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Abstract

How many agendas has Xi Jinping put forth and promoted since taking office in 2012, and what are the
types of agendas? What is the relationship between the agendas? How much of political attention has each
agenda received, and how has the allocation of attention changed over time? Moreover, how do we know
this? Despite the scholarly interest in policy development during the Xi era, few studies have
systematically mapped the overall structure — the number, substance, and underlying relationship — of
policy agendas pursued by the Xi administration. To address this research gap, we utilize a dataset of
presidential statements, speeches, and reports from 2012 to 2022 and employed automated text analysis
to identify major topics and terms associated with each topic. Our analysis reveals the identification of
about 25 distinct policy agendas across diverse policy domains, with remarkable temporal variations
between agendas in terms of the amount of leadership attention. We find a significant shift in both the
substance and relative weight of policy agendas between the first and second term of Xi’s tenure,
indicating his adaptation and responses to changing domestic and foreign policy environments.
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1. Introduction

There is a general agreement that Xi Jinping’s rise to power as the supreme leader of China has led
to significant changes in the policy-making process of the country. Of particular note is Xi’s deep
involvement in the policy process in which the party leader now engages in nearly every stage of
policy development, from agenda setting to implementation and evaluation (Heilmann and Stefan
2016; Lampton 2015). Certain scholars argue that Xi has expanded his influence beyond the
traditional areas of focus of the General Secretary, such as economic, and social policies, which
were previously the purview of the premier and the State Council. This has earned him the

nickname “The Chairman of Everything” (Shirk 2018; Economy 2018).

Despite the widely held perception of the transformative leadership of the new leader, observers
increasingly disagree over whether or not Xi has made significant progress in transforming the
policy-making process and policy outcomes. For instance, scholars have expressed skepticism about
the state of policy implementation and suggested that the reform efforts by Xi may have exerted a
limited impact on pre-established norms and practices on the ground (Pei 2022; Jaros and Tan 2019;
Ang 2022). Additionally, in light of the lack of tangible accomplishments, doubts are being raised
regarding Xi’s ability and willingness to remain committed even to his signature policy initiatives
(Zhu 2022; McGregor 2019). In summary, as signs of policy deadlock and agenda shifts emerge
under Xi’s continued rule, reassessing the relationship between Xi’s characteristic leadership and

policy outcomes is important.

This study aims to contribute to the discussion by analyzing policy outcomes during the Xi era, with
a special attention to the identification of the evolving policy agendas and priorities of Xi. The
underlying assumption is that Xi has adapted to changes in domestic and external conditions, which
leads to shifts in policy substance, priority, and enforcement strategy. To achieve this goal, the study
uses probabilistic topic modeling on a vast collection of presidential statements, speeches, and
reports from 2012 to 2022. The ultimate objective is to construct a comprehensive and reliable set
of policy agenda and to analyze the structural and temporal dimensions of agenda dynamics

throughout Xi’s entire reign.

Our analysis on the dynamics of agenda in the Xi era in particular and authoritarian regimes in

general presents two contributions. Despite the increased interest in policy development during Xi's



reign, only a few studies have systematically analyzed the overall structure of the policy agenda of
the Xi administration. To address this research gap, we provide a comprehensive overview of the
policy agenda of Xi, including both revealed and latent policies, by identifying their number,
substance, and underlying relationships. Our findings not only improve the understanding of Xi's
evolving policy priorities, which is particularly important given his extended tenure, but also shed

light on the policy outcomes of the resurgence of strongman politics in China.

After applying the topic modeling method, we have identified approximately twenty-five unique
policy agendas that span various policy areas. Among the most frequently occurring topics are
China’s relations with developing countries and global economic governance. Structurally, our
analysis finds that each policy agenda is nested within one of three broad clusters that are only
loosely connected, namely, foreign policy, domestic policy, and crisis response. We also
demonstrate that China’s relations with developing countries, which is the most dominant agenda at
the corpus level, is less significant in relational terms, as programmatic agendas, such as Socialism,
and Civilization, become salient due to their strong connections with a wide range of topics. Lastly,
the findings indicate a significant shift in the relative amount of attention given to each agenda
between Xi’s first and second terms, which is particularly pronounced in agendas related to

implementation strategy.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 introduces the relevant literature and
how this study enhances the existing research. Section 3 outlines the data sources and methodology
used in this study. Section 4 displays the model output and presents the main findings supported by
evidence from text analysis. Section 5 discusses various approaches to validating the findings.

Finally, Section 6 summarizes the findings and draws conclusions.

2. Relevant Literature: Authoritarian Agenda Dynamics and China Under Xi

Theories of policy agenda have traditionally emphasized democratic systems and focused on
processes that ensure that policy priorities remain responsive to stakeholder demands. However,
applying these theories to authoritarian regimes poses two challenges. First, in contrast to
democracies, authoritarian policy processes are insulated from stakeholder activities external to the
establishment (Han 2022). Second, under authoritarian regimes, representation within bounds is a
more common form of agenda entrepreneurship instead of direct competition embedded in a broad

network of policy venue (Truex 2016). Despite the growing interest in authoritarian responses to



societal demands, the majority of scholars agree that autocrats possess significant freedom in
deciding on the extent and the form of external preferences to incorporate into government policy
(Chen et al. 2016; Lorentzen 2014). Furthermore, autocrats are generally skeptical of greater public
involvement in the policy process, as asserted by Wintrobe (2000).

