. 2002:80). White and Mazur (1996:50) emphasise: “nowhere
does an international outlook count for more than in communications”. This is
actually even more apparent in media relations.

With economies, politics and social life increasingly interlinked across borders
and continents, the media display a growing interest in reporting stories from
around the world to their audiences. From a company perspective, White and
Mazur summarise: “global reputation for how [companies] do business and how
their activities affect the environment is under intense scrutiny from the world’s
media” (1996:vi). Due to its growing importance and increasing role in world
politics, international business, trade and economics, China plays a central and
increasingly prominent role here. These trends of globalisation in the media

and the growing focus on China are leading to an increasing presence of foreign
media in China.



The media itself have internationalised rapidly as a result of technological
development in the late 1990s, with Internet technologies and Web 2.0! being
the most prominent areas. With increased international interest in China, the
worldwide media industry was able to distribute content instantly around the
world irrespective of time zones and physical distances (Weber 2005).

Following Banks (1995:112-113), only by knowing about cultural condition-
ing of facts and values, learning about cultural norms, languages and rituals can
a PR effort be re-defined situationally. What he calls the “global/local approach
to managing international public relations” should finally allow communicating
effectively with an organisation’s publics: interactivity through genuine dialogue.

With China much in the worldwide focus of political and economical develop-
ments, media presence and media activity from China has increased significantly.
These trends are certain to accelerate in the advent and during major forthcoming
events of a global scale such as the Beijing Olympics in 2008 and the World Expo
in Shanghai in 2010. The international media reporting from China touches
on many aspects of daily life, society, the economy and politics in the republic,
of course, depending on each media’s target audience and format. Looking at
the international business press such as the Financial Times, Wirtschaftswoche or
Wall Street Journal, one finds a high interest in the activities of foreign-invested
companies headquartered or listed in the home countries of these media. Not
surprisingly, shareholders in Germany are interested in the performance of their
German company’s Chinese subsidiary and in its activities in China, which may
itself be the fastest-growing market for the company, with many hopes for the
future pinned on it.

Consequently, foreign companies in China are now finding themselves under
close observation by journalists working for their home country’s media. News
from China does, indeed, make cover-page headlines. Take, for example, the
German paper Handelsblatt (2007a), which reported “Riickschlag fiir Transrapid.
Baustopp in China — Siemens und Thyssen-Krupp droht hoher Verlust* [Setback
for Transrapid — construction halted in China, Siemens and Thyssen-Krupp risk
high losses] on 29 May 2007. The article, written by a Beijing correspondent of

L' Web 2.0 is a term often applied to a perceived ongoing transition of the World Wide Web
from a collection of websites to a fully fledged computing platform serving Web applications to
end users. The phenomenon is accompanied by the increasing publication of content and direct
interaction of individuals through blogs, networking, etc. using Internet technologies and services.



the newspaper, explained that the magnetic levitation train project from Shanghai
to Hangzhou was ultimately cancelled due to citizens’ health concerns and the
high cost. To make matters worse, the same newspaper (Handelsblatt 2007b)
reported just one day later on 30 May 2007: “Kein Hinweis auf Baustopp in
China. Transrapid-Konsortium setzt auf Shanghai und Miinchen” [No sign of
construction halts in China — Transrapid consortium pins hopes on Shanghai
and Munich]. The German construction consortium quoted by a news agency
denies that the railway project in China was halted. Intriguingly, both articles
featured the same picture of the maglev train in Shanghai. Readers who were so
inclined could not help but notice the obvious incongruence of news emitted in
two countries by the companies and their construction consortium.

Other examples of headlines emerged on the announcement of renegotiations
by the Chinese car manufacturer Cherry with Chrysler following the Daimler-
Chrysler split (Handelsblatt 2007¢). More rarely, good news from China makes
it into the international press as well. Welt am Sonntag, for example, reported
on 15 April 2007 about the fashion company H&M'’s shop opening in Shanghai
(Welt am Sonntag 2007a). The same newspaper reported favourably on Faber-
Castell’s efforts at socialised globalisation in China, producing a two-page feature
on the subject (Welt am Sonntag 2007b).

People’s Daily Online (2007) took the 22 January 2007 edition of TIME
magazine to summarise the recent interest in Chinese affairs on the part of foreign
media, calling it “China Fever”. Michael Elliott, editor of TIME magazine’s
international edition, put the interest in a nutshell:

What happens to China and what happens within China will affect all of

us in one way or another, and we [TIME magazine] will be there reporting

it for you. (People’s Daily Online 2007)
Most recent data indicates a strong growth in the international media’s presence
and in the number of visits by journalists from overseas as the new regulations
in force since January 2007 took effect (Li & Su 2007). These developments
indicate an increasing need for foreign companies operating in China to excel
in their communications with the international media present in China, which
observe their every move.