Regarding internal processes, a significant discourse exists regarding the interplay between policy
priorities, specifically the choice between the provision of public or private goods and regime
survival (Mesquita, Smith, & Siverson, 2003). However, the intense interest of autocrats in
mitigating threats to the survival of their regime does not necessarily indicate that such threats alone
dictate all government priorities determined by officials dispersed throughout the broader political
system. Despite the strong emphasis on top-down control, bureaucratic deviation from central
priorities can be relatively prevalent in authoritarian regimes. As a response, autocrats may
occasionally employ drastic measures to suppress non-compliant activities, which may also result in

changes in policy priorities.

How then does China under the leadership of Xi fit into the existing literature? The prevalent view
is that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) under Xi’s rule has shifted toward more repression and
less responsiveness in managing external demands, and has been more skeptical of incorporating
societal preferences into the policy-making process (Dickson, 2021). Many observers agree that Xi
has significantly strengthened his personal control over the entire party-state bureaucracy using
various methods, including anti-corruption campaigns. As a result, a popular characterization of the
past decade is the emergence of the strongman rule in which a single leader, often aided by a small

group of loyal supporters, wields disproportionate power over the party-state system (Shirk, 2018).

The concentration of power in Xi’s hands has significant implications for the policy process and
agenda outcomes. Notably, it has led to remarkable erosion of collective decision-making norms,
which enables Xi to make decisions more quickly and with less input from other leaders or interest
groups (Shirk, 2023). Policymakers in the broader political system, who face intense demands for
loyalty, are reluctant to pursue independent agendas and instead focus on a smaller set of priorities
within the boundaries of political acceptability (Stern and Hassid, 2012). Consequently, Chan et al.
(2021) argue that Xi’s tenure is associated with more frequent changes in policy agendas, greater
unevenness in the distribution of attention across priorities, and more alignment in agenda focus

across policy venues than did Hu Jintao’s era (Chan et al. 2021).



In addition, Xi’s consolidation of power also has implications for the substance of policy agendas.
Scholars have pointed out that Xi has pursued an elitist or particularistic type of policy that satisfies
the relatively narrow set of interests of his allies and trusted institutions (Li, 2016; Lam, 2015). If
the case is true, it suggests a significant departure from the Hu era, during which significant
attention was given to redistributive agendas such as fiscal rebalancing between urban and rural
regions and the establishment of a basic social safety net (Kroeber, 2016). Moreover, the perceived
need to centralize political authority in response to economic slowdown has led to a renewed focus
on the role of ideology as a unifying mechanism (Cheek, 2021). Additionally, previous studies
suggest that national policy priorities have reflected more of the personal political agenda of the
leader with further consolidation of his personal power, particularly after the 19th Party Congress

(Schatz, 2009; Fewsmith, 2021).

Despite the broad and potentially significant theoretical implications of Xi’s concentration of power
and authority on policy outcomes, only a few systematic, evidence-driven approaches are used to
identify and explain the entire spectrum of constituent elements and their relationships in the policy
agenda in the Xi era. Instead, many studies focus on specific issue areas (e.g., economics, security,
or social issues) or individual policy initiatives (e.g., the Belt and Road Initiative [BRI], anti-
corruption campaign, or common prosperity). Although a few analyses employ a comprehensive
focus, the majority rely on a deep yet selective reading of Xi’s speeches and writings, which results
in an impressionistic portrayal of policy priorities. For example, Pei (2022) argues that Xi’s agenda
consists of three main components, namely, establishing personal political dominance, revitalizing
the Leninist party-state, and expanding China's global power and influence. However, this type of

account lacks falsifiability and does not enable empirical testing through alternative observations.

Furthermore, the existing research fails to address the level of leadership attention given to each
policy agenda and its evolution over time*. A grasp of these factors is critical for understanding

variations in policy outcomes, particularly in the Chinese context (Lieberthal and Oksenberg 1988;

2 Notable exceptions include Chan et al. (2021) and Qin and Huang (2023). In addition to using different

collections of policy documents, their research differs from ours in two crucial aspects. Firstly, those studies
primarily aim to examine whether China's policy process is characterized by punctuations and, if so, to what
extent. Secondly, while they focus on the dynamics of elite bargains, their main object of observation is the
policy process within the central bureaucracy, rather than the policy preferences and priorities of central
leaders.



Wang 2008). Therefore, a more comprehensive and evidence-based approach is required to identify
and explain the entire spectrum of constituent elements and their relationships in the policy agenda

of the Xi era.

In summary, this brief literature review highlights three main points. First, the authoritarian agenda
setting frequently reflects the process and outcome of elite bargains but does not suggest that non-
elitist societal preferences are irrelevant to the agenda outcome. Second, reports emerge that the
concentration of power by Xi has introduced new dynamics to Chinese policy-making processes.

Third, scholars have not reached a consensus on the specific agenda outcomes of the Xi era.

This study aims to fill the gap in the literature by answering three questions: (1) How many policy
agendas has Xi Jinping proposed and promoted since taking office in 2012, and what are these
agendas? (2) How much attention has each agenda received, and how has the allocation of attention
evolved over time? (3) What is the relationship among policy agendas, and how has it changed?
Notably, the objective of the study is to discover a comprehensive set of policy agendas proposed
and pursued by Xi using political texts to explore their temporal evolution and structure. Although
theoretical implications are inevitable and will be discussed, the immediate goal is not to test a

particular hypothesis derived from the theories of agenda setting and authoritarian policy-making.

3. Data and Method

3.1.Data

We collected textual data from the Xi Jinping Xilie Zhongyao Jianghua Shujuku (2131 V- £ 51 8 2
YIS EHE % ; hereafter, XIS), which is a database of important speeches made by Xi Jinping *. XIS
is a web-based source that mainly collects speeches and reports related to Xi Jinping from Chinese
state media, including the People’s Daily (domestic and international editions), Xinhua News
Agency, local newspapers, and several state, or CCP publications, such as Qiushi. The database
contains speeches, activity reports, field visits, press conferences, meetings, telegrams (e.g.,
ceremonial), and other types of articles. The articles date back to November 15, 2012, which is the
day Xi Jinping took office as the General Secretary of the CCP.

The pre-cleaning dataset included a total of 12,532 articles spanning from November 15, 2012, to

3 The URL of the database: http://jhsjk.people.cn/
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October 31, 2022, which comprises a total of 18,456,212 Chinese characters, with an average of
1,478 characters per article. To ensure the quality of the dataset, we eliminated duplicate articles,
particularly those published by People’s Daily and Xinhua News Agency, and articles that were
either very long (>30,000 characters) or too short (<200 characters). After cleaning, the final dataset
for analysis consisted of 9,016 articles, which contain a total of 14,117,728 characters, with an

average of 1,565 characters per article. Figure 0 provides a detailed summary of the dataset.

Figure 0. Number of articles and words by year (2012~2022)
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Using these data poses advantages and limitations at the same time. One significant advantage is
that the dataset contains a high concentration of policy statements made by Xi, allowing us to
concentrate on his policy agenda and priorities, in contrast to collections of newspaper articles.
However, the dataset's limitations arise from its direct compilation from articles published by state-
owned media, particularly the People’s Daily and the Xinhua News Agency*. As a result, a

possibility exists that the articles in the dataset were selected for propagandistic purposes, such as

4 Previous research has demonstrated that media bias is more evident in news sources that are subject to

strong state or party control. For example, using Chinese domestic newspaper data from 2000 to 2010,
Piotroski et al. (2017) illustrates that news sources under the control of the central government or party
organizations are more likely to display a favorable sentiment. Similarly, Qin et al. (2018) examines 117
newspapers across China to evaluate the degree of bias in each media outlet. The results indicate that the
media at the central level tend to report more on highest political leaders, while topics emphasized by the anti-
CCP media tended to be less frequent.



disseminating preferential messages for relevant organizations, instead of conveying true
information about the policy priorities of the leader. Thus, Grimmer et al. (2021) stress that when
using documents as a reflection of government inner workings, researchers should seek to
understand the incentives that underlie document collection and the process through which the data

are made available.

Nevertheless, given Xi’s firm grip on the party-state system, it is unlikely that any organizational
biases systematically influence document selection in ways that could conceal or distort the policy
preferences of the leader. Notably, the policy priorities of a politician can frequently be inferred
from their statements or speeches in meetings and congresses, which is particularly true in the
highly controlled media environment of China. Furthermore, the current study focuses on policy
priorities in the public domain, which must be effectively communicated to approximately 90
million CCP members and other stakeholders. Thus, assuming that media types, such as the
propaganda apparatus of the Party, would not bias political priorities is reasonable, because it could

be extremely misleading and costly given the magnitude of the potential audience.

3.2.Method

Text has long been a crucial resource for social scientists, but advances in technology in recent
years have rendered possible the analysis of vast amounts of text using quantitative methods. With
the proliferation of the Internet, social scientists now have access to more data than ever before, and
the research community has responded by creating user-friendly software packages. As a result,
scholars are now able to draw on a wider range of data sources and use more diverse research

methods (Wilkerson and Casas 2017).