In summary, relations with the international media in China are moderated
by the special characteristics of the local market: the relatively short tradition of
public relations practice, the bewilderingly fast growth of the local media market,
the tradition of censorship there and the growing interest in developments



in China on the part of the worldwide community. International media are
increasingly being granted access to the Chinese market for reporting abroad
and publishing local editions. Consequently, news from China is highly visible
with the international media, whose direct presence in the country is growing.

3 Empirical Case Study Research

Linking theory to practice enables us to explore what actually makes foreign
companies successful at the international media relations they conduct from China.
In particular, the influence, development and perception of the local market
environment with respect to international media relations will be elaborated.
Actual practice can help us to confirm whether (and why) relations with the
international media differ in China compared with other countries.

The empirical research outlined here is based on case studies of ten multi-
national companies in China. For reasons of confidentiality, neither company
names nor interviewee names and titles can be revealed. One anonymous case
study is presented in section 3.2 to illustrate the research conducted, however.

3.1 Methodology Used

Academic literature on international media relations is quite diverse, but very
little specific research on China is available. No theory on international media
relations from China can be found at this time. In other words, the topic
researched is quite new and relatively unexplored.

These are precisely the characteristics Eisenhardt (1989:532) highlights as
being suitable for case study research, describing it as “a research strategy which
focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single settings” (ibid.:534).
In the single and precise setting of China, international media relations face a
certain dynamic, as seen above. This case study could easily be classified in line
with other examples mentioned by Eisenhardt (1989:table p.353), as in Table 2.

While quantitative analysis would be desirable, the measurement of the objec-
tive (successful international media relations from China) and all the influencing
factors (culture, organisational structure, strategy, local market conditions, etc.)
are extremely difficult to quantify. Comparing the experiences and judgments
of various multinationals in China, however, promises to result in a diverse yet
condensed collection of new findings.



Table 2 Case Study Research Classification

Description of Cases |10 MNES with diverse origins and hnes of business

Research Problem International Medxa Reiatioﬁs

Data Sources Interviews, some observatlons, pubhc data sources

I"nvésti/gat’orsy . ’ Smg!e investigator
Output

Recommendations to busmesses and academia

Source: Eisenhardt 1989:353.

Table 3  Categorisation of Companies

Size, both in China and |Turnover, employees
Internationally

China Experience  |Time since market ent;
Headquarters
Profile of the Media
Representatives

Business and Industry Business-to- busmess (BZB), mdusmal goods, consumer mdusmes
(B2C) including health care, information technology, engineering,
property market etc.

Degree of
Diversification ;
Visibility Medxa attention in number of clippings in their home market,
internationally and in China, inter-linkage with government initiatives
and highly visible projects

Source: Own categories.

Eisenhardt (1989:534-545) has developed a framework and process for case
study research which was strictly followed here. Case study research offers several
advantages of which full use was made in discussing the cases — by analysing each
case individually and by comparing cases. A number of diverse companies were
selected in accordance with case study research theory. To fit into the research
objective, all the companies had to be MNEs with a base (office or subsidiary) in
China.



The companies were purposefully selected with diversity in mind. Diversity
in case study research allows one to explore a new topic in a broad sense.
Companies were chosen that are different in several ways (see Table 3).

Because China is largely perceived as a single entity in international media
reports, there appeared to be little need to search for diversity with respect to
the location of the multinationals within China. As far as their China operations
are concerned, all the companies chosen were either headquartered in Beijing or
Shanghai, simplifying practical aspects of interviewing.

All the interviews were conducted between 8 August and 26 September
2007. This allowed me to use the same frame of reference for the media market
conditions and the international visibility of China. The time period luckily
coincided to some extent with an increase in media attention to China due to the
FIFA Women’s Soccer World Cup 2007 (10 to 30 September 2007) in Shanghai
and the Special Olympics in Shanghai (2 to 11 October 2007). The weeks of
August and September also saw continued reporting on product quality concerns
on animal food and poisonous children’s toys, particularly in the USA. Reports
on the crisis in Burma only emerged at the end of September, after the interviews
had been conducted.

3.2 Case Study Example

A large electrical and electronics company headquartered in Germany parti-
cipated in the empirical research. From publicly available sources (e.g. their
website, financial reports, newspaper articles and the like), a company profile
was developed with regard to its China activities, with a particular focus being
put on recent media reports of the company’s China activity.