To analyze our corpus of the XIS, this study utilizes topic modeling methods. This approach was
selected, because topic models are well-suited to our analytic goals: identifying policy agendas and
exploring their structural and temporal properties. Originally developed as an unsupervised machine
learning algorithm for document classification and information retrieval (Blei et al. 2003), topic
modeling not only saves significant labeling efforts but also enables researchers to summarize the
underlying structure of large collections of documents. Notably, although topic modeling was
initially intended for document classification, it has become a widely used tool in the social sciences
for measuring latent concepts and generating new conceptualizations (Ying et al. 2021). Moreover,

practitioners suggest that topic models are particularly effective for analyzing newspaper articles or



well-crafted statements from political or social elites (Grimmer et al. 2021), which makes them

suitable for our objective.

In our topic modeling applications, we leverage a recently introduced framework, the structural
topic model (STM). The STM is a mixed-membership model built on the popular latent Dirichlet
allocation (LDA) model, which is particularly useful when documents likely contain multiple
complex and overlapping topics.® In contrast to LDA, however, the STM provides a flexible
approach for incorporating document metadata, such as author characteristics, writing location, and
time of writing, into the analysis using document-level covariates (Lucas et al. 2015, Roberts et al.
2019). The inclusion of this information within the model can improve the quality of learned topics
and facilitate hypothesis testing. Additionally, as Roberts et al. (2014) demonstrate in their
application to open-ended survey responses, the STM is sensitive to the time period in which the
text was created, which renders it advantageous for tracking changes in topic over time (Roberts et

al. 2014, 17).

Prior to examining the applications of STM, an essential aspect to note is that unsupervised
methods, such as topic modeling, require significant input from the researcher despite their name.
The researcher must specify, among other things, the number of topics in advance and interpret their
meanings. Furthermore, the preprocessing decisions made can exert a profound impact on the
outputs of the topic model (Denny and Spirling 2018, Wilkerson and Casas 2017, Eshima et al.
2020). For instance, manipulating only one feature of a topic model (e.g., removing or retaining
stop words) can produce vastly different results. Fundamentally, the agnostic perspective that no
true, correct model exists for language analysis highlights the need for significant effort for
devotion toward the validation of the model and outputs (Lucas et al. 2015, Quinn et al. 2010). This

issue will be revisited in Section 5.

4. Main Findings
In this section, we conduct a detailed analysis of the dataset to present three sets of findings on the
substance, structure, and temporal evolution of the policy agenda during the last decade under the

Xi era.

5> Mixed membership models can provide more accurate and nuanced analysis of complex topics because

they allow for a document to be associated with multiple topics, which facilitates generating the document-
topic matrix and topic-word matrix simultaneously.



4.1. Number and Substance of Policy Agendas

As previously noted, topic modeling requires input from the researcher, including the specification
of the number of topics, which is one of the most important and challenging tasks from the
methodological standpoint. The optimal number of topics (parameter K) is dependent on various
factors. If K is very small, then the corpus will be divided into a few general semantic contexts,
whereas if K is very large, then the collection will be divided into numerous topics, a few of which
may overlap, such that topics may be difficult to interpret. No definitive answer exists to the
appropriate number of topics for a given corpus, and human judgment is used to select the final
model (Grimmer and Stewart 2013). Political scientists who have used topic models typically select
the number of topics on the basis of whether or not the discovered topics are substantively
meaningful (Grimmer 2010; Moser and Reeves 2015; Catalinac 2016). However, the existing
software packages for topic modeling offer multiple options for measuring topic quality and
assisting with model selection. Given that the quantities of interest to our study include the number

of topics, a brief discussion of model selection is necessary.

10
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Figure 1. Finding the optimal number of topics

Notes: CaoJuan2009 computes similarities between pairs of topics in which the optimal number
of topics is reached when the overall similarity (or distance) between topics achieves its minimum
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Figure 2. Measuring topic quality
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s 1 and 2 depict the results of the application of the existing built-in metrics to our cleaned

text corpus and multiple model outputs, respectively, to assess the quality of topic structures. A

good topic structure should consist of understandable, meaningful, and distinct semantic clusters,

with each topic being mutually exclusive. Figure 1 illustrates that two metrics were used to

calculate intra-topic density and inter-topic distance, which, when taken together, indicate that the

11



optimal number of topics falls in the range of 20 to 30. Another common strategy for evaluating
topic quality is by combining semantic coherence and the exclusivity of words to topics (Roberts et
al. 2019), as shown in Figure 2. The results demonstrate that models tend to perform well with 20 to

25 topics.

After applying various assessment metrics, we selected 25 topics that produce an acceptable
tradeoff across the metrics and a relatively interpretable result. Table 1 presents the STM output in
which each topic is labeled on the basis of the highest probability and the frequent and exclusive
(FREX) words in each topic. ® In a number of instances, we further examined exemplar documents
to better understand a topic, that is, the documents that contain the highest proportion of words

pertaining to the topic.

Our model generated a broad array of topics across diverse policy domains, except for a limited
number of topics related to Xi’s official activities as the head of the party and state, such as Foreign
and Local Visits (topics 5 and 16), Press Conference (topic 13), and Congresses and Meetings (topic
17). This finding is notable, because it exceeds the original classification of policy areas of the CCP
(Shao 2019)." To provide an overview of topical prevalence in the entire corpus, Figure 3 displays
the expected proportion of each topic in the corpus. The figure shows that China and Developing
Countries (topic 9) is the most prevalent theme in the corpus, which indicates that foreign economic
policy issues, along with those pertaining to Global Economy and Governance (topic 3), were the

major aspects of Xi’s policy agenda.

Table 1 highlights an agenda that merits attention: Poverty Alleviation (topic 12). It is the only
agenda in the model output that has a redistributive appeal. A close examination of the most
frequently occurring words and FREX words suggests that the inclusion of this agenda may reflect
the traditional emphasis of the CCP on the so-called agricultural issues instead of indicating a
preference for Xi’s personal policy priorities. However, this agenda received significantly more

attention

% Frequent and exclusive (FREX) words combine the frequency of a term in the corpus with its exclusivity to
the topic, as measured by the ratio of the frequency of the term within a topic to its frequency in the corpus as
a whole (Roberts et al. 2019).

" The official categories are economics, politics, culture, society, ecology, party-building, military, and
diplomacy.
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Table 1. Topics and Top Words in the Structural Topic Model

# Topic Labels Top words
| Culture and Civilization Highest Prob: j(ﬂﬁ,)‘:F [, SCBA, P75k, 0, KB, R
FREX: #h 2Bl ¥4, s, 30, b=, BBOR, AR
Highest Prob: L1F, KB, RIE, BEAR, BEF, e, AR
2 Ethnic Unity AP P e, gy 78
FREX: Vi, #ris, RRHIZ, 104, R, SRR, T A%
) ) ) Highest Prob: H1[E, Z&35F, 4% A, WK, @K, &, WAREAHH
3 China and Asia-Pacific FREX: MUCHIE, TEA, WAL AHLSL, il Tk, WA, 772
4 China and Youth Highest Prob: F 4, I35 F, FE, 77K, B, 7, 28l
FREX: &4, " REE, B, FIfE, & H, 26, A4k
5 Foreign Visits Highest Prob: FF[E|, >135F, T/, Vi, KiH, WE, AR
FREX: AT, fif =2, shik, SEPEEE, B KA, 1R, v
6 Rule of Law Highest Prob: S, #ill[&, ik, EIR, 40, #Edk, T/F
FREX: iKi8, AIE, S0k, S8k, AL, ikiaE, Bok
7 Covid-19 Highest Prob: 21, Bifl, T, %4, I, Hiet, i
FREX: Bfif, J2218, Miti%s, ek, 202k T AR, HUgie, ¥t
g Speech and Writing Highest Prob: #id, 3136, +/\, [, %3], N6, %A
FREX: ik, Hro ik RikL, 4ERR, SCRikiE S, g, HEig
9 China and Developing Countries Highest Prob: &1, &I, %%, WIE, 28, 7, hiE
FREX: W3k, #7, FEM, AL G0 K, 75, SRtk EE, MilE %%
10 Socialism with Chinese Characteristics Highest Prob: HRR T R, A2, TP 5, P, R e
FREX: F§ta, tha 3 3, BRAL, I, SO, A, k2
11 Innovation and Economy Highest Prob: LI, GURT, £237, FH, S, i, #2)
FREX: it BH, IRz, Z5rak, M, 454, sifk
12 Poverty Alleviation Highest Prob: 27, K&, 3T, 12k, KA, TAE, R
FREX: W32, BT, AR, 20, R AL, BB, A&
13 Press Conference Highest Prob: )35, FJ, EIS, 10#, 5, HUF, 2847
FREX: #K, %, id#, Wi, 22240k, 15, ki
4 Anti-Corruption and Cadre Highest Prob: T8, BGA, 3, W8, TOE, 95, @i
management FREX: 3N, 38 RUBRIEL, 284, /\I0, S0, AR, MG 5T
15 China and Major Powers Highest Prob: &1, K&, 421, ki, &hk, HLIR], X
FREX: H135, vy, O E, W38 6%, ehik, Bif, ik
16 Local Visits Highest Prob: 3T, &40, F, KE, G UL, #ERK, T
FREX: IEJE, £ 341, MR, WL, @M, %5, FT 3
Highest Prob: {38, 13 F, &8, TH, TE, K&, 25
17 Congresses and Meetings FREX: £EAKFE RS, K&, EFEH, BIRE, TE, 2ETREE, ke ARG
e
s . Highest Prob: 3¢, [Al7&, AR, Fady, 7431, Jish, 5w
Party History FREX: #1:0, KA, $672 5N, 3, 40, i, B4R
19 Military Modernization Highest Prob: B\, REEE, SJEF, HREN, B%, £, HHRER
FREX: 2%, ¥\, 3%, TE, 7L, FI, B
20 Olympics Highest Prob: SJ3TF, LT, WRE, &3, I, BER, F5E
FREX: & B2y, MY, 4, ik, %, HIp, vkE
21 Internet and Propaganda Highest Prob: T, (b, AR, AW, W, X, Bk
FREX: X, AW, Bit, Frim, e 2Ea), L TARH, Mgk La
22 Chinese Nationalism and Taiwan Highest Prob: I, AR, K, IR, K, S, 7ot