In a second step, semi-structured interviews were conducted with members
of management responsible for media relations at this organisation. The ques-
tionnaires included standardised questions for later comparison with other cases
as well as specific questions related to the company profile and the recent media
coverage to understand how this company responds to the particular challenges
of international media relations from China.

For analysis, the company profile and questionnaire results were separately
studied to extract any links between the company’s specifics and its experience
with international media relations in China. For example, the size of this
company was expected to lead to high visibility with the German media present
in China (an assumption which was confirmed).



One interviewee also validated the general research hypothesis of high visibil-

ity of China on an international level:
China is often taken as an example because the country is so important.
Over there, these developments are actually happening now: urbanisa-
tion/huge city development. Some global trends can be explained by
examples from China. [...] In the international media, there is more
attention to China than other markets. [... But] there is less trust with
foreign correspondents of German media. Compare this: Siiddeutsche
Zeitung has two correspondents reporting exclusively about our company
in Germany. Although there is close interaction [in China], there is not
the same level of trust with their correspondents here.
Taking the findings of early cases into account, the research was increasingly
focused on later case studies, and for each case, the particular backgrounds of
the expert and the company were considered. Expert opinions on the challenges
of the particular cases were collected, for example the intercultural dimension of
media relations:
Chinese reporters will not ask as many critical questions, they will just
write a critical article, whereas German reporters might ask more questions
in the first place.
When questioned specifically about this company’s recent international media
coverage from China, a company representative said:
With the B2B target groups, non-company issues dominate the perception
via the media reports, such as the German-Chinese political relationship
represented by Chancellor Merkel, which has a very big impact indeed.
In a number of aspects, views from several companies were compared in further
cross-case analysis. This company, for example, contrasted with others due to
its size and therefore distributed power and media relations responsibility more
across departments: “in the vertical business groups (SBUs), there is product-
specific PR and allocatmarketing”, one of my contacts stated. On other questions,
agreement between cases was found, as this company again reported: “the media
is growing strongly, especially in the business, government and trade magazines
and focused media. There are a lot more than a few years ago.”

In an iterative process, interviews, theory and public sources were consulted
and results from earlier interviews were brought up for more specific discussion
with later interviewees to deepen the understanding and either confirm or reject
statements across and between cases.



4 Findings

Each of the ten cases was intensively analysed independently, combining publicly
available sources and interview data. The cases were also compared in the search
for cross-case patterns or contradictions. In an ongoing manner, theory and
literature were consulted to sharpen later cases. Diverse findings emerged from
this empirical research addressing various stakeholders of international media
relations conducted by multinational enterprises in China.

4.1 Multinational Enterprises

There appear to be many opportunities for MNEs in the media — both in the local
market in China and with the international media reporting from China to the
world. Much of the value of media relations lies in network effects, forwarding
information from enterprises to other stakeholders and publics, such as the
government, customers and employees. To seize these opportunities, MNEs
should allocate resources in media relations early on, i.e. from the moment
they enter the Chinese market, and build up relationships and their image over
time. During the start-up phase, they can also use media relations to collect
market intelligence in bi-directional exchanges with journalists. Allocating media
relations as a staff function to the local top management seems to be the most
promising organisational choice.

This research found that the staffing decision for a media relations officer
widely determines the success of international media relations. Not surprisingly,
Chinese nationals work much better with the local media market, while foreigners
more easily interact with international media representatives. More importantly,
they tend to perceive the other media group (i.e. the foreign media from a
Chinese perspective and the Chinese media from a foreigner’s perspective) quite
negatively, which impedes working with them. To be responsive to both media
groups as a company, a diverse team with two spokespersons — a foreign and
a local one — appears to make a great deal of sense. With a very particular
local market and a tremendous international exposure, this duality is needed to
address different media counterparts.

MNEs should be very careful in choosing a PR agency that can add value to
their media relations. Large international players seem to be only of partial help
and a more focussed local agency a more promising choice in general. Making
sure that the agency truly understands the company’s industry and business



should be the main decision-making criterion for highly specialised enterprises.
Alternatively, it appears to be a popular choice to in-source media relations and
delegate simpler and more repetitive work to an agency.