FREX: Fif, Mif %%, L H &%, B, F, His, i
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Highest Prob: & &, 5, WiE, Epxs, 8k, 45, &1F

23 Global Economy and Governance
FREX: @Bk, RIEPER, BAE, a5k, [, 275, £ X
: SR Rl ST > : Y
24 Disaster Relief Highest Prob: i F, [[&, Fw, AR, FE, HX, bifﬁ
FREX: @¥E#, i, BIR, NG e, dilt, 52K, mik
H VAN = > . Y- S %3
25 Belt and Road Initiative Highest Prob: &1F, W, KB, —8&, —ifF, Wi, #i%

FREX: Wi, 88, —F, —%, L4820, A ALE, e

Figure 3. Estimated Topic Proportions in the XIS
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during the second term of Xi’s tenure, as evidenced below (Figure 6), which suggests the presence

of a different motivation behind its presentation.

To gain a better understanding of the content of each policy agenda, Figure 4 displays the results of
the calculation of the probability of each term being generated from a particular topic. For instance,
Military Modernization (topic 19) generates not only general terms, such as “ZfA military” or “%-
= military affairs,” but also specific terms, such as “H1 9% Z% Central Military Commission” or
“0f % building a strong and capable military,” which indicates the central agenda-setter and major
policy objectives. Notably, we observe a significant variation in the probability of the term “>J Iz °F
Xi Jinping” appearing as the most common word in each topic, which is of particular interest to our
research. In general, foreign policy agendas are more likely to include this term than domestic
policy agendas do, although variations can also be observed among foreign policy topics, such as

those between China and Developing Countries (topic 9) and China and Major Powers (topic 15).
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4.2. Correlations and Structures of Policy Agendas
In addition to the inclusion of covariates, another distinctive feature of the STM is the explicit

Figure 4. Ten most probable words for each topic and expected proportions
Notes: Topics 3, 8, 13, 16, and 17 are excluded
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estimation of correlation between topics. * The model output allows the analyst to produce a
network graph of topics in which each topic is a node (point), and two nodes are connected when
they are highly likely to co-occur in a document, which offers insight into the organizational

structure at the corpus level and enables researchers to identify large themes that transcend topics.

8 Correlations are estimated by replacing the Dirichlet distribution in the standard LDA framework with a
logistic normal distribution as in the correlated topic model (Blei and Lafferty 2007). When no covariates are
specified, the STM reduces to an instance of the correlated topic model.
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Figure 5. The network of correlated topics for a 25-topic STM output.

Notes: Node size is proportional to centrality and edge width is to the strengh of the correlation between topics.

Internet&Propa

Meetings&Congresses
InAovation&Economy

Military Modernization

Figure 5 illustrates the structure of correlations among the discovered agendas. The size of each
node represents betweenness centrality, a metric frequently used to capture the importance of nodes
that act as intermediaries or bridges in a network, while the edge (line) width is proportional to the
strength of correlation between the two connected topics. In general, the more strongly connected
any two topics are (as measured by the thickness of the connected line), the more similar are their

word use patterns are in Xi’s political text.

Our model has identified three broad policy clusters that are loosely connected to one another,
namely, foreign policy, domestic policy, and crisis response. The foreign policy and domestic policy
clusters are linked by connecting topics, such as Foreign Visits (topic 5) in the former and Culture
and Civilization (topic 1) in the latter. A few topics in each cluster present obvious connections,
such as the relationship between global economic governance topics (e.g., Global Economy and

Governance and BRI) or between topics related to Xi’s ideological contribution (e.g.,

16



Figure 6. Estimated difference in agenda outcomes between Xi's first and second term
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Socialism with Chinese Characteristics, and Speeches and Writings). However, certain connections
(or the lack thereof) are subtle and require further investigation. For instance, Military
Modernization is firmly situated in the domestic policy cluster and only linked to the topics of Anti-
Corruption and Rule of Law, while Chinese Nationalism and Taiwan lack a connection to any

foreign policy agendas.

Furthermore, it's worth noting that China and Developing Countries, which is the most prevalent

topic at the corpus level, loses much of its significance in relational terms, which suggests that the
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Figure 7. Topical prevalence over time for a set of topics
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agenda might be located at a lower level in the latent agenda hierarchy. In contrast, programmatic
agendas, such as Socialism, Culture and Civilization, and Global Governance, become structurally
salient due to their strong connection with a wide range of topics. This finding not only aligns with
our previous discussion on authoritarian agenda politics, in which the intense need of an autocrat for
political survival does not solely dictate all policy priorities but also prompts further inquiry into the
conditions under which this particular type of policy agendas emerges and its influence on the

overall distribution of agendas.

4.3. Temporal Evolution of Policy Agenda in the Xi Era

As previously noted, STM distinguishes itself from other topic modeling methods, such as LDA, by
allowing document-level covariates to be incorporated into the model as a means of pooling
information. A covariate may influence either the prevalence or the content of a topic. Building on
these advances, we introduced a time covariate into the model to explore the temporal dimension of
the agenda outcomes during the Xi era and examined whether and how the weight of policy agendas

in the XIS has shifted.

Figure 6 displays the estimated difference in topic prevalence for each topic between Xi’s first

(2012-2017) and second (2017-2022) terms. Among the top agendas that demonstrated a significant
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increase in prevalence during Xi’s second term are COVID-19 (topic 7), China and Developing
Countries (topic 9), Socialism with Chinese Characteristics (topic 10), Poverty Alleviation (topic
12), and Global Economy and Governance (topic 23). In contrast, topics, such as Press Conference
(topic 13), China and Major Powers (topic 15), Foreign Visits (topic 5), and Anti-Corruption (topic
14) have witnessed a significant decrease in estimated prevalence. Although these policy agendas
suggest a possible discontinuity or agenda shift after Xi articulated and confirmed his intention to
break the pre-existing party norm regarding leadership retirement, other issues also demonstrate
significant continuity in policy development throughout Xi’s tenure, including Military
Modernization (topic 19), BRI (topic 25), Ethnic Unity (topic 2), Chinese Nationalism and Taiwan

(topic 22), and Local Visits (topic 16), which have consistently received attention during this period.

One intriguing discovery is the change in the agenda within a group of categories that may fall
under the rubric of enforcement strategy. In contrast to another group of agendas that focus on
policy content, these agendas outline how the leader seeks to unify and cohere the bureaucracy to
ensure effective policy implementation, which is a significant concern for the General Secretary.
Figure 7 illustrates the trajectories of the four relevant agendas. It clearly demonstrates that
although Xi emphasized an institutional approach to policy implementation during his first term, his
second term was marked by a more ideological approach that seemingly placed greater emphasis on

the sense of loyalty of individuals.

Additionally, the analysis provides insight into the effect of the COVID-19 outbreak on the
distribution of Xi’s policy attention. It reveals that, in general, the arrival of COVID-19 has diverted
significant attention away from many but not all of the existing agendas. Specifically, we observe
that the policy agendas that have experienced a similar surge in attention to COVID-19 include
Global Economy and Governance and Innovation and Economy. This finding is largely consistent
with the broad observation that the earlier response of the CCP to the pandemic emphasized the
superiority of the Chinese system and the need to reform global institutions to align with the policy

priorities of China (Huang 2021; Yang and Chen 2021).

However, the finding suggests that the adoption and strict adherence of the CCP to the Zero Covid-
19 policy, which resulted in increased discontent among the population, has led to the increased
reliance on upholding Xi’s authority and symbolically justifying it through appeals to Chinese Culture
and Civilization in which the youth is the main target of this effort (Wing-Chung 2022). This stance
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is evident in the recent increase of attention to agendas such as Socialism with Chinese Characteristics,
Culture and Civilization, and China and Youth. In summary, although COVID-19 has diverted
attention from many policy agendas, it has also reinforced the emphasis of the CCP on the unique

system and culture in China, which presents implications for the future of policy priorities.

5. Validation: Tracking the Belt and Road Initiative and Anti-Corruption Campaign

We have used the model fit from STM to measure the prevalence of various categories of policy
agenda and sought to understand the relationship with one another and their evolution over time. To
establish how many and which topics capture these categories, we already engaged in extensive
validation. For example, in Section 4.1, we pursued several possible approaches for identifying the
optimal number of topic categories by utilizing a set of evaluation metrics for topic quality. Another
avenue for exploring the quality of topics involved the examination of the highest probability and
exclusivity words assigned to the topic along with the documents that the model indicates are most

closely associated with each topic.

Notably, the validation conducted by the study differs from the commonly employed validation
techniques in the machine learning literature, which tends to focus on the degree to which a model
can predict unseen words in a document. For the objective of the study, it is not important that the
model can predict unseen words — we have all the words! Instead, our validation is designed to
ensure that the agenda categories learned from the XIS are not idiosyncratic or do not reflect a

wildly different process than that examined by other relevant work.

With these caveats in mind, this section presents another approach for validating the reliability and
usefulness of the discovered topics. Following the practices of Grimmer et al. (2013) and Catalinac
(2016), we demonstrate that our measures align with well-known facts about policy development
during the Xi’s era. This validation approach is designed to assess the notion that Quinn et al.

(2010) refer to as “predictive validity,” which represents an expected correspondence between a
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Figure 8. Agenda setting and policy implementation for Belt and Road Initiative
Plot B is based on China's Overseas Development Finance Database (2023).
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Figure 9. Agenda setting and policy implementation for Anti-corruption Campaign
Plot B is based on Tiger's Corruption Dataset (Yang, Milanovic, and Lin 2023).
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measure and exogenous events uninvolved in the measurement process.