In media relations, the local market in China is very different to other
markets, which impacts on both relations with the Chinese and international
media. MNEs should be aware of the particular risk of emotional reporting and
a certain tendency to criticise foreign players more than local companies. Having
an emergency plan might not entirely avoid negative reports, but hopefully
reduce the spread. Only truly close relationships with journalists can reduce
negative exposure. Furthermore, MNEs must be aware of the immaturity of the
market and its fast development. Particularly the intertwining of commercial and
journalistic activities might surprise people at first. Similar to other areas of doing
business in China, the MNEs must decide how far to stretch their international
business policies in adapting to local requests. Also, companies need to be
prepared to participate in educating journalists about their business, including
the technicalities, and to provide industry knowledge. MNEs get much more
exposure and attention in China at the moment, and there are several distinct
communication opportunities: first, they are happily quoted as representatives of
their industry, home country or the MNE community. Second, the local media in
China is increasingly looking for international news related to China, and MNEs
in general can offer such information. Similarly, the international media tend
to report frequently about companies from their home country, which makes
maintaining a close relationship with them potentially beneficial.

MNEs with a subsidiary in China have plenty of opportunities to cope with
the attention they get from the international media. In most cases the group of
journalists reporting from China to a company’s home country is a fairly small
one, so there should be an incentive for the Chinese operation to target these
international media. The Chinese operation must understand the background
of these international media while receiving acclaim and reward for successful
clippings. These days, it might be easier to encourage a report in a prestigious
US newspaper when reporting on a company’s experience and knowledge of
China rather than issuing general news to the US media’s headquarters. The
visibility a company’s China operations get inside the organisation through such
an international clipping could be an incentive in itself. The research conducted
here has also shown that inviting journalists from a company’s home country to
visit its China operation capitalises on China’s visibility and news value. That



might prove an interesting (albeit costly) activity for MNEs as well.

Further along this line, an MNE might consider introducing more multilateral
co-ordination of media relations to address the increasingly networked inter-
national media across the globe with a uniform but local voice. Developing a
portfolio with profiles of international media might prove useful in addressing
them in various countries, China being one of the most visible locations at
the moment. By dealing with the international media in the same way as the
local media in China, companies risk ignoring significant cultural differences.
Their need for information, their working style and their objectives are quite
different from the local media. A proper and distinctive concept of dealing
with the international media in China seems appropriate. In an effort to focus
resources, companies should make an effort to network with and communicate
to international media representatives from the company’s home country.

When working together with the international media, MNEs must be aware
that the relations between foreign governments and the Chinese leadership not
only impact on their business and trade, but also on international media reports.
Following these developments closely to identify communication opportunities
can prove very valuable.

4.2 Media Relations Officers

Judging by the experience of the companies interviewed in this research study,
only news and information about a company’s China activities should be ad-
dressed to the media in China. There is little interest — even from foreign
journalists — in a company’s activities abroad. International experiences are only
requested for news that is truly international; and in this case, the international
media might be given much better support by the company’s headquarters — and
so should be directed there instead.

The increasing presence of foreign media in China is leading to a more
diversified crowd of journalists to deal with. In this context, it is important
to understand not only the background of the journalist, but also part of the
background of the media he or she works for as well as this media’s audience.
It appears that having both a Chinese and non-Chinese spokesperson available
broadens the interview opportunities. Matching the right spokesperson with the
enquiring journalist is more important than one might think.

There is a need for cross-cultural communications training for any non-
Chinese staff interacting with a Chinese journalist and likewise for a Chinese



media officer working with a foreign journalist. Many journalists reporting from
China to the international media are actually of Chinese nationality, background
and culture. So it is not only the media itself which needs to be taken into account
for successful communication, but also the journalist’s personal background.
Media officers need to be aware of the local media’s bias towards MNEs. And
they will experience the inquisitive and analytical reporting methods of foreign
journalists. On the other hand, knowledge of the local market and its inherent
way of functioning is imperative to be able to successfully run media relations in
China. In many other aspects of media relations, the activities and challenges
in China are similar to other markets. Events and interviews with company
executives, however, seem to be more popular and effective for media coverage.

4.3 International Media

Many international media have already picked up on reporting from China by
sending journalists there or recruiting them locally. Clearly, they rely on MNEs as
a reliable and representative source of insights on developments in China. With
a growing MNE community, these resources are becoming even more widely
available and should be tapped by the international media.

International media and their staff should be aware that in China they are
still perceived as representatives of their country to some extent. Their reporting
on events from China can have quite an impact on political affairs between the
two countries and some caution might be required. While the general press
and some TV stations mostly report from China, there is actually a tremendous
opportunity for specialised media, the radio and Internet media to follow suit;
there are plenty of MNE:s in specialised industries who would be perfectly willing
to share their China background with the international media.