9 However, as the authors caution, the correspondence need not be a pure forecast of events from measures,
but can be concurrent or postdictive, and causality can run from events to measure (Quinn et al. 2010, 27).
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Figure 8 illustrates the relationship between the topical prevalence of the BRI (topic 25) and
China’s distribution of overseas development finance, which we sourced from the Chinese Overseas
Development Finance Database of Boston University.' * The graph demonstrates a close correlation
between the topical coverage of BRI and China’s investment in BRI-related projects, particularly
during Xi’s first term. However, since 2019, the actual implementation of BRI has not aligned as
closely with Xi’s discursive patterns, which could be due to the outbreak of COVID-19.
Nevertheless, the study observed a significant increase in the proportion of the Global Economy and
Governance agenda since the pandemic (see the Appendix), which indicates that resources may
have been redirected to other areas or that BRI has been integrated into a broader agenda (Ray
2023). Consequently, further investigation is required to determine whether or not changes can be
observed in the language used to discuss BRI by examining the effect of the time covariate on

topical content.

Additionally, Figure 9 illustrates the correlation between the topical prevalence of Anti-corruption
(topic 14) in the XIS and the actual implementation of a nation-wide anti-corruption campaign. ' '
The figure reveals that Xi’s focus on anti-corruption aligns well with the progress of the anti-
corruption campaign targeted at centrally-managed cadres. The number of central leaders under
investigation peaked during the early years of Xi’s leadership and has since steadily decreased.
However, there exists a noticeable time delay between the leader’s agenda setting and policy
implementation at the provincial level, as evidenced by the number of provincially-managed cadres
accused of corruption. Nevertheless, this time inconsistency does not indicate that the leader’s
agenda failed to attract the attention of provincial leaders; rather, they presumably required more
time to assess the genuineness and sustainability of Xi’s commitment to combatting corruption
(Ding et al. 2020). Notably, despite the observed decrease in the topical proportion of Anti-
corruption during the second term, Xi continued to exhibit rhetorical commitment to the agenda,
which in turn explains the ongoing implementation of the campaign both at the central and

provincial levels.

10 https://www.bu.edu/gdp/chinas-overseas-development-finance/

11 The data is sourced from Yang, Milanovic, and Lin 2023, which is derived from official information

published by the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (ccdi.gov.cn). Several studies have explored
the anti-corruption campaign using datasets compiled from various sources, such Gang and Yano (2017),
Lorentzen and Lu (2018), and Aidt et al. (2020), and Wang and Dickson (2020). However, the data utilized in
this study represents the most recent, and the only variant that encompasses the period of XI’s second term.
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6. Conclusion

This study leveraged probabilistic topic modeling on a vast collection of presidential speeches and
conducted qualitative and quantitative interpretations of the discovered topics. This process enabled
the presentation of a comprehensive, structural, and dynamic overview of agenda outcomes during

the entire period of Xi’s leadership.

The analysis revealed approximately 25 distinct policy agendas, which exhibit significant temporal
variations in terms of leadership attention. We estimated the difference in topical prevalence
between the first and second terms of Xi’s tenure, which indicates the shifting policy priorities and
different enforcement strategies of the leader. Structurally, our model output implies that foreign
and domestic agendas separately cluster. Agendas that pose implications for foreign affairs, such as
the military and Taiwan, are discussed in the domestic context, which suggests that Xi appeals to
international and domestic audiences with different themes and rhetoric. Additionally, we validated
the reliability and usefulness of the model outputs and topic labeling by examining the relationship
between the discursive patterns and the actual policy execution of the BRI and anti-corruption

campaign, which is widely known as Xi’s flagship policy initiatives.

The empirical findings of this study shed new light on previously overlooked aspects of the policy
agenda of the Xi Jinping administration. While prior studies have produced valuable insights into
Xi’s key policy agendas, most of them have focused on the initial years of his tenure or specific
policy domains, offering only a partial and fragmented account of agenda dynamics. Instead, this
study aims to present a comprehensive and reliable list of policy agendas that covers the entire
duration of Xi’s leadership, while also seeking to investigate the evolving priorities associated with
each agenda. For instance, the estimation results reveal that in addition to the three major agendas
identified by Pei (2020) — establishing personal political dominance, revitalizing the party-state
system, and expanding China’s global power and influence — poverty alleviation and domestic
innovation have also gained significant rhetorical attention, a tendency that has further intensified

during Xi’s second term.

From a theoretical perspective, the findings highlight the importance of examining the dynamics of
authoritarian agendas. The analysis suggests that a dictator’s personal accumulation of power and

authority can potentially influence policy outcomes by shaping their interactions with regime elites.
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This dynamic may lead to a shift from agenda items driven by particularistic goals to those
characterized by programmatic or ideological connotations, particularly when the dictator further
centralizes power. It is worth noting that assuming a fixed preference for a dictator is both
challenging and undesirable since dictatorial preferences are prone to change, thereby impacting

agenda outcomes.
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