Finally, there appears to be some disagreement between the media officers
questioned in this study about the local market opportunities for foreign media,
Le. if foreign media can and should establish a local China edition to tap into
the large Chinese reader base. With the current regulations, access appears to
be somewhat easier in specialised media and non-sensitive areas such as lifestyle,
sports or entertainment. In the general media, political opinion and guidance
restrains foreign entry and is unlikely to change swiftly. However, the local
market is very interested in and in need of international insights and support, so
partnering with media in China might be a suitable and attractive way of getting
an early foothold in this large market.



4.4 The PR Industry in China

According to the findings of our research study, it seems the value of PR agencies
lies in specialisation; understanding a company’s industry and business is a key
value. This will gain further weight when the media industry in China becomes
uniform on a national level. With specialised media developing a national reach,
it will be potentially more viable for any agency to specialise in certain industries.
The business volume generated from its knowledge and network in an industry
can then originate from customers of such industries across the country.

Also, there is an opportunity to target the international media as a specialised
service for MNEs. This might include an “international media representative”
solely catering to the small but growing community of foreign journalists and
media. Such a service offering could be developed both by local Chinese agencies
or locally present international players.

In their position between companies and the media, agencies could accelerate
the development of transparency with respect to commercial and journalistic
activities. MNEs with restrictive and very clear ethical guidelines, in particular,
would appreciate this effort from their PR agencies.

Agencies as much as media relations officers should consider diverse teams of
foreign and Chinese nationals to cater to the MNEs and their decision-makers
as well as the international media. Besides using an agency for local media
relations, companies are unlikely to appoint a different agency for handling their
international media relations in China. But it could definitely be a distinctive
feature and a valuable service to have resources and knowledge dedicated and
available to the growing and increasingly important foreign press.

5 Conclusion

This research demonstrates that international media are increasingly reporting
from China, which is due to several simultaneous developments. First, the
information and telecommunications infrastructure advanced enormously in the
late 1990s, allowing literally instant transmission of information from anywhere
in the world. Second, the interest in China has grown since the opening policy
was adopted in the early 1980s, in the second wave of reinstated reforms after
1992 and WTO membership in 2001. Along with increasing foreign investment
in China and rapidly strengthening global economic ties, interest in affairs in
China has grown. Most recently, relaxed legislation has motivated foreign media



to report directly from China. At the same time, and to bolster this development,
the local media industry in China has been growing at double-digit rates year
after year.

In researching ten MNEs based in China, it was found that these organisations
do not include any particular strategies in their media relations for addressing the
opportunities and risks of international media reports from China. What’s more,
the enterprises’ representatives unanimously agree that their China activities
are highly visible due to the international media and therefore deserve special
attention. While the community of the international media journalists in China
is still relatively small, managing the relations with these media might generate
a relatively high degree of visibility with the international media by building
on China’s worldwide exposure and prominence. Opportunities for MNEs in
terms of media content emerge from two areas: they are a trusted source on very
general perspectives on the developments in China and their industry; and there
is an increasing trend regarding international news in the local media in China,
where MNEs are a welcome source of information.

Through case study analysis and research into the local market characteristics
in China, it has not only been proven that media relations with the international
media differ in China, but also that understanding the local media market is very
important due to its moderating effects on the international media reporting
from China. This research further highlighted the importance of staffing the
media relations function in China. Foreign nationals and Chinese nationals
display distinctively different perceptions of the local and international media in
China.

From a more conceptual viewpoint, this study underlines the dual market
role of the media and its bridging function towards politics and international
publics. News from an MNE that emerges from China not only reaches Chinese
political leaders swiftly, but also employees, executive staff and government
representatives in the company’s home country, or even around the world.

PR agencies seem to be facing a dilemma: either the enterprises were large
enough to maintain the necessary functions in-house or they judged their business
to be too specific for an agency to cover. Furthermore, the company representa-
tives interviewed did not perceive any initiatives from PR agencies with a view
to supporting their international media relations in particular.



6 Further Research

While conducting this research, a number of interesting areas for further re-
search surfaced, both in theory and practice. Most evidently, a wider empirical
analysis would be desirable, using statistical methods for generating models on
determinants of success in international media relations for MNEs in China.

In general, it seems that the measurement and management of international
media relations deserves more attention from the academic community as the
media industry undoubtedly continues to internationalise at a fast pace. China
could continue to serve as a prominent object to be studied in this area.

Without a doubt, China itself and the local media industry offer a multitude
of research opportunities: regional differences within China, the dual role of
the media and the role of industry analysts in specialised media are just a few
of them. The continuing development within the media industry presents an
opportunity for a great deal of further research. Following the PR boom in the
US and Europe, it is now time to turn the focus to China for the 21st century.
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